

[image: cover]





    [image: image]






    Dedication


    
To Theodore Brunson, Charles L. Blockson,


Howard Dodson, Debra Newman Ham, William W. Layton,


William Miles, Clement Price, Dorothy Provine,
 Paul E. Sluby, and to all those
 who recognize the importance
 of preserving and protecting
 their own history.






Contents


    Dedication

    


Introduction



    

Chapter 1: The Land




Chapter 2: Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima




Chapter 3: The Plantation Society




Chapter 4: To Make a Slave




Chapter 5: The United States of America!




Chapter 6: James Forten




Chapter 7: We the People . . . 




Chapter 8: To Be a Slave




Chapter 9: Fighting Back




Chapter 10: George Latimer




Chapter 11:  The Dred Scott Case




Chapter 12: John Brown




Chapter 13: Secession




Chapter 14: The Bower



Chapter 15: We Look Like Men of War




Chapter 16: Fort Wagner




Chapter 17: The First Taste of Freedom




Chapter 18: Ida B. Wells




Chapter 19: Lewis Howard Latimer




Chapter 20: The Battle in the Courts




Chapter 21: Meta Vaux Warrick




Chapter 22: Brown vs. Board of Education




Chapter 23: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Modern Civil Rights Movement






Afterword




Author’s Note




Select Bibliography






Acknowledgments




    Back Ad

    


About the Author




Books by Walter Dean Myers





Copyright




About the Publisher





    
    [image: image]

    Colored orphanage in New York, 1860. New-York Historical Society









Introduction






The African-American experience cannot be told in one story, or even a hundred, for it is a living experience, ever changing, ever growing, ever becoming richer. Events of the past cannot change, but they can change in our perception of them, and in our understanding of what they mean to us today. What we understand of our history is what we understand of ourselves. If it has come down to us that we are wonderful beings, blessed with all the gifts needed to succeed, then we will naturally seek that success. If we believe that we are fully deserving of the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, then we will fight to retain those rights. But if we believe we are not capable, that the stars that others reach are not for us to grasp, then we will never achieve our goals, and we will constantly look outside ourselves for salvation. Those who have accepted themselves as failures will only find ways of failing well. In the last analysis, it is what we believe about ourselves that is our history.


Some hundreds of years ago an African was brought to the shores of North America. That African was my ancestor, and will always be part of my heritage. He was worked and beaten, humiliated and subjected to the will of people willing to exploit him. I claim that work, those beatings, that humiliation, the pain of that exploitation.


The sons and daughters of that African lifted themselves above the institutions and the people who held them captive. They fought in insurrections against brutality, they carried muskets in the Civil War, they struggled in a hundred inner-city tenements and on a hundred rural farms, and they have prevailed. I claim that fight, the weight of that musket against the walls of Fort Wagner, the struggle in crowded tenements, the plowing of hard land.


I claim the womenfolk, the quilts they made, the articles they wrote, their fear of having their children sold away, their art and songs.


I claim the darkest moments of my people and celebrate their perseverance.


I claim the joy and the light and the music and the genius and the muscle and the glory of these I write about, of those many more I know about, and of the legions who have passed this way without yet having their stories told.


History has made me an African American. It is an Africa that I have come from, and an America that I have helped to create. So be it.



According to an African tradition among the people of Abron-Gyaman (Ivory Coast), a drummer must recite the following words before giving information to the village.




Every word is the word;


the word is easy


and difficult.


He who would speak


must speak clearly


and must speak the truth.




I bring as much truth as I know.


Walter Dean Myers
 1991













1


The Land






To understand the story of the African-American experience, we have to begin with the land. North America, incredibly rich and beautiful, stretching forever westward from the shores of the Atlantic Ocean, was irresistible. There were mountain ranges through which rivers coursed, bringing minerals to the lush valleys and plains below. That the climate was right for agriculture was evident from the crops of the brown- and copper-skinned people we call Native Americans today.


For Europe it was the age of exploration. Kings and queens, wealthy merchants, sometimes even private individuals, hired ships to travel the world. They were chiefly looking for faster trade routes to the Far East and new sources of gold, silver, and spices. What they found in their travels westward was the land that would one day become the United States.



Living on this land were many different groups of peoples: The Navaho were largely nomadic, constantly on the move, while the Seneca had lived in a relatively small area of the northeast for hundreds of years. Toward the middle of the continent the Erie Indians lived in the area of the Great Lakes. The Seminole were largely in the southeast, while in the southwest the Hopi built three- and four-story structures, sometimes with hundreds of rooms.


These peoples had lived on this land with their villages, their governments, their beliefs, and their customs, for thousands of years.


The Europeans called the land North America, after the Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci. Earlier Christopher Columbus, an explorer sailing under the flag of Spain, had reached the island of San Salvador, south of Florida, and had called the people he found there “Indians.” Soon the Europeans were calling all the peoples of North America Indians.


While some explorers were crossing the Atlantic Ocean, others, such as Diogo Cão and Bartholomeu Dias of Portugal, were making important discoveries along the west coast of Africa.


Griots—African storytellers—speak of African kingdoms that stretch back hundreds of years before the birth of Christ. By the ninth century the religion of Islam had spread its influence among the early inhabitants of ancient Ghana. The kingdom of Ghana gave way to that of Mali, with its center of learning at Timbuktu and the beginnings of the gold trade across the Sahara Desert, and by the end of the fifteenth century, Sunni Ali Ber and Askia Muhammad I, the great leaders of the powerful Songhai Empire, were legendary figures.


[image: image]

French map of Africa, 1708. Author


In the 1400’s, long caravans of traders made their way from the forests of the Yoruba across the continent to Egypt in east Africa. Merchants from France, England, India, and Holland traded for African gold and ivory in crowded north-African markets. But sub-Saharan Africa was cut off from Europe by the desert.


In the early sixteenth century, when Europeans began to explore the world by ship, the riches of the west African coast were discovered. Soon Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, and English companies began to build trading posts along the coast. They also sought colonies in what they called the “New World.”
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Land grants such as this were given on condition that the person receiving the grant bring either slaves or indentured servants to the colony to work the land. The land granted here was later bought by George Washington. Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association


In 1584 the Englishman Walter Raleigh started such a colony on the eastern coast of North America in a place he called Virginia. The early colonists found no cities in North America to rival those in Great Britain and Europe. What they did find was a land of richness and beauty and the possibility of enormous wealth that free land promised.



English, Dutch, and Spanish settlements sprang up along the east coast of North America, while smaller Spanish and French settlements appeared in the west. English settlements were named Virginia, Delaware, and Maryland. New Amsterdam was Dutch, and Florida was claimed by the Spanish.


The largest tracts of land were settled by the British, who sent hundreds of settlers to the southern part of the continent with offers of free land for people who would promise to develop it. The idea, of course, was that the people developing the land would be British, and so the British Empire, already the largest in the world, would continue to grow.


In a world in which most people survived by farming, the land grants were extremely attractive. America was described by many as the best poor man’s country in the world. The cost of buying land in America was less than the annual taxes would have been on the same land if it had been in England.


Typical in many ways of the early American colonists were two English brothers, William and John Dandridge. William, a handsome, self-assured man with a great sense of presence, was an officer in the Royal Navy. Young John, only fourteen years old but bright and ambitious like his brother, was still looking for a profession. They left behind another brother, Bartholo-mew Dandridge, who became a noted portrait painter. His paintings are on display in the National Portrait Gallery in London.


The opportunities for the Dandridges, had they remained in England, were only fair; in America, with hard work and inexpensive land, they might make their fortunes. Around the year 1711, uncertain of what life would be like in the largely unpopulated land, they decided to try their luck. William Dandridge settled in Virginia, near the Pamunkey River; John would later build a house nearby on the other side of the same river.
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William Dandridge, 1689—1743, along with his brother John, came to the colonies to seek his fortune. Virginia Historical Society


The Dandridges, like many colonists who came to North America, were to become closely entangled with the lives of the Africans who were brought there. Through the course of this book we will follow their story over the years.


The land was plentiful and rich, but who would work it? It didn’t make sense for a colonist to work for somebody else when land down the road could be had for practically nothing. It became clear that what was needed in the new colonies was a new supply of laborers whose ambitions could be limited.


One of the first solutions was to bring more people from Great Britain. Poor people in England and Ireland who owed money they could not repay were forced to come to the colonies and work for nothing until their debts were paid off. Occasionally people would agree to work for a certain amount of time in return for their passage to the new world and their chance at America’s wealth. Prisoners, as well, were often sent on the ships that left Liverpool and other English ports for the east coast of America.


How long people had to work depended on their circumstances. A criminal might have to work for fourteen or more years, while a person just paying for passage might have to work for only four years before the passage was paid for.


When the amount of time was settled, a contract was drawn up and then carefully torn in half. The worker took one half and the person for whom he or she had to work took the other. The pieces could be matched where the paper was torn or “indented,” and these workers were called “indentured servants.” When their time was up, the servants—men, women, and often children—were given the other half of the indenture and were free to go their own way.


Indentures could be bought and sold. Wealthier colonists, looking for laborers, would go to the docks when a ship arrived to buy the indentures by paying the original contract holder the value of the passage plus a small bonus.


Indentured labor helped, but did not solve, the problem. The need for labor was much greater than the flow of servants from Europe. The labor had to be found elsewhere.


It was common practice among warring African nations that prisoners taken in battle were held in captivity for long periods of time. Sometimes they would be used as hostages against future attack, or sent back to their original people in exchange for goods. African chiefs who were captured in battle were frequently ransomed or exchanged for other prisoners. The prisoners would become part of the community of their captors. It was not unusual for a man to be taken prisoner and then later rise to a prominent position with his new people. Sometimes prisoners faced a lifetime of servitude.


The European traders eyed the captives they saw among the Africans. Seeing an opportunity to solve the labor problem in the colonies, they began to trade their goods for African prisoners, and in 1619 the first African captives were brought to Virginia.


At first, when both Africans and indentured whites were being brought to the colonies, there was little difference in the attitudes toward them. But the laws of Great Britain, under which the most populous colonies lived, protected the indentured servants by clearly stating how much time they had to serve and declaring their children to be free. No such system protected the African captives.
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North America as known by Europeans in 1650. The western coast had not been sufficiently explored to be included on this French-made map. Library of Congress


Some of the first Africans brought to this country were eventually freed under laws similar to indenture laws; most were not. Gradually those areas of the country that used the labor of African captives made laws saying that they would have to serve for as long as they lived; what’s more, their “increase,” or children, would also have to serve forever. In other words, the Africans “belonged” to whoever held them captive.



Once the trade in Africans started, it increased quickly. There was an enormous profit to be made in sending ships to Africa and transporting a human cargo across the Atlantic Ocean to the West Indies and the southern colonies, and some of the colonists were eager to exploit it.


The raids on west Africa that supplied North America with labor would last for some 236 years, from 1619 to 1855, long after the legal importation of Africans had ended. During that time the terrible trade in human beings plunged west Africa into chaos. Europeans brought their guns into the ports of Africa and attacked small villages. They provided weapons for Africans who were willing—sometimes to avoid slavery themselves but often out of pure greed—to start wars against their neighbors in order to supply captives for the waiting ships. Local governments fell, unable to defend their people against European guns. Entire villages were forced to leave their traditional lands to avoid the manufactured wars.


America was a land where people who had been poor could become rich. All that was needed was land and labor. The early colonists were willing to take the land from the Native Americans and the labor from the African captives.














2


Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima






Who were these Africans being brought to the New World? What was their African world like? There is no single answer. The Africans came from many countries, and from many cultures. Like the Native Americans, they established their territories based on centuries of tradition. Most, but not all, of the Africans who were brought to the colonies came from central and west Africa. Among them was a man named Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima.


 


The European invaders, along with those Africans who cooperated with them, had made the times dangerous. African nations that had lived peacefully together for centuries now eyed each other warily. Slight insults led to major battles. Bands of outlaws roamed the countryside attacking the small villages, kidnaping those unfortunate enough to have wandered from the protection of their people. The stories that came from the coast were frightening. Those kidnaped were taken to the sea and sold to whites, put on boats, and taken across the sea. No one knew what happened then.


Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima was born in 1762 in Fouta Djallon, a district of the present country of Guinea. It is a beautiful land of green mountains rising majestically from grassy plains, a land rich with minerals, especially bauxite.


Ibrahima was a member of the powerful and influential Fula people and a son of one of their chieftains. The religion of Islam had swept across Africa centuries before, and the young Ibrahima was raised in the tradition of the Moslems.


The Fula were taller and lighter in complexion than the other inhabitants of Africa’s west coast; they had silky hair, which they often wore long. A pastoral people, the Fula had a complex system of government, with the state divided into nine provinces and each province divided again into smaller districts. Each province had its chief and its subchiefs.


As the son of a chief Ibrahima was expected to assume a role of political leadership when he came of age. He would also be expected to set a moral example, and to be well versed in his religion. When he reached twelve he was sent to Timbuktu to study.


Under the Songhai dynasty leader Askia the Great, Timbuktu had become a center of learning and one of the largest cities in the Songhai Empire. The young Ibrahima knew he was privileged to attend the best-known school in west Africa. Large and sophisticated, with wide, tree-lined streets, the city attracted scholars from Africa, Europe, and Asia. Islamic law, medicine, and mathematics were taught to the young men destined to become the leaders of their nations. It was a good place for a young man to be. The city was well guarded, too. It had to be, to prevent the chaos that, more and more, dominated African life nearer the coast.
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View of the City of Timbuktu where, as a young man, Ibrahima studied the Koran. Library of Congress



Ibrahima learned first to recite from the Koran, the Moslem holy book, and then to read it in Arabic. From the Koran, it was felt, came all other knowledge. After Ibrahima had finished his studies in Timbuktu, he returned to Fouta Djallon to continue to prepare himself to be a chief.


The Fula had little contact with whites, and what little contact they did have was filled with danger. So when, in 1781, a white man claiming to be a ship’s surgeon stumbled into one of their villages, they were greatly surprised.


John Coates Cox hardly appeared to be a threat. A slight man, blind in one eye, he had been lost for days in the forested regions bordering the mountains. He had injured his leg, and it had become badly infected as he tried to find help. By the time he was found and brought to the Fula chiefs, he was more dead than alive.


Dr. Cox, an Irishman, told of being separated from a hunting party that had left from a ship on which he had sailed as ship’s surgeon. The Fula chief decided that he would help Cox. He was taken into a hut, and a healer was assigned the task of curing his infected leg.


During the months Dr. Cox stayed with the Fula, he met Ibrahima, now a tall, brown-skinned youth who had reached manhood. His bearing reflected his status as the son of a major chief. Dr. Cox had learned some Fulani, the Fula language, and the two men spoke. Ibrahima was doubtless curious about the white man’s world, and Dr. Cox was as impressed by Ibrahima’s education as he had been by the kindness of his people.



When Dr. Cox was well enough to leave, he was provided with a guard; but before he left, he warned the Fula about the danger of venturing too near the ships that docked off the coast of Guinea. The white doctor knew that the ships were there to take captives.


Cox and Ibrahima embraced fondly and said their good-byes, thinking they would never meet again.


Ibrahima married and became the father of several children. He was in his mid-twenties when he found himself leading the Fula cavalry in their war with the Mandingo.


The first battles went well, with the enemy retreating before the advancing Fula. The foot warriors attacked first, breaking the enemy’s ranks and making them easy prey for the well-trained Fula cavalry. With the enemy in full rout the infantry returned to their towns while the horsemen, led by Ibrahima, chased the remaining stragglers. The Fula fought their enemies with spears, bows, slings, swords, and courage.


The path of pursuit led along a path that narrowed sharply as the forests thickened. The fleeing warriors disappeared into the forest that covered a sharply rising mountain. Thinking the enemy had gone for good, Ibrahima felt it would be useless to chase them further.


“We could not see them,” he would write later.


But against his better judgment, he decided to look for them. The horsemen dismounted at the foot of a hill and began the steep climb on foot. Halfway up the hill the Fula realized they had been lured into a trap! Ibrahima heard the rifles firing, saw the smoke from the powder and the men about him falling to the ground, screaming in agony. Some died instantly. Many horses, hit by the gunfire, thrashed about in pain and panic. The firing was coming from both sides, and Ibrahima ordered his men to the top of the hill, where they could, if time and Allah permitted it, try a charge using the speed and momentum of their remaining horses.


Ibrahima was among the first to mount, and urged his animal onward. The enemy warriors came out of the forests, some with bows and arrows, others with muskets that he knew they had obtained from the Europeans. The courage of the Fula could not match the fury of the guns. Ibrahima called out to his men to save themselves, to flee as they could. Many tried to escape, rushing madly past the guns. Few survived.


Those who did clustered about their young leader, determined to make one last, desperate stand. Ibrahima was hit in the back by an arrow, but the aim was not true and the arrow merely cut his broad shoulder. Then something smashed against his head from the rear.


The next thing Ibrahima knew was that he was choking. Then he felt himself being lifted from water. He tried to move his arms, but they had been fastened securely behind his back. He had been captured.


When he came to his full senses, he looked around him. Those of his noble cavalry who had not been captured were already dead. Ibrahima was unsteady on his legs as his clothes and sandals were stripped from him. The victorious Mandingo warriors now pushed him roughly into file with his men. They began the long trek that would lead them to the sea.



In Fouta Djallon being captured by the enemy meant being forced to do someone else’s bidding, sometimes for years. If you could get a message to your people, you could, perhaps, buy your freedom. Otherwise, it was only if you were well liked, or if you married one of your captor’s women, that you would be allowed to go free, or to live like a free person.


Ibrahima sensed that things would not go well for him.


The journey to the sea took weeks. Ibrahima was tied to other men, with ropes around their necks. Each day they walked from dawn to dusk. Those who were slow were knocked brutally to the ground. Some of those who could no longer walk were speared and left to die in agony. It was the lucky ones who were killed outright if they fell.


When they reached the sea, they remained bound hand and foot. There were men and women tied together. Small children clung to their mothers as they waited for the boats to come and the bargaining to begin.


Ibrahima, listening to the conversations of the men who held him captive, could understand those who spoke Arabic. These Africans were a low class of men, made powerful by the guns they had been given, made evil by the white man’s goods. But it didn’t matter who was evil and who was good. It only mattered who held the gun.


Ibrahima was inspected on the shore, then put into irons and herded into a small boat that took him out to a ship that was larger than any he had ever seen.


The ship onto which Ibrahima was taken was already crowded with black captives. Some shook in fear; others, still tied, fought by hurling their bodies at their captors. The beating and the killing continued until the ones who were left knew that their lot was hopeless.


On board the ship there were more whites with guns, who shoved them toward the open hatch. Some of the Africans hesitated at the hatch, and were clubbed down and pushed belowdecks.


It was dark beneath the deck, and difficult to breathe. Bodies were pressed close against other bodies. In the section of the ship he was in, men prayed to various gods in various languages. It seemed that the whites would never stop pushing men into the already crowded space. Two sailors pushed the Africans into position so that each would lie in the smallest space possible. The sailors panted and sweated as they untied the men and then chained them to a railing that ran the length of the ship.


The ship rolled against its mooring as the anchor was lifted, and the journey began. The boards of the ship creaked and moaned as it lifted and fell in the sea. Some of the men got sick, vomiting upon themselves in the wretched darkness. They lay cramped, muscles aching, irons cutting into their legs and wrists, gasping for air.


Once a day they would be brought out on deck and made to jump about for exercise. They were each given a handful of either beans or rice cooked with yams and water from a cask. The white sailors looked hardly better than the Africans, but it was they who held the guns.


Illness and the stifling conditions on the ships caused many deaths. How many depended largely on how fast the ships could be loaded with Africans and how long the voyage from Africa took. It was not unusual for 10 percent of the Africans to die if the trip took longer than the usual twenty-five to thirty-five days.


 


Ibrahima, now twenty-six years old, reached Mississippi in 1788. As the ship approached land, the Africans were brought onto the deck and fed. Some had oil put on their skins so they would look better; their sores were treated or covered with pitch. Then they were given garments to wear in an obvious effort to improve their appearance.


Although Ibrahima could not speak English, he understood he was being bargained for. The white man who stood on the platform with him made him turn around, and several other white men neared him, touched his limbs, examined his teeth, looked into his eyes, and made him move about.


Thomas Foster, a tobacco grower and a hard-working man, had come from South Carolina with his family and had settled on the rich lands that took their minerals from the Mississippi River. He already held one captive, a young boy. In August 1788 he bought two more. One of them was named Sambo, which means “second son.” The other was Ibrahima.


Foster agreed to pay $930 for the two Africans. He paid $150 down and signed an agreement to pay another $250 the following January and the remaining $530 in January of the following year.


When Ibrahima arrived at Foster’s farm, he tried to find someone who could explain to the white man who he was—the son of a chief. He wanted to offer a ransom for his own release, but Foster wasn’t interested. He understood, perhaps from the boy whom he had purchased previously, that this new African was claiming to be an important person. Foster had probably never heard of the Fula or their culture; he had paid good money for the African, and wasn’t about to give him up. Foster gave Ibrahima a new name: He called him Prince.


For Ibrahima there was confusion and pain. What was he to do? A few months before, he had been a learned man and a leader among his people. Now he was a captive in a strange land where he neither spoke the language nor understood the customs. Was he never to see his family again? Were his sons forever lost to him?


As a Fula, Ibrahima wore his hair long; Foster insisted that it be cut. Ibrahima’s clothing had been taken from him, and his sandals. Now the last remaining symbol of his people, his long hair, had been taken as well.


He was told to work in the fields. He refused, and he was tied and whipped. The sting of the whip across his naked flesh was terribly painful, but it was nothing like the pain he felt within. The whippings forced him to work.


For Ibrahima this was not life, but a mockery of life. There was the waking in the morning and the sleeping at night; he worked, he ate, but this was not life. What was more, he could not see an end to it. It was this feeling that made him attempt to escape.


Ibrahima escaped to the backwoods regions of Natchez. He hid there, eating wild berries and fruit, not daring to show his face to any man, white or black. There was no telling who could be trusted. Sometimes he saw men with dogs and knew they were searching for runaways, perhaps him.


Where was he to run? What was he to do? He didn’t know the country, he didn’t know how far it was from Fouta Djallon, or how to get back to his homeland. He could tell that this place was ruled by white men who held him in captivity. The other blacks he had seen were from all parts of Africa. Some he recognized by their tribal markings, some he did not. None were allowed to speak their native tongues around the white men. Some already knew nothing of the languages of their people.


As time passed Ibrahima’s despair deepened. His choices were simple. He could stay in the woods and probably die, or he could submit his body back into bondage. There is no place in Islamic law for a man to take his own life. Ibrahima returned to Thomas Foster.


Foster still owed money to the man from whom he had purchased Ibrahima. The debt would remain whether he still possessed the African or not. Foster was undoubtedly glad to see that the African had returned. Thin, nearly starving, Ibrahima was put to work.


Ibrahima submitted himself to the will of Thomas Foster. He was a captive, held in bondage not only by Foster but by the society in which he found himself. Ibrahima maintained his beliefs in the religion of Islam and kept its rituals as best he could. He was determined to be the same person he had always been: Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima of Fouta Djallon and of the proud Fula people.
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Abd al-Rahman Ibrahima from an engraving by Henry Inman in
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