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On the heels of America’s 76th birth-
day, Frederick Douglass, a renowned or-
ator, abolitionist and former slave, criti-
cized the United States for celebrating
its political freedom while millions of
Black Americans were still enslaved.

Douglass delivered his “What to the
Slave Is the Fourth of July?” speech July
5, 1852, at the historic Corinthian Hall in
Rochester, New York. The Rochester La-
dies’ Anti-Slavery Society had invited
Douglass to speak on the Fourth of July,
but he declined because, as he ex-
plained to an audience of roughly 600
free, white people:

“The rich inheritance of justice, liber-
ty, prosperity and independence, be-
queathed by your fathers, is shared by
you, not by me. The sunlight that
brought life and healing to you, has
brought stripes and death to me. This
Fourth [of] July is yours, not mine.”

In what some historians consider the
greatest antislavery speech, Douglass
cited the Bible, evoked Shakespeare and
touted the Constitution as a “glorious
liberty document” that is “entirely hos-
tile to the existence of slavery.”

“He’s trying to puncture this Ameri-
can hypocrisy of how you could have
such a huge and growing slave system
and (a) society that says it’s dedicated
to liberty and to freedom and even to
equality,” said David Blight, a history
professor at Yale and author of the Pulit-
zer-prize winning biography, “Frederick
Douglass: Prophet of Freedom.”

Despite being nearly 170 years old,
Douglass’ speech still lives in American
public consciousness. It’s often quoted
and recited at this time of year. Leading
Douglass scholars spoke with USA TO-
DAY about what motivated Douglass to
deliver such a scathing critique of
America.

Douglass spent almost three weeks
writing the speech. His motivation was
quite simple, said Raymond Winbush,
director of the Institute for Urban Re-

search at Morgan State University. 
“What inspired him was the hypocri-

sy of this country,” Winbush said. “He
was angry when he wrote it.” 

Douglass saw two Americas: one
with a massive system of roughly 3 mil-
lion slaves and another where Ameri-
cans beat drums, sang hymns, preached
sermons and waved banners with “joy-
ous enthusiasm” to celebrate their free-
dom.

Two years before Douglass’ famed
speech, the U.S. government passed the

Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which re-
quired runaway slaves to be returned to
their owners.

For decades, slaves fled the South
through the Underground Railroad. Un-
til the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act,
Northern states made it illegal for law
enforcement officials to apprehend run-
aways. The federal law mandated that
U.S. marshals, federal officials and ev-
eryday citizens help apprehend sus-
pected runaways, even those found in
free states. Those who refused to cap-

ture a runaway slave or helped them
could be fined or jailed.

Douglass believed this new law na-
tionalized slavery because everyone in
the USA was legally obliged to return es-
caped enslaved people to their so-called
owners, said Robert Levine, University
of Maryland professor and author of
several books about Douglass. “So he’s
angry about that and sees that whole act
as an act of violence against Black peo-
ple,” Levine said. Douglass was in-
censed that “merciless slave hunters”
lawfully tracked down and captured
runaways trying to flee to freedom. Le-
gally, there was nowhere in the country
for slaves to hide.

“Slavery has been nationalized in its
most horrible and revolting form,”
Douglass said in his speech. “By that
act, Mason and Dixon’s line has been
obliterated; New York has become as
Virginia; and the power to hold, hunt,
and sell men, women, and children as
slaves remains no longer a mere state
institution, but is now an institution of
the whole United States.”

The political climate was tense when
Douglass gave his speech, Blight said:
1852 was a presidential election year in
which three parties – Whig, Democratic
and Free Soil – vied for the presidency.
The Whigs and the Democrats support-
ed slavery in the South. Politicians de-
bated how to approach the division in
the country between free and slave-
holding states. A conflict was brewing in
the country, which erupted into the Civil
War nearly a decade later. 

One of the secrets to the success of
Douglass’ speech was how it was
framed, Blight said. Before diving into
his critique, he acknowledged that the
nation’s Founding Fathers were “brave”
and “great” men. He then spoke from a
former slave’s point of view and used
the Declaration of Independence to urge
white people to fight against slavery.

“It’s a bitter critique of American hy-
pocrisy, but at the very end, he lets the
audience back up,” Blight said. “He
gives the audience and the country
hope. He’s saying your principles and
your ideals are fine, but you’ve got to live
up to it. And until you do, you’re simply
not the country you say you are.”

FOURTH OF JULY

Douglass held US accountable
Renowned orator wrote
speech in indignation

Javonte Anderson
USA TODAY

Frederick Douglass (1818-1895), an American slave who became a spokesman 
of abolitionists. APIC/GETTY IMAGES

PENSACOLA, Fla. – In one of the
back corners of the 14-acre Milton
Cemetery, a small, cordoned-off square
of tiny graves is marked only by a ce-
ment stone dubbing it "Babyland." 

Inside Babyland are 60 infant graves,
containing the remains of days-old ba-
bies who died between the years 1966
and 1975.

Only a few of the graves have actual
headstones, like one that reads "Melissa
Ann Welch," who was born and died on
April 26, 1968. 

Forty-nine of the other graves, how-
ever, have sat unmarked for decades.
The plot of land was created in the cem-
etery in the 1960s for babies whose par-
ents didn't have enough money to buy
them a plot of land in the Milton ceme-
tery.

"The area was for families who could
not afford a plot for their infant. The
spot was donated to them," said Christie
Haarmann, who has served as the Mil-
ton Cemetery director for the past four
years. She noted that the city still offers
free plots to deceased newborns, but
she hasn't had a single one in her time as
director. 

"If the parents planned on being bur-
ied with their child, they would have had
to pay for a burial site elsewhere on the
cemetery grounds," she said. 

If the parents couldn't afford a grave,
they also often times couldn't afford a
headstone, and so for decades their de-
ceased babies laid underground, with-
out a marker or headstone to prove to
the outside world that they were born
and had existed in the world, if only for a
brief period of time. 

Now, the city of Milton is paying
$2,200 to buy individual tiny head-
stones for the 49 unmarked infant

graves, and two individual donors have
kicked in $250 each as well. 

"The position of the city is that this is
the right step for us to move forward
with what we believe is the right course
of action," said Stephen Prestesater,
spokesman for the city. "They deserve to
have something, and we feel that this
marker will at least give them some
identity."

Many of the Babyland
babies are a mystery 

When Haarmann started at the cem-
etery four years ago, she noticed that
many of the infant graves had old, out-
dated temporary paper markers, while
others had nothing at all. It was some-
thing that bothered her, so she made it
her mission to identify the infants one
by one. Some of the babies who had
temporary markers were able to be
cross-referenced with their plots and

cemetery records, and their names and
birth/death dates confirmed. Others she
had to do a bit more work on, and sever-
al she never was able to identify at all.

Two years ago, she was able to put up
new green temporary markers, many of
them finally telling the outside world
what the infant's name was: J.C. Clem-
ent, who was born and died on Feb. 2,
1975; Ashlie K. Gilbert, who was born on
Sept. 17, 1970, and died the next day; and
Mary Gallani, whose dates simply read
1966-1966. 

Others for whom she was unable to
find a full name and exact birth and
death date got markers as well: Infant
Boy Nelson, 1966; Infant Girl, 1966. Oth-
ers, for whom there is no known infor-
mation at all, are simply marked: "Un-
known Infant, N/A."

It isn't known under what circum-
stances these babies were buried, and
why some of them don't have names or
birth/death dates. It could be because it
was too painful for the parents to name
them, or the plot records have been lost
to time. Haarmann said she helped a
woman a few years ago who had come to
the cemetery looking for her baby's
grave. 

"She was still in the hospital when
her husband got the baby, took it to the
cemetery and had it buried there," she
said, adding that the woman found her
baby's plot elsewhere in the cemetery,
not unmarked in Babyland. 

There are other infant burial plots
scattered throughout the cemetery, and
the city still does indigent burials, like
any municipality. But "Babyland" has
been a passion project for Haarmann,
and once the City Council confirms the
funding at its July executive committee
meeting, she hopes to have all of the in-
fant headstones completed and placed
within a few months. 

"They deserve to have a proper head-
stone like the rest of them. My heart
really goes out to Babyland, and I want
to show them the respect they deserve
to have," she said. "They were infants
and didn't get a life to lead." 
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Cemetery manager Christie Haarmann
talks about the temporary makers
in the Babyland section.


