
FLHS 
AP LANGUAGE AND COMPOSITION: 

SUMMER WORK   2017-2018 
Background: AP Language and Composition is a college-level course that demands careful, analytic reading and 
writing. Specifically, students are required to identify and analyze the rhetorical strategies used by authors across a 
range of writing; clearly articulate, support, refute or modify the central argument in a text; and synthesize a variety of 
sources. 
This summer assignment is designed to assess your skills in rhetorical analysis, argument, and synthesis, while also 
introducing you to one of the overarching questions of the course: why do writers write? 

 
Reading: You will read two book-length works: In Cold Blood by Truman Capote and The Grapes of Wrath by John 
Steinbeck. The writing assignments that accompany these books are described below. In addition, read and annotate 
the following six essays (attached). Your notes should prepare you to write analytically about the essays in class within 
the first week of school. 

 
T. S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
Annie Dillard, "Death of a Moth" and "How I Wrote the Moth Essay and Why" 
Edgar Allan Poe, "The Philosophy of Composition" 
Joan Didion, "On Keeping a Notebook" 
Frederick Douglass, "Leaming to Read and Write" 

 
Rhetorical Analysis: Read and annotate Truman Capote's In Cold Blood. Then, write an essay of no more than 500 words 
in which you analyze the ways in which Capote uses tone, diction and imagery to create suspense. Your response should 
draw on specific passages from throughout the text. 

 
Tone: refers to the author's attitude toward the reader (e.g. formal, intimate, pompous) or to the subject matter 
(e.g. ironic, light, solemn, satiric, sentimental). 

 
Diction: refers to the choice of words used in a literary work. A writer's diction may be characterized, for 
example as formal, colloquial, abstract, concrete, literal or   figurative. 

 
Imagery: refers to the use of language in a literary work that evokes sense-impressions by literal or figurative 
reference to perceptible or "concrete" objects, scenes, actions, or states as distinct from the language or abstract 
argument or exposition. The imagery of a literary work thus comprises the set of images that it uses to appeal to 
senses (including, but not limited to sight). 

 
Argument: Since its publication in 1939, John Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath has been dogged by controversy. On 
the one hand, the novel has been lauded as a masterwork of American fiction and as a stirring tribute to the power of the 
human spirit. In fact, Grapes won two of the literary world's most prestigious awards-the Pulitzer Prize and the Nobel 
Prize for Literature. On the other hand, critics accuse the novel of being a heavy-handed piece of Marxist propaganda, 
while some have attempted to ban the book on the basis of its perceived obscenity. To this day, The Grapes of Wrath is 
one of the most frequently banned books in the United States. Given this background information and your own reading 
of the novel, write a 500 word essay in which you support, refute, or qualify the claim that The Grapes of Wrath should 
be banned.  Be sure to use textual evidence to support your ideas. 

 
Synthesis: During the first week of school, you will write an AP essay simulation. This timed writing assessment will 
require you to draw on your nuanced understanding of each of the six essays in this packet. 

 
Policies and Rubrics: Late work will not be accepted. Completion of the summer assignment is a prerequisite for 
enrollment in the class. In this packet, you will find the rubric I will use to assess your work. If you have any questions, 
please contact me via email. Ms. Ruegger can be reached at cruegger@fairfieldschools.org. 
	















“The Death of the Moth” By Annie Dillard  

(Taken from Holy the Firm) 

 I live on Northern Puget Sound, in Washington State, alone. 

 There is a spider in the bathroom with whom I keep a sort of company. Her little outfit 

always reminds me of a certain moth I helped to kill. The spider herself is of uncertain lineage, 

bulbous at the abdomen and drab. Her six-inch mess of  a web works, works somehow, works 

miraculously, to keep her alive and me amazed. The web itself is in a corner behind the toilet, 

connecting tile wall to tile wall and floor, in a place where there is, I would have thought, scant 

traffic. Yet under the web are sixteen or so corpses she has tossed to the floor.  

 The corpses appear to be mostly sow bugs, those little armadillo creatures who live to 

travel flat out in houses, and die round. There is also a new shred of earwig, three old spider 

skins, crinkled and clenched, and two moth bodies, wingless and huge and empty, moth bodies I 

drop to my knees to see.  

 Today the earwig shines darkly and gleams, what there is of him: a dorsal curve of thorax 

and abdomen, and a smooth pair of cerci, by which I knew his name. Next week, if the other 

bodies are any indication, he will be shrunken and gray, webbed to the floor with dust. The sow 

bugs beside him are hollow and empty of color, fragile, a breath away from brittle fluff. The 

spider skins lie on their sides, translucent and ragged, their legs drying in knots. And the moths, 

the empty moths, stagger against each other, headless, in a confusion of arcing strips of chitin 

like peeling varnish, like a jumble of buttresses for cathedral domes, like nothing resembling 

moths, so that I should hesitate to call them moths, except that I have had some experience with 

the figure Moth reduced to a nub. 

**** 

 Two years ago I was camping alone in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia. I had 

hauled myself and gear up there to read, among other things, James Ramsey Ullman’s The Day 

on Fire, a novel about Rimbaud that had made me want to be a writer when I was sixteen; I was 

hoping it would do it again. So I read, lost, every day sitting under a tree by my tent, while 

warbler swung in the leaves overhead and bristle worms trailed their inches over the twiggy dirt 

at my feet; and I read every night by candlelight, while barred owls called in the forest and pale 

moths massed round my head in the clearing, where my light made a ring. 

 Moths kept flying into the candle. They hissed and recoiled, lost upside down in the 

shadows among my cooking pans. Or they singed their wings and fell, and their hot wings, as if 

melted, stuck to the first thing they touched—a pan, a lid, a spoon—so that the snagged moths 

could flutter only in tiny arcs, unable to struggle free. These I could release by a quick flip with a 

stick; in the morning I would find my cooking stuff gilded with torn flecks of moth wings, 



triangles of shiny dust here and there on the aluminum. So I read, and boiled water. And 

replenished candles, and read on. 

 One night a moth flew into the candle, was caught, burned dry, and held. I must have 

been staring at the candle, or maybe I looked p when a shadow crossed my page; at any rate, I 

saw it all. A golden female moth, a biggish one with a two-inch wingspan, flapped into the fire, 

dropped her abdomen into the wet wax, stuck, flamed, frazzled, and fried in a second. Her 

moving wings ignited like tissue paper, enlarging the circle of light in the clearing and creating 

out of the darkness the sudden blue sleeves of my sweater, the green leaves of jewelweed by my 

side, the ragged red trunk of a pine. At once the light contracted again and the moth’s wings 

vanished in a fine, foul smoke. At the same time her six legs clawed, curled, blackened, and 

ceased, disappearing utterly. And her head jerked in spasms, making a spattering noise; her 

antennae crisped and burned away, and her heaving mouth parts crackled like pistol fire. When it 

was all over, her head was, so far as I could determine, gone, gone the long way of her wings and 

legs. Had she been new, or old? Had she mated and laid her eggs, had she done her work? All 

that was left was the glowing horn shell of her abdomen and thorax—a fraying, partially 

collapsed gold tube jammed upright in the candle’s round pool. 

**** 

 And then this moth essence, this spectacular skeleton, began to act as a wick. She kept 

burning. The wax rose in the moth’s body from her soaking abdomen to her thorax to the jagged 

hole where her head should be, and widened into flame, a saffron-yellow flame that robed her to 

the ground like any immolating monk. That candle had two wicks, two flames of identical 

height, side by side. The moth’s head was fire. She burned for two hours, until I blew her out. 

 She burned for two hours without changing, without bending or leaning—only glowing 

within, like a building fire glimpsed through silhouetted walls, like a hollow saint, like a flame-

faced virgin gone to God, while I read by her light, kindled, while Rimbaud in Paris burned out 

his brains in a thousand poems, while night pooled wetly at my feet. 

 And that is why I believe those hollow crisps on the bathroom floor are moths. I think I 

know moths, and fragments of moths, and chips and tatters of utterly empty moths, in any state. 

How many of you, I asked the people in my class, which of you want to give your lives and be 

writers? I was trembling from coffee, or cigarettes, or the closeness of faces all around me. (Is 

this what we live for? I thought; is this the only final beauty: the color of skin in any light, and 

living, human eyes?) All hands rose to the question. (You, Nick? Will you? Margaret? Randy? 

Why do I want them to mean it?) And then I tried to tell them what the choice must mean: you 

can’t be anything else. You must go at your life with a broadax . . . They had no idea what I was 

saying. (I have two hands, don’t I? And all this energy, for as long as I can remember. I’ll do it in 

the evenings, after skiing, or on the way home from the bank, or after the children are asleep . . .) 

They thought I was raving again. It’s just as well. 



  



































On Keeping a Notebook

Joan Didion

That woman Estelle,'" the note reads, "'is partly the reason why George Sharp and I are separated 

today.' Dirty crepe-de-Chine wrapper, hotel bar, Wilmington RR, 9:45 a.m. August Monday morning."

     Since the note is in my notebook, it presumably has some meaning to me. I study it for a long while. 

At first I have only the most general notion of what I was doing on an August Monday morning in the 

bar of the hotel across from the Pennsylvania Railroad station in Wilmington, Delaware (waiting for a 

train? missing one? 1960? 1961? why Wilmington?), but I do remember being there. The woman in the 

dirty crepe-de-Chine wrapper had come down from her room for a beer, and the bartender had heard 

before the reason why George Sharp and she were separated today. "Sure," he said, and went on 

mopping the floor. "You told me." At the other end of the bar is a girl. She is talking, pointedly, not to 

the man beside her but to a cat lying in the triangle of sunlight cast through the open door. She is 

wearing a plaid silk dress from Peck & Peck, and the hem is coming down.

     Here is what it is: the girl has been on the Eastern Shore, and now she is going back to the city, 

leaving the man beside her, and all she can see ahead are the viscous summer sidewalks and the 3 a.m. 

long-distance calls that will make her lie awake and then sleep drugged through all the steaming 

mornings left in August (1960? 1961?). Because she must go directly from the train to lunch in New 

York, she wishes that she had a safety pin for the hem of the plaid silk dress, and she also wishes that 

she could forget about the hem and the lunch and stay in the cool bar that smells of disinfectant and 

malt and make friends with the woman in the crepe-de-Chine wrapper. She is afflicted by a little self-

pity, and she wants to compare Estelles. That is what that was all about.

     Why did I write it down? In order to remember, of course, but exactly what was it I wanted to 

remember? How much of it actually happened? Did any of it? Why do I keep a notebook at all? It is 

easy to deceive oneself on all those scores. The impulse to write things down is a peculiarly compulsive 

one, inexplicable to those who do not share it, useful only accidentally, only secondarily, in the way 

that any compulsion tries to justify itself. I suppose that it begins or does not begin in the cradle. 

Although I have felt compelled to write things down since I was five years old, I doubt that my 

daughter ever will, for she is a singularly blessed and accepting child, delighted with life exactly as life 

presents itself to her, unafraid to go to sleep and unafraid to wake up. Keepers of private notebooks are 

a different breed altogether, lonely and resistant rearrangers of things, anxious malcontents, children 

afflicted apparently at birth with some presentiment of loss.

http://www.nybooks.com/authors/238


     My first notebook was a Big Five tablet, given to me by my mother with the sensible suggestion that 

I stop whining and learn to amuse myself by writing down my thoughts. She returned the tablet to me a 

few years ago; the first entry is an account of a woman who believed herself to be freezing to death in 

the Arctic night, only to find, when day broke, that she had stumbled onto the Sahara Desert, where she 

would die of the heat before lunch. I have no idea what turn of a five-year-old's mind could have 

prompted so insistently "ironic" and exotic a story, but it does reveal a certain predilection for the 

extreme which has dogged me into adult life; perhaps if I were analytically inclined I would find it a 

truer story than any I might have told about Donald Johnson's birthday party or the day my cousin 

Brenda put Kitty Litter in the aquarium.

     So the point of my keeping a notebook has never been, nor is it now, to have an accurate factual 

record of what I have been doing or thinking. That would be a different impulse entirely, an instinct for 

reality which I sometimes envy but do not possess. At no point have I ever been able successfully to 

keep a diary; my approach to daily life ranges from the grossly negligent to the merely absent, and on 

those few occasions when I have tried dutifully to record a day's events, boredom has so overcome me 

that the results are mysterious at best. What is this business about "shopping, typing piece, dinner with 

E, depressed"? Shopping for what? Typing what piece? Who is E? Was this "E" depressed, or was I 

depressed? Who cares?

     In fact I have abandoned altogether that kind of pointless entry; instead I tell what some would call 

lies. "That's simply not true," the members of my family frequently tell me when they come up against 

my memory of a shared event. "The party was not for you, the spider was not a black widow, it wasn't  

that way at all." Very likely they are right, for not only have I always had trouble distinguishing 

between what happened and what merely might have happened, but I remain unconvinced that the 

distinction, for my purposes, matters. The cracked crab that I recall having for lunch the day my father 

came home from Detroit in 1945 must certainly be embroidery, worked into the day's pattern to lend 

verisimilitude; I was ten years old and would not now remember the cracked crab. The day's events did 

not turn on cracked crab. And yet it is precisely that fictitious crab that makes me see the afternoon all 

over again, a home movie run all too often, the father bearing gifts, the child weeping, an exercise in 

family love and guilt. Or that is what it was to me. Similarly, perhaps it never did snow that August in 

Vermont; perhaps there never were flurries in the night wind, and maybe no one else felt the ground 

hardening and summer already dead even as we pretended to bask in it, but that was how it felt to me, 

and it might as well have snowed, could have snowed, did snow.

     How it felt to me: that is getting closer to the truth about a notebook. I sometimes delude myself 



about why I keep a notebook, imagine that some thrifty virtue derives from preserving everything 

observed. See enough and write it down, I tell myself, and then some morning when the world seems 

drained of wonder, some day when I am only going through the motions of doing what I am supposed 

to do, which is write - on that bankrupt morning I will simply open my notebook and there it will all be, 

a forgotten account with accumulated interest, paid passage back to the world out there: dialogue 

overheard in hotels and elevators and at the hat-check counter in Pavillon (one middle-aged man shows 

his hat check to another and says, "That's my old football number"); impressions of Bettina Aptheker 

and Benjamin Sonnenberg and Teddy ("Mr. Acapulco") Stauffer; careful aperçus about tennis bums 

and failed fashion models and Greek shipping heiresses, one of whom taught me a significant lesson (a 

lesson I could have learned from F. Scott Fitzgerald, but perhaps we all must meet the very rich for 

ourselves) by asking, when I arrived to interview her in her orchid-filled sitting room on the second day 

of a paralyzing New York blizzard, whether It was snowing outside.

     I imagine, in other words, that the notebook is about other people. But of course it is not. I have no 

real business with what one stranger said to another at the hat-check, counter in Pavillon; in fact I 

suspect that the line "That's' my old football number" touched not my own imagination at all, but 

merely some memory of something once read, probably "The Eighty-Yard Run." Nor is my concern 

with a woman in a dirty crepe-de-Chine wrapper in a Wilmington bar. My stake is always, of course, in 

the unmentioned girl in the plaid silk dress. Remember what it was to be me: that is always the point.

     It is a difficult point to admit. We are brought up in the ethic that others, any others, all others, are 

by definition more interesting than ourselves; taught to be diffident, just this side of self-effacing. 

("You're the least important person in the room and don't forget it," Jessica Mitford's governess would 

hiss in her ear on the advent of any social occasion; I copied that into my notebook because it is only 

recently that I have been able to enter a room without hearing some such phrase in my inner ear.) Only 

the very young and the very old may recount their dreams at breakfast, dwell upon self, interrupt with 

memories of beach picnics and favorite Liberty lawn dresses and the rainbow trout in a creek near 

Colorado Springs. The rest of us are expected, rightly, to affect absorption in other people's favorite 

dresses, other people's trout.

     And so we do. But our notebooks give us away, for however dutifully we record what we see 

around us, the common denominator of all we see is always, transparently, shamelessly, the implacable 

"I." We are not talking here about the kind of notebook that is patently for public consumption, a 

structural conceit for binding together a series of graceful pensees; we are talking about something 

private, about bits of the mind's string too short to use, an indiscriminate and erratic assemblage with 



meaning only for its maker.

     And sometimes even the maker has difficulty with the meaning. There does not seem to be, for 

example, any point in my knowing for the rest of my life that, during 1964, 720 tons of soot fell on 

every square mile of New York City, yet there it is in my notebook, labeled "FACT". Nor do I really 

need to remember that Ambrose Bierce liked to spell Leland Stanford's name "£eland $tanford" or that 

"smart women almost always wear black in Cuba," a fashion hint without much potential for practical 

application. And does not the relevance of these notes seem marginal at best?:

In the basement museum of the Inyo County Courthouse in Independence, California, sign 

pinned to a mandarin coat: "This MANDARIN COAT was often worn by Mrs. Minnie S. 

Brooks when giving lectures on her TEAPOT COLLECTION."

Redhead getting out of car in front of Beverly Wilshire Hotel, chinchilla stole, Vuitton bags 

with tags reading:

MRS LOU FOX

HOTEL SAHARA

VEGAS

     Well, perhaps not entirely marginal. As a matter of fact, Mrs. Minnie S. Brooks and her 

MANDARIN COAT pull me back into my own childhood, for although I never knew Mrs. Brooks and 

did not visit Inyo County until I was thirty, I grew up in just such a world, in houses cluttered with 

Indian relics and bits of gold ore and ambergris and the souvenirs my Aunt Mercy Farnsworth brought 

back from the Orient. It is a long way from that world to Mrs. Lou Fox's world, where we all live now, 

and is it not just as well to remember that? Might not Mrs. Minnie S. Brooks help me to remember 

what I am? Might not Mrs. Lou Fox help me to remember what I am not?

     But sometimes the point is harder to discern. What exactly did I have in mind when I noted down 

that it cost the father of someone I know $650 a month to light the place on the Hudson in which he 

lived before the Crash? What use was I planning to make of this line by Jimmy Hoffa: "I may have my 

faults, but being wrong ain't one of them"? And although I think it interesting to know where the girls 

who travel with the Syndicate have their hair done when they find themselves on the West Coast, will I 

ever make suitable use of it? Might I not be better off just passing it on to John O'Hara? What is a 

recipe for sauerkraut doing in my notebook? What kind of magpie keeps this notebook? "He was born 

the night the Titanic went down." That seems a nice enough line, and I even recall who said it, but is it 



not really a better line in life than it could ever be in fiction?

     But of course that is exactly it: not that I should ever use the line, but that I should remember the 

woman who said it and the afternoon I heard it. We were on her terrace by the sea, and we were 

finishing the wine left from lunch, trying to get what sun there was, a California winter sun. The 

woman whose husband was born the night the Titanic went down wanted to rent her house, wanted to 

go back to her children in Paris. I remember wishing that I could afford the house, which cost $1,000 a 

month. "Someday you will," she said lazily. "Someday it all comes." There in the sun on her terrace it 

seemed easy to believe in someday, but later I had a low-grade afternoon hangover and ran over a black 

snake on the way to the supermarket and was flooded with inexplicable fear when I heard the checkout 

clerk explaining to the man ahead of me why she was finally divorcing her husband. "He left me no 

choice," she said over and over as she the punched the register. "He has a little seven-month-old baby 

by her, he left me no choice." I would like to believe that my dread then was for the human condition, 

but of course it was for me, because I wanted a baby and did not then have one and because I wanted to 

own the house that cost $1,000 a month to rent and because I had a hangover.

     It all comes back. Perhaps it is difficult to see the value in having one's self back in that kind of 

mood, but I do see it; I think we are well advised to keep on nodding terms with the people we used to 

be, whether we find them attractive company or not. Otherwise they turn up unannounced and surprise 

us, come hammering on the mind's door at 4 a.m. of a bad night and demand to know who deserted 

them, who betrayed them, who is going to make amends. We forget all too soon the things we thought 

we could never forget. We forget the loves and the betrayals alike, forget what we whispered and what 

we screamed, forget who we were. I have already lost touch with a couple of people I used to be; one 

of them, a seventeen-year-old, presents little threat, although it would be of some interest to me to 

know again what it feels like to sit on a river levee drinking vodka-and-orange-juice and listening to 

Les Paul and Mary Ford and their echoes sing "How High the Moon" on the car radio. (You see I still 

have the scenes, but I no longer perceive myself among those present, no longer could even improvise 

the dialogue.) The other one, a twenty-three-year-old, bothers me more. She was always a good deal of 

trouble, and I suspect she will reappear when I least want to see her, skirts too long, shy to the point of 

aggravation, always the injured party, full of recriminations and little hurts and stories I do not want to 

hear again, at once saddening me and angering me with her vulnerability and ignorance, an apparition 

all the more insistent for being so long banished.

     It is a good idea, then, to keep in touch, and I suppose that keeping in touch is what notebooks are 

all about. And we are all on our own when it comes to keeping those lines open to ourselves: your 

notebook will never help me, nor mine you. "So what's new in the whiskey business?" What could that 



possibly mean to you? To me it means a blonde in a Pucci bathing suit sitting with a couple of fat men 

by the pool at the Beverly Hills Hotel. Another man approaches, and they all regard one another in 

silence for a while. "So what's new in the whiskey business?" one of the fat men finally says by way of 

welcome, and the blonde stands up, arches one foot and dips it in the pool looking all the while at the 

cabana where Baby Pignatari is talking on the telephone. That is all there is to that, except that several 

years later I saw the blonde coming out of Saks Fifth Avenue in New York with her California 

complexion and a voluminous mink coat. In the harsh wind that day she looked old and irrevocably 

tired to me, and even the skins in the mink coat were not worked the way they were doing them that 

year, not the way she would have wanted them done, and there is the point of the story. For a while 

after that I did not like to look in the mirror, and my eyes would skim the newspapers and pick out only 

the deaths, the cancer victims, the premature coronaries, the suicides, and I stopped riding the 

Lexington Avenue IRT because I noticed for the first time that all the strangers I had seen for years - 

the man with the seeing-eye dog, the spinster who read the classified pages every day, the fat girl who 

always got off with me at Grand Central - looked older than they once had.

     It all comes back. Even that recipe for sauerkraut: even that brings it back. I was on Fire Island 

when I first made that sauerkraut, and it was raining, and we drank a lot of bourbon and ate the 

sauerkraut and went to bed at ten, and I listened to the rain and the Atlantic and felt safe. I made the 

sauerkraut again last night and it did not make me feel any safer, but that is, as they say, another story.

(1966), in Slouching Towards Bethlehem, 1969, London: Andre Deutch.

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0374521727/qid=1094559670/sr=1-1/ref=sr_1_1/002-9792411-2982427?v=glance&s=books


Learning to Read and Write by Frederick Douglass 
       
I  lived  in  Master  Hugh's  family  about  seven  years.  During  this  time,  I  succeeded  in 
learning  to  read  and write.  In  accomplishing  this,  I was  compelled  to  resort  to  various 
stratagems. I had no regular teacher. My mistress, who had kindly commenced to instruct 
me, had, in compliance with the advice and direction of her husband, not only ceased to 
instruct,  but  had  set  her  face  against  my  being  instructed  by  anyone  else.  It  is  due, 
however,  to my mistress  to  say  of  her,  that  she did not  adopt  this  course  of  treatment 
immediately. She at first lacked the depravity indispensable to shutting me up in mental 
darkness.  It  was  at  least  necessary  for  her  to  have  some  training  in  the  exercise  of 
irresponsible  power,  to make  her  equal  to  the  task  of  treating me  as  though  I  were  a 
brute.   
 
My mistress was, as I have said, a kind and tender‐hearted woman; and in the simplicity 
of  her  soul  she  commenced,  when  I  first  went  to  live  with  her,  to  treat  me  as  she 
supposed  one  human  being  ought  to  treat  another.  In  entering  upon  the  duties  of  a 
slaveholder,  she did not  seem to perceive  that  I  sustained  to her  the  relation of a mere 
chattel,  and  that  for  her  to  treat  me  as  a  human  being  was  not  only  wrong,  but 
dangerously so. Slavery proved as injurious to her as it did to me. When I went there, she 
was  a  pious,  warm,  and  tender‐hearted  woman.  There  was  no  sorrow  or  suffering  for 
which  she  had  not  a  tear.  She  had  bread  for  the  hungry,  clothes  for  the  naked,  and 
comfort for every mourner that came within her reach. Slavery soon proved its ability to 
divest her of these heavenly qualities. Under its influence, the tender heart became stone, 
and the lamb‐Iike disposition gave way to one of tiger‐like fierce‐ ness. The first step in 
her downward course was in her ceasing to instruct me. She now commenced to practice 
her husband's precepts. She finally became even more violent in her opposition than her 
husband himself. She was not satisfied with simply doing as well as he had commanded; 
she seemed anxious to do better. Nothing seemed to make her more angry than to see me 
with a newspaper. She seemed to think that here lay the danger. I have had her rush at 
me with a face made all up of  fury, and snatch from me a newspaper,  in a manner that 
fully  revealed  her  apprehension.  She  was  an  apt  woman;  and  a  little  experience  soon 
demonstrated,  to  her  satisfaction,  that  education  and  slavery  were  incompatible  with 
each other.   
 
From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate room any considerable 
length of time, I was sure to be suspected of having a book, and was at once called to give 
an  account  of  myself.  All  this,  however,  was  too  late.  The  first  step  had  been  taken. 
Mistress,  in  teaching me the alphabet, had given me the  inch, and no precaution could 
prevent me from taking the ell.   
 
The  plan  which  I  adopted,  and  the  one  by  which  I  was  most  successful,  was  that  of 
making friends of all the little white boys whom I met in the street. As many of these as I 
could, I converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, obtained at different times and in 
different  places,  I  finally  succeeded  in  learning  to  read. When  I  was  sent  to  errands,  I 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always took my book with me, and by doing one part of my errand quickly, I found time 
to get a lesson before my return. I used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was 
always in the house, and to which I was always welcome; for I was much better off in this 
regard than many of the poor white children in our neighborhood. This bread I used to 
bestow upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me that more valuable 
bread of  knowledge.  I  am  strongly  tempted  to  give  the names of  two or  three of  those 
little  boys,  as  a  testimonial  of  the  gratitude  and  affection  I  bear  them;  but  prudence 
forbids‐not  that  it would  injure me, ~ but  it might  embarrass  them;  for  it  is  almost  an 
unpardonable offense to teach slaves to read in this Christian country. It is enough to say 
of the dear little fellows, that they lived on Philpot Street, very near Durgin and Bailey's 
shipyard. I used to talk this matter of slavery over with them. I would sometimes say to 
them, I wished I could be as free as they would be when they got to be men. "You will be 
free as soon as you are twenty‐ one, but I am a slave for life! Have not I as good a right to 
be free as you have?" These words used to trouble them; they would express for me the 
liveliest sympathy, and console me with the hope that something would occur by which I 
might be free.   
 
I was now about twelve‐years‐old, and the thought of being a slave for life began to bear 
heavily upon my heart. Just about this time, I got hold of a book entitled "The Columbian 
Orator."  Every  opportunity  I  got,  I  used  to  read  this  book.  Among  much  of  other 
interesting matter, I found in it a dialogue between a master and his slave. The slave was 
rep‐ resented as having run away from his master three times. The dialogue represented 
the conversation which took place between them, when the slave was retaken the third 
time.  In  this dialogue,  the whole argument  in behalf of  slavery was brought  forward by 
the master, all of which was disposed of by the slave. The slave was made to say some very 
smart as, well as impressive things in reply to his master‐things which had the de‐ sired 
though unexpected effect; for the conversation resulted in the voluntary emancipation of 
the slave on the part of the master.   
 
In  the  same  book,  I  met  with  one  of  Sheridan's  mighty  speeches  on  and  in  behalf  of 
Catholic emancipation. These were choice documents to me. I read them over and over 
again with unabated interest. They gave tongue to interesting thoughts of my own soul, 
which had frequently flashed through my mind, and died away for want of utterance. The 
moral which  I  gained  from  the dialogue was  the power of  truth over  the  conscience of 
even a slaveholder. What I got from Sheridan was a bold denunciation of slavery, and a 
powerful  vindication  of  human  rights.  The  reading  of  these  documents  enabled me  to 
utter my  thoughts,  and  to meet  the  arguments  brought  forward  to  sustain  slavery;  but 
while they relieved me of one difficulty, they brought on another even more painful than 
the one of which I was relieved. The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest 
my  enslavers.  I  could  regard  them  in no other  light  than  a  band of  successful  robbers, 
who had  left  their homes,  and gone  to Africa,  and  stolen us  from our homes,  and  in  a 
strange  land  reduced us  to  slavery.  I  loathed  them as being  the meanest  as well  as  the 
most  wicked  of  men.  As  I  read  and  contemplated  the  subject,  behold  that  very 
discontentment which Master Hugh had predicted would follow my learning to read had 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already come, to torment and sting my soul to unutterable anguish. As I writhed under it, 
I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. It had 
given me a view of my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to the 
horrible pit, but to no ladder upon which to get out. In moments of agony, I envied my 
fellow‐slaves  for  their  stupidity.    I  have  often  wished  myself  a  beast.  I  preferred  the 
condition  of  the  meanest  reptile  to  my  own.  Anything,  no  matter  what,  to  get  rid  of 
thinking! It was this everlasting thinking of my condition that tormented me. There was 
no  getting  rid  of  it.  It  was  pressed  upon  me  by  every  object  within  sight  or  hearing, 
animate  or  inanimate.  The  silver  trump  of  freedom  had  roused  my  soul  to  eternal 
wakefulness. Freedom now appeared, to disappear no more forever. It was heard in every 
sound,  and  seen  in  every  thing.  It was  ever  present  to  torment me with  a  sense  of my 
wretched condition. I saw nothing without seeing it, I heard nothing without hearing it, 
and  felt  nothing  without  feeling  it.  It  looked  from  every  star,  it  smiled  in  every  calm, 
breathed in every wind, and moved in every storm.   
 
I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing myself dead; and but for 
the  hope  of  being  free,  I  have  no  doubt  but  that  I  should  have  killed myself,  or  done 
something for which I should have been killed. While in this state of mind, I was eager to 
hear anyone speak of slavery .I was a ready listener. Every little while, I could hear some‐ 
thing about  the abolitionists.  It was some time before  I  found what  the word meant.  It 
was always used in such connections as to make it an interesting word to me. If a slave 
ran away and succeeded in getting clear, or if a slave killed his master, set fire to a barn, 
or did anything very wrong in the mind of a slaveholder, it was spoken of as the fruit of 
abolition. Hearing  the word  in  this  connection  very  often,  I  set  about  learning what  it 
meant. The dictionary afforded me little or no help. I found it was "the act of abolishing"; 
but then I did not know what was to be abolished. Here I was perplexed. I did not dare to 
ask anyone about its meaning, for I was satisfied that it was something they wanted me to 
know very little about. After a patient waiting, I got one of our city papers, containing an 
account of the number of petitions from the North, praying for the abolition of slavery in 
the  District  of  Columbia,  and  of  the  slave  trade  between  the  States.  From  this  time  I 
understood the words abolition and abolitionist, and always drew near when that word 
was spoken, expecting to hear something of importance to myself and fellow‐slaves. The 
light broke in upon me by degrees. I went one day down on the wharf of Mr. Waters; and 
seeing two Irishmen unloading a scow of stone, I went, unasked, and helped them. When 
we had finished, one of them came to me and asked me if I were a slave. I told him I was. 
He asked, " Are ye a slave for life?" I told him that I was. The good Irishman seemed to be 
deeply affected by  the  statement. He  said  to  the other  that  it was a pity  so  fine a  little 
fellow as myself should be a slave for life. He said it was a shame to hold me. They both 
advised me to run away to the North; that I should find friends there, and that I should be 
free. I pretended not to be interested in what they said, and treated them as if I did not 
understand them; for I feared they might be treacherous. White men have been known to 
encourage slaves to escape, and then, to get the reward, catch them and return them to 
their  masters.  I  was  afraid  that  these  seemingly  good  men  might  use  me  so;  but  I 
nevertheless  remembered  their  advice,  and  from  that  time  I  resolved  to  run  away.  I 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looked forward to a time at which it would be safe for me to escape. I was too young to 
think of doing so  immediately; besides,  I wished to  learn how to write, as  I might have 
occasion to write my own pass. I consoled myself with the hope that I should one day find 
a good chance. Meanwhile, I would learn to write.   
 
The  idea as  to how I might  learn  to write was suggested to me by being  in Durgin and 
Bailey's ship‐yard, and frequently seeing the ship carpenters, after hewing, and getting a 
piece of  timber ready  for use, write on the timber the name of  that part of  the ship  for 
which  it  was  intended. When  a  piece  of  timber  was  intended  for  the  larboard  side,  it 
would be marked thus‐"L." When apiece was for the starboard side, it would be marked 
thus‐‐S.F."  A  piece  for  the  larboard  side  forward,  would  be  marked  thus‐"L.F."  When 
apiece was for starboard side forward, it would be marked thus‐"S.F." For larboard aft, it 
would  be marked  thus‐"L.A."  For  starboard  aft,  it  would  be marked  thus‐"S.A."  I  soon 
learned the names of these letters, and for what they were intended when placed upon a 
piece of timber in the shipyard. I immediately commenced copying them, and in a short 
time was able to make the four letters named. After that, when I met with any boy who I 
knew could write, I would tell him I could write as well as he. The next word would be, "1 
don't believe you. Let me see you try it." I would then make the letters which I had been 
so fortunate as to learn, and ask him to beat that. In this way I got a good many lessons in 
writing, which  it  is quite possible  I  should never have gotten  in any other way. During 
this time, my copy‐ book was the board fence, brick wall, and pavement; my pen and ink 
was a lump of chalk. With these, I learned mainly how to write. I then commenced and 
continued  copying  the  Italics  in Webster's  Spelling  Book,  until  I  could make  them  all 
without looking in the book. By this time, my little Master Thomas had gone to school, 
and learned how to write, and had written over a number of copy‐books. These had been 
brought  home,  and  shown  to  some  of  our  near  neighbors,  and  then  laid  aside.  My 
mistress  used  to  go  to  class  meeting  at  the Wilk  Street  meeting‐house  every  Monday 
afternoon, and  leave me  to  take care of  the house. When  left  thus,  I used  to spend  the 
time  in writing  in  the  spaces  left  in master  Thomas's  copy‐book,  copying what  he  had 
written.  I continued to do  this until  I could write a hand very similar  to  that of Master 
Thomas. Thus, after a long, tedious effort for years, I finally succeeded in learning how to 
write. 
 
Taken from: http://www.gibbsmagazine.com/learning%20to%20read.htm 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