5 3 LIBERTY FOR SLAVES

Frances Ellen Watkins

meme Born of free parents in Baltimore, Frances Ellen Watkins (1825-
mi 1911) was a highly acclaimed poet, novelist, organizer, and lec-
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turer. After teaching in New York and Pennsylvania, Watkins became a
professional abolitionist lecturer employed by the Maine Anti-Slavery So-
ciety to speak throughout the Northeast. “Because she was so articulate
and engaging as a public speaker,” Hazel Carby writes, “some audiences
thought Harper [Watkins’s later married name] must be a man, while
others thought she couldn’t possibly be black and had to be painted.”
Few abolitionist writers or speakers could match Watkins’s ability to ex-
press the horrors and oppressiveness of slavery or the yearning of Afri-
can Americans for undiminished Iiberty. In her 1858 poem, “Bury Me

in a Free land,” Watkins explained that she wanted no slaves around
her grave, because

I could not rest if I heard the tread

Of a coffee-gang to the shambles led,
And the mother’s shriek of wild despair
Rise like a curse on the trembling air.

I could not rest if I heard the lash

Drinking her blood at each fearful gash,
And I saw her babes torn from her breast,
Like trembling doves from their parent nest.

I'd shudder and start, if 1 heard the bay

Of the blood-hounds seizing their human prey:
If I heard the captive plead in vain,

As they tightened afresh his galling chain.

Watkins married Fenton Harper in 1860 and returned to the lecture
circuit upon his death in 1864. An avid promoter of temperance and
women’s rights, she served the national Women’s Christian Temperance
Union as head of the Department for Work Among Negroes and was
among the organizers of the National Association of Colored Women in
1896. For more information, see Hazel Carby, Reconstructing Woman-
hood (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 62-94; Dorothy Sterling,
We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1984), 159-64; Frances Smith Foster, ed., A Brighter Com-
ing Day: A Frances Ellen Watkins Harper Reader (New York: Feminist
Press, 1990).

The following speech is one of the few surviving examples of



306 Frances Ellen Watkins

Watkins’s antislavery oratory. It was delivered on the fourth anniversary
meeting of the New York Anti-Slavery Society on May 13, 1857. The text
is reprinted from the National Anti-Slavery Standard, May 23, 1857, p. 3.

C ould we trace the record of every human heart, the aspirations of every
immortal soul, perhaps we would find no man so imbruted and de-
graded that we could not trace the word liberty either written in living char-
acters upon the soul or hidden away in some nook or corner of the heart.
The law of liberty is the law of God, and is antecedent to all human legisla-
tion. It existed in the mind of Deity when He hung the first world upon its
orbit and gave it liberty to gather light from the central sun.

Some people say, set the slaves free. Did you ever think, if the slaves
were free, they would steal everything they could lay their hands on from
now till the day of their death—that they would steal more than two thou-
sand millions of dollars? (applause) Ask Maryland, with her tens of thou-
sands of slaves, if she is not prepared for freedom, and hear her answer:
“T help supply the coffee-gangs of the South.” Ask Virginia, with her hun-
dreds of thousands of slaves, if she is not weary with her merchandise of
blood and anxious to shake the gory traffic from her hands, and hear her
reply: “Though fertility has covered my soil, through a genial sky bends over
my hills and vales, though I hold in my hand a wealth of water-power enough
to turn the spindles to clothe the world, yet, with all these advantages, one
of my chief staples has been the sons and daughters I send to the human
market and human shambles.” (applause) Ask the farther South, and all the
cotton-growing States chime in, “We have need of fresh supplies to fill the
ranks of those whose lives have gone out in unrequited toil on our distant
plantations.”

A hundred thousand new-born babes are annually added to the victims
of slavery; twenty thousand lives are annually sacrificed on the plantations
of the South. Such a sight should send a thrill of horror through the nerves
of civilization and impel the heart of humanity to lofty deeds. So it might,
if men had not found out a fearful alchemy by which this blood can be trans-
formed into gold. Instead of listening to the cry of agony, they listen to the
ring of dollars and stoop down to pick up the coin. (applause)

But a few months since a man escaped from bondage and found a tem-
porary shelter almost beneath the shadow of Bunker Hill. Had that man
stood upon the deck of an Austrian ship, beneath the shadow of the house
of the Hapsburgs, he would have found protection. Had he been wrecked
upon an island or colony of Great Britain, the waves of the tempest-lashed
ocean would have washed him deliverance. Had he landed upon the territory
of vine-encircled France and a Frenchman had reduced him to a thing and
brought him here beneath the protection of our institutions and our laws,
for such a nefarious deed that Frenchman would have lost his citizenship in
France. Beneath the feebler light which glimmers from the Koran, the Bey of
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Tunis would have granted him freedom in his own dominions. Beside the
ancient pyramids of Egypt he would have found liberty, for the soil laved by
the glorious Nile is now consecrated to freedom. But from Boston harbour,
made memorable by the infusion of three-penny taxed tea, Boston in its
proximity to the plains of Lexington and Concord, Boston almost beneath
the shadow of Bunker Hill and almost in sight of Plymouth Rock, he is thrust
back from liberty and manhood and reconverted into a chattel. You have
heard that, down South, they keep bloodhounds to hunt slaves. Ye blood-
hounds, go back to your kennels; when you fail to catch the flying fugitive,
when his stealthy tread is heard in the place where the bones of the revolu-
tionary sires repose, the ready North is base enough to do your shameful
service. (applause)

Slavery is mean, because it tramples on the feeble and weak. A man
comes with his affidavits from the South and hurries me before a commis-
sioner; upon that evidence ex parte and alone he hitches me to the car of
slavery and trails my womanhood in the dust. I stand at the threshold of the
Supreme Court and ask for justice, simple justice. Upon my tortured heart
is thrown the mocking words, “You are a negro; you have no rights which
white men are bound to respect”!* (loud and long-continued applause) Had
it been my lot to have lived beneath the Crescent instead of the Cross, had
injustice and violence been heaped upon my head as a Mohammedan woman,
as a member of a common faith, I might have demanded justice and been
listened to by the Pasha, the Bey or the Vizier; but when I come here to ask
for justice, men tell me, “We have no higher law than the Constitution.”
(applause)

But T will not dwell on the dark side of the picture. God is on the side
of freedom; and any cause that has God on its side, I care not how much it
may be trampled upon, how much it may be trailed in the dust, is sure to
triumph. The message of Jesus Christ is on the side of freedom, “1 come to
preach deliverance to the captives, the opening of the prison doors to them
that are bound.” The truest and noblest hearts in the land are on the side of
freedom. They may be hissed at by slavery’s minions, their names cast out
as evil, their characters branded with fanaticism, but O, “To side with Truth
is noble when we share her humble crust Ere the cause bring fame and profit
and it’s prosperous to be just.”

May I not, in conclusion, ask every honest, noble heart, every seeker af-
ter truth and justice, if they will not also be on the side of freedom. Will
you not resolve that you will abate neither heart nor hope till you hear the
death-knell of human bondage sounded, and over the black ocean of slavery
shall be heard a song, more exulting than the song of Miriam when it floated
o’er Egypt’s dark sea, the requiem of Egypt’s ruined hosts and the anthem
of the deliverance of Israel’s captive people? (great applause)m

~Watkins paraphrases Chief Justice Roger Taney’s majority opinion in the Dred Scott
decision, issued two months before her speech.



