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Dedication
To every soul who has ever longed for freedom,
hope, and a better tomorrow.
May this story serve as a reminder that courage
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can survive even the harshest struggles.
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CHAPTER ONE
A Friendship Bound by Chains

I couldn’t help thinking about him; wondering, that if after five long days, he realized that I was miles away. And that I’d never be back. Not just away from him, and his new attitude, but miles and days away from sugar cane that was now sworn to the labors of my future.
His name was Jackson Forester the 3rd. He was the son of the owner of the plantation where I’d been born. He was about two years older than me, and even though I was a slave n’ he was a white boy n’ free, we had actually grown up as best friends. Since... well always. Always at least as long as I can remember. Jack too I guess. Mr. Jackson that is. He said I could call him Jack though, whenever we was alone, but never to call him that when we was around white folks. His name around white folks would always be, Mr. Jackson.
I was just Ben, but he said my whole name was Ben Howard.
I was born here at Twelve Oaks, a large cotton plantation on what they call the West Bank in Louisiana. My mom and dad was a slave couple by the name of Mattie and Nathan Howard. Mom worked and lived in the big house, but Dad was the black overseer of the field hands and lived in one of the cabins. I suppose that’s kinda’ why I always called him Nathan instead of calling him Dad, or Father like I’d ‘a probably called him if he lived with us.
Like I said, Jack and me, sorry, Mr. Jackson and me had always played together like we was almost equals, that’s kind ‘a the way he put it anyway, He said I was different from the field hands.
Mom was, well most everybody said she was a House Nigger. That seemed to put her on a higher level than the farm workers, and I worked in the house too. Lived there instead of in the cabins where the other workers and my father lived. 
Mostly I kept shoes shined and chopped and carried in wood for the stoves and fire places and stuff like that.
I reckon that made me a house nigger too, but I guess it didn’t really matter what they called me. Workin’ in the house was a whole lot better than workin’ in the cotton fields like most of the people.
I had a small room just off of the kitchen by the cook and butler’s quarters. Mom had a room upstairs next to Mrs. Forester’s room. Mom’s duty was just to take care of Mrs. Forester, who hardly ever came out of her room. Mom carried meals up to her, helped her dress, and did all the cleaning; everything for her room.
No one else ever went into her room. Everybody said she was sick, but she didn’t look sick on the occasions she came down stairs to entertain special guests or to see the Traveling Preacher who came every other Sunday.
Anyway, Jack; I guess its ok if I just call him Jack ain’t it? Jack had taken it upon himself to school me too. He said if we was  to be truly friends, he wanted me to be able to read. Other stuff too, like how this country was started as a colony of England, and that we fought with the English to become a separate country of states and commonwealths, with our own leaders. Governments is what he calls it.

We usually did that, the schoolin’, in the hay lofts of the horse barn where we had spent most of our time playing together. But that was to be secret too.

––––––––
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He said if anybody found out he was schoolin’ me, we’d both be in trouble. He’d be put in jail, and he didn’t know what would happen to me. He said they was lynchin’ black folks if they got too far out of line. I didn’t know what bein’ too far out of line meant, but I sure didn’t want to find out. I guess lynchin’ meant that they hanged you. N’ I sure didn’t want to get hanged.
I guess bein’ a slave and livin’ in the big house on this plantation wasn’t such a bad life. Most of the black folks was a whole lot worse off than me. That’s how Nathan always put it.

And Nathan, I guess Nathan was about the smartest person I knew. Even smarter than Jack or Mr. Forester Senior. Least I thought so. He used to talk to me for hours on Sunday afternoons after the roving preacher had left.

“I was born in South Carolina in 1798.”  Nathan would tell me. “Whole family, Mom, Dad, my sister Anna and I were bought by a slave trader when I was three or four years old.
“Left South Carolina in a Coffle.

“See, a Coffle was a whole bunch o’ people all chained together so they couldn’t escape.

“We were marched two by two, must have been thirty or forty of us. Men first, all chained together with iron collars.
Then the women and children tied together with ropes right behind them. The slave driver on horseback was clear behind all of us.
“Mom had to carry me a lot of the way. I was too little to keep up, barefoot and pokey. The driver on horseback would ride up and holler at Mom. ‘Pick that damn kid up n’ carry him; we’ve got a lot of miles to go before sundown.

“My dad said that we walked more than 500 miles south to a ship waiting at a dock in Georgia. Most of the women and many of the men were barefoot, and feet were bloody from stumbling over rough roads before we reached that ship. The whole trip was pure torture.

Then we were hauled for days by sea to New Orleans. We had no idea where we were going or what was going to happen to us. Packed like cordwood below deck. Couldn’t even see daylight.

“When we landed at New Orleans we were sold on an auction block. It was a horrible day. All thirty some of us sold on the block. My father was sold to a sugar plantation owner; Mom and my sister were sold to the owner of a cotton plantation over on the other side of the river.
“I guess at the time they didn’t consider me worth anything, so they let me go with Mom and Anna.
But that plantation owner said ‘that kid better stay out of the way or he’ll be sold for whatever I can get for him’.”
“So that’s where I grew up. Worked picken’ cotton by the time I turned six years old. That plantation owner died in 1811. Actually he was killed, but that’s another story. That’s when I was sold at auction.

“Stripped naked and displayed like I was a piece of goods so buyers could weigh how much they were willing to pay for me. Mr. Forester made a direct bid that no one would even challenge. He bought me on site.
“I was pretty lucky. That’s when I ended up here at Twelve Oaks. Mr. Forester’s always been kind to me too. Made me the overseer over the field slaves before I was twenty-five. He even allowed my suggestion of letting the workers work on Sunday afternoons to put wood floors in the cabins. I recon we’re the only slaves around here that’re not living in dirt floored cabins now.
Gave me books to study too. Said if I was ever to be free, correct language and knowledge of worldly subjects would help me find a better position. I always thought he might actually set me free one day.
“See Mr. Jackson Forester came here from Germany to take over running his brother’s cotton plantation after his brother was killed. I guess by natives. I’ll probably never know the whole story but he’s certainly earned my respect. 
He actually told me one day that ownin’ slaves gave him a sour taste in his mouth. He was just doing what he felt he had to do with his brother’s estate. I guess I owe him my allegiance for how he’s treated me.”
Nathan’s stories was always pretty much the same, but I enjoyed hearing them, no matter how many times I heard them. He even made me thankful to be here at Twelve Oaks instead of some of the other plantations that didn’t treat their slaves very good.
He said that I was actually double-lucky, cause I was friends with Jack, and that Jack was teaching me a lot of things.
That was mostly about our country and history and that kind of stuff.

Nathan said it was important for me to learn about English too. Not about the country England, but about the language. He spent most of Sunday afternoons helping me to learn to talk like I was educated.
Not so much to impress the people here at Twelve Oaks, but to outsiders. People like Reverend Peterson that came every other Sunday.
He said the Reverend and folks like him appreciated good manners and proper English. He said you never know when folks like that may be able to help you one day.
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The Secret That Changed Everything
––––––––
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It was Jack’s 16th birthday and I guess that would’a made me about 14. Jack had been practicing his dance steps for his party for the last month so he could show off to the young ladies that was invited with the families of the other plantations in the area.
There was even a orchestra hired to play for the celebration. I helped Jack pick out his outfit for the party and polished his best shoes up real good. He would look like a prince. I was so proud of him n’ how I’d done so much to help him pick everything out and look so handsome.

I stayed real close to Jack, Mr. Jackson that is, during the dinner, making sure that everything was done just proper for him. Specially since he was paying so much attention to a girl about his age by the name of Sarah that was here at the party.
I even overheard him tellin’ her that I was his personal servant that had been given to him on his twelfth birthday.
I don’t think that was the complete truth, but I played along. I really wanted for this party to be so special for him.
Sarah was a pretty dark haired girl from a plantation about five miles away on the other side o’ the river. Jack said it was in Mississippi but I know he didn’t mean it was really in the Mississippi river
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