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FOREWORD

For centuries the clock has moved on, and relentlessly the Black struggle against racism has moved with it. There have been times however when the ferocity of that struggle seemed to be fading. But history assures us that hope will keep turning up in our diaries. Neither hatred, bigotry, nor lynching trees have been able to halt its flowing. Inexhaustible, it is still running through time, refusing to be rubbed off the pages of African American history.

Autobiography of a People sends me wandering backward to a past that, at times, amounted to a Black man and woman’s prison. But it also acquaints me with an eloquent gathering of powerful voices that emerge as one to help the disadvantaged to keep their lives moving. Strangers to weeping, the authors here are involved with turning out our dreams. Having knocked on so many doors that refused to open, they realized what they had to do, then did it. Drawing from the deep wells of their own lives, they ensnare you then suck you into the shadows of their most disgruntled years—while asking for no more than the justice of equality. A talk with their dark past sheds light upon our future. And after questioning a good number of them I find their answers are uncompromising and a formidable truth to power. To rise is to suffer, and outdistancing those born with white skin is still a problem for Black survival. With a delicate blend of suspicion and hostility, we watch closely as history hands out its shrouds and medals with feeble uncertainty.

Of this corpus of authors and personalities, Herb Boyd admits to a dilemma of choice, and possibly to sins of omissions. But this “broad arbitrary cloth” he stitched together doesn’t ask for apologies. It generously served its intention—to produce a powerful anthology of a beleaguered race as it struggles through three centuries of inequality. He explains that there is a clear rationale for each choice. But just about everybody who deserved to be there is there. Olaudah Equiano and Ukawsaw Gronniosaw introduce us to the African past. Linda Brent (Harriet Jacobs) takes us on a precipitous journey from slavery to freedom. Then along with many others, Maya Angelou and Richard Wright confront the shadowy miscellany of those who wish all Black faces ill. Beyond these and several who have died, others are still climbing those consequential hills—climbing, climbing endlessly over those who conspire to hold them back.

In the full light of so many excruciating years, these voices should pull our tired bones even closer together. So close that it becomes a unified chorus, a seamless cry of hope and fulfillment from Equiano to Bernice King, from the dark African past to the bright African American future.

—GORDON PARKS,
New York, 1999


INTRODUCTION


“My race needs no special defense, for the past history of them in this
country proves them to be equal of any people anywhere. All they
need is an equal chance in the battle of life.”

—Inscribed on a monument to Robert Smalls in Beaufort, South Carolina



THERE IS PROBABLY NO BETTER TIME TO reflect on the past than at the dawn of a new millennium. On this propitious occasion we should remember the long and “stony road we trod,” the unwavering determination to survive—and to prevail—no matter the pain or obstacles. The story of African American people is a glorious one, replete with a pantheon of mighty voices and courageous souls who in their combined strength have overcome inestimable odds and carved a special niche in the gallery of world culture.

A sterling testimony to some of those momentous events is gathered between these covers. Though these eyewitnesses have been recorded before, it’s never been with the purpose of meshing their firsthand accounts and their precious memories in a seamless way as if they were a single voice. From the heartfelt laments for their homeland of Olaudah Equiano and the slave Belinda at the end of the eighteenth century, to Bernice King’s recent exhortation to reclaim our splendid heritage, this book offers a veritable cornucopia of remembrances. Taken from slave narratives, autobiographies, diaries, memoirs, letters, and speeches, these excerpts often address a common theme—the struggle for freedom and self-determination. They passionately denounce racism and white supremacy, their authors expressing their frustration in varying degrees of eloquence and opprobrium.

When Thomas Jefferson asserted African Americans were incapable of “tracing and comprehending the investigations of Euclid,” he aroused an emerging black intelligentsia led by such thinkers as Benjamin Banneker, who amassed an impressive collection of documents and projects—including his Almanacs, which could not have been completed without a thorough background in spherical trigonometry—to refute the founding father’s pronouncements. And Banneker was just one of several black intellectuals of the eighteenth century whose achievements stand in marked contrast to the racist dogma that ridiculed and condemned them as inferior human beings. Even as the cornerstone of the republic was being laid, black Americans knew it was imperative to counter the stigma of inferiority, to challenge the widespread notion that they were “brutish, stupid, ignorant, idle, crafty, and libidinous.” Early examples of black genius extend from the medicinal research of Dr. James Derham, whose work was commended by the esteemed Dr. Benjamin Rush, to the astounding mathematical calculations of the slave Thomas Fuller. The story goes that Fuller’s abilities were so phenomenal that when challenged to calculate the number of seconds a man has lived when age seventy years, seventeen days, and twelve seconds, he responded after only a few minutes of thought. When his examiners smugly dismissed his answer as incorrect, Fuller pointed out that they had failed to account for leap years.1

Richard Allen, Absolom Jones, Paul Cuffe, Prince Hall, James Forten, and David Walker were others who vigorously opposed the pseudoscientific premise that “Negroes” should be consigned to the lower rungs of the Great Chain of Being, just a peg above the monkeys and orangutans. The self-taught Walker expressed his rage against racism and slavery in a searing Appeal, which was so explosive that even the most militant abolitionists rejected the violence it advocated. “I will stand my ground,” Walker wrote. “Somebody must die in this cause. I may be doomed to the stake and the fire or to the scaffold tree, but it is not in me to falter if I can promote the work of emancipation.” Whether with Banneker’s moral suasion and indignation or Walker’s fiery rhetoric, African Americans began to voice their protest. In these selections, the outrage against racism and discrimination usually vacillates between these two polarities, given the era or geographic location in which the person lived.

Even more distressing to black Americans during the embryonic phase of the nation’s development was the formation of an immoral legal process and an unfair system of justice. In South Carolina, Virginia, Massachusetts, New York, and Pennsylvania the social and political foundation of slavery emerged, leading to a legal system that would entrench the “peculiar institution” for more than 250 years. And this legal process, writes A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr., “has never been devoid of values, preferences, or policy position. By the very nature of its pronouncements, when the legal process establishes a right for one particular person, group, or institution, it simultaneously imposes a restraint on those whose preferences impinge on the right established. Ultimately, the legal process has always acted as an expression of social control.”2 It was the imposition of such an oppressive system with its draconian edicts that compelled Bishop Henry McNeal Turner and other black nationalists to seek alternatives beyond these shores. Having lost all faith in the creed so central to the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, they revived the “back to Africa” movement proposed in the early years of the eighteenth century by the American Colonization Society and Paul Cuffe, who in 1815 at his own expense took thirty-eight black Americans to settle in West Africa. These emigrationists were deeply dismayed by a system of justice that gave them no recourse under the law and provided them no relief in the country’s highest court. “The Supreme Court,” Turner asserted, “is an organized mob against the negro, and every subordinate court in the land has caught its spirit.”

Racial humiliation, of course, was not limited to the courts; it was part and parcel of governmental policy of varying degrees of hostility against its sable citizens, expressed most harshly in the Southern states that gradually evolved from a brutal slavocracy to a more benign but no less restrictive Jim Crowism. The “grandfather clause,” poll taxes, and literacy tests were just some of the means used to keep African Americans from the voting booths, and if these “black codes” failed there was always outright terrorism from the Ku Klux Klan and other night riders to challenge even the boldest of those who would defy the rules of disenfranchisement.

An option for many black Americans unwilling to endure America’s apartheid was migration, first from one part of the South to another, and then westward. But this resulted in little more success than the folly of emigration-ism. Hitching your fortune and fate to a wagon train bound for Oklahoma and Kansas was hardly any better than chancing the turbulent waters of the Atlantic and then attempting to hack out an existence in the often inhospitable environment of West Africa. “The debate over migration waned as the movement suddenly lost momentum,” Professor Benjamin Quarles concludes in The Negro in the Making of America, “for word was seeping back that the migrants were faring badly. Those who went to Kansas found the weather was cold and that jobs were few. White workers voiced their fears that the black migrants would bring about a lowering of wages. The mayor of St. Louis issued a proclamation advising Negroes without money to avoid the city.”3

Despite countless reasons to pack up and go, most African Americans held their ground, determined to struggle where they were against racism, no matter how pernicious. As you read these excerpts you will discover the inexhaustible tact and ingenuity black men and women have used to deflect or nullify this social disease.

Among the most gallant warriors for freedom and equality have been black women; their powerful and inspiring stories abound in this collection. Sojourner Truth, Ida B. Wells, Anna Julia Cooper, Ella Baker, Angela Davis, Coretta Scott King, Audre Lorde, Anita Hill, and Johnnetta Cole are a few of the better-known voices who join in a righteous chorus of indignation. But there are others, too, such as Jenny Proctor, whose reminiscences of slavery are as poignant as they are uplifting.

Ms. Proctor is one of many strong black women who were at the core of the plantation system, and across the years she and her sisters in the struggle were prominent fixtures in practically every historical watershed. From the Revolutionary era we gather a bit of the complexity and ambiguity of the gifted Phillis Wheatley. Harriet Jacobs provides authentic and startling images of slave life at the edge; Mattie Jackson observes with telling detail events of the Civil War; and Elizabeth Keckley affords us an insider’s view of the White House during the Lincoln administration. From Charlotte Forten’s diary we have a brief impression of “Jubilee,” when the Emancipation Proclamation was made official on January 1, 1863. “The most glorious day this nation has yet seen, I think.” Other memorable moments in the nation’s later history are recorded by Addie Hunton, Mary Church Terrell, Maya Angelou, Rosa Parks, Constance Baker Motley, and Elaine Brown.

The voices of black women are given added resonance when joined with their male counterparts. Letters between Alice Dunbar-Nelson and Paul Laurence Dunbar are a harbinger to the intimacy, later shared by Angela Davis and George Jackson, and Coretta Scott King and Martin Luther King, Jr. Particularly warm and insightful are the exchanges between Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee; for more than fifty years their love has forged a productive partnership. In the excerpt here, however, they do not discuss the source of their longevity together but rather their involvement in a major breakthrough in the theater—Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun.

But with each major breakthrough there was often a terrible setback. For every step gained on the civil rights battlefield, black Americans were forced to take two steps back in the terror-filled South and parts of the North. At about the same time Charles Mitchell, a certified public accountant and banker, was named minister to Liberia, James Cameron was watching his friends being lynched and worrying about his own neck in Marion, Indiana. His excerpt is among more harrowing incidents in Autobiography of a People.

Cameron miraculously survived this ordeal, but so many others, unlawfully jailed and hounded by the Ku Klux Klan, were not so fortunate. Then there were those who were able to fight back, like the late Coleman Young, former mayor of Detroit, who encountered hostility when he called for a demonstration and a plan for black homeowners to buy and fix up the houses in a white neighborhood. Rather than back down when threatened by their new neighbors, these families led by Young moved into their new homes with shotguns, prepared to defend their right to live where they pleased. Young may have gotten the inspiration for his act from Dr. Ossian Sweet. In 1925, Dr. Sweet and his wife moved into an all-white neighborhood on Detroit’s eastside. Anticipating trouble, several of Dr. Sweet’s friends spent the night with the couple. No police officers were stationed in the vicinity. According to news accounts, Sweet and his guests opened fire on a mob of whites who had gathered around the house. Sweet asserted they fired only when rocks crashed through the windows. When the disturbance subsided, one white man was dead and another injured.4 Sweet, his wife, and their ten friends were taken to police headquarters. After a memorable trial with the famed attorney Clarence Darrow leading their defense team, the Sweet family and the others were acquitted in one of those rare instances in American jurisprudence where African Americans’ right to self-defense was upheld.

Such audacity as demonstrated by the actions of Young and Sweet is not uncommon in the odyssey of black Americans. In Autobiography of a People there are a number of such dramatic encounters. Lemuel Haynes, Nelson Peery, Curtis Murrow, David Parks, and Colin Powell are among the uniformed heroes who recall the dangers of war, when black soldiers distinguished themselves beyond the call of duty. Nat Turner and Matthew Henson record spine-tingling, bloodcurdling tales that rarely appear in our history books. Although every school kid knows that Admiral Peary “discovered” the North Pole, they know nothing of the black man who accompanied him and played such a vital role in this success. Nor are many Americans aware of York, the black slave who traveled with Lewis and Clark during their explorations of the West. York’s hunting and linguistic skills—which he used to assist Sacagewea, the Shoshone woman, in translations—and his role as an “ambassador” were indispensable for the success of the expedition.5 Henson and York personify the loyal sidekicks for famous explorers, much in the same way Estevanico (Little Stephen) was for Cortez and Pedro Alonso Nino for Columbus. And even if Nino was not an African as has been claimed, “there were many Negroes who accompanied other European explorers to the New World,” John Hope Franklin summarizes in From Slavery to Freedom. “As early as 1501, Spain relinquished her earlier ban and permitted Negroes to go into the Spanish lands in the New World. Thirty Negroes, including Nuflo de Olano, were with Balboa when he discovered the Pacific Ocean.”6 The fact that Africans accompanied the plundering conquistadors, however, does not make them heroes in most historical accounts. Like the famed “Buffalo Soldiers,” the black cavalrymen assigned to pacify the indigenous people out West, these adventurers are unworthy of glorification.

In Autobiography of a People, I have rounded up the usual suspects; the majority of the excerpts are from people who have scratched their names in the sands of time—Frederick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, Marcus Garvey, James Weldon Johnson, Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, Gordon Parks, Malcolm X, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., and Martin Luther King, Jr. It should come as no surprise that it is usually the famous who have the time and wherewithal to write an autobiography. But it is the coterie of unknown informants who are the most essential to the completion of this tapestry of black autobiography.

I have tried to include enough “drylongso,” or ordinary folks, and their memories assembled here to project some semblance of black America’s wide diversity of experience and recollection. Certainly, Nate Shaw, Charles Denby, Octave Cooper, Clarence Atkins, and Howard Johnson are ordinary people with extraordinary achievements and wonderful stories to tell.

Several themes are repeated throughout the testimonies. In many, religion and work are pivotal. African captives brought to the so-called New World for their labor often depended upon their religions, or their adaptation of the oppressors’ forms of worship, for succor and possible salvation. Nary an excerpt is without some mention of labor or God, and this is particularly true of the early narratives where spiritual themes are so prevalent. In this regard we might ask, as John Henrik Clarke does in “Africans at the Crossroads—Notes for an African World Revolution,” “What kind of religion did African people have before Judaism, Christianity, and Islam? How did African people determine right from wrong before these religions appeared in Africa? These religions, all made from elements of our own spirituality—dressed up, garnished and brought back to us and sold to us as something original—when there’s nothing original in any of the three…. Religion or spirituality (the more correct term) was part of the totality of our life. It wasn’t a Sunday occurrence; it was a total occurrence.”7 Certainly, a minority of African captives struggled devoutly to hold on to their traditional spirituality, but it was apparently much easier to accept the oppressors’ Christianity, although not without modification. The African captives resorted to an array of tactics to retain their gods and spirituality while worshipping the master’s imposed religion. Sometimes to retain orishas (deities) it was necessary to equate them with a Christian saint, that is, merge the essence of Dumballah, the snake god, with St. Patrick who rid Ireland of snakes. A similar syncretism might occur with St. Anthony, the keeper of the keys and the Yoruba deity, Legba. Thus, during the worship, it was hard for the master to know exactly which god or saint was being supplicated.

“The Negro has not been Christianized as extensively as is generally believed,” Zora Neale Hurston observed. “The great masses are still standing before their pagan altars and calling old gods by a new name … so the congregation is restored to its primitive altars under a new name of Christ. Then there is the expression known as ‘shouting’ which is nothing more than a continuation of the African ‘possession’ by the gods. The gods possess the body of the worshipper and he or she is supposed to know nothing of their actions until the god decamps. This is still prevalent in most Negro Protestant churches and is universal in Sanctified churches.”8 In Autobiography of a People you won’t find much discussion about the rituals or the liturgy of Christianity, but each author has her or his way of invoking God, of asking the Supreme Being to intercede or to grant the strength to carry on. God for these authors is a living God, a God of possibility, whether propitiated by Ukawsaw Gronniosaw (James Albert), Henry Highland Garnet, Sojourner Truth, Marcus Garvey, or Pauli Murray.

Many prayers for God’s intervention came from Southern sharecroppers such as Nate Shaw. Sharecropping was nothing more than an extension of slavery, but, in too many cases, it was a black man’s only alternative. The master may have no longer owned the slaves, but he still possessed the land, and at the end of the year he also possessed much of the profit from the sharecropper’s labor. The poor tenant farmers owed more than their souls to the company store; they were perpetually in debt, behind in payments for feed, seed, and the leasing of tools and mules. On the farm or off, blacks were relegated to the lowest paying and most arduous forms of employment. According to Carole Marks, black workers “were employed in tanneries, cotton seed oil companies and in rolling mills throughout the South. They were in demand as day laborers for hazardous occupations in the railroad yards, on the docks, and in well digging and sewer building. They did the dirty work of southern society, and lived on the edge of poverty.”9 Even the skilled jobs they held in the urban centers of the South before the Civil War as barbers, wheelwrights, tinsmiths, metal workers, and coopers were stripped from them between 1870 and the first decade of the twentieth century. These were a few of the factors that forced many of them back to the farms and the inevitable debt peonage. A popular sharecropper’s prayer or lament summarizes their condition: “Our father who art in heaven. White man owe me eleven, pay me seven. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done. If I hadn’t tuck that I wouldn’t got none.”

Working conditions for blacks in the North were only relatively better at the turn of the century. Here they, like the immigrant workers with whom they competed, were reduced to wage slavery, becoming a reserve of cheap labor and often marginalized in the unions. Worse still, industrialists used them regularly as scabs and strikebreakers. The advent of World War I brought some improvement, but these opportunities were short-lived. For the most part, “black workers (in the North) entered a game where all the rules had changed. They entered factories no longer controlled by labor. They entered a manufacturing economy shifting from industrial to monopolistic concentrations. They were excluded from employment by political as well as economic pressure. They were despised by the very society that profited from them … this was freedom in the promised land.”10 This pattern of exploiting unskilled workers with impunity was expected by African American laborers until the eruption of the civil rights movement, though A. Philip Randolph and his threat of a march on Washington in the 1940s had already cracked a fault in the dam of segregation.

During the Great Depression work was scarce. Young Americans, white and black, hopped freight trains traveling from one end of the country to the other seeking some kind of employment. Such was the fate of the famed Scottsboro Boys, just nine of thousands of young hoboes stealing rides on trains. After they were accused of raping two white women, their case highlighted the nation’s labor crisis, the troubling race relations, and the antagonisms between the government and the Communist Party. It also created sharp disagreements between the Communist-backed International Labor Defense and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, who charged the Communists with using the young men as political pawns and for propaganda purposes. Soon the case was a flash point, galvanizing protest groups all over the world. They were the poster boys of a revived Left movement. “After failing to win the defendants’ release in a 1936 trial,” Robin Kelley explains in The Encyclopedia of the American Left, “the Scottsboro Defense Committee agreed to a strange plea bargain in 1936 whereby four of the defendants were released and the remaining five endured lengthy prison sentences—the last defendant was not freed until 1950.”11 The SDC failed to secure unconditional release for the Scottsboro Boys, but the trial had legal and political implications through a number of appeals that brought about the introduction of blacks onto the jury rolls. The movement to free the defendants also demonstrated the power and effectiveness of mass protest, or even the threat of it. The excerpt from the autobiography of Haywood Patterson, one of the Scottsboro Boys, is one of the most gripping and terrifying examples of racially motivated accusation ever recorded.

Resistance and the search for identity, the quest for self, are also recurring themes in these extracts. “Let your motto be resistance, resistance, resistance,” blasted Henry Highland Garnet, one of the more radical abolitionists. “No oppressed people have ever secured their liberty without resistance.” The story of black resistance began on the African continent and the slave ships, and the countless mutinies and the costly insurance premium for the slavers indicate that these upheavals occurred quite frequently. During the slave era, resistance varied from subtle to armed revolt. Malingering, running away, injuring or killing the mule, or burning down the barn were ways in which slaves expressed their hatred of bondage. “In all societies, in all stages of history, where there is oppression there is resistance. Black people were not completely docile; they found many ways to resist and rebel. Throughout the Black Belt South individuals and families have resisted attacks, in some cases courageously fought off lynch mobs. However, more significant than this is the pattern of collective resistance.”12 Even the conspiracies to revolt that were discovered and smothered before they could happen—Denmark Vesey, Gabriel Prosser, and Pompey in New York City—are testimonies of discontent, and the extent to which the enslaved would go to get their freedom. And for hundreds of these rebels and potential rebels, freedom was inextricably bound with identity. The great Frederick Douglass spoke for the voiceless multitude after he had overcome a skirmish with a notorious slave breaker: “This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point in my career as a slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a sense of my own manhood.”

From the moment they were snatched from their homeland in Africa, the sense of manhood—or womanhood, for that matter—has always been a significant mission for African Americans. That elusive “I” is a primary quest for the authors of these testimonies. Whether they were Africans or African Americans was an early question that has been answered in countless ways. The great scholar W. E. B. Du Bois talked about several strains of ethnicity in his blood, but “thank God, no Anglo Saxon.” Later, while teaching in the South, he would be more specific about his identity, an identity that millions of black Americans would embrace now. “I was thrilled to be for the first time among so many people of my own color or rather of such extraordinary colors, which I had only glimpsed before, but who it seemed were bound to me by new and exciting and eternal ties … Into this world I leapt with enthusiasm. A new loyalty and allegiance replaced my Americanism: henceforward I was a Negro.”13 African, Negro, Colored, Afro-American, black, African American—at one time or another all have been accepted nomenclatures for America’s darker race.

Still, as James Baldwin noted, “nobody knows my name.” From John Williams’s novel The Man Who Cried I Am to the call and response chant “I Am Somebody,” often intoned by the Rev. Jesse Jackson, black Americans have been struggling to assert their presence in a nation that shuns them. Are there ways to transcend race and the need to know who you are, to “eclipse the racial gaze altogether,” as Toni Morrison attempts to do in her most recent novel? “I want to inhabit, walk around, a site clear of racist detritus; a place where race both matters and is rendered impotent,” Morrison writes.14 James McBride asked the same question years ago during his search for himself, inextricably bound with the mission to discover his white mother’s identity. “It took me many years to find out who she was, partly because I never knew who I was.”

Sometimes it was necessary to disguise one’s reality, as Frederick Douglass and Linda Brent did in their daring escapes from slavery. But these were momentary masks, soon discarded once the runaways were out of the bloodhounds’ reach. There is no way to fathom all the means and devices of concealment, of just “fooling ol’ massa.” In Ralph Ellison’s acclaimed novel Invisible Man, identity and dissimulation often converge, but this masking, Ellison explains in his collection of essays, Shadow and Act, “is motivated not so much by fear as by profound rejection of the image created to usurp his identity. Sometimes it is for the sheer joy of the joke; sometimes to challenge those who presume, across the psychological distance created by race manners, to know his identity.”15 Some have conjectured that untruths pervade the slave narratives, since full disclosure would have put those left behind at risk. To what extent someone is telling the whole truth cannot be guaranteed with any of these entries, though in most cases questionable facts have been cross-checked. In the end, however, we must wrap our faith in a quote from Mark Twain, who in a letter to William Dean Howells said, “An autobiography is the truest of all books. For while it inevitably consists mainly of extinctions of the truth, shirkings of truth, partial revealments of the truth, with hardly an instance of plain straight truth, the remorseless truth is still there, between the lines.”

While Autobiography of a People: Three Centuries of African American History Told by Those Who Lived It unfolds chronologically and touches some of the highpoints of African American history—those common historical watersheds such as the slave trade, the plantation era, the Civil War, Reconstruction, etc.—it would be impossible to cover every significant episode in this endless drama. That would require a voluminous tome, if not a series of books. And a few of the entries are certain to arouse discussion—perhaps, even consternation. Why is Jelly Roll Morton selected and not Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, Sidney Bechet, or Charlie Mingus, all of whom wrote compelling autobiographies? Why Jack Johnson and not Muhammad Ali or Joe Louis? Althea Gibson and not Jackie Joyner-Kersee? LL Cool J and not Chuck D? The Rev. Al Sharpton and not Rev. Gardner C. Taylor? Sharon Robinson and not Jackie Robinson? Ossie and Ruby and not Ellen Holly or Sammy Davis, Jr.? There is a clear rationale for each choice, although one could still make a good argument for each alternative above—and others. It boils down to how they fit within the overall purposes of the book, the power of the narrative, its execution, and literary merit. Moreover, I hoped to introduce new names and stories to the reader of this book—many of these well-known personalities have already been widely anthologized.

When I completed the proposal for this project, I knew there would be the dilemma of choice. Inevitably, too, there would be sins of omission. Given the abundance of material available on this subject, volumes are possible. What I’ve stitched together here is but one broad, arbitrary cloth, one piece in an endless quilt of firsthand accounts. My only wish is that in some small way I have narrowed the scope for future endeavors of this sort. Autobiography of a People is just a short leg of a trip that reaches well beyond this and the next millennium.

NOTES

  1. Winthrop D. Jordan, White Over Black—American Attitudes Toward the Negro, 1550–1812. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1968, p. 449.

  2. A. Leon Higginbotham, Jr., In the Matter of Color—Race & The American Legal Process: The Colonial Period. New York: Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 13.

  3. Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the Making of America. New York: Collier Books, 1987, p. 159.

  4. Wilma Henrickson, Detroit Perspectives—Crossroads and Turning Points. Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1991, p. 316.

  5. William Loren Katz, Black Indians—A Hidden Heritage. New York: Aladdin Paperbacks, 1986, pp. 96–99.

  6. John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro Americans. New York: Alfred Knopf, 1980, p.33.

  7. John Henrik Clarke, Africans at the Crossroads—Notes for An African World Revolution. Trenton: Africa World Press, 1991, pp. 8–9.

  8. Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture—Nationalist Theory & The Foundations of Black America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1987, p. 97.

  9. Carole Marks, Farewell—We’re Good and Gone, The Great Black Migration. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989, p. 61.

10. Marks, p. 136.

11. Robin Kelley, The Encyclopedia of the American Left, edited by Mari Jo Buhle, Paul Buhle, and Dan Georgakas. New York: Garland Press, 1990, p. 686.

12. Introduction to African American Studies, edited by Abdul Alkalimat. Chicago: Twenty First Century Books, 1984, p. 91.

13. Arnold Rampersad, The Art and Imagination of W. E. B. Du Bois, New York: Schocken Books, 1976, p. 12.

14. Toni Morrison, The House That Race Built—Black Americans, U.S. Terrain, edited by Wahneema Lubiano. New York: Pantheon Books, 1997, p. 9.

15. Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act. New York: Vintage Books, 1953, p. 55.



Part I.
[image: ]

PRE-REVOLUTIONARY
VOICES

African captives, ruthlessly torn from their homeland, registered their complaint in a number of ways, most violently in countless mutinies aboard the slave ships that plied the Atlantic during the brutal Middle Passage. Much of what we know of these bloody episodes has been distilled from the logs and journals of the slave captains, particularly such notorious slavers as Captain Canot, John Hawkins, and John Newton.

These records, however, provide scarcely any information about African tribal life or the circumstances of the captives before they were marched off to the coastal fortresses and subsequently crammed into the fetid holds of the ships. It is from a few priceless slave narratives that we gather some notion of what village life was like in certain regions of West Africa in the latter part of the eighteenth century. James Albert (Ukawsaw Gronniosaw) was the rambunctious grandson of the King of Bornu. From his narrative we are afforded a brief glimpse of African life and the events that led to his captivity. A restless and inquisitive young man, Gronniosaw’s preoccupation with the existence of a Supreme Being will follow and sustain him throughout his ordeal. As we will see in many of the selections in this book, God and religion are common topics for an oppressed people seeking liberation.

Olaudah Equiano also credits the Creator for helping him survive the hellish experience of being sold into slavery. Equiano, who also went by the name Gustavus Vassa, has written perhaps the most anthologized slave narrative. His vivid reminiscence of village life in his native Guinea is hardly exhaustive but does give the reader an excellent idea of the African life so many were forced to leave behind. Among his most remarkable and painful stories is the one included here, which tells of the horrors he witnessed aboard the slave ship that carried him from his homeland.

Although Phillis Wheatley was also born in Africa, she never wrote a slave narrative. Her two most famous poems signify a complex but conflicted writer who was ambiguous about her African heritage. While it is not certain why she began to write poetry, it may have been to emulate Alexander Pope and other favorites from the neoclassical tradition. Her critics contend she failed to express a stronger concern for the plight of her people; her supporters that it is necessary to read between the lines to detect her subversive intentions. Whatever the case, we cannot ignore the role she played as a literary pioneer.

Noted for being America’s first black preacher to an all-white congregation, Lemuel Haynes wrote the “ballad” that follows in a burst of patriotic pride. Though he did not participate in the Battle of Lexington, he hurried to the scene shortly after it occurred. Unwavering in his critique of slavery, he often noted the hypocrisy of slaveholders protesting British oppression. Even now, 225 years later, the defiant message of Haynes’s poem (shortened for this book) still resonates with power and conviction.

More than five thousand African Americans fought in the Revolutionary War, and a good number of them—Peter Salem, Salem Poor, Barzillai Lew, and Pomp Blackman—did so with great honor. Unfortunately, distinguishing themselves on the battlefield did not automatically confer citizenship to the veterans and their families. Many petitions were launched by African Americans such as John and Paul Cuffe and others in 1780, asserting “no taxation without representation.” By 1815, the latter Cuffe, a prosperous ship owner, had given up on the States and become an ardent colonizationist and at his own expense transported thirty-eight African Americans to Sierra Leone, many of whom worked as missionaries.




JAMES ALBERT
UKAWSAW GRONNIOSAW


From A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, An African Prince, Written by Himself
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AFRICA AND NEW YORK, 1720–1730

I WAS BORN IN THE CITY OF BAURNOU, my mother was the eldest daughter of the reigning King there. I was the youngest of six children, and particularly loved by my mother, and my grand-father almost doated on me. I had, from my infancy, a curious turn of mind; was more grave and reserved, in my disposition, than either of my brothers and sisters, I often teazed them with questions they could not answer; for which reason they disliked me, as they supposed that I was either foolish or insane. ’Twas certain that I was, at times, very unhappy in myself: It being strongly impressed on my mind that there was some GREAT MAN of power which resided above the sun, moon and stars, the objects of our worship.—My dear, indulgent mother would bear more with me than any of my friends beside.—I often raised my hand to heaven, and asked her who lived there? Was much dissatisfied when she told me the sun, moon and stars, being persuaded, in my own mind, that there must be some SUPERIOR POWER.—I was frequently lost in wonder at the works of the creation: Was afraid, and uneasy, and restless, but could not tell for what. I wanted to be informed of things that no person could tell me; and was always dissatisfied.—These wonderful impressions began in my childhood, and followed me continuously till I left my parents, which affords me matter of admiration and thankfulness.

To this moment I grew more and more uneasy every day, insomuch that one Saturday (which is the day on which we kept our sabbath) I laboured under anxieties and fears that cannot be expressed; and, what is more extraordinary, I could not give a reason for it.——I rose, as our custom is, about three o’clock (as we are obliged to be at our place of worship an hour before the sun rise) we say nothing in our worship, but continue on our knees with our hands held up, observing a strict silence till the sun is at a certain height, which I suppose to be about 10 or 11 o’clock in England: When, at a certain sign made by the Priest, we get up (our duty being over) and disperse to our different houses.—Our place of meeting is under a large palm tree; we divide ourselves into many congregations; as it is impossible for the same tree to cover the inhabitants of the whole city, though they are extremely large, high and majestic; the beauty and usefulness of them are not to be described; they supply the inhabitants of the country with meat, drink and clothes; the body of the palm tree is very large; at a certain season of the year they tap it, and bring vessels to receive the wine, of which they draw great quantities, the quality of which is very delicious: The leaves of this tree are of a silky nature; they are large and soft; when they are dried and pulled to pieces, it has much the same appearance as the English flax, and the inhabitants of BOURNOU manufacture it for clothing, &c. This tree likewise produces a plant, or substance, which has the appearance of a cabbage, and very like it, in taste almost the same: It grows between the branches. Also the palm tree produces a nut, something like a cocoa, which contains a kernel, in which is a large quantity of milk, very pleasant to the taste: The shell is of a hard substance, and of a very beautiful appearance, and serves for basons, bowls, &….

About this time there came a merchant from the Gold Coast (the third city in GUINEA) he traded with the inhabitants of our country in ivory, &c. he took great notice of my unhappy situation, and inquired into the cause; he expressed vast concern for me, and said, if my parents would part with me for a little while, and let him take me home with him, it would be of more service to me than any thing they could do for me.—He told me that if I would go with him I should see houses with wings to them walk upon the water, and should also see the white folks; and that he had many sons of my age, which should be my companions; and he added to all this that he would bring me safe back again soon.—I was highly pleased with the account of this strange place, and was very desirous of going….

I was now more than a thousand miles from home, without a friend or any means to procure one. Soon after I came to the merchant’s house I heard the drums beat remarkably loud, and the trumpets blow—the persons accustom’d to this employ, are oblig’d to go upon a very high structure appointed for that purpose, that the sound might be heard at a great distance: They are higher than the steeples are in England. I was mightily pleased with sounds so entirely new to me, and was very inquisitive to know the cause of this rejoicing, and asked many questions concerning it; I was answered that it was meant as a compliment to me, because I was grandson to the King of Bournou….

A few days after a Dutch ship came into the harbour, and they carried me on board, in hopes that the Captain would purchase me.—As they went, I heard them agree, that, if they could not sell me then, they would throw me overboard.—I was in extreme agonies when I heard this; and as soon as ever I saw the Dutch Captain, I ran to him, and put my arms round him, and said, “Father save me.” (for I knew that if he did not buy me I should be treated very ill, or, possibly murdered) And though he did not understand my language, yet it pleased the Almighty to influence him in my behalf, and he bought me for two yards of check, which is of more value there, than in England….

I was now washed, & clothed in the Dutch or English manner.—My master grew very fond of me, and I loved him exceedingly. I watched every look, was always ready when he wanted me, and endeavoured to convince him, by every action, that my only pleasure was to serve him well.—I have since thought that he must have been a serious man. His actions corresponded very well with such a character.—He used to read prayers in public to the ship’s crew every sabbath day; and when first I saw him read, I was never so surprised in my whole life as when I saw the book talk to my master; for I thought it did, as I observed him to look upon it, and move his lips.—I wished it would do so to me. As soon as my master had done reading I follow’d him to the place where he put the book, being mightily delighted with it, and when nobody saw me, I open’d it and put my ear down close upon it, in great hope that it would say something to me; but was very sorry and greatly disappointed when I found it would not speak, this thought immediately presented itself to me, that every body and every thing despised me because I was black.

I was exceedingly sea-sick at first; but when I became more accustom’d to the sea, it wore off.—My master’s ship was bound for Barbados. When we came there, he thought fit to speak of me to several gentlemen of his acquaintance, and one of them exprest a particular desire to see me.—He had a great mind to buy me; but the Captain could not immediately be prevail’d on to part with me; but however, as the gentleman seemed very solicitous, he at length let me go, and I was sold for fifty dollars (four and six penny pieces in English.) My new master’s name was Vanhorn, a young gentleman; his home was in New-England, in the city of New-York; to which place he took me with him. He dress’d me in his livery, & was very good to me. My chief business was to wait at table, and tea, & clean knives, & I had a very easy place; but the servants used to curse & swear surprizingly; which I learnt faster than any thing, ’twas almost the first English I could speak. If any of them affronted me, I was sure to call upon God to damn them immediately; but I was broke of it all at once, occasioned by the correction of an old black servant that lived in the family.—One day I had just clean’d the knives for dinner, when one of the maids took one to cut bread and butter with; I was very angry with her, and called upon God to damn her; when this old black man told me I must not say so: I ask’d him why? He replied there was a wicked man, call’d the Devil, that liv’d in hell, and would take all that said these words and put them in the fire and burn them.—This terrified me greatly, and I was entirely broke of swearing. Soon after this, as I was placing the china for tea, my mistress came into the room just as the maid had been cleaning it; the girl had unfortunately sprinkled the wainscot with the mop; at which my mistress was angry; the girl very foolishly answered her again, which made her worse, and she called upon God to damn her.—I was vastly concern’d to hear this, as she was a fine young lady, and very good to me, insomuch that I could not help speaking to her: Madam, says I, you must not say so: Why, says she? Because there is a black man, call’d the Devil, that lives in hell, and he will put you in the fire and burn you, and I shall be very sorry for that. Who told you this, replied my lady? Old Ned, says I. Very well was all her answer; but she told my master of it, who ordered that old Ned should be tied up and whipp’d, and was never suffered to come into the kitchen, with the rest of the servants, afterwards.—My mistress was not angry with me, but rather diverted at my simplicity, and, by way of talk, she repeated what I had said to many of her acquaintance that visited her; among the rest, Freelandhouse, a very gracious, good minister, heard it, and he took a great deal of notice of me, and desired my master to part with me to him. He would not hear of it at first, but, being greatly persuaded, he let me go; and Mr. Freelandhouse gave £.50 for me.—He took me home with him, and made me kneel down, and put my two hands together, and prayed for me, and every night and morning he did the same.—I could not make out what it was for, nor the meaning of it, nor what they spoke to when they talked—I thought it comical, but I liked it very well.—After I had been a little while with my new master I grew more familiar, and asked him the meaning of prayer: (I could hardly speak English to be understood) he took great pains with me, and made me understand that he pray’d to God, who liv’d in Heaven; that he was my father and best friend.—I told him that this must be a mistake; that my father lived at Bournou, and I wanted very much to see him, and likewise my dear mother, and sister, and I wished he would be so good as to send me home to them; and I added, all I could think of to induce him to convey me back, I appeared in great trouble, and my good master was so much affected that the tears run down his face. He told me that God was a great and good Spirit, that he created all the world, and every person and thing in it, Ethiopia, Africa and America, and every where. I was delighted when I heard this: There, says I, I always thought so when I lived at home! Now, if I had wings like an eagle, I would fly to tell my dear mother that God is greater than the sun, moon and stars; and that they were made by him.

I was exceedingly pleas’d with this information of my master’s, because it corresponded so well with my own opinion; I thought now if I could but get home, I should be wiser than all my country-folks, my grandfather, or father, or mother, or any of them.—But though I was somewhat enlightened, by this information of my master’s, yet I had no other knowledge of God than that he was a good Spirit, and created every body, and every thing.—I never was sensible, in myself, nor had any one ever told me, that he would punish the wicked, and love the just. I was only glad that I had been told there was a God, because I had always thought so.


OLAUDAH EQUIANO


From The Interesting Narrative of the Life of
Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African. Written by Himself
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AFRICA AND VIRGINIA, 1750–1760

…I WAS BORN, IN THE YEAR 1745. THE distance of this province from the capital of Benin and the sea coast must be very considerable: for I had never heard of white men or Europeans, nor of the sea; and our subjection to the king of Benin was little more than nominal. Every transaction of the government, as far as my slender observation extended, was conducted by the chiefs or elders of the place. The manners and government of a people who have little commerce with other countries, are generally very simple; and the history of what passes in one family or village, may serve as a specimen of the whole nation. My father was one of those elders or chiefs of whom I have spoken, and was stiled Embrenche; a term, as I remember, importing the highest distinction, and signifying in our language “a mark of grandeur.” This mark is conferred on the person entitled to it by cutting the skin across at the top of the forehead, and drawing it down to the eyebrows; and applying a warm hand to it, while in this situation, and rubbing it until it shrinks up into a thick wale across the lower part of the forehead. Most of the judges and senators were thus marked; my father had long borne this badge: I had seen it conferred on one of my brothers, and I also was destined to receive it by my parents. Those Embrenche, or chief men, decided disputes, and punished crimes; for which purpose they always assembled together. The proceedings were generally short; and in most cases the law of retaliation prevailed … Adultery was sometimes punished by slavery or death; a punishment which, I believe, is inflicted on it throughout most of the nations of Africa; so sacred among them is the honour of the marriage bed, and so jealous are they of the fidelity of their wives…. The men, however, do not preserve the same constancy to their wives, which they expect from them; for they indulge in a plurality, though seldom in more than two. Their mode of marriage is this:—Both parties are usually betrothed when young by their parents, though I have known the males betroth themselves. On this occasion a feast is prepared, and the bride and bridegroom stand up in the midst of all their friends, who are assembled for the purpose, while he declares she is henceforth to be looked upon as his wife, and that no person is to pay any addresses to her. This is also immediately proclaimed in the vicinity, on which the bride retires from the assembly. Some time after she is brought home to her husband, and then another feast is made, to which the relations of both parties are invited. Her parents then deliver her to the bridegroom, accompanied with a number of blessings, and at the same time they tie round her waist a cotton string of the thickness of a goose-quill, which none but married women are permitted to wear. She is now considered as completely his wife; and at this time the dowry is given to the new-married pair, which generally consists of portions of land, slaves and cattle, household goods, and implements of husbandry. These are offered by the friends of both parties: besides which the parents of the bridegroom present gifts to those of the bride, whose property she is looked upon before marriage; but after it she is esteemed the sole property of the husband. The ceremony being now ended, the festival begins, which is celebrated with bonfires, and loud acclamations of joy, accompanied with music and dancing.

We are almost a nation of dancers, musicians, and poets. Every great event, such as a triumphant return from battle, or other cause of public rejoicing, is celebrated in public dances, which are accompanied with songs and music suited to the occasion. The assembly is separated into four divisions, which dance either apart or in succession, and each with a character peculiar to itself. The first division contains the married men, who in their dances frequently exhibit feats of arms, and the representation of a battle. To these succeed the married women, who dance in the second division. The young men occupy the third; and the maidens the fourth. Each represents some interesting scene of real life, such as a great achievement, domestic employment, a pathetic story, or some rural sport. And as the subject is generally founded on some recent event, it is therefore ever new. This gives our dances a spirit and variety which I have scarcely seen elsewhere. We have many musical instruments, particularly drums of different kinds, a piece of music which resembles a guitar, and another much like a sticcado. These last are chiefly used by betrothed virgins, who play on them on all grand festivals.

As our manners are simple, our luxuries are few. The dress of both sexes is nearly the same. It generally consists of a long piece of calico or muslin, wrapped loosely round the body, somewhat in the form of a Highland plaid. This is usually dyed blue, which is our favourite colour. It is extracted from a berry, and is brighter and richer than any I have seen in Europe. Besides this, our women of distinction wear golden ornaments, which they dispose with some profusion on their arms and legs. When our women are not employed with the men in tillage, their usual occupation is spinning and weaving cotton, which they afterwards dye, and make into garments. They also manufacture earthen vessels, of which we have many kinds; among the rest, tobacco pipes, made after the same fashion, and used in the same manner, as those in Turkey.

Our manner of living is entirely plain; for as yet the natives are unacquainted with those refinements in cookery which debauch the taste. Bullocks, goats, and poultry, supply the greatest part of their food. These constitute likewise the principal wealth of the country, and the chief articles of its commerce. The flesh is usually stewed in a pan; to make it savory we sometimes use also pepper, and other spices, and we have salt made of wood ashes. Our vegetables are mostly plantains, eadas, yams, beans, and Indian corn. The head of the family usually eats alone; his wives and slaves have also their separate tables. Before we taste food we always wash our hands: indeed our cleanliness on all occasions is extreme; but on this it is an indispensable ceremony. After washing, libation is made, by pouring out a small portion of the drink on the floor, and by tossing a small quantity of the food in a certain place, for the spirits of departed relations, which the natives suppose to preside over their conduct, and to guard them from evil….

The first object that saluted my eyes when I arrived on the coast was the sea, and a slave ship, which was then riding at anchor, and waiting for its cargo. These filled me with astonishment, that was soon converted into terror, which I am yet at a loss to describe, and much more the then feelings of my mind when I was carried on board. I was immediately handled and tossed up to see if I was sound, by some of the crew; and I was now persuaded that I had got into a world of bad spirits, and that they were going to kill me. Their complexions too, differing so much from ours, their long hair, and the language they spoke, which was very different from any I had ever heard, united to confirm me in this belief. Indeed such were the horrors of my views and fears at the moment, that if ten thousand worlds had been my own, I would have freely parted with them all to have exchanged my condition with the meanest slave in my own country. When I looked round the ship too, and saw a large furnace or copper boiling, and a multitude of black people, of every description, chained together, every one of their countenances expressing dejection and sorrow, I no longer doubted of my fate; and, quite overpowered with horror and anguish, I fell motionless on the deck, and fainted. When I recovered a little, I found some black people about me, who I believed were some of those who brought me on board, and had been receiving their pay: they talked to me in order to cheer me, but all in vain. I asked them if we were not to be eaten by those white men with horrible looks, red faces, and long hair. They told me I was not: and one of the crew brought me a small portion of spirituous liquor in a wine glass; but, being afraid of him, I would not take it out of his hand. One of the blacks therefore took it from him and gave it to me, and I took a little down my palate, which, instead of reviving me, as they thought it would, threw me into the greatest consternation at the strange feeling it produced, having never tasted any such liquor before.

Soon after this the blacks who brought me on board went off, and left me abandoned to despair. I now saw myself deprived of all chance of returning to my native country, or even the least glimpse of gaining the shore, which I now considered as friendly; and I even wished for my former slavery, in preference to my present situation, which was filled with horrors of every kind, still heightened by my ignorance of what I was to undergo. I was not long suffered to indulge my grief. I was soon put down under the decks, and there I received such a salutation in my nostrils as I had never experienced in my life: so that, with the loathsomeness of the stench, and with my crying together, I became so sick and low that I was not able to eat, nor had I the least desire to taste any thing. I now wished for the last friend, death, to relieve me; but soon, to my grief, two of the white men offered me eatables; and, on my refusing to eat, one of them held me fast by the hands, and laid me across, I think, the windlass, and
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