
 A Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglas - Worksheet 1

Name:___________________ Date:_____________

I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, and
about twelve miles from Easton, in Talbot county,
Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age,
never having seen any authentic record containing it.
By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of
their ages as horses know of theirs, and it is the wish
of most masters within my knowledge to keep their
slaves thus ignorant. I do not remember to have ever
met a slave who could tell of his birthday. They
seldom come nearer to it than planting-time, harvest-
time, cherry-time, spring-time, or fall-time. A want
of information concerning my own was a source of
unhappiness to me even during childhood. The white
children could tell their ages. I could not tell why I
ought to be deprived of the same privilege. I was
not allowed to make any inquiries of my master con-
cerning it. He deemed all such inquiries on the part
of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence
of a restless spirit. The nearest estimate I can give
makes me now between twenty-seven and twenty-
eight years of age. I come to this, from hearing my
master say, some time during 1835, I was about
seventeen years old. 
(From A Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglas, an 
American Slave, by Frederick Douglas)

1. True or False: At the time of writing the narrator knew for 
certain how old he was. Write below the quote that supports 
your answer:

_______________________________________________

_______________________________________________

2. True or false: Unlike the narrator, most slaves knew how 
old they were. Write below the quote that supports your 
answer:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

3. " planting-time, harvest-time, cherry-time, spring-time, or 
fall-time"  What do these times refer to?

________________________________________________

4. According to the passage, what was one thing that made 
the narrator unhappy when he was a boy?

________________________________________________

5. "A want of information concerning my own was a source 
of unhappiness to me even during childhood. " What does 
the word "want" mean in this quote?

________________________________________________

6. How did the narrator eventually guess his age?

_____________________________________________

________________________________________________

7. About how old was the narrator when he found out how 
old he might be?

________________________________________________

8. As a boy the narrator felt that it was unjust that he did not 
know his age because

________________________________________________

9. True or false: Slaves relied on their masters to tell them 
their ages.  Write below the quote that supports your answer:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

10. Vocabulary: Write a sentence using each word below. Be 
sure you use each word such that it has the same meaning as 
in the passage. 

ignorant
deprive
inquiry
impertinent
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 A Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglas -Worksheet 2

Name:___________________ Date:_____________

There were no beds given the slaves, unless one
coarse blanket be considered such, and none but
the men and women had these. This, however, is
not considered a very great privation. They find less
difficulty from the want of beds, than from the want
of time to sleep; for when their day's work in the
field is done, the most of them having their wash-
ing, mending, and cooking to do, and having few or
none of the ordinary facilities for doing either of
these, very many of their sleeping hours are con-
sumed in preparing for the field the coming day;
and when this is done, old and young, male and
female, married and single, drop down side by side,
on one common bed,--the cold, damp floor,--each
covering himself or herself with their miserable
blankets; and here they sleep till they are summoned
to the field by the driver's horn. At the sound of
this, all must rise, and be off to the field. There
must be no halting; every one must be at his or
her post; and woe betides them who hear not this
morning summons to the field; for if they are not
awakened by the sense of hearing, they are by the
sense of feeling: no age nor sex finds any favor.
Mr. Severe, the overseer, used to stand by the door
of the quarter, armed with a large hickory stick
and heavy cowskin, ready to whip any one who was
so unfortunate as not to hear, or, from any other
cause, was prevented from being ready to start for
the field at the sound of the horn. (From A Narrative of Life 
of Frederick Douglas, an American Slave, by Frederick 
Douglas)

1. Look up each underlined word in the passage in a 
dictionary and write down the definition and part of speech 
of the word as it is used in the passage.
example: privation (noun) lack of the basic necessities or 
comforts of life

2. Write a sentence using each underlined word in the 
passage. Be sure you use each word so that it has the same 
meaning as in the passage. 
example: Because our family was poor, I grew up with many  
privations such going without proper meals and warm 
clothes in winter.
3. To the slaves what was a greater privation than not having 
a bed?

________________________________________________

4. True or false? The men slept separately from the women 
and the children also slept separately from the rest in their 
own room. Write down the quote that supports your answer:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

5. Why did the slaves not have enough time to sleep?

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

6.What woke the slaves from their sleep each morning?

     a. a bell
     b. a horn
     c. the calling of the overseer
     d. whip lashings
     e. none of the above

7. Which group of people were sometimes excused for being 
late?

    a. the elderly
    b. the young
    c. the women
    d. the men
    e. no one was excused for being late

8. What happened if a slave was not ready to start working 
in the morning?

9. True or false? The slaves were not given any beds and 
slept on the floor? Write down the quote that supports your 
answer:

________________________________________________

________________________________________________
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Answers for A Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglas Worksheet 1

1. False, " I have no accurate knowledge of my age..."

2. False, " By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of
their ages as horses know of theirs..."

3. how slaves approximate their birthdays

4. not knowing his birthday

5. lack

6. He heard his master mention his age.

7. seventeen

8. the white children knew how old they were

9. False, "I was not allowed to make any inquiries of my master concerning it. He deemed all such inquiries on the part
of a slave improper and impertinent, and evidence of a restless spirit."

10. Students should have written sentences using the words with the respective meanings indicated in parentheses.

ignorant (uninformed)
deprive (to keep from possessing or enjoying)
inquiry (question)
impertinent (improperly forward or bold)

© 2013 One Pot Learning



A Narrative of Life of Frederick Douglas -Worksheet 2

Answers:

1. 
want (noun) the condition or quality of lacking something usual or necessary 
summoned (verb) to request to appear, to call for
halting (verb) to stop or pause
woe (noun) deep distress or misery
betides (verb) to happen to
overseer (noun) one who keeps watch over and directs the work of others, especially laborers

2. Each word should be used in a sentence with the meanings above.

3. lack of sleep

4. False, " old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down side by side, on one common bed,--the cold, 
damp floor,--each covering himself or herself with their miserable blankets"

5. They had to use some of the sleeping time to prepare for the fields the following day. They also had to wash, mend, and 
cook.

6. b

7. e

8. They got a whipping.

9. True, "There were no beds given the slaves. . . " and "old and young, male and female, married and single, drop down 
side by side, on one common bed,--the cold, damp floor"
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