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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to my nephew Nasir in the hope that the world he grows up in will reconcile with the truths of the
               African American past in order to create a better future for all humankind.
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            Introduction

         
         Jimmie Lee Jackson lay fighting for his life in the Good Samaritan Hospital in Selma, Alabama, the only hospital in the city
            that would treat Black patients in February 1965. Jackson, who’d just been shot by a white Alabama state trooper, had been
            in Marion, Alabama, to pick up his mother and grandfather, marching in support of voting rights. He pulled Catholic nun and
            nurse Barbara Lum closer before whispering, “Sister, don’t you think this is a high price to pay for freedom?” A few days
            later, Jimmie Lee Jackson died.
         

         
         While his death was the principal reason behind Bloody Sunday, Turnaround Tuesday, and the final Selma-to-Montgomery march, most people do not even know his story, let alone his name. For when people think of Selma, they think not of Jimmie Lee Jackson but perhaps of John Lewis, and certainly of the iconic images of Martin and Coretta King, arm in arm, leading a long line of marchers over the Edmund Pettus Bridge. King and Lewis were towering figures in the Selma campaign of the Black Freedom Struggle, but it is in the lesser well-known story of Jimmie Lee Jackson that we are treated to a deeper understanding of Selma and its meaning in the continuing struggle for freedom and equality in America. As one observer said, “The Selma-to-Montgomery march actually started here in Marion,” the city where Jimmie Lee Jackson was shot. 

         
         This book represents an attempt to surface the voices of those buried in the past; to tell the stories of critical moments
            in the Black Freedom Struggle from the ground up rather than the top down; to honor the many who paid this high price for
            freedom.
         

         
         Each essay in A High Price for Freedom focuses on an issue, an event, or an aspect of the Black Freedom Struggle, examining it from the point of view of the people
            who were there, especially those who are not well-known.
         

         
         History is at its best when new perspectives and findings challenge old ideas about the past, even overturning common wisdom. Benjamin Banneker’s grandmother was a white English milkmaid, transported to colonial America for spilling a pail of milk, right? Perhaps not. My essay on Banneker and his grandmother Molly Welsh offers some alternative ways of thinking about this significant figure from the African American past. The song “Follow the Drinking Gourd” contains a coded message with navigation aids for enslaved men and women escaping to freedom, right? Not so fast. The song may not have been an encoded message about escaping to freedom but instead may have had an even deeper encoded message with holdovers from African traditions among the enslaved. Think you know everything about Juneteenth? Felix Haywood, who was actually there in Galveston, Texas, at the time of the first Juneteenth, then years later interviewed at ninety-two years old, tells a completely different story than the one many have come to believe. Writing A High Price for Freedom challenged much of what I thought I knew about Black history, and I hope it will challenge readers as well.
         

         
         In some ways, this book is a continuation of my last, Of Blood and Sweat: Black Lives and the Making of White Power and Wealth. In fact, this was originally conceived of as volume two. That earlier work took a more standard historical approach to unfolding
            a deeper story of the African American experience, beginning in Africa in the fifteenth century and ending ten or twenty years
            after the American Civil War. When I was settling down to write A High Price for Freedom, it became clear that such a sequential presentation of Black history starting in the post–Civil War period would not work.
            There are far too many threads in the fabric of that history from the turn of the twentieth century to the present day. Therefore,
            A High Price for Freedom takes a slightly different approach. The essays in this book are put together in a roughly historical sequence, but each essay itself may reach back into the past or forward to present times. What I have attempted to do is take the historical figure or idea the essay is about and use that figure or idea as a gateway to other relevant ideas and people. The image I had while writing each essay was of a fireworks display, where a single explosion high in the air gives rise to other explosions, which, in turn, give rise to further explosions as the fireworks tumble to the earth. These self-contained essays span a range of nearly three hundred years, yet they stand alone and need not be read in sequential order. Taken together, it’s my hope that they paint a picture of the importance of examining the historical record with an open mind and allowing unheard individuals to speak for themselves when records of what they did or said or saw can be found or, at least, inferred. 

         
         What I found most surprising about A High Price for Freedom was a common thread woven through so many of these essays, a thread I had not even considered before I began to write. From
            the recorded dreams of Benjamin Banneker, to the writings of enslaved Muslims, to the music of gospels, spirituals, R & B,
            and hip-hop, to the discussions between Mahatma Gandhi and the Thurmans, right down to the speeches of Martin Luther King
            Jr., what comes through time and again is the survival of African sacred wisdom in the experience of African Americans. Sometimes
            unconsciously, nearly always unwittingly. A survival observable not just theoretically but literally as a symbol appearing
            in dreams, written in manuscripts, embodied in dance rhythms and drumming, or played out in the music we listen to today.
            But I will leave it to the reader to discover, as I did, this sacred African wisdom and these symbolic forms through the following
            pages.
         

         
         I intentionally use the term “Black Freedom Struggle” more often than other terms like the “African American experience” or the “Civil Rights Movement.” In particular, I have never understood the use of “Civil Rights Movement,” for example, in describing an effort to achieve the full rights of liberty and equality enshrined in the American Constitution. Black men and women fought for and died for—and they are still fighting for and dying for—the right to vote, the right to assemble, and the right to equal justice. Would we dare call the American Revolution or the Civil War a “movement”? Of course not. Then why call the long history of Black Americans seeking these rights a “movement,” when in every aspect it really was, and is, a struggle? 

         
         I am aware this approach breaks with the ranks of those who feel the “scientific method” should be applied to the study of
            history and that personal opinions of the historian should be left out. But I also feel that too many Americans know so little
            about history and fail to see its relevance precisely because it is presented in an overly academic and sanitized way. I’d
            like to believe it is possible to reverse this disdain for the past by making the past relevant to the present and the future.
         

         
         With this aim in mind, I have resisted modernizing word spellings and usage from how they appear in original sources. In seventeenth-
            and eighteenth-century America, writers frequently spelled words as they heard them. Add to this, English in those times still
            showed influences from Old English, German, Latin, and other languages: f, for instance, was often used in place of s; v occasionally used in place of u and vice versa; y sometimes found where we might expect an i; e tacked onto words in a seemingly random fashion.
         

         
         Similarly, when using the narratives of enslaved men and women from the Library of Congress Slave Narrative Collection, I quote the words of individuals as they were written, full of “dats” and “dems” and “deys.” Recorded near the ends of their lives during the Great Depression by out-of-work white writers given jobs under the New Deal, these narratives are a rich source of material from Black men and women alive during some of the times covered in these essays. Works Progress Administration (WPA) writers were instructed to scour the South for older Black men and women who grew up during slavery. Only a few had the newfangled massive portable recording devices wired to heavy batteries weighing down the trunks of their cars. Most had only pen and paper, or a typewriter with which they tried to capture the vernacular these ex-slaves spoke. In some instances, the transcriptions are very difficult to read because they are laden with the paternalism and racism of the white writers. 

         
         Many consider this use of English revealing of the uneducated and ignorant state of the formerly enslaved—a view I wholeheartedly
            reject. It’s actually amusing to contrast the strange English used by white men and women in historical documents with the
            equally strange English used by the formerly enslaved. They are not the same. Yet in bending English, both help me feel closer
            to the individuals behind the words.
         

         
         Another holdover from the past is how chapter notes have been used. Either placed at the bottoms of pages, as footnotes, or collected in a separate reference section at the end of a book, as endnotes, these references are essential aids in documenting sources. Yet they also bump readers from the flow of the story. In an essay, the story’s flow is critical. So, instead of documenting my sources with numbers that might interrupt readers, I’ve collected all my notes and references for each essay and placed them online at www.ahighpriceforfreedom.com/references. If a reader is interested, they can consult them there. 

         
         The pages of a book offer a limited canvas on which to paint the marvelous stories that I have incorporated into this book.
            So, I’ve also moved to the online site additional details, further information, and related images for the reader.
         

         
         Moreover, placing notes and references online allows for a novel interactive, multimedia experience. No longer do readers
            have to imagine a painting from my description. They can see it. No longer do they have to wonder how a piece of music or
            drumming sounds. They can hear it. No longer does someone have to wish they better understood where an event actually took
            place. They can fly to that location. All thanks to modern-day internet technology. So, in this separate collection of notes
            and references, I’ve also placed images, playlists, and links to click for flying to locations using 3-D models of the Earth.
         

         
         As a student of history, I am constantly searching for better ways to bring others to the wonders and insights of the past,
            just as I am constantly searching to unearth the hidden treasures that the past might hold. These are the tasks I’ve set before
            myself in writing the essays contained in A High Price for Freedom. As such, I fully accept responsibility for any oversights contained in this book.
         

         
         If I have any regret upon completing this work, it is that a few hundred pages is not enough to tell all the stories that could be told. Too many stories I found compelling and informative had to be left out. Space did not allow for the inclusion of important stories related to the history of other groups helping to shape the African American experience—groups like Native Americans, Europeans other than enslavers, or the poor whites in America. I also could not include all the stories of Black women that should be told, due to their erasure from so much of the historical record. Still, I’m comforted in knowing that what has been omitted from this book holds out the possibility of more books to come from those of us working and writing in this field. 

         
         Clyde W. Ford

         
         March 2024

         
         Bellingham, Washington

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
From the Womb of Struggle

         
         Two years after Native American princess Pocahontas died, her English husband, Sir John Rolfe, recorded a ship entering a
            small cove at the mouth of the James River.
         

         
         Rowed ashore from the White Lion that August 20, 1619, was a woman and her partner, perhaps already her husband. They were known only as “Isabell, Negro”
            and “Antoney, Negro” in a subsequent colonial muster. Their African names lost to the tides. Captain William Tucker purchased
            them to work on his plantation. Together, Isabell and Antoney had a child, William, around the time of that colonial muster.
            The first child of African descent born in the American colonies. Although no records exist of Isabell giving birth to any
            other children, symbolically millions came through her womb. These sons and daughters of Africa began not only a steady decline
            into the dark night of slavery but an equally steady struggle forward toward the light of freedom.
         

         
         

         In 1630, less than a decade after Isabell gave birth to William, another Black woman, whose name has been lost to the annals of time, gave birth to a daughter named Elizabeth from her union with an Englishman, Thomas Key. The recorded evidence of Elizabeth Key’s birth in 1630 makes clear that her mother was one of the first Africans sold into bondage in Virginia. In 1656, Elizabeth Key, then a single mother, stood before the Virginia General Assembly, the Supreme Court of the colony, pleading her case for release from her indentures and the freedom of her young son, John. 

         
         Executors of the estate of John Mottrom, defendants in this case, held that she and her son could be sold as property. The
            stakes in this case could not have been higher. How the court decided, and how colonial legislators and the public responded,
            would shape the contours of enslavement in America and the treatment of people of African descent for the three hundred years
            that followed.
         

         
         Through her lawyer, and lover, William Greenstead (Greensted, Grinstead, or Grimstead—the spelling varies in the records), Elizabeth Key presented these facts at the Northumberland County Court: Prior to his death, Thomas Key entered into a signed agreement with prominent Northumberland County colonist Humphrey Higginson that Elizabeth would be transferred as a servant to his care for a period of nine years, at which point she would be freed. The agreement further stipulated that Higginson would provide for Elizabeth’s needs during her nine years with him and that, should he travel back to England to live, he would pay for her passage and carry Elizabeth with him as well. Finally, Higginson agreed he would not sell, barter, or transfer Elizabeth to anyone else. 

         
         But Thomas Key died in 1636, and Elizabeth Key was transferred to the custody of Humphrey Higginson based on the signed agreement.
            Higginson did move back to England—only he did not take Elizabeth with him. Through a sale or some other unrecorded series
            of events, Elizabeth passed into the possession of Colonel John Mottrom, a Northumberland County justice of the peace. At
            the end of her nine years of service, Mottrom refused to release her. Instead, he attempted to keep her under his control
            and authority for life through an indefinite indenture.
         

         
         Then Mottrom died in 1655, and the executors of his estate noted the inventory included “Elizabeth the Negro woman & her sonne.”
            They considered her and her son property, which they intended to sell. Sometime prior to Mottrom’s death, Elizabeth Key became
            romantically involved with William Greenstead, also under indentures to Mottrom but whom Mottrom apparently used for legal
            representation. Together, Elizabeth Key and William Greenstead had two children; one of them, John, survived.
         

         
         The Northumberland County Court first heard the case, and Elizabeth argued she could not be held in perpetual bondage for three reasons: (1) She was the daughter of a free Englishman, whose status she therefore inherited; (2) she was a baptized and practicing Christian who could therefore not be held in perpetual servitude for religious reasons; and (3) she had already been held longer than the nine years agreed to between Thomas Key and Humphrey Higginson. 

         
         After a two-day trial, a jury ruled in her favor, but Mottrom’s estate won on appeal. Elizabeth Key, however, refused to give
            in and further appealed to the colonial court of last standing, the Virginia General Assembly, which, recognizing the significance
            of the matters being contested—religion and the status of mixed-race offspring—agreed to hear her appeal.
         

         
         While anxious masters awaited, the Virginia General Assembly issued its findings on July 21, 1656: (1) Elizabeth Key was,
            in fact, the daughter of Englishman Thomas Key, and according to prevailing English law, which stated the status of the offspring
            followed the status of the father, Elizabeth Key was free; (2) Elizabeth Key was, in fact, a baptized Christian and therefore
            could not be held in perpetual servitude; and (3) Elizabeth Key had already been held in servitude longer than she should
            have. The Virginia General Assembly reverted the case back to the original Northumberland County Court, which declared Elizabeth
            and her son, John, free and ordered the Mottrom estate to pay certain expenses.
         

         
         Elizabeth Key’s legal strategy was brilliant. But from where did this idea of challenging bondage based on parentage and religion
            come?
         

         
         Perhaps your assumption was similar to mine when I first read of this case many years ago. I said to myself then, Thank god, she had a good lawyer.

         
         If your answer in any way focused on William Greenstead, Elizabeth’s lover and lawyer, then you, like me, would have become ensnared in that unconscious trap that erases Black women from history, in part, by assuming they have little agency of their own. 

         
         Chances are that Elizabeth Key, not her lover-lawyer, devised her own cunning legal strategy on the basis of observing “court-days”—essentially,
            colonial American holidays when the public was invited inside county courthouses to witness legal proceedings. Even servants
            and the enslaved had time off from work for “court-days.”
         

         
         Greenstead, on the other hand, lacked formal legal education and was a member of no bar in either colonial America or England.
            He apparently represented his master, John Mottrom, before colonial courts and, therefore, may have received some rudimentary
            legal training on the job.
         

         
         When Elizabeth Key and Sojourner Truth and Kamala Harris are held up as powerful and exceptional Black women—and indeed they
            are—what we are really saying is that Black women with power are exceptions to the rule. When in fact, Black women with power
            are the rule, not the exception.
         

         
         But let’s go back to July 21, 1656, that extremely good day for Elizabeth Key, which sent shock waves through British colonial
            America by exposing glaring loopholes in the legal architecture of slavery. The consequences were monumental, for this was
            no small matter. One concerned sixteen hundred years of religious belief that underpinned all of colonial Christian society;
            the other related to five hundred years of English common law, upon which the American legal system had been erected.
         

         
         The legal principles underlying the case were somewhat abstract, as court cases often demonstrate. At issue were two Latin phrases used to determine whether a person was enslaved or free—partus sequitur patrem (“that which is brought forth follows the father”) and partus sequitur ventrem (“that which is brought forth from the womb follows the womb”). In one instance, a person was enslaved or free based on whether
            their father was enslaved or free. In the other, a person was enslaved or free based on whether their mother was enslaved
            or free. English common law at the time of the Key decision held that a person’s status followed that of their father, and
            the colonial justices ruled on that basis.
         

         
         American slavery would not have taken hold had a “follows the father” rule been allowed to stay in effect. Enslavers regularly
            raped, and had children by their female slaves and servants, and free Black men regularly had children with women who were
            enslaved. Under a “follows the father” rule, children of such unions would be free, leading to the steady growth of a free
            Black population. Planters and merchants in colonial America, ever more dependent on the labor of the enslaved, could not
            allow that to happen.
         

         
         In 1662, the Virginia General Assembly put an end to “follows the father” with a law titled “Negro womens children to serve
            according to the condition of the mother.” Maryland followed suit in 1671 with a similar law.
         

         
         But reversing English common law from partus sequitur patrem to partus sequitur ventrem still left the religious loophole wide open. Maryland struck first, passing a law that stated people of African descent were
            obliged to serve their masters durante vita. Yet again, another Latin phrase, this one meaning “service for lifetime.” 

         
         But it wasn’t enough for slave owners who wanted a specific exemption for religion. So, in 1671, Maryland legislators took
            another bite at the apple with “An Act for the Encourageing the Importacon of Negros and Slaues into this Province”:
         

         
         
            That where any Negro or Negroes Slave or Slaues being in Servitude or bondage is are or shall become Christian or Christians
               and hath or have Received or shall att any time Receive the Holy Sacrament of Babtizme before or after his her or their Importacon
               into this Prouince the same is not nor shall or ought the same be denyed adjudged Construed or taken to be or to amount vnto
               a manumicon or freeing Inlarging or discharging any such Negroe or Negroes Slaue or Slaues or any his or their Issue or Issues
               from his her their or any of their Servitude or Servitudes Bondage or bondages . . . becoming Christian or Christians or Receiveing
               the Sacrament of Babtizme Every such Negroe and Negroes slaue and slaues and all and every the Issue and Issues of every such
               Negroe and Negroes Slaue and Slaues Is are and be and shall att all tymes hereafter be adjudged Reputed deemed and taken to
               be and Remayne in Servitude and Bondage . . .
            

         

         And the religious loophole first exposed by Elizabeth Key was permanently sealed! One by one, colony by colony, laws were enacted to close the “Elizabeth Key” religious loophole. The Virginia General Assembly, which in 1656 had ruled in Elizabeth’s favor concerning her status as a Christian, enacted a law in 1682 entitled “An act declaring that baptisme of slaves doth no exempt them from bondage.” 

         
         The significance of Elizabeth Key cannot be understated. In her successful fight for her freedom and that of her son, she
            exposed two gaping holes in the legal underpinnings of American slavery, which forced American jurisprudence to break from
            its English heritage and American Christianity to break from its religious dictates. The laws of bondage and freedom in America
            were first enacted on the bodies of Black women. And they still are. Black women, many poor, have been most beset by the US
            Supreme Court overturning Roe v. Wade. No longer guaranteed the right to abortions, the bodies of Black women continue to be battlegrounds for reproductive rights,
            as they were in Elizabeth Key’s day—battlegrounds where powerful white men feel they have an inalienable right to rule.
         

         
         

         While Elizabeth Key fought for her freedom in court, other Black women fought for theirs on the streets, in plantation fields, and aboard slave ships. The evidence, unsurprisingly, is not direct. Historical records too often hide the roles Black women played by simply excluding any mention of them. The underlying assumption, tinged with both racism and sexism, is simply that Black women lacked the intelligence, determination, and power to mount effective resistance and revolt against their enslavement. While we know this is not true, this assumption begs the question: How do you get at the truth of Black women’s significant roles in the earliest days of the Black struggle for freedom in America? 

         
         Perhaps the best way is to start at the beginning of our journey to the Americas. It is a fact, though not a widely known
            one, that Black women tipped the balance in favor of revolts aboard slave ships. The more Black women aboard a ship, the more
            likely that ship was to have a revolt.
         

         
         The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database (TASD), first published as a CD-ROM in 1999 by David Eltis, Stephen Behrendt, and
            David Richardson, encompasses extensive data on more than thirty-six thousand slave trade voyages between the years 1514 and
            1866. When David Richardson looked to the TASD in order to explain why Africans on more than one in ten ships revolted, he
            seemed surprised by his findings. Richardson’s analysis of TASD data showed that “ships trading south of Upper Guinea that
            had revolts carried proportionately more women than normal among their captives.” More women, more revolts. What gives?
         

         
         Captive African women aboard slave ships were treated differently than captive African men. Generally speaking, women remained unshackled, even when slave ships lay at anchor, taking on more human cargo. Underway, enslaved women were housed apart from adult males, placed close to officers’ quarters for entertainment and sexual gratification by the crew. But that also meant African women were closer to the caches of weapons, keys to chains and shackles, and information vital to a revolt. Did they use the access unwittingly granted to them? Yes, they did! 

         
         Richard Brooke wrote in 1853 of the September 2, 1797 revolt on the slaver Thomas out of Liverpool. Thomas was headed to Barbados with a cargo of 375 captive Africans taken from the Angola–Congo coast.
         

         
         
            [W]hilst all hands were occupied at breakfast, two or three of the female slaves having discovered that the armourer had incautiously
               left the arms chest open, got into the after-hatchway, and conveyed all the arms which they could find through the bulkheads
               to the male slaves, about two hundred of whom immediately ran up the forescuttles, and put to death all of the crew who came
               their way. For a little while some of the crew, with their captain at their head, fought desperately with the few arms which
               we usually kept in the cabins, but were eventually overpowered, and the vessel remained in the hands of the slaves.
            

         

         It’s a fascinating tale. The captive Africans spared some of the crew to steer the boat back to Africa, but the crew steered
            her instead to Long Island, then to Providence, Rhode Island. Eventually, she encountered the HMS Thames, which recaptured the Thomas. Although the fate of the Africans aboard remains unclear, presumably all involved in the revolt were executed once back
            in Britain. Of course, the point here is that Black women played a crucial role as initiators of the revolt.
         

         
         The Trade Committee of the Royal African Company (RAC) heard a similar report of a revolt aboard a slave ship more than seventy years earlier involving an African woman. On May 2, 1791, the committee held a meeting that considered the report of Royal Navy Surgeon John Atkins. The RAC was one of the world’s first limited liability companies, and it oversaw Britain’s Crown-supported venture into the slave trade. The RAC bought captive Africans along what was then called the Guinea Coast of Africa and sold them primarily in the Americas. In February 1721, Atkins had sailed from the south coast of England, along the English Channel, with the HMS Swallow and Weymouth on a voyage to Africa, Brazil, and the West Indies, in patrol and pursuit of pirates hampering the trade of the RAC. Throughout
            that voyage, he had reported on the activities of RAC ships and personnel in capturing and transporting Africans.
         

         
         In late May 1721, Atkins and his naval escort met the slaver Robert, under the command of a Captain Harding, out of Bristol. Harding told the story of an African called Captain Tomba by the
            British, a captured leader, perhaps a military commander, whom Atkins had encountered earlier in his voyage, when Tomba was
            jailed and shackled. Although now Tomba was apparently aboard the Robert, ready to be sold.
         

         
         
            Tomba, about a Week before, had combined with three or four of the ftouteft of his Country-men to kill the Ship’s Company, and attempt their Efcapes, while they had a Shore to fly to, and had near effected it by means of a Woman-Slave, who being more at large, was to watch the proper Opportunity. She brought him word one night that there were no more than five white Men upon Deck, and them afseep, bring him a Hammer at the fame time (all the Weapons that fhe could find) to execute the Treachery. He encouraged the Accomplices what he could, with the Profpect of Liberty, but could now at the Push, engage only one more and the Woman to follow him upon Deck. The three Sailors fleeping on the Fore-caftle, two of which he prefently difpatched, with fingle Strokes upon the Temples; the other rouzing with the Noife, his Companions feized; Tomba coming foon to the Affiftance, and murdering him in the fame manner. Going after to finifh the work, they found very luckily
               for the reft of the Company, that thefe other two of the Watch were with the Confufion already made wake, and upon their Guard,
               and their Defence foon awaked the Mafter underneath them, who running up and finding his Men contend for their Lives, took
               a Hand-fpike, the firft thing he met with in the Surprize, and redoubling his Strokes home upon Tomba, laid him at length flay upon the Deck, fecuring them all in Irons.
            

            The Reader may be curious to know their Punifhment: Why, Captain Harding weighing the Stoutnefs and Worth of the two Slaves, did, as in other Countries they do by Rogues of Dignity, whip and fcarify them only; while three others, Abettors, but not Actors, nor of Strength for it, he fentenced to cruel Deaths; making them firft eat the Heart and Liver of one of them killed. The Woman he hoifted up by the Thumbs, whipp’d, and flafhed her with Knives, before the other Slaves till fhe died. 

         

         Once again, it is the unnamed, nearly invisible Black woman whose role in this ship revolt is important because of her insights,
            actions, and timing. Not surprisingly, she received perhaps the most gruesome, tortured death sentence of all. In 1735, after
            returning to Britain, Atkins published his reports in a book titled A Voyage to Guinea, Brafil, and the Weft-Indies; In His Majefty’s Ships, the Swallow and Weymouth.
         

         
         Historian Rebecca Hall, who’s played a leading role in uncovering the stories of Black women in slave revolts such as those
            aboard the Thomas and Robert, writes of a similar incident occurring on July 13, 1729, aboard the slaver L’Annibal, explained by a lone white survivor:
         

         
         
            A flock of our negresses burst into the main bedroom and punched M. Bart, sublieutenant of the ship. Being suddenly awakened,
               he believed that it was the negres who had come to murder him. He jumped out of his window into the sea [and then climbed
               back on deck]. This tumult caused great alarm. We ran to arms and fired several rifle shots. Seeing that they were trying
               to come on the deck in a crowd, and believing it was the negres, the gunfire had alarmed the entire port.
            

         

         In this report “negres” means the male captives, and “negresses” means female captives. So, the first assumption of the survivor, notes Hall, was that only men would mount such an attack. Not all slavers manifested this level of denial over the agency of Black women. “For your safety as well as mine,” wrote Samuel Waldo, owner of a slave ship, in 1734 to his captain, Samuel Rhodes, “you’ll have the needful guard over your Slaves, and put not too much Confidence in the Women nor Children lest they happen to be Instrumental to your being surprised which may be fatall.” 

         
         Ship’s physician John Bell, aboard the Rhode Island slaver the Thames, wrote on December 15, 1776, of a revolt and forty-minute battle that had occurred.
         

         
         
            We had 160 Slaves on board and were that day lett out of the Deck Chains in order to wash. About 2 o’clock they began by siesing
               upon the Boatswain but he soon got disengaged . . . after receiving a wound in the Breast and one under his chin . . . They
               Continued to threw Staves, billets of wood etc., and in endeavoring to get down the Barricade, or over it for upward of 40
               Minutes, when finding they could not effect it, all the Fantee and most of the Accra men Slaves jumped overboard. It was thought
               that the slaves intended to get abaft of the ship but the current was so strong they could not reach the vessel. When all
               was settled we found 32 Men and boys with 2 women a mising, the best Slaves we had.
            

         

         Bell suggested that the female captives had not joined in the attack because it had occurred so suddenly. Had they been involved, the doctor wrote, “Your property here at this time would have been but small.” What is clear, however, is that too often Black women have been erased from the historical record. To correct that erasure is no simple matter, for the very assumptions of those recording historical events, and those who write of them afterward, are biased to treat or render Black women as invisible, passive figures rather than principal agents of action and change. The true stories of Black women and their courageous engagement in a struggle for freedom may only be surfaced by looking more deeply into what is not said rather than what is—by investigating the silence rather than accepting the common wisdom. 

         
         

         Yet another way that American slavery countered the threat posed by Black women and rendered them invisible and seemingly
            ineffective was to promote the caricature of the big-bosomed, do-ragged, all-welcoming but also nonthreatening “Mammy” or
            “Aunt Jemima.” White Americans fell for these false stereotypes of Black women in part because they served to calm the fears
            they also harbored of a sleeping giant lurking just beneath the surface, should Black people wake up fully to the injustices
            they suffered and take action. Those deeper fears then projected back onto Black people in the form of other hypersexualized
            stereotypes—the “predator” Black man waiting to rape white women, and the exotic “temptress” Black woman waiting to seduce
            white men.
         

         
         But let’s not delude ourselves that these racist tropes of Black women are a thing of the past. In the 2024 American presidential campaign, for instance, such racist, sexist memes were constantly flung at Kamala Harris—“Joe and the Hoe gotta go,” or “She slept her way to the top.” 

         
         When the tortured consciousness of white Americans that was necessary for enslavement met face-to-face with Black women (and
            men) who did not fit their racist tropes, the answer, of course, was simple: Erase them. Erase them at the end of a rope hanging
            from a tree. Erase them from the annals of history for the actions they undertook. For if they are erased and therefore invisible,
            they need not be feared.
         

         
         But this cloak of invisibility thrown over Black women actually worked both ways.

         
         Ellen Craft possessed a light-enough complexion that she could pass for white. But instead of passing for a white woman on December 21, 1848, Craft put on men’s clothes, wrapped her face to feign an injury, and passed for a white man. Craft boarded a Philadelphia-bound train in Macon, Georgia, with her husband, William, posing as her personal slave, taking what the couple later described as “a desperate leap for liberty.” He rode in the “negro car”; she in first class. From train to steamboat to train, the couple dined with a steamboat captain after narrowly escaping detection by the boat’s purser, who suspected their ruse. Ellen and William made it to Philadelphia and then on to Boston, where William worked as a cabinetmaker and Ellen as a seamstress. But in 1850, slave hunters arrived in Boston, looking to return the pair. The Crafts fled again, this time by ship to England, where they raised a family and wrote a book about their great escape. After the Civil War, in 1870, the Crafts finally returned to Georgia, setting up a school for newly freed Black men and women. 

         
         

         What was it that early white Americans feared about Black women? Could it be that the power and strength of Black women in
            Africa during the height of their enslavement in America required them to be rendered invisible? Africa has long been the
            repository of white European fears, the mythologized underbelly of a collective white consciousness and imagination afraid
            of facing the inconvenient truths that bondage and oppression represent, the inconvenient truths also of masculinity and femininity.
            So when European men encountered powerful Black women in Africa, they came face-to-face with their deepest fears around race
            and sexuality.
         

         
         European soldiers called the women warriors of the West African kingdom of Dahomey (today Benin) Amazons, in reference to
            Greek mythology. They called themselves Ahosi (king’s wives) or Mino (our mothers). If this all-female military force represented the sum of fears for European men, in many ways it was of their
            own doing, for the Ahosi emerged in part as a female fighting force at a time when the kingdom’s male population was in decline from frequent, deadly
            warfare with neighboring kingdoms in support of the European slave trade.
         

         
         Ahosi training was intense. These women practiced survival skills, often storming thorn-laden defenses in mock attacks and actually executing prisoners to instill indifference to pain and death. They perfected their skills with rifles, bows and arrows, clubs, knives, and swords. One European observer noted that in a speech, the chief of the Ahosi said, “As the blacksmith takes an iron bar and by fire changes its fashion, so have we changed our nature. We are no longer
            women, we are men.” Much like how celibate nuns are already married spiritually to Jesus, Ahosi women reportedly were considered married to the king and therefore celibate as well. Some reports claim they voluntarily
            underwent female genital mutilation to excise their clitorises, that way reducing their sexual appetites, which could then
            be directed toward combat—perhaps an allusion to the Amazons of Greek mythology, who amputated one breast.
         

         
         All of the reports about the Ahosi coming from outside, mainly white European observers cannot be taken simply at face value. But certainly in war, especially
            against French forces in the later 1800s, the Ahosi proved a formidable fighting force, though never achieving battlefield victory from being outgunned by more modern European
            weaponry. French legionnaires did not underestimate them in hand-to-hand combat and believed that they “handled admirably,”
            though the legionnaires were dismayed that the Ahosi fired their rifles from the hip rather than from the shoulder.
         

         
         The “Amazons of Dahomey” have found their way into popular culture through Hollywood films like Black Panther, where the Dora Milaje, an elite all-female group who served as the special forces for Wakanda, were modeled after them;
            or The Woman King, a film in which Viola Davis plays the character of Nanisca, a real-life Ahosi found dead on the battlefield in the First Franco-Dahomean War of 1890.
         

         
         While these women were fierce, it’s also important to remember that they were fighting for the kingdom of Dahomey to retain
            its central position in the transatlantic slave trade. From the African villages and kingdoms that the Ahosi vanquished came the captives whom they sold to willing and waiting Europeans. The Ahosi were not fighting for the freedom of their sisters across the sea; instead, they were fighting for the right to the trade,
            which kept those sisters enslaved. Still, the importance of the Ahosi is not which side of the slave trade they were on but that they represented Black women of power, who consciously and conspicuously
            occupied a place outside the norms of femininity defined by a male-dominated European and American white society. The Ahosi were not alone in occupying this place. Queen Nzinga, a Ndongo leader, headed a similar all-female fighting force against
            the Portuguese in Angola in the seventeenth century. If there is an American equivalent of the “Amazons of Dahomey,” the Ahosi, it would surely be the Black women of the post–Civil War American West.
         

         
         Black cowgirls? Surely you are joking. Yet many colorful characters are found among the Black women of the West—women who refused to be silenced, or hidden, or rendered invisible. Their names alone are suggestive of their tales: Mary “Stagecoach Mary” Fields. Bridget “Biddy” Mason. Clara “Aunt Clara” Brown. Johanna “Chona” July. Henrietta “Aunt Rittie” Williams Foster. Nellie “No Excuses” Brown. Their stories are engaging and exciting, some even having found their way into Hollywood films. But focusing on one of the lesser-known characters, Cathay Williams, shows once again how Black women were, and still are, made invisible in the historical record. 

         
         Cathay Williams was born near Independence, Missouri, to a free Black father and enslaved mother in 1844 (some historical
            records say 1842), which, according to the law of partus sequitur ventrem, legally made her a slave. On June 15, 1861, Union forces captured Jefferson City, Missouri, and Williams became a “camp
            follower” (a civilian who follows an army from place to place, providing services to soldiers that the army does not provide),
            working as a cook, a launderer, and a nurse.
         

         
         Williams claimed service with the Union Army at major campaigns, mostly in the West—the Battle of Pea Ridge, the Red River
            Campaign, the Siege of Vicksburg, and Sherman’s March to the Sea. Though no surviving documentation specifically supports
            or refutes these claims, a soldier named Finis Cathay did enlist in 1862 and participated in these same campaigns. Finis means “conclusion” in Latin and Cathay Williams may have used this pseudonym as her first name because she had come to a
            conclusion this was the only way to serve, since women were not allowed in the Union Army. 
         

         
         When the Civil War ended, Williams was twenty-two, and army life was all she had known. So she determined to enlist in the US Regular Army. Again, the problem of her gender arose. On November 15, 1866, Cathay Williams voluntarily rendered herself invisible a second time. She donned men’s clothes and enlisted under the name of William Cathay. She passed a cursory medical exam and was assigned to the 38th US Infantry Regiment, one of six regiments making up the famed Buffalo Soldiers. 

         
         Now, the principal role of the Buffalo Soldiers was fighting in the postbellum Indian Wars—in other words, killing Native
            Americans who were, in turn, fighting for their rights to their ancestral lands. Even the term “Buffalo Soldiers” came from
            Native Americans calling Black soldiers that because they had curly, kinky hair and dark skins, like a bison.
         

         
         Several years ago, I had a meeting with the chief of a Native American tribe just south of where I live to discuss the technology
            that might be used to reduce the numbers of missing and murdered Indigenous women (MMIW). When he walked into the room, he
            immediately turned to me and, with a measure of disdain, said, “You know your people, the Buffalo Soldiers, killed ours?”
         

         
         I leaned over and whispered, “And, you know, your people tracked  down my people and returned us to slavery.”

         
         The chief immediately grew silent, and our discussion turned to MMIW.

         
         Of course, there is also the possibility that Cathay Williams was a lesbian, which would only have made her invisibility doubly painful. Today the US Army claims her as the first enlisted female soldier. Though in 1893, near the end of her life, it was the army that delivered the final blow rendering this Black woman invisible. While serving in the army, Cathay Williams contracted smallpox, forcing her to leave the army early, but still with an honorable discharge. Ultimately she moved to Trinidad, Colorado. Her deteriorating health from the consequences of smallpox placed her in a hospital, where she remained for some time before leaving penniless. Williams applied for a disability pension based on her military service, such pensions having been given to other women who served. But the army denied her request, claiming that serving under the disguise of a man rendered her service illegal and her pension claim null and void. Cathay Williams died not long after that. 

         
         

         Around the time of Cathay Williams’s death, at the end of the nineteenth century, Black women began stepping into a new world of possibilities, despite the growing Jim Crow laws of the American South. In business and politics and voting rights and women’s rights, Black women were flexing their muscles and also encountering racism that attempted to hold them in check. In literature and music and the arts, Black women like Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, and Zora Neale Hurston were demonstrating the power to create. In international affairs, Sue Bailey Thurman accompanied her husband, Howard Thurman, on his trip to meet Mahatma Gandhi in the 1930s. Gandhi acknowledged and complimented her on the contributions she made to their conversations about nonviolent resistance and the Black Freedom Struggle in America. In the 1940s and early 1950s, Black women like Pauli Murray—though perhaps it would be better to say “a Black trans person like Pauli Murray”—contributed immeasurably to the early legal victories of the nascent civil rights phase of the Black Freedom Struggle. Many know the role of women like Rosa Parks, and perhaps Fannie Lou Hamer, during that civil rights phase, but there were hundreds, if not thousands, of more Black women without whom that struggle would not have borne the fruit it did. These women did not sit at the table of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, headed by Martin Luther King Jr. But their actions and sacrifices moved the Black Freedom Struggle forward, and more of their stories need to be uncovered and told. 

         
         Toward the end of the 1960s, a more radical element of the Black Freedom Struggle grew, as the Southern Christian Leadership
            Conference (SCLC) gave way to groups like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the Black Panthers, and the
            Young Lords—new groups in which Black women did have more seats at the table, though their contributions still remained invisible
            and unrecorded. 
         

         
         More recently, with the rise of Black Lives Matter, founded by three women, came a refreshingly new opportunity for female
            voices to be heard at the highest levels of leadership in the Black Freedom Struggle.
         

         
         Black women were made invisible in American society in large measure because of fear of their power. Yet tracing how stories
            of Black women have been consistently erased and hidden in the historical record also suggests ways in which those stories
            can be recovered and told. The hidden voices of Black women must be raised and heard if the full account of African American,
            and American, history is to be known.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
The Legend of Molly Welsh, the Story of Benjamin Banneker

         
         A teenager in 1683, Molly Welsh never dreamed that a pail of milk would place her in front of an English court, facing a death
            sentence. Once a dairymaid and now accused by the lord of the manor of stealing milk. She stood in the defendant’s dock, hauled
            before a judge, scared. Molly ran her hand along the top edge of the highly glossed wooden dock. She tapped her finger repeatedly
            on its inside panel. She shifted her stance from one foot to the other, then back, anticipating the judge’s appearance.
         

         
         A tall, gaunt man, under a wig of white hair, with a powdered face, ceremoniously strode into the small courtroom. He stared
            straight ahead at Molly. Then lowered his eyes to a sheet of vellum.
         

         
         “Molly Welsh,” he intoned. “You have hereby been accused of theft of milk, then tried and convicted by this court of that
            same crime, for which a sentence of death by hanging is justified.”
         

         
         Molly stood expressionless.

         
         “But I see you have also ‘called for the book,’” the judge said.

         
         The judge waved a bailiff forward, pointed to Molly. “Hand it to her,” he demanded, “opened to the correct page.”

         
         Molly held the book in trembling hands.

         
         “Read,” the judge demanded, “the underlined passage aloud so the whole court might hear.”

         
         “Miserere mei, Deus, secundum misericordiam tuam,” she said.
         

         
         The judge raised his hand, interrupting her. “Stop,” he said.

         
         He chuckled low. A smirk crossed his face. He whispered, “At least we know you have an excellent memory.” Suddenly, he thumped
            the podium with a flat hand, then thundered, “Now translate what you have just read into English!”
         

         
         Molly bowed her head slightly. “Yes, m’lord,” she said. “The verse is Psalm 51 in the King James Version of the Bible, Psalm
            50 in the Latin Vulgate translation.”
         

         
         The judge’s head snapped back. “Its meaning?” he insisted.

         
         “Yes, m’lord. ‘O God, have mercy upon me, according to thine heartfelt mercifulness.’”

         
         The judge stammered, “A rare . . . rare accomplishment for your sex . . . ahem.” He cleared his throat, brushed down his robe.

         
         “Women acquired the benefit of clergy, ‘calling for the book,’ as you have requested, in 1624, so long as their crime, if it was a theft of goods, was valued at less than ten shillings. Your theft of less than ten shillings’ worth of milk, Molly Welsh, qualifies you to seek the Crown’s mercy. Discussions are underway now in Parliament about a new transportation act regulating the transportation of convicted criminals who plead the benefit of clergy, as you have, to the British colonies of North America. Since there is no law passed to this effect, this court retains considerable leeway in administering a sentence. But the outlines of this new law are well-known. So, by the powers granted to this court, Molly Welsh, and seeing how you have claimed being a Catholic, I commute your death sentence to seven years of indentured service in the colony of our Lord Calvert, in Maryland, with

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            
         

         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            
         

         
         
         
         
         
        
         
            African symbols related to the quincunx.
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               [image: West African symbols related to the European quincunx, a five-pointed cross-like configuration of geometrical objects. From left to right the images transition from the Senegalese “Light of God” (a five-pointed configuration of squares showing a strong Islamic influence), to the Angolan yowa (a five-pointed configuration of diamond-like rectangles), to the dikenga (a five-pointed configuration of circles). The dikenga, from the BaKongo of the Angola-Congo region of West Africa, is the most ancient of these symbols and predates the arrival of Europeans or Islam into West Africa.]Dikenga (Kongo)
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