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			To Peanut, to Ash, and to the fam who made me.
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				Introduction

				“Nigger Talk”

			
			“We will have a new party, that of negro supremacy in at least one State, with negro State and county officers, and negro Senators and Representatives in Congress,” said a young but seasoned Black politician, Edward Preston McCabe, in 1891. With the Pyrrhic advances of Reconstruction after the Civil War becoming a memory, and Black people attacked and disempowered across the United States—both South and North—McCabe was promising something that sounded impossible, but it wasn’t. Indeed, that’s why the reporter to whom McCabe was talking had come all the way from Minnesota to Oklahoma Territory in the first place. Even as America’s western frontier was on the precipice of being overrun, this reporter had come to witness a run on the land. Claiming that land was the first step toward a better life for thousands of Black people, the forty-year-old McCabe was known—sometimes derisively—as “the One Who Would Be the Moses.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			At noon on September 22, 1891, along the borders of the Indian Territory, rifles were fired, pistols went off, cannons blazed, all signaling the official start of the new opening of Oklahoma Territory to settlement. With that, lands that had previously been granted permanently by the U.S. government to several Indigenous nations including the Sac and Fox, the Iowa, the Shawnee, and the Potawatomi were now declared free to whoever could grab them and, crucially, to hold them against all others. The night before, some twenty-five thousand people—Black, white, and Indigenous—huddled at the borders of Native lands. Poor whites from across the country hoped that Oklahoma would be another iteration of an America that would favor them. Black families left the harsh conditions of the Jim Crow South as well as the North and bordering states to grab at a hope that felt tactile. Citizens of Indigenous nations watched as newcomers made their lands sites of fulfilling dreams of building their personal fortunes.

			The tens of thousands at the border waited with anticipation and a sense of opportunity for a once-in-a-lifetime chance articulated in simple, transactional terms: Whether rich or poor or something in between, all could run and ride to find land. Stake their ground. Develop their land and stay on it for five years. If they did, that land, 160 acres in total, would be theirs. That land would be their stake in tomorrow.

			This was actually the second land run into Oklahoma. But this only increased the anticipation—and the danger. As much land as might have been freely available, the twenty-five thousand people at the border were pitted against each other, and accidents proliferated almost as soon as the first gun fired. One woman, named Miss Daisy (no last name), from Arkansas, fell off a horse and landed headfirst on a rock, splitting open her skull. A reporter learned from couriers from New Orleans that no one immediately stopped to help her because stopping would sacrifice their chances at the land. It wasn’t until much later that a friend picked up her trampled body, most of which had become part of the earth that horses and the wheels of covered wagons had trampled across, carrying anxious Boomers—predominantly white settlers who believed that these lands were made primarily for them to settle. Prairie fires sent smoke into the air as these “new lands…were burning brightly, filling the air with smoke of a peculiar odor.” Some claimed that “some of the fires were started to drive men off claims”—that is, arson was used to evict competitors for the land—“while others were started by men hunting for section stones,” stones and markers placed at intervals to demarcate plots. People were busy beginning again.

			Unlike the actual shots fired at noon, McCabe’s was aimed directly at the image of America. His shot came from his vision of Negro supremacy, for a part of the United States to be occupied and colonized by and for Black people. It was this idea that ensured that McCabe and the people he led were targeted even before the land run began.

			Many Black people seeking a new life out west were called “Exodusters,” because they took inspiration from the Hebrews’ escape from slavery in Egypt in the book of Exodus to build a new promised land of their own. Yet, for some, the name was a slur—white people mocking Black people, many of them formerly enslaved, who traveled west from the South with nothing but the dust on their clothes and the tools they were told to bring by McCabe to build their own utopia. Even these people, it seemed, posed a threat to the white people aggrieved at the direction the country had taken since Emancipation. Which is why before the rifles fired, McCabe and his Black Exodusters were already being sized up for murder.

			The day of the land run began, for McCabe, almost as usual. He spent much of it doing state business on behalf of the territory’s governor as treasurer. This meant riding between Guthrie, the capital of the territory, and his home of Langston, the de facto Black capital. McCabe had already attracted a number of Black people to move there: Estimates range from a low of barely a thousand to more than twenty thousand, both by supporters of McCabe’s efforts and those trying to scare nearby white settlers about the looming threat of too many Black people. But on this day, McCabe’s all-too-typical ride to Guthrie was met by assailants.

			On the northern line of the land run, near the Kansas border, Black people had been harassed by white gunmen—newspapers called them “cowboys”—simply for wanting to settle the same land that white settlers desired. Reportedly an argument broke out between them. The Black people were so badly wounded that they couldn’t complete the land run. Even though he was only four miles south of his own Black town of Langston, McCabe was in danger of being attacked. The night before the run, another set of white cowboys fired warning shots at McCabe’s best friend and co-conspirator in the movement for Black colonization of Oklahoma, William Eagleson, and roughed up Eagleson’s friends in Langston. Now, if they shot down McCabe, it would become the third unprovoked reported killing of a Black man in two days.

			The three cowboys who greeted McCabe were white. And in McCabe, these men saw not a man on his way to work, but an impediment to achieving their promised land.

			In no uncertain terms, they told McCabe, who was unarmed, to go away—where to didn’t much matter—only to be disappointed when McCabe told them no.

			At McCabe’s final refusal, the cowboys trained the barrels of their guns at him and fired. The percussive sounds of shots signaled the cutting down of the dream of an all-Black state, a state admitted to the Union that would provide as much opportunity as a Black person could ever hope for.

			The gunpowder smoke filled the air so thoroughly that the cowboys would have to literally wait until it cleared to see if McCabe had been killed. As the powder and dust began to dissipate, they could see that McCabe was no longer astride his horse.

			Their deed, it seemed, was done.
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			Newspapers, both Black and white—sometimes laudingly and other times mockingly—had dubbed Edward P. McCabe as “Moses.” This was because he was in Oklahoma Territory not as a land-grabber but rather as a solicitor, a booster, a promoter. In the early 1890s, McCabe and his allies had reportedly dispatched some two thousand agents throughout the South to recruit Black people, specifically those tired of being less-than in a country whose laws claimed that they should be equal to everyone else. He had already established three Black towns in Oklahoma Territory and had plans for many more in what he made out to be the Eden of the West. By September 22, the tale of his dream—a Black state in the Union colonized by Black people, one that, for the most part, excluded white people—was articulated simply: a call to begin again.

			One year before, in 1890, the Milwaukee Journal had dispatched reporters to cover McCabe’s ambition while he was still in Washington, D.C., pitching his idea—which seemed like a tall tale or maybe just a dream. Within three months, Oklahoma would have between fifty thousand and seventy-five thousand Black people. The reporters wrote, “If [the] plan [to make Oklahoma a state] carries a year hence there will be a negro state with two black senators and a representative in congress.” The paper labeled McCabe as “the One Who Would Be the Moses.”

			It is easy to understand why the Journal gave McCabe that title and his plan an optimistic spotlight. In 1890, McCabe met with President Benjamin Harrison to lobby on behalf of an all-Black state. As he told the president, “Some of us have names borrowed from masters, some of us have the blood of those who owned us as cattle, but disowned us as sons and daughters”—an indictment of America’s treatment of Black people. “But in a new country, on new lands, with a climate suited to our race…we desire to show you that we are men and women capable of self-government.” And that was far from just talk. Report after report told of the trainloads of Black colonizers leaving neighboring states in segregated cars without amenities to accommodate them. They’d be demeaned on their ride to their promised land because “it is a penalty for a black person to ride in a ‘white’ compartment, and a like penalty for a white person to ride in a ‘black’ compartment,” according to the Atchison Globe. For “educated colored people of the south,” according to one “prominent local negro” quoted by the Kansas City Times, the entire ride was found to be “very much humiliated because of this caste law and it would be a class of sensitive people with money and brains who would go to the new country.” But demeaning, humiliating, penalizing, and dehumanizing train cars did not stop them. They could not.

			Still, the detractors of Black colonizers were many. They had found “an old negro,” claimed the Arkansas Democrat, an unnamed one of three “prodigals” who came back to Arkansas, after realizing just how uncertain and dangerous the situation was in this supposed promised land. Moreover, the paper claimed he said that there were “hundreds of negroes” “who would willingly come home if they had enough money to buy tickets of transportation,” although the newspaper presented no evidence of them.

			The authors of articles in the Democrat, as well as leading papers across the South and even in Oklahoma Territory, denigrated the aspirations of McCabe and the many Black people who sought to make their home as settlers. To do so, they gave McCabe’s dreams and the dreams of those he led—dreams of making Oklahoma an all-Black state—a two-word name: “nigger talk.”

			They couldn’t understand the terms McCabe used, terms like “our own laws” and “govern ourselves unmolested by the selfish greed of the white man” and “A Negro, city, a Negro county, A Negro State.” But their incomprehension was not because the words were complex. They couldn’t understand them when they were uttered by a Black man because this Black man, and the people he led, used these words to imagine something beyond the limited notion of freedom from slavery.

			What McCabe wanted was not the lack of slavery or the absence of oppression, but citizenship in a state that he ran where he took his counsel from Black people. He wanted abundance. And the mere appearance that McCabe’s ride to work might also be an attempt to claim land altogether made him a dangerous target. Sealing his fate just outside the Black utopia that he had been shaping would serve him right. After all, McCabe had been talking that “nigger talk” that Black people used to “soothe themselves” amid the horror that was sanctioned by the government overtly and subtly. They fired their shots to put an end to that talk.

			They did not realize that “nigger talk” was not of a carnival-barking irritant so much as it was a creed—the framework for the creation of a new world. They did not realize that “nigger talk” was the speaking into existence of another life, one that felt just beyond the bounds of the believable, nonfiction, achievable to the cowboys and on the brink of being fully realized for the Black people who came to colonize the land.

			This book is the story of that dream, which reaches far back, long before McCabe and his thousands of followers declared Oklahoma as theirs. It is the story of a people cast out of enslavement and into the wilderness, where they found creative ways to build lives of abundance for themselves—lives on their terms. That abundant living would not be relegated simply to the freedom granted by the letter of the law was of utmost importance. They cared not simply about being free—they cared about dictating the terms of expressing that freedom. That their world would be built by their volition, that no decision-making table would exclude them, but instead demand their presence. This is the story of those who dared to do more than dream about a promised land, but instead to build one. That it failed makes its brief existence no less real nor less valuable today.
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			After the Civil War, even as Reconstruction was failing across the country, Black people in America faced a choice and found themselves asking the question: Should I leave, or should I stay? Large advertisements were taken out by the compatriots of McCabe that read, “HO! For Kansas,” and reporters across the country weighed in on the issue by presenting the options of Black people in the South: “KU KLUX or KANSAS.” All of this was attempting to answer an even bigger question: Is there a place for me here?

			In past decades, some Black people had left—or been pushed—to leave the United States. They headed to Liberia, or Canada, or the Caribbean. Many of the pushes were supported by white leaders who are today sometimes rightfully valorized and memorialized: politicians like President Abraham Lincoln and others—ministers, philanthropists, and Brahmins whose names are still emblazoned on towns, schools, charitable foundations, and libraries. Even these white people had given up on the hope that Black people could find a home in America. President Lincoln insisted on adding an agenda item in his meeting with representatives from southern states: the fate of formerly enslaved people. Opposite Lincoln sat the vice president of the Confederacy, Alexander H. Stephens, who a month before Fort Sumter’s bombardment that started the insurrection had proclaimed, “Our new government[’s]…foundations are laid, its cornerstone rests upon the great truth, that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery—subordination to the superior race—is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.”

			Rather than revulsion at this notion or at Stephens’s proposals for comity between the North and the South, Lincoln, according to a hotly debated account from General Benjamin F. Butler, wondered aloud, “But what shall we do with the negroes after they are free? I can hardly believe that the South and North can live in peace, unless we can get rid of the negroes. Certainly, they cannot if we don’t get rid of the negroes whom we have armed and disciplined and who have fought with us, to the amount, I believe, of some one hundred and fifty thousand men…what, then, are our difficulties in sending all the blacks away?”

			Some Black people heard about Lincoln’s unspoken question and left the United States for Canada, the Caribbean, and the relatively new West African nation of Liberia. Others answered with roadblocks. As the sun set on the Reconstruction era, casting shadows of despair across the South, what hope remained for Black citizens who were once again crushed with the weight of oppression on seemingly every measure? What hope that remained was met with violence and intimidation, and new laws were enacted which perpetuated that violence and intimidation while defending those who were violent and valorizing those who intimidated. And emerging amid this time was the unrelenting grip of Jim Crow on implementing policies to further install segregation practices.

			A different answer to that question would come a half century later: Between 1910 and 1970, Black people would choose to leave the South in the greatest internal migration in American history, abandoning the violence of the region for the doubtful safety of the North. Most call this the Great Migration: a signal that there was a mass movement of Black people toward finding their own opportunity. But the term is a misnomer.

			

			• • •

			Because, for a brief moment, Black people went west.

			

			• • •

			This was a previous great migration, a movement from the 1870s to the 1900s of freedpeople who pushed beyond the bounds of the old North and the old South. Some called them Exodusters—people historian Nell Irvin Painter described as Black people who, like the Israelites from the Bible, had urgently hatched less-than-deliberate plans to pick up all they had and move west. First, these settlers populated Kansas. Soon they fanned out across the Old West, into places we now call Oklahoma, Nebraska, Colorado, and New Mexico.

			What they sought was what most Americans had sought since the nation was first settled and seek still: a place to call home. A stake. A platform upon which to build a future. Not just freedom, but abundance: opportunity and the possibility for a future that’s more hopeful than the past. Not just a life clinging to an elusive survival, but a life of realized ambition.

			They dreamed of a state that would be governed by Black people, inhabited by Black people. For a brief moment, the state known today as Oklahoma might have been such a place: thousands of Black people building all-Black towns and schools, seeking political office, and even breaking ground on universities and hospitals. We still see remnants of these dreams in towns like Boley, Oklahoma, with its still extant Boley Rodeo, the first Black rodeo in the country. Or in towns like Tulsa, where we see in its northern neighborhoods the outlines of what once was Tulsa’s Black Wall Street, a hub of some 191 commercial establishments, along with churches, schools, and more, all meant to serve Black people, circulating dollars within those communities without a touch of white approval. These self-sustaining communities have an intellectual antecedent, a seemingly once-immovable mover.

			They came because of the magnetism of one man’s ambition that thousands shared.

			

			• • •

			Tales about McCabe—a never-enslaved Black man who had worked as a clerk on Wall Street, had been a former clerk to Chicago businessman Potter Palmer, and served as the Old West’s first Black statewide-elected leader—had spread not just throughout the South in Black newspapers, but in white newspapers in the North as well. McCabe, the stories went, said that Black people could not only belong in Oklahoma, but be in charge.

			This dream of turning Oklahoma into an American promised land for Black people was destined to collide with others’ plans for the place—and in drastic fashion with their ambitions and futures. The white cowboys who took aim at McCabe were only one example of that collision.

			At the time that McCabe was moving to occupy the Oklahoma Territory for Black people and volunteer himself as the territory’s governor, the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Seminole, and Muscogee Creek Nations (once considered the “Five Civilized Tribes”)—which had been banished to this part of the country under a law signed by Andrew Jackson decades before—were pitching separate Indian statehood for the same territory, calling it Sequoyah. While there were already Black people in Indian Territory, unlike McCabe, they already had claim over parts of this land as members of some of these nations. And Indian Territory became an attractive landing zone for white elites who saw the opportunity to make a buck, a buck that seemed endless as oil and gas were discovered there and literally sprang from the ground.

			By the late nineteenth century, America was done reconstructing the states that were already part of the Union. But in Oklahoma and the Indian Territory, that was not the case. It was the area that McCabe wanted, the place that white business interests and settlers wanted, and the region that the Native Americans already occupied and justifiably wanted to keep for themselves. Reconstruction was and is unfinished and enduring.
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			This, ultimately, is a story of ambition, the wherewithal to dream, to hope against hope. It’s the story of the rise and fall of early Black settlers’ ambition for the Old West and is a tale of the West, and of America, in microcosm. It’s the story of being forced to leave in order to start again, only to lose it all, and a fight for a century to recover nuggets of truth among the wreckage. It’s the story of hope and what comes after; of brief moments of racial equity, and what comes after; of dreams, big ones, and what comes after we wake up. It is the story of trying, why we cannot stop trying, and why being able to try is worth remembering at all. Most of all, this story shows that even the most American of promises was never available to all Americans. For centuries, America has inspired people to dream of the ideal lives they’d like to lead, yet it has offered staggeringly few a real chance to realize those lives on their terms. Because Edward McCabe’s story shows that even striking out west—doing as Horace Greeley once instructed, “Go West, young man”—does not offer salvation.

		

	
		
			
				Part I

				Escaping Bondage
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				And it came to pass in those days, when Moses was grown up, that he went out unto his brethren, and looked on their burdens: and he saw an Egyptian smiting an Hebrew, one of his brethren.

				—Exodus 2:11

			

			
				An eloquent fellow said that this was a movement of a race “irrespective of leaders,” that it was an “irrepressible uprising that no man could put down,” and the speaker added: “Every black man is his own Moses now, I tell you […] every black man is his own Moses.”

				—Chicago Tribune, May 23, 1879

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				“Brethren, Arise, Arise!”

				

				Troy, New York, 1843

			
			
				If you must bleed, let it all come at once—rather die freemen, than live to be slaves. It is impossible like the children of Israel, to make a grand exodus from the land of bondage.

				—Henry Highland Garnet, “An Address to the Slaves of the United States of America,” August 21, 1843

			

			Over two decades before the country—at least the Union—declared the issue of slavery settled, two Black men, Frederick Douglass and Henry Highland Garnet, both formerly enslaved, had a vigorous debate in a northern church in 1843. The question before them: “How can we be truly free?”

			That question animated the next sixty years of debates—what ought we to do with the Black people enslaved before Emancipation and, most important, after it? And it took nearly forty years for Edward McCabe to answer this question with his own innovation: escape the North as vigorously as a Black person would want to escape the South and begin again on the western frontier. Beginning again for McCabe would mean establishing a state run by Black people for Black people, with their white counterparts tolerated only at a minimum.

			There are more elegant ways to describe this debate, but the gathering for it—a convention of colored people to discuss matters of economic and educational attainment among Black people as well as their political participation—represented an audacity and hope that deftly articulates the positions of marginalized people then and now. These Black people—as slavery was rapidly expanding, and the North was deflecting and abdicating moral responsibility—showed what a multiracial democracy could look like by deliberating over a present and future they hoped for but could not see. And yet they gathered, they talked, and they debated. And even if Garnet and Douglass sat on opposite sides of the debate, they both did as McCabe and his followers would do forty-six years later: They talked that nigger talk.

			“While you have been oppressed, we have also been partakers with you; nor can we be free while you are enslaved,” Henry Highland Garnet told his audience at the Convention of Colored Citizens in Buffalo, New York. The venue—Park Presbyterian Church—had the familiar trappings of a church congregation, which made Garnet’s speech equal parts a political rally and a sermon.

			In the audience, Douglass attentively listened to Garnet’s every word. Douglass had already begun emerging as a leading voice of abolition. Just five years earlier, he had been an enslaved Black man in Maryland, until he escaped and was soon one of the most recognizable voices through his lectures and writing.

			Abolition in any form for the two debaters—one from Maryland and one from Troy, New York—headlined the agenda of the convention, with the persistent question being: How to make freedom possible and permanent? The convention was situated as a platform to present survey data that could provide fifty-eight delegates, Garnet and Douglass included, and its raucous crowd insight into the state of Black ownership, Black wealth, and Black employment, at any true scale. The stakes rose with every newspaper reporter in attendance, every political onlooker, and every tangible and quixotic aim articulated by the delegates, but all of it remained grounded in data. The survey data were by no means exhaustive and focused only on a handful of places in New York, Ohio, and one town in Massachusetts. Yet, the feat was impressive. Attendees learned that in Columbus, the average real estate wealth per Black person was only $35, compared to Albany, New York, where Blacks’ average real estate wealth was $100 per household. The convention offered a snapshot of the state of Black America as convention participants understood and saw it. But Garnet saw the state of Black America differently. His view could be summed up by the persistence of the gulf between free Black people on one side and the rest of Black America on the other. While Douglass believed that there was still hope for a peaceful transition from enslaved to free and that America was uniquely able to develop into a democratic multiracial nation, Garnet could not bring himself to believe the same. He had been trained at the radical school, the Oneida Institute, and was taught that school’s core tenet: “immediatism”—the immediate cessation of slavery without compensating the enslavers. Though formerly enslaved, Garnet hand made himself free, and his expectation for Black and white people alike was that everyone should fight for greater freedom. During the 1830s, he had been an itinerant minister while intermittently studying at both Oneida and Noyes Academy before it was destroyed by anti-abolitionists. Settling finally in Troy in 1839, he, with his friend William Allen, launched an abolitionist magazine and cultivated a crowd of people who could count on him for prophetic fire.

			Still, as Douglass listened to Garnet’s strategy, he couldn’t help but conclude that it was no strategy at all—just an excess of moral outrage with unlimited potential harm.

			“The gross inconsistency of a people holding slaves, who had themselves ‘ferried o’er the wave’ for freedom’s sake, was too apparent to be entirely overlooked,” Garnet said. He castigated the people who argued that the founding of the United States was based on a legacy of freedom from their oppressor. Those who believed this were “oppressors themselves,” Garnet argued, who “have become involved in the ruin. They have become weak, sensual, and rapacious. They have cursed you—they have cursed themselves—they have cursed the earth which they have trod.”

			For Douglass, the stakes and potential peril increased once Garnet said that the method for dealing with such moral bankruptcy was violence. “Brethren,” Garnet urged, “it is as wrong for your lordly oppressors to keep you in slavery as it was for the man thief to steal our ancestors from the coast of Africa. You should therefore now use the same manner of resistance.” As McCabe later amplified, Garnet urged Black people to take and build what is theirs—don’t ask simply for permission. Don’t wait, but embrace the ideals oppressors didn’t intend to be of use for Black people to create their own ideal. “As would have been just in our ancestors when the bloody footprints of the first remorseless soul thief was placed upon the shores of our fatherland.” To make his point clear, he told the audience, “If hereditary bondmen would be free, they must themselves strike the blow.”

			The bloodshed would not be only of the enslaved trying to gain freedom, but of the master who cannot see the beauty in their skin and of those free Black people who might join in the cause of freedom and abundance. “Tell them in language which they cannot misunderstand, of the exceeding sinfulness of slavery, and of a future judgment, and of the righteous retributions of an indignant God. Inform them that all you desire is FREEDOM, and that nothing else will suffice. Do this, and for ever after cease to toil for the heartless tyrants who give you no other reward but stripes and abuse. If they then commence the work of death,” he said, “they, and not you, will be responsible for the consequences.”

			Garnet was radically departing from the views that had captivated some of his fellow abolitionists. For decades, abolition had been grounded in notions of civil disobedience, which would implicate the evil wrongdoer (the white enslaver) and the good lawbreaker (the Black self-liberator). But the institution of slavery in the United States was still growing, and abolition took on forms of self-emancipation of people like Douglass (who escaped) or of these conventions and abolition-aligned newspapers that denounced the institution and demanded political leaders to change. Garnet’s call was not for abandoning faith that people might change, but that that faith might need the help of people willing to take up arms to nudge faith along.

			Like any Black preacher who knows when they’ve made their case, Garnet began his coda. As he did, whispers of concern shot across the convention. Yet these were drowned out by Garnet’s thundering conclusion: “Fellow-men! patient sufferers! behold your dearest rights crushed to the earth! See your sons murdered, and your wives, mothers, and sisters doomed to prostitution! In the name of the merciful God! and by all that life is worth, let it no longer be a debatable question whether it is better to choose LIBERTY or DEATH.” From Nat Turner, whose 1831 revolt sent shivers down the spines of enslavers who never anticipated the degree of success he’d inspire; to Joseph Cinqué, whom Garnet lauded for his rebellion as an enslaved man against the Spanish aboard the ship La Amistad; to Madison Washington, whose rebellion aboard the ship Creole just two years prior resulted in the liberation of 128 enslaved people and catalyzed heated debates between the United States and Great Britain over diplomacy and slavery; to Denmark Veazie (Vesey), whose execution was triggered by his decision to spark a rebellion in Charleston in 1822; to even McCabe’s eventual nicknamesake, Moses—Garnet called upon these abolitionists from different eras and told the crowd, “Brethren, arise, arise! Strike for your lives and liberties. Now is the day and the hour…Rather die freemen than live to be slaves. Remember that you are FOUR MILLIONS! Your dead fathers speak to [you] from their graves. Heaven, as with a voice of thunder, calls on you to arise from the dust. Let your motto be resistance! RESISTANCE! No Oppressed people have ever secured their liberty without resistance.”

			As the applause roared in response to the homily turned political speech, Douglass lodged his dissent. “There was too much physical force, both in the address and the remarks of the speaker last up,” he told the audience, according to notes of the convention. Douglass wanted to keep “trying,” because “the moral means a little longer,” implicitly calling the address by Garnet too radical to be moral. He feared that “the address, could it reach the slaves, and the advice, either of the address or the gentleman, be followed, while it might not lead the slaves to rise in insurrection for liberty, would, nevertheless, and necessarily be the occasion of an insurrection.”

			Not one to let a critique hang in the air, Garnet rose again. All he had done, he explained, was advise that the enslaved “go to their masters and tell them they wanted their liberty, and had come to ask for it; and if the master refused it, to tell them, then we shall take it, let the consequence be what it may.”

			Douglass thought this request was too likely to lead to an insurrection. By one vote, Garnet’s resolution was voted down, and then twice more when the president of the convention, Amos Beman, lodged his strong dissent, citing “moral” reasons, just as Douglass had, for his opposition. But for McCabe, it was an invitation to find liberation and abundance for Black people in an innovative way—one not bestowed by his white peers, but one designed for and by Black people, even if it meant using the tools his white predecessors had used to colonize the country.

			Garnet’s “radical” resolution failed, just as McCabe’s radical idea for colonizing a territory and turning it into a Black state was called a failure before it began. But Garnet sowed seeds of a different kind of liberation, the fruits of which were reaped by the likes of McCabe. And McCabe’s plan for a Black state sowed new seeds for those who would come after, who aspired to a Black nationalism that persisted through representations throughout history—in Black political parties, Black cultural feats like the Black rodeo, Black towns, and more. McCabe’s all-Black-state idea, innovative though it was, had its antecedent in a battle of ideas for how Black people might make their way in America.

			Perhaps Douglass hadn’t been aggrieved enough yet. Perhaps the country that once permitted his slavery hadn’t let him down enough yet. Because twenty years from publicly opposing Garnet—even insinuating he was immoral—Douglass found himself where Garnet had been. In an editorial in his monthly circular, Douglass told his readers, “Men of Color! To Arms! To Arms!,” detailing that “when the war is over, the country is saved, peace is established, and the black man’s rights are secured, as they will be, history with an impartial hand will dispose of that and sundry other questions. Action! Action! not criticism is the plain duty of this hour. Words are now useful only as they stimulate to blows.”

			But that was decades in the future. For now, Garnet and his radical calls to “arise” were critiqued by Black people and maligned by many of his white counterparts. The Baltimore-based Niles National Register described Garnet’s speech, and the speeches of others at this convention, not as “anti-slavery” but as for liberty. But the part that worried the writers of the article most was that Garnet’s words were “recommending a servile insurrection, and declarations that if such insurrection should happen, the only part they would take would be to aid the slaves, and denials of the binding force of the constitution.” The editors of the Niles National Register wanted to alarm their readers that Garnet sought to disrupt the placid approach to liberation. “We would simply call the attention of all our readers to the fact that the attempt is now being made to organize a political party on these principles…It takes a shorter road to attain the end, by raising the standard of servile war, and subverting the constitution itself.” The Constitution still deemed Douglass and Garnet as not fully human, and both men’s escapes were prosecutable by the Fugitive Slave Clause. And any uprising the likes of which Garnet was pushing for violated the fourth article of the Constitution. He was advocating they break enough laws to get them killed, and in so doing, he was pushing for a reinvented and reconstituted America.

			Such violence, according to the Niles National Register, was “the very madness of fanaticism, and deeply injures the cause of the slave, while it discredits the efforts, and abates the zeal, of those who abhorring as much as the most ultra-abolitionist the institution of slavery, and its inevitable abuses—are yet bound by their fealty to the constitution to fulfill its behests, however unpalatable, until they can, in a constitutional mode, be altered.”

			Meanwhile, the local Buffalo Advertiser focused on Garnet’s race. Calling him a “Ci-Devant slave”—French for formerly enslaved—the Advertiser noted, “His skin is jet black, indicating unmixed African descent, but his head nearly approaches the Caucasian formation, being one of the finest we ever saw on a negro.” The paper asserted that this formerly enslaved man was as white as they come not because of how he looked, but because his wit, his charm, his intellectual power made him of the “Caucasian formation.” For his part, Garnet had quoted a white man, Patrick Henry, for demanding, “Give me liberty or give me death!” By doing that, Garnet knew that white people would be addled by what they saw as unjustified speed and what he knew to be a long time coming.

			And it was true that Garnet had traveled some 260 miles to Buffalo to call for a rebellion. But these were resounding themes emanating from the Liberty Street Presbyterian Church, which Garnet pastored. In his time there, he loudly sounded the calls for freedom that shook the unsettled moral foundations of a country whose wealth was established by the free labor Garnet would attest was anything but free. McCabe would have undoubtedly grown up hearing these same calls. McCabe’s beginning matters as much as his journey, as it contains the fragments of America’s mangled tale of what drives people born without power, free or enslaved, who build dreams and hopes for better, to do.
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			Seven years after Garnet and Douglass’s great debate, on October 10, 1850, Edward Preston McCabe was born in Troy. To this day, little is known about McCabe’s parents. History has not recorded his father. But we know that his mother, Elizabeth McCabe, claimed to be free all her life. Garnet proclaimed that “slavery had fixed a deep gulf” between the lives of the people of Troy, New York, and all of the Black people still living in enslavement at the time of McCabe’s birth. But because of his mother’s claim and his fortune to be born in the North, McCabe came without the scourge of being born into slavery.

			Troy was a place to prosper for both enslaver and the formerly enslaved. Its county, Rensselaer, was named after the Van Rensselaer family, the wealthy Dutch clan (at one point America’s tenth-richest family) that owned the over one-million-acre estate they called the manor of Rensselaerswyck. Herman Melville pays indirect homage to his own Rensselaer family ties in Moby Dick: “It touches one’s sense of honor, particularly if you come of an old established family in the land, the Van Rensselaers, or Randolphs, or Hardicanutes”—equating the Van Rensselaers to the families that led the colonization of Virginia, in the case of the Randolphs, and the family that ruled Scandinavia.

			Stephen Van Rensselaer, the namesake of the region’s university and the tenth-richest American in history (according to a 2009 study by Forbes), introduced enterprise and innovation where it was not necessary. His land sprawled from Albany east to Troy and to towns afar such as Saratoga and Schenectady. He provided leases at decent rates to local farmers, negating any need for workers to carve their own path to self-sustainability by buying their own land. Instead, he charged them rent, and in harsh times would accept grain and other crops they produced for their rent instead of cash. The goal was to make sure that the money they spent on a down payment for land would instead be allocated to improving the businesses they started, and Stephen was an equity partner in each of the businesses his tenants founded. Rensselaer and Albany Counties became a beacon of progress as eighty thousand tenants—white tenants—working the land tried to achieve greater and greater levels of productivity.

			But not so for many of the Black residents.

			Rensselaer’s land, manor, and personal holdings were managed by slaves, fifteen of them. These he freed in 1799, when the Gradual Emancipation Act passed in New York—an incremental nod toward freedom by declaring children born to enslaved mothers after July 4, 1799, somewhat free (forced into indentured servitude).

			Slavery was as much a hallmark of this area as its noted streak of abolitionism three decades later.
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			McCabe’s family moved from place to place, chasing opportunity. From Troy, they went to Fall River, Massachusetts, and from Fall River to Newport, Rhode Island, where his mother and father stayed, only to send McCabe to Bangor, Maine, to continue his studies. But when his father died, suddenly McCabe’s life, at twenty-two years old, changed and his direction pivoted toward making a life of freedom, not just benefiting from it.

			McCabe moved south to New York City and Wall Street, to answer what thousands of other men—white men—asked: “What are my prospects?”—only to ultimately adopt the quote attributed to Horace Greeley: “Go West, young man.”

			And West McCabe did go, because as a free man he could. But without realizing it, he had inherited the unresolved debate between Garnet and Douglass: Would there be a place for him in a changing country hurtling toward war not long after?
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