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Dedication
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In memorial to all enslaved peoples who

pursue freedom no matter the cost.

“His master told him he could not take care of himself,

if given his liberty. He told him he was 

willing to try the experiment.”

—B. S. DeForest, Random Sketches, 1866

(quoted in “Dismal Freedom” by J. Brent Morris) 

Cover Photo

Osman; Maroon in the Great Dismal Swamp

Image by David Hunter Strother in

Harper’s New Monthly Magazine, 1856.

The Slave in the Dismal Swamp

by

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


In dark fens of the Dismal Swamp

The hunted Negro lay;

He saw the fire of the midnight camp,

And heard at times a horse’s tramp

And a bloodhound’s distant bay.

Where will-o’-the wisps and glow-worms shine,

In bullrush and in brake;

Where weaving mosses shroud the pine,

And the cedar grows, and the poisonous vine

Is spotted like the snake;

Where hardly a human foot could pass,

Or human heart would dare,

On the quaking turf of the green morass

He crouched in the rank and tangled grass,

Like the wild beast in his lair.

A poor old slave, infirm and lame;

Great scars deformed his face;

On his forehead he bore the brand of shame,

And the rags, that hid his mangled frame,

Were the livery of disgrace.




All things above were bright and fair,

All things were glad and free;

Lithe squirrels darted here and there,

And wild birds filled the echoing air

With songs of Liberty!

On him alone was the doom of pain,

From the morning of his birth;

On him alone the curse of Cain

Fell, like the flail on the garnered grain,

And struck him to the earth!



Published in 1842









The Great Dismal Swamp of the 1700s

––––––––
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More than 300 million years ago, Africa collided with the future east coast of North America. Vast mountains sprang up that dwarfed the Himalayas. This supercontinent lasted for 100 million years. Just as violently, the two continents ruptured. Left behind was a coastal plain of shallow marine environments, including a morass on the east coast of present North America known as The Great Dismal Swamp. 

“Capricious, contradictory, and alluring” is how author Hubert Davis described this place. How does one navigate through this hell hole of nature? Assaulted by clouds of biting insects, where to step? When one’s foot does not sink into boot-sucking mud, the so-called land is a sponge. Bushes and trees sporting oversized thorns tear at skin. Dense stands of bamboo show no way forward. Occasionally, an obscure deer trail might reveal itself. Why would Mother Nature take her worst and throw it together in a 2,000-square-mile blight?  

Merriam-Webster defines swamp as “a wetland often partially or intermittently covered with water, especially one dominated by woody vegetation.” Should the dictionary add “and unfit for human existence?”

Life thrives here—much more than the clouds of ferocious bugs and biting flies. Most insects occupy the ground—ticks, cucumber beetles, caterpillars, marching ants, and countless more. Others gravitate to trees and branches. Giant webs reach out to feed an orb-weaver spider. Spittlebugs wander abundant leaves, sucking out moisture to leave behind disgusting trails of waste. Bees work overtime to pollinate the overgrown foliage. Robber flies feast on their insect brethren. No creature is safe.

Within overhanging growth, more wildlife hunts. The songs of

over two hundred avian species compete for attention. At dawn, this nature’s alarm clock wakes the soundest sleeper with the screech of mockingbirds and rapping of industrious woodpeckers. Hummingbirds flit from flower to flower. There is no silence when sunlight fades. The barred owl and its cousins work the skies, looking for a midnight meal. More than ten species of bats welcome dusk.

Crashing through the undergrowth comes one who is not shy—black bears rule. Smaller mammals, including foxes, groundhogs, and raccoons, know their place to stay hidden. A bobcat stalks. Shrews, flying squirrels, wood rats, mice, and voles teem. 

Liquid and land blend. The water is tannin and acidic. It is safe to drink, albeit an acquired taste. Sea captains swore by swamp water since it stored well. The same water yields escaping gases from decaying matter. Fumes flare and spontaneously combust, smelling like rotten eggs. 

A ripple portends new danger—a hungry copperhead glides past a beaver dam. Its sharp eyes scan the reeds and lily pads. On the bank, turtles observe a heron fishing. Otters slide playfully into the water. Below the surface, water crappie, yellow perch, chain pickerel, flier, largemouth bass, and bullhead catfish thrive. At nightfall, frogs sing for mates.

Rumors abound of people entering this quagmire, never to be seen again. Stories pass down about phantom graveyards that appear and just as quickly vanish. The image of a lost lover’s canoe may drift in the distance. Ghosts wander and inspire writers like Edgar Allen Poe. 

Storms build quickly, turning a capricious environment more fearsome. It is marshland gone wild, all matted and impenetrable. Never intended for man, nature rules this place. In 1791, can desperate people be anything other than secondary players if they choose to enter?
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Chapter 1
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Moses

“Mysterious, wild, savage, primitive, dreary,

gloomy, dismal, oppressive...” 

Sylviane Diouf

––––––––
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“It’s time for us to get moving, Linc. Seen anything yet?” said Moses. 

From up in the tree, Linc called, “I hear a dog chasing somebody. Whoever that is, they’re getting close. You got your gun primed?”

“I’m ready. If there’s a hound, a slave catcher can’t be far behind. With only one shot, we don’t want a shoot-out.”

“Might be someone like us running. Give it one more minute.”

“You always say the safety of camp is most important. We can’t save everyone. I say we make tracks.”

“Okay, I’m coming down.”

The thick undergrowth shook. Out of matted bush, a bedraggled white man burst into the clearing—his once fine clothes soaked with sweat and covered with brambles. Openly bleeding from countless cuts, wide-eyes filled a desperate face staring into the barrel of a musket.

Moses kept his gun locked between the man’s eyes. The brown-haired prisoner opened his mouth to speak, but no sound followed.

“Damn, it’s some sorry white man,” Moses said. “Get down on your knees, mister. Is that a sheriff chasing you? Linc, we better run.”

The exhausted man dropped, his knees sinking into the moist ground. He cried with pleading eyes, “I’m a fugitive like you. If you’re Christian, have mercy on my soul and help me. I implore you.” 

Before Moses could respond, the bushes shook again. A hound's menacing teeth and rabid eyes ran right into the back of the kneeling man, pushing him flat. With its front legs on the prostrate man, it snarled. Lips foaming, the animal leaped. A single shot rang out. The hound took the full blast in his muzzle, collapsing at the shooter’s feet.

With his musket raised, a grizzled bounty hunter pushed into the clearing. In a single step, he planted his foot on the back of the prostrate man, keeping him flat. His animal unmoving, the hunter spit a stream of tobacco juice on his dog. “Goddamn. That was a fine dog. Nothing more he enjoyed than getting his teeth into some slave blood. Now you can join him in hell.”

With a rustle of branches, Lincoln dropped down. The bounty hunter’s gun fired. A lead ball whistled past Moses’s ear. As one, Lincoln and Moses jumped on the hunter. “Grab his knife, Linc. I got his arms.” Under the melee, the wrestling smothered the fugitive.

Fighting ceased when Lincoln pushed a knife against the hunter’s throat. “Don’t move, or you’ll join that dog in hell. Get his pistol, Moses. Is that gun primed? Keep him covered.”

“The gun’s ready. If his sorry ass moves, I’ll be happy to end his suffering.”

A weak voice called, “Could you get off me? My mouth is full of dirt. I can’t breathe.”

Lincoln stood back from the disarmed hunter, enabling the two white men to sit beside each other. The hunter swung around, hitting the smaller man he’d been chasing. “Nathanial Johnston, you’re my prisoner and will return with me to pay for your crimes. I’ll make sure the judge gives you more lashes and forces your owner to pay for my dog.”

With a swift kick to the bounty hunter’s back, Lincoln said, “Shut up. Although I like watching whites fight each other, start removing your clothes.”

Nathanial slithered away from his tracker, spitting mossy dirt and stretching his sore back. The hunter snarled, “I ain’t giving you my clothes. I heard how runaways steal everything. That’s not gonna happen with me.”

Lincoln reached down to grab a handful of the hunter’s long, greasy hair, placing the knife’s blade back on the man’s neck. “I think you’re gonna get out of those clothes, or we’ll take them off—no matter how soaked they might be with your sorry blood.”

Angry eyes glared. “You can have my damn clothes. Just leave my boots so I can get out of this god-awful swamp. Johnston, you’ll pay for this.”

Nathanial looked up, meekly asking, “Do you want my clothes?”

“We don’t want those,” Lincoln said. “Hell, they’re all torn up, and you don’t even have two shoes. Your bounty man will probably take that one shoe when we leave.”

“Please don’t make me go with him. They’ll whip me and put me in chains. You’re fugitives. Take me with you.”

“What’s your crime?” Moses asked. “And why’d the hunter say you have an owner?”

The shaking man stared at the ground, saying nothing, while Lincoln stuffed clothes and boots in a cloth sack. 

With the hunter down to his underwear, he hurled spit towards the runaway next to him. “This man’s a slave, like you. He prettied up his hair and misled people with his light skin—was getting ready to marry an innocent girl. His master tracked him down in time, then hired me when he ran. He’ll be lucky to only be whipped. I bet the judge has a rope waiting. Go ahead, keep this man. I’ll catch up with him another day.”

Nathanial felt the wad of spit slowly run down his face. 

With a sudden smile that revealed six uneven, stained teeth, the hunter gently said, “Just give me my guns, and I’ll be on my way. You can keep the boots.”

Moses laughed. “Sometimes you whites think we must be as dumb as you say. Today’s good for us. Thanks to you, we’re adding two more guns to our collection, along with the clothes and powder in your pack.”

Anger filled the hunter’s face while leaning over to punch Nathanial in the ribs, “I’ll track you down, then you’ll pay. This ain’t over.”

Lincoln kicked the hunter’s backside, sending the man sprawling. “Get outta here before I change my mind about letting you go.”

The hunter stood, staring hard at the two swamp residents and his dead dog. With a last shake of his head and obscene gesture, he limped into the bushes.

Lincoln reached down to grab a handful of Nathanial’s hair, almost lifting him off the ground. “Look, Moses, under this painted hair, it's black.”

Nathanial fell back to the ground, rubbing his stinging scalp. “After I was born, my mother smuggled me away from the plantation. Her owner killed her when he learned what she’d done. A white minister and his wife hid me. They knew I was born into slavery but raised me as a freeman because of my light skin. I was engaged to be married. Then all hell broke loose when somehow my old owner showed up to claim me.”

Moses stepped forward. “We need to get out of here. What if that hunter wasn’t by himself? You’re not thinking about bringing this one with us, are you, Linc?”

“What else we gonna do? You heard that hunter say they wanna stretch his neck.”

“How can we trust this man? He just admitted he’s been living a lie. What if this is a trap to track us and reveal where we’ve been hiding?”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Nathanial blurted.

Moses gave the sitting man a slap. ”Shut up. No one’s talking to you. How would you know what the sheriff might be up to? Linc, as leader, you always say don’t take chances. This piece of crap who might have owned slaves doesn’t deserve us taking a risk. While living as a white man, maybe this man beat his slaves.”

“We can’t send him back to be hung,” said Linc. “If he did wrong with slaves and deserves punishment, we’ll let Council decide. If they rule against him, there’s plenty of hungry swamp critters to feed him to.”

Lincoln pulled their prisoner roughly up by his collar. “On your feet, Mister Nathanial. Is that what you liked your slaves to call you? What’s your slave name?”

On shaky knees, Nathanial managed, “My family never owned slaves. I don’t know my slave name.”

Lincoln pulled the quaking man within inches of his face. “Don’t know, or don’t want to remember?”




Moses

Sometimes, I don’t understand Linc. He tells us the most important thing is to avoid outside contact unless necessary for survival.  When there’s no other way, only then we raid. So far, we’ve not had a problem.

It’s plain unlucky to bump into this runner today. We’re damn lucky to be alive.

Nothing good comes from dealing with whites. When the British made me a King’s Soldier in their army, they promised freedom if we helped defeat what they called a small American revolution. One day, without warning, them British got on their ships and left us with only our uniforms and guns. It was a matter of time before the Americans captured or killed us. At least I hid this gun before being taken prisoner. Thank the Lord, I had it today.

Like I said, nothing good comes from dealing with whites. This new man looks like a child with those baby cheeks and soft hands. What good is he gonna do for us?
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Chapter 2
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Lincoln

––––––––
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The three men silently marched along an overgrown trail wild animals forged. Vines covering trees reached out to snag  travelers. In and out of water, even on the mushy ground, each step took effort. Lincoln and Moses moved with deft skill. Tugging their stumbling blindfolded captive along, in deep water they helped Nathanial to keep his face above water. 

Despite being repeatedly told to be quiet, the trek soon became too much for the prisoner. “Please stop,” he gasped. “I lost a shoe in my escape. The remaining one is filled with mud. With this hood over my head you put on me, I can’t breathe. My face is dripping with sweat.” His repeated pleas brought no response.

Struggling up a steep, boggy bank and crawling over a fallen log, the three paused on soft, dry ground. Exasperated, Lincoln ripped the hood off, snapping Nathanial’s head back. “I said shut up. You’re the one who chose to come with us. This is nothing compared to what’s ahead. Catch your breath, then we gotta keep moving. We’ve got a long way to go.”

Moses shook his head sadly. “I told you we shouldn’t bring him. If the sheriff decides this man hurt a white woman, that could mean a posse. That hunter now knows our names. Why are we taking this risk?”

Lincoln brought an old glass bottle from his sack, pulling the stopper with his teeth. Extending the tannin liquid to Nathanial, ”You thirsty? Drink now. It’s all you get until camp.”

Although parched, Nathanial eyed the brackish water and pulled back. Lincoln smiled. “This is swamp water. It tastes like sassafras tea.”

Nathanial watched his captors drain the bottle. Lincoln put the flask away and turned to his partner. “Our camp’s deep enough in the swamp. No hunter’s been able to get close yet. Besides, that’s not the first time my name’s been out there. You’re the one who said plantation slaves talk about me and compare me to Robin Hood. We’ll be okay.” 

Nathanial raised his hands to fight back when Lincoln started to slip the black cloth hood back on. “That thing is filthy. I’m a fugitive like you. Why don’t you trust me?” 

Lincoln’s hand flew out, pulling the prisoner’s face close. Nathanial could smell the big man’s breath. Staring into flashing eyes, the prisoner froze. Without another word, Lincoln tied the hood, bringing back darkness. 

Back walking, “We don’t know whose side you’re on,” Lincoln said. “You lived as a white man and look more white than Negro. Hear that word he used, Moses? He thinks the mask is filthy. Wait until he sees where we’re going. Then he’ll learn filthy. Give us any more trouble, Mister Nathanial, and the next time I spot some quicksand, I’ll make Moses happy.”

The covered head gave a weak nod. “I understand.”

With a wry laugh, Lincoln said, “This used-to-be white man is getting smart. Now we gotta move. I bet swamp water gonna taste fine when he gets to camp. Nathanial means gift from God. Maybe God sent you as a present.”

“Linc, I still say you’re crazy,” Moses said. “What kind of help can he be? Look how soft his hands are.”

“He’s gonna help. Don’t you worry, or I’ll dispose of him myself.”


Lincoln

Moses won’t give me a break about my decision. Like everyone in camp, he’s got the right to challenge me. Since he's head of Camp Militia, others listen to what he says. Black Robin Hood—I wish he’d stop calling me that. But I kind of like the name. After groveling as a slave and now scrapping by in this terrible place, maybe I’m doing some good. 

I can’t say how this sorry man will help us. But he’s a man, and no one deserves what the law would do to him. He looks like someone who needs to be with his mama rather than wandering around this swamp. I bet he was a dandy in the white world with fine clothes and nice manners. I wonder what’s gonna happen to his minister pappy, who raised him? With the secret out about the baby he took in, that man may have to move to protect the rest of the family. 

How am I going to explain this back at camp? Like Moses said, I tell everyone we need to stay hidden and not do anything to bring attention. Now I’m bringing in a runner the sheriff wants badly. If hunters come chasing this man, our entire camp could be back in chains.
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Chapter 3
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Nathanial

––––––––
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Under the blinding hood, Nathanial focused on his other senses. Even through the dank-smelling mask, he took in the contrast of fetid rotting and sweet floral. The first autumn’s leaves shuffled under his feet. In case he might be able to escape, he counted the number of steps traveled in each direction. The folly of that possibility became apparent when his captors frequently changed direction, even once stopping to spin him around. As he processed his reality, what option did he have other than to rely on these two for salvation? They mentioned a camp. Isn’t a place to stay what he needed? When Nathanial decided to flee here, he had no strategy to survive. Providence sent these men, no matter how grim it appeared.

Who are these two? I’ve heard rumors of escaped slaves who live in the swamp and have guns. There must be more people at the camp they mention. How many could there be? These two know the swamp and are used to being in charge. One referred to the other as the Black Robin Hood. That name implies he’s doing some sort of good. I may not want to admit it, but since being exposed, these may be my people. Why did I have to be found out after all these years? Is this some test from God? What do I have to do to get these two to trust me? One of them mentioned a Council that would reach a decision about me. That doesn’t sound good. 

“Time to pay attention, Mister Nathanial,” Lincoln said. “For what’s ahead, I’ll loosen your hood so you can look out the bottom. Step only where we say. Moccasins around here like tussocks. Hate

to watch you die from a snake bite.”

Nathanial locked up, shuddering at the thought of snakes. These incessant insects are terrible enough. Why do we have to go where there are snakes? 

Moses gave a violent shove that almost made Nathanial fall. “What are you doing? Keep moving!” 

Trying to manage his fear, Nathanial decided engaging with his captors might be valuable. Following Lincoln’s instructions, he concentrated on where to carefully place his feet. “What are tussocks? I want to be sure to avoid them.”

“Moses, this man don’t know nothing. Pull off his hood to show him tussocks. Then cover him back up.”

With the soggy mask off, Nathanial deeply drew breaths of fresh air. Mopping his face with a torn sleeve, he waved uselessly at the cloud of mosquitos. Moses pointed the hunter’s gun down to tall clumps of thick green grass. The big man seemed comfortable handling weapons. “Them’s tussocks and snakes like to hide in them. Remember that.” Without another word, darkness descended under the stifling mask. 

To block out the thought of snakes, Nathanial processed his latest look at his captors. The one called Moses stood squat and powerful, with a deep cleft between his eyebrows. A brand scarred one cheek, part of a menacing face that did not look like it smiled often. He wore an old red uniform coat. What stood out were giant, gnarled hands that looked capable of violence. This was not a man to anger. 

Lincoln appeared more reasonable, despite his many threats. Taller than Moses, he had broad shoulders and muscled arms from years of hard labor. The gray hair around his temples gave him an almost distinguished appearance and indicated he was older. Smile lines around his eyes gave hope that maybe this was someone Nathanial could reason with.

Led by Lincoln and carrying his remaining shoe, Nathanial’s bare feet sank a few inches with each step on springy ground. Often, the soft ground gave way to knife-like grass that cut his feet. Though used to Virginia’s humid air, deep in the swamp, each breath felt oppressive. Too exhausted to continue uselessly waving at the swarming insects, Nathanial surrendered to bites riddling his exposed skin. At least the infernal hood kept his face protected. With each step, he regretted passing on the dark water. Gnawing thirst grew more demanding with each step. 

At water crossings, Nathanial frantically asked about snakes, sure he was about to be bitten. Wading through more water, Nathanial slipped repeatedly on knotted roots and sunken logs. What things are down there that I might step on?

On the next hummock, out of the bottom of his mask, Nathanial saw that his knee was bleeding. When he pointed out his open wound, rough hands shoved him forward.

Hours dragged. Gradually the cloud cover grew, providing relief from the direct sun. A brisk breeze picked up late in the afternoon, keeping the insects somewhat at bay. Smelling like rain might be on the way, Lincoln ordered them to pick up the pace. The trio stepped into more water, their feet slogging through soft mud. 

Almost in a trance-like state of exhaustion, Nathanial concen-trated on  the variety of songs and messages from the birds that filled the air. Feathered creatures had been a boyhood passion, and he prided himself on knowledge of birds. This deep in the swamp, almost all he heard sounded new. Close by came the call of frogs. Underbrush rustled as smaller creatures made their way. Occasionally, the splash of fish or cries of animals intruded. Now with each labored step, his legs shook with exhaustion.

Lincoln suddenly stopped, followed by a sharp, thrashing sound. “One less snake for you to worry about, Mister Nathanial. It’s a big one. This’ll make someone a mighty fine supper.”

Nathanial’s stomach roiled, imagining consuming a snake. Swallowing his repulsion, “Yes, I bet that would be tasty. I assume you two escaped from a plantation, right?”

“Hear that, Moses? He assumes. Yeah, Mister Nathanial, we’re escaped—just like you.”

Embarrassed, Nathanial drew in a sharp breath and forged on. “Why did you take that man’s clothes? I see the value in keeping weapons. But sending him home in his underwear, is that to humiliate him?”

“We take clothes because we need them,” Lincoln answered. “When we get to camp, you’ll see how many live in rags. That hunter has more clothes at home. His small contribution will help keep someone warm this winter.”

Nathanial asked, “Since slaves aren’t allowed to learn to read, how do you know my name means a gift from God?”

Lincoln said, “Not all whites are as cruel as most. Some think we’re real men. Before I escaped, the owner’s son taught me since he thought I’d be more valuable to the plantation. I have my own Bible. Do you read the Lord’s book?”

“I regularly attend Presbyterian services and am a god-fearing man.”

“Not god-fearing enough to avoid lying to people,” said Lincoln.

“Hiding my true identity was a necessity.”

“Had to do it, huh? I guess I understand that. Maybe any of us would do what you chose, but we could never pass for white. Anyway, your peaceful life is over. You’re stuck with your real brothers and sisters now. That is, if Council agrees.”

“Moses said you’re the leader. Aren’t you the one who decides? Since I’m Negro by birth and a fugitive, why wouldn’t the Council allow me to stay?”

“No one person in camp decides what’s best. Council makes the important decisions. Anyone in camp can take part. If some object, you can’t stay. After having lives where we didn’t have any choice, now we decide.”

“Are there other camps or groups I could join?”

“Ours is the biggest settlement. If Council decides against you, you could try to find others who live deep in the swamp. We’re doing too much talking. Shut up and march. We need to be back before dark.”

***
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As the light began to fade, Nathanial now leaned heavily onto Lincoln’s sweaty back to keep from collapsing. Every muscle burned. Through growing disorientation, he debated whether putting on his one remaining shoe might help, but concluded it would get lost in the deep mud. Repeatedly now, his unprotected feet caught on roots and were pierced by stones or thorns, forcing him to hobble. No matter how he begged for a rest break, only silence returned. For whatever reason, he clutched onto the useless shoe.

I can’t do this much longer. If I collapse, will they just leave me?  This infernal mask is choking me.  Back home at this time of day, I’d be on the veranda sipping a cooling drink. That Moses laughed when I asked if he had more water. I wonder if I should swallow swamp water when we wade? They said it’s safe to drink. But maybe it’s okay in some places and not others. Should I chance it? How much longer to this so-called camp? How can people possibly live in the middle of this awful place? 

“It’s slippery ahead, Mister Nathanial. Me and Moses are gonna get close and hold your arms. No more just grabbing onto the back of my shirt. There are branches lashed together under the water that we’ll walk on. Don’t step to either side. The water’s deep here.”

“When can I take this mask off? I’m worn out and may collapse. My foot pains me. Are you sure there’s no more water to drink?”

“We’re close to camp,” Lincoln said. “Be patient. One does get thirsty in these parts. You should have sipped when you had the chance. Here we go.”

Almost lifting Nathanial off the ground, Lincoln and Moses firmly gripped each of Nathanial’s biceps, stepping sideways on an underwater bridge that was a foot below the surface. Nathanial’s shoeless feet scraped on the knots and uneven surfaces of tree limbs. More than once, the prisoner’s legs buckled, forcing his captors to fully support him. After several painful minutes, the trio stepped onto boggy land. Without warning, Lincoln issued a piercing whistle, answered by a tone from up ahead. After trading signals, Lincoln said, “They know we’re coming. Let’s go.”

The three marched onto firmer ground. Lincoln announced, “We crawl now. Hold my leg and follow. Keep down unless you want to get cut by brambles.”

“Can’t I take this blasted mask off so I can protect myself?”

The answer came from Moses, who forced the prisoner onto all fours. “Listen to Mister Lincoln, or I’ll throw you into the damn brambles.”  

Moses’ foot pushed Nathanial flat until the captive’s face pressed into the dirt. Nathanial reached to grasp Lincoln’s pant leg. Edging forward along a narrow path beneath overgrown bushes, Nathanial repeatedly got snagged. What have I gotten myself into?

Following a couple of turns, Nathanial sensed being in the open. Pulled to his feet, he heard voices. His mask lifted off, Nathanial blinked in the twilight. A none-too-friendly group of men and women grew silent and stared.


Nathanial

Besides the people waiting here, more are coming. I’m the center of attention. People whisper and point at me. I don’t like what’s going on. No one looks friendly. They must think I’m a white man. Should I say something? Better leave that to Lincoln.

This place looks sizable. The ground is dry. Trees and thick brush are on all sides. We crossed smaller islands like this getting here. Moses called them hummocks. This appears to be much bigger. There must be different ways in and out of here. I’m exhausted and need to sit. Better stand until Lincoln says that’s okay.

How did this day lead me here? This morning, I planned to stand up in court and explain why they should grant me freedom. My stepfather said I’d be a fool to do that and better run if I got the chance. I wasn’t expecting that advice from a minister who preached we should always obey the law. When that lazy deputy got distracted, I took off. What choice did I have other than to flee? I pray they don’t punish my family for raising me as a freeman. 

What’s next? Lincoln is waving for me to follow him. 
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Chapter 4
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Ceilia
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Outrage filled Ceilia’s face. “What you dragged in now, Linc? We were hoping for a wild pig. Instead, you bring another mouth to feed. And a white one, at that.” Arms akimbo and impatiently tapping one foot, Lincoln’s wife demanded a response.

The camp leader pursed his lips. With many looking on, the man dubbed Robin Hood knew it was time to measure his words. “We can talk about it as soon as I get this man settled. He’s not white, just light-skinned.”  

More camp residents crowded closer, looking for information about the new arrival. Realizing he had to say something, Lincoln announced, “This is Mister Nathanial. He’s running from the law and a former slave like us. I need to get this man to where he’ll stay. I’ll explain more at Council tonight.” 

Curious eyes followed the new arrival. Ceilia shrugged to those watching, then rushed to catch up to her husband and the new man. The others gravitated toward Moses to hear what led to this.

Nathanial glanced back to study the face of the slim woman following him. She was striking, with an angular face and a broad forehead. Barefoot, she wore a dark shift that covered her arms and legs. With her hair covered by a turban, Nathanial thought her dress looked functional for someone keeping insects at bay. Reaching a ramshackle hut constructed from various vintages of used boards, Lincoln said, “This is our place. You can sleep on the ground next to our cabin.”

Before Nathanial could reply, more camp residents closed in to stare at the new arrival. Lincoln repeated to these people what he previously announced. “Same orders for this man as all new folks. He stays in camp and can’t leave. If you see him break any rules, get Moses or me. He needs a drink after our long walk. Ceil, could you fetch him some water?”

Unsure how to act with the many eyes gawking at him, Nathanial gathered himself. With a sweep of his arm and standing tall, he gracefully bowed to the group. A couple of children tittered. Covered with cuts and tattered clothes, Nathanial realized how foolish he must look. But almost everyone looking back wore attire long past its prime and walked barefoot. Men had unshorn, matted hair and beards. Some looked to be gray-haired, bent with age. Like Ceilia, the women all wore long dresses. No one looked as if they ate much.

Ceilia returned with an animal hide pouch of water, handing a small gourd to the new man. She watched him greedily drink several cups. With the back of his hand, Nathanial wiped his mouth dry. “Thank you for sharing your water, madam.” 

For the first time since they met, Lincoln smiled. “I told you our water would taste fine once you got thirsty enough.”

Ceilia continued to stare at her husband. Nathanial noticed the woman’s eyes would not focus. He wondered if she
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