Frederick Douglass’
Escape from Slavery

Just a few yards from this spot on September 3, 1838, Frederick Bailey, later known
to the world as Frederick Douglass, escaped from slavery in Baltimore by boarding
a northbound train. Frederick, 20 years old, was disguised as a sailor, carrying
“free papers” borrowed from a Fell’s Point seaman. Frederick’s risky plan paid

off. He arrived safely in Philadelphia where, although slavery was illegal, the
streets were still prowled by slave-catchers hunting for fugitives. Frederick
traveled on to New York, where he was reunited with his fiancee from Fell’s

Point, and the two were married. The couple moved on to New Bedford,
Massachusetts, where Frederick soon joined the anti-slavery movement and,
within a few years, grew to be its most effective spokesman and strategist.

He was a powerful supporter of the Union cause in the Civil War, seeing it

as the only way to crush the institution of slavery.

The train that carried Douglass to his destiny belonged to the Philadelphia,
Wilmington and Baltimore (PW&B) Railroad. Outbound trains started from the
railroad’s downtown Baltimore terminal at Fleet and President Streets, now the
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bend in Boston Street. You are

standing at the red dot.

site of the Baltimore Civil War Museum. Trains
were pulled by horses for the first 1.5 miles of the
trip. At the Canton depot on Boston Street (see map)
the horses were unhitched and the trains were
coupled to steam engines. To make his escape in 1838,
Frederick waited until a steam-powered train was
rolling, then leaped on board.

Although he considered Baltimore his home town,
Douglass would not revisit Maryland until 1864, after
the state had narrowly passed a new constitution
outlawing slavery. Once an enslaved child in Talbot
County, Maryland, Douglass is now widely considered
the most historically significant American ever to have
come from this state, and from the city of Baltimore.

Portrait of Frederick Douglass in 1843, five
years after his escape. At the age of 25, he
was already traveling the U.S., mobilizing
opposition to slavery in America.
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