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To January Hartwell, my great-great-great-grandfather


—JR
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To the lives they said don’t matter


—IXK
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To Big Ma and Bully for all you’ve sowed


—SCP
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To Bridgette, my mom, always


—RB
















[image: image]















TALKING ABOUT RACE



Dear Reader,


You may be wondering, What is this book, exactly? Because you’re used to reading fictional stories. Fairy tales, fantasies about heroes and monsters, or sleepy stories about funny-talking times way before any of you were born. You’ve probably read several nonfiction books, too. Books about the solar system, cool animals like wolverines, historical events such as the Revolutionary War, and biographies of trailblazers like Harriet Tubman, Rosa Parks, or Martin Luther King Jr. When you’ve read books about people and events from the past, you may have thought, What does this have to do with my life today? Well, this book includes the past and is directly connected to our lives as we live them right this minute.


As you read this book, you’ll come across lots of people. You may already know about some of them, but this book may make you think about them in a whole new way. In fact, you may even look at your own life differently.


See, this is a present book. Not like a birthday present book, but like an everyday present book. Or maybe just an everyday book. A book about the here and now. A book that can help you understand, for example, what the Black Lives Matter movement today is all about. A book that can help you to better understand where we are in this moment as Americans and how we got here—especially when it comes to race.


Uh-oh. The R-word. You may have been told not to talk about race. Or been made to feel like you can’t, as if it’s some kind of bad word. But it’s not. It shouldn’t be. It can’t be. So let’s all just take a deep breath. Inhale. Hold it. Exhale and breathe out:
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See? Not so bad. We’ll continue to take time to pause—to breathe and feel—and unpause as you read, think, and talk about race. Besides, talking about race is one of the most important skills you can learn. Think about the coolest thing you can do. Being able to talk about race is that, times two. And three times as important. Here’s why:




Until we learn to talk about race, the poison of racism won’t go away.
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As you read and think about race, also think about rope. Sometimes rope can be a lifeline. It helps climbers safely move upward and protects them from falling. Sometimes rope can be a weapon. It can be used to control and cause harm. Rope can also join people and things together in powerful ways. Like jumping double Dutch brings all your friends together in the summer. Or like a swing connected to a play set or the branch of a tree that takes you sky-high.


Rope can be used to tie, pull, hold, and lift.
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How do people become tied to racist and antiracist ideas? Who are the people pulling at each end? How do racist ideas hold people down? How do antiracist ideas lift people up?


How did things get so tangled in the first place? And who are the people working to unravel this mess?


As you hold on to the image of rope, also keep three words in mind. Three words to describe the people we’ll be exploring and the ideas they’re tied to:




SEGREGATIONIST


ASSIMILATIONIST


ANTIRACIST





There are serious definitions to these things, but… I’m going to give you mine.


Segregationists are haters. Like, real haters. People who hate you for not being like them.


Assimilationists are people who like you only if you act like them.
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And then there are antiracists. They love you because you are you.


These aren’t just words we’ll be using to describe the people in this book. Remember, this is more than just a past book. It’s a present book. An everyday book. So these are the words we’ll be using to describe who you, and me, and all of us are… every day.


Along the way you’ll notice that people aren’t always just one way. They can believe in and express any one of those three ideas—sometimes all in the same sentence. Also, and most important, people can change.


I repeat:




PEOPLE CAN CHANGE.





Since the beginning of the United States of America, there have been different ideas about what freedom means and who freedom is for. These differing ideas have always been connected to race. This book is meant to take you on a race journey from then to now, with some people you just may think of as new heroes. Antiracists, who help us see ourselves. Who love you because you are you.
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One last thing: something you’ll see in this book is that all stories have points of view. And in these pages, you’ll hear my voice, taking you on this journey. But I want to be clear: This is not a book of my opinions. This is a book about America, and about you. This book is full of truth. It’s packed with the absolutely true facts of the choices people made over hundreds of years to get us to where we are today. The choices people are still making.


So remember as you read that you are part of writing the next chapter. The choices you make, the words you use, the way you look at yourself and those around you—they all matter. You matter. I hope you believe that the world can be good, that things can change, and that knowing this history can help us move toward a better, more honest future. Every day.
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A Great Big Lie


1415–1619


OKAY, WHERE SHOULD WE START? WE MIGHT AS WELL just jump in and begin with the first hater to make racist ideas popular. It was way, way, wayyyyyy back in 1415, when Europeans were busy conquering a bunch of countries. And when they’d conquer a place, they’d capture and enslave people who already lived there like picking up souvenirs on vacation.


Back then, slavery had nothing to do with skin color. Didn’t matter what you looked like, it just mattered that you were conquered. Until this hater, a man named Gomes Eanes de Zurara, made new ideas about slavery famous. New ideas that did connect slavery to skin color. As well as the idea of making a lot of money by trading enslaved people. How did Zurara do this?


Through storytelling.




[Let’s  PAUSE]


Words matter. Stories matter. Lies matter. They can influence the way we think, what we believe, and how we act. As we continue, pay attention to the way words, stories, and lies do just that—how they influence what we think about people and race… and how we act.


[Let’s  UNPAUSE]





Zurara wrote a book, a biography of the life and slave trading of his boss, Prince Henry of Portugal. Zurara wasn’t the one actually enslaving or physically attacking Africans. As a matter of fact, he was on the sidelines. But he wrote the story, so he made the rules. And he used this story—his messed-up fairy tale—to make Prince Henry seem like some kind of good guy. Like his passion for kidnapping and enslaving Africans was something noble instead of something evil.


Zurara spoke about owning humans as if they were cool pairs of sneakers, even though he described Africans as “savage animals” that needed training, which is definitely not the way we talk about sneakers. So maybe he viewed them as dress shoes. Shiny black things that had to be worn and worn and worn until they break and soften and become comfortable on your feet. And, what’s worse, he claimed that enslaving Africans was a mission from God. God? Can you believe that? And that it was the Europeans’ duty to civilize and tame them—to teach them Christianity in order to save their wretched souls. Over time, these racist lies would begin to convince even some African people that they weren’t as good as White people.


Zurara was the first person to write about and defend Black human ownership, and his book, which was a hit, planted false, anti-Black, racist ideas in a lot of Europeans’ minds. It didn’t take long for those ideas to seep in and stick.


After Zurara’s ridiculous lie, other Europeans followed in his racist footsteps to spread their own racist ideas to justify slavery. Copycats. Some decided that Africans were inferior, less human, and were Black simply because the weather in Africa is hot, and that if they lived in colder temperatures, they could become White. Ridiculous! One English writer said Blackness was a curse by God. Also ridiculous! More nonsense ideas were that because Africans were “cursed,” they needed to be enslaved in order for that curse to be lifted. And that the relationship between enslaved people and their enslavers was kind and loving—more like children and their parents. Definitely RIDICULOUS! These ideas were attempts to paint a fake picture about the terrible experience for human beings who were forced into slavery, all so that White enslavers felt better about enslaving Black people.


And when Europeans took over the land that they’d later call America, they brought all of these ridiculous, fool-headed, harebrained ideas with them.
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