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Frederick Douglass:  In the Shadow of Slavery is an original one-man show by Tom Dugan which captures the life of 

Frederick Douglass, who has been called the father of the civil rights movement.  Frederick Douglass, portrayed by 

veteran actor Mel Johnson Jr., received its world premiere during the 06-07 season. 

Included in study guide created for show: 

From PBS Africans in America, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part4/4p1539.html 

Two years later, while living in Baltimore and working at a shipyard, Douglass would finally realize his dream:  he fled 

the city on September 3, 1838.  Travelling by train, then steamboat, then train, he arrived in NYC the following day. 

Several weeks later he had settled in New Bedford, Massachusetts, living with his newlywed bride (whom he met in 

Baltimore and married in New York) under his new name, Frederick Douglass. 

Always striving to educate himself, Douglass continued his reading.  He joined various organizations in New Bedford, 

including a black church.  He attended Abolitionists’ meetings. 

  

From other sources: 

Immediately after his arrival in New York, he married a free African American woman he had met in 1837 in Baltimore 

and who came to New York with him, Anna Murray. As a slave, of course, he would not have been permitted to marry 

without his master’s consent. To avoid being discovered and returned to slavery, he stopped using the last name Bai-

ley, and called himself Frederick Johnson. The newlyweds moved on north to New Bedford, Massachusetts, and were 

assisted by a black couple, Mary (Polly) and Nathan Johnson, who were associated with the abolitionist movement. 

 

Frederick decided to change his last name again, and asked Nathan Johnson to choose a new one for him. He insist-

ed, however, that he keep his first name. Johnson had been reading Sir Walter Scott’s epic narrative poem The Lady 

of the Lake, a literary sensation of the nineteenth century. He picked the name of the leader of the Scottish clan Doug-

las, one of the poem’s key figures. Frederick chose to spell his new last name with a slight difference – a double‘s’. 

With his new wife Anna he thus adopted the new name he would keep for the rest of his life and would make world 

famous – Frederick Douglass. 

 

Frederick and Ann’s first child, Rosetta, was born in 1839 in New Bedford. They would eventually have four more chil-

dren together: sons Lewis Henry, Frederick Jr., Charles Remond, and daughter Annie. In New Bedford he joined and 

became a licensed preacher in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church and he began, as well, to attend abolition-

ist meetings. He met William Lloyd Garrison and was encouraged to speak, at first informally, then as a featured guest 

at the annual convention of Garrison’s Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. He was only 23, but was already becom-

ing an -accomplished and eloquent public speaker. http://www.frederickdouglasshonorsociety.org/douglass-

history.html  

 

Buildings/Places in New Bedford associated with Frederick Douglass 

The Nathan and Mary (Polly) Johnson Properties are located at 17-19 and 21 Seventh St., in New Bedford, Massachu-

setts. Both buildings are privately owned, and are not open to the public. 

Nathan and Mary (Polly) Johnson were free blacks living in New Bedford, Massachusetts, who owned a block of prop-

erties including their longtime home and the neighboring old Friends meetinghouse. Nathan Johnson was an active 

abolitionist who assisted numerous fugitive slaves, including famous abolitionist Frederick Douglass. The Johnson 

home was Douglass's first residence after his escape from slavery in 1838--the only one of Douglass's three homes in 

New Bedford that remains today. These properties have been recognized as National Historic Landmarks. 
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At the end of 1853, the population of New Bedford was comprised of a higher percentage of African Americans than any 

other city in the Northeast, and almost 30% of those residents claimed they were born in the South. New Bedford was 

attractive to fugitive slaves and free blacks in part because of its major industries, the whaling and maritime trades, 

which have historically been the most welcoming occupations to people of all races. New Bedford also demonstrated a 

certain tolerance of diversity, and black leaders of the time were impressed with the political activity and degree of social 

organization among the city's people of color, coupled with some access to capital and integration in schools and some 

neighborhoods and workplaces. This black community was composed of vehement abolitionists and abolitionist support-

ers who were the audience of every principal antislavery lecturer in the United States. The city was appealing to fugitive 

slaves, and their population in New Bedford ranged at any time from 300 to 700.  

Nathan and Mary (Polly) Johnson married in New Bedford in 1819 and by the 1840s had well established economic 

means. They owned a confectioner's shop and other businesses were well read in the political and social conditions of 

the nation and willing to help the abolitionist cause in many ways. Nathan Johnson was a steadfast delegate to the an-

nual convention of free people of color from 1832-1835 and was elected the president of the 1847 National Convention 

of Colored People in Troy, New York. He and his wife also supported the movement by harboring fugitive slaves in their 

home. William C. Taber and Joseph Ricketson, two New Bedford Quakers, brought Frederick Douglass and his family to 

the Johnson home in September 1838. They resided there until 1839. The fact that Taber and Ricketson brought the 

Douglass family to the Johnsons suggests that the Johnson household was a common safe house for slaves in search 

of their freedom. Douglass himself attests to Nathan Johnson's regular practice of assisting fugitive slaves in all three of 

his well-known narratives. It is believed that the old Friends meetinghouse was a safe house for runaway slaves as well, 

however this has not been confirmed. The meetinghouse was not only the first house of public worship in New Bedford, 

but also the site of Benjamin Lundy's 1828 antislavery address. http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/underground/ma6.htm 

Frederick Douglass Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church 

William and Eighth Streets  

This church was organized in 1850. It is believed this sect may have existed as far back as the 1830s, and was the 

church Frederick Douglass and his family attended while he lived in New Bedford. The church was first known as the 

African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. In the 1930s it was changed to the Douglass AME Zion Church. Many of New 

Bedford's West Indian Community attended this church. The first church was on the corner of Mechanics Lane and 

Eighth Street.  

http://www.newbedford-ma.gov/Tourism/DestinationNB/BlackHeritage.html 

 

New Bedford Abolitionist Liberty Bell - Bronze Tablet.  

Mounted on the southeast corner Purchase and William Streets  

Liberty Hall once stood on this site.  

Here several of America's great figures, including Abraham Lincoln, Frederick Douglass, Charles Dickens and Ralph 

Waldo Emersion delivered speeches and participated in public forums on the issues of the day. Mounted atop the Hall's 

roof was a bell, which, during the 1850s and '60s, was used to warn runaway slaves that the U.S. Marshals were ap-

proaching the city in search of fugitives. http://www.frederickdouglasshonorsociety.org/douglass-history.html 
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