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“Where is home?” is an overrated question, says the
author Sulaiman Addonia. Home for him is not a phys-
ical place. It’s a feeling one can discover in a lover’s eyes
or even a song. Addonia’s beautiful, sensual book “Si-
lence Is My Mother Tongue” is somewhat autobio-
graphical; he was born in Eritrea, raised in a Sudanese
refugee camp and spent his teenage years in Saudi Ara-
bia. For someone born into a nomadic life, his observa-
tions are understandable. For an African American de-
scendant of enslaved people who were taken from their
home country, it’s an idea to ponder. 

Addonia and I were part of a fast, fun clique of West-
ern-based writers and journalists who bonded immedi-
ately among the thousands of kindred spirits at the Ake
Arts and Book Festival in Lagos, Nigeria, last October.
Director Lola Shoneyin invited us there to engage in
panel discussions exploring the complicated relation-
ship we Africans of the diaspora have with the conti-
nent we think of as home.

I explained how emotional the longing for connec-
tion is for African Americans — what we most want, I
said, is to fi�nd the place where we see ourselves in the
faces of the Africans around us. 

Amazingly, this desire came true for me in Nigeria.
Wherever I went, I saw people who looked like me and
the people I knew. I began to be excited about the idea of
fi�nding my roots. 

In this Black History Month special edition, our
eighth annual, we circle back to the questions of identi-
ty we raised in the February 2019 Exodus issue. Journal-
ist E.R. Shipp analyzed the murky beginnings of slavery
and the role of the Tuckers of Virginia as a founding
family linked to the fi�rst “20 and odd” enslaved Africans
brought to the English colonies. That story got our edi-
tor Nicole Carroll thinking about a much larger project:
What if we took family historian Wanda Tucker all the
way back to the roots she claims in Angola? 

So a team of us from USA TODAY set out in late July
to go around the world with Wanda to walk in the foot-
steps of the ancestors. We trekked from the Ndongo
Kingdom from which they were taken in chains to the
slave fort Massangano on the Kwanza River, to the har-
bor-side National Museum of Slavery outside Luanda,
Angola. The museum has preserved a history quite dif-
ferent from the West African slavery stories we’ve
grown up hearing.

The result was USA TODAY’s 1619 Project, which is
commemorated in this edition. To fi�nd more stories
about Angola and the origins of slavery, see our project
online at 1619.usatoday.com. 

As you browse this edition, you’ll also fi�nd stories on
voting rights, the offi�cial black history theme we will be
exploring all year. Democratic rising star Stacey

Abrams shares her thoughts on the agen-
da for the black vote, and we look at po-
litical conservatism through the eyes of
Black Republicans. Felon reinstatement
and the plight of nonviolent off�enders
yet to be released are on the political ra-
dar as well. So be sure to check out one of
our related projects from Policing the
USA, Lifers at lifers.usatoday.com. 

Ripple eff�ects from our 1619 work keep
coming. Our lead project reporter, Deb-
orah Barfi�eld Berry, made a fantastic dis-
covery about her own heritage. A friend
of mine was so inspired by our work that
he took Ancestry’s DNA test. To his sur-
prise, he is 34% percent Nigerian. To his
puzzlement, he is 1% Norwegian. He
wants to visit both countries and embark
on a whole new adventure in identity. 

My brother and I got caught up in the
DNA excitement, too. The results of our
African Ancestry MatriClan and Patri-
Clan tests are due any day. Already our
quest raises more questions than it an-
swers: What’s the best way to tell our
parents? Do they really want to know?
Do we? We wait anxiously for the answer
to Addonia’s overrated question: Where
is home? 

FROM THE EDITOR

Searching, and hoping to fi�nd ‘home’ 
Nichelle Smith
USA TODAY

Wanda Tucker and her brother Vincent at a Smithsonian event
honoring the 400th anniversary of the fi�rst Angolans to arrive
in America. Wanda Tucker and her family are the subject of
USA TODAY's 1619 project. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

USA TODAY’s Nichelle Smith takes notes near Malanje, Angola,
last August. The newspaper accompanied Wanda Tucker to
Angola in search of her roots. DEBORAH BARFIELD BERRY, USA TODAY

❚ For more stories, visit blackhistory.usatoday.com
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Democrat Stacey Abrams may not
have won the governor’s race in Georgia,
but she remains a force to be reckoned
with off� the ballot. 

In 2018, Abrams became the fi�rst
black woman to receive a major party
nomination for governor in any state.
Her loss to Republican Brian Kemp, by
about 55,000 votes out of nearly 4 mil-
lion cast, led to a lawsuit against the
state alleging an unfair election. (As
Georgia’s secretary of state, Kemp over-
saw elections.) Abrams moved on to
found several organizations, among
them Fair Fight and Fair Fight 2020, that
aim to educate and motivate voters.

Amid concerns about congressional
redistricting after the 2020 Census and
the potential for voter suppression tac-
tics that evoke the 1960s, we spoke to
Abrams about her outlook for black vot-
ers this year.

Questions and answers have been ed-
ited for length and clarity.

Q: What are the issues black people
ought to be most concerned about as
we head into the 2020 election season?

A: I think there are two pieces to focus
on. One is ensuring that voter suppres-
sion does not have its intended eff�ect,
which is by making it more diffi�cult to
vote, people decide not to bother trying.
Our goal through Fair Fight and Fair Fight
2020 is to ensure that people know about
the obstacles that are being placed in
their way but (are encouraged to) vote in
even larger numbers to overwhelm the
intention of the system. The best way to

defeat voter suppression is by having
such a high turnout that the barriers to
voting have limited eff�ect. 

The second piece I want people to pay
attention to is the 2020 Census. While
people don’t often think of that as a vot-
ing rights issue, it’s directly related not
only to the allocation of congressional
leaders, but to how the (voting district)
lines are drawn for school boards and for
city council and county commissions
and state legislatures. I would tell people
to not only focus on voting but also make
certain they are counted in the 2020
Census for the power that will come over
the next decade. 

Q: What are the important local
elections African Americans should be
looking at, beyond school boards?

A: What tends to happen is that in
election years featuring a presidential
candidate, we only pay attention to the
top of the ticket. But we know that if you
care about criminal justice reform, you
need to pay attention to district attorney
races and to judicial races, because the
people who decide how our community
is treated in the court system get elected
in that year. And we need to ensure that if
someone is running for the school board,
if they’re making a decision over hun-
dreds of millions of dollars that will be al-
located to the benefi�t or to the detriment
of our children, that we know who they
are and we hold them accountable. 

Q: What must black voters demand
from the people who are running for
these local offi�ces?

VOTING RIGHTS Q&A

Stacey Abrams
says be heard 
and be counted

Continued on page 10 

Stacey Abrams, second from left, at an event in Los Angeles with Connie Britton,
Chelsea Handler and Mary McCormack in December 2019. JORDAN STRAUSS, INVISION/AP

Former president Barack Obama joins Abrams at a rally in her race for Georgia
governor on Nov. 2, 2018, at Atlanta’s Morehouse College. JOHN BAZEMORE, AP

Her most important issues in 2020: Counteracting 
voter suppression and getting an accurate census 

Nichelle Smith
USA TODAY
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A: Number one, they need to be able to
explain not only what they will do, but
what they have done. That means not
simply a list of theories, but a list of ac-
complishments. Because the other chal-
lenge is incumbency. We know that often
the person who gets to stay the longest is
the person who doesn’t make anybody
mad. But the fact that you don’t do some-
thing that off�ends people is an insuffi�-
cient reason to keep your job. Incum-
bents need to be held accountable for
what they have delivered and, even if
they can’t get everything done that we
want, be able to show how they tried.

Q: What do you think about the na-
tional Democratic presidential pool
right now? What must Democrats do,
once they settle on the ticket, to better
engage African Americans? 

A: There has to be early investment in
those communities, and that investment
has to be more than a visit to a barber-
shop on Saturday and a church on Sun-
day. It has to be organizing in those com-
munities. It has to be delivering commu-
nications and treating black voters the
same way we treat the mythical swing
voters. The issue with the swing voters is
they can swing either Democratic or Re-
publican. Black voters can either swing
towards the polls or they can stay home,
and that’s the thing that we need to be
most afraid of on the Democratic side.

Q: In 2018, Florida’s voters approved
a measure to restore voting rights to
people convicted of felonies who have
completed their sentences. What do
you see on the horizon for felon rein-
statement nationwide?

A: There are 22 states that currently
have some form of felony disenfran-
chisement, which is a vestige of the
Black Codes post-Reconstruction. Flori-
da had the largest single population,
leading with African Americans, who
were held captive. ... With most states
that have these laws on the books, if bal-
lot initiatives are used similar to what
they did in Florida to take (the decision)
out of the hands of a legislature and a
governor who may be predisposed
against it, then we can continue to make
progress. But ultimately the challenge
point has to happen at the national level.
There’s going to have to be federal legis-
lation that recognizes that no matter
which state you live in, your right to vote
does not need to be eviscerated.

Stacey Abrams speaks to
supporters on election
night, Nov. 6, 2018. She
narrowly lost the race to
Republican Brian Kemp.
As Georgia’s secretary of
state, Kemp supervised
elections in the state —
including his own race. A
lawsuit against the state,
fi�led after the election by
a group allied with
Abrams, alleged systemic
voter suppression.
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Abrams campaigns with
Oprah Winfrey in
Marietta, Georgia, on
Nov. 1, 2018, as the
governor’s race came
down to the wire.
PHOTOS BY JESSICA MCGOWAN,

GETTY IMAGES

Continued from page 9
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In 1955, E. Frederic Morrow joined President Dwight
Eisenhower’s White House as administrative offi�cer for
special projects. His job was reaching out to African
American voters who were leaving the Republican Par-
ty that they’d once supported wholeheartedly. 

A black Republican, Morrow quickly found himself
on an island. African Americans wanted a stronger
stance on civil rights, especially as battles over integra-
tion became more heated. Eisenhower was a gradualist,
who was concerned that a strong stance for racial
equality would alienate the party’s Southern wing. 

Morrow was constantly juggling his racial and politi-
cal concerns. 

President Dwight Eisenhower meets with black leaders, including Martin Luther King Jr., second from left, in 1958. E. Frederic Morrow stands behind Eisenhower. AP 

VOTING RIGHTS

Blacks in GOP
make a home 
on an island

Afi Scruggs
Special to USA TODAY

Continued on page 14
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“I am an appointee, who feels loyalty
to the administration, but I am also a 
Negro who feels very keenly ills that af-
fl�ict my race in its eff�orts to secure all the
privileges of citizenship that have been
denied for three centuries,” Morrow
wrote in his diary, 

Sixty years later, African American
Republicans still fi�nd themselves on an
island. But it is even smaller than Mor-
row’s, says Leah Wright Rigueur, who
teaches at Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government and is the author of “The
Loneliness of the Black Republican.” 

Wright Rigueur says black Republi-
cans are caught in a double bind: “Their
real struggle is, what do you do when
you’re a political minority within your ra-
cial group, and a racial minority within
your political group?” 

White Republicans like Pat Buchanan
have applauded African Americans in
their party for “leaving the plantation
politics” of the Democratic Party. “This
line of thinking stems from the simplistic
belief that African Americans have been
brainwashed into voting for the Demo-
cratic party,” Wright Rigueur says. 

African Americans critics, however,
label black Republicans as accommoda-
tionist at best, and some stop just short
of calling them “Uncle Toms.” Wright Ri-
gueur quotes a 1992 article in the Pitts-
burgh Courier that called black Republi-
cans “a bogeyman dressed … to cajole
blacks into believing … the Republican
Party … is a trumpet-tongued angel …
playing the jazz of economic salvation
and social harmony.” 

Stereotypes aside, scholars say mod-
ern black Republicans are diverse. 

“Some of them ... have an ideological
affi�nity to conservatism and evangelical
Christianity ,” says Musa Al-Gharbi, a so-
ciologist at Columbia University. Refer-
ring to the 2016 GOP presidential candi-
date who now serves as housing secre-
tary in the Trump administration, Al-
Gharbi notes, “Ben Carson is pretty au-
thentically … conservative ideologically.” 

But others, like 2012 candidate Her-
man Cain, are drawn to the party’s sup-
port for business and entrepreneurship. 

“You have others who support this
other wing of conservatism about hard
work and free market,” Al-Gharbi says.

Republicans like Cain and Carson
aren’t outliers when it comes to social
and economic conservatism. For exam-
ple, a 2019 survey from the Pew Research
Centers found that 49% of blacks oppose

same-sex marriage, compared with 32%
of whites. Last November, the Joint Cen-
ter think tank polled 1,200 African Amer-
icans on their concerns going into the
2020 elections. It found that a majority
of respondents believe that most people
can get ahead if they work hard — a
statement often repeated by Republi-
cans opposed to social programs. In a
similar survey of Democratic primary
voters, a majority of respondents said
hard work is no guarantee of success. 

Republicans have been able to capi-
talize on shared positions. In the 2004
presidential election, George W. Bush got
16% of the African American vote in
Ohio. Much of that support came via Af-
rican American pastors, who urged pa-
rishioners to vote for a state constitu-
tional amendment banning same-sex
marriage that was also on the ballot. 

Republican Ken Blackwell was Ohio
secretary of state during that time. He
says he helped put the amendment on
the ballot. Appealing to African Ameri-

cans’ social conservatism was an impor-
tant strategy that ultimately aided Bush. 

“We would go into churches, black
and white, and advocate for passage of
this constitutional amendment .... The
Apostolic and Pentecostal churches that
normally sat out elections, with that is-
sue being on the ballot came out and vot-
ed for the candidate that was for the mo-
tion,” he says.

And Blackwell, who is campaigning

for Donald Trump’s re-election, predicts
that 12% of African American voters will
help put the president back in offi�ce.
Trump received 8% of the African Amer-
ican vote in 2016.

“The black community is not homoge-
nous,” Blackwell says. “There is diversity
of political thought. I think that where
(Trump) is making advances is with 

Ohio Secretary of State Ken Blackwell presides over a ceremony casting the
state’s electoral votes for George W. Bush in 2004. A ballot measure opposing
same-sex marriage, backed by black pastors, helped boost Bush. WILL SHILLING, AP

Continued from page 12

E. Frederic Morrow was administrative
officer for special projects in the White
House from 1955 to 1961. His duties
included outreach to black voters.
BETTMANN ARCHIVE VIA GETTY IMAGES

Continued on page 16

“I am an appointee, who feels loyalty to
the administration, but I am also a
Negro who feels very keenly ills that
afflict my race in its efforts to secure
all the privileges of citizenship that
have been denied for three centuries.”

E. Frederic Morrow
From his diary
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young black males. I think the work
we’ve been doing for years on criminal
justice reform … that means something.
Tapping into the entrepreneurial spirit
means something.” 

However, claiming 12% of black votes
wouldn’t necessarily indicate that Afri-
can Americans are becoming more sym-
pathetic to the GOP. Wright Rigueur says
Republicans routinely win 8% to 15% of
African American votes. That’s a far cry
from 1956, when 39% of black voters
backed Eisenhower. 

She agrees with Blackwell that Afri-
can Americans tend to espouse conser-
vative social values. When it comes to
political support, though, they look for
something else. 

“At the end of the day, black voters are
constantly seeking to understand
whether or not a political individual is
working in the best interests of the com-
munity,” Wright Rigueur says. 

That’s why African Americans
pledged allegiance to Republicans dur-
ing the fi�rst half of the 20th century, and
abandoned it during the latter half. 

For decades African Americans faith-
fully voted Republican. Some of the loy-
alty came from the party’s association
with Abraham Lincoln, who issued the
Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.
During Reconstruction after the Civil
War, when Union troops occupied the
Democratic-dominated South, black of-
fi�ceholders like U.S. Sens. Hiram Revels
and Blanche Bruce, both of Mississippi,
were Republicans. 

When Jim Crow laws all but eliminat-
ed the right of blacks to vote in the South,
northern blacks especially clung to the
Republican Party. “The Republican Party
was the party of Lincoln. It was the party
that emancipated the slaves,” Al-Gharbi
says. “From Lincoln through the
mid-20th century, the Republican Party
was the more reliable party for civil
rights and civil liberties.” 

But African Americans began to drift
away during the Depression. In 1936,
President Franklin Roosevelt, a Demo-
crat, got 71% of black votes. That was a
major migration for voters who had seen
the party as the stronghold of segrega-
tionists who oppressed them. 

Wright Rigueur writes that northern
blacks benefi�ted from New Deal pro-
grams such as the Work Progress Ad-
ministration and Federal Emergency Re-
lief Assistance. In addition, Eleanor Roo-

sevelt’s activism for civil rights con-
vinced black voters to switch parties. 

Blacks didn’t completely leave the Re-
publican Party, though. Instead, voters
weighed each party carefully. In 1956, Ei-
senhower earned black support because
of opposition by Southern Democrats to
the Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in
Brown vs Board of Education of Topeka,
which said that segregation in public
schools was unconstitutional. 

“Eisenhower was able to get a strong
number of the black votes because black
voters are predominantly northern vot-
ers, and they are punishing the Demo-
cratic Party for allowing racists to remain
within their mix,” Wright Rigueur says.

She says black voters fl�owed between
the two major parties until the early
1960s, when the parties begin to forge
identities around civil rights and eco-
nomics. When black voters saw the par-
ties converging on civil rights, they
looked to parties’ stances on economics. 

“By 1961, most black voters are saying
the same thing as white voters, which is
the Democratic Party is the party of the
working man,” she says. 

But the 1964 presidential race that
shaped the modern-day Republican Par-
ty also triggered a shift by African-Amer-
ican voters to the Democrats. 

Republican presidential candidate
Barry Goldwater had voted against the
1964 Civil Rights Act in the Senate. He
lost the election, but his support for
states’ rights — the term was a rallying
cry for segregationists opposed to feder-
al intervention — helped the party break
the Democratic hold on the South.

In 1968, with an eye toward segrega-

tionist George Wallace’s third party can-
didacy, Republican presidential candi-
date Richard Nixon added a racial com-
ponent to his message — over the objec-
tions of liberal Republican stalwarts like
former Michigan governor George Rom-
ney and former New York governor Nel-
son Rockefeller — and won the election. 

As the Republican Party became more
conservative, the diff�erences between it
and the Democrats became more stark. 

“Today, there’s almost no muddiness
whatsoever, when it comes to questions
of economics, and questions of race.
Black folks are very, very clear about how
they view the Democratic Party and how
they view the Republican Party,” says
Wright Rigueur. 

But that doesn’t mean another shift
couldn’t occur, she says. Securing Afri-
can American loyalty will require more
than appeals to fi�ght racism. “That is no
longer enough,” Wright Rigueur says.
“Black voters have always been sophisti-
cated and nuanced. They’ve always been
multi-issue voters.”

Which means it’s the multi-issue can-
didate, Republican or Democrat, who has
the better chance with blacks come Elec-
tion Day.

Continued from page 14

Herman Cain speaks at a rally of the conservative Americans for Prosperity in July 2012 in Reno, Nevada. A businessman and
former Federal Reserve official, Cain sought the 2012 Republican presidential nomination. JUSTIN SULLIVAN, GETTY IMAGES

Ben Carson ran for president as a
Republican in 2016 and became
secretary of Housing and Urban
Development in the Trump
administration. ZACH GIBSON, GETTY IMAGES
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August 18, 2020, marks 100 years since the ratifi�cation of the 19th
Amendment, which guaranteed American women “suff�rage,” or the
right to vote. The dominant narrative about the suff�rage movement is
framed through the experiences of white women (and, to some extent,
abolitionist Frederick Douglass, a noted and outspoken supporter of
women's rights). But African American women played a major role in
obtaining the right to vote — even though many of them would not
truly enjoy that right themselves until decades later. 

In 1872, Susan B. Anthony tried to vote in the presidential election
and was arrested and prosecuted in Rochester, New York. In Battle
Creek, Michigan, Sojourner Truth demanded a ballot that same year
and was turned away. The suff�rage movement was in full swing.

Early women’s rights activists such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton
championed gender equity but often didn't feel the same way about
race. Even though many white suff�ragists had worked to eradicate the
institution of slavery, they did not follow up with eff�orts to ensure that
former slaves would have citizenship or voting rights.

“Black women were not accounted for in white women’s push for
suff�rage. Their fi�ght wasn’t about women writ large. It was about white
women obtaining power — the same power as their husbands, black
women and black men be damned,” says Jennifer D. Williams, an as-
sistant professor at Howard University.

Stanton and other leaders in the movement didn't support the 14th
and 15th amendments, which granted former slaves citizenship and
gave black men voting rights. Given this chasm, a black women's suf-
frage movement developed alongside the mainstream movement. 

“There was a concerted eff�ort by white women suff�ragists to create
boundaries towards black women working in the movement,” says
historian and author Michelle Duster. “White women were more con-
cerned with having the same power as their husbands, while black
women saw the vote as a means to improving their conditions."

Here are some black suff�ragists who helped lead the fi�ght. 

Sojourner Truth became a leading voice for women’s rights in the 1850s. GANNETT NEWS SERVICE

VOTING RIGHTS

They won 
the vote for
all women
African Americans were central 
fi�gures in suff�rage movement,
even if history dwells on whites
Nsenga K. Burton
Special to USA TODAY

Sojourner Truth
(About 1797–1883)

Born into slavery as Isabella Baumfree, she gained her freedom in the 1820s and took the name
Sojourner Truth. She supported herself through menial jobs and selling a memoir dictated to Olive
Gilbert, “The Narrative of Sojourner Truth.” At a 1851 women’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio,
Sojourner Truth delivered what became one of the most famous abolitionist and women’s rights
speeches in American history, known as “Ain’t I a Woman?” In 1872, Truth was turned away when
trying to vote in the U.S. presidential election in Battle Creek, Michigan.Continued on page 20
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Coralie Franklin Cook
(1861–1942)

A teacher and noted public speaker, Cook founded
the National Association of Colored Women and was
a committed suffragist. In 1915, she published
“Votes for Mothers” in the NAACP’s magazine, The
Crisis, discussing the challenges of being a mother
and why women need the right to vote.

Angelina Welde Grimke 
(1880–1958)

A well-known feminist in the District of Columbia,
Grimke was a journalist, playwright, poet, suffragist
and teacher. Grimke wrote for several journals, in-
cluding Margaret Sanger’s Birth Control Review. She
was educated at Wellesley College. Her literary
works expanded on her ideas about the pain and
violence in black women’s lives and her rejection of
double standards imposed on women. 

Charlotte (“Lottie”) Rollin 
(1849–unknown)

Rollin was one of fi�ve sisters who were prominent in
civil rights and political activism in Reconstruction-
era South Carolina. After the Civil War, the suffrage
movement split over support for the 15th Amend-
ment, which granted the vote to men freed from
slavery. The National Woman Suffrage Association
opposed the amendment, because it left women
disenfranchised. The rival American Woman Suf-
frage Association supported the amendment, and
Rollin joined that group. She spoke on the floor of
the South Carolina House of Representatives in 1869
in support of universal suffrage. By 1870, Rollin had
chaired the founding meeting of the South Carolina
Woman’s Rights Association and was elected secre-
tary. She also worked in the office of South Carolina
Republican congressman Robert Brown Elliott. 

Gertrude Bustill Mossell 
(1855–1948)

A journalist, Mossell wrote a women’s column in 
T. Thomas Fortune’s newspaper, The New York Free-
man. Her fi�rst article, titled “Woman Suffrage,” pub-
lished in 1885, encouraged women to read suffrage
history and articles on women’s rights.

Harriet Tubman 
(About 1820–1913)

Tubman is best known as the hero
who escaped slavery and then
helped many others do the same
by way of the abolitionist Under-
ground Railroad. She also was a
staunch supporter of women’s
suffrage, giving speeches about
her experiences at various anti-
slavery conventions, out of which
the voting rights movement
emerged.

Ida B. Wells
(1862–1931)

A crusading journalist who had exposed racist violence, Wells is
recognized as a co-founder of the NAACP. She also founded the
Alpha Suffrage Club, the fi�rst suffrage group for black women. The
club canvassed neighborhoods and educated people on causes
and candidates, helping elect Chicago’s fi�rst black alderman. In
1913, Wells traveled to Washington to participate in a historic suf-
frage parade in which women marched to call for a constitutional
amendment guaranteeing them the right to vote. Black suffragists
were initially barred from the event. Wells and others, including
white suffragists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, wrote letters calling
for the parade to allow black women to participate. Event leaders
acquiesced — but they said black demonstrators had to march in
the back of the parade to satisfy white women in the movement
who did not want them there. Despite the conditions, black suf-
fragists participated. However, Wells refused to march at the back.

Continued on page 22

Some black
suff�ragists you
should know
Continued from page 19 

Ida B. Wells in 1920. CHICAGO HISTORY MUSEUM VIA GETTY IMAGES

Mary Church Terrell 
(1863–1954)

In 1896, Terrell and other activists
founded the National Association
of Colored Women, with Terrell
serving as the association’s fi�rst
president. After the passage of the
19th Amendment, Terrell turned
her attention to civil rights.

Harriet Tubman around 1885. The
famed abolitionist also fought for
voting rights. GETTY IMAGES

CORBIS VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Mary Ann Shad Cary 
(1823–1893)

Cary was perhaps the fi�rst black suffragist to form a
suffrage association. In the 1850s, she was a leader
and spokeswoman for African American refugees
who had fled to Canada after passage of the Fugitive
Slave Act in 1850. In 1853, she founded the Provincial
Freeman, a newspaper dedicated to the interests of
blacks in Canada. Cary spoke at the 1878 convention
of the National Woman Suffrage Association applying
the principles of the 14th and 15th Amendments to
women and men. She called for an amendment to
strike the word “male” from the Constitution. In 1871,
Cary unsuccessfully tried to vote in Washington, but
she and 63 other women prevailed upon officials to
sign affidavits attesting that they had tried to vote.
In 1880, she organized the Colored Women’s Progres-
sive Franchise Association, which promoted suffrage
and educated people on fi�nance and politics. 

Anna Julia Cooper 
(1858–1964)

Cooper was a prominent African American scholar
and a strong supporter of suffrage through her
teaching, writings and speeches. Cooper worked to
convince black women that they needed to have their
own voices heard from the voting booth, since their
experiences and needs were fundamentally different
from those of black men.

Charlotte Vandine Forten 
(1785–1884)

An abolitionist and suffragist, Forten came to Wash-
ington in the late 1870s with her husband, James, a
wealthy sailmaker and abolitionist. She was a founder
and member of the interracial Philadelphia Female
Anti-Slavery Society, many of whose members be-
came active in the women’s rights movement.

Harriet Forten Purvis 
(1810–1875)

The daughters of Charlotte and James Forten, Forten
Purvis and her sisters were founding members of the
Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society and mem-
bers of the American Equal Rights Association, where
Harriet served as a member of the executive commit-
tee. Affluent and educated, the sisters helped lay the
groundwork for the fi�rst National Woman’s Rights
Convention in October 1854 and helped organize the
Philadelphia Suffrage Association in 1866.

More online

For an expanded version of this story featuring more
black women involved in the fi�ght for women to gain
the vote, please go to usatoday.com

Rosa Parks arrives at court in Montgomery, Alabama, in February 1956, about 21⁄�2 months after she was arrested for refusing to give up her bus seat to a white person. AP 

Continued from page 20

Rosa Parks
(1913–2005)

Known as the “mother of the civil rights move-
ment” because of her role in the Montgomery
bus boycott of 1955-56, Parks worked tire-
lessly for civil rights, which included voting
rights. Parks served as an aide to Michigan
Rep. John Conyers and used her platform to
discuss many issues, including voting rights.
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The night she threw a friend’s purse
across a parking lot during an argument
six years ago, Rebecca Joseph wasn’t
thinking about who she was going to vote
for in the next election. 

And when she pleaded no contest to a
low-level felony charge of robbery that
arose from that incident, she was think-
ing only of how to avoid jail time.

It was not until the Tallahassee, Flori-
da, resident spent 10 days in a work
camp, made restitution and was sen-
tenced to two years of probation that she
realized she had lost her right to vote.

But on March 17, Joseph will be ready
to cast a ballot in Florida’s presidential
primary, six years after she last voted. 

She is among 1.4 million people —
about a third of whom are African Amer-
ican like her — whose voting rights were
seemingly restored after nearly 65% of
Florida voters approved an amendment
to the state constitution in 2018. Amend-
ment 4 allows people convicted of a felo-
ny to register to vote “upon completion of
all terms of sentence.” The historic vote
repealed a 150-year-old statute that per-
manently disenfranchised anyone with a
felony conviction. 

“I feel like this is a new beginning, one
step in the right direction and being re-
spected as citizens of society,” said Jo-
seph, 30, who is helping to register oth-
ers as part of the Big Bend Voting Rights
Project.

Because the amendment aff�ects a
huge number of people in a state that
could decide the next presidential elec-
tion, supporters call it one of the most
signifi�cant expansions of voting rights
since the federal Voting Rights Act of
1965.

There's just one hitch – an ongoing,

messy legal battle over a requirement
that says felons must pay all court-im-
posed fees, restitution and other fi�nan-
cial obligations before they can register

to vote. In mid-January, the Florida Su-
preme Court sided with Republican law-
makers and upheld the repayment re-
quirement.

Civil rights organizations say the re-
payment requirement amounts to an il-
legal poll tax. 

Poll taxes — essentially a fee for vot-
ing — were made illegal in federal elec-
tions by a 1964 amendment to the U.S.
Constitution. The federal Voting Rights
Act of 1965 took aim at the use of poll tax-
es, property ownership requirements,

literacy tests and other discriminatory
tactics in state and local elections as
well. In 1966, the U.S. Supreme Court
outlawed poll taxes in all elections. 

Those in favor of the repayment re-
quirement — including Republican Gov.
Ron DeSantis and GOP leaders in the
Florida Legislature — say it upholds the
law and the intent of Amendment 4. But
opponents, including many Democrats,
the NAACP, the League of Women Voters
and the ACLU, said repayment imposes
an unconstitutional burden on those
who don’t have the fi�nancial means to
pay those debts.

The mandate would aff�ect about half a
million potential voters in a state where
Donald Trump beat Hillary Clinton by
only 113,000 votes in 2016.

Amendment 4 supporters had expect-
ed it to take eff�ect automatically. But De-
Santis, who had opposed its passage
when he was campaigning for governor
in 2018, said the Legislature needed to
come up with regulations to enable fel-
ons to register to vote.

“Once the Legislature got involved, it
took on a life of its own,” said Desmond
Meade, president of the Florida Restora-
tion Rights Coalition, one of the major
forces behind passage of Amendment 4.

Civil rights groups and more than a
dozen people aff�ected by the law sued in
federal court last summer to challenge it.
A federal judge issued a temporary in-
junction in October blocking the law’s
enforcement, citing unclear language. 

The legal debate turns on the conver-
sion of criminal penalties into civil fi�nes,
said Meade, a graduate of Florida Inter-
national University law school who is
both black and was convicted of a felony.
Once a court converts a criminal fi�ne into
a civil lien, it is no longer a part of the
sentence, meaning the sentence should
be considered completed, he said.

“At the end of the day, the law as writ-
ten does provide some amazing opportu-
nities to engage felons and get them to
register if they have the desire to,” Meade
said.

Felons won voting rights back,
but Fla. has added new hurdle 
Repayment requirement 
is illegal tax, its foes say

Jeffrey Schweers
USA TODAY Network - Florida Capital Bureau

Rebecca Joseph, pictured outside a
county elections office in Tallahassee,
Florida, was among those who regained
her right to vote when the state’s
voters overwhelmingly approved
Amendment 4 in 2018. ALICIA DEVINE,

TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

VOTING RIGHTS
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LUANDA, Angola — Wanda Tucker stepped off� the
plane to a sky as gray as the tarmac.

She took a breath, balanced her new bag with the
straw handle, then step by step by step made her way
down the metal stairs.

It had been 40 hours since she left Virginia. Her 61
years had caught up to her. Something about fl�ying
over that wide, dark water had brought home the re-
ality of what she had come here to do. The plane
hissed. The faces around her were brown like hers,
but their words were a scramble of sound.

She boarded a shuttle bus and plopped on a seat,
nervously tapping her knee with her left hand. At
fi�rst she brushed away the tears, then ignored them.
It was hard to breathe.

Wanda and her family knew that they are de-

scended from enslaved Africans — and they believed
that those ancestors were among the fi�rst Africans
brought to the English colonies 400 years ago. They
hadn’t proved it, but they didn’t doubt it. Now, here
she was, in the place her ancestors had called home:
dusty, mysterious Angola.

She would walk the roads they walked, by the riv-
ers they fi�shed, under the stars that guided them.
She would confront, as courageously as she could,
what happened to them and to those left behind.

Wanda believed her ancestors had called her here.
But sometimes she found it hard to listen, and she
didn’t hear them now.

She had come so far and felt so alone. She said
aloud, “Could somebody give me a hug?”

The story is a family treasure, handed down from
generation to generation. It’s a story Wanda and oth-
ers have worked to bolster over the years despite a
vacuum of evidence, since records for African Amer-
icans from that period barely exist. Their names
were lost to burned churches, unmarked graves and
a government that didn’t count them as human. As
with any family heirloom, the rough edges have been 

1619
The long road home
Family lore sends her in search of
fi�rst Africans taken to America

Deborah Barfield Berry and Kelley Benham French
USA TODAY “While immensely grateful

to return to the homeland of 
my ancestors, I am equally as

angry at their experiences.

Outrage is
probably a

more accurate
description.”

Excerpt from Wanda Tucker’s journal

26 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



worn smooth by the passing years, so the story in
Wanda’s family invokes a deep sense of pride wheth-
er it is provable or not.

What’s known is that in 1619, two Angolans named
Anthony and Isabella, along with 20 or so others,
staggered off� a ship in what is now Hampton, Vir-
ginia. They’d been taken from the Ndongo kingdom
in the interior of Angola and marched to the African
coast. They’d endured months in the bottom of a
ship named the San Juan Bautista. When raiders at-
tacked in the Gulf of Mexico, the captives were re-
routed to Virginia aboard another ship, the White Li-
on, changing the course of a nation.

Names

Anthony and Isabella probably weren’t their real
names. Their Angolan names were likely snubbed
out by whichever Catholic priest baptized them for
the journey.

The reason they are remembered when so many
other Africans are not is due to an anomaly: Some-
one bothered to record their names at all. A 1625 cen-

sus noted that they belonged to the household of
Capt. William Tucker and that they had a child
named William. Wanda and her family believe they
are descended from William, the fi�rst named African
born in what would become America. An American
forefather most history ignores.

The arrival of the fi�rst Africans in the fl�edgling
English colony foreshadowed a prosperity unfath-
omable without the forced labor of hundreds of thou-
sands who would follow. Chattel slavery launched
the longest, ugliest, most shameful period in Amer-
ican history. It sought to erase the identity and cul-
ture of 400,000 people taken from Africa. It left their
millions of descendants with a history they can nev-
er fully know.

So when Wanda Tucker traveled 7,000 miles to a
country no one she knew had ever visited, she did so
on the faith of her connection to Anthony and Isabel-
la. But she was also doing it for the millions of Afri-
can Americans who don’t have the name of an ances-
tor to claim.

At the National Museum of Slavery museum near Luanda,
Angola, Wanda Tucker listens to the Atlantic roar below —
the ocean that enslaved Africans crossed on a hellish
journey to the New World. She believes her ancestors were
among the fi�rst of them. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

4A ❚ FRIDAY, AUGUST 23, 2019 ❚ USA TODAY NEWS

1619: THE LONG ROAD HOME

Search for answers

The story is a family treasure, handed down from
generation to generation. It’s a story Wanda and
others have worked to bolster over the years despite
a vacuum of evidence, as records for African Amer-
icans from that period barely exist. Their names
were lost to burned churches, unmarked graves and
to a government that didn’t count them as human.

Like any family heirloom, the rough edges have
been worn smooth by the passing years, so the story
in Wanda’s family invokes a deep sense of pride
whether it is provable or not.

What’s known is that in 1619, two Angolans
named Anthony and Isabella, along with 20 or so
others, staggered off� a ship into what is now Hamp-
ton, Virginia. They’d been taken from the Ndongo
kingdom in the interior of Angola and marched to
the coast. They’d endured months in the bottom of
a ship named the San Juan Bautista. When raiders
attacked in the Gulf of Mexico, the captives were re-
routed to Virginia aboard the White Lion, changing
the course of a nation.

Anthony and Isabella probably weren’t their real
names. Their Angolan names were likely snubbed
out by whichever Catholic priest baptized them for
the journey.

The reason they are remembered and other Afri-
cans are not is the anomaly that someone bothered
to record their names at all. A 1625 census noted
that they belonged to the household of Capt. Wil-
liam Tucker and that they had a child named
William. Wanda and her family believe they are
descended from William, the fi�rst named African
born in what would become America. An American
forefather most history ignores.

The arrival of the fi�rst Africans in the fl�edgling
English colony foreshadowed a prosperity unfath-
omable without the forced labor of hundreds of
thousands who would follow. Chattel slavery
launched the longest, ugliest, most shameful period
in American history. It sought to erase the identity
and culture of 400,000 people taken from Africa. It
left their millions of descendants with a history
they can never fully know.

So when Wanda Tucker traveled 7,000 miles to a
country no one she knew had ever been, she did so
on the faith of her connection to Anthony and
Isabella. Butt she was also doing it for the millions
of African Americans who don’t have the name of
an ancestor to claim.

When the plane landed, the void she felt was big-
ger than any one ancestor, any one tribe. It was an
entire people missing its past.

History lessons

Wanda learned about slavery in a freshly deseg-
regated seventh grade classroom. The textbook,
“Virginia: History, Government, Geography,” pub-
lished in 1957, featured Robert E. Lee on the back
cover and described 1619 as “an eventful year.”

“Slavery was in many ways a harsh and cruel sys-
tem,” the book read. “But slavery made it possible
for the Negroes to come to America and to make
contacts with civilized life.”

That the teacher would sanction and amplify
these notions did not sit well with Wanda.

“From her perspective, slaves didn’t deserve any
better,” Wanda recalled. “They had been rescued.”

When Wanda objected, she was sent to stand in
the hallway. Later, when a white classmate told her
that “God cursed black people,’’ Wanda slugged her. 

Wanda and her brothers, Vincent and Verrandall,
grew up in a mostly black neighborhood in Hampton.
Much of what they learned about their history came
from family elders when helping with the grocery
store, the family cleaners or the produce truck.

Wanda learned that her people had been entre-
preneurs. Wanda worked in her grandfather’s tailor
shop from the age of 12. She knew how to fi�t a suit to
a man in a way that made him stand taller, that
commanded respect – an inch of break at the cuff�, a
quarter-inch of sleeve at the wrist. On Easter, her
handiwork was displayed in the pews at the Provi-
dence Baptist Church.

Her father and her uncles kept their hair trimmed
and their shoes shined.

“They walked like proud men,” Wanda said.
In a land that had tried to rob their people of

dignity, strip them of their identity and steal their
labor, the Tuckers knew they were somebody.

As she grew up, Wanda came to realize that his-
tory was an ever-changing story, and it depended
on who was telling it.

She chairs the Psychology, Philosophy and Reli-
gious Studies departments at Rio Salado College in
Tempe, Arizona. Her academic training never un-
dermined her faith in her family’s history. Just be-
cause it wasn’t on paper didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

Over the years, she and others interviewed their
elders, pored over birth records and carefully tend-
ed the family cemetery. They gained a level of celeb-
rity in Hampton.

When the opportunity to go to Angola came
along, Wanda didn’t fl�inch. She packed a bag and
told everyone she’d be back in two weeks.

She wanted to be part of setting history right.

Recognition

Wanda bumped along with a knot in her stom-
ach, riding through the capital city of Luanda in a
van with a cracked windshield and a broken door.

Low adobe huts blurred past, roofs held down 
by concrete blocks. Then came peeling high-rises
with rusty air-conditioners. The city bustled with
people, but few of them seemed in a hurry. On the 

400 years
Continued from Page 1A

Wanda Tucker greets Antonio Manuel Domingos, the village soba, or local governor. KELLEY FRENCH/USA TODAY

An excerpt from “Virginia: History, Government, Geography,” published in 1957. COURTESY OF WANDA TUCKER

A boy sits atop the Fortaleza de Massangano, the fi�rst place Africans would have been captured, branded
and baptized before being taken to Angola for the trip across the Atlantic. JARRAD HENDERSON/USA TODAY

A historical text from Father Gabriele Bortolami, an Italian priest
and anthropology professor at Agostinho Neto University in
Luanda, inspired awe – and anger. JARRAD HENDERSON/USA TODAY
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When the plane landed, the void she
felt was bigger than any one ancestor,
any one tribe. It was an entire people
missing its past.

History 

Wanda learned about slavery in a
freshly desegregated seventh-grade
classroom. The textbook “Virginia: His-
tory, Government, Geography,” pub-
lished in 1957, featured Confederate gen-
eral Robert E. Lee on the back cover and
described 1619 as “an eventful year.”

“Slavery was in many ways a harsh
and cruel system,” the book read. “But
slavery made it possible for the Negroes
to come to America and to make contacts
with civilized life.”

That the teacher would sanction and
amplify these notions did not sit well
with Wanda.

“From her perspective, slaves didn’t
deserve any better,” Wanda recalled.
“They had been rescued.”

When Wanda objected, she was sent
to stand in the hallway. Later, when a
white classmate told her “God cursed
black people,’’ Wanda slugged her.

Wanda and her brothers, Vincent and
Verrandall, grew up in a mostly black
neighborhood in Hampton. Much of
what they learned about their history
came from family elders while helping
with the grocery store, the family clean-
ers or the produce truck.

Wanda learned that her people had
been entrepreneurs. Wanda worked in
her grandfather’s tailor shop from the
age of 12. She knew how to fi�t a suit to a
man in a way that made him stand taller,
that commanded respect — an inch of
break at the cuff�, a quarter-inch of sleeve
at the wrist. On Easter, her handiwork
was displayed in the pews at the Provi-
dence Baptist Church.

Her father and her uncles kept their
hair trimmed and their shoes shined.

“They walked like proud men,” Wanda
said.

In a land that had tried to rob their
people of dignity, strip them of their
identity and steal their labor, the Tuckers
knew they were somebody.

As she grew up, Wanda came to realize
that history was an ever-changing story,
and it depended on who was telling it.

She chairs the Psychology, Philosophy
and Religious Studies departments at
Rio Salado College in Tempe, Arizona.
Her academic training never under-

mined her faith in her family’s history.
Just because it wasn’t on paper didn’t
mean it wasn’t true. Over the years, she
and others interviewed their elders,
pored over birth records and carefully
tended the family cemetery. They gained
a level of celebrity in Hampton.

When the opportunity to go to Angola
came along, Wanda didn’t fl�inch. She
packed a bag and told everyone she’d be
back in two weeks.

She wanted to be part of setting histo-
ry right.

Recognition

Wanda bumped along with a knot in
her stomach, riding through the Angolan
capital of Luanda in a van with a cracked
windshield and a broken door.

Low adobe huts blurred past, roofs
held down by concrete blocks. Then
came peeling high-rises with rusty air
conditioners. The city bustled with peo-
ple, but few of them seemed in a hurry.
On the sidewalks, people prayed,
bounced babies, grilled yams, crammed
bus stops, peed against walls, braided
hair, carried strings of fi�sh.

Wanda navigated an open-air market

where children trailed her with hopeful
eyes. It made her nervous to be crowded
like that. Yellow fever had spread
through this same market not long ago,
but Wanda had gotten her shots.

“This is just a part of the journey,” she
said.

It seemed as if everything in Angola
was missing a piece of itself. Everything
was a little crooked, a little broken. But
there was something recognizable here,
too. She saw pride. She saw straight
backs, careful dress, attention to detail.
She saw fl�ashes of something in the faces
around her.

Family, maybe. Or something close.
Through the window of what was

once a slave trader’s house on the out-
skirts of Luanda, Wanda could hear the
waves rolling into shore.

Angola is barely mentioned in most
histories of the slave trade, but this was
where it had begun. Historians have
learned fairly recently that the fi�rst Afri-
can Americans had been captured here.

The striking white building on a rocky
cliff� is now a national slavery museum.
Director Vlademiro Fortuna guided Wan-
da past iron shackles, some of them
fashioned small to grip the wrists of chil-

dren. At one display, she paused by a
yoke cut from a thick tree. She put her
hands up by her face as she imagined the
weight of the wood across her shoulders.

It was the baptismal room that gave
her the most pause. She gently touched a
small, sand-colored bowl, imagining An-
thony and Isabella being sprinkled with
holy water and given their new names.

Wanda, who had been ordained in the
Baptist church, was shaken by the
thought of captors using religion to de-
fend the business of slavery. “The slave
traders had to justify their crime,” Fortu-
na told her. So they said Africans were
descended from Cain, the murderous
son of Adam and Eve. Slavery would
cleanse the sins of past lives.

Survival

In the time of Anthony and Isabella,
the slave trade had been dominated by
the Portuguese, who would stoke ten-
sions between African tribes and reap
the captives from their battles.

Anthony and Isabella came from the
powerful Ndongo kingdom, whose de-
scendants still lived in the Angolan inte-
rior. Fortuna speculated that the two 

Continued from page 27

A 1957 textbook of Virginia history
described slavery in almost benign
terms. COURTESY OF WANDA TUCKER 
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knew each other, their bond forming dur-
ing the long march to the shore, or on the
horrifi�c voyage, fi�ve months long. Nearly
half of the 350 captives aboard the San
Juan Bautista died on the journey.

Outside, Wanda boarded a small boat
so she could view the museum from the
water and get a sense, if only a little, of
what it might have been like for Anthony
and Isabella to step off� Angolan soil for
the last time.

It had been mere hours since she’d
crossed this water on a wide-body jet.

From the window she had looked
down at this same ocean — black and fl�at
and forever deep. She’d imagined her an-
cestors shackled aboard ships.

The men had been packed into the
lower level where they couldn’t fi�ght
back, with women and children higher.
Some became so desperate they jumped
overboard. Some threw their babies
overboard to spare them what lay ahead.
They sucked in the brine and closed their
eyes and swallowed salt. Maybe they
tried to swim or maybe they just sank.
There were so many bodies that sharks
trailed the ships.

But Anthony and Isabella survived.
Wanda drew strength from that.

She tried to picture them there, in
sickness and stench, in a space that be-
came less cramped as the months wore
on. She closed her eyes and felt the rock-
ing of the ship, rocking, rocking in the
dark. So much had changed in 400 years.
But not the sound of the wind, and not
the sound of the waves.

All her life, she’d found comfort in
prayer. But she hadn’t prayed on the
plane, and she didn’t pray now. It was
hard, so hard, to admit that. She often
wondered, to whom should she pray? To
the God who let it happen? Or the God
who let her return?

Sadness

That evening, Wanda ventured to an
open-air market crammed with rickety
shacks as the shadows grew long and the
light turned gold.

She ate local fi�sh with the head still 
attached. A young man with a guitar
played songs about love. When asked to
sing a song about slavery, he said he
didn’t know any. But all his songs were
sad anyway. Later, Wanda learned that
back home, Donald Trump had called the
city of Baltimore a “disgusting, rat and

rodent infested mess.” It had been 18
months since he’d called African nations
“shithole countries.”

The happenings at home weren’t lost
on Wanda. When people spoke about
American values — about freedom and
equality — she saw a more complicated
story. She saw brown children in cages at
the U.S.-Mexico border. She saw black
boys shot in the street.

“Here we go again,” she said.
Gabriele Bortolami, a Catholic priest

in Luanda, poured libations onto the
fl�oor in honor of the ancestors. He
passed around cups of cloudy palm
wine. Everyone sipped.

Casually, as if pulling out a dictionary,
Bortolami took a thick book from a shelf.
The cover barely clung to the binder, but
the words — in Italian — were bold
against the white pages. “Istorica De-
scrittione De’ Tre Regni Congo, Matamba
Et Angola.”

“Historical Description of the Three
Kingdoms of Congo, Matamba and An-
gola.” Written in 1690.

Wanda was in awe. Here was a docu-
ment written by people who might have
been alive at the time Anthony and Isa-
bella were taken.

Bortolami fl�ipped through the pages.
But when someone asked how the
church justifi�ed the role it played in the
slave trade, he didn’t fully answer.

Angolans were also enslaved by
Catholic priests, he said, and life with
them was better than with the Portu-
guese. It was a familiar theme. Some-
how, they were better off�, even as slaves.

Wanda walked out. She didn’t want to
cry. She was way beyond seventh grade,
but there she was again.

Out in the hall.

‘Home’

On the road out of the city, cars
jammed together and the lane divisions
were mere suggestions. People lined the
streets off�ering goods for sale – zip ties,
pillows, mangoes, USB cords, popcorn,
shoes.

It was like a dollar store in the streets,
brought to you one item at a time.

Wanda was seeing the contrasts of the
Angolan economy up close. The country
was rich in oil, diamonds, gold, iron and
farmland, but a small number of busi-
nesses kept a stranglehold on commerce.

Twenty-seven years of civil war had
torn the place apart. Land mines still 

Wanda Tucker offers a gift (a bottle of wine) to Antonio Manuel Domingos, the soba of Kalandula village. Soba is a traditional,
inherited status, akin to a village chief. “You have relatives here,” the soba told her. KELLEY BENHAM FRENCH, USA TODAY

Continued on page 30

“I looked around for what
they might have seen while
bound and taking the last
walk on the native soil. I

imagine my proud ancestors

held their
heads up

high, even
though 
it was

diffi�cult for
me to do so.”

Excerpt from Wanda Tucker’s journal
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marred the landscape. Even the animal
park needed replenishing; soldiers had
eaten most of the prized giant sable an-
telope.

Most everyone here was brown, but
they were not equal. They had endured
decades of hardship for the benefi�t of a
few.

At the slavery museum, Fortuna had
told Wanda, “There are new ways of slav-
ery.”

She could see it.
She also saw that people here were re-

silient. The women selling yams on the
roadside were entrepreneurs. In that
way, they were not so diff�erent from the
Tuckers of Virginia.

“They seem to be a very proud peo-
ple,” she said.

The answers Wanda sought were in
the villages, where the elders told stories
around the fi�re under a dome of stars.

Out here, there were elected or ap-
pointed offi�cials, and then there were the
sobas — essentially village chiefs. To see
the far-fl�ung relics of the slave trade,
Wanda would have to seek guidance
from both. Suspicion and police check-
points made free travel impossible. But
everywhere she went, when she said
who she was, they broke into smiles.

As the sun set in Kalandula, the vil-
lage soba greeted Wanda in his khaki
uniform.

“Welcome home,” he told her.
She wished she’d worn her fi�nest

handmade African dress, but he wel-
comed her like a lost daughter anyway.
“It is an honor to be here,” she told him,
“to be home.’’

The elders spoke a mix of Portuguese
and Kimbundu. They told of villagers
captured and sent away. They had a word
for the sea: kalunga — death. No one who
crossed those waters ever returned.

“We suff�ered a lot,” said the soba,
named Antonio Manuel Domingos. The
slave trade had devastated communi-
ties, and many never recovered.

“You have relatives here,” he told
Wanda.

That stuck with Wanda. “It wasn’t
that they forgot us. We forgot about
them.”

Queen

The rock formations rising out of the
savannah seem impossible, like they
were dropped there by some heavenly
spirit with a pocketful of pebbles.

The people who lived and hid among
them four centuries ago gave them
names. One of the most famous looks
like a sleeping baby elephant.

It’s here that Njinga, queen of the
Ndongo and Matamba kingdoms, fought
to defend her people from Portuguese
conquerors in the 1600s.

Njinga is the most awe-inspiring of
the Angolan ancestors. Statues of her
overlook fortresses and traffi�c circles. In
Pungo Andongo, her foot prints, they say,
are embedded in the black rock. Wanda
stood over them as the grand soba of the

territory, Philip Manuel John Lenda, told
her this was a sacred place.

Some scholars once told the soba that
those could be anyone’s footprints,
trapped in lava, but something about the
stillness of the place made it feel as if
anything was possible.

“Our great grandfathers were the
kings of this land,” the soba said.

Njinga demanded that the Portuguese
treat her as an equal. When they showed
up to a meeting with chairs only for
themselves, expecting her to sit on the
fl�oor, she had a servant kneel on all fours
and used his back as a stool. She made
the Portuguese look her in the eye.

Something stirred in Wanda, seeing
an entire country honor a black woman
for her strength.

To Wanda, a mother of three and
grandmother of four, the queen repre-
sented the fortitude she’d had to sum-
mon in her own life. She had dealt with
divorces, family tensions. She’d learned
to turn strength into action.

She organized a domestic violence
conference on the campus where she
teaches. After a shooting at a Pittsburgh
synagogue killed 11 people in October
2018, she helped coordinate a march.

She saw Njinga’s strength most clear-
ly in her youngest daughter, Alexis. Ev-
ery night on the trip, Wanda talked with
her by Skype and told her about the day’s
adventures. Her trip across the ocean

had brought them closer.
Wanda wanted to show Alexis the

statue of Njinga at the military museum
in Luanda — a warrior, standing tall,
cornrows forged in bronze.

She couldn’t wait to return to Angola
with Alexis at her side.

Kinship

In Mufuma, a tiny community of red
clay huts, day turned to night. Five mu-
sicians kneeled behind the marimba, a
percussion instrument made of fl�at
wooden keys and hollowed-out cabaca
fruit. They gripped their wooden mallets
and began to tap.

A girl stepped forward, stirring up red
dust as she stepped frantically to the
beat of mbuenze music. Soon others
joined her, women and children and men
and elders, shimmying to a centuries-old
sound.

Wanda smiled. She’d arrived here cu-
rious but an outsider. She’d felt utterly
alone. Over the past week, she’d come to
recognize herself and her relatives in the
faces of these strangers. She saw her
grandfather’s proud walk. She saw her
daughter’s strength.

“Welcome home,” they had said at the
American Embassy.

“Welcome home,” they’d said in Ma-
lanje. 

“Welcome home,” they’d said in Ka-
landula. “Tusange.”

She’d grown more confi�dent introduc-
ing herself as one of them. The Descend-
ant. She had been received like a daugh-
ter, long lost and now returned.

Nothing she had learned had made
the link between her family and the An-
golans on board that ship in 1619 more le-
gitimate on paper.

But now she could hear the ancestors
speak and have faith in where they were
leading her.

“Ah what the heck,” Wanda said
aloud, then jumped up and joined the
dancers.

It didn’t matter that she didn’t have
the exact moves. She was surrounded by
beautiful black women who looked like
her.

An elderly woman danced up next to
Wanda. The two wrapped their arms
around each other and laughed and spun
and laughed some more.

She had come such a long way to land
in the arms of family, in a place that felt
like home.

Contributing: Rick Hampson, Nichelle
Smith and Jarrad Henderson

An Angolan boy looks out over the Kwanza River from the ruins of the fortress of
Massangano. The Portuguese established the fort in the 1580s as a base of
operations for the trans-Atlantic slave trade. PHOTOS BY JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Continued from page 29

Visiting Massangano, Wanda Tucker
tried to imagine the experience of
Angolans being taken from their
homeland. “I can only imagine their
feelings of betrayal, confusion, and
fear,” she wrote in her journal. 
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LUANDA, Angola — It was well past midnight, but
I was still wound up.

That day, I’d stood in the doorway of a slave trad-
er’s house where, centuries ago, Angolans had been
forced onto ships that never returned. It felt like a
boulder was stuck in my chest.

Still, I had work to do. I scribbled details in my re-
porter’s notebook — visitors wiping tears, shackles
displayed behind glass cases, fi�sh sizzling on glowing
coals, children skipping along the sand.

At one point, I got caught up, swinging my hips
and shuffl�ing my feet in the dirt, dancing to local mu-
sic with Angolans who swore I was one of them. 

‘‘Maybe I am,” I thought, then kept on dancing.
But later, in the quiet of my hotel room, I sought 

Deborah Barfi�eld Berry works aboard a
bus in mid-2019 while on assignment
for USA TODAY in Angola. She was
accompanying a woman from Virginia
whose family traces its heritage to the
fi�rst Africans brought to the English
colonies. KELLEY BENHAM FRENCH, USA TODAY

The result: I found 
my own history, too

The assignment: Follow a family’s search for its ancestry

Deborah Barfield Berry
USA TODAY

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS
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the answer. I knew my ancestors were from Africa,
but where? Was I at home in Angola? 

A few weeks earlier, I had taken a DNA test. That
night in my hotel, I searched for an email with the
results. It popped up. My heart jumped. 

My quest was sparked by an assignment from
USA TODAY to write about a family in Virginia who
believe they are descended from the fi�rst Africans
brought to the English colonies in 1619. If their claim
is true, they are connected to a founding American
family, heirs of a legacy history has ignored.

I was in Angola to chronicle Wanda Tucker’s jour-
ney to the country where she believes her ancestors
lived. For many African Americans the search for
family roots can seem out of reach. Oral history was
— and still is — a major link to our past, but the paper
trail can go cold.

I was brought into the story late in the process, but
things happen for a reason. 

Last spring, I joined a conference call with editors
and colleagues. When the editors mentioned the
name of the family we were featuring, I thought,

hmm. My late grandmother’s name is Ernestine
Tucker. Then they mentioned that the Tuckers were
from Hampton, Virginia. My grandmother’s people
were from a place near Hampton. 

I mentioned these coincidences to my colleagues.
Maybe you should take a DNA test, an editor sug-

gested.
What if I was related to the family I was writing

about?

Family story untold

On a drizzling June afternoon, I walked with Wan-
da Tucker and her cousin Walter Jones under huge
oak trees in the Tucker family cemetery in Hampton.
They pointed to headstones that dated to the 1800s.
They explained how the cemetery had become a
symbol of their family legacy.

For Wanda and Walter, believing they are de-
scendants of the fi�rst Africans here meant reclaim-

USA TODAY reporter Deborah Barfi�eld Berry speaks with a villager near Malanje, Angola, about 230 miles inland from the Atlantic Ocean. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY 

Continued on page 34

“Oral history was —
and still is — a

major link to our
past, but the paper
trail can go cold.”

Records weren’t always kept for
African Americans; some were

lost, destroyed or tucked in
family Bibles. For years, the

census didn’t even name them. 

Deborah Barfield Berry
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Five lessons 
I learned
1. Tap older family members
for stories and memories

My older cousins proved to be
invaluable in fi�nding where to start
and to confi�rm information.

2. Don’t underestimate 
the U.S. Census

It can be a key source for fi�guring
out where your family lived and
who was in the household. Some
information, including the spelling
of names, can be wrong, so cross-
check with other resources.

3. Ask the librarian

I can’t tell you how many times
researchers and librarians helped
or pointed me to a great resource.
Clerks at county records offices
were also helpful. Visit different
libraries; they may have different
data and resources.

4. Get organized

Author Tony Burroughs cautioned
that you should catalog and orga-
nize as you do your research. I
listened, and it helped big time.

5. Check records

Search for birth certifi�cates and
other vital records, which can lead
to useful information, such as the
names of parents and where they
were born. My place of birth on my
daughter’s birth certifi�cate is
wrong. I never changed it. You can
bet I will now because anyone
searching my history will think I
was born in Washington, D.C.,
instead of Brooklyn, New York.

Deborah Barfi�eld Berry greets Philip Manuel John Lenda, a grand soba, or leader,
in Pungo Andongo in northwestern Angola. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

ing a piece of stolen history. It aff�orded
them some celebrity and tremendous
pride. 

So as I interviewed the Tuckers and
pored over their photo albums, I quieted
the part of myself that wondered about
my own origins.

But that night, in a hotel room not far
from the cemetery, I called my oldest
cousin on my Tucker side. Selidia Juniis-
Johnson is 76 and lives in New York. 

I asked her about her grandfather —
my great-grandfather. 

She told me his name was Edward
Thomas Tucker. He owned a farm, was a
shoemaker and helped build a school for
“colored’’ children. 

He was also a Baptist preacher, and a
strict one. He and his wife had 10 chil-
dren, including my grandmother, who
was a twin.

I learned more from that two-hour
conversation than I probably would have
at any family reunion. Unlike my moth-
er’s side of the family, I don’t remember
the Tuckers hosting reunions.

Learning more felt like a daunting
task. Records weren’t always kept for Af-
rican Americans; some were lost or de-
stroyed. For years, the census didn’t even
name them. 

Despite such challenges, more Afri-
can Americans are pursuing their own
searches, turning to DNA tests, musty
court records and libraries. 

“People want to be connected to their
origins,” said Mary Elliott, curator of
American slavery at the Smithsonian In-
stitution’s National Museum of African
American History and Culture.

Until a month ago, I didn’t know the
names of some of my forefathers right
here in America, nor where my ancestors
came from in Africa. I wasn’t sure I could
trace much of my family history.

I was wrong.

The local search

In a brightly lit room at the Library of
Virginia in Richmond, my sister Selina
and I opened metal cabinets and took
out cartridges with information about
births, marriages, deaths and deeds.

One by one, we carefully loaded the
microfi�che.

On reel No. 40 of the Virginia marriage
records, we confi�rmed that Edward
Thomas Tucker, my great-grandfather,
married Lucy Stokes on Dec. 30, 1903.

On reel No. 13 of the old birth index, we

learned that Edward, who was listed as
colored, was born to Jack and Mary Ellen
Tucker in Nottoway County.

Other records showed that Edward
had fi�lled out a World War I draft regis-
tration card in 1917-1918.

We cheered when we found the maid-
en name of great-grandmother Lucy’s
mother, Martha Marrick.

There were moments when we just
sighed. Some records from 1863-64, just
after the Emancipation Proclamation,
fl�ashed “Missing.” 

In an earlier search of the 1880 Cen-
sus, I found Lucinda Hardy, who was
born about 1790, listed in the household
of my great-great-grandfather. We’re
guessing she was enslaved. I stared at
the screen and almost cried. What would
her life had been like?

The next day, at the Prince George
County (Virginia) Courthouse, we
squinted through pages of huge ledgers
with fancy cursive writing.

In one transaction on Oct. 26, 1914, Ed-
ward and Lucy sold “one (1) acre, more or
less’’ for $75.

The year before, they sold land to the
Norfolk & Western Railway Co. for $200.

We marveled at how, with little educa-
tion, they were wheeling and dealing.

Cousin Selidia said the Tuckers had
once worshiped at the Lebanon Baptist
Church, and great-grandfather Edward
may have been a preacher there.

So Selina and I headed for Disputanta,
a rural community south of Richmond.
We spotted the red and white church
marquee: “Lord keep our children safe.”

We knocked. No answer. We searched
the church cemetery for Tuckers. Noth-

ing.

Tapping the elders

Interviewing elders is the key to cap-
turing family history “so it’s not stuck in
some attic somewhere,’’ Lisa Elzey, sen-
ior family history researcher at Ancestry,
told me.

For many African Americans, oral his-
tory has been the strongest link to the
past. 

Today, more African Americans are
also taking DNA tests, but experts say
chromosomes tell only part of the story.

Runaway slave ads can provide names
and descriptions. Church records often
list members. Experts also point to ship
manifests and the wills of slave owners.

“You have to be like ‘CSI,’ ’’ said Elliott.
“You have to be this investigative person
to really start putting together the pieces
of the puzzle.”

Putting my DNA to the test 

I didn’t know I’d have to fi�ll a vial with
my spit for Ancestry. Later, I rolled six
swabs across the inside of my cheeks for
AfricanAncestry.com. 

Weeks later, in that hotel in Angola, I
stared at my Ancestry results via email.

❚ Benin/Togo: 32%
❚ Cameroon, Congo and Southern

Bantu: 25%
❚ England, Wales and Northwestern

Europe: 14%
❚ Mali: 12%
❚ The rest was a mix of Ivory Coast/

Continued from page 33

GETTY IMAGES

Continued on page 36

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 35

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



Ghana, Ireland, Native American.
After I returned home, I opened a pack-

age from AfricanAncestry.com, showing I
shared maternal genetic ancestry with Ti-
kar and Hausa people in Cameroon.

My results matched my DNA with
samples from people in present-day Af-
rican countries. Cameroon and Angola
are not far from each other, separated by
about 700 miles in Central Africa.

I’d traveled 7,000 miles to chronicle
Wanda’s search for her roots, and the
whole time, mine were somewhere in the
same global neighborhood.

The road north 

I know my cousin only as Sonny, but
his given name is Edward Tucker, after
his father and grandfather.

At 74, Sonny is the oldest male Tucker.
He and Selidia are the only living grand-
children of Edward and Lucy. My father,
William Barfi�eld, their fi�rst grandchild,
died in 2009.

The way Sonny tells it, his father —
nicknamed Eddie — got fed up with farm
life in Disputanta, and his strict preacher
father, and fl�ed to New York. By the 1930
Census, he was living in an apartment in
Brooklyn, where he worked as a porter.
His sister, Dorothy, had joined him. 

The Tuckers were part of the migra-
tion of millions of African Americans
who left a harsh life in the South, partic-
ularly after the Civil War and during the
Jim Crow era, for enticing promises in
the North.

The Tucker siblings also ended up in

New York City. They owned beauty sa-
lons and corner grocery stores. They
drove taxis. My grandmother cleaned
houses, saving enough to buy a fi�ve-sto-
ry brownstone.

My great-grandmother, Lucy, eventu-
ally followed her children to New York
and lived with my grandmother. 

Edward Tucker had stayed behind in
Virginia. I went to look for him.

Search for Edward

The rows of gray headstones seemed
to fade into the woods. At the Evergreen
Cemetery in Richmond, Kelly Pratt
armed me with gloves and a mask so we
could search for Edward Tucker’s head-
stone.

I had searched for days for a death cer-
tifi�cate, but my only lead was found on-
line, and I wasn’t sure this Edward Tuck-
er was the right one.

This Edward Tucker was senile when
he died in 1956. He was a preacher. He
was also born around 1878. He was bur-
ied at Evergreen for $25.

The 60-acre cemetery is the resting
place for thousands of African Ameri-
cans and is dotted with yucca plants old
folks believe keep spirits at rest. 

For hours, Kelly and I swiped cob-
webs, skirted poison ivy and watched for
snakes. 

No Edward Thomas Tucker. 
But I wasn’t discouraged. 
Nearly two months after launching

my search, I’d learned the names of my
great-great-grandparents. I understood
how my family ended up in New York. I
knew where my ancestors came from in
Africa. I’d visited the town of my grand-
mother’s people. I’d reconnected with el-
ders in my family.

Cousin Selidia wanted a family gath-
ering. “This is the time for coming home.”

The long wait

We waited for weeks for DNA results
from AfricanAncestry.com that would
tell whether my Tucker family was relat-
ed to Wanda’s.

The testing required a male from each
Tucker line. My cousin Sonny and Wan-
da’s brother, Vincent, agreed to take the
test. 

The call came while I waited for a ses-
sion at a black genealogy conference.

“It’s a match,’’ Simone Jones, director
of data analytics, told me.

I didn’t react. I had to be sure that
Jones understood what I was asking and
that I understood exactly what she was
saying. I repeated the question, read
back her response.

Somewhere along the line, she said,
Edward and Vincent share a male rela-
tive. We might never know where that
connection happened because the re-
sults cover 500 to 2,000 years. 

I hung up, took a minute, then cried.
There was so much to absorb.

The story I stumbled into by luck or di-
vine intervention wasn’t just another
story. It connected to my own.

That means I spent 10 days on the road
in Angola with a woman I didn’t know I
was related to. By the end of that life-
changing adventure, we had bonded like
family. 

That means when Wanda had landed
in Angola, feeling alone, longing for fam-
ily and asking for a hug, her prayer was
answered. 

I had hugged her in the airport. 
That means my cousin Selidia was

spot on when she had texted “actually
Wanda looks a lot like you.’’

I didn’t know whom to call fi�rst. My
editors, who had pushed back publica-
tion of this story to wait for the results.
My cousin, who took the DNA test. My
sister, who joined the search. Or my new-
found relative.

I called Wanda.
“Hello, cousin,” I said.

Berry looks at a 1,600-year-old ankle bracelet, worn by women of royalty, during her Angola trip. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY 

Online search
resources
❚ Afro-American Historical and
Genealogical Society (AAHGS): 
aahgs.org

❚ Library of Virginia: 
lva.virginia.gov

❚ The National Museum of African
American History and Culture: 
nmaahc.si.edu

❚ U.S. Census Bureau: 
census.gov

❚ Ancestry: 
ancestry.com/cs/african-american

❚ AfricanAncestry: 
africanancestry.com

❚ Family Search: 
familysearch.org
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Valarie Gray-Holmes interprets the life of Angela, an enslaved woman in colonial Virginia, for tourists in Jamestown. In the role, she contrasts the happy life Angela
enjoyed in her native Angola with the isolation and hardships she endured in being captured, carried across the sea and sold as property. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Her name and story
reach across time 
Angela is a symbol and a touchstone for a people’s heritage

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020
38 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION
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JAMESTOWN, Va. — Valarie Gray-Holmes sits
quietly, her back to the audience gathered on bench-
es under oak and cypress trees by the James River at
Virginia’s Historic Jamestowne. 

She smooths her beige cotton skirts and grease-
stained apron as she waits to be introduced. The
peach stripes on her blouse are all but faded, and her
yellow headscarf is wrapped loosely around her salt-
and-pepper hair. As waves splash against the river-
bank, she rises slowly, silently. She turns to the audi-
ence and begins her story. 

“Every day I rise, and I come to a place and I cry,”
she says.

Valarie’s character is a middle-aged woman re-

fl�ecting on her young life of freedom in Angola in
contrast with her lonely existence as an enslaved
woman in Jamestown. It is a story of pain and suf-
fering: being torn from her community, forced
aboard a slave ship, then a pirate ship, to be depos-
ited in this strange and hostile land. 

She moves in close to a tourist, as if to take her by
the hand. “Do you have a name from birth?” she asks.
The woman responds: “Jane.” 

“I too, have a name from birth,” she says with a
smile. “My name is ...” Her eyes widen as she pauses
abruptly, her fi�ngers fl�y to her mouth. “But we won’t
speak of that now. They call me Angela here.” She
backs away, eyes downcast, and resumes her story,
the wall between character and audience, enslaved 

In the play “Mother Tongue,” performed at the
Jamestown Settlement, Angela (Shalandis
Wheeler Smith, center) compares experiences
with English colonist Anne Burras Laydon
(played by Michelle Smith, left) and the Native
American Matoaka, aka Pocahontas (Heather
Doré Johnson, right). JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Nichelle Smith
USA TODAY

Continued on page 40

“There is
something about

having a name
and a real person

to connect to.” 
Linda Heywood

Historian who specializes in Central African history
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and free, again intact. 
Kaid Ray-Tipton, 25, of Arlington, Vir-

ginia, watched Valarie intensely. After
the performance, he raised his hand. His
father is black, his mother is white, and
his wife, Marla, is Burmese American.
The couple came to Jamestown to honor
their enslaved ancestors and to investi-
gate the history of 1619, doing so 400
years after the fi�rst recorded Africans in
the Virginia colony landed in nearby
Hampton. This was the fi�rst time he’d
ever heard of Angela. Her story seemed
like something he should have already
known. And that both angered and em-
barrassed him. 

“Why Angela, why now?” he asked. 
It’s a question Valarie often hears. 
Why isn’t Angela part of colonial his-

tory lessons? Why, 400 years later, are
they just hearing her story?

“What if now is the time we are sup-
posed to know about Angela?” Valarie
tells Kaid. Maybe now the country is fi�-
nally ready to acknowledge Angela’s im-
portance — as the fi�rst African woman in
Jamestown for whom there is a name
and a story.

From Angola to America

Angela was one of 350 enslaved Ango-
lans aboard the ship San Juan Bautista
as it sailed from Luanda in mid-1619,

bound for Mexico. Captives from the
Ndongo kingdom endured a months-
long journey chained and packed into the
dark, musty hold of the ship. Only 207
survived the Atlantic crossing.

Near Veracruz, Mexico, the ship was
attacked by two English privateer ves-
sels, the White Lion and the Treasurer,
who took the healthiest 55 to 60 Africans
to split between them and sell. The land-
ing in Virginia of the fi�rst “20 and odd”
Africans in August 1619 was the primary
subject of 400th-anniversary commem-
orations all over the nation last year.

Angela was brought to Jamestown
with one or two others a few days after
her arrival in Virginia. They were among
the Africans aboard the Treasurer.

Inauspicious as those landings may
have seemed, they proved pivotal to the
survival of the Virginia colony. The Afri-
cans arrived as the colony was recover-
ing from drought and starvation that cut
its population from nearly 300 to 60. To-
bacco cultivation was showing signs of
becoming the industry that would save
them. Skilled labor was needed.

The enslavement of Africans wasn’t a
new concept to the colonists. By 1619
there were many African servants or
slaves in England, and the Spanish and
Portuguese had built empires in South
America and the Caribbean using Afri-
can slave labor.

Archaeologist Lee McBee shows fragments of crockery found in Jamestown, Virginia, at the former site of the Pierce household, where Angela served. McBee and his
wife, Christine, say working at the site has made them feel a connection to Angela, and given them a mission to help tell her human story. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Continued from page 39
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Nor was racism. Merchants and no-
bles had complained to the crown about
societal ills they blamed on black people.
Despite having African servants herself,
Queen Elizabeth issued several procla-
mations in the late 1500s urging that
“blackamoors” be driven from the land.

White indentured servants could be
had for cheap — but enslaved Africans
could be had for free.

From these fi�rst landings to nearly
250 years later when slavery was abol-
ished, more than 360,000 Africans were
taken from their homes to the United
States. Angela is part of the origin, both
proud and shameful, of the most pros-
perous nation on earth.

“Her story is the story of all the Afri-
cans who follow,” said James Horn,
president of the Jamestown Rediscovery
Foundation, which conducts archaeo-
logical digs at Jamestown. 

Valarie’s interpretation of Angela’s life
is but one part of the eff�ort to tell her sto-
ry. The other is a three-year, approxi-
mately $550,000 National Park Service
grant to the foundation to examine the
area where she lived.

In 1625, six years after her arrival, An-
gela was listed in the colony muster as
living in the household of Capt. William
Pierce. 

Very few records of enslaved people
exist. African Americans tracing their
roots can turn to plantation records and
ship manifests, but often African people
were listed as property or cargo. The few
known details about Angela — her name,
home and land of origin — and her place
at the beginning of the American story
make her stand out among the millions
of enslaved people. She is a symbolic ho-
ly mother for generations of African
Americans searching for their heritage.

“There is something about having a
name and a real person to connect to,”
said historian Linda Heywood, who spe-
cializes in Central African history. “She is
one of the earliest Africans for whom we
know something.”

Telling Angela’s story

Bringing Angela’s story to life has be-
come personal for Valarie, who’s worked
at Colonial Williamsburg and other his-
toric sites for 25 years as an actress. She
is a New Jersey native living in Virginia
whose parents died several years ago.

At 63, Valarie could imagine Angela’s
longing for her family and homeland in

the same way she often thinks about her
youth. But she admits that researching
Angela’s life and writing the script for the
role was a challenge, since much of what
she knew herself about Africa came from
Tarzan movies. 

So she taught herself the history of
Central Africa by reading books by Bos-
ton University professors Heywood and
John Thornton, chatting with the ar-
chaeologists and even watching an on-
line animated feature about Angola’s
most revered queen, Njinga Mbande. 

But there was still writer’s block. 
“I realized I wasn’t able to tell the story

of Angela in Jamestown because she
wasn’t there,” Valarie said. “She was in
Angola.”

Angela was a citizen of one of the larg-
est and most infl�uential kingdoms in
Central Africa, the Ndongo. Since the
mid-1400s, the Portuguese had estab-
lished trade with the Ndongo kings and
queens, whose title Ngola gave the coun-
try of Angola its name.

“From the time they (the Portuguese)
got here, they were in contact with the
Ndongo,” said Edgar Marcolino, 36, a his-
torian in Angola. 

Missionaries were in Ndongo as well,
recording the history of the people as
they converted them to Catholicism. 

Slavery had been a concept and con-
dition all over Africa for millennia; en-
slaved people were currency. But by 1617,
the Portuguese greed for skilled slaves
who could work their mines and grow
their food in the New World clashed
head-on with the Ndongo, whose rulers
pushed back against the Portuguese as
they started taking people and resources
without their sanction. The Portuguese
enlisted a tribal adversary of the Ndongo,
the Imbangala, to wage war, enslave ev-
eryone they could and wipe out the rest.

The Imbangala scoured Kabasa, some
130 miles east of Portugal’s Luanda colo-
ny on the Atlantic coast, rounding up
thousands of men, women and children. 

Angela was one of them.
Young women like Angela were valu-

able to slave traders. They could be
worked as hard as the men but also be
made to bear child after child. 

The Portuguese knew the women who
came from towns and villages around
Kabasa had versatile skills — they could
garden, raise animals, cook, care for oth-
ers and fulfi�ll household chores and
speak at least two languages: their na-
tive Kimbundu and Portuguese. Angela
had all the skills necessary to keep a
home in the New World.

As a prisoner, Angela was marched
more than 70 miles to the Fortaleza de
Massangano on the Kwanza River. One of
the oldest Portuguese forts in Angola, its
primary function was to channel en-
slaved Africans to Luanda.

In full view of the citizens of Massan-
gano, Angela and others were marched
past the fort up a narrow, winding path to
the “Slave Garden,” which overlooks the
river. 

Prisoners were bathed, baptized and
branded before being displayed for sale.
Once sold, the Africans were marched to
the fort and forced aboard canoes that
took them down the river to Luanda,
where they would sometimes wait days
or weeks in courtyard pens before being
rowed to slave ships in the harbor.

Even if Angela was a Christian before
her capture, she would have gone
through another baptism: the sprinkling
of water on her head, the administering
of salt under her tongue for wisdom, the
receipt of a blessing and a Christian

name to replace her Kimbundu name. 
Because of poor Portuguese record

keeping and oral-only Kimbundu tradi-
tions, there aren’t accurate fi�gures of
how many Angolans were enslaved. Ac-
cording to Thornton, about 50,000
slaves were exported from Angola be-
tween 1617 and 1621. Even today, the
countryside between Ndalatando and
Luanda remains sparse and silent, hav-
ing never recovered from the population
drain.

Life in Jamestown

Christian blessings would have been
little comfort in a place that felt nothing
like home.

The uncultivated land around James-
town, with its red clay soil, was similar to
the land near Kabasa, but even the oldest
oak and cypress trees were younger than
the Angolan savanna’s imbondeiro trees.

Angelina Towery-Tomasura has been working at the “Angela” dig site in
Jamestown since 2017. The project involves digging up soil and then carefully
sifting it for artifacts, one 10-by-10-foot plot at a time. NICHELLE SMITH, USA TODAY

Continued on page 44

Continued from page 40
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The night sky in Jamestown, on the
other side of the world from Kabasa, was
a constant reminder that she was in a
strange land. 

“I would think that would be the scari-
est thing imaginable because of your
sense of vulnerability. You are removed
from everybody that you know and ev-
erything that you know,” said Cassandra
Newby-Alexander, a professor of history
at Norfolk State University.

All Angela had was her work. And that
was invaluable, as evidenced by her
mention by name in the 1625 Virginia
Colony muster as one of the four ser-
vants living in the Pierce household, the
only one black. 

According to Horn, she was likely en-
slaved, not indentured. Unlike white ser-
vants from Europe, the Africans lacked
signed contracts specifying their terms
of service and could be kept in servitude
indefi�nitely.

The fact that Angela was listed in the
muster alongside the other servants as if
she were equal to them indicates that the
Pierces must have had high regard for
her.

“To take someone’s humanity away,
the fi�rst thing you do is take their name —
you make them nameless and faceless,”
said Kym Hall, National Park Service su-
perintendent at Colonial National His-
toric Park, which oversees Historic
Jamestowne, Jamestown Island and
other nearby sites. “When you give her
name back, it changes the way you think
about (her). It brings her back to life in
some small way.”

Digging for answers

Archaeologist Lee McBee, whose
team was charged with fi�nding physical
evidence of Angela’s world, understands
the value like few others. 

On a 95-degree day that felt more like
105, he wiped his forehead with a rag,
stuff�ed it in a back pocket of his khaki
shorts and leaned against his shovel,
taking as deep a breath as he could in the
stifl�ing summer heat. His team reminded
him to re-hydrate before he resumed
scraping the red clay earth, removing
hundreds of years of soil one layer at a
time. Wheelbarrows and buckets around
the square patch of ground held dirt
waiting to be sifted through a fi�ne colan-
der.

Lee and his wife Christine, a self de-
scribed history nerd, have come to think

of Angela as their daughter.
“We have a purpose,” Christine said,

nearly in tears, while sitting in the cou-
ple’s kitchen. The purpose is to educate
others about Angela’s life and remind
them that she was not a commodity.

After a few years of digging in 10-
by-10-foot squares around what used to
be the Pierce home, Lee’s crew knew the
typical yield: oyster shells, tiny pieces of
roofi�ng slate, broken bricks, and plenty
of colonial square-headed nails.

But good days yield treasures such as
a small white pipe bowl dating to the late
17th century; amber bottles; a small gold
ring, its crystal intact, which would have
adorned the hand of a well-to-do wom-
an. 

One of the most cherished fi�nds: four
cowrie shells. 

Angelina Towery-Tomasura, 23, has
been searching for Angela at Jamestown
since graduating in 2017 from Washing-
ton College. She remembers the day they
found the fi�rst shell. It was uncovered af-
ter only a few shovelfuls in a new area.
Coincidentally, they had just spoken
with a visitor. Her name: Angela.

The dime-sized oval shells are ivory-
colored and smooth but for the jagged
teeth of the opening down the center.

Their origin is the Indian Ocean. In Afri-
ca, they were used as currency and re-
vered as a symbol of fertility. 

They establish an African presence in
Virginia like nothing else Lee’s team had
found. And the fact that these shells had
holes opened at the back indicated they
had been altered to attach to clothing,
jewelry or hair.

The thought that they might have
been Angela’s only reminders of home
sobers the team. 

Enduring lessons

Angela disappears from offi�cial rec-
ords after 1625. Some historians and ar-
chaeologists like to speculate that she
escaped to freedom.

Or perhaps at long last, after every-
thing she’d endured, Angela died. 

If her grave is identifi�ed as one of three
near the Angela site, it would give clo-
sure to her story, Newby-Alexander said,
because testing would reveal whether
she gave birth, what her health was like,
how long she lived and how she died.

Hall said the park service is studying
other areas on Jamestown Island where
African people were known to have lived
and where skeletal remains have been
found. Although the grant money for the
Angela site expired in September, other
grants may be found to uncover more un-
told African stories. 

“I think what you will see is an evolu-
tion of the story, not a cessation,” Hall
said. 

Lee and Christine have vowed to cre-
ate a nonprofi�t in Angela’s name, to teach
more children about archaeology and the
importance of the fi�rst Africans in Amer-
ica. 

Valarie, who has performed Angela at
Jamestown since March, will keep inter-
preting Angela’s life as long as Historic
Jamestowne needs her. 

“When I think of Angela, I think of a
powerhouse,” she said. “A survivor.”

Angela’s long and impossible journey,
her fortitude and her survival, has a les-
son for everyone. Valarie believes it is a
lesson in hope and healing that super-
sedes the ways Americans continue to
divide themselves. 

“I have seen so much interest, so
much bonding between races, between
religions because of the fi�rst Africans
and specifi�cally Angela,” Valarie said.

“There is peace that I feel for her. ...
Maybe we have all learned how far this
young woman has taken us.” 

For such a time as this.

Lee McBee holds a fragment of a pottery from the “Angela” dig site in Jamestown.
Among other items found at the site: seashells that originated in the Indian Ocean
and that were used as currency in 1600s Africa. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

“I have seen so
much interest,

so much
bonding

between races,
between
religions

because of the
fi�rst Africans

and specifi�cally
Angela.” 
Valarie Gray-Holmes

Who portrays Angela at Virginia’s Historic
Jamestowne

Continued from page 42
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Two decades ago, Primerica Representatives Regina

Evans, a Chicago, IL, native and Deborah Phillips, from

Conyers, GA, had a dream. They realized there was a

great need for mentorship, training, and leadership

support within the African American community of

Primerica entrepreneurs. These women, and those who

joined them in their mission, saw an opportunity to

effect change.

Themovement began on January 15, 2000, when

the first annual AALC National Conference was held

at the Marriott Marquis in Atlanta. Themission was

simple: To empower African Americans in Primerica

with leadership and resources to establish a legacy of

financial independence through entrepreneurship.

That historic event set the stage for African

Americans in Primerica to influence their communities

in a more powerful way, support and empower each

other for growth, and to both achieve and provide solid

examples of success for others to follow.

In the past 20 years, tens of thousands of African

American members of Primerica have been impacted

by the 140 leaders of the AALC.

Primerica is proud to celebrate 20 years of incredible

success of the AALC and the difference our African

American entrepreneurs make in their communities

every day.

20 YEARS OF

AFRICAN AMERICAN

SUCCESS

For more information about Primerica and the AALC, visit

www.primerica.com.
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Members of the Tucker family gather for photos in 2019 at an 88th-birthday party for Carol Tucker Jones in Hampton, Virginia. PHOTOS BY JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

HAMPTON, Va. — As Walter Jones walks in his
family’s ancient cemetery, shovel in hand, he won-
ders about those who rest there. 

The gravestones date back as far as the 1800s.
Some bear the names of folks Walter knew; some
have faded to illegibility; some are in pieces. And, un-
der the brush he has cleared away and the ground he
has leveled, there are burial sites unmarked by any
stone.

The cemetery means so much to Walter because
his extended family — the Tuckers of Virginia’s Tide-

water region — believe they are as much an Amer-
ican founding family as any from the Mayfl�ower.

They have a widely recognized, though unproven,
claim: that they are directly descended from the fi�rst
identifi�ed African American person born on the
mainland of English America, an infant baptized
“William” around 1624.

August marked 400 years since William’s parents
arrived in the Virginia colony. The Tuckers have no
genealogical or DNA evidence linking them to those
fi�rst Africans, just oral history and family lore.

And they have the cemetery, a repository of what
unites them and baffl�es them.

This graveyard, Walter says, is “the only thing you
can actually put your hands on, put your eyes on.’’ 

He’s thinking of a July day two years ago. He was
leveling earth when the blade of his shovel hit some-
thing solid.

Founding family still seeking
Cemetery symbolizes their claim
stretching back four centuries 

Rick Hampson and Deborah Barfield Berry
USA TODAY

A marker in Hampton, Virginia,
identifi�es the site where a ship named
the White Lion arrived in 1619 carrying
Africans seized from a slave ship. 

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020
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A round, gray object had emerged
from the dirt. He dug under it a little and
lifted it up. It looked like a section of a
bowl.

He moved more dirt and spotted
something else round and gray. He held it
against the fi�rst object to see if they fi�t
together.

He didn’t realize it at fi�rst, but he was
holding a human skull.

Researchers would conclude that it
belonged to an African American woman
who was about 60 when she died –
roughly Walter's age. But they couldn’t
say when she had died.

That night, the woman was all Walter
could think about. She embodied every
question, every possibility, about his
family’s origins. And he’d held her in his
bare hands.

A cargo of ‘20 and odd’ souls

The Tuckers believe their American
story started in 1619. According to a letter
by the tobacco planter John Rolfe, a ship
landed in England’s 12-year-old James-
town settlement and “brought not any-
thing but 20, and odd, Negroes, which
the Governor and the Cape Merchant
bought for victuals’’ — provisions.

Those “20 and odd’’ human beings
had been taken prisoner in what is now
Angola by African mercenaries working
with the Portuguese. They were marched
to the Atlantic coast, where they were
branded, penned, forcibly baptized, and
fi�nally chained head-to-foot below deck
on a ship headed for Mexico. 

The San Juan Bautista carried about
350 enslaved people, more than a third of
whom died on the crossing. Then, in the
Gulf of Mexico, the ship was attacked by
two English privateers — pirate ships
sailing under a foreign fl�ag of conve-
nience. Those two ships carried about 60
of the Africans north toward Virginia.

Virginia at the time had no law either
permitting or banning slavery. But the
Africans became slaves in fact, if not law.
In 1624, two of them, identifi�ed as Antho-
ny and Isabella, were listed in the house-
hold of Capt. William Tucker, a military
commander and settler.

The following year, the two appear
again in a census, this time along with
“William theire Child Baptised.’’ 

The Tuckers have been unable to
prove a genealogical connection to Wil-
liam. It’s unclear how far William’s line
goes forward, and tracing the Tuckers’
line backward, it disappears around 1800
— gap a professional historian hired by

the family has yet to narrow. 
One problem is that England’s Amer-

ican colonists kept poor records. Any
family — white or black — is hard-
pressed to establish genealogical con-
nections before 1800 unless their ances-
tors were rich, famous or criminals.

Whatever became of him, William
was the symbolic beginning of so much
in American life — of the hands that
picked the cotton that fi�nanced the In-
dustrial Revolution; of jazz and gospel

and hip-hop; of Ellison and Baldwin and
Morrison; of King and Malcolm and Fan-
nie Lou Hamer; of the Afro, the high-fi�ve
and the dunk shot.

And yet, after he was baptized — on a
date and in a place unknown — history’s
fi�rst identifi�ed African American simply
vanished.

None of the Tuckers loved the family
story like Thelma Williams.

As a child she’d listen for hours to her
grandmother, who’d been born some-

time in the last quarter of the 19th centu-
ry. There was one story, the old woman
told her, she had to remember: We were
on the fi�rst slave ship to come to Amer-
ica, and we are descended from the fi�rst
black child born here.

‘We always fi�nd our way home’

The girl was skeptical. How do you
know, grandma? In a 1998 interview with
The Associated Press, she recalled the
answer: “Don’t you know that if you take
a dog down the street, he’ll fi�nd his way
home? Well, child, we’re human beings
and we’re much more intelligent than
animals. We need to know where we
came from. And if we put our minds to it,
we always fi�nd our way home.’’

But the idea that the Tuckers went 

Marion Jones of Detroit and Daisey
Taylor of Newport News, Virginia, help
during a volunteer cleanup effort in
March 2019 at the Tucker family
cemetery in Hampton, Virginia. 

An inscription at the cemetery spells
out the Tucker family’s belief that their
lineage goes back to the fi�rst Africans
to arrive in Virginia in 1619 — and to the
fi�rst identifi�ed African American.
PHOTOS BY JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Continued on page 48
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back to the fi�rst Africans in America was
slowly dying until Thelma grew up and
got her hands on it.

She spent days in courthouses and li-
braries across eastern Virginia, checking
birth records and deeds. She tracked
down family elders. She went to Rich-
mond. She went to Washington. She
fi�lled a spare bedroom in her small house
in Hampton with her research.

Her eff�orts were responsible, in 1994,
for the family’s offi�cial recognition in the
Jamestown Settlement history park’s re-
enactment of the 375th anniversary of
the Africans’ arrival.

A replica of that fi�rst ship, the White
Lion, sailed up the James River. Some of
the Tuckers, in period dress, were on
board, honored as founding Americans.
Thelma stood on the riverbank in a pur-
ple dashiki, beaming. 

The event cemented the Tuckers’ sta-
tus as “the fi�rst family.’’ The Virginian-Pi-
lot newspaper of Norfolk described the
Tuckers fl�atly as “the descendants of the
fi�rst Africans born in North America.’’

Who lies below?

They couldn’t aff�ord a gravestone. So
sometimes, to mark a burial spot, the
slaves would plant a seed. And the seed
would become a tree.

Today, its high oaks and pines make
the Tucker Family Cemetery feel like the
nave of a cathedral.

It lies 7 miles from where the fi�rst Afri-
cans landed in 1619, and a mile from the
site of Capt. Tucker’s plantation. It’s in-
congruously surrounded by squat 1950s
tract houses and almost invisible from
the street.

By 1896, Thomas Tucker, 40, and fi�ve
other men had paid $100 for what had
been known as the Old Colored Burial
Ground. Tuckers probably were buried
there before that, and they’ve been bur-
ied there ever since.

But after Thelma Williams’ death in
2006, the cemetery was neglected.
Neighbors used it as a dumping ground –
for a couch, a refrigerator, a water heater.
Snakes crawled through the vines, and
the vines crawled up the tree trunks.
Kids used the land to play jungle. 

Then, on May 17, 2013, the Tuckers
picked up their local newspaper, The
Daily Press, and saw this headline: “His-
toric cemetery draw’s mayor’s eye.’’

City offi�cials said it had “languished
for years under iff�y ownership and infre-

quent maintenance.’’ The mayor said the
graveyard was apparently abandoned.

The story shocked and embarrassed
Walter and his relatives. The cemetery
wasn’t abandoned. It was theirs — they
had the deed. They galvanized to form
the William Tucker 1624 Society and be-
gan meeting regularly to tend the site.

The skull Walter found, which was
solemnly reburied in a small white coffi�n,
was a sign that the cemetery was more
than it seemed. As the weeds and vines
were cut back, the Tuckers found de-
pressions that looked like unmarked
graves. They hired a company to survey
the area with ground-penetrating radar.

The result amazed them. There were
more than 100 unmarked graves, as
many as the number of marked ones.
That’s when it hit Walter: “This could be
where our earliest ancestors are buried.’’

Today, the family is divided on wheth-
er to explore the cemetery’s secrets. Wal-
ter wants to have graves opened and the
remains exhumed to discover who was

buried and when. Tucker elders think the
dead should be left in peace, and for now,
Walter concedes, they have a veto. But
some day, “I’ll be the elder.’’

A different kind of search

Thelma Williams’ search for the Tuck-
er roots was a one-woman operation. But
her successors have made their claim to
history a family aff�air.

Walter’s sister, Carolita Jones-Cope,
60, handles calls from the media, which
have been pouring in. Vincent Tucker, 57,
leads the 1624 Society. His sister Wanda
is the researcher. 

His brother Verrandall Tucker person-
ifi�es the family’s pride in its story. He
shows newspaper clippings to custom-
ers at his men’s clothing shop. He’s
screened a video of a TV news report
about the family’s lineage at his church. 

Sometimes he changes out of his
dress clothes, closes his shop and leaves
a sign: “Gone to cemetery.’’ 

Vincent Tucker kisses Carol Tucker Jones during her 88th birthday party. Although the Tucker family’s beliefs about their
genealogy have yet to be verifi�ed, more answers and evidence may lie in the family cemetery. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Continued from page 47

“We need to
know where

we came from.
And if we put
our minds to
it, we always
find our way

home.’’
Thelma Williams

Recalling, in a 1998 interview, what 
her grandmother said about their ancestry.
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ST. JOHN’S, Antigua — Dorbrene O’Marde paced
back and forth, trying to quash evil spirits. He had been
to many former sugar plantations on this small island,
but only recently was the fi�rst time he’d seen the 
dungeon.

O’Marde knows well Antigua’s long history of slavery
— Africans ripped from their homelands, forced to work
on sugar plantations for British owners. But the dunge-
on, with its dark inside smelling of sea salt and littered
with dead crabs, stood as another visible reminder.

Enslaved Africans — his ancestors — would have had
to climb through the small opening into this window-
less cell. 

It unsettled him.
“Vengeance is not something good to wear,” he said.
Instead, the 69-year-old O’Marde is helping lead a

group of Caribbean nations in demanding reparations 

Dorbrene O'Marde, chairman of
the Antigua and Barbuda
Reparations Support Commission,
talks about the role of slave labor
on colonial-era sugar plantations
like Betty’s Hope, seen here.
JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

Reparations still elusive
Nations resist atoning for slavery,
but some universities set example 

Deborah Barfield Berry
USA TODAY

50 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION
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from countries whose citizens profi�ted
off� hundreds of years of unpaid labor. 

“It’s my life’s work,” said O’Marde,
who chairs the Antigua and Barbuda
Reparations Support Commission and is
a vice chairman of the Caribbean Repa-
rations Commission. “I watch my Carib-
bean countries struggling. I watch up
and down this region, the inequities. ... I
watch my governments and my people
struggling against the legacies of coloni-
alism and enslavement.”

Renewed interest in reparations

Thousands of miles north, the United
States is grappling with how, and if, it
will be held accountable for its own trou-
bling history of enslaving Africans.

Debates about reparations have been
the focus of campus forums, columns,
books and even a congressional hearing.
Interest was further renewed with 2019’s
400th-anniversary commemorations of
the arrival of the fi�rst Africans in British
North America.

Not since Reconstruction has repara-
tions been so much at center stage. 

Yet no country has paid money to de-
scendants of Africans who were victims
of the slave trade, experts say.

Instead, universities have taken the
lead on what they call reparative justice.
Georgetown University apologized to 
descendants of slaves who were sold 
to pay school debts and recently pledged
to raise $400,000 a year for programs 
to help those descendants. Princeton
Theological Seminary in New Jersey an-
nounced a nearly $28 million plan, in-
cluding scholarships for descendants of
enslaved Africans.

A model for such programs is found at
Brown University in Providence, Rhode
Island, which issued a groundbreaking
report in 2006 about its founders’ con-
nection to slavery and created a center to
research slavery and injustice.

“We have an obligation to tell the truth
about our history because we’re a uni-
versity,” said Ruth Simmons, the former
president of Brown. 

“I think the truth is always worth it.”
Offi�cials from the University of Glas-

gow in Scotland are currently working
with the Caribbean Reparations Com-
mittee on an unprecedented partnership
with the University of the West Indies to
help islanders “erode the legacies of slav-
ery and racism.” 

An unfulfi�lled promise

When slavery was abolished in the
United States in 1865, millions of freed
men and women hoped to receive the “40
acres and a mule” promised by the Union
forces that had prevailed in the Civil War. 

That promise went unfulfi�lled. 
The late congressman John Conyers, a

a long-serving Democrat from Michigan,
introduced a reparations bill in every
session of Congress since 1989. 

Last spring, Rep. Sheila Jackson Lee, a
Democrat from Texas, and New Jersey
Sen. Cory Booker, a 2020 Democratic
presidential candidate, reintroduced
legislation to create a commission to

study reparations. “The initial wealth of
this nation was built on the backs of en-
slaved Africans who worked … for abso-
lute free and suff�ered brutality,” Jackson
Lee said.

But Senate Majority Leader Mitch
McConnell of Kentucky, the top Repub-
lican in Congress, is not a supporter of
the idea. “We’ve tried to deal with our
original sin and slavery, by fi�ghting a civil
war, by passing landmark civil rights leg-
islation. We’ve elected an African Amer-
ican president,” he has said. “But no one
currently alive was responsible for that.”

Some countries have apologized for
their part in slavery, while others have
created commissions to study what role
they played.

“If you want to say sorry for some-
thing, you must know what you have
done,” said Domenica Ghidei Biidu, a
member of the Council of Europe’s Euro-
pean Commission against Racism and
Intolerance.

Slavery and Brown 

Maiyah Gamble-Rivers
trudged through the snow
one winter afternoon to
get to a highlight on the
Slavery & Legacy walking
tour at Brown University.

The memorial — a half
sphere and a broken chain
rising to the sky — is steps from the old-
est building on campus, University Hall,
which was built with the help of African
American labor, both free and enslaved.

Inside is an exhibit, “Hidden in Plain
Sight: American Slavery and the Univer-
sity,” which tells the story of the school
founders’ role in traffi�cking Africans.

The tour also includes a stop by a quad
named after Simmons, the university’s
fi�rst African American president. There’s
another stop in front of Page-Robinson
Hall, named for Inman Edward Page and
Ethel Tremaine Robinson, the fi�rst black
man and woman to graduate from
Brown.

“It is a responsibility, and it is a duty,”
said Gamble-Rivers, the research cen-
ter’s manager of programs and outreach
and the creator of the tour. 

Brown was one of the fi�rst universities
to exhaustively examine its connection
to slavery. The tour, the center, the me-
morial and even Gamble-Rivers’ job
came about because of the 2006 report
about the history of slavery there.

A street scene in St. John’s, Antigua. Tourism has replaced sugar as Antigua’s dominant industry. JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Continued on page 52
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Simmons, then president of Brown
and the fi�rst African American to head an
Ivy League school, said some warned her
that it would be dangerous to examine
the school’s past. She did it anyway.

The 116-page report told of many slave
voyages funded by Brown’s founders.

On campus one afternoon, librarian
Kimberly Nusco gingerly turned the brit-
tle pages of a 1764 accounting book for
one of those voyages, by a ship called the
Sally. 

The book, warped with age, is housed
in the John Carter Brown Library. Its
spine is ripped and the back cover miss-
ing, but its facts are intact: details of the
journey, including how many Africans it
captured and when.

Thirty-seven were taken on June 10,
1764.

That day, the crew traded 55 gallons of
rum and one gun “for a girl slave.”

The ledger shows that captives at-
tempted to revolt but failed. The crew
killed some. Others died from injuries. In
the end, 109 of the 196 Africans died.

More than a year after the ship left
Providence, it arrived in Antigua, where
most of the surviving Africans were sold.

Busts and other homages to the
Brown founders are displayed through-
out the campus.

“Every day I’m facing the portrait of

the fi�rst president, who was a slavehold-
er,” recalled Simmons, who retired as
Brown’s president in 2012. “It is every-
where around and yet invisible to us.”

She pushed back, however, when
there was talk of her — as the university
president — apologizing for slavery. She
told the board it was an apology that they
would need to make.

“It would be too convenient to have an
African American apologizing for slav-
ery,” she said.

To this day, Simmons said, she often
gets calls from universities and local gov-
ernments asking for help making similar
acknowledgments.

“We provided a model that didn’t
scare people,” she said, one that allowed
others to follow “because they could
point to Brown and say, ‘But Brown did it,
and they didn’t crumble.’ ” 

Slavery and Glasgow

Offi�cials at the University of Glasgow
looked to Brown and others as they ex-
amined their own history.

While many on the Glasgow campus
opposed slavery centuries ago, the uni-
versity acknowledged in a 2018 report
that it, too, had benefi�ted from donors
who made their fortunes off� of captured
Africans. 

In the wake of the report, the univer-
sity pledged to raise the equivalent of
$22 million over 20 years to partner with
the University of the West Indies. To-
gether, they plan to create a research
center and examine health issues and
other concerns in the region. They will
also fund scholarships and exchange
programs.

“Whether that’s justice, I think others
have to judge that,” said David Duncan,
the university’s chief operating offi�cer. 

O’Marde said many plantation own-
ers in Antigua and other Caribbean is-
lands funded universities, some of them
among the best in the world. He simply
wants them to pay their part. This new
partnership, he said, can help “defi�ne the
battle” for reparations.

From slave ships to cruise ships 

Sékou Luke wound his way around
the harbor in St. John’s, the capital of An-
tigua, showing where ships carrying
captured Africans docked hundreds of
years ago.

The harbor provided easy access to
unload human cargo.

Today, luxury cruise ships pull in.

“Instead of black people coming off�
the ships, now it’s white people,” said
Luke, who works with the Antigua and
Barbuda Reparations Support Commis-
sion.

Fancy shops sell Michael Kors purses,
diamond jewelry and sunglasses. Those
shops are steps from where Africans
were paraded through the streets so they
could be auctioned. 

There are few signs marking the histo-
ry of slavery. 

“You can’t tell anything happened,”
Luke said. “It’s pretty, but haunted.”

Antigua’s case for reparations 

Antigua was once blanketed with sug-
ar plantations where tens of thousands
of Africans were forced into punishing
work planting sugar cane, harvesting it
and then laboring in mills to process it. 

The mortality rate was so high, plan-
tation owners factored in the cost of
bringing in new free labor from Africa ev-
ery year.

Sékou Luke, of the Antigua and Barbuda Reparations Support Commission, visits
the site of a colonial-era barracoon, a compound where newly arrived Africans
were held before being sold into slavery. PHOTOS BY JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY

Kimberly Nusco, a librarian at Brown
University, shows an accounting book
for a 1764 journey of the Sally, a slave
ship fi�nanced by Brown’s founders.
DEBORAH BARFIELD BERRY, USA TODAY

Continued from page 51
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The transatlantic slave trade was
abolished in 1807, but slavery on Antigua
and other British colonies was not
banned until 1834. The island remained
under British rule until 1981.

Advocates for reparations argue that
slavery’s eff�ects are long lasting. Many of
the islands are economically isolated
from trade, access to capital and educa-
tional resources. The region faces a
health crisis. The poverty rate hovers
around 30% to 35%. 

Verene Shepherd, director of the Cen-
tre for Reparations Research at the Uni-
versity of the West Indies, and other
commission leaders want countries that
committed the “crime” to make amends.

‘Why not us?’

Old plantation windmills still dot the
landscape on Antigua.

Signs bear names like Freetown, Free-
mans and Freemanville. Newly freed Af-
ricans named the communities.

Edith Oladele, founder of the African
Slavery Memorial Society, and others
hope to open a museum to preserve that
history and more. 

That history fuels O’Marde’s passion

to fi�ght for reparations.
A playwright and director who was

once involved in the Black Power Move-
ment, O’Marde said it’s hard not to notice
that others who have suff�ered crimes
against humanity have received repara-
tions. “Why not us, especially when our

claim perhaps is the largest, the most
documented, most provable — if there’s
such a word — claim of them all?”
O’Marde said.

O’Marde credits ‘‘bold political leader-
ship” with demanding reparations.

Last year, Antigua and Barbuda’s

prime minister, Gaston Browne, called
out Harvard University for not respon-
ding to his request for reparations. Isaac
Royall Jr., a plantation owner in Antigua,
helped fund Harvard’s fi�rst law profes-
sorship in 1815.

Antigua’s leaders have since talked
with Harvard president Lawrence Ba-
cow, said Jim Newton, a spokesman at
the university. 

The Caribbean Reparations Commis-
sion was formed in 2013 and counts
among its members Haiti, Jamaica, Anti-
gua and Barbuda, St. Vincent and the
Grenadines, St. Lucia, Barbados, Trini-
dad and Tobago, Guyana and Suriname.

Its 10-point plan calls for a formal
apology, reparations, programs to ad-
dress health issues and debt elimination,
among other things. 

The head of the subcommittee on rep-
arations sent letters in 2016 to leaders in
Britain, Portugal, France, Spain, the
Netherlands and other nations, asking
for meetings to discuss reparations. That
didn’t happen.

“Every movement needs time to
grow,” researcher Shepherd said. 

Taking a stand

High above Nelson’s Dockyards on the
edge of a cliff� is Shirley Heights, a bus-
tling spot where mostly locals once hung
out, listening to steel drum bands,
watching the sun set, dancing to reggae
and feasting on ribs and chicken slath-
ered with barbecue sauce.

These days, mostly tourists mill
about. Many of them are white and come
from the countries where reparations are
being sought. 

Tourism has replaced sugar produc-
tion as the economy’s main driver.

Neil Evanson, 56, who shuttles tour-
ists around the island, favors reparations
as long as they’re used to support educa-
tion and health programs, and as long as
the government doesn’t get a hold of the
money.

Like other locals, Evanson doesn’t see
reparations happening in his lifetime but
hopes it will be a reality for future gener-
ations. 

For islander Beverly Christian, 54, the
‘‘bold” demand for reparations shows
Antigua’s progress. 

“For a small Caribbean island to have
the audacity to ask, we’ve come a long
way,” she said. “We’re standing up for
ourselves.”

Contributing: Jarrad Henderson, USA
TODAY

The ruins of the Betty's Hope sugar plantation on Antigua include windmills that powered machinery used to crush cane. 

Edith Oladele, founder of the African Slavery Memorial Society, hopes to open a
museum in Antigua to preserve the history. PHOTOS BY JARRAD HENDERSON, USA TODAY
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This is the rendering of the future Historic

Mitchelville Freedom Park, located on Hilton

Head Island, SC. This 33-acre site will

chronicle the history of Mitchelville, the first

self-governed town of formerly enslaved

people in the United States as well as its

current connection to the American ideals

of: Freedom, Democracy, Citizenship,

Opportunity and Self-Determination. !u

can follow our progress and donate to the

cause at #.exploremitchelville.org.

Stay connected as we make Historic

Mitchelville Freedom Park a reality!

Save the Date:
Sixth Annual Juneteenth Celebration

June 20,2020

ONIBC!
---·�--

The Gullah Museum

of Hilton Head Island

A Visitor Center (-18.000 SF) with Terrace

B Event lawn with Interpretive Footprints/
and Quarter Acre Lot Delineations

C Entry Plaza with Mitchelville Map
D Group Shelter

E Freedom Plaza (see enlargement)
F Interpretive Houses

G Interpretive Garden/Rear Yard
H Church and Archaic Interpretive Area (see

enlargement)
I Military Map Road Alignment

J Classroom. Lab. and Offices (-4.000 SF)
K Maintenance Building (-2,000 SF)

!I

M '

L Maintenance/Lab Parking (7 spaces)
M Main Parking Lot (54 spaces, 18 overflow)
N On Street Parking (11 spaces)

0 Interpretive Trail
P Interpretive Boardwalk

Q General Store Interpretation
R Path to Beach
S >lcome/Pay Station
T Visitor Center Accessible Parking and

Service Area (-13 spaces)
U Woodland Knoll Shelter

C H E

Visit • Explore • Discover

"Where Freedom Began"

L V

For more information or to support Historic Mitchelville Freedom Park

go to exploremitchelville.com or call 843-255-7301.
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In 1856, a student at the University of
Virginia, Noble Noland, decided that a
10-year-old enslaved black girl he had
encountered on campus had not an-
swered his questions with suffi�cient re-
spect. So he went to her home and sav-
agely beat her, leaving her unconscious.

The attack is detailed in a 2018 report
by a university commission, part of an
ongoing eff�ort to account for — and atone
for — the ways it encouraged, enabled
and profi�ted from slavery.

Violence toward blacks was common
at many U.S. institutions of higher learn-
ing in the 19th century, when slavery was
baked into the crust of society. Enslaved
workers endured beatings, rapes and
other inhumane treatment while erect-
ing buildings on campus, providing
meals, cleaning rooms and otherwise
helping these universities and their stu-
dents ascend to greatness. 

In recent years, Virginia, Harvard and
other schools have acknowledged how
they used slave labor directly, accepted
contributions from those who made
their fortunes on it, and upheld racist
systems and junk science that asserted
white supremacy and black inferiority. 

In 2009, the College of William & Ma-
ry, a public university in Williamsburg,
Virginia, established The Lemon Project,
which includes symposiums, courses
and research into the college’s link to
slavery. In 2017, the New Jersey state uni-
versity, Rutgers, renamed buildings on
campus after prominent African Ameri-
cans including abolitionist and women’s
rights activist Sojourner Truth, who was
once enslaved by the family of a Rutgers

president. Following its 2018 report, the
University of Virginia founded the Uni-
versities Studying Slavery consortium of
about 40 schools that share resources
while researching their own pasts. 

In November, Harvard announced a
university-wide initiative to encourage
rigorous research into the school’s con-
nections to slavery. 

“This emphasis will help us build on
eff�orts through the Offi�ce for Inclusion
and Belonging and across the schools, to
ensure that discussion and understand-
ing about our past can help us think dif-
ferently and move us ever closer to a Har-
vard where all of us can thrive,” univer-
sity president Lawrence Bacow wrote. 

As schools acknowledge their past
role in slavery, they also wrestle with the
question of reparations.

“There’s an interest in repentance and
to provide some type of restitution in re-
penting for an action,” said the Rev. Jo-
seph Thompson, director of multicultur-
al ministries at Virginia Theological
Seminary. “In repenting, if some sort of
damage has been done, address that.” 

To help atone for its past use of slave
labor to build parts of its campus in Alex-
andria, the seminary recently an-
nounced a $1.7 million reparations fund.
It will aid descendants of those workers
and of those who lived in the community
during the Jim Crow era, when “the sem-

Henry
Martin was
a longtime
University
of Virginia
worker
who had
been born
in slavery.
For years,
the school
embraced
patronizing
tales about 
him as a
simplistic
and loyal 
servant. 

A photo
from 1900
shows a
cart driver
at the
university.
As the
school
examines
its past,
it’s looking
not only at
its role 
in slavery
but also 
in racism
after the 
Civil War.

A servant 
at the
university
identifi�ed
only as
“Peter.” 
The 1890
yearbook
portrayed
“Uncle
Peter” as
loyal and
devoted to
the school.
Depictions
of blacks
as grateful
to serve
whites
were
common 
in the era.
PHOTOS BY

UNIVERSITY

OF VIRGINIA

Some colleges
feel the weight
of their past 
Schools looking to atone 
for complicity in slavery

Tracy Scott Forson
Studio Gannett

“In repenting, if some sort 

of damage has been done,

address that.”
Rev. Joseph Thompson
Virginia Theological Seminary

Continued on page 60 
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inary participated in that unjust and rac-
ist regime,” Thompson said. He noted
that the campus was home to segregated
worship services, and its fi�rst black stu-
dent wasn’t admitted until the 1950s.
“Because of that history, there’s a need to
take the step to do reparations.” 

Thompson has been working with ge-
nealogists and historians to identify
those who might be eligible for monetary
reparations, but other forms of recom-
pense are being considered, like scholar-
ships or community development
grants. “Nothing’s off� the table,” he said. 

Lasting effects 

Thompson said feedback has mostly
been positive, but the topic of institu-
tional reparations remains controversial. 

Some argue that the stain of slavery is
fading, which makes reparations moot.
Tamara Lanier disagrees. She believes
she is a descendant of Renty and Delia,
an enslaved father and his daughter who
were photographed naked in the 1850s. A
Harvard biologist had commissioned the
images as part of his eff�orts to “prove”
that whites were biologically superior to
blacks. The images, captured through a
process called daguerrotype, are be-
lieved to be the earliest photos of en-
slaved people in the U.S.

More than a century and a half later,
Harvard continues to use the images. La-
nier said it profi�ts from doing so, and she
has sued to try to force the university to
surrender ownership of them. Harvard
counters that it uses the images in mod-
ern times specifi�cally to emphasize the
humanity of Renty and Delia. 

Civil rights lawyer Benjamin Crump
suggests apologetic universities donate
funds to struggling historically black col-
leges and universities — schools that
might not exist if African Americans had
been allowed to attend the institutions
where they provided free forced labor. 

Crump represented the families of
Trayvon Martin, a black youth shot dead
in 2012 by a neighborhood watch coordi-
nator in Florida, and Michael Brown, 18,
who was killed by a white police offi�cer in
Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. 

Behind the urgency 

With such a long history of ignoring
their complicated pasts, why are schools
addressing their roles in slavery now? 

“The urgency comes from the things

that are going on in society,” Thompson
said. “Social pressure has come from Fer-
guson, Trayvon Martin and videos where
people can see that what black people
have said about their reality is true.”

Social pressures didn’t carry as much
weight back when that Virginia student,
Noble, nearly killed a child for showing
more assertiveness than he felt she had a
right to. He was initially reprimanded
and expelled — but only because he had
damaged someone else’s property. Even
that didn’t stick: An apologetic letter he
wrote to the girl’s owner persuaded uni-
versity leaders to reverse the decision. 

Going forward, Thompson hopes his
seminary’s example of off�ering more
than an apology will infl�uence others. 

“I hope it probably will have infl�uence
and eff�ect on things other organizations
want to do,” he says. “We’re among the
fi�rst to step out and do it. Sometimes,
just having a precedent ... it makes all the
diff�erence in the world to encourage oth-
ers to do the same.”

Virginia Theological Seminary in Alexandria has established a reparations fund for descendants of enslaved laborers and is
looking at other ways of atoning for its past involvement in slavery. “Nothing’s off the table,” one seminary official says. 

This undated image shows ruins of servants’ quarters on the grounds of the
Virginia Theological Seminary. PHOTOS BY BY VIRGINIA THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

Continued from page 58
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As a historically black institution of
higher learning, Virginia’s Norfolk State
University teaches students about their
history, including slavery, as they pursue
career tracks such as business, engineer-
ing and technology. 

Founded in 1935, the school is adding
the country’s fi�rst master’s program in
cyberpsychology — something that fac-
ulty members see as another avenue for
teaching African American students
how to be free.

For students in the program, learning
how to fi�ght cyberattacks will begin with
an understanding of how psychological
manipulation works, said Cassandra
Newby-Alexander, a history professor
and dean of Norfolk State’s College of
Liberal Arts, which houses the program. 

“Not everybody thinks the same way,”
Newby-Alexander said. “When you’re
thinking and designing ways to secure
(systems), you have to have a real under-
standing of the human element. It’s nev-
er a good idea to fall prey to anybody us-
ing your fears, your hate. That level of
manipulation is really a constant in our
society.” 

Knowing how to recognize and resist
attempts at manipulation, combined
with a background in history, literature,
art, music and science, allows students
to better understand and maneuver in
their world, Newby-Alexander said. 

“All of these diff�erent fi�elds together
teach you how to be free because it gives
you knowledge in a wide variety of areas
… so you can be the master of your own
life. Otherwise, you are a cog in a wheel,
and you’re going to be manipulated.” 

Four hundred years after the fi�rst en-
slaved Africans were brought in chains
to what is now Virginia, Newby-Alexan-
der punctuated her point about main-
taining a free mind as students in the fi�ne
arts program crossed the Hampton
Roads harbor last fall to visit Norfolk
State’s friendly rival, Hampton Univer-

‘An untangling of history’ 
Hampton, Norfolk State 
explore past and present

Monique Calello
The Staunton (Va.) News Leader

Vanessa Thaxton-Ward, director of the Hampton University Museum in Hampton, Virginia. MONIQUE CALELLO, THE NEWS LEADERContinued on page 64
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sity.
It was the last day of an exhibit at the

Hampton University Museum, “A Taste
for the Beautiful: African Impact on
American Culture,” which commemorat-
ed the Africans’ arrival at nearby Point
Comfort in 1619. 

The two fl�oors of galleries at Hamp-
ton, which was founded in 1868, repre-
sent the oldest African American mu-
seum in the country, with one of the larg-
est private collections.

Senior D’Shea Downey’s favorite
piece was a painting by Mozambican art-
ist Malangatana Valente Ngwenya. She
said she loves the texture and earth tones
and talked about the importance of un-
derstanding each artist’s interpretation.
As she browsed the exhibits, she ab-
sorbed nuances she intends to refl�ect on
as she moves forward in the world.

“One of the artist’s purposes is to doc-
ument what’s going on,” Downey said. “A
powerful and very strong history.” 

Newby-Alexander and Vanessa Thax-
ton-Ward, the Hampton museum’s di-
rector, were appointed last year by Gov.
Ralph Northam to help rewrite African
American history as taught in Virginia
public schools. 

Newby-Alexander predicts that the
21st century will include “an untangling
of history” that she likens to the blurred
background in a photograph. That, she
said, will allow the country to begin with
a clean slate in the 22nd century.

“If we dismiss the slaves almost as a
‘thing,’ not human beings who brought
technology and a culture with them that
impacted everybody, then you miss the
whole story.” 

Rising powerfully from the ground on
Hampton University’s campus is the im-
mense Emancipation Oak, which bears a
history of slavery in its ancient tangled
branches. It was under this oak that a
free black woman, Mary Smith Peake,
taught 20 African American students in
1861 in defi�ance of Virginia laws prohib-
iting the education of blacks. It was also
here in 1863 that black people, enslaved
and free, gathered to hear the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation read for the fi�rst time
in the South. (The Union controlled near-
by Fort Monroe throughout the Civil War,
so the area provided a haven.) 

One of Newby-Alexander’s historical
touchpoints is a photograph on her offi�ce
wall called “The Ancestors.” When she
gave a presentation two years ago on 1619
at Fort Monroe, now a National Park Ser-

vice site that includes the arrival site of
the fi�rst Africans, she received the pho-
tograph as a gift. 

“It’s from the vantage point of looking
out on the body of water called the
Hampton Roads, looking out from Fort
Munroe,” she said. 

The faces of African men, women and
children are superimposed onto the
rocks and in the waters as a way of re-
membering the people who came to the
shores.

“When I saw it, tears came to my
eyes,” Newby-Alexander said. 

“If you include the full story then you
understand better what people are doing
today,” Newby-Alexander said. “Our nar-
ratives all need to change. The way we
think about the origins of America needs
to change.” 

“My hope is that Virginia will become
once again a leader in pioneering a much
more accurate, balanced narrative about
not only who we really are but who we
have been. As a society and as a nation.” 

D'Shea Downey, a fi�ne arts student at Norfolk State University, admires a piece by Malangatana Valente Ngwenya at a
Hampton University Museum exhibit commemorating the 400th anniversary of 1619. PHOTOS BY MONIQUE CALELLO, THE NEWS LEADER
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Continued from page 62

The Emancipation Oak at Hampton University. It was under this tree that black
students were taught in 1861 and the Emancipation Proclamation was read in 1863. 
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RALEIGH, N.C. — David Forbes was
there when the Student Nonviolent Co-
ordinating Committee staged its inaugu-
ral conference at Shaw University in
April 1960, two months after a peaceful
protest at a segregated lunch counter in
Greensboro, North Carolina, gave birth to
a national sit-in movement.

At the time, Forbes was a 19-year-old
sophomore and student leader at the pri-
vate Baptist liberal arts college in Ra-
leigh.

Today, Shaw has an enrollment of
about 1,240. On April 3-4, the school will
commemorate the 60th anniversary of
the founding of SNCC and the commit-
tee’s contributions to society.

Perhaps it was only fi�tting that the
student-led social movement that would
help alter the arc of American history
was founded at the oldest institution of
higher learning for blacks in the southern
United States. Established on Dec. 1,
1865, Shaw University educated a gener-
ation of leaders who went on to found
other educational institutions for Afi�ri-
can Americans in the South.

“Our university is one of the touch-
stones for justice,” said Valerie Ann
Johnson, 61, dean of the School of Arts,
Sciences and Humanities at Shaw.

Shaw spokeswoman Lucera Parker
put it this way: “It’s part of our DNA. It is
real. We have a high percentage of fi�rst-

The 1960 edition of the Shaw University yearbook featured images of student protesters. That year, a protest
at a segregated lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, launched a national movement. SHAW UNIVERSITY

This small
university
casts long
shadow 
60 years ago, Shaw was 
the birthplace of SNCC 

Michael Futch
Fayetteville (N.C.) Observer

David
Forbes was
a 19-year-
old
student at
Shaw
University
in North
Carolina
when the
Student
Nonviolent
Coordi-
nating
Commitee
held its
inaugural
conference
there in
1960. SHAW

UNIVERSITY

Continued on page 68
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generation college students, and many
of those students, when asked why they
chose Shaw — its history ranks very
highly.”

In the early 1960s, SNCC organized
peaceful protests and demonstrations to
speed up desegregation in the South,
employing strategies and tactics out of
Martin Luther King Jr.’s campaign of
nonviolent resistance. In 1964, the com-
mittee sponsored the Mississippi Pro-
ject, in which about 800 volunteers
helped thousands of African Americans
register to vote. 

John Lewis, now a congressman from
Georgia, was chairman of SNCC at the
time. He traveled to college campuses
throughout the country to encourage
students to come to Mississippi during
the summer of ’64 to help register voters.

Two years later, in 1966, SNCC became
the fi�rst civil rights organization to op-
pose U.S. military involvement in Viet-
nam. Stokely Carmichael, who became
the committee’s leader that same year,
called for a Black Power campaign to
fi�ght the continued oppression of Afri-
can Americans.

“Shaw is known as the historical ori-
gin of SNCC,” said Forbes, 79. “It was
founded on the campus of Shaw in April
1960. I was on the steering committee
that planned the fi�rst meeting that grew
into SNCC. The Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference in Atlanta decided to
host a meeting of the college students
who had become active in the sit-ins.”

Forbes said there was total agreement
at the Shaw meeting that the United
States had to change how it dealt with
race.

“If they had not done the Civil Rights
Act, there likely would not have been the
Voting Rights Act,” Forbes said of the
major pieces of civil rights legislation en-
acted by Congress in the mid-1960s. “If
there was no Voting Rights Act, nobody
would ever have heard of Barack Obama.
I am sure ... without SNCC and the Civil
Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act,
things would be pretty much as closed
and racist as during my growing-up
years.”

Until his graduation from Shaw in
May 1962, Forbes represented SNCC in
central and eastern North Carolina. He
later served as dean of the Shaw Univer-
sity Divinity School and founding pastor
of the Christian Faith Baptist Church in
Raleigh.

“I am extremely proud of Shaw’s cen-

tral role in the civil rights movement,”
Forbes said. “SNCC was the catalyst in
the modern civil rights movement. It
shook the foundation of racial segrega-
tion in the South. Up to that time, there
had been little desegregation in public
education, public accommodations and
employment.”

Looking back six decades later, he
called the experience exciting. But also:
“It was scary. It was dangerous. It had to
be done.”

Wilson Lacy, 72, a Shaw graduate
from Fayetteville, North Carolina, and a
member of the university’s Board of
Trustees, said, “I think it was the black
institution of the time to make the civil
rights movement relevant. I don’t think
any school was that relevant..”

Shaw alumna Ella Baker, a longtime

civil rights activist and mentor to such
pivotal fi�gures as Carmichael and Rosa
Parks, helped organize SNCC in the
1960s. “We often focus on the men who
participated in the civil rights move-
ment, but she positioned herself to help
give voice to the young people,” Johnson
said. “Part of why SNCC came to be, it’s
the young people’s way of being part of
the civil rights movement.”

Baker graduated as valedictorian from
Shaw in 1927. Next to the church, the uni-
versity was “the most infl�uential institu-
tion in Ella Baker’s early life,” according
to her biographer, Barbara Ransky.

She moved to New York City and
launched her career as a writer, editor
and activist with the NAACP. Baker
earned a reputation as a great recruiter
and organizer. As the 1960s arrived, she
saw the energy that black college stu-
dents were bringing to the civil rights
movement, most notably with the sit-ins
that began at a segregated Woolworth’s
lunch counter in Greensboro.

“SNCC starts over spring break in ’60
after the sit-ins, and they look to fi�nd a
place to have a meeting and bring people
together at Shaw,” said Tom Hennessey,
a former professor of African American
history at historically black Fayetteville
State University.

About 300 students, including a con-
tingent of 50 to 60 from Shaw, met over
Easter weekend in the Greenleaf Audito-
rium on campus and in the nearby Ra-
leigh Memorial Auditorium, according to
Forbes.

That’s around the time Lacy attended
Shaw as a freshman.

“I got there during Shaw’s 100th anni-
versary, which was 1965. They just
passed the Voting Rights Act of 1965,” he
recalled, “and we were being admon-
ished to get what we needed to get ready
to vote. Take strong advantage of it —
that was the push then.”

Signed into law by President Lyndon
Johnson, the Voting Rights Act aimed to
overcome legal barriers at the state and
local levels that prevented blacks from
exercising their right to vote as guaran-
teed under the 15th Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution, passed a century ear-
lier after the Civil War. 

A few days before King visited a
church in Raleigh, Lacy was among the
Shaw students who marched to cele-
brate the Voting Rights Act.

“We’re proud of that being just a little,
small, black liberal arts school,” he said,
“we were able to put a dent into the civil
rights movement.”

Continued from page 66

A flyer from the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference, signed by
Martin Luther King Jr. and Ella Baker,
promotes the 1960 conference for
student activists at Shaw University.
SMITH COLLECTION/GADO, GETTY IMAGES

“I am sure ... without SNCC

and the Civil Rights Act and

the Voting Rights Act, things

would be pretty much as

closed and racist as during

my growing-up years.”
David Forbes 
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accrediting agencies.
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students for rewarding careers, and for the rigors of graduate and

professional schools.

SC State University transforms lives and prepares global leaders

in the areas of biology, education, speech pathology, engineering,
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SC State University offers engineering programs including the

only undergraduate nuclear engineering program in the state of
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biology, criminal justice, mechanical engineering technology,

music industry and communications.

SC State University's world-renowned ROTC "Bulldog Battalion"

has produced 22 general officers, second only to West Point.
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(803) 536-7000
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Dolly, an enslaved woman whom
Andrew Johnson bought at age 14,
holds his grandson. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

FORT MONROE, Va. — On this scrag-
gly rock outpost in eastern Virginia 400
years ago, a ship arrived carrying coloni-
al America’s fi�rst Africans, who had been
captured in their homeland and shipped
across the sea. That moment has echoed
through the black experience and Amer-
ican history for centuries.

But travel to modern-day Fort Mon-

roe, and you’d hardly know it. There’s
more Confederate and military history
rather than black history. An arch proud-
ly proclaimed a section of the fort as “Jef-
ferson Davis Memorial Park” in large let-
ters until their recent removal. A mu-
seum preserves the prison cell occupied
by Davis, the Confederate president, fol-
lowing the Civil War. You can see where
future Confederate general Robert E. Lee
was stationed as a U.S. lieutenant.

One plaque, erected four years ago,

commemorates the fi�rst Africans.
For decades, many of the country’s

celebrated historic monuments have
similarly glossed over the cruel realities
of slavery and racism that defi�ne large
sections of U.S. history.

Sites from Virginia to Kansas are now
grappling with how to portray the harsh
truths of the past — from former presi-
dents’ enslavement of other humans, to 

Historic sites face up 
to their true history

Terry Brown is the National Park
Service superintendent at Fort Monroe,
Virginia, a critical crossroads in the
history of slavery in the United States.
BRENDAN SMIALOWSKI, AFP/GETTY IMAGES

Continued on page 72

Max Cohen
USA TODAY

Slavery’s role was long ignored — and still is in some places

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020
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the violence used to try to spread slavery
in “free” states, to the historic presence
of hundreds of enslaved people at well-
loved tourist attractions.

When Terry Brown took over the na-
tional monument at Fort Monroe three
years ago, the absence of black history —
his history — bothered him.

“We live in a great country, but we are
going to be even better when we fi�gure
out that the true part of our history in-
volves a number of mixed cultures,” said
Brown, a National Park Service superin-
tendent. He started a black cultural tour
of the site, which will run from July to
October every year.

“A great nation,” said Brown, “remem-
bers its history and embraces all the
complexities of it.”

Williamsburg, once 50% black

Colonial Williamsburg, the quaint liv-
ing-history museum less than an hour’s
drive from where the fi�rst Africans land-
ed, originally portrayed a largely white
experience, ignoring that many of its his-
toric residents enslaved black people.

Williamsburg now strives to present a
realistic image of the lives of enslaved
and free blacks in the 18th century. For
example, Tab Broyles oversees a three-
day program that informs teachers about
the 18th-century black experience and
helps them bring it into the classroom.

“My hope is that people walk away
knowing that many diff�erent people con-
tributed to who we are as Americans,”
Broyles said.

In nearby Yorktown, the Colonial Na-
tional Historical Park is launching an ar-
chaeology program exploring the life of
one of the fi�rst enslaved Africans
brought to Virginia in 1619. Eola Dance,
chief of resources management, hopes
the National Park Service can attract em-
ployees of color like her through intern-
ship programs that reach out to urban
high schools and students at historically
black colleges and universities.

Glossing over the reality

But even amid the push to confront
historical atrocities, some sites and mu-
seums still avoid giving prominent atten-
tion to slavery.

The museum at the Tennessee child-
hood home of Andrew Johnson, presi-
dent from 1865 to 1869, glosses over his
role in keeping America segregated and

unequal after the Civil War, some say.
Johnson, at the time Abraham Lin-

coln’s vice president, freed his eight per-
sonal slaves on Aug. 8, 1863, celebrated in
the state as Emancipation Day. That was
more than seven months after Lincoln’s
Emancipation Proclamation.

Then, as president after Lincoln’s as-
sassination, Johnson overturned “40
acres and a mule,” a Union military order
to give formerly enslaved blacks proper-
ty confi�scated from Confederate land-
owners. He resisted giving black people
the right to vote and allowed Southern-
ers to create racist codes that led to the
oppression of the Jim Crow era.

Aaron Astor, an Andrew Johnson ex-

pert and Maryville College historian,
said it is vital to tell the entire story of
Johnson’s life.

“There’s a wider ambivalence of how
to deal with the legacies of slavery in a
place like Appalachia, where people kind
of take pride that they were not the
slaveholding South,” Astor said. “Yes,
that’s true, but their hands are not en-
tirely clean. They did have slavery.”

Similarly, the fi�ght over the expansion
of slavery before the Civil War is central
to Midwestern history — but not always
advertised.

In Lecompton, Kansas, slavery sup-
porters gathered to write an 1857 consti-
tution that legalized ownership of other

humans in the territory, which at the
time was moving toward statehood. It
was an episode in the violent battle
known as Bleeding Kansas. 

Now the small town on the Kansas
River is a must-see for history buff�s. Its
marketing labels itself as the “Civil War
Birth Place” and, more controversially,
“Where Slavery Began to Die.”

“No one likes to be on the wrong side
of history,” said Jonathan Earle, a Louisi-
ana State University historian.

Despite its euphemistic slogan, the
town is best known for the pro-slavery
constitution, Earle said. “It was like a
slaveholder’s wildest dreams.” The docu-
ment ultimately failed, rejected both by
Kansas’ voters and the U.S. House of
Representatives in 1858.

Marketing aside, Earle said the area’s
historic sites accurately explain the hor-
rors of Kansas’ pro-slavery movement.

People who want a full view of the
brutal, bloody fi�ght for freedom in Kan-
sas, Earle said, should make sure they’re
taking in multiple perspectives. Earle
was involved in the creation of Free-
dom’s Frontier, a National Heritage Area
that spans across Missouri and Kansas
and includes sites such as Quindaro, an
abolitionist town settled by escaped
slaves on the Missouri River.

A shift from sanitization

Over the past couple of decades, his-
toric monuments have begun to move
away from whitewashing the past, ac-
cording to Caroline Janney, a University
of Virginia historian who specializes in
the public memory of the Civil War.

“There are very few places that I’ve
been to in recent years where I would say
it’s been sanitized or left out,” Janney
said of slavery.

She said education eff�orts are improv-
ing, though slowly and with exceptions.

Last summer, an angry review of a
historic plantation tour went viral on so-
cial media, after white reviewers said
they were “extremely disappointed”
when the tour guide talked about slavery.
“We didn’t come to hear a lecture on how
the white people treated slaves,” the re-
viewer wrote, “we came to get this histo-
ry of a southern plantation” — as if slav-
ery and plantation history are separable.

History is about telling the truth, Jan-
ney said. “It means confronting those
ugly parts of our past as well as the quite
wonderful and amazing parts of our
past. … It’s not a negative story. It’s just
an honest story.”

Continued from page 70

Historical interpreter Edwin Cooke III narrates a tour and gives colonial writing
lessons at Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia. The living-history museum once all
but ignored the black experience. TOP: STEVE HELBER, AP; ABOVE: MAX COHEN, USA TODAY

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020
72 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 73

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



74 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

Jamaica

Bay of
Campeche

America

Africa

Angola

Veracruz,
Mexico

Point Comfort,
Virginia

Bermuda

Jamaica

Bay of
Campeche

Ammerica

Africa

Angogolala

VeVeraracrcruz,
MeMexixicoco

PoPoinint t CoComfmforort,t,
ViVirgrgininiaiaViVirg

Bermuda

2
3

4

5

6

1

San Juan Bautista

White Lion

Treasurer

Whichever ship they arrived on, these 

people represented the origins of slavery 

in the Thirteen Colonies, and the journey 

here remained just as cramped, foul and 

deadly for years to come. The Smithsonian 

National Museum of African American 

History & Culture estimates that …

The growth of the slave trade was explosive over the next 150 years. Hundreds, then thousands were captured 

and brought mostly to Virginia, Maryland and South Carolina.

As Congress prepared to outlaw the slave trade in 1807, more than 24,000 Africans were brought to the U.S. — 

the largest influx in its history. After two centuries, more than 360,000 Africans had survived the harrowing trip 

across the Atlantic. But they were just a fraction of the people who were born into slavery for generation after 

generation.

Two historians estimated for USA TODAY that as many as 6 million 

people lived and died in the American slave industry before 

4 million were declared free in 1865 – the end of the Civil War.

A journey that led to death or slavery

640 
survived the forced 

march from the African interior

570 
survived to board

the waiting ship

In the end, only 

480 lived 
to see the Americas.

For every 

1,000 Africans 
kidnapped in the slave trade

and many died of disease on the ship
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South Carolina

Virginia
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Estimated total

359,106

1860

By 1800, the total 

number of enslaved 

people had grown to 

800,000.

That number grew 

fivefold to 

4 million 
people as the Civil War 

started just 60 years 

later.

North 
America

10 million
250 years

enslaved

Just how many Africans were enslaved? 

SOURCE J David Hacker, University of Minnesota; Adam Rothman, Georgetown University, Hampton History Museum; slavevoyages.org; historicjamestowne.org; William and Mary Quarterly; 
National Park Service; nationalgeographic.org; virtualjamestown.org; Library of Congress; history.org; swarthmore.edu; Gilder Lehrman Institute; facinghistory.org; American Geographical 
Society; Sam Houston State University; Unveiled: The Twenty & Odd, Documenting the First Africans in England’s America, 1619-1625 and Beyond, K.I. Knight, First Freedom Publishing, 2019

VERONICA BRAVO, GEORGE PETRAS, RAMON PADILLA, SHUAI HAO, SHELDON SNEED, JIM SERGENT, SHAWN SULLIVAN, MITCHELL THORSON, JAVIER ZARRACINA AND MARK NICHOLS/USA TODAY 

Slavery’s explosive growth 
How ‘20 and odd’ became millions
Just over a decade after the Virginia Colony was settled, a ship — the San Juan Bautista — set sail from Angola with an estimated 350 kidnapped 
Africans aboard. It was bound for Mexico as part of the burgeoning Atlantic slave trade. A twist of fate ended this torturous journey on the colony’s 
shores for more than 20 of the Bautista’s enslaved Angolans. Their landing would presage a trade and industry built on African labor that would 
reach a staggering scale in the United States over 200 years:

April-May 1619

The San Juan Bautista, a Spanish 

slave ship, leaves Luanda, Angola, 

with about 350 kidnapped Africans. 

It’s bound for Veracruz, Mexico.

An estimated 143 Africans die of 

disease during the ocean crossing.

July 1619

In Jamaica, 24 African 

boys were traded for 

supplies.

July 1619

Two English privateers – 

essentially licensed pirates sailing 

under foreign flags of convenience 

– attack the San Juan Bautista in 

the Bay of Campeche.

The privateers take 60 Africans.

July 1619

The remaining 123 Africans are taken 

to Veracruz by another ship, which 

claims 147 Africans as its cargo. 

This is believed to include the 24 boys 

sold in Jamaica.

Though a colonial census in March 1620 records 32 

Africans living in Virginia, there is some debate 

whether all 32 were aboard the White Lion and the 

Treasurer. Some may have been there before their 

landing or have come in other ships from Europe. 

Not all may have been enslaved.

1

August 1619

The White Lion arrives at Point Comfort (now 

Hampton, Virginia) carrying between 20 and 

30 Africans. They are the first recorded 

Africans in the English colonies.

The Treasurer arrives at Point Comfort a few 

days later and leaves two or three Africans.

5 August 1619

The last 27-28 Africans 

are taken to Bermuda.

6

2 3 4

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS
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In 1619, a ship landed at what is now
Fort Monroe in Hampton, Virginia,
bringing the fi�rst enslaved Africans to
colonial America. Four hundred years
later but just down the road from that
historic site, three black women are
building a business empire around a
symbol of heritage, the mango.

Lakesha Brown-Renfro, Nzinga
Teule-Hekima and Tanecia Willis are the
entrepreneurs behind Simply Panache
Group, which operates a restaurant, a
spa, a boutique hotel and an event ven-
ue. Brown-Renfro, 43, called it “unimag-
inable” — the concept that her ancestors
once walked in chains down the street
where their businesses now stand. 

“We’re living our ancestors’ wildest
dreams,” she said. “I think they would
beam with pride ... They would say ‘wow.’
But more importantly I know what we
would say, and that’s ‘Thank you.’ ”

Like many other black female entre-
preneurs, the trio struggled to fi�nd fund-
ing and eventually had to fi�nance the
businesses themselves, splitting the
costs equally and paying them from their
savings, Teule-Hekima said. 

The number of businesses owned by
African American women grew 605%
between 1997 and 2017, making black
women the fastest-growing group of en-
trepreneurs in the United States, accord-
ing to a study of women-owned busi-
nesses commissioned by American Ex-
press. But these entrepreneurs have rela-
tively little access to outside capital. For
example, startups founded by black
women raised an average of only
$36,000 from outside investors, a 2015

study from Digital Undivided found,
compared with an average of $1.3 million
for all startups, according to an October
2019 analysis by CB Insights.

“Especially being three African-
American women in business, we’ve
heard ‘no’ from the banks, we’ve heard
‘no’ on ‘Shark Tank,’ but our community
keeps telling us ‘yes,’ ” said Brown-Ren-
fro, who runs marketing for Simply Pa-
nache. “You really only need one ‘yes.’ ”

The empire started about 15 years ago
as an event planning business. The trio,
all from families of entrepreneurs, orga-
nized everything from weddings and bar
mitzvahs to book signings and album re-
lease parties in Hampton and bigger cit-
ies including Houston, New York and
Washington. 

They kept costs low by sticking to a
budget set by clients, charging a 30% fee
and investing profi�ts directly back into
their business. To make the events stand
out, they incorporated a signature ingre-
dient into catered dishes: gourmet man-
go preserves called Mango Mango.

Although the preserves aren’t a family
recipe, Brown-Renfro, whose great-
grandfather comes from Jamaica, said
mangoes remind them of their heritage.

“This fruit is just the fruit of our an-
cestors, all those places that we have
connections to,” said Teule-Hekima, 44,
a family practitioner who handles the
group’s human resources functions. 

Customers asked about the secret in-
gredient so much that the group decided
to sell their preserves commercially.

“They would ask, ‘So what’s in the
punch?’ and it would be the mango pre-
serves. And ‘What’s in the ginger and
shrimp recipe?’ It would be the mango
preserves,” Brown-Renfro said. “We kind
of looked at each other and said, ‘Hey
we’ve got something here.’”

Mango mavens 
enjoy the fruits
of their labor 

Lakesha Brown-Renfro (left), Tanecia Willis and Nzinga Teule-Hekima got their
start about 15 years ago with an event-planning business. Today, their company,
Simply Panache, runs a restaurant, spa and hotel. SARA HARRIS PHOTOGRAPHY

Women build empire on
preserves, perseverance

N’dea Yancey-Bragg
USA TODAY

Continued on page 78
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Using money earned from their events
business, Simply Panache started retail
operations small in 2012 at Hanover Can-
nery in Ashland, Virginia, an industrial-
sized kitchen where locals can preserve
their fresh produce. Each batch cost
about $1,000 to make and would produce
enough preserves to fi�ll about 300 jars,
which they packed and labeled with a
four-person staff�. 

The preserves gained a cult following
at local farmers’ markets, earning the trio
about $100,000 their fi�rst year. After
Whole Foods featured the product in a
few stores, someone from QVC asked
Simply Panache to sell the product on air,
Brown-Renfro said.

But they had to put their QVC appear-
ance on hold when an even bigger oppor-
tunity came up in September 2013. ABC’s
“Shark Tank” wanted them to pitch their
product in front of a panel of potential in-
vestor “sharks” including Mark Cuban,
Lori Greiner, Robert Herjavec, Daymond
John and Kevin O’Leary. They sent in a
video demonstrating ways customers
could use their “party in a jar” and served
the sharks mango ginger shrimp, mango
lemonade and mango fruit dip.

Although they didn’t get a deal on the
show, Brown-Renfro said they got 15,000
orders worth $300,000 in just 48 hours,
then went on to sell out on QVC fi�ve
times. “Shark Tank” taught them they
needed to scale up their operations, and
fast, so they enlisted friends and family
to help package their product.

Even with the extra help, it took six
months to fi�ll all the orders.

Simply Panache has grown exponen-
tially since then. In 2012, they had no
brick-and-mortar stores and earned
about $100,000 in sales from their pre-
serves that year. Now, they’re making
about $100,000 a month in sales just at
their 50-table restaurant Mango Man-
geaux, which serves upscale French Cre-
ole dishes and neo-soul food. Their fam-
ilies still help out, but they now employ
nearly 45 people in the community.

With so many businesses to juggle,
Brown-Renfro, whose husband was in
the Navy and who served as an ombuds-
man for his command for several years,
has made Simply Panache her full-time
job. Willis, 42, a former critical care
nurse, runs the spa full time and keeps
their books. Teule-Hekima still sees pa-
tients during the day and handles em-
ployee relations at night.

“There are a lot of things that you just

don’t know that you don’t know,” Teule-
Hekima said. “Those things that you
don’t know have the potential of being
crippling.”

Brown-Renfro said it’s important to
pass on the knowledge she’s gained. Af-
ter Mango Mangeaux helped launched
Black Restaurant Week in the area last
year, the group became a resource for
other black restaurant owners, off�ering
strategies on marketing and establishing
an online presence.

“It feels good to be able to work hard
and build something that’s not just for us
but that continues onto the next genera-
tion,” Teule-Hekima said. “We feel that
we are honoring our ancestors by being
good stewards of their sacrifi�ce.”

To buy the mango preserves, go to:
amangoparty.com/collections/product. 

Simply Panache’s bistro,
Mango Mangeaux, is
fi�ttingly decked out in
bright orange accents on
East Mellen Street in
Hampton, Virginia. 

Mango Mangeaux offers upscale French
Creole dishes and neo-soul food. The
restaurant serves breakfast, lunch and
dinner Mondays to Saturdays and is
open only for brunch on Sundays. 

Mango preserves helped
establish an identity for
Simply Panache. Brisk
sales of the product
provided capital for
other endeavors. PHOTOS

BY SARA HARRIS PHOTOGRAPHY

Mango Mango Fruit Dip

Ingredients

❚ 1 ounce Mango Mango preserves

❚ 1 ounce softened or whipped cream
cheese

Directions

In a bowl, mix together mango pre-
serves and cream cheese until well
blended. Use a hand mixer for the
creamiest texture. Makes 2 ounces. The
recipe can be increased simply by add-
ing equal amounts of each ingredient.

Continued from page 76
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“I now know that I can do

other businesses, 

and I will.”
Michelle Lewis
Painting With a Twist franchise owner

In 2009, Michelle Lewis visited a
Painting with a Twist franchise.

She took a bottle of wine with her to
the store in New Orleans, where she
sipped and socialized while painting a
mural of two martini glasses. The experi-
ence left a lasting impression. A year lat-
er she bought a franchise and opened a
location near her hometown of Detroit.

“I never considered myself to be a go-
getter type of person,” said Lewis, 49,
who quit her full-time job as an architect
to pursue entrepreneurship. “I thought a
business owner had to have a stereo-
typed personality. I thought I’d stick with
the small stuff�. But for me, it became big-
ger than the small stuff�.” 

Lewis went on to open two more loca-
tions in Michigan, partnering with her
older sister, Donna Lewis, 55, on one in
downtown Detroit. They now oversee 30
employees, some of whom are other
family members.

“Being successful at this business has
given me a diff�erent state of mind,” the
younger sister said. “I now know that I
can do other businesses, and I will.”

Black entrepreneurs have thrived in
franchising for years and are choosing
this route over traditional small busi-
nesses at a faster rate than the broader
population. Government data show a
substantial jump in the number of black-
owned businesses from 2007 to 2012,
from 1.9 million to 2.6 million. Statistics
also show that 30.8% of franchise busi-
nesses were owned by minorities, while
non-franchised businesses have nearly
19% minority ownership. 

Franchising, by design, allows entre-
preneurs to bypass some of the obstacles
involved in getting a business off� the
ground. But experts say black Americans
may also be drawn to franchising be-
cause of limited access to business con-
nections and support. 

“A lot of black people do not grow up
seeing a lot of other black people who
own businesses,” said Tanya Nebo, a
franchise attorney who runs a law fi�rm
based in Atlanta. 

Franchising can expose those who are
interested in entrepreneurship to a pipe-
line of successful business owners who
can show them that fi�nancial independ-
ence is possible, she said. 

“Entrepreneurship is a way of leveling

the fi�nancial playing fi�eld for people of
color,” Nebo added. “It is a way for people
who may not have the formal back-
ground, the formal education or connec-
tions to get a piece of the American
dream.” 

The industries with the highest pro-
portion of black owners are travel, party-
related goods and services, maintenance

Franchises help people of color
‘level the fi�nancial playing fi�eld’ 

Michelle Lewis, left, was an architect before opening a Painting With a Twist franchise, where customers can learn to paint
while enjoying an adult beverage. Later, she and her sister Donna Lewis opened a location in downtown Detroit. DONNA LEWIS

Entrepreneurship option 
skirts startup obstacles

Dalvin Brown
USA TODAY

Continued on page 82
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services, baked goods and photographic
products and services, according to the
International Franchise Association. 

These types of franchises may be ap-
pealing, in part, because “overhead costs
are going to be lower than in some of
those larger franchise systems,” said Rik-
ki Adams, the group’s executive director. 

“If having access to capital is one of
your challenges, then being small and
more nimble might be a good place to
start,” Adams said. 

While working as an architect, Mi-
chelle Lewis built savings that helped
her start her fi�rst paint-and-sip business
without much fi�nancial assistance, she
said. Her sister had to cash out her 401(k)
to help start the downtown Detroit
Painting with a Twist.

Nebo, who spent a year teaching fi�-
nancing courses to black entrepreneurs,
said another great opportunity is buying
an existing franchise rather than scout-
ing out retail space for a new one. 

“There are people who are ready to re-
tire or they’re tired. They want to move
on to have kids, and they want to sell the
franchise,” Nebo said. “You’re buying it
based on how it has been performing and
sometimes at a lower price than what
you would have paid to start it.”

Alex Barthe, 56, of Crestview, Florida,
purchased a UPS Store from its previous
owner in 2006. He went on to open two
more locations in the same county. The
retired military offi�cer also took advan-
tage of one of the many fi�nancing incen-
tives for veterans. 

He said purchasing a franchise from
an existing owner isn’t always easier, but
it can pay off�. 

“You have to ... make sure that you
didn’t run across somebody who was
looking to get away from a failing busi-
ness,” Barthe said. 

He hired his son as a general manager,
and his wife helps with inventory, orders
and bookkeeping. His daughter runs the
business’s social media accounts.

Opening a franchise often involves
hiring family members and pooling re-
sources, Nebo said. But it can all pay off�. 

“It’s a whole system that’s already set
up for you,” Nebo said. “If you can fi�gure
out how to buy into it, you have a strong
chance of winning.”

The Lewis sisters in their Painting with
a Twist studio in downtown Detroit.
DAVID E. RUDOLPH

Continued from page 80
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SAN FRANCISCO — On a weekday
morning in September, Leslie Miley, an
engineering manager with decades of
experience in the tech industry, was just
one of a fl�ood of Google employees arriv-
ing at work in San Francisco. He was
wearing the kind of outfi�t typical of engi-
neers — T-shirt, jeans and Adidas kicks.
His employee badge was plainly visible,
clipped to his belt. 

That’s when Miley says another Goo-
gle employee raced in front of him and
physically stopped him, demanding to
see Miley’s badge. “Welcome to being
Black in Big Tech,” he tweeted.

It wasn’t the fi�rst time a supposed col-
league had body blocked Miley when he
was trying to go to work. He says these
incidents, which he refers to as “bias in
badging,” send an insidious message to
people of color that “you don’t belong
here” in an industry mostly staff�ed by
white people and men.

“It is the physical manifestation of so
many people of color’s experience in
tech,” Miley told USA TODAY in an inter-
view. “We still can’t get in the door — lit-
erally.” Google declined to comment.

Tech’s race problem was thrust into
the national conversation in 2014 when
companies from Google to Facebook to
Apple disclosed for the fi�rst time how few
women and people of color they employ.
The companies pledged to make their
workforces less homogeneous.

The lack of representation in an in-
dustry increasingly dominating the U.S.
economy drew sharp scrutiny from com-
pany shareholders and Washington law-
makers. Yet hundreds of millions, if not
billions, in diversity spending later, very
little has changed. 

In 2012 at Google, blacks accounted
for little more than 1.5% of U.S. employ-
ees. All 364 of them could have fi�t com-
fortably in one jetliner. The most recent
fi�gures available for Google parent com-
pany Alphabet show that, in 2018, the
company employed 1,793 black people,
2.6% of its U.S. workforce. Translation:
As its employee base grew more than
threefold to 67,248, Alphabet’s ranks
grew by fewer than 1,500 black people.

The problem is not isolated to Google.
Analyses by USA TODAY and others

show that major tech companies employ
far fewer women and underrepresented
minorities than other industries, even in
Silicon Valley, overlooking a wealth of
available talent.

And it’s not just in technical roles. Mi-
norities at Google and other major tech
companies are also sharply underrepre-
sented in non-technical jobs such as
sales and administration, with African
Americans faring noticeably worse than
Hispanics, a USA TODAY analysis in
2014 found. According to the most recent
U.S. government data released in 2016,
African Americans make up 3% of em-
ployees in the top 75 tech fi�rms in Silicon
Valley, while they hold 24% of the jobs in
non-tech fi�rms. 

The sharpest defi�cit: African-Ameri-

Diversity and 
hostility collide
in Silicon Valley
Blacks hear it many ways:
‘You don’t belong here’ 

Jessica Guynn
USA TODAY

Engineer Leslie Miley is an outspoken agent for change. HELENA PRICE FOR USA TODAY

“There are people in your

organization who believe

that any and all (diversity)

programs ... are just quotas,

and they will resist them as

much as they can.”
Leslie Miley

Continued on page 86
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can women, who are represented at
much higher rates across other indus-
tries consistent with their proportion of
the overall U.S. workforce. A recent
count found that 741 black women work
at Google. That’s 1% of its U.S. workforce.

Google says it’s trying. In 2018, the
company reported attrition data for the
fi�rst time, showing that black and His-
panic employees left at higher rates than
whites. Google tackled the problem with
a number of initiatives, including hiring
retention case managers to work with
employees from underrepresented
groups. Google says attrition rates for
such workers fell in 2019, although it has
a long way to go to achieve parity in its
workforce.

Complicating those eff�orts, the cur-
rent political climate has created a tense
atmosphere inside major tech compa-
nies like Google, where some employees
are in open revolt over Silicon Valley’s ef-
forts to close gaps in representation. In
2017, Google engineer James Damore,
was fi�red after the leaking of his internal
memo suggesting that biological diff�er-
ences between the sexes could explain
why most of Google’s engineers and
leaders are men. The following year he
sued his former employer, claiming that
Google is biased against white men with
conservative views.

An outpouring of fi�rsthand accounts
of racial discrimination and bias on
blogs, in social media and in lawsuits
paints a very diff�erent picture.

A 2017 study from the Kapor Center
for Social Impact and Harris Poll found
that such toxic workplaces are driving
away women and people of color. Not
only does this undercut tech companies’
eff�orts to boost diversity, it’s costing an
estimated $16 billion a year.

Take Facebook. In November, a dozen
anonymous current and former Face-
book employees said they, too, are treat-
ed as if they “do not belong.” Their Medi-
um post, titled “Facebook Empowers
Racism Against Its Employees of Color,”
portrayed Facebook as a culture rife with
racist and discriminatory behavior
against African Americans and Hispan-
ics. It came one year after a former Face-
book manager, Mark Luckie, accused the
social media company of having a “black
people problem.” 

The Medium post contained screen-
shots from an app called Blind, which al-
lows employees to anonymously post
about their workplaces. One comment

claimed blacks are less intelligent than
other races. One poll showed that a ma-
jority of respondents — 43 people — be-
lieved that black people “just like to com-
plain” about their treatment. 

Facebook responded with a statement
from Bertie Thomson, vice president of
corporate communications. “No one at
Facebook, or anywhere, should have to
put up with this behavior. We are sorry.
...We’re listening and working hard to do
better.” 

After publishing the Medium post, the
same anonymous Facebook employees
issued an update. They reported that
company leaders and some managers
had expressed dismay and regret. At an
all-hands meeting, Facebook founder

and chief executive Mark Zuckerberg
said the behavior described in the Medi-
um post did not belong in the kind of
company he wants to build. 

Not all of the reaction was supportive.
Several managers tried to unmask the
authors of the Medium post. On Blind,
other Facebook employees posted racist
memes and debated whether any of the
behaviors cited were in fact racist. In an
emailed statement, Facebook said: “We
welcome feedback and each conversa-
tion helps us do better.”

None of this comes as any surprise to
Miley, who rose to prominence as a critic
of the tech industry’s failed eff�orts to re-
verse decades of exclusion. His public
takedown of Twitter’s track record on di-

versity in 2015, when he was the sole Af-
rican American engineer in a leadership
position there, struck a nerve, and he’s
been pushing the tech industry to do bet-
ter ever since.

“The sad reality is that there are peo-
ple in your organization who believe that
any and all of these programs are just
set-asides, that they are just quotas, and
they will resist them as much as they
can. And they will resist them by posting
on anonymous apps or they will resist
them by undermining people,” Miley
says. “Because if you can undermine me,
if you can make me fail, if you can reduce
our ability to get promoted and reduce
our ability to get ahead, you prove that
we didn’t belong in the fi�rst place.”

Leslie Miley, left, who at the time was an engineer at Slack, participates in a panel in 2016 with David King, director of
diversity at Airbnb, and Ellen Pao of Project Include, which promotes inclusion in tech. MARCO DELLA CAVA, USA TODAY

Continued from page 84
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Melissa Butler saw the shortage of good products as an opportunity. THE LIP BAR

Rihanna put her foot on the makeup
industry’s neck when she launched Fen-
ty Beauty in September 2017 with an as-
tonishing array of 40 shades of founda-
tion, setting a new standard for inclusiv-
ity that drew instant acclaim — and tre-
mendous sales — from customers
grateful to see all skin tones represented. 

The numbers don’t lie: The entertain-
er-businesswoman’s makeup line was
bringing in around $570 million in annu-
al revenue less than a year and a half af-
ter it launched, according to Forbes,
which estimated the business’s value at
more than $3 billion.

Fenty Beauty — Fenty is Rihanna’s
last name — follows a trail that black-
owned cosmetics companies started
blazing long before Max Factor devised
“Light Egyptian” makeup for Lena Horne
at midcentury (which Hollywood later
used to darken white actresses so they
could play minority roles).

According to the fashion site Racked,
the fi�rst entrepreneur to successfully tar-
get black women’s makeup needs was
Anthony Overton, a black man who
founded Overton Hygienic Manufactur-
ing Co. in 1898 with “high brown” face
powder. (The company folded in 1983.)
Fashion Fair Cosmetics started up in 1973
after makeup artists working the legend-
ary Ebony Fashion Fair shows couldn’t
fi�nd suitable makeup for their models.
Somali-born supermodel Iman launched
her eponymous brand in 1994 because of
her frustration with the dearth of foun-
dation for darker skin.

Since then black-owned brands have
continued to sprout up — including
Ka’oir Cosmetics, founded in 2011 by

Keyshia Ka’oir; Jasmine Rose’s Law of
Nature Cosmetics brand, founded in
2015; and Pat McGrath Labs, founded by
renowned makeup artist Pat McGrath in
2016. 

Lips that raise the bar

In 2012, Melissa Butler started The Lip
Bar, a cruelty-free, non-toxic, vegan lip-
stick brand, as a side project while work-
ing as a fi�nancial analyst in New York.
Butler was frustrated with the lack of lip-
sticks that worked with black women’s
skin tones. She took her business to the
TV show “Shark Tank,” where the judges
harshly rejected her appeal for fi�nancing.
But Butler stayed focused on her vision. 

Today, products from The Lip Bar are
off�ered in more than 450 Target stores
nationwide, and the brand has a fl�agship
store in Butler’s native Detroit.

“From day one, The Lip Bar goal has
been to challenge the beauty standard,”
Butler said. “That means a lot of diff�erent
things. It means making sure that we
have inclusive imagery. It means making
sure that we have an inclusive assort-
ment and means making sure our prod-
uct are not toxic.” 

In 2018, The Lip Bar featured Ashley
Blevins, a black Muslim model, in its
#ThisIsBeauty campaign, where con-
sumers on Instagram were encouraged
to take photos wearing their favorite Lip
Bar product. “For us, inclusivity is not a
trend, and a lot of people think of diversi-
ty and inclusion as something that is
very hot right now,” Butler said. “It’s al-
ways been exactly who we are.”

The brand is also known for aff�orda-
bility. The average price of its products is 

Brands turn
every shade
of beautiful 
Black-owned beauty companies seize the moment

Rasha Ali and Mabinty Quarshie 
USA TODAY

Continued on page 90

Rihanna
launched
Fenty
Beauty 
in 2017
with 40
different
foundation
shades. 
IAN 

FORSYTH,

GETTY

IMAGES, 

FOR FENTY

BEAUTY

“For us, inclusivity is not a trend,

and a lot of people think of diver-

sity and inclusion as something

that is very hot right now. It’s al-

ways been exactly who we are.”
Melissa Butler, The Lip Bar founder 
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$13, which Butler says is 30% to 40% less
than what competitors charge. 

Orbis Research estimates that the
global cosmetics industry will top $800
billion a year by 2023. Judging by Fenty
Beauty’s success, companies that em-
brace diversity and inclusion are poised
grab a greater share of that wealth. 

Good products, doing good

Black-owned companies are catering
to consumers who want brands to align
with their values. According to a 2019
Nielsen report, 42% of African Ameri-
cans adults “expect brands they pur-
chase to support social causes,” which is
16% higher than the overall population.

For Kristian Henderson, helping black
women transition from using products
with harmful ingredients to a healthy
lifestyle has been a guiding force for her
business, BLK + GRN, an all-natural mar-
ketplace that champions black-owned
and non-toxic products. 

“We know that toxic ingredients in
products are connected to adverse
health eff�ects,” she said. 

Henderson and her team of estheti-
cians test every product sold on the site,
from skin- and hair-care products to nat-
ural deodorant and vitamins.

“On day one I started with a few
brands. Now I have over 90-plus artisans
and brands that I work with,” Henderson
said. This year, the company is planning
to off�er more BLK Oasis pop-up shops
that pair customers with experts.

Something for the brothers

According to Essence magazine, the
black hair care industry brought in
around $2.5 billion in 2018. That kind of
potential helps explain why Shea Mois-
ture, which has been catering to black

women since 1991, decided to expand its
reach to an even more underrepresented
group in the beauty industry: black men.

Richard Nwaoko, one of the glorious
bearded men in Shea’s 2019 Defi�ne Your
Beard campaign, said he used to use his
sisters’ hair-care products because there
wasn’t anything that met his needs.

“It spread awareness into maintaining
your beard. It made guys be like, ‘Hey, we
have a product for us.’ The sisters are the
face of Shea Moisture, but the campaign
brought light to the brothers,” said
Nwaoko, an actor and fi�lmmaker. “Be-
fore, as black men, we were quiet. It’s
something we battled with, too, because
we don’t have a product that we can call
our own.”

Another Shea Moisture bearded man,
Chris Flanagan, echoed the sentiment.
He noted that black men often styled
their hair in low cuts because the lack of
suitable products made it harder to
maintain long hair. He said that prior to
learning about Shea Moisture, he just
used grease or a random homemade con-
coction to groom his beard.

“It speaks to the versatility to the dif-
ferent types of hair that we have,” Flana-
gan said about Defi�ne Your Beard. “It’s
such a great feeling because now beards
are getting so much recognition. I’ve no-
ticed a noticeable shift in how men with
beards are perceived because there was
a time where going to work with a beard
was frowned upon.“

Shea Moisture’s focus on black men
and their beards also created a shift in
the community. Nwaoko saw how black
women built a support system around
hair care and cosmetic products and now
the same is happening with men.

“When it comes to the hair and prod-
ucts, women make sure all girls are good
by making tutorial videos and reviews,”
Nwaoko said. Now, “guys are doing re-
views, and that was inspired from our
sisters.”

Kristian Henderson, a
professor of public
health at George
Washington University in
Washington, D.C., started
the marketplace site BLK
+ GRN to help women
introduce non-toxic
products into their
beauty routines. BLK + GRN

BLK + GRN offers
all-natural products
created by black artisans.
Henderson says she and
her team of estheticians
test every product
offered on the site. 
ERIKA LAYNE/BLK + GRN

Continued from page 88

BLK + GRN sells products — hair care, skin care, beauty, bath and body, feminine
care and more — from dozens of brands and artisans. ERIKA LAYNE/BLK + GRN

90 USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 2020

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



USA TODAY SPECIAL EDITION 91

F

o

r

 

p

e

r

s

o

n

a

l

,

 

n

o

n

-

c

o

m

m

e

r

c

i

a

l

 

u

s

e

 

o

n

l

y

.



Catherine Williams, 21, a senior at
Georgia State University: “I don't think
there's anything unpolished about
having dreads, or having a ’fro. ... As
long as you're taking care of your hair,
which most people do. I think it’s great
that we can fi�nally embrace our hair.”

Tris Maddox, 32, an IT professional 
in Atlanta: "People won't say anything
to you emphatically about (your hair),
but I fi�nd sometimes in some of those
spaces. ... you get questioned a little
bit more about whether or not you 
can do the job." 

Jalyn Wells, 22, a sales consultant in
Atlanta: “(Natural-hair laws allow)
people that look like me to have the
opportunity to be in bigger workforces,
to be in Fortune 500 companies and in
the corporate world without feeling like
they don’t belong there.”

Ajany Berez, 19, a sophomore at
Georgia State University: “The most
natural way to express your freedom is
with your hair. And for employers to
just fi�re you for that?”

PHOTOS BY DUSTIN T. CHAMBERS FOR USA TODAY

Clinton Stanley Jr. was excited about
his fi�rst day at a new private school in
suburban Orlando, Florida. 

His father, Clinton Sr., thought A
Books Christian Academy, with its small
class sizes and rigorous curriculum, was
the perfect fi�t for his 6-year-old.

But the father and son arrived only to
have an administrator stop them at the
entrance and demand that the boy leave
to cut his hair. The administrator cited a
school policy banning dreadlocks.

The rejection confused the outgoing

boy, who had asked for locks when he
was 4 years old so he could be like his
godfather, an NFL player. 

“It still bothers me,” Stanley says, his
voice shaking with sadness. “It was a
hurtful experience.”

And it’s not an isolated experience.
Black people young, old and in between
have been turned away from jobs,
schools and other public places because
of the texture and style of their hair. 

But that’s changing. Several states
and cities have passed or proposed laws
banning policies that penalize people of
color for wearing natural curls, drea-
dlocks, twists, braids and other hair-
styles that embrace cultural identity. 

California, New York and New Jersey
were the fi�rst states to enact laws last
year forbidding race-based hair discrim-

ination. Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois
and Kentucky have proposed legislation.
In Congress, Sen. Cory Booker of New
Jersey and Rep. Cedric L. Richmond of
Louisiana have introduced bills.

Many black women say they have felt
pressured for decades to use excessive
heat, chemical relaxers and weaves to
conform to European standards of
straight hair. That can mean spending
hundreds of dollars a month at salons.
According to Nielsen, black consumers
spent $473 million on hair care in 2017. 

Much of the pressure, black women
say, has come from employers and
school offi�cials who don’t view locks or
braids as neat, professional styles that
their dress codes require, or who might
see the looks as a political or aggressive
statement. 

It also has become an issue in sports.
In 2018, a referee forced New Jersey high
school wrestler Andrew Johnson to cut
his locks before he could compete in a
match. The referee was suspended for
two seasons after the incident.

Lawmakers say legislation is needed
to end implicit and explicit biases — like
hair restrictions — that black women and
men face.

“This is not just about hair, it’s about
acknowledgment of personal rights, it’s
about checking bias,” says California
State Sen. Holly Mitchell, a Democrat
who wears locks and proposed the state
law, named the Creating a Respectful
and Open World for Natural Hair Act, or
CROWN. 

More laws aim to cut off� 
bias against black hair 
Dress codes often defi�ne 
ethnic styles as unkempt 

Charisse Jones and Nicquel Terry Ellis 
USA TODAY

Continued on page 94
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Hair bias often stems from stereo-
types that black hair in its natural state is
dirty or unkempt, says Patricia Okonta,
an attorney for the NAACP Legal Defense
and Educational Fund. While there isn’t
a consensus among federal courts about
whether racial stereotypes violate Title
VII, the federal law that prohibits work-
place discrimination based on race, sex
and religion, the NAACP Legal Defense
and Educational Fund has argued that
natural hair and styles should be covered
by that statute.

Banning ethnic hairstyles “upholds
this notion of white supremacy,” Okonta
says. 

The New York City Commission on
Human Rights was at the forefront of the
legal movement when it released new
guidance last February specifying that
penalizing black people for how they
wear their hair was as much a form of bi-
as as refusing to hire people because of
their ethnicity or religion.

At the time, the commission was in-
vestigating seven complaints of hair bi-
as. When it conducts workshops and
training with human resources profes-
sionals, industry associations and oth-
ers, commissioner Carmelyn Malalis ad-
vises them to scrutinize their policies. 

“To the extent people have any dress
codes or policies on grooming or profes-
sionalism, take a look at them and ask …
‘Are there ways in which these standards
and codes aff�ect black people more, af-
fect women more, aff�ect people who are
non-binary more?’’’ 

The NAACP legal defense fund has
taken on several cases, including one
fi�led on behalf of two Boston-area sis-
ters, Mya and Deanna Cook, who were
forbidden from wearing braid extensions
to Mystic Valley Regional Charter School
in 2017. That school’s policy has since
been rescinded.

In addition, the organization and the
American Civil Liberties Union are suing
the Florida Department of Education on
behalf of the Stanley family. They argue
that A Books Christian Academy’s ban
on dreadlocks violates nondiscrimina-
tion requirements in the Civil Rights Act.

The growing wave of local and state
legislation has forced many non-black
managers and executives to recognize
that hair bias exists. 

“It’s taken time for white people to
recognize that African Americans have
to self-edit in a way that is in addition to
and on top of the ways that all of us have

to self-edit to keep our jobs,’’ says Joan
Williams, founding director of the Center
for WorkLife Law and distinguished pro-
fessor of law at U.C. Hastings. 

“I mean, if a white girl shaves off� half
her (hair) and dyes the other half pink,
she may very well have a problem, but
nobody will make a peep if she does
much of anything else. African American
women should have the same amount of
freedom.’’ 

OneUnited, the largest black-owned
bank in the USA, has always accepted
whatever hairstyles its employees
choose to wear, says Teri Williams, its
president and chief operations offi�cer.

“We ask people to bring their authen-
tic selves into our work environment,’’
Williams says. 

But Pam Jeff�ords, diversity and inclu-
sion practice leader for the consultancy
PwC, says some black employees at oth-
er companies think braids draw partic-
ular scrutiny, and managers say not to
wear them. 

Such guidance can infl�ict psycholog-
ical harm, says Gillian Scott-Ward, a psy-
chologist in New York who directed the
hair and racial identity documentary
“Back to Natural.” She says people of col-
or often feel rejected by society when
they can’t wear ethnic hairstyles. 

“Black people have had to hide what
our real natural hair looks like … for so
long,” Scott-Ward says. “We are intro-
ducing who we really are to the world,
and I think that’s a shift.”

Will Jawando, a Montgomery County,
Maryland, council member who intro-
duced that county’s natural-hair bill,
says he was motivated in part by his 5-
year-old daughter asking why she
couldn’t have long hair like girls she saw
on television.

“It really hit me like a ton of bricks,’’
Jawando says. His daughter, because of
centuries of “Eurocentric” beauty stan-
dards, “still thinks the way her hair natu-
rally grows isn’t as pretty as someone
else’s,” he says.

Andrew Johnson, a high school wrestler in Buena, New Jersey, has his dreadlocks cut off in December 2018 to avoid forfeiting
his match. A white referee said his style violated rules that referred to wrestlers’ hair being in its “natural state.” The referee
was suspended for two years, and the “natural state” language was removed from the rule book. MICHAEL FRANKEL, AP

Clinton Stanley Jr., 6, was turned away
from his fi�rst day of school at A Books
Christian Academy. CLINTON STANLEY SR.

Continued from page 92
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The trip to Ghana by an NAACP delegation last summer included a stop at the Cape Coast Slave Castle. Some visitors learned
the results of DNA tests that attempted to trace where in Africa their ancestors came from. PHOTOS BY LOTTIE JOINER FOR USA TODAY

Tiff�any Dena Loftin stood barefoot in-
side a slave dungeon at Cape Coast Cas-
tle in Ghana and cried. A tour guide was
describing the horrifi�c conditions en-
dured by captured Africans within those
walls more than 400 years ago. 

Black bodies were chained together,
women on one side, men on the other.
There was no toilet or light or water, and
little air. Food was thrown onto the fl�oor
through a tiny slit in the wall. The small
dungeons were hot and dark, each
crowded with as many as 100 bodies
steeped in blood, sweat, tears and hu-
man waste. Those who did not survive
the conditions were thrown into the At-
lantic Ocean to be eaten by sharks. 

“They had to live in their own fi�lth,
sleep in it for months,” said Loftin, 30.
“(Slave traders) didn’t even consider us
human beings.” 

She took off� her shoes in the dungeon
to feel the fl�oor underneath her feet
where so many Africans had suff�ered.
Overwhelmed, she broke down and
cried. A tour guide, Michael Orleans,
comforted her. 

“He told me, ‘I want you in your tears
to recognize that your ancestors who
fought, struggled and died are rejoicing
because the journey that they could not
complete to return back home, they used
you to do it. They used you to fi�nish the
journey that they could not fi�nish. Wel-

A tour guide comforts Tiffany Dena Loftin at Cape Coast Slave Castle, where
Africans captured by slave traders suffered horrifi�c conditions. Those who died
were thrown to the sharks; those who survived were sent across the sea in chains. 

Coming home
on behalf of 
the ancestors

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

NAACP delegation’s journey to Ghana becomes a powerful, emotional pilgrimage

Lottie Joiner
Special to USA TODAY

Continued on page 98
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come home,’ ” remembers Loftin. “I can-
not tell you how powerful that moment
was to me.” 

Loftin, director of the NAACP’s Youth
and College Division, was part of a nearly
300-person delegation from the organi-
zation that visited Ghana last August in
celebration of the country’s Year of Re-
turn. The NAACP’s journey started in
Jamestown, Virginia, the fi�rst perma-
nent English colony, less than an hour’s
drive from where the fi�rst “20 and odd”
enslaved Africans landed at Point Com-
fort in 1619. 

“For 400 years we have been here,
building, participating, liberating, as
well as making democracy work,”
NAACP President Derrick Johnson told
the crowd in Jamestown as they prayed
and held rituals to honor the ancestors.
“We are embarking on this journey in
this ‘Sankofa’ moment to understand the
ground we stand on.” 

(The term Sankofa is of Ghanaian
origin and relates to the concept of fi�nd-
ing wisdom in the past and bringing it
into the present.) 

The fi�rst stop after landing in Ghana
was to another Jamestown, one of the
oldest districts in the capital city of Ac-
cra, to be welcomed by President Nana
Akufo-Addo for a 10-day visit that in-
cluded an economic business summit
and tours of the W.E.B. DuBois Memorial
Centre for Pan African Culture and the
Kwame Nkrumah Memorial. 

DuBois, who in 1909 was a principal
co-founder of the NAACP, is recognized
as the father of Pan-Africanism, an idea
that Africans on the continent and those
of African ancestry in Western countries
should bond over their shared heritage
and work together toward common so-
cial and economic goals. DuBois moved
to Ghana in 1961 at the invitation of Nkru-
mah, Ghana’s fi�rst president after the
country gained its independence from
Great Britain in 1957. DuBois died on the
eve of the 1963 March on Washington
while working on an encyclopedia of Af-
rica. He and his wife, Shirley Graham Du-
Bois, are buried in a mausoleum on the
grounds of the DuBois Centre. 

DuBois was not the only U.S. civil
rights leader to embrace Ghana. The
King Papers Project at Stanford Univer-
sity notes that Martin Luther King Jr.,
who attended Ghana’s independence
ceremony, saw parallels between that
country’s struggle for independence and

the civil rights movement in America.
Coming as it did after the success of the
Montgomery bus boycott, the celebra-
tion in Ghana gave him hope.

King told a Ghanaian radio station
that Ghana’s independence “will give im-
petus to oppressed peoples all over the
world. I think it will have worldwide im-
plications and repercussions — not only
for Asia and Africa, but also for America.
… It renews my conviction in the ultimate
triumph of justice.” 

Former congresswoman Diane Wat-
son joined the NAACP’s journey to mark
African Americans’ connections to Gha-
na. During her 12 years in Congress, Wat-
son served on the foreign aff�airs commit-
tee and traveled to Africa many times. 

“These are our roots. These are our
people,” Watson said during a bus ride to
the village of Kumasi, about 130 miles
from Cape Coast Castle. “We’re learning
about the passage that brought us to the
United States, the hardship we endured,
and that only the strong survived.” 

One hardship was a miles-long trek to
the Assin Manso Slave River, where cap-
tured Africans were bathed before they
were branded, auctioned and either
marched or taken by boat 40 miles to the
slave dungeons on the coast.

“Our souls fl�oated through that water,”
said Paul Wallace, 65, a cosmetic derma-
tologist from Los Angeles interested in
opening medical spas in Ghana. “And the
river fl�owed like tears, the tears of our
ancestors.” 

The journey to Ghana was emotional
for many in the group, including the
nearly 100 people in the delegation who
were on an active search for their roots.
They had sent in DNA samples to African
Ancestry to fi�nd out where on the conti-
nent they might come from. The reveal

took place at Cape Coast Castle, and the
Hanes family of Howard County, Mary-
land, was called up last. 

While others in the group had DNA
that could be traced to Senegal, Sierra
Leone, Nigeria and other African coun-
tries, the Haneses were the only ones
whose DNA could be traced to Ghana.

Lesley Hanes, who traveled to Ghana
with her 10- and 14-year-old daughters
and her 75-year-old mother, said she was
shocked. “That means that there was a

girl who was able to survive in one of
those dungeons right underneath our
feet,” said Hanes, 43. “To think that there
was a girl who looked like me or one of
my daughters who was down there, who
was able to make it, gave me chills. ”

Hanes said she had an awakening in
Ghana. Some parts of the trip were mes-
merizing, she said. The group learned
about Ghana’s history at Independence
Square in Accra. They were guests at the
Akawasidae Festival in Kumasi, a com-
memoration of ancestors held every 42
days. The group visited Ashanti craft vil-
lages and bartered at the open-air Mako-
la Market, where vendors sell everything
from food to jewelry to household goods.

Other parts of the trip, like the Cape
Coast Slave Castle, left her speechless. 

“To have this architecturally and
structurally beautiful place, a very ma-
jestic and pretty castle, but then to know
these demonic practices were happening
within its bowels — enslaved people,
tortured people, depriving people of
their humanity — the juxtaposition was
a little overwhelming,” said Hanes, a
physician for the Food and Drug Admini-
stration. 

Wallace left Africa recharged. “I’m so
proud that those individuals, my people,
who had the will to live and the belief of a
living spirit, held on,” he said. “I’ve got to
pass this on to the next generation. I have
a moral obligation to pass on what I saw
and let everyone know who we are.” 

Lottie L. Joiner is editor-in-chief of
The Crisis magazine. The NAACP’s trip to
Ghana was partially funded by the Pulit-
zer Center.

Lesley Hanes and her daughters Jasmine, 14, left, and Maya, 10, visit the Assin
Manso Slave River, where captives were bathed for the last time in the waters of
their native continent before being sent overseas. COURTESY OF LESLEY STEPHENS HANES

Continued from page 96

Paul Wallace of Los Angeles stands in
the Assin Manso Slave River. “The river
flowed like tears,” he said, “the tears of
our ancestors. COURTESY OF PAUL WALLACE

Cape Coast Slave Castle in Ghana was
used to hold enslaved Africans before
they were shipped to the Americas.
PIUS UTOMI EKPEI, AFP, VIA GETTY IMAGES
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The nation knows Harriet Tubman as
a freedom fi�ghter and abolitionist whose
life story became an Oscar-nominated
2019 fi�lm. But to the Brickler family in
Tallahassee, Florida, she’s “Aunt Harri-
et.” And they have her pistol to prove it.

“The movie showed exactly what we’d

always been told,” A.J. Brickler said, lift-
ing the weapon, a single-shot, powder-
packed gun with a wooden handle and
bits of brass fi�ligree.

Born into slavery nearly 200 years
ago, Tubman escaped and became syn-
onymous with the Underground Rail-
road, the covert network of antislavery
activists and refuge sites that assisted as
many as 100,000 enslaved individuals in

their fl�ight north before the Civil War.
The movie, “Harriet,” tells the story of

the woman born in Maryland as Aramin-
ta Ross. She escaped to Philadelphia in
1849, then returned the next year to help
her relatives fl�ee. Under her free wom-
an’s name of Harriet Tubman, she would
go on to personally guide about 70 men, 

A.D. and Dorothy Brickler of Tallahassee, Florida, and two of their sons pose with family artifacts. A.J. Brickler III holds the sword that belonged to A.D.’s grandfather
Henry Lucas. David Brickler holds the pistol that belonged to legendary abolitionist Harriet Tubman, to whom they are related. ALICIA DEVINE, TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Brickler family cherishes
values of ‘Aunt Harriet’ 
Marina Brown
Tallahassee Democrat

Harriet Tubman in 1868 or 1869.
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS/NATIONAL MUSEUM OF

AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE.

Continued on page 102

Tubman’s relatives hold onto her history and live her lessons
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A.D. Brickler recalls the stories that his
grandmother Margaret told him about
Harriet Tubman. He raised his family to
cherish the values she championed, like
equality, dignity and education for all.
ALICIA DEVINE, TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

women and children from slavery’s
abomination to new lives in Philadel-
phia, New York and Canada. 

“Harriet” enlarges what we learned in
school. We see that Tubman was also a
deft abolitionist who worked with John
Brown, Sen. William Henry Seward and
Frederick Douglass. She was a Civil War
scout and spy for the Union who, be-
cause of her knowledge of the land, could
report on Confederate movements.

She led an armed expedition in an
1863 raid at Combahee Ferry in South
Carolina that liberated 700 people from
slavery; she was a nurse in fi�eld hospi-
tals, a committed suff�ragist and, later, an
entrepreneur. She even founded a nurs-
ing home for poor blacks. She died there
in 1913 in her 90s.

Heroics of ‘Aunt Harriet’

She never learned to read or write. She
was tiny (5 feet tall) and suff�ered what
were probably epileptic seizures as a re-
sult of a brain injury at the hands of her
former owner. Yet she knew unfairness
when she saw it. She fought injustice
when she found it. And she never failed
to stand up, speak out and risk every-
thing when the goal of human freedom
was at stake.

These are traits that the Bricklers
have always valued. 

Generations of Tallahasseeans have
“passed beneath or through the hands”
of beloved Dr. A.D. Brickler, 90, who re-
tired last year after 60 years as an obste-
trician and gynecologist. A.D. and Do-
rothy Brickler’s family — including chil-
dren A.J. Brickler III, also an OB/GYN;
Celeste Brickler Hart, a physician; David
Brickler, an IT director; and Michael
Brickler, an IT consultant — are a close-
knit family who espouse the values of
equality and education for everyone that
were cherished by “Aunt Harriet.” 

Harriet was one of nine children born
to Benjamin and Harriet Ross in Dor-
chester, Maryland. She probably bore no
children of her own. She was, however,
successful at helping members of her
family escape 100-plus miles to freedom.

One of those she brought north to New
York was a 10-year-old niece named
Margaret Stewart thought to be the
daughter of Harriet’s sister. Margaret
grew up to marry Henry Lucas. Their
daughter, Alice, is A.D. Brickler’s mother.

A great number of the 70 individuals
Tubman traveled back and forth to res-

cue were extended family members. So it
is no wonder that the sons and daughter
of A.D. Brickler can recite scenes from
her life as if they happened yesterday,
just as they were told to A.D. by his
grandmother Margaret.

History in a bowl of apples

“Aunt Harriet would tell Margaret the
story of how she just loved apples,” A.J.
Brickler said at his parents’ home recent-
ly. “And one day, when she was helping
unload apples on the plantation, she just

couldn’t resist. She reached out, picked
up an apple, and took a bite. She was
beaten for her trouble. Later, when she
bought a piece of land of her own in Au-
burn, New York, she planted an apple or-
chard and always had a bowl of apples on
her table just for the taking.

“And now each of us does, too — just
to remind us of her.”

Margaret, who until she was 13 spent
afternoons after school with Tubman,
told A.D. Brickler how clever her aunt
was at disguising herself. Bending low
and shuffl�ing, the diminutive Tubman

could be mistaken for a frail old lady,
even as she was escorting nine or 10 peo-
ple across frozen rivers and woods. 

“Aunt Harriet’s face was on wanted
posters along the known escape routes,”
A.D. Brickler said. “One day, she saw a
bounty hunter marching straight at her.
She happened to be carrying some live
chickens tied together by their legs. She
quickly crouched over, shuffl�ed along,
until she came even with the man, then
she let the chickens loose to run every
which way. I guess the man just laughed
at the poor ‘old lady’ and the scattered
poultry, not realizing he’d just passed up
a big prize.”

Pistol-packing determination

Tubman was not only clever and high-
minded. She was one tough woman.

“I guess Aunt Harriet carried it all
along the Underground Railway route,”
A.J. Brickler said while hefting her pistol.
“One time, one of the slaves — it might
have even been a family member — was
afraid to go forward. He wanted to turn
around, but she knew that would be en-
dangering the whole group. I guess she
pointed this gun right at him and let him
know she was in charge — and that they
were all heading north.”

A sword that belonged to Margaret’s
husband, Henry Lucas — who escaped
from slavery during the Civil War — now
belongs to the Bricklers as well. The sa-
ber, A.D. Brickler said, was lifted from
the body of a dead Confederate soldier
Lucas encountered on his way north. 

It isn’t simply the memorabilia or even
the tiny details of Tubman’s life that the
Bricklers cherish. It is also the dedication
to hard work, the belief in the equality of
every life, the commitment to knowledge
through education, and the basic act of
doing what is right, no matter the cost,
that her life’s work represents.

Recognizing gaps in historical knowl-
edge among members of his own offi�ce
staff�, A.J. Brickler said he took the whole
crew and other friends to see the movie.

“For 400 years we have been taught
that we were ‘less.’ From the Middle Pas-
sage, slavery, the Great Migration and
Jim Crow, we were treated as if we were
less than human,” he said. “This kind of
movie reminds us that we must remove
the gaps between ourselves.”

A.D. Brickler agrees. “There is worth
in every person; potential in every one. It
is a shame we should be divided by the
way we look. Who knows which of us
might be the next Einstein?”

A.J. Brickler III holds the pistol that
Harriet Tubman carried as she helped
people escape to freedom. His great-
grandmother was Tubman’s niece. 
ALICIA DEVINE, TALLAHASSEE DEMOCRAT

Cynthia Erivo (left, with Aria Brooks)
was nominated for an Academy Award
for playing the title role in “Harriet.”
GLEN WILSON, FOCUS FEATURES, VIA AP

Continued from page 100
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Many African Americans who begin
the quest to fi�nd their ancestors are
psyched when they see the names of
their people in the 1870 Census, the fi�rst
one in which all blacks in the United
States were legally free. 

I can attest to that soul-stirring expe-
rience because I found my ancestors
Henry and Julia Giles in Walton County,
Georgia, with their children, including
one who would become my great-grand-
mother Maggie Giles Holden. And I felt
chills in early December when I found
Wash and Jane Allison in Morehouse
Parish, Louisiana, in 1870. Until then, I’d
seen their names only in North Carolina
records: They were married in Rowan
County on Jan. 18, 1870, and appeared in
the 1880 Census with their children —
one of whom would become another of
my great-grandmothers, Caroline Isabel-
la Allison Moore Williams.

Beginning with the fi�rst offi�cial census
in 1790, some blacks appeared as free
men and women. But most were en-
slaved, and they were not listed as hu-
man beings. They were counted as in-
ventory along with pigs, farming tools
and household furnishings. Thus, their
names are often missing from the kinds
of records that whites can rely on when
tracing their family trees. 

“African Americans have been absent
from inclusion in the records for too long,
and there was a lot of intentionality in
that,” said Cassandra Newby-Alexander,
a professor of history and dean of the
College of Liberal Arts at Norfolk State
University in Virginia. 

Until recently, 1870 was a barrier that
few African Americans could pass in
their search for their history. The select
few who did included Alex Haley, whose
acclaimed novel “Roots” told the story of
his family — descended from Gambian-

born Kunte Kinte, who was kidnapped
and enslaved in Maryland and Virginia.
More recently, the Tucker family’s con-
nection to the fi�rst captive Africans who
arrived in Virginia in 1619 has been a
source of wonderment and envy. 

As interest in genealogy expands, the
greater availability of digitized public
documents makes it possible “to begin
the process of African Americans being
able to recapture what was taken from
them,” Newby-Alexander said. 

In February, FamilySearch Interna-
tional, which bills itself as the largest ge-
nealogical organization in the world, will
help by highlighting one of its collections
each day at FamilySearch.org.

FamilySearch is affi�liated with the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints — the Mormons. This year’s Black
History Month initiative is part of a con-
certed eff�ort by the church to move on
from a past that included blatant racism
and, until 1978, a restriction on black
participation in the church. Over the past
decade, FamilySearch has become an in-
fl�uential resource for African American
genealogy. In 2016, for instance, it pre-
sented an indexed database of Freed-
man’s Bureau records to the Smithsoni-
an National Museum of African Ameri-
can History and Culture. Some 25,000
volunteers worked on the project, uncov-
ering 1.8 million names. 

Regardless of race or ethnicity, the 
16 million Mormons worldwide are ex-
pected to follow church tenets about
strengthening family relationships with
relatives, both living and dead. To ac-
complish this, they “do family history,”
as some put it. The Genealogical Society
of Utah, out of which FamilySearch has
grown, recently marked its 125th anni-
versary, and it has collected and made
available billions of records. In addition
to the Family History Library in Salt Lake
City, there are more than 5,000 family
history centers open to the public.

To those who wonder if such generos-
ity is a subtle way to spread the religion,
Thom Reed, deputy chief genealogical
offi�cer for FamilySearch, said there is a
strict prohibition against that. “It’s not
about religious affi�liation; it’s about con-
necting generations,” he said.

Reed is overseeing eff�orts to collect
oral histories and digitize public records
in Africa. Among the newly searchable
records that will be highlighted in Febru-
ary are Virginia slave births from 1853 to
1866; U.S. military pensions from 1861 to
1934; Freedmen’s Bureau marriage rec-
ords from 1861 to 1872; and voter registra-
tion records from 1867 to 1869 for Florida,
North Carolina and Texas. 

These records are samples of what is

available. However, team member Syd-
ney Bjork advises, “No collection in and
of itself is going to be the cure-all for all
your genealogical questions, but we’re
hoping that what we highlight will pro-
vide a lot of leads for people.”

A partner in this initiative is the Cen-
ter for Family History, an operational
part of the International African Amer-
ican Museum that is scheduled to open
in winter 2021 in Charleston, South Caro-
lina. Toni Carrier, the center’s director, is
in charge of daily blog posts about each
featured collection. “Our role is to ... help
people learn how to use them.” She is
working with another genealogy group,
Black ProGen, to provide YouTube how-
tos for researchers.

❚ Visit familysearch.org/blackhistorymonth to gain access to FamilySearch materials. Accounts are free. 

1619: SEARCHING FOR ANSWERS

The U.S. Census Bureau in the 19th century used “slave schedules” to count the
number of enslaved people. The schedules identifi�ed them by owner, age and sex,
but not by name. Even so, such documents can help families trace their ancestry.
Above is a schedule from Ouachita County, Arkansas, in 1860. NATIONAL ARCHIVES 

Archives expose 
more family roots
FamilySearch spotlights newly available records 

E.R. Shipp
Special to USA TODAY
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The fi�rst CIAA conference basketball
tournament was held more than seven
decades ago at a boxing and wrestling
venue in Washington, D.C. Eight teams
participated and an estimated 3,000
fans crammed into the 2,000-seat Tur-
ner’s Arena. The total budget for the
event was $500.

For the CIAA, which at the time stood
for “Colored Intercollegiate Athletic As-
sociation,” that fi�rst tournament in 1946
provided refuge in a segregated city — a
place for African American fans to meet,
mingle and celebrate some of the best
athletes of the day.

“It’s a party,” longtime CIAA coach
Bobby Vaughan told USA TODAY Sports,
“where they just happen to play some
basketball.” 

In late February, that party will keep
rolling for the 75th consecutive year. And
while some things have changed — the
CIAA is now the “Central Intercollegiate
Athletic Association” — much about the
event remains the same. It’s still as much
a community gathering as a sporting
event, something that goes well beyond
the 22 games on the schedule.

“We talk a lot about the basketball
games, but we really have focused on the
community of why the basketball games
have been important, particularly in a
time when the CIAA and past members
could not be a part of the (NCAA),” said
CIAA commissioner Jacqie McWilliams.

“Creating that whole space where we
could play the game, and many of our

student-athletes — particularly men, Af-
rican American men, who ended up hav-
ing to go to majority black institutions to
play and get an education — that’s where
it began,” she said. 

The league is made up of a dozen his-
torically black colleges and universities
from Pennsylvania to South Carolina and
now competes in NCAA Division II.

While it might not attract the national
attention of its big-conference counter-
parts, the CIAA basketball tournament,
which tips off� Feb. 25 in Charlotte, draws
about 150,000 fans every year — includ-
ing some who join in the related parties,
concerts and leadership symposiums in
the city without ever attending a game.

Last year, the tournament generated
$43.7 million for the city of Charlotte, ac-
cording to the Charlotte Regional Visitors
Authority. That’s about $8 million more
than the tournament of the Atlantic
Coast Conference that was held in the
city a few weeks later and featured such
powers as North Carolina and Duke.

“It’s not only basketball, but it’s also
African American culture,” said Earl
“The Pearl” Monroe, who starred at Win-
ston-Salem State in the 1960s before a
Hall of Fame career in the NBA.

Before college sports integrated, the
CIAA tournament was a proving ground
for top talent at historically black col-
leges and universities. Vaughan, who
coached the Elizabeth City State men’s
basketball team from 1949 to 1986, re-
called scouts fl�ocking to the event to see
players like Monroe, Cleo Hill and Sam
Jones. Charles Oakley and Ben Wallace,
who both played at Virginia Union in the
1980s and ’90s, respectively, are among
the league’s many standouts.

This is a party 
and a reunion 
— a basketball
tournament, too

Livingstone's Nasir Austin blocks a shot by Virginia State's Javon Moore in the
2016 CIAA men’s championship game., which VSU won 89-79. The CIAA is made up
of a dozen historically black schools. JOHN D. SIMMONS, THE CHARLOTTE OBSERVER, VIA AP

CIAA celebrates 75 years 
of its cultural touchstone 

Tom Schad 
USA TODAY

“You see the enthusiasm of people who still remember how it

was and want to keep the tradition going.”
Earl “The Pearl” Monroe
Winston-Salem State alumnus and NBA Hall of Famer

Continued on page 108
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Ambassadors Financial Services

participates in the annual filing

season program and listed in the IRS

public directory.

Financial Planning

Tax Preparation

Credit Restoration Service

Mortgage loans Approvals

AMBA ADOR
- FINANCIAL SERVICES -

Michael & Nakia Calhoun, CEOs

www.ambassadorsfinancialservices.com6065 Three Notch Rd
Mobile, Al 36619 Email: info@ambassadorsfinancialservices.com
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“(Many) of the pro athletes that were
of color came from the CIAA,” said
Vaughan, 91. “They didn’t come from
Carolina or Duke or places like that, be-
cause they didn’t play on (those) teams.
That day now has passed, but the party
has continued to grow.”

Vaughan said it’s diffi�cult to describe
the atmosphere of the week-long event.
It’s full of activities and personalities
that make it unique, he and others said.

Take longtime fan Abraham Mitchell.
Known informally as “Mr. CIAA,” Mitch-
ell has been attending the annual tourna-
ment for more than 30 years, strutting
through the stands in brightly colored
suits that honor participating teams —
and sometimes changing clothes multi-
ple times over the course of an evening.

“If I have enough time, I’ll make four
changes,” said Mitchell, who was induct-
ed into the CIAA Hall of Fame in 2016.
“(Sometimes) I’ll come back with fi�ve or
six changes a night.”

McWilliams said the league has made
it a priority to preserve the one-of-a-
kind feel of the tournament, even as cor-
porate sponsorships and diff�erent types
of formal programming have entered the
equation. The goal is to cater to everyone
from the diehard basketball fan to the lo-
cal family with no particular interest in
the sport, all the while maintaining the
CIAA tournament’s role as an annual
gathering place.

McWilliams believes it’s important to
remember the roots of the event. As the
late Clarence “Big House” Gaines —

coach at Winston-Salem State for 47
years — told USA TODAY in 2001, the
tournament wasn’t the product of corpo-
rate sponsorships or advertising deals,
but of fi�ve people chipping in $100 apiece
to host a celebration. And due to segre-
gation, fans and athletes at the event in
the early years were forced to sleep in
gyms, classrooms and cars because ho-
tels would not accommodate them. 

“People were just so glad to have a
place to assemble,” said Gaines, a CIAA
Hall of Famer who died in 2005.

Mitchell, aka “Mr. CIAA,” said that
feeling persists today. He described the
CIAA tournament as a homecoming.
Monroe said it feels like a reunion.

“You have a lot of people come back
who haven’t seen each other in a couple
of years ... diff�erent classes that are com-
ing back and having their parties and
their social events,” Monroe said. “You
see the enthusiasm of people who still
remember how it was and want to keep
the tradition going.”

This year’s event will be special not
only because it is the 75th anniversary of
that fi�rst tournament at Turner’s Arena,
but also because it will be the last CIAA
tournament in Charlotte before the event
relocates to Baltimore next year — a
move McWilliams hopes will make the
event more accessible to a new group of
fans. 

Though the location will change, it’s
clear the tradition will remain. The CIAA
tournament will continue to be a mean-
ingful place to meet and mingle, just as
it’s been for the past 75 years. The party,
as Vaughan put it, will roll on.

Superfan Abraham Mitchell, aka "Mr. CIAA," is a fi�xture at the tournament with his
custom suits honoring the teams on the court — or, in this instance from 2017, a
corporate sponsor of the tournament. DONALD TRAILL, INVISION, FOR MCDONALD'S

Former
fi�rst lady
Michelle
Obama
joins
students
on the
court for a
physical
fi�tness
promotion
between
games at
the 2012
CIAA
basketball 
tourney in
Charlotte.
NELL

REDMOND, AP

Continued from page 106
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The Legacy of the Negro Leagues
Proudly Plays on 100 Years Later!

On February 13, 1920, Andrew “Rube” Foster established the Negro Na!onal

League in a meeting held at the Paseo YMCA in Kansas City, Missouri. The

Negro Leagues would operate for 40 years changing America’s pastime, and

America too!

A century later, the winning spirit of the Negro Leagues plays on at the

Negro Leagues Baseball Museum (NLBM). Join us as we celebrate a

GAME-CHANGING CENTURY by suppor!ng our $100-for-100 campaign.

Visit NLBM.com for details on how you can “pitch in” to ensure that

the legacy of the Negro Leagues plays on!

DONATE to the NLBM’s $100-for-100 CAMPAIGN

ONLINE at www.NLBM.com
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A century after their inception, the
Negro Leagues remain an inspiration
and one of America's most signifi�cant
cultural institutions.

As baseball gained popularity in the
late 1800s, racism and Jim Crow laws
kept black players from competing pro-
fessionally with whites. African Ameri-
cans responded by forming their own pro
teams, then organized top-level leagues
for them after World War I.

In February 1920, Andrew “Rube”
Foster — a former pitcher who owned
and managed the Chicago American Gi-
ants — led negotiations to establish the
Negro National League, the fi�rst success-
ful organized black baseball league.

“The Negro Leagues would change the
game and America too,” said Bob Ken-
drick, president of the Negro Leagues
Baseball Museum in Kansas City, Mis-
souri, in announcing the museum’s cen-
tennial celebration slated for 2020.

The Negro Leagues faded in promi-
nence after Major League Baseball began
integrating in the late 1940s, but their
legacy endures.

“What Rube Foster accomplished in
establishing the Negro Leagues against
the backdrop of American segregation is
monumental and richly deserves to be
more than just a footnote in baseball his-
tory,” Kendrick said.

The museum opened in 1991 as a hum-
ble one-room offi�ce but by 1997 had ex-
panded to its present 10,000 square-foot
location near the Paseo YMCA, where
Foster had helped create the Negro Na-
tional League.

With the Negro Leagues celebrating
their 100th anniversary in 2020, the mu-
seum is taking on an even larger role in
preserving and raising awareness of the
leagues’ history for future generations —
baseball fans and non-fans alike. Said
Kendrick: “This milestone anniversary
creates a platform for the Negro Leagues

Baseball Museum to educate the public
about this powerful story of triumph over
adversity while using the many relevant

life lessons to inspire a nation to embrace
diversity and inclusion.”

Some of the most prominent names in
baseball history began their careers in
the Negro Leagues, including Willie
Mays, Hank Aaron and, of course, Jackie
Robinson, who became Major League
Baseball’s fi�rst black player when he
joined the Brooklyn Dodgers in 1947. A
museum in Robinson's honor is set to
open in New York in April.

“The way we try to position this story
is about the social advancement of our
country,” Kendrick said. “It’s about eco-
nomic empowerment and leadership
and all these things. It’s rolled into the
story of baseball and this wonderful
chapter. People really respond so posi-
tively once they get the opportunity to
experience this history.”

As the number of living Negro
Leagues veterans dwindles, it’s impera-
tive that their stories be told.

“At a time when many were still under
the erroneous assumption that African
Americans were inferior to white Amer-
icans, the Negro Leagues were a proving
ground that under the same rules, Afri-
can Americans were every bit as good, if
not better, than their counterparts in the
Major Leagues,” Rep. Emanuel Cleaver
(D-Mo.) said in July, announcing legisla-
tion directing the U.S. Treasury to mint a
coin to commemorate the leagues’ cen-
tennial celebration.

“The talent, excitement and sports-
manship they brought to the game
helped break down the barriers of segre-
gation,” said Sen. Roy Blunt (R-Mo.), a
co-sponsor of the bill.

The museum’s celebration gets un-
derway Feb. 13 with a visual history of the
Negro Leagues featuring more than 200
original portraits of the leagues’ greats
by artist Graig Kreindler. The celebration
will go on through November.

Negro Leagues’ 100-year legacy
extends far beyond the ballfi�eld

Former Negro Leagues players Ron Teasley and Pedro Sierra and former team owner Minnie Forbes visit the White House in
August 2013 for an event honoring the leagues’ role in the history of civil rights in America. PABLO MARTINEZ MONSIVAIS, AP

Legendary pitcher Satchel Paige on the
mound at the 1961 Negro Leagues
all-star game at Yankee Stadium. The
East-West All-Star Game was played
from 1933 to 1962. HARRY HARRIS, AP

Baseball was a vehicle for 
empowerment, leadership

Jesse Yomtov
USA TODAY
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