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Frances Ellen Watkins Harper TimeLine 

 1825 –Frances Ellen Watkins born in Baltimore, Maryland 

on September 24, she was orphaned at the age of three and raised 

and educated by her uncle, the abolitionist and AME preacher, 

William Watkins. 

 1845 – Frances began her career as a writer by publishing 

her first book of poetry, Forest Leaves, at the age of 19. 

 1850- The Fugitive Slave Act was passed and Frances moved 

to Ohio to be a teacher at the Union Seminary. 

 1854 – Frances Watkins first moved to Philadelphia after 

meeting the famous abolitionist and author, William Still, in order 

to become active in the Underground Railroad. 

 1858 – She refused to give up her seat or ride in the 

“colored” section of a segregated trolley car in Philadelphia (100 

years before Rosa Parks) and wrote one her most famous poems, 

“Bury Me In A Free Land”. Her short story “The Two Offers” 

became the first short story to be published by an African 

American. 

 1859 – A dedicated abolitionist, Harper was one of the few 

public figures who did not abandon John Brown after his failed 

effort at Harpers Ferry, instead writing to him and staying with his 

wife, Mary, at the home of Lucretia Mott (Philadelphia’s leading 

Quaker Abolitionist). 

 1860 – She married Fenton Harper and moved to Columbus, 

Ohio, had a daughter, Mary, in 1862 and was widowed in 1864. 

 1865 –Harper returned to Philadelphia and returned to 

lecturing, focusing her attentions on education for the formerly 

enslaved, on the Equal Rights Movement and on the Temperance 

Movement. 

 1868 – She spent four years speaking and teaching in 

churches and Freedmen’s schools in the South, stressing the 

importance of education and self-empowerment. 

 1892 – Harper published her most famous novel, Iola Leroy, 

at the age of 67. This novel, which was written in Philadelphia, was 

a best seller during this time period. 

 1896 – Frances Harper worked with Ida B. Wells, Harriet 

Tubman and other influential women of the time to form the 

National Association of Colored Women and served as Vice 

President of the newly formed organization. 

 1911 – Frances Ellen Watkins Harper died on February 22, 

1911 in Philadelphia, PA. 
 
  

 

 

Frances Harper was born 

in difficult times and 

under difficult 

circumstances but did not 

let these issues stop her 

from fighting for freedom 

and equality for others. 

Harper was an abolitionist 

who used her writing and 

speaking gifts as a 

platform against slavery, 

racism, and gender 

inequality. Harper was 

instrumental in the 

Philadelphia region 

Underground Railroad 

that helped transport 

freedom seekers to the 

North and Canada.  

Through powerful poems 

like, “Bury Me in a Free 

Land,” Harper offered an 

emotional appeal against 

slavery. After the Civil 

War, Harper was a force of 

change, helping to educate 

the newly freed and also 

fighting for civil rights 

and equality. 
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Make me a grave where’er you will, 
In a lowly plain, or a lofty hill;  

Make it among earth’s humblest graves, 
But not in a land where men are slaves. 

 
I could not rest if around my grave 

I heard the steps of a trembling slave; 
His shadow above my silent tomb 

Would make it a place of fearful gloom. 
 

I could not rest if I heard the tread 
Of a coffle gang to the shambles led, 

And the mother’s shriek of wild despair 
Rise like a curse on the trembling air. 

 
I could not sleep if I saw the lash 

Drinking her blood at each fearful gash, 
And I saw her babes torn from her breast, 

Like trembling doves from their parent nest. 
 

I’d shudder and start if I heard the bay 
Of bloodhounds seizing their human prey, 

And I heard the captive plead in vain 
As they bound afresh his galling chain. 

 
If I saw young girls from their mother’s arms 
Bartered and sold for their youthful charms, 
My eye would flash with a mournful flame, 

My death-paled cheek grow red with shame. 
 

I would sleep, dear friends, where bloated 
might 

Can rob no man of his dearest right; 
My rest shall be calm in any grave 

Where none can call his brother a slave. 
 

I ask no monument, proud and high, 
To arrest the gaze of the passers-by; 

All that my yearning spirit craves, 
Is bury me not in a land of slaves. 

Bury Me In A Free Land by Frances Ellen Watkins Harper- 

 
 

 


