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Life as a slave in America 



Demography

• 1790: 700k slaves in the USA

• 1808: 1 million slaves had been 
imported into the USA. 
International slave trade made 
illegal 

• 1860: 4 million slaves in the 
south, 0.5m ‘free’ black people in 
the USA 



Black and slave population of the United 
States from 1790 to 1880



12 Years a Slave

Autobiographical memoir of Solomon Northup, 
a free black man kidnapped into slavery.

Details Northup's 12-year experience of 
bondage in Louisiana.

Offers in-depth look at slave markets in 
Washington, D.C., and New Orleans.

Describes cotton and sugar cultivation, and 
slave treatment on Louisiana plantations.



Synopsis 

• Solomon Northup, a skilled carpenter and 
violinist, is lured away under the guise of a 
job offer.

• Kidnapped in Washington, D.C., and sold 
into slavery in New Orleans.

• Endures 12 years of hardship under several 
owners, including the cruel Edwin Epps.

• Secretly sends word to New York, 
eventually leading to his rescue and return 
to freedom.



The Deception

• Encounter: Approached by two circus promoters, 
Brown and Hamilton, with a job offer as a 
musician.

• Journey Begins: Travels to New York and 
Washington, D.C., for the promised job.

• Betrayal: Drugged and kidnapped in Washington, 
D.C., waking up in chains.



Sold into Slavery

• Slave Pen: Finds himself in a slave pen, owned by 
James H. Birch.

• New Identity: Stripped of his freedom, Northup is 
transported to New Orleans.

• First Owner: Sold to William Prince Ford, a 
relatively humane owner.



Life on the Plantation

Tasks: Works on Ford's plantation, 
showcasing his carpentry skills.

Transfer: Due to economic pressures, 
Ford sells Northup to John Tibeats, a 
much less humane owner.

Struggle for Survival: Faces extreme 
cruelty and violence from Tibeats.



Years of Hardship

• Further Sold: Northup is sold again to Edwin Epps, 
known for his brutality.

• Daily Life: Assigned roles ranging from cotton 
picker to overseer of slaves.

• Patsey: Forms a bond with Patsey, a fellow slave, 
highlighting the human aspect amidst suffering.



The Turning Point

Samuel Bass: Meets an abolitionist 
carpenter from Canada who works 
on the plantation.

Hope Restored: Northup confides his 
true identity and history to Bass.

Letters for Help: Bass secretly sends 
letters to Northup's family and 
friends in New York.



The Path to 
Freedom

• Legal Intervention: Henry B. 
Northup, a white attorney and 
family friend, receives the letter.

• Rescue Mission: Travels to 
Louisiana with official support to 
rescue Solomon.

• Legal Challenges: Faces 
bureaucratic and legal hurdles in 
proving Solomon's free status.



Freedom Regained

• Liberation: Solomon Northup is finally freed from 
slavery after 12 years.

• Return to New York: Reunites with his family in 
Saratoga Springs.

• Legal Attempts: Unsuccessfully tries to prosecute 
those responsible for his kidnapping.



Legacy

Published eight years before the 
American Civil War.

Provided factual support to Harriet 
Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin.

Sold 30,000 copies, becoming a 
bestseller of its time. 

Sold three times as many copies as 
Douglass’ narrative in first two years. 



Book to film

• Fell into obscurity for nearly 100 years.

• Rediscovered in the 1960s by historians Sue Eakin 
and Joseph Logsdon.

• Adapted into two films: 1984's "Solomon Northup's 
Odyssey" and 2013's Oscar-winning "12 Years a 
Slave."



Life in Caribbean vs America

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=db2fefcee132724dJmltdHM9MTcwOTE2NDgwMCZpZ3VpZD0yN2E5ZTU0NC0zZDZjLTZmOWEtMWNjOS1mNzIxM2M0YjZlN2MmaW5zaWQ9NTczNQ&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=27a9e544-3d6c-6f9a-1cc9-f7213c4b6e7c&u=a1L2ltYWdlcy9zZWFyY2g_cT1tYXAgb2Ygc291dGhlcm4gdXNhJkZPUk09SVFGUkJBJmlkPUFFQzM5QTNDMEFDMDFBM0E1NEM5MDMxMzY5MTk2ODZCRTk4MjhBRUI&ntb=1


Geographical Conditions and Work 
Environment

• In the continental United States, slaves primarily 
worked on large plantations that grew crops such as 
tobacco, cotton, and rice. These plantations were often 
spread out over vast areas, and slaves typically worked 
long hours under the supervision of overseers.

• In the Caribbean islands, the plantation system was 
also prevalent, but the climate and geography differed. 
Caribbean plantations cultivated crops like sugar, 
coffee, and tobacco. The tropical climate and terrain 
were often harsher, with intense heat and challenging 
working conditions in the fields.



Slave Population and Treatment:
- The slave population in the continental United States 
was significant but generally smaller than in the 
Caribbean. Slaves in the U.S. were often subjected to 
harsh treatment and harsh living conditions, but the scale 
of plantation operations tended to be smaller compared 
to some Caribbean islands.

- In the Caribbean, particularly in places like Jamaica, 
Cuba, and Haiti, large-scale sugar plantations dominated 
the landscape. The slave populations on these islands 
were massive, and conditions for slaves were often 
extremely brutal. The mortality rate among Caribbean 
slaves was notoriously high due to overwork, disease, 
and harsh treatment.



Legal and Social 
Context

- Slavery in the continental United States was deeply 
entrenched in the legal and social systems, with laws 
regulating the institution and severely limiting the 
rights of slaves. However, the legal status and 
treatment of slaves varied from state to state.

- In the Caribbean, slavery was also legally 
sanctioned and deeply ingrained in the colonial social 
structure. The harshness of the plantation system, 
combined with the constant importation of new 
slaves due to high mortality rates, led to a more rigid 
and oppressive system of control over the slave 
population.



Prohibiting literacy against slaves

• Between 1740 and 1834 
Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North and South 
Carolina, and Virginia all passed 
anti-literacy laws.

• South Carolina passed the first 
law which prohibited teaching 
slaves to read and write, 
punishable by a fine of 100 
pounds and six months in 
prison, via an amendment to its 
1739 Negro Act.

1863 painting of a man reading the Emancipation 
Proclamation.



State level anti-literacy laws

1829

Georgia: Prohibited 
teaching blacks to 
read, punished by 
fine and 
imprisonment

1830

Louisiana, North 
Carolina: passes 
law punishing 
anyone teaching 
blacks to read with 
fines, 
imprisonment or 
floggings

1832

Alabama and 
Virginia: Prohibited 
whites from 
teaching blacks to 
read or write, 
punished by fines 
and floggings

1833

Georgia: Prohibited 
blacks from 
working in reading 
or writing jobs (via 
an employment 
law), and 
prohibited teaching 
blacks.

1847

Missouri: 
Prohibited 
assembling or 
teaching slaves to 
read or write

1839 Illustration in the Anti-Slavery Almanac of Black students 
excluded from school, with quote from Reverend Mr. Converse: 
"If the free colored people were taught to read, it would be an 
inducement for them to stay in the country. We would offer 
them no such inducement."



Resistance and 
Revolts

- Slaves in both regions resisted their 
enslavement through various means, 
including acts of sabotage, escape, and 
rebellion.

   - Notable slave revolts occurred in both the 
continental United States (such as Nat 
Turner's rebellion in Virginia) and the 
Caribbean (such as the Haitian Revolution, 
which led to the establishment of Haiti as the 
first independent black republic in the 
Western Hemisphere).



Frederick 
Douglass



Who was Frederick 
Douglass?

• Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey born into 
slavery on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake 
Bay, Maryland.

• Born between Hillsboro and Cordova, likely in his 
grandmother's cabin near Tappers Corner and 
Tuckahoe Creek.

• Uncertain birth date; Douglass celebrated February 
14 as his birthday.



Early Life

• Douglass's birth year estimated as 1817 or 1818 by 
different sources.

• Separation from his mother, Harriet Bailey, during 
infancy, common in that part of Maryland.

• Raised by maternal grandmother, Betsy Bailey, and 
grandfather, Isaac, while his mother remained on 
the plantation, visiting him a few times before her 
death when he was 7 years old.



Birth Family

• Douglass's mother was of African 
descent, and his father, possibly her 
master, was of European descent.

• Uncertainty about his father's identity; 
Douglass stated, "My father was a white 
man."

• Douglass's genetic heritage likely included 
Native American.

• Mother named him Frederick Augustus 
Washington Bailey; Douglass adopted the 
surname Douglass after escaping.

• Separation from mother during infancy; 
limited contact until her death when he 
was 7.

Anna Murray Douglass



Early Learning and 
Experience

• At 6, Douglass moved to the Wye House plantation 
(left), then to Thomas Auld's household in 
Baltimore after Auld's death.

• Sophia Auld, wife of Thomas Auld, taught Douglass 
the alphabet around age 12.

• Hugh Auld opposed literacy for slaves, believing it 
would encourage desires for freedom.



Douglass becomes 
self educated

• Sophia Auld's change of heart; she 
stopped teaching Douglass but he 
continued self-education.

• Douglass learned to read from white 
children, writings of men he worked 
with, and continued self-teaching.

• Acknowledged the role of literacy in 
his path to freedom: "knowledge is 
the pathway from slavery to 
freedom."



Discovering 
literature and 
newspapers

• The Auld family's influence on Douglass's early 
education.

• Douglass's exposure to books and newspapers 
fueled his questioning of slavery.

• The Columbian Orator, discovered at age 12, 
clarified his views on freedom and human rights.

• Acknowledgment of his literate mother's 
influence on his love for letters.

• Out of 3,428 slaves interviewed by the WPA only 
179 stated that they had learnt to read as slaves.

• The WPA Slave Narratives are interviews with 
formerly enslaved people conducted from 1936 
through 1938 by the Federal Writers' Project 
(FWP), a unit of the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA).



William Freeland and Edward Covey

• Hired out to William Freeland, 
Douglass organized a Sabbath literacy 
school for fellow slaves.

• In 1833, sent to work for Edward 
Covey, known as a "slave-breaker"; 
endured frequent whippings.

• Douglass rebelled at 16, engaging in a 
physical confrontation with Covey.

• Covey never tried to beat him again 
after Douglass's victory.

• Recounted the beatings at Covey's 
farm in "Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass."



Escape from Slavery

First escape attempt from Freeland 
unsuccessful.

Met Anna Murray in 1837, a free black woman 
who supported his efforts to gain freedom.

Successfully escaped on September 3, 1838, 
boarding a northbound train in Baltimore.

Journey to freedom took less than 24 hours, 
reaching New York City.

Douglass's feelings upon reaching free soil and 
the joyous excitement of liberation.



Religious 
Views

• Exposure to religious sermons as a child; 
conversion to Christianity during his youth.

• Douglass's spiritual mentor, Rev. Charles 
Lawson, and his early religious experiences.

• Distinction between the "Christianity of 
Christ" and the "Christianity of America."

• Douglass's criticism of religious hypocrisy, 
especially among slaveholders.

• Douglass's call for religious people to 
embrace abolitionism.



Family Life

• Douglass's first marriage to Anna Murray 
in 1838, who supported his public work.

• Anna and Douglass had five children: 
Rosetta, Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., 
Charles Remond, and Annie.

• Douglass's second marriage to Helen Pitts 
in 1884, a white suffragist and 
abolitionist.

• Controversy surrounding the second 
marriage due to racial and age 
differences.

• Douglass's response to criticisms about 
his marriages based on the color of his 
parents.

Anna, his first wife.



Abolitionist and 
Preacher

• Settled in New Bedford, Massachusetts, in 1838, 
and later moved to Lynn in 1841.

• Adoption of the name "Douglass" suggested by 
Nathan Johnson for its distinctiveness.

• Joined African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church; 
became a licensed preacher in 1839.

• Involvement in abolitionist activities, 
subscriptions to William Lloyd Garrison's 
newspaper, The Liberator.

• Early protest against segregated transportation; 
thrown off a train in 1841 for refusing to sit in the 
segregated coach.



Autobiography

• Douglass's best-known work, "Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave," published 
in 1845.

• Skepticism about a black man producing such 
literature; positive reviews and immediate bestseller.

• Douglass published three autobiographies, each 
expanding on the previous one: 1845, 1855, and 
1881.

• Impact of the 1845 Narrative on Douglass's legal 
freedom; reprinted nine times within three years.

• Translated into French and Dutch, published in 
Europe; Douglass's literary achievements.



Return to the 
United States

• Douglass returned to the U.S. in 
1847 with £500 (equivalent to 
$48,612 in 2021) from English 
supporters.

• Started the North Star, an 
abolitionist newspaper, in Rochester, 
New York.

• Motto: "Right is of no Sex – Truth is 
of no Color – God is the Father of us 
all, and we are all brethren."



Abolitionist 
Activities

• Active in the abolitionist movement and 
Underground Railroad.

• The North Star opposed the American 
Colonization Society, promoting freedom 
for black people in the U.S.

• Douglass split with William Lloyd Garrison 
over differing views on the Constitution.

• Garrison believed the Constitution was pro-
slavery, but Douglass changed his opinion 
around 1847.



Constitutional Views and Letter

• Douglass expressed his changed views on the 
Constitution in a speech in 1851.

• Initially, Douglass, like Garrison, viewed the 
Constitution as a pro-slavery document. He 
had changed his views and began advocating 
for using the Constitution as a tool against 
slavery.This shift suggests that Douglass came 
to see the Constitution as a potential weapon 
for abolition, arguing that it could be 
interpreted in a way that opposed slavery 
rather than supported it.

• In September 1848, Douglass published an 
open letter to his former owner, Thomas 
Auld.

• Described the grim horrors of slavery and 
passionately criticized the slave system.

Frederick Douglass photo 1880



Activities Before 
and During the 
Civil War

• Douglass believed in the power 
of photography to combat 
racism. Most photographed 
American of the 19th Century

• Opposed John Brown’s Harper’s 
Ferry Raid on 1859

• Supported the recruitment of 
black soldiers during the Civil 
War.



Post US Civil War

• Advocated for African American rights during 
Reconstruction.

• Political appointments and efforts for equality 
in post-war America.

• Delivered a keynote speech at the unveiling of 
the Emancipation Memorial in 1876.

• Criticized Lincoln's delayed embrace of 
emancipation but acknowledged its 
significance.

• Supported President Grant's efforts against 
the Ku Klux Klan.

• Continued activism, emphasizing work, voting 
rights, and suffrage.

• Nominated for Vice President in 1872 but did 
not campaign.

Frederick Douglass and Helen Pitts, Dublin, 1886



Douglass’ 
tour of 
Britain and 
Ireland



What is Douglass 
doing in Britain and 
Ireland?

• Douglass's friends feared that the publicity would 
draw the attention of his ex-owner, Hugh Auld, who 
might try to get his "property" back. 

• In 1843, Douglass had joined other speakers in 
the American Anti-Slavery Society's "Hundred 
Conventions" project, a six-month tour at meeting 
halls throughout the eastern and midwestern United 
States.

• Britain was the global imperial, military and 
industrial power of the world. 

• The home of significant abolitionist support for 
destroying slavery in the USA

• Douglass set sail on the Cambria for Liverpool, 
England, on August 16, 1845.



Talking across the British Isles

• During his time in Ireland 
Douglass gave almost 50 lectures

• He visited Dublin, Cork, Limerick, 
Wexford, Waterford, Celbridge, 
Belfast, Lisburn, Hollywood and 
Bangor (County Down).

• He met Daniel O’Connell whose 
speeches had inspired him.



Douglass’ 
first visit to 
Belfast, 
1845-46



He found an 
amazing 
difference…

Eleven days and a half gone, and I have crossed three 
thousand miles of the perilous deep. Instead of a democratic 
government, I am under a monarchical government. Instead 
of the bright, blue sky of America, I am covered with the soft, 
grey fog of the Emerald Isle [Ireland]. I breathe, and lo! the 
chattel [slave] becomes a man. I gaze around in vain for one 
who will question my equal humanity, claim me as his slave, 
or offer me an insult. I employ a cab—I am seated beside 
white people—I reach the hotel—I enter the same door—I 
am shown into the same parlor—I dine at the same table—
and no one is offended.... I find myself regarded and treated 
at every turn with the kindness and deference paid to white 
people. When I go to church, I am met by no upturned nose 
and scornful lip to tell me, 'We don't allow ni**** in here!'



Banner of Ulster - Friday 28 November 1845, p.1



5 December 1845. 
Independent Meeting 
House, 77 Donegall 
Street

His first meeting. It was reported that: 

“Mr. Douglass then came forward and was 
received with loud applause. He said he felt 
great pleasure in seeing so many kind and 
respectable people there assembled, in order 
to hear an account of the system of slavery 
from one who had experienced what it was to 
be a slave. He felt a considerable 
embarrassment in thus standing before 
intelligent people, for the purpose of 
instructing them. Slavery was a poor school 
for acquiring moral, religious, or intellectual 
improvement.”





Who was 
there? 

• Andrew Mulholland, Mayor of 
Belfast 

• Rev. Thomas Drew 

• Mr Standfield, chair of BASS



Andrew 
Mulholland chaired 
the meeting

• He was born in Belfast in 1791, the son of 
Thomas Mulholland, a cotton manufacturer 
who founded the company of Messrs. 
Thomas Mulholland & Co. of Union Street

• Andrew joined his father's company, 
renaming the company Messrs. T. & A. 
Mulholland.

• Mayor in 1845

• He died at Springvale on 24 August 1866, 
aged 73.



Mulholland York 
Street

• In 1828, the Mulholland York 
Street cotton mill burnt down. 

• It was rebuilt as a linen mill and 
the first linen spun in a Belfast Mill 
by mechanical power in 1830. 

• It started with 1,000 spindles in 
1830 and had 17,000 by 1846 and 
1,000 employees. In 1856, it had 
25,000 spindles and was probably 
the biggest mill in the world. 

• In 1830, there were 2 mills making 
power spun linen yarn, by 1846, 
there were 24.



Mr Standfield then 
introduced the 
meeting…

‘Mr Douglas would enter 
into a detail of the system, 
and he (Mr Standfield) 
trusted that the people 
here, of every religious 
demonisation, would avail 
themselves of the 
opportunity offered to 
them’. 



Mr Frederick 
Douglass…addressed 
the meeting…

• ‘He said, that he felt great pleasure in 
seeing so many of the kind and 
intelligent people of Belfast before 
him, for the purpose of hearing the 
wrongs of his enslaved fellow-
countrymen…’

• Slavery was a poor school for morals, 
or religion, or intellectual 
improvement…

• 6,000 copies of his book were sold in 
three months…



Friday, 12 December 1845, Rosemary Street 
Church

Third Presbyterian Church, 1941



Douglass also spoke at…

Bangor Presbyterian Church
Donegall Street Presbyterian Church



6 January 1846, Commercial Buildings and 
Assembly Room, 1 Waring Street
• Breakfast meeting at the 

Commercial rooms to bid 
farewell to Douglass

• ‘a little inconvenience arose 
from more being present than 
was expected’

• William Crawford MP and Rev. 
Isaac Nelson were present



William Sharman 
Crawford (1780–1861)

• Irish landowner and Radical Member of Parliament.

• Championed democratic franchise, devolved 
legislature for Ireland, and Irish tenant farmer 
rights.

• Early life: Born in 1780, sold family estates in 1819, 
became a patron of the Royal Dublin Society.



Political causes

• Radical MP: Represented 
Dundalk (1835-1837) and 
Rochdale (1841–1852)

• Advocated for Catholic relief, 
parliamentary reform, and 
devolved self-government for 
Ireland



Tenant Rights’ 
Activist

• Agrarian reformer: 
Recognized and supported 
Ulster "tenant right" in 
Ireland

• Founded Ulster Tenant’s 
Right Association in 1848

• Spokesman for the all-
Ireland Tenant Right League, 
advocated fair rent and free 
sale for tenant farmers



Mr Crawford MP 
elected to the chair. 

• He gave a speech. The meeting had two 
objects – honour Douglas, 

• ‘It was one of the most glorious features 
of the British Constitution that every 
man who touched its soil, no matter 
what was his clime or colour, was a free 
man…the laws of Britain made the slave 
free, and secured him his liberty…’ 



Second part of the meeting…

Second part was to denounce 
American slavery… Mr Crawford read 
part of the American Constitution 
that ‘liberty was the inherent right of 
all men’. Efforts to abo the slave 
trade would never be successful as 
long as American slavery existed. ‘It 
was the duty of Christian men, by 
the reprobation of slavery, to do all 
in their power to cause those who 
made a profession of Christianity to 
abandon it…’



Isaac Nelson concluded 
the meeting

• He said: ‘The burning words of Frederick Douglas 
had produced their effect, he had made those who 
had the privilege of hearing him feel for the wrongs 
of his race…’

• Committee of BASS then presented Douglass with a 
pocket bible and watch.

• Announcement of the formation of the Belfast 
Ladies Anti Slavery Society (more later).



Support from the press

During the 1840s the town’s press 
regularly covered the BLASA’s 
agitation, adding its support for the 
women’s actions. : 
“Altogether the [anti-slavery] 
exhibition was most creditable to the 
fair friends of freedom with whom it 
originated, and whose hands 
furnished such a splendid practical 
proof of their sincerity.”
(see Northern Whig, 29 October 
1846; 27 October  1846; Banner of 
Ulster, 2 April 1847)



Douglass’ reply 

• FD then replied to the addresses. 
• He thanked the audience. Spoke of 

how his mistress had read the 
chapter on Job. Then his mistress 
started to teach him to reach but 
stopped because of the opposition 
of her husband. He learnt to read. 
He wrote his history, put himself in 
danger and left to come to Britain.

• He recalled how ‘the chattel 
becomes a man’ (applause). 

• He concluded, ‘I remember that I 
have a home in Belfast’.



Letter from Douglass to Garrison, Victoria 
Hotel, Belfast, 1 January 1846

My Dear Friend Garrison: I am now about to take leave of the Emerald Isle, for 
Glasgow, Scotland, I have been here a little more than four months …

I can truly say, I have spent some of the happiest moments of my life since 
landing in this country. I seem to have undergone a transformation. I live a 
new life. The warm and generous co-operation extended to me by the friends 
of my despised race—the prompt and liberal manner with which the press has 
rendered me its aid—the glorious enthusiasm with which thousands have 
flocked to hear the cruel wrongs of my down-trodden and long-enslaved 
fellow-countrymen portrayed—the deep sympathy for the slave, and the 
strong abhorrence of the slaveholder, everywhere evinced—the cordiality 
with which members and ministers of various religious bodies, and of various 
shades of religious opinion, have embraced me, and lent me their aid—the 
kind hospitality constantly proffered to me by persons of the highest rank in 
society—the spirit of freedom that seems to animate all with whom I come in 
contact—and the entire absence of everything that looked like prejudice 
against me, on account of the color of my skin—contrasted so strongly with 
my long and bitter experience in the United States, that I look with wonder 
and amazement on the transition.



Formation of the 
Belfast Ladies’ 
Belfast Anti Slavery 
Society



Announcement of launch of 
the Belfast Ladies Anti-Slavery 
Society

• Formed by Middle class ladies in Belfast and 
Northern Ireland

• Formed as women could not join BASS as it was an 
auxiliary of BFASS, which did not offer membership 
to women.

• Set out their plan to abolish slavery



Why form BLASA?

The late visit to this town of Frederick 
Douglass, the self-emancipated American 
slave, and his fearful revelations of the 
house of bondage, induced several ladies, 
in Belfast, who felt deeply on the subject, to 
form an Anti-Slavery Association, last 
Winter, for the especial object of aiding and 
sympathizing with the abolitionists of North 
America…

Can the pious women of Ulster, who delight 
in promoting missions, remain inactive, 
whilst the adopted home of so many of 
their countrymen presents such a revolting 
anomaly as slavery, in a country calling itself 
Christian ?

Vindicator - Saturday 26 September 1846, p.4



What would it do?

The immediate object of our Association is not so much to 
obtain pecuniary aid, as to excite an intelligent acquaintance 
with the position of the coloured inhabitants of America, and, 
also, to induce kind-hearted ladies, by a little exercise of 
industry and ingenuity,to send to America a collection of 
needle-work, and other fancy articles, in aid of the devoted 
and self-sacrificing abolitionists. These gifts, produced by 
their own labour, will possess high value, as a testimony of 
awakened sympathy, and will increase the funds of the 
bazaars, greatly beyond the expense of outlay. Sketches of 
Irish scenery, fancy work in Berlin wool, and in gold, silver, or 
steel beads, articles in papier mache, and dresses for 
children, (especially if made of free-grown produce), 
autographs of distinguished persons, or drawings of their 
residences have been mentioned among the most desirable 
contributions.



Who was involved?

• Ward family of Bangor, 
decedents of Viscount Bangor

• Crawford family, landowners 
around north Down.

• Mary Ann McCraken

• Large number of single ladies.



Douglass’ second visit, 
1846



Background to Douglass’ Second Visit

General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church was 
holding its annual meeting

Belfast born Rev Smyth of 
Charleston was in town on 
family business



Rev. Thomas Smyth

• Born on June 14, 1808, in Belfast, Ireland, Thomas 
Smyth was the sixth son of Samuel and Ann Magee 
Smith. His father, a prosperous grocer and tobacco 
distributor, changed the family name to Smyth to 
avoid confusion with another Thomas Smith.

• Initiated his education at the Academic Institution 
of Belfast and later graduated with honours from 
Belfast College in 1829 at the age of 21.



Ministerial Training and Family Life

• Initially aspiring to be a priest, Thomas 
moved to London to attend Highbury 
College but had to interrupt his program 
when he relocated with his parents to the 
United States in 1830, settling in 
Patterson, New Jersey.

• Completed his ministerial training at 
Princeton Theological Seminary, 
graduating in 1831. In 1843, he received 
an honorary Doctor of Divinity from 
Princeton.

• Married Margaret Milligan Adger on July 
9, 1832, the daughter of James Adger, an 
elder and prominent citizen in Charleston, 
South Carolina. The couple had nine 
children.

Second Presbyterian Church, where Smyth served for more 
than 40 years



Pastoral Career and Controversial Stances

• In 1834, Thomas Smyth became a pastor 
in Charleston, South Carolina, a position 
he held for the remainder of his life.

• Took a moderate approach to slavery, 
seen as an abolitionist in Charleston, 
while perceived as a supporter of slavery 
in Britain.

• Instrumental in establishing the Zion 
Presbyterian Church for slaves along with 
John Adger and John Girardeau.

• Defended the full humanity of Africans in 
his book "Unity of the Human Race," 
facing vocal protests from militant 
southern slavery supporters.

John Girardeau



Ecclesiastical Disputes and Social Activism

• Faced opposition from some 
Southerners for efforts in establishing 
a Presbyterian place of worship for 
Africans.

• Denied participation in the 1846 
session of the General Assembly of 
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland due 
to his protest against the American 
Presbyterian church's perceived 
support for slavery.

• An ardent Confederate supporter 
during the Civil War.

• Thomas Smyth passed away in 
Charleston on August 20, 1873.



Smyth’s allegations…
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Next steps…
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Smyth’s allegations
 against Douglass
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8 July 1846, Primitive Wesleyan 
Chapel, Donegall Place

At this meeting Douglass again presented:

‘another opportunity of exposing the infamous 
system of slavery as it exists in America. More 
than usual interest was attached to the 
proceedings, in consequence of the General 
Assembly [of the Presbyterian church in 
Ireland] holdings its annual meeting in 
town…the meeting was large and highly 
respectable’. 

At the meeting and speaker were: 

Rev. Thomas Drew, Church of Ireland preacher

Rev. Dr John Edgar, Presbyterian Preacher, 
Armagh.

Rev. Isaac Nelson, Presbyterian Preacher, 
Minister of Donegall Presbyterian School. 



Rev. Thomas Drew, Church of Ireland preacher

• Born on 26 October 1800 near St Mary's Abbey, 
Limerick city, Thomas Drew was the son of George 
Drew, a baker and grocer, and Sara (or Sarah), daughter 
of the Rev. Thomas Ryan, chancellor of the Church of 
Ireland diocese of Emly.

• Entered Trinity College Dublin on 8 June 1819, 
graduating with a BA in 1826, LLB in 1841, and MA, BD, 
and DD in 1842.



Ecclesiastical Career and Anti-Catholic 
Activism
• Ordained deacon in the Church of 

Ireland in 1827 and priest in 1828, 
Drew served as a curate at 
Broughshane in the joint parish of 
Skerry and Racavan, Co. Antrim, 
from 1829 to 1833.

• Relentless opponent of Catholic 
emancipation, campaigned for its 
repeal after 1829.

• In 1833, appointed the first 
incumbent of the new parish of 
Christ Church, College Square, 
Belfast, where he remained until 
1859.

St Patricks, Broughshane



Religious Leadership and 
Ecclesiastical Controversies

• Low church by inclination, Drew was an 
ardent member of the Orange Order, 
serving as grand chaplain.

• Oversaw the building of about twenty low-
church style churches in and around 
Belfast, often dedicated as memorials to 
Protestant martyrs.

• Engaged in a protracted conflict with 
Bishop Richard Mant over ecclesiastical 
ideals, with Drew advocating low-church 
principles.



Social and Political Engagement

• Actively involved in political affairs, 
Drew, a Tory, served as chaplain to 
successive Lord Lieutenants Earl de 
Grey and Lord Heytesbury.

• Militantly opposed concessions to 
Catholics, suspecting statistical 
manipulations in the 1841 census 
aimed at granting more 
concessions.

• Established the Church 
Accommodation Society in 1838 
for church-building, dispensaries, 
relief centers, and Sunday school 
excursions.

Lord Heytesbury.



Later Career and 
Legacy

• Drew's religious passion intensified with age, forming the Christ 
Church Protestant Association in 1854 to counter the rise of 
Roman Catholicism.

• Notorious for a 1857 sermon at Christ Church, contributing to a 
ten-day sectarian riot in Belfast.

• From 1859 until his death in 1870, served as rector of 
Loughinisland, Co. Down, and precentor of Down Cathedral, 
Downpatrick.

• Died on 22 October 1870, leaving a legacy of popular Protestant 
fervor, evangelical sermons, and hymns.

• Buried at Seaforde, near Loughinisland, Co. Down, and 
memorialized by St Philip's Church, Belfast, built in 1872.



Rev. Dr John Edgar, Presbyterian Preacher, 
Armagh
• Born in 1798 in Belfast, Rev. Dr 

John Edgar was raised in a devout 
Presbyterian household and 
commenced his education at 
Belfast Academical Institution.

• After completing his theological 
studies, he was ordained as a 
minister, dedicating himself to the 
Presbyterian faith.

• Having received his education at 
Belfast Academical Institution, his 
early years significantly influenced 
his commitment to the 
Presbyterian Church.



Contributions and Impact on Presbyterianism

• Served as a Presbyterian preacher in 
Armagh, Reverend Dr. John Edgar 
played a pivotal role in the spiritual 
development of the community.

• Renowned for his eloquence and 
theological insight, Edgar's sermons 
drew congregants seeking spiritual 
guidance and enlightenment.

• In 1834, he published "The Variations 
of Popery," a significant work 
critiquing the Catholic Church and 
emphasizing the tenets of 
Presbyterianism.



Social Work and Political Stance

• Beyond his religious duties, Rev. Dr 
John Edgar held strong social and 
political convictions.

• In 1836, he actively supported the 
Temperance Movement, 
advocating for sobriety and societal 
well-being.

• He was also the founder of 
the Ulster Female Penitentiary in 
1839 which was a residential home 
for prostitutes; and was 
instrumental in getting the Deaf, 
Dumb and Blind Institute set up in 
Belfast.



Rev. Isaac Nelson

• Born in 1809 in Belfast, Nelson received his 
education at Belfast Academical Institution.

• Ordained as a minister in 1837, he initially served 
at First Comber Presbyterian Church and later 
moved to Donegall Street Presbyterian Church in 
1842.



Later life

• In 1860, Nelson published "The Year of Delusion," 
criticizing the 1859 Ulster religious revival as religious 
hysteria and condemning the official Presbyterian 
Church for treating it as miraculous.

• A staunch abolitionist, Nelson praised Douglass as a 
'literary wonder' and 'intellectual phenomenon'.

• An Irish nationalist, Nelson, in 1873, highlighted the 
historical nationalism of Ulster Presbyterianism at a 
home rule conference in Dublin.

• Represented Mayo in the House of Commons from 1880 
to 1885 for the Irish Parliamentary Party.

• Despite condemnation from the moderator of the 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, Nelson's 
views on home rule were published in The Northern 
Whig Newspaper.

• After his political career, Nelson returned to Belfast and 
lived in retirement until his death in 1888.



The meeting

• Douglass said he wanted the General 
Assembly  to ‘expression of opinion from 
that body against slavery’.

• It was discussed that Rev Smith of 
Charleston was in town and ran churches 
for people who were slave holders and 
communicants. 

• Douglass said that ‘All [Smyth’s] 
sympathies were with the slave holders’. 

• He challenged Smyth to challenge him to 
prove the statements said against him.

• He added that ‘In America, he dare not 
challenge Dr Smyth, but in Belfast he was 
safe’.



Praise for Douglass

• Nelson then said that a slave holder 
called Douglass a very common sort of 
negro. Nelson asked, ‘If Frederick 
Douglas was only a common Negro, he 
would like to see an uncommon one’.

• Rev Dr Edgar of Armagh spoke next. He 
had never seen Douglass before but was 
‘more delighted with any speech he had 
heard than he was on that occasion’. 
Edgar said Douglass as an orator so good 
and he had never heard a more 
powerfully convincing speech. Edgar said 
the Word of God was decisive against 
slavery.



What impact did 
Ireland have on 
Douglass?



After his first 4 very successful 
talks in Dublin in September 
1845

“One of the most pleasing 
features of my visit … has been a 
total absence of … prejudice 
against me on account of my 
colour. The change of 
circumstances in this is 
particularly striking. I find myself 
not treated as a colour, but as a 
man – not as thing, but as a child 
of the common Father of us all.”



Observation on 
the population 
of Belfast:

“Everyone I meet with 
here seems full of 
religion, drinks wine 
and prays.” 



Property to humanity

“… behold the change … Instead 
of the bright blue sky of America, I 
am covered with the soft grey fog 
of the Emerald Isle. I breathe, and 
Lo! The chattel becomes a man.”



What impact did 
Douglas have?



Raising Awareness

Douglass' speeches and public 
appearances in Belfast helped raise 
awareness about the horrors of slavery 
among the local population. His firsthand 
accounts of the brutality and 
dehumanization endured by enslaved 
people resonated with many listeners, 
bringing the issue of slavery to the 
forefront of public consciousness.



Strengthening the 
Abolitionist Movement

Douglass' visit bolstered the existing 
abolitionist movement in Belfast and 
throughout Ireland. His powerful rhetoric 
and personal experiences inspired and 
galvanized local activists, encouraging them 
to intensify their efforts to combat slavery. 
His speeches served to unite and mobilize 
people around the cause, fostering a sense 
of solidarity and determination. Forming the 
Women’s Belfast Anti-Slavery Society.



Influencing Public 
Opinion

Douglass' visit had a profound impact on 
public opinion in Belfast. By sharing his 
personal story and highlighting the moral 
and ethical implications of slavery, he 
challenged prevalent pro-slavery sentiments 
and shifted public attitudes. His persuasive 
speaking style and undeniable credibility as a 
former enslaved person helped to dismantle 
stereotypes and prejudices, fostering a more 
empathetic and supportive view of African 
Americans and the abolitionist cause.



Political and 
Legislative Effects

Douglass' visit contributed to the political 
discourse surrounding slavery. His speeches 
and interactions with political leaders in 
Belfast influenced their stance on the issue, 
encouraging some to become more vocal 
opponents of slavery. The increased 
awareness and public pressure generated by 
his visit may have indirectly influenced 
political decisions and policies related to 
slavery.



International 
Solidarity

Douglass' visit to Belfast was part of a 
broader tour in the United Kingdom and 
Ireland. His presence and advocacy helped 
strengthen international solidarity against 
slavery. The exposure of American slavery's 
horrors to an international audience 
contributed to the global abolitionist 
movement and increased pressure on the 
United States to address the issue.



However…

• Famine turned many abolitionists 
charitable efforts away from anti slavery 
towards relieve of starvation and 
suffering

• Split in the Church of Scotland ruptured 
the Belfast anti slavery scene

• Other domestic concerns began to 
dominate the activist sphere of interest



Questions
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