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He was one of the most revered Americans of the 19th century. His story of personal triumph—
humble origins to national prominence—is equal to or greater than that of Andrew Jackson, 
Abraham Lincoln, or Ulysses Grant. He never became a politician, but he spoke to presidents 
as an equal. 

His name is Frederick Douglass.

Born a slave, Douglass never knew the exact date of his birth, never knew his father, never 
saw his mother after the age of seven. This wasn’t uncommon at the time. Slave owners often 
made a point of separating families. Breaking family bonds increased dependence on the 
slave owner. 

Discipline was maintained through simple fear and destroying self-esteem. A slave could be 
punished for not working hard enough, but also for working too hard—or even for suggesting 
labor-saving ideas. Douglass experienced all of this and rebelled against it. 

As a teenager, he taught himself to read. This created a desire for freedom. When his owner 
discovered this disturbing development, he sent him to live with a local farmer, Edward Covey, 
who made extra money breaking the will of unruly slaves.

Covey beat Douglass every week for six months, often for no reason. And it worked. Soon 
young Frederick gave up all hope of being free. “The dark night of slavery closed in upon me,” 
he later wrote. 

That all changed one hot August day in 1835. When Covey struck him, Douglass fought back. 
Where he found the courage, he couldn’t say. The two men struggled until Covey stumbled 
away exhausted. Covey never laid a hand on Douglass again. 

The teenage slave had stood up for himself. He considered this the most important lesson of 
his life. Years later, he would tell this story when urging black men to enlist in the Union Army 
to fight the Confederacy. “You owe it to yourself,” he said. “You will stand more erect . . . and 
be less liable to insult. . . . You [will be] defending your own liberty, honor, manhood, and self-
respect.”

Douglass made his escape from slavery in 1838, slipping into the North disguised as a 
U.S. Navy sailor. At any point along the rail journey, his flimsy cover could have been blown.
Displaying a confidence he didn’t actually feel, he bluffed his way past suspicious conductors 
and runaway-slave hunters. 
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Once in the North, he joined the radical abolitionist movement and was quickly recognized 
as a powerful speaker and writer. The movement’s leader, William Lloyd Garrison, burned the 
Constitution at his July 4th speeches. In Garrison’s view, it legally protected slavery and was 
therefore irredeemable.

But Douglass came to reject that. He believed that the Constitution was fundamentally opposed 
to slavery. “Interpreted as it ought to be interpreted,” Douglass said, “the Constitution is a 
glorious liberty document.”

Not surprisingly, Douglass was a strong supporter of the Republican Party—the new anti-
slavery party—and of the Union cause in the Civil War. Initially, he had doubts about Abraham 
Lincoln. He didn’t think Lincoln was truly committed to ending slavery. But he warmed up to 
the Great Emancipator as the conflict wore on. Lincoln, on the other hand, always admired 
Douglass. “Here comes my friend Douglass,” Lincoln said when he saw him at his second 
inaugural in 1865.

The Union victory ended slavery. But as the Democratic Party re-established itself in the South 
in the 1870s and ‘80s, a new kind of racial oppression arose in the form of Jim Crow laws 
and, even worse, widespread lynching. This was a bitter pill for Douglass to swallow. But he 
never gave up the struggle and spent the last three decades of his life agitating for civil rights. 
“Freedom,” he was fond of saying, “depended on three boxes: the ballot-box, the jury-box, and 
the cartridge-box.”

For Douglass, it was self-evident that black Americans, as citizens, were entitled to full freedom 
and full legal protection. At a speech in 1893, when white hecklers began booing him, Douglass 
set his speech aside and spoke extemporaneously. “There is no Negro problem,” he roared. 
“The problem is whether the American people have honesty enough, loyalty enough, honor 
enough, patriotism enough, to live up to their own Constitution.” 

He also believed that true liberty would only come for black Americans—as it comes for anyone—
when they took full responsibility for their own fate. Ultimately, hard work and education would 
secure blacks the rights they deserved.

“There can be no independence without a large share of self-dependence. . . . This virtue 
cannot be bestowed. It must be developed from within,” he declared in his most popular 
lecture, appropriately titled “Self-Made Men.”

Douglass defended equality and freedom until the day he died—literally. He passed away in 
1895, on his way to a political convention. He had well understood the deep prejudice that 
existed, but he never accepted it as an inherent part of American culture. “My cause,” he 
wrote, “was and is that of the black man; not because he is black, but because he is a man.”

I’m Timothy Sandefur, author of Frederick Douglass: Self-Made Man, for Prager University.
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