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The Happiest Day of My Life

June 1865


In mid-April, twenty-year-old plantation owner Samuel Dawson learned of the Confederacy’s defeat in the Civil War. Though the Union victory thrilled Samuel, he felt great uncertainty about what that meant for himself and more than one hundred slaves on his plantation. Would Texas rejoin the Union? he wondered. If so, would slavery remain legal?


Early in the afternoon on June 19th, twenty Union soldiers rode onto Samuel’s plantation. Samuel went outside to meet the soldiers, apprehensive about their purpose. Will, an enslaved boy who had been his best friend for eight years, accompanied Samuel to meet the soldiers.


The strapping young men stood just under six feet tall. Samuel’s brown hair was shoulder length, while Will kept his hair close-cropped. Both were clean shaven. Samuel’s lightly tanned face was a stark contrast to Will’s ebony complexion. Their brown eyes exuded an intensity that many found uncomfortable, yet those same eyes sparkled with benevolence.

One man dismounted from his horse and handed the rein to the rider beside him. “Good morning, sir,” the man said. “I am Major General Gordon Granger of the United States Army. I would like to speak to the master of the plantation.”

“That would be me,” Samuel said. That such a young man would own a plantation shocked Granger. “I am Samuel Dawson. I inherited the plantation four years ago, when I was sixteen. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

“I am here to deliver an announcement to your slaves,” Granger replied.

“What is the nature of that announcement?” Samuel asked. Granger handed Samuel a piece of paper. As Samuel read, a tear trickled down his cheek. “May I… May I have the pleasure of making this announcement?” he asked emotionally.

Granger was visibly shocked. “Well, I guess that would be acceptable.”

“Will, please gather everyone under the Grandfather Tree.” Years before, Samuel bestowed that moniker on the largest oak tree on the plantation.

After Will set out on his errand, Granger looked at Samuel. “Mr. Dawson, why do you want to make the announcement?” he asked. “Today, I visited two dozen plantations, and each owner angrily and belligerently reacted to the news of their slaves’ freedom. You are the first to be happy about this development.”

“I have dreamed of this day for years,” Samuel said solemnly. “I didn’t know when it would arrive, but I knew it would happen someday. Let’s walk out to the Grandfather Tree so that I can make this the happiest day of my life.”

Samuel and Granger walked in silence, with the other soldiers riding behind them. They reached the Grandfather Tree to find nearly everyone on the plantation assembled. Will and his family stood front and center, with other leaders of the community standing on each side of them. Everyone grew nervous when they saw the Union soldiers and whispered among themselves.

When the last men walked up, Samuel spoke. “I apologize for interrupting you in the middle of your day, but I believe you will find what I have to say to be worth the interruption. This gentleman standing beside me is Major General Gordon Granger of the United States Army. He has delivered to me a proclamation from the President of the United States. I will read it to you.

I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the power in me vested as Commander-in-Chief, of the Army and Navy of the United States do order and declare that all persons held as slaves within designated States, and parts of States, are, and henceforward shall be free. Such persons of suitable condition, will be received into the armed service of the United States. And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution, upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor of Almighty God.

Everyone stood in stunned silence, unsure whether what they had just heard was true. “You are free!” Samuel shouted. “You are finally free!”

Will stepped forward and hugged Samuel. “You always said this day would happen. I certainly wanted you to be right, but it seemed like a fantasy. Thank you.”

Will’s parents, Buck and Mima, and Will’s sister Thelma, encircled Samuel, smothering him with hugs as tears streamed down everyone’s cheeks. And then the other men and women surged forward, eager to thank Samuel for all he had done for them in the preceding years. Everyone wanted to shake Samuel’s hand or hug him.

Granger and his men watched silently. Nothing remotely close to this occurred on any of the other plantations that they had visited. On the other plantations, the slaves seemed to have understandable animosity toward their master. Here, the negroes genuinely adored Samuel. When the last of the men had thanked Samuel, Granger said, “Mr. Dawson, that was remarkable. Your negroes seem to truly like you. How is that possible?”

Samuel smiled. “Even before I inherited the plantation, I quit treating them like slaves. I began treating them like human beings. I paid them a wage. The first year I did it, our production soared. Each year since, I have given them more freedom. Many of them own a business. We have a carpenter, a blacksmith, a brickmaker, and more. Each person gets to choose who to work for and negotiate a wage that is mutually acceptable. To the extent possible, I created a wage system. Nearly everyone owns their home. In addition, Will and I have taught most of them to read and write. Many know arithmetic. The entrepreneurs know accounting.”

“Why? Why did you do that?”

“I have abhorred slavery for as long as I can remember, but I couldn’t set the slaves free. It was illegal to do so. I could, however, give them as much freedom as possible here on the plantation. I hoped that someday I could set them free. However, I realized it would be cruel to set them free and be unprepared for freedom. For their whole lives, they’ve been told what to do. There were very few decisions that they could make. To put them in a position where they had to make important decisions about their lives without the knowledge and skills to do so seemed almost as cruel as slavery. So, I began preparing them for the day that they would be free.”

“You are an amazing young man,” Granger said. “My superiors need to hear what you have done. I suspect they will want to talk to you.”

“Will deserves to share the credit,” Samuel said while pointing to his friend, who stood ten yards away. “I couldn’t have accomplished what I have without him. He was the first that I taught to read and write, and then he helped me teach others. And he helped me convince everyone on the plantation that my intentions were sincere. As you might imagine, they were skeptical when their master started being nice to them.”

As the soldiers rode away, Will and Buck approached Samuel. Buck carried a box. “Samuel,” Will said, “I have a request.” Samuel nodded. “Can we rename the Grandfather Tree? I think calling it the Freedom Tree is more fitting.”

“That, my friend,” Samuel said, “is a wonderful idea.”

“Today seems like an appropriate day to give you this,” Buck said as he gave the box to Samuel. Samuel took the box and removed the lid. Inside were two carved chess pieces, both kings. Early in their friendship, Samuel had taught Will how to play chess.

“Look at their faces,” Will commanded. Samuel picked up the white king and studied it. The face of the king bore a remarkable resemblance to his own face. He picked up the black king and saw that it had Will’s face. “My father made these for us,” Will explained. “He said that we are both kings.”


Your First Day of Freedom

June 1865


The morning after the emancipation of Samuel’s slaves, he called everyone together to discuss the future. Now that the former slaves were free, they were no longer tethered to the plantation. Samuel wanted to make that fact clear to them, as well as address the dramatic change that had occurred. As he waited for everyone to assemble, Will approached him.

“It looks like four men are missing,” Will said. “Apparently, they disappeared during the night. Nobody seems to know where they might have gone or what their intentions are.”

Samuel shrugged. “I can’t say that I am surprised,” he replied. “To be honest, I expected more to take advantage of their newfound freedom. They may return, but if not, I wish them well.” He walked to the platform from which he would speak.

“Good morning, everyone,” Samuel said. “Welcome to your first full day of freedom.” The crowd greeted Samuel with a loud and prolonged cheer. “You have many options now, options which you have never had before. The first option is to stay right here. All of you have a job and a home. Your lives are secure and comfortable here. However, some of you may aspire for more. You may want to see what kind of life you can make for yourself in some other location. Freedom allows you to do this. Freedom allows you to choose what you believe is best for you and then act accordingly.

“I won’t presume to tell you what is best for you. That is something that each of you must identify for yourself. I will, however, offer some things for you to consider as you think about your future.

“When I inherited the plantation, I thought about what I wanted it to look like in five years. That provided me with a goal to work toward. Once I had a goal, I had a standard by which to make choices. If an action would move me closer to my goal, then I took it. If an action did not do that, then I refrained from doing it.

“I tell you this because I think the same approach could be helpful for you. I realize that thinking about the future and the options you now have is something new for you, so I wouldn’t suggest thinking about five years from now. Maybe think about where you want your life to be in a year or two.

“Once you have set a goal, you must determine how to achieve it. Sometimes there is one clear path. Other times, there can be many alternative paths. As we consider those alternatives, we should identify what it will require of us. We should identify potential obstacles and how to overcome them. The better we prepare for those obstacles, the better we can deal with them if they arise.

“It is important to keep the long-term in mind. Often, there is a temptation to take an action today for some immediate gain, even though the action might be harmful in the long-term. It isn’t always easy to identify that fact, but we must endeavor to do so.

“For the past four years, I have been trying to prepare you for this day. Each year, I introduced more choices and gave you more opportunities to exercise control over your lives. The coming months and years will show me how well I have done.

“Finally, I know that this will not be a simple transition, and I want to assure you I am here to help you. I consider you to be my family. If, at any time, you are unsure about a decision, please talk to me. And to be clear, I will not tell you which choice to make. What I will do is talk to you and help you think about the alternatives. I believe Will wants to say a few words.”

Will replaced Samuel on the platform. “This is probably the most exciting day of my life. And it’s also probably the scariest. For the first time in my life, my future is completely in my own hands. I have dreamed of this day for as long as I can remember. Now that it is here, it feels overwhelming. But that is okay. I will get used to it.

“I was the first person Samuel taught to read and write. He’s taught me arithmetic and accounting. He’s given me many, many opportunities to make decisions. I suspect I am as well prepared for freedom as any of us, and so, if I am scared, I imagine you are as well. That is okay. We are facing a great unknown, and the unknown can be fearful. But we aren’t doing this alone.

“Samuel has shown us repeatedly that he wants us to succeed. He has taken enormous risks to help us be prepared for freedom. I know he won’t abandon us now.”

Will motioned for Samuel to join him on the platform. “I think I speak for all of us when I say that Samuel is a great and wonderful man. He’s given me life, and for that, I will be grateful until my last breath. Thank you, my friend.” Will embraced Samuel as the crowd erupted in cheers.

When the two young men finally parted, Samuel raised his hands in the air to quiet everyone. “I have one last announcement to make. For the past two years, we have had a Thanksgiving feast to celebrate the harvest. We are weeks away from even beginning this year’s harvest, but I think that your emancipation is worth celebrating. So, I propose that this coming Saturday we have a day of celebration. That is, if it is okay with you.”

Again, everyone erupted in applause and cheers. When the din finally subsided, someone shouted. “What are we going to call this feast?”

Samuel hadn’t given the matter any thought and looked around the crowd for an answer. Finally, Virgil, the plantation’s most successful farmer, spoke up. “Let’s call it Juneteenth,” he said.

Samuel smiled. “I like that. Juneteenth it is.”


If You Want to Kidnap Me

June 1865


Many of Dawson Town’s residents spent the Friday before Juneteenth preparing for the celebration. Some men used bricks to build a fire pit for cooking food, while others went hunting and fishing. Mima, who owned the community’s restaurant, spent the day assembling and preparing ingredients for the multiple dishes she would make. Some would play a musical instrument, and they spent much of the day practicing. A few men set up the field for “kick ball,” a game devised by Will that involved two teams competing to kick a ball through the opponent’s goal.

Samuel and Will spent most of the day in the study, reviewing numbers and discussing plans. Men and women frequently interrupted the two young men by soliciting their thoughts and opinions on various ideas that they were considering. Only two mentioned leaving the plantation, as they thought their prospects might be better in Houston. Both men had learned skills over the past two years that improved their chances of obtaining work. Samuel and Will refrained from supporting or attacking the idea. Instead, they pointed out several issues for the men to consider as they thought about their options. The men needed to consider where they would live and the costs associated with that. “And what will you do if you can’t find work?” Will asked.

A few people asked about obtaining more education. Samuel had built a schoolhouse where Will and Thelma taught reading and writing, and Will taught arithmetic. Now that they were freedmen, they wanted to understand the history and politics of both Texas and the United States. Though Samuel and Will had studied history, neither felt knowledgeable enough to teach such courses. But they promised to consider the idea.

A few others had ideas for entrepreneurial endeavors. The most interesting and potentially profitable was a man who wanted to start a transportation business to take the products produced on the plantation to the rail line in Stafford or the river docks in Richmond. For the past few years, the plantation’s entrepreneurs used their employees to transport their products to market or pick up supplies and materials. Doing so usually meant at least two men would be gone for an entire day, and this typically occurred multiple times a month. Samuel agreed that a business that handled the transportation would be more efficient and said that he would finance the enterprise.

Late Friday morning, two men ignited the fire pit and prepared to roast the pigs. Six men would alternate shifts for the next twenty-four hours to baste and monitor the pigs. On Saturday morning, they placed chickens, venison, and wild turkey on the fire pit for roasting. Four men carried enormous pots containing beans, greens, and corn from Mima’s restaurant. They would cook these items over the fire pit. For dessert, Mima was going to surprise everyone with blackberry cobbler. She had hired one man to pick the wild blackberries that grew on the plantation. It was a challenge to make enough to feed more than one hundred people, but she had the blacksmith make several baking pans measuring three feet by six feet, as well as a makeshift oven that the fire pit would heat.

Shortly before noon, Mima announced that the first pigs were ready, and a line quickly formed. Unlike the two Thanksgiving feasts, the men took small portions and ate more leisurely. They knew that there would be plenty of food for everyone. The musicians played softly, and Thelma occasionally joined them to sing a song. Two hours of feasting and lively conversation left everyone satisfied. It was time for games and entertainment.

Over two dozen men wanted to participate in the running contests. At the previous celebrations, the only running race was a sprint. At the urging of some men, Samuel added a long-distance race to the Juneteenth festivities. Will had marked a course that he estimated was two miles long. Since several men wanted to participate in both races, Will decided that the long-distance race would take place about an hour after the sprint to allow the runners time to rest.

Both races were highly competitive, and the onlookers cheered on their favorites. Samuel had purchased ribbons to award the runners who placed first and second, and the winners beamed with pride when Samuel slipped the ribbons around their necks.

By mid-afternoon, the races came to an end, and many were eager to begin the second round of feasting. As another pig was being removed from the fire pit, a contingent of Union soldiers rode up to the celebration. “What do you think this is about?” Will asked. Samuel shrugged, and the two began walking toward the soldiers. Major General Granger motioned for the soldiers to halt while he continued forward to meet Samuel.

“Major General Gordon Granger,” Samuel said apprehensively, “what brings you back here?”

“Good afternoon, Mr. Dawson,” the general said. “You are having quite a celebration here. What is the occasion?”

“Freedom. We are celebrating the freedom of the former slaves.”

The general nodded. “We are returning to Houston, and my commanding officer instructed to bring you with us. My commanding officer wishes to interview you. He believes that what you have done here may be worth repeating throughout the South.”

Samuel shook his head. “No, I can’t go to Houston. I am required here. I am willing to talk to your commander, but not in Houston.”

The soldier stared at Samuel with narrowed eyes. People disobeying his orders was an unusual experience for him. Then again, he rarely dealt with civilians. “I’m sorry, but this is not negotiable. I have my orders, and I intend to follow them.”

Samuel smiled. “Fine, if you want to kidnap me and transport me to Houston, I can’t stop you. However, if that is how you intend to treat me, then you may find that I am unwilling to share my thoughts and ideas. You can force me to leave my home, but you can’t force me to talk.”

The general felt perplexed. Samuel wasn’t refusing to help, but he was refusing to travel to Houston. The general’s commanding officer eagerly wanted to speak with Samuel; failing to deliver the plantation owner could have serious consequences. “Could your commander meet us here?” Will asked. “I don’t mean to speak for Samuel, but that would greatly reduce our absence.”

The general frowned. “Gen. Wright only wishes to speak with Mr. Dawson,” he replied. When Samuel didn’t respond, he said, “He is a very busy man, and it would be a great inconvenience for him to travel that distance.”

Samuel chuckled. “I could say the same thing. And if Gen. Wright wishes to speak with me, then he should be equally eager to speak with Will.”

“Could we meet in Stafford?” Will asked. “The general could take the train from Houston, and we could be there in less than an hour.”

A faint smile crept onto Gen. Granger’s face. “I am not accustomed to negotiations, but I see you are trying to be accommodating. I will have a few men go to Stafford to send a telegram to the general and relay your request. In the meantime, can my men rest under the trees over there?”

“Certainly,” Samuel replied. “If you and your men would like to join us, we were just about to begin another round of feasting. We have plenty of food.”

“I am sure that my men are hungry and that food smells delicious,” the general replied. “That is very gracious of you.”

The general told his men about the invitation. Many had never spoken to a negro before and were apprehensive. Seeing their hesitancy, Samuel spoke briefly with Mima. She filled a platter with roasted pork and walked toward the soldiers. “Gentlemen,” she said with a smile, “I’ve brought you a sample of what awaits you if you care to join us.”

Gen. Granger took a piece of meat and ate it. He returned Mima’s smile. “Madam, that was the most delightful thing that I have eaten in years.”

Taking their commander’s lead, several other soldiers took a piece of pork. After chewing the meat, they reached for another piece. Mima laughed. “There is plenty more where that came from. Follow me gentlemen, and I’ll explain the various foods that we have awaiting you.”

While the soldiers waited for a response from Gen. Wright, they sampled the banquet that Mima had prepared. Many of the dishes were new to them, but the soldiers found everything delicious. They sat together and talked quietly while they ate. Mima and Buck filled a plate and walked to the table where the soldiers sat. Mima sat in the middle of them on one side of the table while Buck walked to the other side of the table and sat amongst them.

“How do you like Texas?” Mima asked to break the ice.

The soldiers looked at one another in confusion. Finally, one of them spoke. “Texas is hot, but the food is wonderful. Thank you.” The other soldiers expressed their gratitude for the meal, and soon a conversation about the war soon developed. The soldiers were eager to share stories of their experiences, and the former slaves were eager to hear of the exploits of their emancipators. Others quickly gathered around the table to listen.

Late in the afternoon, the soldiers returned from Stafford. Gen. Wright had agreed to meet Samuel in Stafford two days hence.


Where are You Going?

June 1865


Gen. Horatio G. Wright was a stocky man with a stern face. The general was five inches shorter than Samuel and Will, who were both just under six feet tall, but his demeanor made him seem larger. He was sitting in a railroad car that he had commandeered and had modified to serve as an office on wheels. Gen. Wright looked up as Samuel and Will entered the car, but he didn’t stand or extend his hand in greeting. He pointed at Samuel. “You can sit,” he said as he motioned to a chair facing his desk. He then pointed at Will. “And you can leave.”

Will grimaced. Southern whites habitually treated him like a second-class citizen, but he expected better from Northern whites, particularly those who had risked their lives to end slavery. The general’s attitude surprised and disappointed him.

Like many Northerners, Gen. Wright had a low opinion of negroes. He opposed slavery, but he regarded the Black race as inferior. He believed they weren’t the intellectual and moral equals of whites. So, he had no desire to include one of them in what he expected would be an important discussion. His eyes were like daggers as he stared at the two young men and then repeated himself. I will not tolerate this type of treatment, Samuel thought. He shook his head, turned, and began to walk out of the railcar.

“Where are you going, Mr. Dawson?” Gen. Wright demanded.

Samuel turned and faced the general. “You may be a general,” Samuel said, “but that does not give you the right to treat my friend, or anyone for that matter, as a second-class citizen. If you refuse to treat Will with respect, then this conversation is over.”

Gen. Wright’s eyes narrowed as he studied Samuel. The career soldier was accustomed to taking orders, but not from someone less than half his age. And certainly not from civilians. He quickly weighed his options, neither of which was appealing. He could dismiss Samuel, and perhaps lose the opportunity to shape the future of Texas, and indeed the entire South. Or he could agree and keep his chances for a political career alive. Finally, he simply nodded and said, “So be it.”

Samuel and Will took a seat and waited for the general to speak. He picked up a stack of papers on his desk and shook them. “Gen. Granger reports you conducted a rather audacious experiment on your little plantation. And he also reports that your experiment appears to have been successful. While I find that hard to believe, Gen. Granger is not prone to exaggeration. He says that what he witnessed on your plantation was nothing short of remarkable.

“I have an immense task before me. It is my responsibility to prepare Texas to re-enter the Union. To do that, we must establish a civil relationship between whites and the freedmen. You seem to have done that, and I would like to hear your thoughts on how we can apply what you have done across the state.”

Samuel thought for a moment and then said, “I think I will allow Will to respond to that.”

The general just shrugged. I guess I am not surprised at this young man’s brash attitude, he thought. After all, he welcomed the emancipation of his slaves. Gen. Wright waved his hand to indicate that Will should respond.

“First,” Will said, “I agree that what Samuel did was an audacious experiment. It began when he taught me to read and write about eight years ago. When my family saw what I was doing, they soon wanted to learn as well. And then, many of the other men and women on the planation also wanted to join the classes. Keep in mind that it was illegal to teach a slave to read, but Samuel did it anyhow.

“When his father won election to the state legislature and was gone for months, he entrusted the operations of the plantation to Samuel. Within days, Samuel was proposing to pay the field slaves based on their production. It was so unheard of that the slaves actually resisted at first. They suspected a nefarious ulterior motive, but I helped convince them that Samuel was sincere and had their best interests at heart.

“When Samuel inherited the plantation about four years ago, he started creating entrepreneurs. He has helped, I don’t know, maybe ten or twelve individuals, including everyone in my family, start a business. We now have a thriving, and mostly self-sustaining community.”

“That is a wonderful story,” the general said impatiently, “but I don’t understand how that addresses my dilemma.”

“The point of that story is to set the context,” Will replied. “Samuel had long wanted to free his slaves, but it was illegal to do so. When the Civil War broke out, he hoped that a Union victory would lead to emancipation. However, a few years ago, he realized setting us free without being prepared would be cruel. So, he prepared us for freedom.

“The first step was to teach us to read and write. That alone was monumental, as it allowed us into an entirely new and fascinating world. He also gave us an increasing amount of freedom to make decisions. As slaves, there was very little that we could choose. Setting us free without the skills to make good choices would doom us to failure. He helped us develop those skills.”

“That makes sense,” the general replied, “but the slaves are free, and they are unprepared. It seems to me that it is too late to apply what you have done. President Lincoln believed that Blacks and whites could not live together peacefully. He wanted to ship all of you all back to Africa. That’s not possible now either.”

“The fact the freedmen haven’t been prepared for freedom doesn’t mean that they can’t be prepared,” Samuel said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, start preparing them today. It will take some time, but the sooner you start, the sooner they will have the skills to make good choices.”

“If we strip away all the fancy language,” Will said, “freedom really comes down to the ability to make choices and then act on them. Good choices will lead to success and happiness. Bad choices will lead to failure and misery. Most of the ex-slaves don’t know how to make good decisions. They don’t have the knowledge or the skills necessary to do so.”

“Years ago,” Samuel continued, “a minister came to our home every few months. During one sermon, he said that the slaves are like children and their masters have a responsibility to take care of them. That is probably the only thing that he ever said that I agree with. When I had the opportunity, I began treating the slaves like children. I began doing things that a parent would do when raising his children.

“We aren’t born knowing how to read, write, and do arithmetic. We have to learn those skills. We aren’t born knowing how to distinguish right from wrong or how to make good decisions. We have to learn those things as well. I endeavored to teach my slaves those things, and that is what we must do across the South.

“By ending slavery, an immense injustice has ended. But injustice will continue if we don’t teach the freedmen the skills that freedom requires.”

The general nodded thoughtfully. “I understand that can work on a small scale like a single plantation. But we are talking about hundreds, probably thousands of plantations across the South. It will be an immense undertaking to prepare all the freedmen. I dare say that it’s impossible.”

Will smiled. “How do you eat an elephant?”

The general shrugged. “How?”

“One bite at a time.”


The Union didn’t Have a Plan

June 1865


Samuel and Will rode in silence for the first ten minutes after leaving the meeting with Gen. Wright. Each was lost in his thoughts about the discussion that had just occurred with the man in charge of the Department of Texas. Samuel finally spoke. “Well, that was certainly interesting. The general’s attitude seemed to change rather dramatically.”

Will laughed. “Yes, he was rather pompous and condescending at first. But you put him in his place. Threatening to walk out of the meeting made an impression on him.”

Samuel nodded. “I am often dismissed because of my age. People often dismiss you because of the color of your skin. Both are ridiculous, and I will not tolerate such ignorance, no matter where it comes from. By the end, the general seemed to be receptive to what we said, even if he was incredulous.”

“I agree,” Will replied. “We’ll see if he follows through. Being receptive is much different from actually taking action. Of course, if other plantation owners aren’t open to the idea, then it won’t really matter what Gen. Wright says or does.”

“I am certain that there will be a lot of resistance. Most plantation owners will strongly oppose the idea of treating the freedmen on an equal footing. The emancipation of the slaves has upended the plantation owners’ entire way of life. Their ability to make a profit has been severely limited, and without free labor, they are going to struggle. They will do whatever they can to retain as much of the old system as possible.”

“I’m afraid that you are probably right,” Will agreed. “You got a lot of resistance from your own slaves, and they were the ones who would benefit the most. Once we convinced them that your plan would be beneficial to them, they agreed to it. So, I don’t think the former slaveholders will eagerly embrace your ideas.”

“I think that a part of the key to get plantation owners to take part will be to show how it will ultimately be beneficial to them. After I began paying the workers, production soared and so did my profits. The other plantation owners probably won’t believe me. That is why I suggested we invite them here. I can show them what we have accomplished, as well as share my ledgers with them.”

“Do you think that is wise?” Will asked. “Sharing your ledgers, I mean.”

“I don’t see how it could hurt. It’s not like they could use the information against me. They might claim that I have fake ledgers, but if they honestly look at the plantation, that should disabuse them of that notion. And if that doesn’t convince them, I don’t know what will.”

“Do you think it would help to have some entrepreneurs talk to them?”

Samuel chuckled at the thought of ex-slaves lecturing plantation owners. “My first thought was that they will totally reject anything a negro says. But I think it could be beneficial. Giving all of you an education was the most important step. What better way to prove that fact than let the entrepreneurs demonstrate their verbal and intellectual skills?”

Will nodded. “That’s a good point. That’s why you had me respond to the general first, isn’t it?”

“Yes. He seemed to believe that you were intellectually inferior merely because of your skin color. I thought the best way to prove that he was wrong was to let you speak. By the way, anyone who says that you are intellectually inferior because of the color of your skin shows their own intellectual inferiority merely by making such a statement.”

“What do you mean?”

“Judging a person by the color of their skin is intellectually lazy and dishonest. It is an attempt to identify a person’s character and intelligence by their complexion. Anyone who holds such a view has not advanced very far intellectually or morally.”

“I find it interesting that the Union didn’t have a plan for dealing with the freed slaves,” Will pointed out. “Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. That was over two years before the end of the war. There should have been plenty of time to come up with some kind of plan, even if it wasn’t perfect.”

“I know,” Samuel replied. “It’s almost unbelievable. The general’s attitude makes me wonder if many, maybe even most, Northerners share the view held by Lincoln and Jefferson that the Black race is inferior to whites. If someone holds that view, they probably won’t come up with a good plan. Lincoln wanted to ship them back to Africa. But at least the slaves are free. That is a good start.”

“Even if Gen. Wright follows through on what we discussed, what is going to happen in the other Southern states? I don’t know what the numbers are, but I suspect Texas had a small percentage of the total slaves. That are many people who set free without being properly prepared for freedom.”

Samuel chuckled. “Well, it’s like you told the general. The best way to eat an elephant is one bite at a time.”


We Think it Better

July 1865


A week after Samuel and Will had met with Gen. Wright, two freed slaves—Nero and Scipio—from the neighboring Hitchens Plantation walked up to Samuel’s home. They had heard stories of how well Samuel had treated the slaves under his care, and they believed his plantation would be a better place to start their lives in freedom. Both men appeared to be in their mid-twenties. However, slavery had a tendency to age people much more rapidly.

After being informed of the men’s desires, Samuel ushered them into his study. As was usually the case when someone entered the room for the first time, the number of books astounded the two men. Though neither could read, they felt like they had entered a different world. Samuel offered them each a chair while he and Will took their place behind the desk.

“Gentlemen,” Samuel said. “I understand you are seeking work here on the plantation.” Each man nodded. “Why do you want to work here?”

Nero and Scipio looked at one another. “We think it better here,” Scipio said. “We hear you good master. Mr. Hitchens not so good.”

Samuel grimaced. “I hope you aren’t simply seeking a better master, because I am not a master of anyone. You are free men. You possess the ability and the right to choose what you think is best for yourselves.

The two men looked at Will with confusion evident on their faces. “What he means,” Will explained, “is that he doesn’t tell anyone what to do. We do things differently around here. Each person gets to choose who he will work for, and then you can negotiate an agreeable wage. So, if you are a carpenter, you might seek work with my father. Or, if you know metal work, you might seek work with our blacksmith.”

Nero and Scipio still did not understand. “What kind of work do you do, Nero?” Samuel asked.

“I care animals. Pig, chicken, goat.”

“Okay, two of our farmers own animals. Titus has chickens and Hector has pigs and cows. Each already has a few men working for them, but they may need additional help. If you would like to work for them, they will talk to you to determine if they want to hire you. If they do, then the two of you will decide on a wage that you both agree to.”
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