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“In Africa soil, my mama,
she name me Kossula.”
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This is a survivor’s story.
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Introduction

THE TRANSATLANTIC HUMAN trade is the most dramatic chapter in the story of human existence. A great literature has grown up about it. Those who defended it have had their say. Among them are European traders who have boasted of buying and selling human flesh. All these words from the buyer and seller. Not one word from the sold.

European traders forced people in Africa onto ships that carried them to the Americas. This scary journey is now called the Middle Passage. When enslaved people were forced onto the ships, no one told them where they were going, or whether they would ever see their families and friends and homelands again. Between 1501 and 1875, about 12.5 million people endured the Middle Passage. Nearly two million people died during the voyage. Among the more than 10 million survivors, about 300,000 of these enslaved people were sent to the United States. Of all the people transported against their wills from Africa to the United States, Cudjo Lewis was the only known person still alive in 1931.
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This is the life story of Cudjo Lewis, as told by himself. It makes no attempt to be a scientific document, but on the whole, he is rather accurate. If he is a little hazy as to detail, he is certainly to be forgiven. Cudjo Lewis tells his story in his own way, without the intrusion of interpretation.

Cudjo told his story, in his own way, to the great African American storyteller Zora Neale Hurston. She was from Eatonville, Florida, and is well known as “a genius of the South.” In the 1920s and 1930s, Hurston published several novels and short stories about African Americans. Many young people are reading her novel, Their Eyes Were Watching God, in high schools across the United States. Hurston not only told her own stories; she collected and preserved the stories of African Americans. Perhaps the most important story she collected and preserved was the story of Cudjo Lewis.

Hurston had met Cudjo for the first time in July 1927. He lived in Plateau, Alabama, a suburb of Mobile. She talked with Cudjo again in December of 1927 and again in 1928. Thus, from Cudjo and from research, she learned the story of the last load of enslaved people brought into the United States—the last “Black cargo.”

Hurston tried to publish Cudjo’s story before he died in 1935. Publishers said no. Hurston wasn’t able to find a publisher before she died in 1960. Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo” was not published until 2018.

Ibram X. Kendi adapted Hurston’s Barracoon into this book. As a college professor, he writes books on African American history, racism, and being antiracist for adults and young people. Kendi has long admired the writings of Hurston, especially Barracoon. In this adaption, he translated Cudjo’s story and Hurston’s words for young people, ensuring that the narration and dialogue are readable, understandable, and appropriate for young readers. Kendi balanced the process of making the story accessible and clear for young people with an intense focus on preserving Cudjo’s voice, Hurston’s voice, as well as the history, cultures, struggles, and triumphs they shared. Some of Cudjo’s words are spelled differently in this adaptation, so young readers can both recognize their meaning and how Cudjo pronounced them. As Hurston sought to preserve Cudjo’s voice, Kendi sought to preserve Cudjo’s and Hurston’s voices. Stories are passed down from generation to generation like money. But the most valuable things humans receive from the past generations are not money. They are stories. The past is always present because of stories. The past is always teaching us through stories.

Cudjo was born in Africa and enslaved in the United States. Enslavers made a lot of money forcing enslaved people like Cudjo to work in fields, boats, homes, and factories without pay. Enslaved people were whipped and hurt if they didn’t work, or work fast enough. They typically had little to no say in how they spent most of their days, or what they ate, drank, or wore.

Cudjo and other enslaved people did not accept their enslavement or the strict rules and punishments that came with it. They pushed back in many ways: they ran away or fought enslavers together. They sang together. They cooked together. They worshiped together. They loved together. Enslaved people were human beings, not property. The people enslaving Cudjo were being racist. They lied and said they shackled Cudjo because of the color of his skin. They lied and said Black people should be enslaved, and White people should be free. These were lies because wealthy White people enslaved Black people to make money from their labor. And lots of it.

Slavery ended in the United States in 1865, but racism did not. It remained legal to enslave people who were in prison. And soon, several states were forcing incarcerated Black people to work in fields, mines, and other places. This all happened under what became known as Jim Crow. Under Jim Crow, there were “Whites only” restaurants, bathrooms, water fountains, and many other segregated places. Black people were forced to ride at the back of buses and sit in the balcony at theatres. Few Black people could vote. Black people like Cudjo rarely received justice in the courts, and they labored for little more pay than the nothing they had received during slavery. In almost every case, Black workers received less pay than White workers for doing the same job. And there were violent organizations like the Ku Klux Klan that bullied and killed Black people to keep them down. The Klan bullied and killed people of all races who fought for equality. But the Klan could not stop the antiracist fight against Jim Crow.

The four men responsible for bringing Cudjo against his will to the United States were three brothers and Captain William “Bill” Foster. Jim, Tim, and Burns Meaher were from the state of Maine. The Meaher brothers moved from Maine to Alabama. They had a place on the Alabama River where they built fast boats. The Meahers hired Captain Foster to steer the ship. Captain Foster had done business with the Meahers. He was from Canada.

The Clotilda was the fastest boat available. She was the one selected to make the trip. Captain Foster seems to have been the owner of the vessel. He sailed in command and hired a crew of northern sailors.

These northern sailors led by a Canadian-born captain showed the international life of the institution of slavery in 1859. European and northern banks lent money to southern enslavers to buy enslaved people who had been taken from Africa, and to buy land that had been taken from Native people. Cotton, rice, tobacco, and sugar grown by enslaved people on southern land were often made into goods in northern and European factories. Many northerners and Europeans resisted their neighbors who called for the abolition of US slavery.
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It had been illegal to import enslaved people from Africa into the United States since 1808. So, the captain lied to authorities, saying that the Clotilda was sailing to the coast of West Africa for red palm oil. The ship slipped away from Mobile as secretly as possible, to avoid getting in trouble.

The Clotilda had an uneventful voyage east in the Gulf of Mexico, through the Caribbean, and out into the Atlantic Ocean. Then a hurricane struck, and Captain Foster had to stop for repair at the Cape Verde islands off the coast of West Africa. While the ship was in dry dock, his crew got upset. They demanded more pay or they would tell authorities about the captain’s illegal intentions. Captain Foster hurriedly promised more pay for the sailors, though he would later break this promise.

After the repairs had been made, Captain Foster sailed away. Soon the ship was safely anchored in the Gulf of Guinea, off the coast of Whydah, the port of the mighty nation of Dahomey. Today, Whydah is Ouidah, a city on the coast of the Republic of Benin in West Africa. Whydah did not have a harbor where ships could dock. So, ships had to sit out at sea.

The communications with the shore were carried on by Kroo men in their surf boats. These Kroo men and boys were ship laborers who were very skilled in steering small boats filled with people or merchandise through the waves and onto the beach.

The Kroo men brought Captain Foster to the prince of Dahomey. The prince received him seated on his throne; he was gracious and hospitable.

Captain Foster had little trouble purchasing enslaved Africans. The barracoons—the jails where traders kept enslaved people—were overflowing. For centuries, European traders had instigated wars between nations in West Africa. They knew the prisoners of war would be sold to traders. European traders created the increased demand for enslaved people.

There were numerous ethnic groups and nations in West Africa in 1859. The similarities of their darker skins
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