HANDOUT EIGHT, LESSON TWO

Excerpt from “Our Work Is Not Yet Done"?

Frederick Douglass delivered this speech at the annual meeting of the American Anti-Slavery Society held in Philadelphia,

December 3-4, 1863.

For twenty-five years... you know that when | got as far
South as Philadelphia, | felt that | was rubbing against

my prison wall, and could not go any further. | dared not
go over yonder into Delaware. Twenty years ago, when

| attended the first decade meeting of this Society, as |
came along the vales and hills of Gettysburg, my good
friends, the anti-slavery people along there warned me
to remain in the house during the day-time, and travel

in the night, lest | should be kidnapped, and carried over
into Maryland. My good friend, Dr. Fussell, was one of

the number who did not think it safe for me to attend

an antislavery meeting along the borders of this State.

| can go down there now. | have been down there to

see the President; and as you were not there, perhaps
you may like to know how the President of the United
States received a black man at the White House. | will

tell you how he received me — just as you have seen one
gentleman receive another [great applause]; with a hand
and a voice well-balanced between a kind cordiality and
arespectful reserve. | tell you | felt big there! [Laughter ]
Let me tell you how | got to him; because everybody can't
get to him. He has to be a little guarded in admitting
spectators. The manner of getting to him gave me an idea
that the cause was rolling on. The stairway was crowded
with applicants. Some of them looked eager; and | have
no doubt some of them had a purpose in being there, and
wanted to see the President for the good of the country!
They were white; and as | was the only dark spot among
them, | expected to have to wait at least half a day; I had
heard of men waiting a week; but in two minutes after |
sent in my card, the messenger came out, and respectfully
invited "Mr. Douglass” in. | could hear, in the eager
multitude outside, as they saw me pressing and elbowing
my way through, the remark, "Yes, damn it, | knew they
would let the n—r through,” in a kind of despairing voice
— a Peace Democrat, | suppose. [Laughter.] When | went in,
the President was sitting in his usual position, | was told,
with his feet in different parts of the room, taking it easy.
[Laughter.] Don't put this down, Mr. Reporter, | pray you;
for | am going down there again to-morrow! [Laughter ]
As | came in and approached him, the President began

to rise, [laughter] and he continued rising until he stood
over me [laughter]; and, reaching out his hand, he said,
“Mr. Douglass, | know you; | have read about you, and Mr.
Seward has told me about you”; putting me quite at ease
at once.
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Now, you will want to know how | was impressed by him.

I will tell you that, too. He impressed me as being just
what every one of you have been in the habit of calling
him—an honest man. [Applause ] | never met with a man,
who, on the first blush, impressed me more entirely with
his sincerity, with his devotion to his country, and with

his determination to save it at all hazards. [Applause ]

He told me (I think he did me more honor than | deserve)
that I had made a little speech, somewhere in New York,
and it had got into the papers, and among the things |
had said was this: That if | were called upon to state what |
regarded as the most sad and most disheartening feature
in our present political and military situation, it would not
be the various disasters experienced by our armies and
our navies, on flood and field, but it would be the tardy,
hesitating, vacillating policy of the President of the United
States; and the President said to me, "Mr. Douglass, | have
been charged with being tardy, and the like”; and he went
on, and partly admitted that he might seem slow; but he
said, " am charged with vacillating; but, Mr. Douglass, | do
not think that charge can be sustained; | think it cannot
be shown that when I have once taken a position, | have
ever retreated from it." [Applause ] That | regarded as

the most significant point in what he said during our
interview. | told him that he had been somewhat slow in
proclaiming equal protection to our colored soldiers and
prisoners; and he said that the country needed talking

up to that point. He hesitated in regard to it, when he felt
that the country was not ready for it. He knew that the
colored man throughout this country was a despised man,
a hated man, and that if he at first came out with such a
proclamation, all the hatred which is poured on the head
of the Negro race would be visited on his administration.
He said that there was preparatory work needed, and that
that preparatory work had now been done. And he said,
"Remember this, Mr. Douglass; remember that Milliken's
Bend, Port Hudson and Fort Wagner are recent events;
and that these were necessary to prepare the way for this
very proclamation of mine.” | thought it was reasonable,
but came to the conclusion that while Abraham Lincoln
will not go down to posterity as Abraham the Great, or as
Abraham the Wise, or as Abraham the Eloquent, although
he is all three, wise, great and eloquent, he will go down
to posterity, if the country is saved, as Honest Abraham
[applause]; and going down thus, his name may be
written anywhere in this wide world of ours side by side
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with that of Washington, without disparaging the latter.
[Renewed applause ]

But we are not to be saved by the captain, at this time,
but by the crew. We are not to be saved by Abraham
Lincoln, but by that power behind the throne, greater than
the throne itself. You and | and all of us have this matter
in hand. Men talk about saving the Union, and restoring
the Union as it was. They delude themselves with the
miserable idea that that old Union can be brought to

life again. That old Union, whose canonized bones we

so quietly inurned under the shattered walls of Sumter,
can never come to life again. It is dead, and you cannot
put life in it. The first ball shot at Sumter caused it to

fall as dead as the body of Julius Caesar, when stabbed
by Brutus. We do not want it. We have outlived the old
Union. We had outlived it long before the rebellion came
to tell us — I mean the Union, under the old pro-slavery
interpretation of it — and had become ashamed of it. The
South hated it with our anti-slavery interpretation, and
the North hated it with the Southern interpretation of its
requirements. We had already come to think with horror
of the idea of being called upon, here in our churches and

literary societies, to take up arms, and go down South
and pour the leaden death into the breasts of the slaves,
in case they should rise for liberty; and the better part

of the people did not mean to do it. They shuddered at
the idea of so sacrilegious a crime. They had already
become utterly disgusted with the idea of playing the
part of bloodhounds for the slave-masters, watch-dogs
for the plantations. They had come to detest the principle
upon which the Slave States had a larger representation
in Congress than the Free States. They had already come
to think that the little finger of dear old John Brown was
worth more to the world than all the slaveholders in
Virginia put together. [Applause ] What business, then,
have we to fight for the old Union? We are not fighting

for it. We are fighting for something incomparably better
than the old Union. We are fighting for unity; unity of idea,
unity of sentiment, unity of object, unity of institutions, in
which there shall be no North, no South, no East, no West,
no black, no white, but a solidarity of the nation, making
every slave free, and every free man a voter. [Great
applause]
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