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Chapter 1: Introduction

According to Tom Wolfe in You Can’t Go Home Again:

To most people history and fiction are contrasting words. History,
they are told, is an account of what really happened; fiction is a
literary work portraying imaginary characters and events. What
could be more different? Yet the historian and the novelist have
more in common than these definitions would suggest. At the most
obvious level each has to have some of the other’s quality. The
historian who is a mere grubber for facts and has no imagination
is seriously handicapped. He must select his material; he must
give it a meaningful order and analysis; he must convey its color
and drama to the reader. Such tasks require imagination--a
properly disciplined and responsible imagination, to be sure.
Similarly, the novelist who has nothing but imagination will be a
mere spinner of tales; the serious author tries to convey to his
reader what really might have happened--what, in the novelist’s
experience, is true.

(Wolfe 330).



For more than two hundred years, Africans were transported to America to provide
free labor for their owners. Historians have never agreed on the numbers of Africans
involved in the slave trade. The lack of records and the inaccuracy of existent records
pose insurmountable challenges. No one knows who was counted as cargo in the
surviving documents. Often the children were not. Then there is the problem of
accounting for the dead who were thrown overboard. American historians begin their
estimates in the millions. After surveying authorities on the subject, Toni Morrison
believes sixty million is the minimum threshold, so Beloved is dedicated to “Sixty
Million and More.”

Slavery was not unique to the United States, having existed in sundry times and
locales throughout the world. However, two dimensions of American slavery remain
singular: (1) the racial component, enslaving people based on race; (2) the lack of any
means of escape from the oppression because of slaves’ racial identifiers. Added to
these two unique characteristics is a third. The United States remains a young
country, and within its short history it has been struggling with 200 years of chattel
slavery followed by another 150 years of racial apartheid. American culture remains
haunted by its slave past. Nevertheless, Americans of all kinds have resisted, in daily
life, exploring, discussing, writing or reading about American history or fiction that
examines slavery. In an interview shortly after Beloved was published, Toni
Morrison explained to a reporter:

We live in a land where the past is always erased and America is the innocent



future in which immigrants can come and start over, where the slate is clean.

The past is absent or it’s romanticized. This culture doesn’t encourage

dwelling on, let alone coming terms with, truth about the past. The memory is

much more in danger now than it was thirty years ago. (qtd. in Ferguson 109)
America almost demands forward-looking, future-oriented citizens. Such a young
country is enthralled with possibility and has little tolerance with ancient grudges.
The result, in terms of literature, is only a handful of novels whose subject is the
experience of bondage.

American slavery has remained a subject of varying interest for two types of
writers who try to reconstruct the past, the historian and the historical novelist. Both
must find a way to confront and reconcile themselves to the misery and mendacity
inherent in American slavery. It was a nasty, bloody business---so nasty and so
bloody that many authors paid to address the subject write around it.

This dissertation was born out of astonishment after reading Toni Morrison’s
Beloved (1987). There was no American novel like it that attempted to describe the
psychic and emotional impact of chattel slavery on a slave mother. The historical
novel about a slave mother is not the only one missing from the American literary
canon. Where were other novels about slavery? A peculiar silence haunts the
“peculiar institution” in American fiction. The answer may lie in Beloved’s
conclusion, a refrain, insightful enough to become the partial title of the dissertation:
“It was not a story to pass on...Remembering seemed unwise...” (Morrison 274). On

the basis of my research, only thirty-five novels, published between 1875 and 2000,



chose slavery as their central focus.

This dissertation examines a very specific type of novel. The novel must not only
be set in the American South prior to Emancipation, but the novel must focus on the
slave experience. In other words, a novel merely set in the antebellum South with
slavery in some guise or another, a backdrop or shadow, is not enough to qualify for
inclusion despite the presence of slavery. The following plots, therefore, fall outside
of the dissertation’s parameters: the grand parties, love lives, and adventures white
characters had among themselves with a black servant standing nearby; the quest of
former plantation owners to become rich again after Reconstruction; the moral
ambiguities of fighting and killing in the Civil War; questions of whether mulattos
will be discovered as such and will therefore have to abandon the power and wealth
attained while “passing”; the adventures of former slaves after Emancipation. In
short, these criteria preclude an examination of such works as Gone with the Wind,
The Red Badge of Courage, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Our Nig,
Contending Forces, and The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman. There are many
Civil War novels that skirt a mention of slavery as the catalyst for the conflict. In
these novels characters fight because ...characters fight. Yes, there are novels of the
Old South with plantation life, such as Gone with the Wind, but only the loves and
losses of the white characters are of import. Then there are novels by African-
Americans, such as The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, that ignore the
plantation and portray life during Reconstruction and beyond. There are the

picaresque novels that journey around the questions of freedom (and hence its



opposite, slavery), most notably, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Other
historical novels that fall outside the rubric are the handful that focuses on slavery in
the Caribbean or South America. Another work that resides in a twilight zone for this
dissertation is Roots by Alex Haley. Is it a historical novel? Largely
autobiographical—the Haley family’s journey from Africa to North America—it has
many fictional attributes. However, the main reason for rejecting Roots for my
research purposes is because its focus is not exclusively on slavery; Roots begins in
Africa, lingers for half of its time during slavery and continues several generations
after Emancipation. Clearly Haley’s main agenda was not an examination of slavery
alone. The changing venues of Roots, more than its hybrid fiction-fact attributes,
explain its absence from the dissertation.

In an earlier conception of this research project, I wanted to investigate why
African-American novelists produced so few fictional works about slavery. Given
that slavery for African-Americans remains the central historical event from which
all other possibilities and probabilities flow, I wanted to explore the cultural pressures
that may have encouraged silence. However, I soon discovered that slavery was
never a popular choice for plot or theme among American novelists of any racial
pedigree. Expanding the racial categories of novelists who explored the issue did not
substantially increase the list of primary sources.

In short, the dissertation will address the following questions: What are the goals
of each historical novelist who wrote about slavery, keeping in mind each writer’s

unique perspective in terms of race, gender, and time? Does the historical novel



about slavery change over time, and if so, in what ways? Are there distinctive
obstacles facing an African-American novelist, as opposed to a non-black novelist,
when writing about slavery? Do gender differences exist in the portrait of slavery by
historical novelists of any race?

A. T. Dickinson and Virginia Gerhardstan have provided an invaluable resource
by editing an annotated bibliography of historical novels in American Historical
Fiction, fifth edition (1986). The annotations provide plot summaries. In addition,
other secondary sources that examine either African-American literature or American
historical fiction were combed for references to and reviews of obscure titles.

In terms of methodology, I employed close textual analysis, looking for
similarities and differences in the portrait of slavery by novelists from various eras,
races, and genders. Are there stock plots, themes, characters, and symbols that these
authors employ? Which aspects of slavery get described the most in the novels and
why? What effects on readers did the authors anticipate? Compared to the narrative
strategies employed in a standard history textbook (say, John Hope Franklin’s From
Slavery to_Freedom), what techniques do these imagined works use to depict
bondage?

Since there is a wide variation in both authorial motivation and intent and writing
styles, book reviews and interviews will be used to ascertain what the novelists
themselves and others thought of the works. The thoughts of twentieth century
novelists are easily accessed, yet the world of nineteenth century America is not as

invisible as it once was thanks to their incessant letter-writing and to the



groundbreaking work of many feminist literary critics who are removing the veils
from faces of lesser-known authors. Diaries and biographies are fruitful sources of
information about public reaction to the novels as well.

Although examining the novels will be the primary focus of the dissertation,
providing biographical information about the authors is essential in an attempt to
discover their motivations for tackling a subject so few chose. In addition, I attempt
to answer the question: to what extent did the novelists research the subject or stay
true to “real” historical events or personages? For example, some compose, never
leaving their kitchen tables, and with the most vague sense about the subject,
knowing, for instance, that slavery involves Africa, ships, chains, and field work, spin
yarns for their own and others’ amusement. Then there are others, such as Toni
Morrison, professor of English at Princeton, who traveled to Brazil--unable to find the
records and slave-holding artifacts in the U.S.--to research Beloved. Other writers
can be located between these extremes.

In addition, the racial identities of the novelists inform the works. Of the thirty-
five novels examined, African-American authors produced fourteen, with Chapter 5
(1968-2000) containing novels written almost exclusively by African-Americans. For
these African-American writers, the slave narrative serves as a source of inspiration
for the historical novelists. Professor Hazel V. Carby observes, “The slave
narrative...differs from the historical novel in that the prior form is concerned
exclusively with how ‘the ex-slaves wrote [their selves] into being’ through an

account of the condition of being a slave” (qtd. in Parrish 81). Critic Timothy Parrish



adds,
The contemporary writer, in contrast, can only re-imagine the conditions of
slavery, and therefore writes in order to connect the receding past to the living
present....Seen this way, the question of how one connects oneself to (or
disconnects oneself from) the experience of slavery has been a preeminent
concern for all African-American writers from the time of slave narratives on.
(81)
In modern literature, African-American writers in all literary genres are haunted by
the slave past. Playwright August Wilson stated, “The odyssey of the African-
American throughout the twentieth century has been one of loss and reclamation. It’s
about reclaiming those things which were lost during slavery” (qtd. in Parrish 81). In
many ways these African-American historical novelists correct the historical
record—that does not describe the emotional and spiritual responses to slavery’s pain
nor does it show evidence of African-American humor. The historical record barely
attests to how many were involved; what the slaves, the slaveholders, and
abolitionists thought and felt is the purview of the novel. The African-American
authors “write themselves into being” in these novels.

In terms of gender, eighteen female and fourteen male novelists write novels about
slavery. However, that gender balance is maintained only in the first chapter, 1875-
1905. In 1906-1936 “generation,” there are five male historical novelists to two
female, whereas in the 1937-1967 and 1968-2000 periods, female historical novelists

outnumber male. Chapter 4 from 1937-1967, in particular, is dominated by female



writers by two to one; perhaps female historical novelists’ lives were not as disrupted
by having to fight in the various wars occurring during this period. African-American
female writers get the first and last words in the thesis with Frances E. W. Harper
writing the earliest novel, lola Leroy (1892) and Connie Briscoe writing the final
work, A Long Way Home (1999). Throughout the various chapters, female writers
delineate how slavery operated on a group who lacked the political and economic
power of white males.

In order to be a historical novel, the books chosen for this study had to be written
after slavery was abolished. A historical novel attempts to recreate a bygone era, not
serve as social protest contemporaneous with slavery. This dissertation focuses on
novels written from 1875, ten years after Emancipation, through 2000. Since slavery
lasted more than 200 years in the U.S. and had regional variations, some may wonder
if a great cache of novels is not being ignored. Frankly, there are roughly eleven
novels that predate 1875, of which Uncle Tom’s Cabin is the most notable yet
contemporaneous with slavery.

The primary focus of the dissertation, the historical novels about slavery, will be
organized and grouped by author in chronological order since the research intends to
show how the depiction of slavery changed over time. The historical novels will be
categorized by generation, roughly thirty-year periods. A scholarly consensus exists
that a novel is sufficiently “historical” if it depicts life in a previous generation. Each
chapter will note the changes from “generation” to “generation” in perspectives on

slavery, and each chapter speculates about the contrasts.



The dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 2 (1875-1905) examines novels
by Katherine Brown, Frances E. W. Harper, Pauline Hopkins, George Morgan, and
Thomas Nelson Page, most of whom had first-hand experience and knowledge of the
antebellum South, having lived on plantations and survived the Civil War and
Reconstruction. Few novels portray the daily routines of slave life, preferring to
conflate racial struggle with love stories. Frances Harper, Pauline Hopkins and
Thomas Nelson Page emerged as dominant voices, fighting the Civil War all over
again in their novels. Years later, the works by the African-American female
novelists, Harper and Hopkins, have been rediscovered by a new generation of
literary scholars and critics. World War I and the Depression probably diverted
novelists and readers away from historical fiction about slavery in the next chapter,
Chapter 3 (1906-1936). Only seven authors, Arna Bontemps, Roark Bradford, John
S. Cochran, Sallie May Dooley, Howard Odum, John Paynter, and Evelyn Scott
examine America’s slave past. They are largely escapist fare for white readers and
recreate heroic episodes in African-American history for black readers. In Chapter 4
(1937-1967), with novelists Alston Anderson, Henrietta Buckmaster, Willa Cather,
Elizabeth Coker, Julia Davis, Frances Gaither, Anne Parrish, Janet Stevenson, Waters
Turpin, Margaret Walker, Robert Penn Warren, and John Weld, a distinctly uniform
portrait of plantations emerged, depending on the race of the novelist. There are
“good’ plantations and “bad” ones, but all fixate on the mulatto characters.
Abolitionists tend not to be demonized but appear as family members with

conscience. Chapter 5 (1968-2000) focuses on novels by Connie Briscoe, Octavia
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Butler, Barbara Chase-Riboud, John Ehle, Charles Johnson, Toni Morrison, Sherley
Anne Williams, and Frank Yerby. Novels by African-American writers dominate the
chapter with only one white novelist, a male Southerner, having anything to say about
“the peculiar institution”. The African-American male novelists create black male
protagonists who, through their own efforts and talents, triumph over slavery, going
so far as to be free sexual agents, selecting their own partners, something that rarely
happened according to historians. The African-American female authors each give
voice to the predicament of the female slave mother in particular, with Toni Morrison
receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature upon publication of Beloved, perhaps the
capstone of all the literary works examined.

The final chapter, chapter 6, will briefly discuss whether the historical novel about
slavery has changed over time, and if so, in what ways, before suggesting possible
avenues for future research.

In American Studies, examining historical novels is not a popular research choice.
Chronicling the thirty-five novels that focused on American slavery is a singular
decision. The closest cousin to this thesis is Joyce Owens Pettis’ 1983 dissertation on
eight historical novels written by African-American authors. Her dissertation did not
focus on any particular subject for the historical novel, preferring to focus on the
writers. Back in 1983, recovery work had not been done on the novels of Frances E.
W. Harper or Pauline Hopkins, so the Pettis dissertation begins with John Paynter’s
Fugitives of the Pearl. Another work that showed a way to discuss the characteristics

and themes in a large body of literature is Wendy Griswold’s Bearing Witness
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(readers, writers, and the novel in Nigeria) (2000) in which she “...explores how
global cultural flows and local conflicts meet in the production and reception of
fiction” in 400 novels (back cover). It has been a joy breaking new ground, having
these historical novels, perhaps for the first time, to be seen in relation to each other.
Slavery remains the largely silent, ubiquitous ghost throughout many, if not most,
American novels and certainly all “southern” ones. Given the enormity of the
American literary canon, and given the enormity of slavery’s impact on practically all
aspects of American life, few novelists, regardless of racial pedigree, break an almost

ominous silence on the subject. The ones who do deserve special attention.
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Chapter 2: 1875-1905

Persis, a former slave, after being set free at 50 years: ‘“’You-all tell me that you
come over yere you’se’fs ter git ‘way f’om bein’ slaves in you’s own country.
Seems like you’d unnerstan’ bes’ of anybody what I mean”’ (Brown 91).

skeksk

In 1619, a Dutch frigate left twenty Africans at Jamestown, Virginia (Franklin 71).
For twenty-five years these Africans held the same status as indentured servants. Yet,
by 1640, servanthood had become slavery for those captured people (Quarles 35), and
this country’s long, torturous racial nightmare had begun. When slavery ended is
more difficult to pinpoint. In 1807 the federal government passed a law abolishing
slavery, but the law “was so weak and enforcement so lax that a repeal was
unnecessary to reopen the trade [...]. Thus, for all practical purposes, the trade was
open in the last decade before the Civil War” (Franklin 182-183). The next attempt at
ending slavery was the Emancipation Proclamation of January 1, 1863 that freed the
slaves in some parts of the South (but not in others nor in the North and West)
(Franklin 283). Not only was the Proclamation an imperfect document in its intent
but communication was so slow-moving that all U.S. citizens did not hear about
emancipation in the winter of 1863. The African-Americans in Texas didn’t receive
word of emancipation until 1865; they celebrate Juneteenth in Texas to this day in
tribute to finally receiving freedom’s herald. The final attempt at halting slavery, the
Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution of 1865, officially abolished slavery in the

United States. Yet noted scholar W. E. B. DuBois, the first African-American to
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receive a PhD from Harvard University, entitled his doctoral dissertation, “The
Suppression of the African Slave Trade, 1638-1870” in which he chronicles that the
slave trade continued for some time after it had been abolished (Franklin 410).

Such a peculiar institution as chattel slavery would fire the imaginations of
historical novelists. As noted in the first chapter, this dissertation will examine the
depiction of slavery in American historical novels written between 1875 and 2000. In
order for a novel to be considered “historical,” it must illustrate a time in the past not
contemporaneous with the author. Despite the difficulties of pinpointing exactly when
American slavery ceased, this dissertation uses 1865 and the Thirteenth Amendment
as the end point. Nevertheless, many historians and historical novelists observe that
the failures of Reconstruction left African-Americans almost in virtual slavery again.
Yet after 1865, no one in the U.S. had the legal authority to own another person as
property although wives and children of white men came perilously close to the same
status as slaves.

For the purposes of this dissertation, ten years will lapse after 1865 before slavery
can be considered historical fact. Novels will be examined in chronological order in
thirty-year periods, so this chapter will focus on historical novels written between
1875 and 1905 and set prior to the Civil War. Recovering from the Civil War was so
large an enterprise that by 1875 no historical novels about slavery were written. In
fact, no historical novels about slavery were published between 1875 and 1892.
Perhaps Americans were holding their collective breaths after the Civil War ended to

see if the country could reunite. Given the physical and emotional cataclysm of civil
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war, American novelists may have lacked the heart and mind to go back and look at
all of that pain. Then again there was a nation to rebuild. So for a spell there was
silence—until Frances Harper published lola Leroy in 1892. Long considered the
first novel written by an African-American (Graham, Dictionary of Literary
Biography), lola Leroy is the earliest of all the novels this dissertation will examine.
Thomas Page’s Red Rock: A Chronicle of Reconstruction, published in 1898, surfaces
as the only other nineteenth century historical novel depicting slavery in the
antebellum South. Then, at the turn of the twentieth century, there was a small
publication flurry of historical novels about slavery such as Hagar’s Daughter (1901)
and Winona (1902), both by Pauline Hopkins; Diane (1904) by Katherine Brown; The
Issue (1904) by George Morgan.

Who would have guessed that the first person after the Civil War to write an
American historical novel about slavery would be an African-American female?
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper (1825-1911) spent a lifetime doing the improbable for
her race, gender and class. The author of eleven books of poetry and prose, she
avoided slavery, by being born free in September 1825 in Baltimore, Maryland
(Graham xxxiv). She was orphaned at an early age and raised by her uncle, Rev.
William Watkins, who founded and directed the Academy for Negro Youth, a school
for free blacks in Baltimore (Graham xxxiv).

Since educated free blacks were expected to teach, they were “[...] trained in the
classics, rhetoric and the Bible. Harper was no exception. And as was the custom for

free, young Northern black women, she took a position as a live-in maid with [...]”
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the Armstrongs, who owned a bookstore. Fourteen-year-old Frances was given
access to the library after doing household chores (Graham xxxiv). She began writing
poetry as a teen while holding down jobs as a nursemaid, sewing instructor, and
elementary school teacher (Robinson, “Harper” 938; “Frances Harper”). Eventually
she made her way to Ohio where she became the first female faculty member at
Union Seminary (Graham xxxiv). For Harper, education was more than an
expectation of her caste; it would also be a political act and an illegal one in Southern
states for blacks to learn to read (Franklin 202). From the start of her life, Harper
knew her intellectual quests, the life of the mind, were ways of fighting racial
oppression.

Never was education an end in itself. Education must be put to use, and it is not at
all surprising that Frances Harper joined the abolition movement. While in Ohio, she
first became enthralled with the abolitionists (Graham xxxiv-xxxv). By 1854 Frances
lived with William Still whose home was part of the Underground Railroad in
Philadelphia (Robinson 938), and 1854 marks the start of her political agitation for
black civil rights that would continue until her death (Graham xxxv). For six years
Harper traveled the antislavery lecture circuit through Canada, the Midwest and New
England. She was a popular speaker (Robinson 938) whose “[...] eloquence was so
unexpected by her audiences that they sometimes claimed she must be a white

woman, or even a white man, in disguise” (Graham, Dictionary).

The only respite from political activism during her adulthood occurred when, at

the age of 35, she married Fenton Harper, a farmer and widower with three children.
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They lived on a farm in Ohio and had a daughter, Mary (to whom lola Leroy is
dedicated) (Robinson 939). Unlike many of her generation, marriage was not an
ambition of Harper, who left the abolitionist lecture circuit for only four years. When
her husband died in 1864, she was ignorant of how indebted he was—until the
creditors descended to “claim everything they had jointly owned.” More than
anything, Fenton Harper’s death “[...] reconfirmed Harper’s stated belief that women
should not be solely dependent on men” (Graham, Dictionary). Harper’s bitter
economic plight as a widow prompted her renewed activism in the women’s rights

movement.

When Frances Harper died on February 22, 1911, this tribute appeared in the New
York Age, a leading black newspaper: “Her passing ‘brings to a close a life of self-
sacrifice and public usefulness covering a period of more than seventy years. [. . .] her
consecrated espousal of every cause for human betterment made her the leader and
inspirer of thousands of men and women who came within the ever-widening circle

29

of her influence’” (Graham, Dictionary). No less than the dean of black
intelligentsia, Dr. W. E. B. DuBois, lauded Harper in an editorial in the Crisis

magazine:

[Flor her attempt to forward literature among colored people that Frances
Harper  deserves most to be remembered. She was not a great singer, but she
had some sense of song; she was not a great writer, but she wrote much worth
reading. She was, above all, sincere. She took her writing soberly and earnestly;

she gave her life to it, and it gave her fair support. She was a worthy member of
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that dynasty, beginning with dark Phyllis in 1773 and coming on down past
David Walker, Wells Brown, Neil, Whitman and Williams, down to Dunbar,

Chesnutt and Braithwaite of our day. (DuBois 20-21)

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper is the author in this small group of American
novelists who wrote about slavery who lived the longest in the nineteenth century.
By age, race, gender, and class, she should have had a unique perspective about
slavery in America. How did these qualities synthesize into fiction in lola Leroy,
published in 1892? Harper, sixty-seven years old at the time of publication, focused
on the future and need for uplift of the downtrodden for “[B]y 1892, the year Frances
Harper published lola Leroy, national concern for the plight of freed blacks was
rapidly declining, and in the South, it was virtually nonexistent” (Pfeiffer 22).
Harper’s goal in writing lola Leroy was to show how to unshackle the mind, largely
through education. To demonstrate that freedom was launched first from within, even
while still captive, Harper created intellectually sophisticated slaves. The author
attempted to understand the essence of slavery in order to understand the nature of

autonomy.

lola Leroy follows the lives of several mulattos through slavery and into a tenuous
freedom as they find useful work and whole lives. The novel begins in the midst of
the Civil War with slaves still on a plantation in North Carolina. While mulatto Iola
Leroy is cited as the title character, most of the novel centers on the life journey of
Robert Johnson, also a mulatto (and unknown to both him and Iola, her uncle).

Several love interests and marriage sub-plots surface and sink as the plot resolves;
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clearly marriage is not the goal of the women in this novel. Honest, socially uplifting
work is the goal of these characters’ spirits. The middle of the novel depicts lola’s
parents’ courtship and marriage in the 1850s and her childhood and education in the
North. (Harper generally avoids explicitly detailing the settings, preferring “North”
and “South” as locations. Likewise, readers approximate the timeframe by proximity
before or after the Civil War. The novel concludes around 1880.) Depicting the
reunion of the black families fractured by slavery is an equally passionate goal of the
author. The primary themes that emerge from the novel are: how the vestiges of
slavery can be vanquished from the spirit; the role of the mulatto in black society; the
reunion of black families after the Civil War (and the function the church in those
efforts); most of all, how the black female can transcend her slave past and become a
whole, healed, and productive member of her race and American society.

Unlike the few novels that end up being about the institution of slavery, lola
Leroy begins with a focus on a slave, Robert Johnson. None of the other historical
novels in this time period of 1875-1905 make the slaves and slave life central in the
first chapter. Harper focuses on communication between the black characters in the
midst of a hostile environment. The slaves update each other on the progress of the
Civil War by seeming to discuss eggs, butter, and other groceries. The slaves
converse about the Civil War in code so that the white characters nearby cannot
detect their subject matter. Here Harper depicts the double lives and double-
entendres in which the slaves had to engage. The author shows black characters who

are not jokes or caricatures; instead they make jokes about their white owners’
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ignorance about the slaves’ true thoughts and feelings. Hence, at the novel’s start,
the most emotionally resilient slaves interacted with each other and with the slave
owners with the rich complexity that only human communication provides. Such
conversation suggests a mental and spiritual equality with other humans that reject
slave status. These slaves had already reclaimed perhaps the most essential human
trait, their own speech.

As the Civil War intensifies and the Union army approaches the plantation, Robert
Johnson organizes the slaves on his plantation to run for the Union lines. Johnson,
along with several others, joins the Union army and they prove their courage in many
battles. Not until chapter five does the title character, lola Leroy, “appear.” Readers
hear about her physical beauty and her dire situation as a house slave to a dissolute
master, and we are told what the Union officer who orders her capture thinks of her.
While in the Union army camp, one ex-slave tells Robert Johnson of “a mighty putty
young gal” at a nearby plantation that he would like to rescue. She’s been sold many
times and her current owner can’t handle her “spunk.” She is supposed to be a
housekeeper but her hands reveal that she is not used to working. Tom Anderson, the
ex-slave, wonders aloud why none of the women on the plantation could be the
housekeeper; why did the owner have to buy this woman with “beautiful long hair
comes way down her back; putty blue eyes, an’ jis ez white ez anybody’s in dis
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place’” (38). Here readers get their first glimpse of the slave, Iola Leroy, while being
introduced to a major theme in the novel, the life of the mulatto who chooses to help

black people. Tom Anderson used “coded communication” to make Robert Johnson
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aware of this woman’s situation. Without saying it directly, Tom intimates that Iola
was bought to be a concubine for the white owner, a common occurrence.' After her
rescue from an abusive slave owner, Iola becomes a consummate nurse to Union
soldiers. The white soldiers she treats and especially Dr. Gresham, a Union medic,
believe her to be a beautiful, white nurse. Dr. Gresham is amazed by her courteous
and loving treatment of the black soldiers, but he chalks that up to her eccentricity
and refuses to allow her interaction with black people stop his affection for her. Dr.
Gresham falls in love with Iola and proposes marriage. At Gresham’s proposal, the
narrative abruptly stops—supposedly giving Iola time to decide what to do—and
readers are thrown into a flashback of Iola’s parents’ history, courtship and marriage,
deep into the heart of slave territory.

The only chapters in the novel set in antebellum America, chapters nine to twelve,
could have offered readers the first fictional treatment of American slavery by a black
author. The “slavery” chapters begin with Eugene Leroy of French and Spanish
descent, who was orphaned at an early age and educated in the North. After
graduating from college, Leroy “found himself in the dangerous position of a young
man with vast possessions, abundant leisure, unsettled principles, and uncontrolled
desires” (61). He tells his slightly older cousin, Alfred Lorraine, that he has decided
to get married (62). The wedding will be private because “’The lady whom I am to
marry has Negro blood in her veins.”” Leroy has educated her and freed her—since

she was his slave. Leroy’s cousin does not understand. With what the law already

!¢, ..the subjection of Negro women to the whims and desires of white men”
produced “extensive miscegenation.” It was common practice in the South for rich
men to keep concubines on their plantations (Franklin 204).
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allows, Marie, the mulatto in question, is considered his property. Why marry? (65).
Eugene Leroy feels beholden to Marie since she nursed him back to health after he
became deathly ill from his dissolute life in Europe (68). Impressed with her mind,
Leroy sends her to school in the North where no one knows “she has one drop of

Negro blood” (69,66).

After Marie’s graduation from a northern school, they marry and return to his
plantation in North Carolina. “[...] Marie returned as mistress to the plantation from
which she had gone as a slave. But as unholy alliances were common in those days
between masters and slaves, no one took special notice that Marie shared Leroy’s life
as mistress of his home, and that the family silver and jewelry were in her possession”
(76). In fact, the momentous question facing the mulatto characters in the antebellum
chapters is: will the larger white society detect their black identity? Some of Leroy’s
friends would visit on occasion, and although they admired Marie’s beauty, they
thought the marriage to a former slave was a mistake (76). The Leroys produce three
children (Iola, Harry, and Gracie) in short order. Both the elevation of Marie from
slave to wife and the creation of the Leroy family are protected by rich, white male
privilege. No one can stop or prevent Eugene Leroy from doing whatever he wants
on his isolated plantation. There is no law higher than he.

For her part, Marie yearns for the end of slavery, even the tepid version of it that
has befallen her, especially when she considers that it may befall her children upon

Leroy’s death. In the South, the racial pedigree of the mother is everything, for the

mother determined her child’s slave status. Marie, both as daughter and parent,
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knows and has lived this reality yet does not move her children permanently off the
plantation. It is not clear what future the parents envisioned for their children. The
Leroys decide not to tell their children of their Negro heritage, but neighborhood
gossip has reached the children’s ears (80). The Leroy children are home-schooled
and isolated. “[...] there were no companions except the young slaves on the
plantation, and she [Marie] dreaded the effect of such intercourse upon their lives and
characters” (82). The two oldest children are sent to Northern schools and they never
vacationed at home but at a summer resort (84, 87).

As the Civil War approaches, Eugene Leroy continues his ambivalence about the
institution. He “[...] did not believe in the rightfulness of the institution. He was in
favor of gradual emancipation, which would prepare both master and slave for a
moral adaptation to the new conditions of freedom.” He was a lenient slave owner
compared to others but he did nothing to end slavery (86).

While vacationing in the North, Eugene Leroy dies of yellow fever before the two
oldest children join the vacationing parents. (By killing Eugene Leroy with yellow
fever, 1s Harper suggesting that his cowardice about the abolition of slavery was
fatal?) He is buried far from home and Marie and the youngest child return to the
plantation (92-93). Marie faints while writing a letter to Iola telling her of her
father’s death (94). The loss of white male protection signals the dissolution of this
mulatto family.

Upon Eugene Leroy’s death, distant, white relatives (led by cousin Alfred

Lorraine) appear on the plantation, get the marriage annulled and take over
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everything (95). Marie and the children are remanded to slavery by a local judge,
which causes Marie and the youngest child to be stricken with “brain fever” (96).
Meanwhile, Lorraine’s attorney tricks Iola into returning home—without knowing of
her father’s death (99). Arriving home, Iola discovers her father is dead and her
mother and sister are ill. Marie reveals to Iola that they have Negro blood and that
Alfred Lorraine wants to sell them into slavery (105). Iola wants to die upon hearing
the news, but Marie advises her to be a Christian. Iola reminds her mother that these
Christians have enslaved them. Marie tells Iola to believe the black Christians and
the Bible itself (107). Gracie, the youngest, dies after seeing Iola. Their brother
never returns from the northern school and Iola is sold into slavery (108).

After witnessing how lola becomes a slave upon the death of her father, yet
without ever seeing her work as one, the main narrative resumes. Readers saw how
Iola’s mother Marie acquiesced to the Southern status quo by marrying a slave owner.
When the plot resumes, Iola has decided to reject Dr. Gresham’s proposal. Iola
cannot contemplate loving a white man after what she knows of slavery, nor would
she marry and hide her racial identity. Plus she needed to locate her mother (Harper
111). Iola tells Gresham her family story (Harper 113-114), and Gresham still wants
to marry her, thinking they could settle in New England (Harper 116). Iola notes that
even in New England they would encounter racial prejudice. She asks him what he
would do if one of their children showed “unmistakable signs of color.” Dr. Gresham
falls silent. Iola continues that she will not be happy until she finds her mother

(Harper 117).
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Another major theme in lola Leroy is the reunion of separated families. When
questioned by an older slave who doesn’t want to leave the plantation why Robert
Johnson would want to betray a “good owner” by escaping, Johnson replied: “’...1
ain’t got nothing ‘gainst my ole Miss, except she sold my mother from me. And a
boy ain’t nothin’ without his mother....But if she were the best woman on earth I
would rather have my freedom than belong to her’” (Harper 17-18). Robert Johnson
is a slave but has mentally achieved an independent thought life. In one short
vignette, the novelist introduces readers to one of the most horrific aspects of
American slavery, the separation of families, a ubiquitous feature of American
slavery, according to historian John Hope Franklin:

Since the domestic slave trade and slave breeding were essentially economic
and not humanitarian activities, it is not surprising to find that in the sale of
slaves there was the persistent practice of dividing families. In justification
of the separation of families it was argued that family ties among slaves
were either extremely loose or non-existent and that slaves were, therefore,
indifferent to separation. This does not at all seem to have been the case.
(Franklin 178-179)

After the Civil War ends in the novel, all of the mulatto characters scour the
country for family members from whom they have been sold. In The Negro in the
Making of America, Benjamin Quarles details the monumental and often
heartbreaking efforts of all black people, not just mulattos, to reunite with family

members from whom they had been separated by slavery (127). Despite the slave
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owners’ myths that black people lacked emotional attachments to family, Harper
illustrates the opposite. Robert Johnson will tell anyone who will listen about his
devastation when his mother was sold away from him. Iola rejects Gresham’s
marriage proposal because she would rather search for her mother. The characters in
Iola Leroy meet with 100% success in their reunification efforts. They attend church
conferences where the miraculous does occur; missing loved ones attend the same
conference and they leave to live together forever more. Iola reunites with her
mother and brother while Robert Johnson discovers that he is Iola’s mother’s brother
(Harper 148-149, 182-183, 194-195). The novel concludes by depicting all the
successful reunions the newly freed slaves have with their almost-destroyed families.

Frances Harper has penned a novel of a transcendent black female, one who
manages to work her way from the unspeakable horrors of a slave past to a
prosperous future filled with family and friends and political unity. For former
slaves, the future held the promise of more work, but at least the work was for self-
improvement and racial uplift. Throughout the novel, Iola Leroy cultivates her mind
in an effort to win the contest over possession of her body (whether through slavery
or marriage). In lola Leroy, Harper proclaims that black women can be made whole
and healed through the power of their own work.

The novel, dedicated to Harper’s only child, her beloved daughter Mary, and
written at the end of a Harper’s long, fruitful life embodies a love letter to black
women of her present and the future. Although Harper herself was born free, she

understood that the female slaves’ bodies in many ways were the foundation of the
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slave system; in the field and in childbirth, her labor remained essential for slavery’s
success. Harper wanted those who had been slaves and those caught in the almost
virtual slavery of the sharecropping system to realize that in the hands of capable
nurses, as represented by many characters in the novel (such as Iola’s mother Marie
and lola herself), broken, sickly bodies—both black and white—can be made whole
and functional. In the novel, during slavery and after, physical restoration was
delivered through the hands of black women.

By making mulattos the main characters of her novel, Frances Harper transformed
the living, breathing physical evidence that white men raped black women, the
mulatto, into a symbol of resurrection and hope. All of her characters rejected
identification with the white rapist and clung to their black identity. They embrace
their black mothers and never mention their white fathers. Of course, the word,
“rape,” 1s never used in the novel, yet there was nothing in American society that
would protect Iola Leroy from violation. How would Iola resist rape by her seven
different owners? The possible, if not probable, rape of Iola during her enslavement
would not be a subject that Frances Harper, steeped in the church, would address in
print. Iola’s repeated and vehement resistance and rejection to all white males’
attention certainly could be read as her emotional response to what had happened to
her during her days of powerlessness as a slave. The mulatto characters, and their
torturous origins, would need no explanation for Harper’s readers; the sub-text of
rape and its resulting evidence, the mulatto, would never be directly addressed by that

generation of black novelists, according to Professor Sandra Grady (interview).
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Harper’s choice of mulatto characters was a way of presenting a taboo without ever
mentioning its name. But what was obvious to past generations of readers is not
obvious to contemporary readers and critics of lola Leroy who may be puzzled by the
mulatto character and oblivious to the rape sub-text’.

However, modern literary critics are puzzled also by the novel’s exclusive focus
on this sub-group, the mulattos. In other words, why would Harper, who was not a
mulatto, write a novel that is so disconnected from the “real” concerns of “real”
African-Americans at the turn of the century (Foreman 328)? In the world of the
novel, the mulattos are all mistaken for white people by white people, so for Harper
how are these characters “black”? They are “black” through conscious decision, a
choice to be black. Who are these characters who appear to be white yet identify with
and live as black people? Harper’s characters, in many ways against all logic, choose
to be black, with all the burdens and challenges that entailed in such an intensely
racist atmosphere. Harper saw them as heroic and perhaps Christ-like by choosing to
suffer. Other literary critics speculate that lola Leroy’s intended audience included
white readers, not black ones (Christian 235) and perhaps whites would empathize

with a person who appeared white, and thereby enlarge the readership for the novel.

2 Nevertheless, some modern literary critics, such as Elizabeth Ammons and Claudia
Tate, speak of the rape sub-text in lola Leroy. Ammons believes the sub-text of lola
Leroy “’is a parable about surviving rape’...” and “...that Harper speaks in reticent
code to communicate Iola’s having suffered the sexual abuse—rape—that typified the
condition of enslaved women.” Claudia Tate believes that ... Ammons’s reading is
credible especially given the routine sexual abuse of young bondwomen and Iola’s
circulation among several owners,” but Tate would have liked more support in
“specific textual evidence” other than the “direct coding” in the novel’s opening
pages (Tate, DAPD, 262). Harper’s defenders argue that her goal was to show how
mulattos did not succumb to shame about their origins but worked to overcome
stigma and actively resisted those in power.
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The white political structure may have been the one Harper was more interested in
swaying towards enfranchisement for blacks at the turn of the century by portraying
the diligent, decent, and thoughtful mulatto characters in lola Leroy. Critic Jane
Campbell agrees; Harper’s “characters are extraordinary mulattos created to
transform whites’ notions of blacks” (24). Then again, whereas modern critics see
the prevalence of mulatto characters as puzzling, at the end of the nineteenth century
that population may not have been liminal at all. Out of a slave population of
3,900,000, some 411,000 were mulatto in 1860 (Franklin 205). In short, Harper
chose to focus on the mulatto character because she may have admired their brave
choice to live as black people in a hostile, racist atmosphere, and such a character
may have attracted a broader readership for lola Leroy since the mulatto population
was a numerically significant, often educated sub-group of African-Americans who
would purchase and read the novel. Finally, white readers may have empathized
more with the mulatto characters who resemble them and these characters may
increase readership among whites.

It is also likely that Harper was trying to erase the most prevalent fictional portrait
of black females of her day, the slave Mammy—sexless, boisterous, with only white
people’s comfort in mind. Both at the time of the novel’s completion and certainly
during the time in the novel, “...most African-American women were utterly
excluded from the ideals white Americans invoked to define womanhood. They
might be wives and mothers...but the arduous work that most black women

performed, combined with the low status of their race, exempted black women from
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fulfilling the 19th—century ideal of true womanhood” (Bay 40). In the creation of the
character, Iola Leroy, Frances Harper attempted to define what a black lady was and
how she behaved.

Iola Leroy, Harper’s major character, does not attempt to understand either

herself as an individual or black women as a group. Rather Iola Leroy is a

version of the ‘lady’ Americans were expected to respect and honor, even

though she is black. By creating a respectable ideal heroine, according to the

norms of the time, Harper was addressing not herself, black women, or black

people, but her (white) countrymen. (Christian 234)
In lola Leroy Harper attempts to unchain the image of slave women from their past.

Perhaps Harper’s goals of racial uplift caused her to suppress a vivid depiction of
slavery in the novel. Chapters nine through twelve, the flashback to slave Marie and
Eugene Leroy’s courtship and marriage, could have been portrayed but it was not.
What did Frances Harper (nee Watkins) know of slavery since she was born free in a
city, not a rural place, albeit one with slave auction blocks at the Baltimore port?
Certainly slavery permeated her society but her personal experience, even observation
of it, may have been from a certain remove. This question is raised here because in
her novel there is precious little description of the daily life of the slave.
In a monumental evasion of the slave experience, Harper describes the lives of the

plantation owners and their mulattos as physically and culturally isolated from the
slaves. There are no black people sweating in the sun under the whip of slave drivers,

no slave cabins at night, no bloody horror, no direct indictment of slavery. The novel
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addresses slavery obliquely, not looking at its horrors squarely. Why wouldn’t
Harper, the former abolitionist, use these chapters as an opportunity to condemn the
institution? Did Harper feel uncomfortable in writing about what she had not
experienced first-hand; there’s no evidence she had ever visited a plantation. In
addition, her major purpose for writing remained steadfast throughout her career. She
writes: “I belong to this race, and when it is down, I belong to a down race; when it is
up, [ belong to a risen race” (Graham xxxiii). Harper intended to show a black female
triumphant over slavery, not wallowing in a past she could not change. Indeed, Iola
does not make the same decision her mother had made (in marrying a white man) but
forges a new identity. Critic Kathleen Pfeiffer contends, “Frances Harper viewed her
role as an artist to be an expression of political agency; insofar as the need for black
America’s political representation was dire in the early 1890s, her goals in composing
lola Leroy stood high. [....] Harper aimed for more than critical acclaim; indeed, she
hoped the popular appeal of her novel would assuage the danger of racism as it

expressed itself following Reconstruction” (20).

It is clear that Frances Harper wrote the novel in the hopes of instilling race pride.
Not one black character behaves dishonorably. The characters always seek mates
among other mulattos who identify with black people and this choice demonstrates
racial respect and honor. Just in case readers did not interpret her work correctly, the
last page of Frances Harper’s lola Leroy reads:

From threads of fact and fiction I have woven a story whose mission will be in

vain if it awaken in the hearts of our countrymen a stronger sense of justice
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and a more Christlike humanity in behalf of those whom the fortunes of war
threw, homeless, ignorant and poor, upon the threshold of a new era. Nor will
it be in vain if it inspires the children of those upon whose brows God has
poured the chrism of that new era to determine that they will embrace every
opportunity, develop every faculty, and use every power God has given them
to rise in the scale of character and condition, and to add their quota of good
citizenship to the best welfare of the nation. [...] (282)
Harper intended for her fiction to serve a social good in America with respect to the
former slaves. In many ways Harper is typical of black intellectuals of her era in
arguing for the “moral supremacy of black people” (Bay 50). She challenged her
black brothers and sisters, especially her sisters, to use their freedom for the building
up of the black community. The prevalence of the many mulattos in the plot may
have been an appeal to white readership to see these “blacks” as themselves,
productive humans. Frances Harper believed that writing could help hasten that
“brighter coming day” (282) with all of that phrase’s connotations of the New
Jerusalem implied. Harper had lived through most of the nineteenth century and had
seen the ravages of slavery, the brief halleluiah when it ended, and the “virtual” re-
enslavement of black people with the collapse of the Freedman’s Bureau, the rise of
the Black Codes, and disenfranchisement of the freedmen. Harper’s long life had
shown her that all political moments were precarious for black people, yet she
believed in the power of each individual’s work, the power of the mind, and

ultimately in spiritual transcendence of Earth’s woes. lola Leroy is as much a
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statement about Harper’s politics and values as it is an act of her imagination. She
envisioned the rising of her people.

In contrast to Frances Harper, Thomas Nelson Page (1853-1922) attempted a
ringing defense of the antebellum plantation system, hoped that the Northerners
would see the nobility of the former landowners (along with the lack of character in
poor whites and all blacks), and re-establish the displaced gentry in positions of
authority in the new South. In all of his works, but especially in Red Rock (1898),
Page vigorously defended his class interests.

Thomas Nelson Page’s life can be characterized as a long ascent through privilege.
Born to a wealthy, “old Virginia” family in 1853 (Gaines 328), he understood first-
hand how much one could gain from a slave system, so even after its demise, Page
defended it on the national stage, having befriended President Woodrow Wilson in
law school and marrying into greater wealth. Since he was born in 1853, “[...] he
was old enough to remember both his family’s antebellum plantation and the war
itself. [...] For Page the Old South became a retreat into an idealized childhood...”
(Martin). Thomas Page was born into a world in which “Southern intellectuals™ had
“...presented black deficiencies as a justification for slavery, arguing that black
people were unfit for freedom” (Bay 31). After attending the University of Virginia
Law School, Page practiced law in Richmond (Gaines 329). He had befriended
Woodrow Wilson while attending the University of Virginia and was quite active in
Democratic Party politics. When Page married wealthy widow Florence Field in

1893, he abandoned his law practice, concentrated on his literary career and moved to
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Washington, D.C., where their home became a social center. Thereafter, President
Wilson appointed Page as ambassador to Italy from 1913-1919 (“Page”). In 1910
Page received “ [...] an honorary degree from Yale along with other national leaders,
among whom were President Theodore Roosevelt, Mark Twain, and John Hay”. By
birth and marriage, Page became the representative Virginian aristocrat to the rest of
the country and the world (Gaines 328-340).

Just as Frances Harper wrote with a political agenda in mind, Thomas Page
intended Red Rock: A Chronicle of Reconstruction, published in 1898, to affect U. S.
politics. His biography reveals a lifelong political instinct and interest. Through his
fiction, he attempted to resurrect what Harper wanted to remain dead: the plantation
system. Critic Earl Bargainnier believes Page had a dual purpose in writing Red
Rock:

The first was practical: he wished to write a novel of sectional reconciliation,
almost a necessity if a Southern novel was to have wide readership outside of
the South in 1898. He had already used reconciliation as plot resolution—
marriage of Northerner and Southerner—in his short stories and knew its
popularity with readers. Much more important was the second purpose, for it
has had a longer lasting effect. Page was creating a myth of what he
considered a great lost civilization, and the myth was stronger than fact. (45)

The novel begins with an idyllic portrait of plantation life in an unnamed Southern
state in the mid-1850s. Readers are introduced to the protagonists, Jacquelin Gray

and his younger brother Rupert, Stevenson Allen, and Blair Cary, the female
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protagonist, as children. Even in their play they exhibit the qualities of nobility and
leadership that they will use during the most challenging times of their lives during
the “Northern invasion,” (i.e., the Civil War and Reconstruction). The main conflict
in the novel centers on whether the Gray family will keep and control the Red Rock
plantation that they had owned for six generations. When the men go off to war (with
their slaves in tow), the white women are left to defend their homesteads, which they
do brilliantly, but none of the protagonists is a match for Northern greed in the form
of Union soldiers, federal administrators, and a nefarious mulatto, all of whom covet
Southern plantations. Although the Grays are temporarily tricked out of ownership of
Red Rock after the War, they manage, through a dramatic murder trial, to reclaim the
plantation and marry at the novel’s end. The black characters are slaves before the
Civil War, they go off to war with their owners, and they remain in virtual slavery to
their former owners after the War has ended. The one or two blacks who are given
political encouragement by the Yankees are run out of town by the Ku Klux Klan,
whose creation in the novel by Stevenson Allen was a practical joke, a stunt to keep
blacks from hurting themselves. In short, the economic and social status of the black
characters never changed in time.

One of Page’s goals is to show how slavery benefits everyone, even the slave, and
he begins doing so at the outset. Jacquelin Gray, the hero, “grew up to be just what
most boys of his station, stature, and blood, living on a plantation, under similar
conditions, would have been.” He played with black children, often pretending they

were horses, and naming them after the horses in the stables or his bedtime stories.
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“But if he drove the black boys in harness, it was because they let him do it, and not
because he was their master,” the omniscient narrator explains (3). At the outset Page
establishes that slavery was harmless to the blacks; it was a child’s game, and most
importantly, the slaves themselves permitted themselves to be used like work
animals.

Class distinctions between whites are maintained throughout the novel. Jacquelin
dislikes the overseer’s son, Wash Still, and attacks him because he had twisted the
arm of one of Jacquelin’s little black companions (3). The antipathy between
Jacquelin and Wash Still as children foreshadows the class warfare they engage in as
adults. Always Jacquelin Gray is the protector of the blacks from Still’s cruelty. The
novel never explains why Gray considers Wash Still’s interactions with slaves
abusive but Gray’s similar behavior is not cruel.

Wash Still becomes Gray’s nemesis when Still, a poor white, takes advantage of
the chaos after the Civil War to grab land and become a politician (and as an adult,
again forcing blacks to do what he wants).” Thomas Page can be credited with
accurately suggesting the economic class tensions between the poor whites and the
planters. The poor whites and slaves never come to appreciate the planters' nobility,
however.

The novel begins with a group of visitors, including a Massachusetts clergyman,

being shown the plantation (29-30). “The plantation surpassed any [the visitor] had

? Indeed, historian John Hope Franklin noted, “It was on plantations where there were
overseers that the greatest amount of cruelty and brutality existed. Since overseers
came from a non-slaveholding and frequently landless group they had no interest in
the institution except of a most temporary nature.” Often they blamed the slaves for
the overseers’ poverty (193).
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seen. It was a little world in itself—a sort of feudal domain [...].” The other visitor
“was taken to see the servants’ quarters, the hands working and singing in the fields
[...].” The rector who lived nearby thought that the Garden of Eden wasn’t far from

774

Red Rock “[...] and certainly within the limits of the State.”” The rector also “began

to speak earnestly of the blessings of Slavery” as they walked by the “Negro

29 ¢

quarters”, “the clean cabins with yards and gardens, laughing children and smiling
mothers curtseying from their doors” (29).” The rector mentioned that slavery has a
Scriptural basis (“A servant of servants shall he be”).® The Yankee doesn’t dispute
the Bible but believes that slavery is an “economical sin” and that it was fated to pass
away. Another character claimed, “We interfere with nobody; all we demand is that

they shall not interfere with us.” “[...] You interfere with everyone—with every

nation [...]” was the reply (29-30).” The dispute within the church about slavery is

* Historian Franklin observed: “Owners of slaves almost always sought to convey the
impression that their human chattel was docile, tractable, and happy. This effort
became part of their defense of the institution [...]” (205).

> Compare this portrait with historian Franklin’s: “No more clothing was furnished
than was absolutely necessary [...]. In a system as harshly materialistic as plantation
slavery there was little or no inclination to indulge in any expenditures for slaves that
were viewed as unnecessary for increased productivity [...]. Housing for slaves was
especially poor” (195).

% Professor Mia Bay in The White Image in the Black Mind asserts: “Distinguished
Southern intellectuals touted the scriptural, economic and moral virtues of slavery,
taking on its defense as a ‘sacred vocation.” Slavery was ‘an institution of divine
origin,” these thinkers proclaimed, ‘manifestly designed and used by an all good
creator to forward his beneficent purposes.” Proslavery thinkers insisted that slavery
was an ideal institution that served the interests of both the masters and the slaves. In
return for their labor, slaves were guaranteed food, clothing, and shelter under the
stewardship of a benevolent master” (55).

7 Here we see how the “fetish of states’ rights” and the phobia of meddling
“outsiders” prevailed before the war and long after Reconstruction (Quarles 147).
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given voice and the injustice of Northern interference in “everyone’s” way of life is
condemned.

As the Civil War becomes imminent, a community meeting is held to debate
military action. Since there is no place in this culture where slaves are not present,
personal slaves also attend the meeting with their owners. A few citizens have heard
that one reason the North wants to fight the South is to free the slaves. Dr. Cary asked
“his old body-servant, Tarquin,* if he wanted to be free. ‘“’Lawd Gawd!” exclaimed
Tarquin...”’Me! Free?’ °If you do I will set you free, and give you money enough to
live in Philadelphia.” ‘No, suh; Marster, you know I don” wan’ be free,” said
Tarquin” (41). Readers should be able to see that the North is just meddling into
Southern affairs and that the slaves honestly do not want freedom. Everyone can see
it.

When the Civil War arrives, the slave owners do not shirk their duty; they go to
war—with their personal slaves (50-51). (Thomas Page’s slaves did not run away
during the battles and join the Union army as do Frances Harper’s but returned to the
plantation after Ernancipation.)8 In Red Rock no character acknowledges that the
Civil War is fought to free the slaves. According to this novelist, it was fought to
repel the Yankee invasion.

When the War ends—never, ever does Page write that the Confederate army was
defeated or that the North won—the War apparently ran out of steam and Dr. Cary
returns home with his personal slave. Then readers are treated to one of the more

astonishing scenes in all of the novels: Dr. Cary inexplicably sets his personal slave

* During the War, slaves performed as mechanics, cooks, and hospital attendants
(Franklin 287).
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free! He, not the Emancipation Proclamation, sets Tarquin free; Dr Cary never
mentions the Emancipation Proclamation or that he is being magnanimous because
the Confederacy lost the War. Dr. Cary sets Tarquin free and gives him the horse he
had ridden throughout the War as payment for Tarquin’s sacrifices. “’Tarquin, you
are free. I present you the horse you rode home. Take the saddles off, and turn them
out.” And he walked into the house, shaking by the hand the servants clustered about
the door” (58). Tarquin, although a freedman, still gets to work without salary.
Presumably the other blacks on the Cary plantation are still enslaved. Although
Tarquin is nominally “free,” he still follows Dr. Cary’s commands as a servant.
Precisely what Tarquin is free to do even he does not know. Tarquin makes no
response to his freedom; he may not have had time since he had to tend to the horses.
What Tarquin’s freedom means to him, to Dr. Cary, or to the other slaves remains an
enigma. Critic Karen Keely notes that Red Rock
[...] has very little plot that is separable from the history of Reconstruction
itself, or at least one version of it. We follow characters in an unnamed
Southern county through the soldiers’ return from battle; the early days of
peace, in which it seemed as though Southern life would continue as it had for
generations [emphasis added], the only difference being that former slaves
would now earn wages [...].
The day after Dr. Cary frees Tarquin, he mentions to the other slaves that they too
are free “and they could leave, if they pleased. But if they remained, they would have

to work and be subject to his authority.... The next day there was a good force at
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work in the fields [...].” Although a few had slipped away in the night, “[...] most of
them remained [...]” (61-62). The little Dr. Cary pays them does not come out of his
empty pocket, despite his continued authority. He gets a loan from the federal
government to pay his slaves. The only difference between before and after the Civil
War in the lives of the black characters is the dispensing of coins into their hands; Dr.
Cary, now penniless, still maintains his control and authority over all, apparently by
behaving as if he is still in charge, by not acknowledging any charge in his status.”

The horror of Reconstruction from the planters’ point of view is detailed in a
series of incidents. The narrator explains, “The next few years which passed brought
more changes to the old country than any years of the war. The war had destroyed
the Institution of slavery; the years of the carpet-bagger’s domination well-nigh
destroyed the South.” Former slaves were given the ballot and it was taken from
white aristocracy (198-199). For Thomas Page and other displaced, rich Southern
families, such a reversal of political fortune could scarcely be believed and should
never have happened.

Thomas Page’s purpose for writing Red Rock was to revise the historical record by
replacing it with a mythology about the antebellum South. To that end, he invented
two kinds of white men, neither of which are multidimensional. All the protagonists
are slaveholders whose every thought and action is portrayed as the epitome of grace,
culture, and nobility. Even the start of the Ku Klux Klan by one of the heroes is

painted as a practical necessity since blacks had been given guns by Leech, a poor

°In reality, the federal government failed to redistribute land to the freedmen, so
many never left the plantations. They “resumed work under circumstances hardly
more favorable than before the war” (Franklin 311).
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white who rises in politics during Reconstruction. Stevenson Allen, cousin to
Jacquelin Gray, organized the first raid of men in white sheets who visited all the
armed black men and confiscated their weapons “with little violence”. Most of the
blacks believed the white-sheeted figures were ghosts and were terrified (233-239).
Page never explains why blacks cannot own weapons which he needs to do given
how contented the slaves are in this novel. Given how happy they were to be slaves,
what harm could come to the planters? A gun in happy hands is not a threat, is it?
Since Red Rock never mentions the names of Nat Turner or Denmark Vesey or
Gabriel Prosser, insurrectionists all, or the many mysterious, violent deaths of
slaveholders, since resistance is nonexistent, armed ex-slaves should not be a
problem.

Red Rock had a brief, but important, minor character appear during
Reconstruction. Dr. Moses, a mulatto, is first seen by Ruth Welch and her father
outside a country store, announcing, “’I’m goin’ to marry a white ‘ooman and meck

29

white folks wait on me [...]"” and he is described as a wild beast, a hyena, a reptile
(291-292). Ceritic Judith Berzon states, “In the novels of the Negrophobes—writers
like Thomas Dixon, Robert Lee Durham, and (sometimes) Thomas Nelson Page—the
mixed blood combines the worst traits of both races” (59). In Red Rock Moses
befriended Northern carpetbaggers and rose to some political prominence before
meeting with a violent end; he is lynched in a nearby town for insinuating himself

into the white world. Professor Mia Bay explains that “[B]lack males, in particular,

were routinely depicted as sexual predators whose lust for white women both
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necessitated and justified a variety of repressive measures against them—up to and
including lynching” (94-95).

In his characterization of the mulatto, Page could not be farther from Frances
Harper. For Page, the mulatto has an “intrinsic, genetic flaw of character” that leads
to disaster whereas “...in pre-Harlem Renaissance African American fiction the
passers are rarely tragic figure, and even when tragedy does befall them, it is most
clearly indicated to be the result of virulent prejudice and discrimination” (Fabi 3).
Obviously Thomas Page was quite nervous about the possibility of male mulattos
“intermingling” with the white female population during the freewheeling
Reconstruction period when not only was there a sexual competition but a very
pressing political one.

Why was Thomas Nelson Page popular with consumers and publishers in the
1890s? First, the novelist capitalized on the “northern craze for southern romance”
now that the South was “no longer a political or economic threat.” The fantasy of lost
Southern civilization was harmless to the North (Martin). “By the 1880s ‘the South
was the most popular setting in American fiction,” and ‘the recipe for southern
romance still fascinated publishers’” (Keely). Red Rock “was fifth on the bestseller
list of 1898” (Keely) and was widely reviewed at publication (Bargainnier 44).
According to critic Earl Bargainnier, “The attention it received is understandable, for
by any standard Page was the South’s leading literary figure at the time” (44). Page
had established a

nationwide readership and his long novel of Reconstruction was bound to be a
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literary event. Almost single-handedly he had created the moonlight and

magnolias school of Southern writing [...]. Yet Page is nearly forgotten, or

perhaps it is more accurate to say that he is deliberately ignored. The principal

reasons are his dismissal by critics for his sentimentality and the anger, or at

least unease, that his overt racism creates in modern readers. (44)

Earl Bargainnier presents a fine critical summation of Red Rock:

Red Rock presents the collapse of a traditional society, a society that is seen
by its survivors, and the author, as a golden age. Published a generation after
that collapse, it continues its author’s creation of a myth. [...] Except for the
first three chapters, however, the novel uses the contrast of the deprivation of
the South during Reconstruction and the survivors’ memories of that golden
age. Their sense of loss and their condition after the War hallow the past,
rendering it ‘richer and mellower’ than it could ever have actually been and
more in keeping with the myth. At the same time, Page was also for
reconciliation between the sections and thus had two incompatible aims: to
glorify the South in a myth of gentility and greatness, while presenting
reconciliation as a desirable goal. To bring the two together, he was forced to
resort to stereotyped characters, episodic structure, and melodramatic ignoring
of cause and effect, as well as giving ‘good’ Northerners Southern attitudes
and sympathies, essentially transforming them into good Southerners. In spite
of its success with readers of the 1890s, Red Rock is not a great novel. On the

other hand, it is an important cultural document as one of the principal works
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to imprint an image of the Old South upon the American consciousness, an
image that has yet to disappear. (52)
In short, Thomas Page gave Southern whites, especially those who had not lived
through the era, an idealized history. He presented Northern whites, especially those
removed from the Civil War, with a romance to embrace. There was no one else,
such as a black readership, about whom to care.

Another historical novelist who wanted her fiction to have political impact was
Pauline E. Hopkins (1859-1930), born in Maine and raised in Boston. She won an
essay contest at 15 and received a $10 prize from abolitionist William Wells Brown
(Robinson, “Hopkins” 965). Hopkins graduated from Girls High School in Boston,
the only information known about her formal education (Campbell, Dictionary). As a
young adult, she worked as a singer, actress, and playwright with her family, the
Hopkins Colored Troubadours. Seeking a steady income, she took a government
exam and worked as a stenographer during the 1890s (Robinson 965), including four
years in the Bureau of Statistics (Campbell, Dictionary).

The start of Pauline Hopkins’s writing and editing careers began in 1900 with the
founding of the Colored American Magazine. Her first short story was published in
the first issue of the magazine to which she became a major contributor (Robinson,
“Hopkins” 965). In addition to short fiction, the Colored American Magazine
serialized three of her novels between 1901 and 1904. Her work appeared in the
magazine so much that she used her mother’s maiden name, Sarah A. Allen, “as a

pseudonym to prevent her own from appearing too often” (Robinson, “Hopkins”
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965). Allied with W.E.B. DuBois and William Monroe Trotter, “she helped set the
Colored American’s tradition of racial uplift and protest literature” (Robinson,
“Hopkins” 965). She embraced DuBois’ Talented Tenth ideology that the best of
both races would be the agents for cultural change (Campbell 39-40). She had hoped
that The Colored American Magazine would “attempt to create a cultural renaissance
that would not be limited to a Northern black elite but that would encourage the
flowering of any black talent which had been suppressed by a lack of encouragement
and opportunity to be published” (Carby xxxi-xxxxil1).

Typical of Hopkins’s ideals and aesthetics is her article, “Heroes and Heroines in
Black” that “appealed to her readers to exhibit a ‘wild courage.” Fiction, she thought,
needed to be of ‘cathartic virtue’ to stimulate political resistance [...]” (Carby xlviii).
Throughout her life, she saw the need for black solidarity among people of African
descent (Campbell 39-40). Hopkins was one of the first black intellectuals to defend
the black race on ethnological grounds. Ethnology is “the now discredited, science of
the human races” (Bay 14-15). Hopkins reviewed the origins of Africans in the

Primer of Facts Pertaining, to the Early Greatness of the African Race and the
Possibility of Restoration by its Descendants...Compiled and Arranged from
the Works of the best known Ethnologists and Historians, rehearsed arguments
long traditional to black ethnology. The races descended from the same parent
stock, she argued, and owed their distinctive complexions to the different
environments that had nurtured their biblical ancestors, Ham, Shem, and

Japhet. The first work of ethnology by a black woman, most of Hopkins’s
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Primer was similar to ethnological works written by her male counterparts.

Interestingly, however, it broke from the all-male world of black ethnology by

closing with a lengthy attack on the political writings of a white Southern

woman named Mrs. Jeanette Robinson Murphy, who bemoaned the end of

slavery and described the abolitionists as ‘emissaries of Satan.” (Bay 192)
However, her strong racial identity never developed into black supremacy, thinking
that black people are inherently morally better than whites (Campbell 39). As
evidence of her racial militancy, Booker T. Washington’s accommodationist policies
proved unpalatable to her, and when Washington’s supporters bought the Colored
American Magazine in 1904, Hopkins resigned a month later (Robinson, “Hopkins”
965).

By 1916 Pauline Hopkins, no longer working as a professional writer, resumed her
career as a stenographer at M.L.T. until her death in a fire at her home (Robinson,
“Hopkins” 965). “She died ‘on August 13, 1930 when the liniment-saturated red
flannel bandages she was wearing to relieve the neuritis she suffered were ignited by
an oil stove in her room’” (Campbell, Dictionary). With her death, the literary world
had lost “...the most prolific African-American writer at the turn of the twentieth
century” (Robinson, “Hopkins” 965). Africana encyclopedia summarizes her work in
this manner:

During her lifetime Hopkins was never as well known as black male
contemporaries such as Charles W. Chesnutt and Paul L. Dunbar. But as an

editor and a writer, she used literature to spread her ideas as often and as far as
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she could. Her novels are available in new paperback editions, and with the
resurgence of interest in early black women writers, Hopkins is receiving the
recognition she deserves. (Robinson, “Hopkins” 965-966)

The popular novel, Hagar’s Daughter, was originally published as a serial in the
Colored American Magazine in 1901 (Hopkins N. Pg). In Hagar’s Daughter the
narrative builds around interwoven family stories. The main conflict arises between
Ellis and St. Clair Enson, sons of a wealthy Maryland plantation owner in the 1850s.
Ellis is an angel and St. Clair is a “debbil” from birth as Aunt Henny describes him.
Both men are wildly handsome. Their main conflict is over possession of the Enson
plantation that has been left to Ellis; St. Clair has been left nothing, completely
dispossessed because of gambling. Turned out of the house, he travels south and falls
into partnership with a slave trader, Walker. Meanwhile, Ellis marries a lovely,
intelligent young woman (and neighbor) with a drop of Negro blood in her heritage.
At the time of the marriage, however, both are ignorant of her racial heritage. The
new friend of St. Clair, slave trader Walker knows the true identity of Hagar (no one
ever questions her name connoting Africa; in Scripture Hagar is the Egyptian who
bears Ishmael, Abraham’s first child, and is turned out of the house by Sarah). In
time Ellis and Hagar have a daughter who also marries a rich white man, and again,
the newly-wed couple is ignorant of her racial heritage. The villains, Walker and St.
Clair, end up dead or imprisoned; the good, Ellis and Hagar, have a measure of peace
although the title character, Hagar’s daughter, Jewel, comes to a tragic end, separated

from her husband because of his race prejudice. More than a story about friendship
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between the enslaved and the free, Hagar’s Daughter is a love story which suggests
that a happy marriage is possible between a beautiful mulatto and a rich, white man—
but only if the husband does not first know of her heritage.

Perhaps Hopkins could see that she was not adequately challenging slavery in the
plot and characterization of Hagar’s Daughter, so she would periodically stop the
narrative and insert an essay. The entire first chapter presents her views on the causes
of the Civil War. Unlike the white historical novelists from 1875-1905, Hopkins
places the blame for the War on the South’s allegiance to a slave economy. For
example, the novel begins:

In the fall of 1860 a stranger visiting the United States would have thought that
nothing short of a miracle could preserve the union of states so proudly
proclaimed by the signers of the Declaration of Independence, and so
gloriously maintained by the gallant Washington. The vast wealth of the South
made them feel that they were independent of the world. Cotton was not
merely king; it was God. Moral considerations were nothing. [...] the authors
of the Rebellion...dreamed of perpetuating slavery, though all history shows
the decline of the system as industry, commerce, and knowledge advance. The
slaveholders proposed nothing less than to reverse the currents of humanity,
and to make barbarism flourish in the bosom of civilization. But, alas! the
supreme error of this anticipation was in omitting from the calculation the
power of principle. Right still had authority in the councils of nations.

Factories might be closed, men and woman [sic] out of employment, but
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truth and justice still commanded respect among men. (Hopkins 3-5).
Another issue Hopkins explores: the white males attracted to the beautiful mulattos—
and that is practically each one—wrestle in dialogue with their racist upbringing vs.
the desire to marry mulattos. Hagar’s first husband, Enson, and Cuthbert Sumner,
Jewel’s fiancé, in particular, argue over why love should overcome politics (Hopkins
265-271). The novel ends: “The holy institution of marriage ignored the life of the
slave, breed [sic] indifference in the masters to the enormity of illicit connections,
with the result that the sacred family relation is weakened and finally ignored in many
cases. In the light of his recent experiences Cuthbert Sumner views life and eternity
with different eyes and thoughts from what he did before he knew that he had wedded
Hagar’s daughter” (Hopkins 284). Hopkins’s work as a journalist may have
prompted her to insert these asides throughout the narrative.

The scene in which Hagar is unmasked and revealed to be a black person tells
much about Pauline Hopkins’ racial values. A year after Hagar and Ellis marry, a
daughter is born and “Ellis’ happiness was complete” (39) until the appearance of the
slave trader Walker at the estate. Walker tells Ellis: “Fourteen years ago I bought a
slave child from a man in St. Louis, and not being able to find a ready sale for her on
account of her white complexion, I lent her to a Mr. Sargeant. I understand that you
have her in your employ. I’ve come to get her’—Walker confronts Ellis as soon as
they meet (52). Ellis can’t comprehend what Walker means. Walker explains that
Mr. and Mrs. Sargeant lived in St. Louis: “’[...] they took a female child from me to

bring up—a nigger—and they passed her off on the commoonity here as their own,
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and you have married her. Is my meaning clear now, sah?’” The slave trader is, from
Hopkins’ view, the lowest of all characters, not only for trafficking in human beings,
but for ruining the Ensons’ happiness with the revelation that Hagar is black although
she appears white. Ellis is astonished at the revelation and fights for his wife:
“’There is, there must be some mistake here. My wife was the daughter of Mr.
Sargeant. There is not a drop of Negro blood in her veins; I doubt, sir, if you have

29

ever seen her. [...]”” (52-53). Walker believes Hagar will remember him. She enters
the room, “a fair vision in purest white.” Hagar faints when Walker confronts her
(53-54). Walker says, “[...] The only man who could prove the girl’s birth is the one
I took her from, and he’s dead.” Ellis’s lawyer looks over Hagar’s bill of sale and
pronounces it legitimate. Ellis is willing to pay Walker any amount to get him out of
his life. Walker wants $5,000 for Hagar. “’As for the pickaninny—*" (55). Ellis is
dumbstruck that Walker wants his daughter too. “’In course, replied Walker, [...]
‘the child follows the condition of the mother, so I scoop the pile.”” He wants $1,000
for their daughter. “’I would willingly give the money twice over, even my whole
fortune, if it did not prove my wife to be of Negro blood,’ replied Ellis [...]”” “The
money was paid, and within the hour the house had resumed its wonted quiet and all
was apparently as before; but the happiness of Enson Hall had fled forever” (56).
Hagar falls on the floor sobbing at the prospect of being considered black and a slave.
“Vaguely, as in a dream, she recalled her stay in Rose Valley and the terror of her

childish heart caused by the rough slave-trader. ‘Her mother a slave!” She wondered

that the very thought did not strike her dead” (56-57). After all, “Slavery—its
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degradation, the pining and fretting of the Negro race in bondage—had always
seemed right to her.” Now she is no longer a white wife but Ellis’ slave and
concubine (58).

Ellis does not see her for a whole day. The servants bring the child and Hagar
refuses to open the door. Finally, Ellis visits, saying that he has bought her from
Walker. He announces:

I have thought the matter over and much as I wish it might be otherwise, much
as I would sacrifice for you, I feel it my duty as a Southern gentleman, the
representative of a proud old family, to think of others beside myself and not
allow my own inclinations to darken the escutcheon of a good old name. I
cannot, I dare not, and the law forbids me to acknowledge as my wife a woman
in whose veins courses a drop of the accursed blood of the Negro slave. (59)
Hagar does not blame Ellis for being horrified. Ellis decides that he is “going
away ’—maybe forever, but he will provide for the family. When he leaves the room,
his feet pause before the nursery (60). He realizes he cannot leave his child, so Ellis
“outlined a plan of life abroad. They would be remarried, and sail from a Northern
port for Europe; there, the shadow of this crime could not come, they would begin life
anew. [...] as she listened she was convinced—it was feasible; it could be done”
(61). Ellis leaves home to make arrangements for their life abroad, and soon after his
departure, a dead man is found on the plantation, shot in the face. The
unrecognizable dead man is assumed to be Ellis Enson, a suicide because of his

wife’s and daughter’s newfound slave status. Hagar accuses St. Clair of killing Ellis,
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but St. Clair is not concerned about a slave’s accusation. He tells Walker to sell
mother and child as soon as possible (62-71). Hagar and the daughter manage to
escape from Walker by jumping in the Potomac River (73).

The next chapter begins twenty years later. Hagar marries a second time (after
fleeing enslavement) to Zenas Bowen, a Senator who also does not know her true
identity. Senator Bowen and his first wife had already adopted Hagar’s daughter.
The daughter becomes engaged to a rich, white New Englander (79-84). In the
climatic scene, all disguised identities are revealed in court, and a newspaper editorial
from the next day presents public commentary about mulatto women. Jewel reads the
editorial in that day’s newspaper about her mother, Hagar/Mrs. Bowen. The editorial
said that upon leaping from the bridge, Hagar was presumed drowned but “’was
picked up by a Negro oyster-digger and concealed in his hut for days.”” When the
Civil War began, she traveled to California and married Zenas Bowen. The
newspaper editorial concludes,

‘This story, showing as it does, the ease with which beautiful half-breeds may
enter our best society without detection, is a source of anxiety to the white
citizens of our country. At this rate the effects of slavery can never be
eradicated, and our most distinguished families are not immune from contact
with this mongrel race. Mrs. Bowen has our sympathy, but we cannot, even for
such a leader as she has been, unlock the gates of caste and bid her enter.

Posterity forbids it. [...]” (Hopkins 266-267)

In many ways, Hagar’s Daughter posits that racial prejudice, not slavery, is the
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tragedy. Of slavery, we see very little. Chapter two describes, in such brevity that
sensitive readers may feel the author’s repugnance at the scene, a slave auction. The
slaves pray for death; none know their ages; they mourn the separation from family;
they are asked to dance to show how limber they are. The auction scene ends with
the appearance of a minister, coming to buy slaves. Mr. Pinchen, the minister, says:
“Religion is a good thing to live by, and we’ll want it when we die. And a man in
your business of buying and selling slaves needs religion more than anybody else, for
it makes you treat your people well.” Pinchen converted another slave trader whose
heart has softened; now he won’t separate husbands and wives “if he can get anyone
to buy them together” (7-13). Then the novel swings its focus to a plantation on
Maryland’s eastern shore and the lives of the white slave owners and those presumed
white (mulattos). These five pages of the slave auction scene are all readers ever see
of the most brutal aspects of slavery. The heart of the novel begins after 1882 and
focuses on the presumed whites’ interactions with rich whites.

The sale of anonymous slaves is one thing, but the sale of the title characters of the
novel, mulatto characters of great beauty and intellect and depth, is meant to wrench
the heart. There is the suggestion that the crime is bigger because these characters are
not physically black; the white characters cannot detect that Hagar and her daughter
have “a drop of Negro blood”. Both Hagar and her daughter were so close to fitting
in to white aristocracy. The shame, for them, is the drop of black blood that
precludes the ascendancy, rather than the horrors of slavery. Giving Hopkins the

benefit of doubt, readers might decide that to demonstrate the unquestioned humanity
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of the slaves, Hopkins created the mulatto heroine who appears indistinguishable
from the white characters who are highly valued. Perhaps white readers are more
able to identify with characters “raised as white women” who “discover their Negro
blood as adults” (Berzon 100). After all, the “discovery of Negro blood in one’s
veins would be a shattering experience for most white Americans” (Berzon 119), and
the racial caste system would seem, upon such discovery, “horribly unjust” (Berzon
120). But how would the presumably black readers of the Colored American
Magazine respond to this “passing” serial? Poet Langston Hughes “observed in a
1958 Chicago Defender column, stories of passing might be sources of enjoyment
and gratification to African-American readers who could imaginatively revel in the
prospect of ‘fooling our white folks.” [...]JAs Hughes observed, ‘Most Negroes feel
that bigoted whites deserve to be cheated and fooled since the way they behave
toward us makes no sense at all’” (Wald 8). Since the novel was serialized in a black
newspaper, we must assume that African-Americans were the intended audience to
whom Pauline Hopkins asserted that whites’ racial prejudice, more than the slaves’
past, prevented blacks from marrying into the power elites in this country.

Readers are also shown that friendship can blossom within the slave system
between the slave and slave owner. St. Clair Enson, the evil brother, gets along
swimmingly with his personal slave, Isaac. He and Isaac are said to have similar
dispositions. Isaac knows how to play along whenever his master loses possession of
him in a card game; he knows to run away and return to St. Clair the next morning

(25-28). Isaac’s final stunt for St. Clair (after slavery had supposedly ended) was to
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“cut his way through solid masonry” of St. Clair’s prison cell and to lie in St. Clair’s
bed during the prison break. St. Clair was shot and killed in the escape attempt (272-
273). Itis never said what becomes of Isaac for breaking into a prison. This
particular master-slave relationship runs through the novel as comic-relief—with the
joke on Isaac, the slave. Since he is not a mulatto, Hopkins has no interest in
exploring the tragedy of his slave circumstance.

When Hopkins considers slavery, she is transfixed by one situation only: the plight
of the female mulatto. Did Hopkins gravitate toward this character because the
mulatto often had the opportunity to choose her racial identification? At the turn of a
new century, as in the past, race played a huge role in determining one’s chances,
choices, and destiny. In the female mulatto, Hopkins had a character that could
change economic class in ways a male mulatto could not. Hagar’s Daughter does not
accurately reflect that historically, “more men passed than women” and “most passing
as white was done in order to get a better job[...]” (Davis 56). Hopkins may not have
included male mulattos because they could not scale the economic ladder as a female
mulatto could. Obtaining a better job, say going from assistant bricklayer to
bricklayer, is not the same as jumping from slave to a member of the leisure class.
The advantage for the female mulatto, with an unrevealed past, lies in the possibility
for marriage to a rich white man. In short, a female mulatto with only a drop of black
blood is the easiest type of character to insinuate into a melodrama about the white
aristocracy. Professor Hazel Carby offers this explanation: “At the height of the era

of Jim Crow, narratives of ‘passing’ appeared to offer the only fictional mechanism
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that could enable representation of the relation between the races” (Xxxviii-XxXxix).
Only in “passing” narratives could a black (who is presumed white) achieve social
equality.

In Winona (1902), Pauline Hopkins continues her exploration of a slave passing
for a white person. Published one year after Hagar’s Daughter, it is the only novel in
this chapter completely set in antebellum America. The title character is a gorgeous,
apparently white girl raised on an island near Buffalo, New York in the 1850s by
White Eagle (who is in truth an Englishman posing as an Indian). White Eagle adopts
a black orphan, Judah, who is raised with Winona. When White Eagle, the white
father, dies, all protection for his mulatto daughter and black son disappears. (In
Hagar’s Daughter, with the death of the white father, the mulatto children are
instantly sold into slavery.) Here too the children are sold into slavery by two slave
hunters to a distant English relative of White Eagle, but they are rescued by an
English lawyer and John Brown himself. Both children migrate to England where
Winona marries the English lawyer who had rescued her and where she discovers she
is an aristocrat via her father’s title. Judah tags along to Britain and also manages to
marry into British aristocracy after being knighted. The main conflict centers on
possession. To whom does Winona belong—as slave, as family, and finally, as wife?

In Winona, Hopkins manages an even greater evasion about slavery than we see in
Hagar’s Daughter. By setting the children of slaves on an island in a lake in Buffalo,
New York, the children, raised by an Englishman posing as an Indian, avoid slavery

in all of its aspects. Although both children were born in free territory, “the child
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follows the condition of the mother” under the Fugitive Slave Law passed in 1850.
Both children are born to runaway slave women. The kidnapping of supposedly free
blacks reflects the reality that a black person was safe nowhere since slave traders
kidnapped even free blacks and sold them (Franklin 176, 218). The children are sold
to Magnolia Farm, outside of Kansas City, Missouri (Hopkins 314-315). Winona
becomes a maid to a kind-hearted girl her own age, but Judah suffers physical
brutality (320). Because of his physical strength, intelligence, and amazing talent as a
horse trainer, Judah is made assistant overseer. Yet his sunny disposition bridles
under the harsh working conditions. The other slaves respect him so much for taming
a wild horse that his owner puts him in slave prison and gives him forty lashes for
thinking of himself too highly and for not saying “massa” when he was called (327-
328). After Judah and Winona have been slaves for several years, a British lawyer
visits the plantation. Judah enlists the lawyer’s help in escaping from the plantation
since the children are slated for sale within a week. Judah admits to Warren
Maxwell, the lawyer, “If help does not come I have sworn to kill her before she
becomes slavery’s victim...a beautiful female slave on these plantations; the torture
of hell cannot surpass it” (334-335). Maxwell helps the two escape from a riverboat
before they were sold and they are delivered to abolitionist John Brown who is in
Kansas with the Free Soil conflict (344, 358-359). The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854
brought abolitionists and pro-slavery proponents together to decide whether Kansas
and Nebraska would become slaveholding or free. Why did Hopkins subsume the

children’s freedom struggle under the national conflict about slavery? She saw them
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as one and the same.

The lawyer is captured by a mob for freeing the children and is thrown into jail
(rather than be lynched because he is a British citizen). Beneath Maxwell’s cell is a
lock-up for slaves. “Many heart-rending scenes were enacted before his sight in the
lower room” (Hopkins 384). That is the last sentence in the novel that hints at the life
of the slave. Hopkins tells readers that the scenes are “heart-rending,” but she never,
ever rends our hearts with the real life, daily drama that was slavery.

In a way, one could argue that Winona is a despairing novel in that the only hope
for freedom for blacks is life in England (that is depicted as being entirely free from
prejudice—although the distant relative who was a slave owner also hailed from
there) and marriage to a white man is the only hope for Winona. Judah’s love for
Winona completely disappears from the plot when the white Maxwell arrives. Judah
seems to understand that Winona would prefer the British lawyer over a slave who
saved her life several times and someone she has known from birth who is described
as a “lion of a man”.

To read several hundred pages of Hagar’s Daughter or Winona is to see that only
the white and nearly-white characters are of importance to Pauline Hopkins. Female
mulattos are almost an obsessive interest to the author. The violins played too long
and too loudly for the stunningly beautiful, intelligent, tragic mulattos who, because
of America’s sinful color prejudice, cannot marry the rich white men who are
attracted to them. The horror, according to Hopkins, is that one drop of black blood

keeps them out of the aristocracy (Hagar 266-267). She attacks the racial prejudice
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that impedes the social progress of mulattos while leaving unassailed the racial
prejudice associated with slavery. The disconnect may be rooted in self-hatred. “To
this day, all-but-white characters are considered to be strangely ‘over-represented...in
black narratives’ [...], and this overrepresentation has often been read as a symptom
of self-loathing” (Fabi 2). Where is Hopkins’s avowed race pride and political
militancy in Hagar’s Daughter and Winona? In both novels, the females’ black
identity is best kept a secret for if it becomes apparent to the white world, the women
are punished for it (Carby xxxvii). Hopkins’s characters do not interact with more
than one black character nor do her mulattos seek out the black community, which
historically has always accepted the mulatto.

Critics ponder whether the prevalence of mulatto characters in the novels of
Pauline Hopkins was an appeal to a white audience or the author’s concession to
white hegemony (Campbell 39-40). Hopkins may have thought she was reclaiming a
common symbol for “[i]t is well known that mulattos and mulattas were popular
literary figures before antebellum African-American novelists appropriated them”
(Fabi 2). According to “Pauline Hopkins” in Contemporary Authors Online,
“Throughout her career Hopkins protested the inequities suffered by her race,
advocating assimilation and integration with the white community as a remedy to
racial injustice. Hopkins’s presumptions of the superior value of white culture and
her advocacy of assimilation have been of particular interest to modern critics.” Yet
in her daily life and political actions she aligned herself with radical and progressive

African-American causes. Her espoused radicalism and the plots and characters in
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her novels do not mesh. For modern critics like J. Saunders Redding and Sterling
Brown, it is “difficult to reconcile the militancy of 19" century black writers with
their focus on passing” (Fabi 118). Some accounting must be made for her artistic
choices. Since both novels were serialized in the Colored American Magazine,
Hopkins must not have assumed she was writing for a white audience that was
sympathetic to the mulatto cause. Why would Hopkins think that her African-
American audience would be concerned with the plight of these exclusively female
mulattos? Yes, there were large numbers at the turn of the century. In other words,
Hopkins may have decided that passing from black to white was a widespread and
common occurrence to her readers.'’ It is also possible that Hopkins, in her fiction,
viewed the mulatto as the quintessential African-American since the “vast majority of
Americans defined as blacks are not pure descendants of the slaves from Africa but
racially mixed” (Davis 18). The female mulattos’ condition stands as a metaphor for

being African-American.

As a contemporary of Thomas Page and other apologists for the Confederacy,
Pauline Hopkins sought to counter the nostalgia rampant in the early 1900s for a
return to a slave economy. She did not have the ear of the President, as did Page, nor
were her novels popular by standards of the time. (Indeed, one could argue that she
self-published her work as editor of the Colored American.) Black authors Paul
Laurence Dunbar and Charles Chestnutt eclipsed her in sales during her lifetime.

“Hopkins remains an obscure figure in American literature,” states Contemporary

10 According to F. James Davis in Who Is Black, “The peak years for passing as white
were probably from 1880 to 1925, with perhaps from 10,000 to 25,000 crossing the
color line each year, although such estimates are most likely inflated. By 1940 the
annual number had apparently declined to no more than 2500 to 2750 a year” (22).
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Authors Online. “The critical neglect of her work has most often been attributed to
her unexceptional narrative technique, although the relative unavailability of her
works and the general neglect suffered by female authors has also been cited as
reasons for her obscurity” (“Pauline Hopkins,” Contemporary Authors Online). One
gets the sense from Hagar’s Daughter and Winona that Pauline Hopkins would rather
describe anything and everything except chattel slavery. Perhaps she recognized that
black readers at the turn of the twentieth century, a moment of hope and promise,
yearned to put the slave past behind them. Hopkins has written two novels ostensibly
about slavery that never get around to the details or to a large-scale portrait of the
plantation system, to the dismay of readers in the past or current readers who expect
or need an aggressive stance against the horrors of slavery. The rape of the black
female slave is never even whispered among these pages. For these evasions, some
readers, both then and now, believe that Pauline Hopkins betrayed her black

readership without gaining the acceptance of a white readership.

Compared to Pauline Hopkins’s works, novelist Katherine Brown challenged the
status quo in more fundamental ways. Perhaps Brown first got the idea for Diane
(1904) while completing research in American history at Washington University and
the University of Michigan (“Brown”). What were her cultural influences? Little
evidence answers that question. Presumed white and a Northerner, the briefest kind
of biographical data surfaces in only two sources: Who’s Who in America, 1906-1909
and A Dictionary of North American Authors Deceased before 1950. Neither

provides her birth date, mentioning place of birth as Alton, Illinois (Wallace 63). She
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died in Orlando, Florida on June 2, 1931. Unusual for a woman of her time, she
attended Washington University and the University of Michigan, where she worked
as an editor and researcher in American history (“Brown”). Katherine Brown was
known primarily as a short story writer (“Brown”), which makes her sole 400-page
novel even more remarkable.

Katherine Brown’s education in American history may have led her to create a
novel that examines the tension between the concept of social and political equality
vs. personal property rights. By setting a commune, an attempt at social equality, in
the heart of slave territory, a clash of values is unavoidable. Brown created characters
based on real life events, who recreated the communal life of French immigrants
along the Mississippi River. Were the French immigrants bewildered by the
existence of slaves in their neighborhood in “the land of the free”? Out of these
contradictions was born the conflict between Persis, the slave, and Pere Cabet, the
commune leader (the term itself an oxymoron that raises questions about power).

Diane: a Romance of the Icarian Settlement on the Mississippi River is a novel
with two plots: one involves a family who lives on a steamer that travels the
Mississippi River and the tensions within the family about slavery, specifically about
Robert Channing’s participation in the Underground Railroad, contrary to his
slaveholding relatives; the other plot focuses on the fortunes of an utopian, French
immigrant commune based on a novel with similar ideas. Whether on water or land,
the characters must make a decision about the ownership of black human beings. By

setting the story in 1856 on the Illinois side of the Mississippi River, the author
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weaves the Underground Railroad traffic into the plot. " Slaves coming from the
South must somehow navigate the Mississippi River and cross over to the “’slave-
free” Illinois territory before making their way to Canada. Both sub-plots meet in the
main characters, Robert Channing, a steamboat engineer who becomes indispensable
on land and river to the Underground Railroad and to abolitionist John Brown and
Diane Lahautiere, the title character.

Since Diane predates the Civil War, it depicts the schism in one family that was
symbolic of the nation’s division over slavery. Although Robert Channing works
with abolitionist John Brown on the Underground Railroad, his uncle, who raised him
from the death of his parents, is completely sympathetic to the plantation system.
Channing’s uncle believes Robert inherited abolitionist tendencies from his father, a
“Yankee abolitionist” (Brown 226-227). The tensions in this family are portrayed as
being typical of many. A civil war should have come as no surprise given these
conditions nationwide.

Novelist Brown also injects the horrors of the Fugitive Slave Law into the plot.
Robert Channing and a Quaker comrade often discuss how free blacks are kidnapped

and sold into slavery. The Fugitive Slave Law made the abolitionists’ work on the

"' The Underground Railroad began operation in 1804 and continued until the Civil
War. The name was coined when a slave escaped from his Kentucky master in 1831,
crossed the Ohio and disappeared completely. Despite being close to capturing the
slave, all traces of him disappeared at the river. The owner, confounded, “declared
the slave must have ‘gone off on an underground road.” That was entirely possible,
for by 1831 there were plenty of ‘underground’ roads on the Ohio River, and they had
stations, conductors, and means of conveyance” (Franklin 254-255). There were
several whites who dedicated their lives to working on the Underground Railroad.
John Fairfield, the son of a Virginia slave owner, renounced his heritage, lived in a
free state and was one of the most daring white conductors on the Underground
(Franklin 257-258).
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Underground Railroad even more necessary (Brown 38-42). Diane has the most
extensive portrayal of the Underground Railroad of any of the novels in this chapter,
which points to Katherine Brown’s professional career as a historical researcher and
her Northern abolitionist leanings.

The main black character in Diane is Persis, a conductor on the Underground
Railroad. Her name itself connotes “persistence,” a positive quality, and her manner,
gestures, attitude, and most of all, her speeches, display the generous humanity of a
true heroine. Yet her physique is described in typical racial stereotypes—much time
is spent on her body width, booming voice and turbaned hair. Although 50-year-old
Persis was freed by her owners, the Mandersons, she refuses to move away from
them, despite the fact that her work with the Underground Railroad has put her life in
the South in grave jeopardy. She prefers to stay near the white people she has served
(173-182). As with other Mammy-figures, Persis is unmarried with no family of her
own, adopting instead her owner’s family. Even this dynamic character who actively
works for the abolitionist cause, often conversing with John Brown himself, remains
emotionally wedded to her enslavers, readers are led to believe. Since the novelist
did not know how to merge her sub-plots, Persis, the black character, drops from the
final third of the novel despite her fearlessness and selflessness. The abolition
movement becomes conflated with the romance of the white couples. Katherine
Brown loses control of the plot, and all the conflicts about slavery’s abolition vanish
as Robert Channing pursues Diane, now that her father-protector Cabet has died, and

the commune disintegrates because of a power struggle.
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The climatic scene in the battle about principles is the scene between Persis and
Cabet. Persis, “the only coloured woman in the town; her skill in simple medicines
and in nursing had tided them through many an anxious hour,” speaks to the
commune assembly. She tells of her life as a slave under relatively tolerant
conditions, and then she describes the incomparable feeling of being set free at 50
years. ‘““You-all tell me that you come over yere you’se’fs ter git ‘way f’om bein’
slaves in you’s own country. Seems like you’d unnerstan’ bes’ of anybody what I
mean,”” Persis challenges the immigrants. Five runaways—two women and three
children—hide at her house, waiting to go up the river. But they must hide for two to
three weeks before the boat comes. Because of her reputation, Persis fears hunters
searching her house first and she can’t hide them in the woods. She asks the
commune to take them since they have room and no one will suspect them since
they’re French and they don’t interact with the neighborhood. Persis will repay the
commune for hiding the runaways by sewing and nursing (91-94). Cabet replies, “It
was their place to help those who would escape from the tyranny of law and property,
not those held in servitude.” Then he adds that the Underground Railroad is not the
commune’s concern. Americans started slavery; Americans should end it. Thirdly,
since slaves were property, the commune shouldn’t despoil their neighbors’ property
rights. The commune should be intent on staying free from “outside institutions”.
Finally, Cabet argues, Persis was not the average slave, “...but the mass, he was
assured, were ignorant and brutal.” Until they could prove themselves worthy of

freedom, slavery was fitting. Here Cabet’s degeneracy from freedom’s principle
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comes full flower; his values had been portrayed as suspect from the start (because he
was always “more equal than others” as Animal Farm would describe him and
profited from others’ hard work without doing any himself) and now he gives his
vices voice. Cabet in essence sides with the Southern planters; only Katherine Brown
refuses to apologize for their behavior as does Thomas Page. In Diane, none of the
main characters, including John Brown himself, agree with Cabet’s reply to Persis
(94-95).

Abolitionist John Brown first appears in Diane as a frontiersman who rebuts
Cabet’s refusal to engage the commune in anti-slavery activities. He supports Persis’
plea to the commune council to take in five runaway slaves (96-98). Brown becomes
a mentor to Robert Channing, writing to him and talking Channing into joining the
battle to keep Kansas free of slavery. As a result, Robert Channing goes to Kansas
and rides with John Brown for a while. Most of the chapter is spent with John Brown
explaining his background and passion against slavery and his newfound opinion that
violence is the solution to stopping slavery (253-280). John Brown, leader of another
commune, stands not merely in vocal opposition to Cabet, but as an alter ego. The
abolitionist represents a character who will live out his ideals and sacrifice for them
as opposed to Cabet who will abandon his dream when challenged.

The inclusion of such a vibrant characterization of John Brown is only one sign of
Katherine Brown’s serious intentions. Diane set out to be a brave book that meant to
examine the key principles of American political philosophy, freedom and equality.

Sadly, this short story writer lost control of such an ambitious plot and collapsed the
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novel’s political theory into a vapid love story. Diane’s love for Robert Channing
becomes the panacea for America’s ills. Together, the couple continues to work for a
better life out West (439), but that denouement disconnects from the previous 400
pages. Persis, John Brown, the Underground Railroad, and the commune drop from
the plot as Diane and Robert Channing glide toward marriage.

Like Pauline Hopkins before her, Katherine Brown made unusual choices for a
woman of her generation. She was more educated than the average white male of her
time and certainly more academically inclined than the average woman. Then there is
the artistic daring of writing a 400-page novel, after publishing short stories. The
novel’s length suggests that she had much to say about economic class conflict
(primarily slavery), race relations, and women’s role in society. Through the main
plot and various sub-plots, readers may note how the novelist is fascinated by the
actions of the outsider, the rebel. By novel’s end, any reader awaiting strong
condemnation of oppression languishes, disappointed. All political problems are
subsumed by the love of the two protagonists, who marry and move out West to
frontier America. Diane is a novel that literary critics label an “interesting failure”
due to the incoherent conclusion.

The final novelist in this chapter, George Morgan (1854-1936), is of the same
generation as Thomas Page, Pauline Hopkins, and Katherine Brown. A white
Northerner, Morgan grew up in Delaware (Wallace 315) and graduated from
Delaware College (“Morgan”). He worked as a journalist most of his life, editing

three different Philadelphia newspapers (“Morgan”).
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A real historical slave revolt led by Nat Turner serves as the catalyst for events in
The Issue (1904). From Slavery to Freedom describes Nat Turner’s insurrection:
Upon the occasion of the solar eclipse in February, 1831, Turner decided that
the time had come for him to lead his people out of bondage. He selected the
Fourth of July as the day, but when he became ill he postponed the revolt until
he saw another sign. On August 13, when the sun turned a ‘peculiar greenish
blue’ he called the revolt for August 21. He and his followers began by killing
Turner’s master, Joseph Travis, and his family[...].Within twenty-four hours
sixty whites had been killed, and the revolt was spreading rapidly when the
main group of Negroes were met and overpowered by state and federal troops.
More than one hundred slaves were killed in the encounter and thirteen slaves
and three free Negroes were immediately hanged. Turner was captured on
October 30 and within less than two weeks, on November 11, he was executed.
The South was completely dazed by the Southampton uprising. (212-213)
Here is how George Morgan interprets the same event in The Issue: “There is a belief
among the ‘cotton-heads’ of the South that on the thirteenth of August, 1831, God put
his eye to the place where the sun should have been and watched the black people all
day long” (Morgan 11). The “cotton-heads,” of course, is a reference to the
superstitious slaves who saw an omen in the sky on the day Nat Turner planned his
insurrection. This is merely the first of many casual, racist descriptions throughout
the novel. From the start, no motivation is given for why Turner killed; the most

important consideration is the white children who almost died...for an unknown
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reason.

Like the other novels in this chapter (Red Rock, Diane, Hagar’s Daughter,
Winona), George Morgan couches the political problems of slavery in terms of a love
story between two white characters. The plot of The Issue focuses on the plight of
two white children made orphans by Nat Turner’s revolt. However, in 1904, the time
of publication, George Morgan probably would have been considered quite liberal
given his depiction of slaves. He does individualize them and recognizes that some
are good and others, bad. Both white children have intense, lifelong attachments to
their personal slaves who have as many adventures as the white characters. Just as Po
and Pasque Le Butt, the white children and protagonists, are not affected by their
near-death experiences, the slaves are not affected by enslavement. The two slaves
given the most individual attention and the source of some plot action are Jule and
John Peter, personal slaves of Po and Pasque. Jule is the nurturing, mother figure
who will make any sacrifice for Po. Indeed, the most wrenching portrait of suffering
is provided of her at a slave auction. (She was sold from Po twice by Po’s
unscrupulous grandfather.) A slave auction block is described:

"Fetch out the cattle...” ‘Strip them,” demanded a dealer; and the men were
laid bare...’Step up, gentlemen! Come, look them over! [...] Feel the muscles.
Why they’re ropes, gentlemen. Just thump that man’s chest, if you please.’
Then came Jule. She was cut and bloody, and could walk only with the help of
the jailer. She was still gagged. (135-136)

How does this scene affect any of the characters? Amazingly, no one—not even Jule

70



herself—reacts. No one sheds a tear for Jule; no attitude changes—not even Jule’s.
The narrator focuses on the fake auctioneer who has no claim to her sale as property.
Jule’s agony is effectively described, but no character within the text reacts to it. The
dialogue centers on the uncaring white slave dealers. It is difficult to decipher the
author’s intention in this scene.

In The Issue George Morgan introduces readers to a male mulatto, a charming
rascal. John Peter remains an enterprising character; much like Robert Johnson in
lola Leroy, he has a sharper business sense than his white owner. He is the only slave
who makes money off of the Civil War, acting as a double agent for both armies
(381). He marries a beautiful mulatto slave whose sale makes him run away from his
owner, Pasque Le Butt. Le Butt gets him back by buying John Peter’s wife for him
(152). This marriage story is notable because it is the only one in all of the novels
where a slave leaves a white owner for a love interest. Most of the slaves never leave
their owners for any reason, and they have no lovers. Given the transitory nature of
most slave unions (thanks to slave owners), and given the popularity of the myth that
slaves had no emotional ties to family, the author challenges Thomas Page’s views.
Still, the protagonists never object to the buying and selling of black human beings,
nor do they free them.

In short, what is the issue in The Issue? Lacking other obvious candidates,
“slavery” appears to be the answer. Yet Morgan’s advocacy of its existence or
demise is ambiguous. The novel does not press the need for abolition; none of the

characters are crushed by slavery—the slaves are enterprising survivors as are the
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whites. Even Nat Turner’s massacre is not cause for condemnation or celebration.
As in the resolutions of Diane and Red Rock, the Civil War becomes the obstacle the
white protagonists must overcome in order to marry and live in peace, but there is a
curious silence about slavery’s effects at the heart of The Issue.

Conclusion

Throughout lola Leroy, slavery is held at some remove. The first glance at slavery
is given in Uncle Daniel’s slave cabin as the slaves plot to run to the Union army; the
slaves talk about some of the horrors they have experienced but the scenes
themselves are not dramatized. In chapters nine through twelve that take place on the
Leroy plantation, the slaves are kept outside both of the mansion and the family
drama. There is no interaction between the black slaves and the mulattos who were
their owners and living as white people. In short, there is no full frontal exposure and
condemnation of life on the plantation.

Harper’s reticence about chattel slavery can be attributed to two factors, her target
audience and her purpose for writing the novel. Harper expected lola Leroy to be
read by a black audience. Among African-Americans, the ex-slaves had little literacy
rates and did not want to read about slavery, especially from an author who had been
born free. The African-Americans born after 1865 had no nostalgia for a depiction of
slavery; they were fully focused on a future without chains. Finally, mulattos had
higher literacy rates than other blacks and would read such a novel, but they would be
most interested in an encouraging tale, not one of degradation. In terms of a white

readership, it would not include Thomas Page’s fan club, the Southern apologists. A
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white target audience would include those already sympathetic to black freedom
struggle. Harper may have been trying to convince whites of blacks” humanity and
therefore the need for black political equality. In terms of purpose, Harper remained
steadfast throughout her life; she wrote to uplift African-Americans. She had written:
“I belong to this race, and when it is down, I belong to a down race; when it is up, [
belong to a risen race” (Graham xxxiii). From that standpoint, there is nothing to be
gained by recreating slavery, and again remember that her fiction is competing with
the autobiographical works of Frederick Douglass and other nonfiction slave
narratives. She may have been intimidated to place her imagined world alongside
such powerful reality. Most of all, Frances Harper wanted a novel to focus on the
glorious possibilities of a new century.

Both white male novelists considered in this chapter were born prior to the Civil
War also, and one had vivid recollections of antebellum life. Thomas Page and
George Morgan were born in 1853 and 1854, respectively and Page especially was a
staunch defender of the “Southern way of life”. In contrast, George Morgan lived his
life in the North, largely in Delaware and Pennsylvania, but racist attitudes know no
borders. Although The Issue contains numerous racist pejoratives sprinkled
throughout the narrative, such usage would not be unusual in the popular culture of
1904. On balance, Morgan demonstrates ambivalence towards slavery. The Issue
also contains affecting portraits of white and black poor women. Morgan’s Northern
upbringing may have made him less insistent on the benefits of slavery. As the new

century dawned, both Page and Morgan chose to turn “...back to the antebellum
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period” when “...southern writers metamorphosed the planters into aristocrats whose
lineages could be traced back to kings in Scotland and Ireland. To these literary
glorifiers, the Civil War became a ‘lost cause’ which deserved a better fate, and
Reconstruction became a wailing wall” (Quarles 147). Particularly Thomas Page,
born into a wealthy Virginia family in 1853, may have had the most legitimate basis
for nostalgia. He actively defended the southern aristocratic class, his class, to his
powerful, Northern friends who included President Woodrow Wilson. His political
goal was to have the planters restored to economic, social, and political prominence
in the South while fending off incursions of power from poor whites and blacks. Red
Rock became a bestseller. There was an enormous appetite for “moonlight and
magnolias” and for reading about happy darkies who love being enslaved. Between
the two white male novelists in this chapter we see one vigorously support the slave
system while the other expressed more ambivalence.

Lastly, both Pauline Hopkins and Katherine Brown had novels published in 1904
and both supported abolition in their novels. The black female novelist, Hopkins, was
obsessed with female mulattos and their quests to be accepted into white aristocracy.
(Unlike Frances Harper’s mulattos, Hopkins ‘s never identified with slaves or black
characters.) The white female author, Brown, spent much effort establishing the
heroism of the blacks and whites who conducted the Underground Railroad. Neither
author exposed the full dimensions of the horrors of slavery or gave more than a
glancing indictment. It was easier for both novelists to conflate the slavery issue into

love stories. Still, bestsellers were not produced.
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What do readers see of slavery in this first generation of historical novelists? All
spend little time in the antebellum South or portray the daily routine of slavery, the
deadening, brutal work, the alienation from family, the beatings, the rapes, the deaths.
Neither black novelist, both born in antebellum America, vividly describes slavery.
Frances Harper is not interested in slavery as much as freedom, while Pauline
Hopkins is not interested in slavery as much as beautiful mulattos being permitted to
marry into white wealth. Both white Northerners, George Morgan and Katherine
Brown, describe black characters in racially stereotypic terms, yet neither staunchly
supported slavery. Brown, in fact, had strong abolitionist sentiment in Diane,
whereas Morgan did not support or condemn abolition. The most popular during his
lifetime, Thomas Page, almost single-handedly invented the myth of the happy slave
plantation. The myth is dead and no one reads him now. Nevertheless all of the
novelists felt the need to employ a love story that eclipsed all mention of slavery.
Most reveal that more than a semblance of slavery survived decades after the

Emancipation Proclamation.
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Chapter 3: 1906-1936

‘““Humph!’ grunted Crimp. ‘Seem like de 800 dollars you paid for free didn’t
buy you nothin’ but trouble.’

...’Ah Lawd, honey, she said, ‘hit already been worth de price, jest knowin’
I’m my own’”’ (Bradford 49).

ok

Whereas most of the first generation of American historical novelists who depicted
slavery were born prior to the Civil War, this second generation of authors,
publishing from 1906 to 1936, most likely learned about slavery from others who had
lived through antebellum America. Their knowledge of slavery is second-hand and
this difference affects how they write about the peculiar institution. In many ways,
most of these novelists fully engage slavery, not timidly sketching over misery, as the
first generation of authors. Yet, ironically, as a group, they experienced it less.
Perhaps they permitted their imaginations to compensate for their knowledge gap and
thereby created portraits of more depth, breadth and substance. Unlike the novelists
in chapter 1, who may have been emotionally paralyzed by their burden to defend
what they themselves did in antebellum America, these writers (except the first two)
can be more objective about what had happened to ancestors. And when in doubt
about the facts, they simply invented what they did not know.

In addition, the novelists in this chapter faced unique, momentous transformations

in the U.S. and realignment of alliances internationally. Major events included
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population migration from the South to the North (usually from rural to urban), World
War I, the Harlem Renaissance artistic movement, race riots across the nation, and the
Great Depression. Such profound changes affect what gets written and what gets
read. These events diminish the need to look back at slavery through a fictional lens.
Certainly fighting a global war focuses citizens on present dangers instead of past
difficulties. Hence, in this 30-year period, only seven novelists look back at the slave
past. Two novels were written in the first decade of the twentieth century, the first,
Dem Good Ole Times by Sallie May Dooley was published in 1906, followed by
Bonnie Belmont by John Cochran in 1907. Twenty years—and a world war—
intervene between Bonnie Belmont and the publication of Migrations by Evelyn Scott
(1927). The 1930s, the Depression years, saw a small flurry of fictional publications
about slavery with Fugitives of the Pearl by John Paynter (1930), Cold Blue Moon by
Howard Odum (1931), Kingdom Coming by Roark Bradford (1933), and Black
Thunder by Arna Bontemps (1936).

From all evidence, Dem Good Ole Times is the sole publication of Sallie May
Dooley. While the facts about her life remain otherwise elusive, the novel, published
in 1906, reveals that her worldview is that of the rich, white, Southern aristocracy.
She would have admired and may have been influenced by fellow Virginian Thomas
Nelson Page who created the same grotesque myth in Red Rock published only eight
years earlier. It is quite possible that Dooley is of the same age as Page and may have
some slight childhood memory of plantation life. Both Dem Good Ole Days and Red

Rock share a scene that is critical to their argument: slaves do not want freedom. In
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Red Rock, Tarquin rejects his owner’s offer of freedom and money to live in
Philadelphia. Likewise, in Dem Good Ole Days, the slave owner is so grateful to
Grandaddy for saving his child’s life that he offers the slave his freedom plus
“something to start on.” The slave would rather remain with his owner (Dooley 24-
25). Dooley extends beyond Red Rock’s reach in years, showing how black people
were hurt by freedom. Grandaddy and his family suffer more physical privations—
most notably, hunger—when they are cut loose from the plantation economy. Sallie
May Dooley’s purpose for writing the novel is crystal clear: because slave owners
were decent people, enslavement of blacks did not hurt one bit.

Dooley’s work is not so much a novel as much as it is a string of vignettes. A
white female author assumes the voice of a male former slave in order to let the
readers hear the “truth” from the slaves themselves. Another unique feature is the
illustrations throughout: “Each of the eleven chapters is accompanied by a dainty full-
page picture in colors, the work of Miss Suzanne Gutherz; and each is introduced by a
decorated title-page and an appropriate heading in black and white by Miss Cora
Parker,” states the unsigned Dial review (457). In addition, it lacks plot and character
development. Each chapter begins with a child asking her grandfather, an ex-slave,
about life before the Civil War. Back then, he tells her, everything was a thousand
times better; hence, the title, Dem Good Ole Times.

Like Thomas Page’s Red Rock the novel has a bifocal vision, with one eye on the
current political moment (circa 1906) and the other on the past (the antebellum

South). According to Grandaddy [sic], if only “Mr. Roosumfeltum un dem folks in
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Washington” would take the advice of the displaced Southern planters, the country
would be fine (“Dooley” 457). The reference to President Theodore Roosevelt and
Booker T. Washington (Dooley 26) sets the novel’s present time between 1901 and
1906. Grandaddy tells his granddaughter, “’Dem wuz times to live in; dese de times
fur free niggers to strut bout wid a empty stummuck doin noth’n...”” (Dooley 3).
Because of freedom, “niggers” feel bold, but all freedom provides is hunger. During
slavery, “’Evy fambly had a nice cabin to deysef, wid a yard fur chickens, un a little
garden fur vegables. We had a plenty to eat [...].”” Presently, however, blacks have
been driven insane by their independence. ‘“’Now de country is full on um; pears to
me like dey all crazy.” On the plantation, everyone was so happy that they laughed
and sang all day (Dooley 5). Grandaddy laments, “’Now dey done sot us free, pears
like dey doe know what to do wid us, no mo’n we know what to do wid oursef.””
The only positive result of freedom might be education for blacks. “” Mebby it do
some good to larn de cullured people fur to read un write, so’s dey can’t cheat un
squingle one a nur [...].”” Education might restrain black criminal behavior but
evidently these same educated blacks will never realize all the ways whites have
robbed blacks. For an unexplained reason, education will appeal to a precious few,
like Booker T. Washington who will be “[...] powerful lonesome, caze dey ‘bove dey
own culler un ay nigh retch up to de white folks’” (26). Clearly, education for blacks
is of less importance than being happy with other ignorant people. Grandaddy also
begs his granddaughter, “don’t you nuver low nobordy ‘suade you to go Norf, fur to

live. Mebby you gits mo wages, but you ay nuver know what a day’s wuck is,
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ontwell you draw de Yankees’ money.”” Yankees are stingy, the climate is horrid,
and she’ll freeze. ““De Souf is de place fur quality white folks, un fus-class darkies
[...].” Virginia is the only heaven on earth (26-27). The South’s perfection
contrasted with the North’s inferiority is the only thing that will not change over time.

The antebellum South was paradise because of the angelic slaveholders,
particularly “ole Missus.” When the slave master brought his bride to the plantation,
the slaves assembled on the lawn to pay their respects. She was dressed in white, as
was her soul, and determined to make the slaves happy (3). Whenever the slaves got
into trouble, they were to come to her first and she always resolved the difficulty (4).
True to her angelic persona, Ole Missus conducted Sunday school for the slaves
where all enjoyed themselves (41). Each day in slavery was filled with countless
enjoyments for everybody; the “Marster’s sons” were hilarious and chapter 11 is
spent detailing their pranks, which were all good, clean fun. No mulatto babies
appear in this novel. Grandaddy had heard that all slaves did not have such a

(134

rollicking good time: *’ Cose dar wuz some bad Marsters; but whar dar wuz one bad
one, dar wuz mo’n a hundred good ones....”” Grandaddy is upset that currently
“...cullured folks ay got no notion how things use to wuz, when de bes white folks in

29

de worl wuz we-all’s friens.”” (149). That is why he passes his insights onto his
granddaughter after supper every evening.
Dooley’s romantic vision of plantation life must have been what she wanted; she

wanted slaves to be content with their lot. Indeed, it refuses to foreshadow the Civil

War at all. If the slaves were so passionate about remaining slaves, wouldn’t they
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have fought off the Union army? Dem Good Ole Days never hints at the degradation
of slavery: the murders, beatings, rapes (and the resultant mulatto issue), the brutality
of ceaseless work, separated families—in short, the exploitation. Grandaddy has no
opinion about the Ku Klux Klan nor does the novel suggest that any slave desired
freedom; no runaways or insurrectionists appear here despite Gabriel Prosser and Nat
Turner being Virginians too. Most of all, Grandaddy cannot acknowledge in “dem
good ole days” the existence of any free black success stories such as Frederick
Douglass, Harriet Tubman, or even Frances E. W. Harper.

While Dem Good Ole Days was not a bestseller like Red Rock, its one-paragraph
review, in The Dial, was favorable. Many wanted the myth of the contented slave to
be true to the point of turning back the clock and reinstating slavery.

A year after the publication of Dem Good Ole Days, a novel was published,
Bonnie Belmont, that was similar in construction but a polar opposite in its politics.
Novelist John Salisbury Cochran was born in Colerian Township in Belmont County,
Ohio on September 9, 1841 and died on March 26, 1926. As a white male of some
economic means, Cochran became a lawyer and was a judge by the publication of
Bonnie Belmont (Coyle 124). Prior to 1900, Cochran had written “Farm Scraps,” a
collection of notes about his childhood, and friends loved it so much, he said, that
they pressed him to self-publish it, which he did (Cochran N. Pg.). In addition, the
lawyer in him appeared uncomfortable with casting his memoir as fiction: “There is
nothing related in this book that is not founded upon facts. Though the names of

some of the characters are hidden, they are all real” (Cochran N. Pg.). In his preface,
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Cochran sought to establish his motives for writing Bonnie Belmont and that he was
not exploiting his town or his memories for cash.

Cochran never sought to be a novelist and his lack of intention shows in lack of
plot over the course of the book and in his lack of paragraphs. Remember: Cochran’s
friends had prompted him to self-publish; publishing houses did not seek this work.
A series of scenes and descriptions of Bonnie Belmont County, Ohio begin the book;
one to two pages in length, the “chapters” describe log cabins, schooner wagons, the
author’s parents, a stagecoach, his first love, and his early education in a one-room
schoolhouse. Seventeen chapters elapse before the book’s central concern emerges,
slavery and the abolition movement in which Cochran participated as a young man in
the late 1850s. The second half of Bonnie Belmont does have a narrative based on the
true events of how slaves’ lives became entwined with the Cochran family.

Judge Cochran remains pleased with the personal roles he played as an
abolitionist, and he remains proud of the sacrifices his neighbors made to end slavery.
Published when he was 66-years-old, Bonnie Belmont proclaims that the Civil War
was not a regional struggle for over economic dominance as Southern apologists
insist, but it was fought over the personhood of the slaves. The idea that slaves were
first human beings motivated young Cochran to fight slavery. Cochran casts himself
as an observer and participant as a first-person narrator, a child who witnesses a slave
auction. The chapter “The Slave Auction Block™ begins on a Saturday morning in
June in Bonnie Belmont County, Ohio when the author, then a boy, and a neighbor

witness a slave family being sold to different owners (Cochran 50). The slaves in
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question included an older mulatto woman, her beautiful mulatto 20-year-old
daughter, her dark son, and another white-looking man. Since the young narrator
cannot understand how the brother and sister can have such different color
complexions, he asks an elderly neighbor, a miller and a Quaker, who explains, “This
daughter was possibly the result of a forced co-habitation of some rich slave owner
with his slave, a thing too brutally common in those days, as the sale of this three-
fourths Anglo-Saxon child gave evidence.” The narrator does not understand why the
beautiful young slave was crying, and the neighbor explains that the slaves are sad
because the family had belonged to the same owner and would now be sold to
different owners to pay creditors (51). The Quaker, Joshua Cope, then describes the
brutality of slavery—the inhuman workload and conditions, the continual beatings,
the rapes of the female slaves, the separation of families. As the young narrator and
his neighbor converse, the 65-year-old slave woman is examined by a prospective
buyer who runs his fingers along her teeth and punches her side and back to see how
fleshy she is. The boy admits that he would hate to see his mother treated that way
(53). The Quaker neighbor wins the bidding war for the older woman by paying
$125--to set her free. Matilda Taylor is overjoyed at her good fortune; Matilda’s
daughter begs Joshua Cope to buy her too, which he attempts (55).

As the auction proceeds, the slaves’ backgrounds are given for the benefit of
prospective buyers and, of course, the readers. “Aunt” Tilda’s children are Lucinda
and Mose and all three were described as “good, obedient, and industrious.” They

had belonged to a rich woman in Virginia who had died. They were bought by
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another man who had to sell them also. Sam Alexander is the fourth slave who
belonged to a neighboring plantation. Sam too is a good worker and well educated,
having kept his owner’s accounting books, “[b]Jut gentleman, he is a hard nigger to
keep your eyes on. He has run away twice...” (56). Needless to say, the auction
breaks apart the family and the lovers, Sam Alexander and Lucinda Taylor.
Although Joshua Cope tries to outbid Maxwell, a notorious gambler who intends
to use Lucinda as a concubine, Cope loses at $2100, lacking the resources. Little
John Cochran buys Lucinda gingerbread in an effort to stop her tears and gives her
directions to his house if she wants to run away (58). Still, the two others in the
group are auctioned to plantations in the Deep South. Lucinda’s brother, Mose, is
sold for $900 and Lucinda’s lover, Sam Alexander, is put on the same boat. No
sooner than the ship departs, Sam, an excellent swimmer, jumps overboard; the
dangerous river and the night help him elude his captors. Young John Cochran on his
way to Sunday school alone discovers Sam hiding in a cemetery and helps Sam to
safety on an abolitionist’s farm. Mose disappears from the plot until the novel’s end.
It is “The Auction Block™ chapter that separates Bonnie Belmont from Dem Good
Ole Times and the first generation historical novels. (Only George Morgan’s The
Issue contains a scene a half page long where Jule is on the auction block.) John
Cochran uses the auction block as setting, the moment and place when white owners
become inhuman or saints in the case of Quakers. The auction block symbolizes the
barrier of separation for parents from children, siblings and spouses from each other,

lovers and friends. Family histories and even personal identities are transformed the
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minute a slave is led off of the block. Despite these dire consequences for the slave,
an auction is a capricious affair. The price of the auctioned object is not fixed as in a
store; a slave’s worth is guessed at and determined by the money in the bidders’
pockets. Historical novelists of various races, ages, and genders have avoided
depicting the auction block. This novel is one of two in this chapter that dramatizes a
slave auction.

Maxwell’s triumph at Lucinda’s purchase is short-lived. When he leaves her to
attend another auction in a nearby town before heading to Mississippi (63), Lucinda is
ferried across the Ohio River and is hidden by the Underground Railroad. The
abolitionists believe they have won an important victory with Lucinda’s escape.
When Maxwell returns from the slave auction in the neighboring town and discovers
Lucinda has escaped, he enlists the help of a deputy marshal to track her with a
bloodhound (75). The bloodhound runs directly to her garret hideaway and they tie
her up and argue over whether she should walk behind the horses or ride. During the
slave hunters’ argument, Lucinda decides to make a run for it. She realizes that the
bloodhound may attack her, but when she considers her future, life as a concubine in
Mississippi and never seeing her loved ones again, she leaps over a grassy bank,
pulling the deputy out of his saddle and breaking his arm. The bloodhound follows
but he is axed by one of three men hiding in the bushes. Sam Alexander and two
abolitionists had been following Lucinda’s journey. One abolitionist fights Maxwell,
breaking his jaw. The other abolitionist holds two horses for Sam and Lucinda to ride

to Quaker Cope’s farm and hide (82). There, Lucinda is secreted in a comfortable
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room built into a hillside while Sam flees to Oberlin, Ohio via the Underground
Railroad. In two days Lucinda will follow him. In the interim her mother still lived
with the Copes (83-85). Slavery had almost separated this family, but three of the
four were reunited at the Cope farm, albeit briefly as it turns out.

At this point, Cochran stops the narrative and reprints a portion of Lincoln’s
second inaugural speech (86), presents a brief overview of the history of American
slavery (155), and the history of the abolition movement with national and local
leaders listed (156-159).

While in college, the author joined the Union army (175). Before leaving for the
war, Cochran strolls by a church “Where a wedding of colored folks was taking
place” (176). Cochran recognizes the extraordinary-looking couple, Lucinda Taylor
and Sam Alexander, and after the ceremony reminds them of his role in their escapes.
Eight years has changed Cochran and they don’t recognize the former little boy, now
aman (177). They tell Cochran of their future plans: they will visit Aunt Tilda before
returning to their home in Cleveland where Sam heads a church. Also, they provide a
recap of their lives since fleeing slavery. After leaving Belmont County, both
Lucinda and Sam arrive in Oberlin and are cared for by Friends. Sam is educated in
the ministry and Lucinda becomes a teacher. Fearing capture, they change their
names, leaving Aunt Tilda no way to trace them. Nor do they inquire about Aunt
Tilda for fear of recapture. As the war begins, they feel free to marry “under their
true names” (178).

The last third of the novel focuses on what became of Tilda’s son Mose. He was
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sold to a sugar plantation in Louisiana and earns the respect of his owners and other
slaves. When the civil War begins, slaves on the sugar plantation leave for New
Orleans, despite the benevolent care of the owners: “It was singular how quickly
many of the plantations were depopulated and left desolate, with not a soul on them.
Many of these afterward returned to the more humane masters and took employment
under the wage, or cropping system, which followed the war. The more inhuman
masters were abandoned altogether by their slaves and were compelled to sell out, or
were eventually broken up financially” (211). Mose joins the Union army, comes
across a dying Confederate Capt. Maxwell, former slave trader, and asks about
Lucinda’s whereabouts before giving Maxwell a drink. Maxwell tells him that
Lucinda had escaped (211-212). After the war, Mose returns to the run-down
Copeland plantation, now only inhabited by the owners who are delighted to see him
(213).

The sharecropping system is then described. Mr. Copeland wants to start farming
again but he needs workers. Mose tells him that most of his former slaves live in
New Orleans, so Copeland pays Mose to go bring the ex-slaves back to the plantation
to work. Copeland will supply seed to put down the crops and he will split the profits
with the workers at harvest as compensation. Mose returns from New Orleans with
half of the former slaves and becomes a foreman on the reconstituted plantation
(214).

In the final section of Bonnie Belmont that focuses on Mose, we see that

sharecropping is difficult but possible with honest planters. The novelists who are
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slavery’s apologists usually have the slaves never leaving the plantation during the
Civil War and essentially willing to remain slaves after it. The Copelands, who had
proven themselves as “benevolent” owners to Mose, were deserted by all slaves
during the war, yet Mose, who was highly respected by fellow slaves, went to New
Orleans, and even he could convince only half of the slaves to work for wages, under
“the new contract system,” for “good owners”. Cochran implies that splitting the
profits worked because Mose stayed to harvest two crops before searching for his
family. Honesty and equitable dealing in work, something not tried in slavery, paid
off for all parties.

In the interim, when John Cochran, narrator, returns from the war, he finds his
home mortgaged because of his father’s death and his mother’s and sisters’ inability
to work the land (215). The author loses much of the family farm and decides to
study law (230). During his second year of law school, a dying Aunt Tilda, mother of
Lucinda and Mose, summons him home (243).

Aunt Tilda has never stopped grieving over being separated from Mose, and the
arrival of Lucinda and Cochran do not lessen her grief at not seeing her son before
she dies (244). While praying, Tilda exclaimed, “’Dar is my Mose! He am come at
last!” Mose had indeed come. She at last beheld him in the flesh, as she had so
faithfully declared she would.” Tilda dies while hugging Mose (245). Mose had
harvested two crops for Copeland under the “new contract system” before seeking his
mother and sister in Ohio. After Aunt Tilda’s funeral, Cochran let Mose know that

his mother never wanted him to return to the South (246).
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The novel ends with the “Death of Mose.” John Cochran observes, “Recently, as |
was standing one beautiful autumn afternoon in the City of Martins Ferry, I observed
an unpretentious funeral cortege slowly wending its way up the street toward me.”
He was told Mose Taylor had died and “I took off my hat and stood with bowed head
and meditative silence as they passed by to lay him beside ‘Aunt Tilda,” who had
been peacefully resting for forty years.” Onlookers were puzzled about his reverence
toward a former slave because they had no idea of “...what scenes, pleasant and
sorrowful, were passing in rapid panoramic view before my memory’s vision.” He
reveled that both mother and son were reunited in heaven (291).

Bonnie Belmont contains the most humanizing portrait of slaves and the most
ardent abolitionist sympathies of any novel perhaps with the exception of Harper’s
lola Leroy. 1t certainly stands as an alternate universe to Dooley’s Dem Good Ole
Times published the year before.

Although Bonnie Belmont condemns all aspects of slavery and provides a human
portrait of the slaves, the book could have had little impact. Undoubtedly distribution
was limited as a self-published work. Not one review exists, and few copies of the
novel are available today in libraries.

After Dem Good Ole Times (1906) and Bonnie Belmont (1907), no novelist
appears to have written about slavery for twenty years. Most of this fictional silence
about slavery between 1907 and 1927 can be attributed to the entrance of the United
States into World War I'in April 1917. Postwar America became more conservative

in outlook, desiring “a return to ‘normalcy’” as Republican presidential candidate
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Warren G. Harding explained. According to Historian Benjamin Quarles, “Harding
meant that the country needed a rest from international involvements and from
domestic reforms, a return to the good old days” (191). For too many Americans a
return to “dem good ole days” meant a return of the KKK:
Of all the expressions of postwar intolerance, the one that afflicted the Negro
The most was the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan. The new Klan had been
organized late in November, 1915, near Atlanta, Georgia, by William J.
Simmons. Until the end of the war, its numbers were small, but it then grew
rapidly, until it had a membership of 100,000 by the end of 1919. The new
Klan, unlike the old, did not confine its activities to the South but operated
from Maine to California. For a few years in the mid-twenties, the Klan was
powerful. Its revenues, coming primarily from the initiation fees and dues of
more than 4,000,000 members, made it a wealthy organization [...]. In 1925,
with the government’s permission, it paraded in the nation’s capital, marching
down Pennsylvania Avenue and past the White House. But its decline was
soon hastened by the uncovering of extensive fraud by high-ranking officials.
(Quarles 192)
But the “new” Klan was not clashing with unarmed slaves; they encountered
returning black soldiers from World War I. Many black soldiers who had gone
abroad to fight in segregated units for their country had great ambivalence about even
returning to America (Franklin 477). Not accidentally, the returning servicemen’s

intolerance of overt racism played a part in the more than twenty race riots that broke
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out in the summer of 1919 from Omaha, Nebraska to Longview, Texas (Quarles 192-
193). The nation had changed dramatically in the twenty years between Bonnie
Belmont (1907) and Migrations: an arabesque in histories (1927).

Some people seem born to rebel against the status quo—no matter what period in
history they appear—and Evelyn Scott is one of these. Born Elsie Dunn in
Clarksville, Tennessee, on January 17, 1893, Evelyn was born into a “family with
wealth and aristocratic, artistic inclinations [...]. With her social background and
striking physical beauty...she was abundantly equipped to play the expected role of
Southern belle. She revolted” (Contemporary Authors Online; Welker). Private
tutors educated Scott until she was sixteen; she then attended Newcomb School of Art
and Tulane University (Carigg). From the start she was in “...rebellion against the
South in which she grew up, criticizing the effect of the cultural and social conditions
on the blacks, the poor whites, and especially the young women of her own class”
(Carrigg). At twenty, Elsie Dunn changed her name to Evelyn Scott when she left
New Orleans with Frederick Wellman, then a married dean at Tulane, who had
changed his name to Cyril Kay-Scott. The couple lived in Brazil, Algeria, France,
Portugal, Spain, Canada, and England. She divorced Kay-Scott upon returning to the
United States in 1919 and then married John Metcalfe of Britain (Carrigg). Scott
received a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1932 (Welker). A prolific author of twenty
books, she began publishing short stories at fourteen years and her novels received
favorable reviews despite her experimental, stream-of-consciousness technique

(Carrigg; Contemporary Authors Online; Welker). Her popularity waned with the
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years nevertheless.
By the 1950s, Scott had apparently been forgotten by the reading public, and
the literary projects of her final two decades went unpublished; she died in
obscurity in New York with her second husband, the writer John Metcalfe. In
the years since her death, particularly in the 1970s, a few of her novels returned
to print, signaling a partial return to favor of a woman once hailed as the author
of The Wave, considered by some to be the most important novel ever written
on the American Civil War. (Contemporary Authors Online)

She died on August 3, 1963 (Contemporary Authors Online).

Migrations: an arabesque in histories (1927) lacks a conventional plot; instead,
three sub-plots entwine in a fictional arabesque. Two brothers fight over the last
remnants of a dying plantation as the patriarch’s health declines. The patriarch has a
child with a house slave that the family never acknowledges. The second sub-plot
involves the brothers who vie for the affections of two sisters. The book’s title
derives from the third sub-plot, the fact that all main characters wander, to escape the
past and create new identities in a new place, California.

The novel opens with Edwin George ruminating about his family’s desperate
financial straits in Tennessee in 1850. His father, Capt. George, runs a country school
to support the family because the tobacco plantation makes no money. Capt. George
has remained a ne’er-do-well who acquires land in Tennessee after losing his party’s
nomination for governor of Virginia; he obtains land given to white males with

money (Scott 3). Edwin is also disgusted with his older brother Thomas, who
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successfully courted and married Melinda McGuire, the woman Edwin had wanted to
marry. As the eldest, Thomas was given a medical school education and will inherit
the plantation. Thomas has offered to establish Edwin in a drugstore after their father
dies since Edwin has not been educated in any trade (1-3).

As Edwin stumbles around the dilapidated plantation in a funk over his stunted
future prospects, he wanders into the slave quarters and was greeted by “...Fanny, a
young mulatto, eighteen or nineteen years of age, who nursed a baby.... The infant,
though wooly-headed, protruded a smooth little pink-white face which suggested,
upon the paternal side, a pale parentage.” Edwin instantly suspects that the baby’s
father is the overseer’s or his own father’s. He marvels at the possibility: “...Fanny
did not look depraved, and she was a negress. How were such intimacies
effected...How could Father have done such a thing....” (12). Fanny realizes that
Edwin suspects the baby is his father’s. “Ol’ Massa know straight along Ah ain’t tol’
nobody, she comforted herself. Later, she had been consoled by the advice of her
mother, who had called her ‘lucky.” She could not but take pride in an offspring so
begotten, and she hoped that the Captain’s toleration of her would secure her an
easier existence.” Fanny had hinted to the overseer that she expected privileges (13).

Life is complicated on the plantation. Fanny admires the “type of white man” the
Captain is. He avoids her publicly and “... had approached her only a few times in
the year past, and always covertly” since he respected his wife (17). Capt. George
understands that “[i]t was not lust that had driven him to Fanny [...]. Rather it was

Fanny’s adolescent admiration of his character. He had not been able to resist her.
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Looking back, he was ashamed to recognize the value he had set on such simple
tribute.” He found no reason to admit the baby is his although the baby resembled
him (18). The Captain believes, “Negroes, notwithstanding the white influence,
retained the unmoral outlook of savagery” (27).

Readers cannot help but see slavery as a destructive force that does not help
anyone, white or black. The main characters, those who do not just drop out of the
narrative, die a slow death due to efforts to profit from ill-gotten gains. When the
novel starts, none of the characters engage in productive work. The George family
patriarch teaches Latin, a dead language, to country boys since the plantation’s
tobacco crop was not profitable despite constant work by slaves and overseer. Capt.
George’s sons largely are waiting for their father to die although they know already
the plantation will not be a boon. Inheritance of the plantation and the accompanying
slaves create an intense sibling rivalry; the mortgaged land is left to the eldest son,
who was already advantaged by receiving a medical school education and the wife
that Edwin, the rejected one, had pined for. Because of Edwin’s disillusionment with
his family, he quickly assumes that Fanny’s baby belongs to Capt. George—
something that the oldest, privileged son never accepts. Edwin thinks the worse of
everyone always, and his attitude never helps him.

For the slaves, this “arabesque in histories,” as the subtitle suggests, is also deadly.
Prior to her pregnancy, Fanny had been promised in marriage to Silas, a favorite slave
of his owners because of his powerful physique yet docile nature. Fanny’s mulatto

baby drives Silas insane. He obsesses over finding the father and killing him—even
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though he knows that murder of a white man means death for him. Eventually he
runs away from his marriage. With Silas’ rejection and disappearance, Fanny
eventually loses her mind and neglects the baby until it dies. Since Fanny is of no use
insane, she, along with her elderly mother and another decrepit man, are the only
slaves not given to Judge Gilbert upon Capt. George’s death when the sons lose the
mortgage. In time Edwin sells Fanny in New Orleans to buy his fiancée a wedding
trousseau. Fanny’s interaction and intermixture with his family over the years or his
family’s responsibility for her family’s dissolution means nothing to him.

The mulatto baby, never named, has no real home during its brief existence. Capt.
George, Sara George, and Thomas George ignore the baby, as if it didn’t exist.
Edwin suspects who fathered the child but his belief does not create a family tie or
responsibility. For Silas the existence of the mulatto baby meant that he could have
no relationship with a black woman that a white man would respect and it unhinged a
heretofore alpha male. In contrast, Fanny’s mother, the baby’s grandmother, saw the
baby only as a possibility for Fanny to receive special privileges during field work;
the baby is a pawn in a game even to its grandmother. None of the characters
acknowledges truths about their relationships with each other and the entire society
sinks under the weight of those denials.

The second half of the novel focuses on Thomas and his wife who travel to
Panama and then California to start life anew after breaking up the business
partnership with Edwin (191, 207). All the characters we have come to know in the

first 50% of the novel disappear. From pages 279-317 new characters are introduced.
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One of them is a runaway slave who is lynched (317).

At the time of Migration’s publication in 1927, Evelyn Scott was in high repute.
Lillian Smith, author of Strange Fruit, a book about lynching, “referred to Evelyn
Scott as ‘the most brilliant and profound woman of contemporary English-American

29

letters.”” Critics heralded her Civil War novel, The Wave, in particular. Joseph
Warren Beach thought the second and third novels in her historical trilogy about
American life between 1850 and 1914, the “most monumental, and in many ways, the
most serious of such composite views attempted in our time” (Carrigg). Yet
Migrations received mixed reviews. For example, Mary Ross writing in the New
York Herald Tribune states: “To readers in search of a ‘story’ with a beginning,
middle, end and moral, ‘Migrations’ will be disappointing and sometimes confusing.
It is frankly fragmentary; it gives only glimpses, and broken glimpses, of an America
two generations ago” (“Scott” 666). Likewise, the Boston Transcript faults
Migrations’ structure:
The book is remarkable in many ways, but it contains three long stories rather
than a carefully planned novel. Mrs. Scott manages to illuminate the past. But
there arises often in the minds of her readers some uncertainty as to her reasons
for telling her story in such a wandering manner. Possibly her method of
narration is intentional. It suggests research, the study of old diaries and
papers, and is not in actuality a novel. Rather it is a very interesting historical

account of journeys and arrivals. (“Scott” 666)

The lack of a conventional plot, where one event leads to another, makes Migrations
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a muddled character study that was disliked by critics and the general readership alike
(Carrigg). If, by writing Migrations, Evelyn Scott is suggesting that “human life” is
not like the plots of typical novels but is more circuitous than linear, she should be
pleased with her work, although her readership was not as appreciative of this insight.

Like John Cochran who published before him, John Henry Paynter (1862-1947)
wrote a fictionalized family history in Fugitives of the Pearl (1930). According to the
family’s genealogy, he is a grandchild of John Brent and Elizabeth Edmonson, slaves
in Washington, D.C. who eventually bought their own freedom (Paynter 4-6).
Elizabeth Edmonson is one of fourteen children who are hired out as slaves to various
rich white people in Washington. After John and Elizabeth marry, they function as
accountants to the younger Edmonson siblings, helping them save their money to buy
manumission (Paynter 37). The goal of the Edmonsons and Brents is always
freedom. To that end, many in the family participated in a real-life escape attempt on
the Pearl, a schooner docked in the Potomac. Before some attain freedom, half the
family witnesses the horrors of slavery in the Deep South.

In Fugitives of the Pearl (1930), readers get to witness, through the travails of the
Brent and Edmonson families, the differences between urban and rural slavery and
the differences between slavery in the North and the South. John H. Paynter,
grandson of John and Elizabeth Brent and longtime resident of Washington, D.C.,
begins this tale in the nation’s capital, a city built by the toil of slaves. The enslaved
Brent family, an extension of rich white British immigrants, lives as neighbors of

George Washington’s Mt. Vernon plantation, which suggests again how the start of
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this family, the start of this novel, and the start of this country is a slave past.

Slavery operated differently, depending on the region, and by 1835, when John
Brent was an adult, he could hire himself out as a slave, keep a small portion of the
proceeds, and give the lion’s share to his owner. This custom seemed prevalent in the
Baltimore-Washington urban centers. In The Narrative of the Life of Frederick
Douglass, Douglass worked as a ship’s caulker on the docks in Fells Point, Baltimore
and divided his earnings with his owner (Douglass 102). Similarly John Brent,
grandson of the Englishman, labored in the War Department in Washington, D.C.,
and after hours, served at aristocratic parties. By the age of 25, he had saved $600 to
buy his freedom. Then he saved and bought his elderly father for $800 (Paynter 4).
When he fell in love with Elizabeth Edmonson, he sawed wood at night in addition to
his day jobs in order to buy her freedom before marrying her (6). Indeed, Mother
Edmonson counseled her eight daughters never to marry until they were free and
could have complete control over their children’s lives (6). Because of their
industriousness and business acumen, John and Elizabeth Brent become leaders of
Elizabeth’s fourteen siblings.

The saga begins on April 13, 1848 in Washington, DC when three male slaves
hear celebratory talk about liberty at a rally in honor of the French Revolution (17).
The slaves yearn for freedom and want “to do something” but not like Nat Turner in
Virginia (24). One of the trio, Daniel Bell, has met the captain of the Pearl, a
schooner docked nearby (25-26). The captain is an abolitionist who is willing to take

as many slaves aboard who want to flee (28, 58). Samuel Edmonson, another in the

102



trio, is excited by the news and tells his parents that he will board the boat for
Philadelphia, and he’ll be joined by three of his brothers and two sisters (42-43).

That night seventy-seven slaves board the Pearl and the ship debarks, but by morning,
Washington is in an uproar about the escaped slaves and a posse forms (53, 66). A
free black man who had not been paid to help cart the runaways’ belongings to the
wharf is confronted by the posse, threatened with violence and reveals the slaves’
escape plan (68-72). A steamboat is sent to overtake the Pearl with orders to “bring
back the fugitives dead or alive, as well as those who had aided and abetted their
flight” (74). Meanwhile, the Pearl makes very slow progress to the open sea due to a
storm. The steamboat overtakes the anchored Pearl and all on the schooner are
arrested and many are beaten (85-89). Samuel Edmonson wants to die for leading his
family to such misery (114).

Reactions to the escape attempt and capture vary according to race. The black
community gathers at the Brent house to decide what to do next and figure out who
betrayed the escape (100). Among whites, the fugitives were discussed in every
house. The whites could not understand the slaves’ flight and thought the slaves
should be sold south as punishment. The grand talk of liberty at the rally a few days
earlier had been forgotten (105).

The ship’s crew is imprisoned for four years before being pardoned by President
Fillmore after Charles Sumner pleads their cause (115). Since slaves had no legal
recourse, being property, their punishment for escape was sale. At least forty of them

are shipped south to be sold in New Orleans (132). Bruin and Hall, slave traders from
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Alexandria, Virginia who set their price at $4500, consider all six Edmonsons as a
bundle. The Edmonsons’ former owners could not raise that amount and the traders
will not sell them for less (112). The entire Edmonson family are beside themselves
with grief (130).
The fugitive slaves of the Pearl attract national attention, particularly in the
abolitionist movement. William Lloyd Garrison at the American Anti-Slavery
Society wants to challenge the runaways’ capture in court by questioning the legality
of slavery in Washington, D.C. (125-126). Only the Anti-Slavery Society and the
fugitives seem sensitive to the irony of slavery’s existence in the nation’s capital.
However, the family would soon discover that slavery in the nation’s capital was a
pale comparison to the horrors experienced “In the New Orleans Slave Pen,” chapter
18. The Edmonsons see a side of slavery that they never have before. Everyday, at
10 am the slaves are led to the show rooms.
Walking out into the yard of the place, Emily was horrified to find herself face
to face with men and women of all ages and stages of physical development
and every degree of wretchedness. This, the yard of the pen, was a sort of
feeder for the showroom and in its function, very much like the stockroom of
some large mercantile establishment, through which the goods of the
salesroom, removed through the ordinary channels of business, are replenished.
(145)

The moment a slave was sold from the showroom, the yard was scanned for another

slave whom, “after a scrubbing and polishing, was placed on exhibit to undergo the
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preliminary tortures of inspection and the hazard of strange and uncertain ownership”
(145-146). “Husbands torn away from loving companions, children, tender and
irresponsible, deprived of needed care and protection and forced to spend a novitiate
of sorrow and hardship under a system the most accursed and depraved human
wickedness can conceive.” One of the sisters comes close to being sold for $1500 but
her sad demeanor made the buyer reject her. The slave trader slaps her for losing a
sale (147-148). As for the Edmonson men, on the night of their arrival in New
Orleans, their hair and faces were shaved, and they exchanged their clothes for blue
jeans (149). The Edmonson brothers looked so different that “their sisters scarcely
knew them.” They were made to stand on a porch to attract the attention of
pedestrians. After attracting a potential purchaser, the slave “was taken into the
showroom and subjected to an examination in much the same way as if they were a
horse or cow” (150).

An unknown, unmet brother and slave, Hamilton Edmonson, becomes the younger
Edmonsons’ intercessor from the worst aspects of the slave pens. “Hamilton
Edmonson had been sold in the New Orleans slave market about the year 1840 when
he took the name of his purchaser, and was thereafter known as Hamilton Taylor.”
He is a cooper by trade and keeps a percentage of his wages. He had bought himself
for $1,000. “He continued in the cooperage business, was highly respected and
became comparatively wealthy, having a place of business on Girard near Camp
Street” (151). Hamilton had reached New Orleans in the same manner as his younger

siblings. When he had attempted to flee from his owner, he was captured in
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Baltimore and sold south (154). When the siblings are reunited with Hamilton, none
regret that they had tried to escape slavery (155). Hamilton arranges with the slave
trader for the girls to spend the nights at his home. There, they eat and sleep well,
unlike in the overcrowded lodging room of the slave pen where “they were forced to
sleep on the bare floor, with only a dirty blanket for covering” (157). Each morning,
returning to the slave pen, the sisters see gangs of slave women of various ages
cleaning the city streets. Hamilton seeks “good owners” for his siblings (159).

Life in the slave pens was brutal for the slaves of all ages. “During this time
several persons were whipped to death for various infractions of discipline...” (157).
Any slave who fell asleep in the daytime is beaten. The children who had to stand
idly for hours were often sleepy. Mary and Emily keep watch and wake them when
an overseer approaches. An engaged slave couple is sold to different owners but
become so depressed by their separation that they stop working. Both slaves are
returned and the owners request refunds. The slave trader was so angry that the male
slave was beaten every night for a week and the woman was also whipped upon
return (157-158). The dehumanizing slave pens are displayed as the cesspools they
were.

Presumably, through stories passed down orally through this family’s generations,
readers are taken in to slave pens that the black novelists in chapter 1, Harper and
Hopkins, resisted including. Among the white novelists, only Cochran in Bonnie
Belmont and Morgan’s The Issue mentioned slave auctions at all. None revealed

what it was like to live in a hog-pit for weeks, awaiting sale. “Mr. Paynter dramatizes
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one of the incidents of the heartless separation of children from their parents and
husbands from wives who were later compelled to accept other mates purely in the
interest of slave breeding” (“Book Review” 242). Knowing that many of his family
members endured such events may have emboldened John Paynter. Perhaps, he
thought, “If they can live through it, I can at least attest to their sufferings,” a
suffering ignored by many novelists then and now.

After three weeks in New Orleans, the slave trader sends the slaves north to
protect his property from a yellow fever epidemic (160). The Edmonsons arrive back
at a Baltimore slave pen where the Edmonson parents and the Brents spend day and
night with the two Edmonson sisters in the pen (176-177). In the interim, Bruin and
Hill, the slave trader partnership, dissolves, and they tell the Edmonson parents that
they will sell the sisters for $2250 after a month (180-181). Because Bruin’s little
daughter befriends Mary and Emily Edmonson, the Edmonson women are not sold
south despite the family not collecting enough money by the deadline (184).

The contorted logic by the Christian slave traders is also illustrated. For example,
Bruin, the last owner of Emily and Mary, does not sell them despite the family not
raising the money by the deadline. He postpones sale for his little daughter’s sake;
she had come to like the Edmonson women. Although Bruin claims to be a Christian,
his religion was not the catalyst for mercy. His conscience was not troubled by his
occupation because “[t] he highest authorities on Christian ethics in the land had
justified the slave traffic, and not only so, but were in many instances its direct

beneficiaries and the recipient of its profits...” (Paynter 193).
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Paul Edmonson, the sisters’ father, appeals to the Anti-Slavery Society in New
York City (187). The Society does not have the money to give him but they send him
to Rev. Henry Ward Beecher who assembles his congregation that very night and in a
half an hour $2200 was raised for the Edmonson sisters’ liberation (188-189). The
sisters were freed within the week (191) and their brothers eventually make long
journeys to freedom also.

The novel poignantly illustrates what it must be like to be a slave, by definition a
person who owns nothing, not even self, and then to be told the price of freedom.
When one does not have one dollar, how does it feel to be told that for six hundred of
them, one could be free from enslavement? Imagine the grief that propelled Paul
Edmonson to abolitionists in New York City to rescue his daughters for $2250. And
imagine his amazement when Rev. Beecher’s congregation raised the amount in half
an hour and then sent a white representative with Edmonson to pay the money or
negotiate release of the women.

Fugitives also reveals that all churches were not in collusion with the slave trade.
The national abolitionist movement included not only Christian clergyman like Rev.
Henry Ward Beecher, but politicians like Charles Sumner, who wrangled a
presidential pardon for the Pearl’s crew. Frederick Douglass, Lucretia Mott, along
with William Lloyd Garrison spoke at the American Anti-Slavery Society’s
convention that debated the legality of slavery in the nation’s capital itself (Paynter
125-126). After Emily and Mary Edmonson’s release from the slave pens,

abolitionists paid for the young women’s education at Oberlin. Mary, always of
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delicate health, died in her freshman year from the effects of the slave pens and
Emily, heartbroken, returned to Washington, DC (Paynter 200).

Most of all, Fugitives of the Pearl presents a portrait of the strength and cohesion
of slave families, functioning to stay together when everything in the culture seems
intent on pulling them apart. The novel presents children who will hold down many
jobs at once to buy the freedom of elderly parents or siblings or spouses. Family
unity is evident. When Samuel decided to run away to Philadelphia, he would not go
alone but urged two brothers and two sisters to come with him (and their parents gave
their blessing). Even a brother that Mary and Emily had never met (since he had been
sold to New Orleans for fleeing from his owner before their birth) came to their aid
and arranged for them to sleep and eat at his house every night now that he had
bought his freedom. He also tried to find “good owners” for his brothers also
captured and sent to the pens in New Orleans. The Edmonson parents, along with the
oldest sister and her husband, sit daily with Mary and Emily in the Baltimore slave
pens where they were shipped to avoid a yellow fever epidemic in New Orleans.
Although slave traders insisted that family relations meant nothing to slaves, the
Brent and Edmonson families shine as real examples of the opposite. Years later a
great-grandson would dedicate his novel about their lives to *“...the memory of those
Negro mothers and fathers who, through the long night of slavery, kept aglow the
torch of Hope and Faith and whose service, suffering and sacrifice were the frightful
cost of Freedom, this volume is dedicated in love and gratitude” (Paynter vii).

Fugitives ... offers an example of a family united in its strategies and resources to
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free its members, for freedom had become a tradition in the family” (Pettis 12).
Fugitives of the Pearl was not widely distributed or reviewed at publication
(Campbell xi1). The Journal of Negro History called its style “entertaining” in its

brief, unsigned review in April 1931 (241-242). Critic Hugh Gloster in Negro
Voices in American Fiction credits Paynter as the first black historical novelist
(Pettis 2). AMS Press reprinted the novel in 1971, undoubtedly due to interest in
black history sparked by the civil rights movement.

However, John Paynter is not a professional writer; indeed, he seems
uncertain about the need for paragraphs, a group of related sentences. He only
focuses on his family’s adventures, ignoring the other seventy-two slaves who
were captured on the Pearl. Even if a character is an Edmonson, he can drop out
or into the plot, magically. Brother Ephraim is never again mentioned after
boarding the Pearl. Hamilton, the brother in New Orleans, is first mentioned on
page 151. Why wasn’t his memory kept alive for the younger siblings? Despite
these lapses, Paynter went on to write another book, a travelogue, Joining the
Navy or Abroad with Uncle Sam (1895). In her doctoral thesis, “The Search for a
Usable Past: A Study of Black Historical Fiction,” Joyce Pettis argues that
Paynter’s stylistic failures have to do with not knowing how or when to
fictionalize his family’s saga:

Paynter’s vision might have been somewhat encumbered by his closeness
to his subject matter. Since his text has pictures of the Edmonson family

and a chart of the descendants of Paul and Amelia Edmonson, it is
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apparent that Paynter wanted his book to depict its events as they actually

happened. Authors of successful historical fiction, however, like writers of

biographies, must know when to make artistic decisions that may loosen

their rigidity to the true order of events. (Pettis 14)
Paynter lacked the technique to meld his family history with fictional elements.

Howard Washington Odum (1884-1954), known primarily as a sociologist, added

to American historical novels that depict slavery with Cold Blue Moon (1931). Dr.
Odum was born on a farm near Bethlehem, Georgia on May 24, 1884. He graduated
from Emory College in 1904, took an MA in classics at the University of Mississippi
in 1906, and earned two doctorates, one from Clark University in psychology in 1909
and the other from Columbia University in sociology the next year (Tindall 286).
Early in his academic life, he was fascinated by black folk life. His dissertation from
Columbia was entitled “Social and Mental Traits of the Negro”. While it attempted
an objective view of the black masses, “[i]t is on whole a grim and discouraging
picture of Negro shortcomings” (Tindall 286). He founded the Department of
Sociology at the University of North Carolina in 1920 where “...he emphasized
community research, race relations, statistics, regionalism, population, rural studies
and adult education” and authored 22 books and 200 articles (Ogburn 237). Odum
was a white Southerner who created the Commission on Interracial Cooperation
(Tindall 302). On November 12, 1954, a few months after retiring at age 70, Dr.
Howard Odum died. Because of his leadership on so many fronts of Southern

culture, the Washington Post in an editorial, upon his death, stated: “Howard W.
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Odum was the Eli Whitney of the Modern South. He inspired a revolution. Certainly
there was no one—unless it was Franklin Roosevelt—whose influence was greater
than Odum’s on the development of the region below the Potomac” (Ogburn 237).
Four years after his death, in a preliminary evaluation of Odum’s work, George
Tindall thought Odum’s reputation would continue to grow throughout the twentieth
century (285). Tindall concludes, “Howard Odum was a scholar in a grand manner.
In him the folk heritage of the New South coalesced with intellectual insights into
new concepts of universal import. He was a rare academic specimen whose
scholarship had practical implications which he himself sought to apply in social
action” (Tindall 307).

When Dr. Odum, sociologist, became Howard Odum, novelist, he drew on
folklore he had collected as a social scientist. Three of his 22 books were a trilogy,
Rainbow Round My Shoulder (1928), Wings on My Feet (1929), and Cold Blue Moon
(1931) (Ogburn 237). The novels’ narrator is Black Ulysses, “...a figure inspired by
a Negro folk character known as Left-Wing Gordon, who had been found by Odum in
a crew of highway workmen” (Tindall 292). Of the trio, only Cold Blue Moon
focuses on the antebellum South.

What do we learn about slavery from Cold Blue Moon? Since Odum was one of
America’s early folklorists and ethnographers, the narrator is based on Odum’s
conversations with Left-Wing Gordon, found in a crew of highway workers (Tindall
292). Hence, Cold Blue Moon is much more a catalogue of the slave names, jobs,

songs and ghost stories than it is a unified novel. The interior lives—the thoughts and
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feelings—of the slaves are seldom hinted at; readers glimpse only the artifacts that
spring from slave labor, the stories and songs. The sheer magnitude of the plantation
system, how many slaves it took to keep a big plantation operational, is also
suggested. However, little discontent among slaves is evident in the songs and
stories. There are songs about the white owners, but no songs about running away or
black insurrectionists—at least none that Left-Wing Gordon, black bard, would
mention to Howard Odum, white folklorist.

The novel begins on a stormy night with black people gathered around telling and
listening to ghost stories. The setting, in terms of time and exact place are unstated;
the black folks are not slaves but they sit in the shadow of Big House Hall and their
shelter has a “rotting roof””. Readers sense that life for these descendents of slaves
has not improved. The narrator of Cold Blue Moon is part of this group, and he is not
impressed with the tame ghost stories being told. The narrator is “...old John Wesley
Gordon, nicknamed Left Wing Gordon, self-styled alias of “Wing,” back again from
another Odyssey...” Black Ulysses, who “...can tell it the way it was told to him, and
he can tell more” (Odum 17-18).

Black Ulysses begins with three stories about preachers in haunted houses (19-26)
before moving on to stories of black cats that kill the lone person to venture into a
haunted house (26-30). Black Ulysses’ specialty is telling the ghost stories his slave
grandmother had told him (30-41). The entire seventh chapter, “Roll-Call of Ghosts
and H’ants,” describes this alternate universe, a lively spirit world that is “[p]art and

parcel of the Negro heritage. More than Africa, part of slavery, part of freedom,
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magic thread in the fabric of his cultural background. Told in story, not read in
books” (220).
All the tales are set in or near Big House Hall, “...a red-gray-white weathered
mansion, it was, ghost house of a perfect past which could not endure because of its
imperfections” (11). Like other “great southern houses,” such as Tuckahoe,
Pharsalia, and Burleigh, Big House Hall stood as a phantom, a testament to memory.
The omniscient narrator recalls what became of these places:
Some burned in the wake of Sherman’s March; some hazards of fire over the
years; some reputed as burned by ghosts of ancestors restless under the cold
blue moon....Some made over by new southern blood; some bought by
northern and western folk; some restored for the glory of their architectural
patterns. Some turned in Ku Klux headquarters; some into local social and
sporting clubs; some still owned by valiant stalwarts holding on; and some
occupied by descendants of former slaves. (15)

Now, Big House is reconstructed “in song and story, ghost episodes and slave tales”

by an old man, Black Ulysses (18).

Through story, Black Ulysses chronicles slaves’ lives. He recounts the various
colorful slave names and the numbers of people needed to run the plantation. Forty to
fifty slaves are necessary to harvest wheat, but “shuckin’ corn” requires 1200 or
1300. Slaves from nearby plantations are brought over to help (115, 54-55). These
are honored by a descriptive roll call:

A roll-call of American slaves, early progenitors of Black Ulysses and all that
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throng of black folks now grown to 12 millions of people. Roll-call of the
faithful serving old marsters. Roll-call of the errant, easing along. Roll-call of
craftsmen, skilled in their art....Roll-call of saints, mammy and maid....Lovers
of the white folks, masters of the marsters, loved by white folks....Stubborn in
their loyalties, powerful in self-control, proud of marster, proud of the big
house, zealous and jealous of quality folks. Scornful and condescending,
shrewd and discriminating, perfect simulation, mastering of manners, ancient of
ways. (113)
The slaves are permitted to have their own little gardens to grow cotton or vegetables
and sell things to make money for themselves. Nights, Saturdays, or holidays are the
only times they had to tend their own gardens (122). The treatment of slaves varied
with generations. The founder of Big House Hall ““...worked very hard.
Howsomever, old man made slaves work mo’ harder than hisself and treated slaves
mo’ severer than Old Colonel [...],” his son. If Old Colonel had a good year and felt
well, he would treat slaves fine. Otherwise, Old Colonel “...was mighty roughish
with slaves....” Old Mistis was the opposite of her husband and she ran the
plantation and kept it a showplace. She ““...wus mo’ wonderful lady than Old
Colonel was man.” Old Colonel was respected throughout the white community
throughout his life, “even after he be lonesome old man in house wid ghosts an’
maybe some colored children to take place of his family done dead an’ gone” (49-51).
Only apparitions are left from the former time. For example, the ghost of Miss

Amy, the Colonel’s daughter, remains near. When Miss Amy got married, she took

115



her personal slave, Corinthy, with her to Mississippi to live on her husband’s
plantation. Corinthy was married to Brown Boy whom Miss Amy refuses to buy, so
Corinthy kidnaps Miss Amy’s baby to force Old Colonel to sell Brown Boy. Old
Colonel counters by beating Corinthy with a whip and tells her to return the baby.
Corinthy accidentally drops him and the baby dies, hitting his head. Corinthy,
frightened, knows “she can’t go back to Colonel an’ Miss Amy, neither can she git
away. So she goes to river an’ throws baby in an’ jumps in herself. Never found
bodies for two days.” Big Brown Boy, her husband, became so uncontrollable after
his wife’s suicide that he was chained and sold to Georgia. Miss Amy, the baby’s
mother, mourned powerfully then catches yellow fever in Mississippi and dies.
Because of quarantine, her parents did not attend the funeral nor “bring Miss Amy
back to family cemetery.” Miss Amy’s ghost, looking for her baby son, haunts her
parents’ house (180-182). There’s more evidence about how destructive slavery was
to the slaves and owners in the Corinthy story. The white owners suffer for their
refusal to acknowledge the marriage of Corinthy and Brown Boy and the white
family is destroyed because the slave family’s was.

Black ghosts return to Big House Hall also. For example Uncle Wailes is still
around. Uncle Wailes is put in charge of the plantation when Old Colonel leaves for
the Civil War. The slave hides all the plantation’s valuables and tells no one where
they are hid (202). In addition to the “valuables,” he hides food, cotton, and a horse
in the swamp (203). When a Yankee gang arrives to steal, they get angry, not finding

any plunder. They cook all the pigs and chickens left on the plantation then kidnap
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Uncle Wailes to interrogate him. When some slaves find him, he had been tortured
with legs set on fire, back bloodied by beating and one eye poked out (204). Old
Mistis is furious. Uncle Wailes soon dies but nobody can find the treasures that
Uncle Wailes hid. Old Marster and Marse James, returned from the war, assume the
Yankees made Uncle Wailes confess the hiding place, but Uncle Wailes as a ghost
visits his daughter and shows her where the valuables are hid (205-206, 208). Only
phantoms claim the plantation now.

Readers can sense the racial divide within the stories also. In the Uncle Wailes
story, the slave guards Old Colonel’s “valuables” from the Yankee invaders. Since
the hidden materials are never found, Old Colonel believes Uncle Wailes confessed
under torture and the Yankees found the goods. However, the slaves believed Uncle
Wailes never confessed and returns as a ghost to tell his daughter where the valuables
are hid. The whites don’t consider that Uncle Wailes was stalwart under torture to
benefit his daughter, but the slaves see heroism, even after death.

Not only does the plantation still live in the ghost stories told, but it lives through
song. The songs slaves sung at the many horse races on the plantation are provided
by Black Ulysses (87-110). Then the slave songs about their owners are sung again
(124-127). Slave songs about hunting are provided (170-173). Practically every
aspect of slave life is documented through song.

At the end, Old Colonel and Old Mistis outlive all their white children and the one
grandchild, so hope for a continuance of tradition, hope for a future, is dead. Old

Colonel dies last, a “...lonesome old man in a house wid ghosts an” maybe some
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colored children...” (Odum 51), hinting at Old Colonel’s mulatto children conceived
with his own slaves. Ironically Old Colonel’s genes live only through those he
denied as heirs. The little that is left of the plantation after the Civil War is left to the
slaves’ descendents so there too the slaves triumph over the owners. Still they are
haunted by stories from their past.

Odum was enough of a nationally known scholar to have his works widely
reviewed, and Cold Blue Moon was no exception. Several critics were distracted by
the endless listing of names, songs, jobs, stories (“Odum” 799). Although few
reviewers commented on Cold Blue Moon’s structure or lack thereof as a novel, all
debated whether Black Ulysses, the narrator, is “authentically Negro” or not.
Jonathan Daniels in the Saturday Review of Literature (April 25, 1931) writes:

Like all of Mr. Odum’s books about the Southern Negro this volume is not
only authentic but rich and vivid as the Negro’s own life, sensuous but also full
of hilarity, and full of pain. Although there is sometimes a fatiguing element in
Mr. Odum’s verbless and impressionistic cataloguing, the book has much
beauty. Always when Black Ulysses is speaking there is a fine true rhythm in
his words, authentically Negro and yet not too heavily loaded with dialect.
(“Odum” 799)

The reviewer for The Nation’s disagreed: “...the manners related all have a blurred,
sentimental, unauthentic Negro air about them. The language of Black Ulysses has
certain richness, but there might have been more rigorous selection from among the

occasionally interesting stories and episodes” (“Odum” 799). Since the staffs of most
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periodicals in 1931 were not racially integrated, readers can presume that all of the
critics are whites, debating whether Odum, also white, has produced a fictional work
that is “authentically Negro”. None wonder about, pause over, or consider that no
black writer or critic is included in the debate about black “authenticity”. What
makes for “authenticity” in a fictional work is the subject of another doctoral thesis,
but what gives these white critics the temerity to judge blackness astonishes today.
Sensitive, contemporary readers may also note the lack of slave anger and rebellion in
the stories in Cold Blue Moon which signals to Howard Odum’s remove from the
slaves he catalogued and/or created. Contemporary ethnographers would be more
self-critical about the racial dynamic between a black man on a chain gang telling
stories to a white folklorist in the South.

Another Southern author who was well regarded by the wider American society,
Roark Whitney Wickleiffe Bradford, was born on his family’s cotton plantation near
the Mississippi River in Tennessee on August 21, 1896 (Bain, Flora & Rubin 44).
Despite little formal education in Tennessee and Arkansas country schools, he started
writing at a young age. He often traced his literary career “[...] back to his childhood
attraction to bizarre versions of biblical stories he heard from a plantation Negro
minister” (Bain, Flora & Rubin 44). Like Howard Odum, Bradford collected black
folk songs and sermons (Kunitz & Haycraft 177). He became a newspaper reporter
for Atlanta’s Georgian and the New Orleans’ Times-Picayune after being discharged
from the army (Kunitz & Haycraft 177; Bain, Flora & Rubin 44). Bradford won the

O. Henry Prize for Best Short Story of 1927 and authored five novels. He was
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awarded a Pulitzer Prize in 1930 when his novel, Ol’ Man Adam, was adapted for the
stage as Green Pastures (Bain, Flora & Rubin 44). From 1942-1946 he served in
the naval reserve and died in his home in New Orleans on November 13, 1948, from
an infection contracted on a navy mission (Bain, Flora & Rubin 44). His passing was
noted in The Saturday Review of Literature (Canby 20-21).

Kingdom Coming (1933) begins with eight black people debarking from a
steamboat as it docks in Shreveport, Louisiana, in 1850. One is a free elderly woman,
Dahlia Jones, whose freed son has bought her. She intends to see her son in the
Territories (Bradford 9). The rest are slaves bound for various owners. Three slaves
are an intact family headed for Judge Wilkins’ expanding inland plantation. The
father, Messenger, is a famous jockey who was named by his previous owner after a
racehorse. That owner, Major Harris, traded Messenger for a chestnut mare (6-9).
The other members of Messenger’s family include Crimp, his expectant wife, and
Telegram, nicknamed Grammy, about 7-years-old. The author, a white Southerner,
makes an atypical choice by making the story Grammy’s. The point of view is
limited omniscience, sticking close to only vantage point and thoughts, without
resorting to first-person narration. The result is that readers get the vicarious
experience of growing up a slave. Judge Wilkins has already sent a letter ahead to the
overseer, Egbert Tobin, about how the family should be employed:

They are especially valuable Negroes, being healthy of mind and body and
minutely trained....The man should not be used in ordinary field or clearing

work, but should be employed about the stables. The woman, who is heavy
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with child, should not be worked at all until after her delivery, about two
months hence, I believe.... (13)
Tobin is a 12-year veteran overseer who “had carved a profitable plantation from
dense jungle and he had done it at minimum expense” (14-15). Messenger is being
sent to look after all the livestock on the Wilkins Bend plantation (22).

“Aunt Free” Dahlia arrives at the Wilkins Bend plantation a few days after the
main characters. When she debarked from the steamboat, she is turned over to the
sheriff who had to obtain “verification” of her situation; her manumission papers are
not sufficient proof of her freedom. She stays at the sheriff’s house, as a servant,
while her papers are verified (49). Dahlia wants to get to the Territory to see her son,
but no boats are going upriver until autumn because the river dries up in the summer.
She decides not to walk the 100 miles to the Territory but stay on at Wilkins Bend,
supervising “de gals at de spin-wheels.” Judge Wilkins has approved her job (50).
When Crimp sees Dahlia on the same plantation as she, despite Dahlia’s free status,
Crimp is astonished. Crimp is even more surprised that Dahlia will work for Judge
Wilkins as a free woman (52). Crimp comments, “Seem like de 800 dollars you paid
for free didn’t buy you nothin’ but trouble.” Nevertheless, Dahlia is satisfied with
owning herself (49).

“Aunt Free” Dahlia, whose son himself freed and given money upon his owner’s
death, pays $800 to liberate his elderly mother. Her freedom in the South means little
in practical terms. Her manumission papers never defeat the doubts of the whites she

encounters. She is the only black passenger stuck in port as she debarks the ship at
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novel’s start. While she awaits approval of her manumission papers, she must work
for the sheriff and payment for her services is not mentioned. When she is permitted
to leave the sheriff, she lands on a plantation, again to work as much as the slave
characters. Fortunate for her, Dahlia believes that the only freedom for blacks exists
in heaven, not anywhere on Earth so she remains consistently unsurprised that her
“free” life is not different from her slave past. (She never reunites with the generous
son who lives in the Territories; apparently she loses interest in finding him.)

Dahlia isn’t the only one interested in freedom. Before Messenger married Crimp,
he had accumulated $600 towards his $1,000 price tag (so high because he is a skilled
worker). Messenger had been promised that he could buy his freedom for $1,000 if
he had won a certain horse race, but his owner traded him before he could buy
himself (53). Although Messenger’s money is earning interest in his owner’s bank,
he believes, he knows he doesn’t have enough yet to buy three highly valued slaves—
with a fourth on the way (54). His money sits in his owner’s bank, drawing interest,
he hopes, but he can’t protect his money any more than he can his life. The
probability that his owner will cheat him looms large. In Dahlia’s or Messenger’s
lives, they have found that buying freedom is precarious business.

When the story begins, Crimp is near the end of her pregnancy. However, the
baby’s birth destroys the family’s unity. “Crimp’s new baby was yellow [...].
Messenger wanted to kill the baby, and Crimp too [...]” but Aunt Dahlia suggests that
Messenger and older son Grammy stay in another cabin for awhile. Messenger

demands to know who the father is (56). Crimp is not quite sure. The baby’s father
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is either master’s son James or a Northern friend of James who visited New Orleans
last autumn (58). Aunt Dahlia explains to Messenger the mentality of “a gal in de big
house.” Such a gal sees what a wonderful life whites have and then she thinks of her
black child, whose future will be just like hers “jest ‘cause de baby’s skin is black like
hern.” She can’t change her skin or her baby’s skin, but she can get another baby
with lighter skin. “’So she sets her mind on lightenin’ up de color in de next baby.””
Messenger suggests that some women can’t keep their dresses “down when dey’s
mens about black or white.” Dahlia admits that Crimp is a good worker “but she a
no-good in her heart. Only beatin’ her won’t he’p none.... From that day Messenger
never again spoke to Crimp. He and Grammy live in Luther’s house, and Aunt Free
Dahlia stays with Crimp, nursing her, and taking care of the housework for the
master” (59-60).

Probably the riskiest method for obtaining a measure of autonomy is for a slave to
give birth to a mulatto baby. Crimp’s pregnancy by Judge Wilkins’ son or the son’s
friend is a prime reason her family was moved to Wilkins Bend. In Kingdom Coming
there’s no such thing as the rape of a female slave. When Crimp first arrives at the
plantation, Crimp asks what happens when a yellow baby is born to a black-skinned
woman. The answer: talk—and there was less and less talk as more and more
“bright” babies were born to black women. These women want to have the owners’
babies to get a few days off from fieldwork. In addition, the mothers and their
mulatto children may get special privileges also. At Wilkins Bend, Crimp replaces

Sookie, the cook; Sookie has given birth to a “bright” baby too. Eventually Crimp
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will move off the plantation property and get a cabin by the river—after having two
more mulattos by the overseer.

Messenger cannot live with the idea of his wife having mulatto babies and makes
inquiries in town about the Underground Railroad. He’s to follow the North Star for
two days until he finds a shack on the river (64-65). Messenger would like to take
Grammy with him but children do not make good runaways. The father promises to
buy him out of slavery or send word on how to escape when he’s older (69).
Messenger flees and the slaves are hopeful about his success since the first search for
the fugitive is fruitless; overseer Tobin tries to intimidate Crimp, Grammy, and Aunt
Dahlia into confessing. No one talks. Just as the slaves were beginning to relax
about Messenger’s escape, his body is found in a thicket; his head was bashed in (83).
Aunt Dahlia explains to Grammy that his father is “sho-‘nuff free” in heaven (84).
Indeed, “...Aunt Free Dahlia never tired of telling him of the wonders of Sweet God
up in free heaven” (88-89).

The easiest way for a slave to obtain freedom is to run away. All one needs is
courage and intelligence in getting directions. Grammy’s father, Messenger, asks a
white man about following the North Star, believing the white man to be an
abolitionist. He is not and Messenger is found murdered. How Messenger is so
easily misled is never explained. In other words, why didn’t Messenger ask other
slaves about escape routes? One slave on the plantation had successfully followed
the North Star, but no one else could build on his success.

Life goes on after Messenger’s failed escape attempt. The slaves at Wilkins Bend
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plantation are satisfied with their lot despite opportunities to rebel against the lone,
white overseer. In time, Grammy becomes an expert mule-handler, and by 15, he has
supervisory responsibilities (94-95). Aunt Dahlia, who never leaves to find her own
son in the Territories, becomes Grammy’s surrogate mother. After the birth of
Crimp’s first mulatto, she has two more by Tobin, the overseer (117). She is allowed,
presumably by Tobin, to move off the plantation and do as she pleases. Eventually
Crimp lives with a black man on the bayou and has a fourth child, a black one. When
the black child was born, she went down to Willow Chute to live with Joe, her new
lover, and “Grammy seldom saw her any more” (96). Grammy maintains a curious,
impassive distance from his mother, Crimp, for the rest of the novel. He does not
miss her or think about her but easily replaces her with Aunt Dahlia, a woman he’s
just met. In a monumental evasion never does the novelist hint at white
responsibility for the destruction of the slave family.

When the slaves hear about the Civil War, Grammy hopes the North will win so
he can be free. Aunt Dahlia cautions him that “white fo’ks ain’t shootin’ and gittin’
shot at jest to he’p niggers” (136). As the war impinges on the countryside, the crops
remain unharvested. The Confederate army takes most of the cattle and feed. For the
first time ever, slaves are free to fish in May while the overseer sits on his porch,
drinking (189-190). “More of the Negroes wandered away and didn’t come back.
Some of them did come back after being gone weeks and months. They were hungry
and happy enough to get something to eat.” The novelist suggests that slaves, in their

heart of hearts, do not want freedom; they merely desire food since evidently these
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cooks and farmers do not know how to feed themselves. But the master didn’t beat
them for running off. “He didn’t even notice them” (193).

Yet in the midst of war, love flourishes. Grammy’s girlfriend moves in with him
and Aunt Dahlia (191). Soon after, she is pregnant and Grammy is very proud (196).
When Tobin is drafted into the Confederate army at gunpoint, he leaves Grammy in
charge of the plantation (197-198). In June 1864, Penny and Grammy’s baby is born;
they name him Good News (232).

By autumn, most have left the plantation, and Grammy decides to head for New
Orleans where he can train horses and teach his son how to train them too (234).
Aunt Dahlia, Penny, Good News and Grammy wander deserted roads in a mule-
drawn wagon (236-239). When one mule dies, they decide to sell the wagon and the
other mule for a boat ride to New Orleans (243-244). The couple tries to imagine
how much their freedom will cost; Aunt Dahlia is willing to pay it with the wages
she’s saved as the plantation’s lone black employee (249).

Arriving in New Orleans, Grammy is disappointed at not seeing fine houses and
horses, nothing but soldiers in blue (252). An officer asks them when and where did
they cross the Yankee lines for that is the time and place they became free. Grammy
doesn’t believe their good fortune. They are immediately taken to the “settlement,”
where they encounter more black people than they ever had seen before (254-258).
The family’s story is recorded. They are given physicals then shown to a tent with
four cots and a pail (260-261). The settlement is crowded, impersonal, but worse of

all for those used to working, there is nothing to do. Penny, wildly disappointed in
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freedom, cries for three days (266). Aunt Dahlia compares their life to hogs in a
fattening pen; she knows the only real freedom is in Jesus (268, 264-265). They
discover that Crimp, Grammy’s mother, is in the settlement also, cooking for the
Yankees (263).

Given their idleness, the delights of a nearby voodoo clan pull in both Grammy
and Penny, but especially Penny (279). Eventually, Penny casts spells on their tent,
killing Aunt Dahlia and kidnapping her own son, Good News, for a voodoo ritual
(296-301). Grammy searches New Orleans for Penny who has changed her name to
Madame Mo-ree. When he locates her, he accuses her of killing their child. Penny
attempts voodoo charms as protection against his attack, but they don’t work.
Grammy kills Penny with a brick (308). Soldiers arrest Grammy for the murder,
believing the murder to be part of a war between rival voodoo clans (312-313).
Grammy is completely ignorant during his court martial and doesn’t know what is
happening--even as he is blindfolded before a firing squad (316-318). At the sound
of gunfire, Grammy “...landed squarely in the middle of Free Heaven, right on the
lap of the Sweet God A’mighty King Jesus” (319).

In Kingdom Coming Roark Bradford argues in 1933 that the plantation system
was and perhaps still is the best way of life for black people. In his choice of point of
view, the author suggests a closeness and an affection for black people that Thomas
Page or Sallie Dooley lack. The black characters—there’s really only one significant
white one, Tobin—achieve full humanness, although the young female slaves remain

notoriously manipulative of males, white and black, and self-serving of the genial,
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good-natured, skillful but thoughtless black men. The black men lack human
intelligence and are always compared to animals. Messenger asks an unknown white
man for escape directions when other slaves could have provided the information he
needed. Both Messenger and Grammy remain surprised and revolted by their wives’
behaviors and never have a clue about the wives’ betrayal until it is too late. Finally,
every aspect of Messenger’s and Grammy’s existences are associated with the
unthinking life of brutes. Like his father and his son, Telegram/Grammy shares a
racehorse name, and indeed his family is shipped to the Wilkins Bend plantation in a
horse trade. Like his father, he and animals are one, functioning as expert animal
trainers throughout the story. Much like a beast of burden, Grammy never expresses
dissatisfaction with his lot in life, never attempts to run away and is one of the last to
leave the barren plantation during the Civil War. Grammy’s sole desire upon arriving
in New Orleans is to show his son how to handle fine horses. Throughout the novel,
Grammy remains docile with a general contentment with his life, despite his family
coming apart at the seams fairly early. Only the elderly woman, who ironically is
“free’ by slave standards yet lives on a plantation, understands that true freedom for
blacks is achieved through death. Despite the tight focus on black life, Bradford
shows his hand in the novel’s ending. All blacks are expendable as if they are not
worth the time spent developing their characters. During freedom after the Civil War,
the characters descend into murderous, voodoo madness and literally kill each other:
Penny kills Aunt Dahlia and Good News; Grammy kills Penny; Grammy dies for

murdering Penny. What causes them to lose their minds? Freedom in the settlement
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camps and the lack of work. To suggest, during the Great Depression, that slavery
was not damaging to slaves was to put forward a jobs initiative. Was Roark Bradford
suggesting that bondage be reinstated for black people? It is something in the
childlike nature of black people that makes slavery preferable only for them. Freedom
never harms whites, however. This theme is subtly implied over the course of 300
pages of fluid, sometimes compelling, writing.

In terms of critical response, Kingdom Coming had favorable reviews overall with
many, such as the New Republic, proclaiming it “[...] Bradford’s best book”
(“Bradford” 109). The New York Times declared:

As Mr. Bradford knows his blacks of the deep South better than perhaps
anybody else writing today, the reader is assured in advance of a document
authentic throughout, however fictional the projected story may actually be
[...] Roark Bradford has carved a niche for himself; and whether one likes his
books or not, they have no exact counterpart. Kingdom Coming is not only
uniquely American; it is unique among American books. (“Bradford” 109)

In this review, yet again a white reviewer congratulates a white novelist about
knowledge of “his blacks” and conferring the endorsement of authenticity. How the
reviewer of a northern newspaper knows enough about Southern blacks to judge
Bradford’s replication of their lives is a question worth posing. The reviewer then
pronounces Kingdom Coming “uniquely American”. Is it uniquely American because
of the “peculiar institution,” a slave system practiced here that annihilated traditional

black family ties? Is the novel unique because of its focus on the multi-racial
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interactions? Or, is it “uniquely American” because only in America is the stereotype
of unthinking, childlike, trusting slave employed to justify never giving blacks
freedom since left to their own devices without white supervision, black people will
kill themselves? As for the last attribute of the novel according to the New York
Times, “unique among American books,* an easy argument can be mounted. Up to
1933, few, if any, white novelists dared assume the perspective of a slave boy as he
grew to adulthood within the plantation system. Bradford writes the slave experience
from the inside in a way that Odum’s and Dooley’s black narrators do not attempt.
The white characters in this long novel can be numbered on one hand; ostensibly the
story is not about whites at all despite its white author. It is difficult to name another
American novel written prior to 1933 in which a white novelist risks—even in his
imagination—Ilosing the privileges that his skin color affords.
Sterling Brown, a poet in good standing of the Harlem Renaissance and armed
with a MA in literature from Harvard University, took reviewers to task for believing
so passionately in black stereotypes that the “silly” ending is unquestioned.
We are supposed to believe, according to some reviewers, that because one
Negro under peculiar circumstances, is shot by a firing squad, freedom for the
Negro is a tragedy. This is silly, and if Mr. Bradford intends his book to be
allegorical in this fashion, he invalidates a work that does have elements of
truth and beauty. (Brown, “Kingdom” 382-383)

Brown draws the analogy that to nullify freedom for slaves because a few freedmen

turned to voodoo is like nullifying the New England colonies because some practiced
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witchcraft (Brown, “Kingdom” 383). Brown continues:
Kingdom Coming is better read as a good story, spoiled at the end, of two fine,
though simple souls, who happened to be married to the wrong women [...].
Slavery, in Mr. Bradford’s version, is for the most part easy-going, and
heaven knows this isn’t new. Some callousness is seen, and some cruelty;
almost all of the slaves desire freedom [...]. But they do not understand it,
and there is the suggestion that true freedom for them is unattainable,
because of their own deficiencies [...]. Mr. Bradford might mean this to
prove that the freed Negro is no better off than the slave. In certain
sections...this is near to the truth. But the corollary, that these ‘poor waifs’
are not ready for freedom, hardly follows. Instead of the Negro’s unfitness,
what such a condition proves is the South’s unwillingness to grant freedom in
fact, and its unfitness to serve as guardian for ‘poor waifs’. (Brown,
“Kingdom” 383)

Sterling Brown also observes that Bradford
...has nevertheless confined himself to one type of the Negro. There were
many others, even on Red River plantations. There were not only bewildered
Telegrams and otherworldly Aunt Frees on these plantations; Frederick
Douglass had brothers there, Harriet Tubman sisters, who did not have the
chances to escape, but who kept their spirit unbroken. And freedom for such
as these was no tragedy. (Brown 383)

Although Sterling Brown’s critique was not shared by many, judging from the list of

131



reviews in the Book Review Digest of 1933, his analysis has been vindicated over
time.

Roark Bradford achieved great popularity with his bestselling novels in the 1930s
with the stereotypical comic portrait of southern blacks, “...the only portrait of the
Negro accepted at that time by most readers” (Contemporary Authors Online). Today
some readers may be impressed “by the force of their vivid characterizations and the
uniqueness of the world they reveal” (Hall). According to the Dictionary of Literary
Biography: “After his death the world of Bradford's fiction ceased to exist, in fact and
fiction. Perhaps that is why, except for a handful of graduate-school theses, so little
critical attention has been paid to his work™ (Hall). The cotton plantation where
Bradford was born and grew up and continued to own and operate throughout his life
died when he did. Large plantations owned by whites and worked by blacks for
subsistence wages were not prevalent in the South by 1948, and from this moment on
no other white novelist would write of blacks contented with slavery (Hall). Such a
decline reflects at least some change in American society, even as the earlier success
indicates the pervasiveness of racism during the first five decades of the twentieth
century” (Hall). Bradford’s popularity waned, as did the myth of the happy
plantation.

Much like Roark Bradford, the last author considered in this chapter also had an
illustrious literary career. Arna Bontemps (1902-1973) wrote poetry, plays, short
stories, novels, children’s literature, biography, history, and criticism while serving as

teacher and librarian (James 24). The author of Black Thunder was born on October
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13, 1902 in Louisiana but grew up in Los Angeles, California. His parents were
among the first black converts to Seventh-Day Adventism, which greatly affected his
young life. Bontemps and his sister “attended Adventist schools, practiced Saturday
Sabbaths and meatless diets and were strictly required to shun works of fiction”
(James 25).

Arna Bontemps excelled academically at the Seventh-Day Adventist prep schools
although he remained socially isolated as one of two black students. Upon admission
to Pacific Union College, an Adventist college, he had intended on entering the
ministry until an English professor sparked his interest in writing and reading poetry.
He completed college in three years, majoring in English and minoring in history
(James 25-26).

His teaching and literary careers were launched simultaneously upon graduating
from Pacific Union. In 1924 The Crisis, the magazine of the NAACP, published his
poem, “Hope,” and he decided to move to New York City and teach in Harlem
Academy, an Adventist high school where he met his wife (James 26). Bontemps’
first encounter with life in the South came about while teaching at Oakwood Jr.
College, another Adventist school, in Huntsville, Alabama in 1931. The college was
racially segregated with a predominantly white staff. After three strained years at
Oakwood, the school administrators asked Bontemps to destroy the secular books in
his personal library to demonstrate his allegiance to church doctrine. He refused and
was fired. He returned briefly with his wife and three children to his parents in

California before heading for the University of Chicago. After obtaining a master’s
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in library science, he became librarian at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee,
where he displayed brilliant archivist skills by acquiring the personal papers of
Charles Chestnutt and Jean Toomer. For a short time, Bontemps was a visiting
scholar at the University of Illinois and director of the Afro-American Program at
Yale in 1969. He ended his career at Fisk as poet-in-residence (James 27-28).

During his teaching career, his literary output was nothing short of prolific. The
published works, covering a broad range of literary genres, numbered forty at his
death (James 24). His novel, St. Louis Woman, was made into a Broadway musical in
1946 (James 28). Bontemps wrote poems, short stories, plays, novels, biography,
historical fiction, and children’s literature that stood as a “testament to a long and
energetic career” (James 24).

After Arna Bontemps’ death in Nashville on June 4, 1973, a middle school in
Chicago was named in his honor while the state of Louisiana has made his former
house a museum and the centennial of his birth was celebrated in his native parish
(James 28, 24). This teacher, writer, and librarian was renowned at the time of death.

His novel, Black Thunder, first published in 1936, was reprinted in 1968 and
included an author’s preface about how he had come to write it. When Bontemps
arrived at Fisk University library, he discovered “[...] a larger collection of slave
narratives than I knew existed, I began to read almost frantically [...]. Ibegan to
ponder the stricken slave’s will to freedom. Three historic efforts at self-
emancipation caught my attention and promptly shattered peace of mind. I knew

instantly that one of them would be the subject of my next novel” (Bontemps xii).

134



For Bontemps, Denmark Vesey’s insurrection in 1822 never seemed plausible while
Nat Turner’s confession to a white secretary in 1831 raised more questions than it
answered for Bontemps, and he found Turner’s mysticism impenetrable. Of the three
slave revolts, Gabriel Prosser’s reflected ““...more accurately for me what I felt then
and feel now might have motivated slaves capable of such boldness and inspired
daring” (Bontemps xii).

Black Thunder follows Gabriel Prosser, a slave near Richmond, Virginia, from
June through autumn 1800. Readers first hear of Gabriel before they see him. At the
novel’s start, two elderly slaves, Ben and Bundy, discuss the upcoming meeting of a
secret society, headed by Gabriel. Ben wants nothing to do with “chillun’s
foolishness” but Bundy insists that Ben should attend (Bontemps 12-13). Upon
leaving Ben, Bundy encounters Thomas Prosser, the owner of a neighboring
plantation, who rides over him with his horse and beats him—because he could with
impunity (13-15). The attack is told through Bundy’s soliloquy:

Yes, suh, Marse Prosser, I'm taking it all. I can’t prance and gallop no mo’;
I’'m ‘bliged to take it. Yo’ old sway-backed mule—that’s me. Can’t nobody
lay it on like you, Marse Prosser, and don’t nobody know it better'n me. Me
and my jug has a hard time with you, a hard time [...]. Lordy, me. Ain’t that
‘nough, Marse Prosser? Ain’t you done laid on ‘nough for this one time? You
see me crumpled up here in the bushes. Howcome you keeps on hitting?
Howcome you keeps on hitting me in the head, Marse Prosser? I won’t be no

mo’ good to you directly. Lordy, what was that? Felt like a horse’s foot.
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Lordy [...]. (14)
Bundy dies a few days later from the attack, which incenses Gabriel who is the
murderer’s young coachman (33-34).

Gabriel is the “tallest of three uncommonly tall brothers” and “a man of destiny”
at 23 years. He had the admiration of all the slaves on surrounding plantations for his
courage and command (16-18). As coachman, Gabriel gets to drive his owner into
Richmond quite frequently. At that time Richmond is a city of 6-7,000 people,
including free blacks and mulattos, poor whites, and French immigrants. As a place
of international commerce, many ships dock there including a boat from San
Domingo, Haiti that brings news of Toussaint L’Ouverture’s successful coup against
the French colonists on the island (19-22). Richmond is also the home of Mulatto
Melody, a prostitute to rich white men, and Mingo, “a freedman, a saddle-maker...
[and] a friend to slaves” who reads the Bible to them on Sunday. All the possible
influences on Gabriel’s rebelliousness are provided: Prosser’s viciousness, Gabriel’s
natural leadership qualities, the freedom Scriptures that Mingo reads him, and news
from a distant land that slaves have successfully revolted against their oppressors.

During the secret meeting held on the night of Bundy’s funeral, Gabriel reveals the
signal for the revolt: someone, wearing Thomas Prosser’s riding boots, will be riding
the black colt Araby, galloping hard on the road. That is the sign to report to the
captains. Gabriel expects 1100 to join the raid to burn Richmond and overrun the
arsenal (54, 60). Two slaves are sent to surrounding towns to recruit for the rebellion

(59).
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Juba, Gabriel’s 18-year-old live-in girlfriend, puts on Prosser’s riding boots one
night and flies down the road on Araby, Prosser’s fastest horse. “They were going
against Richmond with 1100 men and one woman” (29, 31, 83). As the men gather, a
torrential rain begins, thereby preventing one-third of the insurrectionists from
crossing the swollen creek. Gabriel marches on until he realizes that only 200 men
are following him; the others deserted because of the storm. He decides to postpone
the raid, but he has no way to communicate the news to the messengers who have
gone to surrounding towns (109). None of these complications matter because a
mulatto slave has run to Richmond to alert whites of the impending rebellion (114).
White men and boys arm themselves as Gov. James Madison sends additional militia
to Petersburg, Norfolk, and Roanoke (118,123). On September 15, 1800 Ben
Woodfolk, a slave, who had remained on the fringes of the secret society but attended
important meetings, names all the revolt’s leaders before Henrico County justices.

He had first told his owner then his owner brought him to court (132-134). The
slaves’ hopes for freedom die.

As the search for the revolt participants intensifies, mob violence reigns. Any
black person—free or slave—could be accosted, dragged off and hanged by vigilantes
(143-144). The three top leaders split up to elude capture (150,156, 175). Gabriel
hides beneath a ship’s deck for eleven days fighting rats the entire time; his cousin
brings him food and water periodically (191). Eventually Gabriel comes out of
hiding to protect his cousin who is about to be beaten. Gabriel doesn’t fight or flee

when whites surround him (192). All attempt at insurrection ends with Gabriel
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Prosser’s capture, but the punishments have only just begun. Thomas Prosser has
beaten Juba, Gabriel’s girlfriend and the revolt’s signal, nearly to death for
disappearing from fieldwork for several days (202, 204). She was then auctioned off
(224). The slave informers, Pharaoh and Ben, face constant harassment from other
slaves and become paranoid to the point of insanity (138, 217). For the slaves, the
planned revolt was a disaster. Not only did they not take over Richmond and
establish a separate, free state for black people, but also the entire black community—
those who participated and those who did not—were under siege and many murdered.
The authorities held Gabriel for about a week to interrogate him, specifically to
discover if the French or any other white abolitionists had planned the insurrection.
They were incredulous that only Gabriel had organized such a sophisticated military
action. No whites were ever implicated. Gabriel is hanged on the same morning as
a small herd of anonymous field Negroes. The townsfolk were hardened to
the spectacle now. Even the customary eyewitnesses were missing. The word
had gotten about that these were not the ringleaders, and the mere sight of
slaughter for its own sake was no longer attractive or stimulating. So many
little groups like this had come to the scaffold since mid-September—35, 10, 15
at a time—so many. It was a routine [...]. (208)
Gabriel is executed. “They had chosen to bring him without shirt or coat. He stood,
naked above the waist, excellent in strength, the first for freedom of the blacks,
savage and baffled, perplexed but unafraid, waiting for the dignity of death” (222).

Gabriel is asked for last words. “’Let the rope talk, suh’” is all he says (223).
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The idea for Black Thunder came from Bontemps’ archival work in slave
narratives at Fisk University’s library. Specifically, Bontemps wanted to explore
slaves’ desire to be free and how they acted on that desire (Bontemps xii). Therefore,
Black Thunder does not show a sweeping panoramic view of the plantation system
but focuses on three months in the life of a young slave who is determined to be free.
Literary critic Ernest Leisy has noted that as a historical romance, “the historical
element in the novel is slight” (146), meaning that the focus is more on the heroism of
one charismatic leader than on a careful depiction of plantation conditions in Virginia
in 1800. Nevertheless, the three aspects of slavery illustrated throughout the novel
are: the attempt of slave families to help each other, the complex relationship of
mulattos to the slave and white communities, and the common denominator between
the slaveholder and the enslaved was terror--constant, unmitigated fear on both sides.

Even on the most brutal plantations, the slaves attempted to maintain family
connections. Indeed, the desire for “normal” family relations among the slaves
spurred the revolt. The slaves wanted to live in the same locale as parents, siblings,
spouses, and children. Gabriel remained in close contact with his brothers Martin and
Solomon who were key organizers of the rebellion. Gabriel’s girlfriend Juba is
committed to him and political agitation. The sight of her riding Araby in Prosser’s
riding boots is the signal the insurrectionists await. Bontemps includes a freedman,
Mingo, in Gabriel’s band. He participates because his wife and daughters are
enslaved on Prosser’s plantation. As he closes his saddle shop, before meeting

Gabriel, he thinks:
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Nothing was going to be the same in the future, but anything would be better
than Julie stripped and bleeding at a whipping post and the two little girls with
white dresses and little wiry braids growing up to the same thing. Lord Jesus,
anything would be better than that, anything.

Although Mingo is free, his family is not (Bontemps 78).

The rebellious slaves had no desire to run away in order to attain freedom. They
wanted to live with their families and be free where they were. By employing
stream-of-consciousness technique from the moment Gabriel hides on the boat to
avoid capture, Bontemps tells Gabriel’s story from the inside, from his point of view.
Gabriel’s thoughts and feelings serve as the focal point before his capture. Bontemps
as writer identifies with Gabriel and goes beyond historical record to imagine what he
must have thought (a terrain most white novelists refuse to tread). As he awaits
execution, Gabriel thinks to himself: “...My mind have never told me to fly away.
There ain’t nothing good for Gabriel nowhere but right here where I was borned.
Right here with my kinfolks and all. If I can’t be free here, I don’t want to be free
nowheres else....” (Bontemps 198). Gabriel aspired for a communal life rather than
the isolation of the fugitive who never sees parents, siblings, spouses, or children
again.

Another aspect of American slavery is the role of mulattos in the black and white
communities. Black Thunder presents two who are political opposites and who both
play important roles in the plot. Pharaoh is a mulatto slave who identifies with the

struggles of his white owners. He so empathizes with whites that he runs to

140



Richmond in a downpour to warn them of impending doom. He believes that the
whites will see that only he had their best interests at heart, and they will reward his
diligence and protect him from vengeful slaves. The whites neither offer protection
nor thanks, so he must fend for himself when he returns to the plantation. Pharaoh
becomes so paranoid that the other slaves are trying to kill him that he ceases to
function. His opposite is Mulatto Melody, apparently a prostitute, certainly a “kept”
woman who lives alone near the river. Her house is not near whites or blacks,
symbolic of her intermediary status. It appears that she has never been a slave, but it
is not explained how she gained her freedom. Rich white men frequent her house,
and she employs an elderly male slave to run errands. (Her errand boy-man is one of
Gabriel’s lieutenants who is also owned by Prosser.) Hence, she knows what is
happening in the highest white councils and in the slave quarters and manages to
leave for Philadelphia when things get ugly. Still Mulatto Melody is the opposite of
Pharaoh because she never tells white southerners what she knows. (She does warn
the French immigrants to get out of town for they were under suspicion of
encouraging the slave revolt.) Most importantly, when Gabriel is on the run, he
appears at her door. At great risk, she takes him in and feeds him. It is she who
suggests that Gabriel hide under the deck of one of the docked ships; then she departs
for Philadelphia without telling a soul his whereabouts although she knows of the
$300 bounty on his head. Melody’s covert associations with whites and blacks make
her the quintessential mulatto character, a person who moves with equal ease in black

and white communities, deciding every day her racial allegiance. Black Thunder
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presents various roles for mixed race people in Virginia in 1800.

In the end, slavery’s daily, infinite brutality prompts Gabriel and a thousand other
black men to revolt. Gabriel’s owner, Thomas Prosser, is notoriously wicked,
viciously beating and killing slaves at whim. The slaves who witness these outbursts
agonize at the sights and whisper among themselves. The physical violence against
slaves is not confined to one or two “bad” owners. Oppression is heavy everywhere.
White men are gripped by such intense fear of slave uprising that Pharaoh’s
announcement of the impending revolt sends them into frenzy. Pharaoh had no
credibility with planters at any other time. Why do they believe him now? His
warning was confirmation of their worst fears, so slaves and freedmen are
indiscriminately hanged in groups for the month that Gabriel remained at large. One
senses the spiral of violence that triggers fear and more fear and knows no end. As
brutal as the white response was to the aborted revolt, it did not stamp out slave
resistance. Thirty years after Gabriel Prosser’s death, Nat Turner, with a small band
of men, slaughtered sixty white people near Richmond.

Judging from readership at time of publication, Arna Bontemps was among the
few interested in what motivated slaves to break from bondage. “Black Thunder [...]
earned no more than its advance” according to Bontemps (xv). Its publication during
the Great Depression undoubtedly affected sales, which were limited. However, the
civil rights movement of the 1960s created a public appetite for novels about black
heroic episodes and Macmillan and Company reissued Black Thunder in 1963.

Today it remains in print.
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Critical response to Black Thunder both at time of publication and now remain
positive. In fact, the favorable reviews kept Arna Bontemps from despairing about
paltry sales. He believed the novel was not “a total loss” (Bontemps xv). Literary
critic Mary Davis in Historical Slave Revolt and the Literary Imagination (1984)
compares Arna Bontemps and Herman Melville as historical novelists:
...Bontemps and Melville were able to consult fairly precise sources about
their subjects. Both scrupulously followed these sources when it suited them,
silently modified them when they chose to, and abandoned them altogether
when the artistic need arose. Thus in both their cases, it is much easier to
separate the historical ‘event’ from the literary image of it and to see how
attention to historical detail is often superseded by subjective or artistic
interests. (138)

Because of Bontemps’ fine craftsmanship, Black Thunder is considered the first

historical novel of consequence written by an African-American (Turner 114). By

comparing Bontemps with Melville, Davis intended a compliment to Bontemps,

putting him among the elite craftsmen of the American literary canon in general and

historical novelists in particular.

Conclusion

The historical novels in this chapter were written during a thirty-year period more
turbulent than most. Clearly World War I diverted authors and readers away from
historical fiction about slavery. After Dem Good Ole Times and Bonnie Belmont,

there’s a twenty-year silence on the subject until Migrations (1927). Homegrown
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plantations are of little consequence when Americans are fighting international foes.
During World War I and the roaring 20s, interest in antebellum America waned yet
the 1930s produced Fugitives of the Pearl (1930), Cold Blue Moon (1931), Kingdom
Coming (1933), and Black Thunder (1936). Literary scholar Mary Davis states,
“James O. Young argues that the historical novel in the 1930s ‘served two major and
dramatically opposing functions during a period of severe crisis: providing escape

299

and generating morale’” (251). Did the Depression’s difficult economic straits create
in writers and readers a yearning for mansions of old and blacks who worked without
pay for white southerners, as Howard Odum and Roark Bradford intimate? Odum’s
Black Ulysses narrator certainly is not a heroic man of war but a comedian, while
Bradford’s Telegram appears timid too, leaving the plantation only after the whites
had abandoned it. He was most content as a slave. Did race riots, the Marcus Garvey
Back-to-Africa movement, and the NAACP lynching protests make the novelists
yearn for quieter, more passive and more satisfied black people? Two black male
authors, John Paynter and Arna Bontemps, wrote of black men who fought the
enormous odds against success in Fugitives of the Pearl and Black Thunder, and both
based their fictions on true incidents. Were they motivated by the race riots, Garvey
movement, and the NAACP protests? Were they urging African-Americans during a
bleak time to resist despair and take action against troubles? Both black novelists
write heroic tales of black triumph despite the slave economy. The historical novels

about slavery published in the 30s certainly serve as escapist fare for white readers

and morale-boosters for blacks.
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In terms of race, only two African-Americans, John Paynter and Arna Bontemps,
contributed historical novels to this period. “The Black novelist's knowledge of
publishing trends and audience receptivity is also a factor which has contributed to
the scarcity of historical novels about Black life. The Black author has been
encouraged by publishers and audience response ‘not to write narrowly about
Negroes but broadly about people,” according to Arna Bontemps (Pettis viii). For
example, Langston Hughes marveled in a letter to Bontemps that no one had
attempted a novel about Frederick Douglass. “Langston Hughes...knew that some
material about Black life would make fine novels but would not sell” (Pettis viii).
Both Fugitives and Black Thunder did not have impressive sales at publication and
both went out of print after the first printing despite favorable reviews for Bontemps.
Yet both novels returned to print during the 1960s and 1970s civil rights movement.
Another Harlem Renaissance participant, Sterling Brown (who wrote a brilliant
review of Kingdom Coming) bemoaned: “[. . .] the more truthfully we write about
ourselves, the more limited the market. Those novels about Negroes that sell best [. .
.] touch very lightly upon the realities of Negro life [ . . .]” (Pettis ix). Perhaps that
fact accounts for the poor sales of two novels based on actual resistance to slavery.

The most obvious difference in Fugitives of the Pearl and Black Thunder from
novels by white novelists of this period is the treatment and description of black
characters. Actions are seen from the slaves’ point of view, rather than whites’, and
most importantly, the black characters think, plan and ruminate about freedom. In the

stories by black authors, the slaves yearn for freedom and will risk their lives
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acquiring it whereas Sallie May Dooley and Howard Odum would have readers
believe that slaves were content with their wretched living conditions and dependence
on their owners. In addition, the interior lives of slaves tend not to be imagined by
white novelists, even in novels with black narrators such as Dem Good Ole Times,
Kingdom Coming, and Cold Blue Moon. Perhaps the novelists were not convinced
that blacks have thoughts, or perhaps they had no need and their audience had no
need to see slavery from the perspective of slaves. Arna Bontemps knew where to
separate history from fiction by going into Gabriel Prosser’s thought processes with
stream-of-consciousness writing technique. Prosser was not literate and left no
written records of his plans, but Bontemps was not reluctant to speak for those for
whom no archive exists.

Bontemps is credited with writing “the first historical novel of consequence by an
African-American” (Turner 114) despite Fugitives of the Pearl being published
earlier because Bontemps is a polished, professional writer. Whereas Fugitives was
Paynter’s first published work, Black Thunder is Bontemps’ fourth. Paynter eschews
paragraphs while the English professor produces flawless prose. No character drops
out of the plot, forgotten, in Black Thunder. Not only do characters appear and
disappear magically in Fugitives, but also there’s little effort to distinguish one person
from another in the large Edmondson family. As Mary Davis observes in her
comparison of Bontemps to Melville, Bontemps knew when to abandon the historical
record for the sake of the story in ways that Paynter did not know when or how to do.

Yet Fugitives is a novel because Paynter created the thoughts and words of the
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characters while adhering to the oral history and newspaper accounts of the escape.
Finally, not only did Paynter keep too strictly to the historical record and lack writing
expertise, but he was writing about his own family, unlike Bontemps. Arna
Bontemps did not have to worry about how his own family would react to the book
about their ancestors. Freedom from the constraint to please family with the
publication might be the essential factor in making Black Thunder a noted historical
novel.

This generation of authors does not shy away from the crushing physical and
emotional brutality of slavery. Even the two novels that attempted a more light-
hearted approach, Dem Good Ole Times and Cold Blue Moon do not evade the ragged
children, squalid housing, and ubiquitous hunger. While these texts do not feature
mulattos, again due to their effort at being “happy” chronicles, other novels reveal the
destruction to black and white families when “bright” babies are born to slave
mothers. As both children yet chattel, they signal the rape of the slave woman and
often the dissolution of the slave family. In Migrations and Kingdom Coming slave
husbands abandon their families because of their inability to protect their wives from
sexually predatory owners. The white wife in Migrations ignores the obvious, never
questioning her husband about his look-alike slave baby. Kingdom Coming avoids
the white wife’s predicament by not having any white women appear in the novel.
Black Thunder features adult mulattos who have difficulties negotiating between free
and slave society. In addition, vivid, wrenching depictions of slave auctions are

presented in Bonnie Belmont, Fugitives of the Pearl, and Black Thunder.
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Among historical novels written from 1906-1936, three do not condemn slavery,
intimating that it was probably a good thing for blacks. Both Cold Blue Moon and
Dem Good Ole Times have ex-slaves reminisce with laughter about the time when
they were property. While Kingdom Coming lacked the slave-comedian-narrator, its
slave characters were complacent about the plantation system—even a freed one
worked for the slave-owner, completely forgetting to visit her son in the Territories
who set her free. Freedom is the terrain the blacks could not navigate; therefore
Kingdom Coming is another pro-slavery novel in this chapter. Evelyn Scott’s
Migrations has both slaveholders and slaves entirely destroyed by the institution, but
the slaves are expendable props. This novel sits in the middle of the continuum
between the pro-slavery and abolition novels. For Scott, a white female Southerner,
slavery did not make sense, but there was no passion behind this logic in the novel.
(She lacks the fire behind her convictions like John Cochran, abolitionist and Union
soldier.) Scott never stopped being white when she wrote black characters, preferring
to invest them with no importance in the plot and keeping them one-dimensional as
opposed to the white characters. In sharp contrast, conviction about abolition shines
through in Bonnie Belmont, Fugitives of the Pearl and Black Thunder. Judge John
Cochran, a white male, joins the two African-Americans novelists in this respect.
The second generation of slavery novelists is almost evenly split between pro-slavery
and pro-freedom in these seven books. Slavery remains a battleground, accurately

reflecting its place in American history.
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Chapter 4: 1937-1967

October Pruitt, a fugitive slave, says, ‘“’I’m trying to find my own freedom.
I’m trying, in a sense, to be master of myself””” (Anderson 95).

Harriet Tubman tells fugitive slaves, “’No one can give freedom. It’s yours to
take, but mostly you have to fight for it,...and then go on fighting to keep it,
seems like’”” (Parrish 121).

esesk

Making definitive judgments about the authors and novels portraying slavery from
1937-1967 is complicated given the number of novels and the ranges in ages, writing
styles and politics of the authors. Fifteen historical novels about slavery were written
in this period, beginning in 1940 with the publication of Willa Cather’s Sapphira and
the Slave Girl and Frances Gaither’s Follow the Drinking Gourd. Generally, only
one historical novel about American slavery was published each year, except in 1944
when two appeared, Henrietta Buckmaster’s Deep River and Gaither’s The Red Cock
Crows, and then there was a silence between 1957 and 1964 when none was
published. The 1940s were the boom years for these novels with seven being
published. The three other novels published in the 1940s include: John Weld’s
Sabbath Has No End (1942); Anne Parrish’s Clouded Star (1948); Gaither’s Double
Muscadine (1949). The following were published in the 1950s: Elizabeth Coker’s
Daughter of Strangers (1950); Julia Davis’ Cloud on the Land (1951) and Bridle the

Wind (1953); Robert Penn Warren Band of Angels (1955); and Waters Turpin’s The
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Rootless (1957). Only three historical novels about slavery were published in the
1960s: Alston Anderson’s All God’s Children (1965); Janet Stevenson’s Sisters and
Brothers (1966); and Margaret Walker’s Jubilee (1966).

What national pressures prompted a flurry of activity about this subject? The
changes in the world during 1937-1967 were nothing short of monumental. Race
relations, in particular, were shaken out of old paradigms based on white supremacy.
Adolf Hitler’s mythology of Aryan world dominance crashed before Allied forces
that included more black and brown people than ever before, and after the Pearl
Harbor attack, no longer could white Americans behave as if the non-white world did
not exist. The demands for racial equality or the completion of the Emancipation
Proclamation rose during the period. The Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education, calling for the desegregation of schools, became a clarion call for the rise
of a full-blown, organized civil rights movement that led to the 1963 March on
Washington for Jobs and Freedom. President Lyndon Johnson, a Texan, employed
his considerable persuasive abilities to get Congress to pass the Civil Rights Act of
1964, “...the most far-reaching and comprehensive law in support of racial equality
ever enacted by Congress” (Franklin and Moss 539). One novelist, Henrietta
Buckmaster, author of Deep River, explained her motivation for writing historical
fiction: “I knew that the present unfinished business of civil rights was inextricably
entangled with our misinformation about the Negro before and after the Civil War”
(Wakeman 235). Many died as a direct result of insistence on ending racial

segregation, yet some despair and much hope were born anew.
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Some novelists decided to examine slavery through a fictive prism. They exhibit
enormous diversity in terms of their talent, generations, gender and race. Among the
novelists in this chapter, three were born in the nineteenth century: Willa Cather in
1873, Anne Parrish in 1888, and Frances Gaither in 1889. Cather and Gaither are
Southerners with slave-owning heritages who had heard family plantation stories
from parents and grandparents. Most of the novelists in this chapter were born during
the first decade of the new century: Julia Davis (in 1900), John Weld and Robert Penn
Warren (in 1905), Henrietta Buckmaster and Elizabeth Coker (in 1909), and Waters
Turpin (in 1910). The births of Janet Stevenson (1913) and Margaret Walker (1915)
precede the youngest, Alston Anderson in 1924. As of 2003, Janet Stevenson was
living in Oregon, and it is possible that Alston Anderson is alive (his demise has not
been noted). This group of writers sat at such remove from slavery that they drew
deeply on family stories, their own research into the era, and their imaginations. In
terms of gender, this group is decidedly female, perhaps reflecting new opportunities
for intellectual pursuits. Another factor in the gender imbalance is the male writing
population was affected, if not reduced, by the world wars. Of the four male
novelists, three were too young to serve in World War I and they were too old to
participate in World War II. Finally, there is slight racial diversity, with the three
black writers, Waters Turpin, Alston Anderson, and Margaret Walker, publishing in
1957, 1965, and 1966, respectively. Apparently it remained more difficult for black
novelists to be published during this period. Of the two black male writers, Turpin

self-published and largely went unread while Anderson was published by Bobbs-
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Merrill, yet he never found an audience either. In sharp contrast, Walker’s Jubilee
was a bestseller, selling into the millions, but the critical firestorm in the white media
surrounding the publication prompted Walker to publish How I Wrote Jubilee. The
controversy clearly signaled that 1966 was still too early for African-American
novelists to own the slave story. Special note must be made of one novelist whose
characters were so nuanced and subtly delineated that it was difficult to discern her
racial identification. Elizabeth Coker in Daughter of Strangers successfully avoided
stereotypes to a degree seldom seen in American fiction and certainly in fiction in the
1950s. In her plot and characterization she made unique choices.

Willa Cather (1873-1947), among the three most celebrated American authors in
this chapter (the others being Robert Penn Warren and Margaret Walker), dedicated
the last novel in a prolific career to a rumination about slavery in her Virginia
birthplace. Born in Back Creek Valley, Virginia on December 7, 1873, her family
moved to Red Cloud, Nebraska in 1882 (“Cather”). The West as a setting dominates
her fictional works. By the time Willa Cather graduated from the University of
Nebraska in 1895, she had switched her major from medicine to writing, as she began
working as a journalist and editor (Woodress). Briefly she left journalism to teach
high school English in Pittsburgh for five years. She gave up teaching to return to
editing magazines in New York, before becoming a full-time writer of short stories,
novels, and essays (Woodress). The author of thirty books, Willa Cather was revered
during her lifetime, receiving a Pulitzer Prize for one novel (One of Ours, 1922),

seven honorary doctorates, and a National Institute of Arts and Letters Gold medal
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(1944). On April 24, 1947 she died of a cerebral hemorrhage in New York City
(“Cather”). According to critic George Dekker, Cather “may well be the preeminent
American historical romancer-novelist of our century” when looking at her entire
canon (254).

In Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940) slavery itself and its wide-ranging
destruction stand at the center of the conflict. Cather returns “to her origins...” and
“...draws on family history...” since her Grandmother Boak helped a slave escape to
Canada in 1856 (Woodress). In Back Creek, Virginia in 1856, Sapphira Dodderidge
Colbert, a powerful and controlling woman, can not ascertain whether her husband,
with whom she shares her fortune, is engaging in a sexual relationship with the
mulatto teenager who used to be Sapphira’s favorite. Confined to a wheelchair, she
cannot investigate for herself, and she refuses to ask Henry when she sees him for his
daily visit at breakfast. She and everyone else knows that in antebellum Virginia
Henry Colbert had the privilege of doing whatever he wanted—with whomever he
wanted, especially his property. The Colberts’ only child, Rachel, even as a

EAN13

youngster, intimates the destructive nature of her parents’ “enlightened” version of
slavery. There are no whips, beatings or overseers at Mill House; no slave is ever
“sold off” even when indigent. The slaves and Colberts know each other as well as
can be expected given the power differential. These slaves have been in the
Dodderidge family for years and the sole heir, Rachel, believes slavery is wrong,

showing that children can have values not molded by parents. Since Back Creek,

Virginia is populated by whites too poor to own many, if any, slaves, Mrs. Rachel
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Blake is embraced by the larger community that has never approved of her parents.
The parents die after reconciling with their only child and granddaughters. In
Sapphira and the Slave Girl all relationships are subtle, nuanced, complicated.

The slaves who remained at Mill House in Virginia, after the scale-back in
acquiescence to neighborhood norms, are those most valued by Sapphira and Henry
Colbert. They had been with the Dodderidges (Sapphira’s family) for generations.
Fat Lizzie and her daughter Bluebell cook, whenever they are not gossiping; they are
useless at housekeeping tasks and Henry forbade Bluebell to set foot in his lodgings
at the mill (63). The other house servants include Till, Sapphira’s lifelong personal
slave, her mulatto daughter, Nancy, and old Jeff, Till’s husband (married by
Sapphira’s dictate). Mulatto Sampson serves as Henry’s right hand at the mill. The
oldest slave at Mill House is Jezebel who lies dying for the half of the novel (11).
Jezebel and Tansy Dave are non-working slaves who receive Sapphira’s attention and
upkeep despite being unproductive.

The catalyst for the central conflict in the novel is Sapphira’s suspicion about
Nancy and her husband, Henry. Pretty, teenaged Nancy has been the only person
allowed to clean the Mill House where Henry Colbert lives. She has had this duty
since she was twelve and spends as much time alone with Henry as his invalid wife
who never enters the mill (64). When Sapphira’s jealousy spikes, Nancy, a former
favorite slave, can do nothing right although her service remains impeccable. Matters
are made worse by Henry’s protectiveness and defense of Nancy when Sapphira

criticizes her. Both Till, Nancy’s mother, and Henry are bewildered by Sapphira’s
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change of heart toward Nancy. Sapphira has no way of discerning the paternal
relationship that Henry has with Nancy. The basis of Sapphira’s doubts about her
husband and slave is rooted in the nature of slavery; all know that Henry can do
whatever he wanted with Nancy since she was his property, like the mill.

Since Henry refuses to sell Nancy to a neighbor, Sapphira invites Martin Colbert
for a visit (155). Simultaneously Sapphira orders Nancy to no longer sleep in her
parents’ cabin, but she must now sleep in the hallway outside of Sapphira’s door,
contiguous to Martin’s bedroom. Martin constantly pursues Nancy with sexual
propositions. She narrowly avoids attack each instance by quick thinking (195).
Nancy approaches a nervous breakdown in a few weeks after Martin’s arrival.
Neither Till nor Jeff, her stepfather, does anything to intervene.

When Sapphira sends Nancy to the woods to pick flowers on the same morning
that Martin goes horseback riding in the same area, Nancy decides to save herself
from rape. Instead of falling directly into Sapphira’s trap, Nancy stops at Rachel’s
house instead and begs for protection. Sapphira’s daughter and two granddaughters
accompany Nancy to the woods to pick flowers—to Martin’s surprise (168-175).
Readers see no more of Martin after Rachel’s intervention; he tires of pursuing Nancy
and takes up with the more willing Bluebell instead.

Rachel’s protection doesn’t end in the woods. With funds from her father and
arrangements from her minister’s contacts on the Underground Railroad, Rachel and
Nancy set out for Canada. No one questions a white woman traveling with a slave,

and Nancy escapes slavery easily (223, 233). When Rachel returns home, she
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receives a letter from her mother telling her that she is no longer welcome at Mill
House (245-246). Sapphira never learns that Henry supplied the money for the
escape, and Henry continues to visit his daughter at her home. As for Nancy’s
family, her mother has a few hasty conversations with Rachel, and she is overjoyed
that Nancy is free, even if it means that they will never see each other again.

After a year, one of Rachel’s daughters dies and Sapphira invites Rachel and the
surviving child to live at Mill House (267). Henry is grateful that Sapphira forgives
Rachel and the Colbert marriage rekindles before Sapphira dies (268). Henry
survives his wife by five years (291).

The Epilogue features a first-person narrator, a white child in Mill House who
witnesses Nancy’s triumphant reunion with her elderly mother after 25 years.
Slavery has ended but servitude has not for the blacks at Mill House; the children of
former slaves keep the mill going. Black life is similar in Canada. Nancy works as a
domestic for a rich Canadian family. Her husband is a gardener, and they have two
children (285). Throughout the years, Nancy has always sent money to her mother at
Christmas (281).

Sapphira fights fire with fire to break up whatever is going on between Henry and
Nancy. Since her suspicion of white male lust is the problem, she invites to her home
for an extended stay Henry’s own nephew who is known for being wild with women.
Sapphira knows that there is no protection for black females from white males. The
old male slaves have no way of thwarting Martin’s behavior except one exchanges

pallets with Nancy; she sleeps in the wine closet and he sleeps in the hall when

159



Martin roams the house at night. When Mulatto Sampson informs Henry of Martin’s
constant pursuit of Nancy, Henry does nothing until his daughter confronts him about
the same problem--and provides her solution. Even then Henry does not directly give
Rachel the $100 needed for Nancy’s escape to Canada. He leaves the money in his
coat pocket near an open window where Rachel is to reach and get it while he slept.
Henry’s behavior in this instance symbolizes his attitude towards slavery. In his
religious beliefs, he sided with Rachel’s abolitionist leanings (They attend the same
church, headed by an abolitionist.) The omniscient narrator explained Henry’s
thinking: “Henry Colbert knew he had a legal right to manumit any of his wife’s
negroes; but that would be an outrage to her feelings, and an injustice to the slaves
themselves. Where would they go? How would they live? They had never learned
to take care of themselves or to provide for tomorrow.” Only Mulatto Sampson,
Henry believes, had enough skill to live independently for he is the head mill hand
(108-109).

The existence of mulattos, such as Mulatto Sampson and mulatto Nancy, also
stands as evidence of the lack of protection for slave women. Nancy’s father is a
painter from Baltimore who stayed at Mill House to produce the family portraits. He
impregnates Till, Sapphira’s personal servant, and it serves a constant joke between
Sapphira and Henry (9). After Nancy is born, Sapphira forces Till to marry Jeff, the
ancient carriage driver, so that Till will not have any more children who would
interfere with Till’s service to Sapphira (42). Sapphira’s recognition that white males

father slaves at whim serves as fuel for her suspicions about Henry later.
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Yet, because the novel is as much a character study as anything, the stories of two
slaves are included to show how caring and considerate Sapphira could be. When
Sapphira returns from making her annual visit to her family, she immediately visits
Jezebel, a slave who had been in decline before Sapphira left. Sapphira’s visit to
Jezebel permits a flashback to Jezebel’s life. “Jezebel was the only one of the Colbert
negroes who had come from Africa. All the others were, as they proudly said,
Virginians....” Jezebel came from Guinea in the 1780s, “...about 20 years before the
importation of slaves became illegal. She was sold to her first master on the deck of a
British slaver out of Baltimore.” Jezebel’s original village lay four days from the sea
but a tribe that became kidnappers for the slavers raided it. Jezebel witnessed her
village burned and her male family members slaughtered (90). “When they reached
the coast they were kept in the stockade only long enough to be stripped, shaved all
over the body, and drenched with sea water....Jezebel and the other captives were
rowed out in small boats and put in leg chains...” The Albert Horn was the name of
the ship. The slaves were put beneath the deck with only three feet, 10 inches
“between the shelf on which they lay and the upper deck which roofed them over.
The slaves made the long voyage of from two to three months in a sitting or
recumbent position....” (91). “All were kept naked throughout the voyage, and their
heads and bodies were shaved every fortnight.” The slaves’ quarters smelled foul
because of the lack of air and drainage for water. “The Captain of the Albert Horn
was not a brutal man, and his vessel was a model slaver.” Slaves were allowed above

deck each day when the weather was good. Jezebel received her name on the first
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night of sailing; the sailors called her Jezebel for starting a fight among the women
below deck (92). The sailor who tries to beat Jezebel for fighting has his thumb
bitten through. He urges the captain to throw her overboard. While the captain
worried about the mate’s infected hand, he was not interested in throwing cargo
overboard since he had a third interest in the slaves that made land. The captain
ordered Jezebel to be brought up from below. “Jezebel was brought up in heavy irons
for his inspection. Her naked back was seamed with welts and bloody cuts, but she
carried herself with proud indifference, and there was no plea for mercy in her eyes.”
The captain believed Jezebel was worth three other women and as much as the best
man (93). Once in America, Jezebel is traded several times before arriving at the
Dodderidges the year of Sapphira’s birth. Until the age of 80, Jezebel supervised the
gardens at Mill Farm (96). When Jezebel dies, the entire Colbert family attends,
dressed in black (101).

The other slave who triggers Sapphira’s compassion is Tansy Dave, a formerly
happy slave young man who falls in love with a visitor’s slave. To make himself
smell sweet for her, he rolls in a flowerbed. His passion is deep, and he begs
Sapphira to buy the slave girl so they can marry. Despite not needing another female
slave, Sapphira does attempt to buy the girl for Dave—but her owner won’t sell. The
visitor “thoroughly disapproved of slave-owning” and the only reason she owned two
slaves is because that is the only way to obtain good house servants in Baltimore.
She will not sell for any reason. Sapphira is affronted by the visitor’s attitude. When

the guest leaves the Colberts’, Dave runs after them. He gets as far as Harper’s Ferry
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but returns to the Colberts where he descends into madness. Sapphira always see that
“he was clothed and fed through the winter” although he works for them no longer
(205-208).

Each Colbert is well-intentioned and none are overtly brutal to slaves.
Nonetheless slave-holding tears this small family apart; it draws a wedge between the
only child and her parents. Rachel sees that even the sanitized slavery at Mill House
is full of oppression and heartbreak for the slaves. She acts on her conscience and
helps Nancy escape its clutches by living in Canada. Many sacrifice for Nancy to live
free: Rachel is estranged for a year from her parents and Nancy and her mother, Till,
do not see each other for twenty-five years, long after the Civil War. Based on a real-
life family drama, the novel illustrates the high cost of conscience and defiance of
societal norms.

Sapphira and the Slave Girl received mixed reviews from critics. Those who
disliked the novel cited the long stretches with no action; the plot didn’t stretch over a
300-page book. Clifton Fadiman of the New Yorker called the novel “...minor in
tone and content...” (121). Judith Berzon in Neither White nor Black agreed: “the
novel as a whole is weak, for Cather utilized many stereotypes and stock situations”
(71). Robert Littell in Time admitted “Willa Cather could not possibly write a bad
novel; but Sapphira bears witness that she can write a dull one” (88). In addition to
its slow pace, the other major flaw, according to some critics, was the conclusion that
shifted to a first-person narrator, an unidentified young child who witnessed Nancy

and Till’s reunion. Readers must presume the narrator is Sapphira’s great-grandchild,
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and it is jarring to accept this new voice who knows so little of the story. The
unsigned review in Catholic World stated, “The one flaw in this delightful book is the
Epilogue; it could so well have been devoted to a satisfying completion of the
exceptionally well-drawn characters. Instead, Miss Cather confuses her reader and
leaves them greatly exasperated” (634).

However, an equal number found the novel, Cather’s last, to be her best work in
thirteen years and one of five best of her canon because it ““...shows in its central
character the tangible passion and struggle, in its secondary characters the honest
virtue and credible humility, and in its general atmosphere of fear and obsession a
dramatic force that lift the tale out of its exaggerated moralism and dramatic
simplicity into its own kind of truth and power” explained M. D. Zabel in the Nation
(574). Furthermore, Clifton Fadiman in the New Yorker noted how Cather was
original by avoiding the popular tale: “Sapphira...is about as remote from the main
stream of current fiction as you can well conceive.... Most writers...make up their
stories; she seems to remember hers. Out of this book, designedly minor in tone and
content, is exhaled a flavor rare nowadays...a flavor of cool, almost austere gravity”
(121). Overall, Cather specialists do not rank the novel among Cather’s best work.

For Frances Gaither (1889-1955), antebellum plantation life was also family
history. Her father, a medical doctor, was the son of a prosperous planter. Born in
Somerville, Tennessee in 1889, Frances Jones graduated summa cum laude from
Mississippi State College for Women in 1909 (Burke and Howe 234; Bain, Flora and

Rubin 171). She married a reporter, Rice Gaither, and the couple lived both in the
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South and the North throughout their lives (Bain, Flora, and Rubin 171). Gaither
wrote in many literary genres, producing short stories, four books for children, one
biography and three novels by her death on October 28, 1955 in Florida (Bain, Flora
and Rubin 172; Seymour-Smith and Kimmens 935; Levy 212).

Follow the Drinking Gourd (1940) illustrates the demise of two struggling
plantations with their inhabitants at an unspecified time in the past. “Slavery does not
pay” is the obvious moral of a depressing plot. No whites benefit from it. Nature
itself rejects all efforts at cultivation; the land will not yield crops or weather washes
them away. The overseers who manage the plantation for the absentee landlord don’t
prosper either. The heir apparent fares no better and is killed by cholera. The slaves
toil endlessly and yet remain broken and separated from families until they run off or
die.

Once again, readers have the story of an overseer producing a child with a slave
who is taken away from a male slave who is destroyed by his inability to do anything
about the theft and rape. The male slave is rendered impotent in the situation as the
white overseer fathers a mulatto child. The female slave’s desires are also negated;
she must do as she is told. The beautiful mulatto child grows up to be the prize
possession of various male slaves. She abandons three children when bought by a
free mulatto with a paying job. Everyone dies a slow, painful death in Follow the
Drinking Gourd.

The reviews for the novel in the New Yorker, New York Times, and the Saturday

Review of Literature were generous and kind, citing the simple but effective writing
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style. Frank Daniel of the Saturday Review of Literature writes, “Mrs. Gaither
...presents the economical wastefulness of slavery, and its inimical effect on all
concerned—even upon the land where the institutions were scarcely questioned” (21).

Another historical novelist, John Weld (1905-2003), had the most eclectic jobs of
any of the historical novelists in the chapter. Born on February 24, 1905 in
Birmingham, Alabama to a journalist and an astrologer, Weld acknowledged his
“Yankee blood” and ancestors among the original settlers of Carolina (“Weld”;
Sabbath N. Pg.). He attended Alabama Polytechnic Institute. At various times in his
life he was a stunt man in films, a reporter in France, a screen writer, a publisher, a
public relations director for Ford Motor Company on the West Coast 1944-49, a film
documentarian, and a hospital board member (“Weld”). His relation with the film
world was an enduring connection throughout his adult life. Not only was he a stunt
man from 1923-26, but also he produced five documentaries. Indeed, Sabbath Has
No End (1942) is dedicated to film director John Huston. As a writer, he produced
five novels, three of which were historical fiction, and three
biographies/autobiographies. John Weld died, having lived a full life, on June 14,
2003 in Dana Point, California (“Weld”).

Sabbath Has No End appropriately uses as an epigram a sentence from Along This
Way by noted black scholar and writer James Weldon Johnson: “Through it all I
discern one clear and certain truth: in the core of the heart of the American race
problem the sex factor is rooted...” (Weld N. Pg). The novel is a long tale set in

Spartanburg, South Carolina in 1815 detailing how all slave women are victimized by
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white males’ sexual aggression and how male slaves are impotent to protect their
women from this aggression. Sometimes the male slaves are driven to insanity with
this situation and resort to retaliatory rapes of white women. Of course, black
misbehavior is quelled with beatings and death while white males go unpunished for
the same crimes against blacks. All women, white or black, are portrayed as
manipulative and materialistic that the crimes against them are not viewed as crimes
at all; a misogynistic view of women runs through the novel. The novel ends with
Quash and Chloe, the slave protagonists and lovers, declaring their love for one
another. Quash explains to Chloe:
"Dis yhere’s er white man’s world us libe in. Us gotta libe in hit lak de white
man say...till us kin git ourse’fs edumecated an’ till us kin git erholt of
God....De one hope fer er colored man is fer his woman t’ be true wid him.
Effn er colored man cud feel his woman wuz his’n, effn eh cud feel she warn’t
gwine an’ mess wid no white man—eh’d be happy. Nigger man ain’ gwine out
an’ rape no white gal effn de white mens leabe his woman erlone.” (326-328)
As Quash details it, white women are raped only in retaliation for white men’s rape of
female slaves. If the sexual relations between whites and blacks ceased, the races
could coexist peacefully. The significance of Chloe’s silence about Quash’s political
analysis is left to each reader to decipher.
While the prime focus of Sabbath is sex between owners and slaves, John Weld
provides an intimate glimpse into the daily misery of slave life throughout. The novel

opens with a description of a slave coffle, headed by a New England slave trader
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(hinting at how all parts of the U.S. prospered from slavery). Most of the twenty-four
people in the coffle are male but all are chained at the neck and wrist as they slog
through the mud and rain. Quash is a member of the coffle and Webb Montgomery
has pity on him because his iron collar has formed a sore on his neck. “The collar
was wrapped in a dirty rag as protection for the sore.” Montgomery is horrified at
Quash’s treatment and that sympathy prompts him to buy the slave and have a doctor
treat the wound (11-12, 18-19). The slave’s iron collar reappears at the novel’s end
locked onto Moses, the fugitive who turns into a murdering rapist. John Weld leads
readers to the obvious conclusion that brutal handling of the male slaves, in
particular, leads to violent retaliation, and he implies that the converse is true: more
sympathetic treatment by owners like Webb Montgomery produce more responsible,
docile slaves.

Portions of the novel celebrate the brain-numbing field labor of all slaves old
enough to stand. After all, there were only 47 slaves to work 500 acres, only half of
which had been cleared (67). On Quash’s first day at Fairview he helps clear land for
tobacco, “...jerking saplings and cutting out underbrush” (54). Every slave, no
matter the age, is employed in this undertaking:

all over the field men, women and children were working, the men wielding
axes and knives, the women digging the dirt out from about the roots of the
larger saplings, and the children piling up and burning the brush. And
among them there was sporadic singing and frequent laughter and much

idleness. The men did as little as they dared; the women...eased their work
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with song; and the children made a game of whatever they were assigned to
do. (55)
Weld’s description suggests that this task of clearing land is not back-breaking at all.
See, the women sing and the children play for endless hours in the hot sun for no pay,
little food and squalid conditions. The omniscient narrator breaks into an elegy to
slave labor:
And it was a symphony to see them work.... There was about the slaves—in
their work and in their song as they followed the mules and horses—something
indescribably wonderful and throat-catching, and all the beauty that is bondage,
all of its poignance, its misery, its anguish and yearning were expressed there in
delicate blend. (73-74)
In this novel readers encounter “...all the beauty that is bondage...” indeed.

Sabbath appears particularly misogynistic, for all women profit in the slave
economy while there is silence about white male profiteering. White and black,
women are willing to sell their souls for material gain. Maud Montgomery, as
inheritor of the plantation from her father, is determined to make money off the
investment; her philosophy is that the plantation is unprofitable, because her husband
is not exploitative enough of slave labor. He is too easy on slaves, so she is eager to
provide the overseer with a special incentive to “grow more cotton”—unbeknownst to
her husband. She is willing to overlook her suspicions that her son’s personal slave is
also her husband’s child and that he seems particularly fond of that same boy’s

mother, also a house slave (157-159). The overseer’s wife, Mrs. Tate, likewise is
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portrayed as being the most grasping, thieving, and manipulative of all the women.
She too suspects her husband of sexual dalliances with female slaves, but she too is
willing to turn a blind eye—since she has a sexual encounter with a young a male
slave she has employed to steal meat from the smoke-house for her (276-283). She is
mildly concerned about having “a black baby.” This is the only instance of a white
novelist suggesting that white women were not horrified at the prospect of intercourse
with male slaves and, in Effie’s case, even initiated it. When Curtis is caught stealing
a ham for Effie Tate and is beat and put in the stocks, she does not intervene. Not
only are white women cunning and manipulative of childlike men, but the slave
women behave similarly; Chloe’s resistance to Tate’s sexual advances disappear
when he gives her a necklace. Her husband never enters her mind during her trysts
with Tate and when Quash does question her about their obvious relations, she lies
forthrightly. She trades sex for a better circumstance for her grandmother and she
chastises Tate for being extra rough with Quash in the field—so their relations do not
only profit her alone with new baubles. As soon as Chloe sees how she can profit
from prostitution, she suffers no ethical conflict. Likewise the fugitive slave in the
swamp, Moses, has a wife whom he hates because he does not believe she resists sex
with their owner. Unlike Quash who believes the female slaves lack protection and
choice in these matters, Moses believes his wife encourages and invites sex with
whites. In the world of this novel, women are devoid of moral compass, and payday
is the goal of their spirits.

For their part, male slaves don’t want sexual relations with white women; they
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rape out of revenge for how white men rape black women. Both Curtis and Moses
simply lack control, according to their depiction. Curtis tells Effie Tate after their
encounter that she should not have put her hands on him while sneaking to the
smokehouse to steal. Their encounter is not depicted as criminal since, after all, Effie
Tate is a scoundrel. On the other hand, poor, innocent white Nancy is raped and
killed by Moses on a rampage once he is freed from his iron collar. He decides to
punish himself by committing suicide rather than be lynched by the vigilantes. It is
not explained why he doesn’t try to escape capture since he is already a fugitive.
Males are the only ones sensitive to guilt in this novel. However all characters’
sexual machinations are rooted, as the epigram so states, in race. The slave males’
inability to protect slave females from rape by white men lead to most of the
tragedies.

In general, John Weld’s novels in the 1940s were “well-received.” In particular,
“Critics had high praise for Sabbath Has No End...”. F.T. “Marsh, this time
opining in Books, called it Weld’s ‘best story,” and asserted that the historical
research for the book had been better handled than that for...” a previous novel.
“Rose Feld, reviewing Sabbath in the New York Times, declared that ‘there is a good
deal in this novel which commands respect,” and complimented Weld on the realistic
portrayals of his black characters. She went on to conclude that the author ‘creates a
truly heroic figure’” in Quash” (“Weld”).

1944 proved to be a banner year for the publication of historical novels about

slavery. The Red Cock Crows, published in May 1944, was Frances Gaither’s second
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contribution to this particular genre. The author skillfully weaves a sub-plot,
involving blossoming love between a southern belle and a Yankee schoolteacher,
with the main plot, involving the transformation of the slave-overseer-preacher,
Scofield, into an insurrectionist. If Scofield’s tale echoes Nat Turner’s, that is
probably deliberate. The mythical Mississippi white townspeople overreact to the
rumored slave uprising and hang hundreds of innocent slaves. However, the town
returns to its previous quiet temper after the mass executions.

As soon as Adam Fiske, a teacher from Maine, debarks from the steamboat in
Scotts Bluff, a Mississippi town in 1835, he is confronted by slavery. A slave is sent
to meet him and lead him to the tavern inn where he unwittingly impresses the other
guests when he announces he’s working for the Dalton plantation. Fiske had saved
for two years for the journey south to open a school for rich planters’ children (3-7).
The Dalton plantation is the largest in the area. In fact, when a man wanted to say he
had a “heap” of anything, he said that he had: “as many as Dalton’s got niggers.” The
town had been settled only twelve years, but there were so many slaves that they
outnumbered the white population forty-to-one (6).

The Northern schoolteacher gets to see first-hand the best of plantation living as he
is taken on a tour by Ward Dalton himself who knows all his slaves by name.
Although there is a white overseer, he has only a perfunctory role, almost
ceremonial—because Dalton’s neighbors expect a white overseer on each plantation.
The plantation is run, in truth, by a black slave driver, Scofield (17).

That night festivities in the “big house” and in the slave quarters celebrate the corn
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shucking. Fannie Dalton decides to take bored-looking Adam Fiske to the party in

[13)

the slave quarters because she ‘’...never saw a Yankee yet who wasn’t crazy about
darkies singing in the moonlight.”” Indeed, the slaves’ singing did exhilarate Fiske
(18-19).

No sooner than the white spectators depart, than a murderous fight erupts in the
quarters. Scofield, the black driver, runs to the mansion to tell “Mas Ward” about the
killing. Ward Dalton does not blame Scofield when the slave party gets out of hand.
A female slave, Coatney, stabbed and killed “a strange nigger” (21-22). Dalton takes
a doctor down to the quarters to tend the slaves hurt in the fight, and even patches up
the murderer who doesn’t belong to him (25). Then, Scofield is ordered to drive
Coatney home. She wails all the way for she’s worried about being hanged for
murder. Scofield has sex with her in an open field to quiet her (26-27).

At this point in the novel, Scofield is portrayed as having an enviable life for a
slave. Despite Scofield’s privileged position as slave driver, he shares a cabin with
his stepfather Montgomery, a house servant to Ward Dalton’s father (23). Both
Scofield’s mother and wife had died, but he mourned for his mother more than his
deceased wife—even when he is with Coatney. “...[H]e knew he’d get him another
woman. But he’d never have another mama” (45). In fact, a turning point in
Scofield’s otherwise steady relationship with Dalton occurs when Dalton returns
home from a profitable trip to sell cotton and buys everyone gifts—except the gift
Scofield had asked for, a marker for his mother’s grave. Instead, Dalton buys

Scofield another woman. Dalton explains, “”You know I told you a long time ago I
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was going to get you another wife as soon as I could afford it. And I’ll never afford it
any better than now. So Idid it. Nathan and Top need women, too. So I bought
three at once.... Now understand, you’re to have first choice. They’re all fine young
wenches, stout and hearty...”” (112-113).

In rather heavy-handed fashion Frances Gaither illustrates that even the most
compassionate slave owner never considers that slaves have emotional ties to family.
Slaves are paired like animals and bred for profit. Dalton believes that Scofield is
more interested in sex than in honoring his mother with a grave marker; that is one
reason why Dalton conveniently forgot the marker. Of course, another reason will be
the potential profit to Dalton if Scofield and the “stout and hearty” wench reproduce
another slave. Ward Dalton was raised by a father who had also disrupted Scofield’s
family life; the Judge had taken Scofield’s stepfather, Montgomery, away to
Washington, D.C. for years when he served as senator. Scofield’s family exists
solely to serve whites; slaves’ relationships with each other are of no consequence.

However, not only is the slave owner guilty of insensitivity in this novel. The
northern schoolteacher remains impressed by the affluence of the Dalton plantation
where even slaves own a few things. After all, Scofield owns his own horse and
Montgomery is a regular bank, loaning money to all sorts of folks. Even “[t]he
humblest slave had money to spend. They all raised private crops and poultry...”
(52). With these thoughts Fiske is able to justify slavery and not show any abolitionist
tendencies of which he is suspected.

When two slaves are overheard talking about killing a white baby at a neighboring
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plantation to Dalton’s, the few whites not vacationing in other states organize to
protect themselves. Only Fannie Dalton and her grandfather remain at the Dalton
plantation (131-132). Judge Dalton dismisses the rumored slave revolt, explaining,
“’Our people are too well-fed, too comfortable all around to cut our throats...”” (136).
The Judge cautions the young hot-heads because he knows that whites’ fears have
killed more blacks in his lifetime than slaves have killed whites (137). Still, even
Fannie remains on edge, slapping a rude slave that hints at rebellion. Fannie “hadn’t
struck a servant since she was six years old. It just wasn’t done at Shandy. Nobody
struck a Negro in anger. Once an overseer had been fired for doing it. Even official
whippings were rarely administered and then only as a last resort for flagrant crime
such as stabbing or infidelity.” Fannie immediately apologizes (144-145).

The Judge miscalculates. The slaves are on verge of uprising—with Scofield as
the head. On the night his mother had died, Scofield had decided to lead a revolt that
would set all slaves free. He saw it in a vision. Scofield has no desire to run away by
himself: “’I wouldn’t care nothin’ ‘bout bein’ free all by myself. Seem like I
wouldn’t want it less’n ever’body else, they be free, too’” (96). Scofield’s main
concern is getting enough ammunition for his plan (98).

Hysteria grips the whites at the hint of slave insurrection, and they begin rounding
up and executing black people on whim. The schoolteacher witnesses a female
slaveholder tying up an entire slave family and sending them to jail. When Fiske asks
what crime the children have committed, the woman replies that she can do whatever

she wants with her slaves (170). A Committee of Safety is formed to investigate the
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rumors of insurrection and to punish the blacks. The northern schoolteacher,
although always suspect of abolitionist sympathies, is permitted to join the
Committee and become secretary. (Eventually he will be thrown off the Committee
and told to leave the county forever for some jottings in a diary that made him appear
to question slavery.) All types of blacks—all ages, genders, and occupations,
including freedmen—are brought before the Committee of Safety (196). Many are
hanged based on little evidence (202).

General (yes, he’s given himself the title) Scofield’s army is diminished by the
hangings and jail. He still wants to have the rebellion, just differently than planned
(218). Eventually all his captains are killed and Scofield is caught, alone. The
arresting sheriff asks him, “’It doesn’t make sense to me somehow, Scofield. How on
earth could a boy with so many advantages, so trusted by his master, foster a bloody
rebellion?...”” (289). Scofield admits that no white man has stolen a woman from
him or done a specific wrong (290). Of course, he must not have considered
enslavement “a specific wrong”. When he’s before the Committee, Scofield admits
to being led by the Spirit to foster the slave rebellion (291). He is sentenced to hang
(302).

After a week of bloodletting, the town returned to normal: the gallows was
destroyed, the Committee disbanded. “It was just like old times again—except that
people, black and white, were kinder, if anything, to one another, as though they all
entered into tacit conspiracy to wipe out the memory of that one incredible week at

the beginning of July” (304). The whites try to return to normal, which means
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returning to their imagined belief that they are kind and that slavery helps blacks.
The slaves have no choice but to submit to whatever the whites demand. It is
Mississippi in 1835.

The novel ends with a focus on the young white characters’ love story. Fannie
Dalton rejects her heritage, leaving the plantation to marry Adam Fiske in Boston.
She knows she is doomed to exile for her betrayal of marrying a non-southerner (and
one suspected of helping to incite the almost-slave rebellion). Once again, the Civil
War is settled in fiction by the romantic love between a southerner and a northerner
who are not far apart, as it turns out, about the slavery question.

In quite obvious fashion, Frances Gaither wants readers to see the horrific effects
of slavery, even on an “enlightened” plantation with “kindly” owners who eschew the
usual, overt, physical brutality. Nevertheless the slave system itself creates the
constant fear of slave uprising in outnumbered whites, the constant urge to be free in
the seemingly docile, and the bloody repression that enables the whites to maintain
control. The Red Cock Crows is an attempt to explain Nat Turner’s bloody siege.
Scofield is transformed from reliable overseer to a general who plans to kill all whites
despite his relatively prosperous life as a slave. Scofield also is led by a spiritual
vision, so his transformation does not have to make logical sense. The fractured slave
families’ lives are presented as is the random, easy sexual escapades among slaves
who know no fidelity to a spouse whom they do not love and who is selected for them
by the slave-owner. The whites’ iron-fisted terror tactics are never recognized as the

true source of a cycle of violence.
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Red Cock Crows received mixed reviews at publication. Some critics labeled it
fast-paced while others thought it slow. Many described it as melodramatic
(“Gaither,” Book Review Digest 268). In The American Historical Novel Ernest Leisy
believes that Gaither’s goal was to demonstrate “...that slavery was an anachronism
even during the period of its economic success” (147). For today’s readers, the novel
offers so little that it is probably unread by all but doctoral students.

A novelist with a similar style as Gaither’s, Henrietta Buckmaster was the pen
name of Henrietta Henkle (1909-1983), born in Cleveland to a newspaper editor
although her family had settled in the South in the early eighteenth century (Rothe 79;
Wakeman 236). She grew up in New York City where her father was foreign editor
for the New York Herald Tribune (Wakeman 235). Henkle was educated in private
schools, Friends Seminary and the Beardley School, but she did not attend college.
Her publishing career began at twelve years with a short story in Child Life. By
seventeen, she was writing book reviews for the Christian Science Monitor and the
Saturday Review of Literature (Rothe 79). Her first novel was published at the age of
eighteen, but before her life was through, she would complete nine novels and three
non-fiction books (Wakeman 235-236). 1944 was her most celebrated year as a
writer in which she won the Ohioana medal for Deep River, and she received a
Guggenheim fellowship to complete a biography of William Lloyd Garrison (Rothe
79-80). Buckmaster worked as an editor for Harper’s Bazaar and Reader’s Digest
(Rothe 79). She died in 1983 (Wakeman 236).

From her earliest work, Buckmaster was committed to producing carefully
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researched historical fiction about the abolitionist movement and Civil War for
contemporary readers (Rothe 79). Her works were rooted in purpose to correct “[...]
our misinformation about the Negro before and after the Civil War” (Wakeman 235).
Always “... Miss Buckmaster had been convinced of the rightness of the anti-slavery
movement” and her third novel, Let My People Go, focused on the Underground
Railroad. She had so much material left after completing it, that she decided to put it
to use in Deep River (Rothe 79).

Deep River (1944) demonstrates how slaveholding created friction in white
families. The novel begins in 1859 in Oglethorpe County, Georgia on the wedding
day of Savanna Dorr and Simon Bliss. Savanna, the daughter of a prosperous planter,
is encouraged by her mother to call off the wedding, ostensibly because the groom is
late and might not show up. Mother Amelia Dorr believes Simon Bliss is a poor
choice for a husband since he does not own as much property as Savanna’s father.
Simon has only ten acres of land and no slaves, compared to the Dorrs’ 150 acres and
twelve slaves. Nevertheless, Savanna’s paternal grandfather and her personal slave,
Mammy, counsel her to marry Simon who is late to his own wedding because he was
talking a white man out of beating a black man (3-15). Eventually Simon arrives.

Immediately after the wedding dinner, Simon and Savanna depart for their new
mountain home, many days’ ride away. Savanna complains that Simon would not let
her “bring Mammy,” the only person she had wanted to take with her. Simon
proclaims, ‘““There’ll never be a slave man or a slave woman in my house [...].

There’ll be no slaves. We don’t take to black men or white men doing our work for
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us in the mountains [...]. No woman and no man bends dutiful to me [...]. Everyone
stands upright in the image of Almighty God’” (22). Thus, Simon’s abolitionist
ideals are established at the outset.

The character most transformed over the course of Deep River is Savanna Dorr
Bliss. Her first argument with her new husband centers on her desire to take Mammy
with her to their new home. Simon absolutely refuses to own a slave—which raises
the question of why two with such different values would marry in the first place.
Pure animal magnetism seems to be the culprit. However, Savanna, possibly
recalling her grandfather’s life with Dodie, secretly worries that Simon will have
intercourse with the one slave on Lonesome Mountain, Venus (48). Savanna notices
Simon talking to her at a neighbor’s cabin-building and that plants the suspicion.
Although a communal project, Venus stands apart as an outsider until Simon talks to
her. Savanna

...for almost the first time in her life she thought of a Negro woman exactly as
she might about herself [...]. Men loved black girls because they were women.
They knew nothing about black skins or white skins while they loved them
[...]. Maybe men naturally loved black women better than white women
because they had a dark beautiful secret, Savanna thought. (54)
Not only Venus makes Savanna rethink her slaveholding values, but the fugitive slave
Ben causes Savanna to engage in her first abolitionist activity. She personally helps
Ben return to her parents’ plantation in order to get his family and then return to

Canada. Savanna’s parents note that slaves disappear whenever Mrs. Bliss arrives
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(174).

Before his marriage, Simon had been away from his home for two years, getting
an education, yet he is disheartened upon return by the intractable poverty in the
mountains. No one represents poor men in the legislature since slave-owners control
the state capital (56). Savanna’s grandfather sympathizes with Simon’s abolitionist
leanings and knows that Simon plans to run for public office in a state hostile to his
politics (87). Simon decides to run for election to the state house and win by rallying
poor whites (there are no rich ones in his district) against slavery (125-142). His
campaign is successful (171). The plot slows to a crawl when the couple arrives in
the state capital, Milledgeville, since Buckmaster reproduces the politicians’ speeches
in legislative session. Simon’s first address questions a law that supports slavery
since his poor constituents do not own slaves (185-221).

As Abraham Lincoln goes into the White House and talk of civil war abounds,
Simon’s district re-elects him handily (416, 426). The state of Georgia does not
immediately desire secession, yet the Bliss family pays a high price for adhering to
their ideals. Simon is at the center of the anti-secession movement (442). To prevent
Simon from voting against secession, Simon is attacked in his own house, yet he
attends the convention, battered. He casts one of six votes to remain part of the
Union (461-465). While Simon is voting, his political rival assaults Savanna in their
house. Simon arrives home in time to rescue his wife and badly beats the intruder
(467-473). The Bliss family leaves Milledgeville for their mountain home as the

Civil War begins and they remain ready for whatever the future holds (475-477).
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The ethics of owning another human being stands at the heart of the political
struggle for state delegate Simon Bliss. Hence, his marriage into a slaveholding
family makes the political controversy a personal conflict too. His abolitionist
sentiments were known to both Grandpa Dorr and Mammy but apparently to no one
else; both encourage Savanna to marry Simon. It is intimated that Grandpa’s
appreciation for slaves stems from his lifelong relationship with Dodie, the slave
woman who lives with him openly in the family home (14). During a visit shortly
after their marriage, Grandpa asks Savanna:
do you know what the life that your husband plans for himself will be like? Do
you know that he’ll speak with a low voice, and will give thanks to his God if
one or two voices raise up with his? Do you know that he’ll walk a lone path,
ambushed on all sides by those who’ll seek to spell his blood?...Vanny, do you
know that your husband means to fight the biggest thing in this country—black
slavery? That he means to set himself up against four billion dollars in the
hands of the men who rule the country?.... (87-88)

Grandpa warns her that her parents will reject them (87).

By the time Simon is elected to the state legislature, Savanna no longer misses
Mammy but is willing to hire a freedwoman, Prudence, as a housekeeper. Savanna’s
conversation with Prudence gives her insight into the existential dilemma of being
slave or a free black person in America. Savanna to Prudence: “’ You have an easier
time being free, don’t you?’ ‘No’m.” ‘But would you go back to slavery?” ‘No’m.””

After this conversation, Savanna wants to do more to aid black people; she intends to
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teach black children to read (175). Savanna becomes completely converted to the
abolitionist cause when she begins to read Simon’s books and literature and when she
sees how her husband is verbally and physically attacked for his politics. She
becomes his soul mate in the cause.

Deep River posits that the Civil War was primarily an economic conflict “...of the
poor, including the slaves, against the rich planter class...” according to Jennings
Rice in the New Yorker review. The idea that there were small bands of poor whites
with abolitionist sentiments is indeed controversial (“Buckmaster,” James and Brown
341). Is the creation of abolitionist mountain people in Georgia a twentieth century
compromise with a northern publisher to make the novel amenable to a broad
readership in the 1940s? The novel had broad appeal; an Armed Forces edition was
published in 1944 (Rothe 79). Henrietta Buckmaster, along with Frances Gaither,
Lillian Smith, Howard Fast, and Hodding Carter, belonged to a school of white
Southern writers who used literature for overtly political purposes to advance black
rights. They saw black characters and themes as inextricably part of American
history and literature and won praise for their sensitive treatments of these characters
and events (Franklin and Moss 460). Deep River was extensively reviewed with most
critics noting its excessive length (due to inclusion of too many speeches on the state
house floor) and its passionate prose (‘“Buckmaster,” James and Brown 341-342).

Four years lapse before another historical novel about American slavery is written.
A Clouded Star (1948) is dedicated to Anne Parrish’s great-aunt “who knew Harriet,

and told me about her when I was a child...”. Precisely how her great-aunt came to
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know Harriet Tubman—whether as a white abolitionist on the Underground Railroad
in Delaware—is unknown to readers. (In the novel Harriet Tubman leads fugitive
slaves into Delaware looking for one of the Underground Railroad’s outposts.) What
Susanna Parrish did transmit to her niece was a great love for Tubman’s heroism and
her astonishing range of skills.

Novelist Anne Parrish achieved a degree of celebrity in her lifetime that died
when she did. Born on November 12, 1888 in Colorado Springs, Colorado, Parrish
was raised jointly out West and in Claymount, Delaware, her grandmother’s home.
Both parents were painters. Describing her education, Parrish wrote: “I was slightly
educated in private schools in Colorado and Delaware, then studied painting in
Philadelphia [...].” Anne Parrish published nineteen books, many of which were
children’s books, which she also illustrated. Three of the children’s books were
nominated for the Newbery Medal. Her third novel, Perennial Bachelor, won the
$10,000 Harper Prize in 1925. With her second husband, writer Josiah Titzell, she
traveled the world but used New York as home base. Anne Parrish died on
September 5, 1957 (Seymour-Smith and Kimmens 2003).

The novel’s prologue features 95-year-old Samuel Mingo returning to the
shambles of Ellen’s Portion, a Maryland plantation from which he escaped at age
nine. The last survivor of the slave owners, Miss Amanda, lives in the overseer’s
house and is cared for by the granddaughter of former slaves (Parrish 1-2). Samuel
has returned after all these years to thank Amanda for helping him to escape to Moses

(Harriet Tubman’s alias) and the Underground Railroad (5). The remainder of A
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Clouded Star is a flashback of Samuel Mingo’s story of the journey to Canada.

Samuel’s first eight years are as close to idyllic as a slave boy’s can be. He lives
in the happy home of his parents, Tobe and Lovey, on Ellen’s Portion. Although only
a child, Samuel is already working in the tobacco fields with his parents; he mainly
carries water to the field hands. His parents adore him, their only child, and try to
shield him from knowledge of his future. Life seems acceptable until “Old Master”
dies and his son, Mr. Charlie, takes over (11). The son is a reckless gambler who
sells slaves and eventually Samuel to pay his debts.

On Samuel’s first day at the new plantation he meets Amanda Piper, Mr. Harry’s
niece, who is visiting her mother’s southern relatives for the summer. She lives in
Boston with her father and grandmother and really does not like the South or slavery
(28). Since no one knows who Samuel is or why Harry brought him home, Samuel
and Amanda, his elder by two years, spend the day together. Amanda immediately
counsels him to run away to Africa (30). As the summer progresses, Samuel and
Amanda spend hours fishing, playing with the dogs and dolls and even playing
croquet together (for which Samuel is hit with a mallet and Amanda roundly
chastised) (46).

Eventually the children eavesdrop on the overseer telling the grandmother and
matriarch how Moses is stealing slaves from nearby plantations (83). They also
overhear that Samuel is to be whipped, not for any wrongdoing, but just as a
preventive measure against rebellion and to ensure terror and obedience. Both

recognize that Samuel must leave Tranquility at next sunrise. Dressed in Amanda’s
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clothes in Amanda’s canoe, Samuel takes off with directions to Ellen’s Portion, his
former plantation (84-85). He arrives at his former cabin to find no one there. His
father is in hiding for breaking a white man’s neck and his mother has been sold. He
locates his father who tells Samuel to leave with Moses that night. Tobe’s plan is to
find Lovey and reunite with Samuel in the North (88-91).

The heart of the novel is Samuel Mingo’s journey with Harriet Tubman. In the
dark of night, through deep woods, Samuel follows the whippoorwill’s call,
Tubman’s signal, until he reaches her and her fugitive band of two men, two women,
and two babies (95, 119). He had to catch up to them because they had already
started while Samuel is talking to his father. The adults are amazed and overjoyed at
the fearless little eight-year-old who had wandered upon bloody feet. He is badly
bruised from his flight so the men carried him for several days until he heals, and he
is instantly Tubman’s favorite. The fugitives get to Delaware but the roads are
“watched as they never had been watched” and they can’t reach the Underground
Railroad station (123). Tubman tells them the story of Thomas Sims, a 17-year-old
slave, sent back to Georgia from Boston though abolitionists had tried to save him. In
Delaware she tells them, “You free, but you not safe yet.” For safety they leave the
U.S. for Canada (120). The novel is told from Tubman’s point of view from the
moment she is introduced, so all of the suffering the fugitives experience as they walk
from Maryland to Canada is seen through the prism of her mind and character (154-
239). At Niagara Falls the fugitives board a train in which they are welcomed by

John Brown himself and they sing and rejoice as they cross into Canada (240-241).
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Although Harriet Tubman is the star of the novel, Anne Parrish portrays young
Samuel Mingo’s slave life well enough to give readers a sense of why “Moses” had to
lead her people to Canada. Samuel works incessantly, carrying water to field hands
during the day and entertaining Mr. Charlie and guests at night. He gets to wear pants
and a jacket when he’s performing, but normally he’s clothed in a scratchy linen shirt,
called “sally-go-naked”. Slave children are not given normal clothes until ten years.12
Since children are not producing much for the owner, as little as possible was
expended on their upkeep—while exploiting their work as much as possible. Samuel
is sold on a whimsy in a card game—and his owner is saddened only by the fact that
he will no longer be able to use the child. There’s no sense that the child is being
ripped from his family and is emotionally devastated by the change; Samuel is no
more than an object given to another owner.

The break up of the only intact slave family in the novel is meant to have
emotional resonance. The slave parents’ inability to protect their child from any of
Charlie’s enterprises causes deep concern. The last time Tobe appears in the
narrative, he is clinging to the idea of a reunited Mingo family in the North. Adult
Samuel never mentions to Amanda what became of his parents. The odds are against
the family’s survival as a unit despite Tobe’s and Samuel’s valor and faith.

During Samuel’s journey to Canada with Harriet Tubman, she tells him many
things, including a description of the Middle Passage. Tubman tells the boy:

"Then they is stowed between decks, naked, jammed into each other’s laps. No

room to move. They is seasick, so it makes the sailors sick to come below,

12 Frederick Douglass in The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass details

how slave children are kept naked year-round.
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after a storm, to take out the dead ones and throw them overboard. When it’s
nice weather, they is brought up on deck to have water thrown over them and
get rice and water, not for pity’s sake, just so they’ll be fit to sell when they
reach shore [...]". (Parrish 143)
Not only does Tubman want the child to know his history, but he needs to know, in
the midst of a painful moment, what he and his people survived. From that story and
too many like it, we see what would drive these fugitives to leave family, friends, and
all that was familiar to walk miles through woods and snow and dark with empty
stomachs. We see what compels Harriet Tubman to risk her life and her freedom to
help others who had experienced slavery’s horrors.

In addition to fleeing slavery, overt rebellion is also illustrated in A Clouded Star.
The reason Tobe Mingo is in hiding on the night of Samuel’s return is because he had
put a “...grapevine across the road, that broke a white man’s neck. Every Saturday
night the patrollers on horseback hunted negroes for sport, chased men, women, and
children, not because they had done anything, but for amusement...” A little girl was
trampled to death. “[S]o the Negroes stretched wild grapevines across the dark road, a
rope of vine where it could catch the horses below the knees, a rope of vine where it
would catch the men’s necks.” The slaves hide until they heard patrollers in the area
and call out, bringing the patrollers down the road; one man had been killed (88-89).
Although the body count for the most sadistic white racists is nowhere as high as for
slaves, retributive violence had to be a constant feature in antebellum America.

As mentioned previously, A Clouded Star is dedicated to Parrish’s great-aunt
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“who knew Harriet”. It is quite possible that the novel contains family stories passed
down through generations describing with pride the work that at least one member
may have done on the Underground Railroad. From her aunt’s stories Parrish fell in
love with the heroic, larger-than-life Harriet Tubman who selflessly defied, not only
slavery, but American society’s concept of what a woman could do. The novel is a
praise song to her. Although it was easier to be unrepentantly abolitionist in 1948,
since the Civil War had been won and the book publishers are all located in the
North, the “winner,” still it is remarkable for a white novelist to focus an entire novel
on the heroism of its black characters. In addition, there’s not one derogatory
stereotype or description of the black characters, and the black characters’ actions, not
the white ones, drive the plot.

A Clouded Star had universally positive reviews by the publishing industry
although it was not a bestseller, nor has its distribution grown over the years. In fact,
the novel has disappeared from contemporary readership. World Authors 1900-1950
gives this assessment of the novelist: “...Parrish remained the object of conflicting
opinions, of which the only certainty was that this was a skilled craftswoman, adept at
dissecting the world around her. An essentially minor writer, her novels have hardly
survived, except as a part of the history of pop fiction” (Seymour-Smith and
Kimmens 2003).

In 1949, Frances Gaither published her third historical novel of the decade to focus
on master-slave relations through the prism of interracial sex. Double Muscadine

details how sex between white men and mulatto slave women led to the destruction of
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white families and what’s left of the blacks’. In this fictional world, no black men,
slave or free, have sexual relations with anyone, and white women sit around,
embarrassed, by their husbands’ unbridled lust for slave women. This story also
highlights whites’ fears of slaves’ retribution against their owners, specifically fears
of a house servant killing the owner. According to the preface, the characters and
setting are fictitious, but the “trial is modeled in considerable part on an actual case in
the records of the Supreme Court of Mississippi in the 1850s” (N.Pg).

A mulatto slave woman is accused of poisoning her owners, killing the youngest
heir to the ill-gotten fortune. The poisoning at Waverley, the biggest plantation in the
county, outrages all whites, independent of status. Conventional wisdom believes “A
slave who would do such a thing to her white folks was a creature hardly human, a
monster beyond all pity....Each white man felt the mortal threat in his own bones...as
if the evil done out at Waverley had been done to each of them personally” ( 22).
Novelist Frances Gaither quite obviously set out to humanize the accused mulatto
killer and explain why slavery creates the impetus for murder.

Waverley plantation was founded by “old Hunt,” an overseer from North Carolina
who came to Mississippi with a spouse and “...a pair of slaves who had come to him
through his wife.” Rumor was he had been his father-in-law’s overseer (24), so his
wealth is rooted in his wife’s property. As the Hunt family grew with the addition of
two daughters, Hunt added to his property in acreage, buildings and slaves. Waverley
prospered so much that “...long after he was dead and gone, to speak of Waverley

cotton or Waverley hams and butter, or even a Waverley Negro, was to guarantee it
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as a reliable product” (25). Until the poisoning incident, *“...the Waverley colored
people...were known far and wide for their honesty...”. Miss Hat, the spinster
daughter to “Old Hunt,” is another protagonist who takes her responsibility as sole
heir seriously now that her sister has died and that her sister’s child, “little” Hunt, was
killed in the poisoning. Elderly Miss Hat still lives at Waverley with her newly
remarried brother-in-law, Kirk McLean, father of little Hunt (60-61).

More than anything, Double Muscadine is a tale of two mulattoes. One mulatto is
Lethe, a favored slave of old Hunt. Although Hunt had concocted a story that her
father was a traveling mule driver (67), many believe that Hunt himself is her father.
Lethe is his favorite on the plantation: “You take my little Lethe and who’s to light
my pipe and fan the flies when I set eating?...” (69), but Hunt permits his daughter to
acquire Lethe upon her marriage to Kirk (70). Soon after, Lethe has her first baby,
and Miss Hat suspects Kirk is the father (73). Lethe is hired out “to the Methodist
preacher’s family” after Honey dies and Kirk remarries a seventeen-year-old. The
entire town approves of Lethe being removed from Waverley at Kirk’s remarriage
(86).

When the head slave has a stroke, Miss Hat tells Kirk to go to New Orleans to buy
another (92-93). Miss Hat does not have Aimee in mind as a replacement. Kirk buys
Aimee in New Orleans for only $650 despite her beauty and good health (134).
Later, during the trial, the brother of Aimee’s former owner testifies that Mrs. Arnaud
sold Aimee for such a low price out of spite; she knows Aimee had been her

husband’s mistress (279). Upon her arrival at Waverley, Aimee demonstrates no
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cooking or cleaning skills, and Miss Hat detects that her presence spells trouble for
Kirk’s new bride. Aimee refuses to sleep in the shed or answer any commands (144).
Both white men at Waverley, Kirk and the overseer, refuse to punish her for her
disobedience (150). Hearing of Aimee’s great beauty, Lethe walks from town to do
laundry at Waverley. With one look, Lethe does not like what she sees—the sole
reason for which Kirk had bought Aimee, her replacement. During the trial, Kirk is
not believed when he testifies that he did not have sex with Aimee in New Orleans
after he had bought her. No one believes him, even his pregnant wife (193,