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PROLOGUE

 



 


‘Langston 
Hughes 
Tells 
Senators 
He’s 
Against
Communists.’







 

AFRICAN AMERICAN READERS opening their 9 April 1953 edition of the black tabloid magazine Jet  would have been surprised to see this caption anywhere near a photo of the man widely considered to be the poet laureate of African America. Langston Hughes was considered the champion of his people, an inspiration for people of African descent all over the world, for all oppressed peoples, no matter what colour they were. 

He had written hundreds of poems, numerous novels, works for children, dozens of short stories, plays, essays, operas, screenplays, autobiographies, had taught at numerous universities. His matrix was the African American experience, with all of its beauty and passion, humour, fearlessness and, above all, truth. In photos of Langston at the Senate hearing, he looks almost apologetic, accommodating, as if he is trying to bring his hostile interrogators over to his side. 

His immortal creation, a black Everyman, a man who spoke in the voice of ordinary black people – ‘Jesse B. Semple’‚ known as ‘Simple’ – would have mocked Langston mercilessly. ‘Hypocrite’ would have been the least of Simple’s terms to describe Langston, sitting at the table of his enemies, appearing as a ‘friendly witness’ before Joseph McCarthy’s notorious Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. Simple would have said that Langston Hughes was trying to be nice to a group of politicians not worthy to tie his shoelaces. 

Unfortunately, what the readers of Jet  would have seen was this: one of the role models of the black community had sold out. Bowed down. Gave ‘them’ everything they wanted. Langston Hughes had become a witness. 

There were two types of witness: ‘hostile’ – those who appeared but who did not speak, invoking the Fifth Amendment of the US Constitution which gives citizens the right not to incriminate themselves; or those who answered questions but not with the answers the Committee wanted. And then there were the ‘friendly’ witnesses who cooperated. 

Langston cooperated. 

Everyone in America knew that the Committee existed to expose what it considered to be ‘enemies’ of America. Those enemies were usually on the Left. Appearing as a friendly witness was not only about giving individual personal testimony, it could open a floodgate that could destroy friends and associates as well. Langston knew this. Because of who he was and what his life and work had stood for, Langston would have been expected by one and all to be a hostile witness. He didn’t even have to show up. 

Charlie Chaplin hadn’t.

Charlie had been the biggest movie star on the planet when Langston was a child, a huge cultural force. Charlie had refused to appear when subpoenaed, and instead had taken his young American family first to his native London, and finally to Switzerland. He returned briefly about twenty years later to accept a special Oscar and then left again. 

Or, if Langston had decided to appear, he could have refused to answer questions, like the black professor Doxey A. Wilkerson had done earlier on the very same day that Langston had appeared. Being a great poet, Langston could have said something elegant when questioned, like the screenwriter John Howard Lawson had done a few years before: 

Questioner: ‘Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party of the United States?’ 

Lawson: ‘It’s unfortunate and tragic that I have to teach this committee the basic principles of Americanism … I shall continue to fight for the Bill of Rights, which you are trying to destroy.’ 

By being before the Senate, it seemed to many that Langston was repudiating everything he had once stood for, turning his back on it all on that spring day on Capitol Hill, Washington DC. Langston was quoted in Jet  as saying to the Committee that he was ‘amazed’ to learn that his old pro-Communist writings were in State Department libraries abroad. This was the ‘reason’ the Committee had given for summoning him 

But Langston assured them that since ‘race relations had improved’ in the US, America was a better place than the Soviet Union. The average black person would have been shocked by this reply. Unfortunately many young black people, particularly artists, would not have been shocked. This generation, veterans of World War II, were vocal and standing up for their rights, in housing and jobs, in the courts and in the streets. To them Langston was old-fashioned. To others, by going to the Senate, he was a traitor to the Cause. 

And they cast him out of their minds and their hearts. 


 



 

Decades after his appearance before that Senate Subcommittee, Langston Hughes has been elevated to that pantheon of African American and African Caribbean writers who make up the golden age of the Harlem Renaissance. He is now considered one of the Renaissance’s leading lights, a visionary, an African American man determined to have a literary career, and to have it in America. 

Langston Hughes was a handsome, cultured man of small stature, a man who took Walt Whitman, the nineteenth-century poet who had changed American poetry forever, as one of his role models. But it was to black working-class people that Langston looked for inspiration. It was they whom he celebrated. 

Langston has been called the ‘Father of Black Consciousness’, the leading African American writer of the last century. There are many interpretations of his life, aspects of which are still being discovered because his output was prodigious and varied. Some of it is still coming to light. This is what is known: 

Between the ages of twenty-seven and twenty-eight, Langston published his first novel Not 
Without

Laughter which won the prestigious 1931 Harmon Gold Medal for Literature. His first collection of short stories was published four years later. Both of these works were literary breakthroughs in the creation of the style known as social realism. In 1935, when he was in his early thirties, Langston received a Guggenheim Fellowship; in 1938, he established the Harlem Suitcase Theater in New York City; a year later, the New Negro Theater in Los Angeles; and two years after that, the Skyloft Players in Chicago. He was energetic and prolific. 

But racism, its relentless grind, was always present. He found it everywhere. 

The year that Langston opened the New Negro Theater in Los Angeles, he wrote a screenplay. By then he was a successful Broadway playwright who wanted to try his hand at the movies. But Hollywood had no place for a black screenwriter and only the most restricted of places for black on-screen talent. For example, when Hattie McDaniel won her Oscar for Best Supporting Actress for Gone

With 
The

Wind, she had to enter through the kitchen entrance of the restaurant where the award ceremony was being held. Black people could not enter through the front door. 

The immortal Queen of Jazz, the vocalist Ella Fitzgerald, was originally considered for the part of ‘Sam’, Humphrey Bogart’s sidekick in the classic film Casablanca.  But it would have been impossible to cast a black woman in a role opposite a white male leading actor which could have implied a relationship with romantic and/or sexual overtones. Any movie theatre showing a film like that would have been in serious danger. So ‘Sam’ became an African American man, rather than an African American woman. 

During World War II the African American singer and actress Lena Horne, a universally acknowledged beauty, was signed by the mega-studio MGM in part to placate the black troops fighting abroad who had no ‘glamour girl’ of their own in the movies. But Lena’s magnificent beauty and voice were too often showcased in a solitary environment within the film. This made it easier to cut her part for the segregated movies houses in the Deep South. 

Like so many others, Langston suffered because of this suppression of his art. Who knows what he and others could have contributed to the culture of film if they had been free to participate. 

It was the Communist Party USA (CPUSA) that was ready and willing to fight against racism. All African Americans were aware of this. To have been associated with the Communist Party or its affiliates, particularly during the Great Depression of the 1930s when millions suffered, would make perfect sense. During the war the Soviet Union was an ally of the United States. But afterwards, the two superpowers squared up to one another and the cold war had begun. The Soviet Union was seen as the new enemy, and its ideology – communism – in the minds and hearts of many Americans, became the United States’ biggest threat. 

It was Langston’s past association with communism and socialism that had led him before the Senate hearing, an association shared with many Americans. The Communist Party was never outlawed – this would have been unconstitutional. But from the late 1940s to the mid 1950s, anyone who was a member of the Party, associated with Party members, who sympathised with communism and/or socialism (a ‘fellow traveller’), or was believed to have been involved with ‘un-American’ activities, could be called before two committees of the United States Congress. The House of Representatives’ (the lower house of Congress) committee was called the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) and that is the name that most people give to both it and its counterpart in the upper chamber, the Senate. 

Langston was called to testify before both committees over a period of a few years in the late 1940s and early 1950s. These hearings were one form of anti-communist hysteria, a hysteria which took many forms. Other forms were the ‘Blacklist’ and a publication called Red 
Channels.


The Hollywood Blacklist was a secret ‘pact’ among employers, journalists, some members of Congress, the police and the military, that prevented suspected communists and ‘fellow travellers’ from making a livelihood, sometimes with tragic consequences. Red 
Channels  was a magazine that named suspected show-business personalities as past or present members of the Communist Party as well as fellow travellers. Being named in Red 
Channels  led to blacklisting. Career extinction. 

Langston Hughes was both a victim of the Blacklist and of Red 
Channels.  The pressure on him was enormous. While never a communist himself, Langston had not been hesitant in turning his pen to the cause of the oppressed and he worked with anyone and any organisation dedicated to doing the same. 

One of his poems, ‘Goodbye, Christ’ had begun the witch-hunt that had brought him before the Senate. It was published in a left-leaning journal called the Negro 
Worker  in the early 1930s. 



Goodbye,



Christ 
Jesus 
Lord 
God 
Jehova,



Beat 
it 
on 
away 
from 
here 
now.



Make 
way 
for 
a 
new 
guy 
with 
no 
religion 
at 
all—



A 
real 
guy 
named



Marx 
Communist 
Lenin 
Peasant 
Stalin 
Worker 
ME—



I 
said, 
ME!






 



Through this poem he had made a mortal enemy of the most powerful and charismatic evangelist of the age, the Sarah Palin of her time, Aimee Semple McPherson. 


 



 

On a spring day in 1953, Langston, eager to get on with his work, to go back to his poetry, appears before the Senate. He has even allowed Joseph McCarthy’s notorious and sinister assistant, Roy Cohn, to coach him in preparation for the big day. He makes his testimony. Afterwards, this great champion of the poor, of the dispossessed, of his people, walks out of the chamber. 

It is on this April day in Washington, in 1953, in front of the world, that Langston shows his willingness to defend the true Cause of his life. It was his ancestors, the Langston Family, who had paved the way for him to have the strength to do this. 

To understand Langston Hughes, it is necessary to know these remarkable people. 




  





CHAPTER ONE

 



 

‘YOU SEE, UNFORTUNATELY, I am not black. There are lots of different kinds of blood in our family … “Negro” is used to mean anyone who has any Negro blood at all in his veins. In Africa, the word is more pure. It means all Negro, therefore black. I am brown. My father was a darker brown. My mother an olive-yellow. On my father’s side, the white blood in his family came from a Jewish slave trader in Kentucky, Silas Cushenberry, of Clark County, who was his mother’s father; and Sam Clay, a distiller of Scotch descent, living in Henry County, who was his father’s father. So on my father’s side both male great-grandparents were white, and Sam Clay was said to be a relative of the great statesman, Henry Clay, his contemporary. On my mother’s side, I had a paternal great-grandfather named Quarles – Captain Ralph Quarles – who was white and lived in Louisa County, Virginia, before the Civil War … The Quarleses traced their ancestry back to Francis Quarles, famous Jacobean poet, who wrote “A Feast for Wormes”’.*


Langston wrote this about both sides of his family, but it was the maternal side, the Langstons, who were to have the most impact on his life and on the history of America at large. Through them Langston was the heir to a powerful legacy. This legacy began in the state of Virginia. 

The first known Africans in British North America (the United States and Canada) arrived in Virginia (named after the ‘Virgin Queen’ Elizabeth I) in 1619. These Africans were not technically enslaved, although they had been captured on their way to slavery by English pirates. The pirates, on releasing them, enabled them to become not slaves but indentured servants, people who sold their labour for a period of time. The majority of English settlers were also  indentured servants. The Africans, however, proved to be hardier than their English counterparts and better at survival. 

By the 1640s and 50s, many Africans had worked off their indentureship, enabling them to own land, and, in time, make families with other Africans, as well as with English and indigenous peoples. The false idea of black people in the South always having lived in slavery stems largely from the reality of black Southern life in the 1700s, not before. It was before the eighteenth century that black churches thrived in both the North and the South, part of the ‘Great Awakening’, a religious revival that came into being through open-air preaching, revival meetings, and the reading, by ministers, of dense, complex and emotional sermons. America has always been a nation of powerful churches and strong religious feeling. Aligned with and out of this would often come political movements. For example, some parts of the Tea Party Movement in America have a strong Evangelical Christian base. 

The Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s was rooted in the Baptist and African Methodist Episcopal churches. Martin Luther King himself was a minister. 

The sermons of the ‘Great Awakening’, their delivery and ideas, led in Britain to the ending of the slave trade on the high seas, and in America to the War of Independence. By 1775, the year before the American Revolutionary War broke out, Africans made up twenty per cent of the population, the second largest ethnic group after the English. Africans, both enslaved and free, took up arms when they could. One of them, Crispus Attucks, probably also half Native American, is known as the first martyr for American freedom. He was killed during an altercation with British soldiers, known as the Boston Massacre, on 5 March 1770, the date that marks the beginning of the American Revolution.*


And many American patriots who fought in the Revolution came from the state of Virginia. The great American Revolutionary War orator Patrick Henry was a Virginian, prominent in Louisa County, Virginia. His name is on a plaque there along with the names of two other famous people of the town, sons of Virginia: Charles Henry Langston (1817–1892), and John Mercer Langston (1829–1897), the grandfather and great-uncle of Langston Hughes. 

The Langston brothers were from a most unusual family. They were black children and along with their older brother Gideon, they were born free, at a time when most black children born in America were not born free. Their father, a white plantation owner, chose to have a family life with their mother. A quite audacious act. 

On a date unknown, Ralph Quarles became involved with a woman of African and Native American descent by the name of Lucy Jane Langston. Some say that Lucy was enslaved and Ralph accepted her as collateral for a debt. When the debtor defaulted, Ralph legally owned Lucy. Others say that Lucy was a freedwoman, not enslaved. What is not in doubt is that Lucy and Ralph had a daughter they called Maria. Because it was against the law at that time for a white person and a person of African descent to marry (miscegenation) Maria had to take her mother’s name: Langston. Ralph and Lucy had a further three children, all sons. Gideon, the oldest, looked so much like his father that he took his last name and was known as Gideon Quarles. Charles Henry was the middle son and John Mercer the youngest. John Mercer, the baby of the family, had an amazing life. 

He took a bachelor’s degree in 1849 and a master’s degree in theology in 1852 from Oberlin College. Denied admission to law schools in New York and Ohio because he was black, he went on instead to study law with Philemon Bliss, one of the most famous lawyers of the time, and after completing his studies, he tried again and was admitted to the Ohio Bar in 1854. In the same year he married Caroline Matilda Wall who had also graduated from Oberlin College. She was the freed daughter of an enslaved mother and a wealthy white planter, Colonel Stephen Wall. Wall had freed his children and sent Caroline and her sister to Ohio for an education. Caroline, a bright and beautiful woman, met her match in John Mercer, married him, and together they had five children. 

In 1863, during the American Civil War, the government approved the founding of the United States Colored Troops and John Mercer was appointed to recruit black Americans to fight on the Union side. He enlisted hundreds of men for duty in the Massachusetts 54th and 55th as well as 800 men for Ohio’s first black regiment. After the war, John Mercer worked tirelessly to ensure the vote for black men (women could not vote) and helped set up the National Equal Rights League, a precursor of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the black civil rights organisation which is still going strong in the United States today. 

In 1868 John Mercer moved to Washington DC to establish and serve as dean of Howard University, the first black law school in the country. He was also the first president of Virginia Normal and Collegiate Institute, a black college at Petersburg, Virginia. President Ulysses S. Grant appointed him a member of the Board of Health of the District of Columbia. And in 1877 President Hayes appointed John Mercer US Minister to Haiti; later he became chargé d’affaires to the Dominican Republic. 

In 1888, after a contested election, John Mercer took his seat in the US Congress. He was the only black person to do so from Virginia until the election of Robert Cortez ‘Bobby’ Scott for the 3rd congressional district of Virginia … in 1993. Congressman Scott is, incidentally, the first Filipino to serve as a voting member of Congress because his maternal grandfather was of Filipino descent. John Mercer Langston’s legacy is profound. His house in Oberlin, Ohio is a national monument; Langston University in Oklahoma is named after him; several university halls bear his name; there is even a golf course named after him in Washington. And his niece, Charles Henry’s daughter, named her second child after him: James Mercer Langston Hughes. This is Langston Hughes’ full name. 

John Mercer had an incredible life for a little black boy who had lost his parents at the age of four and had to start a new life in another state with his older brothers and half-brother, William Langston. Thanks to a substantial legacy from their father, John Mercer and his brothers were able to be taken out of Virginia and upriver to the North, to the state of Ohio, a much safer environment for black people. Little black boys, even in the North, could be sold ‘down river’ into slavery in the Deep South. This is the origin of the expression ‘to be sold down river’ – i.e. being relegated to a dire fate. 

The Langston brothers and their half-brother ended up in the town of Chillicothe in Ohio, where little John Mercer was taken to live with William Gooch and his family, friends of his father, and his older brother Charles Henry went to school. Charles Henry, too, graduated from Oberlin College. 

Oberlin College has a special place in African American history. It was the first American institution of higher learning to regularly admit black male and female students, giving it the double distinction of being co-ed and racially integrated at a time when neither black people nor women were routinely given access to higher education. Among Oberlin’s future distinguished graduates was John Langalibalele Dube, first President of the African National Congress in South Africa. Mary Jane Patterson, the maternal grandmother of Langston Hughes, graduated from Oberlin in 1862, the first African American woman to earn a B.A. degree. 

Both the college and the town of Oberlin were founded in 1833 by a pair of Presbyterian ministers. The college attained prominence because of the influence of its second president, the evangelist Charles Finney, one of the co-founders of the Ohio Anti-Slavery Society in April 1835. This organisation was to play a big part in the lives of the Langston brothers. 

Oberlin College, and the town of Oberlin, made no secret of the fact that it was vehemently, even violently, opposed to the slave trade. Both the town and the college offered aid and comfort to escaped slaves and those who supported them. By the 1850s, the nation had become a bubbling cauldron of hate with the violent dispute over slavery at the heart of it. The dispute over slavery laid bare the real issue: which was sovereign, the federal government or the individual state? This is an argument which still lies at the heart of American political life today. 

Slavery, which underpinned the entire economic, political and social system of the South brought into relief the question of whether the United States could stay united. This question began to reach breaking point by the 1850s. Any territory that wanted to become a part of the Union had to decide whether it would enter as a ‘slave’ state or a ‘free’ state. 

This decision was sometimes not left to the vote.

Rather it was left to the gun.

The South hoped that Kansas would enter the Union as a slave state. Those opposed to slavery in Kansas set up their own shadow government. The term ‘bushwacker’ – a man who rides out of the woods to attack – comes from Kansas, a state full of secret militias, secret societies, outlaws and range riders fighting each other to the death. ‘Bleeding Kansas’ was one part of the mix that went into creating the time bomb that was the US in the 1850s. 

New England abolitionists formed the Emigrant Aid Company to send anti-slavery settlers to the territory. Pro-slavery adherents there prepared for what they termed an invasion. ‘We are threatened,’ someone complained in a letter, ‘with being made the unwilling receptacle of the filth, scum and offscourings of the East … to preach abolition and dig Underground Railroads.’ 

The letter-writer had reason to fear.

The Underground Railroad was an informal network of secret routes and safe houses, much like the system that the French Resistance set up during World War II. It was created by abolitionists and free black people and was ‘conducted’, at great risk, by plantation escapees like the immortal Harriet Tubman. Free black people were at risk, too, because if healthy and of reproductive age, they were considered eligible for enslavement. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 allowed any white person to arrest any black person suspected of being a runaway slave. People could be kidnapped and sent ‘down river’, never to be heard from again. 

This is why the Underground Railroad was crucial. The Railroad had its own culture. People who helped the enslaved locate the Railroad were ‘agents’ or ‘shepherds.’ Guides were ‘conductors’; hiding places ‘stations’; ‘stationmasters’ hid slaves in their own homes; escapee slaves were ‘passengers’ or ‘cargo.’ The people who financed the system were ‘stockholders.’ The gospel song ‘Follow The Drinkin’ Gourd’, used on the Underground Railroad, was a ‘code’ song. It referred to the North Star, the Big Dipper, the constellation that points to True North. Oberlin, Ohio was a station on the Underground Railroad as were: Boston, Massachusetts; Chicago, Illinois, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Windsor, Ontario. 

Kansas and the Underground Railroad were two of the matches that lit the flame of the Civil War. 

And the Dred Scott case was another.

Dred Scott was born into slavery in Virginia. He was allowed to marry because the woman he wanted to marry, also enslaved, was sold to Dred’s master. Dred lived and worked in free states for his master, and when his master returned to a slave state, Dred and his wife accompanied him. When his owner died, Dred asked to be freed, because he and his wife had lived in a free state, where slavery had been outlawed. The widow of his former owner refused to free him and Dred Scott took his case to court. The Supreme Court, in 1858, ruled that Dred had no case because he was property and property is protected under the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution. In other words, people of African descent were not human beings and therefore had no recourse to the law. This left every black person open to kidnapping and worse. Dred and his wife were sent back ‘down river’, but were freed by his new owner, an abolitionist. The most famous enslaved person in America at the time, Dred Scott only lived seventeen months after he was freed. 

The stress and strain of it all had taken its toll.

The stress and strain of it all had also pushed the Langston brothers to breaking point. In addition to working for the Underground Railroad itself, the brothers helped lead the Ohio Anti-Slavery Society. John Mercer was president, Charles Henry was executive secretary. It was an escaped slave who would put their ideals and their courage to the test. 

John Price had escaped slavery in Kentucky and had made his way to Ohio. On 13 September 1858 he was arrested by a United States marshal in Oberlin. The marshal was well aware of Oberlin’s reputation so, in order to avoid any trouble, the marshal moved John Price to another town, Columbus. En route to the slaveholder’s plantation in Kentucky, the marshal took John Price to the railroad station at Wellington, Ohio. A group of Oberlin residents found out and rushed to Wellington. There they joined Wellington abolitionists and attempted to free John Price. The marshal and his deputies took refuge in a hotel. Peaceful negotiations to free him failed. The rescuers invaded the hotel and took him to Oberlin to hide him. Not long after that, they set him on the route of the Underground Railroad through which he eventually reached Canada. In Canada, since the British had abolished slavery there in 1830, John Price did not have to worry. He was in another country and out of US federal control. 

But this was not the end of the matter.

The ‘Oberlin-Wellington Rescue’, as it came to be called, became famous and caused a huge uproar. A federal grand jury brought indictments against thirty-seven of those who freed John Price. Two of the thirty-seven were the Langston brothers. But two men were sent for trial: a white abolitionist and Charles Henry Langston. Four prominent local attorneys took the case for the defence. The jury convicted the white abolitionist. They then turned to Charles Henry. His lawyers argued that the jury could not be impartial. Charles Henry was not only a known and active fighter for black freedom, he was also a black fighter for black freedom. 

Charles Henry made a rousing speech defending his actions: ‘… But I stand up here to say, that if for doing what I did on that day at Wellington, I am to go to jail six months, and pay a fine of a thousand dollars, according to the Fugitive Slave Law, and such is the protection the laws of this country afford me, I must take upon my self the responsibility of self-protection; and when I come to be claimed by some perjured wretch as his slave, I shall never be taken into slavery. And as in that trying hour I would have others do to me, as I would call upon my friends to help me; as I would call upon you, your Honour, to help me; as I would call upon you [to the District Attorney] to help me; and upon you [to Judge Bliss], and upon you [to his counsel], so help me GOD! I stand here to say that I will do all I can, for any man thus seized and help, though the inevitable penalty of six months’ imprisonment and one thousand dollars fine for each offence hangs over me! We have a common humanity. You would do so; your manhood would require it; and no matter what the laws might be, you would honour yourself for doing it; your friends would honour you for doing it; your children to all generations would honour you for doing it; and every good and honest man would say, you had done right!’*


Charles Henry received twenty days in jail, a light sentence. 

He and his fellow abolitionist filed a writ of habeas corpus (a writ which would have immediately released them from jail) with the Ohio Supreme Court. They stated that the federal court did not have the authority to arrest and try them because the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850 was unconstitutional. But the Ohio Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of the law by a three-to-two ruling. Because a black person had no rights. Black people were only three-fifths human. 

So although the Chief Justice of the Ohio Supreme Court personally opposed slavery, he wrote that his judicial duty left him no choice but to acknowledge that an Act of the United States Congress was the supreme law of the land and he had to uphold it. Outraged, the abolitionist community held a huge rally at which John Mercer, the sole black speaker, made a fiery address in support of the cause and of his brother. As a result, political leaders in Ohio were voted out and, in 1859, ‘rescue’ allies who attended the Ohio Republican convention (the Republican Party was anti-slavery, the Democrats were pro-slavery) succeeded in making the repeal of the Fugitive State Law of 1850 part of the party platform. This was the convention that would nominate Abraham Lincoln for President. 

The Ohio-Wellington rescue radicalised many people, including one young black man, Lewis Sheridan Leary. But Sheridan Leary had had enough of rescues, and courts, and laws, and political conventions. He decided to go further. Leary was part of a long line of black men and women in the United States, Canada, Latin and South American, the Caribbean and Africa who revolted against slavery. 

Some of the most well-known slave revolts are: 1712 New York Slave Revolt, New York City; 1733 St. John Slave Revolt, Saint John; 1739 Stono Rebellion, South Carolina; 1741 New York Conspiracy, New York City; 1760 Tacky’s War, Jamaica; 1800 Gabriel Prosser, Virginia; 1805 Chatham Manor, Virginia; 1811 German Coast Uprising, Territory of Orleans; 1815 George Boxley, Virginia; 1822 Denmark Vesey, South Carolina; 1831 Nat Turner’s Rebellion, Virginia; 1831–1832 Baptist War, Jamaica, all suppressed. 

And the one victory: 1791–1804, the Haitian Revolution-Saint-Domingue. 

Years before Waterloo, Toussaint L’Ouverture and his nation had defeated Napoleon at a time when the Emperor of the French was thought to be unconquerable. 

The story of Haiti would have been known to Lewis Sheridan Leary. This may have been one of the reasons he decided to join a man by the name of John Brown, a charismatic white preacher who dedicated his life to freeing slaves and ending slavery by any means necessary. He and his sons rode all over the territory of Kansas, as well as Nebraska and Missouri. He was the epitome of the term ‘bushwacker’ – riding out of the woods from nowhere with guns blazing, freeing entire communities of black people and killing whoever stood in the way of what he considered to be a mission from God. 

He was a legend among black people, and white people, too, especially those who hated him. They were determined to hang him, his sons, and his followers from the highest tree. But John Brown believed that killing in the name of freeing the enslaved was simply the Lord’s work. He killed and burned and wreaked mayhem. 

Finally, John Brown decided to settle the question of slavery once and for all. He would raid the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. After that, his plan was simple. He considered the Southern plantation owners effeminate, weak, and the Devil’s people. His side was Righteous, in his own eyes, so the whole thing would be a walkover. He would raid the arsenal, use the rifles captured there, arm those of the enslaved who wanted to side with him, and then strike total fear into the slaveholders of Virginia. 
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