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“Who was David Ruggles and what was he doing in Florence?”

David Ruggles

Introduc  on:

You stand before the site of the fi rst facility built in the United States specifi cally as a 
hydropathic hospital. This alterna  ve medical treatment was prac  ced by David Ruggles, a 
member of the Associa  on. He fi rst learned the cure in order to heal himself, since he arrived 
in Florence with serious health problems. Ruggles’ ailments were the result of diffi  cult and 
dangerous work he did assis  ng fugi  ves from slavery on their way North. He was another 
important hero in the fi ght for freedom and dignity for all African-Americans who made his 
home in Florence. 

Who was David Ruggles?

—Briefl y describe David Ruggles’ an  -slavery work in New York City before he moved to 
Northampton. He merged two dis  nct roles as a journalist and an ac  vist. What were some 
of the things he did and how did he merge those roles successfully? How were an  -slavery 
workers like Ruggles treated at that  me? (Docs. A,B,D,E)

—Why was Frederick Douglass always grateful to Ruggles and why did he remain a lifelong 
friend? How did Ruggles assist Douglass as he had hundreds of others? (Doc. E)

—Why did Ruggles leave his work in New York City and move to Northampton? Why do you 
think he chose to se  le here? (Docs C,E)

Did Ruggles con  nue his an  -slavery work in Northampton?

—In spite of his physical ailments, we have evidence that Ruggles was s  ll a writer and ac  vist 
against slavery while living here. What do you see?

—The aboli  onists in Northampton were celebra  ng the anniversary of “West India 
Emancipa  on”. What were they referring to and why was this so signifi cant? This answer will 
require outside research. (Doc. G)

—Describe the event for us. How was it received by the people of Northampton? What was 
Ruggles’ role in it? (Doc. F)

—David Ruggles did not stop wri  ng a  er he arrived in Florence. We have a public le  er of 
support addressed to his friend Frederick Douglass soon a  er the la  er started his own 
aboli  onist newspaper, the North Star. What point was he making? Who was he addressing? 
What was he calling on them to do? What do you make of Ruggles’ wri  ng style? (Doc. H)

What was the Water-Cure?

—As we have seen in Documents C and E, Ruggles arrived in Northampton a very sick man and 
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was off ered care in the Community. Before he le   New York City, Ruggles underwent a series 
of “conven  onal” medical treatments that le   him even weaker and sicker. Why do you think? 
Can you describe some of these treatments? (Doc. I)

—Ruggles arrived here eager to try an “alterna  ve” cure that was off ered to him. The treatment 
helped him so much that he learned how to administer it himself and he opened his own 
Water-Cure establishment. He needed help to do this. What was he asking for in this public 
le  er he had printed in a newspaper? Who was it addressed to? (Doc. J)

—Can you describe the Water-Cure for us? How were pa  ents treated? What made for the full 
experience including bathing, drinking, accommoda  ons, diet and exercise? Does this sound 
like a relaxing Day-Spa experience to you? (Docs. J,K)

—Ruggles wrote about his own “passage through the crisis”. Aus  n Ross also described his son’s 
“painful crisis” as a cri  cal moment in his treatment. Describe this for us. What do you make 
of this? Would you try it? (Doc. L)

—Dr. Ruggles established the fi rst Water-Cure in the United States here. Many prominent 
aboli  onists, like William Lloyd Garrison, took the cure with him. He developed a na  onal 
reputa  on for helping pa  ents with a large variety of ailments. Unfortunately, his own 
symptoms returned and he was unable to cure himself a second  me. David Ruggles died in 
Florence, aged 39.  

NOTES ON SOURCES

A. Chronology of David Ruggles’ life and work.
B. From The Rising Sun by William Wells Brown (1882).
C. From “The Hazards of An  -Slavery Journalism” by Graham Hodges (2000).
D. From “What I Found at the Northampton Associa  on” by Frederick Douglass (1894).
E. From My Bondage, My Freedom, by Frederick Douglass (1855).
F. Open Le  er published in The Liberator (1843).
G. No  ce published in the Hampshire Gaze  e, July 25, 1843.
H. Le  er to the Editor published in the North Star (1848).
I. From The Reshaping of Everyday Life, by Jack Larkin (1988).
J. Open Le  er printed in The Liberator (1844).
K. Le  er from William Lloyd Garrison to his wife, Helen, July 18, 1848.
L. Le  er to the Editor wri  en by Community member Aus  n Ross, published in the 

Hampshire Gaze  e (1847). 
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DAVID RUGGLES CHRONOLOGY 

1810   Born in Norwich, Connec  cut 

1827   Le   Norwich for New York City 

1833   Began aboli  onist work as travelling agent for the Liberator and the Emancipator 

1834   Opened fi rst African-American owned bookstore/reading room 

1835   Appointed Secretary of the New York Vigilance Commi  ee 

1838   Assisted Frederick Douglass, one of over 600 fugi  ve slaves he helped 

1838   Published fi rst African-American magazine, Mirror of Liberty 

1842   Moved to Northampton Associa  on 

1846   Opened the Northampton Water Cure 

1849   Died in Florence 

A

The Disappointed Aboli  onists, cartoon by Edward W. Clay, 1838 (courtesy www.periodyssey.com)
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David Ruggles, an African-American printer in New York City during the 1830s, 
was the prototype for black ac  vist journalists of his  me. During his twenty-
year career, Ruggles poured out hundreds of ar  cles, published at least fi ve 
pamphlets and operated the fi rst African-American press. His magazine, 
Mirror of Liberty, intermi  ently issued between 1838 and 1841, is widely 
recognized as the fi rst periodical published by a black American. Ruggles also 
displayed unyielding courage against constant violence, which eventually 
destroyed his health and career. His story reveals the valor required of a black 
editor struggling against the pi  less hatred of the pro-slavery forces and the 
yawning indiff erence of most Americans. He was an agent, printer, publisher 
and subject. He was in fact America’s fi rst black working journalist. His career 
epitomized the fusion of professionalism and ac  vism, so characteris  c of 
later black journalists, that would propel him to the center of racial confl ict.

“He was a whole-souled man, fully imbued with a love of his affl  icted and 
hunted people, and took pleasure in being to me, as was his wont, ‘Eyes to 
the blind, and legs to the lame.’ This brave and devoted man suff ered much 
from the persecu  ons common to all who have been prominent benefactors. 
He at last became blind, and needed a friend to guide him, even as he had 
been a guide to others. Even in his blindness, he exhibited his manly character. 
In search of health, he became a physician. When hope of gaining his own 
was gone, he had hope for others. Believing in hydropathy he established, at 
Northampton, Massachuse  s, a large ‘Water Cure’, and became one of the 
most successful of all engaged in that mode of treatment.”

Frederick Douglass, My Bondage, My Freedom, 1855

C

D
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My impressions of the Community are not only the impressions of a 
stranger, but those of a fugi  ve slave to whom at that  me even Massa-
chuse  s opposed a harsh and repellent side. The cordial recep  on I met 
with at Florence, was, therefore, much enhanced by its contrast with many 
other places in that commonwealth. Here, at least, neither my color nor 
my condi  on was counted against me. I found here my old friend, David 
Ruggles, not only black, but blind, and measurably help less, but a man of 
sterling sense and worth. He had been caught up in New York city, rescued 
from des  tu  on, brought here and kindly cared for. I speak of David Ruggles 
as my old friend. He was such to me only as he had been to others in the 
same plight. Before he was old and blind he had been a coworker with the 
venerable Quaker, Isaac T. Hopper, and had assisted me as well as many 
other fugi  ve slaves, on the way from slavery to freedom. It was good to 
see that this man who had zealously assisted others was now receiving 
assistance from the benevolent men and women of this Community, and 
if a grateful heart in a recipient of benevolence is any compensa  on for 
such benevolence, the friends of David Ruggles were well compensated. His 
whole theme to me was gra  tude to these noble people. For his blindness 
he was hydropathically treated in the Community. He himself became well 
versed in the water cure system, and was subsequently at the head of a 
water cure establishment at Florence. He acquired such sensi  veness of 
touch that he could, by feeling the pa  ent, easily locate the disease, and 
was, therefore, very successful in trea  ng his pa  ents.

E
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To the Liberator

NORTHAMPTON, August 2, 1843.

Yesterday was the anniversary of a day that has given birth to the most 
extraordinary and glorious event of the present century, the celebra  on of 
which will doubtless be observed un  l not a slave be le   to clank his chain 
in any part of the world. I wanted to be at the great gathering of an  -slavery 
spirits at Dedham – at the conven  on in Lowell-and wherever jubilee mee  ngs 
were held on that day; but I could only be in one place, and at one mee  ng 
and found it more convenient to be here than any where else. We made appli-
ca  on, through a large commi  ee, for the First Congrega  onal mee   ng-house 
– one of the most commodious in the Commonwealth –  with very li  le hope 
of success; but our request was granted, (not without hesitancy and fear on 
the part of the parish commi  ee,) and we accordingly occupied it all day. Our 
mee  ngs were not thronged, as they ought to have been, and as they would 
have been, if the clergymen of the place had exerted themselves to induce 
the people to a  end; but, though few of the village residents were present, 
a respectable number convened from the neighboring towns, the mem bers 
of the Industrial Community turned out en masse, in true aboli  on style. Our 
widely and worthily known colored friend, DAVID RUGGLES, was called to 
the chair, and presided in a very sa  sfactory manner. Un  l he was affl  icted 
with ophthalmy, he devoted himself to the task of breaking the fe  ers of his 
oppressed countrymen with indomitable courage and unconquerable zeal. His 
sight is somewhat be  er, but far from being restored, the loss of which aff ects 
not only himself, but very seriously the cause of the hunted fugi  ve.

William Lloyd Garrison 

F
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“Bleeding and blistering purging and puking” were the 
remedies that American-physicians, and many other heal-
ers, off ered their pa  ents. The most drama  c was bleed-
ing or vene sec  on. The prac   oner opened one of his 
pa  ent’s veins with a sharply pointed lancet and let the 
blood fl ow into a basin un  l he judged that a therapeu  c 
amount had been withdrawn. For localized injuries and in-
fec  ons pa  ents were “blistered”; a caus  c substance was 
applied to the skin to raise a blister and produce a serous 
discharge. Some physicians reached even deeper into tra-
di  on and bled by applying leeches—blood sucking inverte-
brates—to the skin. The most common remedy of all was 
“purging”—administering massive doses of cathar  cs, or 
powerful laxa  ves. Almost as frequent was “puking,” or 
dos ing heavily with eme  cs to induce copious vomi  ng. 
Other drugs produced diff erent forms of fl uid emission 
like saliva  on, swea  ng or frequent urina  on. Blood, pus, 
vomit, feces, sweat or urine were the tangible evidence 
that the dose had “oper ated.” In describing illnesses and 
their treatment, ordinary Americans some  mes went into 
graphic detail about the copi ousness and consistency of 
the pa  ent’s discharges.

I
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TO HELEN E. GARRISON 

Northampton, July 18,1848. 

Dear Helen: 

Of course, I spent the night at the Infi rmary. Dr. Ruggles was rather desirous of giving 
me a “half bath” before I went to bed, but I preferred to begin in the morning, and 
start, if not go through, “by daylight.” My bed is a Single one, and being composed 
of straw, did not feel quite natural; but I shall soon get used to it, though I should 
prefer a good solid ma  rass. I awoke as early as 3 o’clock, and heard the packers 
s  rring about, preparatory to packing their pa  ents; and though I knew I was not to 
be packed, yet I lay expec  ng every moment to be summoned to my “half bath.” It 
was not  ll 6 o’clock, however, that my turn came, and the interim I spent in dreaming 
that I had already gone through the process, and also of many other things. The bath 
was refreshing, and a  er taking it, I had a fi ne ramble, from which I have returned to 
write this hasty epistle to you. In half an hour, I am. to be rubbed down with a wet 
sheet. There will he very li  le  me allowed either for reading or wri  ng. Indeed, the 
Dr. enjoins abs  nence from both, as much as possible. Our breakfast was made up of 
wheat and rye bread, cracked wheat boiled like hominy, stewed prunes, milk, and cold 
water. The Dr. does not wish me to use much milk, as he says it is not good for my 
humor. He has now eighteen pa  ents in all. 

Ever yours, 

Wm. Lloyd Garrison. 

K
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L Hydropathy.

Mr. Editor:--Although many of your readers have been made acquainted with Dr. 
Ruggles’ skill in detec  ng the symptoms of disease by the sense of touch and of 
the happy results that have a  ended his applica  on of the water treatment in 
remarkable cases, I should deem it a privilege, to be allowed, through the columns 
of your paper, to state, for the informa  on and encouragement of such as may be 
suff ering from scrofulous humor, the result of his treatment in the following case.
My son, ten years of age, inherited this debilita  ng disease from his mother. From 
his infancy I resorted to the remedies of the regular physicians, and the various 
quack medicines in use, without avail. In the summer of 1845, his symptoms 
became more alarming. Nausea, ver  go, infl amma  on of the bowels, and extreme 
weakness of the nervous system, were among the symptoms which deeply 
concerned the family for his future prospects. At this  me he was examined by 
Dr. Ruggles, who considered him a good case for the cure. I at once placed him 
under his care, where he remained about seven months; during which  me he 
had a painful crisis, which commenced on the trunk of his body and extended 
down the legs, to the feet and toes, which became infl amed and swollen to more 
than twice their ordinary size; the color of his feet changing alternately, from a red 
to a purplish hue. They fi nally became suppurated, in which state they con  nued 
about six weeks, the humor exuding from the sides of his feet, and the ends of his 
toes, leaving the system en  rely free from disease. Since leaving the Cure he has 
grown as fast as could be desired, and con  nues in the enjoyment of good health.
   
   Aus  n Ross.   Northampton, Dec. 16, 1847.


