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			For Claudia and Louis

			In loving memory of Cynthia Jevette Brown (1955–2023)

		

	
		
			The Lord said, “What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground.”

			—Genesis 4:10

			The blood of Joshua Halsey still cries, and the question is, can we hear it?

			—Reverend William Barber, 
Pine Forest Cemetery, 
Wilmington, North Carolina, 
November 2021
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				Introduction

			

			Our understanding of history depends on where we place the parameters of an event, on when we believe it begins and ends. I started this book thinking I was writing about a massacre and coup d’état that white supremacists committed in Wilmington, North Carolina, on a Thursday near the end of the nineteenth century. I finished it understanding that November 10, 1898, is a centuries-long day that isn’t over yet.

			I was born in Wilmington and lived there until I was eighteen. I return frequently, but I didn’t know much about 1898 until 2016, when I watched a documentary called Wilmington on Fire, directed by Christopher Everett. The film showed how white Democrats murdered Black men in the streets, banished Black leaders and their white Republican allies, and overthrew the city’s biracial government, establishing a precedent of impunity for racial terrorism and paving the way for Jim Crow. It demonstrated that the incident had been overlooked and even actively suppressed (“Before Rosewood. Before Tulsa. A massacre that was kept a secret for a hundred years.”). I agreed that the story needed to be known by as many people as possible and, in hopes of drawing attention to the film, decided to write a short article about it for The New Yorker.

			Everett and I arranged to meet in Wilmington, where I was visiting family. He was raised by his grandparents in Laurinburg, about an hour and a half west on Interstate 74. After getting laid off from a graphic design job in Atlanta in 2010, he moved back home and used his unemployment money to make Wilmington on Fire. He suggested that we meet in front of the former headquarters of the Wilmington Light Infantry (WLI), a socially elite volunteer military organization that operated from before the Civil War until after World War II. Its members were all white men, and they were all Democrats. (Before the political parties essentially switched ideologies in the mid-twentieth century, the Democrats stood for states’ rights and social conservatism.) It was there at the WLI Armory, on the morning of November 10, 1898, that a crowd of heavily armed white men gathered to impose their will by force.

			Everett and I sat on a pair of pedestals that flank the entrance to the elegant marble-clad Greek Revival building. It stands at 409 Market Street, a few blocks from the Cape Fear River, amid the moss-draped oaks and proud spires of the downtown historic district—The New York Times once deemed the city a “poor man’s Charleston,” while Southern Living recently named it one of the ten “dreamiest places to live” in the coastal South. Everett confessed that Wilmington had given him a weird feeling since he was a kid. “It just always felt like something was off here,” he said. The pedestals we sat on were topped with cannonballs, like finials. They had been captured in Cuba and installed just after 1898 to commemorate the WLI’s mobilization in the Spanish-American War. Nothing acknowledged that in the same year, the city’s white people prosecuted a local war of conquest, setting out from this very site to slaughter and subjugate their fellow Americans.

			

			—

			The Wilmington area has become one of the fastest-growing places in the United States, but when I was a kid it was a snug town of around sixty thousand people, tucked between the Cape Fear River and the Atlantic Ocean. During my childhood, Wilmington was aggressively segregated. Even now, the average white inhabitant lives in a neighborhood that is 75 percent white. The county is 11 percent Black, but Black people account for less than 5 percent of residents in twenty-three of forty-eight census tracts. In recent decades, wages have increased for white workers but declined by an equal margin for Black workers, and roughly a third of Black residents live below the poverty line.

			As I began my research, I learned that Wilmington had once been a very different place, on a very different trajectory. In 1898, Black people and white people lived side by side in all five wards of what one visitor recalled as “a pretty little city” of “oxcarts, fried bananas, red bandanas, hot biscuits, honking geese, and wandering shoats.” Black people constituted a slim majority of the population. A thriving middle class—dyers, pharmacists, architects, lawyers, doctors, wheelwrights, oystermen, restaurateurs—gave the city a nationwide reputation as “a Mecca for Negroes.”

			After the Civil War, Reconstruction ushered in an era of political equality and economic opportunity for Black people, and it lasted longer in Wilmington than almost anywhere else. This was due to a unique experiment called Fusion, which in the 1890s brought white Populists and Black Republicans in North Carolina together under the banner of common class interest. In 1898, the Fusionists controlled Wilmington’s municipal government. Three of the city’s ten aldermen were Black, as was the justice of the peace, the coroner, the supervisor of streets, and a member of the influential board of finance. The collector of customs, a Black man named John Dancy, made more money than the governor. According to one historian, Wilmington represented “the heart of Black political power in the state.”

			North Carolina Democrats were desperate to lure white voters back to the party. In 1898, they explicitly chose to center the year’s election campaign on “the all-absorbing and paramount question of WHITE SUPREMACY.” Party leaders barnstormed the state’s hundred counties, bankrolled by business barons, whose taxes they promised to cut. Newspapers fulminated against “Negro domination” and printed sensational articles: “Negro on Train with Big Feet Behind White,” “Stole Cheese: Negro Man Boldly Purloins a Cheese.” For the illiterate, there were racist cartoons. A typical production depicted a winged, taloned Black man as the “vampire that hovers over North Carolina,” snatching up white women and kids.

			As the elections approached, Democrats were especially intent on “redeeming” Wilmington from Fusion control. In August 1898, the Wilmington Morning Star printed a grotesque speech in which a prominent white woman characterized Black men as habitual rapists, urging her male peers to “lynch a thousand times a week if necessary.” The editor of the Wilmington Daily Record, the state’s only Black-owned newspaper, published an unblinking rebuttal, in which he argued that white women’s sexual encounters with Black men were often consensual. He furthermore confronted the ultra-taboo subject of white men’s sexual violence against Black women during slavery and since.

			The Democrats pounced, calling the piece “a horrid slander” that white men were duty-bound to avenge. Members of white government clubs hassled their white neighbors into political lockstep and advertised physical and financial retribution for any Black person who dared to vote. The patriarchs of elite white families banded together, organizing secret paramilitaries that could be activated on a moment’s notice. One aristocrat took the stage at City Hall and thundered, “Shall we surrender [our heritage] to a ragged rabble of Negroes?” He continued, “No! A thousand times no!” White men had a “right to rule” and they would exercise it, he vowed, “if we have to choke the current of the Cape Fear with carcasses.”

			The white supremacy campaign worked: Democrats swept the elections on November 8, taking the state legislature and the governorship by outlandish margins. The Fusion-dominated city government, however, wasn’t up for reelection for another year. Success at the polls had only made the Democrats greedier for power. Unwilling to wait, or to take their chances with the democratic process, they initiated the takeover that they’d been covertly plotting for months. On November 9, nearly five hundred white men signed a new city charter, calling it “The White Declaration of Independence.” The document proclaimed, “We, the undersigned citizens of the city of Wilmington and the county of New Hanover do hereby declare that we will no longer be ruled, and we will never again be ruled by men of African origin.”

			

			—

			Everett and I sat facing the south side of the city where, in 1898, The Daily Record occupied a two-story wood-framed building at 417 South Seventh Street. After mustering at the WLI Armory, the white men arranged themselves into military columns and marched to the newspaper’s offices, class distinctions effaced by their shared sense of racial superiority. “The lawyer and his clients were side by side,” one eyewitness wrote. “Men of large business interests kept step with the clerks.” Everett squinted in the sun. “This was meticulously planned,” he said. “But for years it was branded as something that just spontaneously happened.”

			When the white supremacists got to the Record, they doused the offices with kerosene and watched them burn. They would have lynched the paper’s editor, but he had already fled town. A photograph taken that day shows dozens of white men—they’re in suits and derbies, long rifles slung over their shoulders—posing with flushed satisfaction in front of the charred framework of the Record.

			Everett and I set out on foot for Brooklyn, a working-class, historically Black neighborhood on the north side of the city. It was a sweltering day with a baby-blue sky and low, powdery clouds. Looking down Market Street, the sun nowhere and everywhere, we could make out an eight-foot-tall cast-iron statue of George Davis, the final attorney general of the Confederacy. Local legend claimed that Davis’s right hand was raised in the direction of the liquor store, but he could just as easily have been pointing to the county courthouse, where his grandson and grandson-in-law composed the White Declaration of Independence—their articles of secession from democratic norms. No one ever stood trial, there or elsewhere, for the crimes of 1898 or for the immediate and long-term damages that they caused. One block farther, yet another monument paid tribute to Confederate soldiers. In 2000, a drunk driver knocked the statue off its foundation. You’d think this would have presented a convenient opportunity to retire it, but instead it was restored and reinstalled at a cost of fifty-four thousand dollars.
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					A white mob poses in front of the smoldering remains of the Wilmington Daily Record, November 10, 1898.

				
			
			We walked north on Fourth Street, passing the county jail, Victorian houses, corner stores, shotgun shacks, and a Black Pentecostal church that white investors had recently turned into a “stunning event venue.” Hardly anyone was out in the heat. After Campbell Street, we crossed over the former Atlantic Coast Line Railroad tracks—a void chugging into the distance, a still river of dark green, deep summer grass. To the right, we could see the Sixth Street truss bridge, the longtime conduit between Brooklyn and the rest of the city. The longer we walked, the quieter it got. Soon, we had reached the intersection of Fourth and Harnett streets, bounded by a community health clinic, shuttered storefronts, a bar, and an empty lot.

			“Right here is where they started shooting Black folk,” Everett said.

			In 1898, as word of the violence at the Record spread, Black workers around the city put down their tools and ran home to Brooklyn. The white mob flocked there, too, joined by Red Shirts—white supremacist paramilitaries connected to the Democratic Party—and a WLI unit careening around town in a horse-drawn wagon. In the lead-up to the election, white leaders had ordered a state-of-the-art machine gun that could fire four hundred rounds a minute. The WLI men mounted it on the back of their wagon and rampaged through the neighborhood, shooting and killing at least a dozen Black men. At the same time, Democratic leaders, backed by a rabble, stormed City Hall and seized control of the local government. Then they swore their own men into office, completing what is thought to be the only successful coup d’état on American soil.

			Black people fled to outlying swamps and forests, where they hid for days in “bone-chilling, drizzling rain.” While they shivered in the darkness, the paramilitaries rounded up their most effective advocates—Black ministers, lawyers, and politicians, along with white Republican officials and activists—and marched them to the railroad station, forcing them onto northbound trains. At least twenty-one men were run out of town and told they’d be killed if they ever set foot in Wilmington again. They and their families scattered across the country, a diaspora of diverted potential and unresolved grief. Their exile effectively eliminated political opposition in the city, sending a lasting message to anyone who might seek to challenge the white regime. That Sunday, the pastor of the First Presbyterian Church, one of the city’s eminent white congregations, ascended the pulpit and boasted, “We have taken a city.”

			

			—

			No one knows how many Black people Wilmington’s white supremacists murdered on November 10. Though a 2002 report put the number at twenty-two deaths, estimates range from a dozen to several hundred. The higher figures are more convincing, as it’s likely that some victims were never found and that others were buried quietly amid the terror. Black people had few forums in which to publicly memorialize the dead, particularly given that their newspaper had just been incinerated. Only eight of their names are known: Silas Brown, John L. Gregory, Joshua Halsey, William Mazon, Samuel McFarland, John Townsell, Daniel Wright, and a man whose last name was Bizzell. Even using the conservative estimates, New Hanover County ranks fifteenth nationwide on the Equal Justice Initiative’s list of counties with the most lynching victims between 1877 and 1950. To this day, folklore among both Black and white Wilmingtonians holds that the Cape Fear River ran red.

			Everett and I turned left on Harnett, then right on Third, bringing us to the outer limit of the city, where the street turns into a highway and whisks you out of town. From the sidewalk, we walked up a little set of stairs into the 1898 Monument and Memorial Park. Six bronze paddle-shaped pillars stood in a semicircle. A plaque noted that they symbolized the importance of water “in the spiritual belief system of people from the African continent,” and that they were erected in 2008 “as a memorial to those who suffered as a result of the violence of November 1898.” An inscription explained further: “Wilmington’s 1898 racial violence was not accidental. It began a successful statewide Democratic campaign to regain control of the state government, disenfranchise African-Americans, and create a legal system of segregation which persisted into the second half of the twentieth century.”

			The monument faced a parched brownfield enclosed by a chain-link fence. A few fancy streetlamps that the city had put in only seemed to emphasize the loneliness of the site. We were the sole pedestrians around, but a trace of human presence caught my eye. Nearby, someone had nailed a piece of plywood high on a telephone pole. Against the hot blue sky, I could just make out the message, stenciled in red and black letters: “1898 war crime.”

			The signs spoke in eloquent juxtaposition: one a handsome, official monument tidily summarizing the events of 1898 and what they meant; the other, a homemade, guerrilla effort that challenged the neat closure of that narrative. What they told me, together, was that 1898 was still being adjudicated. The conversation posed high stakes and held deep meaning for people living today.

			
				
					[image: Photo of a wooden utility pole near 1898 Memorial Park bearing a homemade white sign reading “1898 WAR CRIME” in stenciled letters, with a smaller framed notice posted below it, standing beside a quiet residential street lined with trees, modest houses, parked cars, and overhead power lines under a partly cloudy sky.]
				

				
					Near 1898 Memorial Park, August 10, 2016.

				
			
			As I dug into the generational stories of the families involved, I became ever more convinced of the direct and urgent relevance of 1898. The article I wrote about Everett’s film led to a deeper questioning of how 1898—a period of white backlash against Black success, the violent harassment of elected officials, the undermining of democratic norms, the weaponization of misinformation—relates to our current political moment. There is no more explicit example of the vulnerability of American democracy and of the magnitude of the task of repairing it once it is breached.

			I came to the subject with some personal knowledge of the people and places involved, but I have no family connection to 1898. My roots in Wilmington reach back to 1973, when my parents, from New York and Pennsylvania, moved there after attending college in North Carolina. My father’s legal career prospered; when my brother and I came along, we attended for some years an overwhelmingly white private school. My parents didn’t know, exactly, that it had been founded as a “segregation academy,” but they didn’t not know either. (The school mascot was a rebel.) Eventually, I transferred to New Hanover, a public high school, and gave garden tours as a hoop-skirted “Azalea Belle.” It wasn’t until several years later, in college, that I encountered a more complicated picture of American history—and began to understand the connections between white femininity and white supremacy—and realized what a bad decision that had been.

			The white elite, many of whose members descended from 1898 ringleaders, formed a cliquish society, sanctioning any deviation from their unchanging manners and codes. This was the 1990s, not the 1890s, but my family and I were sometimes dismissed as “Yankees”—still considered a stinging epithet. We benefited from passivity, from not asking questions whose answers would have made our lives difficult. As white, upper-class newcomers, we were part of the Wilmington cover story, alibis for a New South that didn’t quite exist.

			I consider myself an “implicated subject,” per a category of political responsibility defined by UCLA scholar Michael Rothberg—enmeshed and liable even though I don’t have a direct tie to the 1898 massacre and coup. As Rothberg argues, the traditional binary of victims and perpetrators (or descendants thereof) doesn’t sufficiently account for the complexity of our relationships to historical violence and the contemporary inequities it creates. There is no such thing as what the German chancellor Helmut Kohl once called “the mercy of late birth,” expressing relief at having missed Nazism by simple demographic luck. If you’re a German, you’re part of the Nazi story. If you’re a Wilmingtonian—an American, for that matter—you’re part of 1898.

			1898 is twenty-first-century history as much as it is nineteenth-century history. It’s white history as much as it is Black history. It’s incumbent upon white people to learn it, to grapple with it, and to shoulder the full truth. My forebears were designing backwater valves in Pennsylvania and digging potatoes in Ireland in 1898, but I live, as they did, entangled in what the historian Tessa Morris-Suzuki calls “structures, institutions, and webs of ideas that are the product of history, formed by acts of imagination, courage, generosity, greed, and brutality performed in previous generations.” The day that we met, Everett and I walked through a city dotted with the landmarks of these earlier choices: First Presbyterian Church, where I was baptized in the light of a rose window dedicated to one of the coup’s perpetrators; the empty lot where The Daily Record burned to ashes, when, had it survived into the twenty-first century, Everett might have found a job in Wilmington, instead of having to move to Atlanta to pursue his career in graphic design. We did not create 1898, but in various ways, 1898 created us.

			

			—

			Most accounts of 1898 begin with Reconstruction or, more often, with 1894 and the creation of the racially diverse Fusion movement. They conclude in late 1898, with the McKinley administration’s refusal to send troops to Wilmington or to extend any other form of aid, emboldening white terrorists nationwide. At the outer limit, they continue to 1900. That year, the passage of voting restrictions, accompanied by a grandfather clause exempting anyone whose forebear could vote before 1867 from disenfranchisement—that is, almost all white men—achieved the white supremacists’ goal of evicting Black people from political life. It seemed to me that 1898 had been put into a historical container that couldn’t hold its copious antecedents, its complex consequences spilling into the coming centuries in messy, unpredictable streaks. The event begged to be examined in its longitudinal fullness. I stuck a note card to the shelf above my desk: “American coup—and then what?”

			In addition to extending the timeline of 1898 into both the past and the future, I have enlarged the human scope of inquiry, focusing on families rather than individual players. Twenty thousand people lived in Wilmington in 1898. They passed their experiences down to their children, who transmitted them to their own, and so on: hundreds of thousands of lives, interrupted, consolidated, dispersed, concentrated, thwarted, redirected, punctuated, complicated, elevated, degraded, enriched, ruined, marked, transformed. Families are both the incubators and the life-support machines of memory. The North Carolina legislature’s recent efforts to disenfranchise Black voters through gerrymandering and voter identification laws are nothing if not the grandchildren of the grandfather clause. Tracing the intergenerational transmission of racial terror is critical because it allows us to see who made its instigators and survivors the people that they were, and to assess how their legacies shape the choices that their descendants make today.

			Wilmington’s Black population declined moderately in the immediate wake of 1898, as did the number of Black-owned businesses. White supremacists thereafter dominated political life in Wilmington and much of North Carolina, which did not elect another Black person to national office until 1992, when I was twelve. Statistics are enlightening, but insufficient for understanding this heritage. The qualitative fallout of 1898 is no less important for being more difficult to measure. We know that Black people lost life in 1898. Did they lose love? Lose touch? Lose hope, or muster strength? What did white people tally in pride, confidence, entitlement, shame?

			To answer these questions, I have chosen principally to follow four Wilmington families, the Bellamy/MacRaes, the Moores, the Howes, and the Halseys. The first two are white families who contributed to the violence and its afterlife. The latter two are Black families who came through it. Their trajectories have diverged and sometimes overlapped in the 125 years since their forebears moved through the same dusty streets on one November day. Each family has developed its own strategies for explaining and remembering their ancestors’ actions in 1898. Some of them have chosen to stay quiet for understandable reasons, but others have made courageous efforts over the course of many years to tell these stories. In collaboration with these living descendants, I have sought to create a more complete account of 1898 than that which can be understood solely from the archive.

			1898 is often presented as “hidden history.” It is true that the story was long subject to powerful taboos, but in recent years, public awareness has increased due to the work of filmmakers, scholars, writers, and musicians, along with a surge of interest in the subject of racial violence after the murder of George Floyd and the January 6 Capitol attack. Even if many people remain ignorant of 1898 and its seminal role in undemocratizing American democracy, its legacy is closer to a cipher than a secret. There are so many people, after all, whose relatives murdered or were murdered; whose fortunes prospered or failed; who do know what happened, because of the antique gun that they keep in a closet, or the New York address on their birth certificate, because of the deathbed unburdening they’ve never forgotten, or how the ramifications of 1898 factored into their parents’ 1960s divorce.

			The historian Glenda Gilmore has written, “Murder’s best work is done after the fact, when terror lives on in memory.” This book argues that the damage of the Wilmington massacre and coup, already great, far exceeds the number of people murdered on November 10, 1898. It demonstrates that the white supremacists began their work long before 1898, and continued it long after with Jim Crow and the violently botched desegregation of schools in the 1950s and ’60s; the devastating closure of Williston Senior High School, Wilmington’s bastion of Black education, in 1968; and the wrongful convictions, in 1971, of the Wilmington Ten for arson and conspiracy. 1898 lives on in Wilmington today in persistently low rates of Black voter participation, homeownership, and business ownership. Among white people, intergenerational wealth, the monopolization of public memory, and an enduring sense of chauvinism—a locally tinctured strain of white nationalism—must be counted among the massacre and coup’s consequences. Only with a full, encompassing inventory of 1898’s harm can we seek appropriate repair.

			1898 was a premeditated takeover that enabled the ongoing needs of white supremacy, not the spontaneous folly of a few local racists. Treating it as an idiosyncratic moment in an ever-distant past renders it spectacle to be wondered at from safe remove. In fact, as a case study in the sabotage of American democracy by revanchist politicians, aggrieved moguls, and a bullying right-wing media, it presents unignorable lessons for today. To avoid repeating 1898, we must acknowledge it for what it was: a successful effort by white supremacists to wrest power from Black people who had amassed significant amounts of it—murder’s worst work, the crime of 128 years and counting.

		

	
		
			
				
					Prologue

				

				Wilmington, North Carolina, springtime, 1993

			
			Cynthia Brown was expecting soup and sandwiches, but the ladies had made a fuss. They had set up card tables and dressed them with linens as heavy and smooth as cream. Each table had a floral centerpiece. Each seat had a calligraphed place card. A sideboard heaved with pitchers of sweet tea, platters of tuna salad, and pound cake dripping with peach preserves. In the sunroom, a boy played concertos on the violin, signaling to Brown that this was not an ordinary weekday lunch.

			Brown wasn’t quite sure what she was doing in the living room of a woman she’d never met. She was nearing forty and had just moved home to Wilmington from Chicago after almost twenty years away. A stylish dresser with a honeysuckle voice and a smattering of freckles, she had spent years in high-flying corporate jobs with the University of Illinois and Illinois Bell. House in the suburbs, corner office in a building that overlooked the Chicago River, snow boots and a parka, slushy commute.

			On the most frigid days, Brown performed a mental trick, conjuring memories of mild North Carolina days until “my memories of home, so deeply present in my soul, broke the sting of the cold wind against my face.” Her mother’s sudden death from a heart attack, three years earlier, had deepened her longing for “that cozy feeling” she got in Wilmington, where she could trace her line back seven generations, where her family worshipped in churches that their forebears had raised with protractor and parallel rule, where her grandmother had created a garden and taught her that a can of beer poured into strategically placed saucers would stop the slugs from destroying dahlias, zinnias, daisies, hydrangeas, gardenias, and oleander.

			Wilmington’s own severities, chief among them a lack of professional opportunity for Black people, had sent Brown packing after high school. But she and her husband, Phillip, an engineer, were at the stage in their lives when the pull of family was greater than the force of their reservations. Brown had just accepted a job as the City of Wilmington’s first-ever director of human resources. It was an important appointment, well suited to her knack for nurturing talent while fending off naysayers like slugs.

			Her fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Harris, had called to ask her to a meal at a friend’s house. Brown was perplexed by the invitation, coming, as it did, from someone who’d been a mentor but never a peer, and involving a mysterious third-party hostess. But she was touched by her former teacher’s solicitude, and the invitation piqued her curiosity. Anyway, it was effectively a summons.

			At the luncheon, most of the other guests were women of Brown’s parents’ generation. Like her mother, many of them had been public school teachers. “I know your family,” one guest told Brown. She figured that the woman was referring to the tight-knit world of Black educators. Then, Mrs. Harris, her old teacher, turned to her. “We want you to get to know us, and to know more about who you are,” she said, fixing Brown with a bright smile and a dauntless look.

			A part of Brown bristled at being thrust back into the classroom, involuntarily enrolled in this school of self-discovery. She was a grown woman with three children, who’d made efforts of her own at understanding where she came from. But a deep-seated sense of decorum made acquiescence a given. “My brain said, ‘What’s going on here?’ ” she recalled. “My soul answered, ‘Sit back, relax, and be a good student.’ ”

			After the meal, the ladies went through to the sunroom for coffee. As promised, they did know a lot about Brown. She felt her personal history solidifying as they supplemented her fuzzy girlhood memories with firsthand testimony, resurrecting beloved faces and reconstructing long-gone rooms. They remembered her maternal grandparents’ white clapboard house at 802 Bladen Street, where Brown had lived as a child, with the lozenge-shaped upper window and the brick columns framing the wraparound porch; the living room with the leather nailhead armchair; the fine brown secretary with cabriole legs and the silver candlesticks holding tapers as tall as clarinets.

			In one family picture, her grandmother and a friend posed by the fence in corsages and church hats. Other shots showed her parents’ black-tie wedding there, just before Christmas in 1951, with nosegays of pink carnations and Southern smilax cascading from the mantel; her father on the front steps in plaid shirtsleeves, a few years later, lifting Brown’s floppy toddler arms above her head so that she could try to walk. A pair of live oaks framed the front porch, reminding Brown, throughout life, of the importance of perseverance and deep roots.

			Near the end of the luncheon, the hostess stood up, identifying herself as a distant cousin. “I have a gift for you,” she said, handing Brown a spiral-bound booklet. It was titled “A History of the Howe Family.” Brown knew its late author, Nada McDonald Cotton, a cousin of her paternal grandmother and the longtime head librarian of the Wilmington Colored Library. As a girl, Brown had visited the library weekly, leafing through issues of National Geographic and admiring Swedish candle crowns in Christmas the World Over, her favorite book. Cotton had always slipped a second or third volume into her younger relative’s hands, in keeping with the family’s desire to instill in Cynthia an interest in the world outside the Brooklyn neighborhood, the city of Wilmington, the state of North Carolina, the United States of America.

			
				
					[image: Photo of Cynthia Brown as a small child standing on a front step in 1955, wearing a light dress and holding both hands of her father, who is standing behind her in a short-sleeved plaid shirt and dark trousers in front of a brick building.]
				

				
					Cynthia Brown and father, circa 1955.

				
			
			Closer to home, however, certain questions were not encouraged. Brown’s ancestry had always been a sensitive topic. Her father was a Howe, a member of one of Wilmington’s most distinguished Black families, but questions about his line of descent had left their branch hanging at an uncertain angle to the rest of the family tree. At the luncheon, the elders addressed the issue head-on, walking Brown through her genealogy, restoring the “threads to our family tapestry that were never fully explained.” She was the daughter of James Brown, who was the son of Louise Brown McCoy, who was the daughter of Athalia Howe Whitfield—Brown’s great-grandmother, whom she knew as a child. Athalia was the daughter of William C. Howe, who, the women confirmed, was the illegitimate but acknowledged child of the construction entrepreneur Alfred (“Fred”) Howe.

			With his brothers, Pompey and Anthony, Fred founded a building dynasty that shaped Wilmington from the antebellum era to the turn of the twentieth century. “The Howes thrived as leading citizens and builders in an era of strong black community and economic life in Wilmington,” one biographical dictionary declared, cataloging works such as their Italianate Mary Jane Langdon House of 1870, “supported by four tasteful & ornamental pillars or columns in front, and half antae in the rear.” The spiral-bound booklet explained that the Howe brothers’ father, Anthony Walker Howe, was born in present-day Nigeria. He had been kidnapped as a child by British traders, and enslaved on the Howe plantation, near Wilmington.

			In addition to shedding light on some personal mysteries, “A History of the Howe Family” gave Brown insight into a historical event about which information was very hard to come by: the murder of dozens of Black citizens and the illegal takeover of the Wilmington city government by white supremacists on November 10, 1898. Brown had heard about 1898 for the first time as a child, in the mid-1960s. Her parents had taken her to visit her great-grandmother Athalia Howe Whitfield (“Grandma Thalia”), who was living in Pennsylvania. Brown remembers going into a bedroom, where Grandma Thalia lay dying. She began speaking to Brown in an agitated, almost hallucinatory tone. “Don’t let them do this,” she said, as though she had traveled far from the mid-century Pittsburgh suburbs. Brown wasn’t sure what her great-grandmother meant. As her parents hustled her out of the room, Grandma Thalia caught her wrist and squeezed it: “You have to know,” she whispered. “If it ever happens—run.”

			When Brown was older, she learned that Grandma Thalia had survived the 1898 massacre. She was a teenager when it happened, living with her parents and sisters in Brooklyn, just a few wide, quiet blocks from the Bladen Street house where Brown grew up. Looking out the front window of her house, Athalia witnessed a white man kill a Black man in the street. She ran with her mother and young sister to Pine Forest Cemetery, huddling with other refugees in the freezing rain. After several days, they returned to Brooklyn. Athalia lived there for the rest of her life, raising two children on the salary she earned as head cook at Live Oaks, the waterfront estate of Walter Parsley, one of the plotters of 1898.

			

			—

			The white supremacists banished dozens of Black men from Wilmington in 1898, and their relatives followed. Hundreds of other Black families tried to hold on under the new regime but ultimately found Wilmington untenable and moved north, joining a local exodus that prefigured the Great Migration. For those who stayed, Wilmington remained an insular place of recurring surnames and long-held addresses. You might move away, or you might move back, as Brown had, seeking to recapture the sense of belonging that eluded you elsewhere, but you were far less likely to move to Wilmington without any special connection, especially if you were Black. The city’s Black population continued to shrink proportionally every year. From a high of 56 percent in 1898, it had dwindled to 34 percent by 1990.

			In Wilmington, as Brown later wrote, memories of 1898 tended to be “quietly kept and held by family historians.” Brown’s father had imparted bits of knowledge over the years, but in general, the subject elicited private reticence and public omertà. As a high school junior, Brown had gone to the county library in search of more information. At the time, material regarding 1898 was literally kept under lock and key. White librarians meted out access sparingly, denying anyone they thought might “make a stink.” When Brown asked to see the cache of papers, the librarian grilled her about her motives. “What do you need it for?” she asked. Brown left empty-handed.

			Now, at the luncheon, the female elders were giving Brown the facts she needed to make sense of an event that had reverberated in her family for almost a hundred years, shaping generations in ways that history books failed to account for and even actively denied, if they mentioned 1898 at all. As educators, the women may have hoped that Brown, one of only a few Black people in a position of power within the local government, would be able to influence the way the event was remembered in the larger community. Or they may just have wanted to entrust their knowledge to someone they knew would recognize its importance, who felt the pull of keeping counter-history alive.

			The young musician played a final concerto as Brown stole glances at Nada McDonald Cotton’s neatly typed memoir, punctuated here and there with the penciled-in carets of a person who has thought hard about what she wants to say, and then thought about it even harder:

			We were saved from being slaughtered and our home was left intact. Many, many Negroes were killed, marched out of town, and their life-savings taken from them.

			This outrage, which resulted in rule by white supremacy, is called the Wilmington riot. It was really the Wilmington massacre.

			As soon as Brown got home, she called her father.

			“I just went to this luncheon, and I was given this document,” she said.

			“I have a copy, too,” he told her. “I just didn’t know when you’d be ready for it. But it’s time now.”

			To move forward in her quest, Brown first had to go back. This would involve decades of investigation and reflection, a rewinding of the family tape back into the eighteenth century and the earliest moments of the Howe family’s presence in America, which, as she later came to believe, was when the story of 1898 really began.
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				Foundations

				1775–1898

			
		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 1

				

				The Howes Arise

			
			It was sometime in the 1770s, September, hurricane season. A storm had battered Anthony’s cabin, a simple structure with earthen walls and a thatched roof. His few belongings were drenched. He got to work, patching up the cabin with whatever materials he could find.[*1]

			His peers took notice of his skill and sought his advice on drying out their floors, straightening the planks that shielded their windows and had been blown awry. “The slaves under his instructions began repairing all the cabins to fortify them against the onslaught of another such disaster,” Nada McDonald Cotton wrote in her family history. Even without the benefit of literacy, Anthony amassed stores of technical knowledge. He had a way of giving people confidence under the guise of lending them a hand. His fellow enslaved people spoke various languages, but he brought them together using gesture and example. Soon, he was leading an ad hoc crew in repairing all the damaged cabins at Howe’s Point plantation, situated on a knob of land on the west bank of the Cape Fear River, about twenty miles south of Wilmington.

			Anthony was maybe fifteen years old. Before enslavers stole him from his family and brought him to America, he had learned from his elders to build shelters out of grasses, skins, and logs. His people were Igbo and lived in what is now the southern coast of Nigeria near Calabar. In the eighteenth century, enslavers, mostly from Liverpool and Bristol, exported approximately 1.2 million people from Calabar, cramming them into putrid ship holds. One Calabar cargo included 11,400 yams and 134 human beings, treated alike as perishables. Fewer than ninety African people were still alive when the ship arrived in Barbados.

			Anthony—his birth name was said to have been Oboto—was only a child when he was abducted. The story he passed down to his children, who passed it down to their children, is this:

			He and his playmates were lured aboard the ship with the big, white wings. They were so curious about the parts of the ship that they did not notice that it was moving. As the sun began to sink, they decided that they had better start for home. To their surprise, the ship was surrounded by water. It was more water than they had ever seen. They knew that they could not swim home. They were terrified. They were carried down into the bottom of the ship. It was very dark. They did not see light again until they were being put in small boats to go to land in a strange place.

			The strange place was North Carolina. Settler life there depended almost entirely on the labor and savoir faire of enslaved people. They spent the winter months sawing into longleaf pine trees to coax out sap that they distilled into turpentine, thousands of trees to a man. Or they hunched over the forest floor to gather branches that they burned in kilns for days on end. This process transformed the lightwood into tar and pitch, so crucial to the maintenance of the very wooden ships that had enabled their forced transportation across the Atlantic. Enslaved coopers made the barrels that housed the naval stores. Enslaved boat pilots who “knew every crook and eddy of the stream” ferried the barrels to the Wilmington wharves. Enslaved loggers ran the area’s fifty sawmills, processing lumber, the area’s other major export. Enslaved women did heavy labor, too, with enslavers often forcing them back to work only a week after childbirth.

			On their own time, enslaved people reared hogs and grew vegetables. They knew how to use the leftover needles of a prickly pear as straight pins, and to fashion the skins of calabash gourds into button molds. Along with the remaining Native people of Cape Fear, whose ranks white settlers had nearly obliterated, they became the keepers of valuable ecological knowledge. They knew the best tides for finding clapper rail eggs and the best moons for turtle eggs, knew when the bluefish were running along the barrier islands so thick that the water glittered like silver.

			After Oboto arrived in America, a man named John Walker bought him at the slave market, likely in Wilmington, and decided that he would be called Anthony. Walker died shortly thereafter and his widow, facing debts, put his human possessions up for sale. In 1775, around the beginning of the Revolutionary War, Robert Howe bought Anthony and took him to his plantation at Howe’s Point. A low-country aristocrat, Robert descended from the area’s earliest settlers, including the Moores, a clan so powerful they were known simply as “the Family.” Robert inhabited a “palatial” three-story house, perched on a bluff above the river. He was purported to have been educated in England. An admirer wrote that he lived “in affluence, with his broad acres around him, his slaves, his library well stored with the best books of the day.”

			Robert’s personal life was in some disarray. A high-strung man known for his “libertine” tendencies, he had recently mortgaged one of his properties, perhaps after a typically catastrophic outing at the horse races. George Washington had just appointed Robert as a colonel in the Continental Army; he would go on to become the highest-ranking officer in the South. Previously, he’d been a loyalist to the crown, and drawing rooms buzzed with talk that he’d embezzled money from the royal government before abruptly switching to the Patriot cause. “This Gentleman has the worst character you ever heard thro’ the whole province,” a female traveler complained.

			Always a turbulent personality—he once threatened to tar and feather a woman over a drawing-room slight—Robert was in the throes of the most swashbuckling period of his life. Outwardly, he personified the complacent white supremacy of the enslaver class. But as he stormed around the Eastern Seaboard fighting the British, he stayed attuned to the threat of revolt at home. He was enough of a realist to warn, in a letter to John Hancock, “how numerous [are] the black Domesticks who would undoubtedly flock in multitudes to the Banner of the Enemy whenever an opportunity offered.”[*2] In 1776, British troops torched Brunswick Town, a neighboring settlement. They were said to have had help from local accomplices—people enslaved, like Anthony, at Howe’s Point.

			

			—

			The September storm that wrecked Anthony’s cabin meant work on top of work, but he approached the mess as an opportunity, building things up when he might have wanted to burn them down. “Colonel Howe noticed the work of the slaves and he took them out of the fields and had them repair the barns, storehouses, and the ‘big house,’ ” Nada McDonald Cotton wrote. Anthony soon became the plantation’s equivalent of a general contractor. Robert hired him out to supplement his income as he pursued a high-flying military and political career.

			Enslaved people could not marry freely, but Anthony wanted a family. As a young man, he reportedly set his sights on a woman named Tenah. Her parents were Native Americans from the Tuscarora Nation. Shortly after her birth, they had participated in a raid on Howe’s Point. During the chaos of battle, the baby was separated from her family. Someone found her and brought her to the Howes, who decided to take her in, entrusting her care to a housemaid.

			Anthony appears to have acquired enough status at Howe’s Point that he considered Tenah a plausible mate, despite her quasi-familial relationship to his enslavers. Having likely put aside some money from his building jobs, he made several proposals to “buy her as his wife,” but the Howes turned him down. One summer, a Howe nephew came down from New York and fell in love with Tenah, causing a scandal. The Howes sent him home and, at last, accepted Anthony’s proposal.

			Anthony and Tenah had seven children, five of whom—Anthony, Pompey, Polly, Isabella, and Alfred—lived to adulthood. According to family lore, Robert Howe supported the family’s manumission and gave instructions for them to be “forever free” upon his death. Yet there is confusion about the circumstances of the family’s emancipation, as written sources suggest that they remained enslaved long after Robert Howe died, in 1786. They may have been able to buy their practical freedom—striking a deal with Howe’s descendants that enabled them to work, manage their own affairs, and move freely—while remaining technically in bondage, a not uncommon practice. It seems, however, that it was not until sometime in the mid-nineteenth century that Anthony and Tenah’s descendants became free in the legal sense.

			

			—

			At the turn of the nineteenth century, Wilmington was North Carolina’s second-largest city and biggest port—the obvious destination for a doer like Anthony. Naval stores, rice, indigo, tobacco, and the odd stowaway went out from its docks. Sugar, rum, coffee, news, and ideas came in. A European traveler might moan about ruining a silk shoe in the dusty, striving province, “trudging thro’ the unpaved streets…by the light of a lanthorn carried by a black wench half naked.” But, like all port cities, Wilmington was cosmopolitan in its way—a brown-water crossroads, a place of mixing and agitation where the larger world occasionally blew in with the wind.

			By 1820, Anthony was living in Wilmington and working as a carpenter. He and his family would come to be mainstays of the city’s small but prolific free Black community. As in other Southern cities, free Black people had a strong presence in the building trade, and free Black carpenters, painters, plasterers, and masons constructed many of Wilmington’s most important buildings. They worked alongside white and enslaved Black people, often hiring out enslaved people and occasionally enslaving people themselves.

			Free Black people occupied a fraught position in the antebellum racial hierarchy. “The status of these people, prior to the Civil War, was anomalous but tenable,” one writer observed. Many were “mulatto,” in the era’s jargon, sometimes with white enslaver fathers who had helped to set them up in trade. The white elite, fearing the liberating influence of free Black people upon enslaved ones, tried to prevent the two groups from interacting.

			Wilmington’s free Black community was far and away the state’s most prosperous. One of Anthony’s fellow carpenters became the richest free Black man in the state, amassing a fortune of twenty-six thousand dollars, part of which he used to set up a clandestine school. In 1835, a white man named E. C. Bettencourt, kin to Anthony’s former enslavers, executed a “deed of gift” awarding Anthony a half-acre parcel of land on Queen between Third and Fourth streets. The document stipulated that Anthony would be able to live on the property for life, giving the Howes a homeplace to call their own. Even after Anthony’s death, “the same privilege to live on the same lot” would accrue to his children, his grandchildren, and his great-grandchildren.

			

			—

			North Carolina was the only Southern state in which free people of color had the right to vote from the end of the Revolutionary War until 1835, when the state constitutional convention disenfranchised them in the wake of enslaved people’s rebellions and resistance. In the state’s early days, the writer Charles W. Chesnutt explained, “the civil status of the inhabitants was largely regulated by condition rather than by color.” In Wilmington, a tradition of Black political consciousness went along with political and economic opportunity. The abolitionist David Walker, author of perhaps the most incendiary document of the antislavery movement, was born into this fecund environment sometime around 1785.

			Walker’s father is thought to have been enslaved and to have died before his birth. His mother was free, as was he, per the principle of partus sequitur ventrem, a diabolical Virginian legal doctrine of 1662. The rule—decreeing that “that which is born follows the womb”—more commonly served to assign a person born to an enslaved mother to bondage, thereby increasing the enslaver’s wealth. “I consider a woman who brings a child every two years as more profitable than the best man of the farm,” Thomas Jefferson wrote.

			As a young man, Walker watched as enslavers forced a son to beat his mother until she died. He vowed to escape Wilmington, and as soon as he could, he fled the South entirely, leaving “this Bloody land…where I must hear slaves’ chains continually,” to settle in Boston, where he kept a secondhand clothing shop and joined the abolitionist movement. In 1829, Walker published An Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World but in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the United States of America, calling on Black people to rise up against their “cruel and barbarous” white oppressors, using violence if necessary. “I tell you Americans! that unless you speedily alter your course, you and your Country are gone!!!!!!” he wrote. “For God Almighty will tear up the very face of the earth!!!” Per one historian, the work constituted “the first sustained written assault upon slavery and racism to come from a black man in the United States.”

			Walker seems to have been especially keen for his message to be heard in Wilmington, the city of his father’s bondage and his birth. He arranged for bundles of An Appeal to be sent to the city, entrusting an enslaved man with the task of distributing them in secret. At the waterfront, authorities seized a shipment of two hundred pamphlets. Savannah, by contrast, received a mere sixty copies.

			The pamphlet caused a sensation, “startling the land like a trump of coming judgment,” Frederick Douglass wrote. Walker’s message galvanized Black people, perhaps influencing Nat Turner’s revolt, and terrified white ones, who passed laws banning seditious literature and forbidding enslaved people to read and write altogether. Wealthy white men in Georgia reportedly put a ten-thousand-dollar bounty on Walker’s head.

			Just ten months after the pamphlet’s publication, he died in Boston. The official cause of death was consumption, but suspicion has lingered ever since that he was poisoned. Walker contributed to the flourishing of a Black intellectual culture in Wilmington that produced local activists such as Abraham Galloway, a brickmason who liberated himself from enslavement and became a Union spy. Later, Walker’s work influenced Black radicals from Frederick Douglass to Malcolm X.

			At least one historian has speculated that Anthony may have been David Walker’s father. The dates don’t line up perfectly for the theory to be entirely persuasive, but it is plausible when one accounts for the era’s scant and muddled recordkeeping, particularly when it comes to the intimate lives of enslaved people. A more persuasive kinship between the two men is their shared defiance, manifested in careful deeds of leadership by the elder man and by the younger one in audacious words. Walker was fully aware that he would “be assailed by those whose greatest earthly desires are, to keep us in abject ignorance and wretchedness, and who are of the firm conviction that Heaven has designed us and our children to be slaves and beasts of burden to them and their children.” Walker was no one’s beast of burden. Neither was Anthony. Brought to North Carolina enslaved and alone, he died in 1837 a prospering patriarch. The foundation that he laid for the first American generation of his family, which would go on to build a dynasty, was as solid as that of a house.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 A note about names: Because this is a story about families, and in particular Southern families, first names and last names recur through the generations. I have referred to characters by their last names when their identity is clear enough. In cases where confusion could easily set in, I have resorted to first names, first and middle names, or nicknames, so that the reader can distinguish among, for example, not only the many Howes in the story, but the many Alfreds.

				

				
					*2 Notwithstanding Howe’s fears, some ten thousand Black Americans joined the Patriot cause, only to be deemed noncitizens in the new country they helped to found.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					Chapter 2

				

				Those Pestiferous Moores

			
			The Moores, who would become colonial North Carolina’s largest enslavers and loudest revolutionaries, arrived in South Carolina sometime around 1675. That year, James Moore sailed from Barbados, settling in the Goose Creek area, near Charleston, to manage a plantation. James may have been the son of the Irish chieftain Roger Moore, as some descendants later claimed, or he may have been a headstrong young chancer of common origin. Whether he came from nobility or nowhere, he thrived in his new environs, marrying the stepdaughter of the governor of the Carolina colony and producing ten children.

			Moore was an almost comically appropriate surname. James established himself in the Indian trade, “pursu[ing] wealth to the utmost limits of Carolina.” He was so aggressive that he drew condemnation from the colonial authorities, no great defenders of Native American people, who complained that he had “contrived most unjust warrs upon ye Indians,” all of this “in order to ye getting of Slaves.” As he developed a political career, James continued to wield violence for profit. In the early 1700s, he led a series of raids into Florida, destroying Spanish missions and slaughtering Native people. His troops, according to one historian, “ran wild through the province, plundering, raping, and murdering at will.”

			The family accumulated more land, more people, more houses, more money, more connections, more swagger. Despite the family’s stature in South Carolina, most of the second generation migrated north in the 1720s, seizing the opportunity to colonize the Lower Cape Fear in what one historian called “a competitive, disorganized, and largely illegal rush to acquire land.” Within a decade, a group of settlers led by James’s sons Maurice, Roger, and Nathaniel controlled more than eighty thousand acres in the area.

			The Moores brought more than a thousand enslaved people to the Lower Cape Fear; six of the area’s ten leading enslavers were their kin. As their fortunes multiplied, so did their opposition to taxation without representation. “No creature sucks and teats of their dames, longer than they can draw milk from thence,” Maurice Moore wrote, denouncing the Stamp Act. The family was so vocal in its opposition to the crown that King George III is said to have referred to them as “those pestiferous Moores.”

			James’s son Roger (nicknamed “King”) reigned from Orton, his plantation on the Lower Cape Fear. Built in 1725, with “thick brick walls loop-holed for fire arms,” the house came to stand as the embodiment of the Moore heritage of high living and brute force. The amateur historian Louis Toomer Moore, a direct descendant of King, later wrote that the estate was named “for the home of the Moores in the Lake District of England.” For him, Orton substantiated a pedigree as fragrant as the plantation’s famed camellia gardens. Conquest and luxury were natural companions, the master class’s twinned pursuits. “When, at the outset, the Cape Fear Indians attacked his settlement, [Roger] annihilated them on ‘Sugar Loaf,’ the sand bluff

			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
				
					[image: Historical photograph showing two nearly identical side-by-side portraits of Alfred Moore Waddell around 1860, seated and wearing a dark three-piece suit with a high-collared shirt and a heavy overcoat, his hair neatly parted and a full beard covering his chin, with handwritten notations along the central margin of the glass plate.]
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