Frederick Douglass — Fight with Covey
Narrative (1845)
As soon as I found what he was up to, I gave a sudden
spring, and as I did so, he holding to my legs, I was
brought sprawling on the stable floor. Mr. Covey seemed
now to think he had me, and could do what he pleased;
but at this moment— from whence came the spirit I don’t
know—I resolved to fight; and, suiting my action to the
resolution, I seized Covey hard by the throat; and as I did
so, I rose. He held on to me, and I to him. My resistance
was so entirely unexpected that Covey seemed taken all
aback. He trembled like a leaf. This gave me assurance,
and I held him uneasy, causing the blood to run where I
touched him with the ends of my fingers. Mr. Covey soon
called out to Hughes for help. Hughes came, and, while
Covey held me, attempted to tie my right hand. While he
was in the act of doing so, I watched my chance, and
gave him a heavy kick close under the ribs. This kick
fairly sickened Hughes, so that he left me in the hands of
Mr. Covey. This kick had the effect of not only
weakening Hughes, but Covey also. When he saw
Hughes bending over with pain, his courage quailed. He
asked me if I meant to persist in my resistance. I told him
I did, come what might; that he had used me like a brute
for six months, and that I was determined to be used so
no longer. With that, he strove to drag me to a stick that
was lying just out of the stable door. He meant to knock
me down. But just as he was leaning over to get the stick,
I seized him with both hands by his collar, and brought
him by a sudden snatch to the ground. By this time, Bill
came. Covey called upon him for assistance. Bill wanted
to know what he could do. Covey said, “Take hold of
him, take hold of him!” Bill said his master hired him out
to work, and not to help to whip me; so he left Covey and
myself to fight our own battle out. We were at it for
nearly two hours. Covey at length let me go, puffing and
blowing at a great rate, saying that if I had not resisted,
he would not have whipped me half so much. The truth
was, that he had not whipped me at all. I considered him
as getting entirely the worst end of the bargain; for he had
drawn no blood from me, but I had from him. The whole
six months afterwards, that I spent with Mr. Covey, he
never laid the weight of his finger upon me in anger. He
would occasionally say, he didn’t want to get hold of me
again. “No,” thought I, “you need not; for you will come
off worse than you did before.”

My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)
Covey sneaked into the stable, in his peculiar way, and
seizing me suddenly by the leg, he brought me to the
stable-floor, giving my newly-mended body a terrible jar. I
now forgot all about my roots, and remembered my
pledge to stand up in my own defense. The brute was
skilfully endeavoring to get a slip-knot on my legs, before
I could draw up my feet. As soon as I found what he was
up to, I gave a sudden spring (my two days’ rest had been
of much service to me) and by that means, no doubt, he
was able to bring me to the floor so heavily. He was
defeated in his plan of tying me. While down, he seemed
to think he had me very securely in his power. He little
thought he was—as the rowdies say— “in” for a “rough
and tumble” fight: but such was the fact. Whence came
the daring spirit necessary to grapple with a man, who
eight-and-forty hours before, could, with his slightest
word, have made me tremble like a leaf in a storm, I do
not know; at any rate I was resolved to fight, and what
was better still, I actually was hard at it. The fighting
madness had come upon me, and I found my strong
fingers firmly attached to the throat of the tyrant, as
heedless of consequences, at the moment, as if we stood as
equals before the law. The very color of the man was
forgotten. I felt supple as a cat, and was ready for him at
every turn. Every blow of his was parried, though I dealt
no blows in return. I was strictly on the defensive,
preventing him from injuring me, rather than trying to
injure him, I flung him on the ground several times when
he meant to have hurled me there. I held him so firmly by
the throat that his blood followed my nails. He held me,
and I held him.
Taken completely by surprise, Covey seemed to
have lost his usual strength and coolness. He was frightened, and stood, puffing and blowing, seemingly unable to
command words or blows. When he saw that Hughes was
standing half bent with pain, his courage quite gone, the
cowardly tyrant asked if I “meant to persist in my
resistance.” I told him I “did mean to resist, come what
might; that I had been treated like a brute during the last
six months, and that I should stand it no longer.” With that
he gave me a shake, and attempted to drag me toward a
stick of wood that was lying just outside the stable door.
He meant to knock me down with it, but just as he leaned
over to get the stick, I seized him with both hands, by the
collar, and with a vigorous and sudden snatch, I brought
my assailant harmlessly, his full length, on the not over
clean ground, for we were now in the cow-yard. He had
selected the place for the fight, and it was but right that he
should have all the advantages of his own selection.

Narrative (1845)

My Bondage and My Freedom (1855)

This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point
in my career as a slave. It rekindled the few
expiring embers of freedom, and revived within
me a sense of my own manhood. It recalled the
departed self-confidence, and inspired me again
with a determination to be free. The gratification
afforded by the triumph was a full compensation
for whatever else might follow, even death itself.
He only can understand the deep satisfaction
which I experienced, who has himself repelled by
force the bloody arm of slavery. I felt as I never
felt before. It was a glorious resurrection, from
the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom.
My long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed,
bold defiance took its place; and I now resolved
that, however long I might remain a slave in
form, the day had passed forever when I could be
a slave in fact. I did not hesitate to let it be
known of me, that the white man who expected
to succeed in whipping, must also succeed in
killing me.

Well, my dear reader, this battle with Mr. Covey,
undignified as it was, and as I fear my narration
of it is, was the turning-point in my “life as a
slave.” It rekindled in my breast the smouldering
embers of liberty; it brought up my Baltimore
dreams, and revived a sense of my own manhood. I was a changed being after that fight. I
was nothing before; I was a man now. It recalled
to life my crushed self-respect, and my selfconfidence, and inspired me with a renewed
determination to be a free man. A man without
force is without the essential dignity of humanity.
Human nature is so constituted, that it cannot
honor a helpless man, though it can pity him, and
even this it cannot do long if signs of power do
not arise.

