
Liberty Adams
E M A N C I PA T I O N  O F  T H E  S O U L  A N D  M I N D

A  M E M O I R



Liberty Adams

Copyright © 2013, Bobby Lehew

i



Introduction

In the immediate decades following the Civil War, as Reconstruction and the 
promise of  equal rights dissolved into disillusionment, the persecution of  African 
Americans in a supposed free society grew malevolent and extreme. Literacy and 
education became a new kind of  weapon in a new warfare: defensive bulwarks to 
resist the rising tide of  racism. 

For ex-slaves, literacy was the new underground railroad, the key to navigating 
a hostile, post-Civil War world. Illiterate, an ex-slave would be circumscribed to a 
life with limits, precisely the life that many Jim Crow southerners designed: sepa-
rate and unequal. What ensued was a long, bitter struggle for intellectual equality, 
a battle fought by individuals and communities whose self-reliance was founded on 
the crucible of  perseverance yet whose indomitable spirit continued to sustain per-
petual assault. 

This dark period in our nation’s history, between emancipation and the dec-
ades leading up to the Civil Rights movement of  the 1960‘s, remain a bilious back-
water in our collective past. The story told in Liberty’s memoir takes place during 
this lapse in our nation’s social conscience. The life of  Liberty Adams reveals a re-
markable trail along actual events in history that demonstrate how the critical func-
tion of  literacy and rights-to-opinion both enabled and exacerbated equality, invit-
ing opportunity and persecution. This narrative is not a polemic about slavery, nor 
yet another story about the Civil War, but rather a recollection, from a time largely 
forgotten, spoken through the life of  one man, whose love of  learning and decades 
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Seldom in history have any people faced tasks so formidable and challenging as 
those which four million southern blacks confronted in the aftermath of  the Civil 
War ... If  the ex-slaves were to succeed, they would have to depend largely on their 
own resources.  

– Leon F. Litwack, Pulitzer Prize winning author of  Been In The Storm So Long

http://www.amazon.com/Been-Storm-So-Long-Aftermath/dp/0394743989/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1398706729&sr=8-1&keywords=been+in+the+storm+so+long
http://www.amazon.com/Been-Storm-So-Long-Aftermath/dp/0394743989/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1398706729&sr=8-1&keywords=been+in+the+storm+so+long


of  struggle embodied the battle for intellectual parity, a battleground where Freder-
ick Douglass, Booker T. Washington, W. E. B. Du Bois, even Melville, Milton, and 
Homer become able mentors along a hazardous path. 

Because this story is told through the life of  (what some will suggest is) an im-
probable character -a self-educated slave whose ascension in a white-dominated 
world was battled primarily (but not solely) through literate means- I must invoke 
the words of  Ralph Ellison whose masterpiece The Invisible Man inspired and pro-
voked me when I first read it several years ago. In the introduction, Ellison ques-
tioned why ‘most protagonists of  Afro-American fiction (not to mention the black 
characters in fiction written by whites) were without intellectual depth’, he contin-
ues:

Too often they were figures caught up in the most intense forms of  social struggle, 
subject to the most extreme forms of  the human predicament but yet seldom able 
to articulate the issues which tortured them. Not that many worthy individuals 
aren’t in fact inarticulate, but that there were, and are, enough exceptions in real 
life to provide the perceptive novelist with models. And even if  they did not exist it 
would be necessary, both in the interest of  fictional expressiveness and as examples 
of  human possibility, to invent them.

When one considers the indomitable yearning for freedom deep-rooted within 
the human spirit, the portrayal of  a self-educated ex-slave like Liberty Adams is 
not beyond the bounds of  believability; the possibility of  his existence shatters our 
shallow stereotypes. Liberty’s life is, in fact, an impressionistic composite, one dis-
tinct diamond reflecting the facet of  many lives, African American heroes such as 
the famed cowboy Nat Love (1854-1921), lions-of-letters and equal rights apolo-
gists such as Frances Harper (1825-1911), Ida B. Wells (1864-1931), the poet Paul 
Lawrence Dunbar (1872-1906) and more.

In her book Self-Taught (African American Education in Slavery and Freedom), Heather 
Andrea Williams wrote, ‘African Americans invested great faith in the ability of  lit-
eracy first to enable them to escape from slavery, and then to make freedom mean-
ingful in the emancipation period.’ A longing more profound than we can imagine 
stirred even the most timorous of  freedman to risk a life toward fully recognized 
citizenship, an equality that the broken, yet unrepentant Republic had once prom-
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ised but repeatedly denied. Liberty’s journey incarnates what the Peruvian novelist 
Mario Vargas Llosa stated was ‘the fascination with human beings to do away with 
limits, who, instead of  bowing to the servitude of  what is possible, endeavor, 
against all logic, to seek the impossible’.  It is also a quest for identity, what Ralph 
Ellison calls the American theme, ‘the nature of  our society is such that we are pre-
vented from knowing who we are.’ 

Though the end of  the Civil War might have meant the abolition of  physical 
slavery for millions, it was but the beginning of  a long crusade for true and total in-
dependence: emancipation of  the soul and mind. 

Bobby Lehew
Dec 28th, 2013

[1] Mario Vargas Llosa, The Iliad and the Odyssey by Alberto Manguel

[2] Ralph Ellison, The Art of  Fiction No. 8, The Paris Review
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Liberty Adams

Liberty Adams, born in slavery, lived a life of  
factual brutality and yet astonishing resource-
fulness: from the plantation and work as a sta-
ble hand, to a soldier’s life in the army training 
men to read and write, to the last battle of  the 
Civil War, the cattle drives of  Texas, and fi-
nally, to a prosperous but perilous existence in 
the anticipated all-black state of  Oklahoma. 

In 1921, at the age of  seventy-three, Liberty at-
tempts to retire from editorial life amid one of  

the nation’s most vibrant black communities, the Greenwood district in Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, dubbed ‘Black Wall Street’. 

On the cusp of  one of  the most tragic race riots in American history, this hos-
tile city is radically divided and boiling to a perilous tipping point. Liberty, in an at-
tempt to guide his community, decides against his better judgment to write his rec-
ollections, plumbing the depths of  his diverse and shocking personal history.

In the years following the Civil War ignorance meets aspiration time and time 
again in a large, adventurous life propelled by a love for words and the freedom 
they bring. Liberty Adams cultivates the life of  the mind, the soil of  his soul, and 
the peace of  his community.
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A B O U T

There shall be no slavery of the mind.    
- Victor Hugo
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Birds make great sky-circles of  their freedom.

How do they learn it? 

They fall, and falling, they’re given wings.

- Rumi, 1262

vi



C H A P T E R  1

Missouri

‘Smart nigger. Readin’ nigger. Dead nigger.’

A pistol cracks. 

The bullet shrieks, careens off  the garroted iron round my neck. Shouts seethe 
above me in a tempest of  fury, roiling in the shack’s murk between scorn and 
wrath. A bottle shatters. Sharp pain scythes across my temple. Blunt gun stock on 
skull. I crash backwards, hands bound. They crush beneath the chair under my 
flailing weight. Boots sledge against my ribs. Side buckles. I cradle. 

Clenched eyes. Paroxysms of  panic. Somewhere, cackled laughter.

‘Patterollers’, a slave patrol of  men armed with shotguns, keep vigil over planta-
tions in the area. They hunt runaways, disperse large groups, and flush negroes 
from their secret hush-harbor meetings, punishing any hint of  subversion. Some-
times, they appear cloaked in hoods. Hoods heighten horror. Slaves torment over 
such nocturnal predators.

The lashing and beating I endure befalls me for my duplicity, a secret crime so 
heinous as to alarm every white in the county.

They discovered I could read and write.

The imbroglio of  power in the middle years of  the Civil War in 1863 meant 
fear of  slave insurrection and literate slaves were incendiaries. Backed by the full 
extent of  Missouri state law, the court appointed slave patrols were commissioned 
to quell potential revolt. In time, they became ruthless, particularly now that the 
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war has raged for two years and the Union soldiers encamp mere miles away. 
Though the formal proclamation would not be delivered until January, Lincoln 
warned the states two months prior: emancipation of  all slaves in the rebellion 
states was imminent. The south reeled. Reverberating shocks trembled the founda-
tion of  border states like Missouri, whose schisms between pro-Confederate and 
pro-Union loyalties erupted into new hostilities.  

The patterollers, freshly venomed, exact their vengeance by terror.

Hot liquid streams over my head. Shock at the unknown startles me in new af-
fright. I jerk my head violently to avoid the sting. Deep-throated laughter follows, 
and one, the man in the gray hat, curses, ‘A smart nigger’s a dead nigger. We don’t 
want no smart niggers’.

Hate and fear commingle into one malignant vapor. I sense it, like the fictive 
animal they purport me to be. It leaps from their hearts, lurching from their 
mouths, spilling, it creeps toward me, a noxious fog, encroaching, consuming. It in-
vades my beleaguered city and combusts against the stony, flint heart in my chest.

A small flame alights. An incense of  eternal fury rises within me.

We don’t want. No smart niggers. A gushing font of  ignorance, spat. The words 
thrust into my consciousness. Singe. The heavy imprint sears a bright, permanent 
red.

I fight involuntary heaves of  panic, drawing sharp pain through cracked ribs, 
convulsing chest. Coppery warmth of  blood flushes from my mouth, the mordant 
stench of  urine stifling. Something swings past my periphery. A large boot. The 
heel lowers, crushes my jaw. 

My body writhes; soul screams, this was not to be my fate.

Before the world pitches black, through thin slits of  swollen sight I see them: 
ephemeral messengers shimmering through the shack’s broken rooftop. My eyes 
shutter, collecting that eternal backdrop. Cold stars carpeted in darkness. Such stel-
lar winking of  startling serenity, the incongruity towering over this terror jars my 
senses. I sober to a mindful wit. This will be the final time that canopy reigns over 
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me. Keats words emanate from within, my eyes lift to the constellation: ‘Bright star! 
Were I as steadfast as thou art’.

The sky whorls. My mind grasps desperately for some hold, reaching only the 
tattered remnant of  fear. At the last moment, a bird, a flash of  red vermillion 
wings its way across my fading mind. The engram, my omen. Its portent fades 
with me into fiction. I tilt my head back toward the broken rooftop to plead an in-
quisition to the stars: my freedom … to be found … only in death?

Darkness falls.

 

It has taken me all evening to write that brief  reflection. Halting too many 
times in the telling, raising my trembling hand to navigate the scars, smoldering 
that I still quiver so. It requires as much courage to open again these wounds as it 
did to receive them. The scars, decades old now, remain tiny tributaries, exterior 
disfigurements that spring from a seeping river of  rage.

Outside, the streets of  Greenwood swirl in heat and sweat. It is Thursday night, 
the negroes Friday night, when Tulsa’s aristocrats reluctantly relent their consump-
tion of  black lives for an evening’s respite. Night enshrouds me and silences the 
day. In the dark I sit, alone, with the only true self  I possess.

I am a fool.

I had thought this remembrance I am undertaking was for friends and the gen-
erations to follow. I barely get beyond the beating, the genesis of  my journey, and 
now confess: this narrative is a search and rescue. 

When you spend a lifetime masquerading  behind the perception of  others, you 
lose yourself. You lose yourself  amid a vast labyrinth of  selves.

Last summer, my granddaughter insisted I accompany her to a fair that was 
traveling through Tulsa. On the last day, the negroes were allowed to partake in 
(what was left of) the festivities. One of  the exhibits was a hall of  mirrors. Standing 

9



in their midst, the convexed curves reflecting a caricature of  who I was, I asked my-
self: Was it caricature? The many versions of  me -elongated, obtuse, fatuous- star-
ing back in exaggerated personification, isn’t this how the white man sees me? A 
black man is but iconography to the white, different shapes and compositions but 
essentially the same in essence. Only when he is sweating for the direct benefit of  a 
white, is a black man an answer, otherwise, he is merely a full-stop at the tail end 
of  a curved line, a subject beginning with an interrogative pronoun and ending 
with a question mark:

‘What to do with the black problem?’

The white man has proven himself  adept at categorizing his conundrums of  
color, even using color-coding palliatives as word-choice. They exterminated the 
‘red’ problem and alleviated their culpability by sequestering its subdued remnant 
to assigned lands. ‘Assigned’ being a genteel word-choice, like ‘segregate’; both 
terms more respectable than the word ‘quarantine’. (Lily white consciences cannot 
grace a Sunday church door if  they admitted to expulsion as the only answer to 
their ‘least of  these’. They forget, of  course, that beneath their pigmentation they 
are as polychromatic as a rainbow. Perhaps that’s why they compartmentalize; 
they, too, are trying to find themselves).

This color quandary has hounded the black man since slaves first set their 
manacled feet onto Jamestown, Virginia in 1619. Today, even in 1921, the ques-
tion still stalks us as specter. 

My friends repulse at the black man being a ‘problem’; I, however, am repelled 
at the injudicious responses when plural becomes singular. The patterollers that 
night were addressing the problem, singularly: to eradicate the black problem, one 
must subdue the black individual and if  individuality cannot be suppressed, it 
must be extinguished. 

Must I always find myself  buttressed against the tail end of  a curved line?

What do to do with me? 

This, I ponder,  in self-dismantling discovery, here in this illuminating dark. 
This, I pose, to those who read this reckoning. 

10



The answers are rarely linear.

As a boy on the plantation we made a game of  chasing rabbits. With their zig-
zagged, lightening-quick maneuvers that patterned their method of  escape, those 
old tricksters always eluded us. We revered them for their cunning. The rabbit 
game carved a memory trace in my mind and I find myself  spilling this narrative 
in such a pattern, choosing a multi-foliated approach over the illusion of  a straight 
line, trusting that my diversions mean something to the reader, but more impor-
tantly, to me. Like all narratives, this remembrance means not merely traversing 
the geography of  personal history but that quest within, circumnavigating the fur-
thest reaches of  my own interior. The danger always lies in floundering between a 
quagmire of  indulgent animosity and stark vengeance, a transcendent bog where 
I, and many, remain lost.

My death that night was the culmination of  a day of  deepening dark but it be-
gan with the only guiding light I ever had, extinguished, but first, prefigured in the 
dawn of  that day’s beginning, three days before Christmas, 1863.

 

Bright grasped the morning’s sun. Light drifted through the slats of  the stable 
walls, nestling on my bed of  hay, illuminating golden. My eyes adjusted to the bril-
liant beam, the play of  dust motes floating languidly in its stream. The stable 
slowly awoke with muffled energy. One colt. One filly. Two mares. A stallion, a 
gelding, four mules, and Old Rufus, my elder, crippled as a young boy: mute and 
aloof, my only companion.

Rufus slumps along in an awkward waltz of  marked time. Dragging his left leg 
behind him, he lurches it forward, left toe pointed outwards, his arch and instep 
facing the direction he walks, sliding it forward as a child would tow a large potato 
sack. He shuns a cane, relying instead on his overwrought right leg, his broad, bar-
rel chest, and sinewy arms. He is surprisingly spry and the initial meek impression 
he gives with his shifting gait belies the strength of  an ox. It is rumored, as a child, 
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his leg was crushed by the weight of  a hogshead barrel while taking tobacco to 
market. The white children call him ‘Refuse’. I, too, would taunt Rufus when I 
was younger but as I aged and as the white children discerned differences in us 
due to their growing ignorance, they began their gravitational pull towards ‘status’ 
and ‘position’ and distanced themselves from me, away from the innocence of  
childhood; we played less and less, and I cleaved toward the comfort of  my kind, 
preferring Rufus. Normally, a lame slave such as Rufus would have been sold at a 
loss. The only reason the master kept him around was because of  his affinity with 
horses, an affectation he transported to me.

I live with beasts, and Rufus, whose silence and keenness for animals is beast-
like. For as long as I could remember, to that day of  my sixteenth year, the barn 
had been my home. Among animals I’ve ranged: feeding, currycombing, shoeing, 
cleaning, and picking hooves. This barn, the smell of  manure and hay, the noises 
of  creatures and creaking, is the only place I have ever known, its patterns and pur-
pose mine.

Most mornings, before the fields began to boil with labor, the woods would 
spring to life with the frenetic flits of  birds. I would race to the edge of  the field to 
welcome the morning witness, observing the spectacle of  flight but also anticipat-
ing: Would this be the day I spy my rare winter Vermillion?

There are hundreds, if  not thousands of  birds that dot the countryside around 
the plantation, mostly dull and drab starlings, their swarthy migration ascending 
and descending in great sweeps windward, flocks disappearing into the horizon or 
dissipating across the fields like scattered shot to the sky. The pond nearby attracts 
an occasional, rare, winter vermillion, the presence of  water its magnetism. The 
vermillion flycatcher is the brightest of  all the flycatchers. I would later learn, in 
my travels, it is also a migratory bird and one whose illusive identity is confounded 
by its brilliant hues. My mother told me its name. As a house slave, she learned it 
from the master’s wife who loved to sit and listen to the sounds of  birds in season. 
This solitary flycatcher possessed an unusual secret of  mutable wonder, a change-
able miracle, a reflection of  its ability to fly free - it changed colors.
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When I was a child, I captured a wounded vermillion, stumbling upon it near 
the hedgerow by the master’s house, its pale silver accordion wing splayed out help-
less, broken. Crafting a crude makeshift cage from dried tobacco vines, I kept it in 
the corner of  the barn, feeding it insects and nightcrawlers. Within days, its bright 
crimson chest and plumage fainted to a dull varnish of  russet red, fading until the 
color drifted entirely to dusky black like that of  its wings.

If  I am remembering correctly and not embroidering my thoughts upon an or-
dinary event for dramatic effect, I’ll recall rightly that my mother was the one who 
informed me, with no grave earnestness: the vermillion was losing its color be-
cause it was held in captivity. She spoke it as ordinary, as unmiraculous as one 
would declare the fowl a simple bird but her words lodged dormant seeds in me, 
accompanying the many metaphors in my life that would arise as epiphanies.

Whereas color defined our captivity, the flycatcher’s color defined its freedom.  
‘A bird is no longer a bird without flight,’ she said. ‘You have a choice. Keep it 
locked. Under restraint it will do itself  no harm. If  you contain it, it will eventually 
die in its cage. Or, set it free. Even with broken wing it might find its way and re-
turn to the sky. If  you set it free, it will likely die but will at least have a chance to 
come unto its own. Only the bird knows its limits, no one else.’ To put to rest any 
remaining doubts I had about keeping it, she quoted from Blake (mother invoked 
poets as though summoning prophets from the dead) a poem she memorized in 
the freedom school, ‘A robin red breast in a cage, puts all heaven in a rage.’

Reluctantly, I released it into the barn where it nested temporarily until it 
sought sunlight and finally fled. My mother gently squeezed my shoulder. My 
heart leapt a faint flutter mirroring the felicity of  freedom.

Touch translates mountains.

I both loved and envied that vermillion. More than color, I coveted its wings. 
Seeing one broken before me, one who once soared freely, I marveled at its poten-
tial. Black wings could carry further than black legs. I never learned if  my cap-
tured vermillion’s color returned to its brilliant hue. Once, my mother and I 
glimpsed the exiguous flight of  a solitary vermillion, its cherry-red plumage pro-
claiming singularity among the black flutters dotting the sky. I followed the bird’s 
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flight as far as my eye could carry, then stretched my body upwards upon my toes, 
climbing the nearest tree to see if  I, too, could wing myself  away. If  I could exert 
my will toward the skies, I could float above this bondage.

I envied everything that loomed above and grew beyond. I envied the everlast-
ing evergreens. I envied stars. Envy and covetedness, an insatiable greed, did not 
destroy me, they sustained me. Envy fed my ravenous appetite, bleeding its green 
impress beyond the boundaries where a man’s life would not be set by another. A 
negroe wanted the simple pleasures the master had: a wife, a family, children, the 
ability to create sustenance from one’s own hands, to earn an honest wage and pro-
duce something of  the earth for one’s own benefit, not for the consumption of  an-
other. Perhaps, in great generosity, even the mutual benefit of  a select, free society. 
But I was far from thinking this at that moment. In that moment, I simply ached 
and yearned to be my own master.

But that morning, the morning before my dark night, I lay silently on my belly 
in the thick underbrush. I felt the imaginary impression of  my mothers slim fin-
gers and watched breathlessly as a small red speck slowly grew larger. It alighted 
on a nearby branch.  My eyes locked onto its carefree, sprightly dance, holding 
every twitch in my burning, unblinking sight. It popped from limb to limb, hover-
ing briefly above the earth, landing on the ground occasionally to ferret worms, 
then springing back to a low lying branch. For a moment, following this sole avia-
tors awkward, fitful flightpath, I thought, that is my vermillion. 

I shuddered. 

My vermillion. I once possessed the power to keep it, but possession did not 
make it mine. I realized that no one can own another living being. They might tame 
as one would a dog, control as unto a mule, manipulate or dominate, support or sus-
tain, and even rule as in a monarch, but they can never truly own. The vermil-
lion’s presence and my haunting thought was an augury, an omen. 

The slaves began pouring from their shacks, flooding the fields. I watched the 
flycatcher soar above them toward the horizon, seeking peace in limitless bounda-
ries. It disappeared into the azure blanket and scattered clouds.
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That great sky above the Missouri territory loomed in grandeur upon the backs 
of  a people who would live to cultivate its benefits but never taste its goodness. 
The mountains that surrounded the master’s farm were rolls of  valleys and saw-
toothed hills that billowed the land up and down. Spring was my least favorite sea-
son as the horizon remained obscured by the blossom of  sycamores, thick green 
growth, and wild flowers. My eye could carry me further in winter than any other 
season. When fall’s foliage drifted away and cold settled on the mountains, the 
light on a winter’s morning would illuminate the land, glistening frost in a brilliant 
sheen, allowing an unobstructed view of  the distant skyline through the cragged, 
bare branches. What lay beyond the ribbed folds of  land and the tousled ridges 
was unknown to me. Even beauty was contained by the hands of  the white man. 
A free man’s eyes could see beyond the skyline but the slave is circumscribed to ho-
rizons with limits. It was in these glimpses of  stars and birds and distant horizons 
that I tasted freedom followed by crushing moments of  despair. Touching a lim-
ited freedom was more painful than no freedom at all, it whetted the appetite, re-
vealing the truth that a limited freedom could be enlarged, the limits pushed to the 
breaking point and finally rent asunder.

I was born Benjamin Adams, in the damp season of  a Missouri fall when the 
leaves hung with dew and shadows thinned over the land. The place of  my birth, 
Saint Charles, MO, is a small township just outside of  St. Louis lodged between 
the forged valley of  Florisant and Wellsburg, several hundred acres of  rugged Mis-
souri frontier scrambling vertically from the banks of  the great Missouri River. 

A modest plantation by the standards surrounding us, the property consisted of  
the Master’s farmhouse, a large stable, chicken coops, and grain bins nestled along 
the front edge of  the property. Behind the rolling acres of  trees lay the slave quar-
ters, ramshackled huts crudely arranged in a semi-circle, another stable for mules, 
two large tobacco barns and two kiln houses where the fire-curing took place. The 
family and its house slaves lived closer to the road, far from the hard work where 
the priming, burning, stringing, and harvesting took place. The plantation itself  ex-
hibited little excitement. Ours was a dull trade for a small family on a relatively 
simple estate. The master, with no heirs of  his own, no longer purchased land nor 
slaves, preferring to breed them, the less costly and more efficient form of  acquir-
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ing labor. Overall, the farm’s production had declined year over year. Tobacco 
land is slow to heal and once harvested, the growing grounds must move to an-
other tract of  the acreage to keep the land healthy. Due to landlock around him, 
his own declining health, and the portend of  war, rumors persisted that the master 
was hoping to sell his plantation, ideally to one of  his neighbors, allowing him to 
move east.

I had two masters. The master of  the plantation, Thadeus Adams, frequently 
visited the stables to see his beloved horses, namely Apple, the stallion he owned 
since childhood. Slaves often assumed the surnames of  their masters and even first 
names were of  the master’s choosing (hence my name, Benjamin Adams) a subtle 
reminder that any shred of  independent identity would be wholly consumed by 
the omnipotence of  whites. But my second master, Silas, was more feared than the 
master himself. Silas, a slave, was a driver, a manager of  sorts but more an over-
seer, one who supervised slaves in the field, earning the respect of  the master 
through brutal strength. Tall, thick in his legs and neck with an expansive chest, I 
never saw him smile. Silas was known to inflict great pain upon slaves and force 
the sick out of  their shacks to tend the fields. If  the master knew of  Silas’s savage 
tactics, he turned his head in order to turn a profit. As I grew, my affection for the 
great horses brought me and the master together frequently and, thankfully, out of  
view of  my second master. Silas complained bitterly that I was treated preferen-
tially and his reproving gaze I took pains to avoid but there is no question that the 
horses I grew to love gave me more license than other slaves but moreover, they 
would forever bring me luck, their nobility and gallantry teaching me, nurturing a 
destiny in me.

My celestial mother, Emeline, a house slave, was small but not delicate. Her 
hands were not the corroded appendages of  a field slave but were hands still cal-
loused by hard labor. She was smoke and iron: elegant, trenchant, and lightly com-
plected, thus able to work in the Master’s household as one of  his servants, the mis-
tress of  the household esteeming lightness over blackness, considering mulattoes 
more virtuous. Moreover, she was literate, the depth of  which she hid for fear of  
reprisal from whites who preferred their house negroes tame and only ‘slightly civi-
lized’. Raised on a different plantation, one near the great Mississippi River, 
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mother was purchased by a black minister, John Berry Meachum. Meachum, who 
worked furiously and skillfully to purchase slaves in order to grant them their free-
dom, established one of  the black schools arising out of  the 1847 Missouri statute 
prohibiting the education of  negroes or mulattos. He circumvented the law by 
floating a steamboat on the great river as the river was considered federal property, 
and federal law, though indulgent to states’ rights, did not officially recognize slav-
ery. The floating freedom school created a safe haven for learning.

Educated, she worked to purchase her own freedom but shortly after attaining 
it was caught by a slave trader and cruelly sold back into bondage. Having once 
tasted freedom, nothing could slake her thirst. She oscillated between bitterness 
and hope and possessed a bedrock resolve: her son would learn to read and write. 
So steady her conviction, indefatigable her will, that even while working in the 
Master’s house, she slipped away as often as she could to instruct me, at first in let-
ters and sounds, then finally in words.

The penultimate seed sown in me years before that opening day of  light and 
closing night of  darkness was … a pilfered book. One of  the master’s children mis-
placed their ‘blue book’, so named because of  the blue backed boards that bound 
the small thin volume, a text written by Noah Webster in 1824 from which all 
white children received their grammatical instruction. Having discovered it, my 
mother ferreted it away to the barn. We dug a hole beneath the straw mat I slept 
on, lining the loamy Missouri soil with yellow stubble and a gunny sack, conceal-
ing the precious handbook. The contents of  that small book, sewn furtively, germi-
nated in me an insatiable hunger for knowledge, the small growth of  that sapling 
proving the possibility of  my mind. I slept on my buried treasure and continued to 
plunder from the workday stolen moments so as to steep myself  in its lessons.

On Sundays, when the master and his wife were away at church, or on rare eve-
nings when she wasn’t required, my mother pillaged with me in the corner of  the 
barn. The lack of  writing materials was a fortuitous blessing. I would scrawl my les-
sons in the dirt so that they could be easily erased, all evidence of  any subversion 
destroyed. I would lay in the stall, my fingers tracing the pages of  the books, finger-
ing over letters, tracing black squiggles, circles, and lines then carving them in the 
ground, my mouth repeating the sounds. Even in the dark night we found a way to 
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learn. Holding out my hand palm upward, mother would say, ‘Now we’ll shape 
the letter A’. Taking my hand she would plot the lines, first up from the base of  my 
open palm toward the apex, then back down the opposite side and across, pressing 
heavily to ensure I felt every line. She would instruct, ‘now, shape the letter on my 
hand’. With my index finger, I would repeat the process over and over, pronounc-
ing the letter as I inscribed. I repeated the alphabet upon my mother’s open palm 
hundreds of  times.

As a young boy, I would often lean to kiss her worn, upward-palmed hands at 
the conclusion of  each lesson. Far from appreciating her training, I was simply 
thankful she cared enough to be with me. In the stable I was isolated, far from vir-
tually everyone except mute Rufus, and thus subject to tremendous bouts of  loneli-
ness. My kiss became a prayer of  supplication and benediction, the only form of  
benediction a child can invoke. My mother, likely, could have reached out to Mr. 
Meachum to prove she had once bought her freedom or she might have been able 
to conspire with others to run away -she was certainly smart enough to do so- but 
there is no doubt in my mind, the reason she stayed was to ensure my education. 
At times, her lessons were virulent, her demeanor agitated and intense, so earnest 
her desire to deliver me from darkness.

I am glad now my lips touched the flame of  her open hands.

I must interrupt my narrative again and accompany the reader back to the pre-
sent, here in 1921. I sit at my desk, surrounded by books, decades of  arduously ac-
quired volumes dear to me, conveyed over many miles as impedimenta, over fields 
and on the trails. I helped establish one of  the nation’s foremost Negro universities 
and sit mere miles from another. My home sits in the center of  the Greenwood 
borough on Greenwood Ave, right atop the hustle. The presses one floor below me 
are not running now but the smell of  ink lingers with the aroma of  the Bell and 
Little Restaurant next door. Evening customers line up past their front doors, spill-
ing onto the streets where the cigar hawkers and candy sellers and shoe shiners ply 
their trade. Throngs of  people promenade their way toward the Dreamland Thea-
tre to witness Chaplin’s comedic bumbling while others just stand or amble in 
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small groups. Thursday night means letting steam from the week’s pressure of  
working in white homes and businesses slowly evaporate. No one else has work on 
their minds now but even when I am not working, I am working. 

I am but one of  many editors in our nation of  black owned newspapers. The 
‘colored’ town in which I live boasts a number of  prosperous black citizens. Our 
community is thriving. There are barbershops, jewelry stores, numerous grocery 
stores and restaurants, clothiers, tailors, druggists, bankers, shoemakers, photogra-
phers, a beauty school, and many more enterprising ventures. Make no mistake, 
there are staggering depths of  poverty still and moreover, all, regardless of  afflu-
ence, are violently and vily oppressed by the hands and minds of  whites through 
the impostering personage of  Jim Crow. Yet, I must ‘pull rank’ (as we would have 
said in the army) and claim my rightful role as griot: Having an advantage of  his-
torical aspect, I see remarkable progress. Traveling back to that dim period of  time 
where, like a blanket, illiteracy cloaked our minds, suffocated our wills, and 
chained every ounce of  cognitive ambition, it is nearly impossible to describe the 
squalor of  ignorance that then prevailed. It is easy to imagine the physical poverty, 
slaves subsisted like animals. But it is rather difficult to comprehend the destitute 
poverty of  mind. The indigent ignorance so pervasive that it had long been ac-
cepted as fate by most whites and, in complicity, even some blacks. (I do not judge; 
complicity was more compelling than death).

It was shocking to the white folks to discover that a slave harbored a genuine 
longing for education. So convinced were they of  their superior provision for our 
supposed inferior race and so fearfully (and skillfully) hidden our secret desires, 
they assumed we had only an aptitude for captivity. True, a slave’s days were sub-
sumed with the difficulty of  living, eating, working, and surviving, but to suggest 
we possessed no aspiration was to relegate the human spirit in a black man to a 
non-entity, below mammals, and to exile hope to the unendurable, monotonous 
lands of  forced labor. When whites would ask directly about our desire for educa-
tion, our response was always in the negative, feigning disinterest, fomenting de-
nial. The labor of  one’s hands, not one’s mind, was the only exertion permissible 
in the land of  forbidden learning. The placidity with which slaves conducted them-
selves around the question of  learning was simply self-preservation. This subtle co-
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operation with the whites about our identity would reveal itself  in verbal collusion, 
we had no choice but to accede to an inferior persona (yet another mask, another 
preposterous self). Still today, we see ourselves as shadowed reflections of  our indi-
vidual desires and as an effigy of  how the white man prefers us to be seen, a dual-
ism that has forever haunted the negro.

But just as a starving man never forgets the depth of  his physical hunger and 
deprivation -so entombed in his bowels the memory- neither can I forget the de-
spair of  intellectual impoverishment. Never.

Back to 1863. 

Peering over the past, looking down at that young man, I see questions hanging 
over me and lodged within me, intractable and stubborn, inscrutable questions 
about the nature of  words and letters: How could anything so free from affecta-
tion, so simple and unadorned as black lines on white paper prove to be subver-
sive? Were they not mere embryonic squiggles? What perilous power did words 
possess that whites would demand darkness? If  I am prohibited from words, they 
must conceal some potency. Were words, keys? If  so, what would they unlock? Se-
crets? Mysteries? Power? The color lines were obvious to us, white and black, but 
what of  the boundaries of  ignorance and intelligence? Who created such be-
nighted borders? If  I were to breach them, what would I become?

As a young boy, I remember thinking: if  I were to learn as whites, would I 
reach an age of  literal enlightenment? Would my own complexion move from 
dark to mulatto to white? Would I transmute just as my vermillion had done? It 
seems absurd now but that is how a seven-year old mind thinks, particularly when 
his mother, the only literate black he knows and the only person he trusts, was a 
mulatto. Was my mother a mystical intermediary between worlds? So steep our ig-
norance, so dangerous our pliability, were someone to suggest it, I would have be-
lieved it.

Once I mastered the alphabet, mother moved to repeating words to me she 
had heard in the house or words recollected from her days at the floating freedom 
school. In rare moments of  daylight that she could spare, she would read entire 
sections from the blue book and encourage me to memorize its passages. ‘Love 
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him that loves his book, and speaks good words, and does no harm: For such a 
friend may do thee good all the days of  thy life.’ Or, ‘If  you want to be good, wise, 
and strong, read with care such books as have been made by wise and good men; 
think of  what you read in your spare hours; be brisk at play but do not swear: and 
waste not too much of  your time in bed.’

At times, mother would recite poetry she learned in Mr. Meachum’s school. In 
private, her elocution was sharp and resonate. Mother possessed a resolute calm, a 
disposition that seemed prone to resignation. Around whites she would lapse into a 
slave’s dialect to hide her competence but with me, she repeated poems with such 
frequency that I memorized them as well. Mother recited many poems by the Eng-
lish poet William Blake. I would later learn that Blake abhorred slavery. Mr. 
Meachum must have found in Blake sufficient texts with which to stoke the flame 
of  abolition. I surmise now she had resolved that her fate was to be forever 
chained. But she prayed fervently for me otherwise. 

One cold night, she wrapped her arms around me and we sank back together 
in the corner of  the stable as she recited Blake’s poem, A Divine Image. Whisper-
ing a sing-song poem-prayer, she wavered between a brusk confidence and a tremu-
lous sigh, quivering a supplicant hope and warning as if  wresting words from dark-
ness, pushing them into the light of  truth:

   

Cruelty has a Human Heart  
And Jealousy a Human Face  
Terror, the Human Form Divine  
And Secrecy the Human Dress, is forged Iron  
The Human Form, a fiery Forge,  
The Human Face, a Furnace seal’d                                                                         
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.

It is seventy years now and turning over those phrases again, tilling the hard 
soil of  memory, I halt my remembrance and rest my wearied spade -not merely 
worn from plowing in fields of  obdurate minds as teacher and editor- but vexed, 
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mystified by the variation and tyranny of  human faces Blake unmasks. Rubbing 
my temples, a question troubles me at the opaque periphery of  my mind. I clutch 
the small, sacred blue book in my hands, its pages eroded by time and wear, and 
clench my eyes to force myself  back into the cavern of  memory. After a short pe-
riod of  time, the faces I am searching for suddenly materialize, gaping back at me. 
Cruelty, Jealousy, Terror, and Secrecy, gathered together on the very afternoon of  
that desperate day.

‘What’s this Thadeus? More nigger-lovin propaganda?’ John Braimbridge 
sneered as he snapped the pamphlet from the master’s hands. The smoke-filled sa-
loon was overflowing with men, a rancorous discord pervaded the room, what I 
would forever note as a harbinger of  mob rule.

The master sat at the table, erect but small in the towering shadow and brutal 
reputation of  neighboring plantation owner John Braimbridge. 

‘The Senate has declared their full support for compensated emancipation,’ the 
master responded. ‘Emancipation will begin with compensatory liberation, a vol-
untary conscription of  slaves in the army.’

Braimbridge erupted, rearing back, roaring with the laughter that swelled the 
room and waving his arm in my direction, ‘Do you hear that boy? Compensatory 
emancipation!’

Deepening into the dim corner of  the saloon, I burrowed my chin into my 
chest.

‘Tell me, boy – Would you rather be free all at once or slowly freed? Maybe we 
ought to just cash you in one piece at a time, first an arm and then a leg, how’s 
that for compensatory emancipation?’. 

Cackled laughter among the men tilted my direction.

The master interjected, ‘John, I don’t give a damn about their freedom, I’m no 
abolitionist, I only seek solutions to end this godforsaken war before the rest of  our 
sons and daughters die.’
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Braimbridge drained his glass and spoke to the entire room, glaring at 
Thadeus, ‘So, we’re going to slowly lose our farms and livelihood. Releasing slaves 
into our civilized society will destroy the entire economy of  the South and maybe 
that of  the entire nation much less arming them, you’re asking us to arm a 
damned insurrection!’

‘I’m not defending them John, I’m just saying we should consider the inevita-
ble. The ranks of  Union soldiers will soon be filled with negroes whether you sub-
mit or not. The provost marshal for the army is offering $300 for each slave that 
we allow to enlist.’

The room flared into a hostility of  jeers and voices vying to be heard until the 
master rose to his feet and above the tumult shouted, ‘For every slave enlisted, a 
white man is spared!’ Ripples of  his pronouncement dissipated through the mur-
muring. ‘This might be an unwinnable war. I either sell my estate and move north 
or sell my slaves and submit to the Union. The President’s proclamation goes into 
effect in a few months. All slaves in the rebellion states will be legally free. It’s only 
a matter of  time before-‘

Braimbridge, leaping to his feet in defiance, slammed his fist on the table, ‘I’ll 
be goddamned if  I’ll let a nigger fight for me’.

‘Then enlist’, Thadeus retorted, sitting down and leaning back with his arms 
across his chest. ‘Enlist and die in the war on their behalf. I say let them fight for 
their own freedom, if  they fight, they might just preserve this Union’.

Braimbridge leaned across toward Thadeus, ‘How will you afford to crop and 
shear and culture your plantation?’

‘Hired labor. Eventually, I will emancipate all my slaves and hire back those will-
ing to work.’

‘Your costs will escalate and without a whip, those damn freedmen will strangle 
any shred of  profit you make. It’s a slow death, Thadeus.’ Braimbridge countered.

‘It is either less profit or no profit. The republic must be held. It is better to lose 
profit than our entire country.’
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James McLaughlin, a neighboring plantation owner with a ruddy complexion, 
petulant mouth, and small, wiry frame, exploded into expletives, ‘I’m for coloniza-
tion. Ship them back to Africa. Get rid of  the whole damn lot at once. Jobs are 
scarce as it is, we cannot flood farms and fields with cheap labor, they will be tak-
ing work from white men who do a much better job. These niggers will steal from 
our children’s mouths right under our noses. Hell, hire the Irish, they’ll work cir-
cles around these shiftless darkies.’

Thadeus shook his head in exasperation and stared at his hands folded before 
him on the table, ‘Your Irish brethren have spoken their piece about this war, the 
New York draft riot declared the mind of  the Irish, they want no part of  our Re-
public. Besides, repatriation is ludicrous. It would cost the country millions of  dol-
lars. Who pays for colonization? We do. Taxes will escalate and it’s impractical. 
There are millions of  slaves now permanently woven into the fabric of  this nation, 
impossible to extract’.

‘You mean infested in the fabric of  this nation. Like a goddamned pestilence,’ 
Mclaughlin sneered, lifting his gray hat and running his hands through his hair, 
glowering at me, ‘And the Irish did what we should have done, revolted against a 
monarchy!’

The room flared with shouts of  approval, the surge rising on a crest of  bitter 
gall.

I sensed McLaughlin’s stare and diverted my eyes, concentrating on a tobacco 
stain on the floor.

Braimbridge gesticulated wildly, pointing his finger as weapon, ‘Property, 
Thadeus! Property is our inviolable right! Lincoln’s a dictator. Preservation of  the 
Union is but a plot to take our property and possessions that we are entitled to by 
law. Preservation of  the Union is not possible as long as personal property rights 
are threatened. Lincoln’s ruse of  war is to save the Republic so he can rule it. Hell, 
the Irish at least had the sense to fight the draft, any kind of  draft, conscription or 
otherwise’.

A murmur of  agreement broke across the room.
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McLaughlin cackled, ‘This whole damn war is a farce. Niggers can’t fight, hell, 
they can’t even think’.

Thaddeus turned to McLaughlin, an idea lightened across his face, ‘You’re 
wrong, McLaughlin, they can learn and they will.’ 

The sound of  his voice boomed toward me, ‘Benjamin, come here’.

Turning to the room, the master declared, ‘If  we can convert these slaves into a 
volitional fighting force and a volitional work force, we might save our sons and 
daughters from this war and save our farms’.

I froze. My legs immobile, glaciated by fear. Dizzy, my tongue thickened in my 
head.

‘Do as I say’, the master commanded in a low growl.

I stepped from the shadows, trembling, head bent, walking gingerly toward the 
master’s outstretched hand, the pamphlet extended toward me.

‘I know you can read. Read.’

I stared at the master wide-eyed, desperate, seeking in his countenance some 
means of  escape. When I realized none was to be had, I lifted the shaking pam-
phlet high to hide my face, screening the faces scowling back at me.

‘Resolved. That … the un … con … ditional, unconditional Union p-p-people 
of  Miss-ouri, having favored compen … sated, compensated eman … ci … 
pation, emancipation for the slaves of  loy … loyal owners in this state, do most 
cord-ially endorse President Lincoln’s p-p-policy as ex-pressed in his instruct … in-
struct …. instructions to Major General Scho … field, and em … em … bodied 
by that officer in General Order No. 135, direct-ing the organ … ization of  col-
ored troops into companies and regi-ments and the payment therefore to loy … 
loy … loyal owners the sum of  three hundred dollars for each slave so enlisted.’

A pall descended on the room in a breathless compression of  silence.

‘Go on’, the master ordered. 
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I stammered, ‘Re-solved. That we hereby ten-der our cor … cor … cordial sym-
pathy and support to the Pres … President of  the United S … S … States, in all 
his great mea … measures for the suppress … suppression of  the re-bellion, pun-
ishing trea … son … treason and restoring the sup … sup … supremacy of  the 
Consti … Constitution of  the whole country.

‘More. Keep reading’, the master commanded.

‘Re-Resolved. That in view of  the great compli … complication pending in the 
next great nat … nat … national struggle for the Presidency, and having full con-
fi-dence, confidence in the ability and pat-riot-tism, patriotism of  Abraham Lin-
coln, declare him our choice for re … reelection as President of  the United States.’

A disquieting pause sustained among the men. I held the trembling page before 
me holding the pamphlet as barrier.

Finally, McLaughlin’s sneer broke the silence, ‘Well, I’ll be goddamned’.

Thaddeus turned to him, ‘As you will McLaughlin, but I suggest you return to 
your farms and ready yourselves for a radical transition, one you would be wise to 
support, one the state senate has already endorsed. If  we wish to save our liveli-
hood, we have no other choice.’

The master rose.

I followed him out of  the room to repulsive gazes in a wake of  white fury.

While in town, we finished our purchase of  supplies. The master, ever punctili-
ous, adhered to the same route while running errands. Every weekend, it was a 
stop to the saloon for news, then the requisite round of  provisions. When we fi-
nally pointed the horses home, the sun was settling atop the horizon’s rim. 

We rode in silence. 

Throughout the ride, I processed the day’s events, ruminating over the discus-
sion back at the saloon and moreover, what lay ahead. How did the master dis-
cover I could read? Rufus? Momma? And what would become of  the plantation? 
The master would never sell me to the Union, I was too reliable as a skilled hand 
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with his beloved horses. Other slaves might see freedom through service in the 
army, but not me. The Union Army was firmly ensconced in our community and 
would remain there until their quotient for soldiers was filled. If  the purchase of  
negroes did not meet their requirements, whites would be conscripted into service. 
Moreover, Lincoln’s reelection received the full blessing of  the State Senate. I did 
not know then what a State Senate was and only later learn the impact of  Mis-
souri (a border state’s) support, but the reelection carried significant weight with 
the master. Based on the silence that overpowered that small saloon, Lincoln’s sec-
ond term and winning the unwinnable war through the successful recruitment of  
thousands of  slaves, could hasten the war’s end and with it, the unequivocal de-
mise of  slavery. This development would cause more alarm among the whites in 
our area than any other news yet.

A few miles out from the plantation, we crested the hill that begins its descent 
toward the farm entrance. Suddenly before us, spread out against the night sky, a 
conflagration of  light burst into view. The unmistakable, distant flare of  fire and 
smoke.

Thank you for reading! 
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