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Rift and Reunion

by F rede'ck Douglass

Severely beaten in a prolonged pattern of persecution, Frederick Douglass
resolves to obey any further orders from his overseer; Covey, and to
defend himself during any future attack. In this excerpt from kis
autobiography, Douglass chronicles the encounter with
Covey that follows this resolution.
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necessary to grapple with a man who,
eight-and-forty hours before, could,
with his slightest word, have made
me tremble like a leafin a storm, I do
not know; at any rate, [ zas resokved
% fight, and what was better still, I ac-
tually was hard at it. The fighting
madness had come upon me, and |
found my strong fingers firmly at-
tached to the throat of the tyrant, as
heedless of consequences, at the mo-
ment, as if we stood as equals before
the law. The very color of the man
was forgotten. I felt supple as a cat,

" Frederick Douglass
devoted his life to the
abolition of slavery.

for help; not that I was obtaining
any marked advantage over him,
or was injuring him, but because
he was gaining none over me,
and was not able, single-handed,
to conquer me. He called for his
cousin Hughes to come to his as-
sistance, and now the scene was
changed. I was compelled to give
blows, as well as to parry them,
and since  was in any case to suf-
fer for resistance, I felt (as the
musty proverb goes) that [ .
“might as well be hanged for an

and was ready for him at every tumn.
Every blow of his was parried, though I dealt no
blows in return. I was strictly on the dzfensroe, pre-
venting 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.

All was fair thus far, and the contest was about
equal. My resistance was entirely unexpected and
Covey was taken all aback by it. He trembled in every
limb. “Are you going to resist, you scoundrel?” said he.
To which I returned a polite * Yes, 577, “steadily gazing
my interrogator in the eye, to meet the first approach
or dawning of the blow which I expected my answer
would call forth. But the conflict did not long remain

old sheep as a lamb.” I was still
defensive toward Covey, but aggressive toward
Hughes, on whom, at his first approach, I dealt a
blow which fairly sickened him. He went off, bending
over with pain, and manifesting no disposition to
come again within my reach. The poor fellow was_
in the act of trying to catch and tie my right hand,
and while flattering himself with success, I gave him
the kick which sent him staggering away in pain, at
the same time that I held Covey with a firm hand.
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

AMERICAN ODYSSEY: Unit 2




Date

Rift and Reunion

“meant to persist in my resistance. ” I told him I “did
mean to resist, come what might; that I had been treat-
ed 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
Jjust 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 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.

By this time Bill, the hired man, came home. He
had been to Mr. Helmsley's to spend Sunday with
his nominal wife. Covey and I had been skirmishing
from before daybreak till now. . . . Holding me, he
called upon Bill to assist him. The scene here had
something comic about it. Bill, who knew precisely
what Covey wished him to do, affected ignorance,
and pretended he did not know what to do. “What
shall I do, Master Covey?” said Bill. “Take hold of
him!-take hold of him!” cried Covey. With a toss of
his head, peculiar to Bill, he said: “Indeed, Master
Covey, | wantto go to work™ “T7%s & your work, "said
Covey; “take hold of him” Bill replied, with spirit:
“My master hired me here to work, and not to help
you whip Frederick” It was my turn to speak. “Bill,”
said I, “don’t put your hands on me” To which he
replied: “My God, Frederick, I ain’t goin’ to tech ye™;
and Bill walked off, leaving Covey and myself to settle
our differences as best we might.

But my present advantage was threatened when
I saw Caroline (the slave woman of Covey) coming

by.Frederlck Douglass -

ALL WAS FAIR THUS FAR, AND
THE CONTEST WAS ABOUT EQUAL.
MY RESISTANGE WAS ENTIRELY
UNEXPECTED AND COVEY WAS
TAKEN ALL ABACK BY IT.

to the cow-yard to

or she was a powerful wom-
an, and could have mastered me easily, exhausted as

I was.

As soon as she
came near, Covey at-
tempted to rally her
to his aid. Strangely
and fortunately, Car-
oline was in no hu-
mor to take a hand in

were all in open re-
bellion that morning.
Caroline answered
the command of her
master to “take hold of me,” precisely as Bill had

- done, but in her it was at far greater peril, for she was

the slave of Covey, and he could do what he pleased
with her...

At length (two hours had elapsed) the contest was
given over. Letting go of me, puffing and blowing at
a great rate, Covey said: “Now, you scoundrel, go to
your work; I would not have whipped you half so
hard if you had not resisted” The fact was, he had
not whipped me at all. He had not, in all the scuffle;
drawn a single drop of blood from me. I had drawn
blood from him, and should even without this sat-
isfaction have been victorious, because my aim had
not been to injure him, but to prevent his injuring me.

During the whole six months that I lived with
Covey after this transaction, he never again laid the
weight of his finger on me in anger.

1. Should Bill have come to Douglass’s aid?
Explain your response.

2. Do you agree with Frederick Douglass that
he “might as well be hanged for an old
sheep as a lamb”? Explain your response.

any such sport. We
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