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ON RECONSTRUCTION

“Reconstruction,” by Frederick Douglass, 

appeared in the December 1866 issue of 

this magazine. It was the most important 

article that �e Atlantic published in the 

immediate postwar era. It was also, for 

its time, unusually concise, coming in 

at a mere 2,703 words. By contrast, �e 
Atlantic’s 1860 endorsement of Abraham 

Lincoln, written by James Russell Lowell, 

had run to 7,331 words, and Lincoln him-

self was not mentioned until the 1,747th 

word. (�e editorial did succeed, of course. 

And yes, I’m taking credit on behalf of �e 
Atlantic for Lincoln’s presidency.)

Douglass published his call for a rad-

ical reimagining of the American idea at 

an ambiguous but promising moment. 

Already, the infant project of Reconstruc-

tion— of the South, of the lives of newly 

liberated Black Americans, of the Consti-

tution itself—was stimulating opposition 

that would, by 1877, prove shattering to 

the cause of equality. And yet Doug lass was 

correct, as his biographer David W. Blight 

writes in this issue, in understanding that 

“the United States had been reinvented by 

war and by new egalitarian impulses rooted 

in emancipation.” Douglass’s essay, which 

Blight brilliantly annotates for us (p. 30), 

is “full of radical brimstone, cautious hope, 

and a thoroughly new vision of constitu-

tional authority.”

�e Reconstruction period has been a 

topic for �e Atlantic across the centuries. 

�is special issue, edited by our senior edi-

tor Vann R. Newkirk II, working along-

side our editor-at-large, Cullen Murphy, 

and our managing editor John Swansburg, 

is meant to examine the enduring conse-

quences of Reconstruction’s tragic fall at 

a moment— yet another moment—when 

the cause of racial progress faces sustained 

pressure. �e idea for this issue emerged 

from a conversation I had not long ago with 

Lonnie G. Bunch III, the secretary of the 

Smithsonian Institution and the found-

ing director of the Smithsonian’s National 

Museum of African American History and 

Culture. Bunch is, among other things, a 

stupendous builder, a conscientious Amer-

ican patriot, and an impresario of mem-

ory. He is also a scholar of the Freedmen’s 

Bureau archives, and the author of a mov-

ing article about the bureau’s work (p. 18).

The  
Questions 
That  
Most Need 
Asking
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W. E. B. Du Bois (thank goodness), has 

too much of a “good people on both 

sides” air about it. As Appelbaum notes, 

Wilson’s critique of Reconstruction was 

appalling. “The negroes were exalted; 

the states were misgoverned and looted 

in their name,” Wilson wrote. �is went 

on, he continued, until “the whites who 

were real citizens got control again.”

Illumination is the point of this issue. 

We have great scholars, including Peniel 

E. Joseph, whose article, “The Revolu-

tion Never Ended,” focuses on the Black 

Americans who continued the work 

of Reconstruction even after federal 

troops withdrew from the South (p. 8), 

and Drew Gilpin Faust, a former presi-

dent of Harvard and a noted Civil War 

scholar, who writes about the Secret Six, 

the men exposed after the war for hav-

ing funded John Brown’s raid on Harpers 

Ferry (p. 82). Eric Foner, in many ways 

the dean of Reconstruction scholarship, 

writes on James Longstreet, the Confeder-

ate general who accepted the Union’s vic-

tory and took up the cause of rebuilding 

the nation (p. 102).

At the center of this issue, spread across 

32 pages, you will �nd something surpris-

ing and glorious: an original play by Anna 

Deavere Smith, a contributing writer at 

The Atlantic as well as a playwright, a 

performer, and an actual genius. I don’t 

doubt that you will one day see the play, 

�is Ghost of Slavery, on Broadway. When 

I �rst started talking with Smith about 

writing for this issue, she had predictably 

brilliant ideas for a long exploration of 

juvenile justice and its roots in the slave 

system, but we soon realized that an essay 

couldn’t contain all that she was trying 

to achieve. So I suggested that she write 

a play. We recruited our national editor, 

Scott Stossel, to serve as her dramaturge. 

Spend time with this play. It will move 

you. Spend time with this whole issue, in 

fact: It asks, and answers, the questions 

that most need to be asked.

— Je�rey Goldberg

EDITOR’S NOTE
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Our conversation at first focused on 

the need to complete the exploration and 

digitization of the imperishably important 

archives, but then it ranged more widely. 

Both of us felt that, in this period of political 

and social reaction, revisiting the centrality 

of Reconstruction, and of promises made 

and broken, would be an apt subject for 

this magazine. Bunch writes in his article: 

Librarians around the nation feel the 

chilling effects of book bans. Some 

individuals who seek to occupy the 

highest o¼ce in the land fear the e½ects 

of an Advanced Placement class that 

explores African American history—a 

history that, as education o¼cials in 

Florida have maintained, “lacks edu-

cational value”; a history that does not 

deserve to be remembered.

As Newkirk, who has written a fas-

cinating article about the Fisk Univer-

sity choir (p. 74), noted to me, “If the 

last seven years in this country have 

proven anything, it is to show just how 

un finished, and fragile, the project of 

Reconstruction actually is.”

In the interest of memory, we asked 

our deputy editor Yoni Appelbaum, a his-

torian by trade, to examine �e Atlantic’s 
mixed record on questions of Reconstruc-

tion (p. 14). I would prefer to tell you that 

Frederick Douglass spoke singularly for 

this magazine on the subject, but there 

is also the matter of Woodrow Wilson, 

a frequent contributor to �e Atlantic in 

the years before he became president. Wil-

son was a prime contributor to a 1901 

series in this magazine focused on Recon-

struction. �e series, which also featured 

The playwright 

and actor Anna 

Deavere Smith
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The Revolution  
Never Ended
�e federal government abandoned  

Reconstruction in 1877, but Black people  

didn’t give up on the moment’s promise.

By Peniel E. Joseph

      9

The  C iv il  War produced two competing 

narratives, each an attempt to make sense of 

a con�ict that had eradicated the pestilence 

of slavery. 

Black Americans who believed in multira-

cial democracy extolled the emancipationist 

legacy of the war. �ese Reconstructionists 

envisioned a new America  nally capable of 

safe guarding Black dignity and claims of citi-

zenship. Black women and men created new 

civic, religious, political, educational, and 

economic institutions. They built thriving 

towns and districts, churches and schools. In 

so doing, they helped reimagine the purpose 

and promise of American democracy.

For a time after the war, Black Recon-

structionists also shaped the American gov-

ernment. �ey found allies in the Republi-

can Party, where white abolitionists hoped 

to honor freedpeople’s demands and to cre-

ate a progressive country in which all workers 

earned wages. Republicans in Congress pushed 

through amendments abolishing slavery, grant-

ing citizenship, and giving Black men the 

ballot. Congress also created the Freedmen’s 

Bureau, which o�ered provisions, clothing, 

fuel, and medical assistance to the formerly 

enslaved, and negotiated contracts to protect 

their newly won rights. With backing from 

the Union army, millions of Black people in 

the South received education, performed paid 

labor, voted in presidential elections, and held 

some of the highest o�ces in the country—all 

for the  rst time.

Black Reconstructionists told the country a 

new story about itself. �ese were people who 

believed in freedom beyond emancipation. 

�ey shared an expansive vision of a compas-

sionate nation with a true democratic ethos. 

�ose who longed for the days of ante-

bellum slavery felt differently. Advocates 

of the Lost Cause—who believed that the 

South’s defeat did nothing to diminish its 

moral superiority—sought to “redeem” 

their fellow white citizens from the scourge 

of “Negro rule.” Redemptionists did more 

than o�er a di�erent story about the nation. 

�ey demanded that their point of view be 

sancti ed with blood. �ey threatened the 

nation’s infrastructure and institutions, and 

backed up their threats with violence. 

�e Redemption campaign was astound-

ingly successful. Intimidation and lynch-

ings of Black voters and politicians quickly 
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The world around Ida was full of 

fiercely independent and economically 

prosperous Black citizens. �ese attain-

ments buoyed her optimism for the rest 

of her life. 

But the idyll of her childhood was 

brief. Redemptionist forces in Missis-

sippi struck back against Black politi-

cal power with naked racist terror. In 

December 1874, a white mob in Vicks-

burg killed as many as 300 Black citizens 

after forcing the elected Black sheri�, 

Peter Crosby, to resign. Massacres and 

lynchings continued unabated across the 

state through 1875. By 1876, the num-

ber of Black men in the state legislature 

had fallen by more than half. Following 

the contested election that year, the new 

president, the Republican Rutherford 

B. Hayes, ordered the remaining active 

northern troops in the South to return 

to their barracks. Without the protection 

of federal troops, and with the symbolic 

abandonment by the president, Black 

people were on their own, completely 

vulnerable to voting restrictions, eco-

nomic reprisals, and racial violence. 

For Wells, the collapse of Reconstruc-

tion came at a moment of profound per-

sonal struggles. In 1878, her parents and 

one of her brothers died in a yellow-fever 

outbreak that killed hundreds in Holly 

Springs, leaving her, at 16, to care for 

�ve siblings, including her disabled sis-

ter, Eugenia. After Eugenia died, Wells 

moved to Memphis at the invitation of 

an aunt.

Wells’s escape from Mississippi did 

not protect her from the indignities of 

racism. In 1883, after a visit to Holly 

Springs, Wells purchased a train ticket 

back to Memphis, riding �rst class on 

a segregated train. She moved to the 

�rst-class car for white ladies after being 

bothered by another passenger’s smok-

ing, and refused to go back to Black �rst 

class. �ough barely �ve feet tall, Wells 

stood her ground until the white conduc-

tor physically removed her. She promptly 

�led suit and, initially at least, won $700 

in damages before her two cases were 

reversed on appeal by the Tennessee State 

Supreme Court. 

The defeat spurred Wells to find 

another means of fighting Jim Crow. 

reversed gains in turnout. Reprisals 

against any white person who sup-

ported Black civil rights largely silenced 

dissent. �is second rebellion hastened 

the national retreat from Reconstruction. 

Federal troops e�ectively withdrew from 

the Confederate states in 1877. White 

southerners soon dominated state legis-

latures once again, and passed Jim Crow 

laws designed to subjugate Black people 

and destroy their political power. 

�e o�cial Reconstruction timeline 

usually ends there, in 1877. But this 

implies that the Reconstructionist vision 

of American democracy ceased to exist, 

or went dormant, without the backing of 

federal troops. Instead, we should con-

sider a long Reconstruction—one that 

stretches well beyond 1877, and o�ers 

a view that transcends false binaries of 

political failure and success. 

This view allows us to follow the 

travails of the Black activists and ordi-

nary citizens who kept the struggle for 

freedom and dignity alive long after the 

Republican Party and white abolition-

ists had abandoned it. Black institutions, 

including the church, the schoolhouse, 

and the press, kept public vigil over 

promises made, broken, and, in some 

instances, renewed during the long 

march toward liberation. �eir stories 

show that freedom’s �ame, once boldly 

lit, could not be extinguished by the 

specter of white violence.

�e concept of a long Reconstruction 

recognizes that a nation can be two things 

at once. After 1877, freedom and repres-

sion journeyed along parallel paths. Black 

Americans preserved a vision of a truly 

free nation in an archipelago of commu-

nities and institutions. Many of them 

exist today, and continue their work. 

�is, perhaps, is the most important rea-

son to resist the idea that Reconstruction 

ended when the North withdrew from 

the South: In a sense, the work of Recon-

struction never ended, because the goal of 

a multiracial democracy has never been 

fully realized. And America has made its 

greatest gains toward that goal when it 

has rejected the Redemptionist narrative.

T h at  t h e  wo r k  of Reconstruction 

continued well after 1877 is illustrated 

by the life of Ida B. Wells, a woman who 

witnessed the death of slavery and fought 

against the beginning of Jim Crow. Wells 

kept alive the radical ideals of the Recon-

structionists and punctured, through her 

journalism, the virulent mythology ped-

dled by the Redemptionists. When Wells 

was born—in Holly Springs, Mississippi, 

on July 16, 1862—her parents, Jim and 

Lizzie Wells, were enslaved. Later that year, 

the Union army took control of the town 

while staging an attack on Vicksburg. As 

they did elsewhere across the dying Con-

federacy, enslaved people in and around 

Holly Springs �ed plantations for Union 

lines and emancipated themselves. But 

freedom proved contingent. Even when 

Union General Ulysses S. Grant made his 

headquarters in the town, Black refugees 

feared reprisals from their former enslav-

ers. �eir vulnerability to white violence, 

even under the watch of Union troops, 

foreshadowed the coming era.

After the war, Jim and Lizzie Wells 

chose to stay in Holly Springs. Jim joined 

the local Union League, which supported 

Republican Party politics and was com-

mitted to advancing Black male suf-

frage. In fall 1867, when Ida was 5 years 

old, her father cast his �rst ballot. Ida 

remembered her mother as an exemplar 

of domestic rectitude whose achieve-

ments were reflected in her children’s 

perfect Sunday-school attendance and 

good manners.

Ida grew up in a Mississippi full of 

miraculous change. She attended the 

�rst “colored” school in Holly Springs, 

a remarkable opportunity in a state that 

had been considered the most inhospitable 

to Black education and aspiration in the 

entire Confederacy. As a young girl, Ida 

read the newspaper aloud to her father’s 

admiring friends; just a few years earlier, 

it would have been illegal in Mississippi 

to teach her the alphabet. 

In 1874, when Wells was 12, 69 Black 

men were serving in the Mississippi leg-

islature, and a white governor, Adelbert 

Ames—placed in office partly by the 

votes of the formerly enslaved— promised 

to commit the state to equality for all. 

Around that time, Mississippi’s secretary 

of state, superintendent of education, and 

speaker of the House were all Black men. O
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In a sense, the work 

of Reconstruction 

never ended, 

because the goal 

of a multiracial 

democracy has never 

been fully realized.

She longed to attend Fisk University, 

and took summer classes there. By the 

end of the decade, she had become the 

editor and a co-owner of the Memphis 
Free Speech and Headlight, the newspaper 

founded by the Beale Street Church pas-

tor Taylor Nightingale. 

Wells took over editorial duties amid 

a surge of anti-Black violence, which had 

remained a feature of the South even after 

the Redemptionists achieved their goal of 

removing federal troops from the region. 

In the 1880s, the incidents began to inten-

sify. In 1886, at least 13 Black citizens were 

lynched in a Mississippi courthouse, where 

free Black men were testifying against a 

white lawyer accused of assault. Attacks on 

Reconstruction ists continued from there. 

The more that Black men and women 

engaged in political self-determination—

choosing to own homes and businesses, to 

defend their families—the more thunder-

bolts of violence struck them. �e blood-

shed of Redemption was intended to touch 

the lives of all Black people in the South. 

On March 9, 1892, that violence came 

to Wells’s life, when a mob of 75 white 

men in Memphis kidnapped three Black 

men: �omas Moss, Calvin McDowell, 

and Will Stewart. Moss was an owner 

of the People’s Grocery, an upstart Black 

cooperative that competed with the local 

grocery owned by William Barrett, who 

was white. �e rivalry between the stores 

had escalated into a larger racial con�ict, 

and Moss, McDowell, and Stewart had 

been sent to jail after guns were �red at a 

white mob that had attacked the People’s 

Grocery. Wells knew Moss and his wife, 

Betty, whom she considered one of her 

best friends. She was godmother to their 

daughter Maurine. 

Moss, McDowell, and Stewart were 

given no due process or trial. Another 

mob took the men from jail and shot 

each to death, refusing Moss’s plea to 

spare his life for the sake of his daughter 

and pregnant wife. �eir bodies were left 

in the Chesapeake & Ohio rail yard. �e 

white-owned Memphis Appeal-Avalanche
documented the horrors as fair justice 

for the troublesome Black men who had 

dared to �ght white men. 

In the Free Speech, Wells wrote a series 

of editorials decrying the killings and the 

constant threat of violence that Black 

Americans faced in the South, and urged 

northerners to renew their support for 

full Black citizenship. In one of those 

editorials, Wells called out the “thread-

bare lie that Negro men rape white 

women,” which was the justi�cation for 

many lynchings. She �led the editorial 

shortly before a trip to the North. While 

she was gone, a group of men went to 

the Free Speech’s o�ces and destroyed the 

printing press, leaving a note warning 

that “anyone trying to publish the paper 

again would be punished with death.” 

She chose not to return to Memphis, and 

continued her campaign from New York. 

�at June, Wells wrote an essay, “�e 

Truth About Lynching,” in the in�uen-

tial Black newspaper 	e New York Age. 
Wells reasoned that most anti-Black vio-

lence claimed its roots in economic com-

petition, personal jealousy, and white 

supremacy. She also dispelled, again, the 

myth of Black-male sexual violence against 

white women. Wells pointed instead to 

the number of mixed-race children in the 

old Confederacy—evidence of the sexual 

violence that white men had in�icted on 

Black women. 

Wells’s activism was more than a cru-

sade to end lynching. She traveled the 

country and Great Britain to describe her 

vision of multi racial democracy. Freder-

ick Douglass, who had escaped slavery 

and become the foremost civil-rights 

activist and journalist of the antebellum 

and Reconstruction eras, admired Wells 

and characterized her contributions as a 

“service which can neither be weighed 

nor measured.”

Wells �rst met Douglass in the sum-

mer of 1892, when he was 74; Douglass 

had written a letter to her saying he was 

inspired by her courage. �e two devel-

oped a close friendship. “�ere has been 

no word equal to it in convincing power,” 

Douglass wrote of Southern Horrors, a pam-

phlet Wells published in 1892 based on her 

groundbreaking anti- lynching essay. �e 

pair corresponded and worked together for 

the rest of Doug lass’s life. With his death, 

in 1895, a torch was passed. 

Wells’s efforts, in a period of racial 

fatigue among white audiences, helped 

continue the central political struggle of 
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backlash that whipsawed the South dur-

ing Wells’s life. 

Today’s Reconstructionists have a 

vision for multiracial democracy that 

might astonish even Douglass, Wells, 

and Du Bois. Black women, queer folk, 

poor people, disabled people, prison-

ers, and formerly incarcerated people 

have adopted the term abolition from 

Du Bois’s idea of abolition-democracy, 

and now use it to refer to a broad move-

ment to dismantle interlocking systems 

of oppression—many of which origi-

nated in Redemption policy. ­ey have 

achieved important victories in taking 

down Confederate monuments; sharing 

a more accurate telling of America’s ori-

gin story and its relationship to slavery; 

and questioning systems of punishment, 

surveillance, and poverty. 

But today’s Redemptionists have had 

their victories as well. ­eir apocalyptic 

story of the present, one in which crime 

and moral decay threaten to destroy Amer-

ica, rationalizes a return to a past America 

and aims to dismantle the Reconstruction 

amendments that underpin fundamen-

tal civil rights. Redemptionists promote a 

regime of education that reverses the gains 

historians have made since the revival of 

Black Reconstruction. 

­e health of American democracy 

continues to rest upon whether we 

believe the Reconstructionist or Redemp-

tionist version of history. Reconstruction, 

as a belief, as an ideal, outlasted the fed-

eral government’s political commitments 

by decades. Black people, the country’s 

most improbable architects, continued to 

make and shape history by preserving this 

rich legacy, and bequeathing it to their 

children. ­eir story has remained the 

heart of the American experiment both 

when the country has acknowledged 

them—and, most especially, when it 

has not. 

Peniel E. Joseph is the Barbara Jordan Chair 
in Ethics and Political Values and a history 
professor at the University of Texas at Austin. 
He is the author of  ­e ­ird Reconstruc-

tion: America’s Struggle for Racial Justice 

in the Twenty-First Century.

Reconstruction. She delivered hundreds 

of speeches, organized anti-lynching 

campaigns, and worked to galvanize the 

public against the Redemptionists. Wells 

told America a story it needed, but did 

not want, to hear.

Wells’s work also intersected with 

that of W. E. B. Du Bois, the scholar, 

journalist, and civil-rights activist who 

took a forceful stand against lynching. 

­eir relationship was sometimes colle-

gial, sometimes contentious; Wells never 

found with Du Bois the same rapport 

she’d had with Douglass. But she sup-

ported Du Bois’s then-radical view of the 

importance of Black liberal-arts educa-

tion, and Du Bois was shaped by Wells’s 

advocacy and critiques. 

Du Bois viewed the legacy of Recon-

struction as crucial to understanding 

America. At the behest of another Black 

intellectual and scholar, Anna Julia Coo-

per, he published in 1935 his monumen-

tal Black Reconstruction. ­e book traced 

the origins of the violence that Wells 

denounced. He wrote that “inter-racial 

sex jealousy and accompanying sadism” 

were the main basis of lynching, and 

echoed Wells’s argument that white men’s 

violence against Black women had been 

the true scourge of the South. Du Bois 

also wrote that the Reconstructionists 

were engaged in “abolition-democracy,” 

which he defined as a broader move-

ment for social equality that went beyond 

political rights. 

Du Bois’s scholarship paved the way for 

a reconsideration of the era. He challenged 

the Redemptionist narrative of venal cor-

ruption and Black men who were either 

in over their head or merely served white 

northern puppet masters and southern 

race traitors. 

Du Bois’s work is a starting point for 

contemporary histories. Eric Foner’s mag-

isterial Reconstruction: America’s Un�n-
ished Revolution, 1863–1877, published 

more than half a century after Black 
Reconstruction, added texture to the story 

of the period, then largely untold. Foner’s 

work reframed the era as an un�nished 

experiment in multi racial democracy. 

In this tradition of expansion, the histo-

rian Steven Hahn’s Pulitzer Prize– winning 

A Nation Under Our Feet, published in 

2003, widens earlier historical frameworks 

by looking beyond Reconstruction’s con-

stitutional reforms. Hahn sought out the 

Black men and women who shaped Recon-

struction at the state and local levels. More 

recently, the historian Kidada E. Williams’s 

I Saw Death Coming focuses on the daily 

lives of Black men and women during 

Reconstruction—witnesses to the violence 

of Redemption. 

All of these works expand our con-

ception of what Reconstruction was, and 

challenge the notion that the era came to 

an abrupt ending in 1877. ­ey portray 

the era as a contested epic, where paral-

lel movements for Reconstruction and 

Redemption rise, fall, and are recovered. 

I  f i rst  le arne d  about Reconstruc-

tion from my late mother, Germaine 

Joseph, a Haitian immigrant turned Amer-

ican citizen whose love of history could be 

gauged by the crammed bookcases in our 

home in Queens, New York. My �rst les-

son on Reconstruction came in the form 

of a story about Haiti’s revolution. Mom 

proudly informed me that Haiti had been 

the key to unlocking freedom for Black 

Americans: ­e Haitian Revolution, she 

explained, led to revolts of the enslaved, 

frightened so-called masters, and inspired 

Frederick Douglass. 

Later, I found my way back to Recon-

struction through an interest in the Black 

radical tradition, especially post–World 

War II movements for racial justice and 

equality. My mentor, the late historian 

Manning Marable, described the civil-

rights movement, and the age of Black 

Power that followed, as a second Recon-

struction. During this time, with a renewed 

interest in slavery and its aftermath, scholars 

rediscovered Du Bois’s work.

My research and writing of late has 

revolved around interpreting the past 15 

years of American history, from Barack 

Obama’s ascent to the White House 

in 2008, to the rise of the Black Lives 

Matter movement in 2013, to Donald 

Trump’s 2016 presidential election, to the 

events that followed George Floyd’s mur-

der in 2020. In my 2022 book, �e �ird 
Reconstruction, I argued that we might be 

living through another era �lled with the 

kind of dizzying possibility and intense 
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� e last time � e Atlantic decided to reckon with Reconstruc-

tion in a sustained way, its editor touted “a series of scholarly, 

unpartisan studies of the Reconstruction Period” as “the most 

important group of papers” it would publish in 1901.

� at was true, as far as it went. � e collection of essays 

assembled by Bliss Perry, the literature professor who had 

recently taken the magazine’s reins, was a tribute to the editor’s 

craft. � e contributors were evenly split between northerners 

and southerners, and included Democrats and Republicans, 

participants and historians, professors and politicians. One had 

been a Confederate colonel, another a Union captain. � e prose 

was as vivid as the perspectives seemed varied.

Yet “� e Reconstruction Papers,” as they were billed, 

were equally an indictment of the journalistic conceit of 

balance. Perry prided himself on the diversity of the voices 

he featured in his magazine. “It is not to be expected that 

they will agree with one another,” he once wrote. “Perhaps 

they will not even, in successive articles, agree with them-

selves.” � at was a noble vision, but the forum he convened 

fell well short of the ideal. Despite their disagreements, on 

the most crucial points, the authors of his Reconstruction 

studies shared the common views of the elite class to which 

nearly all of them belonged—and much of what they wrote 

was both morally and factually indefensible. 

� e � rst essay came from Perry’s old Princeton colleague 

Woodrow Wilson—or “My dear Wilson,” as Perry addressed 

him. Wilson, then a prominent political scientist, focused on 

the constitutional legacies of the era—he believed Congress had 

overstepped its role by protecting civil rights—but slipped in a 

broad critique of the enterprise. “� e negroes were exalted; the 

states were misgoverned and looted in their name,” he wrote, 

until “the whites who were real citizens got control again.” 

“It’s pretty much the plot of � e Birth of a Nation,” Kate 

Masur, a historian at Northwestern University, told me. She 

meant that literally. D. W. Gri�  th’s � amboyantly racist � lm 

adapted quotes from the future president’s monumental A His-
tory of the American People, in which he expanded on the story 

he’d sketched in � e Atlantic. 
The last essay in the collection came from William A. 

Dunning, a Columbia University historian. � e work of his 

students— who became known as the Dunning School—would 

promote the view that Black people were incapable of governing 

themselves, and that Reconstruction had been a colossal error. 

Dunning portrayed the end of Reconstruction as a reversion 

to the natural order, with Jim Crow enforcing “the same fact 

of racial inequality” that slavery had once encoded.

What came in between Wilson and Dunning was some-

how even worse. One contributor lauded slavery for lifting 

“the Southern negro to a plane of civilization never before 

attained by any large body of his race” by teaching him to be 

“law-abiding and industrious,” and lamented that emancipa-

tion had encouraged idleness. Another wrote an apology for 

the Ku Klux Klan. Perhaps its murderous violence couldn’t 

What we got wrong in 1901

By Yoni Appelbaum
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“Despite compromise, struggle, war, and 

struggle,” he wrote, “the Negro is not free.”

Not many magazines of the era, the 

historian Gregory Downs told me, would 

have given him the assignment. “It sig-

nals a surprising openness to engagement 

and argument,” he said. In fact, Du Bois 

failed to interest The Century, perhaps 

the nation’s preeminent magazine, in an 

ambitious article on Reconstruction. �e 
Atlantic helped introduce him to a national 

audience, and although it was the ­rst time 

he tackled the subject, it would not be the 

last. His 1935 opus, Black Reconstruction, 

became the foundation on which our mod-

ern understanding of the era is built.

After the last essay, Perry appended a 

dispirited note. �e gravest error of Recon-

struction, he conceded, had been “the indis-

criminate bestowal of the franchise upon 

the newly liberated slaves.” But he hastened 

to add that, unlike most of his essayists, he 

objected only to the pace of enfranchise-

ment, not to the ultimate goal. �e Atlantic, 
Perry wrote, still believed “in the old-fash-

ioned American doctrine of political equal-

ity, irrespective of race or color or station.” 

Today, the essays Perry gathered are of 

interest mostly as windows into a distant 

era. If there is a useful lesson to take from 

the Wilsons and the Dunnings, it lies not 

in any insights they purported to offer, 

but in their delusions of objectivity. �ey 

wrote their history as a just-so story, an 

explanation of why they deserved the privi-

leges they enjoyed while others were better 

suited for subservient stations. Du Bois, by 

contrast, looked to the past not to justify 

present-day hierarchies but to understand 

them, and to explore abandoned alterna-

tives. �e problem with America, he con-

cluded, wasn’t that democracy and equality 

had gone too far, but that they had not 

gone nearly far enough.

Perry’s note closed by voicing his hope 

that “the old faith that the plain people, 

of whatever blood or creed, are capable of 

governing themselves” would eventually 

reassert itself. Today, at a moment when 

the old faith is faltering again, we might 

wish the same. 

Yoni Appelbaum is a deputy editor of  
�e Atlantic.

quite be excused, he allowed, but the resto-

ration of white supremacy was still “clearly 

worth ­ghting for” and “unattainable by 

any good means.” How could a magazine 

founded on the eve of the Civil War by 

abolitionists, which had fervently cham-

pioned Reconstruction as it unfolded, ever 

have published such tripe?

�e simplest answer is that, by 1901, 

many elite Americans had soured on the 

messiness of democracy. In the North, 

they met the surge of immigrants into 

industrial cities with creative efforts—

civil- service reforms, independent com-

missions—to take power out of voters’ 

hands. Out West, they persecuted Chi-

nese immigrants and excluded them from 

citizenship. In the South, they were busily 

amending state constitutions to strip Black 

voters of their rights and to enshrine Jim 

Crow. And in the territories that America 

had just acquired in the Spanish- American 

War, they were building an empire by 

force of arms. �e old sectional divides 

could be healed, they found, through a 

new consensus—that only well-educated, 

propertied white men were capable of gov-

erning themselves, and that it was folly to 

give anyone else the chance to try.

�e essays on Reconstruction ­t snugly 

within this consensus, ­nding that its fatal 

�aw had been an excess of democracy. To a 

man (and they were all men), their authors 

agreed that granting newly emancipated 

Black men the right to vote had been a 

terrible mistake, producing corrupt gov-

ernments that took from the propertied 

classes to support the poor. �e debate was 

limited to why the mistake had happened, 

and how it could best be undone.

Except, that is, for one extraordinary 

contribution. Perry selected a rising star in 

the world of sociology, W. E. B. Du Bois, 

to write about the Freedmen’s Bureau—

the federal agency that had been charged 

with protecting the formerly enslaved. But 

Du Bois, the sole Black author invited to 

take part, had larger ambitions. �e ­rst 

and last lines of his essay were identical: 

“�e problem of the twentieth century is 

the problem of the color line.” In between, 

he sketched a vision of Reconstruction as an 

incomplete revolution, one that had accom-

plished much before its untimely end left 

the work for future generations to complete. 

 Wilson and 

Dunning wrote 

their history  

as a just-so story,  

an explanation  

of why they 

deserved the 

privileges they 

enjoyed while 

others were  

better suited  

for subservient 

stations.
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The Archive         
of   
  Emancipation

In the papers of the Freedmen’s Bureau, I found 

the hopes and disappointments of a people on the 

cusp of freedom—including my own family’s. 

By Lonnie  

G. Bunch III
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In all my years doing research at the 

National Archives, I had never cried. �at 

day in fall 2012, I had simply planned to 

examine documentary material that might 

help determine how the yet-to-be-built 

National Museum of African American 

History and Culture would explore and 

present the complicated history of Ameri-

can slavery and freedom. 

As I read through the papers of the 

Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and 

Abandoned Lands—the Freedmen’s 

Bureau, as it’s usually called—I decided 

to see if I could �nd records from Wake 

County, North Carolina, where I knew 

some of my own enslaved ancestors had 

lived. I had few expectations because I 

knew so little about my family’s history. 

From a surviving wedding certificate 

for my paternal great-grandparents, I’d 

gotten the name of my earliest-known 

family member, an enslaved woman 

named Candis Bunch, my great-great- 

grandmother. But scrolling through rolls 

of microfilmed documents from the 

Raleigh o�ce of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

I realized the chances were remote that I 

would �nd my ancestor. 

But when I turned my attention to a 

series of labor contracts— designed to give 

the newly freed some legal protections as 

they negotiated working relation ships with 

their former enslavers— I found a single 

page documenting a contract between 

Fabius H. Perry, who owned the planta-

tion next to the one where my ancestors 

had been enslaved, and Candis Bunch. 

That page not only filled a void in my 

knowledge of my family’s history, but 

also enriched my understanding of myself.

I was amazed at what a single piece of 

paper could reveal. For two days of farm 

work in 1866, Candis received $1, and for 

44 days of work in 1867, she received $11. 

�e contract also revealed that her daugh-

ter Dolly was paid $3 for housework. As I 

read further, the contract delineated what 

Candis owed Perry for the purchase of cot-

ton and soap. 

What reduced me to tears was the fact 

that, out of her meager earnings, Candis 

had spent 60 cents on two “baker tins,” 

more than the payment she received 

for an entire day’s work. I remembered 

how my paternal grandmother, Leanna 

Bunch, who resided in Belleville, New 

Jersey, and died two weeks before my 

�fth birthday, used to bake cookies in 

the shape of hearts and crescent moons to 

cajole me into napping. Did she use the 

very same tins that Candis had labored 

to buy? Had that been the beginning of a 

family tradition: No matter how di�cult 

times may be, always help the children 

�nd some joy? 

With this personal discovery came 

the realization that documents like these 

from the Freedmen’s Bureau—well over a 

million pages, created out of bureaucratic 

necessity—could help African Americans 

today better understand themselves and 

their enslaved ancestors. �ese records, if 

made more accessible, could help all of us 

grasp the challenges, the pain, the losses, 

the courage, and the resiliency of a people 

who had both powered and endured the 

transition from slavery to freedom. �ey 

could bring the grand narrative of Recon-

struction to a more human scale.

The people we encounter in the 

records of the Freedmen’s Bureau call 

out to be remembered. �eir lives, their 

sacri�ces, are stories to be revealed and 

lauded. Stories such as these also pro-

voke discomfort— and, in some quarters, 

resistance. Politicians have been elected by 

sowing fear about “divisive” history. Is it 

divisive to point out that African Ameri-

cans believed in, and struggled toward, an 

aspirational America, an America that had 

made promises but had not yet delivered?

T h e  h o p e  t h a t  freedom would 

transform a people and a nation was cap-

tured in a cartoon by �omas Nast that 

appeared in Harper’s Weekly on Janu-

ary 24, 1863. Nast’s drawing celebrated 

the Emancipation Proclamation, issued by 

President Abraham Lincoln a few weeks 

earlier. �e left side of the image depicts 

the horri�c impact of slavery: slave auc-

tions and the destruction of families; 

backbreaking labor in the cotton �elds; a 

woman being whipped. On the right, the 

bene�ts of freedom: a country at peace, 

with formerly enslaved children attending 

school; a Black worker drawing fair wages; 

Black and white �gures showing mutual 

respect toward each other. The center-

piece is an image of a Black family that 

has achieved middle-class status, with well-

clothed children and elders sitting by the 

hearth. Nast’s cartoon looked forward to a 

future where fairness and freedom were the 
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norm. �at was the hope of Reconstruc-

tion, and the engine of that hope was the 

Freedmen’s Bureau.

On March 3, 1865, after nearly two 

years of debate, Congress passed “an Act 

to establish a Bureau for the Relief of 

Freedmen and Refugees.” Lincoln signed 

it into law the same day. The bureau, 

embedded in the War Department, was 

one of the �rst federal forays into social 

engineering, in some ways anticipating 

the more activist government policies of 

the New Deal and the Great Society. Sim-

ply put, its charge was to protect the basic 

rights and help provide for the basic needs 

of the 4 million people who had been, 

until recently, enslaved.

�e value and impact of the Freed-

men’s Bureau, from its inception until it 

was defunded, in 1872, cannot be over-

stated. At its peak, more than 900 bureau 

agents were located throughout the for-

mer Confederacy, in rural hamlets and 

urban centers. Among other things, these 

agents documented the violence that was 

at the core of white southern resistance 

to Reconstruction. �ey responded to 

and recorded the desire of the formerly 

enslaved to con�rm their marital stand-

ing. �ey gave food to the poor and the 

indigent regardless of race. �ey helped 

establish Black educational institutions, 

from elementary “freedom schools” 

to colleges such as Shaw University, in 

North Carolina, and Howard Univer-

sity, in the nation’s capital. More than 40 

“freedmen’s hospitals” served the sick, the 

mal nourished, and those whose health 

had been damaged by the conditions of 

slavery. During a period when most in 

the South fought to violently overturn 

the changes implemented by Reconstruc-

tion, the Freedmen’s Bureau was one of 

the few outlets where African Americans 

could address their needs, obtain legal 

assistance, and see some evidence that 

change was at hand. One could argue 

that the bureau was, in essence, a form 

of reparations.

Simply by virtue of doing its work, 

the Freedmen’s Bureau amassed records 

of the stories, hopes, and disappoint-

ments of a people on the cusp of free-

dom. �ese documents reveal the agency 

of the newly emancipated: Freedom was 

not given but was seized and created by 

people who “made a way out of no way.” 

But the documents underscore how di�-

cult the struggle was. Although they make 

the e�orts of individuals and families vis-

ible and concrete, the records also re�ect 

how the promise of Reconstruction was 

derailed by violence, northern apathy, and 

the rise of Jim Crow.

The documents unlock the names 

and experiences of people who are often 

invisible or silent in the conventional 

telling of history. A signi�cant portion 

of the Freedmen’s Bureau papers re�ect 

the importance of family, of reconnecting 

with kin separated by the vagaries of slav-

ery, of protecting children. With freedom 

came an unyielding desire to �nd oneself 

by �nding those who’d been sold away. 

�e Freedmen’s Bureau, people hoped, 

could aid in restoring the bonds of fam-

ily. In the documents, a freedwoman 

named Sina Smith described how her 

mother had been sold from Virginia to 

Tennessee “about eighteen years past … 

by Colonel Marshall.” Smith hoped that 

her mother, Eliza Williams, whom she 

was now able to “support … in her old 

age,” could be found, and noted that she 

was “a member of the Baptist Church” 

in Nashville.

Requests for assistance contained 

poignant details that might help locate 

a family member. A freedman named 

Hawkins Wilson wrote from Galveston, 

Texas, searching for his sisters, whom he 

had not seen in the 24 years since he’d 

been “sold at Sheri�’s sale” in Virginia. 

“One of my sisters, Jane,” he wrote, 

“belonged to Peter Coleman in Caro-

line County.” Wilson’s letter expressed 

a belief that the bureau could reconnect 

him with his family: “I am in hopes that 

they are still living … and I have no other 

one to apply to but you.” Wilson drafted 

an additional letter to be given to Jane. 

“Your little brother Hawkins is trying 

to �nd out where you are and where his 

poor old mother is … I shall never forget 

the bag of buiscuits you made for me the 

last night I spent with you.” He contin-

ued by saying he had led a good life and 

had “learned to read, and write a little.” 

He said that he hoped they might see 

each other, but added that if they did not 

What reduced me  

to tears was the fact 

that my great-great-

grandmother had 

spent 60 cents on two 

“baker tins,” more 

than the payment  

she received for an 

entire day’s work.  
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“meet on earth, we might indeed meet in 

heaven.” Given that the letter remained 

in the 
les of the Freedmen’s Bureau, it 

is unlikely that Wilson was ever reunited 

with his family.

Numerous letters and depositions 

describe the frequent terrorist attacks 

aimed at controlling, intimidating, and 

killing the formerly enslaved. Some of the 

violence was random: Jacob Carpenter, 

from Gaston, North Carolina, stated to 

an authority that “he had been hunted 

[through the] town,” dodging gun
re, 

and “that his life was not safe at any time.” 

Tobe Jones, of Wilkes County, Georgia, 

went to visit his wife. Two men assaulted 

him; one, he recounted, “caught me by 

the collar and struck me with his 
st. Sev-

eral blows in the face … [He] then picked 

up a rock and ran after me, and said he 

would kill me.” White vigilantes also 

conducted organized raids, focusing their 

ire on Black teachers and ministers and 

those bold enough to vote. In Tennes-

see, churches were burned. In Arkansas, 

“the school house for colored children at 

Phillips Bayou was burned down” and 

a teacher was “ordered to leave.” Night 

riders— vigilantes intent on violently 

enforcing white supremacy—struck at 

those who worked to bring change to the 

South: On the night of April 18, 1868, 

20 mounted men attacked the home of 

William Fleming, of Franklin, Tennessee; 

a few months later, in nearby Browns-

ville, “a party of freedmen were assaulted 

on their way home … and four of their 

members shot.” �e Freedmen’s Bureau 

agent stationed in Tennessee noted that 

“there is an organization … who style 

themselves Ku, Klux and they are com-

mitting depredations on Colored people, 

property and outrages on their persons.”

The bureau papers highlight the 

role of women during Reconstruction. 

�roughout the documents, one encoun-

ters Black women demanding fair labor 

contracts, insisting on respect and com-

mon courtesy, seeking and providing edu-

cational opportunities, and 
ghting on 

behalf of their families. �e paperwork 

exposes the violence and sexual abuse 

that were all too common in the lives of 

Black women. When Harriett Kilgore, of 

Chickasaw County, Mississippi, worked 

for her former enslaver, Landon Kilgore, 

in 1865, she was punished for work-

ing too slowly. “I told him I had done 

nothing for him to whip me. He said he 

wanted to whip me for some time and 

that I thought that I was free.” In Septem-

ber 1866, Rhoda Ann Childs, of Henry 

County, Georgia, was beaten, tortured, 

“and ravished” by an ex-Confederate 

soldier, in part because her husband 

had served in “the God damned Yankee 

Army.” Amanda Willis was forced out 

of her mother’s home near Spring
eld, 

Tennessee, and taken by a white man 

who “brought me down into the woods 

and had forcible connection with me.” 

Women fought back. In Wilkes County, 

Georgia, in May 1866, Tempy Hill, a 

freedwoman, saw a white man strike 

another Black woman, her sister- in-law 

Lydia Hill. She left her work in the 
eld 

and confronted him with the “intention 

of 
ghting him and to take up for her 

color.” She struck the assailant with “a 

chunk of wood.” 

The notion of access—to education and 

to American history through an Afri-

can American lens—was central to the 

creation of the National Museum of Afri-

can American History and Culture, which 

opened in 2016. I was its founding director. 

�e e¢ort to create the museum ultimately 

led to a project to make Freedmen’s Bureau 

records available to the broader public. 

To begin the process of creating the 

museum, it was essential to understand 

the knowledge base of future visitors. For 

two years, starting in 2005, the museum 

conducted surveys throughout the coun-

try; reviewed an array of specialized reports 

on America’s understanding of its past; and 

organized on-the-street interviews that 

focused on young, diverse participants.

The data revealed that respondents 

had strong and con¤icting views about 

the role, impact, and continuing reso-

nance of slavery in American life. Almost 

everyone believed that slavery was an 

important story. Many felt that the 

museum should focus on how slavery 

shaped the African American experience 

and the way that slavery, “America’s origi-

nal sin,” was an essential element in the 

founding and evolution of the United 

One can tell a great 

deal about a country 

by what it chooses  

to remember. One  

can tell even more  

by what a nation  

chooses to forget. 
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States. An equal number felt that, 

although it was once important, slavery 

had little meaning and relevance for con-

temporary audiences. I remember vividly 

the day when a Black woman, returning 

from church, greeted me as we passed on 

the street. She thanked all those involved 

in building the museum. But as she 

hugged me, she whispered, “Whatever 

you do, don’t talk about slavery.” To her 

and others, the museum had a chance 

“to help folks get beyond slavery”— to 

no longer be constrained by a past that 

some felt was embarrassing. 

What this divide made clear to the 

museum sta� was the need to centralize 

slavery and freedom as forces that helped 

de�ne and continue to in�uence Ameri-

can politics, culture, and economics. But 

that would not be enough. �e museum 

needed to humanize slavery, so that visi-

tors would recognize the strength and 

resiliency of the enslaved.

Besides slavery, members of the pub-

lic were most interested in understand-

ing their own family history. Today, pro-

grams like Finding Your Roots, on PBS, 

and commercial services like Ancestry 

.com have made personal history acces-

sible and engaging. But in 2005, the way 

forward was less clear. In due course, the 

museum would establish the Robert Fred-

erick Smith Explore Your Family History 

Center. As we considered the center’s role, 

the sta� realized that the biggest contribu-

tion would be to help illuminate the lives 

and histories of the enslaved. �e obstacles 

to families trying to recover the stories of 

enslaved ancestors were immense. For one 

thing, African Americans were not enu-

merated by name prior to the 1870 census.

�e best way to get beyond this bar-

rier lay in the Freedmen’s Bureau docu-

ments. Generations of scholars, includ-

ing Ira Berlin, Thavolia Glymph, and 

Eric Foner, had researched the wealth of 

information that these papers contained 

and published scholarly monographs for 

academic audiences. But access to this 

trove was too important to be left in the 

hands of professional historians, or made 

possible only for those who could travel 

to the National Archives, in Washing-

ton, D.C., which owns and houses the 

original records.

This understanding led to the cre-

ation of the Freedmen’s Bureau Project, 

whose aim was to create a digital portal 

that would make the bureau documents 

searchable by name and subject. Suddenly, 

hundreds of thousands of personal histo-

ries would be available not only to scholars 

but also to families in search of their ances-

tors and, by extension, in search of them-

selves: helping people �nd not embarrass-

ment but strength and inspiration in their 

enslaved ancestors.

�at portal could not have been built 

without an e�ective collaboration involv-

ing the museum, the National Archives, 

and a pioneering genealogical resource, 

FamilySearch—an organization dedicated 

to helping all people discover their fam-

ily history. One major challenge was the 

need to review and transcribe upwards of 

a million pages of documents. Transcrip-

tion was essential, because the records—

written in 19th-century cursive by many 

di�erent hands—are di¡cult for contem-

porary audiences to read. For this portal 

to have the desired reach, the documents 

needed to be transcribed by hundreds if 

not thousands of individuals— an army 

of trained volunteers whose energy had 

the additional bene�t of helping generate 

support and enthusiasm for the museum 

itself in the years before its opening.

Much of the success of this ongoing 

transcription effort  can be credited to 

FamilySearch and the community that 

it nurtured. Steeped in the traditions of 

the Mormon Church, FamilySearch had 

developed technology and processes that 

proved essential. Quality control was built 

in. Following its lead, Freedmen’s Bureau 

transcriptions are subject to a two-step 

review—first by a volunteer, then by a 

member of the Smithsonian sta�. If addi-

tional edits are required at the �nal stage 

of review, the process begins again. Today, 

people accessing the Freedmen’s Bureau 

Digital Collection can see the original 

document as well as the transcription. 

O n e  c a n  t e l l  a great deal about a 

country by what it chooses to remember: 

by what graces the walls of its museums, 

by what monuments are venerated, and 

by what parts of its history are embraced. 

One can tell even more by what a nation 

chooses to forget: what memories are 

erased and what aspects of its past are 

feared. �is unwillingness to understand, 

accept, and embrace an accurate history, 

shaped by scholarship, re�ects an unease 

with ambiguity and nuance—and with 

truth. One frequent casualty of such dis-

comfort is any real appreciation of the 

importance of African American history 

and culture for all Americans. 

Why should anyone fear a history that 

asks a country to live up to its highest 

ideals—  to “make good to us the promises 

in your Constitution,” as Frederick Dou-

glass put it? But too often, we are indeed 

fearful. State legislatures have passed laws 

restricting the teaching of critical race  

theory, preventing educators from dis-

cussing a history that “might make our 

children feel guilty” about the actions and 

attitudes of their ancestors. Librarians 

around the nation feel the chilling e�ects 

of book bans. Some individuals who seek 

to occupy the highest o¡ce in the land 

fear the effects of an Advanced Place-

ment class that explores African Ameri-

can history— a history that, as education 

o¡cials in Florida have maintained, “lacks 

educational value”; a history that does not 

deserve to be remembered.

There is no reason to fear a history 

that, while illuminating the dark corners 

of America’s past, also displays values and 

expectations that are central to America’s 

identity: resiliency, family, education, 

fairness. The voices within the Freed-

men’s Bureau papers demonstrate how 

the African American �ght for access to 

education, economic opportunity, and 

basic human rights created paths that 

bene�ted all Americans. 

Rather than running from this his-

tory, we should find in it sustenance, 

understanding, and hope. In the end, 

we can’t escape the past anyway. What 

Joe Louis said of an opponent applies to 

the legacy of history: You can run, but 

you can’t hide. 

Lonnie G. Bunch III is the secretary of 
the Smithsonian Institution. He was the 
founding director of the National Museum 
of African American History and Culture.
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In 1984, Elbert D. Howze, a Black Vietnam War 

veteran in his 30s, was studying photography at 

the University of Houston. After class one day, he 

drove about 10 minutes northwest into Houston’s 

Fourth Ward. He wondered at the narrow streets, 

the tumbledown houses, and the proud commu-

nity that seemed forgotten by the city. Howze had 

found his way to Freedmen’s Town, a once-bustling 

neighborhood settled by formerly enslaved people 

in 1866—one of many such enclaves founded in 

the Reconstruction era. Its streets were still paved 

with bricks that the newly free had laid in intricate 

patterns. Soon he was visiting the Fourth Ward 

with his camera “practically every day,” his widow, 

Barbara Howze, told me. 

Howze arrived at a moment when the neighbor-

hood was under threat. Since before World War II, 

the city of Houston had used eminent domain to 

capture land, making way for whites-only housing 

and later I-45. By the late 1970s, Houston was in 

the midst of an oil boom, and many landlords had 

sold their property to developers. Howze’s photo-

graphs documented what was left of a disappearing 

landscape, including the ward’s characteristic 19th-

century shotgun cottages and the �rst Black public 

school in Houston, the Gregory School (bottom 

row, second from left). But above all, he let the 

neighborhood’s remaining residents �ll the frame 

with their personality. �e texture of their lives 

o�ers a corrective to erasure. 

“�e Fourth Ward is more than just a place,” 

Howze wrote. “It is a state of mind, but more 

importantly, it is people.” His regard for his sub-

jects is re�ected in their unstudied poses, the smiles 

intimating camaraderie. A boy, �anked by his bud-

dies, stares back at the photographer. Two women 

show o� a baby, their arms akimbo. 

Howze died in 2015. Today his photographs are 

held in the Fourth Ward at the Gregory School, 

now restored as an African American history center. 

�ey are an essential record of the historic neigh-

borhood, where activists are still �ghting to save 

the brick streets laid by the emancipated. 

— Dara T. Mathis

Freedmen’s Town

Photographs by Elbert D. Howze
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Introduction and annotations  

by David W. Blight

Frederick Douglass

The Annotated
In 1866, the famous abolitionist laid out 
his vision for radically reshaping America 
in the pages of �e Atlantic.
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In his third autobiography, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, 

while re�ecting on the end of the Civil War, Douglass admitted that 

“a strange and, perhaps, perverse feeling came over me.” Great joy over 

the ending of slavery, he wrote, was at times “tinged with a feeling of 

sadness. I felt I had reached the end of the noblest and best part of my 

life; my school was broken up, my church disbanded, and the beloved 

congregation dispersed, never to come together again.” In recalling the 

postwar years, Douglass drew from a scene in a Shakespearean tragedy to 

express his memory of that moment: “ ‘Othello’s occupation was gone.’ ” 

In Othello, Douglass perceived a character, the former high-ranking 

general and “moor of Venice,” who had lost authority and professional 

purpose. Doug lass harbored a special a�nity for this most famous Black 

character in Western literature, whose mental collapse and horrible end 

lingered as a warning in a famous speech: “O, now, for ever / Farewell 

the tranquil mind! Farewell content!” 

In 1866, Douglass took up his pen to try to capture this moment 

of transformation, both for himself and for the United States. For the 

December issue of this magazine that year, in an essay simply titled 

“Reconstruction,” Douglass observed that “questions of vast moment” 

lay before Congress and the nation. Nothing less than the essential results 

of the “tremendous war,” he writes, were at stake. Would the war become 

“a miserable failure … a scandalous and shocking waste of blood and 

treasure,” or a “victory over treason,” resulting in a newly reimagined 

nation “delivered from all contradictions and … based upon loyalty, 

liberty, and equality”? In this inquiry, Douglass’s new role as a conscience 

of the country became clari�ed. His leadership had always been through 

words and persuasion, written and oratorical. How, now that the war 

was over, would he employ his incomparable voice?

From the beginning, Reconstruction had faced three paramount ques-

tions: Who would rule in the South (defeated ex-Confederates or the 

victorious North?); who would rule in Washington, D.C. (Congress or 

the president?); and what were the meanings and dimensions of Black 

freedom? As of his writing in December, Douglass declared that noth-

ing could yet be “considered �nal.” After ferocious debates, Congress 

had enacted the Civil Rights Act of 1866 and passed the Fourteenth 

Amendment, the latter still subject to rati�cation by three-quarters of P
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the state legislatures. Violent anti-Black riots had occurred in Memphis 

and New Orleans that spring and summer, killing at least 48 people in 

the �rst city and at least 38 in the second. Much had been done to secure 

emancipation, but all remained in abeyance, awaiting legislation, human 

persuasion, and acts of political will.

As Douglass was writing, two visions of Reconstruction vied for 

national dominance in the fall elections. President Andrew Johnson, a 

Democrat from Tennessee, favored a policy of a lenient restoration, a 

plan that allowed for no Black civil and political rights and admitted the 

southern states back into the Union as quickly as possible. �e Repub-

lican leadership of the House and the Senate, however, demanded a 

slower, harsher, and more transformative Reconstruction, a process that 

would establish state governments in the South that were more demo-

cratic. Black civil and political rights and enforcement mechanisms in 

federal law formed the backbone of these “Radical Republican” regimes. 

Douglass was at this juncture a Radical Republican in the spirit 

of �addeus Stevens, the congressman from Pennsylvania who led 

the e�ort to impeach Johnson. Like Stevens, Douglass argued vehe-

mently that Johnson had to be countered and thwarted by any legal 

means necessary or the promise of emancipation would fail. Doug-

lass believed at the end of 1866 that, though only at its vulnerable 

beginning, the United States had been reinvented by war and by new 

egalitarian impulses rooted in emancipation. His essay is, therefore, 

full of radical brimstone, cautious hope, and a thoroughly new vision 

of constitutional authority. In careful but clear terms, he described 

Reconstruction as a revolution that would “cause Northern industry, 

Northern capital, and Northern civilization to �ow into the South, 

and make a man from New England as much at home in Carolina as 

elsewhere in the Republic.” In short, he sought an overturning of his-

tory, the expansion of human rights forged from the fact of African 

American freedom—and from an idealism that soon would be sorely 

tested. Revolutions may or may not go backwards, but they surely give 

no rest to those who lead them.

David W. Blight is the Sterling Professor of American History at Yale and 

the author, most recently, of  Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom.
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�e assembling of the Second Session of the �irty-ninth Con-

gress may very properly be made the occasion of a few earnest 

words on the already much-worn topic of reconstruction. 

Seldom has any legislative body been the subject of a solicitude 

more intense, or of aspirations more sincere and ardent. �ere 

are the best of reasons for this profound interest. Questions of 

vast moment, left undecided by the last session of Congress, must 

be manfully grappled with by this. No political skirmishing will 

avail. �e occasion demands statesmanship.
1

Whether the tremendous war so heroically fought and so vic-

toriously ended shall pass into history a miserable failure, barren 

of permanent results,—a scandalous and shocking waste of blood 

and treasure,—a strife for empire, as Earl Russell characterized it, 

of no value to liberty or civilization,—an attempt to re-establish a 

Union by force, which must be the merest mockery of a Union,—

an e�ort to bring under Federal authority States into which no 

loyal man from the North may safely enter, and to bring men 

into the national councils who deliberate with daggers and vote 

with revolvers, and who do not even conceal their deadly hate of 

the country that conquered them; or whether, on the other hand, 

we shall, as the rightful reward of victory over treason,
2
 have a 

solid nation, entirely delivered from all contradictions and social 

antagonisms, based upon loyalty, liberty, and equality, must be 

determined one way or the other by the present session of Con-

gress. �e last session really did nothing which can be considered 

�nal as to these questions. �e Civil Rights Bill and the Freed-

men’s Bureau Bill and the proposed constitutional amendments, 

with the amendment already adopted and recognized as the law 

of the land, do not reach the di�culty, and cannot, unless the 

whole structure of the government is changed from a government 

by States to something like a despotic central government, with 

power to control even the municipal regulations of States, and to 

make them conform to its own despotic will. While there remains 

such an idea as the right of each State to control its own local 

a�airs,—an idea, by the way, more deeply rooted in the minds 

of men of all sections of the country than perhaps any one other 

political idea,—no general assertion of human rights can be of 

any practical value. To change the character of the government 

at this point is neither possible nor desirable. All that is necessary 

to be done is to make the government consistent with itself, and 

render the rights of the States compatible with the sacred rights 

of human nature.
3

�e arm of the Federal government is long, but it is far too 

short to protect the rights of individuals in the interior of distant 

1. Douglass imagines 

here the coming of 

radical Reconstruction. 

The ascendant Radicals 

were a generation of 

politicians who had forged 

an antislavery party in the 

1850s, created a stronger 

centralized national 

state in order to fight 

and win the Civil War, 

believed in energetic uses 

of federal power, felt 

themselves responsible 

for emancipation, and 

now sought to forge the 

remaking of the United 

States based on human 

equality and competitive 

capitalism. Their vision 

derived from years of 

advocacy for free labor 

and combined a mixture of 

idealism, pragmatism, and 

northern self-interest. The 

new nation-makers seized 

their historical moment. 

As Thaddeus Stevens put 

it, “The whole fabric of 

southern society must  

be changed, and never  

can it be done if this  

opportunity is lost.” 

2. Here Douglass implicates 

the people put quickly 

back in power by President 

Johnson’s 1865 lenient 

plan of “restoration.” In 

southern whites’ choice to 

enact Black Codes, which 

restricted all elements 

of the freedmen’s lives, 

and to send numerous 

Confederates to be 

seated in Congress in 

December 1865, Douglass 

perceived the same “deadly 

hate” at the root of the 

proslavery revolution of 

1861. To him, the risk in 

this pivotal crisis was 

losing the reality and 

meaning of emancipation.

3. Throughout his public 

life, since his first 

days as an abolitionist 

in 1841, Douglass had 

been a fierce proponent 

of natural rights, here 

referred to as “human 

rights.” According to that 

tradition, all people drew 

from nature the rights to 

life, liberty, property, 

popular sovereignty, 

and revolution———

rights enshrined in 

the Declaration of 

Independence. Douglass 

employs natural rights to 

launch his attack on the 

“states’ rights” doctrine. 

In his view, Americans had 

planted their ideas about 

rights so deeply in the 

notion of shared power and 

localism that they were too 

often helpless to advance 

the cause of increased 

liberty. Douglass all but 

prays here for the use of 

federal power to restrict——

if not crush——the power  

of states.
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4. Douglass saw speech, 

the written word, and the 

vote as equally sacred 

forms of human expression. 

He saw the franchise as 

a protector, a guardian 

of all other rights. He 

actually had wished for a 

more forceful occupation 

of the former Confederacy 

by federal troops, but 

because “despotic power, to 

blot out State authority” 

would never realistically 

work, he considered the 

vote the sacred mechanism 

of group and individual 

self-preservation. Douglass 

thus conceived of the 

vote not merely as an 

individual right, held in 

one’s conscience, but as a 

weapon of collective action 

that must be maximized and 

safeguarded above  

all other liberties. 

5. This wonderful sentence 

captures Douglass’s 

conception of history 

itself. He believed 

that cataclysms and 

transformations could 

instruct humankind, even 

if they ruined us to a 

degree. To Douglass, 

the Civil War had been a 

lesson in blood, a conflict 

he saw in Christian 

apocalyptic terms, a 

crisis of destruction and 

remaking with meaning. 

In retrospect, he wrote 

in 1881 that nations “are 

taught less by theories 

than by facts and events.” 

The hope energizing this 

1866 essay is the idea  

that the nation now  

confronted a great,  

if difficult, education.

6. In his use of the 

maritime metaphor of unseen 

disaster at sea, and his 

suggestion that prophets 

are ignored or denounced 

until “calamities” strike, 

Douglass invites us into 

his thinking about history. 

It is waiting for us; it 

may break apart or flood 

the ship that has not been 

carefully inspected and 

repaired. And we usually 

never know which prophets 

are worth our attention 

until it is too late.

States. �ey must have the power to protect themselves, or they 

will go unprotected, spite of all the laws the Federal government 

can put upon the national statute-book.

Slavery, like all other great systems of wrong, founded in 

the depths of human sel�shness, and existing for ages, has not 

neglected its own conservation. It has steadily exerted an in�u-

ence upon all around it favorable to its own continuance. And 

to-day it is so strong that it could exist, not only without law, but 

even against law. Custom, manners, morals, religion, are all on its 

side everywhere in the South; and when you add the ignorance 

and servility of the ex-slave to the intelligence and accustomed 

authority of the master, you have the conditions, not out of which 

slavery will again grow, but under which it is im possible for the 

Federal government to wholly destroy it, unless the Federal gov-

ernment be armed with despotic power, to blot out State author-

ity, and to station a Federal o­cer at every cross-road. �is, of 

course, cannot be done, and ought not even if it could. The 

true way and the easiest way is to make our government entirely 

consistent with itself, and give to every loyal citizen the elective 

franchise,—a right and power which will be ever present, and 

will form a wall of �re for his protection.
4

One of the invaluable compensations of the late Rebellion 

is the highly instructive disclosure it made of the true source of 

danger to republican government. Whatever may be tolerated in 

monarchical and despotic governments, no republic is safe that 

tolerates a privileged class, or denies to any of its citizens equal 

rights and equal means to maintain them. What was theory before 

the war has been made fact by the war.

�ere is cause to be thankful even for rebellion. It is an impres-

sive teacher, though a stern and terrible one. In both characters 

it has come to us, and it was perhaps needed in both. It is an 

instructor never a day before its time, for it comes only when all 

other means of progress and enlightenment have failed. Whether 

the oppressed and despairing bondman, no longer able to repress 

his deep yearnings for manhood, or the tyrant, in his pride and 

impatience, takes the initiative, and strikes the blow for a �rmer 

hold and a longer lease of oppression, the result is the same,—

society is instructed, or may be.
5

Such are the limitations of the common mind, and so thor-

oughly engrossing are the cares of common life, that only the few 

among men can discern through the glitter and dazzle of present 

prosperity the dark outlines of approaching disasters, even though 

they may have come up to our very gates, and are already within 

striking distance. �e yawning seam and corroded bolt conceal 

their defects from the mariner until the storm calls all hands to 

the pumps. Prophets, indeed, were abundant before the war; but 

who cares for prophets while their predictions remain unful�lled, 

and the calamities of which they tell are masked behind a blind-

ing blaze of national prosperity? 
6

It is asked, said Henry Clay, on a memorable occasion, 

Will slavery never come to an end? �at question, said he, was 

asked �fty years ago, and it has been answered by �fty years of 

un precedented prosperity. Spite of the eloquence of the ear-

nest Abolitionists,—poured out against slavery during thirty 

years,—even they must confess, that, in all the probabilities 
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of the case, that system of barbarism would have continued its 

horrors far beyond the limits of the nineteenth century but for 

the Rebellion, and perhaps only have disappeared at last in a 

�ery con�ict, even more �erce and bloody than that which has 

now been suppressed.

It is no disparagement to truth, that it can only prevail where 

reason prevails. War begins where reason ends. �e thing worse 

than rebellion is the thing that causes rebellion. What that thing 

is, we have been taught to our cost. It remains now to be seen 

whether we have the needed courage to have that cause entirely 

removed from the Republic. At any rate, to this grand work of 

national regeneration and entire puri�cation Congress must 

now address itself, with full purpose that the work shall this 

time be thoroughly done.
7
 �e deadly upas, root and branch, 

leaf and �bre, body and sap, must be utterly destroyed. �e 

country is evidently not in a condition to listen patiently to 

pleas for postponement, however plausible, nor will it permit 

the responsibility to be shifted to other shoulders. Authority 

and power are here commensurate with the duty imposed. �ere 

are no cloud-�ung shadows to obscure the way. Truth shines 

with brighter light and intenser heat at every moment, and a 

country torn and rent and bleeding implores relief from its 

distress and agony.

If time was at �rst needed, Congress has now had time. All 

the requisite materials from which to form an intelligent judg-

ment are now before it. Whether its members look at the origin, 

the progress, the termination of the war, or at the mockery of 

a peace now existing, they will �nd only one unbroken chain 

of argument in favor of a radical policy of reconstruction. For 

the omissions of the last session, some excuses may be allowed. 

A treacherous President stood in the way; and it can be easily 

seen how reluctant good men might be to admit an apostasy 

which involved so much of baseness and ingratitude.
8
 It was 

natural that they should seek to save him by bending to him 

even when he leaned to the side of error. But all is changed 

now. Congress knows now that it must go on without his aid, 

and even against his machinations. �e advantage of the pres-

ent session over the last is immense. Where that investigated, 

this has the facts. Where that walked by faith, this may walk by 

sight. Where that halted, this must go forward, and where that 

failed, this must succeed, giving the country whole measures 

where that gave us half-measures, merely as a means of saving 

the elections in a few doubtful districts. �at Congress saw what 

was right, but distrusted the enlightenment of the loyal masses; 

but what was forborne in distrust of the people must now be 

done with a full knowledge that the people expect and require 

it. �e members go to Washington fresh from the inspiring 

presence of the people. In every considerable public meeting, 

and in almost every conceivable way, whether at court-house, 

school-house, or cross-roads, in doors and out, the subject has 

been discussed, and the people have emphatically pronounced 

in favor of a radical policy. Listening to the doctrines of expedi-

ency and compromise with pity, impatience, and disgust, they 

have everywhere broken into demonstrations of the wildest 

enthusiasm when a brave word has been spoken in favor of 

8. Douglass writes 

following the spectacular 

failure of President 

Johnson’s “swing around 

the circle” campaign late 

that summer. For more than 

two weeks, Johnson made a 

whistle-stop tour of the 

Northeast and the Middle 

West, appealing to voters 

to reject Republicans as 

“traitors” and dangerous 

radicals, and demanding 

immediate “restoration” of 

the Union. Douglass accuses 

Johnson of attempting to 

steal the legislative 

powers of Congress and of 

soiling the meaning of the 

war. Thus, before Congress 

had even considered 

articles of impeachment 

for Johnson, Douglass here 

charted the broad path to 

that conclusion.

7. In a speech Douglass 

wrote in late 1863 and 

delivered throughout 1864, 

“The Mission of the War,” 

he provided his fullest 

explanation of the meaning 

of the ongoing conflict. 

The challenge was to remake 

a “broken Constitution,” 

in the throes of a holy 

war, driven by “Divine 

forces.” The struggle had 

become an “Abolition war,” 

not a “war for the Union,” 

a fight to “reorganize 

the institutions of the 

country.” The quest for 

“National regeneration” 

gave the conflict its 

“sacred significance.” That 

speech even anticipated 

the purposes of radical 

Reconstruction. “We are in 

fact,” Douglass declared, 

“and from absolute 

necessity, transplanting 

the whole South with the 

higher civilization of the 

North.” And so here, in  

the 1866 essay, he  

employed an identical 

argument with equally 

apocalyptic demands. 
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equal rights and impartial su
rage. Radicalism, so far from 

being odious, is now the popular passport to power. �e men 

most bitterly charged with it go to Congress with the largest 

majorities, while the timid and doubtful are sent by lean majori-

ties, or else left at home. �e strange controversy between the 

President and Congress, at one time so threatening, is disposed 

of by the people. �e high reconstructive powers which he so 

con�dently, ostentatiously, and haughtily claimed, have been 

disallowed, denounced, and utterly repudiated; while those 

claimed by Congress have been con�rmed.

Of the spirit and magnitude of the canvass nothing need be 

said. �e appeal was to the people, and the verdict was worthy 

of the tribunal. Upon an occasion of his own selection, with 

the advice and approval of his astute Secretary, soon after the 

members of Congress had returned to their constituents, the 

President quitted the executive mansion, sandwiched himself 

between two recognized heroes,—men whom the whole coun-

try delighted to honor,—and, with all the advantage which such 

company could give him, stumped the country from the Atlantic 

to the Mississippi,
9
 advocating everywhere his policy as against 

that of Congress. It was a strange sight, and perhaps the most 

disgraceful exhibition ever made by any President; but, as no evil 

is entirely unmixed, good has come of this, as from many oth-

ers. Ambitious, unscrupulous, energetic, indefatigable, voluble, 

and plausible,—a political gladiator, ready for a “set-to” in any 

crowd,—he is beaten in his own chosen �eld, and stands to-day 

before the country as a convicted usurper, a political criminal, 

guilty of a bold and persistent attempt to possess himself of the 

legislative powers solemnly secured to Congress by the Constitu-

tion. No vindication could be more complete, no condemnation 

could be more absolute and humiliating. Unless reopened by the 

sword, as recklessly threatened in some circles, this question is 

now closed for all time.

Without attempting to settle here the metaphysical and some-

what theological question (about which so much has already been 

said and written), whether once in the Union means always in 

the Union,—agreeably to the formula, Once in grace always in 

grace,—it is obvious to common sense that the rebellious States 

stand to-day, in point of law, precisely where they stood when, 

exhausted, beaten, conquered, they fell powerless at the feet of 

Federal authority.
10

 �eir State governments were overthrown, 

and the lives and property of the leaders of the Rebellion were 

forfeited. In reconstructing the institutions of these shattered 

and overthrown States, Congress should begin with a clean slate, 

and make clean work of it. Let there be no hesitation. It would 

be a cowardly deference to a defeated and treacherous President, 

if any account were made of the illegitimate, one-sided, sham 

governments hurried into existence for a malign purpose in the 

absence of Congress. �ese pretended governments, which were 

never submitted to the people, and from participation in which 

four millions of the loyal people were excluded by Presidential 

order, should now be treated according to their true character, as 

shams and impositions, and supplanted by true and legitimate 

governments, in the formation of which loyal men, black and 

white, shall participate.

9. During Johnson’s “swing 

around the circle,” the 

president flanked himself 

with Union officers while 

giving speeches, and 

embarrassed General Ulysses 

S. Grant by demanding 

that he appear with him on 

platforms. 

10. The question of 

whether secession was 

constitutional was 

a central issue in 

determining the shape of 

Reconstruction. If, as 

President Abraham Lincoln 

stated during the war, 

the breaking of the Union 

was legally impossible, 

then the Confederate 

states had never really 

left. But Stevens and 

other Radical Republicans 

began to argue that the 

South had, in practice, 

formed a separate 

polity and engaged in 

insurrection——which meant 

that the North’s right 

as conquerors to reshape 

state governments and 

laws was absolute. The 

decision by a grand jury 

in May 1866 to charge 

Confederate President 

Jefferson Davis with 

treason began the 

proceedings that many 

hoped would settle  

the question.
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It is not, however, within the scope of this paper to point out 

the precise steps to be taken, and the means to be employed. 

�e people are less concerned about these than the grand end to 

be attained. �ey demand such a reconstruction as shall put an 

end to the present anarchical state of things in the late rebellious 

States,—where frightful murders and wholesale massacres are 

perpetrated in the very presence of Federal soldiers. �is horrible 

business they require shall cease.
11

 �ey want a reconstruction 

such as will protect loyal men, black and white, in their persons 

and property; such a one as will cause Northern industry, North-

ern capital, and Northern civilization to ­ow into the South, and 

make a man from New England as much at home in Carolina 

as elsewhere in the Republic. No Chinese wall can now be toler-

ated. �e South must be opened to the light of law and liberty, 

and this session of Congress is relied upon to accomplish this 

important work.

�e plain, common-sense way of doing this work, as intimated 

at the beginning, is simply to establish in the South one law, one 

government, one administration of justice, one condition to the 

exercise of the elective franchise, for men of all races and colors 

alike. �is great measure is sought as earnestly by loyal white men 

as by loyal blacks, and is needed alike by both. Let sound political 

prescience but take the place of an unreasoning prejudice, and 

this will be done.

Men denounce the negro for his prominence in this discus-

sion; but it is no fault of his that in peace as in war, that in con-

quering Rebel armies as in reconstructing the rebellious States, the 

right of the negro is the true solution of our national troubles. �e 

stern logic of events, which goes directly to the point, disdaining 

all concern for the color or features of men, has determined the 

interests of the country as identical with and inseparable from 

those of the negro.

�e policy that emancipated and armed the negro—now seen 

to have been wise and proper by the dullest—was not certainly 

more sternly demanded than is now the policy of enfranchise-

ment. If with the negro was success in war, and without him 

failure, so in peace it will be found that the nation must fall or 

­ourish with the negro.
12

Fortunately, the Constitution of the United States knows no 

distinction between citizens on account of color. Neither does it 

know any di�erence between a citizen of a State and a citizen of 

the United States. Citizenship evidently includes all the rights 

of citizens, whether State or national. If the Constitution knows 

none, it is clearly no part of the duty of a Republican Congress 

now to institute one. �e mistake of the last session was the 

attempt to do this very thing, by a renunciation of its power 

to secure political rights to any class of citizens, with the obvi-

ous purpose to allow the rebellious States to disfranchise, if they 

should see �t, their colored citizens. �is unfortunate blunder 

must now be retrieved, and the emasculated citizenship given to 

the negro supplanted by that contemplated in the Constitution 

of the United States, which declares that the citizens of each State 

shall enjoy all the rights and immunities of citizens of the several 

States,—so that a legal voter in any State shall be a legal voter in 

all the States. 

12. For Douglass, 

Reconstruction was a 

revolution that must be 

sustained and codified  

in law. He makes a case 

here, as many times  

before, that the cause 

of Black freedom was the 

cause of the whole nation. 

For the next three years, 

Radicals like Douglass 

could fairly entertain 

that they were winning 

this revolution. But 

in the 1870s, a brutal 

reckoning ensued, in the 

form of the Democratic 

Party’s white-supremacist 

counterrevolution. 

Reconstruction, like so 

many other pivotal eras  

in history, became an  

arc of victory, retreat,  

and defeat. 

11. Already by late 1866, 

mob violence had become 

a shocking feature of 

Reconstruction in the 

South. Since the end of 

the war, southern whites 

had perpetrated both 

individual and mass murders 

of Black folk——especially 

those trying to exercise 

political or economic 

liberty. Black settlements 

were attacked; in Pine 

Bluff, Arkansas, 24 people 

were reportedly hanged from 

trees outside their cabins. 

In Texas alone, Freedmen’s 

Bureau agents estimated 

that of the nearly 1,000 

people killed from 1865 

to 1868, more than half of 

them were Black people who 

had been killed by white 

people. The violence was 

often “anarchical,” as 

Douglass indicates, but it 

was also highly organized 

at times, especially after 

the emergence of the Ku 

Klux Klan, in Tennessee 

in 1866. The toll of 

violence as a part of 

“normal politics” would 

grow even greater in the 

months before the election 

of 1868. Douglass’s essay 

is a frightful warning of 

violence in the future.
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

(In Order of Appearance)

For her work as an actor and a playwright,  
Anna Deavere Smith has been a Pulitzer 
Prize �nalist, a two-time Tony Award 
nominee, a MacArthur-genius-grant honoree, 
and a recipient of the 2012 National 
Humanities Medal. She is known for her 
performances on popular TV series such as 
�e West Wing and Black-ish, in movies 
such as Philadelphia and �e Human 

Stain, and in stage plays and one-woman 
shows, on and o� Broadway. 

In the 1990s, Smith was credited with 
advancing a distinctive form of theater: 
She reports her story out, conducting scores 
of interviews, and then transforms the 
transcripts into dramatic art. For her play 
Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992, about the 
Rodney King riots, she interviewed more than 
300 people, composing the script entirely out 
of material from those conversations. 

With �is Ghost of Slavery, Smith 
once again deploys her signature use of 
contemporary interviews, including with 
people who have been absorbed into the 
criminal-justice system, many of whom  
she has interviewed for her Pipeline Girls 
Project, which examines how proximity to  
the carceral system a�ects young women.  
She has also interviewed activists and social-
justice workers, many of them associated 
with a nonpro�t organization called Chicago 
CRED, which seeks to reduce gun violence 
and help young people ensnared in gangs  
or the juvenile-justice system. But this time  
she has also supplemented these interviews 
with primary-source historical materials.  
She has mined 19th-century archives, 
transcripts, and diaries, and woven dialogue 
from these sources into the play. 

For this work, Smith’s decision to blend her 
contemporary interviews with historical 
accounts of Maryland in the mid-1860s is 
apt. �e echoes of history reverberate loudly, 
revealing the power of historical trauma to 
shape behavior in the present day. 

To provide clarity for readers, we have 
footnoted all material drawn from Smith’s 
interviews and from historical sources. 
Unless otherwise speci�ed, any material not 
footnoted is invented (even when drawing 
on historical events). All contemporary 
characters are �ctional, even those whose 
dialogue is drawn from Smith’s interviews. 
(Some quotes have been lightly edited for 
clarity.) Daniel Rattner provided extensive 
research assistance for this project. 

11-Year-Old Slave Girl Our guide

Anas Ali  Aide-de-camp, Latitude

Dr. Carolina Nelson, a.k.a. “Doc”   Professor at Johns Hopkins; co-founder, Latitude

Tobias Midwinter  Co-founder and CEO, Latitude 

Lindsay Brooks  Tobias’s bodyguard; sta�, Latitude 

Zel Maxwell  Tobias’s bodyguard; sta�, Latitude

Dr. Carl Vogel, a.k.a. “Dr. V”   Psychiatrist and clinical director, Latitude

Jack Ross Professor at Johns Hopkins

�e Dean  Johns Hopkins dean of humanities

�e Provost  Johns Hopkins provost

Jaxon  Inmate, New Beginnings Youth Development Center

Frederick Douglass  Abolitionist

Salmon Chase  Chief justice of the United States, 1864–73

General Lew Wallace  Civil War general, VIII Army Corps, Baltimore

Abraham Lincoln  United States president

Edwin Stanton  Secretary of war, Lincoln administration

Major William Este  Assistant to General Wallace

Nkosazana  Latitude client

Reverend Robert W. Todd  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Archibald Stirling Jr.  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Edwin A. Abbott  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Ezekiel Forman Chambers  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Joseph M. Cushing  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Henry Stockbridge  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864; 

attorney, Freedmen’s Bureau

William T. Purnell  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Joseph B. Pugh  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

James L. Ridgley  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Frederick Schley  Delegate, Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Young Coston Child indentured as an apprentice, 1864–66

Elizabeth Turner 8-year-old slave girl

Philemon Hambleton Owner of Elizabeth Turner

James Nelson  Carolina Nelson’s uncle 

Desmond Burns Director of the study of slavery, Maryland State Archives

Farley McGibben Research archivist, Maryland State Archives 

Betsy Turner Minoky Elizabeth Turner’s mother

Maggy Toogood  Slave

Maggy Toogood’s Master  Slave owner

Kate Chase Sprague Salmon Chase’s daughter

Charles Minoky Elizabeth Turner’s “next friend”

B.  James Nelson’s partner
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�is play will go back and forth in time and have many locations,
some in the 1860s and others in the present. An imaginative theater-

design team, and a sprinkle of theater magic, will help us move
e�ortlessly from time to time and place to place. 

An 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL from the 1860s (mixed race, ill-
clothed, bare feet) walks across the stage, pulling open a huge curtain, 
revealing a robust Black man (30s, T-shirt, black jeans) at a lectern in 
a modern- day classroom, mid-speech.

ANAS ALI: I didn’t mean to kill him. I was just trying to scare him. 

He was a drug addict and I got him his drugs, and he was messin’ 

with my money. But when you kill somebody, that’s a heavy thing. 

When I went to court to be sentenced, the prosecutor asked to give 

me more time than I was taking a plea bargain for, and I asked the 

judge, “Can I speak to the family?” So I turned around, and one 

thing that stuck out to me was that I couldn’t really identify who was 

there for him, who was there for me. Because our families looked so 

much alike. And I told the family that no matter how much time I 

get, the prosecutor wasn’t there to support them. It was just another 

body that was dead, and another person being locked up in prison. 

But I promised the family that whenever I got out of prison, I would 

try my best to help young men not make the same decisions as I 

made. I said that at 17 years old, going into prison. Whatever you 

goin’ through, it’s so much better than being in a prison. When I got 

out, I was 24 years old, and I was just eager to talk to young guys and 

tell ’em what’s on the other side and how it’s just not worth it. If I 

had to walk miles, it’s so much better than bein’ in prison—standing 

outside in the cold. I shot a man and … it’s a heavy thing.
1

A classroom at Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore,  

Maryland, present day 

Ambivalent applause. �e STUDENTS are undergrads of di�erent 
races, predominantly white and Asian. Notably, students of color 
do most of the talking. �ere are two BLACK FEMALE students, 
one BLACK MALE STUDENT, and one MIXED HERITAGE/
LATINX NON BINARY STUDENT. Additionally, there is a 
WOKE WHITE MALE STUDENT. 

In the back of the room stand CAROLINA NELSON, Ph.D. (Black, 
mid-30s, dressed in a low-key, hip way); TOBIAS MIDWINTER 
(Black, late 40s, wearing runway-style street fashion—think Isabel 
Marant, Wales Bonner); his bodyguards, LINDSAY BROOKS (20s, 
Black, gorgeous) and ZEL MAXWELL (20s, Black, charismatic, a 
jock); and CARL VOGEL (30s, white, a young Paul Farmer type with 
a warm demeanor), Latitude’s sta� psychiatrist. Nearby are JACK ROSS 
(white professor, early 30s) and THE DEAN (white, male, late 40s).

JACK: Well. £is was a real gift. £ank you, Professor Nelson, for 

giving us your time in the very hour before your sabbatical begins. 

Grace us with a few closing words.

CAROLINA: I think after hearing from my collaborators—Anas 

Ali, Tobias, Lindsay, and Zel—you can imagine why I decided to 

1. Verbatim excerpts from an interview with Kanoya Ali, a former 

gang member and violence-intervention worker at Chicago CRED, 

a nonpro±t dedicated to reducing gun violence, March 27, 2021. 

(Some of the interviews with individuals from Chicago CRED were 

supported by a commission from the Lyric Opera of Chicago.) 

sit down with them and create Latitude. We will support, using 

a 360-degree approach—with our know-how, resources, and 

friendship— incarcerated, newly released, and never-incarcerated-

but-vulnerable youth so that they can work toward substantive 

personal and societal change.

WOKE WHITE MALE STUDENT: Is this “evidence based”? And if 

so, what evidence do you have that your program works? 

CAROLINA: We don’t have hard evidence yet. It’s early days. We 

are part practice, part experiment, but we have some anecdotes if 

that’ll be helpful. Tobias, you want to take that? 

TOBIAS steps up to answer the £rst question, but what ensues after 
that is the Latitude sta� members answering questions in a seamless 
¥ow, continuing one another’s sentences unbroken; it’s almost athletic, 
like a basketball team passing the ball around.

TOBIAS: So, for example, I had a young man who came in pop-

pin’ seven, eight percs, oxys a day—whatever he can get his hands 

on—just trying to numb himself from the demons he has seen, 

what he has done, what he’s experienced. Um, he’s a shooter, so 

forth and so on. Well known. He ±nished his high-school diploma, 

got accepted into a union that would probably not have taken him 

had we not had him as part of the program. £is is the Brother-

hood of the Painters. You get up at 3 o’clock in the morning, 3:30, 

to get to a job at ±ve. You paint, right? And you then are exposed 

to all these di¼erent cultures and people outside of the block, so 

forth and so on. Long story short, he has moved away from the 

neighborhood. He owns a townhome in the suburbs with his 

±ancée, and he’s making $50 an hour painting.
2

BLACK FEMALE STUDENT NO. 1: I’m worried about an assumed 

pathology of Black teens—

TOBIAS: Zel, you got that?

ZEL: £is is not about Àaws speci±c to any race. £is is about vulner-

ability to systemic racism. I think even when you feel ready and safe 

enough to be vulnerable enough to step outside the box, it’s hard to 

be able to separate from a group that has been in a four-block radius.

LINDSAY: It’s just so many things people are scared to let go of. 

CARL: We have the push, the cognitive-behavioral-intervention 

things that we do—you know, the programming that we try to 

provide, the supports …

CAROLINA: … £e ability for us to give them access to resources, 

to connections to people … 

CARL: … Helps them to reintroduce themselves to a di¼erent 

part of themselves that the people in their immediate circle have 

never met or would have criticized … 

TOBIAS: … And/or not been supportive of, because they haven’t 

been there themselves.
3

ANAS ALI: We’re in juvenile hall …

2. Verbatim excerpts from an interview with Necole Muhammad, 

a social worker at Chicago CRED, January 7, 2021.

3. £e dialogue here, starting with “I think even when you feel 

ready,” is from the Necole Muhammad interview.
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ZEL: … Hospital wards …

CARL: … Emergency rooms … 

TOBIAS: … Funeral homes, cemeteries … 

ANAS ALI: … High-school graduations …

CARL: … And right nearby the school when we get word some-

body’s gettin’ kicked out … 

ZEL: … And at the basketball courts …

ANAS ALI: … And at Crazy Down Home Chicken and Seafood 

on Edmonson …

ZEL: … Laundromats … 

LINDSAY: … And movin’. I’m the one always movin’. On the streets.

BLACK MALE STUDENT: Carolina, don’t you feel that you are 

taking advantage of them—appropriating their stories?

BLACK FEMALE STUDENT NO. 2: When you put your work 

in writing, who will be lead author?

TOBIAS: Does that matter?

MIXED HERITAGE/LATINX NONBINARY STUDENT: We just 

don’t think she should be exploiting you.

TOBIAS: “She”? Don’t you refer to her as “Professor”?

WOKE WHITE MALE STUDENT: Not all of us believe in hierarchies.

TOBIAS: Okay, we gotta roll, so lemme just say this: Y’all tickle 

me. When I was growin’ up, ’round Pennsylvania Avenue, we were 

“poor,” then we were “indigent,” then “disenfranchised,” and now, I 

been checkin’ out the classes with Dr. Nelson, and I have never heard 

half the words y’all use when you talk about “us” and about how we 

live. And yeah, Johns Hopkins has always been a part of our lives—

ZEL: My grandmama used to say, “In Baltimore, the Black women 

work at Hopkins and the Black men go to jail.”

TOBIAS: And absolutely, Johns Hopkins University and the Hop-

kins Hospital folks have made a di�erence on many blocks in 

Baltimore and have done many good deeds. But Hopkins never 

happened to come to my block. And, as fate and my good luck 

would have it, while Dr. Carolina Nelson was in the hood, doing 

her style of research, she found me. I was left for dead—as in, just 

about dead physically, spittin’-on-my-grave dead societally, and 

�atlining-dead spiritually. She found me—

ANAS ALI: �ey found each other …

TOBIAS: And we have talked and talked and talked—

ANAS ALI: I mean, they really talked! I saw it with my own eyes—

TOBIAS: —And we got this massively insane idea.

ANAS ALI: Dr. N got resources like—we don’t have what she 

has. Jus’ sayin’.

TOBIAS: I have resources she does not have, and before you know 

it, we’re putting down on paper this outrageous proposition that 

together we might be able to suggest some ways to save lives. 

BLACK FEMALE STUDENT NO. 2: No o�ense to you, Dr. Nel-

son, but you need to face the fact that they use you around here, 

and you need to face the fact that you are therefore being branded
by Hopkins. You are part of their brand. 

BLACK FEMALE STUDENT NO. 1: And so am I! And so are you!

WOKE WHITE MALE STUDENT: We all end up represented in 

the brochure …

BLACK MALE STUDENT: Not in the same way.

SOUTH ASIAN STUDENT STUDYING ABROAD: Why is every-

thing always related to the American Black-white binary?

All of the students start yelling at one another.

JACK: Civil conversation! Civil conversation!

MIXED HERITAGE/LATINX NONBINARY STUDENT: (Speaking over 
the tumult.) We just don’t think she should take advantage of you! 

TOBIAS: “She”? There’s that “she” again. You talkin’ about 

Dr. Nelson? And they say in the hood we disrespect teachers. Look. 

I am from the streets. If I don’t know the di�erence between a 

friend and a parasite, well hey. If being friends with one of your 

professors and her being friends with me is getting taken advan-

tage of and/or being appropriated, don’t worry about me—worry 

’bout her, about me taking advantage of her. ’Cause that is exactly 

what I plan to do while we build out Latitude: take advantage 

of her knowledge and her belief in us.

STUDENT: Why do you trust her?

ZEL: �e question is, why does Dr. Nelson trust us ?

ANAS ALI: It’s mutual! Y’all cool with “mutual”? 

CARL: “Mutual-ity”? 

Some snap; some glance surreptitiously at one another as if they are about 
to start their own revolution. JACK steps quickly to the lectern. 

JACK: Dr. Nelson, I can’t thank you enough for introducing us to 

your new cohort. Okay, everybody—we’re �ipping the syllabus. 

Next week, G. Stanley Hall on “Storm and Stress.” Not Genet’s 

�e Criminal Child.

THE STUDENTS split. TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, and CARL, �anked 
by ZEL and LINDSAY, start to head out. JACK goes to CAROLINA.

JACK: Wish they had been kinder. Wish they were less cynical. 

Wish they had less to prove. Wish they could spare a little ben-

e�t of the doubt! Oh my God, I am so going to miss you! With 

whom shall I continue to fail in my attempt to subvert the tragic 

academic-cynical-greed complex? 

CAROLINA: Come work with us. We need your tireless hope 

and curiosity.

DECEMBER 20234 4

1223_WEL_DeavereSmith_Play [Print]_18368143.indd   44 10/24/2023   12:51:26 PM

4 4



      45

v

JACK: It’d be too depressing. I’d be comatose within the 	rst week.

(He pauses.) Alas, your biggest fan approaches.

THE PROVOST, a tall, white, imposing man with a twinkle in his 
eyes, enters and dashes toward CAROLINA with open arms.

THE PROVOST: I’d hug you goodbye, but that’s not appropriate these 

days. How gracious of you to drop o� a thank-you note. You’re one 

of the few people under 40 who can still write cursive. But I should 

thank you for being—Oh! Are these your … people, your, uh …

CAROLINA: … Collaborators.

THE PROVOST glances at ANAS ALI, TOBIAS, ZEL, LINDSAY, 
and CARL—hesitantly, as though they’re cool and he’s the nerd.

CAROLINA: �ey’re friendly.

THE PROVOST rushes toward the group with open arms. �ey talk 
in the background as THE DEAN steps in to talk with CAROLINA.

THE DEAN: I’m worried about you.

CAROLINA: �e women with us are armed—Tobias’s bodyguards. 

I’m safe.

THE DEAN: I’m serious.

CAROLINA: So am I.

THE DEAN: �e provost granted you this leave, but by the time 

you get back here, he might have left and you’ll likely be met with 

a promotions committee that is tired of genu�ecting to the VP of 

diversity and faculty advancement. As for that big heart of yours, you 

need to remember that you are an academic, not Mother Teresa. (He 
pauses.) Sorry, that comment was—I guess— disrespectful.

CAROLINA: To Mother Teresa, yes.

THE DEAN: You gotta get that second book done. Period, full stop.

CAROLINA: Who is the book for? Who’s gonna read it? I went to 

a double funeral last week for a 12-year-old and a 13-year-old, both 

gunned down by a 14-year-old. I know you’re masterful at fund raising, 

and it’s blasphemous to say this, but … why do we need another 

building? How about pouring those 10 digits into the community?

THE DEAN: Your arguments usually have more teeth than that.

ZEL slides up.

CAROLINA: (With exasperation; her buttons have been pushed—there’s 
a history here.) Honestly, I don’t get it. Wow. I’m almost out the 

door, and we’ve discussed this what? Ten times? Eleven? Twelve?

ZEL: ’Scuse me … We gotta jump.

THE DEAN watches as they leave.

ZEL: Necessary distance—never lose your cool with a white dude. 

�at’s like 	ghting with a cop. You will lose, ’cause they still got the 

power. (Beat.) He a control-freak, dominating kinda cat? 

CAROLINA: Not a cat at all. A dog. 

Maya Angelou Academy, New Beginnings Youth Develop-

ment Center, Laurel, Maryland

A room that looks and smells brand new. On the brightly painted walls 
are inspirational quotations from Maya Angelou. Outside the win-
dow, we see what appears to be the manicured grounds of an upscale 
community-college campus. 

CAROLINA, TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, ZEL, CARL, and LINDSAY sit 
in a circle with JAXON (Black, 17, supremely handsome, with a sin-
cere face. He looks like a young Harry Belafonte, wearing not a prison-
style jumpsuit but rather khakis and a polo shirt). He listens intently. 

TOBIAS: ’Cause in your case, you could walk out the door with 

us—today.

ANAS ALI: Fast as you got arrested and your life changed? 

�at’s today; your life will change, in less than 40 minutes, with 

us—out that door.

JAXON: I just feel like—can I tell you how I feel on the …  

committed thing?

CAROLINA: Absolutely.

JAXON: Once you get committed, they provide you with a job, pro-

vide you with all the services, but it’s like, once your commitment 

expires, it’s like they done with you, like Youth Services—they’re not 

there for you no more. �ey don’t provide you with no job again 

or … no tutor, no mentor, and stu�. ’Cause you not—you’re not 

under government. You’re not a ward of the state anymore. Yeah. 

I’m worried about that. I mean, sometimes it makes me feel like I 

wish that I was committed until I was 21. Which is bad because 

if you get locked up, then you can be sent out, out anywhere they 

want to send you. �ey could send you out to Utah, Minnesota, 

Nebraska. But at the same time, I really feel like, to help me get 

through life, I need them services that they provide for me, ’cause 

it actually helps me. You get released from the jail, they not giving 

you none of these-type services. �ey not giving you no tutor, no 

mentor, all that type of stu� they give you right there.
4

ANAS ALI: You’re right—the system is �awed. �ey dump you 

right outside to make it on your own. But we got you. All those 

services you have in here? You gonna have all that …

TOBIAS: … Except you’ll be free. �at’s the key word—free.

CARL: Mind, body, soul emancipation. 

ANAS ALI: Out there in the free world, we will provide wrap-

around services—life coaches, therapists, help with your GED, 

job placement—

LINDSAY: You look like you bodybuild …

ZEL:  … You gonna need healthy food and a safe place to work out.

LINDSAY: We got all that. Brand-new gym. Nutrition classes.

4. Verbatim excerpts from an interview with an anonymous 

young man conducted at Maya Angelou Academy, on its campus 

at the New Beginnings Youth Development Center, a juvenile 

correctional facility, May 27, 2015.
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ZEL: I’m in charge of strength training. You got any kids?

JAXON: Yeah. A son.

CARL: Have you ever spent a full day with your son?

JAXON: No. 

CARL: You’re gonna need parenting classes. 

CAROLINA: And this is not a onetime thing. We will commit to 

you for � ve years … 

ANAS ALI: … If you will commit to us. 

TOBIAS: You have a way about you that would make a good 

leader. You can also move up in our organization, and get a job 

with us at the top level.

CARL: Leadership training …

ANAS ALI: … And no paperwork. Once we get on the other side 

of that door—that same door you walked through when you got 

incarcerated—someone will hand you one piece of paper to sign. 

ZEL: … One signature … 

LINDSAY: You look skeptical. What’s up?

ANAS ALI: What’s goin’ on, Jaxon?

CARL: � ere’s no judgment here. 

JAXON: It’s like … now you back in the street, you tryin’ to make 

money, you doin’ all the things to get you right back in a place like 

this. Selling drugs, stealing, stealing cars, robbing people—them 

things that could lead you back into the same predicament, or even 

worse. I’d rather have a job in here and get money that way than to 

keep looking over my back, worryin’ ’bout when the police gonna 

ride up and try to grab me or something like that.
5

LINDSAY: You need somebody to move with you once you hit 

the streets. I was known for how I move in the streets. My daddy 

was a chief. � at’s how I learned to move. Movin’ 10 steps behind 

my daddy—I saw everything … 

ANAS ALI: … Ain’t a street from here to Hong Kong where 

Lindsay can’t move and stay safe and stay legal. Lindsay would 

hang with you for a good while.

JAXON: � at would be amazing.

A SMALL BOY blasts in, enraged. ANOTHER BOY blasts in, and 
repeatedly throws the SMALL BOY up against the wall. Both boys are 
in khakis and polo shirts. (� is facility strives to look like a school, not a 
prison.) � e smaller boy breaks loose, gets a chair and starts hammering 
the other boy. A MALE GUARD in street clothes struts in without any 
visible urgency. He wordlessly guides CAROLINA, TOBIAS, ANAS 
ALI, LINDSAY, CARL, and ZEL into another room with a glass 
door and a window. JAXON, still in direct proximity to the violence, 
watches unfazed as blood explodes from these boys while they � ght. 
A VERY LARGE BLACK FEMALE GUARD enters. She and the 
MALE GUARD stand by as the � ght escalates. In a moment when 

5. From the interview with the youth at New Beginnings.

both boys are down on the ground, the FEMALE GUARD sits on top 
of them. � e MALE GUARD handcu� s them and leads them out. 

� e door of the room holding CAROLINA, TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, 
ZEL, CARL, and LINDSAY automatically, soundlessly slides open. 
� ey return to JAXON and resume as though nothing out of the 
ordinary has happened.6

TOBIAS: So where were we?

JAXON: � e judge talked to me. ’Bout all this y’all speakin’ on. 

ZEL: Judge came out here to talk to you? 

JAXON: Nah. 

ANAS ALI: Had ’em transpo you into town to her chambers?

JAXON: Nah. We talked on Zoom.

ZEL: On … Zoom?

TOBIAS: Private, though? Just you and her?

JAXON: Nah. � e probation dude was there.

ANAS ALI: Still, that’s an honor, man. Means she’s countin’ on you.

� e � rst long pause in the scene happens here.

JAXON: Yeah. Y’all basically the same type o’ people out on the streets, 

just sober. ’Cept you. (He nods toward CAROLINA.) You a teacher?

CAROLINA: I am.

6. � is incident is based directly on what unfolded during the au-

thor’s interview with the youth at New Beginnings.
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JAXON: (To TOBIAS.) Tobias. Yeah. I just �gured out who you 

are, man. People say you was underground. You a legend. You 

used to run the world from Lanvale Street clear to D.C. and up 

to Wilmington—the racetracks and stu� like that. 

TOBIAS: But I wasn’t free. Now I am free. And you can be too.

JAXON: I feel like laughin’ but yet and still, I feel like cryin’. Y’all 

too good to be true. Anything too good to be true … ain’t true.

JAXON strolls, with a princely gait, to the door. It automatically opens. 
He leaves. It soundlessly shuts. A beat of de�ated silence.

ZEL: �e judge was supposed to invite him to her chambers for 

a personal meeting. Personal. Our whole thing is personal. Our 

whole thing is the system ain’t personal. And here she meets the 

dude on Zoom with a probation o�cer there?

ANAS ALI: Maybe there was was a scheduling con�ict.

ZEL: Man, this ain’t time for your rose-colored shades. Only 

reason she signed on is to clean up her bad karma. And has the 

nerve to do it half-assed with us? I have stood before her. I told 

y’all she was full of shit. I told y’all we needed a judge with a 

heart. She ain’t got no heart, and havin’ the nerve to go half-ass 

with us! She is sabotaging our shit!

LINDSAY: Zel. You spinnin’ out. 

ZEL: Am I? It’s Friday afternoon, and we endin’ this particular 

week without a single recruit.  

Beat.

CARL: �ey’ve put so many Maya Angelou quotes on these walls.

CAROLINA: �ey named the place after her: Maya Angelou Academy. 

ZEL: Wonder if she would think this an honor. If I were Maya 

Angelou, I’d rather not have my name on a renovated juvie.

LINDSAY: If I were Maya Angelou, I’d rather not have my name 

on somethin’ that got built with money from that chomo short 

eyes Je�rey Epstein.
7

ANAS ALI: Nobody knew what that dude was up to when they 

built this …

CAROLINA: What will we do if we learn that any of our funders 

are dirty?

ZEL: If I was Maya Angelou, I would rather have a college named 

after me than a juvie.

TOBIAS: What’s the point if the kids don’t even believe they can 

be free? How did we get here?

7. In 2012, the Je�rey Epstein VI Foundation announced that it 

was providing “substantial” �nancial support to the Maya Ange-

lou Charter School in the Washington, D.C., area, which oper-

ates the Maya Angelou Academy at the New Beginnings Youth 

Development Center. (Both chomo and short eyes are prison slang 

for “child molester.”) 

TOBIAS’s loft, immediately following

A 2,000-square-foot loft in a converted 19th-century textile mill. Sink, 
microwave, espresso machine, workout bench, rack of weights, heavy bag, 
speed bag, gloves, mitts, a towel. A Sub-Zero fridge, but no other furniture 
except a pallet that serves as a bed in a corner. Sleek new hardwood �oor. 

ZEL and LINDSAY are by the window, eating takeout, on guard. 
TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, CARL, and CAROLINA eat around an old 
factory door on wooden carpenter’s horses—a makeshift table. Chairs 
don’t match. �ere’s a whiteboard on wheels nearby. Everyone’s barefoot 
because TOBIAS is a tyrant about his perfect �oor.

LINDSAY: It’s Friday at 4:33, and looks like don’t nobody want 

to leave jail this week.

ANAS ALI: Seven meetings this week and not one signed up for 

Latitude, but this is the �rst time that happened. Sayin’.

TOBIAS: Like I said, how did we get here?

CARL: Good question.

CAROLINA jumps up, pulls over the whiteboard.

CAROLINA: How did we get here? Let’s blast the idea wide open.

LINDSAY: Crack cocaine!

CAROLINA writes “Crack cocaine” on the whiteboard.

ANAS ALI: Crack. When money and bad intentions poured into 

the hoods like no tomorrow.

ZEL: Crack. Snatched the concept of tomorrow right out of our 

people’s hands.

ANAS ALI: It was a lotta money.

CARL: I’ve read di�erent data about how much actual money 

there is in the on-the-corner drug trade.

TOBIAS: Let’s break it down. Let’s just take cocaine. So if you think 

about a kilo of cocaine, right? It’s 36 ounces. So we will go through 

that in a day, at $1,000. So that’s $36,000 a day. And so it cost about 

18. So that’s half of that. So we were making about $18,000 in pro�t 

a day. I can remember my friend who was killed having his million-

dollar party, probably in ’91 or ’92, when I was about 19 years old, 

making this absurd amount of money. And throwin’ it away.
8

LINDSAY: ’Magine that, a million-dollar party! In the hood!

ZEL: �at was before me and Lin was born. Y’all were crazy.

ANAS ALI: And I betchu right up the block from that million-

dollar party? Somebody’s house caught on �re ’cause they didn’t 

have enough money to go to the laundromat, and they had to dry 

their clothes on a kitchen chair in front of the open oven.
9

8. Verbatim excerpts from an interview with Curtis Toler, the for-

mer leader of one of Chicago’s most notorious gangs, now the di-

rector of outreach for Chicago CRED, March 27, 2021. (Toler 

frequently asks “How did we get here?”)

9. Kanoya Ali interview.
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TOBIAS: And I just think about, like, again, if our Willie Lynch 

chip had been deactivated, you know, the things that we could have 

done with all the money that we were making that we didn’t do.
10

CAROLINA: Hold on. �e what kind of chip?

LINDSAY: �e Willie Lynch chip.

ANAS ALI: �e Willie Lynch letter. History, man, history.

TOBIAS: Willie Lynch was coming up with something that would 

make us be against each other for at least 300 years after slavery.
11

CAROLINA: Wait. How to pit Black folks against one another? 

Are you talking about the so-called speech by a white slave owner 

named Willie Lynch, from the Caribbean, given to white slave own-

ers in Virginia to tell them how to handle slaves? �at was a hoax!
12

ZEL: �at’s what I been tellin’ them all along. �ere’s stu� in 

that letter that wasn’t even invented when it was so-called written.

CAROLINA: Look. Before I gave up the study of horror—that 

would be the study of American history—in favor of studying the 

horrors of contemporary life by switching to sociology, history was 

my religion. And I just cannot stand around and have y’all throw-

ing faux facts. I need you to have real facts. Facts. Facts. Facts.

ANAS ALI: Facts change. 

CARL: Facts? �ings tend to be relatively true.

ZEL: Or relatively false. 

CAROLINA: I’m talking about real facts. Proven facts. 

ZEL: Provin’ is false. ’Cause of this fact: Dudes lie. How many times 

has a dude lied to me? 

TOBIAS: �e fact is, Brother Jaxon is �ne with lingering in prison, 

and he’s not the only one.

ANAS ALI: Slavery, man, it has a pull on us, man. Tellin’ you.

TOBIAS: “Slavery, slavery, slavery.” We talk about slavery so much, 

it loses its horror. We should talk about now. Not then.

CAROLINA: But talk was one of the things that shut slavery 

down. I often wonder if modern talk is as e�ective as historical 

talk, because even though there are more people talking, we talk 

inside small groups. 

CARL: We only talk to people with whom we agree.

10. Curtis Toler interview.

11. Curtis Toler interview.

12. Arguably one of the �rst instances of viral internet mis-

information, in the early 1990s, the so-called Willie Lynch let-

ter purported to be a transcription of a 1712 speech given by a 

Caribbean plantation owner to fellow enslavers in Virginia. In his 

speech, Lynch claimed that the secret to controlling the enslaved 

was pitting them against one another. Replete with anachronistic 

words and phrases, the letter has been widely debunked as a hoax.

CAROLINA: Let’s break it open. Name somebody in history who 

talked a lot and made a di�erence.

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL enters the stage and uses an 
iPad to change the lighting and the mise-en-scène, with the help 
of an LED wall.

A parlor in the home of SALMON CHASE, 1850

A WHITE MAID is pouring tea for FREDERICK DOUGLASS 
(played by the same actor who plays the BLACK MALE STUDENT) 
and SALMON CHASE 13 (white, tall, played by the same actor who 
plays THE PROVOST).

CHASE: My own opinion has been that the Black & White races, 

adapted to di�erent latitudes & countries by the in¹uences of 

climate and other circumstances, operating through many genera-

tions, would never have been brought together in one community, 

except under the constraint of force, such as that of slavery. While, 

therefore, I have been utterly opposed to any discrimination in 

legislation against our colored population, and have uniformly 

maintained the equal rights of all men to life, liberty, & the pursuit 

of happiness, I have, always, looked forward to the separation of the 

races. I shall be pleased to know what you think of these matters.
14

�e MAID leaves.

DOUGLASS: Are you talking about colonizing? All the gold of 

California combined, would be insu½cient to defray the expenses 

attending our colonization. We are, as laborers, too essential to the 

interests of our white fellow-countrymen, to make a very grand 

e�ort to drive us from this country among probable events. To 

imagine that we shall ever be eradicated is absurd and ridiculous.
15

CHASE: But in practical terms, how will we ever get on? How shall—

DOUGLASS: �e persecuted red man of the forest, the original 

owner of the soil, has, step by step, retreated from the Atlantic 

lakes and rivers; escaping, as it were, before the footsteps of 

the white man, and gradually disappearing from the face of the 

13. Salmon Chase (1808–73) was a politician, a jurist, and an 

anti slavery activist from Ohio. After challenging Abraham Lin-

coln for the newly formed Republican Party’s nomination in ad-

vance of the 1860 election, Chase joined the president’s “team 

of rivals,” serving as Treasury secretary from 1861 to 1864 and 

working to �nance the Union throughout the Civil War. After 

Chief Justice Roger Taney died on October 12, 1864, Lincoln 

nominated Chase to �ll Taney’s seat on the Supreme Court.

14. Adaptation of a letter from Salmon Chase to Frederick 

Doug lass, May 4, 1850. Like many of his contemporaries, Chase  

opposed slavery, but was at this time in favor of the “colonization” 

programs supported by many in the antislavery movement, which 

called for American slaves to be repatriated to Africa or elsewhere. 

(�is was how Liberia—populated in large part by former en-

slaved Americans— came into being, in 1847.) Chase would later 

come to oppose colonization policies. 

15. Douglass’s lines in this scene are adapted from Frederick 

Douglass, “�e Destiny of Colored Americans,” �e North Star 

(Rochester, New York: November 16, 1849).
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country. He looks upon the steamboats, the railroads, and canals, 

cutting and crossing his former hunting grounds; and upon the 

ploughshare, throwing up the bones of his venerable ancestors, 

and beholds his glory departing—and his heart sickens at the des-

olation. He spurns the civilization—he hates the race which has 

despoiled him, and unable to measure arms with his superior foe, 

he dies. Not so with the black man. More unlike the European 

in form, feature, and color—called to endure greater hardships, 

injuries and insults than those to which the Indians have been 

subjected, he yet lives and prospers under every disadvantage.

CHASE: I don’t question the resilience of your race.

DOUGLASS: We deem it a settled point that the destiny of the 

colored man is bound up with that of the white people of this 

country: be the destiny of the latter what it may. We shall neither 

die out, nor be driven out; but shall go with this people, either 

as a testimony against them, or—

CHASE: Happy coexistence is unlikely.

DOUGLASS: It is idle—worse than idle, ever to think of our expa-

triation, or removal. �e history of the colonization society must 

extinguish all such speculations. 

CHASE: But we are so very di�erent— 

�e MAID returns.

MAID: Your oyster tonger is here, sir.

CHASE: And Mr. Douglass loves oysters. You must stay for din-

ner. Will you?

DOUGLASS: I can’t refuse oysters.

TOBIAS’s loft, present day

As before.

TOBIAS: What’s the guy’s name? Fish?

CAROLINA: Salmon.

TOBIAS: Fishy name.

ZEL: And how long ago was that?

CAROLINA: About 170 years.

TOBIAS: And we’re still separate.

ZEL: Fish-man is right; we will always be separate.

ANAS ALI: “To imagine we shall ever be eradicated is ridiculous”? 

What was Frederick Douglass talkin’ about? We did go into colo-

nies. Prisons are the colonies we been sent to.

CARL: In fairness to Frederick Douglass, the carceral system as we 

experience it is not something he could have imagined. Most likely.

LINDSAY: We askin’ “How did we get here?” and talking about 

slavery. But Baltimore isn’t down South. My people lived here, and 

my great-grandma tol’ me we wasn’t slaves.

CAROLINA: Actually, Maryland was a southern state. �ey just 

fought the Civil War as if they were part of the North. Baltimore 

was part slave and part free, as was all of Maryland.

ZEL: I know my people was slaves down on the Eastern Shore, 

’cause my great-granddaddy told me about his great-granddaddy.

CARL: �at’s a lot of great s. Doesn’t that put us in the 1700s?

ZEL: Carl, I love you but, you live in di�erent mathematics than 

me. Way my world is, a generation is 15 years, not 30. My mama 

had me when she was 15. So forth and so on going way back.

CAROLINA: Okay, when do you think your ancestors here in 

Maryland got freedom?

ZEL: January 1, 1863. Emancipation Proclamation.

CAROLINA: Hate to break it to you, but the Emancipation Proc-

lamation did not free the slaves in Maryland. �e Emancipation 

Proclamation was only for the states that seceded—and Maryland 

remained a part of the Union. Because it was part of the Union, 

and strategically important due to its proximity to Washington, 

Lincoln looked the other way about the slaves here. 

TOBIAS: Old Abe was basically freeing slaves in territory where 

he had lost cred anyway.

CAROLINA: Slaves here in Maryland were not free ’til 1864.

CARL: Like Juneteenth?

On the whiteboard, CAROLINA writes “1864,” “Emancipation,” 
and “Mayhem.”

CAROLINA: Di�erent. Maryland: Part slave, part free, but the 

pot boiled over about this half-and-half situation, and the state’s 

legislators were pushed to vote on a new state constitution. Slavery 

was a big part of the debate around the constitution. It was hot. 

�e emotions were high. President Lincoln knew that whichever 

way the vote went, there was going to be mayhem.

CAROLINA writes “Lew Wallace” on the whiteboard. 

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL walks onstage with the iPad 
and taps the screen. As CAROLINA continues to talk, the lights and 
scenog raphy change to very realistic scenery of …

The War Department, White House grounds, 1864

CAROLINA: (O�stage.) So Lincoln calls in a General Lew Wallace—

CARL: (O�stage.) Lew Wallace? He wrote the novel Ben-Hur.

CAROLINA: (O�stage.) He did. How do you know that?

CARL: (O�stage.) Random bits of information stick to me like lint.

LINDSAY: (O�stage.) One of my great-grandma’s favorite movies. 

�at was the only good thing about the court’s moving us to her 

house. She loved old-school movies.

CARL: (O�stage.) Long before Charlton Heston starred in that 

movie, Wallace wrote the novel.
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GENERAL LEW WALLACE (played by the same actor who plays 
JACK ROSS) is presented to President ABRAHAM LINCOLN 
(played by the same actor who plays THE DEAN). LINCOLN 
stands, towering over WALLACE, and puts his hand on WAL-
LACE’s shoulder.

CAROLINA: (Voice-over.) Wallace had messed up an important 

battle, or got blamed for it. He arrives in Washington, eager to �x 

his reputation. Lincoln knows about the battle he messed up—

everybody knows about it—but …
16

LINCOLN: I believe it right to give you a second chance, Wal-

lace. I’ve suggested you be assigned to the command of the  

VIII Army Corps.
17

WALLACE: �ank you, Mr. President.

LINCOLN turns away. WALLACE �gures out that the brief meeting 
is over and turns toward the door.

LINCOLN: Ah, Wallace! I came near forgetting; there is an election 

nearly due over in Maryland, but don’t you forget it. Goodbye.

WALLACE: Yessir. Goodbye, sir.

Office of the secretary of war, March 1864

WALLACE enters the o�ce of Secretary of  War EDWIN STANTON 
(played by the same actor who plays THE PROVOST and SALMON 
CHASE. He’s got a long beard, and some girth. He’s grim).

STANTON: Well?

WALLACE: I am assigned to the Middle Department—
18

STANTON: What do you know of Baltimore and the Middle 

Department?

WALLACE: Nothing, sir.

STANTON: �at department has been a graveyard for command-

ers. You have seen the president?

WALLACE: Yes, sir.

STANTON: What did he tell you?

WALLACE: To come see you.

STANTON: Was that all?

16. After the bloody Battle of Shiloh, in southwestern Tennes-

see, Wallace was blamed for the Union’s high rate of casualties. 

�ough the Union technically prevailed at Shiloh, Wallace spent 

the rest of his life attempting to vindicate his actions.

17. �e dialogue in this scene is adapted from Lew Wallace: An 

Autobiography, published in 1906, after Wallace’s death.

18. �e Middle Department was an administrative military district 

headquartered in Baltimore that encompassed the middle- Atlantic 

states. In July 1862, it was renamed the VIII Corps. Wallace  

assumed command in March 1864.

WALLACE: He also said there was an election nearly at hand in 

Maryland, and he did not want me to forget it.

STANTON: Nor must you. �e last Maryland legislature passed 

an act for an election, looking to abolish slavery in the state by 

constitutional amendment.
19

 �e president has set his heart on 

abolition in that way, and mark, he does not want it to be said by 

anybody that the bayonet had anything to do with the election. 

He is a candidate for a second nomination. You understand?

WALLACE: I think so, sir.

STANTON: Have you a plan?

WALLACE: I’ve never heard of the business before.

STANTON: Well, then, it is a kindness saying that it will be your 

�rst trial.

STANTON immediately turns away from WALLACE and studies a 
document. WALLACE waits in vain for further instructions.

WALLACE: Uh. Good day? Sir?

�e sound of a modern phone ringing brings us back to the present.

TOBIAS’s loft, present day

It is ZEL’s phone that’s ringing. ZEL jumps up and searches for it. 
She shows LINDSAY the face of the phone so she can see who’s calling.

ZEL: Latitude, this is Zel.

LINDSAY: (Whispering.) It’s Nkosazana.
20

ANAS ALI: Is it about the boy again?

ZEL nods, writes on the whiteboard amid the other written words—
“Crack Cocaine,” “1864,” “Lew Wallace,” “Emancipation,” etc.—
“Nokey sayin’ she’s gonna kill the mfuckr. She’s �xin’ to gun him down 
at the Crazy Down Home Chicken and Seafood.” 

ZEL: (With her eyes on CARL, who is mouthing things to her.) 
Nokey. Where are you? (She pauses.) Speak slowly. I’m with you. 

LINDSAY: Nokey found out the guy she was with before she went 

to juvie, and was with all during juvie, has another girl.

ANAS ALI: He had a lot of other girls.

ZEL: Nokey. Stay where you are. I’m coming.

CARL and ZEL grab their shoes, �ing open the huge metal door, 
and run down the stairs, barefoot.

19. Maryland’s General Assembly actually passed an act calling for 

a constitutional convention, which took place from April to Sep-

tember 1864. Slavery would be abolished following an October 

referendum via the establishment of a new state constitution, not 

an amendment to the existing one.

20. Pronounced N’o-ka-sa-na.
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� e lights fall on a very realistic scene of …

THE MARYLAND CLUB, 1864

A ballroom. An intense gaslit stage. WHITE WOMEN, and one 
BLACK WOMAN, Confederate bandannas in their bosoms, serve 
whiskey to the WHITE CLUB MEMBERS, which include no women. 

CAROLINA: (Voice-over.) Wallace sends a Major William Este to 

the Maryland Club to inquire about he and his men getting access 

while in town, for meals, hospitality, etc.

MAJOR WILLIAM ESTE (white, 20s, energetic) walks in with a 
MARSHAL. He approaches a club member.

ESTE: Please lead me to the club secretary.

A show-stopping number cuts him o� . A burst of banjo, drums, horns, 
as a WHITE MALE SINGER moves onstage.

WHITE MALE SINGER: Introducing … Lil’—Cotton—Pone!!!!!!!!

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL, with heavy brothel makeup, 
dressed in a sparkly, sexualized costume, dances over to a piano 
with choreographed moves. She plays the minstrel song “Miss Lucy 
Long” with the ease and energy of a prodigy, and a dazzling smile. 
LUCY LONG, a white man in drag and blackface, makes a splashy 
entrance and dances to the song.

WHITE MALE SINGER:

Oh! I jist come out afore you,

To sing a little song,

I plays it on de banjo,

And dey calls it Lucy Long.

At � rst, ESTE and the MARSHAL are enthralled—even some Union-
ists enjoyed blackface.

CAROLINA: I’d like to go on this one. I have a good relationship 

with Nokey.

TOBIAS: You can’t.

CAROLINA: If I am never on the streets with you during crisis 

moments, I won’t be able to re� ne Latitude’s design. 

ANAS ALI: It ain’t safe for you out there.

LINDSAY: How can I explain it? It’s all about your LTO—license 

to operate. We have a lot of relationships because we been in the 

streets all our lives. I am the daughter of a former gang king. You 

know how some people, they get left inherited stu¡ : $200,000, 

or buildings, or a business? I was left with the streets. My father 

had di¡ erent relationships with di¡ erent gang chiefs, you know, 

and they watched me grow up. So within di¡ erent mobs, I have 

relationships with di¡ erent people that’s stemming from his rela-

tionships, you know, so that kind of put me in a better position 

than most, you know, because my arms can reach some more 

places that are kind of, like, underground.
21

CAROLINA: Carl has no LTO and he’s out there.

TOBIAS: Carl was a medic in Afghanistan, okay? He still 

addicted to adrenaline. I promised your Uncle James I would 

take care of you at all costs. And I do mean all costs. You not goin’ 

on any runs. We best head to the o«  ce, ’cause who knows what 

could get kicked o¡  tonight.

� ey split.

Latitude office, nighttime

CAROLINA and TOBIAS drink coffee. ANAS ALI and 
LINDSAY come in.

ANAS ALI: Damn, what’s takin’ Zel and Carl so long? I’m dozin’. 

It’s 3:21 a.m.

TOBIAS: Okay, wake us up, Doc. Finish telling us about this guy 

who wrote Ben-Hur. I’ll make you one of my special triple espressos.

ANAS ALI: Toe may not let you go on a run, but now you 

know you special. ’Cause he never works his espresso machine 

for nobody but himself.  

CAROLINA: Lew Wallace arrives in Baltimore, doesn’t know a 

soul, learns about the Maryland Club—a private club wherein 

“city gentlemen” ate, drank, and made sure power stayed in a 

circle the size of a pinhead. Took a break from their “hectic” 

lifestyle of power brokering. Napoleon Bona parte’s nephew, 

Jerome “Bo” Bonaparte, was its � rst president. Johns Hopkins 

was a member. Maryland was in the Union, but this club became 

a hangout for Confederate sympathizers. By the way, Johns Hop-

kins wasn’t a Confederate sympathizer—he was a Unionist— but 

the word today is that he did own slaves. 

ANAS ALI: Facts change! 

21. Verbatim excerpts from an interview with Shivone Camphor, 

a former outreach worker for Chicago CRED, March 13, 2021.
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�e chorus is sung, with the band playing and our 11-YEAR-OLD 
SLAVE GIRL harmonizing.

Oh! take your time Miss Lucy,

Take your time Miss Lucy Long.

Oh! take your time Miss Lucy

Take your time Miss Lucy Long.

Miss Lucy she is handsome,

And Miss Lucy she is tall,

To see her dance Cachucha

Is death to niggers all.

Oh! Miss Lucy’s teeth is grinning

Just like an ear ob corn,

And her eyes dey look so winning!

Oh! would I’d ne’er been born.

A WHITE WOMAN serving drinks gives the MARSHAL a whiskey. 
He enjoys a close look at her bosom—and then suddenly notices the 
Confederate bandanna.

MARSHAL: Major—

ESTE: Shh!

WHITE MALE SINGER:

I axed her for to marry

Myself de toder day,

She said she’d rather tarry

So I let her habe her way.

If she makes a scolding wife

As sure as she was born

I’ll tote her down to Georgia …

�ey reach the �nale, again with the band playing and our 11-YEAR-
OLD SLAVE GIRL harmonizing.

WHITE MALE SINGER: 

And … trade … her … o� … for … CORN!
22

�e MARSHAL yanks the bandanna from the WHITE WOMAN’s 
bosom, thrusting it toward ESTE.

MARSHAL: Copperheads,
23

 Major!

ESTE: Treason!!!!

WHITE MALE SINGER: Bluebellies!

22. According to �e Cambridge History of American Music, “Miss 

Lucy Long” was one of the most frequently performed songs of 

the early minstrel-show age. �e original authorship of the song is 

uncertain, but this version is based on an arrangement composed 

by George Willig in 1842.

23. �e Copperheads, or Peace Democrats, were Democrats in the 

North who opposed the Civil War and advocated for an immedi-

ate settlement with the Confederacy. Republicans often accused 

Copperheads of conspiring with Confederate agents and fomenting 

draft resistance in the North; in 1864, several prominent Copper-

heads were tried for treason.

LUCY LONG: Why, Mercy! Bluebellies ain’t ’lowed! �is here 

Mr. Bo Bonaparte’s clubhouse!

�e WHITE MALE SINGER dives o� the stage, grabbing ESTE 
by the collar. �e MARSHAL throws the WHITE MALE SINGER 
to the floor. The BLACK WOMAN inches through the crowd 
toward our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL.

ESTE: �is place is an outpost for the Confederacy! You’re 

under arrest!

LUCY LONG: (Grabbing our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL and 
holding her like a hostage.) Lawd, Lawd! We’s under ’rest, Lil’ 

Cotton Pone, we’s under ’rest! Oh, Lawdy!

A �ght breaks out. �e BLACK WOMAN grabs our 11-YEAR-
OLD SLAVE GIRL and splits with her during the escalating vio-
lence. �e MARSHAL handcu�s the WHITE MALE SINGER 
and LUCY LONG.

MARYLAND CLUB MEMBER: Major. Pardon us. All this talk about 

a vote that’s comin’ to end slavery—all of those niggers runnin’ 

loose? Bucks naked, women chasin’ ignorant pickaninnies in our 

streets? Little whiskey for medicine is all this means to be. We’re 

scammered. Don’t take it serious. 

ESTE sees that they are outnumbered.

ESTE: Marshal, let ’em go. We’ll be back.

Latitude office, PRESENT DAY, just before dawn 

ANAS ALI, CAROLINA, TOBIAS, and LINDSAY are all sip-
ping espresso.

CAROLINA: Don’t forget there’s a full-fledged war on, and 

Maryland is about to vote for or against slavery. Este reports to 

Wallace that the Maryland Club is a hangout for Confederate 

sympathizers—

ZEL and CARL return—they look like warriors exhausted after battle.

ZEL: We gotta do something more about these young ladies, 

and stop thinking of them only as extensions of the young men. 

CARL: Noke is out ¼yin’ on her own. Her beef with Kevin is 

no joke. She wants to put together her own pack and kill him.

LINDSAY: No matter what we say, our program is male-centered. 

TOBIAS: At the moment, I’m not worried about girls creating 

packs. We can’t lose focus.

ZEL: Toe, straight up: You don’t think a girl could be in the 

game, full-out, without a man, do you?

TOBIAS: (Suppressing a giggle.) Uh—I don’t.

ANAS ALI: Shortsighted, man.

CAROLINA: Nobody is thinking about the impact that this street 

violence is having on young women, right? So, like all move-

ments, right? If you grow up in something—
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LINDSAY: —And somebody keeps telling you to siddown some-

where and goes to decide that you gonna do dis for us? �en you’re 

like, “Well, I can do it too. I can do it better. I’ma show you.” 

CAROLINA: Right? ’Cause this—the gang life—is a movement 

of empowerment.
24

A loud doorbell rings. LINDSAY and ZEL are at the security screen 
in a �ash.

ZEL: It’s Nokey. 

ANAS ALI pushes a button. Soon, NKOSAZANA, a.k.a. Nokey, 
enters. She is played by the same actor who plays our 11-YEAR-OLD 
SLAVE GIRL, whom we just saw in the burlesque. She’s wearing 
makeup and modern clothes: tight jeans, Louboutins, and a blinged-
out, fur-collared jacket. She’s 14, acting like a 16-year-old, but she 
has the face of a baby.

ZEL and LINDSAY frisk her. LINDSAY takes a Glock out of  
NKOSAZANA’s jacket. �ey sit.

ANAS ALI: Where’d you get the jacket?

NKOSAZANA: Same place I got my Loubs: Saks Fifth. My favorite 

store.

TOBIAS: Stealing is against the rules.

NKOSAZANA: �at’s why I come to say this program ain’t for me.

TOBIAS: �is program is not for you. Yet and still, Zel and Carl 

were out there just now keeping you from making your second 

huge mistake—the �rst one being what you did to get yourself 

incarcerated in the �rst place.

NKOSAZANA: I’m �xin’ to leave Latitude.

TOBIAS: (Playing the bad cop.) You are not ready to leave Latitude. 

You are barely ready to be in it.

ANAS ALI: (Playing the good cop.) Whoa, whoa, Toe. Ease up. 

TOBIAS: You messin’ up, Noke. You messin’ up.

NKOSAZANA: I’m the type who mess up. �at’s why I’m quittin’. 

I ain’t got the potential to be one of y’all successes. It ain’t smart 

of y’all to try to save me. I’m risky. I’ll mess y’all’s numbers up. 

CAROLINA: Numbers? �is isn’t about numbers.

NKOSAZANA: �en how come in the Sun paper they got the num-

bers of how many people y’all “servin’ ” so far? Like we a chicken 

box or a court summons. How come the Sun had a picture of 

me? … Ain’t nobody been able to change me. Shit, my mama and 

them barely changed my diapers. 

CARL: Are you afraid of—?

24. �e dialogue here, starting with “Nobody is thinking about 

the impact,” is a verbatim excerpt from the interview with 

Necole Muhammad.

LINDSAY: What’s your plan, Nokey baby?

TOBIAS: Considering you are a female without any male structure 

to work inside of … or—

CARL: Are you working in a male organization? 

ANAS ALI: �ere’s no judgment here.

NKOSAZANA: I am a female and I know what my power is. I 

know what I could have done to somebody, or what I can make 

happen in the streets … I can set you up. I can use my beauty 

to get you where I want you to be.
25

LINDSAY: Now, you are one of those real pretty children, so that 

is true, you certainly could. Now, I was a pretty chile too. Bein’ 

pretty is like carryin’ a gun: You really need a license, and some 

lessons, or you could get yourself in trouble. 

NKOSAZANA: I could be so sweet that you believe in trusting me 

and show me where everyone in your houses is at. Females can 

make a lot of things happen. Females have brothers; they can run 

and get they brother and start a war. �ey can be anything … 

Drive-by shooters …
26

ZEL: Absolutely. Toe, you know darn well we got shooters 

that’s females.

NKOSAZANA: When they go out, they always got the girls with 

them. And they girls is either the driver or the shooter. But you 

really wouldn’t know this if you wasn’t on the concrete with them.
27

TOBIAS: And who exactly are you on the concrete with?

ANAS ALI: Seems to me Nkosazana is talking about having her 

own splinter group. Is that what’s happenin’, Noke?

NKOSAZANA: I can be just as much of a shooter as you can. I 

can roll with you all. I can hold a gun. I can handle the pack. 

I can … do this and do that. I can … you know, I can have a 

group of young women following me.
28

LINDSAY: You �xin’ to get some of your girls workin’ the streets, 

and takin’ a cut o¡ the top?

ZEL: It’s a lot of young ladies, they are going into strippin’, and 

usin’ Backpage.
29

CARL: Is that what you have in mind?

TOBIAS: I’m just trying to understand how you think you can 

handle a whole pack. You ain’t tall enough to have your own 

pack; you still a shorty.

NKOSAZANA: I ain’t no shorty. I’m almost 15.

25. Shivone Camphor interview.

26. Shivone Camphor interview.

27. Shivone Camphor interview.

28. Necole Muhammad interview.

29. Shivone Camphor interview. (“Backpage” refers to an online 

network that advertises escort services.) 
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TOBIAS: You look like a shorty. You look like you are not even 

12 yet. And you are planning on being a pimp?

ANAS ALI: Actually, that could work in her favor. Nobody 

would suspect a 12-year-old girl to be a pimp. 

NKOSAZANA: A lot of the females I know don’t even know they’re 

being pimped; they just think we buddies and we hangin’ out 

and this what we doing together.
30

LINDSAY: But then you might have that one smarter girlfriend 

that’s with you that know how to line us up before we all make it, 

and she even got her chop o� the top before y’all even get started 

on whatever you doing. And then a friend—still chopping.
31

CARL: What’s going on, Nokey? What is really going on? With you.

NKOSAZANA: (Fighting tears.) My mama is struggling. It’s bad at 

home. My mama goin’ through a depression. I just need money. 

And it’s a lot a money out there, even more than before I went 

into juvie. I’m talkin’ about money. Y’all talkin’ ’bout freedom, 

and that ain’t never gonna be. 

NKOSAZANA gets up, grabs her gun, throws open the door, and splits.

ANAS ALI: She won’t quit. When you �xin’ to quit, you don’t 

announce it; you just quit.

LINDSAY: Most of what she had to say, she’s heard about in juvie. 

But the way she’s talkin’? She hasn’t done anything. Yet. 

TOBIAS: Nothing new.

CAROLINA: Except the part about her mother. 

TOBIAS: Shall we call it a night?

Lights down.

TOBIAS’s loft, midday

TOBIAS, ZEL, and LINDSAY are sparring at the far end of the 
loft. ANAS ALI and CAROLINA are at the worktable. CARL, with 
shoes on, is at the whiteboard, writing “Hyperarousal.” Everyone 
else is in socks.

CAROLINA: To me, this has post-traumatic stress written all over it.

CARL: So soldiers coming back from war with PTSD, they have 

a very similar symptom picture in terms of extreme explosive 

anger and aggression. And so, um, you know, other things are 

sometimes— they don’t experience positive emotions. But the thing 

about them is the trauma is not just in the past; the trauma is today 

and tomorrow, right? It’s not completely the same as post-traumatic 

stress. Because they’ve got trauma today, trauma tomorrow.
32

30. Nkosazana’s lines here, and Lindsay’s next lines, are excerpts 

from the Shivone Camphor interview. 

31. “Chop o� the top” means skim pro�ts from Noke’s would-be 

prostitution ring.

32. Verbatim excerpt from an interview with Dr. Donald Tyler, 

director of clinical services at Chicago CRED, March 27, 2021.

ANAS ALI: … It ain’t historical, like “historical” trauma; we 

don’t need historical trauma, right, ’cause we got enough trauma 

through poverty in the present?
33

LINDSAY and ZEL take o� sparring equipment, get waters from 
the fridge.

ZEL: Why did you save up to buy this expensive Sub-Zero if you 

never gonna put food in it? I am starved.

TOBIAS: Food’s messy.

ZEL: Nobody needs this much water.

TOBIAS: One hundred bottles. Y’all took two—that makes 98.

ZEL: ³ere’s wisdom in feeding your bodyguard, Toe.

CARL: Here, Zel, take my pretzel thins.

LINDSAY: Dr. V, Nokey sayin’ recruits are just numbers for us; 

the kids don’t trust us.

CARL: It’s the system they don’t trust. To them, we’re the system—

they don’t see the nuance.

ZEL: Dr. N, no o�ense—you do look like you’re with the system. 

Your clothes are what I’ma call “charity fashion.” You look … like 

a teacher.

CAROLINA: I am a teacher.

LINDSAY: Leave my girl alone.

ANAS ALI: ³at’s not charity fashion; that’s “academic chic.”

ZEL: And yet, we don’t have cred with the judges. Judge Morley— 

messin’ with our plan, banking on us failing. She may even be 

takin’ bets with the rest of them black robes.

ANAS ALI: Now you soundin’ paranoid.

CARL: She’s catastrophizing.

TOBIAS: Man, take your shoes o�. You’re scu·ng my ¸oor.

CARL slips his shoes o�.

TOBIAS: We ain’t this, we ain’t that. I feel kinda sad. Could I 

have stayed involved with my gang more heavily, and worked 

on peace from inside of there, instead of kind of leaving them 

behind?
34

 My daughter still kind of leans on that. She says I 

was more respected, from social media and her peers, as me 

being the legend I was—than me now bein’ this anti-violence 

33. ³is idea was explored in the author’s play Notes From the 

Field (2015); the concept Anas Ali references here is drawn from 

interviews with Dr. Victor G. Carrión, professor and vice chair of 

psychiatry and behavioral sciences at Stanford University and the 

director of the Stanford Early Life Stress and Resilience Program.

34. ³is line (“Could I have stayed”) is from the Curtis Toler inter-

view on March 27, 2021.
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guy, going into the community, you know, talking about peace, 

when all they been in is war. I’m not violent anymore, right? 

What I really want for my brothers and for myself—I want to 

be alive and free.
35

 So sometimes I do think that if I had stayed 

the person with status, in authority, then I may have been able 

to do a lot more.

ZEL: Remember when our life was all about mayhem? I kind 

of miss it.

CARL: I sometimes miss the old me, the me who didn’t have to 

worry about anything but sports, girls, pranks, and extravagant 

birthday parties. �e me who idolized my fuckup brother. I 

didn’t have to be my parents’ problem. He was. One night he and 

his buddy got high and climbed the cable on the Golden Gate 

Bridge. He didn’t even fall. �e cops caught him. All they did was 

drive him home! I kept thinking he’d get kicked out of school. 

But no. �e headmaster of the school came over to our house in 

Paci�c Heights every morning, checked in to see if he got through 

his homework. Him, my mother, and the headmaster, kinda like 

a prayer meeting. But the only religion in the school was money. 

Everyone believed in money. My brother is very rich, a �nance 

guy—on the board of a cathedral, pillar of his community, with 

what Zel would call a charity wife and three kids. He was so full 

of mischief and mayhem before. Our mayhem got classi�ed as 

“mischief.” Y’all got pathologized and incarcerated.

TOBIAS: Is that why he made a big donation to us—guilt?

CARL: Yeah. 

ANAS ALI: Speaking of all this mayhem, Doc, you never told us 

about the “mayhem” that Abraham Lincoln was worried about.

CAROLINA: Okay, so mayhem in Annapolis, Maryland, the Old 

Statehouse, 1864.

Loud male shouting. We hear a gavel banging.

Maryland Constitutional Convention, 1864

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL appears again, back as she was 
in the beginning, with the iPad, and as soon as the mise-en-scène 
appears, she leaves.

CAROLINA: (Voice-over.) Slavery did not end in Maryland by proc-

lamation. It ended by vote. People talked for months and months 

and argued and argued and somewhere in all this a Christian min-

ister entered a very important word into the discussion: apprentice.

The Old Statehouse, Annapolis, Maryland 

Lights up on full-out action: WHITE MEN in period clothing, in 
the midst of an impassioned debate.

REVEREND ROBERT W. TODD: Ordered: �at the Commit-

tee on the Judicial Department be instructed to inquire into 

the expediency of incorporating into the constitution a pro-

vision making it the duty of the legislature to provide by law 

for the apprenticeship, by courts of competent jurisdiction, of 

35. �ese lines (from “My daughter still kind of leans” to “alive 

and free”) are from another Curtis Toler interview, April 6, 2023.

emancipated Negroes who are minors, so as to better provide 

for their welfare and preparation for freedom.
36

ARCHIBALD STIRLING JR.: (Jumps to his feet.) I am opposed 

to that article!

TODD: I think it is very desirable that some provision should be 

made so as to better prepare those emancipated Negroes who may 

be minors for the enjoyment of the freedom that we shall give them.

EDWIN A. ABBOTT: I would suggest to my friend that we bet-

ter emancipate them �rst, and then provide for them afterward.

STIRLING: I do not wish to debate this question! �e necessary 

e¿ect of it will be to perpetuate slavery in Maryland for 10 years 

longer. �is section provides absolutely for the binding out of an 

entire class of persons, without any reference to the condition of the 

emancipated parents of these children, without any regard to the age 

of the children, whether they are 8 or 18 years of age, whether they 

are competent to earn a livelihood or not. Even if the Orphans’ Court 

thinks that they are able to support themselves, and will do so, they 

are a class to be bound out. �is section is not so much to provide 

for the custody of these people as it is to compensate the masters by 

giving them an additional furlough upon the time of their slaves.

EZEKIEL FORMAN CHAMBERS: �is exhibition of apprehension 

seems to be entertained by gentlemen, lest a dollar of compensation 

should be given to the masters who are stripped of their property. 

Is it to be a matter of regret that incidentally you should, to some 

small extent, remunerate these people? You have, by one fell swoop, 

manumitted men, women, and children, old and young, �rm, 

in�rm, and helpless; those who are as impotent as the child at the 

breast, and as incapable of maintaining themselves. We are about 

to turn loose upon the community every minor Negro in the 

state. Uneducated, unprepared for the condition of freedom, with 

no employment, no business, no vocation except that in which 

they must engage under the instruction of the white people, as 

general laborers, entirely and exclusively accustomed to farming 

operations— thousands upon thousands are to be turned loose.

JOSEPH M. CUSHING: �e delegation of Baltimore City are 

all instructed by our constituents and are de�nitely pledged not 

to vote for any law for colored apprenticeship. And certainly in 

other parts of the state, delegates were sent here for the purpose 

of emancipating the slaves, and it could not have been the will of 

their constituents that after their emancipation, all persons under 

21 years of age should be remanded to slavery.

HENRY STOCKBRIDGE: I move to amend by adding to the sec-

tion the words: “And said court shall bind all masters to whom any 

such apprentice shall be indentured, to cause said apprentice to be 

taught to read and write; and any violation of which obligation on 

the part of any master shall cancel the indenture of apprenticeship.”

WILLIAM T. PURNELL: �e articles of apprenticeship, or the 

indentures, are not required to express that the Negro shall be 

educated. Does anyone profess upon this Âoor that the Negro will 

ever occupy the status of the white man? Is there any individual 

who can ever bring his mind to the conclusion that that degraded 

race will ever be raised to the degree of the white race? �at they 

36. �e dialogue in this scene is adapted from Richard P. Bayly’s 

record of Maryland’s 1864 Constitutional Convention.
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are inferior to the white race there is no doubt. �e God of nature 

when he created, stamped upon their forehead the mark as broad 

and lasting as the mark upon Cain. Is there any man who would 

elevate them to the degree of the white man? �e idea that the 

Negro can ever elevate himself to the condition of the white man is 

preposterous. But unfortunately, the white man can debase himself 

to the condition of the Negro. I cannot support a proposition to 

elevate the Negro to the sphere of the white man.

JOSEPH B. PUGH: I am astonished this morning! �e impression 

might prevail that probably those of us who take a di�erent view 

of this subject from what that gentleman does, that we were in 

favor of elevating the Negro race, were in favor of something like 

Negro equality; a rehash of that political, wishy-washy, meaningless 

talk. It is better to have educated labor than uneducated labor. It 

is perfectly proper to educate a horse …

CHAMBERS: To read and write?

PUGH: You can educate a horse in other ways than to read and 

write. If you could teach a horse to read and write, it would be a 

good thing; but you cannot do that. But you can teach the Negro 

to read and write.

CHAMBERS: Not all of them.

PUGH: Well, some of them, then. You cannot teach some white 

men to read and write. I am astonished that Mr. Purnell should see 

in that amendment some evidence that we acknowledge that the 

Negro is our equal. I have never had any such fear. Take two men, 

the one 6 feet high, and the other 5 feet high; that is their stature, 

so designed by the Almighty. Put them upon the same platform, 

the one by the side of the other; if they stand upright men, there is 

no way in which their two heads can be upon the same level, unless 

he who is the taller man should stoop. Now, other gentlemen may 

do as they please, but we do not intend to stoop.

STIRLING: Will anybody say that any Negro boy 16 years of age, 

or even 12 years of age, is not able to make his own living now?

JAMES L. RIDGLEY: What is the proposition? �at the jurisdic-

tion of the Orphans’ Court touching free Negroes and mulattoes, 

as now exercised by law, shall be so extended as to authorize them 

to give the preference in apprenticing such Negroes and mulat-

toes, to their former masters. �at is all it means, nothing more 

and nothing less. �is ghost of slavery that has been invoked has 

the e�ect of intimidating those who, from convictions of duty, are 

seeking to emancipate the enslaved race in this state.

FREDERICK SCHLEY: �e apology for restoring free colored 

minors to practical slavery, under the guise of benevolence to them, 

is abominable. Much stress has been laid upon the benevolence of 

this proposition, Mr. Todd, but I confess my surprise that a min-

ister of the Gospel should never have said, in all his views of that 

unfortunate race, one word in advocacy of their being educated 

in this transition state. Not one word! 

CUSHING: I submit that it is simply absurd that there should be 

a law of Maryland that forces a man abundantly able to maintain 

himself back into the condition of an apprentice, to serve a master 

and to receive no wages. A hundred thousand free Blacks in Mary-

land support themselves now. �e experience of counties and of the 

city of Baltimore tells you that there is no more prosperous class of 

labor in the state of Maryland today than the free Black labor. �ey 

are abundantly able to support themselves by their own exertions. 

�ere are no more of them in the almshouses than of white people.

TOBIAS’s LOFT, PRESENT DAY

TOBIAS: So you’re saying that before they even got to determine 

if they are going to set the slaves free, they were in there arguing 

about taking children back to the plantations?

ZEL: It’s built in! It’s built in! �ey do not want us anywhere 

but plantations. �ey do not want us in the mix!!! Not then. Not 

now! It’s built in!

CAROLINA: �at’s right. It is built in. 

CARL: So did it pass? Did the apprenticeship clause make it into 

the constitution?

CAROLINA: It did not. 

CARL: Good. 

CAROLINA: But— 

TOBIAS: Did I ever tell y’all how much I hate that word, but ?

CAROLINA: Shall we stick with the good news ©rst? 

Whistles, a brass band, and cheers accompany CAROLINA’s speech.

CAROLINA: (Voice-over.) On October 12 and 13, 1864, the votes 

were cast, and on October 29 the results were certi©ed—and Mary-

land went for freeing the slaves! Festoons! Parades! Church choirs! 

Dancing in the streets!

Emancipation Day in Maryland, November 1, 1864

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL runs across the stage, unfurling a 
beautiful banner. Upon it is written “Freedom.” A MASS OF BLACK 
PEOPLE follows behind her in parade mode.

A big, choreographed theatrical number. An extravaganza. WHITE PEO-
PLE dancing, BLACK PEOPLE dancing. Jubilation. PREACHERS OF 
BOTH RACES are preaching on corners. �e scene takes over the entire 
stage, including where TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, CAROLINA, LINDSAY, 
ZEL, and CARL are. �ey are surrounded by this joyous 360-degree “past.”

Suddenly: A �ve-gun salute goes o�. TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, LINDSAY, 
and ZEL drop to the ¡oor as if they are being shot at. 

CAROLINA: Oh, the guns weren’t meant to kill anybody. �at was 

a gun salute that Lew Wallace ordered! Everything’s cool!

�e party resumes. Church bells go o�. Fireworks. Folks of all races 
are dancing.

TOBIAS: Hold on! 

He signals and stops the music. Like a game of musical chairs, the 
entire cast freezes.

TOBIAS: Did white people actually celebrate this?
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CAROLINA: I assumed they did, but that might be that irritating 

Pollyanna in me that won’t let go—

CARL: Let’s pretend they did. Let’s imagine the best for once.

TOBIAS: Party on!

� e party resumes, reaches a height, and then the adults leave. A 
CHORUS OF CHILD REVELERS—Black children of di� erent ages, 
from toddlers to 20-year-olds—stays behind as the celebration subsides, 
playing with scraps from the party. CAROLINA, TOBIAS, ANAS 
ALI, ZEL, LINDSAY, and CARL stand onstage with the children.

CAROLINA: Maryland was very proud to have freed its slaves 

before the passage of an amendment to the U.S. Constitution 

requiring that. But …

TOBIAS: But.

CAROLINA: … One day after emancipation. One day. One day. 

November 2, 1864. One day.

� e music resumes to full jubilation until a video projection appears 
on the wall behind the stage with the text: “Black-child-seizure day, 
Maryland, November 2, 1864.” SLAVE CATCHERS swarm the 
stage and grab Black children, among them YOUNG COSTON 
(played by the same actor who plays JAXON).

Lights up on an oxcart full of Black children. An 8-YEAR-OLD 
GIRL (our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL, when she was three 
years younger) runs to get away. She is grabbed and thrown onto 
the oxcart. A WHITE MAN WITH A LIST and a MUSCULAR 
THUG stand by the cart. CARL watches the 8-YEAR-OLD GIRL. 
He will become PHILEMON HAMBLETON, a plantation owner. 

WHITE MAN WITH A LIST: Coston!

� e MUSCULAR THUG grabs YOUNG COSTON.

YOUNG COSTON: Where you takin’ me?

WHITE MAN WITH A LIST: Back to your master … Next, 

Elizabeth Turner!

TOBIAS: You said that that bullshit amendment or law or stipula-

tion or whatever did not pass.

CAROLINA: I added “but.”

CARL: � is is unbelievable.

CAROLINA: Is it? Carl, imagine you have a way to keep your 

workforce—in fact, your most robust workforce, as you are not as 

interested in the slaves who are 50, 60, worn out like old cars. And 

they aren’t like 11-, 12-, 13-year-old kids today, who supposedly have 

to be watched and have to have organized sports and other activi-

ties to � ll the day; these are robust preteens who can haul water, dig 

ditches, take care of babies and will have more capacity in two years 

to butcher pigs, pick tobacco, and build things. And here’s a girl, 8 

years old. She can babysit, clean, and sew. And imagine what use she 

will be to you at 12, 13—whenever she gets her period—and can 

bear children. She can increase your slave population. In this case, 

the young lady in question is your property, one Elizabeth Turner. 

� eater magic ensues wherein our cast steps from past to present and 
present to past.

CARL walks toward ELIZABETH TURNER. He takes her by the 
elbow and pulls her o�  the oxcart.

ELIZABETH: Where you taking me?

CARL/HAMBLETON: Home.

ELIZABETH: But, sir, your place ain’t my home no more. My 

mama lookin’ for a place to be, but she don’t know where to go. We 

don’t know where to go, but we ain’t comin’ back to you. We free. 

CARL/HAMBLETON grabs her. She starts to scream. He deals with 
her not as though it’s 1864 but as though she were a kid out of control 
in a mall today with everyone looking on.

CARL/HAMBLETON: Everything will be okay—

ELIZABETH breaks away.
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Present Day

ANAS ALI: Carl, man, it’s 1864 and the girl is your property. 

You ain’t the man now ; you the man then.

CARL/HAMBLETON grabs ELIZABETH and hauls her 
o� stage. � e oxcart sweeps around and then o�  the stage amid 
threatening lighting, leaving ANAS ALI, TOBIAS, LIND-
SAY, ZEL, and CAROLINA on what is now a bare stage. 

CAROLINA: So, remember the argument about “apprentice-

ships”? Even though the legislators who were in favor of appren-

ticeships did not really win that argument on the Maryland 

House � oor, they still forced Black kids into apprenticeships— 

girls until they were 18, boys until they were 21. � ey used a 

Black Code law written a few years before to do it. 

ANAS ALI: � is is a fact.

CAROLINA: Yes. 

TOBIAS: A real fact?

CAROLINA: I can show you some things.

Music plays. 

INTERMISSION
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TOBIAS’s loft, Present Day

Everyone is gathered around the whiteboard.

CAROLINA: So children are snatched up, taken back to the 

plantations. 

TOBIAS: � ey set the scene for the whole system right there, right 

after emancipation. 

ZEL: Juvie.

TOBIAS: Foster care. 

ANAS ALI: Mental institutions, meds.

ZEL: Basically locked up, taken away from their mamas ’til they 

were 18? 

ANAS ALI: Low-down.

ZEL: We all know ’bout gettin’ locked up ’til we’re 18 or 21. 

TOBIAS: Yeah, but we did stu  ̈ to get locked up—these children 

didn’t do anything but be Black!
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WALLACE: How many of these children are being snatched up?

ESTE: �ousands.

TOBIAS’s loft, present day

As before.

CAROLINA: �ousands. 

TOBIAS: How do we know this is real?

CAROLINA: Okay. I am going to show you just how real it is. My 

uncle can arrange for us to have a look at the archives— the Mary-

land State Archives. And we will look at actual—real— documents.

Baltimore Inner Harbor, nighttime

ANAS ALI, CAROLINA, LINDSAY, TOBIAS, ZEL, and CARL 
walk down by the Inner Harbor, Baltimore’s pride, and evidence that 
the place is a tale of two cities: fancy restaurants, lights re�ected on the 
water, romantic. �e group members carry knapsacks and suitcases as 
they approach a skipjack oyster boat, �e Carolina. On it is JAMES 
NELSON, CAROLINA’s uncle (Black, mid-50s, stately, but warm).

JAMES: Ahoy! 

TOBIAS: Yo, James.  

JAMES: Come aboard. 

ANAS ALI: Where we goin’?

JAMES: Annapolis. 

ZEL: I can’t swim. 

JAMES: No need to swim. �at’s what this boat is for.

LINDSAY notices the name Carolina on the boat. 

LINDSAY: Damn, Doc, you got a boat named after you! Check 

it out, y’all. 

ZEL: I’m scared of the water.

LINDSAY: I keep tellin’ you to learn to swim. What if Toe get 

chased down to this harbor and you can’t jump in and save him 

if he jump in? 

ZEL: Where I’m supposed to learn to swim, huh? �e pool around 

my way closed down right after World War II, I think. Besides, 

Black people don’t §oat.

ALL: �at is not a fact!

CARL puts his hand out to ZEL. She automatically takes it.

ZEL: Only ’cause you and me walk these streets together do I trust 

you with this, Carl.  

JAMES: I can’t tell you how tickled I am to take you personally 

to the Maryland State Archives, where we will have a meeting 

in the morning. I make a yearly donation. Apparently they are 

CAROLINA: … Taken back into slavery unless their parents could 

prove to the judge when they went to court that they could take 

care of them.

TOBIAS: Did everybody stand by and just let this go down?

CAROLINA: Course not. Everything about our history is about 

resistance, some of which included white folks. Which takes me 

back to Lew Wallace …

Lew Wallace’s headquarters, November 1864 

MAJOR WILLIAM ESTE is reading letters aloud to GENERAL 
LEW WALLACE.

CAROLINA: (O�stage.) �ere was an absolute groundswell of peo-

ple actively trying to get their children back. �ey wrote letters …

ANAS ALI: (O�stage.) But most of us couldn’t read and write …

CAROLINA: (Offstage.) They paid people to write letters for 

them …

CARL: (O�stage.) Where’d they get the money for that? 

WALLACE: Proceed. 

ESTE: Here’s one from a John Dennis. Snow Hill, Worcester 

County, Maryland. “I came down after my children, and found 

them bound out, so I went and asked him for them, and he 

told me I could not have them, and so I left him and went to 

Dr. Hubble, and he said that I would have to employ a lawyer to 

prove that the binding of the children were not right. I went then. 

He thought I could have them, and I asked the lawyer about it, 

and he said that he could get them for me if I would pay him ten 

dollars a case, which would be thirty dollars … My two youngest 

was bound the day before the New Constitution, and the other 

one was bound on the same day of the New Constitution.”
1

WALLACE: Continue. 

ESTE: “I write to report to you a case of a little orphan girl now 

in her twelfth year of age, who formerly belonged to a man by 

the name of Franklin Newman, and he still holds her as his prop-

erty refusing to let any one have her. �ere has been two or three 

persons who have asked him for the girl. He told them that he 

would not let any one have her unless I come for her, and if I did 

he would let me have her, so I happened to be here and heard 

what he had said. I went over there to get her. But when I got to 

Mr. Newman’s and told him what my errand was, he became very 

angry, telling me that I could not have her and for me to get o½ 

of his farm as soon as I could, he said the court had bound her 

and that she was his property. He then went into the house and 

got his gun and sword and pursued me until I got o½ of his farm. 

He then went back to the house and sent word to me at church, 

that had not he to have been kept at home by some one coming 

into his house, that he intended to have come there and shot me, 

and that I had better leave there before the next morning, for the 

county was not large enough to hold us both, that he would shoot 

me the ¿rst place he came up with me.” Samuel Elbert.

1. �is and the subsequent quotation by Este are from letters sent 

to Lew Wallace while he served as commander of the VIII Corps 

in Baltimore.

1223_WEL_DeavereSmith_Play [Print]_18368143.indd   59 10/24/2023   12:51:37 PM

      59



DECEMBER 202360

grateful that some people are interested in more than personal 
genealogy. I have arranged for us to look at original documents 
from the “Orphans’ Court.”

Inside the Maryland State Archives

ZEL, TOBIAS, LINDSAY, ANAS ALI, CARL, and CAROLINA 
are in a large conference room. �ere are carts with several large boxes. 
�ey take out crumbling papers and start looking through them.

On another part of the stage is WALLACE’s o�ce, where ESTE and 
sta� are poring over letters.

ZEL: Stu�’s falling apart in my hands.

LINDSAY: How old is this stu�?

CAROLINA: One hundred and seventy years old.

TOBIAS: �ese aren’t people listed on these bundles. It’s things: 
a vase, a rocking chair, a cup.

CAROLINA: Orphans’ Court referred to where the estates of any-
one who died were considered: the items—

LINDSAY: Orphans was items? 2

TOBIAS: �ey were little slaves, right? Property, right?

JAMES walks in with DESMOND BURNS (Black, early 40s) and 
FARLEY MCGIBBEN (a white librarian in his late 30s).

JAMES: Everyone, Desmond Burns and Farley McGibben.

FARLEY hands CAROLINA a large book.

CAROLINA: (Reading.) “�e Negro Docket.”

CAROLINA gives the docket to ZEL, who opens it and stares at the 
�rst page, mysti�ed by the old cursive.

FARLEY: You’ll see in that docket that in just one day, 27 
people, mostly women, came to the court hoping to get their 
children back. 

DESMOND: �e “apprenticeships” went on for three full years 
after emancipation. Black folks started making it their business 
to 
ght this thing.

FARLEY: And the Freedmen’s Bureau had radical lawyers who 
bushwhacked it.

ZEL: (Ri�ing through pages in the docket, she opens randomly to a 
page and stops short.) Look here! On this court list I’m lookin’ at! 
“Elizabeth Turner!” Is this the same Elizabeth we was talkin’ about?

2. �e Orphans’ Court is Maryland’s probate court, dealing with 
the administration of estates and with property disputes. Under 
the 1860 Maryland Code of Public General Laws—the so-called 
Black Codes—the Orphans’ Court was also the venue that would 
determine whether an emancipated Black parent was incapable of 
supporting their children and order the children apprenticed back 
into the custody of a former enslaver.

�ey all crowd around the docket.

FARLEY: Seriously? Is that Elizabeth Turner’s name?

DESMOND: I think it is … �at’s her mother’s name.

CAROLINA: Elizabeth’s mother, sometimes recorded as “Betty,” 
sometimes as “Betsy”—

ANAS ALI: �ey never get our names right. 

DESMOND: �is is the same Elizabeth Turner …

CAROLINA: Elizabeth Turner is important because she’s basically 
the star of the case that puts an end to these so-called apprentice-
ships. Now, just imagine Elizabeth’s mother going back to the 
plantation to get her little girl back. We know from Wallace’s 
diaries and papers that people went directly to the plantations—

LINDSAY: Tryin’ to get your child back? I can imagine it.

�eater magic: LINDSAY and CARL move to another part of the 
stage. LINDSAY plays BETSY TURNER MINOKY, mother of ELIZ-
ABETH TURNER; CARL plays PHILEMON HAMBLETON.

A barn on Hambleton’s plantation, November 1864

CARL as HAMBLETON is working in the barn. LINDSAY as 
BETSY approaches him. 

LINDSAY/BETSY: I come to get my girl back.

CARL/HAMBLETON: In eight years, I will pay you $10 for her … 
I’ll take care of the girl.

LINDSAY/BETSY: No, sir, I can’t sell my baby. No.

CARL/HAMBLETON: I have to train her. Teach her. �at’s what 
apprenticeship is—

LINDSAY/BETSY: I haven’t heard nothin’ about that.

CARL/HAMBLETON: It’s the law. Can’t have little niggers runnin’ 
around not knowin’ where to go, how to be, what to do. Law says 
we gotta train ’em before they get set free.

LINDSAY/BETSY: When do I get her?

CARL/HAMBLETON: When she’s 18.

LINDSAY/BETSY: Eighteen? �at’s 10 years—a long time for her 
to be without her mama. She might birth my grandbabies by then.

CARL/HAMBLETON: She might. She might.

LINDSAY/BETSY: You keepin’ her here just to make more slaves.

CARL/HAMBLETON: I can’t make more slaves, even if I wanted 
to. Slavery’s over. 

LINDSAY/BETSY: How can you take my girl, after I did every-
thing you told me? Everything. Just like you wanted it done. I was 
one of your best niggers, sir.
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“Mama” reverberates as CARL/HAMBLETON lifts ELIZABETH 
and carries her o�stage. LINDSAY/BETSY looks on in horror.

JAMES’s boat, Annapolis Harbor, Present day

CAROLINA, ANAS ALI, ZEL, CARL, and TOBIAS are on the 
boat, cooling their feet in the water.

ANAS ALI: Taking us away, putting us in families the courts cre-

ate. And just imagine what it was like for all those mamas.

ZEL: A child can keep a woman alive, you know that? I think that’s 

how come a lot of my friends had they babies at 14, 15—gives a 

girl somethin’ to live for, you know what I’m sayin’?

CAROLINA: You really think that?

LINDSAY steps onto the boat.

LINDSAY: �at story is hard. Real hard for me. I think I was proba-

bly ’round about Elizabeth’s age when they took me from my mother.

ZEL: ’Round 8, huh?

LINDSAY: I felt like my mother really tried a lot to build a very 

special, close connection with me, because I was her only girl. It 

felt like I had anything I wanted. �en the courts moved us in with 

my grandmother—actually, my great-grandmother.
3

CAROLINA: What happened to your mother?

LINDSAY: She been through her own pain and trauma, stem-

ming ¢rst from my father. He got killed in our house. My mom, 

all of us, was there. So she never really had time to grieve on him. 

CARL: Wait, I thought your father was Big Coleman, a chief—

LINDSAY: He wasn’t my biological father.

ZEL: How come you never told me this? So what happened to 

your real father?

LINDSAY: He passed before I turned 1, and his death is actually 

wrote about in �e Baltimore Sun. He was just making a way for him-

self when he got killed. I never knew him, no pictures, no nothin’. I 

felt like everybody downplayed my mother’s trauma, to make her look 

crazy. She actually was admitted into a psychiatric unit—she didn’t 

admit herself; somebody called them on her. But at the time, my 

mother was fully homeless, and that’s where I wanted to be, with her.

CAROLINA: Your mother was homeless, but at 7 years old, you 

preferred to be with her rather than in a home.

LINDSAY: She needed somebody. She had nobody! Like, we were 

in, like, literally in shelter, shelter from the streets, everything. 

Like the whole—whatever you can imagine. But I felt like she 

should not be alone. �e courts, they saw a better ¢t. But, now, 

even now, you know, growing up without her for so long, like, 

I still—I long, that’s something I long for, like …

3. Lindsay’s dialogue in this scene is from two interviews with 

Akira Smith, on June 23, 2022, and August 7, 2023. Smith is a 

graduate of Western High School, a predominantly Black all-girls 

public school in Baltimore.

CARL/HAMBLETON: You’ll have to go to court.

LINDSAY/BETSY: Court? I can’t read or write. What I’m s’posed 

to do in court? I want to kiss my baby cheek one more time. Hold 

her one more time.

CARL/HAMBLETON: It’s out of my hands. It’s the law. All the chil-

dren are to be back with their masters to do their apprenticeships. 

If you want to see her, you will have to come to court.

A courthouse in Talbot County,  

Maryland, November 3, 1864

�ere are MANY BLACK PEOPLE with CHILDREN, WHITE 
PLANTERS, and a JUDGE. It’s a horrible, emotionally charged mess.

JUDGE: Elizabeth Turner! 

CARL/HAMBLETON steps forward with ELIZABETH. LINDSAY/
BETSY comes up beside them.

JUDGE: How do you plan to care for the child? Have you means?

LINDSAY/BETSY: We was just made free three, four days ago. 

Ain’t no more slaves to do work, so there’s a lotta work to be done, 

and I ’tend on takin’ in laundry and mendin’.

JUDGE: In the meantime, your girl will have to court mischief 

to eat or go hungry. Philemon Hambleton, what do you intend?

CARL/HAMBLETON: Elizabeth Turner will be taught the art or 

calling of a house servant.

JUDGE: Mr. Hambleton shall pay to Betsy Turner, her mother, 

$10 at the end of her 16th year. Will you agree? 

LINDSAY/BETSY: But, sir, I can’t sell my girl. With emancipation, 

she belong to the lawd. If ’n I sell her then, for her to be rightful, 

I be havin’ to buy her, but we free and she s’posed to come back 

to me, for me to care for ’til she care for me and the lawd take me 

and then take her. She ain’t for sale one way t’ the other.

JUDGE: Girl, this is a court of law, not a philosophical discussion. 

Will you accept the money? Ten dollars at the end of her 16th 

year, $12.50 at the end of her 17th, and $15 to the girl at the end 

of her term of service on October 8, 1874, at the time the child 

reaches 18. Yes or no? 

LINDSAY/BETSY freezes.

JUDGE: You are in a court of law. Answer me or you will be in 

contempt—

LINDSAY/BETSY: Sir, I …

JUDGE: Elizabeth Turner is hereby given to the care and guidance 

of Philemon Hambleton, who will teach her the art and mystery 

of the house servant.

�e slam of a gavel.

ELIZABETH: Mamaaaaaa!!!!!!!!!!!
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ANAS ALI: When you look back on history, you don’t think 

about all those feelings.

TOBIAS: Yeah, it’s like every character in the story is a piece of 

information—not a feeling human.

CARL: Like an item—a rocking chair, a teacup, a candlestick.

The parlor of 134 Prince B&B,  

Annapolis

JAMES, ANAS ALI, TOBIAS, CAROLINA, CARL, ZEL, and 
LINDSAY relax.

JAMES: Do they know about Lew Wallace?

CAROLINA: Of course. You can’t tell the story of the apprentice-

ships without Wallace. 

JAMES: Do they know what he did with the Maryland Club?

CAROLINA: Some.

JAMES: Carolina is parsimonious in shedding light on those white 

men who did move things in the right direction. She has an anxiety 

about celebrating the “white savior.” 

CAROLINA: �at’s not fair. Carl, don’t I acknowledge you?

A HOUSEMAN of the 134 Prince B&B comes in.

HOUSEMAN: Have y’all taken advantage of our complimentary 

bourbon tasting? 

ZEL: Now you’re talking!

�e HOUSEMAN leads ZEL to a cabinet. She proceeds to pour 
bourbon for everyone but TOBIAS and ANAS ALI, who don’t drink.

JAMES: �e archives are closed for the weekend. Let’s go to Balti-

more, come back on Monday to the archives. �e Maryland Club 

has a curious and relevant history. I’ll take you there. I’m a member. 

CAROLINA: Uncle J, please do not embarrass me by insisting that 

my friends go there.  

TOBIAS: What modern debauchery goes on there?

CAROLINA: Debauchery would be interesting. �ere’s a dress 

code. No jeans, no sneakers, no hats. Forget about your ku§, 

Anas; gotta wear a jacket.

ZEL: We’ll borrow some of your charity-lady clothes.

Outside the Maryland Club, Charles and East Eager 

Streets, Baltimore

CAROLINA, TOBIAS, ZEL, ANAS ALI, LINDSAY, and CARL 
approach the building. As they ascend the short, worn, red-carpeted 
staircase, NKOSAZANA rushes up to them, looking like a shipwreck.

ZEL: Nokey!

LINDSAY: Where have you been?

ZEL: How long you been following us, Noke?

TOBIAS: What happened?

ANAS ALI: You can tell us.

CAROLINA: Whatever you did, whatever happened.

NKOSAZANA falls to the ground, sobbing, and presents her cellphone 
to ZEL, who is horri�ed by what she sees.

NKOSAZANA: My mama killed herself online.

ANAS ALI: You mean … she hung herself?

NKOSAZANA: My mama killed herself online!!!!

ZEL: Her mother took her own life on Insta. It’s right here.
4

TOBIAS: You did the right thing, coming straight here to tell 

us. We got you.

TOBIAS holds her in his arms as ANAS ALI, CAROLINA, and 
LINDSAY look at the gruesome Instagram video. TOM, the club 
doorman (white, 70s, wearing a bow tie), steps out of the door.

TOM: Move along. 

JAMES: (Stepping out of the front door.) Tom, these are my guests. 

And you know Carolina, my niece.

TOM: Yes, yes, of course. You’ve grown.

CAROLINA: I was here last month. 

ANAS ALI sees a police car o�stage.

ANAS ALI: And here come the Baltimore Police. Black folks on 

white property …

JAMES: Come inside. 

TOM: �e girl is not in accordance with the dress code.

NKOSAZANA breaks away from TOBIAS and runs. CARL and 
ZEL take o� after her. 

Maryland Club Dining Room

JAMES, LINDSAY, TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, and CAROLINA 
are eating.

LINDSAY: (To JAMES.) Her mom killed herself online, right? So 

it was just like, what ? She waited on Nokey to come home …
5

TOBIAS: From juvie. 

LINDSAY: But I always knew something was wrong with her 

mother. I just assumed it because her daughter is out here in the 

4. Based on a true story, recounted by Shivone Camphor, the for-

mer outreach worker for Chicago CRED.

5. �is and Lindsay’s subsequent dialogue are from the interview 

with Shivone Camphor.
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streets like this. And I’m trying to help her, but I never met her 

mom. I would go to the door; her mother would never come. She 

would send her other daughter.

TOBIAS: � e idea of a strong Black woman holding up the hood, 

holding up the family. � at’s an old idea.

ANAS ALI: Our mamas are su� ering from depression …

TOBIAS: � e big mamas are gone.

JAMES: Is a big mama the same as a “hood mama”?

TOBIAS: I think about my grandmother, I think about all of my 

other friends’ grandmothers, like, when we showed up or when 

my guys showed up on my porch, my grandmother knew that I 

was involved in some things, right? But there was still a level of 

respect that when the guys will be seeing her—they’d be hidin’ 

their big guns. And it’s something else that’s been lost—spirituality. 

No matter how bad I was, no matter how bad my guys were, we 

thought we had to come to church on Sunday, and she was like, 

“Bring all the guys to church on Sunday. And I’m not taking no 

for an answer.” So we still had some sense of spirituality. Right? 

� ey’ve gotten further away from this family aspect, right?
6

JAMES: All right, so where are they? Where’d the big mamas, the 

hood mamas, go?

TOBIAS: � e big mamas now want to be at the clubs. 

LINDSAY: Depression. Our mamas and our big mamas …

ANAS ALI: … Are going through depression.
7

JAMES: Nothing from Zel? Let me call my friends. 

CAROLINA: No cops, J. 

TOBIAS: Zel will have outrun her. She will talk her into listening 

to Carl. Carl will get her to go to the hospital.

CAROLINA: Whatever Carl thought he was getting into with us 

after his residency at Walter Reed—this is not armchair psychiatry 

he does. It’s street therapy. Battle� eld therapy.

ANAS ALI: Carl been through his own rocky road. 

JAMES: A wounded healer.

ANAS ALI: Like all of us.

ZEL enters, dripping with sweat. JAMES stands immediately.

ZEL: Any place I can wash up?

CAROLINA takes ZEL by the arm.

JAMES: You’re in luck. � ey � nally � nished building a women’s 

locker room. Last week! � is club is one of the last in America to 

admit women. Not ’til 2021. Where’s Carl?

6. � is and Tobias’s next line are from a Curtis Toler interview on 

April 16, 2021.

7. Kanoya Ali interview.

ZEL: He’s with Nokey at Mercy.

TOBIAS: Psych?

JAMES: She would be so much better o�  at Hopkins. � e head 

of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry is my—

CAROLINA: J. It’s cool. We got this.

A long, carpeted hallway with painting after 

painting of white men 

JAMES, ZEL, LINDSAY, CAROLINA, ANAS ALI, and TOBIAS enter.

JAMES: � is used to be the billiards room, where my paternal 

grandfather—Carolina’s great-grandfather—worked.

CAROLINA: Racking up balls for white men, cleaning their spittoons.

JAMES: So back to General Wallace. He had quite the sense of 

humor. And not a small aptitude for revenge. When he arrived in 

town, looking for proper hospitality, he had sent his men to …

Wallace’s Headquarters, late 1864 

ESTE: We have to get the Negroes o�  the street. Some are being 

beaten, killed, and some are causing trouble, and what about 

women and children? We have to get them somewhere safe to be. 

Women, sir, and children.

WALLACE: I know the perfect place.

Maryland Club, LATE 1864

� e MEMBERS are no longer so festive. 

MEMBER NO. 1: As far as I’m concerned, the vote’s not legal. 

� ey didn’t have the votes. � ey had to go get votes from sol-

diers in the � eld.

D
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WALLACE and ESTE walk in with some SOLDIERS.

WALLACE: � e city’s under martial law. I’m closing this place 

down. (To ESTE.) Check the place for weapons. Don’t leave a 

cabinet unsearched. Clear out or I’ll clear you out.

SOLDIERS push men out of the way and search.

MEMBER NO. 2: I’m a Unionist.

MEMBER NO. 1: So am I.

WALLACE: But what were you last week?

WALLACE and ESTE move around, checking out the mansion.

WALLACE: Handsomely furnished.

  ey come upon the kitchen. WALLACE admires the cooking range.

WALLACE: You could cook for lots of people on this range. Major, 

the Maryland Club will now house emancipated Negro refugees.

ESTE: Negro refugees? Really, sir? Here?

WALLACE: I shall � nd a sturdy woman to take care of them and 

the place.

ESTE: But, sir, the town’s aristocratic sort eat and drink here. 

Napoleon’s nephew started this place. � ey won’t mix well.

WALLACE: (Helping himself to a handful of peanuts at the bar.) � ey 

won’t need to: I’ve shut the place down. � e aristocrats will have 

to � nd dinner, drink, and camaraderie elsewhere.

ESTE: For how long, sir?

WALLACE: Long as we need to.

Maryland Club, present day 

TOBIAS: Whoa. Whoa. He took over the place and turned it into 

a place for Black women and children?

CAROLINA: In fact, he instructed Este to � nd an—and I quote— 

“excellent lady” to act as a matron. Within a week, at least four 

or � ve hundred women and children were refugees in the club. 

JAMES: Was called “Freedmen’s Rest.” 

CAROLINA: But …

TOBIAS: “But …”

CAROLINA: It only lasted a few months. � e governor protested to 

the War Department and Wallace had to rescind the order. But …

TOBIAS: “But …”

CAROLINA: In March of 1865, an o  ̈ cial Freedmen’s Bureau was 

opened in Baltimore, and if you ask me, Wallace’s takeover probably 

hurried that along. And the Freedmen’s Bureau that opened in March 

becomes relevant to what happens to Elizabeth Turner in a big way.

TOM arrives.

TOM: Chef says to tell you strawberries are real good now—he made 

shortcake the way you like it. Wants to know if you want some. 

JAMES nods. ZEL is shivering.

CAROLINA: Are you cold?

ZEL: I ain’t cold. I feel the ghosts in this place. I feel the badness.

JAMES: � ere were pockets of goodness, too. Did you tell them 

the story of Maggy? 

  ey walk to the library and situate themselves there.

CAROLINA: I’m the lapsed historian; you’re the raconteur.

JAMES: Let’s see if you can sense the goodness even in a place 

like this, with a fraught history. Here is the story of a comely girl, 

a mulatto, Margaret Toogood, Maggy. Nineteen years old, who 

managed to escape to the Maryland Club. Her owner followed 

her to the city, accused her of larceny—

CAROLINA: � is type of thing happened all the time, as you 

can imagine.

ZEL: I don’t need to ’magine it. I know what they did to us. 

She stands.
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JAMES: �is charge allows him to take her back to the plan-
tation, where he then drops the charge. So now she’s his slave 
again. He goes to a blacksmith, gets a chain, and puts it around 
her neck. Locks it. General Lew Wallace heard about this, sent 
the cavalry to the plantation to bring her to him.

A makeshift office in Freedmen’s Rest/ 
Maryland Club, 1864

ZEL steps in. An iron collar is around her neck, with a chain and lock. 
ZEL is now MAGGY TOOGOOD. MAGGY’S MASTER is beside her.

Lights up on WALLACE, ESTE, and a SOLDIER.

WALLACE: Take the collar o� her.8

MAGGY’S MASTER: She is my property.

WALLACE: She’s 19 years old. She’s free.

MAGGY’S MASTER: She ran away. �at gives me another year.

WALLACE: Take it o� her.

MAGGY’S MASTER, with malice, takes the contraption o� ZEL/
MAGGY and throws it on the �oor. WALLACE picks the collar 
up and tosses it to ESTE, who catches it, responding to the weight.

WALLACE: Este, how much do you suppose that weighs?

ESTE: I’d say four or 
ve pounds, sir.

WALLACE: And how much do you suppose Maggy weighs.

ESTE: Not much more, sir.

WALLACE inspects ZEL/MAGGY, sees large callouses around her 
neck and collarbone.

WALLACE: How much did she bleed before these callouses formed? 
How much pus and infection poured out? How much?

MAGGY’S MASTER: I don’t have time to nurse my niggers. I spend 
time takin’ care of my horses.

WALLACE: Soldier, take her upstairs to be seen by a medic.

�e SOLDIER takes ZEL/MAGGY away.

WALLACE: You must pay $500 in trust for this girl. And you are 
providing the payment now, before you leave my sight.

MAGGY’S MASTER: I will rot before I pay a single dollar!

WALLACE: Este, take him to the city jail and keep him there ’til 
he changes his mind.

MAGGY’S MASTER: I will rot! You haven’t won this war yet!

WALLACE: Are you with the Confederates? Traitor. Este, see to it 
that he’s put to hard labor.

8. �e dialogue in this scene is adapted from Wallace’s autobiography.

MAGGY’S MASTER is pulled away.

Maryland Club library, present day

Our present-day group, except ZEL and CARL, eating strawberry 
shortcake. 

JAMES: Now, Tobias, what is it you say? “How did we get here?” 

TOBIAS: Can’t go forward without going back. I’ve learned that 
in all aspects of my life.

ZEL enters.

ANAS ALI: We got a stumbling block right in the present. �e judge 
in some cases has sent us kids who ain’t really ready for our program.

JAMES: Which judge is it?

TOBIAS: Morely.

JAMES takes a fancy note card from his inside pocket. Jots a note.

CAROLINA: (To JAMES.) Are you still using those cards? �ey bit 
the dust with the horse and buggy. Save some trees. Start taking 
notes on your cell.

JAMES: (Mock self-pity.) Allow me one last gasp of my assimilation 
into patrician ways of old. I’ve had to give up so much. Where will 
I get these once there are no more proper stationers? 

CAROLINA: You’ll make your own out of cardboard shirt inserts.

ZEL: Why would you join a place like this?

TOBIAS: ’Cause that man who worked in the billiards room is 
looking down from heaven, tickled as can be ’bout this: Carolina 
and Mr. Nelson bein’ served dessert at the Maryland Club—by a 
white dude—in the place where he cleaned spittoons.

CARL enters. TOBIAS stands. �ey hug.

CARL: �ey’re keeping her for a few days.

ZEL: (To CAROLINA.) Hey, when you was 
ghtin’ with the 
skinny cat in the hallway back at the school, your dean? (She 
pauses.) You said you didn’t see any value in books.

CAROLINA: Nope. I didn’t. I asked who the books are for.

ZEL: I bet there’s not a single book in this room about Maggy 
Toogood. Maggy’s standin’ there with an iron collar around her 
neck. We know what her master said and what the general said. 
What was goin’ through her mind other than “My neck is bleedin’ 
and pus is runnin’ down my arm”?

JAMES takes cards from his inner jacket pocket and gives them to ZEL. 

ZEL: (Stroking the stationery.) Ooh, feels nice.

JAMES: �e beginning of your diary … What time will you 
set sail?

CAROLINA: You’re not coming with us? 
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JAMES: Big meeting tomorrow.

ZEL: (To CAROLINA.) You know how to sail a boat? 

JAMES: With the help of my one-man crew, yes. (To ZEL.) She’ll 

teach you.

LINDSAY: She’ll have to learn how to swim �rst.

TOBIAS walks around surveying the many portraits of old white 
male members across time.

TOBIAS: So they basically turned this place into a refugee camp, 

huh? “Freedmen’s Rest,” you say? 

CARL: Sometimes I feel like Latitude is a refugee camp.

TOBIAS: You right about that—refugees from violence, bad 

schools …

ZEL: From bad judges …

CARL: From poverty … 

ANAS ALI: From prison, from—

LINDSAY: Childhood. I feel like a refugee from my childhood.

Conference room, Maryland State Archives 

FARLEY, DESMOND, CARL, TOBIAS, ANAS ALI, ZEL, 
LINDSAY, and CAROLINA are assembled, with various docu-
ments around them.

FARLEY: Salmon Chase …

TOBIAS: Ah, the guy with the �shy name … 

FARLEY: … Becomes governor of Ohio, he runs for president … 

DESMOND: Chase seeks the nomination for the presidency four 

times—1860, 1864, 1868, and 1872 …

FARLEY: … He becomes secretary of the Treasury.

TOBIAS: I knew that �shy name sounded familiar. Now it clicks—

he is the dude on the $10,000 bill!

FARLEY: You’ve seen one?!

DESMOND: To many Blacks, he was a hero. He was constantly 

defending runaway slaves. 

FARLEY: Wasn’t usually successful in his attempt to keep ’em 

up North—

CAROLINA: —But he was always trying to put the wrong of 

slavery into the consciousness of the nation, not just as a moral 

matter, but as a political matter.

DESMOND: Moral arguments only go so far.

CAROLINA: Long story short, Lincoln appoints Chase.

FARLEY: Even though Chase had tried to run against Lincoln.

DESMOND: Lincoln puts aside whatever feelings he might have 

had that Chase has surreptitiously tried to get the nomination for 

what turned out to be his second term—

CAROLINA: As chief justice, he swears Lincoln in on Inauguration 

Day for his second term, and guess who he invites to have tea at 

his home the night before inauguration?

TOBIAS: Frederick Douglass.

ANAS ALI: How did you know that?

TOBIAS: I could feel it in my bones.

Washington, D.C.,  

March 4, 1865

�eater magic: TOBIAS steps in as FREDERICK DOUGLASS. 
SALMON CHASE and CHASE’s daughter KATE CHASE 
SPRAGUE, elegantly dressed, are in the parlor.

TOBIAS/DOUGLASS: (Turning to address the audience directly.) It 
was my good fortune to be present at President Lincoln’s inau-

guration … On the night previous, I took tea with Chief Justice 

Chase and assisted his beloved daughter, Mrs. Sprague, in placing 

over her honored father’s shoulders the new robe then being made, 

in which he was to administer the oath of o»ce to the reelected 

President. ¼ere was a dignity and grandeur about the Chief Jus-

tice which marked him as one born great. He had known me in 

early anti-slavery days and had welcomed me to his home and his 

table when to do so was a strange thing in Washington, and the 

fact was by no means an insigni�cant one.
9

KATE: Mr. Douglass, help me with Father’s robe.

KATE holds her father’s judicial robe. TOBIAS/DOUGLASS helps 
her put the robe on CHASE.

CHASE: Fitting. It’s all so very �tting.

Conference room, Maryland  

state archives, present day

FARLEY: It’s relevant that Salmon Chase is the chief justice when 

it comes time to try to shut down the child apprenticeships.

TOBIAS: How many children had been taken back to plantations 

in these mass arrests?

DESMOND: Numbers range from 2,500 to 10,000.

TOBIAS: When was this?

CAROLINA: 1864 to 1867.

FARLEY: In 1864, Elizabeth Turner was only 8 …

CAROLINA: Sometime around then, Elizabeth’s mother meets 

a man …

9. From Frederick Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Dou-

glass (1892).
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DESMOND:  … His name was Charles Minoky. And he has the 

wherewithal to get two of the best lawyers in the Freedmen’s Bureau 

to try to get Elizabeth back. 

FARLEY pushes a document toward TOBIAS.

FARLEY: He is recorded as the “next friend” of the girl—

CAROLINA: Someone who appears in court on behalf of someone 

who is not competent to do so.

LINDSAY: Were he and Betsy actually married?

FARLEY: �ey did marry, yes.

DESMOND: One of the lawyers at the Freedmen’s Bureau—

CAROLINA: Henry Stockbridge. An abolitionist—

DESMOND: Was completely dedicated to bringing down the 

apprentice system.

Freedmen’s Bureau, office of Stockbridge, Pusey, and 

Stirling, Baltimore, January 1866

�ere’s a long line outside the door. ANAS ALI steps in as CHARLES 
MINOKY; LINDSAY steps in again as BETSY. �ey enter. HENRY 
STOCKBRIDGE (late 30s, white, bedraggled, played by the same 
actor who plays JACK ROSS and GENERAL LEW WALLACE) 
looks up from the piles and piles of documents everywhere.

STOCKBRIDGE: On behalf of which child are you here?

ANAS ALI/MINOKY: Elizabeth Turner.

STOCKBRIDGE: Are you Elizabeth Turner’s father?

ANAS ALI/MINOKY: No, sir. I’m ’lizabeth’s next friend.

LINDSAY/BETSY: He and me’s married.

STOCKBRIDGE: Does the real father know? We have so many 

cases lined up that we don’t have time right now to take the case 

if the real father doesn’t know. It causes too many problems later.

LINDSAY/BETSY: Mr. Hambleton her real father, sir.

Conference room, Maryland state archives, present day

As before, with LINDSAY and ANAS ALI back in the present.

CAROLINA: It’s been implied but not proven, as far as I know, 

that Elizabeth was Hambleton’s child.

FARLEY: �at Betsy was his mistress.

LINDSAY: I don’t call that “being a mistress.” I call that bein’ a 

victim of rape. She was his slave.

FARLEY: Point well taken. In 1866, they go to court, they come 

back empty-handed.

DESMOND: But they don’t give up. And in 1867 … 

CAROLINA: Stockbridge has a lot more to work with.

DESMOND: �at “lot more” is the �irteenth Amendment, the 

Civil Rights Bill of 1866.

FARLEY: And the Fourteenth Amendment.

DESMOND: Well, the ink for the Fourteenth Amendment was still 

wet on the page.

CAROLINA: But it was in the air.

FARLEY: And Stockbridge has a Supreme Court justice—

DESMOND: By the way: Did this case actually go to the Supreme 

Court?

CAROLINA: No. In those days, Supreme Court justices rode cir-

cuit. So as part of his circuit, not in his role of chief justice, Chase 

presided in Baltimore over the trial.

Noise, people, a gavel banging, etc.

courtroom in Baltimore, October 15, 1867

The place is packed with WHITE ADULTS—farmers, former 
enslavers, etc.—with Black adolescents and preadolescents, and 
with BLACK ADULTS, primarily with babies and toddlers. Very 
noisy: babies crying, toddlers chattering. ANAS ALI/MINOKY and 
LINDSAY/BETSY are present. STOCKBRIDGE is looking through 
documents. A CLERK is presiding.

CARL/HAMBLETON enters with ELIZABETH, now 11. (She 
does resemble HAMBLETON.) Portraying NKOSAZANA has aged 
ELIZABETH’s countenance. 

CLERK: Children and babies must be kept quiet! Quiet!!!! �e 

honorable chief justice of the Supreme Court, Salmon Chase!

SALMON CHASE walks in, stops to correct the CLERK.

CHASE: �e honorable chief justice of the United States. 

CLERK: But, sir.

CHASE: I had the name changed.

CLERK: �e honorable chief justice of the United States!

CHASE climbs to the bench.

CAROLINA: (Voice-over.) In a move very typical of Chase, he got 

his title changed, to something he felt was more Àtting, and that 

was the beginning of the Chief Justice being referred to as the 

Chief Justice of the United States.
10

CHASE: (In a kind of regal, fast, but captivating monotone.) �e 

petition alleged that Elizabeth Turner was the daughter of Elizabeth 

Minoky, formerly Elizabeth Turner; and that she was restrained 

of her liberty, and held in custody by Philemon T. Hambleton, 

of Saint Michael’s, Talbot County, Maryland, in violation of the 

Constitution and the laws of the United States. Mr. Hambleton?
11

10. Walter Stahr, Salmon P. Chase: Lincoln’s Vital Rival (2022).

11. �e dialogue in this scene is from the federal court record for 

In re Turner (Case No. 14,247). 
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ELIZABETH is brought forward by CARL/HAMBLETON.

CARL/HAMBLETON: I hereby produce Elizabeth Turner. �e 

indentures of apprenticeship that I �led said Elizabeth had to be 

taught to be a house servant, and that I will pay Betsy Turner, her 

mother, $10 at the end of her 16th year, $12.50 at another period, 

and $15 to the girl at the end of her term of service on the 8th of 

October, 1874. She was born October 8, 1856. In the event of the 

death of her mother, the wages will go to Elizabeth. Her mother 

consented in court November 3, 1864.

CHASE: And the child and her mother were both formerly held 

as slaves by you.

CARL/HAMBLETON: Until November 1, 1864. Emancipation Day.

CHASE: And the child was bound back as an apprentice on 

November 3, 1864, two days after.

CARL/HAMBLETON: �ere was a general law of the state saying it 

was permissible to apprentice children previously held as slaves.

CHASE: Mr. Stockbridge, state the points upon which you claim 

a discharge.

STOCKBRIDGE: Under the law of Congress, the Civil Rights Bill 

of 1866.

CARL/HAMBLETON: Everybody told me that the law did not inter-

fere with this case!

CHASE: Mr. Hambleton, be still. Mr. Stockbridge?

STOCKBRIDGE: Under the law, there can be no distinction 

between whites and Blacks. And in this case, Elizabeth Turner 

was not given the privileges that a white apprentice would have—

CHASE: Mr. Hambleton, you are not represented by counsel.

CARL/HAMBLETON: No, I’m not.

CHASE: �e questions in the case are so important that I should 

prefer to be advised by the argument of counsel on the part of 

the claimant.

CARL/HAMBLETON shrugs.

CHASE: Very well then. Mr. Stockbridge, proceed.

STOCKBRIDGE: �e sort of apprenticeship adopted in Maryland 

was an evasion of the constitutional amendment abolishing slavery 

and involuntary servitude, and the Constitution by its own powers 

executes itself. �e Civil Rights Bill was passed to remedy existing 

wrongs, and was designed to extinguish all existing institutions, 

and diverse existing rights to hold persons to slavery in any form. 

Although the indentures were made in 1864, and the law was passed 

in 1866, it was retroactive to that extent that it would reach this case.

CHASE turns and faces CARL/HAMBLETON directly.

CHASE: Wait a moment, Mr. Stockbridge. Mr. Hambleton, you 

understand how serious this case is for yourself and for the state 

of Maryland and for all the colored apprentices and their masters. 

�e decision of this case would a�ect the condition of thousands of 

colored minors whose term of slavery had been protracted from �ve 

to 10 years by this illegal mode of apprenticing them.

CARL/HAMBLETON: I desire simply to submit the case to the 

judgment of the court.

CHASE: �e questions in the case are grave: Is this indenture in 

conformity with the general law of the state? Is said general law 

consistent with the act of Congress to protect the colored people 

in their civil rights? Does said act of Congress apply to this case? 

Was the passage of said act a constitutional exercise of the power 

of Congress? Mr. Hambleton, do you desire to retain the girl, and 

if so, had you not better procure counsel?

CARL/HAMBLETON: I wish to retain the girl, but I do not feel suf-

�cient interest in the case to spend any money on it. 

CHASE: Mr. Hambleton, you really must reconsider your posi-

tion. I will adjourn the court until tomorrow at 9 o’clock, in 

order to give the claimant or any person interested in the deci-

sion of the case an opportunity to appear. If no person appears, 

I will then dispose of the case. �e child shall be retained in the 

custody of the court until tomorrow.

Conference room, Maryland State Archives, present day

As before. LINDSAY, CARL, and ANAS ALI step from past to pres-
ent. CARL is very unsettled, emotionally worked up.

CARL: I don’t get it. “I don’t want a lawyer; I don’t want to spend 

money.” If I don’t care, what’s it to the judge? 

ANAS ALI: I do not trust judges who drag things on.

ZEL: I hate that shit.

LINDSAY: Let the little girl go to her mama!

FARLEY: Self-righteous, punctilious guy.

CAROLINA: One of his friends famously said, “Splendid man to 

look upon, but a poor man to lean upon.” In one of his absolutely 

enraging moves, he is responsible for Je�erson Davis escaping 

the gallows. Lots of people wanted Davis to be hanged. Chase 

behaved in that acutely “impartial” way. 

TOBIAS: “Impartial” is just plain passive.

CARL: Bottom line, he adjourns the court at a climactic moment. 

Hambleton might have changed his mind, or some racist lawyer 

could have stepped up to take the case for free. Pathetic.

JAMES’s boat, Annapolis Harbor, dusk

TOBIAS and CAROLINA are alone, cooling their feet over the side 
of the boat.

TOBIAS: Who are your heroes? 

CAROLINA: I don’t have any.

TOBIAS: Most activists have heroes. (Beat.) No o�ense, but I think 

it’s kind of a luxury to go through life without needing a hero. When 

I was a kid, I had to have heroes to get from one day to the next. 
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CAROLINA: Oh, I completely get that. Completely.

TOBIAS: My mother was always in violent relationships, and 

then when she met my stepfather, he was this big, massive man, 

because she met him in the federal penitentiary. He was a bank 

robber and he was violent toward her, and me as well. And so I can 

remember probably being about 11 years old, and I saw a man, 

and he had guys around him that I assumed at that time were his 

bodyguards, and he was massive, so in my mind, I thought that 

if I joined his gang, he would be able to protect me and my mom 

from this violent man who she was with, who eventually killed 

her. I found my mom in the garage when I was 17.
12

CAROLINA:   at is … awful. 

TOBIAS: It’s cool.   ere’s so much other violence that was in my 

life to talk about. But what happened to your heroes?

CAROLINA: I have to take that back. I do have heroes. Uncle James 

is my hero. My mother had me when she was 14.

TOBIAS: Really? I thought you was from bourge stock.

CAROLINA: I am. Bein’ a bourge did not keep my mother from get-

ting pregnant when she was 14. Today, bourges put their daughters 

on birth-control pills when they � rst get their period. But back then, 

at least in Baltimore, a lot of Black bourges still used only two devices 

for avoiding pregnancy: fear and shame. My mother’s mother, my 

grandma, was so deeply, generationally bourge that she had gone to 

a boarding school in New England. Yes. And Grandma’s roommate 

from boarding school was a real liberal girl from California. So years 

later, when my mother got pregnant, Grandma sent my mother 

not to the South, where most Black bourges sent their knocked-up 

daughters, but to San Francisco, with the idea that I’d be born out 

there, be given up for adoption, and my mother would be back in 

Baltimore in plenty of time to start middle school at Roland Park 

Country, where she was one of just a few Black students. And she 

12. Curtis Toler interview, March 27, 2021.

would have two full years to prepare for the Black cotillion when 

she turned 16. And so I was born in San Francisco. But Grandma’s 

son, Uncle James—the apple of her eye, 10 years older than my 

mother—had just graduated from Stanford Law School and was 

a radical. He had long before defected from Black bourge culture, 

much to Grandma and Grandpa’s dismay.

TOBIAS: James was a radical?

CAROLINA: Very much so. Unbeknownst to Grandma, Uncle 

James talks my mother out of giving me up for adoption. My 

mother was only 14, and scared to death. So, long story short, 

without Grandma knowing, James adopts me. I then lived wher-

ever he and B., his true love—who adored me—lived. And this is 

why I know that love is real.   ey raised me.   ey saved me. And 

this is why I should never have forgotten that I have heroes. As for 

my own blood mother? She comes and goes in my life. She never 

became what Grandma planned for her to become. She’s a lost soul.

TOBIAS: Your father in your life in any kind of way?

CAROLINA: My father was Buddy Bells.

TOBIAS: Holy shit! Bells? Really? Bells was legendary. Damn! 

Really? I cannot imagine that. You? And Bells? What was he like?

CAROLINA: I never met him. Uncle James adopted me when I 

was an infant.   ey told me stu¡  in stages—“as soon as I was old 

enough to understand,” that kind of thing. But they never got 

around to telling me about my father. Or at least telling me the 

truth about my father. 

TOBIAS: Well, yeah, Bells was …

CAROLINA: I was 4, at a progressive Sausalito preschool, making 

sand paintings, when my father was shot down in the Baltimore 

streets. Didn’t learn about that until I came across it in my own 

research years later. 
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TOBIAS: Damn, you are just like us.

CAROLINA: I hope so.

TOBIAS: Raggedy family and stu�. Teenage pregnancy and stu�. 

CAROLINA: Let’s head back.

�ey rise. TOBIAS links arms with CAROLINA and pulls her close 
to his side, walking with her.

Conference room, Maryland State Archives,  

the next morning

DESMOND: October 16, 1867, the next day, Elizabeth Turner is 

brought into the courtroom by the baili�. Her mother and her 

“next friend,” Minoky, wait anxiously. No Hambleton. 

CAROLINA: So Chase … 

courtroom in Baltimore, October 16, 1867

ANAS ALI/MINOKY and LINDSAY/BETSY wait anxiously near 
STOCKBRIDGE.

CHASE: Counsel? Approach. 

STOCKBRIDGE approaches the bench. 

CHASE: Mr. Hambleton is not here. I feel fervently that he 

should be represented by counsel. I shall have him come in so 

that I can discuss this with him once more and impress upon 

him the gravity of the matter. 

ANAS ALI/MINOKY steps out of the past into the present, bringing 
LINDSAY/BETSY with him.

Conference room, Maryland State Archives, present day

As before. 

ANAS ALI: Fish-man is about to drive me crazy! Hambleton 

did not show up in court! 

CARL: ·e more I think about him, the angrier I get. Elizabeth 

was no more to him than just another farmhand, and having her 

meant so, so much to her mother—it’s disgusting.

ANAS ALI: What’s Fishy gonna do next? Send the cops to get 

him? Did they have cops then?

CAROLINA: ·ey’ve had cops in Baltimore since the 1780s.

DESMOND: I believe Chase felt this should go further than the 

circuit court in Baltimore where he was presiding—that it should 

go all the way to the Supreme Court. And he believed that having 

it ruled on by the highest court could have made a considerable 

di�erence in how these events would be recorded in history.

CARL: And how he would wind up recorded in history. 

LINDSAY/BETSY: All I want is my baby back! 

LINDSAY/BETSY steps back into the past, pulling ANAS ALI/
MINOKY with her.

courtroom in Baltimore, October 16, 1867

STOCKBRIDGE faces CHASE. 

STOCKBRIDGE: (Impassioned.) Your honor, one doesn’t know 

how long the Freedmen’s Bureau will last. Once the bureau closes 

its doors, I won’t be able to help the emancipated Negroes in the 

same way. No one will be here to help. I beg of you, Your Honor, 

and out of respect for everything you have done to bring integrity 

to every o½ce you have held, out of respect for all you did to 

protect the runaway slave, out of respect for your moral rectitude: 

·is case has the opportunity to rid us of apprenticeships. For 

the good of the Negro, for the good of this state, for the good of 

this country, do your part to rid us of these apprenticeships, to 

dismiss one of the last gasps of that despicable institution which 

has haunted this nation for centuries. Allow Elizabeth Turner to 

return to the arms of her mother. 

STOCKBRIDGE goes back to his table and sits down. CHASE con-
siders for more than a moment.  

CHASE: Ordered by the court, this 16th day of October, 

A.D. 1867, that Elizabeth Turner be discharged from the custody 

of Philemon T. Hambleton, upon the ground that the detention 

and restraint complained of is in violation of the Constitution and 

laws of the United States, and it is further ordered that the costs 

of this proceeding be paid by the petitioner. 

ELIZABETH runs to LINDSAY/BETSY and ANAS ALI/MINOKY, 
as does STOCKBRIDGE. Mixed reactions in the courthouse. 

STOCKBRIDGE: ·is smashes every indenture that binds a Negro 

child other than as a white child should be bound! And you helped! 

·ank you! ·ank you! You are great Americans today! 

Conference room, Maryland State Archives, present day

As before.

ZEL: So an 11-year-old mixed-race slave girl brought the sys-

tem down.

DESMOND: ·at would have been great, but the apprentice system 

fell away in dribs and drabs.

FARLEY: ·ink of all the people who didn’t know about the 

decision.

ZEL: ·ere wasn’t social media. 

CAROLINA: ·ink of the slave owners who felt they were above 

the law. (To DESMOND and FARLEY.) Did y’all read Barbara 

Fields
13

 on this? Her position is that Black parents still had a very 

hard time getting their kids back, in part because of the complexi-

ties of Black families themselves. 

13. Barbara Fields is an American-history professor at Columbia 

University. See, for instance, Slavery and Freedom on the Middle 

Ground: Maryland During the Nineteenth Century (1985).
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TOBIAS: No doubt.

JAMES’s boat, Annapolis Harbor 

ANAS ALI, CAROLINA, LINDSAY, and CARL are cooling their 
feet in the water.

ANAS ALI: I feel like I been walkin’ dusty roads. And all we been 

doin’ is lookin’ at old documents.

CARL sings the song “�irsty Boots.” 14

CARL: “So, take o� your thirsty boots and stay for a while / Your 

feet are hot and weary from a dusty mile / And maybe I can make 

you laugh, maybe I can try / I’m just lookin’ for the evening, the 

morning in your eyes.” 

CAROLINA: I haven’t heard that song in ages. B. used to sing me 

to sleep on that. 

TOBIAS and ZEL come onto the boat. ZEL has a small shopping bag.

CARL: What’s up with Noke? I’ve been doggin’ ’em over at Mercy 

and I can’t get a response. �e nurses leave me on hold. 

ZEL: She’s been released from psych.

TOBIAS: She’s an orphan now, so the courts will decide about cus-

tody, and in the meantime, they will put her with her grandmother.

LINDSAY: �at’ll be a disaster!

CARL: So then we’re lookin’ at a group home.

LINDSAY: Doc, you should see if Judge Morely will consider set-

ting up emancipation for her.

CAROLINA: Juvenile emancipations are tough now—but I could 

try …

ZEL: Are y’all out y’all’s minds? Noke can’t get emancipated! She 

been talkin’ about havin’ a pack!

TOBIAS: �at’s not a realistic concern—

ZEL: You need to step back. I am gettin’ tired of your macho atti-

tude about what these females can and cannot do, man!

LINDSAY: Knowing Noke, she’ll probably form a pack while 

she’s in the group home—or get some wisdom on how to do it …

ZEL: I’d rather see her in a group home than runnin’ the streets.

ANAS ALI: And I was gettin’ used to 1864—

ZEL: I’ll take the present anytime. I woulda been a real bad slave. 

I wouldna been like Elizabeth Turner. Sittin’ on that plantation, 

sewin’, babysittin’ master’s other children by his wife who most 

likely looked just like her—her half sisters and brothers. And I 

14. “�irsty Boots” was a civil-rights-era folk song by the singer-

songwriter Eric Andersen, who says the song was written for “a 

civil-rights worker friend” who had returned from Mississippi.

wouldna been all “Yessir” about Hambleton’s dinner guests. If one 

of ’em put his hands on me, I would have hauled o� and slapped 

the shit out of him. I woulda got lashed.

CARL: Did the story bring up anything for you—any triggers?

ANAS ALI: �e part about them grabbin’ the little children the 

day after Emancipation Day. Made me think about when I was in 

prison: Every Wednesday or Tuesday, it’s like, a bus that comes into 

prison, every week—you guarantee 10, 20 guys comin’ into prison. 

And I just remember looking like, it seem like every Wednesday, 

if it’s 20 guys, it’s 16 Black guys. Like clockwork.
15

CARL: Zel?

ZEL: Me? Shit. My trigger been pulled so much, the striker got 

wore down. Ain’t nothing gonna ±re. Y’all know my tale. Catho-

lic school. Nuns tried to rescue me from the hood. Found out 

I could run fast, focused me on track. I was a star. A hood star. 

College scholarship. O� to New Mexico. What is this place? Shit, 

my roommate owned a wolf and wanted to bring it to spend the 

weekend in our room. 

CARL: Africans Americans are only 2.7 percent of the population 

of New Mexico.

ZEL: Well, I met one of the 2.7 percent and it was the wrong one. 

He was from the hood too—in Oklahoma—and he was violent. 

I pissed him o�, ’cause I did not want to help him sell jackpot.
16

He threw me o� a cli�.
17

 I could have broke my legs. I didn’t. Just 

a few bruises and a couple bangs on my head. I didn’t tell nobody 

what happened. But my mind got messed up. Got kicked o� the 

track team, kicked outta school. Went back home. Hit the streets. 

Sellin’ dope and guns. Judge Morely threw my ass in prison. I do 

not like authority. If I had been Maggy Toogood, standin’ there in 

chains, a steel collar ’round my neck, pus runnin’ down my back? 

I wouldna just stood there all quiet, like a slavery exhibit in the 

wax museum. I woulda ran my mouth so loud, they woulda come 

and found me, free or not, taken me back to the plantation, and 

shot me in front of everybody, execution style, or by ±ring squad.

CARL: You were triggered by Maggy.

ZEL: Okay, cool: I was triggered.

A VOICE OFFSTAGE: Ahoy!

It’s JAMES and BENJAMIN, a.k.a. B. (white, 50s), with picnic baskets.

JAMES: It’s about time you had some oysters on this oyster boat! 

I don’t imagine Carolina’s been feeding you. She is not domestic.

CAROLINA: Y’all know Uncle James, and this is his partner, Ben-

jamin. He goes by “B.”

JAMES and B. start organizing the food. ANAS ALI and LIND-
SAY help.

15. Kanoya Ali interview.

16. “Jackpot” is one of the many slang terms for fentanyl.

17. �e details of Zel’s backstory here were inspired by biographi-

cal information shared by a member of the Chicago CRED team 

during a conversation with the author.
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JAMES: I have been thinking about your situation with Judge 

Morely. I called her.

CAROLINA: No, J. No.

JAMES: When’s the last time you met with her? 

CAROLINA: We’re in constant touch with her.

JAMES: Email or in person?

TOBIAS: Email.

B.: She doesn’t understand what you are doing.

ZEL: �at’s why she thinks it is okay to meet with folks we tryin’ 

to recruit on Zoom when she agreed that she would meet the 

youngsters in her chambers, away from juvie, human-to-human.

JAMES: Judges love lunch.

CAROLINA: No, J. No lunch. 

ZEL: Sitting across from Morely? I won’t have no appetite.

B.: But before you go to lunch, you’ll need to make a detailed list.

CAROLINA: B.! Don’t start with the lists. 

ANAS ALI: Toe had lists, when he had his organization in the 

streets—

TOBIAS: You’re right, man! What happened to my lists?

CAROLINA: “You cannot take down the master’s house …”

JAMES: “… With the master’s tools.” My niece is quoting the 

great poet Audre Lorde, but Ms. Lorde, though prophetic, wasn’t 

running a nonpro�t. She was polishing metaphors. 

B.: You need a better board.

JAMES: Right now, you’ve got me, some academic friends, a couple 

lawyers. Your funders are in California and New York …

B.: Baltimore’s a provincial southern town—you are going to 

have to make yourselves known to more people with connections. 

ZEL: You talkin’ about charity people?

CAROLINA: Yes, that’s exactly what they are talking about. �e peo-

ple who think social change comes from cocktail parties and catered 

breakfast gatherings at the Four Seasons. Like my grandmother.

B.: You have to work the churches— 

JAMES: —�e old-time Black churches, and the megachurches.

ANAS ALI: What about the mosques?

B.: Exactly! And the synagogues.  

LINDSAY: Mr. J is right.

JAMES: Connections: Ka-ching, ka-ching.

CAROLINA: We have enough money—

B.: �ere’s no such thing as “enough money.”

JAMES: I’m not asking you to start a hedge fund; I’m asking you 

to have lunch with Judge Morely.

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL, looking exactly as she did at the 
beginning of the play, walks toward them. �ey cannot see her. As they 
continue to talk, she climbs onto the boat. 

CAROLINA: J, you are asking us to work with the manners and 

gestures of a poison-drenched system?

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL notices ZEL’s shopping bag and 
looks inside.

TOBIAS: I know more about the darkest parts of this system 

than you ever will. I been watchin’ how the system works since I 

was a tot—welfare, foster care, mandatory psychotropic drugs in 

elementary school. Back in the day, at the beginning of gang cul-

ture, some of it was actually tied up with tryin’ to take down the 

system, like revolution. �e Black Panthers got a whole cultural 

thing kicked o� and made folks think the system could fall. And 

what happened to ’em? �ey got caught up in their drama, or 

ended up dead from o�n’ each other, or canceled out by the FBI. 

So yeah, this system is poison, and it is hard to change the system. 

Lunch is not the system. But if lunch is what it takes to pull in the 

kinda connections we need to save lives, let’s go to lunch. I agree 

with B. �ere’s never enough money.

CARL: We could use a full-�edged clinic—full-time medical sta�.

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL takes a box out of the shopping 
bag and hands it to ZEL.

ZEL: Anyway, we have a present for you. Doc, you are de�nitely 
not a charity lady.

LINDSAY: So we can’t have you lookin’ like a charity case.

ZEL hands CAROLINA the box. In it are Onitsuka Tiger Mexico 66 
silver sneakers. CAROLINA looks at the sneakers, moved.

ANAS ALI: I’m down with lunch—

LINDSAY: And I have always loved church, just so long as it’s 

good music.

ZEL: I’ll keep you from gettin’ worked up if one of the o�cials 

says somethin’ stupid at lunch. I’m with you 100 percent, Doc.

CAROLINA: Don’t call me Doc. We’re family now. 

Our 11-YEAR-OLD SLAVE GIRL sits down beside CAROLINA, 
as close as possible, and dangles her feet in the water, as if to cool them 
after a long, dusty walk.

CURTAIN
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THE VICE PRESIDENT’S 
BLACK WIFE
The Untold Life of Julia Chinn

Amrita Chakrabarti Myers

“A meticulously researched biography . . . 
Myers shows how a Black woman and her 
kin contributed to state and national 
politics but, because of their race, status, 
and gender, have been purposely forgotten 
or misremembered by the general public 
and historians. A major intervention.”

—Hilary Green, author of 
Educational Reconstruction
304 pages $30.00 
A Ferris and Ferris Book

WILD, TAMED, LOST, 
REVIVED
The Surprising Story of Apples in 
the South

Diane Flynt
Foreword by Sean Brock and Photographs 
by Angie Mosier

“Diane Flynt says it herself: she's someone 
who loves nothing more than being at the 
top of a swing, because it lets her see the 
familiar with new eyes. Decades ago, she 
trained those eyes on—if you'll pardon 
me—the most boring, ubiquitous fruit: the 
apple. But now that we can see apples 
from her point of view—their stories, their 
botany, their place in creating, changing, 
and reflecting the landscape of the South 
and of our country—I have never been 
more fascinated by them. Diane’s a 
brilliant mind, a passionate grower, and a 
generous writer; this book is a gift.”
—Francis Lam, host, The Splendid Table
2023 304 pages, 62 color plates  $35.00 
A Ferris and Ferris Book

A NEW HISTORY OF 
THE AMERICAN SOUTH
Edited by W. Fitzhugh Brundage
Laura F. Edwards, and Jon F. Sensbach, 
associate editors

“A multifaceted narrative of the Southern 
United States, from histories of the African 
diaspora and Indigenous Americans to 
cultural, economic and environmental 
trends.”
—New York Times Book Review
608 pages $45.00 
A Ferris and Ferris Book
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COUNTRY CAPITALISM
How Corporations from the American 
South Remade Our Economy and 
the Planet

Bart Elmore

“Bart Elmore shows us that many of the 
nation's most innovative corporations 
sprang from the soil of the rural South 
to transform global capitalism and the 
global environment in distinctive and 
troubling ways. This is a brilliant account 
of the region’s surprisingly expansive—
and destructive—reach.”
—Paul S. Sutter, author of 
Let Us Now Praise Famous Gullies
256 pages $28.00 
A Ferris and Ferris Book

ROMARE BEARDEN IN 
THE HOMELAND OF 
HIS IMAGINATION
An Artist’s Reckoning with the South

Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore

“To say that I was completely enchanted by 
Glenda Gilmore’s new book on the late 
artist Romare Bearden is an understate-
ment  . . . [Gilmore] invites the reader to 
consider the ways in which we all 
construct our past by some strange 
alchemy of memory and creativity, filling 
in the gaps with stories we have heard or 
things we have dreamed or imagined. Does 
this make the past any less real? Does 
it make the people who inhabit it any 
less alive?”
—Wiley Cash, The Assembly
176 pages $40.00 
A Ferris and Ferris Book

PASSION PLAYS
How Religion Shaped Sports in 
North America

Randall Balmer

“Compelling and absorbing . . . a lively 
introduction to the historical origins of the 
sports that we watch and play, while also 
inviting deeper reflection into the 
relationship between our religious 
practices, our sporting devotions, and the 
social worlds that we share with others
 . . . Balmer’s posture is one of wonder 
and curiosity as he revels in the potential 
implications of his findings. It’s that 
journeying spirit and the strength of 
Balmer’s clear and accessible writing 
that make this book shine.”
—Christianity Today
192 pages  $25.00
A Ferris and Ferris Book

The Marcie Cohen Ferris and William R. 
Ferris Imprint at the University of North 
Carolina Press publishes high-profile, 
general-interest books about the American 
South. Ferris & Ferris Books are supported 
by a multimillion-dollar endowment 
created by friends in honor of the Ferrises.  
Bill and Marcie Cohen Ferris, the 
namesakes of the new imprint, have a 
long-running connection with UNC Press. 
Their collective work and interests in the 
South are as expansive and diverse as the 
region itself.

ABOUT FERRIS AND FERRIS BOOKS

Bill and Marcie Ferris (photo: Donn Young)

Learn more about Ferris and Ferris Books
at uncpress.org/ferris-and-ferris-books

Shop our Holiday Gift Books Sale Save 30% off 

all UNC Press books. 
Spend $75 and the shipping is free! 

Use promo code 01UNCP30 at checkout.
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In 1871, the choir of the struggling Fisk University 
engaged in a gambit to save the school: It decided to 
go on a singing tour of America. �e choir achieved 

more than its members could have imagined. 
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e Fisk Jubilee Singers,  
in a photograph from the 1870s
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One of the treasures of Black history is pre-

served in a plain gray box, stashed away in 

a quiet room. In Nashville one morning, as 

the Fisk University campus shimmered in 

the summer heat, I walked into the archives 

of the Franklin Library to see it: a collec-

tion of papers from just after the Civil War 

about the founding of the university and 

others like it. I put on a pair of white cloth 

gloves to handle the pages. �e stories I 

read in the collection were real, but they 

also felt to me like cosmology, recount-

ing the beginnings of Black institutions I 

love and the arduous labors and journeys 

of the people who made them. �e world 

described in the archive seemed especially 

malleable: open to possibility, and open to 

being shaped according to the hopes of the 

Black people in it.

One story in particular stood out, from 

the diary of a young woman named Ella 

Sheppard. In the summer of 1871, she was 

stuck waiting for a train home, in a hotel 

somewhere in the middle of Tennessee. 

She was traveling with a group of students, 

also Black, back to Nashville after singing 

at a concert in Memphis. Traveling in the 

South was dangerous for any Black person, 

let alone for a coed group of students mak-

ing their way through the state where the 

Ku Klux Klan had recently been founded. 

According to Sheppard’s diary, the 

presence of the Black singers did indeed 

attract attention. A mob of local white 

men, engaged in what another source 

euphemistically described as “electioneer-

ing,” began to threaten the students. As 

Sheppard recalled in her diary, the troupe 

left the hotel with the mob still in tow and 

walked to the railroad stop, where the choir 

began to sing a hymn. The mob melted 

away. As the train approached, Sheppard 

wrote, only the leader of the mob remained. 

He “begged us with tears falling to sing the 

hymn again.” 

The group did not yet have renown 

or even a name, but the encounter at 

the train stop was an omen. In time, the 

choir would become the world-famous 

Fisk Jubilee Singers, and the diary writ-

ten by Sheppard, who served as the group’s 

pianist and composer, preserves its origin 

story. Beyond that, the diary, and the other 

documents in that gray box, o�er a found-

ing story of the university itself. And they 

explain how the Negro spiritual went from 

being “slave music” to one of the most 

popular genres in America. Considered 

solely as cultural artifacts, the collection at 

Fisk—the delicate manuscripts, the brittle 

newspaper clippings, the photographs, the 

musical arrangements—is a marvel.

In my hands, I also held crucial insights 

into the radical possibilities of Recon-

struction, a period of American history 

that has been purposefully warped and 

mis understood for generations. In the 

process of revealing and restoring—and 

understanding— the actual truth about that 

era, we might also glimpse a new oppor-

tunity for ourselves. We might even again 

pick up the project of reshaping the world.

In his foundational work, �e Souls of 
Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois devotes the 

last essay to “sorrow songs,” or Negro spiri-

tuals. He describes spirituals as radical folk 

music, their very existence a rebuttal to the 

notion that Black people were too primitive 

to hold political rights. Du Bois was himself 

a proud alumnus of Fisk University, and no 

stranger to the archive. In the essay, he pro-

vided a capsule history of “the pilgrimage 

of the Fisk Jubilee Singers.” It began shortly 

after the train-stop incident.

T h e  y e a r  1 8 7 1  was a crucible. Six 

years after Robert E. Lee’s surrender at 

Appomattox, the true terms of peace were 

still being negotiated—especially insofar 

as freedpeople were concerned. By 1871, 

Republicans in Congress had managed to 

have the states ratify the �irteenth, Four-

teenth, and Fifteenth Amendments. �e 

11 rebel states had been readmitted to the 

Union. Buoyed by the votes of Black men, 

�ve Black representatives held congressio-

nal seats. Congress had created a Depart-

ment of Justice and given it a mandate to 

destroy the Ku Klux Klan. Fisk and doz-

ens of other institutions, many of them 

supported by the Freedmen’s Bureau, had 

sprung up to educate Black students of all 

ages. �ey formed the nucleus of what we 

know today as historically Black colleges 

and universities. (My father recently served 

as the president of Fisk.) 

But the revolution was faltering. Many 

northern white Republicans had grown 

weary of the constant federal oversight 

required to protect the rights of Black 

people in the former Confederate states. 

Their attention, and the nation’s, had 

turned west, to the country’s expansion 

and the bloody dispossession of the Indig-

enous people who lived there. �e Freed-

men’s Bureau would come to a formal end 

in 1872, but its e�orts were already e�ec-

tively exhausted. Meanwhile, former Con-

federates tallied rolling successes in their 

“redemption” of southern governments— 

restoring themselves to power through vio-

lence and fraud. 

It was in this environment that Fisk 

University’s choir—10 students, ranging 

in age from 14 to their early 20s—took to 

the road. Several singers had been born into 

slavery; one, Benjamin Holmes, had read the 

Emancipation Proclamation aloud to those 

imprisoned with him in a slave pen in 1863. 

They’d undertaken their journey in 

order to save their §edgling school. Fisk 
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University had been founded in 1866 with 

the support of the American Missionary 

Association, an abolitionist organization 

that turned its energies to educating freed-

people after the war. But, with the pri-

mary objective of abolition met, donations 

dwindled. Fisk was one of several normal 

schools and universities that the AMA was 

now struggling to support. Campus con-

ditions were miserable. Sheppard recalled 

in her diary that, in cold weather, students 

shivered through the night in substandard 

housing, with barely any protection from 

the elements. �ey subsisted on food that 

was nearly inedible. �e situation at Fisk 

was a microcosm of Black life in the South: 

unprecedented promise and potential obliv-

ion living under the same crumbling roof.

George L. White, a white former 

Freedmen’s Bureau o�cial and Fisk’s trea-

surer, was aware of the dire circumstances. 

�e future of the institution was in peril—

as was the entire project of educating 

freed people in the South. But White had 

an idea: He believed that the small choir 

he’d founded could help save Fisk. He 

and Sheppard had constantly drilled the 

singers, taking time to practice whenever 

the group’s studies allowed. �e concert 

in Memphis had showcased their talent, 

and perhaps the performance at the train 

stop had ordained their purpose. 

White proposed a tour through the 

North, hoping to raise a sum of $20,000—

about $500,000 today. Most of the pro-

spective audiences for these bene�t con-

certs would be white: �e director hoped 

to astonish them with the choir’s polish, 

and to rekindle the abolitionist fervor that 

had �nancially supported Fisk in its infancy. 

Fisk’s faculty, and the parents of its stu-

dents, thought White’s scheme was ridicu-

lous. �ey called it a “wild-goose chase” 

and pointed to the real dangers that a 

group of young Black students would face 

on the road. �e AMA actively discour-

aged the tour, worried that a poor showing 

might, in fact, impede fundraising e�orts. 

In an act of disobedience, White drew 

funds from the school’s meager treasury, 

and the singers set out for Ohio.

T h e  w o r d  R E C O N S T R U C T I O N first 

brings to mind the idea of reconstitut-

ing what was, exactly as it was. Buildings 

may be reconstructed after disasters to the 

same speci�cations as before, defying the 

calamities that felled them. Ultimately the 

South was reconstructed in this way, with 

racial domination and labor exploitation 

as its foundation. 

But reconstruction can mean some-

thing else, too. �e word can connote 

taking the old and making it new, taking 

rupture and rubble as opportunities to �x 

fundamental faults, or to create new edi-

�ces altogether. For the span of just over 

a decade, America tried this de�nition on 

in starts and stops, attempting to fashion 

a truly new nation from the wreckage of 

the Civil War. �e Fisk University singers 

were part of that e�ort, attesting to the 

truth that Reconstruction was not and 

never could be ended by the hand of the 

federal government. 

As Du Bois wrote in �e Souls of Black 
Folk, and as Sheppard recounted in her 

diary, the early going for the singers was 

miserable, and dangerous. Lynchings and 

wholesale pogroms of Black communities 

were so common as to be unremarkable 

in the South, and threats of violence did 

not stop once Black people arrived in the 

North. According to the Fisk history, the 

students also faced the ire of white people 

who “spelled negro with two g’s.” White 

crowds often ridiculed the singers, and the 

group was regularly denied accommoda-

tion in white establishments. As the Fisk 

history has it, “�e world was as unfamil-

iar to these untraveled freed people as were 

the countries through which the Argonauts 

had to pass; the social prejudices that con-

fronted them were as terrible to meet as �re- 

breathing bulls or the warriors that sprang 

from the land sown with dragons’ teeth.” 

The singers tried to take things in 

stride. It was never lost on them that every 

tour stop was history made. When Shep-

pard was an infant, her own mother had 

been bound to the land, and was sold away 

from her like nothing more than livestock. 

�e fact that, at 20, Sheppard could freely 

take a train to the North was at once ordi-

nary and revolutionary.

For their early performances— in Nash-

ville, Memphis, and Cincinnati— the sing-

ers mostly pulled from a repertoire of stan-

dard popular songs designed to showcase 

their equality with white choirs and to 

“The world was as 

unfamiliar to 

these untraveled 

freed people as 

were the countries 

through which the 

Argonauts had to 

pass; the social 

prejudices that 

confronted them 

were as terrible to 

meet as fire-

breathing bulls.” 
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impress any sophisticates in the audience. 

�is was no small thing. �e belief in the 

intellectual, moral, cultural, and evolu-

tionary inferiority of freedpeople was per-

vasive among even white liberals in 1871. 

Just three years earlier, the editors of the 

Philadelphia-based Lippincott’s Magazine
had argued against the proposition that 

“the negro, in his native state, knows what 

music is,” and ascribed any facility in music 

among Black people to clever mimicry 

or traces of white ancestry. According to 

Andrew Ward, the author of Dark Mid-
night When I Rise, a history of the Fisk Uni-

versity singers, the main interaction that 

most white northerners had with what they 

believed to be Black culture was the buf-

foonery of minstrelsy, mostly performed 

by white entertainers in blackface.

�e choir found itself caught between 

white apathy and white hostility. At sev-

eral venues, the singers barely sold enough 

tickets to cover their costs. In Chillicothe, 

Ohio, where George White used to teach, 

they drew enough of a crowd to instill hope 

of earning some money. But before they 

performed, they learned that the Great Fire, 

on October 8, had destroyed much of Chi-

cago. �ey donated all of their proceeds 

from that night—less than $50—to victims 

of the �re. 

The autumn stretched on. White 

prayed for deliverance. He declared that 

the singers should take the name Jubilee 

after the year in the biblical cycle whose 

arrival was celebrated by the manumission 

of slaves and the absolution of debts.

A new way forward for what was now 

the Fisk Jubilee Singers presented itself dur-

ing a concert one night in Oberlin, Ohio. 

Mostly in private, the singers had been 

practicing a new repertoire, songs that the 

majority of white people had never heard. 

�ey cobbled together snatches of work 

songs and “sorrow songs” that many of the 

students, or their parents, had learned in 

the �elds while enslaved. �e minister and 

abolitionist �omas Wentworth Higginson 

had written in the pages of this magazine 

about his experience of the Negro spirituals 

sung by Black soldiers during his time as a 

Union o�cer, calling them “a stimulus to 

courage and a tie to heaven.” But, for the 

songs they sang, there were no songbooks 

to work from. White, Sheppard, and the 

singers wrote much of the music down for 

the �rst time, helping formalize the genre 

as they went.

Sheppard noted in her diary that the 

singers harbored a deep ambivalence 

about even practicing spirituals in pri-

vate. The songs “were associated with 

slavery and the dark past, and repre-

sented the things to be forgotten,” she 

wrote. Spirituals were imbued with the 

pain and the shame of bondage, which 

several of the Fisk singers knew �rsthand. 

�e songs were also considered sacred. To 

some, putting lyrics to paper or accom-

paniment meant stripping the spirit from 

the spirituals. Even in front of the small, 

mostly Black crowds that the choir had 

entertained before setting out on tour, 

the spirituals had been mixed in sparsely. 

But that night in Oberlin, the Jubilee 

Singers did something di�erent. As guests 

of a meeting of the National Council of 

Congregational Churches, they were given 

an opportunity to perform. Among the 

songs that they chose was “Steal Away,” 

one of the spirituals in their repertoire. �e 

song begins with a plaintive call to “steal 

away,” which is then echoed by the choir. 

�e song’s quiet opening lyrics eventually 

swell with force to deliver “the trumpet 

sounds in my soul.” �e Jubilee Singers 

had announced themselves with thunder. 

As �e Cincinnati Daily Enquirer wrote 

on November 17, “�ey sung with such 

e�ect that the scrip was as abundant as the 

applause, a market basket full of money 

being taken for the University.” 

The praise  from the choir’s Oberlin 

performance helped them earn the notice 

of Henry Ward Beecher, an immensely 

influential abolitionist and preacher 

who had once sent ri�es to John Brown’s 

antislavery guerrillas in Kansas. Beecher 

invited the group to sing for his congrega-

tion in Brooklyn.

Traveling to the event, the singers knew 

that it would likely be their last chance 

to prove themselves and save the univer-

sity. �ey expected Beecher’s congregation 

to be a friendly crowd. �e same church 

had backed Beecher’s most extreme forays 

into abolition and had hosted escaped and 

former slaves before. But the singers also 

knew that even the expectations of friendly 

crowds could be misshapen by prejudice. 

�ey chose to begin the Brooklyn con-

cert with a dramatic innovation: singing 
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from the church balcony, obscured from 

the crowd by a curtain, their spectral voices 

�lling the nave. And they chose to lead with 

“Steal Away,” the spiritual that had gotten 

them to Brooklyn in the �rst place. Accord-

ing to Fisk’s account of the Jubilee Sing-

ers, “So soft was their beginning that the 

vast audience looked around to see whence 

came this celestial music. Gradually louder 

and even louder the voices rose—to a glori-

ous crescendo—and then back down to a 

mere whisper, ‘I ain’t got long to stay here.’ ” 

As they sang, the curtain was pulled back to 

reveal their faces. �e audience’s reception 

was rapturous: “�ey clamored for more—

would not let the singers cease.” Donations 

poured in. Beecher blessed the spirituals, 

though with an unfortunate image: “Only 

they can sing them who know how to keep 

time to a master’s whip.” 

Ultimately, the Jubilee Singers became 

one of the most famous performing acts 

in the world. �ey toured through 1872, 

capturing the attention of both Black and 

white audiences. Their domestic suc-

cess launched them abroad. �ey sang 

for Queen Victoria and for Kaiser Wil-

helm I. In the end, George L. White’s 

“wild-goose chase” raised not $20,000 

but almost $100,000. 

The tour saved Fisk University. But 

more than that, it preserved an art form. 

Spirituals such as “Steal Away” became the 

core of the Jubilee Singers’ performances, 

and this expanding repertoire became the 

basis for the songbook of standards that still 

graces Black churches today. �e spirituals 

captured the imagination of post-abolition 

literati. Mark Twain became something of 

a Jubilee Singers groupie, attending several 

shows to experience the music that he called 

“the perfectest �ower of the ages.” 

Some white listeners came just for the 

music; some came for the spectacle; some 

claimed that the Jubilee Singers’ spirituals 

had made them more sympathetic to “the 

plight of the Negro.” But their reactions 

were secondary to what the new promi-

nence of the form meant for the people 

who’d made it. After one show in Washing-

ton, D.C., the Jubilee Singers were thrilled 

to have an audience with Frederick Doug-

lass, then the most famous Black man in 

America. He told the singers: “You are 

doing more to remove the prejudice against 

our race than ten thousand platforms could 

do.” He was so taken by the young people 

from Fisk that he sang for them “Run to 

Jesus,” a spiritual that he’d learned as a 

child. �e singers transcribed his song on 

the spot, adding it to the songbook. In a 

playbill for a later concert, promoting the 

new song, the Jubilee singers wrote: “�us, 

under the in�uence of this song, he at last 

gained his freedom, and the world gained 

Frederick Douglass.”

The golden age of the Jubilee Singers 

was brief. Sheppard, the pianist and com-

poser, had endured chronic illness even 

before the tour. Exhausted by the group’s 

barnstorming, White and several other 

members also took ill. As white suprema-

cists in the South steadily destroyed Black 

civil rights, and as the North lost inter-

est in protecting those rights, traveling as 

a Black coed group grew too dangerous. 

In 1877, when Congress o¥cially ended 

Reconstruction— ratifying the deal that 

gave Rutherford B. Hayes the presidency 

and e¦ectively withdrew federal troops 

from the South— the goings-on at Black 

universities were no longer considered by 

most liberal white people to be matters 

of their concern. With the coming of Jim 

Crow, institutions such as Fisk would form 

a network of care for Black folk—places 

where the true possibilities of Reconstruc-

tion could be preserved, even if neglected 

by the rest of America. �e Jubilee Sing-

ers have been part of this e¦ort; they still 

perform at concerts across the country.

But Negro spirituals went on to change 

the country as a whole. In America’s frag-

mented antebellum culture, before the 

advent of true mass media, the closest 

thing to “national music” had been the 

traveling farce of minstrel shows. Yet dur-

ing Reconstruction, both the live perfor-

mance and sheet music of Negro spiri-

tuals exploded in popularity. Spirituals 

pre �gured the rise of the blues—a direct 

successor— as the �rst truly national popu-

lar music. �e Black writer and activist 

James Weldon Johnson, writing in 1925, 

called spirituals “America’s only folk music 

and, up to this time, the �nest distinctive 

contribution she has to o¦er the world.”

�rough the e¦orts of the freedpeople 

themselves, the songs that had sustained 

them in the �elds became a national art 

form. �is transformation was not with-

out cost. It wouldn’t be long before Black 

music was co-opted by white musicians 

and consumers. �e early radio record-

ings of spirituals were often performed by 

white singers, and marketed to white audi-

ences. For much of white society, the spiri-

tual was the music of the freedpeople— 

minus the freedpeople.

For this reason, many radical Black 

scholars later considered the preservation 

and proliferation of the spiritual to be the 

ultimate capitulation— a sacred piece of 

Black culture saved only by performing it 

for people who largely thought that Black 

culture was unworthy.

Maybe there is another conclusion. 

After all, the spiritual was always meant 

to be performed in public, in full view of 

the overseer’s watchful eyes. But beneath 

the surface, the lyrics and rhythms of spiri-

tuals carried messages among the enslaved 

about kinship, about love, about daily life, 

about the freedom of the “promised land,” 

and even about rebellion. Insubordinate 

messages persisted precisely because, like 

the editors of Lippincott’s Magazine, the 

overseers believed that Black culture was 

counterfeit, and that the people chopping 

cotton in the �elds could not turn words 

into e¦ective weapons. �e insurgency of 

the spiritual always relied on white con-

sumption. It was the poison in the mas-

ter’s tea.

T o d ay,  t h e  l e g ac y  of Reconstruc-

tion most often surfaces in its legal conse-

quences. �e Fourteenth Amendment, in 

particular, has been the subject of major 

recent Supreme Court rulings on voting 

rights and abortion rights—the concept of 

equal protection under the law has never 

ceased being contentious. But the story 

of the Fisk Jubilee Singers shows that the 

Constitution was not the only aspect of 

America subject to renegotiation during 

Reconstruction. �e singers had set out 

to perform popular white music, in the 

main, but they soon found purpose in 

remaking American music in their own 

image. �e same was true of every other 

element of life into which freedpeople 

entered. �roughout Reconstruction, soci-

etal assumptions— about labor relations, 

1223_WEL_Newkirk_FiskChoir [Print]_18404301.indd   79 10/20/2023   1:47:51 PM

      79



gender roles, the makeup of families, the 

means and ends of education, and much 

else—were in flux across the country, 

driven by the e�orts of emancipated Black 

people in the South.

Experiments in new ways of living 

propagated wherever Black people pressed 

feet to earth. “Freedmen’s towns” �our-

ished across the South, with all manner 

of governance. Would-be utopias winked 

in and out of existence. In coastal South 

Carolina, freedpeople soon became the 

majority of farm operators on the Sea 

Islands. �ere, they resisted guidance from 

the Freedmen’s Bureau (and the hopes of 

their former enslavers), rejecting the local 

market economy in favor of building 

spontaneous pastoral communes out of 

former plantations, and growing crops for 

subsistence instead of the market. 

Across the South, freedpeople reconsti-

tuted families pulled apart on the auction 

block, but did so along much looser kin-

ship lines than the nuclear family unit. In 

Savannah, Georgia, Black women amassed 

tracts of land in their own names to pass 

on to their children. Many freed people 

forsook the surnames of their enslavers, 

or even the �rst names they’d been given. 

Renaming was often an act of both radical 

purpose and plain descriptiveness: Free-

man remains a common last name today. 

In music and otherwise, it was clear 

that the main goal of Reconstruction—as 

it existed in the hearts and minds of the 

people being reconstructed—was not to 

leave the country as it was, but to shake 

the foundations of possibility. It was in this 

pliable reality that the Fisk Jubilee Singers 

began to make their mark.

The potency of spirituals and their 

insurgent history were clear to Du Bois. 

He tried to make his case, often writ-

ing in publications that endorsed the 

bigotry— sometimes clothed, sometimes 

naked—of his white contemporaries. In 

1901, as a young scholar still relatively 

new to the white literary scene, Du Bois 

wrote for a series on Reconstruction in �e 
Atlantic. Alongside  skeptical essays from 

the historian William A. Dunning (who 

founded the school of American history 

that claimed the policy of making Black 

people citizens was a mistake) and Wood-

row Wilson (who argued that freedpeople 

had not been �t to vote), Du Bois wrote, 

“�e granting of the ballot to the black 

man was a necessity, the very least a guilty 

nation could grant a wronged race.” 

In his essay, Du Bois helped begin a 

slow reckoning with history that contin-

ues today. He did so not merely through his 

own insight and intellect, but through the 

revolutionary act of taking the freed people 

and their ambitions seriously— by describ-

ing what they wanted from Reconstruction. 

For most of the past century, that history 

of possibility and Black self- determination 

during Reconstruction was considered too 

dangerous to teach. Du Bois’s own work on 

the topic was ignored by white historians as 

long as he lived, and textbooks inspired by 

Dunning littered classrooms in the South 

(and the North) even during my own child-

hood. To this day, the most famous and 

widely seen depiction of ostensible Black 

life during Reconstruction might be the 

racist 1915 �lm �e Birth of a Nation,  the 

D. W. Gri�th epic that portrays Klansmen 

as heroes saving the South from Black sav-

ages and was endorsed by Wilson during 

his time as president. �at fact suggests just 

how much the real story of Black Recon-

struction has been obliterated from the 

public eye. 

A growing movement on the right 

today again �nds the history obscured by 

Wilson, Dunning, and the rest to be too 

inconvenient or perilous for schools and 

libraries. Agitation against depictions of 

Black history and agency is often grounded 

in the claim that it unfairly makes white 

people of the present feel guilty for the 

sins of the past. But that might just be 

cover for the real reason. Perhaps the true 

danger of Black history—especially of the 

era when the formerly enslaved seized and 

shaped their freedom—is that it shows us 

that there are more and better possibilities 

than the present. 

�at was the fundamental message of 

most spirituals, and of the sacred code of 

the promised land. �at message is kept 

in a box of documents in a campus library. 

Even when salvation seems beyond reach, 

it may still be in our own hands.

In  l ate  August  2022,  I walked into 

a building full of people in Drew, Missis-

sippi. Folding chairs had been crammed 

everywhere they could be crammed, from 

the bathroom hallway to the front doors. 

We had all gathered there for a belated 

memorial service for Emmett Till, the boy 

brutally lynched in that very town by white 

men in 1955. Local citizens, dignitaries, 

schoolchildren, journalists—everyone was 

packed together. 

After the processional, after the greet-

ings and prayers, the Valley Singers of Mis-

sissippi Valley State University took the 

�oor. �ey began a rendition of “Lift Ev’ry 

Voice and Sing,” written by James Weldon 

Johnson and set to music by his brother, 

J. Rosamond Johnson, in 1900. �e �rst 

two verses of the song evoke the trials of 

Blackness in the past and present. The 

choir sang Johnson’s lyrics with triumph, 

their voices �lling the space. 

Johnson was born in Jacksonville, 

Florida, in 1871, the same year the Jubilee 

Singers set out on their tour. �eir story 

inspired his own work cataloging and 

interpreting spirituals; he dedicated his 

�rst book on spirituals to “those through 

whose e�orts these songs have been col-

lected, preserved, and given to the world.” 

�e history of the Jubilee Singers had been 

important to him. �e lyrics and composi-

tion of his own anthem were in�ected by 

the spirituals they rescued. 

To Johnson, the revival of the spiritual 

“marked a change in the attitude of the 

Negro himself toward his own art mate-

rial; the turning of his gaze inward upon 

his own cultural resources.” In his view, 

those cultural resources were themselves 

the power to build, and not just imitate—

to shape a world. �e song we all heard in 

that hot room in Mississippi was a tribute 

to a legacy that allowed us to be there in 

the �rst place. 

Sweat dripped down my face as the 

singers brought the song home. �e �nal 

verse slowed down to a quiet, piercing 

prayer. And then, a �nal, exulting march: 

“Shadowed beneath �y hand / May we 

forever stand.” Even in that room, blan-

keted in Mississippi heat, I felt chills. 

Vann R. Newkirk II is a senior editor at 
�e Atlantic and the host of the podcasts 
Floodlines and Holy Week.
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Harpers Ferry seemed almost a part of the 

neighborhood when I was growing up. 

Granted, it was across the state line, in West 

Virginia, and slightly more than a half-hour 

drive away from our Virginia farm. But it 

took us almost that long to get to the near-

est supermarket. And I felt connected by 

more than roads. �e placid, slow-moving 

Shenandoah River, which �owed past our 

bottom pasture, becomes raging white water 

by the time it joins the Potomac River at 

Harpers Ferry, 35 miles downstream. 

Nature itself seems to have designed 

Harpers Ferry to be a violent place. Cli�s 

border the con�uence of the two rivers, and 

the raw power generated by their angry con-

vergence made the site ideal for the national 

armory established there around 1800. It 

manufactured some 600,000 firearms 

before Union troops burned it down in 

1861 to keep it out of Confederate hands. 

Five battles took place at Harpers Ferry, and 

the town changed hands 12 times. 

But none of this is what Harpers Ferry 

is primarily remembered for. It is known 

instead for an event referred to at the time 

as an “insurrection,” a “rebellion,” or a 

“crusade,” but today most often called just 

a “raid.” On October 16, 1859, a year and 

a half before the attack on Fort Sumter, in 

South Carolina, the white abolitionist John 

Brown set out to seize the federal arsenal 

and distribute arms to enable the enslaved 

to claim their freedom. His e�ort ended 

quickly and ignominiously. Badly wounded, 

he was carted o� to jail in nearby Charles 

Town to be tried and executed, as were a 

number of his followers. In a sense, though, 

his insurrection was never put down. 

Brown, a brilliant publicist, made him-

self a martyr. He used the six weeks between 

his capture and his execution to de�ne and 

defend his actions. He grounded them in 

a moral imperative to free the enslaved, 

invoked the nation’s revolutionary lega-

cies, and warned of the con�agration to 

come. �e “crimes of this guilty land,” he 

scrawled in a note he pressed on a guard 

shortly before his hanging, “will never be 

purged away; but with Blood.” 

Within just a few years, Americans 

would look back at Brown across the gulf 

of the Civil War and identify him as a sign of 

what was ahead, imbuing his sacri�ce with 

almost supernatural meaning. Showers of 

meteors had filled the skies in the weeks 

between Brown’s capture and his execu-

tion, reinforcing perceptions that his life and 

death had been a singular, numinous occur-

rence. In the words of a song improvised by 

a battalion of Union soldiers as they headed 

south to war not two years after his death, 

“John Brown’s body lies a- mouldering in 

the grave, but his soul goes marching on.” 

Even the attendees at his hanging seemed 

in retro spect to pre�gure the future: Brevet 

Colonel Robert E. Lee was present as the 

commander of the U.S. troops who had 

captured Brown. �omas J. (not yet “Stone-

wall”) Jackson led a unit of Virginia Mili-

tary Institute cadets. John Wilkes Booth, 

President Abraham Lincoln’s future assassin, 

hurried from Richmond to Charles Town in 

a borrowed uniform to join a militia troop 

sent to police the hanging. He hated Brown’s 

cause but admired his audacity.

Many upstanding northern citizens—

as well as much of the press—condemned 

Brown’s lawlessness. But others, Black and 

white, hailed his attack on slavery and 

mourned his death. On the day of his exe-

cution, 3,000 people gathered in Worces-

ter, Massachusetts, to honor Brown; 1,400 

attended a service in Cleveland. A gather-

ing of Black Americans in Detroit honored 

the “martyr” who had “freely delivered up 

his life for the liberty of our race in this 

country.” �e celebration of John Brown 

by Black Americans rested in the hope, and 

later the conviction, that his actions had set 

an irreversible course toward freedom—a 

second founding, its birth in violence as 

legitimate as the �rst one had been. 

When does  war start?  When does 

violence become justi�ed? When does it 

shift from prohibited to permitted and 

even necessary? �ose questions hang in 

the air at Harpers Ferry, compelling us 

to ask: When did the Civil War actually 

begin—and end?

Brown drew the admiring attention 

of almost every prominent American 

writer—Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, 

Melville, Longfellow, Whittier. But some 

among the nation’s northern elite did more 

than praise and defend Brown. �inking 

back in his autobiography to events half 

a century earlier, and relying on a diary 

he kept in the 1850s, the abolitionist 

and writer �omas Wentworth Higgin-

son re�ected on what a duty to morality 

demands when “law and order” stand on 

“the wrong side” of right and justice. 

For him, this was not a theoretical ques-

tion. He was thinking about the role he’d 

played long before armies massed on battle-

�elds. He was thinking about the process 

by which “honest American men” had 

evolved into “conscientious law-breakers,” 

until “good citizenship” became a “sin” and 

bad citizenship a “duty.” Higginson was one 

among a small group of prominent white 

men who had known about the Harpers 

Ferry raid in advance and provided the 

�nancial support that enabled Brown to 

buy weapons and equipment. �ey came 

to be known as the Secret Six.

During the 1850s, a succession of legis-

lative and judicial measures had tightened 

slavery’s grip on the nation. �e Fugitive 
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Slave Act of 1850 compelled the North to 

become complicit in returning those who 

had escaped slavery to southern bondage. 

�e Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854 over-

turned the Missouri Compromise of a 

generation earlier, which had restricted 

the expansion of slavery into the north-

ern territories. �e Supreme Court’s Dred 
Scott decision, in 1857, established that no 

Black person could be considered a citizen 

or hold any “rights which the white man 

was bound to respect.” �e perpetuation 

of slavery and racial injustice appeared to 

have become enshrined as an enduring 

national commitment, with the federal 

government assuming the role of active 

enforcer. Faced with such developments, 

the Black abolitionist Frederick Doug-

lass found himself losing hope of ending 

slavery through moral suasion or political 

action; he came to see violence as neces-

sary if emancipation was ever to be accom-

plished. Slavery itself, he believed, repre-

sented an act of war. �e justi�cation for 

violence already existed; whether—and 

how—to use it became more a pragmatic 

decision than a moral one. 

White abolitionists, too, became radical-

ized by the develop ments of the 1850s. �e 

group that became the Secret Six included 

five Boston Brahmins and a lone New 

Yorker, all highly respectable citizens, well 

educated, of good families and heritage; 

all men of means and in several cases very 

substantial means. �e path that the Six 

took toward violence began with the pas-

sage of the Fugitive Slave Act. �e prospect 

and, soon, the reality of Black people being 

apprehended on the streets of Boston or 

New York and summarily shipped to the 

South brought the cruelty and arbitrariness 

of slavery directly before northerners’ eyes. 

�ree men who would later be part of the 

Six were early members of the Boston Vigi-

lance Committee, established to prevent the 

enforcement of fugitive-slave legislation. 

Samuel Gridley Howe was a graduate 

of Brown University and Harvard Medical 

School. He claimed descent from a par-

ticipant in the Boston Tea Party, and had 

demonstrated his commitment to republi-

can government by serving as a surgeon in 

the Greek Revolution in the 1820s.

Theodore Parker was a powerful 

preacher and Transcendentalist whose 

radicalism so marginalized him within 

Unitarianism that he established his own 

independent congregation of some 2,000 

members. His oratory attracted legions of 

followers, who shared his reformist and 

antislavery views. 

Higginson, descended from one of the 

original settlers of the Massachusetts Bay 

Colony, was a graduate of Harvard Col-

lege and Harvard Divinity School and 

held a pulpit with a fervently antislav-

ery Worcester congregation. He su�ered 

his �rst battle wound in the unsuccessful 

e�ort to free Anthony Burns, who had �ed 

enslavement in Virginia and was seized in 

Boston in 1854 under the provisions of 

the new act. With the encouragement of 

the Boston Vigilance Committee, the city 

erupted. Parker incited a crowd with a �ery 

speech at Faneuil Hall, and Higginson dis-

tributed axes to those assembled outside the 

courthouse where Burns was being held. 

He himself led an assault on the build-

ing with a battering ram. In the ensuing 

melee, a courthouse guard was killed and 

Higginson su�ered a saber wound on his 

chin, leaving a scar he proudly displayed 

for the rest of his life. Higginson viewed 

the e�ort to free Burns as the beginning 

of a “revolution”— the shift from words to 

action he had sought. �e killing of the 

guard, he later re�ected, was “proof that war 

had really begun.” Violence had become 

both necessary and legitimate. (Burns was 

captured and returned to Virginia, but 

his freedom was eventually purchased by 

northern abolitionists. He attended Oberlin 

and became a minister.) 

Higginson, Parker, and Howe soon 

turned their attention to Kansas, where 

a battle was escalating over whether the 

territory should become a slave state or a 

free state. In the spring of 1856, pro slavery 

forces attacked a town founded by anti-

slavery settlers from Massachusetts. John 

Brown, a longtime opponent of slavery 

who had joined his sons in Kansas with 

the intention of preventing its permanent 

establishment there, sought retribution; he 

and his allies killed �ve proslavery men in 

front of their families in a place called Pot-

tawatomie. �is murderous act hovered 

over Brown’s reputation—and later his leg-

acy—instilling doubts in some potential 

supporters and leading others simply to 

deny that Brown had played a role in the 

killings, a stance that was aided by Brown’s 

own misrepresentations. 

But to many, Brown’s extremism was 

a source of attraction, not revulsion. �e 

newly created Massachusetts State Kan-

sas Aid Committee channeled outside 

support. Higginson sent crates of ri�es, 

revolvers, knives, and ammunition, as 

well as a cannon, to Kansas. He celebrated 

Kansas as the equivalent of Bunker Hill—

a “rehearsal,” he later called it, for the more 

extensive violence to come.

It  was because of Kansas that the 

six men who would conspire to support the 

Harpers Ferry raid found one another and 

identi�ed Brown as the instrument of what 

they had come to regard as necessary vio-

lence. Like Parker, Higginson, and Howe, 

Franklin Benjamin Sanborn and George 

Luther Stearns had become active support-

ers of the Massachusetts State Kansas Aid 

Committee. A Harvard graduate who was 

a schoolteacher in Concord, Sanborn had 

been deeply in�uenced by Parker’s preach-

ing while he was in college. Sanborn’s 

Transcendentalist ideas, with their skepti-

cism about existing social structures and 

institutions, were further reinforced by his 

Concord neighbors Ralph Waldo Emer-

son and Henry David Thoreau. Stearns 

was a wealthy manufacturer whose ances-

tors included some of the original settlers 

of the Massachusetts Bay Colony as well 

as an o©cer in the American Revolution. 

Long active in abolition, he had established 

a station of the Underground Railroad near 

his Medford home and drew on his consid-

erable fortune to send weapons to Kansas 

free-state settlers. 

�e last of the Six was Gerrit Smith, said 

to be the wealthiest man in New York State. 

Smith, like Stearns, would supply signi�cant 

�nancial support to Brown. He had long 

been active in politics, seeking the destruc-

tion of slavery through political means, but 

by 1856 he had come to believe that it was 

time, as he put it, to move beyond ballots 

and start “looking to bayonets.” Parker, too, 

was preaching more forceful measures. “I 

used to think this terrible question of free-

dom or slavery in America would be settled 

without bloodshed,” he wrote to Higginson. 

“I believe it no longer.” 
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By the end of 1856, under the leader-

ship of a commanding new territorial gov-

ernor, violence in Kansas had begun to 

subside, and a free-state electoral victory 

seemed all but assured. � e following year, 

Brown began traveling throughout New 

England and New York to raise money 

for a fresh attack on human bondage— 

his new plan as yet unspeci� ed. In Bos-

ton, he presented Sanborn with a letter of 

introduction from Smith. Sanborn in turn 

arranged for Stearns, Howe, and Parker 

to meet Brown. Un certain what Brown 

intended, Higginson at � rst kept his dis-

tance, even though Sanborn pressed him, 

insisting that Brown could do “more to 

split the Union than any man alive.” � e 

ideals of the once noble American experi-

ment could be sustained only by separat-

ing from slavery or by destroying it.

In February 1858, Brown revealed 

his plan for the Harpers Ferry attack to 

Smith and Sanborn. Not long after, all of 

the Massachusetts conspirators met with 

Brown in his Boston hotel room and for-

mally constituted themselves as the Secret 

Committee of Six to support Brown 

in planning and financing the raid. 

Stearns was to be the o�  cial chair, San-

born the secretary. They would keep 

careful records, with an elaborate ledger 

and a dues schedule. It was as if a clan-

destine organization of accountants had 

set to planning an uprising. 

T h e  r a i d ’s  ac t ua l  occurrence sur-

prised them—with both its timing and its 

swift and disastrous outcome. On Octo-

ber 16, 1859, Brown and a party of 21 

seized the federal arsenal, eventually tak-

ing several dozen hostages. � e uprising 

of the enslaved that Brown expected never 

materialized, and local militia soon cut o�  

the bridges that were the only escape route. 

Brown and his men blockaded themselves 

in the armory’s � re-engine house, where 

they exchanged intermittent gun� re with 

the troops surrounding them. On Octo-

ber 18, Colonel Lee and a regiment of U.S. 

Marines broke down the engine-house 

door. Wounded by a saber cut, Brown 

was taken prisoner and transported to the 

nearby Charles Town jail. Ten of Brown’s 

men, including two of his sons, were killed; 

seven, including Brown, were captured and 

later executed. Four civilians were killed, as 

was one Marine. To the great dismay of the 

Secret Six, Brown’s papers and correspon-

dence were found at the farm where Brown 

had been living in Maryland. 

� e Six were stunned. In the press and 

in government offices, accusations flew. 

Many suspected that Frederick Douglass 

must have played a role. More than a decade 

before the raid, Douglass had met Brown 

and been moved by their conversations to 

question his own belief in the possibility of 

a peaceful end to slavery. “My utterances,” 

he later wrote, “became more and more 

tinged by the color of this man’s strong 

impressions.” When Brown took up arms in 

Kansas, Douglass’s appreciation for his bold-

ness and conviction was only enhanced. Yet 

Douglass proved unwilling to join Brown 

when he revealed his Harpers Ferry plans. 

The scheme struck him as dangerously 

impractical and risky— “a steel-trap.” 

In the aftermath of the raid, Douglass 

seemed almost embarrassed that he had 

not o� ered Brown more support, that he 

had permitted realism to trump daring. He 

could not conceal his admiration for the 

would-be liberator’s courage, but concerns 

for his own survival won the day. Douglass 

¢ ed north to Canada and then to England, 

where he remained for nearly half a year. 

Although Douglass was all too aware of 

his vulnerability, the Six, protected by their 

social position, had been defying authority 

with seeming impunity for years. � eir rec-

ognition of personal peril came as a shock. 

� e Six had embraced violence out of both 

entitlement and desperation. In public and 

private communications, they frequently 

invoked their revolutionary heritage, their 

biological connections to the country’s 

Founders— to those who had pitched tea 

into Boston Harbor and fought at Lexing-

ton and Bunker Hill. � is was a legacy— 

and a responsibility— that required them 

to act with equivalent courage and deci-

siveness. � ey believed that in some sense, 

they owned the nation, and their sense of 

privilege fueled a con� dent assumption of 

immunity from serious consequence. But 

with Harpers Ferry, it seemed, they might 

have gone a step too far.

Letters from Smith, Stearns, Howe, and 

Sanborn were found among Brown’s papers 

and featured in the press before the end 

of October. Five of the Six were quickly 

exposed and excoriated. (Parker, who had 

left the country before the raid in a futile 

search for a cure to his tuberculosis, was 

identified within a few months.) Smith 

The attempted arrest, in April 1860, of the Secret Six member Franklin Benjamin Sanborn 

by federal authorities—which the citizens of Concord, Massachusetts, prevented. 

A contemporaneous etching from Harper’s Weekly.
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fell into a frenzy of worry about being 

indicted. After becoming, according to his 

physician, “quite deranged, intellectually as 

well as morally,” he was committed in early 

November to the Utica Lunatic Asylum. 

After consulting a Boston lawyer, Sanborn, 

Stearns, and Howe made their way to Can-

ada (and Howe published an article dis-

avowing Brown). All three returned to the 

U.S., but Canada remained a refuge. Howe 

and Sanborn went back and forth twice. 

Higginson, both at the time and later, was 

contemptuous of his fellow conspirators’ 

cowardice. John Brown deserved better 

from them. “We of the Six,” he main-

tained years later, “were not— are not—

great men.” But Brown, he believed, was.

Higginson neither hid nor fled. He 

busied himself raising money for Brown’s 

defense and endeavoring to devise a 

scheme to facilitate Brown’s escape. But 

even for Higginson, who seems never to 

have contemplated a battle or a risk he 

didn’t relish, these plans seemed too far-

fetched. Instead, with admiration, Higgin-

son watched Brown’s display of undaunted 

courage throughout his trial as he refused 

to plead insanity or back down in his 

commitment to ending slavery through 

whatever means necessary. Brown would 

do far more from the grave than he could 

have ever imagined accomplishing in life. 

Higginson spent the day of his sentenc-

ing with Brown’s wife and the remaining 

members of his family on their bleak and 

remote upstate–New York farm.

�e congressional committee appointed 

in December to investigate the origins and 

supporters of Brown’s raid proved only a 

feeble threat to the six conspirators. Hig-

ginson, to his disappointment, was never 

called to testify at all. Howe and Stearns 

dodged, equivocated, and at times out-

right lied. Smith was judged too unwell to 

attend. Parker died in Italy in May 1860 

without ever returning to the United States. 

Sanborn’s fears were at last realized when 

the U.S. Marshals he had eluded for so long 

arrived at his house in Concord to compel 

his testimony. Citizens of the town rose up 

to prevent his removal while a judge sym-

pathetic to Sanborn was located to issue a 

writ of habeas corpus. In the end, the con-

gressional hearings were a tepid a�air, likely 

because southern representatives came to 

recognize that the less attention given to 

abolitionist voices, the better. 

�e next battle in the war that Brown 

had begun would not be long in coming. 

While he bided his time, Higginson pub-

lished in February 1860 the �rst of a series 

of articles in �e Atlantic that he referred 

to as his “Insurrection Papers.” After writ-

ing essays on “�e Maroons of Jamaica” 

and “�e Maroons of Surinam”—Black 

groups who had escaped enslavement to 

establish their own independent societies 

on the fringes of white settlement—he pro-

ceeded to publish admiring essays on Den-

mark Vesey, Nat Turner, and Gabriel, men 

who had embraced violence in their e�orts 

to overturn American slavery. In addition 

to his writing, Higginson devoted the 16 

months between Brown’s execution and 

the �ring on Fort Sumter to reading about 

military strategy and drills, and to prac-

ticing shooting and swordplay. In 1862, 

this man of words returned to the world 

of action. He would ful�ll “the dream of a 

lifetime” as the colonel commanding the 

First South Carolina Volunteers, a regi-

ment of the formerly enslaved. �is com-

mission embodied what he had believed in 

for so long: the mobilization of force in the 

cause of Black freedom, as well as the arm-

ing of Black men in their own liberation.

Both during and after the war, the 

careers of the Secret Six fell along a spec-

trum. Stearns never went to war himself 

but recruited thousands of Black troops 

into what he referred to as “John Brown 

regiments”; when the war was over, he 

helped found the Freedmen’s Bureau, 

which provided land and other assistance 

to newly freed African Americans. Howe 

worked with the Sanitary Commission, a 

relief agency founded to support sick and 

wounded soldiers, and, like Stearns, was 

involved with the Freedmen’s Bureau after 

the war. Smith emerged from the Utica asy-

lum fragile and aversive to any conversation 

about Harpers Ferry. He gave a signi�cant 

amount of money to Stearns’s Black regi-

ments. And yet, in 1867, he was also among 

those who paid the bond that freed Je�er-

son Davis from prison. Sanborn appointed 

himself the custodian of Brown’s legacy, 

publishing four books and some 75 articles 

about him. (Many of the articles appeared 

in this magazine.) Sanborn cultivated the 

In the years since  

1859, John Brown  

and his raid have 

become a touchstone 

in America’s struggle  

to reconcile—or at 

least represent—the 

complex connections 

between force  

and freedom. 
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memory of a kinder, gentler Brown, down-

playing the violence he had perpetrated. He 

did not know until the 1870s that Brown 

had lied to him about his central and mur-

derous role at Pottawatomie.

Higginson was unapologetic. In 1879, 

when he remarried after the death of his 

�rst wife, Higginson chose Harpers Ferry 

as the site for their honeymoon, intro-

ducing his bride to prominent landmarks 

from the raid, the trial, and the hanging. 

Higginson never forgave himself for not 

doing more to support Brown and for 

failing to persuade him to adopt a plan 

that was more likely to succeed. To com-

memorate the 50th anniversary of the raid, 

in 1909, Higginson joined Sanborn, the 

only other surviving member of the Secret 

Six, and Howe’s widow, Julia, in Concord, 

where they were interviewed by a journal-

ist. (Julia Ward Howe had in 1862 pub-

lished on the cover of �e Atlantic di�erent 

lyrics for the tune of “John Brown’s Body”: 

the immortal words of “Battle Hymn of 

the Republic.”) As a writer and an activ-

ist, Higginson had remained deeply 

engaged in public life, notably on behalf 

of women’s rights; his views on race and 

Black su�rage tended to shift with time 

and circumstance, and he was far from 

the radical of the prewar years. But in the 

Concord interview, he expressed no sec-

ond thoughts about his commitment to 

violence on behalf of abolition— either at 

Harpers Ferry or within the legitimating 

framework of the Civil War.

I  learned the story of John Brown 

at an early age. It might have been that 

my father told my siblings and me about 

the history of Harpers Ferry as we drove 

along Route 340, peering down the cli�-

sides at the town and the rushing water 

below. Or Brown might have been one of 

those historical personages whose names 

we just knew, inhaled from the Virginia 

air around us. People like Stonewall Jack-

son and John Mosby and Turner Ashby, 

who had all likely ridden across the very 

�elds surrounding our house. When I was 

growing up, I was always proud to live in a 

place associated with so many famous fore-

bears. It was many years before I thought 

to question what their fame and vaunted 

heroism had been in service of. 

But I knew from the outset that Brown’s 

renown was di�erent. He was, I was told, 

a madman, undertaking a scheme that was 

doomed to fail—a suicide mission. When I 

wrote about Brown for my �rst term paper 

in high school, that was the story I told. 

From 1859 onward, many observers, 

reporters, and, later, historians adopted the 

view that Brown was insane, and by the 

mid-20th century, when I was in school, 

it had become a widely held assumption 

among white Americans. Rather than a 

“meteor” anticipating or inaugurating the 

larger war that would end slavery, Brown 

became no more than an aberration. Vio-

lence was reduced to a mental-health prob-

lem. ¡e interpretation reassuringly dimin-

ished the moral force of Brown’s actions and 

suggested that only madness could lead to 

dreams of overthrowing white dominance 

and Black subordination. ¡is message was 

intended to emphasize the strength and 

immutability of the racial hierarchies that 

remained in place well after slavery’s end, 

surviving Reconstruction and enshrined in 

Jim Crow. It minimized the threat Brown 

posed and by implication all but removed 

him—and his insistence on the moral evil 

of slavery—from any place in explanations 

of the Civil War’s origins. ¡e Lost Cause 

portrait of a con¤ict fought by two hon-

orable opponents who di�ered primarily 

on constitutional views about states’ rights 

could remain intact and unchallenged. 

Even in the days just after the raid, 

though, there were those who insisted 

on acknowledging the historic import of 

Harpers Ferry as well as the sanity and 

determination of John Brown. Governor 

Henry Wise of Virginia came to Harpers 

Ferry to interview Brown after his capture 

and rejected the idea that Brown was a 

lunatic: “¡ey are mistaken who take him 

to be a madman,” he said. He left with 

an impression of him as “a man of clear 

head … cool, collected, and indomitable.” 

A sane Brown was far more dangerous. If 

his actions were rational, then the South 

must regard them as proof that the North 

was plotting the violent overthrow of slav-

ery. ¡e South, Wise insisted, needed to 

take active measures to defend itself and its 

way of life. One South Carolina politician 

described the raid as “fact coming to the 

aid of logic”: the South’s worst fears made 

Intransigent  

former Confederates  

turned from organized  

military force to 

beatings, burnings, 

whippings, shootings, 

and lynchings in  

the effort to suppress 

newly gained  

Black freedom. 
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real. Harpers Ferry was the moment that 

changed everything. �e rabidly proslav-

ery Wise and the radical abolitionist Hig-

ginson agreed on little else, but this they 

regarded as self-evident.

To accept slavery as the cause of the 

Civil War dictates setting the conflict 

within a longer trajectory of violence, one 

that starts at least with John Brown rather 

than Fort Sumter. Higginson would per-

haps have us date the war from his saber 

cut in 1854. Douglass might well argue that 

it began in 1619. And when did the Civil 

War end? Historians studying the era after 

Appomattox have in recent years empha-

sized the persistence of violence through 

and beyond Reconstruction, as intransigent 

former Confederates turned from organized 

military force to beatings, burnings, whip-

pings, shootings, and lynchings in the e�ort 

to suppress newly gained Black freedom. 

�e war, the historians argue, simply con-

tinued in other forms. It is as di�cult and 

complicated to say when the Civil War 

ended as to determine when it began. 

I n  t h e  y e a r s  s i n c e  1 8 5 9 ,  John 

Brown and his raid have become a touch-

stone in America’s struggle to reconcile—or 

at least represent—the complex connec-

tions between force and freedom. The 

United States was founded in violent resis-

tance and then guaranteed its survival as a 

nation eight decades later in a bloody Civil 

War. Violence is at the heart of our national 

mythology. �e Secret Six drew explicitly 

on that mythology in their writing. It is 

central to our national creed. But violence 

has also, as Frederick Douglass reminds 

us, rested at the core of the social and legal 

order that mandated and sustained the 

oppression of millions of Americans from 

the early 17th century into our own time. 

Violence could enslave and violence could 

free. �e purpose mattered. As Douglass 

declared, looking back on the Civil War 

in a Decoration Day speech honoring the 

Union dead in 1883, “Whatever else I may 

forget, I shall never forget the di�erence 

between those who fought for liberty and 

those who fought for slavery.”

�e Black community did not forget 

that Brown had fought for liberty. After the 

war, his raid and his death continued to 

be commemorated across the North. In a 

stirring address at Storer College, founded 

in Harpers Ferry in 1867 to educate African 

Americans, Douglass insisted that Brown 

had not failed, but had begun the “war 

that ended slavery.” W. E. B. Du Bois held 

Brown in similarly high esteem. In 1906, 

the second gathering of the Niagara Move-

ment, the predecessor of the NAACP, was 

held at Harpers Ferry in acknowledgment 

of Brown’s contributions to Black rights. 

Delegates from the NAACP met there in 

1932 intending to dedicate a plaque in 

Brown’s honor. In a speech at that meet-

ing titled “�e Use of Force in Reform,” 

Du Bois expressed few compunctions about 

the use of violence: Brown, he said, “took 

human lives … He took them in Kansas 

and he took them here. He meant to take 

them. He meant to use force to wipe out 

an evil he could no longer endure.”

Langston Hughes used poetry rather 

than oratory to address African Ameri-

can readers as he invoked the lingering 

memory of John Brown. Hughes, whose 

grandmother had been married to one of 

the Black conspirators killed in the raid, 

celebrated “John Brown / Who took his 

gun, / Took twenty-one companions / 

White and black, / Went to shoot your 

way to freedom.” Hughes recalled that his 

grandmother had preserved her husband’s 

bullet-ridden shawl. As a small boy, he was 

sometimes wrapped in it. “You will remem-

ber / John Brown,” Hughes insisted.

But, ªttingly, given his deªning com-

mitment to nonviolence, Martin Luther 

King Jr. remained silent on Brown. Even as 

the keynote speaker at a centennial obser-

vance of Brown’s raid, King did not men-

tion the man once. �e place of violence in 

the centuries of struggle for Black freedom 

has been long contested, and by the mid-

1960s, King faced growing demands from 

Black activists urging forceful resistance to 

white threats and assaults instead of the 

Gandhian passivity that underpinned his 

philosophy. Malcolm X regarded Brown 

as “the only good white the country’s ever 

had.” The Black Power movement that 

challenged King’s vision of a Beloved Com-

munity could claim deep roots.

Barack Obama re¯ected the long tra-

dition of Black appreciation for Brown 

in his 2006 book, �e Audacity of Hope. 
Brown’s “willingness to spill blood,” 

Obama said, demonstrated that “delibera-

tion alone” would not su�ce to end slavery. 

“Pragmatism,” he concluded, “can some-

times be moral cowardice.”

As a nation, we are unable to get over 

John Brown. And as a nation, we have not 

ªgured out what violence we will condemn 

and what we will celebrate. I found myself 

unspeakably moved as I stood before Nat 

Turner’s Bible in the National Museum of 

African American History and Culture. 

At the same time, I am horrified by the 

violence of the January 6 rioters and by 

what I regard as widespread threats to the 

rule of law. We pride ourselves on being a 

country with a written Constitution that 

sets peaceful parameters for government. 

Yet the Supreme Court established by that 

Constitution has issued rulings provid-

ing that the citizenry may be armed not 

just for recreational hunting, but with 

weapons, including assault ri¯es, that are 

frequently purchased with an eye toward 

resisting that very government. Law makers 

walk the floors of the Capitol with pins 

shaped like AR-15s in their lapels. The 

rule of law seems historically and inextri-

cably enmeshed in the tolerance— even the 

encouragement—of violence. 

In the years leading up to the Civil War, 

antislavery Americans like the Secret Six 

turned to what Higginson—with a keen 

awareness of the oxymoron—called con-

scientious lawbreaking. Douglass came to 

embrace the legitimacy of violence, but rec-

ognized it as justiªed “only when all other 

means of progress and enlightenment have 

failed”—and only when there is a “thing 

worse than” violence that makes it necessary. 

The existence and endurance of our 

nation has depended on that careful dis-

cernment, on that conscientiousness, in 

deciding when we truly face a “thing worse 

than.” It is not merely a historical ques-

tion. A deep-seated ambivalence about 

violence deªnes us still. 

Drew Gilpin Faust is a contributing writer at  

�e Atlantic, and the Arthur Kingsley Porter Uni-

versity Research Professor and president emerita at 

Harvard. She is the author of seven books, includ-

ing �is Republic of Su�ering: Death and the 

American Civil War. Her most recent book is 

Necessary Trouble: Growing Up at Midcentury. 
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Kennedy  
and the  

Lost Cause
In his 1956 book, Pro�les in Courage,  

the future president promoted  

the southern mythology of 

Reconstruction. One Massachusetts 

grandmother wasn’t having it.

By Jordan Virtue

John F .  Kennedy  took George 

Plimpton by surprise after a dinner 

party one evening when he pulled 

his friend aside for a word in the 

Oval Office. The president had 

Reconstruction on his mind—really, 

though, he wanted to discuss Plimp-

ton’s grandmother. 

Plimpton was lanky and lordly, 

famous for his patrician accent and 

his forays into professional sports. 

�e Paris Review founder did every-

thing and knew everyone. He might 

edit literary criticism one day and try 

his hand at football or boxing the 

next. Plimpton had known Jackie 

Kennedy for years, and he had been 

friends with Robert F. Kennedy since 

their Harvard days. 

He also had another, and very 

different, Kennedy connection. 

Plimpton’s great-grandfather Adel-

bert Ames, a New Englander, had 

been a Civil War general and Mis-

sissippi governor during Reconstruc-

tion. He was an ardent supporter of 

Black su�rage. Kennedy had soiled 

Ames’s reputation in his best- selling 

1956 book, Profiles in Courage, 

which had won the Pulitzer Prize 

for Biography the following year. 

�e book ushered the junior sena-

tor from Massachusetts onto the 

national stage, e�ectively launching 

his bid for the presidency.

Kennedy’s book presented a pan-

theon of past U.S. senators as mod-

els of courageous compromise and 

political pragmatism. One such man, 

Kennedy claimed, was Ames’s racist 

Democratic rival, Lucius Quintus 

Cincinnatus Lamar II. A slaveholder, 

drafter of the Mississippi Ordinance 

of Secession, and Confederate colo-

nel, Lamar later became the first 

ex-Confederate appointed to the 

Supreme Court after the Civil War.

Lamar and Ames were the pre-

eminent politicians of Mississippi 

Reconstruction. They hated each 

other. (At one point, Lamar threat-

ened to lynch Ames.) Profiles in 
Courage had relied heavily on the 

work of in�uential Dunning School 

historians—disciples of the Columbia 

University professor William A. Dun-

ning, who scorned Black su�rage and 

promoted the mythology of the Lost 

Cause. Kennedy may have been gen-

uinely misled by these historians, but 

he also aspired to higher o�ce and 

needed to appeal to white southern 

voters. His book denounced Recon-

struction, casting Ames as a corrupt, 

carpetbagging villain and Lamar as a 

heroic southern statesman.

Ames’s daughter Blanche— 

Plimpton’s grandmother—was 

incensed. She sent meticulously 

researched letters to Kennedy, 

demanding that he correct his book. 

Some of the letters had footnotes. 

Some had appendixes. Blanche would 

not let up, chasing Kennedy from the 

Senate to the presidency.

In Plimpton’s telling, as Kennedy 

took his guests on an informal tour 

of the White House that evening, he 

motioned to Plimpton for a word. 

“George,” he said, as Plimpton 

would recall, “I’d like to talk to you 

about your grandmother.” Kennedy 

begged him to persuade Blanche 

Ames to stop writing, complaining 

that her correspondence “was cutting 

into the work of government.”

Plimpton promised to try, but 

he knew it would be no use. “My 

grandmother was a Massachusetts 

woman,” he later explained, and 

when Kennedy refused to amend Pro-
�les, Blanche “did what any sensible 

Massachusetts woman would do: she 

sat down and wrote her own book.” 

Blanche Ames  was born in Mas-

sachusetts in 1878, the year after 

Reconstruction ended in a politi-

cal deal that awarded Rutherford 

B. Hayes, a Republican, the disputed 

presidential election in exchange 

for withdrawing federal troops 

from the South. Blanche had the 

Civil War in her blood. Benjamin 

F. Butler, a Union general, was her 

maternal grandfather; he had com-

manded Fort Monroe, in Virginia, 

and had designated fugitive slaves as 
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“contraband of war,” using a legal loophole 

that allowed refugees to seek protection 

behind Union lines. He later became gov-

ernor of Massachusetts. Adelbert Ames, 

her father, won the Medal of Honor at 

First Bull Run and fought at Antietam and 

Gettysburg. After serving as the military 

governor of Mississippi, Ames became the 

state’s senator and then its civilian gover-

nor. He was a champion of racial rights, 

embracing a personal “Mission with a 

large M ” to support Black citizens. 

Blanche, too, was a principled �ghter, 

willing to risk her social privilege for the 

causes that she championed. Adelbert 

encouraged his daughters to attend col-

lege. Blanche went to Smith, where she 

became class president. At commencement, 

she delivered a forceful address promoting 

women’s su�rage, with President William 

McKinley in the audience. Blanche helped 

spearhead the Massachusetts women’s- 

su�rage movement, working as a politi-

cal cartoonist for Woman’s Journal. She 

founded the Massachusetts Birth Control 

League. Once, Blanche sauntered onto Bos-

ton’s Commonwealth Avenue carrying a 

hand-carved wooden penis to demonstrate 

proper condom use; she was arrested, but 

police released her after realizing she was the 

daughter of one governor and the grand-

daughter of another. “If she was a man,” 

one historian has observed, “there would 

be �ve books” about her already.

Blanche Ames Ames acquired her 

distinctive, double- barreled name upon 

marrying the prominent Harvard bota-

nist Oakes Ames, who came from an 

unrelated dynastic strand of Ameses. A 

talented painter, Blanche illustrated some 

of Oakes’s books about orchids. �e Ames 

mansion at Borderland, their 1,200-acre 

estate outside Boston, was built entirely 

of stone to ensure that the library—the 

filming location for the 2019 movie 

Knives Out—would be fireproof. Adel-

bert Ames’s and Benjamin Butler’s Civil 

War–era swords can still be seen in the 

foyer. George Plimpton once used one to 

cut a cake at an anniversary party.

Pro�les in Courage roused Blanche from 

her Borderland retirement. Eight decades 

had elapsed since the end of Reconstruc-

tion. �e modern civil-rights movement 

was gaining momentum, with its promise 

of a second Reconstruction. Kennedy was 

not only taking the wrong side, but he was 

doing so by maligning Blanche’s father:

No state su�ered more from carpetbag 

rule than Mississippi. Adelbert Ames, 

first Senator and then Governor … 

[admitted] that only his election to the 

Senate prompted him to take up his 

residence in Mississippi. He was cho-

sen Governor by a majority composed 

of freed slaves and radical Republicans, 

sustained and nourished by Federal bay-

onets … Taxes increased to a level four-

teen times as high as normal in order to 

support the extravagances of the recon-

struction government. 

Lamar, meanwhile, was cast as a “states-

man” for whom “no partisan, personal or 

sectional considerations could outweigh 

his devotion to the national interest and 

to the truth”—a sel¤ess patriot who had 

helped reconcile the nation. 

�e truth of the matter was very dif-

ferent. Reconstruction-era Mississippi 

under Ames’s leadership arguably held 

more political promise for newly enfran-

chised Black people than any other south-

ern state. Before the Civil War, Mississippi 

had contained some of the richest counties 

in the nation, but most Mississippians— 

some 55 percent—were enslaved. After 

the war, Mississippi was the poorest state 

in the Union. But the new state consti-

tution worked to overturn the Black 

Codes—laws designed to limit the rights 

of newly freed African Americans—and 

Mississippi’s Hiram Revels and Blanche 

K. Bruce became the country’s �rst Black 

senators. Ames himself shared his guber-

natorial ticket with three Black candidates.

Democrats swept the 1874 national 

midterm elections in what the historian 

Eric Foner has called a “repudiation of 

Reconstruction.” Mississippi Democrats 

saw an opportunity: By seizing control 

of the legislature in upcoming state elec-

tions, they could pass measures that would 

essentially end Black su�rage. �e year 

1875 became a struggle between Ames, 

the elected governor, and Lamar, who 

was then in Congress. Ames’s adminis-

tration had the support of Black voters. 

Lamar, meanwhile, embraced the so-called 

Mississippi Plan, which aimed to disrupt 

a legitimate election, by force if necessary. 

Lamar insisted that the Democrats had 

to win control of the state legislature to 

ensure the “supremacy of the unconquered 

and unconquerable Saxon race.” On Elec-

tion Day, paramilitary terrorists called 

White Liners obstructed polling places, 

destroyed ballot boxes, and threatened 

to kill Black citizens who voted, as the 

journalist Nicholas Lemann has written 

in Redemption: �e Last Battle of the Civil 
War. Counties that were once overwhelm-

ingly Republican saw the Republican 

vote drop to single digits. “A revolution 

has taken place,” Ames wrote to his wife, 

prophesying a bleak future for Mississippi. 

“A race are disenfranchised—they are to be 

returned to … an era of second slavery.”

Democrats, elected by terrorism and 

led by Lamar, now threatened Ames 

with impeachment. They accused him 

of �nancial impropriety—including the 

high taxes that Pro�les decried—despite 

his administration’s relative frugality. To 

avoid impeachment, Ames resigned and 

¤ed the state. A U.S. Senate committee 

investigated the Mississippi elections and 

produced a 2,000-page document known 

as the “Boutwell Report.” It concluded 

that Ames was blameless and that his res-

ignation had been forced “by measures 

unauthorized by law.” No matter: Ames’s 

reputation lay in tatters.

�e following year, during the presi-

dential deadlock, Lamar helped broker 

the Compromise of 1877, which gave 

Hayes the presidency over Samuel Til-

den in exchange for the return of “home 

rule”—rule by white-supremacist 

Democrats—  to the South, effectively 

destroying national Reconstruction.

P R O F I L E S  I N  C O U R AG E  evades easy catego-

rization. It is a historical work, written by a 

political team, heavily assisted by historians, 

and published for political gain. �e book 

features eight senators, strategically distrib-

uted across time, space, and party. Five of 

the pro�les focus on questions of slavery, 

the Civil War, or Reconstruction, and none 

of the featured senators took a progressive 

approach to Black rights. Three, includ-

ing Lamar, were slaveholders. Questions 

about authorship arose early: Kennedy’s 
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speechwriter Theodore Sorensen was 

rumored to be the true author. (He did, in 

fact, write most of the book.) Archival drafts 

reveal that the Georgetown University his-

tory professor Jules Davids helped overhaul 

the Mississippi chapter. �e book’s historical 

vision, though, came from Kennedy.

Historians in recent years have acknowl-

edged that the real problem with Pro�les is 
not authorship but substance. As a critic, 

Blanche Ames got there �rst. Her personal 

copy of the book, a �rst edition, over�ows 

with annotations. She drew arrows and 

corkscrew question marks around the para-

graph about her father, her anger visible 

on the page. When Kennedy insisted that 

Lamar had written Mississippi’s Ordinance 

of Secession only after losing hope that “the 

South could obtain justice in the Federal 

Union,” Blanche thundered in the margins: 

“Lamar had sown the seed in 1861. He was 

sowing it again in 1874.” 

In June 1956, Blanche sent a nine-page 

letter to Senator Kennedy, introducing 

herself as his friend Plimpton’s grand-

mother and urging “corrections of errata 

for your own sake as well as mine.” She 

recognized diplomatically that, “in a work 

as ambitious as ‘Pro�les in Courage’ … 

there are bound to be some viewpoints 

to arouse controversy.” Nevertheless, she 

argued, ambition did not excuse histori-

cal inaccuracy.

Kennedy replied the next month. He 

was cordial, admitting that Reconstruction 

was “one of the most di¦cult sections” to 

write, not because of lack of material, but 

because of an abundance of “emotion-

packed and strongly partisan” readings. 

It was a politician’s apology, su§used with 

quali�ers. He insisted that he had relied on 

“reputable authorities,” but granted that “it 

is possible, of course, that in so doing a par-

ticular individual or incident is slighted or 

inadequately or inaccurately described.” He 

added, “If such is the case in connection 

with my mention of your father … I am 

indeed sorry.” He assured Blanche that her 

message “succeeded in stimulating me to 

further research,” but warned that he did 

not expect Pro�les to be reprinted, so there 

would be no correction.

Kennedy did, in fact, do further 

research. According to Plimpton, during 

that Oval Office conversation after the 

dinner party, Kennedy asked Plimpton 

what he knew about his great-grandfather, 

apparently eager to demonstrate his own 

knowledge. He reenacted how Ames would 

inspect his Civil War soldiers and shout 

“For God’s sake, draw up your bowels!,” 

causing White House personnel to burst 

in, worried by the uproar. �e president 

had found this obscure detail in an equally 

obscure book, �e Twentieth Maine, which 

was published a year after Pro�les. 
But between 1956 and 1963, Pro�les

was reprinted more than 30 times. Ken-

nedy did not change his account of Adel-

bert Ames and L. Q. C. Lamar. 

Kennedy’s  intrans igence  only 

fueled Blanche’s campaign. She forwarded 

her letters to Harper & Brothers, giving 

the publisher “the �rst opportunity” to 

rectify where Pro�les in Courage “falls short 

of the Code of Historians.” �e publisher 

declined, claiming that too much time had 

elapsed for readers to be able to under-

stand any corrections. Blanche combed 

through Kennedy’s acknowledgments and 

wrote to the professors who assisted with 

drafting or editing Pro�les, hoping that 

the historians might put pressure on him.

They did not. There is no evidence 

that Davids, architect of the Lamar chap-

ter, ever bothered to reply. Allan Nev-

ins, at Columbia, backpedaled, claiming 

that the introduction he had written for 

Pro�les “carried no endorsement of all 

details … I am sure the Senator will make 

correction where correction is proper.” 

Arthur Holcombe, at Harvard, patron-

izingly suggested that Blanche had “mis-

understood Senator Kennedy’s meaning.” 

Some of these academic historians may 

simply not have taken Blanche seriously: 

She was old, she was a woman, and she 

lacked scholarly credentials. 

Blanche contacted a second circle of 

scholars, seeking a historian “free from bias” 

who might serve as an impartial biographer 

of Adelbert Ames. She steeped herself in 

the historiography of Reconstruction, com-

ing to understand how closely Pro�les fol-

lowed the neo- Confederate historians Wirt 

Armistead Cate and Edward Mayes. “Cate 

copies Mayes and Kennedy copies Cate,” 

she wrote to the eminent Harvard histo-

rian Samuel Eliot Morison. “Now, unless 

Five of Kennedy’s 

pro�les focus on 

questions of slavery, 

the Civil War, or 

Reconstruction, and 

none of the featured 

senators took a 

progressive approach 

to Black rights.
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corrected, modern and future historians 

may copy Kennedy! 	is method of writing 

history leads around in circles of quotations 

of half-truths. It is a false method.”

Morison suggested a few military 

scholars as potential Ames biographers, 

but mainly recommended “Negro his-

torians” such as John Hope Franklin, 

Rayford Logan, and Alrutheus Ambush 

Taylor. “Adelbert Ames’ career as Gov-

ernor was, I believe, more important 

than his military career,” Morison rea-

soned, “and he was the champion of the 

Negroes.” Blanche contacted a host of 

prominent academics, including C. Vann 

Woodward, whose books had criticized 

the Dunning School and challenged the 

myth that Reconstruction governments 

with Black elected o�cials were simply 

incompetent or ignorant. The Profiles
team had paid no attention to this schol-

arship. Despite her e�orts, no historian 

would commit to the project. So Blanche 

resolved to write a biography of Adelbert 

Ames herself.

Borderland became Blanche’s archive 

and fortress while she spent six years—

1957 to 1963—researching and writing. 

When her granddaughter Olivia Hoblit-

zelle visited Borderland, she marveled at 

the piles of Civil War maps and books 

in the library. On one trip, Hoblitzelle 

recalled, her father asked, “How long is 

it now?” “Five hundred pages,” Blanche 

replied. When Hoblitzelle’s father asked, 

“Isn’t that enough?,” Blanche “looked him 

straight in the eye, and said, ‘Well, if Tol-

stoy could do it, so can I.’ ” When she ¢n-

ished, she was 86 years old.

Blanche’s research drew signi¢cantly 

on the work of Black historians, who 

had been publishing trenchant studies 

of Reconstruction for decades. White 

historians had largely ignored this work, 

dismissing it as second-class scholarship. 

Blanche thought otherwise. Her bibli-

ography cited W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black 
Reconstruction in America, Franklin’s �e 
Militant South, John Lynch’s �e Facts of 
Reconstruction, Merl Eppse’s �e Negro, 
Too, in American History, and George 

Washington Williams’s History of the 
Negro Race in America. Kennedy, mean-

while, had not cited a single Black author 

on Mississippi Reconstruction.

	e stakes, Blanche believed, included 

not only her father’s reputation but the very 

meaning of Reconstruction. Her ¢nal chap-

ter, “Integrity and History,” is a scathing 

condemnation of the traditional Recon-

struction historiography Kennedy had 

parroted. 	roughout the book, she linked 

Adelbert Ames’s promotion of racial rights 

in the 1870s with the modern civil-rights 

movement— the second Reconstruction: 

In this fateful year of 1963, our Con-

gress has a unique opportunity with its 

overwhelming Democratic majorities … 

Congress seems to hold the practical 

power to do away with the disgraceful 

suppression of Negro su�rage rights … 

A hundred years has been too long 

to wait for application of these long- 

standing laws of equity.

B l a n c h e  A m e s ’s  b o o k  was pub-

lished at the worst possible moment. In 

September 1963, she ¢nished correcting 

page proofs for Adelbert Ames, 1835–1933: 
General, Senator, Governor. 	e book was 

lovingly bound in Sundour cloth and 

stamped in gold. It sold for $12.50, about 

$120 today—an old-fashioned, costly vol-

ume. Kennedy’s mass-produced paperback, 

meanwhile, sold for less than a dollar. On 

November 22, 1963, as Blanche’s book was 

going to press, Lee Harvey Oswald shot and 

killed Kennedy in Dallas.

With the president’s tragic death, Pro-
�les in Courage got a second life, landing 

back on the New York Times best-seller 

list. As Americans evaluated Kennedy’s 

legacy, his prizewinning book seemed a 

natural place to start. A televised adap-

tation of Pro�les had been in production 

at NBC before Kennedy’s death. At that 

time, Blanche had urged Kennedy to use 

television as an opportunity to “bring your 

views into accord with the trend of mod-

ern historical interpretation of the Recon-

struction Period.” After the assassination, 

the network pressed ahead, framing the 

series as “one of the ¢nest living memorials 

to President Kennedy.” But Blanche may 

have gotten through to Kennedy’s team 

in the end, at least as far as the television 

series: When it premiered, a year after 

Kennedy’s death, the planned segment on 

Lamar had been quietly dropped. It was 

the only original pro¢le not to be featured 

on television.

But there was still the book. Blanche 

wrote to Sorensen in early 1964, trying to 

strike a tone of mutual interest: “Must we 

not ¢nd a way of correcting these obvious 

misstatements in advertently restated by 

President Kennedy? Otherwise they will be 

perpetuated with greater force than ever, 

and I do not believe that he would have 

wished this. Do you?” 	ere is no record 

that Sorensen replied.

Blanche lived to see the passage of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Vot-

ing Rights Act of 1965. Born a year after 

the end of the ¢rst Reconstruction, she 

was able to witness the start of the sec-

ond. But when she died at Borderland, 

in 1969, a belittling New York Times
headline read: “MRS. OAKES AMES,  

BOTANIST’S WIDOW; Illustrator of 

Her Husband’s Works on Orchids Dies.” 

Despite Blanche’s best e�orts, her book 

sold only a few thousand copies.

In 2010, a few years before e�orts to 

remove Confederate monuments gained 

traction across the country, a life-size 

statue of Lamar was erected outside his 

former home in Oxford, Mississippi. 	e 

L. Q. C. Lamar House Museum’s public-

outreach e�orts generally commemorate 

Lamar not as a white supremacist or an 

architect of the Mississippi Plan, but as the 

embodiment of Kennedy’s redemptive arc: 

“Southern secessionist to American states-

man,” as the museum describes it. Ames is 

not mentioned at all; Pro�les is highlighted 

throughout the museum.

In 1980, George Plimpton donated a 

copy of Blanche’s book to the John F. Ken-

nedy Presidential Library and Museum, in 

Boston. “President Kennedy would know,” 

he said, “that a Massachusetts woman will 

eventually have her way.” But Blanche 

Ames Ames has not had her way quite 

yet. At the library’s gift shop, visitors can 

buy a 50th- anniversary edition of Pro�les 
in Courage, published in 2006, with an 

introduction by Caroline Kennedy. 	e 

book has never been corrected. 

Jordan Virtue is a Ph.D. student in history 
at Stanford University. She is studying the 
legacy of the Civil War and Reconstruction. 
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Before the Civil War, America had 

few institutions like Antioch College. 

Founded in Yellow Springs, Ohio, in 

1850, Antioch was coed and unaffili-

ated with any religious sect; it was also 

the �rst college in the nation to hire a 

woman to serve on its faculty as an equal 

with her male colleagues. It was unques-

tionably progressive, and would not have 

been that way without its �rst president: 

Horace Mann.

Mann, the politician and education 

reformer from Massachusetts, sought to 

mold a certain kind of student: consci-

entious, zealous, inquisitive. For years, 

Mann had opposed slavery; he hoped his 

students would as well. He charged those 

he taught at Antioch to dedicate them-

selves to eradicating in justice with sedu-

lous care. “Be ashamed to die until you 

have won some victory for humanity,” 

Mann told the graduating class of 1859.

Mary D. Brice was one of Mann’s stu-

dents at Antioch, and she was a true believer 

in Mann’s vision. In December 1858, 

alongside her husband, Brice traveled 

900 miles to New Orleans, to teach.

Brice found a city that was like no 

other in the antebellum South. In New 

Orleans, a small class of free Black peo-

ple lived and worked as citizens alongside 

white people; they owned businesses and, 

in some cases, plantations. And  if they 

were wealthy enough to a�ord tuition, or 

light-skinned enough to pass for white, 

they could attend school. 

Yet the free Black New Orleanians who 

were neither wealthy nor light enough had 

few options. In 1865, Benjamin Rush 

Plumly, a white abolitionist politician 

who’d joined the Union army at the outset 

of the war, and who would eventually lead 

the Board of Education for the Depart-

ment of the Gulf, described the antebel-

lum situation in the region bluntly: “For 

the poor, of the free colored people, there 

was no school.” 

Brice, a deeply religious person, 

believed that God meant for her to create 

one. She opened “a school for colored chil-

dren and adults” in September 1860, at 

the corner of Franklin and Perdido Streets, 

near present-day city hall. �e e�ort was 

short-lived. In June 1861, two months 

after Confederate troops fired the first 

shots of the Civil War, Brice was forced 

to close the school. 

But the war could not stop Mary 

Brice. By November of that year, she had 

moved to Magnolia Street and reopened 

her doors. Again she was shut down, this 

time more forcefully. Confederates began a 

terror campaign against the school, leaving 

signs outside her home: Death to nig-

ger teachers, they declared. So Brice 

began teaching in secret, sneaking to her 

students’ homes under cover of darkness.

By the end of April 1862, Union troops 

had captured New Orleans. Brice was now 

able to conduct her work without the con-

stant threat of violence. With funding from 

northern missionary associations, other 

private teachers began to travel to New 

Orleans. The poor Black people of the 

city—including the formerly enslaved—

wanted an education.

�e educators’ e�orts were slow and 

piecemeal at �rst, but eventually, with 

federal assistance, they helped create the 

infrastructure for public education in 

Louisiana. �ere, and across the South, 

education reformers and abolitionists 

like Brice carried out Mann’s vision for 

schools that were free and universal. �e 

existence of public education today in 

the South—for all children—is largely 

their doing.

I n  t h e  e a r ly  d ay s  of the republic, 

the Founders often wrote and spoke about 

the need for an educated population. Yet 

schooling was typically reserved for the 

elite. Wealthy families hired private tutors, 

and those in the middle class sent their 

children to subscription schools (parents 

paid only for the period of time their stu-

dents attended), where they learned the 

basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. 

Higher education was rarer still: Even into 

the late 1860s, only about 1 percent of 

18-to-24-year-olds were enrolled in post-

secondary schools. Before the Civil War, 

many children were limited to learning 

whatever their parents were able to teach 

them at home. 

�e idea of public common schools—

that is, schools funded and organized 

directly by communities and free to 

most children—had been slow to take 

o�, though Mann had been proselytiz-

ing for them since the 1830s. In time, 

his approach took root in the Northeast 

and crept into the rest of the country, but 

such schools were more typically found 

in cities than rural areas. White southern-

ers, in particular, were skeptical of Mann’s 

ideas. �e contours of a slave society were 

fundamentally incompatible with wide-

spread free education—public goods of 

many kinds were eyed with suspicion as 

potential tools of insurrection.

New Orleans, however, had a rich his-

tory of parochial schools. In 1841, the 

state legislature hoped to extend this tra-

dition when it �rst approved funds for a 

public-school system in New Orleans, one 

of the oldest in the South. The schools 
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there thrived—but they were available 

only to white students. 

Education in the rest of Louisiana and 

the South was still rudimentary, even as 

the rest of the country made strides. In 

the years preceding the Civil War, Justin 

Morrill, a shopkeeper turned congressman 

from Vermont, tried to create a nation-

wide system for training workers by 

introducing a bill to give states land they 

could sell to fund colleges.  e bill was 

opposed by southern congress men wary 

of federal intervention in their states, and 

was ultimately vetoed by President James 

Buchanan.

After the war began, however, Morrill 

saw an opportunity. Southern law makers 

had been expelled from Congress for trea-

son, and the nation was in need of skilled 

military minds. He re introduced the bill 

in December 1861; the Morrill Act was 

signed by President Abraham Lincoln the 

following July. States in the North quickly 

began building land-grant universities. 

Under the law, all southern states were 

barred from the program while in rebel-

lion against the Union. But because New 

Orleans fell so early, the war presented an 

opportunity for the city. Major General 

Nathaniel Banks, the Union commander 

of the Department of the Gulf, issued 

General Order No. 38, which established 

a “Board of Education for Freedmen.” 

The smattering of schools that had 

been established for Black students by 

missionary associations and individual 

citizens, including Brice’s, were quickly 

subsumed by this newly created board. 

 e student rolls grew from an average 

of 1,422 in April 1864 to 9,571 by the 

end of the year.  e board had established 

a foundation for education through a 

“unity of purpose and concert of action,” 

Plumly, the chair of the board, wrote. “In 

nine months we have succeeded, against 

the grave obstacles incident to the begin-

ning of so great an enterprise, in gather-

ing under instruction half of the colored 

juvenile population in the State.”

I n  1 8 6 5 ,  Plumly released a report on 

the state of education in New Orleans, 

trumpeting his board’s success in 

expanding schooling through the exam-

ple of Brice, whose school “continued 

to thrive” under his board, where she 

was known as “an e¢cient and honored 

principal.” Plumly’s report quickly spread 

across the nation, and after Confeder-

ate General Robert E. Lee’s surrender in 

April 1865, it served as a model for those 

who hoped to establish public education 

in the South.  e reuni¤cation of the 

country would be an enormous task, and 

no one knew what would become of the 

millions of Black Americans who were 

now free citizens—not to mention the 

masses of white southerners who would 

need to be reintegrated into the nation. 

Perhaps, the thought went, education 

could help make citizens of both the 

white and Black poor.

On April 3, 1865, the Chicago Tri-
bune, opining about the New Orleans 

project, noted that although many of the 

teachers struggled “with every manner of 

di¢culty— insu¢cient accommodations— 

leaky sheds with ground ¥oors,” they were 

heartened by the fact that the school system 

had grown at such a rapid pace.  e editors 

thought that the project might serve as a 

model for children, both white and Black, 

across the entire South. 

“This is … but the beginning of a 

work which must spread over the entire 

Southern States, until both freed blacks, 

and the almost equally ignorant and even 

more degraded and vicious ‘poor whites’ 

have been brought within its christianiz-

ing and civilizing in¥uences,” the Tribune 
article read.  e work of expanding the 

nation’s schools no longer had to be “slow 

or tedious,” it said, “but can be accom-

plished rapidly and encouragingly.”

Outside New Orleans, however, 

there was less infrastructure for this 

kind of rapid transformation. South-

ern states were in the early process of 

being re admitted into the union, which 

required the states to disavow secession, 

repudiate war debts, and write new con-

stitutions, and they could not yet access 

funds from the Morrill Act. If there was 

any hope for the sort of mass education 

that the Tribune editors believed was 

necessary, it would require private asso-

ciations to step into the void. Groups 

such as the African Methodist Episcopal 

Church and the American Baptist Home 

Missionary Society began establishing 

“Be ashamed to die 

until you have won 

some victory for 

humanity,” Horace 

Mann told his 

students. Mary Brice 

was a true believer  

in Mann’s vision.
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primary schools and colleges, as well as 

schools to train teachers.

Major General Oliver Otis Howard, 

who became the commissioner of the 

Freedmen’s Bureau, was unsure that his 

agency had the authori ty or money to 

set up such institutions on its own. Yet 

he found the schools operated by mili-

tary governments, such as Louisiana’s 

under Major General Banks, to be a good 

model. “More than 200,000 people, old 

and young, in the insurrectionary states, 

have learned to read in the last three 

years,” Howard wrote in a letter to the 

American Institute of Instruction. �e 

letter was read aloud to the nearly 1,000 

people who had gathered in New Haven, 

Connecticut, for a meeting of the group 

on August 9, 1865. 

Howard worked to establish a network 

similar to Banks’s, on a larger scale. Among 

the institutions founded in this e�ort were 

the Fisk Free Colored School, now Fisk 

University, and the Hampton Normal and 

Agricultural Institute in Virginia, Booker 

T. Washington’s alma mater. Howard also 

personally helped create Howard Univer-

sity, named in his honor, and later served 

as its president.

Because of its small budget, the bureau 

primarily operated in a supervisory role. 

Howard appointed super intendents to 

oversee the logistics of the schools, which 

included training and hiring teachers, 

ensuring that they had military protection 

to conduct their work safely, and provid-

ing schoolmasters with fuel and provisions. 

Most of this work was conducted out 

of the public eye, with missionary orga-

nizations in leadership roles. Even so, 

the bureau’s e�orts ran the risk of vexing 

white southerners, many of whom sim-

ply opposed the idea of educating Black 

people at all. White objections to the 

involvement of the Freedmen’s Bureau in 

southern a�airs often mentioned reports 

of ineptitude, poor administration, or out-

right fraud in its operations. Certainly, the 

administration of these new public schools 

left much to be desired. As Plumly wrote 

in his report about local schools, 1864 was 

a year “of great �nancial delays and embar-

rassments in this Department.” Teach-

ers would routinely go months without 

pay—and although Plumly noted that the 

educators rarely complained, conditions 

wore on their morale. 

But, in the main, the white objection 

to the bureau was still, simply, its exis-

tence. “Even the most friendly studies 

of the Bureau have exaggerated its weak-

nesses and minimized its strengths,” 

the Reconstruction historians John and 

LaWanda Cox wrote in 1953. “At the 

vital core of the Bureau’s activities was 

the explosive and still unresolved prob-

lem of the nature of race relationships 

that should follow the forcible destruc-

tion of slavery.” And as prominent physi-

cal reminders of the bureau’s presence, 

schools became a target. 

Mobs routinely burned buildings and 

churches where classes were held. In some 

cases, teachers and agents of the bureau 

were murdered. According to James 

D. Anderson, professor emeritus of educa-

tion at the University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign, at least 126 public schools in 

Louisiana overseen by the bureau faced 

closure from the combination of white ter-

rorism, �nancial woes, and incompetence. 

Still, the bureau’s work improved 

the educational outlook for millions of 

people who’d previously had no access to 

formal schooling. According to records 

gathered by Kamilah Stinnett, a special-

ist with the Smithsonian’s Freedmen’s 

Bureau Project, many Black people felt 

empowered to shape their education 

themselves. On March 17, 1866, a school 

o§cial in Louisiana wrote to the bureau 

that Black residents were requesting Black 

instructors because they “object to paying 

[white] persons who continually insult 

them.” In 1868, the board of a “colored” 

school in Henderson, North Carolina, 

asked the bureau for $300 “for assistance 

in �nishing our school house.” 

Soon the number of people in the 

South entitled to common education was 

expanded even further. In 1867, Louisi-

ana held an election for its constitutional 

convention; ultimately, aided by votes 

from freedmen and the disenfranchise-

ment of former Confederates, 49 white 

delegates and 49 Black delegates were 

chosen. �e constitution they produced 

guaranteed integrated public schools. 

Across the South, state conven-

tions established similar constitutional 

provisions, and states were subse-

quently re admitted to the union, which 

also allowed for the expansion of col-

lege access through federal programs 

such as the Morrill Act. By 1870, five 

years after the bureau was established, 

roughly 78 percent of children of all 

races between the ages of 5 and 14 were 

enrolled in public schools. 

That  would  prove  to be the high-

water mark for most of the next cen-

tury. When the bureau was dissolved 

by Congress in 1872, a large share of 

the federal government’s oversight of 

common schools disappeared. Over the 

next decades, the educational founda-

tion built by the Freedmen’s Bureau 

endured a concerted assault from white 

supremacists. �e so-called Redeemers, 

who sought to reclaim political power 

through coercion and violence, had 

objected to the Reconstruction consti-

tutions from the beginning and fought 

to overthrow them. �ey also objected 

to integrated education. Faculty at the 

University of Mississippi revolted, argu-

ing that they would rather resign and the 

university close its doors than educate a 

single Black student. State legislators in 

North Carolina went even further, strip-

ping UNC of its funding and forcing it 

to close in 1871. When the university 

�nally reopened in 1875, several avowed 

white supremacists sat on its new board 

of trustees, including one former leader 

of the state Ku Klux Klan. 

�at same year, members of Congress 

introduced legislation that would endow 

common schools via land grants, and 

expand Morrill’s funding for land-grant 

colleges. Southern law makers helped kill 

the legislation, fearing that introducing 

additional federal money also meant intro-

ducing federal oversight of their activities. 

Such oversight of the public schools in 

New Orleans, for example, would have 

revealed that, in 1877, the state legisla-

ture reduced school-tax rates by 80 per-

cent, dramatically cutting back resources 

for education. 

Meanwhile, violent campaigns raged 

across the South. School buildings were 

once again burned. Educators were 

threatened. The network of common 
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schools established by the Freedmen’s 

Bureau remained, although diminished. 

Some struggled until they fell apart; 

others hobbled along, underfunded but 

resolved to continue the work of edu-

cating those who were being shut out of 

other institutions. 

By 1890, Morrill had untethered his 

new bill to endow land-grant colleges 

from the common-school bill, and it 

passed—with a caveat. Colleges could not 

make a distinction of race in the admis-

sion of students; states could, however, 

operate separate colleges for Black stu-

dents. �ey used a portion of the funds to 

endow schools born of necessity—Black 

colleges such as Tuskegee University, 

North Carolina A&T State University, 

and Langston University. 

Six years later, after the mixed-race 

activist Homer Plessy sued for the right 

to ride Louisiana railway cars reserved for 

white people, the United States Supreme 

Court decided that state-mandated seg-

regation laws did not violate the equal- 

protection clause of the Fourteenth 

Amendment. Plessy v. Ferguson ushered 

in the era of formalized segregation in the 

South, but America’s higher-education 

infrastructure had already taken to the 

idea. Soon, its common schools formally 

did so as well. 

W h e n  M a r y  B r i c e  moved from 

Ohio, she hoped that she might be 

able to bring education to Black New 

Orleanians—and, in the spirit of Hor-

ace Mann, win a victory for humanity. 

�e Freedmen’s Bureau helped expand 

Brice’s vision to the entire South 

through federal intervention, providing 

what became the political and adminis-

trative sca�olding for all public educa-

tion. But as remarkable as that achieve-

ment was, it could not withstand the 

extraordinary e�orts by Redeemers to 

claim the bene�ts of such an education 

for white Americans and deny them to 

Black Americans.

On February 8, 1898, a group of 

white Louisiana Democrats gathered 

in Tulane Hall, in New Orleans, for a 

constitutional convention. �e primary 

agenda item: to settle the question of 

whether Black men in the state should be 

allowed to vote. �ere was little question 

of what the convention’s result would be. 

�e convention could not explicitly 

circumvent the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 

Amendments, but Democrats got as close 

as they could. �ey established a poll tax 

and literacy tests, and required voters to 

own property. Ernest B. Kruttschnitt, 

the president of the convention, bluntly 

admitted the purpose of these laws. “What 

care I whether it be more or less ridicu-

lous or not?” he said to applause. “Doesn’t 

it meet the case? Doesn’t it let the white 

man vote, and doesn’t it stop the negro 

from voting, and isn’t that what we came 

here for?” 

�is Jim Crow constitution worked as 

intended. �ere were 127,923 Black vot-

ers on Louisiana’s rolls in 1888; by 1910, 

that number had dropped to 730. From 

1896 to 1900 alone, there was a 96 per-

cent decline in registered Black voters. 

When the convention ended, Kruttschnitt 

returned to his day job—leading the New 

Orleans school board. 

With the Plessy decision propping him 

up, Kruttschnitt launched what Donald 

E. DeVore and Joseph Logsdon, the 

authors of Crescent City Schools, called a 

“massive cutback in educational oppor-

tunities for black children.” Under his 

leader ship, the district cut public school-

ing for Black students down to grades one 

through �ve, and the board announced, 

as DeVore and Logsdon put it, “that they 

were giving up all pretense of creating 

separate schools ‘identical with that of 

white schools.’ ” By 1920, there were 

about four times as many schools for 

white students as there were for Black stu-

dents in New Orleans. �e city’s idea of a 

universal, free public-education system, 

established in large part to serve Black 

students, now only feigned doing so. 

It would take 40 more years, another 

federal intervention, and the protection 

of U.S. Marshals before Ruby Bridges 

and the McDonogh �ree would reinte-

grate public schools in New Orleans—

schools that likely never would have 

existed in the first place if not for the 

work of the federal government and the 

Freedmen’s Bureau.

For Black people who’d been emanci-

pated, the full experience of citizenship 

that the Founders believed comes with 

education was short-lived. The country 

has been shaped in many ways by their 

subsequent exclusion. Even after court-

mandated desegregation, educational 

opportunity has been highly strati�ed by 

race, and both educational attainment 

and quality in America as a whole have 

lagged relative to other wealthy countries. 

In 2023, the Supreme Court struck down 

aªrmative action, the most serious e�ort 

to date at realizing Brice’s dream nationally. 

�e history of the South illustrates that 

e�orts to splinter or deny education on 

the basis of race will inevitably diminish 

even those who lead those e�orts. “Create a 

serf caste and debar them from education, 

and you necessarily debar a great portion of 

the privileged class from education also,” 

Mann once argued. But the history also 

demonstrates the inverse: Making public 

education truly public and equal for all is 

the cornerstone of a nation. 

Adam Harris is a sta� writer at �e Atlantic.
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During the summer of 1997, my wife and I picked up our 9-year-

old daughter from a ballet camp in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, and 

drove to the nearby Gettysburg National Military Park, which they 

had never seen and I barely remembered from a boyhood visit. �e 

park’s presentation of history left much to be desired. �e visitor 

center’s small museum and the numerous monuments scattered 

across the battle­eld conveyed a great deal about how the battle had 

been fought in July 1863, while o�ering almost no explanation of 

why the combatants were ­ghting. �e park commemorated the 

Union’s greatest military victory, but its emotional centerpiece was 

the disastrous southern assault known as Pickett’s Charge, identi-

­ed, in the romantic glow of nostalgia, as the “high-water mark” 

of the Confederacy. In labels accompanying the display of historic 

artifacts and images, the words valor and glory were almost always 

applied to soldiers who fought for the South, not for the Union. 

�at the place where the Civil War reached its turning point 

had become a shrine to the courage of those who fought to destroy 

the nation and preserve slavery should not have been a surprise. It 

has long been a commonplace that the South lost the Civil War 

but won the battle over historical memory. For decades, almost 

from the moment of surrender, the ideology of the Lost Cause 

shaped both popular and scholarly understanding of the con�ict. 

As Elizabeth R. Varon observes in Longstreet: �e Confederate 
General Who De	ed the South, her compelling new biography of 

James Longstreet, Robert E. Lee’s second in command, the Lost 

Cause was far more than a military narrative. It provided a compre-

hensive account of the war’s origins, conduct, and consequences. 

�e con�ict, in this telling, had little to do with slavery, but instead 

was caused, depending on which book you read, by the protective 

tari�, arguments over states’ rights, or white southerners’ desire 

for individual liberty. Confederate soldiers were defeated not by 

superior generalship or greater ­ghting spirit but by the Union’s 

advantages in manpower, resources, and industrial technology. 

And the nation’s victory was marred by what followed: the era of 

Reconstruction, portrayed as a time of corruption and misgovern-

ment, when the southern white population was subjected to the 

humiliation of “Negro domination.” �is account of history was 

easily understandable and, like all ideologies, most convincing to 

those who bene­ted from it— proponents of white supremacy. 

Just how widely and publicly memorialized the Lost Cause narra-

tive remained more than 150 years later became glaringly clear in the 

fallout from tragic events such as the Charleston, South Carolina, 

church massacre in 2015; the deadly altercation in Charlottesville, 

Virginia, in 2017; and the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis 

police o¢cers in 2020. �e legacy of slavery was propelled to center 

stage in today’s culture wars. With unexpected rapidity, the Con-

federate battle �ag came down from many public buildings. And 

dozens of monuments to southern military leaders—most of them 

 erected in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to help provide 

historical legitimacy for the Jim Crow system of racial inequality, 

then being codi­ed into law— were removed from their pedestals. 

Of course, omission, not simply falsehood, can be a form of 

lying (as Alessandra Lorini, an Italian historian, noted earlier this 
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lack of enthusiasm for slavery or doubts 

about southern independence. �e owner 

of several slaves, he was a true believer in 

the Confederate cause. His grandfather was 

a plantation owner in Edge�eld District, 

South Carolina, widely known as a center 

of cotton production, proslavery ideology, 

and secessionism. He was brought up by 

his uncle Augustus Longstreet, a promi-

nent jurist who made very clear his belief 

in Black inferiority. Educated at West Point, 

Longstreet resigned from the U.S. Army in 

1861 to join the Confederate war e�ort. 

Varon points out that unlike Lee, who on 

occasion recklessly risked casualties that his 

army could not a�ord by attacking Union 

forces, Longstreet preferred to �ght on the 

defensive. �is is why he advised Lee not 

to send Major General George E. Pickett’s 

troops to assault the well- forti�ed Union 

lines at Gettysburg. But defenders of the 

Lost Cause— especially those who could 

never forgive Longstreet’s strong embrace 

of political rights for former slaves— would 

blame him retroactively for the defeat at 

Gettysburg, accusing him of sabotaging 

Pickett’s Charge by deliberately arriving 

late on the battle�eld with his troops. 

Longstreet was at Lee’s side in the 

tiny village of Appomattox Court House 

in April 1865 when a note arrived from 

Ulysses S. Grant demanding the surrender 

of Lee’s army to avert further bloodshed. 

Longstreet, who had known Grant since 

their West Point days, was impressed by 

the leniency of his old friend’s terms of 

surrender, which allowed Confederate 

soldiers to return home on “parole.” �ey 

would remain unpunished, and even keep 

their personal weapons, so long as they 

did not take up arms against the nation 

or violate local laws. 

In her earlier work on the Appomat-

tox surrender, Varon offered a provoca-

tive interpretation of the long-term con-

sequences of Grant’s generosity, making 

a case that Lee’s o�cers and many ordi-

nary soldiers saw it as a kind of homage to 

Confederate bravery. Indeed, a substantial 

number, she now writes, expected to receive 

another call to go to war for southern inde-

pendence. �ey later argued that the radical 

expansion of Black rights forced on them 

during Reconstruction violated the terms 

of surrender. �ose terms, they claimed, 

year in an excellent survey of debates about 

historical monuments, titled Le Statue 
Bugiarde, or, roughly, “Statues �at Lie”). 

For many years, the Civil War was remem-

bered as a family quarrel among white 

Americans in which their Black country-

men played no signi�cant role— a �ction 

re�ected in the paucity of memorials indi-

cating that enslaved men and women had 

been active agents in shaping the course 

of events. Lately, some historical erasures 

have begun to be remedied. For example, 

a memorial honoring Robert Smalls, the 

enslaved Civil War hero who famously 

sailed a Confederate vessel out of Charles-

ton Harbor and turned it over to the Union 

navy, and later served �ve terms in the U.S. 

House of Representatives, is now on display 

in Charleston’s Waterfront Park. 

Back when we visited, the Gettysburg 

battle�eld was beginning to be swept up in 

changing views of history. �e site is strewn 

with monuments, memorials, markers, and 

plaques— 1,328 of them, according to the 

National Park Service, approximately a 

quarter of which memorialize Confeder-

ate o�cers and regiments. (Visitors some-

times ask guides whether all these monu-

ments “got in the way of the battle.”) �e 

Park Service and the Gettysburg Founda-

tion, which jointly administer the site, were 

raising funds to build a new museum and 

visitor center. And in 1998, an equestrian 

statue was installed of James Longstreet, one 

of the Confederacy’s most successful gen-

erals, present at the battle but never before 

memorialized at Gettysburg. Longstreet had 

warned Lee in vain that Pickett’s Charge 

courted disaster. (To Lee’s credit, after the 

attack, which left about half of the 12,500 

Confederate troops dead or wounded, he 

declared, “All this has been my fault.”) 

But the defeat at Gettysburg was not 

what explained Longstreet’s exclusion from 

the pantheon of southern heroes. Rather, 

his conduct during Reconstruction was the 

problem— an assessment that was endorsed 

by the branch of the Sons of Confederate 

Veterans that commissioned his statue. 

The general, the group explained, was 

being honored for his “war service,” not his 

“postwar activities.” What were those activi-

ties? After the war, Longstreet had emerged 

as a singular �gure: the most prominent 

white southerner to join the Republican 

Party and proclaim his support for Black 

male su�rage and o�ceholding. Leading 

the bi racial Louisiana militia and the New 

Orleans Metropolitan Police, he also battled 

violent believers in white supremacy.

Among the  challenges  of writing 

the history of the Reconstruction period 

is avoiding the language devised by the 

era’s contemporary opponents as terms of 

vilification. One such word is scalawag, 

applied to a white southerner who sup-

ported Reconstruction. White-supremacist 

Democrats viewed scalawags, who could be 

found in many parts of the South, as traitors 

to their race and region. �e largest number 

were small farmers in up-country counties 

where slavery had not been a major presence 

before the Civil War— places such as the 

mountainous areas of western North Caro-

lina and northern Alabama and Georgia. 

�ere, many white residents had opposed 

secession and more than a few had enlisted 

in the Union army. Even though support-

ing Reconstruction required them to over-

come long-standing prejudices and forge 

a political alliance with Black voters, up-

country scalawags saw Black male su�rage 

as the only way to prevent pro- Confederate 

plantation owners from regaining politi-

cal power in the South. All scalawags were 

excoriated in the white southern press, but 

none as viciously as Longstreet. 

Longstreet’s life (1821–1904) spanned 

the era of sectional con�ict, Civil War, and 

Reconstruction. Although unique in many 

ways, his postwar career illuminates both 

the hopes inspired by the end of slavery 

and the powerful obstacles to change. To 

write his biography requires a command 

of numerous strands of the era’s complex 

history. Varon, a history professor at the 

University of Virginia, is the author of a 

general account of the con�ict. She has also 

written books about the coming of the war 

and Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, and is 

as adept at guiding the reader through the 

intricacies of Civil War military campaigns 

as she is at explaining the byzantine fac-

tional politics of Reconstruction Louisiana. 

Her knowledge of the historical context is 

matched by her balanced appraisal of Long-

street’s attitudes, personal and political.

Longstreet’s unusual postwar political 

career, Varon insists, did not arise from 
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did not empower the Union to impose its 

will on the white South. 
us, resistance to 

Reconstruction did not violate the promise 

that paroled soldiers would obey the law. 

Longstreet rejected any such interpre-

tation of Lee’s surrender, seeing in it “the 

�aw of hubris.” He understood that Grant’s 

terms were an e�ort to facilitate reconcilia-

tion (among white citizens) in the reunited 

nation and in no way justi�ed political vio-

lence. In urging the white South to accept 

the reality of defeat, Longstreet made the 

obvious point that the losing party should 

not expect to impose its perspective on the 

victor. 
e white South, Longstreet declared 

in 1867, had “appealed to the arbitrament 

of the sword,” and had a moral obligation 

to accept the outcome: “
e decision,” he 

wrote, “was in favor of the North, so her 

construction becomes the law.” He believed 

Confederates should accept that the Union’s 

victory demonstrated the superiority of a 

society based on free labor over one based 

on slavery, and seize the opportunity pre-

sented by Reconstruction to modernize 

the South. Longstreet’s understanding of 

the lessons and consequences of Confeder-

ate defeat, Varon writes, helps explain the 

But the newly created Republican Party was 

beset by factional ism as various groups 

jockey ed for political in�uence. 
e city 

was also home to a belligerent population 

of former Confederates willing to resort 

to violence to restore their dominion over 

Black residents. 

Very quickly, Longstreet plunged into 

Louisiana politics, having applied for a 

pardon from President Andrew John-

son, Abraham Lincoln’s successor. This 

would enable him to hold public o�ce 

and retain his property, except for slaves. 

Johnson refused, but in 1868, as provided 

in the Fourteenth Amendment, Longstreet 

received amnesty from the Republican 

Congress. Lee, who had appealed to Grant 

personally for immunity from charges of 

treason but declined to condemn the 

violence of the Ku Klux Klan, chastised 

Longstreet for recognizing the legitimacy 

of Congress’s Reconstruction policy. 

But Longstreet, as Varon relates, was 

adamant that he was anything but a traitor 

to the white South. 
e �rst requirement 

of reconciliation, he wrote, was to accept 

frankly that “the political questions of the 

war” had been settled and should be “buried 

mystery of how a man who went to war 

to destroy the nation and protect slavery 

decided to join the Republican Party and 

work closely with Black political leaders 

during Reconstruction. 

Soon after the surrender, Longstreet 

moved his family to New Orleans, where 

he established a cotton brokerage and 

became the president of an insurance 

company. Then, as now, New Orleans 

was a city with a distinctive history and an 

unusually diverse population. Occupied by 

Union forces early in the war, it harbored 

a large anti-secession white population. Its 

well-educated, economically successful free 

Black community was positioned to take a 

leading role in the Reconstruction project 

of revamping southern society, eliminat-

ing the vestiges of slavery, and establishing 

the principle of equal citizenship across 

racial lines. Many Black men—both those 

recently liberated and those already free 

before the war—were elected to public 

o�ce after Congress, in 1867, ordered the 

creation of new governments in most of the 

former Confederate states. New Orleans, 

and by extension Louisiana, seemed to be a 

place where Reconstruction could succeed. 
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upon the fields that marked their end.” 

	ere was no avoiding Black su�rage and 

the participation of Black men in southern 

government. In 1868, Governor Henry 

Clay Warmoth, a former Union-army o�-

cer, created the biracial Metropolitan Police 

Force, where Longstreet went on to play a 

leading role. 	e sight of armed Black men 

patrolling the streets of New Orleans out-

raged much of the local white population. 

Longstreet was also appointed adjutant gen-

eral of the state militia, which was racially 

segregated but had Black and white o�cers. 

Over the course of eight years, Long-

street was active on a remarkable number 

of fronts in Reconstruction New Orleans. 

Grant appointed him to the lucrative posi-

tion of customs surveyor. He sat on the New 

Orleans school board, which began operat-

ing the city’s public-education system on 

a racially integrated basis. Meanwhile, the 

legislature enacted a pioneering civil-rights 

law, barring racial discrimination by trans-

port companies and in some public accom-

modations. Louisiana Republicans split over 

this measure, with many white leaders— 

including Governor Warmoth, who vetoed 

it—opposing it as too radical, while Black 

o�cials embraced it. Realizing that Black 

voters constituted, to use a modern term, 

the Republican Party’s “base,” Longstreet 

aligned himself with the state’s activist 

Black leaders, including P. B. S. Pinch-

back, who served brie�y as the country’s 

first Black governor after Warmoth was 

impeached. Uniquely among prominent ex- 

Confederates, Longstreet frequently spoke 

out in favor of Black voting rights, further 

eroding his reputation among white Dem-

ocrats. Being condemned as a Judas only 

bolstered his support for Reconstruction.

Violence was endemic in Reconstruc-

tion Louisiana, and Longstreet played a 

major role in trying to suppress it. Terror-

ist groups such as the White League and 

the Knights of the White Camellia �our-

ished. In 1874, after a series of disputed 

elections in Louisiana, the White League 

launched an armed assault on the state’s 

Reconstruction government. In charge of 

defending the city, Longstreet took part in 

the ¢ghting. But the militia and police were 

overwhelmed, and only the intervention of 

federal soldiers restored order. 	e event 

exposed a reality that recent scholars such 

as Gregory Downs have strongly empha-

sized: 	e presence of Union 

troops was essential to Recon-

struction’s survival. In 1891, 

anti-Reconstruction Democrats 

erected a stone obelisk paying 

tribute to what they called the 

Battle of Liberty Place. The 

accompanying text, added in 

1932, celebrated the insurrec-

tion as an attempt to restore 

“white supremacy.” 	e memo-

rial was removed in 2017, two years after 

then-Mayor Mitch Landrieu had approved 

a city-council resolution to do so.

B y  1 8 7 5 ,  the persistent violence had 

convinced Longstreet that Reconstruction 

should proceed more slowly and try not 

to “exasperate the Southern people”— by 

whom he meant white people. Meanwhile, 

in response to what Varon calls a giant 

“misinformation campaign” by southern 

newspapers and Democratic politicians 

that depicted the South as mired in gov-

ernment corruption, northern support 

was on the wane, an ominous sign for 

the future of Reconstruction. Longstreet 

essentially abandoned participation in 

Louisiana politics and moved his family 

to Georgia, where he soon became a leader 

of that state’s Republican Party. 

With Reconstruction ending, southern 

Republicans searched for ways to stabi-

lize their party and maintain a presence in 

southern government. In Georgia, Long-

street pursued a strategy di�erent from the 

course he had embraced in New Orleans. 

Instead of cultivating alliances with Black 

leaders, he now worked more closely with 

white Republicans, many of them scalawags, 

who urged northern Republicans to help 

“southernize” the party by boosting the 

power of its white members and limiting 

that of Black politicians. 	e “colored man,” 

Longstreet wrote to 	omas P. Ochiltree, a 

politician from Texas, had been “put in the 

hands of strangers who have not understood 

him or his characteristics.” By “strangers,” 

he was alluding to carpetbaggers (another 

of those tainted terms), north-

erners who took part in Recon-

struction in the South and 

were derided by Democrats 

as merely seeking the spoils 

of office. Varon calls this let-

ter “a blatantly racist piece of 

paternalist pandering.” Despite 

Longstreet’s e�orts to reduce the 

political power of Black Repub-

licans, white Democrats accused 

him of trying to “Africanize the South.” He 

remained popular, however, with Black 

Americans after Reconstruction ended, 

even winning praise from Frederick Doug-

lass for his continued endorsement of Black 

su�rage and his condemnation of lynching. 

Longstreet also spent much of his time set-

ting the record straight, as he saw it, regard-

ing his wartime accomplishments. In 1896, 

he published a 690-page memoir, roundly 

denounced by adherents of the Lost Cause.

V a r o n  o f f e r s  a mixed verdict on 

Longstreet’s career. He could be arrogant 

and opportunistic, eager to bolster his own 

reputation. He bene¢ted personally from 

the numerous positions to which he was 

appointed (in particular the patronage posts 

he enjoyed after the end of Reconstruc-

tion, including ambassador to the Otto-

man empire and federal marshal for north-

ern Georgia). But he also demonstrated 

remarkable courage, refusing to abandon 

the Republican Party, as many scalawags 

eventually did, or to change his mind about 

Black citizens’ political and civil rights. 

Longstreet seems to have thought 

of himself, Varon writes, as “a herald of 

reunion.” And yet, she notes, his life exem-

pli¢ed the “elusiveness” of various kinds 

of postwar reconciliation— between 
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A rabbit tried to kill Louise 

Once when I was a kid. 

I’m saying Louise now

But I’d have said Miss 

Louise then, as she appeared 

On our screens once a week 

Wearing blues I haven’t seen 

Since, her long hair curled,

Combed out, and pushed up 

Into a volume so thick, you felt 

Both the power of an Afro and 

­e requirement of a relaxer 

On a woman rounder than most 

Of her penthouse neighbors, 

Hair that wouldn’t move 

No matter how much she

Shook when she yelled 

At her husband or when 

Trapped by a man 

Dressed as a rabbit who 

Wielded a snub-nose .38 Special 

We thought scary before 

We knew what an AR-15 

Could do. Miss Louise 

Never sang, but she had a voice

­at left you wondering 

How singing might sound 

On her. She was that beautiful. 

And dark. ­ey had a grown son.

She wasn’t a young woman. 

By the time I saw the Halloween 

Rerun, the youngest men 

In my hometown had organized 

­emselves into colors, red and 

Blue. ­ey were patriots. Like 

Patriots, they’d shoot. And 

­ey’d shoot each other too. 

­ey’d shoot you if you 

Accidentally scu�ed their shoes 

At a club or a concert. ­ey’d 

Shoot driving by from their cars 

Into houses and parks. ­ey’d 

Sell you something so good,

You’d sell our TV to get more 

Of it. And I cannot say I didn’t

Love them. ­ey killed my �rst 

Girlfriend—a stray bullet meant 

For her brother—and I loved 

­em. ­ey killed my cousin, 

But some of them were my 

Other cousins, and I still loved 

Us in all my fear of our gold 

Teeth and oversize Dickies. 

­ey’d kill me today, yet remain 

A problem I mean to solve. 

I’m grown now. I know Louise 

Was the star of the show, 

­e leading lady. No writer 

Would kill her o� on a sitcom. 

Murder is meant for real life. 

Anybody can get a gun, but 

Nobody kills Louise Je�erson. 

­ere is a place where 

Black people don’t die, 

A deluxe apartment in the sky. 

All week, I worried about the next 

Episode. Mornings, I’d dress 

Myself and my little sister, 

Making sure we wore nothing 

­at looked like the �ag, and 

When the appointed night fell, 

­e jokes were still funny, 

­e rabbit apprehended. 

­e white rabbit didn’t murder 

­e Black lady, no, not on TV.

Sitcom
By Jericho Brown

Jericho Brown won the Pulitzer Prize for his most recent book, The Tradition.  

He is the editor of  How We Do It: Black Writers on Craft, Practice, and Skill.

white northerners and white southern-

ers, between white and Black Americans, 

between upholders of the Lost Cause and 

advocates of a “New South.” His willing-

ness to work closely with Black Americans, 

speak out in favor of their rights, and even 

lead them into battle in the streets of New 

Orleans overshadowed his military con-

tributions to the Confederacy in the eyes 

of most white southerners. As a letter to 

a Georgia newspaper declared, when “it 

became a question of [the] negro or white 

man,” Longstreet chose the former and 

could never be forgiven. No statues of 

Longstreet graced the southern landscape.

Varon closes with a brief look at memo-

rialization, focusing on the e�orts of Long-

street’s second wife in the 1930s and ’40s 

to raise money to build a statue at Gettys-

burg. A formidable woman 42 years his 

junior, Helen Longstreet at age 80 worked 

as a riveter in a factory building bombers 

during World War II. ­e service of Black 

soldiers inspired her to defend Black vot-

ing rights, a stance much praised in the 

African American press. She died in 1962 

at the age of 99. One wonders what she 

would have thought of the descendants of 

Confederate veterans who �nally installed 

her husband on horseback at Gettysburg 

yet felt obliged as late as 1998 to dissociate 

themselves from his e�orts to secure the 

equal rights of all Americans. 

Longstreet believed that peaceful and 

just reunion would be possible only when 

the white South moved beyond the myth 

of the Lost Cause. ­e end of his erasure 

from historical memory highlights what a 

long and complicated evolution that has 

proved to be. Perhaps his restoration is also 

a sign that the time has come to shift atten-

tion from taking down old monuments to 

erecting new ones, including some to the 

Black and white leaders of Reconstruction, 

who braved white-supremacist violence 

in an e�ort to bring into being the “new 

birth of freedom” that Abraham Lincoln 

envisioned at Gettysburg. 

Eric Foner, the DeWitt Clinton Professor 
Emeritus of History at Columbia University, 
is the author, most recently, of  ­e Second 

Founding: How the Civil War and Recon-

struction Remade the Constitution.
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Warning: �is crossword puzzle starts easy, but gets devilishly  
hard as you descend into its depths. See which circle you can reach 

before you abandon all hope.

AC R O S S

1  Column opposite “pro,” in 

 weighing options

4  Avid follower of a sports team 

 or musical artist

7  Artist Yoko who was married 

 to John Lennon

8  One of three components in 

 the Freudian psyche

9  Place to sit in church

10  Go bad, as produce

11  Rely (on)

13  Caustic cleaning solutions

15  Headphones that may come in a

 chargeable case

19  Water far from land

20 Its �rst delivery vehicle was a  

 Ford Model T in 1913

21  Apple server options that can 

 come as towers or rack mounts

25  Woebegone

26 A quick buck, perhaps?

27  “Small,” in 36-Across

31  Drink named for its supposed

 heart bene�ts

32  Prepares with oil

33  Stretching muscle

34  Where the original Hollywood 

 sign was sold for $450,400

36  Dolphin Square neighborhood

39  For whom Wild Bill Hagy led 

“the roar from 34”

40  Be made up

41  [Writes down on to-do list]
42  “Odi et ____” (Latin poem also 

known as “Catullus 85”)

43  People, e.g., informally

46  Subject of a ban lifted in 1976 

after a live demonstration  

 for the New York City council 

 proved that it took skill

48 New York’s “City of the Hills”

49  Citations, e.g.

50  Jennies

D OW N

1  Authority in a precinct

2  Number on the upper-left-hand 

 corner of almost every crossword

3  ¥e middle of ____ (remote area)

4  Fronded plant that shows up 

 in the fossil record millions of  

 years before dinosaurs

5  Bursting with excitement

6  “____ to self …”

12  ID on a dust jacket

13  Obama, astrologically

14  Bark from a toy

16  Seize by force

17  Peer-to-peer fashion app where 

 you can buy and sell used 

 clothing

18  Like responding “I’ll alert  

 the media!” to “I’ve been doing  

 really well”

21  Material for some masks

22  Buttercup cousin

23  Root for 

24  Work whence came the line 

 “Better to reign in Hell than 

 serve in Heaven”

28  Argentinian athlete who 

 popularized the Euro step

29  Grinds

30  Tracks above?

31  Creature that kneads

35  Ned who managed the 2015  

 World Series winners  

36 Gradually

37  Worker who uses 50-Across 

38  Cinematic conlang in which  

poopaye means “goodbye”

43  Chuck from the sky?

44  O«ering structure?

45  It sets a clear boundary?

47 Poaching target, perhaps

By Caleb  

Madison

F OR H I N T S A N D 
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