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“Renaissance Man” 
by Scott Kirkwood 

 

Name: 

Date: 

 
Frederick Douglass’s home tells the story of a man who overcame enormous obstacles 
and paved the way for others to do the same. 
 

1. Take the Green Line subway train to Anacostia, Washington, D.C. and you’ll find a house high 
on a hilltop. The man who lived in this house started a civil-rights movement long before MLK 
had landmarks named after him, long before the term “civil rights” even existed.  

 

2. Walk into the visitor center at Frederick Douglass National Historic Site, and you’ll hear a park 
volunteer repeat the words highlighted in the park’s short film: “Agitate. Agitate. Agitate,” she 
says. Agitate means to moves things around, to stir the pot. That’s what Frederick Douglass did. 
And he encouraged others to follow his lead.  

 

3. Frederick Bailey was born a slave on a farm outside Easton, Maryland, in 1818. (After escaping 
from slavery in 1838, he would change his name to Douglass, to avoid being recaptured.) When 
he was only 8 years old, his slave master’s wife taught him to read, using the Bible. When she 
was forced to stop, a young Douglass tricked other children into teaching him one letter of the 
alphabet at a time. “Words were the lever that Douglass used to change the world,” says Braden 
Paynter, an interpretive ranger at the park.  

 

4. As visitors entered the home, they were taken into the sitting room, where Douglass would 
teach his grandchildren history lessons. Beyond the living room is the study, where he would 
spend time reading one of the thousands of books he owned or drafting speeches and letters to 
friends, including Susan B. Anthony, and Ida B. Wells.  
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5. How did Douglass rise from a slave to one of Washington’s elite? When he was 20 years old, he 
borrowed papers from a free black sailor to escape from slavery, moving to New York, then 
New Bedford, Massachusetts. He soon helped William Lloyd Garrison and other key people in 
the abolitionist movement, who urged him to share his own experiences. Douglass’s speeches 
became a powerful tool in the battle against slavery. Douglass was such a skilled speaker that 
some people began to doubt he was a fugitive (runaway) slave. To prove them wrong, he wrote 
his first autobiography in 1845, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. The narrative 
made him more well known, and put his freedom at risk once again.  

 

6. To avoid being recaptured, Douglass fled to England. There, supporters purchased his freedom 
from his owners for $711. Douglass returned to the US a free man and settled in Rochester, 
New York, the center of the abolitionist movement. Soon Douglass began using tactics that 
would gain popularity in the civil rights movement. In the early 1840s, he staged a sit-in on a 
segregated train car in Massachusetts. Prior to the Civil War in 1857 the Supreme Court ruled 
that fugitive slaves could be captured in a free state, returned, and enslaved again. At this time 
Douglass thought about leaving the country for good.  

 
7. But, eventually, he saw the Civil War as necessary to rid of slavery. Douglass even persuaded 

President Lincoln of the importance of ending slavery. After the Civil War ended and slavery 
was abolished, Douglass moved to Washington, D.C., where he would serve as the U.S. Marshal 
for the District of Columbia and the District’s Recorder of Deeds.  

 

8. Douglass died on February 20, 1895, at the age of 77. But, his words live on as a testament to 
his work: “If there is no struggle, there is no progress. Those who favor freedom and yet 
deprecate [criticize] agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground. They 
want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters. Power concedes nothing without a 
demand. It never did and it never will.”  
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