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Frederick Douglas: Excerpt from Chapter 10 of

NABRRATIVE OF THE LIFE OF FREDERICK DOUGLASS

Mr. Covey's forte consisted in his power to deceive. . . | do verily believe that he sometimes
deceived himself into the solemn belief, that he was a sincere worshipper of the most high God;
and this, too, at a time when he may be said to have been guilty of compelling his woman slave
to commit the sin of adultery. The facts in the case are these: Mr. Covey was a poor man; he was
just commencing in life; he was only able to buy one slave; and, shocking as is the fact, he
bought her, as he said, for a breeder. This woman was named Caroline. Mr. Covey bought her
from Mr. Thomas Lowe, about six miles from St. Michael's. She was a large, able-bodied
woman, about twenty years old. She had already given birth to one child, which proved her to be
just what he wanted. After buying her, he hired a married man of Mr. Samuel Harrison, to live
with him one year; and him he used to fasten up with her every night! The result was, that, at the
end of the year, the miserable woman gave birth to twins.

. . . He [Mr. Covey, a “slave breaker”] then went to a large gum-tree, and with his axe cut three
large switches, and, after trimming them up neatly with his pocketknife, he ordered me to take
off my clothes. I made him no answer, but stood with my clothes on. He repeated his order. | still
made him no answer, nor did I move to strip myself. Upon this he rushed at me with the
fierceness of a tiger, tore off my clothes, and lashed me till he had worn out his switches, cutting
me so savagely as to leave the marks visible for a long time after. This whipping was the first of
a number just like it, and for similar offences.

I lived with Mr. Covey one year. During the first six months, of that year, scarce a week passed
without his whipping me. | was seldom free from a sore back. My awkwardness was almost
always his excuse for whipping me. We were worked fully up to the point of endurance. Long
before day we were up, our horses fed, and by the first approach of day we were off to the field
with our hoes and ploughing teams. Mr. Covey gave us enough to eat, but scarce time to eat it.
We were often less than five minutes taking our meals. We were often in the field from the first
approach of day till its last lingering ray had left us; and at saving-fodder time, midnight often
caught us in the field binding blades.

| was called to go and rub, curry, and feed, the horses. | obeyed, and was glad to obey. But whilst
thus engaged, whilst in the act of throwing down some blades from the loft, Mr. Covey entered
the stable with a long rope; and just as | was half out of the loft, he caught hold of my legs, and
was about tying me. As soon as | found what he was up to, | gave a sudden spring, and as | did
s0, he holding to my legs, | 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 | 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, | rose. He held on to me, and | 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 | 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, | watched my chance,
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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 |
meant to persist in my resistance. | told him | did, come what might; that he had used me like a
brute for six months, and that | 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. | considered him as
getting entirely the worst end of the bargain; for he had drawn no blood from me, but | 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."

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 | experienced, who has himself
repelled by force the bloody arm of slavery. | felt as | 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 | might
remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when | 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 Kkilling me.

From this time | was never again what might be called fairly whipped, though I remained a slave
four years afterwards. | had several fights, but was never whipped.

It was for a long time a matter of surprise to me why Mr. Covey did not immediately have me
taken by the constable to the whipping-post, and there regularly whipped for the crime of raising
my hand against a white man in defence of myself. And the only explanation I can now think of
does not entirely satisfy me; but such as it is, I will give it. Mr. Covey enjoyed the most
unbounded reputation for being a first-rate overseer and negro-breaker. It was of considerable
importance to him. That reputation was at stake; and had he sent me—a boy about sixteen years
old—to the public whipping-post, his reputation would have been lost; so, to save his reputation,
he suffered me to go unpunished. . . .

[Fighting back, Douglass frequently stated, provided a sense of self-empowerment, the ability to
manage his own life.]



