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This is dedicated to the founders of Promise Land, Tennessee, the founders of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, and those who carry on their work




AS A BOY IN CHURCH, I OFTEN SAT BESIDE MY MOTHER’S PARENTS. My grandfather was an organist and deacon. My grandmother was a choir singer and interpreter for the deaf. They were perfect models of restraint, and they taught me the fundamentals of worship. During service, I did not need to stand up to prove my love for the Most High, raise my hands, or lift my voice. So I didn’t. My loyalty to God remained muted. On Sunday mornings, in song-filled sanctuaries, I began to harden myself against the music—hymns whose names I don’t remember now. The spirit of my grandparents’ religion has faded in me, and I am left to tell a handful of stories about doubt, lasting hope, and black people’s attempts to find new frameworks for our lives after old ones have crumbled.

Again and again, I have fantasized about starting my life over. I have wanted to take on the qualities of people who seem sure of their convictions. This includes my father. We are alike in some ways, both pained by our distance from Promise Land, our ancestral home in middle Tennessee. For decades after Emancipation, this village was a safe harbor for black families. Many of the descendants moved north. My father and I never lived in Promise Land—we came from Detroit—but we both held it sacred. The site of this former freedom colony feels like a memorial now.

In my own family, migrations never seemed to stop. There have always been movements toward and away from one another. My father, once incarcerated, has been trying to restore the sense of cohesion that defined our extended family during both of our childhoods. He wants to mend what I have mostly chosen to mourn—fraying connections with the land, religion, and people who made us who we are. Why did some of us take an optimistic stance toward the future while others, shaped by similar forces, chose to reject it? When I began to write this book, I asked my father for a favor—to replace the letters he wrote me from prison. I had lost them. Would he send me new ones? Would he tell me who he could have been if he could start his life again, and who he was now that he couldn’t?

The utopian imagines a bridge that spans the gap between lives. These lives may be easily differentiated—my father’s, my own—or found within oneself, across time: the people we thought we might have been and the people we became. Here, in the mirror of my father’s life and the lives of many others that, in some ways, resembled mine, I sought variations on a theme. Who were the dreamers who always wanted more than they had? How did the disillusioned, the betrayed, the confined, the forgotten, and the persecuted not merely hold on to life but expand its possibilities and preserve its beauty?

What does utopia look like in black?




Letter I: Love, Doe
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I love you, son. I can probably spend two hours per day writing about my experiences in life and I hope that my words are a valuable contribution to your book.

We are in a time of tragedy in the world. I don’t know how you are framing your story, but the world seems to be heading toward obvious tyranny of government. No matter what happens, I want you to know that you were born from God. God in Heaven is the only one who could have created you.

Over the past two years, I have studied virtually under a pastor by the name of Stephen Darby of Destined Ministries on YouTube. He is a follower of Christ who has studied, prayed, battled wickedness in the spirit realm, and who is by all accounts full of the Holy Spirit. You may find some value by learning about him and looking at two or more of his messages on Negroland, and messages such as “Who Are We?” This pastor spoke about how only before the time of the coming of Christ, during tribulation, would a lost people find out who they are.

The Confederate church used to have celebrations of the lynching of dark people, yet they called themselves Christian.

—Dorian Robertson, June 2020




Introduction: Utopia in Black
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I’ll decorate the deprivations.

—MARGO JEFFERSON



My father tends to imagine the future by first returning to the past.1 He tells me how he should have lived his life, how his children might have loved him more had he done this or that differently, married my mother, taken more trips as a child to be with his parents’ families in Tennessee, or “gone right” instead of purchasing a gun twenty years ago and robbing a two-star hotel’s front desk with it. After ten years of imprisonment, Dorian Robertson is a free man again, in search of renewal and community. He is tormented by hypotheticals—what beautiful things could have been, what reckonings may lie in wait. He and I have similar worries. Would it have been easier had we followed the well-trodden roads that had been laid out for us, leading to the double doors of a Baptist church?

Dorian and I often wonder about the cause of separations—between us, between individuals and groups, between people’s ideals and whichever realities their lives afford them. We dream, too, of unity. How much can be repaired in the aftermath of damage? What if all our spiritual, emotional, and physical injuries were mended, our familial land and relationships restored? What if time’s rifts could be sewn back together? Above all, what would it mean to live as though all of this were possible even if we suspect it is not?

By the early summer of 2020, I had been thinking about the meaning of utopia in African American history for more than a year. My father and I spoke on the phone about the allure of life abroad, a substitute, perhaps, for the radically different world we desired in the United States. Who in our family had passports in case we were no longer able to imagine a livable future here, my father asked. Would we be willing and ready to leave, to take our chances in Europe or in a country like Ghana? (We knew nothing about life there, but Ghana’s Year of Return campaign in 2019 invited African Americans “home” to “resettle” and invest in its economy four hundred years after the first enslaved West Africans landed in Virginia.)

I had long since moved away from home in Michigan, but I’d temporarily returned from New York City at the onset of the pandemic to be closer to family. My father was living in Texas, near Dallas, with his fiancée. With little else to do besides sit in a camping chair in my mother’s backyard, unable to guess what the coming days and months might bring, I had been calling family to ask about their hopes for the world to come as it was taking shape.

Dorian and I broached the subject of police and prison abolition. He did not think that abolishing cops or prisons was wise.2 He wanted reformers to address racial disparities in sentencing guidelines. End-time chaos was coming, he believed, and the social fabric of the United States would continue to fray. The country didn’t need abolitionists to hasten the process. “This period in history, it is said, is going to be like the Dark Ages,” my father warned. “These are the last days of this society.”

Whereas I once would have dismissed his worries as conspiratorial, I didn’t have the evidence or will to argue against him. Something in me wanted my father’s prophecies to be true. For the first time in my life, the near future was something I couldn’t vividly imagine. The presumption that I would always recognize the world I lived in began to erode. There was a blankness where tomorrow should have been. George Floyd was dead, and I was certain that others would suffer his fate even in the new world3 everyone said was on its way. This has proven true repeatedly. I couldn’t imagine a reality in which people like Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Ahmaud Arbery wouldn’t be killed, even as—amid so much death—there was talk of reparations, universal basic income, universal childcare, quieter cities, the return of nature, the resurgence of organized labor, the elimination of student debt, the reduction of child poverty, and a Green New Deal. The world, no matter how beautiful, would have certain brutal constants.
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If tomorrow brought with it the possibility of death, as I too often expected, my conception of the future needed to be transformed. The apparent persistence of abysmal realities for black people, and the certainty that there exists much more besides, is the soil from which black utopianism emerges. This tradition has encouraged black people to decide for ourselves how our inner resources can best be used to transform the outer world. It is an unceasing orientation toward the possibilities inherent in black social life.4

Once the usual horizons we depend on to orient our daily lives blur,5 the utopian impulse to create new forms of living arises. Unfamiliarity and disruption are the point. Utopia points to the ways our attempted solutions to large-scale crises might bend further away from the worlds that produced these problems. In the utopia that is black, constant striving for wholesale societal transformation is imperative, not optional. The creative expressions of black utopianism aspire to a world in which the social, economic, and political restrictions that have historically been imposed on black people will not define their futures.

The urge to act out alternatives to the constrictive rhythms of our days lies at the heart of utopia. It is not necessarily a place, but an expression of faith that is sustained by the innumerable ways we could have led our lives and could still. Those who believe in utopia’s power refuse to live as though any path has been foreclosed. It is an ongoing exchange between people, and so it is never achieved, attained, or finished. It is only rehearsed. Utopia always describes a crossroads, a perpetual opening.
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Years ago, when I first learned about the concept of utopia, I didn’t think of heaven like any good Christian boy should. I thought of my paternal grandparents’ ten-acre plot of land in the middle of Tennessee, in a historic all-black town called Promise Land. (I have always liked that it was not the more common Promised Land.) As a child who made pilgrimages there for many summers, I never thought of Promise Land as a perfect place. I complained about the August heat, the chattering cicadas, the ticks hiding in underbrush, the creep of lethargy, and the town’s distance from a big city like Detroit, where I was born. Two weeks spent visiting extended family and wearing myself out from playing outside were usually enough for me.

I did not compare Promise Land, a ghost town for as long as I have known it, to a paradise like the Garden of Eden that I learned about in church. And yet as I grew older, it became clear to me that Promise Land was the only comparable place I’d known. Before I could articulate why, I had the sense that utopia was the most satisfying word I could use to describe the hamlet where my family’s recorded history in the United States began. Whenever I would describe Promise Land to others as a small, unincorporated town in the middle of nowhere, I said this with pride. Promise Land was negative space on most maps, a largely unknown haven that had been providing sustenance for black families, including my own, for 150 years.

It was founded five years after the Civil War ended, in 1870, when some of the earliest experiments in black self-rule were beginning. Its founding and longevity were unlikely. It could so easily have been forgotten had just one vigilante burned it down or had its early chroniclers kept the secret of its existence to themselves. As generations of Promise Land’s caretakers came and went, so too did its meaning transform. A place that should not have survived according to the deadly racial logic of this country yielded many fruits. Promise Land carried the dreams of each person who had lived, played, communed, and retreated there. It usurped the role I was told heaven ought to play by offering refuge during a dark season of my childhood and, more recently, orienting my family toward the common goal of sustaining it.

Paradise has been a useful idea with many real-world consequences for black Americans. So has the trope of the Promised Land, a terrestrial place that may be within our reach. Few people have the same vision of what constitutes either Paradise or the Promised Land. The attempt to respect individual interpretations of what makes the beautiful life and discover together where they intersect is the project of utopia.

Inspired by my memories of Promise Land, I decided to write a broader narrative of black utopia. How has the meaning of utopia evolved since the creation of Promise Land and the hundreds of blacktowns like it that were, for a time, some of the most tangible proofs of black survival and prosperity? I wanted to trace an emotional lineage that linked various displays of black dreaming—from freedom colonies and the flight of fugitives to hopes for a separate land and the creation of iconoclastic art.
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I didn’t need to travel far to begin. Early in 2019, I was reading about the radical activism of African American Catholics during the Black Power period. I picked up Black Priest, White Church6 (1970), a critique of racism in the Catholic Church by the Harlem-based priest Lawrence Lucas. Lucas praised the example of a Detroit pastor named Albert Cleage, Jr. I hadn’t heard of him. I thought I already knew the names of the city’s historically black parish churches, but I had apparently overlooked Cleage’s curious-sounding Shrine of the Black Madonna. I soon learned that the Shrine was not part of the Catholic Church at all, but rather the United Church of Christ, a Protestant denomination. It turned out that many “Movement” people and leftists in the 1960s knew of and admired Rev. Cleage. The Shrine also happened to be ten minutes away from where my father’s parents once lived on Detroit’s west side.

Under a different name, the Shrine began as a church in the 1950s that catered mostly to middle-class black Detroiters. It found a permanent home in an area of the city where black residents moved as Detroit was undergoing the nation’s first major urban renewal program. The resulting dispossession of black Detroiters on the city’s east side pushed many to the neighborhoods around the Shrine. This would eventually place the church at the geographical and ideological center of the 1967 summer uprising in the city.

Albert Cleage, Jr.’s leadership during and after the Detroit Rebellion—one of the most destructive urban uprisings of the 1960s—elevated his profile. He became one of the most famous representatives of black nationalism in the United States, and the Shrine was thereafter regarded as a black countercultural mecca. For decades to come, its members and collaborators would include mold-breaking black artists, historians, and politicians; territorial separatists who wanted to create an independent black republic within the borders of the United States; Black Hebrew Israelites who searched for new Zions abroad; New Age theosophists; and many others who challenged familiar structures of authority.

For nearly thirty years, Cleage would lead a group of dedicated Pan-Africanists who established Shrines throughout the country, three of which survive today, in Detroit, Atlanta, and Houston. Among the Shrine’s members were small cadres that traveled across America and raised millions of dollars to support the mission of their movement, which Cleage called Black Christian Nationalism (BCN). He envisioned Black Christian Nationalists as a prophetic vanguard that would secure the psychological liberation and material well-being of black people. First they would need to separate themselves from white society by establishing other communes and Shrines in cities around the world. They planned to recruit millions of black people to sustain their movement.
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Cleage was one of the most consequential figures associated with the twentieth century’s black freedom movements and, for a time in the late 1960s, the best-known black nationalist pastor in the United States. He and the members of his church attempted to merge heaven and earth—Paradise and the Promised Land—for black people everywhere by invoking the dreamworlds of social visionaries from the past and present. Although Cleage disliked the word utopian—he preferred to be called a black realist7—he was well-versed in many of the thinkers, groups, and movements that are now regularly identified as part of a broader utopian tradition. Black Christian Nationalists learned about the histories of ancient Jewish monastic communities, the spiritual practices of gurus and mystics, the rebellions of Haitian slaves and maroons who lived in the swamplands8 of the American South, experiments in socialism and communism, and much more.

Drawing on his brief experience as a social worker in Detroit, Cleage followed developments in the fields of psychology, sociology, education, and even physics to keep his movement in touch with the times. He used the black church as a base for his movement because, for centuries, it had given many African Americans the support they needed to survive, but he wasn’t convinced that Christianity was the only lens9 through which to understand the world. White slave masters and fundamentalist politicians had long weaponized religion to protect their claims to authority. BCN was an approach to spiritual and civic life that rejected all methods of domination that sought to erode the willpower and self-regard of black people.

Cleage believed that religion could encourage the pursuit of moral ideals. He was also a notorious firebrand and provocateur who thought that black people should destroy inherited idols—starting with the white Christ and his mother—and replace them with models in their own image. The Shrine would officially become known as the Pan-African Orthodox Christian Church in 1976, taking a cue from Marcus Garvey’s earlier Pan-African Orthodox Church and signaling the church’s support of the African independence movements unfolding in the latter half of that decade. Cleage described Black Christian Nationalism as an apocalyptic movement;10 he vaguely outlined a coming “Pan-African revolt,” which, if successful, could bring about universal justice on earth. Justice was understood as a power balance11 between whites and blacks that would allow black people to build and sustain their own parallel institutions, belief systems, and iconography without the threat of destruction from white people.
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One countercultural experiment in the Shrine caught my attention early on. In 2016, a Black Christian Nationalist bishop wrote an essay about an institution in the church called Mtoto House. Members also called it the Children’s Community. It was a “communal child-rearing structure”12 that lasted from the early 1980s until the late 2000s. The only other information I could find about this model of communal living was a book by the woman who first led the Detroit Mtoto House,13 a former elementary school principal named Shelley McIntosh.

McIntosh wrote that Mtoto House was influenced by socialist preschools in the Soviet Union, rural literacy campaigns in Cuba, traditional family structures in West Africa, and, most directly, child-rearing customs in the kibbutzim of Israel. This last detail fascinated me. The kibbutzim, communally owned agricultural settlements, were the most ambitious efforts before the creation of Israel to establish a Zionist Promised Land on earth. As predecessors to the Jewish state, they were arguably the best-known, most influential, and longest-lasting manifestations of a small-scale, collective utopian project in the twentieth century.

Like the kibbutzniks, Black Christian Nationalists set out to acquire land of their own to sustain their people. In 1999, with money earned through years of donations and fundraisers, the Black Christian Nationalists purchased one of the largest black-owned rural tracts in the United States, a nearly 4,000-acre property in South Carolina that Cleage named Beulah Land. After Cleage’s death, the Shrine members who survived him were soon stranded on either side of generational and ideological divides as the role of the black church in social movements and the usefulness of black separatism were increasingly called into question. To this day, Beulah Land remains the most ambitious of the Shrine’s attempts to create an earthly paradise for black people. It is not yet the productive farm that Cleage hoped it would become, but its story is not over.
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Before coming across the Shrine’s story, not once had I heard about a black nationalist commune in the heart of my native city. Detroit is a place whose name has become a shorthand for American dystopia, black despair, and the dead end of progress.14 The common assumption is that utopia and the people who seek it15 cannot thrive there. Images of empty homes and the remnants of car factories, schools, and churches draw more attention than black Detroiters’ attempts to rewrite these stories and insist that wherever they live is perfectible, the shining center of the world.

Learning about Mtoto House spurred my attempt to understand why and how black Americans have searched for utopia, just as my family did in Promise Land a century and a half ago. Many of the individuals who I write about in this book lived through the revolutionary shifts of the 1960s and ’70s. I wanted to speak to people who launched an ambitious social project that centered black people during those years, and who also lived to witness the Black Lives Matter movement.

The aging revolutionaries of the Black Christian Nationalist movement once considered themselves outside the mainstream of American culture, initially not by their own choice but because segregation and enforced alienation were the preferred tools of social control in this country, as they still are. I wanted to hear from the perennial optimists as well as the disenchanted who felt that the black revolutions of the late twentieth century failed. I spoke to their children and grandchildren—people whose ages roughly aligned with those of my parents and me—to get a glimpse of the lives my own family did not live, the alternative paths that were always there, but which for our own reasons we did not follow.
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When I set out to tell this story, I thought I might be like one of those inconspicuous narrators of old travelers’ tales who are shipwrecked upon the shores of an impossible island, or who awaken to discover a strange world of which they can never fully be a part. There would always be some degree of safety in playing the curious outsider who becomes a chronicler, recording the origins, beliefs, and practices of an unfamiliar people—in this case, a self-identified, black “nation-within-a-nation.” I told myself that I could enter and leave this world whenever I pleased. But the utopian tale is a ghostly reflection. It points to our own doppelgängers whose features are slightly askew yet always, at least faintly, recognizable.

Book I tells one of many possible stories about black utopian impulses from the period directly following the Civil War through the end of one black countercultural phase in the 1960s. This narrative is told mostly through the lives of two men: Albert Cleage, Jr., and the painter of his church’s famed Black Madonna mural, Glanton Dowdell. Cleage and Dowdell seemed to represent stark opposites—privileged and poor, meticulous and chaotic, an obsession with the needs of the spirit and a concern for those of the body—but their utopian aims and approaches were not incompatible, which became evident when they finally came together in the Shrine. Book II moves on to later developments in black utopian history, as Black Christian Nationalists helped keep its spirit alive throughout new phases of the counterculture, in the closing decades of the millennium. The first two books are intruded upon by the present, by my father’s letters. Book III moves toward my own reckoning with what black utopians have lost and attained here on earth.

Echoes are everywhere. The historical drama of the Shrine finds resonance in my family’s story, a minor chord that resounds throughout the book. My father’s letters run in spiritual parallel to the life of Glanton Dowdell, himself a formerly incarcerated man who would find an unlikely sort of freedom far from home. Likewise, the fates of the thousands of acres that constitute Beulah Land and the few that my family still owns in Promise Land have not yet been written. What happens to these places, and thus the dreams they represent, may determine whether a church and a family remain intact.




I



THE FURNACE AND THE FORGE


In this locality shortly after the Civil War, freed slaves established Promise Land, the first African American community of Dickson County. Early settlers were Nathan Bowen, Washington Vanleer, and two brothers, John and Arch Nesbitt. In time, the community encompassed about 1,000 acres, included 50 homes, several stores, two churches and a school. Although only the St. John Church and the schoolhouse remain, heirs of the original African American landowners still own much of the land.

—TENNESSEE HISTORICAL COMMISSION MARKER ON PROMISE LAND ROAD

Better an errant path than the known world.

—SAIDIYA HARTMAN, WAYWARD LIVES, BEAUTIFUL EXPERIMENTS






Promise Land
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I didn’t go back to Promise Land for more than ten years after my paternal grandfather’s death. I had convinced myself that there was nothing left for me there but memories too sweet to taste without him and perhaps a rushed moment of tribute beside a gravestone. I regretted missing the family Christmas in 2018—I don’t remember my reasoning—and when I finally decided to return for one of our infrequent reunions, in 2019, sickness incapacitated me the day before my flight from New York, in a hot August. I had been in love and was so fearful I was falling out of it that I could barely expel urine from my body. I phoned my grandmother to weep and apologize. What I called self-sabotage she called the devil. She prayed, crying quietly along with me, and shared a scripture, Psalms 34:19: “Many are the afflictions of the righteous: but the LORD delivereth him out of them all.” The pandemic would delay my homecoming for another three years.

A prodigal son’s return is usually a celebratory affair, but I arrived alone in front of the old chalk-white schoolhouse and the St. John Church on Promise Land Road. Little seemed to have changed. There was the lonely tree beside St. John’s, closed for needed renovations and still dealing with its rust-red, slowly deteriorating roof; the covered stage between the church and school with a couple of picnic tables on it; and beside the road, a tall pole with a wind-whipped American flag. Other additions I didn’t recognize. When had the concrete sidewalk connecting the church and school been laid? I had never seen the trailer behind the school that now served as the town’s community center.

I was waiting for Serina Gilbert, the seventy-seven-year-old board chair of the Promise Land Heritage Association and the woman who would give me a private tour of the community center and school, which now functioned as Promise Land’s museum. I was glad for the tour even as my pride made me bristle at the need for it. I had seen a picture somewhere of Serina, whom I had always known as Cousin Kay, giving a presentation on Promise Land’s history to white members of a motorcycle club. The image of rapt, leather-clad riders sitting on tiny benches in the schoolhouse’s original central bay—the very seats that black kids once occupied seventy years prior—was both amusing and touching. I feared I would get the same rundown on the origins and changing fortunes of Promise Land. I would assure Kay that yes, yes, I knew that already. I haven’t forgotten.

Kay was my late grandfather Ruffus’s cousin. They grew up together and attended the Promise Land School in the 1940s and ’50s, many decades before its kitchen and dining wing became a gift shop that sold T-shirts and colorful jewelry, home decor and other trinkets. In the 1980s, when Kay was a medical social worker at Howard University’s Center for Sickle Cell Disease, she had studied the behavior of medical staff toward black men with the illness. When the Human Genome Project began in the 1990s, allowing researchers to map the genes that cause sickle cell anemia, Kay developed an interest in genealogy and her family’s heritage. “You become who you are based on what you’ve gone through,” she told me over the phone, months before my visit. Kay retired the year that her mother, Essie Vanleer, decided she would no longer leave Tennessee to visit her daughter in Maryland. She would miss Kay, but her church and friends were in Promise Land. Who knew how much time she had left? Kay surprised herself by selling her house and moving back to Promise Land to be with Essie, at the urging of the Holy Spirit.

For more than thirty years, Essie and Kay, descendants of some of Promise Land’s original founders, did more than anyone else to preserve the town’s history and establish its reputation as one of the oldest known settlements1 founded by formerly enslaved people in the country. As the longtime executive director of the Promise Land Heritage Association, from 2006 until 2019, Kay brought Promise Land to the attention of state universities, government agencies, and cultural institutes, as well as national museums. She helped get the Promise Land School (originally built in the 1880s) into the National Register of Historic Places. She is trying to do the same for the St. John Church.

As I photographed my surroundings, Kay pulled up in her van. I waited while she maneuvered her motorized wheelchair out the side. Her youthful eyes and serious gaze looked much as I remembered. Because her high voice had never lost its vigor, the only surprise was the grayness of her thinning hair. I had always interpreted her smiles upon seeing me as tentative blessings, each one an invitation to fully assume the role of my grandfather’s heir and take a proper interest in our common inheritance—this land and its manifold meanings.

The generation of people who founded the Promise Land Community Club in the late 1980s and, later, the Heritage Association were aging and dying. Kay, not only the town’s greatest advocate but also its most important historian, could not continue this work forever. She planned to write a memoir with the help of a professor at Tennessee State University. In the meantime, she encouraged younger people with familial ties to Promise Land to keep the place alive. In a later email to me, she wondered if her daughter, an L.A.-based musician, and I would consider “exploring the development of a rural colony/retreat for artists/writers/musicians/performers,” citing the example of the Woodstock Byrdcliffe Guild in New York, an Arts and Crafts utopian community founded in 1902. I liked the idea, but to this day I have deferred its execution.
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Two months before my return, a nonprofit called Next Leadership Development launched the Black Towns & Settlements: Foundation for the Future2 project, which included an interactive digital map of historic blacktowns in the United States and Canada. It was a noble effort, but not at all comprehensive, featuring around eighty communities. The project’s creators estimated that there may have once been anywhere between 200 and 1,200 blacktowns and settlements that existed throughout North America.3 These places were usually founded by former slaves who had escaped plantations, purchased their own freedom, or fought for it during the Civil War.

The only entry for Tennessee was a place called Free Hill, a town 150 miles northeast of Promise Land, near the Kentucky border. Founded in 1816, Free Hill was an unincorporated community like Promise Land, and its original inhabitants were the ex-slaves of a North Carolina planter’s daughter. Perhaps Free Hill made the cut because it still had a small number of residents. One could barely call Promise Land a “town” in good faith since only two of its buildings still stood—neither the school nor the church served their original purpose now—and no one lived there anymore. These days, most visitors to Promise Land come for its annual summer festival or sporadic family reunions.

After visiting the community center, which still had displays up from a 2020 traveling Smithsonian exhibition on changes in rural America, Kay and I ended our short tour at the schoolhouse-museum. Assorted display cases contained pictures of long-dead Promise Land residents, including descendants of the Nesbitt brothers, the founding fathers John and Arch. Shelves carried items that would have typically been found in the homes of Promise Land’s early settlers: stoneware pitchers, crocks, whiskey jugs, a kerosene lantern, an enamel coffeepot, a cast-iron pot and flatiron, washboards, a metal coal scuttle. When I realized they were only replicas, I felt somehow duped.

When we finished, Kay asked whether I’d read a book by the sociologist Elizabeth Rauh Bethel called Promiseland: A Century of Life in a Negro Community (1981). I had. It was the second time in two weeks that someone had mentioned it to me. The last instance was during my trip to South Carolina the week before, when I visited Beulah Land, the Shrine of the Black Madonna’s farm. My research trips had taken an unorthodox route, ending where perhaps they should have begun, with my own family. I told myself at the time that this was intentional. How fitting it would be to enact my grandfather’s favorite biblical parable, the Prodigal Son, by coming back to a place that never really belonged to me but which many relatives said would always be my birthright. I avoided confronting one of my fears at the time—that after years of reflection on black people’s attempts to imagine greater worlds, I might arrive in Promise Land to find a place exhausted of potential.

With Bethel’s book I thought I had found a rare historical account of my Promise Land. It focused instead on a blacktown in the South Carolina Piedmont called Promised Land. It was also established in 1870, the same year that Washington Vanleer, one of Kay’s ancestors, made the first land purchase in Promise Land—14 acres for $10 apiece. Like the Tennessee hamlet, the South Carolina blacktown had a general store, a church, and a school that closed when the county it was in integrated following the decision in Brown v. Board of Education.

These kinds of places, Bethel wrote, “forged a settlement based on economic security, held together by pressures from the world beyond [their] boundaries as well as ties within the community.”4 Promised Land, SC, and Promise Land, TN, were “microcosm[s] of the many Negro communities where people have devised unique strategies for coping with their racially defined subordinate status.” Each was “a case study of alternatives to self-hatred, retreat, and accommodation.” What had Promise Land been? What would become of it?
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During my childhood summers in the early 2000s, my grandparents and I would drive from Detroit down through central Kentucky, somewhere in the Outer Bluegrass, on our way down home. Promise Land lies an hour west of Nashville in a hilly region where the earth is scalloped with ridges and impressed with river valleys. In sunlight, the sheer limestone bluffs that loom over middle Tennessee’s highways look glossy and brittle enough for lotto players to scratch their dust off with dimes. My papa always drove, Granny prayed for our safe passage, and I drifted in and out of sleep, trying to draw our destination closer. Once we hit Louisville, I would often wake, yawn, and slump over again until my head was beneath the opposite window. I had stopped counting the hours behind us—seven, eight—to focus on the hours left—three, two.

Interstate 65 leads from Louisville to one of the northern boundaries of the massive Cumberland River Basin, where Kentucky meets Tennessee. Starting at its headwaters on a far flank of the Appalachians, the jagged, 700-mile-long river feints in and out of either state. Throughout the basin, water eroded the underlying rock over millennia to create photogenic accidents: networks of limestone caves and quarries, waterfalls and natural bridges, sinkholes and sinking streams.

Dickson County is forty miles west of Nashville. From Dickson proper, the city of fewer than 16,000 where my granny was born, we would cross into Charlotte, a town of fewer than 2,000. And to travel the three miles between Charlotte and Promise Land, we eased off State Highway 48 toward Promise Land Road. Granny and Papa—Bettie and Ruffus Robertson—had known each other for most of their lives. Granny was the eighth of eight children. Her father was a janitor at the movie theater in Dickson and ran the projector for 4 p.m. dime Western matinees. Granny’s mother cleaned the theater with him and, while they worked, little Bettie sold wire coat hangers for pennies to the local dry cleaners.

She and Ruffus attended the same high school in Dickson. Ruffus was known as a handsome, charismatic athlete on the field and court. He was the kind of boy that girls like Bettie were supposed to notice, my grandmother told me. (Although Papa had a soft smile and sharp cheekbones that would travel down the family line for generations, Granny had eyes for some of his cousins before she ever had eyes for him.) They were married at the Charlotte courthouse on Christmas Eve 1960. It would be eight years before they moved with their two young daughters from Dickson to Detroit, at the tail end of the Great Migration,5 the day after Richard Nixon was elected. Openings in the auto industry were more attractive than the low-paying jobs my grandfather took in Nashville, where he had worked as a porter and a night-shift employee at a department store. In Detroit, Papa cut glass for Ford Motor Company. Granny worked as a telephone operator.

Although my grandparents would live in Detroit for more than forty years, the city initially struck Granny as a cold place where the rosebushes of her childhood did not bloom. Papa loved the city much more than his wife and daughters did, but everyone was happiest when a trip to Promise Land was approaching. I would not begin to understand how restorative these returns were for my grandparents until I was an adult. In my elementary school years, I was too preoccupied with escaping my mother’s husband, a Christian deacon who said he received supernatural visions attesting to my evil. He vowed to stamp it out and did not, as Proverbs 13:24 says, “spareth the rod.”

I fled south almost every summer for years, accepting any offer to join my grandparents for their two- or three-week trips. I savored the air and played with time, stretching it out by roasting in the sun, shooting plastic arrows at the sky and treetops, and watching The Red Skelton Show well past the hour when I should have gone to sleep. I did not mind attending Sunday services at St. John’s either, where people living in the county would sometimes gather for worship. The god of Promise Land seemed to bear no relation to my stepfather’s.
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Each time we neared my grandparents’ forest-encircled homestead, a few minutes away from the church and school, I thought of the covered trampoline and basketball hoop I would find there. We stopped at a swinging gate on Promise Land Road that would have been easy to miss, blending as it did into a wall of trees, were it not for the prominent mailbox. Papa would get out to unlock the gate, retrieve months’ worth of mail, and then drive us the rest of the way down a long and steep gravel incline. This dip brought us into an unchanging world. The drop opened onto a vista of Granny and Papa’s simple white modular home in the distance, on a low hill. Dozens of giant trees and squat bushes were sparsely distributed across the wide property, which my grandfather had inherited from his late uncle.

While I was lost in my own reveries, Papa may have been imagining the faded running paths of his childhood. He and his little sister used to forge trails through the woods as they pretended to pluck blackberries for their mama’s jam. When Papa was born in 1942, Dickson’s newspaper was calling Promise Land “Charlotte’s ‘little Harlem.’”6 But Charlotte had many little Harlems, not least of which was the area “up on the hill,” inside its own boundaries. This was a part of town where the Robertsons and many other black families gathered for the annual Charlotte Picnic. There was also Celeste Heights, east of Highway 48, and the Coaling on Old Metal Road, where an iron forge had been built and worked by slaves before the Civil War. One of the country’s great basketball players, Oscar Robertson, was born in Daniel Town, off Highway 49 and Collier Bend Road.

The history of Promise Land is tied more immediately to mines and metals7 than cotton. The iron age of the Cumberland River Basin began during the final years of the eighteenth century, when the first white frontiersmen who settled west of the Appalachian Mountains needed tools. In 1788, North Carolina’s Act to Encourage the Building of Iron Works incentivized the development of iron factories throughout the Southwest Territory, fueling the purchase of slaves to work them.8 When the Scots-Irish explorer James Robertson discovered extensive iron ore banks in middle Tennessee while surveying land claims for Revolutionary War veterans, there was no confusion about who most of the miners and smelters would be.9

Robertson, an original settler of the river fort that would become Nashville, is known as the “father of Tennessee.”10 The name of my earliest-known ancestor appeared in 1870, when the census began providing detailed information on African Americans. His name was Charlie Redden. He was my Papa’s great-grandfather. The Robertson name didn’t become part of the family until Papa’s mother, Hattie Redden, married her husband Hersey. It is presumed that one of Hersey Robertson’s ancestors was owned by one of James’s lineal descendants.

James Robertson built the coal-fired Cumberland Furnace a few miles north of present-day Dickson in 1793. Ownership of the furnace changed twice over the next thirty years, and by 1840, at the peak of production in Tennessee’s iron age, one quarter of slaves in Dickson County11 worked on one of the region’s many iron plantations. The months it took to yield whole tons12 of high-grade iron were grueling. Slaves uncovered ore-rich veins that were sometimes hundreds of acres wide and dozens of feet deep, spread out under ridge crests or near weathered limestone beds. The enslaved blasted quarries with amadou and rifle powder. Some lived at coaling grounds in the woods as part of groups that chopped hemlock, wormwood, and willow trees. They tended charcoal kilns that resembled bishop miters and likely hoped for windless weather so that the charcoal would burn at the proper speed.13

While some of Promise Land’s families, like my own, took the surnames of ironmasters whose descendants owned their ancestors, others bore the names of the work their people did. Cumberland slaves were masons, boulder hewers, barrowers, waterwheel menders, tilt hammer tenders, and draymen who put out wagon fires when charcoal ignited in them. They were guttermen who prepared sand beds for molten metal, ringers who tapped congealed clinkers from the bottom of crucibles, and foundrymen like my forebear Charlie. In 1857, a financial panic led to inflated slave prices, hastening the decline of southern ironworks as plantation owners hired fewer enslaved people to work them. After early Union victories during the Civil War, some furnaces in the Cumberland Region were destroyed. Many blacks, finally freed, dispersed throughout the area.




A Church and a One-Room School

In 1870, the freedman Washington Vanleer made the earliest purchase in Promise Land. Nathan Bowen purchased ten acres in 1875. In 1880, the brothers John and Arch Nesbitt bought more than eighty acres with their war pensions. As a result of the Nesbitt brothers’ purchases, the presence of iron mines that continued to employ poor blacks after Emancipation, and a nearby highway that made it easy for Promise Landers to take crops to market in Clarksville twenty-five miles away, greater numbers of black people began flowing into Promise Land starting in the 1880s. The land was more promising than anything the federal government would ever set aside. This is how some elders in my family believe Promise Land got its name.

The Nesbitt brothers had been born into bondage1 and were liberated by Union soldiers during the war. They were two of the estimated hundreds of thousands of blacks who had been freed, in defiance of the Fugitive Slave Act,2 and deemed “contraband of war” by the federal government. The term contraband described their unprecedented legal status as neither legally free nor in fact enslaved. The so-called contraband often joined one of the many Union encampments that sprouted3 throughout the punctured Confederacy, from the Freedmen’s Colony of Roanoke Island, off the North Carolina coast, to Camp Nelson in Kentucky.

Not all the black-inhabited zones inside Union camps had names, but many did: Uniontown, Corinth, Grantville, Camp Ethiopia, New Africa. Other refugees fled into crowded and not always livable towns—places consisting of little else besides shoddy barracks and conical tents. Sometimes these shantytowns and bottomlands fell to ruin.4 Or they survived and became model “darky towns” in regions scarred by war or on the peripheries of cities. In Tennessee, Promise Land became one of these communities, a spacious refuge for black people in the countryside. Such places have been called blacktowns or settlements, Negro or freedom colonies,5 and freedmen’s villages. They are rarely identified as utopias. Many are remembered as merely transitional spaces—precarious stopgaps that provided the basics of life until they were dismantled or more tempting opportunities arose elsewhere: better housing, better jobs, more avenues for political and social involvement.

There is another way of looking at the history of these blacktowns, however. A black utopian perspective places the seemingly provisional, expedient, and rudimentary at the center of any vision to create a better world. It is an outlook that clings to what tends to be discarded. It assumes the “darky town” that survived for generations with limited resources, which was created to provide for people who weren’t allowed to thrive elsewhere, presents some kind of blueprint for a desirable future.
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Papa was born in a section of Promise Land known as Gilbert Town (named after Cousin Kay’s great-grandfather, a respected landowner in the village). He and his six siblings lived in a cabin with their mother and stepdaddy, a perpetually suited, traveling Sanctified evangelist who could pursue a wasp through a church and smash it as he delivered the Word. Their outhouse was mercifully set apart from the drinking well out back. Potbellied stoves fed on wood in most rooms. My aunts remember visiting their grandmother as little girls and enjoying the white cotton bedspreads and handspun curtains. One described the cabin to me as if it had been a palace. She recalled its stove and sink, a roller-board washer and a rocking chair, the sweltering attic under a tin roof, and bed pallets for visiting children.

The cabin is no longer there. It was torn down in the 1970s, two decades before I was born. At the start of the twentieth century, there were some fifty black-owned homes in Promise Land. More than five hundred residents left between its boom time in the first third of the century and the mid-1970s, at which point no more than a dozen people remained. The families of Promise Land had once owned more than one thousand acres of farm and timberland among them. By 1976, fewer than one hundred acres were left among the four families still living in the area and various absentee owners. Nearly everyone else had moved to the Midwest to find work or join family, spread mainly across Ohio, Indiana, and Michigan.

Promise Land’s peak, in the 1910s and ’20s, was something to behold. It seemed to be a place of dustproof shoes and dustproof cars. Having no dolls to play with, young girls canned apples and pears right off the trees, plaited tall grass bunches as though they were hair, and Hula-Hooped Saturn rings around their hips. Those girls whose fathers were sharecroppers and whose mothers worked in white people’s homes during the day sometimes joined the boys in fields of dark tobacco to remove suckers from the leaves and prepare the plants for the fire cure. Children sauntered along Highway 48, rolling fat tires down hills. Under the moon, they screamed and ran from ghosts that chased them home.

The adults knew how to celebrate. By the eve of the Second World War, Charlotte’s Annual Negro Picnic was an established tradition on the third Friday in August. It was “an almost national affair with the colored race,” the Clarksville Leaf-Chronicle reported. Cars bore license plates from North Carolina to New York. Just to savor one of a dozen barbecued hogs that were sold out by midafternoon, visitors arrived in Cadillacs, on horseback or in pickup beds, by foot, in mink or collarless long-sleeved shirts. The floral dresses, hair ribbons, and white gloves of young women deemed too northern were ridiculed by jealous appraisers. Pipes and unlit cigars bobbed from crooked, immaculate, and gold-plated teeth.

The people of Promise Land built everything. The handsome, spectacled carpenter Theo Edmondson put up one of the general stores, Papa’s childhood cabin, other homes, and barns. Theo and the young women who made up the Promise Land Singers crooned that every day would be Sunday on the other side of the Jordan River and soon lambs would be fiercer than bears. Theo often sang to himself by cupping one hand over his mouth and another behind his ear, creating an echo chamber to magnify the sound. His voice earned praise and drew blacks and whites (who perhaps heard him and the girl singers on the radio) to stand outside St. John’s, shut their eyes, and listen. As I step on board I’ll be leaving, went a favorite of the Promise Land Singers, all my heartaches and sorrows behind. I’ll be safe with Jesus the Captain, sailing out on the old ship of Zion.

Promise Landers built the school benches and the chimneys. They created everything but the tattered books and newspapers that came to the schoolhouse from Charlotte when white children or their parents no longer needed them. They built the school’s elevated stage, on which Papa performed James Weldon Johnson’s poems from God’s Trombones as a child. This included the one in which the heavenly Father admits to feeling lonely and finds joy in a new activity: “I’ll make me a world.”6 God sees deep darkness and rolls light in his hands like dough. He ornaments the black with sun and stars. He spits the seas out, awakens fowl and fish, and on a riverbank, he kneels in red dust to shape clay. He leaves an opening in the clay and blows soul into it, creating an image that looks and behaves like Him. This black God molds a creature that participates in His own divinity. Both God and humankind experience the undying urge to keep on making.

Many of those who were not landowners in Promise Land worked on the farms or in the homes of whites that lived in the surrounding areas. Some of the children who grew up in the town at midcentury, like my grandfather, did not feel constrained by this outer ring of white-owned property. The trees were not strict color lines. The forests where children played hide-and-seek were not disputed territories. Promise Land’s surviving elders attest that blacks and whites mostly kept to themselves beyond the formalities of housework and the crop-lien. Memories of interracial contact convey a miraculous sense of peace or, usually in the recollections of men, a subtly enforced truce. Once, when some white boys challenged the black boys to a footrace, they refused. Why poke at peace as it slept? Any tussles took place away from the girls. Some elders spoke with a slow drawl when telling me about racial enmity in Promise Land. It was as though I was asking them to recall a fantasy. They themselves had only heard about cross burnings and lynchings happening in other places.

Until the day the Promise Land School closed in the late 1950s, every teacher who had passed through the town had been black. When Papa, Kay, and their siblings went to school, the stalwart Ollie Huddleston, Promise Land’s last teacher and the only one Papa knew for the first fourteen years of his life, hobbled around the room teaching the three Rs—reading, ’riting, ’rithmetic—and leading the 4-H program that taught agricultural, domestic, and vocational skills. If the Dickson County school system hadn’t integrated in 1957, I wonder how long the Promise Land School would have stayed open, how long it would have been until Papa stepped out of that little one-room and saw how large some worlds were, how small others.

Whether or not Promise Land’s immunity from white teachers felt like a miracle, it did not begin that way. This arrangement owed something to the steady rollback of Reconstruction-era legislation. In 1869, Tennessee Democrats repealed a common school law that had standardized public education for whites and blacks7 across the state. Thus, individual school districts and counties—including Dickson County, to which the Promise Land School’s half-acre lot was deeded in 1899—were compelled to manage their own education systems. Promise Landers made the best of a situation intended to undermine them, which was true of so many other residents of postbellum freedom colonies like theirs. These communities often developed in response to limitations imposed by the Jim Crow system,8 which encompassed segregationist laws, terror campaigns, and behavioral norms that reinforced the separate status of black people.

Having been denied equitable institutional support in all areas of life because of their race, black utopians were those who sought to address such neglect with counterinstitutions and protected spaces of their own. Most crucially, black utopians believed that worldly deprivation was not the only possible fate awaiting them. Not all agreed on whether they could fully change the world into something better. They did agree, however, that the worst could, to some extent, be resisted or delayed.

Cousin Kay told me that the aura of total harmony9 which surrounds memories of Promise Land may have been projected, at least in part. Her father used to go into Charlotte to purchase the family’s clothes. The children and their mother stayed behind. When they needed new shoes, Kay’s daddy put their feet on pieces of cardboard and traced the shapes. He took the cardboard with him to the store and matched the outlines with the shoes. This was common enough in the South. What happened on the road between his departure and return was his secret. The children did not think to ask. Had they tried, Kay’s father likely would have told them what Granny used to say to me every time I rifled through her jewelry box in her master bedroom in Detroit, searching for coins and candies: “Quit meddling.”
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As Promise Land declined in the last decades of the twentieth century, much of the remaining acreage owned by black people10 was heirs’ property. The original owners had died without producing a will, leaving no instructions for their descendants or next of kin about what to do with their estate. Legally, equal shares of this land were then automatically split among surviving heirs, even if they were not aware of the fact. This created an unstable situation in which black-owned land was perennially in danger of being seized by courts and sold at public auction due to unpaid taxes. (How could a person pay taxes on land they did not know they now legally owned?) It was also possible for heirs’ property to be forced out of a family because one or more of the tenants in common, aware of their fractional share, decided to sell the land’s title to an outside party. Legally, one tenant alone with a tiny share could initiate the sale of an entire property. Often the third party they sold it to was a white landowner or developer.

The problems posed by heirs’ property, which represents somewhere between one third and one half of all land owned by black people in the United States today, are legion. This legal arrangement has been one of the major contributors to black land loss over the last hundred years.11 As subsequent generations of tenants have children and die without writing wills, the number of heirs who may own equal shares of a single parcel increases. This often leaves people with a false sense that land which has been in their families or communities12 for generations will always be there, shared among the collective. But land that should, in theory, be the source of intergenerational wealth and dignity tends instead to become the fulcrum of bitter disputes.

Dreams need a place to roost, yet many forces have been marshaled against black-occupied spaces: not only the developers who initiate partition sales of heirs’ property but also discriminatory banks, tax assessors, and administrators of the United States Department of Agriculture. Historically, lynch mobs and other agents of state-sanctioned violence posed obvious threats to the land and the people who lived on it. Struggles to acquire and preserve an earthly inheritance for black communities13 are often as spiritual as they are legal. The maintenance of communal property can be a conscious act of resistance against forces that threaten to tear some families apart.

What animates every story that follows is my interest in the ways black people have tried to stave off loneliness and alienation by finding common causes in the world or carving out private inner sanctums. How have black people, together and alone, created good places from the various nowheres to which they have been consigned for centuries—the darky town, the ghetto, the reform school, the itinerant camp, the segregated church, the former plantation site, the riot-scarred street, and, as in my father’s case, the prison?




Letter II: Genesis

I came from a respectable family with no criminals in it. My father was a Detroit firefighter and an entrepreneur who originally began working at Ford. My mother worked her entire career for BellSouth, then Michigan Bell, then whoever bought them out.

I had no place in prison. I had been at the Mound Road Correctional Facility for five years. As I sat alone at a steel table in the dining hall, with steel seats bolted to the concrete floor, I prayed that God would separate me from trouble. I wasn’t what you would call a very flavorful person. I didn’t tell jokes. All I did was read legal books, type, do push-ups, work out, and exist. So, no one sitting with me made sense. I’d never been anyone’s favorite, but that day it was pronounced.

I’d asked my son’s mother to come and visit me, but she wouldn’t. She didn’t respond to me. It was the result of me not treating her correctly. In the first two years of knowing Cindy, the tone for our future was set. I should have married her. We had a hard beginning, but I took all the blame for that. That was what I carried daily—missing the family that I was supposed to have. Decisions that went the opposite of where they should have gone led to an empty, painful, shallow life. We could have had a family, been complete, raised Aaron together, and had four other children like we had planned. I’d been carrying that pain, masking it. Even after all these years, nothing has healed.

When I met Cindy, I didn’t know the value of courting a woman, saving money for marriage, choosing to only love that one woman for eternity and, most importantly, building love without wounding her. Instead, I went ahead with lust. She was beautiful and I was an unskilled thinker. If I had gotten to know Cindy, we would have established the basis for a family.

In 2002, my journey to prison began. I had lost my job. For several years, Cindy struggled to keep a distance between us while collecting child support. Our relationship had no hope of healing. There were no conversations between us, no matter how many times I tried. The stress of constant negativity grew into something that would take freedom away from me.

Life has events and it also has atmosphere. It wasn’t the events that set me on a path of destruction as much as it was the atmosphere. I had the constant feeling that nothing could be made right. Everyone in my life seemed to have become someone who didn’t like me. My entire life became about the conflict between Cindy and me. In the years after my son was born, in 1994, it became clear that no healing was going to happen between us. I managed to keep living. I went on dates. I eventually married a woman named Kelly.

I began looking for a way out of misery. I was sitting in my apartment at Wayne State University, reading a sales paper from a grocery store. I said something to my wife about what was in the paper and then decided that we should eat dinner. It was our habit to eat unhealthy, so our options were either the White Castle on Michigan Avenue or the Ram’s Horn out in Warren, a suburb of Detroit. It’s odd how choices are made, but that day I wanted to eat healthy. When we got to the corner of our street, I took a left to Ram’s Horn. Taking that left would initiate a series of similar events. My wife would soon be left, my son would be left, my daughter would be left. My life may have been very different had I gone right, off Hancock.

I pulled into the lot and parked the van right outside the kitchen in the back. I told my wife to wait in the van since it would only take a moment. When I got to the front door, I told the hostess I was there to pick up my food. As I spoke to her, I looked behind me into the parking lot. I saw an assault. Three white boys chased a Middle Eastern guy and were attempting to catch and assault him. The Middle Eastern guy was dodging them around a car.

I’m not a journalist, so I will interject my feelings as I tell you about my journey. I hate bitch-made people who don’t fight one-on-one. I’ve never respected people who think the mob mentality is all right.

I turned my attention back to the hostess. As if the fight in the parking lot wasn’t distasteful enough, the Middle Eastern guy was chased into the restaurant by the three hicks. The white guys stood at the door and held the entire crowd in the restaurant hostage. What I want the world to see is that I had never experienced any of this in my twenty-eight years in Detroit. Only in the suburbs have I ever witnessed racial hatred. A small white guy got tired of the disturbing scene after about three or four minutes. He got up and said, “This is ridiculous, I’m leaving.” The guy was walking towards the door and one of the terrorists punched him in his nose. Blood began to fall. White-on-white crime, and yet the media tries to convince us that terrorism is limited to Middle Easterners, when in fact terrorism comes from those who appear to be evangelicals.

After the bloodshed, I stared at the hostess and asked why she had not called the police instead of standing there. In the moment, I had not thought to walk through the kitchen to my van. I would not have been stopped since everyone was apparently a coward. I do remember thinking to myself, I don’t have a gun on me. The next day, I drove to the Gibraltar Trade Center and got stainless-steel knuckle knives. The blades were heavy and razor-sharp. They slid right onto my hand.

Over the next few weeks, I went to Dunham’s sporting store, or maybe it was Dick’s or MC Sports, and I bought a semi-automatic assault rifle with a banana clip and a .40-caliber Taurus. I had clearly gone overboard. I had these lethal weapons lying around the apartment. The assault gun had no bullets in it, but the handgun did. It was in its box, but those weapons should never have made it into my home with my wife.

The sad part is that I knew nothing about the law. I was supposed to learn about guns and gun safety. I did have a permit for my handgun, but no real education. My wife should not have been exposed to heavy steel. We also had a new daughter who was seven months old. My son was living with his mom in a nearby city. Life had become too heavy for me. Something was not right. There was a bad spirit in me. There was a bad spirit over me.




The Promised Land That Wasn’t
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There is no single narrative about black utopia,1 which is why I could just as easily have begun this story in the Sea Islands of South Carolina, where the Union Army enabled thousands of blacks to organize their own free labor communities on former plantations during the Civil War; in the émigré settlements of Kansas and the Oklahoma Territory;2 or among the free colored communities of New Orleans. It is a story told from the many margins around a mythical center, a story of those who must leave their place of origin and those who have no choice but to stay. My own family’s arc and, in a sense, that of the Shrine of the Black Madonna, began in Tennessee, making it as convenient a starting point as any.

Albert Cleage, Sr., the father of the Shrine’s pastor, grew up two hundred miles east of Promise Land, near Knoxville. Born in 1883, six years after Reconstruction ended with the final withdrawal of federal troops from the South, the highly educated Cleage Sr. would leave Tennessee for the Midwest as white supremacist violence ravaged the apartheid South. This nadir was also the dawn of the modern era. Industrial capitalism and rapid urbanization were altering the nation’s economy and the composition of cities. Developments in technology and the social sciences transformed people’s relationships to work, one another, and their conceptions of a desirable collective future.

In few places was this more evident than in Detroit and its suburbs, where
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