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Figure 1: John White Hurn, Frederick Douglass, 1862. (Prints and Photographs 
Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.)
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Douglass Monument. (Rochester: Rochester Herald Press, 1903, 16. Collection of the Rochester Public 

Library Local History Division, Central Library of Rochester and Monroe County, Rochester, NY.) 



A slaveholder never appears to me so completely an agent of hell,
as when I think of and look upon my dear children.

—Frederick Douglass, 1848

My poor mother, like many other slave-women, had many children,
but no family!

—Frederick Douglass, 1855

I feel that we children have shared in a measure,
your sacrifices for the good of the Cause.

—Frederick Douglass Jr., 1883

The family worked on and only encouraged by the thought that they were working
for the cause in which their father and mother were interested—

namely the emancipation of the slave.

—Lewis Henry Douglass, 1905

We were a happy family in this work for the enslaved of our race.

—Charles Remond Douglass, 1920



Figure 3: Anon., Lewis Henry Douglass, n.d. (Prints and Photographs Division, 
Moorland-Spingarn Research Center, Howard University, Washington, DC.)
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Foreword

Robert S. Levine

On the occasion of the 200th anniversary of the birth of Frederick Douglass, 
Celeste-Marie Bernier and Andrew Taylor have presented us with a gift: If 

I Survive: Frederick Douglass and Family in the Walter O. Evans Collection, a veri-
table treasure-trove of documents and manuscripts by and about Douglass and 
his family. Virtually all of the materials in this volume are being published for 
the first time. Bernier and Taylor have done heroic work in selecting, annotat-
ing, and introducing these new materials, which mainly come from the Walter 
O. Evans collection in Savannah, Georgia. That collection, which many of us 
are learning about for the first time, is one of the world’s outstanding archives of 
African American art, literature, and historical materials. Bernier and Taylor 
tell us more about the little-known but hugely important Evans in their intro-
ductory materials. Suffice it to say here that Evans is to be congratulated and 
thanked for his devotion over many decades to the project of collecting African 
American paintings, books, letters, photographs, and numerous other materials 
that might otherwise have been neglected or even lost to posterity. This volume 
draws selectively from the Evans collection, giving us access to heretofore 
unpublished writings by Douglass and members of his family, along with access 
to rare photographs of the Douglasses as well as extended family members and 
friends, many of whom have yet to be identified. At this bicentennial moment, 
If I Survive calls on us to rethink our understanding of the extended Douglass 
family and of Douglass himself.

We tend to regard Douglass as the iconic, almost transcendent nineteenth- 
century African American leader who rises above family, friends, and associates 
to do his cultural work. Consider, for example, how he is introduced in his three 
major autobiographies. The white abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, the 



Figure 4: Anon., Anna Murray Douglass, n.d. (National Park Service, Frederick 
Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)
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publisher of Douglass’s first and still most famous autobiography, the 1845 
Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, declares about the 
first time he encountered Douglass at an antislavery meeting in Nantucket: 
“There stood one, in physical proportion and stature commanding and exact—in 
intellect richly endowed—in natural eloquence a prodigy—in soul manifestly 
‘created but a little lower than the angels.’ ” The black abolitionist, essayist, and 
medical practitioner James McCune Smith asserts in his introduction to the 1855 
My Bondage and My Freedom that Douglass possesses “an unfaltering energy and 
determination to obtain what his soul pronounced desirable; a majestic self-hood; 
determined courage; a deep and agonizing sympathy with his embruted, crushed 
and bleeding slaves, and an extraordinary depth of passion.” The black jurist 
George L. Ruffin offers an even more glowing tribute to Douglass in his preface to 
the 1881/1892 Life and Times of Frederick Douglass: “Up to this time the most 
remarkable contribution that this country has given to the world is the Author 
and subject of this book, now being introduced to the public—Frederick 
Douglass. . . . Our Pantheon contains many that are illustrious and worthy, but 
Douglass is unlike the others, he is sui generis. For every other great character we 
can bring forward, Europe can produce another equally as great; when we bring 
forward Douglass, he cannot be matched.”1 This rhetoric of “little lower than the 
angels,” “majestic self-hood,” and “sui generis” works to create the picture of an 
almost god-like black male leader who maybe doesn’t have to eat, drink, or sleep 
in order to undertake his next great deed. Douglass probably enjoyed the way that 
he is depicted in these prefaces (two of which he commissioned), and it has to be 
said that in his autobiographies Douglass tended to further underscore his status 
as the representative black leader (or, to put this differently, that the prefaces 
emerged from perceptive readings of what Douglass sought to accomplish in terms 
of self-representation in his autobiographies). Perhaps Douglass believed that 
white America needed to be confronted with such an exemplary black leader in 
order to concede that blacks had capabilities equal to whites, or perhaps he simply 
liked being described in such heroic terms. His critics, after all, tended to talk 
about his insufferable ego.2

But now consider one of the most fascinating documents in If I Survive: the 
manuscript draft of Douglass’s third son (and fourth child), Charles Remond 
Douglass (1844–1920), chronicling the Douglass family history. In this circa 1917 
manuscript, Charles offers a very different picture of his father from what we see 

1 Douglass, Narrative, 34; Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, 11; Douglass, Life and Times, 3.
2  For example, the antislavery activist and publisher Richard Webb, Douglass’s host in Dublin in 

late 1845, remarked about Douglass: “F. Douglass was a very short time in my house, before I found 
him to be absurdly haughty, self-possessed, and prone to take offense” (R. D. Webb to Maria 
Weston Chapman, letter of 16 May, 1846, in Taylor, British and American Abolitionists, 260).
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in the prefaces to the autobiographies. Rather than working mostly by himself, 
the Douglass of this manuscript is grounded in and dependent upon his family. 
For instance, Charles describes the young Douglass making his way from slavery 
in Baltimore to freedom in New Bedford with the help of his wife, Anna Murray, 
who, perhaps mainly out of Douglass’s desire for privacy, has virtually no place in 
Douglass’s autobiographies. After Douglass published his 1845 Narrative and 
subsequently sailed to Britain to avoid fugitive slave hunters, Anna, Charles 
discloses in his manuscript, took up shoe-binding in order to support their four 
children during the nearly two years that Douglass remained abroad. When 
Douglass returned to the United States and established the family’s new home in 
Rochester, he started up his newspaper, the North Star, which in Douglass’s 1855 
and 1881/1892 autobiographies is presented as mainly the work of the indefatiga-
ble black leader, but which is here presented as a family affair. As Charles writes, 
“To maintain this paper every effort was put forth by every member of the family 
to keep it alive.” The children may have been young, but they were collaborators: 
“My brothers and sister were taken from school one day in each week to attend to 
the folding and mailing of the paper. . . . We were a happy family in this work.”

According to Charles Remond, that happy family continues to assist Douglass 
with his antislavery and antiracist activities. We learn that during the time when 
Douglass was most closely involved with John Brown’s plotting, Charles himself 
served as an “errand boy” in passing messages back and forth between his father 
and Brown. (In an equally fascinating manuscript selection in this volume, 
Frederick Douglass Jr. [1842–92], Douglass’s second son, says that he, too, helped 
with posting and receiving letters between Douglass and Brown.) Charles further 
suggests in his account of the John Brown years that his younger sister, Annie 
(1849–60), died of grief at the execution of Brown. Between the death of Annie 
and Douglass’s hasty departure to Britain, after the attack on Harpers Ferry, to 
escape from Virginia authorities, Charles asserts that, “We became a dismem-
bered family.” But the family came together in their embrace of the Civil War as 
a war of emancipation, especially after Lincoln decided to admit black troops to 
the Union Army (the very policy Douglass had personally urged Lincoln to 
adopt).3 Charles reports (with some exaggeration) that, “I had the honor of being 
the first to enroll at Rochester for the 54 Mass Inf[antry],” and Frederick Jr. pride-
fully reports in his family biography that, “I helped raise the 54th and 55th 
Massachusetts regiments of infantry.” In the aftermath of the war, to follow 
Charles’s family chronicle to its conclusion, Douglass initially hit the road as a 
lyceum speaker while Anna held the family together for the man who continued 

3  On Douglass’s meetings with Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War, see Levine, The Lives of 
Frederick Douglass, ch. 4.
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to depend on family. We see an example of such dependence during the early1870s, 
when Douglass took on the editorship of the New Era and appointed his son 
Frederick Jr. to act as the paper’s business manager. Meanwhile, as always, Anna 
was there for Douglass. As Charles attests near the end of his chronicle, Anna 
“was the head of the house. She was the banker, the baker, and general manager 
of the home.” Thus he can say about her what Douglass mostly fails to say in his 
autobiographies: that his mother “toiled side by side with my father from the day 
he escaped bondage until her death in 1882.”

Douglass would never deny the importance of Anna Murray to his public and 
private life, and in fact he offers some acknowledgment of her copartnership in his 
final autobiography (Figure 4).4 Moreover, when we reread My Bondage and My 
Freedom and Life and Times through the lens of the family papers in this volume, 
we begin to discern in the interstices of Douglass’s autobiographical narratives his 
larger indebtedness to the family and friends who assisted him in his antislavery 
and antiracist labors. Still, what comes across in the various letters, essays, and 
other writings in If I Survive is that Douglass sought to maintain some separation 
(at least in public) between his public and private lives. But maintaining such 
separation was especially difficult for African Americans, who, because of the 
racial apartheid of white supremacist culture, were always on stage as black people. 
Douglass may have desired privacy for his family, but he had to go public to fight 
to get his children into public schools and eventually to help his sons challenge 
racist printers’ unions. In short, as we see in this volume, Douglass confronted 
many of the problems that more ordinary African Americans had to deal with on 
a daily basis. From that perspective, this collection of Douglass family materials, 
while it casts new light on Douglass, is not simply about Douglass and it is not 
simply about Douglass and his extended family. It is also about the African 
American experience before, during, and after the Civil War. As exceptional as 
Douglass and his family were, they could not escape from the racism that had an 
impact on all blacks, famous or not, during the nineteenth century (and beyond).

Nowhere do we see more clearly just how hurtful whites’ racism was to black life 
during this period than in the moving love letters between Douglass’s first son, 
Lewis Henry Douglass (1841–1908), and Helen Amelia Loguen (1843–1936), the 
daughter of the dynamic abolitionists Jermain Wesley Loguen and Caroline E. 
Storum Loguen. Their letters, among the highlights of this volume, portray love 
between African Americans in the context of the challenges facing northern 
blacks in the racist United States. It is the kind of story that we don’t often have 
access to. And it is a story shadowed by Frederick Douglass, who, for a change, is 
at the margins and not at the center of events concerning the Douglass family.

4 See Douglass, Life and Times, Second Part, ch. 2.



xxvi

if i survive

As we learn from the letters in this volume, Lewis Henry and Helen Amelia’s 
romance began in 1859, right before the Civil War. In one of his initial letters 
to Amelia, Lewis invites her to visit his famous family. In response, Amelia 
remarks that she, too, is from a distinguished family of freedom fighters, refer-
ring to a family member who had “assisted your father on a certain occasion 
from Baltimore.” In this letter, she also refers to the Jerry rescue—the famous 
1851 rescue of a fugitive slave in upstate New York which took place when she 
was eight years old. The rescue made an indelible impression on Amelia, as 
Douglass’s abolitionist work no doubt made an indelible impression on his 
children. But mainly Amelia and Lewis write about their love for each other, 
with Amelia remarking in one letter to Lewis: “Morning. I had a splendid little 
visit with you in my dreams last night.” By December 1861, Lewis declares his 
desire to marry her, but six months later he’s still at home with his family, not 
quite sure what to do following the outbreak of the Civil War. But he eventu-
ally has a purpose as a result of his father’s campaign to allow blacks to fight in 
the Union Army. In a letter of March 1863, Lewis writes Amelia that (at least 
in part because of the success of his father’s efforts) he’s at Camp Meigs in 
Massachusetts and has become a member of the 54th Massachusetts Volunteers, 
who would go on to achieve fame at the battle of Fort Wagner. He tells Amelia 
that he and his fellow black soldiers are singing John Brown songs and that he’s 
enlisted for three years (clearly, the end of the war was nowhere in sight). In a 
key letter of May 1863, Lewis subsequently writes Amelia about a visit from his 
famous father, who is presented as just another father concerned about the 
well-being of his son: “Father was down Thursday to see us, and will be down 
next week again, he was much pleased at my looking so well compared with my 
thin visage when I was home. We were the recipients of a box of niceties from 
home last week, to which we did ample justice, as you no doubt surmise.” In 
the same letter to Amelia, Lewis remarks on a gift he had recently sent her: “I 
am glad you like ‘David Copperfield,’ how beautifully are family relations 
described.” (Dickens was one of Douglass’s favorite authors; he passed along 
his love of Dickens to at least one son.5) But the large thrust of Lewis’s letter is 
to convey his sense of the political urgency of the war, and he does so in 
precisely the terms his father would have set forth: “Remember that if I fall 
that it is in the cause of humanity, that I am striking a blow for the welfare of 
the most abused and despised race on the face of the earth[,] that in the reso-
lution of this strife rests the question of our elevation, of our degradation, our 
happiness or our misery.” Douglass couldn’t have put the goals of the Civil War 
any better than that.

5 On Douglass’s love of Dickens, see McHenry, Forgotten Readers, 124–6.
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I linger with the letters between Lewis Henry and Helen Amelia because they 
provide a complementary vision of what Douglass himself was up to during the 
Civil War, and also because they point to the intersection between the public and 
private Douglass. The letters, it should be said, have the dramatic feel of an epis-
tolary novel, exposing the reader to the unfolding story of the difficulties facing 
Lewis, Amelia, and many other free blacks during and after the Civil War. Lewis 
speaks to those difficulties in a letter of September 1864, when he writes Amelia 
that he’s glad they haven’t yet married because he’s still trying to figure out his 
place in society. “I have been so unsettled,” he confesses, “that I have nearly lost 
my identity.” Even after the successful outcome of the Civil War, he’s still not 
entirely sure of his vocation, though in many respects he continues to seem his 
father’s son. He reports to Amelia on his activities at black state conventions 
while he attempts to further develop his skills as a printer. But given the racism 
of white printers’ unions, he has trouble finding employment. Douglass offers 
Lewis his moral support, writing him in July 1869 that he is “deeply gratified by 
every well aimed blow you deal the selfishness and meanness which seeks to 
humble, degrade and starve you.” That same year Lewis and Amelia are finally 
ready to marry, and in July 1869 Douglass pays a visit to Amelia to celebrate the 
occasion. As Lewis reports to Amelia, his father delighted in the visit and was 
“descanting quite fully on your many good points.” Lewis and Amelia marry on 
October 6, 1869, but Lewis continues to experience what he terms in a December 
1870 letter to Amelia “senseless prejudice emanating from cowardly hate.” The 
love story between Lewis and Amelia may have ended happily in marriage after a 
ten-year courtship, but they continue to face hardships, and Douglass would 
remain one of their big supporters. As we see in this volume, Douglass also offered 
his support to his son Frederick Jr., who, like Lewis, found it difficult to gain 
employment as a printer. In a letter of August 1876, Douglass complains to Judge 
Edmonds of Washington, DC, about his racist refusal “to give any of the printing 
to my son Frederick.” Sad to say, Douglass’s efforts to improve the lot of his chil-
dren would remain a lifelong struggle.

Overall, If I Survive offers new perspectives, sometimes painful, on Douglass’s 
more private concerns about his family. That said, the volume includes manu-
scripts of some of Douglass’s most significant public speeches and essays of the 
post-Civil War period, such as his “Eulogy for Wm. Lloyd Garrison” (1879) and 
his notes on “The Exodus from the South” (1879). The volume also includes 
Douglass’s long piece on William the Silent (William Prince of Orange of the 
Netherlands) as revised in 1876. This little-known lecture/essay shows Douglass’s 
profound interest in history, along with his transnational imagination, as he uses 
his reflections on the sixteenth-century Dutch fighting for their civil and reli-
gious liberty against Spain as a way of addressing the American Revolution, John 
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Brown, and the current struggle for black rights in the United States. In the figure 
of William the Silent, Douglass, in an act of imaginative self-projection, also 
conveys his sense of the power of the self-reliant, heroic individual to bring about 
social change. But in the overall volume, particularly in the little-known letters 
between Douglass and his family, we see that the self-reliant Douglass was not so 
self-reliant after all. To take an important example: When Douglass in his posi-
tion as US Minister Resident and Consul General to Haiti came under pressure 
from the US government in the early 1890s for supporting Haiti’s resistance to 
the establishment of a US naval base there, Douglass offered eloquent defenses of 
his thinking in the North American Review and in the 1892 edition of Life and 
Times. He sounds boldly self-confident and self-assured in these defenses. But 
what we see in this volume is his anxiety about being misrepresented, as he 
privately turns to his family for support. In a letter to Lewis Henry of March 1891, 
he makes clear that he has not resigned and intends to hold onto his job. In the 
same letter, he asks about Helen Amelia’s health and conveys his concerns about 
his wife’s rheumatic fever. These are touching personal moments that look 
forward to the family letters he would write when he returned to the United 
States later that year. In an 1893 exchange between Douglass and one of his 
grandsons, for example, Haley George Douglass thanks his grandfather for the gift 
of a flute, and Douglass praises the boy for his politeness while offering the hope 
that he will grow up to be a “wise and good man.”

But perhaps the most poignant letter in the entire volume is Douglass’s letter 
to Charles Remond from the Haitian Pavilion at the 1893 Chicago World’s 
Columbian Exposition. Though Douglass eventually lost his diplomatic position 
in Haiti, he remained a friend of Haiti, and the government asked him to serve as 
the nation’s representative at the Chicago exposition’s Haitian pavilion. At the 
conclusion of the 1892 edition of Life and Times, Douglass claimed that being 
appointed to this post was one of the “crowning honors to my long career.”6 But 
we get a somewhat different perspective on his work at the pavilion in a letter to 
Charles of October 1893. He confides to “Charley”: “I shall rejoice when I can 
again plant my feet on Cedar Hill. It seems hard to have such a home and enjoy 
it so little.” Yearning for his magnificent home in Washington, DC, Douglass the 
family- and house-deprived man nevertheless goes on to tell his son that “I am 
certainly doing some good in the life I am living. I am holding up the standard for 
my people.” What comes across in this letter is that Douglass near the end of his 
life understood that his work as a public person had come at a cost, keeping him 
at a relative distance from his beloved family. It’s almost as if he’s trying to 
convince himself in this letter of the continuing importance of the “severe cross” 

6 Douglass, Life and Times, 457. On Douglass and Haiti, see Levine, Dislocating Race and Nation, ch. 4.
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that he describes taking up at the end of his 1845 Narrative: “pleading the cause 
of my brethren.”7

There is much more in If I Survive that I admire and am tempted to describe in 
this foreword. But a foreword should pave the way into a volume and leave a good 
deal to the reader. I will conclude, then, by underscoring that one of the great 
contributions of this volume is the way it presses us to consider Douglass in rela-
tion to other people, in this instance members of his close and extended family. 
There is no question that Douglass as an autobiographer was successful in portray-
ing himself as the heroic, representative leader of his black “brethren.” Arguably, 
he was almost too successful in these rhetorical efforts, so that in the autobiogra-
phies in particular we lose sight of his relations to members of his family, whom 
we see in this volume were vital activists both on their own and side-by-side with 
Douglass. Douglass’s autobiographies generally situate him as a self-reliant indi-
vidual in the midst of a culture that, from Benjamin Franklin to Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, and beyond, cultivated the myth of self-reliance as a pre-eminent 
virtue. But the greatest myth of all may well be that of self-reliance. Humans live 
in relation to other humans, and Douglass would have been the first to acknowl-
edge that truism. After all, his antislavery and antiracism commitments, which 
were often collaborative, derived from his concerns about human suffering and 
his desire for equality across the color line. If I Survive casts a revealing light on 
Douglass’s own myth of self-reliance, showing how enmeshed Douglass was with 
family and how enmeshed his family was with him. The Douglass that comes 
across in this volume is a more human figure; his reform projects gained their 
exigence from a profound sense of connection to people whom he tried to keep 
out of the public eye but who we now see were central to the public man.8

7 Douglass, Narrative, 151.
8  On Douglass in relation to women, particularly the women of his family, see Fought, Women in 

the World of Frederick Douglass. Ezra Greenspan and Celeste-Marie Bernier are both in the midst 
of projects about Douglass and his family.



Figure 5: Mathew Brady, Frederick Douglass, c. 1877. (Walter O. Evans Collection, Savannah, GA.)
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Preface

“My Only Way of Fighting”—Walter O. Evans and 
Collecting “400 years of Black History”

“I began to search for other books on Negroes, which led to Negro historical 
figures, individuals that played a role in the abolition of slavery, names like 

Denmark Vesey, who led a slave revolt. Nat Turner who also led a slave revolt. 
Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, Booker T. Washington, Frederick Douglass, all 
were names that in later years I’ve become quite well read on.”1 So Charles White, 
an African American artist who was born into inner-city poverty in Chicago as 
early as 1918, readily confides regarding his hard-won search for Black heroes as 
the inspiration for his murals, paintings, and drawings. Coming of age against a 
backdrop of a long Civil Rights Movement and Black Power era, White was 
educated in a segregated school system in which white was right and Black lives 
did not matter. Working to carve out a space for artistic freedom in this white 
supremacist context, he was shocked to realize that the “book that was the stand-
ard book at that time for US history devoted only one line to the 400 years of 
black history.”2

Still only a teenager in high school, White refused to capitulate to this unequal 
state of affairs by protesting the widespread invisibilization of pioneering Black 
freedom fighters in his US history class. As he recalls regarding the willful omis-
sion of legendary figures such as Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman, Sojourner 
Truth, and Nathaniel Turner, “I began to question why these names weren’t 
mentioned in the standard US History which we all studied.” He summarizes: “I 
remember the first day of class I had in my second year, I raised this question to 

1 White, “Oral History Interview by Betty Hoag: March 9 1965,” n.p.
2  White, “Charles White,” 1968, 57. Unmicrofilmed Charles White Papers, Washington, DC, 

Smithsonian Archives of American Art. 
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the teacher and she told me to sit down.” This high school educator’s attempt to 
silence White had the opposite effect by providing the catalyst to his political, 
and subsequently artistic, resistance strategies. “I sat down and I sat out that 
whole class,” he recalls. “I made up my mind I was going to sit out this whole class 
the rest of the term,” he confides, freely admitting, “I was not going to participate 
in it until somebody gave me a satisfactory explanation of why it was so and if not 
why weren’t they included.” While he was offered no way out, as “[t]hey wouldn’t 
let me drop US History,” White staged his own act of revolutionary civil disobe-
dience: “When the term paper came, I signed my name and turned it in blank. 
When she asked for oral recitation I would not raise my hand, she’d call on me 
and I would say, ‘I don’t know,’ and sit down. This was my only way of fighting.”3 
Over the decades, White demonstrated not one but many “ways of fighting” by 
assuming the role of visual historian, social commentator, and political activist 
across his murals, paintings, and drawings. Faced with the failures of written 
language as he had been forced to turn in his term paper “blank,” he repeatedly 
turned to image-making. “Paint is the only weapon I have with which to fight 
what I resent,” he urged.4

While Charles White’s paintings and drawings bear witness to his determina-
tion to memorialize the lives and works of an array of Black revolutionaries and 
radicals living and dying over the centuries, there is one iconic figure to whom 
he repeatedly returns: an individual born into slavery in Talbot County, 
Maryland, in 1818 as Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey, only to be reborn 
into freedom in New York City on September 3, 1838 as Frederick Douglass. 
Over the decades, White produced a series of murals in which Douglass appears 
alongside other Black leaders, known and unknown, including Five Great 
American Negroes (1939–40), The Contribution of the Negro to Democracy in 
America (1943), and Frederick Douglass Lives Again (The Ghost of Frederick 
Douglass) (1949).5 At the same time, Douglass is the repeated subject of White’s 
solitary portraits. Prominent among these works are a lithograph he produced in 
1951 and an etching he created in 1973, both simply titled Frederick Douglass, as 
well an oil on board work he apocryphally named The System of the Slave—
Frederick Douglass, completed in 1974.6

3 White, “Interview by Betty Hoag,” n.p.
4 Qtd. Barnwell, Charles White, 3.
5  These works are accessible online: Five Great American Negroes:  

<http://www.charleswhite-imagesofdignity.org/30.html>; The Contribution of the Negro to 
Democracy in America: <https://idealisticambitions.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/20131003-080035.
jpg>; Frederick Douglass Lives Again: <http://www.widewalls.ch/artist/charles-wilbert-white/> 
(accessed January 14, 2018).

6  These works are accessible online at the digital David C. Driskell collection: <http://www.
driskellcenter.umd.edu/White/White_Images/gallery1.php>; (accessed January 14, 2018).
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According to Charles White, working in the twentieth century, Frederick 
Douglass’s nineteenth-century activist legacy fulfilled a powerful function by 
inspiring his contemporary Black audiences to take a stand against racist injus-
tice. White, like Douglass himself, saw no distinction between iconic and 
invisibilized Black freedom struggles by insisting on a continuum between public 
and private acts of protest. Growing up “very very poor,” White poignantly 
concedes, “There is a woman seventy years old. . . . She’s my mother. She’s been 
a domestic worker since she was seven years old. . . . I paint about this woman.”7 
For White, there was no difference in weight or purpose between the exalted 
activism of Douglass and the untold activism of his mother, who fought by every 
means necessary to survive. No exclusionary, hyper-masculine or mythic hero, 
White’s Douglass is fallible, mortal, and inclusive.

In Five Great American Negroes, Douglass appears alongside celebrated figures 
such as Booker T. Washington, Sojourner Truth, Marian Anderson, and George 
Washington Carver. And yet, in stark contrast to Truth, who leads enslaved 
people to freedom, Washington, who exhorts an audience from the podium, 
Anderson, who sings, and Carver, who conducts scientific experiments, a white-
haired and aged Douglass barely stands, bowed down, and with a sorrowful 
expression. Yet more revealingly, he does not appear alone. The visual antithesis 
of the legendary freedom fighter who is not only a household name but a house-
hold image, White’s Douglass is burdened with the bent-over body of a traumatized 
young man. In a bold departure from White’s imagining of Douglass according to 
a detailed physiognomy and elite attire in this mural, this unknown figure’s face is 
concealed from view while his head rests in his hands: he is partially naked and 
clothed only in ragged pants.

No more hard-hitting visualization of Douglass’s own personal conflict 
between his life as lived in slavery and his life as lived in freedom can be found 
than in White’s memorialization. Here Frederick Douglass, the freeman, is liter-
ally burdened, and bound by rope, to the body of Frederick Bailey, the “slave.”8 
As White realized only too well in his own day-to-day fight for survival against 
racist atrocities in the twentieth-century United States—which included being 
forced to the back of a segregated bus at gunpoint, and the lynchings of 
family members—Douglass escaped the fact of chattel slavery only to be 
confronted by the survival of the “spirit of slavery” in ongoing systems of 
economic, legal, social, political, and cultural disenfranchisement.9 As we will 

7  Qtd. Lovoos, “The Remarkable Draughtmanship of Charles White,” 96; qtd. Barrett-White, 
Reaches of the Heart, 155.

8  Writing his first autobiography in 1845, Frederick Douglass chose a title that exposed slavery as 
a US institution: Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave. 

9 Douglass, Life and Times, 363. 
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see, an exposure to these inequalities was not only to define Douglass’s post-war 
radicalism but to traumatize the lives of his daughters and sons: Rosetta, Lewis 
Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie Douglass. They were all 
equally only too aware that they were born into a freedom that was in name 
only. While living their lives in the shadow of the “great” Frederick Douglass—
now, as then, a mythological invention with very little bearing on Douglass the 
fallible mortal individual, let alone the political radical, experimental orator, 
literary author, philosopher, historian, and family man—they fought against 
every form of persecution in their lifelong quest for social justice. Theirs was an 
unceasing war against the white racist discriminatory forces that permeated 
every area of their lives. As voiced by Rosetta Douglass, they defied their incar-
ceration within a new form of enslavement by sharing equally in her sense of 
despair: “I feel in bondage.”10

Charles White’s memorialization of Frederick Douglass, the free man, as 
burdened by the suffering of Frederick Bailey, the slave, in Five Great American 
Negroes visualizes Douglass’s exposure to a physical and psychological wounding 
that showed no sign of abating during his own lifetime. Writing as early as 1845, 
less than a decade out of the “prison-house of bondage,” he poignantly remem-
bered his exposure to daily trauma.11 “I was driven so hard, and whipped so often, 
that my soul was crushed and my spirits broken. I was a mere wreck,” Douglass 
writes. He betrays his seeming disbelief: “I can scarcely realize how I ever passed 
through it without losing all my moral and intellectual energies.”12 And yet, while 
he succeeded in retaining his cerebral and emotional powers in the face of his 
exposure to a body-and-soul-destroying torment, he suffered from a repeated 
resurfacing of emotional and mental trauma.

Scarcely a year later, on May 16, 1846, Frederick Douglass sends a confidential 
letter to Ruth Cox, an escaped fugitive living in his own household, in which he 
lays bare his all-consuming depression. Nothing could be further from his self-crea-
tion as Douglass the public icon of super-heroic masculinity than this letter in 
which he writes as Bailey, a man still broken down by slavery and afflicted with 
psychological turmoil. He gives free rein to a gamut of emotions ranging from 
self-hatred to suicidal despair by confiding, “a few days ago—quite down at the 
mouth. I felt worse than ‘get out!’ My under lip hung like that of a motherless Colt. 
I looked so ugly that I hated to see myself in a glass. There was no living for me.” 
Starkly contrasting to the aggrandized language for which Frederick Douglass the 
famed orator was celebrated, Frederick Bailey, the fallible individual writing to a 

10 Rosetta Douglass Sprague to Frederick Douglass, Philadelphia, April 4, 1862. 
11 Garrison, “Preface,” Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, iii.
12 Frederick Douglass to William Lloyd Garrison, Perth, Scotland, January 27, 1846.
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woman he intimately referred to as his sister, sought solace in the colloquial 
language of the plantation in order to give vent to his despair. As he confides, “I was 
so snappish I would have kicked my grand ‘dadda’! I was in a terrible mood—dats a 
fac! Ole missus is you got any ting for poor nigger to eat!!!”13 For these reasons, it is 
necessary to approach Douglass’s public declarations of self-liberation—including 
this celebrated example—with extreme caution: “You must not judge me now by 
what I then was—a change of circumstances has made a surprising change in me. 
Frederick Douglass, the freeman, is a very different person from Frederick Bailey, 
the slave. I feel myself almost a new man—freedom has given me new life.”14

While Douglass “the freeman” was indeed “a very different person” to Bailey 
“the slave,” the suffering experienced by Bailey “the slave” was to continue to 
define the many lives and loves of Douglass “the freeman.” As Kenneth B. Morris 
Jr., Charles Remond Douglass’s great-great grandson, powerfully writes, “The 
comment in this letter offers insight into the soul of a man whose humanity had 
been stripped away by the overseer’s lash.”15 All white abolitionist claims to the 
contrary, and as Frederick Douglass and the thousands more who made it out of 
the house of bondage poignantly understood, the journey from slavery to free-
dom was no linear trajectory: the fight for their “humanity” remained a day-to-day 
struggle. Living a “new life” not as a “new man” but as “almost a new man,” 
Douglass escaped the physical reality of slavery only to re-experience the physi-
cal and psychological difficulties presented by the “guilty ghost” of the “old 
system.”16 As one “going to war without weapons” but refusing to surrender, as it 
was for Douglass in 1845 so it was for White a hundred years later: “The Negro 
fight for freedom, is the motivating impulse underlying all my works.”17

At the same time that White produced Five Great American Negroes, he 
executed a delicately rendered pencil drawing in which he provides an intimate 
close-up of Douglass’s physiognomy and which he simply titled Frederick Douglass, 
dated a year later in 1940 (Figure 6).

This portrait’s striking resemblance to Douglass’s face as portrayed in Five 
Great American Negroes suggests that this drawing may well have functioned as 
a study for his final mural. Douglass is not physically burdened with the body of 
his younger enslaved self in this monochrome work, but White invites his audi-
ence to reimagine his painful history by carefully delineating the furrowed 
forehead and saddened eyes that make up his sorrowful expression. While in his 

13 Frederick Douglass to Ruth Cox, May 16, 1846, 124.
14 Frederick Douglass to William Lloyd Garrison, January 27, 1846.
15 Morris, “Afterword,” in Stauffer, Trodd, and Bernier, Picturing Frederick Douglass, 224.
16  Frederick Douglass, n.t., n.d., n.p. Lewis Henry Douglass Scrapbook, Walter O. Evans 

Collection.
17 Qtd. Bernier, African American Visual Arts, 127.



Figure 6: Charles Wilbert White, Frederick Douglass, 1940. (Pencil on paper, 14 x 11½ inches. Walter 
O. Evans Collection at the Savannah College of Art and Design Museum of Art, Savannah, GA.)
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younger days Douglass had warred against the “caracature [sic] of my face” by 
assuming the traumatized “face of the fugitive slave,” as an elder statesman and 
public icon he had lost none of his power to convey the suffering of Black people 
enslaved and free.18 Across his postbellum portraits, he was equally dedicated to 
communicating his inconsolable sorrow at the daily losses of civil rights and the 
horrifying escalation of white vigilante violence enacted against African 
American women, children, and men.

Douglass’s lifelong burden of bearing witness to the ongoing struggle not only 
to remember Black sacrifice but to endorse Black liberation strategies is power-
fully to the fore in a studio photograph taken by renowned photographer Mathew 
Brady circa 1877 (Figure 5). A hard-hitting case in point, Douglass appears with 
a no less pained physiognomy at the same time that he chooses to show his 
muscular hands as a testament to his indomitable strength. While it is unlikely 
that this was the actual photograph White used as the basis for his drawing, Brady 
memorializes Douglass during the same era of his life, as readily conveyed by the 
similarities of his hair, facial hair, and lined physiognomy. Circulating as no 
grotesque stereotype across a visual archive that he himself commissioned and 
controlled, Douglass’s dignified self-portraits represent his call to arms in an ongo-
ing war of representation. “Negroes can never have impartial portraits at the 
hands of white artists,” he insisted. He was in no doubt that, “It seems to us next 
to impossible for white men to take likenesses of black men, without most grossly 
exaggerating their distinctive features.” As he confirmed, “the reason is obvious. 
Artists, like all other white persons, have adopted a theory respecting the distinc-
tive features of Negro physiognomy.”19 Over the decades, Douglass’s strategies of 
self-imaging and self-fashioning across his meticulously rendered daguerreotypes, 
cartes-de-visite, cabinet cards, and albumen prints lay bare his commitment to 
pioneering his own radical “theory” of Black representation, according to which 
he exposed the “gross exaggeration” of white artists for what it was: a visual lie.

Clearly, Charles White’s conviction that images are weapons in the arsenal for 
the “Negro fight for freedom” is shared not only by Frederick Douglass—who 
wrote himself into existence at the same time that he dedicated his life to 
image-making in the service of Black equality—but by Walter O. Evans, a 
world-renowned collector, curator, and conservator of African American history, 
culture, and memory (Figure 7).

As the pre-eminent collector not only of paintings, sculptures, drawings, etch-
ings, and lithographs but of manuscripts, letters, speeches, narratives, novels, 

18  Douglass, “Letter to Sylvester Betts,” January 28, 1883. Also see Bernier, “A Visual Call to 
Arms,” 323–57.

19 Douglass, “A Tribute for the Negro,” 380.



Figure 7: Anon., Walter O. Evans, n.d. (Walter O. Evans Collection, Savannah, GA.)
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dramas, and poetry written, published, and disseminated by African American 
authors and artists over the centuries, Evans is the owner of White’s drawing and 
of the copy of Brady’s photograph. In a single private collection we encounter the 
works of a twentieth-century artist alongside those of a nineteenth-century free-
dom fighter. Inarguably, Walter O. Evans fuses Douglass’s with White’s “way of 
fighting” by assuming the role not only of the collector but of the conservator and 
preserver of “400 years” of Black histories, memories, stories, and lives. For 
Douglass, White, and Evans, words as well as images are weapons in the fight for 
social justice: a fight that has lost none of its force but is still more pressing in 
2018, the two-hundred year anniversary of Douglass’s birth.

Walter O. Evans as “Griot”: A Collector, Conservator, and Curator of 
African American Art, Culture, History, and Memory

“Growing up in Savannah, Georgia, and Beaufort, South Carolina, did not 
afford me the opportunity to visit museums and galleries,” Walter O. Evans 
confides: “Blacks simply were not allowed in these so-called public facilities.” 
Coming of age in a mid/late twentieth-century US South, he was exposed to 
the discriminatory practices of segregation that bled through every area of civil, 
political, and cultural life. And yet he took solace in the fact that “I did, 
however, learn about African American writers, educators, and activists in the 
all-black elementary schools that I attended.” In comparison to Charles White’s 
white racist northern education, which was sorely lacking, Walter Evans’s 
southern Black teachers immersed him in the lives and works of African 
American writers and artists. “I read about Langston Hughes, Paul Laurence 
Dunbar, Mary McLeod Bethune, Paul Robeson, Frederick Douglass, Booker T. 
Washington, Henry Ossawa Tanner, and many others,” he recalls. Not only was 
he steeped in African American history and culture from a young age as a result 
of his Black-centric formal education, but he had the privilege of a resource 
that was much closer to home. As he confirms, “My family also taught me about 
these historical figures.”20

Summarizing Evans’s early biography from his birth in “Savannah, Georgia, in 
1943,” Shirley Woodson emphasizes that he was the “youngest of the five chil-
dren of Willie Mae Rakestraw and Fred Benjamin Evans.” As she declares, 
“Walter spent his boyhood days in Savannah and Beauford, towns where history 
and tradition were their life breath.” As a result, he benefited from an in-depth 
knowledge of, and immediate access to, extended family relationships, histories, 

20  Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” in Payne et al., Walter O. Evans Collection of African 
American Art, 19.
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and memories. “The importance of family tradition and heritage in addition to a 
well founded education in the Evans family was in keeping with that of the south-
ern African American community,” Woodson observes, noting, “Evans began 
early on to assume a responsibility for knowledge of his ancestry and the meaning 
of his cultural heritage.” As a subsequent world-leading collector, curator, and 
conservator of African American art, history, and culture, Walter Evans betrays 
his early indebtedness to the dual benefit of a Black-centered schooling and a 
family tradition dedicated to preserving and communicating oral histories. From 
an early age, Evans was equipped with all the cultural knowledge and psycholog-
ical support he needed from within his community. As Woodson confirms, “This 
tightly woven fabric of cultural tradition, the social and psychological imperative 
to obtain freedom (within the land of the free) and the recognition of knowledge 
as a liberator was the backdrop of the African American south and duly prepared 
Evans for the tasks before him.”21

Going north to Hartford, Connecticut, as a young adult, “where all of my 
teachers and most of my schoolmates were white,” Walter Evans soon encoun-
tered a very different story and one which was much more similar to the 
invisibilization of Black culture encountered by Charles White. “People of 
African descent were not mentioned in history classes,” he remembers. He was 
horrified but unsurprised to learn that, “With the exception of a paragraph in the 
American history textbook, which made the absurd claim that slaves were happy-
go-lucky and content, blacks were simply omitted.”22 Walter Evans’s ire betrays 
many similarities with Frederick Douglass’s hard-hitting rejection of white racist 
ignorance centuries earlier. Writing in Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, 
an American Slave in 1845, he had a ready explanation for any and all such falla-
cies surrounding the seemingly “happy-go-lucky” contentment of enslaved 
women, children, and men. As he explains, “slaves, when inquired of as to their 
condition and the character of their masters, almost universally say they are 
contented, and that their masters are kind,” for the simple reason of survival: 
“The slaveholders have been known to send in spies among their slaves, to ascer-
tain their views and feelings in regard to their condition.” While living in slavery, 
Douglass freely admitted to his own complicity in this mythology: “I have been 
frequently asked, when a slave, if I had a kind master, and do not remember ever 
to have given a negative answer.”23

On graduating from medical school as a surgeon, Walter Evans soon learned 
that the white racist ignorance that succeeded in writing African American 

21 Woodson, “Curator’s Notations on the Collector,” 13.
22 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 20.
23 Douglass, Narrative, 19.
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history out of US textbooks was the same racist ignorance that guaranteed the 
invisibility of African American art in mainstream galleries. “What moved me 
was that in all my visits to the museums of the world, I almost never saw any art 
by African-Americans,” he admits, stating, “ ‘If there were any, they didn’t have 
any black figures in the paintings.’ ”24 As confronted with this wholesale white-
washing of Black art and artists from western art history, Evans’s determination 
that “ ‘my daughters’ ” would be able to “ ‘see works with African-American 
images in them’ ” in their family home assumed a yet greater urgency.25 As he 
explains, “ ‘It was a conscious move on my part.’ ”26 Working to rectify white 
mainstream gaps and omissions by taking on the role of the collector, as Judith 
H. Dobrzynski confirms, “In 1978, when the Detroit Institute of Art published a 
portfolio of 22 silk-screen prints by Jacob Lawrence called The Legend of John 
Brown, Evans bought the complete set.”27 Les Payne, a longtime friend and jour-
nalist, confirms, “With the purchase of the John Brown series—his first fine art 
purchase—Dr. Evans had framed the philosophy that would guide the early 
phase of his collecting.”28

Evans’s purchase of Jacob Lawrence’s John Brown series testifies to the dual 
commitment to Black radical artistry and Black revolutionary activism that lie at 
the heart of his philosophy of collecting. His vision was shared by Jacob Lawrence, 
who readily admitted, “I was working with the Negro history theme,” when creat-
ing these and other works. As Lawrence declared, he had been inspired to create 
his series commemorating white US freedom fighter John Brown’s revolutionary 
actions in the fight for Black freedom at Harpers Ferry in 1859, by a determina-
tion to do justice to “people,” Black and white, who were “involved in a struggle.”29 
A commitment to memorializing the “struggle” no less motivated Frederick 
Douglass over a century earlier. Just two decades after this white freedom fighter’s 
death, Douglass exposed his own shortcomings in order to celebrate John Brown’s 
heroism. He had no qualms in conceding, “I could live for the slave, but he could 
die for him.”30 In his collections, Evans owns Lawrence’s John Brown series along-
side an original manuscript John Brown himself authored shortly before his death, 
in which he maps his family history.

“Into the late 1980s I collected a succession of paintings, sculptures, works on 
paper, books, manuscripts, and letters by African Americans,” Evans confirms.31 

24 Qtd. Payne, “Foreword,” in Walter O. Evans Collection of African American Art, 9.
25 Qtd. Dobrzynski, “An Eye for American Art,” 84.
26 Qtd. Payne, “Foreword,” 10.
27 Qtd. Dobrzynski, “An Eye for American Art,” 80.
28 Payne, “Foreword,” 9.
29 Lawrence, “Oral History Interview,” n.p.
30 Douglass, “John Brown,” n.p.
31 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 20.
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Inarguably, Evans’s decision to collect Lawrence’s John Brown series signaled his 
beginnings as a collector not only of art but of literature authored by African 
Americans, enslaved and free, and spanning historical and contemporary eras. “As 
an art collector and bibliophile,” Woodson argues, “Walter Evans maintains a histor-
ical balance between art and letters.” She emphasizes, “His curatorial approach to 
acquiring art and writing by African Americans has provided his collection with a 
discernible scholarship.” A defining feature of Evans’s “discernible scholarship” can 
be found in his commitment to collecting African American works inspired by and 
dedicated to the “struggle.” As a result, he does justice, as Woodson argues, to “his 
sense of the necessity of visual and literary artistic expression as a reflection of our 
social history.”32 However much they differ in wide-ranging time periods, political 
contexts, and activist as well as artistic traditions, figures such as Frederick Douglass, 
John Brown, Charles White, and Jacob Lawrence, along with thousands more within 
his collection, betray a shared commitment to using visual or textual means to 
remember and recreate African American “social history.”

“My introduction to collecting printed works (books, manuscripts, letters, 
documents) was quite another story,” Walter Evans summarizes.33 His determina-
tion to own histories, novels, narratives, letters, plays, and essays written by 
African American authors was motivated by his realization that, while he had 
“heard of” major Black literary figures, “I didn’t read any books by African 
Americans in high school.” At the outset, he was inspired by a determination to 
collect Black-authored literary works “for my daughters to read. Not to collect.”34 
While “[i]n the beginning, I simply wanted first editions, autographed if possi-
ble,” he soon broadened his scope to include a wide range of genres as well as 
manuscripts and scrapbooks in addition to published works. “I sought out the 
several dealers (mostly white) who specialized in black material. McBlain’s, 
formerly in Des Moines, Iowa, but now based in Connecticut, was one of the 
most prominent,” he explains. 35 As a result, as Les Payne emphasizes, “[i]n addi-
tion to art, Evans is also a world class bibliophile, specializing in the written 
works of African Americans.” He confirms, “He is also fast gaining a reputation 
as one of the nation’s leading private collectors of black literary memorabilia and 
correspondence.”36

As of 2017, and since Les Payne made this statement nearly thirty years ago in 
1991, there can be little doubt that Evans has now secured his reputation as the 

32  Shirley Woodson, “Curator’s Notations on the Collector,” in Payne et al., Walter O. Evans 
Collection of African American Art, 13.

33 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 21.
34 Bernier, “Interview with Walter O. Evans.” 
35 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 21.
36 Payne, “Foreword,” 10.
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pre-eminent collector of “black literary memorabilia and correspondence.” A 
labor of love, he has amassed a staggering collection of over 100,000 works. As 
Evans explains, while his collection began with a signed first edition of Paul 
Laurence Dunbar’s collection Folks from Dixie, first published in 1898, it has since 
grown to include a multitude of authors that cover all genres and centuries of 
Black literary production. Among the writers in his collection can be counted the 
following: James Baldwin, Benjamin Banneker, Charles W. Chesnutt, Henri 
Christophe, Duke Ellington, Henry Highland Garnet, Langston Hughes, Jermain 
W. Loguen, Toussaint Louverture, David Walker, Phillis Wheatley, Malcolm X, 
Harriet E. Wilson, and Richard Wright. This handful of names is in no way an 
accurate reflection of the thousands of works of all forms, genres, dates, subjects, 
and contexts held in his collection.

“ ‘Culture defines a people and art and is a significant part of that definition, 
like music and literature,’ ” Walter Evans declares.37 “My wife Linda and I feel that 
by collecting African American art, literature and documents we, too, are help-
ing to preserve this legacy.”38 Working not in isolation but with the endorsement 
of his wife, daughters, and granddaughters, he confirms, “My family has been 
extremely supportive of all aspects of my collecting efforts.”39 At the heart of 
Evans’s and his family’s collaborative vision is the hope that they will inspire 
others to start their own collections of African American art and literature. As he 
urges, “I hope that in some small way my collecting will encourage others to do 
the same, and to recognize the importance of preserving our cultural heritage, 
providing a legacy for those who come after us.”40 Over the decades, he remains 
unswerving in his determination to share knowledge and raise political and 
cultural consciousness. As he states, “my wife and I have established the Walter 
O. Evans Foundation for Art and Literature as a means of keeping the collection 
intact and ensuring that appreciation for and education about African American 
art and literature will be perpetuated.”41 Clearly, as Shirley Woodson argues, “In 
his collection of African American art, he has done so from a perspective of 
responsibility.”42 She celebrates the fact that, “He has responded to the visual arts 
as a griot, a keeper of the culture, and here he remains steadfast.”43 As not only a 
collector but a self-appointed “griot,” Evans assumes the burden of conserving not 
only African American “visual arts” but African American literary production in 

37 Ibid.
38 Evans, “Statement,” n.p.
39 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 25.
40 Ibid. p. 25.
41 Ibid.
42 Woodson, “Curator’s Notations on the Collector,” 13.
43 Ibid.
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order to educate, inspire, and galvanize social change for Black diasporic peoples 
across all generations.

Anecdotally, Evans admits, “Visitors come to my home and say, ‘A black person 
painted that?’ looking at a Duncanson or a Bannister,” to which he is unequivocal 
in his response: “ ‘Yes, I tell them, a black person painted that.’ ”44 Such is no less 
Evans’s vision for his literary collection, for which his response to any doubters 
would equally be, “Yes, I tell them, a black person wrote that.” In a letter to white 
radical Gerrit Smith in 1851, Frederick Douglass himself betrayed a similar real-
ization regarding the potentially transformative impact of feats of Black authorship 
for effecting social, political, moral, philosophical, and cultural change. Writing of 
his admiration for the proliferation of writings by Black authors in the mid- 
nineteenth century, Douglass was exultant. “The fact that Negroes are turning 
Book makers may possibly serve to remove the popular impression that they are 
fit only for Boot blackers,” he declares. He was jubilant that, “although they may 
not shine in the former profession as they have long done in the latter, I am not 
with out [sic] hope that they will do themselves good by making the effort.”45

Centuries apart, Walter Evans the contemporary collector, curator, and 
conservator of African American histories, narratives, and memories has his 
historical counterpart in Frederick Douglass, for whom any and all evidence of 
Black literary and artistic prowess was nothing short of revolutionary. Writing 
of his second autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom, published in 1855, 
Douglass justified its publication in ways that reflect on his overall belief in the 
ameliorative power of Black literature in the unending fight against white 
racism. “I see, too, that there are special reasons why I should write my own 
biography, in preference to employing another to do it,” he admits, stating in no 
uncertain terms: “Not only is slavery on trial, but unfortunately, the enslaved 
people are also on trial.” For Douglass, as for Evans, the only way in which to 
annihilate white supremacist allegations that African Americans are “naturally, 
inferior; that they are so low in the scale of humanity, and so utterly stupid, that 
they are unconscious of their wrongs, and do not apprehend their rights,” is to 
create and collect Black-authored, Black-imagined, and Black-disseminated 
works of literature and art.46 According to their shared vision, it is not only by 
producing and commissioning but by amassing thousands of writings, paintings, 
sculptures, and drawings by African Americans that it becomes possible to 
begin to do justice to the missing “400 years” of Black US social, cultural, and 
political history.

44 Payne, “Foreword,” 11.
45 Frederick Douglass to Gerrit Smith, January 21, 1851, 172.
46 Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, vii.
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Frederick Douglass and Family in the Walter O. Evans Collection

“Among the materials in my collection is a large group of books, pamphlets, 
letters, and other written material relating to the great abolitionist Frederick 
Douglass,” Walter Evans summarizes.47 If I Survive: Frederick Douglass and Family 
in the Walter O. Evans Collection is the result of longstanding collaborations 
between Walter Evans and the authors. Working together to produce this volume, 
we are inspired by a shared commitment to bringing his collection of materials 
authored by Frederick Douglass and his family before a wider audience. As the 
inventory which we include in the bibliography at the end of this book confirms, 
the extent of the unpublished materials within the Walter O. Evans Frederick 
Douglass collection represents the largest and most significant private collection 
on this freedom fighter and his family members in existence.

By way of a very brief overview, the Walter O. Evans collection comprises the 
following: two editions of Douglass’s autobiographies and one history of Benjamin 
Banneker, as bequeathed by Lewis Henry to his descendants and inscribed by 
Frederick Douglass to Frederick Douglass Jr.; six draft manuscripts comprising 
variations of Frederick Douglass’s speeches, many of which are authored and/or 
annotated in his own hand; thirteen rare pamphlets publishing Douglass’s speeches 
during his lifetime, many inscribed by Douglass or his family members; eight 
undated scrapbooks compiled by Lewis Henry, Charles Redmond, and Frederick 
Douglass Jr. and consisting of newspaper clippings (many from publications that 
have not survived) as well as handwritten letters, family histories, and drawings; 
one account book belonging to Frederick Douglass Jr. into which he pasted news-
paper clippings, letters, and poems; thirteen unpublished typescripts of Douglass’s 
public addresses and letters spanning the antebellum and post-war periods; forty-
seven letters authored by Frederick, Lewis Henry, and Charles Remond Douglass, 
among many other correspondents, including Lewis Henry Douglass’s wife, Helen 
Amelia Loguen; an autobiographical manuscript written by Frederick Douglass Jr.; 
a biography of Frederick Douglass Jr.’s wife, Virginia L. Hewlett Douglass, and a copy 
of one of her poems as written and reproduced by her husband following her death; 
Charles Remond Douglass’s handwritten draft speech in which he retells the life 
of Frederick Douglass through the missing lens of his family’s history; miscellane-
ous poems, letters, and condolences notes; over twenty photographic prints 
including daguerreotypes, cabinet cards, and cartes-de-visite; more than thirty 
letters and poems relating to the lives of Helen Amelia Loguen and the Loguen 
family. This Loguen archive—which we have recorded in the final part of this 
volume—includes potentially the sole surviving letter written by Amelia’s mother, 

47 Evans, “Reflections on Collecting,” 21.
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Caroline E. Storum Loguen, a leading conductor with her husband, Amelia’s 
father, Jermain W. Loguen, on the Underground Railroad in Syracuse, New York.

To date, the Walter O. Evans Douglass and family collection has proved inval-
uable for a vast number of world-leading scholars including David Blight, Leigh 
Fought, Ezra Greenspan, John Stauffer, and Zoe Trodd. On the publication of this 
volume, it is to be hoped that the inclusion of the first annotated transcripts as well 
as the original facsimiles, complete with in-depth chronologies, detailed introduc-
tory essays, and an extensive bibliography, will make these materials much more 
widely accessible to international audiences. Working to widen knowledge of this 
collection yet further and to provide audiences with access to the original artifacts 
and archives, a series of US and UK exhibitions of the Walter O. Evans Douglass 
Collection will be held at the following institutions during 2018 and 2019: 
National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh, Scotland; Frederick Douglass National 
Historic Site, Washington, DC; Maryland State Archives and Banneker Douglass 
Museum, Annapolis, Maryland; Savannah Collage of Art and Design Museum of 
Art, Savannah. The research for this volume forms part of three larger ongoing 
research projects: Struggle for Liberty: Frederick Douglass’s Family Letters, Speeches, 
Essays, and Photographs, comprising biographical chapters on Rosetta, Lewis Henry, 
Charles Remond, Frederick Jr., and Annie Douglass as well as annotated tran-
scripts of their newly excavated 800+ writings and portraits; For Your Eyes Only: 
The Private Letters of Frederick Douglass and Family, consistening of the family’s 
private writings; and Living Parchments: Artistry and Authorship in the Life and Works 
of Frederick Douglass, the first literary biography of Douglass’s major and minor 
works, tracing the 7,000+ items held in the Library of Congress.48

Recognizing that the Frederick Douglass that is needed in a twenty-first 
century Black Lives Matter era is no infallible icon but a mortal individual, this 
volume cuts to the heart of Douglass’s family relationships. While the many 
public lives of Frederick Douglass—as the representative “fugitive slave,” autobi-
ographer, orator, abolitionist, reformer, philosopher, and statesman—are and 
continue to be lionized worldwide, the aim of this book in which we publish the 
Walter O. Evans Douglass collection alongside essays, original facsimiles, and 
annotated transcripts is to shed light on the many lives of Douglass not only as 
public icon and renowned author and activist, but as private individual and 
family man. All of life can be found within these pages—romance, tragedy, hope, 
despair, love, life, war, protest, politics, art, and friendship—as the Douglass 
family worked together for a new dawn of freedom. The collection provides rare 
insights not only into a Frederick Douglass we have yet to encounter but into the 
lives and works of his sons, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond, each 

48 Bernier, Struggle for Liberty; Bernier, For Your Eyes Only; Bernier, Living Parchments.
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of whom played a vital role in the freedom struggles of their father. As activists, 
educators, campaigners, civil rights protesters, newspaper editors, orators, essay-
ists, and historians in their own right, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles 
Remond Douglass were no less unafraid than their father to sacrifice everything 
they had. They each fought for Black civic, cultural, political, and social liberty 
by every means necessary as they testified that there were not one but many “ways 
of fighting.” No isolated endeavor undertaken by an exemplary icon, the fight for 
freedom was a family business to which all the Douglasses dedicated their lives.

For Frederick Douglass Jr., writing to his father in 1883, his own and his 
sisters’ and brothers’ contributions to the struggle was clear-cut. As he insists, “I 
feel that we children have shared in a measure, your sacrifices for the good of the 
Cause.”49 Lewis Henry Douglass was equally adamant that his own and his 
siblings’ activism reflected the liberationist priorities not only of their legendary 
father, but of their repeatedly invisibilized mother: “The family worked on and 
only encouraged by the thought that they were working for the cause in which 
their father and mother were interested—namely the emancipation of the 
slave.”50 Celebrating his father’s life during a public event organized for an anni-
versary of his birth and in the same year that he died in 1920, Charles Remond, 
Frederick Douglass’s longest-surviving son, was jubilant: “We were a happy 
family in this work for the enslaved of our race.”51 While they were indeed a 
“happy family” in their collaborative efforts to liberate the “enslaved of our 
race,” their surviving writings confirm that Frederick Douglass was not the only 
one who suffered as the collective fight for freedom took its emotional and phys-
ical toll. Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie 
Douglass all experienced bodily agonies, psychological afflictions, personal trag-
edies, emotional conflicts, and discriminatory barriers that leave no doubts 
regarding the enormity of their sacrifice.

As for Frederick Douglass himself—and here is where our book begins—the 
consciousness that slavery and its legacies had the power to destroy the lives of his 
children was an injustice that could in no way be borne. His realization regarding 
the vulnerability of his family provided the all-consuming motive that under-
girded his unceasing fight against not only “my bondage” but “our bondage,” as he 
fought not only to secure “my freedom” but “our freedom.” As early as 1848, 
scarcely a decade out of slavery, Douglass was categorical in his conviction: “A 
slaveholder never appears to me so completely an agent of hell, as when I think 
of and look upon my dear children.”52

49 Frederick Douglass Jr. to Frederick Douglass, July 26, 1883.
50 Lewis Henry Douglass, “Undated and untitled handwritten statement.” 
51 Charles Remond Douglass, “Some Incidents.” 
52 Frederick Douglass, “Letter to Thomas Auld,” September 3, 1848. 



Figure 8: Anon., Rosetta Douglass Sprague, n.d. (National Park Service: 
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)
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Figure 9: Anon., Lewis Henry Douglass, n.d. Reproduced James M. Gregory, Frederick Douglass 
the Orator. (Springfield, MA: Willey Company, 1893. Collection of the Rochester Public Library 

Local History Division, Central Library of Rochester and Monroe County, Rochester, NY.)
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A Note on Texts and Editorial Practice

Working respectfully with the unpublished writings authored by Frederick 
Douglass and his sons, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond 

Douglass, and held in the Walter O. Evans collection, we have endeavored to 
reproduce the text of the manuscript material in our transcripts with minimal 
editorial intervention. This has meant that we have not silently corrected any 
inconsistencies of grammar, punctuation, or expression. We indicate with [sic] 
words which have been misspelt, rather than correcting them. Where we are 
unable to read a word in the manuscript, this is indicated in the transcription by 
___ [?]. As we are publishing the original facsimile pages alongside our edited 
transcriptions, we invite our readers to identify any and all words that have 
continued to elude us. As regards our edited transcriptions of these primary Doug-
lass family materials, our annotations have been designed to be helpful to the 
reader rather than exhaustive, and to be explanatory rather than interventionist.

At the outset, we would like to signal a profound note of caution for our read-
ers. Due to the fact that our archival research is still ongoing into the biographies 
of the children, women, and men who make up the wider Douglass family and 
friends circle, in many cases it has been impossible to name individuals referred 
to in these manuscripts with categorical confidence. As of 2018, our research into 
the Douglass family continues to fill those gaps.



Figure 10: Anon., Frederick Douglass, 1843. (Onandaga Historical 
Association Research Collection, Syracuse, NY.)
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Introduction

“We Labored with our Father”— The Told Story of 
Frederick Douglass is the Untold Story of His Family

“Just ten years ago this beautiful September morning, yon bright sun beheld me 
a slave— a poor degraded chattel— trembling at the sound of your voice, 

lamenting that I was a man, and wishing myself a brute.”1 So Frederick Douglass 
writes in a provocative letter entitled “To My Old Master” (Thomas Auld), which 
he published in the pages of his newspaper, The North Star, on September 8, 1848. 
While he exalts in his freedom from chatteldom a decade following his act of self- 
emancipation, he admits to the failure of any and all attempts to vocalize the 
suffering he then endured. He confides, “I have no words to describe to you the 
deep agony of soul which I experienced on that never- to- be- forgotten morning. I 
was like one going to war without weapons.” While his anxieties defy literary 
expression, he waxes eloquent by taking great pleasure in informing Auld of his 
new life as an antislavery activist. Writing of his early recognition by renowned 
white abolitionists, he tells his “old master” that, “[a]fter remaining in New 
Bedford for three years, I met with Wm. Lloyd Garrison, a person of whom you 
have possibly heard, as he is pretty generally known among slaveholders. He put 
it into my head that I might make myself serviceable to the cause of the slave by 
devoting a portion of my time to telling my own sorrows, and those of other slaves 
which had come under my observation.” Realizing only too well that Auld was 
already profoundly aware of his celebrated success, Douglass declares: “This was 
the commencement of a higher state of existence than any to which I had ever 
aspired.” Ever artfully knowing that Auld would find himself lacking by the 
implied comparison between white northern and southern morality, Douglass 

1 Frederick Douglass, “To My Old Master,” September 3, 1848. 
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relishes in the fact that, “I was thrown into society the most pure, enlightened 
and benevolent that the country affords.”2

Writing his “old master,” Thomas Auld, on the ten- year anniversary of his life- 
changing moment of self- liberation, Douglass was keen to insist that his exaltation 
was not confined to his public renown as an antislavery activist but extended into 
his private life. “So far as my domestic affairs are concerned, I can boast of as 
comfortable a dwelling as your own,” he confides, noting, “I have an industrious 
and neat companion, and four dear children— the oldest a girl of nine years, and 
three fine boys, the oldest eight, the next six, and the youngest four years old.” 
Here Douglass deliberately suppresses the names of his wife, Anna Murray, and of 
his sons and daughters, Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond, 
for their safety. As a formerly enslaved individual whose own ancestors, as well as 
his brothers and sisters, were bought and sold on the auction block, Douglass 
recognized the incendiary nature of his “domestic affairs.” He was painfully aware 
that the right to a family home constituted a violation of the legal practices of US 
slavery, according to which enslaved parents had no rights that white men were 
bound to respect. Adding insult to injury, Douglass takes great joy in flouting 
every belief Auld, as a white slave- trader, holds dear by informing him, “The 
three oldest are now going regularly to school— two can read and write, the other 
can spell with tolerable correctness words of two syllables.”3 As if it was not 
enough that Douglass and his wife and children were able to live together, they 
were also benefiting from an education. This was no mean feat in an era in which 
the Black woman, man, and child’s right to literacy was typically obtained on 
pain of torture, imprisonment, and death in the US south and in the face of viru-
lent prejudice and discrimination in the North.

Douglass’s delight in informing Thomas Auld of his children’s access to educa-
tion was no doubt exacerbated by his own memory of being denied learning his 
“A.B.C.” as an enslaved boy living in the household of his master’s brother, Hugh 
Auld, in Baltimore. Burned into Douglass’s memory was the fact that Hugh Auld 
“forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among other things, that it 
was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read.” Auld brooked no dissent 
by insisting, “A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master.” Among the 
words that especially hit home for Douglass, as he later recalled, were Auld’s 
warnings to his wife: “said he, ‘if you teach that nigger (speaking of myself) how 
to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave.’ ” 
For Douglass, this epiphany was nothing less than revolutionary. As Douglass the 
intellectual philosophised, “I now understood what had been to me a most 

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.



lix

introduction

perplexing difficulty— to wit, the white man’s power to enslave the black man. It 
was a grand achievement, and I prized it highly. From that moment, I understood 
the pathway from slavery to freedom.”4 As Douglass writing in a public letter to 
Auld saw it, the joy that he was bringing up children who were “going regularly 
to school” and “unfit to be slaves” prophesied a new society in which the “path-
way from slavery to freedom” was not only a dream but a reality. As he declared 
in “Blessings of Liberty and Education,” a speech he delivered in Manassas, 
Virginia, toward the end of his life: “Education . . . means emancipation. It means 
light and liberty.”5

“Dear fellows! they are all in comfortable beds, and are sound asleep, perfectly 
secured under my own roof,” so Douglass jubilantly celebrates his children’s free-
dom in his letter to Auld.6 Not for his children was his own fate, which he 
poignantly recalls in his first autobiography: “I used to steal a bag which was used 
for carrying corn to the mill. I would crawl into this bag, and there sleep on the 
cold, damp, clay floor, with my head in and feet out.” Douglass’s exultation that 
his children sleep in “comfortable beds” is retributive justice for his own suffering 
for which he still carried the scars: “My feet have been so cracked with the frost, 
that the pen with which I am writing might be laid in the gashes.”7 He is equally 
triumphant in this public letter to his old master that his rights as a father are 
respected: “There are no slaveholders here to rend my heart by snatching them 
from my arms, or blast a proud mother’s dearest hopes by tearing them from her 
bosom.” Now living beyond the barbaric clutches of villainous slaveholders, he is 
full of “heart and hope” that “These dear children are ours— not to work up into 
rice, sugar, and tobacco, but to watch over, regard, and protect, and to rear them 
up in the nurture and admonition of the gospel— to train them up in the paths of 
wisdom and virtue, and as far as we can, to make them useful to the world and to 
themselves.”8

And yet, the ideal picture that Douglass paints for himself and his children 
whom he delights in “training” so they can be “useful to the world” soon begins 
to shatter despite all his best efforts to hold it together. While writing as a loving 
father living in seeming freedom, he has no choice but to remember the tragedies 
experienced by families that were broken apart and destroyed by slavery. “Oh! sir, 
a slaveholder never appears to me so completely an agent of hell, as when I think 
of and look upon my dear children,” he exclaims. He admits to a loss of self- 
possession when faced with this enormity: “It is then that my feelings rise above 

4 Douglass, Narrative, 33.
5 Douglass, “Blessings of Liberty and Education,” September 3, 1894. 
6 Frederick Douglass, “To My Old Master,” September 3, 1848.
7 Douglass, Narrative, 27.
8 Frederick Douglass, “To My Old Master,” September 3, 1848.
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my control.” Overcome by emotion at even the thought of the plight his “dear 
children” would have suffered in slavery, he gives full vent to his traumatic memo-
ries. Douglass bears witness to his own and others’ suffering by admitting, “I 
meant to have said more with respect to my own prosperity and happiness, but 
thoughts and feelings which this recital has quickened, unfits me to proceed 
further in that direction.” He relies on distressing imagery to declare, “The grim 
horrors of slavery rise in all their ghastly terror before me, the wails of millions 
pierce my heart, and chill my blood.”

No longer physically anchored and safe in his “comfortable dwelling,” 
Douglass’s “feelings” catapult him back to the plantation. “I remember the chain, 
the gag, the bloody whip, the deathlike gloom overshadowing the broke spirit of 
the fettered bondman, the appalling liability of his being torn away from wife and 
children and sold like a beast in the market,” he writes. He forces Auld to concede 
the accuracy of his testimony by insisting, “Say not this is a picture of fancy. You 
well know that I wear stripes on my back inflicted by your direction.” Incontestably, 
the physical violations that scarred Douglass’s body during his struggles as a 
“fettered bondman” remained indivisible from the psychological wounds produced 
at the thought, let alone the reality, of “his being torn away from wife and 
children.”9

For Frederick Douglass, the public antislavery activist and renowned orator, 
the ten- year anniversary of his emancipation was undoubtedly a cause for cele-
bration. However, for Frederick Douglass, the private husband and father of five 
children— Annie Douglass was born a year later in 1849— and for whom the 
memories of Frederick Bailey “the slave” would repeatedly “rise before him,” a life 
in freedom in a nation defined by chattel slavery was no freedom and no life at all.

Appearing on the 200- year anniversary of Frederick Douglass’s birth, If I 
Survive: Frederick Douglass and Family in the Walter O. Evans Collection reproduces 
the original facsimiles and annotated transcriptions of over fifty manuscripts, 
letters, speeches, and essays written by Frederick Douglass and his sons, Lewis 
Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass. This book also provides full- 
color reproductions of their repeated appearances in the more than twenty 
portraits held in this private archive. The aim in sharing these unpublished mate-
rials with readers is to follow in the footsteps of Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick 
Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass. They all assumed the role of family archivists, 
collectors, and historians during their father’s lifetime and in the decades follow-
ing his death. Their decision to tell the untold story of the Douglass family’s 
collective activism over their autobiographies, speeches, letters, and essays repre-
sented a bold departure from the intentions of their father. 

9 Ibid. 
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Writing Douglass on August 1, 1889, Frederic May Holland, one of his earliest 
biographers, petitioned him for some missing information. In the last stages of 
finalizing Frederick Douglass: The Orator, which first appeared in 1891 during 
Douglass’s lifetime and in a revised edition in 1895, the year of his death, Holland 
asked Douglass to fill in particular gaps. As he informs him, “There are a number 
of dates which would be of great interest to the public, like those of the birth of 
your children.”10 Douglass immediately complies in a letter he writes two days 
later on August 3. For the benefit of Holland, he copies out the relevant dates as 
inscribed in the family Bible: “here they are from the family record. Rosetta June 
24 1839. Lewis Henry October 9 1840. Frederick March 3 1842. Charles Remond 
Oct 21 1844. Annie March 22 1849.” While he willingly supplies Holland with 
these “dates,” he holds nothing back in expressing his disapproval. “I hardly see 
the need of giving the dates of the births of my children,” Douglass declares. He 
admits to being utterly unconvinced regarding the relevance of this information 
by insisting, “I do not exactly see what light it can through [sic] upon my oratory, 
or upon my career as a public man.”11

For Douglass, who had deliberately concealed the names of his children in the 
public letter he had written to Thomas Auld as early as 1848, the issue of separating 
his private from his public life was no less pressing in 1891. As he saw it, the lives of 
his children had no bearing or relevance to “my career as a public man.” And yet, as 
the letters, manuscripts, essays, and speeches authored by Douglass’s family and 
published alongside the research essays included in this volume reveal, nothing 
could be further from the case. Incontestably, Douglass’s “career as a public man” was 
not only made possible by the activism of Anna Murray and Helen Pitts Douglass, 
his first and second wives, but by the groundbreaking accomplishments of Rosetta, 
Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie Douglass. Without the roles 
played by all the Douglass family as grassroots campaigners and Underground 
Railroad conductors; and by Rosetta as amanuensis, editor, proof- reader, household 
manager, domestic carer, food preparation specialist, secretary, school teacher, polit-
ical advisor, and woman’s rights activist; and by Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and 
Charles Remond Douglass, variously as Civil War combatants and recruiters, news-
paper editors, printers, typesetters, delivery agents, civil rights campaigners, and 
electoral reform leaders, there would be no Frederick Douglass the “public man.”

Writing Helen Amelia Loguen from the Civil War frontlines on July 20, 1863, 
and in the aftermath of the Battle of Fort Wagner two days earlier, Lewis Henry 
Douglass was at pains to reassure the woman who became the love of his life. 

10  Frederic May Holland to Frederick Douglass, August 1, 1889. General Correspondence, 
Frederick Douglass Papers, Library of Congress.

11  Frederick Douglass to Frederic May Holland, August 3, 1889. General Correspondence, 
Frederick Douglass Papers, Library of Congress.
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“Remember if I die I die in a good cause,” he urges, conceding, “I wish we had a 
hundred thousand colored troops we would put an end to this war.” “Should I fall 
in the next fight killed or wounded I hope to fall with my face to the foe,” he 
confides, taking heart by promising, “If I survive I shall write you a long letter.”12 
As Frederick Douglass fought to survive slavery, so Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick 
Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie Douglass joined their father in the fight not 
only— in Lewis Henry and Charles Remond’s case— to survive the Civil War and 
end slavery, but to survive a freedom that would be no freedom at all without the 
collaborative struggle of the entire Douglass family.

Rosetta Douglass Sprague, Lewis Henry Douglass, and Narrating the Lives of 
Frederick Douglass and his Family

“The story of Frederick Douglass’s hopes and aspirations and longing desire for 
freedom has been told— you all know it,” Rosetta Douglass Sprague informs her 
audiences in “My Mother As I Recall Her,” a speech she delivers before the Anna 
Murray Douglass Union, a Black women’s activist organization named in honor 
of her mother, only five years following her father’s death in 1900 (Figures 8, 11, 
and 12).13

Working to raise awareness among her listeners of a story that had not been told 
and which they did not know, she was insistent that her father’s liberation was a 
collaborative rather than a solitary effort. She declares: “It was a story made possi-
ble by the unswerving loyalty of Anna Murray, to whose memory this paper is 
written.”14 As Douglass Sprague affirms, it was Murray Douglass’s “courage” that 
supplied “the mainspring that supported the career of Frederick Douglass.”15 In a 
lesson that is still to be learned for many twentieth-  and twenty- first- century 
scholars who remain intent— all evidence to the contrary— on eulogizing 
Douglass as the lone “great man,” she implodes any and all mythic constructions 
of her father as an isolated heroic icon. In so doing, she takes to task Douglass’s 
own early strategies of self- imagining. Clearly, for Douglass’s eldest daughter, the 
onus is not on telling the isolated “narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass,” but 
the multiple narratives of the many lives of Frederick Douglass and his family. 

12 Lewis Henry Douglass to Helen Amelia Douglass, July 20 [1863].
13  Douglass Sprague, Anna Murray Douglass, 6. This printed pamphlet is held in the Frederick 

Douglass Papers, Library of Congress. Their copy bears the handwritten inscription: “To 
Amelia Douglass— from J.H.D.” These are most likely the initials of Joseph Henry Douglass, 
Lewis Henry and Amelia’s nephew.

14 Ibid.
15 Ibid. 9. 



Figure 11: Anon., Rosetta Douglass Sprague, n.d. (National Park Service: 
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)



Figure 12: Anon., Rosetta Douglass Sprague, n.d. Reproduced James M. Gregory, Frederick Douglass 
the Orator. (Springfield, MA: Willey Company, 1893. Collection of the Rochester Public Library 

Local History Division, Central Library of Rochester and Monroe County, Rochester, NY.)
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She establishes beyond all doubt that Douglass’s freedom was made possible by 
her mother’s labor as a “housekeeper.” Living as the first freed individual in her 
family in Baltimore, she was “able to save the greater part of her earnings,” which 
she was then “willing to share with the man she loved that he might gain the 
freedom he yearned to possess.”16 According to Douglass Sprague, it was Anna 
Murray Douglass’s heroic act of self- sacrifice that secured her father’s liberty.

In “My Mother As I Recall Her,” Douglass Sprague summarizes her father’s first 
years in freedom as a joint effort: “The early days in New Bedford were spent in 
daily toil, the wife at the wash board, the husband with saw, buck and axe.”17 She 
draws on firsthand accounts within the Douglass family to establish the veracity 
of her testimony by recalling, “I have frequently listened to the rehearsal of those 
early days of endeavor.”18 She celebrates Murray Douglass’s importance not solely 
as a supporter of her husband but as an activist in her own right. “She was a recog-
nized co- worker in the A.S. Societies of Lynn and Boston, and no circle was felt 
to be complete without her presence,” she emphasizes.19 Douglass Sprague insists 
on her mother’s pioneering status as a northern- based freedom fighter by urging, 
“Being herself one of the first agents of the Underground Railroad she was an 
untiring worker along that line.” While Murray Douglass financially aided one 
celebrated man in making his escape, as her daughter observes, she assisted many 
more whose names will never be known. As she affirms, and as many of her 
contemporaries, including other Underground Railroad operators, reiterated, “It 
was no unusual occurrence for mother to be called up at all hours of the night, 
cold or hot as the case may be, to prepare supper for a hungry lot of fleeing human-
ity.”20 As Booker T. Washington no less insisted: “Mr. Douglass, or Mrs. Douglass 
in her husband’s absence, calling the boys, Lewis, Fred. and Charles, would have 
fires started in that part of the house where fugitives were hidden away, and at an 
opportune time they were taken to Charlotte, seven miles from Rochester, and 
placed aboard a Lake Ontario steamer for Canada.”21 While Frederic May Holland 
makes no mention of Anna Murray or Rosetta, as his focus is almost exclusively 
on Douglass’s heroism as “an active agent of the Underground Railroad,” he 
nevertheless admits to the role played by the sons: “When any new arrival took 
place, the little Douglass boys would go to and fro collecting funds, to pay the fare 
on the steamer across Lake Ontario.”22

16 Ibid.
17 Ibid. 10.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid. 13.
20 Ibid. 16.
21 Washington, Frederick Douglass, 160.
22 Holland, Frederick Douglass, 186.
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As Rosetta Douglass Sprague, the revisionist historian, urges in “My Mother 
As I Recall Her,” it is to Anna Murray Douglass rather than their father that 
Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond owed their careers as newspa-
per printers, editors, compositors, and typesetters. These professional skills were 
to play a key role in their lives and are the repeated focus of their letters and 
essays included in this collection. “During one of the summer vacations the 
question arose in father’s mind as to how his sons should be employed, for them 
to run wild through the streets was out of the question,” she remembers.23 She 
pulls no punches regarding the white racist stranglehold presented by Northern 
prejudice in the 1850s by recalling, “[t]here was much hostile feeling against 
the colored boys.” She notes that this hostility was a profound concern to her 
father. As “he would be from home most of the time” on his antislavery lectur-
ing tours, “he felt anxious about them.” The solution was the brainchild of 
Murray Douglass and Murray Douglass alone: “Mother came to the rescue with 
the suggestion that they be taken into the office and taught the case. They were 
little fellows and the thought had not occurred to father. He acted upon the 
suggestion and at the ages of eleven and nine they were perched upon blocks 
and given their first lesson in printer’s ink, beside being employed to carry 
papers and mailing them.”24

No longer vulnerable to racist attack on Rochester’s city streets, Lewis Henry, 
Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass were instead apprenticed to the trade 
that was to become the lifeline within their professional careers and play a defin-
ing role in their grassroots activism. As Joseph L. Douglass Jr. confirms, “Journalism 
had become their first occupation and an enduring interest.”25 While they were to 
suffer from the discriminatory practices of white printers’ unions, to which they 
were denied entry on racist grounds, they made history by working with their 
father to publish The North Star, Frederick Douglass’ Paper, Douglass’ Monthly, and 
New National Era. They also made major contributions to other leading African 
American journals such as The Zion Standard and Weekly Review and The National 
Leader by supplying editorials, political commentaries, and miscellaneous contri-
butions. Working to insert themselves within a Black writerly tradition rooted in 
activism, they drew on their journalistic skills to publish countless letters of 
protest in which they took to task all forms of legal, political, social, and cultural 
discrimination facing African Americans in the national and regional press. The 
result of extensive research over the last few years, their protest writings run into 
the hundreds and appeared in the Washington Bee, Washington Post, New York 

23 Douglass Sprague, Anna Murray Douglass, 17.
24 Ibid.
25 Joseph L. Douglass Jr., Frederick Douglass, 47.
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Globe, Christian Recorder, Evening Star, Denver Daily, and Rochester Democrat and 
Chronicle, as well as many other publications.

Ultimately, Rosetta Douglass Sprague rejects any and all racist assumptions 
surrounding Anna Murray Douglass’s refusal to learn to read by celebrating her 
exemplary gifts as a mother: “Unlettered tho’ she was, there was a strength of 
character and of purpose that won for her the respect of the noblest and best.” 
Frederick Douglass was undoubtedly his daughters’ and sons’ public inspiration, 
but it was Murray Douglass who was their private counselor, advisor, and guide. 
As her daughter observes, she played a vital role in the formation of their charac-
ter: “She was a woman who strove to inculcate in the minds of her children the 
highest principles of morality and virtue both by precept and example.”26 While 
Douglass Sprague is at pains to recuperate key facts about her brothers’ lives 
within this speech, her focus is ultimately on doing justice to her mother’s invis-
ibilized life. A few years later, Lewis Henry Douglass eulogized Anna Murray 
Douglass’s heroism not as an end in itself but as a platform to memorialize his own 
and his sisters’ and brothers’ activism in the “struggle for the cause of liberty.”

Lewis Henry Douglass tells the untold story not solely of his mother’s but of his 
brothers’ and sisters’ contributions to the celebrated “story of Frederick Douglass” in 
an undated and untitled handwritten statement that he authored circa 1906.27 
Writing a response to an article debating his father’s life’s work that appeared in 
Voice of the Negro in 1905 but which he never published, he commends the author, 
Archibald Grimké, for his “glowing recital of the impression made by that truly great 
and remarkable man in his work of uplifting the people of his race.”28 And yet, he has 
a powerful criticism to make by conveying his deep sense of regret: “We can but 
sincerely wish that he would have been able to have gone all along the line of his 
work from the beginning of the first days of his labors and shown what were the 
distresses, the anxieties, and the hardships that he and his family had to undergo in 
the struggle for the cause of liberty.”29 Beginning in the same vein as his eldest sister, 
Rosetta Douglass Sprague, a few years earlier, he fought to visibilize the invisibilized 
freedom struggles of his mother. First and foremost among the “distresses, the anxi-
eties, and the hardships” endured by the family, for Lewis Henry Douglass, is the 
story of “How the wife— the first Mrs. Douglass— worked early and late by the 
sunlight of day and the burning of the midnight oil at her duties of the household.”

In contrast to his father, who cultivated real divides in his life, Lewis Henry 
Douglass remembers his mother as a civil rights campaigner who integrated her 

26 Douglass Sprague, Anna Murray Douglass, 24.
27 Lewis Henry Douglass, “Undated and untitled handwritten statement.”
28  Ibid. See Grimké, “Cedar Hill or the Famous Home of Frederick Douglass.” General 

Correspondence, Frederick Douglass Papers, Library of Congress.
29 Lewis Henry Douglass, “Undated and untitled handwritten statement.”
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public life as an activist with her private life as a mother. He expresses his heart-
felt admiration of her work as a laborer, reformer, and maternal inspiration by 
remembering how she was “at work binding shoes for the manufacturers of shoes 
in Lynn, Mass, and giving her attention and what she could share in money to aid 
in the cause of Abolition, and at the same time having four children while her 
husband was away.” He lifts the curtain on the white racist inequalities that bled 
through every area of social and political life and from which they all suffered. As 
he concedes, “This was at a time when all was dark for the race with which 
Frederick Douglass was identified.” Lewis Henry goes even further than Rosetta’s 
emphasis on the dual reform efforts of their mother and father by mapping a 
history of collaborative family activism. He is insistent that the suffering belonged 
not to his father or even his mother alone. “No sunshine lit up the path the black 
man trod all was enmity, hatred and proscription,” he avows. He admits to his 
own and his brothers’ and sisters’ exposure to daily struggles: “The children had 
to partake partook of the ill feelings manifested on the part of the so- called supe-
rior race and were bound down to the oppression that ruled in the dark days when 
pro- slavery was on deck and in command.”30

As one of the sons whom his sister describes as “perched upon blocks and given 
their first lesson in printer’s ink” at their mother’s suggestion, Lewis Henry is 
ideally placed to inform his readers regarding the trials and tribulations of his 
father’s antebellum newspaper, The North Star (later Frederick Douglass’ Paper). 
“With what labor was it?” he asks, only to answer his own question by declaring, 
“Few who know how they work was done; how many sleepless nights and how 
many days were given up by his family his wife two sons and one daughter to 
succeed in the way of getting the paper to press and in mailing it and engaging in 
setting in type.” As he recalls, he and his brothers and sisters were inspired by 
their parents’ shared commitment to the work of Black liberation: “For years the 
family worked on and only encouraged by the thought that they were working 
for the cause in which their father and mother were interested— namely the 
emancipation of the slave.” All adulations in favor of Frederick Douglass’s indom-
itable courage notwithstanding, Lewis Henry does justice to the psychological 
burden placed on his own and his mother’s, brothers’, and sisters’ lives by fore-
grounding the worries they endured for the sake of their father. As he remembered, 
“we labored with our father in when we have had fear for his safety as a constant 
companion and anxiety for his safety return to us from his work.”31 For Lewis, so 
it was for Rosetta: Frederick Douglass’s sacrifice for the cause was a sacrifice 
endured by the entire family.

30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
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As the speeches, essays, letters, and autobiographies authored not only by 
Rosetta Douglass Sprague but by Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, 
and Frederick Douglass himself bear witness, the fight for the “emancipation of 
the slave,” and for a newly liberated people for whom hard- won civil, political, 
physical, and legal freedoms were typically only a sham and a mockery, was a 
lifetime’s work not solely for Frederick and Anna Murray Douglass but for their 
“dear children.” While Frederick Douglass worked tirelessly as an antislavery 
campaigner, his daughters and sons supported his activism in equally indefatiga-
ble ways: by typesetting, proof- reading, printing, packing, delivering, and writing 
contributions for his newspaper; by transcribing and editing his speeches; by 
washing and pressing his linen; by hosting dinners and holding reform meetings; 
by advising him on political campaigns; by traveling with him on his lecture 
tours; by participating in conventions; by signing petitions; by liaising with a 
network of campaigners; by collaborating on numerous civil rights issues (elec-
toral reform; women’s rights; anti- lynching protests) among much more. No less 
importantly, they provided Frederick Douglass— who was to bear the psychologi-
cal scars of Frederick Bailey, who had been cut off from his mother, denied a 
father, and estranged from his siblings by the institution of chattel slavery all his 
life— with the emotional strength to carry on.

Writing on April 29, 1847, on his return to Lynn, Massachusetts, from an 
eighteen- month visit to Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and England, Frederick 
Douglass wrote Anna Richardson, his English abolitionist friend, of his unbounded 
joy in being reunited with his family. “My three boys— Charles, Lewis, and 
Frederick, have grown rapidly, though not out of my knowledge,” he declares. On 
his arrival at the train station in Lynn, he jubilantly confides, “When within 
about fifty yards of our house, I was met by my two bright- eyed boys, Lewis and 
Frederick, running and dancing with very joy to meet me.” He refuses to give 
Richardson any more information, however, by insisting, “Here imagination must 
fill up the picture.” By far the largest share of his delight arises from his sense of 
feeling needed by his family: “It is good to be at home; good to be among those 
whose welfare and happiness depend so much upon myself.” “’Tis good to feel the 
tranquilising influence of home. Already I feel my heart improved,” he urges.32 
Writing a letter to Scottish campaigners William and Robert Smeal, which he 
composes on the same day, Douglass includes a slight variation to this story. Here 
he foregrounds his reunion with his family as an emotional respite from his daily 
toil as an antislavery campaigner. “For once all cares of a public nature were cast 
aside, and my whole heart absorbed in grateful rapture,” he proclaims.33

32 Frederick Douglass to Anna Richardson, Lynn, Massachusetts, April 29, 1847. 
33 Frederick Douglass to William and Robert Smeal, April 29, 1847. 
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For Frederick Douglass, living his life under the public eye as a renowned 
orator, activist, and statesman, the opportunity to live in the private world of his 
family was a source of rejuvenation for “my whole heart.” Frederick Douglass the 
free man’s joy in the “tranquilising influence of home” could not be further from 
the suffering he endured as Frederick Bailey the “American slave.” As he remem-
bered of his domestic existence as an enslaved child, “My home was charmless; 
it was not home to me; on parting from it, I could not feel that I was leaving any 
thing which I could have enjoyed by staying.” In contrast to Douglass’s exulta-
tion in his close relationships with his sons, Bailey experienced only isolation: 
“My mother was dead, my grandmother lived far off, so that I seldom saw her. I 
had two sisters and one brother, that lived in the same house with me; but the 
early separation of us from our mother had well nigh blotted the fact of our rela-
tionship from our memories.”34 As the Walter O. Evans collection establishes, 
the intimate relationships between Fredrick Douglass and his sons Lewis Henry, 
Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond were to define their “memories.” The successes 
or failures of their fight for survival depended upon the collective activism of a 
united family.

“Marks, Traces, Possibles, and Probabilities”:  
The Search for Frederick Douglass’s Family

“Speaking of marks, traces, possibles, and probabilities we come before our read-
ers,” declares Frederick Douglass in The Heroic Slave, a novella he published in 
1853.35 Here he works to expose the racist biases of the white official “chattel 
records” which at best invisibilize and at worst distort the untold history of the 
“heroic slave” Madison Washington, one of the “immortal 19” who liberated over 
one hundred enslaved women, men, and children during a rebellion on board the 
Creole slave ship in 1841.36 And yet his declaration has a wider applicability by 
offering a blueprint for the imaginative and creative work necessary for research-
ers to even begin to do justice to his immediate family members— Anna Murray 
Douglass (1813–82); Rosetta Douglass Sprague (1839–1906); Lewis Henry 
Douglass (1840–1908); Frederick Douglass Jr. (1842–92); Charles Remond 
Douglass (1844–1920); Annie Douglass (1849–60); Helen Pitts Douglass (1838–
1903)— whose lives have no less been consigned to “chattel records.”

Gaps in the historical record and the official archive guarantee that there are 
very real difficulties in even beginning to piece together the lifelong labors of 

34 Douglass, Narrative, 28.
35 Douglass, The Heroic Slave, 176.
36 Ibid.
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Anna Murray, Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond and Annie 
Douglass as activists, reformers, historians, orators, literary writers, social 
commentators, and political theorists in their own right. A source of hope in the 
face of despair, the powerful socio- political analysis and literary accomplish-
ments displayed by their writings and speeches— and as shown in the Walter O. 
Evans collection and in their published works elsewhere— lay bare their commit-
ment to an inspirational array of reforms and activities in their lifelong 
determination to combat the survival of what Frederick Douglass interpreted as 
the “spirit of slavery.”37 As even a brief investigation into their 800+ writings 
confirms, no topic was off limits. They delivered speeches and wrote essays on a 
variety of subjects, including women’s rights, discriminatory legislation, scien-
tific racism, lynch law, prison reform, capital punishment, unfair housing, 
segregated schools, and prejudicial transportation networks. At the same time, 
they took a leading role by writing for and/ or managing numerous African 
American newspapers. They also organized and held memberships of Black liter-
ary societies, professional sports leagues, Civil War veterans’ organizations, and 
national reform movements, among much more. All these accomplishments 
notwithstanding, their lives and works have remained an absent- presence in the 
historical memory of Frederick Douglass.

In numerous biographical studies popularly appearing during his lifetime and 
immediately after his death, various authors examine the life and works of 
Frederick Douglass, typically by working with the primary materials supplied 
from the personal archives of his daughters and sons. Among these works are 
not only Frederic May Holland’s Frederick Douglass The Colored Orator (1891, 
1895) but Charles W. Chesnutt’s Frederick Douglass (1899) and Booker T. 
Washington’s Frederick Douglass (1906). However detailed they are regarding 
Douglass’s own life, none of these early volumes investigate the biographical 
histories or writings of Douglass’s sons and daughters, whose lives are repeatedly 
excluded from the public history of the “great man.” One exception to this rule 
is James M. Gregory’s Frederick Douglass The Orator, which he published in 
1893. Prior to his death in 1892, Gregory had benefited from the support and 
expertise of Frederick Douglass Jr. in writing his biography. As a result, he 
breaks the silence surrounding Douglass’s private life by providing a detailed 
examination of his daughters’ and sons’ lives at the same time that he repro-
duces a number of family portraits. All the rumors speculating that Douglass’s 
relationships with his daughters and sons were deeply troubled notwithstand-
ing, Gregory is at pains to celebrate a father’s pride. He writes, “Frederick 
Douglass has followed with loving solicitude the career of his children, and has 

37 Douglass, Life and Times, 363.
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done all in his power to advance their interests and promote their happiness. 
Now in his advanced age he has reason to be satisfied with the success which 
has attended them.”38

As of going to press in 2018, James Gregory’s sensitive handling of the lives 
of the Douglass family remains the exception rather than the rule on into the 
decades of the twentieth and twenty- first centuries. Even a very brief survey of 
the scholarly field immediately confirms that many more exemplary scholarly 
works mapping Frederick Douglass’s life and works have proliferated by pioneer-
ing historians and researchers but with the same results. Indeed, while numerous 
groundbreaking historians, biographers, and literary theorists incisively come 
to grips with key aspects that impacted upon Douglass’s family members at 
various stages of their lives, there are as yet few book- length studies which 
investigate their biographies or works in depth, and none at all in which readers 
are given access to the speeches, essays, and letters they themselves authored. 
Benjamin Quarles’s conviction, made as early as 1948, that “Douglass’s love for 
his children outran his influence on them. None of them had his ambition or 
his devotion to a cause” is still a widely held view among scholars.39 He takes 
this opinion yet further by speculating that Douglass “must have been depressed 
by the attitude of his offspring. As they grew older his children thought of him 
as the source from which all material blessings flowed.”40 According to Quarles’s 
assessment, “Letters from Rosetta and Charles were invariably of a complaining 
or a begging nature.”41

Rosetta Douglass Sprague and Charles Remond Douglass’s letters do indeed 
provide hard- hitting evidence of their pecuniary struggles and their ongoing need 
for their father’s financial support. Rosetta had severe money problems as a wife 
and mother, with little to no opprtunity for employment. She experienced daily 
struggles as she worked hard to bring up her children while living in a challenging 
marriage to her husband, Nathan Sprague, who, like her father, had been born 
into slavery (Figure 13).

Equally, while Charles was able to earn a living in various government offices, 
his ability to earn a wage was never secure. He suffered from exposure to the 
repeated exclusionary tactics of discriminatory white men, which invariably 
resulted in his loss of position and income. As a husband and father, he also expe-
rienced a series of personal tragedies in the premature deaths of four of his 
children— Annie Elizabeth, Julia Ada, Mary Louise, and Edward Douglass— and 
also that of his first wife, Mary Elizabeth Murphy. Frederick Douglass himself took 

38 Gregory, Frederick Douglass, 206.
39 Quarles, Frederick Douglass, 109.
40 Ibid. 112.
41 Ibid.



Figure 13: Anon., Nathan Sprague, n.d. (National Park Service: 
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)
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a very different view to Quarles and subsequent commentators. He felt only 
compassion for the sufferings of his children, including his youngest son. As he 
writes Rosetta on March 22, 1890, “I share your wish that that [sic] Charley could 
be with me. Though I am no longer strong I might be able out of my weakness to 
give him some strength in the great affliction which has come to him.”42 Any and 
all assessments of the Douglass family relationships that do not rely on the letters, 
speeches, and essays they themselves authored risk downplaying the hardships 
faced by Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie 
Douglass. More damagingly still, these reductive accounts are responsible for 
generating misunderstandings which are still to be corrected. All oversimplified 
assumptions to the contrary, the Douglass family writings lay bare their lifelong 
fight to keep body and soul together in the face of very real economic, social, 
political, and cultural barriers.

Writing more recently, David Blight empathizes, “One can also feel the 
travail of a large Black family in the nineteenth century— the anguish of three 
sons (Lewis, Charles, and Frederick, Jr.) and one daughter (Rosetta)— products 
of a strained marriage— who struggled unsuccessfully to live up to the impossi-
ble model of their great father.”43 Blight does poignant justice to the “travail” 
endured by the Douglass family, for whom legal, political, and social persecu-
tion was a daily reality. Ultimately, as an in- depth investigation into the essays, 
speeches, and letters authored by Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles 
Remond, and Annie Douglass reveals, their struggles as formally trained 
and self- taught educators, typographers, printers, proof- readers, business corre-
spondents, amanuenses, office managers, seamstresses, political commentators, 
historians, social analysts, philosophers, and domestic carers were testament to 
their successes against all odds. No less revealingly, Frederick Douglass’s own 
letters to his daughters and sons in which he asks their political advice, seeks 
their emotional support, and confides personal decisions, confirm their indis-
pensable emotional, intellectual, and practical contributions to the life of their 
“great father.”

In undertaking the research for this volume, we are profoundly indebted to 
Joseph L. Douglass Jr. for his groundbreaking collective biography, Frederick 
Douglass: A Family Biography: 1733–1936, published in 2011. This represents an 
exemplary achievement toward which Douglass Jr.— himself a descendant of 
Douglass’s brother Perry Downs, and personally acquainted with Charles Remond 
Douglass’s son Haley George Douglass— worked exhaustively, and with 

42  Frederick Douglass to Rosetta Douglass Sprague, Haiti, March 22, 1890. General Correspondence, 
Frederick Douglass Papers, Library of Congress.

43 Blight, “The Private Worlds,” 165.
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illuminating results, across a number of archives and secondary sources. It is an 
outstanding Douglass “family biography,”44 meticulously researched and compel-
lingly written, mapping the lives of each of Douglass’s children in profound and 
revealing depth. This volume’s unprecedented contribution to the study of 
Douglass and his family makes it all the more unfathomable that it has been 
largely ignored in Douglass scholarship, and that it is currently out of print. While 
Joseph Douglass Jr. passed away in 2015, his biography, though difficult to access, 
lives on. There can be no doubt that without the publication of his volume, If I 
Survive and Struggle for Liberty— much less our ongoing exhibitions on Douglass’s 
family— could not have been written or curated. Joseph Douglass Jr. is in the 
vanguard of scholarship when he declares, “this endeavor is not intended to be a 
biography of the famous African American statesman. Rather, the sole intention 
herein is to reconstruct the development of the family of Douglass both in bond-
age and freedom.”45 Across his collective biography and numerous articles, he 
comes to grips with the intellectual and political necessity of interrogating 
Frederick Douglass’s own repeated mythic focus on “my bondage and my free-
dom” in order to lay bare the Douglass family’s collective fight against “our 
bondage” for “our freedom.”

Numerous scholars are now following in Joseph L. Douglass’s footsteps by 
taking these omissions to task and beginning to map the lives and works of his 
family.46 John Muller draws on exhaustive archival research in his biography, 
Frederick Douglass in Washington, D.C.: The Lion of Anacostia, published in 
2012. He includes detailed discussions of the military services, journalist activ-
ism, government work, and political activities of Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and 
Charles Remond Douglass. Even more recently, in 2013, Rose O’Keefe published 
her groundbreaking book Frederick & Anna Douglass in Rochester New York: 
Their Home Was Open to All. She pulls no punches regarding the difficulties 
besetting scholars: “Although researchers have devoted decades to cataloguing 
five thousand pieces of his public writings, speeches and travels in the marve-
lous series ‘The Frederick Douglass Papers’, details about the family are much 
harder to come by.”47

Recognizing that the lives and works of the Douglass family continue to suffer 
from marginalization at best and invisibilization at worst, Leigh Fought’s collec-
tive biography Women in the World of Frederick Douglass (2017) represents a 

44 Joseph Douglass Jr., Frederick Douglass, vii.
45 Ibid.
46  David Blight, Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2018), includes 

extensive discussion of his family as drawn from the Walter O. Evans collection. Ezra Greenspan 
is also working with the archive to research his collective biography of Douglass’s family.

47 O’Keefe, Frederick & Anna Douglass, 11.
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seminal contribution to the field. She draws on decades of archival research— 
including extensive consultation of the Walter O. Evans Douglass and family 
collection— to right the wrongs of scholarly inaccuracies and put flesh onto the 
bones concerning the missing genealogies of female family members during 
Douglass’s life in slavery. Across her volume, she excavates and examines the 
lives of Anna Murray Douglass and Helen Pitts Douglass as well as that of 
Rosetta Douglass Sprague. She also includes pioneering research in which she 
traces the lives and works of Julia Griffiths and Ottilie Assing, two foreign- born 
white women who played influential roles in Douglass’s lives as business manag-
ers, editors, translators, and fundraisers. As Fought emphasizes, “family was of 
paramount importance to Douglass and a necessary component of his politics.”48 
She underscores Douglass’s daughters’ and sons’ struggles with heavy emotional 
and psychological burdens by emphasizing that they “carried with them the obli-
gation of internalizing and projecting the image of obedient and resourceful 
offspring who would help improve the lot of African Americans.”49 “The 
Douglasses’ public performance of an upstanding middle- class black family 
created a private space in which they could live without prejudice or judgment,” 
she observes.50 At the same time that Frederick, Anna Murray, Rosetta, Lewis 
Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and Annie Douglass all generated inti-
mate relationships by carving out a “private space” as defined by the absence of 
“prejudice or judgment,” the physical and psychological struggles they experi-
enced in undertaking the “public performance of an upstanding middle- class 
black family” took their toll.

While there are currently no books that include facsimile reproductions of 
works authored by the Douglass family, a handful of scholars have reproduced 
isolated letters and speeches. As early as 1926, Carter G. Woodson published four 
letters that Helen Amelia Loguen and Lewis Henry Douglass wrote to one another 
in 1862 and 1863, as held in his private collection in the Journal of Negro History.51 
Nearly three decades later, in 1953, Joseph Borome printed a letter written by 
Frederick Douglass to Lewis Henry Douglass from Paris in 1886.52 In 1955, 
Benjamin Quarles pioneeringly published over a dozen letters Douglass authored 
to Rosetta Douglass and Nathan Sprague during his tenure as US Minister to 
Haiti.53 And yet, Quarles reproduced none of Rosetta or Nathan Sprague’s corre-
spondence due to the fact that his sole focus was on Douglass’s letters alone. 

48 Fought, Women in the World, 4.
49 Ibid. 6.
50 Ibid. 7.
51 See Woodson, “Letters of Negroes,” 87–112.
52 Borome, “Some Additional Light,” 217.
53 Quarles, “Frederick Douglass: Letters,” 75–81.
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According to his editorial practice, he chose to publish transcriptions of the 
letters as characterized by deliberate “deletions of family matters.”54 Quarles’s 
decision to exclude this content presents very real difficulties for researchers on 
the grounds that very few of these letters survive in the public archives. As a 
result, their record of “family matters” has been forever lost. Thirty years later, 
Dorothy Sterling published her seminal collection, We Are Your Sisters: Black 
Women in the Nineteenth Century, in 1985. Breaking new ground, she not only 
reproduces a few paragraphs from Rosetta Douglass Sprague’s speech, “My 
Mother As I Recall Her,” but two letters written by Anna and dictated to an 
amanuensis, as well as three letters Rosetta herself composed and addressed to 
her father.55

At the same time that the appearance of the Douglass family writings in these 
various publications represents a vital resource for researchers, the single most 
important edited collection to date is Mark Anthony Cooper Sr.’s volume, Dear 
Father: A Collection of Letters to Frederick Douglass from his children 1859–1894, 
which appeared over twenty- five years ago in 1990. Working with the private 
family correspondence held in The Frederick Douglass Papers at the Library of 
Congress and in a volume that, like Joseph Douglass Jr.’s, is now out of print, he 
reproduces over 120 letters written by Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and 
Charles Remond Douglass. Recognizing that “we have always looked at Douglass 
the Orator, Publisher, Abolitionist, and Civil Rights Activist,” Cooper Sr. was 
motivated to edit this collection on the grounds that “here was a fresh perspective 
of the man that can be found in his children’s letters to him.”56 Succeeding where 
other scholars have failed, he recognizes the significance of the letters in “depict-
ing the devotion of Frederick Douglass’s children” by applauding this epistolary 
archive as “a portrait in words about family love.”57 “When you peel back all those 
layers of who Frederick Douglass was, you understand that this former slave, first 
and foremost, was a great father to his children,” he observes. “These letters make 
it evident that he had taken time to give his children a strong foundation to make 
it in a world that was cruel to black people.” Cooper Sr.’s careful study of their 
contents leads him to conclude that “[t]hey each had their own trials and strug-
gles as young blacks trying to make it in a society after the Civil War.”58

In a first for contemporary scholarship, Cooper Sr. memorializes the Douglass 
family “trials and struggles” that are otherwise repeatedly under- emphasized and 
even denied by the majority of researchers. No more sensitive analysis of Douglass’s 

54 Ibid. 75.
55 Rpt. Sterling (ed.), We Are Your Sisters, 133–44.
56 Cooper, Dear Father, 3.
57 Ibid. n.p.
58 Ibid. 4.



lxxviii

if i survive

role as a father can be found than in Cooper Sr.’s discussion of his lifelong dedi-
cation to equipping “his children” with “a strong foundation to make it in a 
world” so that they would be able to withstand daily exposure to racist persecu-
tions and injustices. Here Cooper Sr. takes us back to Douglass’s own words 
uttered only a decade out of slavery and with which we began this introduction. 
As Douglass freely admitted of his aims for his children, he sought “to watch over, 
regard, and protect, and to rear them up in the nurture and admonition of the 
gospel.” Over his lifetime, Douglass unfailingly betrayed his heartfelt determina-
tion “to train them up in the paths of wisdom and virtue, and as far as we can, to 
make them useful to the world and to themselves.”59

No “Quagmire of a Slave Past”:  
Researching Black Families and a Call to Scholarly Arms

While the lives of the Douglass family appear and disappear within official 
archives as “marks, traces, possibles and probabilities,” scholarly investigations 
into African American families in slavery and freedom are longstanding.60 Two 
decades ago, Paula Giddings was jubilant that radical developments in emerging 
scholarship “refuted past notions of the black family being hopelessly trapped, 
like Tar Baby, in the quagmire of a slave past.”61 She was heartened by a new 
wave of researchers who were liberated from socially determinist constructions 
in favor of “looking at the African- American family through the lens of what it 
has done, against all odds, to sustain its coherence.”62 As she emphasizes, a focus 
on the triumphs of Black families rather than the tragedies that traumatize their 
daily existence “brings one to a very different conclusion than looking at it as 
merely a deficit model.”63 Giddings’ rejection of a “deficit model” in favor of a 
framework defined by what the “African American family has done” is directly 
applicable to the analysis of Douglass and his daughters and sons for this volume. 
In If I Survive, we dispense with any and all reductive dismissals of Douglass’s 
family’s lives in favor of developing an alternative scholarly apparatus according 
to which their speeches, writings, and essays are placed up front and center. As 
richly layered and illuminating source material, this primary archive is the cata-
lyst to any and all debates of the importance of the Douglass family by enabling 
in- depth, nuanced, and thoughtful discussions of their social, political, and 
cultural activism.

59 Frederick Douglass, “Letter to Thomas Auld,” September 3, 1848. 
60 See works by Moore, Gatewood, and Ball in the bibliography.
61 Giddings, Foreword, 11.
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
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Giddings’ insistence that the lives of Black families only become accessible 
via an “alternative conceptual framework, a framework informed by not just 
sociology but history” represents a call to scholarly arms that is vital to any and 
all investigations into Douglass’s daughters’ and sons’ individual and collective 
biographies.64 The adoption of a historical rather than a socially determinist lens 
makes it newly possible to situate their activism and writings within their wider 
political and cultural contexts. In this book, we share her determination to 
endorse a “framework that does not see the black family in aberrant isolation to 
be measured by an imagined white middle- class norm, but rather as a product of 
society that both shapes and is shaped by it.”65 Working to dispense with the 
racist stranglehold exerted by an “imagined white middle- class norm” that 
commits only depredations against Black lives, it is necessary to adopt a Black- 
centric model according to which Black families are no longer sites of lack or 
inferiority but of complexity, innovation, and resourcefulness. This new frame-
work makes it possible to begin to do justice to the ways in which each of 
Douglass’s daughters and sons worked by every means necessary to defeat the 
persecutory forces of a white supremacist ideology that bled into all areas of 
Black lives in a post- emancipation era.

As Andrew Billingsley summarizes, “African- American families are both weak 
and strong but their strengths are by far more powerful and contain the seeds of 
their survival and rejuvenation.”66 He rejects any and all tendencies to oversim-
plify or sensationalize the forces circumscribing Black families by maintaining 
that, “For scholars and others who argue whether it was slavery or contemporary 
racism that cripples African- American families, we argue that it is both and 
more.”67 More especially, he speaks to the daily struggles facing the Douglass 
family by being under no illusion that, “while all African- American families are 
not in a state of crisis, the many who do suffer inordinately are not so much in 
crisis as they are engulfed by a set of crisis conditions, most of which emanate 
from society itself.”68

Incontestably, Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and 
Annie Douglass were all made to “suffer inordinately” by the “crisis conditions” 
generated by a nineteenth- century racist US society. While Rosetta suffered 
destitution in trying to make ends meet as her husband, Nathan Sprague, was 
barred from any and all employment opportunities, Lewis Henry struggled to earn 
a living as a printer while being denied membership of the national typographical 

64 Ibid. 14.
65 Ibid.
66 Billingsley, Climbing Jacob’s Ladder, 17.
67 Ibid. 18.
68 Ibid. 22.
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union. Similarly, Frederick Jr. and Charles Remond were repeatedly without work 
as they suffered from discrimination in their various positions as federal govern-
ment employees. No less poignantly, in the months before her premature death at 
just ten years old, Annie, the Douglasses’ youngest daughter, was at a loss to 
understand white America’s capacity for injustice when confronted with the 
execution of her beloved friend John Brown. For these reasons, Andrew 
Billingsley’s conviction that “one cannot understand contemporary patterns of 
African- American family life without placing them in their broad historical, 
societal, and cultural context” undergirds the methodology in this book.69 Walter 
R. Allen pulls no punches regarding the limitations in current scholarship by 
emphasizing, “Theorists of the black family are still in pursuit of adequate theo-
retical frameworks for the study of black families.”70 While research into Black 
family structures more generally remains ongoing, the search for an all- encom-
passing, respectful, knowledgable, and empathetic approach to the Douglass 
family, let alone their all but neglected writings, is far from over.

A Written Versus an Unwritten History:  
Authorship, Activism, and Artistry in the Frederick Douglass Family Scrapbooks

At the heart of the Walter O. Evans and Douglass family collection, and in 
addition to the signed books, letters, and manuscripts, are eight scrapbooks— an 
invaluable and illuminating as well as a complex and contradictory archive. 
Research is still very much ongoing into these volumes. In practical terms, they 
betray enormous differences in size, paper, and type. Preliminary findings 
confirm that only one of the scrapbooks is purpose- made, while all the others 
were compiled from reappropriated and recycled pre- printed railway passenger 
lists, newspaper subscription lists, and personal account books. For readers leaf-
ing through these scrapbooks, the pre- printed matter connected to the book’s 
original purpose competes for their attention. None of these volumes are 
accompanied by specific dates. Working across an extended time period, they 
include newspaper clippings and handwritten entries that cover all the decades 
from the Civil War until and even beyond Douglass’s death in 1895. In terms of 
authorship, the internal evidence presented by the almost exclusive focus on 
their own and their father’s lives and works— as well as repeated insertions in 
their handwriting— confirms that these scrapbooks were almost certainly the 
exclusive labors of Douglass’s sons, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles 
Remond Douglass.

69 Ibid. 22.
70 Allen, “The Search,” 117.



lxxxi

introduction

According to our investigations so far, it is as yet very difficult to establish 
which son created which scrapbook and whether they were produced as the result 
of solitary or collaborative efforts. Shedding some light on these issues for 
researchers, a handful of these volumes are prefaced by handwritten notes signed 
and dated by Lewis Henry Douglass. One such note is dated August 2, 1907, a 
year before he died, and reads as follows: “This Scrap Book is valuable for it shows 
in part the action of a committee of Colored people who visited the Capitol of 
the Nation as a delegated body in the winter of 1866. Frederick Douglass indited 
[sic] the reply to the President of which George T. Downing sought to claim 
credit. I wrote the reply according to my father’s dictation and not a word came 
from any body else. This book is to be given to Haley G. Douglass at my death. 
There are several other scraps that do not not [sic] pertain to the above Scrap 
Book included in these pages.” Here Douglass’s eldest son protects his father’s 
legacy by ensuring that his words are not plagiarized in the pages of history. At the 
same time, he issues an instruction which guarantees the preservation of this 
scrapbook within the Douglass family by ensuring that it is handed down to his 
nephew, Haley George Douglass, Charles Remond’s son. A treasure trove of 
materials, this scrapbook not only includes the handwritten copy of the “reply to 
the President”— as written by Lewis Henry Douglass according to Douglass’s 
“dictation”— but numerous letters that read as a who’s who of Black and white 
liberators: Henry Highland Garnet, Martin Delaney, John F. Cook, and John G. 
Whittier among them.

Yet more revealingly, and as per all the scrapbooks in the collection, this volume 
provides a vital aid to researchers via the compiler’s decision to paste newspaper 
clippings of articles that were written by Frederick Douglass himself and by his 
sons onto these pages. These materials are indispensable on two accounts. First, 
the Douglass sons glued in clippings from historical newspapers— including short 
runs of African American periodicals— that have not survived. In these cases, 
their scrapbooks provide the only extant copies of these otherwise impossible- to- 
find writings. As a result, the full extent of Douglass’s family members’ published 
writings can only be mapped by consulting these scrapbooks. Second, Rosetta, 
Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass repeatedly published 
articles for the press anonymously. Thanks to the captions provided by Frederick 
Jr. and Lewis Henry Douglass— to date, these are the only individuals whose 
handwriting can be identified in these scrapbooks— they not only provide infor-
mation on the newspaper and date in which their articles were published, but they 
reveal the identity of the author. This is a lifeline for researchers; to cite just one 
among many examples, how else would we know that the pen- name “Justice” 
belonged to Rosetta Douglass Sprague, except for Frederick Douglass Jr.’s hand-
written caption? Given that this scrapbook in particular was originally a 
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purpose- built school register in which Lewis Henry Douglass recorded attendance 
for his classes in 1862— his students’ names appear and disappear between the 
pasted- in clippings— it would seem very likely that he compiled this scrapbook 
himself. At this early stage, however, very little can be determined with any 
certainty regarding verification of the identities of the creators of these volumes.

“This Scrap Book I wish to have taken care of and which I give to my nephew 
Haley G. Douglass,” Lewis Henry Douglass again instructs in a handwritten note 
he pastes on the cover of another undated scrapbook. At the same time that he 
issues a clear directive— “This book will be given on my death to Haley G. 
Douglass Lewis H. Douglass August 2 1907 Washington D.C.”— he provides a 
summary of this scrapbook’s contents by stating: “It contains the history of my 
going in the government printing office and several other matters.” As per his 
declaration that “not a word came from any body else” concerning his father’s 
sole authored but collaboratively signed “reply to the president” included in the 
other scrapbook, here Lewis Henry Douglass’s observation that this volume tells 
“the history of my going in the printing office” confirms he was not only writing 
for a private audience, but for a public readership. While they were family- made, 
family- preserved, and for family members’ circulation, Lewis Henry was under no 
illusion that these scrapbooks were ultimately public property. Working to insert 
his own “history” alongside that of his father, he uses this scrapbook as a platform 
on which to tell the life of Frederick Douglass not in isolation but in the immedi-
ate context of the “distresses, the anxieties, and the hardships that he and his 
family had to undergo in the struggle for the cause of liberty.”71

As another non- purpose- made scrapbook, this volume comes to life from the 
pages of a pre- printed ledger for the Central Overland California and Pike’s Peak 
Express Company. This time, it is lists of handwritten passengers’— rather than 
students’— names, as they undertake the journey from Denver to Central City in 
1861, that are clearly visible. How Lewis Henry Douglass, or very likely Frederick 
Jr.— whose handwriting appears across the majority of these scrapbooks— 
obtained this pre- printed ledger is still unclear: did either son obtain it while 
employed by this railway company during their time living in Denver? If so, this 
period of their professional lives has still to be uncovered. While the newspaper 
clippings pasted into this volume’s pages are indeed dominated by letters and 
articles that tell the fraught history of Lewis Henry Douglass’s career as a printer, 
this scrapbook also includes irrecoverable ephemera. Among these items are a 
ticket stub “admitting Lewis H. Douglass of the ‘National Era’ ” to the stage door 
entrance of the National Republican Convention held in Philadelphia in 1872. 
Clearly, these scrapbooks represent an unparalleled resource for coming to grips 

71 Lewis Henry Douglass, “Untitled and undated handwritten statement.”
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with the “marks, traces, possibles and probabilities” of the Douglass family lives 
by providing researchers with the necessary fragments with which to piece 
together their hidden histories.

In a bold departure from the undated and untitled scrapbooks that are accom-
panied by Lewis Henry Douglass’s notes, the vast majority of these volumes are 
numbered in Frederick Douglass Jr.’s handwriting. Very likely, they were origi-
nally his property and his creation. The internal evidence provided by his 
distinctive handwriting, in which he supplies captions, letters, poems, songs, and 
personal commentaries on private and public events, bolsters this view. The 
survival of these numerous volumes alongside the scrapbooks that were almost 
certainly compiled by Lewis Henry suggests that, at his premature death in 1890, 
his eldest brother assumed responsibility for their preservation as he recognized 
their social, political, and cultural value as a record of the Black civil rights strug-
gle in a post- emancipation era. A tour de force of erudite political analysis and 
philosophical reflection as combined with poignant revelations of intimate details 
of the Douglass family life, Frederick Douglass Jr. merges the personal with the 
political throughout these scrapbooks. He includes handwritten family biogra-
phies in which he records not only the births but the deaths of his mother, wife, 
and children. He painstakingly summarizes the nature of their last illnesses and 
writes down not only the month, year, and day but the very hour and minute that 
they passed on. Revealingly, this grief- stricken content— the vast majority of 
these deaths are tragically premature— does not appear in isolation but alongside 
his incisive political commentaries, in which he reflects on presidential campaigns, 
civil rights legislation, and his own activism.

Frederick Jr.’s decision to identify the author for each of the numerous newspa-
per clippings he pastes into these pages is nothing less than revolutionary for our 
understanding of the focus, forms, and extent of the Douglass family canon of 
writings. He also leaves the researcher with more clues to interpret his history by 
himself writing his autobiography and inserting letters in these scrapbooks as he 
counters Joseph Douglass Jr.’s claim that “Frederick Junior left the faintest foot-
print of all of the children.”72 Just as the numerous scrapbooks held in the 
Frederick Douglass Papers at the Library of Congress— and very likely the efforts 
of Helen Pitts Douglass and Rosetta Douglass Sprague— require further scholarly 
analysis, so it is the case that these volumes held in the Walter O. Evans collec-
tion await in- depth investigation.

Writing as early as July 31, 1886, in the pages of the New York Freeman, Gertrude 
E. H. B. Mossell, an African American journalist, author, and activist, issued a 
warning to Black audiences regarding the dangers of forgetting the past. “The aged 

72 Joseph Douglass Jr., Frederick Douglass, 158.
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ones who bore the burden and heat of slavery and prejudice; the ones who were 
pioneer laborers in the work of opening the school church and railroad facilities to 
us, are fast passing away,” she declares, insisting, “How many beautiful lessons, how 
much valuable information might be gathered from them.” Waging a one- woman 
war against the disappearance of this “vast treasure house of future life and 
thought,” she issues a heartfelt appeal by instructing current and future genera-
tions to “[k]eep this unwritten history.” More especially, she writes of the urgency 
of not forgetting the life of one “old soldier of the cross” in particular. “As I clipped 
from two late papers’ articles speaking of Frederick Douglass,” Mossell explains, 
she experienced an epiphany: “I thought how valuable and interesting would be a 
scrap book composed of newspaper clippings speaking of this one colored man.” 
“A book could be filled with them, and what grand lessons his speeches, the 
comments upon them, his quiet talks, the influence they had upon others, would 
teach,” she speculates, only to despair, “perhaps I am the only one who has thought 
of it, and now it is too late to make anything like a complete collection.”73

Little did Mossell know that she had no grounds for sorrow. At the time of her 
writing in 1886, her call had already been answered by Douglass’s own family 
members. Creating not one but multiple scrapbooks, they refused to focus on 
Douglass as “one colored man,” however. Rather, they betrayed a shared determi-
nation to record what they saw as their father’s “written history” alongside their 
own “unwritten history.” For the Douglass family, the “grand lessons” of their 
father offered a blueprint not for singular but for collective activism. Working 
hard to provide future generations with everything they needed, Lewis Henry, 
Frederick Jr. and Charles Remond Douglass assumed the role of memorialists, 
commentators, and curators of the Douglass family archive in a bid to guarantee 
that not only their father’s but their own stories would be written.

According to Ellen Gruber Garvey, Frederick Douglass himself was a pioneering 
advocate of scrapbooking as a radically revisionist activity for Black audiences. 
Always in the vanguard when it came to innovative ways in which African 
Americans might become “book makers,” Gruber Garvey has unearthed a semi-
nal moment in Douglass’s life. As she writes, “In 1854 Frederick Douglass urged 
the readers of his newspaper to clip out an article called ‘Black Heroes.’ ”74 In a 
passage that it has so far proved impossible to locate in Frederick Douglass Paper, and 
despite an exhaustive examination of a microfilm copy, she quotes Douglass as 
issuing a direct instruction to his Black male readers in particular: “ ‘Colored men! 
Save this extract. Cut it out and put it in your Scrap- book.’ ”75 According to her 

73  Gertrude E. H. B. Mossell, “Our Woman’s Department, ” column in the New York Freeman, 
July 31, 1886. With grateful thanks to Gruber Garvey, Writing With Scissors.

74 Gruber Garvey, “Alternative Histories.” 
75 Ibid. 
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investigation, this “extract” provided a record of “armed African American soldiers 
in the Revolutionary War.”76 For Douglass this article was of vital importance to 
missing histories of Black military prowess by doing justice to the lives of the “ ‘black 
men who had fought and bled for their country.’ ”77 “In exhorting ‘colored men!’ to 
cut out the extract, put it in their scrapbooks, ‘and use it at the proper time,’ ” she 
emphasizes, “Douglass suggested that the clipping itself could be ammunition for a 
cause, and that deploying it was the act of a soldier.”78 Gruber Garvey’s conviction 
that “scrapbooks could be a weapon” was endorsed not only by Frederick Douglass 
himself but by his sons, two of whom, Lewis Henry and Charles Remond Douglass, 
had themselves “ ‘fought and bled for their country’ ” decades earlier.79

A “Definitive” Archive?  
Mapping the Walter O. Evans Douglass and Family Collection

As the result of decades of archival investigations into the lives and works of Frederick 
Douglass and his family members, If I Survive: Frederick Douglass and Family in the 
Walter O. Evans Collection reproduces their original writings alongside in- depth essays 
in which we share new research on the lives and works of Frederick Douglass and 
his sons, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass. For the benefit 
of readers, we accompany full- page facsimiles of the original manuscripts, letters, 
speeches, and essays authored by Douglass and his family with detailed annotated 
transcriptions. Despite our best efforts, however, gaps and omissions remain regarding 
names, dates, and places. As a work in progress, we share these materials with readers 
with a view to inspiring future researchers to undertake further investigations. For 
readers interested in learning more about Douglass and his family, this book is part of 
two larger ongoing book projects, Struggle for Liberty: Frederick Douglass’s Family 
Letters, Speeches, Essays and Photographs and For Your Eyes Only: The Private Letters 
of Frederick Douglass and Family.80 Constituting a powerful absence, there is little to 
no physical trace— with the exception of the aforementioned newspaper article 
authored by Rosetta under the pen name “Justice,” pasted into one of the surviving 
scrapbooks— of either of Douglass’s daughters in the Walter O. Evans collection.

If I Survive begins by providing readers with a family tree and detailed chronolo-
gies in which we trace the lives, events, and works of Frederick Douglass and his 

76 Ibid.
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid.
79 Ibid.
80  The result of exhaustive research in numerous US and UK archives, these volumes includes individ-

ual biographical chapters and annotated transcriptions of the newly excavated 800+ writings and 
portraits not only of Frederick, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and Charles Remond— as examined 
here— but also of Rosetta and Annie Douglass. See Bernier, Struggle for Liberty and For Your Eyes Only.
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sons for which we are indebted to the pioneering research of David Blight, Joseph 
L. Douglass Jr., Leigh Fought and Dickson Preston. As we saw above, while Douglass’s 
life has been the repeated subject of an exhaustive number of biographies and 
chronologies during his lifetime and over a century since his death, the lives of 
Lewis Henry Douglass, Frederick Douglass Jr., and Charles Remond Douglass have 
as yet been awarded no such extensive treatment. In working up these timelines, we 
have relied extensively on Joseph Douglass Jr.’s “Douglass Family Chronology” that 
he appends to his history. In comparison to his collective chronology, however, we 
provide individual timelines for the benefit of readers who may be interested in 
researching one figure in particular. We are also indebted to Leigh Fought’s recent 
biography for providing additional key information regarding the Douglass family 
genealogical tree. As of writing, however, none of these chronologies— not even 
Douglass’s own— are definitive. Competing dates, differing accounts, incomplete 
records, and conflicting statements characterize the unpublished and published 
source materials that run a gamut from census records to public directories, military 
registrations, and newspaper accounts, among much more. As we continue to 
research the Douglass family, new discoveries are constantly coming to light that 
guarantee their lives and works remain an ever- shifting kaleidoscope.

Part II, “An ‘Undying’ Love Story,” reproduces the intimate and romantic 
correspondence between Lewis Henry Douglass and Helen Amelia Loguen 
(1843–1936), his soon- to- be wife. Loguen was the daughter of one of Frederick 
Douglass’s close friends, Jermain Wesley Loguen (1831–72), a self- emancipated 
freedom fighter, and Caroline E. Storum Loguen (1817–67), a woman who was 
born free and dedicated to the family’s life’s work as conductors on the 
Underground Railroad. In this part of the book, audiences are introduced to the 
“undying” love story between Loguen and Douglass as it develops over a handful 
of extant letters that were written between 1860 and 1862. As this archive very 
likely represents the private collection of Amelia Loguen— handed down through 
generations of the Douglass family— the bulk of the surviving letters are written 
by Lewis Henry. For the benefit of readers working to piece together their story, a 
few of the letters authored by Helen Amelia Loguen have been identified in 
other archives and are discussed in full here. As heartfelt meditations on love, 
this intimate epistolary archive confirms that theirs was an epic romance.

Part III, “ ‘Men of Color, To Arms!’ ” traces Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and 
Charles Remond Douglass’s service in the Civil War. Douglass’s eldest son, Lewis 
Henry, enlisted in the 54th Massachusetts combat regiment and had the distinc-
tion of being appointed a sergeant, the highest non- commissioned rank for 
African American soldiers, whose military service was heavily circumscribed by 
white racist government protocol. As reproduced here, the letters he writes Helen 
Amelia Loguen from the Civil War front lay bare his own and his regiment’s 
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life- and- death struggles in the blood and mire of battle. Recognizing that no 
letters authored by Charles Remond Douglass, who also enlisted in the 54th 
before his transferal to the 5th Massachusetts Cavalry, are included in the Walter 
O. Evans archive, we reproduce the letters he writes his mother and father, and 
which are held in the Frederick Douglass Papers at the Library of Congress 
Manuscripts Division. These letters are no less powerful, as he endures heavy 
gunfire and directly confronts his fears of mortality at the same time that he 
shares his hopes, fears, and dreams for his military unit.

Part IV, “The ‘Incontestable Voice of History’ ” reproduces the original facsimile 
pages alongside annotated transcriptions of Frederick Douglass’s autograph manu-
scripts that are held in the collection. These works are titled as follows: “Lecture 
on Santo Domingo,” c. 1873; “The Louisiana Senator [P.B.S. Pinchback],” c. 1876; 
“William the Silent,” 1876; “The Exodus from the South,” c. 1879; “Eulogy for 
William Lloyd Garrison,” 1879. We preface our reproduction of each manuscript 
and transcription by including a detailed essay in which we situate these works 
within their biographical, social, political, cultural, and historical contexts. While 
Douglass’s “Lecture on Santo Domingo,” c. 1873, and “William the Silent,” 1876, 
exist in numerous— and each uniquely different— manuscript versions held in 
the Frederick Douglass Papers at the Library of Congress, there is no other surviv-
ing manuscript for “Eulogy for William Lloyd Garrison,” 1879. Douglass’s Garrison 
manuscript has the further distinction of being the sole work about which there 
can be no doubt that it was written in Douglass’s own hand. Just as it is likely 
that at least parts, if not the whole, of “Lecture on Santo Domingo” and “William 
the Silent” were authored and/ or annotated by Douglass, a close scrutiny of these 
manuscript pages reveals orthographic inconsistencies that introduce the 
possibility of at least one other author. The most likely candidate is Rosetta 
Douglass Sprague. Over her father’s lifetime, Douglass’s Oberlin- educated 
daughter played a key role in his literary history by acting as his amanuensis.

While Douglass’s “Lecture on Santo Domingo,” c. 1873, “William the Silent,” 
1876, and “Eulogy for William Lloyd Garrison,” 1879, are complete drafts, “The 
Louisiana Senator [P.B.S. Pinchback],” c. 1876, and “The Exodus from the 
South,” c. 1879, survive only as partial fragments. The difficulties surrounding 
provenance, date, and handwriting for these five manuscripts notwithstanding, 
they shed undisputed light on key moments within Douglass’s postbellum activ-
ism. Among the areas these works address are the following: Douglass’s campaigns 
for Black civil, electoral, and political rights; his insistence that the Civil War be 
remembered not only as a war for the end of slavery, but as a crucible for Black 
male combat heroism; his unrelenting critique of white US presidential racism; 
his commitment to the past as offering an educational blueprint for reform in the 
present, if only we heed its lessons; his denunciation of white abolitionist 
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paternalism; his long- term fight against Northern racism; his inconsolable sorrow 
at the rise of lynching and white mob rule; his outright rejection of all forms of 
civil, political, social, and cultural segregation that circumscribed Black lives. 
Collectively, these manuscripts bear witness to Douglass’s unceasing war against 
the revival not only of the “spirit of slavery” but, and yet more damningly, of the 
“spirit of mastery” in a post- war era.81

Part V, “ ‘I Glory in your Spirit’ ” examines the Douglass family’s post- war free-
dom struggles by providing original facsimiles and annotated transcriptions of 
more than twenty letters held in the collection that are authored by Frederick, 
Charles Remond, and Lewis Henry Douglass following the Civil War. An eclectic 
and multi- directional archive in their own right, these letters betray their ongo-
ing civil rights activism. They fought to combat the many slaveries— economic, 
electoral, political, historical, and cultural— that emerged to disenfranchise and 
discriminate Black lives in a post- war era. Among the issues examined by these 
letters are the following: radical educational reform and the freedom schools; the 
employment issues besetting African Americans generally and the discrimina-
tions encountered by Douglass’s sons more particularly; Douglass’s role as Minister 
to Haiti, and the controversies surrounding US plans for annexation of the Mole 
St. Nicholas; the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago and its failures to do 
justice to African American history and culture.

Part VI, “ ‘I was Born’ ” introduces readers to the lives and works of Frederick 
Douglass Jr. and his wife, Virginia L. Molyneaux Hewlett Douglass (1849–89). 
Their surviving autobiographies, letters, and poems lay bare the very real suffering 
endured by Black families living in a post- emancipation era. Here we provide the 
original facsimile pages and annotated transcriptions of Frederick Douglass Jr. in 
brief from 1842–1890 (c. 1890), an unpublished autobiography which he completed 
in his own hand and inserted into the pages of one of his scrapbooks just two years 
before his death. As a result of Douglass Jr.’s determination to preserve the 
biographical history and writings of his wife, the collection is distinctive for 
including an untitled narrative of Virginia L. Molyneaux’s life (c. 1890) alongside 
a reproduction of one of her poems, “To the Fifty Mass. Cavalry,” (1864), both of 
which are copied into the same scrapbook as his autobiography by her husband 
following her death of consumption in 1889. While very little is known about her 
mother, Virginia Josephine Lewis Douglass (1817–78), Virginia Douglass’s father 
was Aaron Molyneaux Hewlett (1820–71), the first African American faculty 
member of Harvard University as director of the Harvard Gymnasium.

In Part VII of If I Survive, “Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An 
American Slave and Freeman, as told by Charles Remond Douglass,” we reproduce 

81 Douglass, “Lessons of the Hour,” p. 38.
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the original facsimile pages alongside an annotated transcription of Douglass’s 
youngest son’s handwritten manuscript, “Some Incidents of the Home Life of 
Frederick Douglass” (circa February 1917), which he later delivered as a speech at 
the centenary commemorations celebrating the birth of his father. Working with 
Walter O. Evans Douglass and family visual archive, Part VIII reproduces all the 
prints of Frederick, Lewis Henry, and Charles Remond held in the collection. 
Additional subjects of these photographs include Charles Remond Douglass’s sons, 
Joseph Henry Douglass and Haley George Douglass, as well as Charles A. Fraser 
and Helen Amelia Loguen Douglass’s sister, Sarah Marinda Loguen- Fraser. As yet, 
many of the portraits of young children and solitary women are unidentified. Part 
IX of this book provides readers with a full inventory of the Walter O. Evans 
Douglass family collection as well as a detailed listing of primary archives and repos-
itories and a bibliography of relevant primary and secondary materials. For readers 
interested in undertaking further research into the Loguen family, Part X, the final 
section of the book, lists all the letters and poems belonging to Helen Amelia 
Loguen and as authored not only by herself but by her mother, siblings, and friends.

As far as a note on provenance is concerned, Walter O. Evans explained in an 
interview with the authors that he obtained the bulk of this Frederick Douglass 
and Family Collection through Phil McBlain, an antiquarian dealer and special-
ist in rare and antique books and artifacts, in the 1980s. As a further conversation 
between the authors and McBlain— now the owner of McBlain Books in 
Hamden, Connecticut— reveals, these Douglass and family materials arrived at 
auction with no detailed provenance. Walter Evans also confirmed that not all 
of his Douglass and family archival materials were collected at the same time. He 
obtained some of the photographs and letters at different dates, and from various 
other collectors. While it is currently impossible to identify the original owner 
of Evans’s Douglass collection with no room for doubt, a detailed examination 
renders it likely that these scrapbooks, letters, pamphlets, typescripts, and 
miscellaneous notes were originally held in the private archive of Frederick 
Douglass’s eldest son, Lewis Henry Douglass. We would suggest that he assumed 
yet further responsibility by preserving his brother’s archive following Frederick 
Douglass Jr.’s premature death in 1892. In keeping with Lewis Henry’s own 
bequest, according to which he issued instructions that his collection go to 
Haley George, Charles Remond Douglass’s son, at his death, it would appear 
very likely that his archive did indeed reach his nephew when he passed in 1908. 
Among the most compelling evidence supporting the claim that this archive was 
the property of Haley George— in addition to the proof provided by Lewis 
Henry’s instructions— is the fact that the collection also includes Haley George’s 
correspondence with his grandfather, many of his family photographs, and the 
draft manuscripts and letters written by his father, Charles Remond Douglass. 
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On these grounds, it is equally likely that he became the owner of his father’s 
archive on his death in 1920.

As yet further ballast to the view that the bulk of Walter Evans’s Douglass 
collection was originally the property of Haley George Douglass, an obituary writ-
ten by William M. Brewer and published in Negro History Bulletin shortly after his 
death in 1954 makes the startling revelation that he “was working on what he 
hoped would be the definitive life story of Frederick Douglass.”82 As far as the 
sources for this “life story” were concerned, Brewer informs his readers that Haley 
George Douglass “had assembled many of the materials (his rare memories and 
oral traditions, however, may now be lost) and it is hoped that his brilliant son 
may in time complete the work.”83 “Mr. Douglass fervently wished this work to be 
his crowning achievement,” Brewer observes, while he expresses a profound 
regret that he “did not finish it.”84 Not only did he “not finish it,” but neither did 
his son, Joseph A. Douglass. Yet more revealingly, the “materials” held in his 
possession have never appeared in any public repository or institutional archive. 
In light of the fact that there would have been no better source materials on 
which to base “the definitive life story of Frederick Douglass,” it is most likely the 
case that these were indeed the materials from which he was working.

We live in hope that one day Haley George Douglass’s partial manuscript will 
be found. Complicating the conclusion that these materials were originally the 
property of Haley George Douglass, however, is the fact that Walter O. Evans 
obtained different materials at varying times and from numerous collectors. Due 
to the fact that Helen Amelia Loguen Douglass outlived her husband by nearly 
three decades and that the archive consists of a large number of letters written to 
her, there can be little doubt that she was an early collector and preserver of these 
materials. At this stage of our research into the Walter Evans collection, we still 
have more questions than answers. Our search for “marks, traces, possibles and 
probabilities” concerning the Douglass family lives, as “curiously, earnestly, 
anxiously we peer into the dark” for “glimpses” of their “character,” shows no sign 
of abating in 2018.85

Within the prints and photographs collections held at Cedar Hill, Frederick 
Douglass’s Washington, DC home and now the Frederick Douglass National 
Historic Site owned by the National Park Service, two prints of a photograph 
titled Frederick Douglass in Front of His A Street NE Home, Washington D.C., 
dated 1876, survive (Figures 14 and 15).

82 Brewer, “Haley George Douglass,” 146.
83 Ibid.
84 Ibid.
85 Douglass, The Heroic Slave, 175.
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While any and all mention of Douglass’s family members are omitted in the 
image’s caption, neither print shows Douglass alone. Immediately to the far left of 
the sepia- colored print, which has been cropped, are two women, one man, and 
three children (Figure 15). In the grainy black- and- white print, additional figures 
appear: an adult and child hold hands as they stand in the far right of the image 
(Figure 14). On the grounds that the unknown photographer’s subject is clearly 
the elegant façade of Douglass’s home, which dominates the pictorial plane, these 
figures are each impossible to determine with any degree of accuracy. Typically, 
the one exception is Douglass himself. Viewers can identify him with effortless 
ease due not only to his centrality within the photograph but because of the 
distinctiveness of his height, posture, full beard, and white hair. As we are left 
with more questions than answers regarding the identity of the other adults and 
children in this photograph, we experience yet another poignant reminder of the 
renowned celebrity of the iconic Frederick Douglass versus the widespread invis-
ibilization of his anonymous family.

We can only speculate, but can never know with any certainty, whether the 
woman standing by the entrance to the house is Anna Murray Douglass, or whether 
the other two adults are Nathan Sprague and Rosetta Douglass Sprague. Equally, we 
have no way of establishing the identity of the children, beyond the fact that the 
following Douglass grandchildren are a potential fit in terms of their ages in 1876: 
Alice Louisa and Harriet Bailey Sprague, Rosetta and Nathan Sprague’s daughters; 
Frederick Aaron Douglass, Virginia and Frederick Douglass Jr.’s son; Joseph Henry 
Douglass and Charles Frederick Douglass, Charles Remond Douglass’s sons. Yet 
more revealingly, while Frederick Douglass is not alone in either version of this 
photograph, he stands in isolation. Was this his choice? Was it on the advice of the 
photographer? Are there other versions of this photograph in which Douglass is 
portrayed by himself and with no family members at all? Was this photograph in 
which family members were also allowed to participate an afterthought?

Decades earlier, and very likely on the eve of the Civil War, Douglass broke 
with his repeated preference for creating a “sorrow image” by deciding to be 
photographed with Annie Douglass, his youngest daughter, in an intimate portrait 
which has only recently come to light.86 No isolated Douglass, he has his arm 
around his daughter while he assumes a relaxed posture and adopts a peaceful 
rather than a pained expression: a first across his surviving visual archive. The 
visual antithesis of the vast majority of his photographs, in which he appears as a 
traumatized, solitary figure, here he lays bare his belief that it is “good to be among 

86  See Bernier, “ ‘To Preserve My Features in Marble,’ ” for a discussion of Frederick Douglass and the 
concept of “sorrow images.” This portrait of Annie Douglass and her father came to light as a 
result of the collaborative research undertaken with John Stuuff and Zoe Trodd for Picturing 
Frederick Douglass.



Figure 14: Anon., Frederick Douglass in Front of His A Street NE Home, Washington D.C., 1876. 
(National Park Service: Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)



Figure 15: Anon., Frederick Douglass in Front of His A Street NE Home, Washington D.C., 1876. 
(National Park Service: Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)



Figure 16: Anon., Helen Pitts Douglass, n.d. (National Park Service: 
Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, Washington, DC.)



Figure 17: Mathew Brady, Frederick Douglass, c. 1877. (Prints and 
Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.)
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those whose welfare and happiness depend so much upon myself.”87 Writing her 
father on December 7, 1859, shortly before her death, Annie, Douglass’s youngest 
daughter, communicated a heartfelt message from all the family members around 
her. “They all send their love,” she confides to her father as she ends her letter, 
“From your affectionate daughter, Annie Douglass.”88 For the living, breathing, 
and fallible individual who led the isolated and isolating public life of Frederick 
Douglass— part myth, part symbol, and part icon— the love of his family was vital 
to his survival, enabling him to keep his body and soul together against all harrow-
ing and seemingly insurmountable odds.

As the Walter O. Evans collection and ongoing research reveals, there can be 
no doubt that the told history of the father, Frederick Douglass, is the untold story 
of the daughters, Annie and Rosetta, and sons, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., and 
Charles Remond Douglass. Writing her mother in the wake of a family tragedy, 
Virginia L. Douglass issues a heartfelt plea that fittingly encapsulates Frederick 
Douglass and his family’s lifelong hope. According to her husband, Frederick 
Douglass Jr., who records her words in one of his scrapbooks, she urges, “Let us all 
be even more closely bound together.” In the Walter O. Evans collection, the 
lives, loves, works, hopes, dreams, and fear of the Douglass family are “closely 
bound together” for the first time.

87 Frederick Douglass to Anna Richardson, April 29, 1847.
88 Annie Douglass to Frederick Douglass, December 7, 1859.




