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Praise

A New York Times Bestsellers Editors’ Choice 

An Amazon Editors’ Pick for February

One of Fortune Magazine’s ‘21 Books to Look Forward to in 2021’ 

One of Bustle’s ‘11 Nonfiction Books to Read for Black History Month’

 

‘An intimate narrative that aims to link not only Little, King and Baldwin, but all Black mothers’

New York Times Book Review

‘[A] dynamic blend of biography and manifesto … Tubbs’s book stands against the women’s erasure, a monument to their historical importance. As Malcolm X put it, “All our achievements are mom’s”’

New Yorker

‘This ambitious book reframes African American history, supplying the female Black experience as a much-needed perspective’

Washington Post

‘An engrossing triple biography … Tubbs skilfully draws parallels between each woman’s story, and vividly captures the early years of the civil rights movement. This immersive history gives credit where it’s long overdue’

Publishers Weekly

‘Masterful … Her storytelling is compelling. This important piece of scholarship and profoundly personal defence of African American women deserves a wide audience’

Booklist

‘A fascinating exploration into the lives of three women ignored by history after raising sons who helped shape a movement. By tracing the intellectual, political and emotional strands of each woman’s life, Anna Malaika Tubbs uncovers hidden complexities within Black motherhood that illuminate our understanding of the past while also shedding light on the overlooked contributions of Black women today. An eye-opening, engrossing read!’

Brit Bennett, New York Times bestselling author of The Vanishing Half

‘Anna Malaika Tubbs does what Black women do best: hold up the light in darkness, calling us all to do our work … When we tell the stories of Black women with the sharp truth and clarity Anna has, we can better honour the past and find guidance for the struggles of today. Anna is a powerful storyteller, and we should all be grateful she chose to tell this story’

Brittany Packnett Cunningham, co-host of Pod Save the People

‘In excavating the life stories of the mothers who reared three of the most central figures in the struggle for civil rights, Anna Malaika Tubbs provides a profound reflection on the contours of Black freedom in the twentieth century and beyond … An essential celebration of Black women, one that illuminates the history of racism and resistance in critical new ways. A timely and important book’

Elizabeth Hinton, author of America on Fire

‘Magnificent … An intimate explication of motherhood as the shoulders upon which children stand … but it’s also a love letter to these three particular Black women; a scholarly rejection of the trope of Black woman as conquered victim; and a literary declaration that Black women know best how to survive in this broken world while actively mending it for everyone’

Julie Lythcott-Haims, New York Times bestselling author of How to Raise an Adult

‘Tubbs’s connection to these women is palpable on the page – as both a mother and a scholar of the impact Black motherhood has had on America. Through Tubbs’s writing







Dedication

This is for all the mamas.

You deserve respect, dignity, and recognition.

I honor you.

I celebrate you.

I see you.
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When multiple forces are working to deny life, to take away rights, to coerce people into submission, hope persists, the fight does not weaken, and life continues to be birthed. Through individual agendas that battle oppression and in the uniting of efforts, Black women have found a way, even when seemingly impossible, to give life. This sentiment sets the scene for the arrival of our three girls: girls who would grow up to become their own givers of life; Black girls who were born in a time of social upheaval, particularly in the United States, and also a time of Black women’s continued battle for their community.

We do not begin in the United States, however. Instead, we launch in a majestic place where a ridge of mountains runs north and south; where the reds, yellows, and greens of the flora and agriculture are surrounded by the blues of the Caribbean Sea. Here, you find a culture that stems from a mix of West Indian, West African, and Caribbean traditions that were forever changed by British and French colonization. Originally inhabited by the Arawaks, who were displaced by the Carib Indians, who were then colonized by the French and later the British, the area is now populated primarily (82 percent) by people of West African ancestry who are descendants of slaves. This island of volcanic origin is filled with rain forests, waterfalls, beaches, rum, nutmeg, calypso, reggae, and soca. We begin on the island of Grenada, where Louise Langdon Norton was born.

In order to understand Louise, in order to know how the color of her skin influenced her thinking, in order to comprehend why her grandparents were so important in her life and, as a result, in Malcolm X’s life, we cannot begin with her birth. Louise would become a warrior and a symbol of resistance because the struggle for freedom pulsed through her genes. The blood of her ancestors carried with it messages of liberation, while the land that held her whispered tales of revolutions it had witnessed over the years. The water all around her held the bodies of fighters who came before her, and she was proud to continue the legacy of her country, her people, and her family.

To this day, one of the defining features of Grenadians is their resistance, specifically to white supremacy. In 1650, more than two hundred years before Louise was born, dozens of French soldiers were sent to the island to capture and colonize the Caribs. Striking at night and beginning a bloody slaughter on May 30, the French sought to take control of Carib land and life. Instead of surrendering, at least forty people chose to jump several hundred feet to their deaths from a hill overlooking the Caribbean Sea. The story of these Caribs is known in Grenada’s history as a symbol of resistance to European domination, and the hill from which they leapt is known as Leapers Hill. Through history like this, Louise would learn of the bravery of Carib people. She would learn that sacrificing one’s life in the name of freedom was more admirable than living in captivity.

A century later, in 1795, Grenada witnessed more radical resistance to colonization, this time in the form of Fedon’s Rebellion. Led by Julien Fedon, a man inspired by the Haitian Revolution, an estimated fourteen thousand enslaved Africans joined forces with freed Africans to revolt against British rule. The rebels burned houses and dragged British settlers into the streets where they would be executed. This rebellion engulfed Grenada for more than a year until sixteen regiments were deployed on the island to regain British rule. The revolt was halted by the British force, but Fedon was never captured. Though his whereabouts were unknown, his revolutionary spirit was there to stay, and the rebellion contributed to Grenada’s eventual independence. From hearing stories like Fedon’s, Louise knew to never simply accept defeat. She found champions of rebellions and revolutions. She knew fighting against injustice called for serious measures.

In the first years of the twentieth century, the population of Grenada was approximately sixty-three thousand. Two of these residents were Louise’s grandparents, “Liberated Africans” by the names of Jupiter and Mary Jane Langdon who brought six children into the world. To be a “Liberated African” meant that of an estimated four million Africans brought as slaves to the Americas, Atlantic Ocean and Indian Ocean islands, Arabia, and India, you were part of the 6 percent who had been emancipated by a judicial network made up of international courts and local authorities. In the nineteenth century, British and U.S. governments passed laws to diminish and ultimately ban maritime human trafficking. This by no means signaled the end of slavery; instead it furthered the already detestable sexual exploitation of slaves. With fewer slaves being captured overseas, more slaves would need to be produced on land to meet labor demands. However, some did find freedom as a result. With this kind of legislation in place, authorities seized any ships that were suspected of violating maritime rules, and when slaves were found, their fate was decided. A small percentage of these slaves were actually freed.

Jupiter and Mary Jane were captured in Nigeria and then released by the Royal Navy. With them, they brought their own stories of resistance against colonial rule. They shared these with their children and grandchildren. Not only was Louise raised on stories of the Carib Indians and revolutionaries like Fedon, she was also well aware of her West African roots.

One of the most famous stories of resistance to colonial rule in West Africa is that of a queen mother by the name of Yaa Asantewaa, who eventually became the commander in chief of the Ashanti people in Ghana. Yaa Asantewaa fought in the War of the Golden Stool in the late nineteenth century. After the British had successfully dethroned and exiled other Ashanti leaders, Yaa Asantewaa refused to give up. She stated that if the men of the kingdom would not defend their people, the women would rise to the challenge. She reinvigorated her people to fight, and although she was captured during the rebellion, she too has become known in history as a symbol of unwavering resistance to European rule.

After being enslaved and subsequently emancipated, Jupiter and Mary Jane found themselves in the small village of La Digue in Grenada. Despite being “liberated,” they were not spared the pains of colonization and racism. They still lived in a world where their rights were constantly violated and where they tried to teach their children how to resist. As their children grew older, Jupiter and Mary Jane continued to lead the household with strength and love no matter what came their way.

In the late nineteenth century, their daughter Edith gave birth to a child. This child stood out from the rest of her family members. Because of her skin, which was nearly white, and her hair, which was long and straight, it was rumored that she was the product of rape. While the exact details of her conception have been lost in history, this tragic possibility was unfortunately a common one.

The effects of slavery, one being the constant control of Black women’s bodies through sexual violence, was universal far after emancipation; countless Black women and girls were raped while perpetrators faced only minor consequences, if any. This injustice took place in colonies all over the world long before Edith’s time. As Pamela Scully states in her article “Rape, Race, and Colonial Culture,” “Colonialism created conditions that authorized the pervasive rape of black women by white men.” The colonized were seen as less civilized and less worthy of protection. Women of color were viewed as more promiscuous than their white counterparts, and therefore violence against them was justified. Scully begins by telling the story of Anna Simpson, a woman who was raped on April 2, 1850, near Cape Town. Her perpetrator, David Booyson, was originally found guilty and sentenced to death. However, when it was discovered that Anna was a colored woman instead of a “respectable woman,” Booyson’s death sentence was replaced with temporary hard labor.

The lack of appropriate punishment for the perpetrators of sexual violence against women of color also continued to take place long after Edith’s time. One of the most famous examples is that of Recy Taylor in Alabama. On the night of September 3, 1944, Recy, a twenty-four-year-old at the time, was walking home from church when she was abducted and raped by six white men. Even though one of the men admitted guilt, none of the six was indicted.

Countless women have experienced this atrocity, and most of their stories will never be known, but the historian Danielle McGuire used her book At the Dark End of the Street: Black Women, Rape, and Resistance to pay tribute to as many women as she could. The book details forty separate cases similar to Anna’s, Recy’s, and possibly Edith’s. One of the dozens of stories she shares is that of Betty Jean Owens, a young Black woman who was raped by four white men in Tallahassee, Florida, in 1959. The terror began when the four men made a pact to “go out and get a nigger girl” and have an “all night party.” Armed with shotguns and switchblades, they searched for victims near a local park. They hijacked a car and ordered two female Florida A&M University students to get out. One of the girls escaped, but the other, Betty Jean Owens, was raped seven times.

In 1897, Edith gave birth to her first and only baby, a girl named Louise. Jupiter and Mary Jane helped to raise her. Her skin was so light, she could easily pass as white, and Louise hated this about herself. From the very beginning, she faced a choice that many mixed-race people faced before her and that she would continue to face for the rest of her life: whether, even in times of danger, to declare her African descent and claim her Blackness—and if so, how to do so. She would find strategies in her family, in her education, in the stories she was raised on.

The Langdon family was dealt a devastating blow when Louise’s grandfather and father figure, a carpenter and farmer who did everything he could to provide for his family, passed away in 1901, leaving Mary Jane to raise six children and a grandchild on her own. The lessons Jupiter passed on to Louise during her first years of life were essential, but even more influential was the radical feminist energy in her household. Louise was empowered by the strength of her mother, grandmother, and aunts as she stepped into her own womanhood. Her humble yet powerful upbringing would equip her to face the many battles that awaited her.

Our next story begins in a city more than two thousand miles away from Grenada. This city, once a southern colony, possessed one of the largest slave populations in the United States. By 1870, its Black population constituted 46 percent of the city’s 21,700 residents. It is home to the Eastern Continental Divide, which separates water between the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean. This city is known for its diverse music, southern hospitality, rich history of Black educational institutions, and status as the birthplace of the civil rights movement in America. However, this city is also in the state where the second-largest number of lynchings took place between 1877 and 1950. Burned to the ground during the Civil War, it rose like a phoenix from the ashes, symbolizing its resilience against destruction.

We continue our journey in Atlanta, Georgia, where Alberta Christine Williams was born on September 13, 1903. In order to understand the foundation of Alberta’s unwavering faith in the Lord, in order to know why Martin Luther King, Jr., even became a reverend, in order to identify the relationship between the Black church and a movement based in nonviolence, we begin with the family Alberta was born into.

One of the primary places of restoration for Black communities, where they could come together to cope with their heartache and celebrate each other, where they created their own nation within a nation, where they affirmed their humanity and fostered political power, was, and continues to be, the church. In Atlanta sits one of the most famous churches in the world, Ebenezer Baptist. Founded in 1886, Ebenezer Baptist has become a symbol of hope and resistance to oppression.

In 1894, a reverend by the name of Adam Daniel Williams became the head pastor at Ebenezer. He was a visionary who believed the church had a responsibility to fight racial injustice and empower its members through services that could meet all their basic needs. At the time, there were only seventeen members of the church. In 1899 he married Jennie Celeste, who became the president of the Women’s Missionary Society at Ebenezer. Jennie Celeste was well educated and insightful. She matched her husband’s heart and drive, and under their leadership the congregation grew continuously over the years. They promoted Black businesses, they urged their members to own property, and they spoke up for adequate public housing for African Americans, all in the face of Jim Crow.

We know the Jim Crow story well. In 1896, Plessy v. Ferguson upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation. Laws forbade Black people from dining in the same restaurants as their white counterparts without a partition in place. Black people were forced to enter and leave such restaurants from a different entrance; they were not to be seen socializing with a white person in public and could certainly not form romantic relationships with them. Schools were separated. People of color were not even allowed to give testimony or evidence against a white person. People of color were forced to live in the most underserved parts of their respective cities. In short, such laws forcefully limited where Black people could eat, where they could sit, where they could live, where they could use the restroom. Not a single part of a Black person’s life was left untouched by the false claims of “separate but equal.”

We know that if these dictates were ever defied, or if it was simply said that they were, the rule breaker would face the ultimate price. Between 1890 and 1917, two to three Black southerners were murdered each week. This era marked the highest number of lynchings and rapes of Black people across the United States as well as the beginning of mass incarceration of Black people through its various forms. Constantly looking for ways to keep Black people in slavery, white supremacists enforced a world where Black people could be locked away in prison, forced to work without pay to settle arbitrary debts, or put to death without any justification.

This can be seen through the horrific story of Mary Turner, born in 1899, whose life was cut short in 1918. While she is not one of the three women at the center of this book, her life illustrates the painful possibilities Black women born at the turn of the twentieth century faced. Mary and her husband, Hazel, had two children and were expecting their third when the owner of the plantation where they worked was killed. A manhunt began to find the killer, and more than a dozen Black men were lynched in the process while others were put behind bars. Mary tried to defend her husband. Although she was only nineteen and pregnant, she stood up for his innocence, demanding he be released from jail. This demonstration in the face of ruthless oppression was met with rage from the white residents of the city. For speaking up, she was tied by her ankles, strung upside down, set on fire, and cut open. Her unborn baby fell from her body and was crushed. Mary was then shot hundreds of times.

Black women were not safe. Black men were not safe. Black children were not safe. Violence against all Black people was justified by the law.

In the midst of all this, Jennie and Adam brought life into the world. Only one of their children survived past childhood, and her name was Alberta. She was born only four years after Mary Turner and only two hundred miles north of where Mary and her baby were brutally murdered.

Alberta was deeply loved by her parents, who gave her all of their attention and encouraged her faith as well as her education. She was born into a family of love, faith, vision, and means. She had access to resources, education, and the support of a budding congregation. From her parents, Alberta learned that everyone was equal in the eyes of God and that we all had a role to play in achieving such equality on earth. From the moment she was born, Alberta would be told that faith would guide and empower her to speak up for what she believed in. The small, happy, and influential family would buy a two-story Queen Anne–style home on Auburn Avenue, putting them only a short walking distance from Ebenezer Baptist.

In line with both the segregation laws of the South and teachings like those of Reverend and First Lady Williams, the early 1900s saw the beginnings of what is now known as the Sweet Auburn Historic District in Atlanta. Ebenezer Baptist Church was part of the Sweet Auburn community, once referred to as “the richest Negro street in the world.” In addition to congregations, Black residents established a wide range of successful businesses and social organizations. It was even home to the second-largest Black insurance company in the United States. So important to Black history is Sweet Auburn that it was designated a national historic landmark in 1976.

Thinking of the young Williams family, I feel a sense of peace and joy as I imagine them moving into their home, as I think of the lessons Jennie Celeste and Adam Daniel passed to their daughter, as I envision Alberta holding her parents’ hands as they walked to their church and back. However, being a Black family in the early 1900s was always accompanied by the possibility of unrest and interruption, and in 1906, when Alberta was only three years old, Black residents experienced one of the darkest moments in Atlanta’s history.

Tensions rose during that year’s governor’s race, where candidates inflamed and capitalized on racist ideologies, stating that if they were elected, they would put Blacks, especially “uppity” ones, back “in their place.” Fabricating stories painting Black people as criminals aiming to hurt innocent whites, newspapers continued to fan the flames with headlines like NEGRO DIVES AND CLUBS ARE THE CAUSE OF FREQUENT ASSAULTS and HALF-CLAD NEGRO TRIES TO BREAK INTO HOUSE. All of this came as backlash against the budding of a Black upper class.

On September 22, white men and boys formed mobs and began a rampage through Black neighborhoods. They destroyed Black-owned business buildings, broke home windows, wounded countless Black people, and beat dozens to death. There were reports of policemen participating in the mobs. After two days of havoc, the governor finally instructed authorities to control the violence. Yet the end to the riot came too late. The Black community in Atlanta was left devastated, as lives were forever changed and the economy they had worked so hard to build was almost completely destroyed. The riot also left the city as one of the most stratified and segregated in the United States.

However, devastation is not the end of the story. The Black community as a whole has never been influenced solely by the actions done to it but instead continued to grow in its incredible fight to persevere despite such actions. The Black citizens of Atlanta would come together to find a way to not only survive but go on to inspire the rest of the nation and the world for years to come. Atlanta later gained the nickname “Black Mecca of the South” because of its importance in the civil rights movement, being home to the largest consortium of historically Black colleges, its number of Black-owned restaurants and businesses, its immense Black political power, as well as the number of famous artists and activists who have called Atlanta their home.

Black women are the ultimate practitioners of this ability to turn tragedy into opportunity, face fear and persecution with faith and unmatched perseverance, and create something out of nothing, because it has been required of us. As the community organizer and editor Bethany M. Allen writes in her essay “My Girl,” “I wish that I had a formula that I could have shared in response to the recurring ‘How do you do it?’ query … I called upon the age-old tradition of the black everywoman, doing everything simply because I had to.” Black women have faced a denial of their worth based on both their race and their gender. But despite the constant misrecognition and persecution of Black women, we have continued to resist because we see it as the only option.

As Melissa Harris-Perry puts it in Sister Citizen, “Sisters are more than the sum of their relative disadvantages: they are active agents who craft meaning out of their circumstances and do so in complicated and diverse ways.” Harris-Perry reminds us that we must never focus on Black women solely as a type of conquered victim but instead acknowledge the circumstances that have oppressed them, while simultaneously highlighting the ways in which they have reclaimed their agency despite these circumstances and made meaning of their lives in their own ways.

The year that Plessy v. Ferguson was upheld is the same year that the National Association of Colored Women was formed at the First Annual Convention of the National Federation of Afro-American Women in Washington, D.C. The oldest African American secular organization still in existence today, the NACW was founded by Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Harriet Tubman, Frances E. W. Harper, Mary Church Terrell, and others who risked their lives daily to liberate as many people as they possibly could. While there were several atrocities that led to the NACW’s creation, the final straw came in a letter written by John W. Jacks, the president of the Missouri Press Association. In it he stated:


The Negroes in this country are wholly devoid of morality. They know nothing of it except as they learn by being caught for flagrant violations of law and punished therefor [sic] … They consider it no disgrace but rather an honor to be sent to prison and to wear striped clothes. The women are prostitutes and all are natural liars and thieves … Out of the 200 in this vicinity it is doubtful if there are a dozen virtuous women of that number who are not daily thieving from the white people.



Jacks claims that Black people simply chose to spend their lives caged. Like many others, he specifically attacks Black women, using the infamous jezebel trope, and blames them for the sexual victimization they were forced to endure. To top it all off, he states that Black people are the robbers rather than the dispossessed.

Fed up with others taking control of their narrative in this way, Black women, who had long devoted their lives to the uplift of their people, united their efforts. Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, another NACW founder and the editor of the first national newspaper published by and for African American women, summarized their mission at that initial conference when she declared:


The reasons why we should confer are so apparent … We need to talk over not only those things which are of vital importance to us as women, but also the things that are of special interest to us as colored women, the training of our children, openings for our boys and girls, how they can be prepared for occupations and occupations may be found or opened to them, what we especially can do in the moral education of the race with which we are identified, our mental elevations and physical development, the home training it is necessary to prepare them to meet [the] peculiar conditions in which they find themselves.



Sadly, there is some agreement here with the sentiment that Black people were lacking in morality and needed to be taught differently, an example of what we would now call “respectability politics.” Still, these Black women bound together, refusing to give up control over their bodies, minds, and reputations.

The NACW was made up of prominent women whose motto was “Lifting as We Climb.” Their views on the role of Black women were similar to the expectations Alberta would have been taught as a young Black girl in a well-educated family. She would have been all too aware of the need to always be polished and well-spoken in order to combat demeaning representations of her people and to earn the respect she deserved. Alberta would also see the uplift of others as a crucial part of her role as a Black woman. She would follow in her parents’ footsteps, continuing the legacy of combining faith with discipline and becoming a role model for many others along the way.

Our final introduction takes us farther up the East Coast of the United States. Some refer to this state as “America in Miniature” or “Little America” because in it you can find almost any kind of terrain, including mountains, farmland, and beaches. As a result of its location adjacent to the Chesapeake Bay, this state is known for its seafood and leads the nation in the production of blue crabs and soft clams. More important, this state is the birthplace of some of the most notable African Americans in history: Frederick Douglass, Frances E. W. Harper, and Thurgood Marshall all form part of a long list of Black leaders who were born in the state of Maryland.

Maryland is also the birth state of another woman who changed the course of our nation but one whose name you likely haven’t heard before. Emma Berdis Jones was born on Deal Island, Maryland, in 1903. In order to know why she refused to let pain define her, in order to understand why she turned to writing and poetry to express herself, in order to see how James Baldwin eventually found his own voice, we must know the people and the place that gave Emma Berdis life.

Deal Island, once Deil’s Island, once Devil’s Island, is rumored to have gained its name when it became a hideout for pirates in the 1600s. A small, isolated island with a total area of 5.4 square miles and a population of 578 in 2000, Deal was never a place of ample opportunity. Although details on the history of the island are scarce, one known fact is that residents have always been dependent on the water to make their living. Most people who live there made, and continue to make, their living as sailors, watermen, or shipbuilders. Not only does the water provide the most possibilities for the population of Deal Island, it also poses its greatest risk. The island is vulnerable to flooding, erosion, storms, and rising water levels that leave its most disadvantaged residents almost defenseless against natural disasters.

It is here, on this tiny island, that a young couple by the names of Leah Esther and Alfred Jones built their life together. Alfred made money as a waterman, continuing a legacy of Black people who turned the water into a possibility for self-determination and dignity. Although water symbolizes the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade for African Americans, for Black watermen and sailors, it also represented opportunity. According to Harold Anderson, the author of “Black Men, Blue Waters: African Americans on the Chesapeake,” during the antebellum era “Black sailors traveled to distant places and encountered other cultures, bringing knowledge back to their slave counterparts who usually spent their lives in one small region … As early as 1796, the federal government issued Seamen’s Protection Certificates which defined these black merchant mariners as ‘citizens’—America’s first black citizens.”

These free Black people were known as “Black Jacks.” Even Frederick Douglass escaped to freedom by wearing a Black Jack’s uniform, which was sewn by his wife, Anna Murray Douglass. Anna not only created his disguise, but she also financed his escape.

Black Jacks carried messages of freedom with them wherever they went. They are one of the primary reasons slaves in Deal Island were still aware of what happened all over their state and their country despite their small size and relative isolation. One story that the Black residents of Deal Island heard rumors of was that of a woman originally named Araminta Ross, who later became known as the Moses of her people.

It is estimated that Araminta was born into slavery in Dorchester County, Maryland, less than one hundred miles away from Deal Island in 1820. Raised under the harrowing conditions of the antebellum South, she was subject to horror and abuse. While Araminta was considered too young to work during her first few years, she spent much of her time with her grandmother, who was considered too old to perform harder tasks. I like to imagine that the time she spent with her grandmother, a West African woman, influenced her awe-inspiring journey. Perhaps her grandmother taught her about West African queen mothers; perhaps she shared her own stories of resistance.

Their time together ended quickly, however, as slaves were usually put to work by the age of six. Araminta’s tasks varied from checking muskrat traps to weaving and laboring as a house slave, but regardless of the particular work she was assigned, she was relegated to the indignities of her overseers. One particular horror led to a chronic, life-altering head injury when she was hit with a heavy metal weight as a mere teenager. By 1849, Araminta changed her name to Harriet, after her mother, and escaped to freedom using the Underground Railroad. She did not stay in the North for long before becoming a conductor herself and returning to free more slaves, including some of her own family members. She transformed the marshy Chesapeake Bay into a path to freedom for upwards of three hundred slaves. Harriet Tubman didn’t pass away until 1913.

While I do not know exactly how Leah Esther and Alfred arrived on Deal Island—perhaps their family members were Black Jacks, perhaps they were also descendants of slaves—I do know that they were able to find a home there, making their living from the water. They also raised four children there, and in 1903, Leah Esther was pregnant with their fifth child, their second daughter. Emma Berdis Jones was born on Christmas Day. A joyous moment, the birth of a precious new baby, was paired with the worst of tragedies when Leah Esther passed away from hemorrhaging. She was sick with pulmonary fibrosis for months before she died. Alfred had lost his wife, and his five children had lost their mother. Through the devastation, the family held on to each other and their faith tightly. Berdis’s father and siblings showered her in love.

Emma, called Berdis by her family, spent her early years out on the water with her father. Despite the seeming lack of opportunity for upward mobility on the island, its isolation, along with its small population and a shared reliance on the water, allowed residents to bond across race differences at times. Men and women on boats, making a living for their families, had to rely on one another in some sense. This modest upbringing, paired with witnessing people working together despite contrasting identities, informed Berdis even after she left the island. She was a girl who suffered one of the worst possible losses from an early age, but her family did not allow her to sit in her pain. They showed her that love and happiness were always possible to achieve no matter what you’d gone through, no matter how little you might have. Berdis would need to rely on her unwavering hope and ability to always find the light even in the darkest moments time and time again throughout her life.

The quote that appears at the beginning of this chapter comes from an article written by an anonymous woman from the South titled “Experiences of the Race Problem,” published in the Independent in 1904. While she does not reveal her name, she does tell the reader that she is a white woman whose views on life have been influenced by her father’s experiences, first in the Civil War and then upon his return. She writes about the disappointment her father faced when he came back and realized that his “Negroes and land had vanished.” As a result of his dismay, he joined the Ku Klux Klan in order to “discipline” freed Black people. He acquired land again and benefited from restrictions placed on Black people that forced them to work on plantations. The writer speaks about her father as a kind of hero, romanticizing life on the plantation, and launches from her introduction of him into a rant of what she sees as the “race problem.”

She writes, “The ‘educated negro’ is an artificial production, which does not fit in with our natural order.” She blames Black men for white women’s fear as well as white men’s “bloodthirstiness,” and as we see in the quote, she blames Black women for all of the above. She states, “Negro women evidence more nearly the popular idea of total depravity than the men do” and “the color of a negro woman’s skin is generally taken (and quite correctly) as a guarantee of her immorality.” She says all of this after telling the reader a story about playing with the Black girls on her plantation when she was a little girl herself. The writer thinks of herself as a kind and compassionate white woman but argues that her superiority over them was something she was always naturally aware of.

While it would be comforting to say that her article was shocking, that her stance was outdated, or that her opinions were unique, these statements would all be untrue. Disturbingly, this was the norm in 1904—an accepted stance to hold on Black women and girls. This was the world that Louise, Alberta, and Berdis were born into. This was the world they would have to face, even though they were hundreds and thousands of miles apart, even though their lives began in different contexts, and even though they would be raised in completely different circumstances. If this southern white woman were to ever meet them, she would see Louise, Alberta, and Berdis as immoral, unnatural, and depraved Black girls in need of disciplining.

Such anger as a result of Black progress also took form in propaganda aimed at further justifying any and all heinous attacks on African Americans. One startling example comes in 1900, when a book titled “The Negro a Beast,” or “In the Image of God” argues that Black people were more akin to apes than to human beings, that they were the “tempters of Eve”—and ironically, although they were the victims more often than not, that “mulatto brutes” were rapists and murderers who needed to be killed. The author, Charles Carroll, spent fifteen years of his life compiling “evidence” for his book, which was received with great praise from his audience. This publication was just one of the many ways in which African Americans were deemed less than human. In other words, it justified the need for white humans to be separated from “nonhumans” and confirmed the basic tenets of white supremacy while masquerading as a well-researched, scientific, and “biblical truth.” In a climate of hatred and violence, Black Americans found themselves back in antebellum society despite promises of change and liberation.

When it came to location, job opportunities, and educational attainment, things had remained largely the same for Black people. Gains made during Reconstruction were mostly reversed by the beginning of the twentieth century. According to the census of 1900, 90 percent of African Americans still lived in the South and 75 percent of African American homes were in rural areas. Only one-fifth of African Americans owned their homes. Fifty percent of African American men and 35 percent of African American women worked as farm laborers, most likely on plantations. The rest worked in unskilled labor or service jobs. Most African American children were unable to attend school, and if they did, the conditions of their schools were abysmal compared with those of their white counterparts. Conditions were probably even worse than the census could capture, and it didn’t appear as though things would get better anytime soon.

In 1901, Theodore Roosevelt was sworn in as the twenty-sixth president of the United States, and he brought with him the belief that the white race must continue to prosper over all others. While he was progressive in some ways, he also believed in the importance of “race purity,” simply another argument for separate but equal. In his Lincoln Day speech of 1905, he said, “Full recognition of the fundamental fact that all men should stand on an equal footing as regards civil privileges in no way interferes with recognition of the further fact that all reflecting men of both races are united in feeling that race purity must be maintained.” While this stance is not a surprising one for a U.S. president at the time to hold, Roosevelt’s additional commentary on the role women played in maintaining their race adds to the climate our three girls were born into. In 1906, he delivered a speech titled “On American Motherhood,” where he said:


There are many good people who are denied the supreme blessing of children … But the man or woman who deliberately foregoes these blessings, whether from viciousness, coldness, shallow-heartedness, self-indulgence, or mere failure to appreciate aright the difference between the all-important and the unimportant—why, such a creature merits contempt as hearty as any visited upon the soldier who runs away in battle … For a race that practised such doctrine—that is, a race that practised race suicide—would thereby conclusively show that it was unfit to exist, and that it had better give place to people who had not forgotten the primary laws of their being.



Through these words and the rest of his speech, Roosevelt speaks to the declining birth rates among white women and urges them to keep up with the birth rate of minorities so as to avoid “race suicide.” In 1800, the birth rate among whites is estimated to have been 55 births for every 1,000 white women. In 1900, the rate lowered to 30. Although data are not available for Black women in 1800, it is estimated that in 1850 the birth rate among them was 43.3 for every 1,000 Black women and 44.4 in 1900. These facts caused extreme worry for many white supremacists who feared what might happen if minorities, especially those they had enslaved for hundreds of years, were ever to become the majority.

Yet it is not here, in the face of this ignorance and hatred, that the three mothers’ lives are planted. Instead, they are rooted in the lessons of their foremothers. They are nourished by Edith, Jennie Celeste, and Leah Esther, as well as their mothers. They are sustained by accounts of resistance dating back hundreds of years. Their lives are built on faith and stories that evolve and resonate across water and land. Our story begins with the declaration that although there are countless forces acting against their lives, Louise, Alberta, and Berdis have still breathed their first breaths. They have arrived.
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