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Wade in the water,


Wade in the water, children,


Wade in the water.


God’s gonna trouble the water.


—African American spiritual















INTRODUCTION



Who Do You Think You Are?


What did your face look like before your parents were born?


—Zen koan


Whatever he said, I knew what he meant: “Who do you think you are?”


Ron pushed back his seat—a small desk-chair combo of metal and molded plastic. It moaned across the linoleum tiles. He stood and then thundered, all six-plus feet, long fingers on elegant hands cutting the air for emphasis. He was a leader of the Black Student Union: pressed jeans, leather jacket, turtleneck. No beret, though my memory nearly sketches one onto the top of his head. I stumbled backward as his words blew past me and then ricocheted off the classroom’s cinder-block walls.


I rifled through my mind for the right retort, but my tightened throat wouldn’t let me speak. This wasn’t the rude but merely curious “What are you?” I’d heard that many times before. Ron, my gut knew, was not demanding a sociological fact or even an answer to his question. Instead, he was leveling an accusation. Perhaps he was unsettled by what he saw: me, as much girl as woman, denim overalls fraying at the hem, buffalo sandals still dusty from days at the beach, faux-ivory elephant hanging from a short chain, chin-length waves parted in the center and clipped back by barrettes. My skin losing its summer glow. Though we faced each other, just a few feet apart, I sensed that Ron could not see me.


—


I’m haunted by this confrontation, though not only because I didn’t manage to counter Ron’s challenge that day. It’s true that I almost withered at his words. What has never left me is something else, and I remember Ron like we do our firsts. Never before had someone so openly demanded, goaded, and nearly shamed me into explaining who I thought I was. For a long time afterward, a persistent confusion plagued me. How could I explain myself when, in the eyes of others, I didn’t add up?


That school year, Ron and I sat together through lessons in Black sociology, history, and literature. We were children born into the 1950s promise of the Civil Rights movement, and after that Black Power, while our destiny lay in a future defined by 1980s Regan-era retrenchment. We had a lot to learn. We asked questions of Zora Neale Hurston and E. Franklin Frazier, Langston Hughes and Nella Larsen, Frederick Douglass and John Hope Franklin. We deliberated over one especially prophetic line from W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk: “The problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.” I was learning that this boundary—one said to divide Black from white—was neither solid nor sure. It was instead jagged, sharp-edged and threatening. I immersed myself in Black studies and discovered inspiring life stories—ones I’d eventually make a profession out of retelling—all the while quietly searching for answers about me.


—


I hadn’t anticipated Ron or much else about college. In spring 1976, my senior year at a Long Island high school, I barely limped to the finish. Physics stood between me and a diploma, so I bent over the lab bench, executed every experiment, and solved each problem until I earned a passing grade. Even with the necessary credits, the approaching graduation was no triumph. Class rankings made the rounds—circulated in our school corridors in purple ink on a single sheet—with my name just a few spots shy of the bottom.


No one in those years much thought of me as a good student. I rarely saw a guidance counselor and instead visited with the school psychologist, who hired me to clean his house rather than study after school. It was a low point in my young sense of self, and I accepted that the adults around me aimed to do little more than prop me up through graduation. I marched with my class—a gloriously sunny afternoon at a nearby university, with my entire family there. I even attended the prom—we called it a gambol, as in “a playful jumping about”—with my boyfriend, a kind, factory-working dropout. I didn’t much romp that evening, though I still smile when remembering the dress I wore: sleek fitting, white with large peach flowers, spaghetti straps, all down to the floor. I soon fell into days at work in a Main Street clothes shop, where a deep employee discount had helped me buy that prom outfit.


Summer launched in our small waterside suburb, Port Washington. Set on Long Island’s North Shore, it was known in real estate parlance as the Gold Coast. In the early 1900s, Manhattan robber barons—rich from banking, railroads, and real estate—had commissioned colossal harbor-front mansions that symbolized their prowess. Only after World War II did our town become a site for tract-house developments, plotted along winding, newly laid streets and dead-end cul-de-sacs. These became homes for families headed by men like my father who commuted to city jobs each day via the Long Island Railroad.


This description of Port Washington might bring to mind stretches of green, manicured lawns lined by sidewalks and white picket fences. But by the time I finished high school, I knew better. Or at least I knew more. Port Washington was also a fractured place where lines of race and class marred the idyll sold by real estate developers. It was a place where kids like me got lost. As July began, I broke up with my boyfriend and cruised local teen hangouts until late in the night: the town dock, the bandshell, the church steps, and the football-field bleachers. I put scores of miles on my mother’s Mazda and, after a late night of skinny-dipping, fell for a boy whom I loved one way and another until he died a decade or so later—of AIDS, they say. Some of the kids around me began to peel off, headed for precollege programs. Soon others readied for fall classes. A twinge of envy hit me when my best friend picked me up in a new used Chevy Vega in which she planned to commute to a local college.


I’d kept a secret in those months, so much so that by August I’d nearly forgotten it. Earlier in the spring, I’d quietly applied to college. Just one school. No one at home noticed when the application arrived. I scooped the envelope up and alone, late at night in my bedroom, filled it out by hand. I wrote a check for the fee, licked the stamps, and dropped it into the bright blue mailbox that sat at the top of our block. Looking back, I believe that words like afraid or ambivalent might rightly capture my feelings. I’m sure that when I sent off that form, it was my small way of expressing the hope that there was more ahead for me.


I didn’t give college another thought until in late, sticky August, a letter arrived: an acceptance to SUNY New Paltz. In an instant, I went from having nothing on deck to being college bound. Surprised, my parents never tried to talk me out of taking a chance. Maybe, like me, they’d harbored unspoken hope for my future. I never hesitated. I’d little sense of where I was going in life but felt sure that freshman year and a fresh start would beat another season in a small, low-end storefront straightening racks and waiting on surly teens.


My dad hustled. In just ten days, he borrowed cash from a friend for the tuition and packed me into his station wagon for a ninety-minute trek up the Hudson Valley. I would come to know the trip by heart: across the George Washington Bridge or the Tappan Zee, up the Thruway to Exit 17. After the toll, west away from the river and along Route 32 to the tiny college town long before colonized by Huguenots, snuggled up against the feet of the Shawangunk Mountains. We pulled into a campus parking lot and began a round of office visits. Admissions. Registrar. Housing. I was giddy, if also mystified, in the way that new beginnings bring on.


The campus was a place of contrasts. Most of it had gone up after World War II, part of a Rockefeller-family vision for public higher education across the state: lots of shiny terra-cotta, brutalist concrete, and angular walkways. The oldest structures were of red brick with white trim, a cheap imitation of the tony Vassar College campus, which sat just across the Hudson. Most buildings bore the names of Belgian immigrants turned colonial landholders: Hasbrouck, Bevier, Lefevre. The library told a different story, named for another early Ulster County resident, an enslaved woman who, as a free person, rebaptized herself Sojourner Truth.


My new college was set on an epic landscape. After she escaped bondage, Truth found refuge with a family in New Paltz and began her journey to freedom. Almost a century and a half later, in 1971, the school opened a library named for her—a place of learning that honored a champion of antislavery and feminism who herself never learned to read or write. It made sense, I see now, that the New Paltz campus attracted so many Black and Brown students from downstate. When we studied in the wake of Sojourner Truth, it was evidence that we’d arrived somewhere that mattered.


At the housing office, few options remained open. Students had claimed most rooms when admitted months earlier. “Either Bliss Hall or Chango,” the clerk recited from behind a folding table crowded with paperwork, never looking up from her lists. Bliss was the all-women’s dormitory, an arrangement that struck me as old-fashioned. “Chango is the third-world house,” she went on. My father stood off to the side, preoccupied by the check he was about to make out for the semester’s room and board. I replied with a shrug, having no idea what “third world” meant. “Bliss Hall,” I piped up. The only thing left to do was move in. Dad saw to it that my trunk got to the right room. And then he was gone.


Days later, classes started. I pushed my way out of Bliss Hall’s glass doors, headed across the sunbaked library plaza and on to class. It was fall 1976, and I had already declared myself a psychology major and Black studies minor. The latter field was in its first, insurgent wave, having surfaced on campuses across the country in courses taught by young instructors who boldly crossed lines between the humanities, social sciences, and radical politics. In Black studies, my personal and intellectual cravings mixed. There was a lot I did not know, and that included how my own family fit into bigger stories of the past.


Professor James Bowen taught Black sociology. I arrived at his classroom, took in the scene, and immediately recognized two students: resident assistants from my dorm, Bliss Hall. They exuded elegance, especially against the backdrop of my hippie-inspired peasant shirts and bell bottoms. Perms, smart outfits—tailored skirts with matching jackets, sweater sets, narrow belts, shoes with low heels—along with careful jewelry and makeup. I was thrilled to share Professor Bowen’s course with them and thought of us as sisters of the skin, or underneath it. Perhaps, I hoped, they’d see past superficial differences—and see me.


Among the other students, the standout was Ron. He was suitably brilliant, handsome, and outspokenly confident. We had in common having grown up on Long Island. I can’t be sure, but I bet that back home, he’d stood out at the podium, on the debate team or in high school oratory contests. I didn’t try to conceal my admiration and hoped it was enough that I would listen to and learn from Ron. For his part, he ignored my presence and looked past me with what I soon learned was barely contained contempt.


Professor Bowen required us to make oral reports on assigned readings, all new to me. I volunteered to present Frantz Fanon’s A Dying Colonialism, the psychiatrist-philosopher’s account of the Algerian overthrow of French rule. Fanon opened my eyes wide to the dilemma of Blackness as bound up with colonialism’s psychic evils: inferiority, dependency, status seeking, assimilation. My journey to consciousness was not his. Fanon came of age in colonized Martinique and then through military service and medical training. Instead, my self-discovery began in that cinder-block and linoleum upstate New York classroom.


As I prepared my lesson on Fanon, new anxiety surfaced. I had never before spoken in public, and there, in my first weeks of college, I wanted to appear like I belonged. When the time came, I rose, eyes on my shoes, and walked to the front of the room. Professor Bowen stood just behind my shoulder, leaning back on his steel-and-Formica desk. My resident assistant, Pauline, sat a few rows back; I could see her off to my left. Ron was just to my right. I clutched a small stack of three-by-five index cards outlined with a Bic that gave me what confidence I had. I began to speak, and right away the room grew hazy. My nerves buzzed.


I mechanically recited chapter summaries, eyes glued to my notes. I dared not improvise: The history Fanon recounted was too new to me. I wasn’t yet finished when Ron was on his feet. I startled and immediately had two thoughts: He was out of turn and I was in trouble. Ron commanded the floor and spoke not to me but to Professor Bowen. “Enough of this,” he spat in the professor’s direction. “We shouldn’t have to listen to this.” Ron’s eyes swept the room and invited the class to agree: It was offensive to hear me explain Fanon. Pauline looked my way, her eyes wide, and I knew my predicament was real.


“She doesn’t even know where the French Antilles are,” Ron sputtered.


My brain went into overdrive as I searched frantically for an answer. Ron was, I recognized, in one sense correct. I knew too little about Fanon and his world and did not know the whereabouts of the Antilles. He was at the same time wrong, at least about me. Only now do I have words that express what I felt: Hadn’t I earned my place, like every other student in the room? Wasn’t I as suited as any of us to question, to speak, to hold in my hands the work of a Black intellectual, to become a student of his ideas? Even to imagine myself to be like him? Ron thought he saw me, while I knew that he’d looked right past me.


To break the tension, Professor Bowen nodded: I should go ahead and answer. I looked from him back to Ron, took in a quick breath, and then said, “Well… the French Antilles are in France.” After that the scene disappears from my memory. Whatever came next, all I’m sure of is that I muscled my way through to the end of that report. Class dismissed, I gathered my books, quickstepped out the nearest exit, and made a beeline for my dorm room. My hands shook all the way home.


There is no consolation, even now, in knowing that my answer to Ron’s question was correct, even astute. The French Antilles have always been part of France, despite the chasm that divides the hexagon of metropolitan Europe from the outre-mer of the Caribbean department that includes Martinique, from where Fanon hailed. My answer that day was, at best, a good guess. Still, I was not wounded because Ron doubted my intellect. What left an enduring mark was that he doubted me.


Not enough. That was what I looked like to Ron. For him, I was not enough. Not enough for Black studies, for Fanon, for our coursework. My very person—skin too light, hair too limp, features too pointed, diction too suburban—unsettled, perplexed, and even provoked. I might gain command over lessons in the classroom, but I would never be in command of my own body, at least not as others saw it. When I showed up to lectures, at parties, and in club meetings, to rallies and service days, versions of Ron’s question surfaced in a glance or a snub, a quip, or occasionally a not-very-subtle suggestion that I leave. I was not enough and too much all at once.


Who did I think I was? My best answer emanates from a single idea: family.


—


It’s been a long time since my confrontation with Ron—nearly five decades—and over these years, my feelings have shifted. In the weeks that immediately followed, I stayed awake late into the night. Propped up in my narrow dorm bed, I tried not to wake my roommate while gritting my teeth and clutching my pillow. I boiled with quiet rage and fantasized about a do-over, another chance to give Ron as good as he had given me. I know how to show him, I reassured myself and replayed the scene. I imagined puffing my chest a bit: “Who do you think you are?” I’d boom back the next time. I’d confront Ron with my outrage, making clear that he had no right to demand a recitation of my family story. No amount of his bravado, I’d say, could earn Ron entry into the precious place where I kept stories about the generations that had fashioned me.


By the next spring, Ron and I had forged a friendship during evenings spent in the lounges of the student union. We debated state politics, higher-ed policy, and nuclear power. We penned editorials for our campus paper, the Oracle. Many nights we subsisted on weak coffee and sugary snacks dispensed from a coin-operated vending machine. We never spoke about what had happened between us in Professor Bowen’s class, and it was just as well. I wasn’t ready to talk. Back then, beyond a few slim branches of my family tree, I understood little about our story. Most of it was, to my mind, in disarray, like the insides of a long-neglected trunk—tucked into an attic corner or underneath the basement stairs, its contents casually tossed atop one another and tough to sort out.


Not long afterward, in my twenties, I joined waves of Americans on the hunt for their family stories. Ron was far from my mind by then. Instead, I was among the many Americans for whom Roots—the book and then the television miniseries—sparked an interest in family history. Roots fueled genealogical societies, research guides, and a widespread sense that even intimate, everyday stories could and should be preserved. A few years later still, the death of my father’s mother, my grandmother whom we called Musie—a nickname that rhymed with her given name, Susie—fueled my curiosity. She’d always shared family lore, but many mysteries remained unsolved. I began to show up at family occasions with a notebook and pen, sketching trees and jotting down recollections. I finished law school in 1987 and organized vacation travel around visits to archival collections. New finds along my family paper trail began to sharpen faded memories.


Today family history is, in a real sense, my vocation. I long ago gave up practicing law to make good on the nascent ambitions that led me to Professor Bowen’s Black studies class back in 1976. I teach and write Black history, made possible by getting a later-in-life graduate degree. Those years of training taught me new approaches to uncovering the past. Still, I’ve never stopped collecting my own family stories, or relying on what I learned as an amateur genealogist. I’m still driven by a hunger that compels me to hunt for every needle in a haystack—or that one person among thousands on a census return. Over the last two decades, I’ve hunted for my family story while also recovering broader narratives about the law, culture, and politics of the Black past.


I got serious about family history—serious enough to begin writing it down—when I encountered distinguished historians who were writing about us but getting the story wrong. One Civil Rights movement scholar had interviewed my grandmother Musie and used a quote from her to open the first chapter of his book but got her name wrong. He credited her as “Susie B. Jones” rather than her correct name, “Susie W. Jones.” I boiled with outrage, and one of Musie’s stories came immediately to mind: In the Jim Crow years, she’d battled local white people to be addressed by her preferred name—“Mrs. Jones”—rather than the overly familiar “Susie” or the demeaning “Gal.” For people like my grandmother, what they were called mattered. I know that some might judge a misplaced middle initial a harmless slipup, but to me, her granddaughter, it was an intolerable error.


When I discovered yet another historian who had bungled our story, I began to understand what it meant to be caught by the jagged color line. At the start of graduate school, I bought myself a coveted reference work: the Black Women in America encyclopedia, two thick volumes slickly covered in red and white. I marveled at the collection’s sweep of more than 600 biographical sketches and another 150 essays. Inspired, I splurged on the purchase, opened a space for the books on my shelves, and made myself a promise: Someday I would contribute to histories like those told in the encyclopedia’s pages.


Before I put the books away, I scanned the index for any reference to my family. There it was: Bennett College, the historically Black women’s school led for three decades by David Dallas Jones, my grandfather known to us as Grandy. I turned to the paragraph on the school’s founding, a story I knew by heart: In 1873 Greensboro, North Carolina, formerly enslaved people founded the school in a church basement. Bennett’s founders later won support from the northern Methodist Episcopal Church for teaching from the elementary grades through normal school. The entry continued: In 1926, the school reorganized into a four-year liberal arts college for women. Enter my Grandy, who took over Bennett’s leadership that year. I was reading quickly but came to a sudden stop at what came next: “David Dallas Jones, a white businessman living in Atlanta, became the first president of Bennett College for Women.”


A chill shot through me, and I sputtered out loud, “‘A white businessman’?” Grandy was never in “business”—he’d earlier worked with the YMCA and the Commission on Interracial Cooperation. What unsettled me was encountering Grandy as “white”! Of course, I knew better. His father had been a free man of color living in nearby Orange County, and his mother had been born enslaved in Chowan County to the east. Together they had raised Grandy and his five siblings in one of Greensboro’s post–Civil War Black settlements, Warnersville.


It took me only a few beats to surmise what had gone wrong. The encyclopedia author likely had relied on a photograph of Grandy, such as the Bachrach studio portrait reproduced in the college’s promotional materials. Renowned for their ability to make everyone from the illustrious to the ordinary appear distinguished, the Bachrach team had posed Grandy perched on a desk. He was outfitted in a three-piece suit, with his Phi Beta Kappa key hanging from a chain at his waist declaring that the love of wisdom is the guide of life. His right hand rested on a book, likely a Bible, and he was relaxed, with the other hand slipped into his trouser pocket. The photograph was taken later in his life, and Grandy was by then at ease with being photographed, profiled and posing as a representative of the college for women that he led.
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Grandy, David Dallas Jones, Fabian Bachrach portrait










To some eyes, I had to concede, he could be taken for white. I also knew that other writers had described Grandy with careful nuance, as had author Lawrence Otis Graham: “David Dallas Jones was president of a society-conscious school.… Like many presidents of the elite Black colleges at that time, Jones had a complexion that was light enough to ‘pass’ for white if he had chosen.” He had not, I knew, and the encyclopedia’s misrepresentation of Grandy stung. I still don’t have words for what it meant to discover that someone had reached into the past and snatched away who he was. I am sure it rhymes with theft. Through its error, the same encyclopedia entry also taught me something: Like me, Grandy had known a menacing color line. I remembered what he’d accomplished and knew he must have walked with quick, confident strides while he raised money and reputation for his school.


Like mine, his skin had generated strife. How, I wondered, had he weathered moments when strangers had mistaken him, when he took his seat on a segregated train, entered the lobby of a convention hall or hotel, or shook hands with likely donors in far-off cities like Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York? I let myself fantasize that, while such moments unnerved me, he’d brushed them off with humor-laced swagger. We were not precisely alike. Still, I was beginning to understand that Grandy and I were part of the same story, a family story, about how skin, and the misunderstandings it can invite, troubles. When I discovered Grandy’s posthumous mention in an encyclopedia, his past and my present came together. I saw myself in him and him in me.


I started to write our story down, stuck close to the facts, and corrected the record. My experience as an archive sleuth let me recover and then piece together new fragments, and what I discovered about Grandy went well beyond that encyclopedia description. My basement shelves are piled with plastic bins secured by tight lids and labeled “Family photos,” “The 1980s,” and “Dad’s stuff.” Grandy’s letters to his son, my father, are stored there. I’ve visited the Amistad Research Center in New Orleans, where Grandy’s personal papers, which stretch over decades, are preserved in professional acid-free boxes and folders. I’ve listened to oral histories, the voices of Grandy’s youngest son, my Uncle Fuzz, and my grandmother Musie, who recorded their memories of him. I have discovered news clippings, photographs, Grandy’s death certificate, and particulars about his households as recorded by census takers. With these items in hand, I could do my best as a historian and explain how he’d lived. But this scholarly rendering—thorough and rigorous—wasn’t all I wanted to say.


It wasn’t enough to write his story for other historians. They would, I knew, value Grandy’s story if I connected it to bigger histories about the growth of historically Black colleges or the arc of pre–Civil Rights Black activism. Some writers had recounted his story for just these purposes. For my part, I wanted to write down what Grandy meant, not to history but to me and to our family. I knew that he mattered, though not because other scholars told me so. Instead, I knew he mattered because as I immersed myself in the details of his life, my heartbeat quickened, my eyes welled, and emotions like anger, fear, and even pride coursed through me. Yes, I could write a book filled with facts. But what I most needed to put down was how I felt. This sort of writing, prose that goes from the head to the heart, I came to learn, is what writers call memoir.


It has taken me this long to understand why Ron’s question, back in that Black studies classroom, was so difficult to answer. It would never be enough to reply with raw data about the people I come from. My best answer would need to explain who we have been but also how it has felt to be us. In our first encounter, Ron thought he had called me out: I was someone who didn’t belong, with whom he did not want to share Black studies. I now understand that he hadn’t just called me out; he had called forth the ages, the generations before me. Ron dared me to summon up our collective past and tell my part of it. Yes, we became friends, but Ron is indelibly part of me because he leveled a challenge. I’ll never forget how his voice boomed and his hands cut the air. I’ll also never forget how he pushed open the door to a family story that I am finally able to tell.


—


The birth of Nancy Bell Graves in 1808 is as far back as I can trace my family. I’d long before placed her on our tree, but only a dozen years ago did I finally ask who she had been. I pulled a carton from the back of a guest-room closet and fished out a slightly torn manila envelope that I’d held on to since I’d inherited it from my father’s sister, Tuppy, years before. It was late spring, and with the blinds wide open, my living room glowed with light, promising that the blossoming of new leaves and tiny crocuses was not far off. I cleared the coffee table—an old IKEA model from my student days—dumped the contents, and gently spread them out. Wanting to get close up, I seated myself between the table and the sofa on the wall-to-wall carpet that ran from the dining room on one end to my office on the other.


I was a professor at a big Midwestern university in those days. It was an ordinary afternoon, but my husband was out of town. Classes had ended, which left me without lessons to prepare or grades to calculate. It was a quiet chance for reflection. I’d lost both my parents in recent years, which gave new significance to keepsakes like these photos and my care of them. More than ever before, I was the custodian of our stories. The only plan I had that day was a practical one: I’d take digital images and upload them for safekeeping. I’d sort through what to save and what to give away. In those hours, I immersed myself in the pleasures of family history.


As I scanned the faces, one portrait stood out as the furthest-back ancestor among them. I knew only that she was my own grandmother’s great-grandmother, someone whom no one spoke much about. I flipped over the old cabinet card and discovered my Aunt Tuppy’s notation: “Great Great Grandmother. Last Graves. Had 7 boys & 7 girls. Lived in Danville.” Nancy was seated in a photographer’s studio, her head crowned with white hair, creases, though nary a wrinkle, on her face despite her eighty years. Her eyes were deep set and cheekbones pronounced; their sharp angles met at a long, square chin. Her clothes were modest, of respectably tailored cotton, a checkered shawl around her shoulders. Resting in her lap was a heavy book, held open to a passage I could not make out.


When I later shared Nancy’s photo with friends, they said I looked like her. Some thought they recognized my face in Nancy’s. “Something in her eyes,” one offered. I held her portrait up close, pasted it to my computer monitor, and eventually hung it in a small gold frame near my desk. I became convinced that her skin is the heart of our resemblance. I knew that the photographer likely lacked the ability to capture her true hue. Still, I could see that Nancy was not ebony or deep brown. Her skin was closer in tone to the white bonnet on her head than to the deep, rich dye of her plain, buttoned-up dress. The ties of her cap framed Nancy’s face, an almost imperceptible border between her jawline and the studio’s light backdrop.
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Nancy Bell Graves








I posed before countless mirrors—bright vanity bulbs, bluish fluorescents, in green rooms, at the salon, in a yellow-leather-covered handheld carried in my purse for touch-ups. Everywhere, I began to see Nancy’s face in my own: olive, red, yellow, as I’ve been termed by loved ones and foes alike. I wondered what Nancy was called. In her time, long before colorism and passing, before white-presenting and brown-paper-bag ideals, before antimiscegenation laws and Loving v. Virginia, Nancy knew something of how we came to be women mixed, mulatto, and migrants along the color line. She was an enslaved woman who bore many children, including a daughter who was the grandmother to my grandmother. Nancy bequeathed to us not only her portrait but also the trouble of color—somewhere between too little and too much of it.


—


The next fall, a flight dropped me at Lexington’s Blue Grass Airport. I was soon steering along narrow, unfamiliar roads. Nancy’s hometown, Danville, Kentucky, was unknown to me save for what tourist literature said about college basketball, thoroughbred horses, and smooth bourbon. Nancy’s Danville was home to early Presbyterian religiosity, the launch of more than one college or institute, and the antislavery rumblings of men who included abolitionist James Birney. But my mind was on histories that the local tourist bureau rarely highlighted. Before the abolition of slavery in 1865, the law allowed people to be sold, traded, auctioned, and tracked down openly on the pages of the town’s newspapers. Mostly, enslaved people labored in kitchens and fields, in sties and stables, and in trenches and workshops. The regime gave way only after the Union Army opened Camp Nelson nearby. It first housed Black Civil War recruits and later Black refugees from the conflict.


As I anticipated going on a search for Nancy in central Kentucky, I grew wary. This old, familiar fear—of traveling uninvited into southern places—I had learned during childhood summers with my own grandmother Musie. Her home city of Greensboro, North Carolina, was infused with tensions generated by Civil Rights sit-ins and the intimidation and lynchings that preceded them. When in the South, I still lived by Musie’s rules: Stick close to home, travel in the company of others, and avoid strangers, especially white ones.


A sound plan would keep us safe, I hoped, and so I charted every detail—flight, car, hotel, meals. Perched in front of my laptop, I searched with a sixth sense about where we’d be at ease, out of harm’s way. By “we,” I mean me and my husband, a seasoned historian who occasionally signs on as my research assistant. But the fear was mine alone. Jean is tall, pleasant-looking, amiable, gray-haired, French—and white. He was an accomplice on this mission to unearth untold stories in Black family history, but I knew he need not pass. I also knew that, given the shade of my skin, there was a chance I might not.


We woke the first morning in a Shaker village that had been restored to nineteenth-century authenticity. I felt at ease but did not yet know that some of Kentucky’s Shakers had kept slaves. Our first stop was a short ride away at downtown Danville’s public library. Established in the 1890s, it was a place Nancy’s daughters had known of, though they had never stepped inside. (The city’s other first library—for Black patrons and named for poet Paul Laurence Dunbar—I later learned, was open only from 1919 to 1922.) Just inside, I paused under the domed rotunda and pretended to admire this ambitious addition to the original structure. Really I was finding my courage. The library’s color line had been done away with long before, and still, my stomach knotted. I made my way to the Kentucky Room, home to a local history collection. Its shelves of dark wood, walls of deep teal, and subtle lighting all said, “We honor our past.” There I immediately met a librarian—youthful, in jeans, bespectacled—who believed she was eager to help.


Words like “family,” “great-great-great-grandmother,” and “slave” spilled out, a near jumble. I slowed just enough to introduce myself and my husband as historians. Jean and the librarian discovered a shared interest in travel and began to trade adventures. With the reassuring sound of their warm exchange in my ears, I turned microfilm reels, rifled book-lined shelves, and skimmed newspapers. Jean eventually settled in at an adjacent desk and methodically reviewed city directories. We didn’t turn up much that was new, however, and I thought it time to be more direct.


Up from my seat, I found the librarian at work nearby and interrupted. “She called herself Nancy Bell,” I started. And then clarified, “Bell was not her given name, as in the name of her own parents.” Here I simplified, not having much idea at all about who Nancy’s people had been. There was no reaction, so I continued, “Bell was the name of the family that enslaved her.” I needed help, I tried to say, to understand Nancy’s connection to merchant David Bell and his wife Martha Fry Bell. What I did not say was that I wanted to understand my connection to them too.


At my mention of the Bells, the librarian, still behind her desk, got up and then paused for several long seconds. Jean approached us and stood just to my right. I felt expectant and thought she was about to reveal a new key to my search. But I misunderstood. Instead, the librarian drew a long breath, looked into my eyes, leaned in slightly, and deliberately whispered, “Now, be careful.” I didn’t grasp her meaning but felt the singe of her intensity. “What you’re saying implicates some of Danville’s most important families.” I was puzzled and glanced over at my husband as if to say, “Do you understand what’s happening here?” The librarian continued, “Be careful, now, who you talk with about this.” I stammered out, “Thanks,” but I was shaken.


I’d known Nancy had been enslaved by the Bells. What shook me was meeting up with a librarian who thought she knew more. Without uttering the precise words, she let me know that Nancy might have been a blood relation to the Bells. My presence—and the history it pointed to—sent an unsettling current through the calm of the Kentucky Room, which in turn unsettled me. Was I right to come to Danville? What if my professional demeanor would not shield me from the past or from those guarding it in the present? I stayed only a few minutes more before I signaled to Jean that it was time to pack up. We headed out from the library’s shadowed cool into the glare of a warm midday sun. I carried with me new questions and a new awareness about Nancy, her color, and whom she called family.


—


As far back as I can know, my people have been caught up along the jagged color line. Snatched by its teeth—that endless line of gleaming menace, ragged and razor-sharp like the blade of a handsaw—its bends leaving a kerf and then a scar. We’ve trodden gingerly, approached, even attempted to climb clean over it. Allure has pulled us close to the deep cuts; we’ve backed away, put distance between our thin skin and a blade designed to skin us alive. We’ve skipped, hopped, and danced an awkward two-step. Some of us have briefly waltzed. Pens in hand, we’ve sometimes redrawn the line, at least a short span of it. It has been a journey harrowing and confused, cruel and seductive, personal and perniciously public. We played possum and trickster, stood wide-eyed and defiant, while tragedy in its many guises tracked us, looking to take us out. Approaching the line, I am tethered to the generations before me by ambiguous and even unspoken beginnings—expressed in skin too light, features too fine, hair too limp. I am the heir of misunderstanding, misapprehension, and mistaken identity. Who do I think I am? To begin, I am a daughter of Nancy.




















ONE



Family


It was not in the Southland that one could hope to keep a secret! And the niggers, of course, didn’t try, though they knew their white brothers and sisters and papas, and watched them, daily, strutting around in their white skins.


—James Baldwin, No Name in the Street


I was shaken after hours spent on the search for Nancy in the Danville public library. Nothing had prepared me for a librarian who discouraged me from digging deeper into my great-great-great-grandmother’s past. During the rest of that visit to central Kentucky I retraced Nancy’s steps. I slowly steered my car along the winding streets of Duncan Hill, peering into yards and gardens, only to realize that no sign remains of the small plot and house that Nancy and her husband, Edmund, had once called home.


I hoped for better luck at Hilldale Cemetery. I stalked its acres of sloping green lawns until finally I spied the ornate monolith that marks her resting place. Back in town, I paced back and forth out front, then stepped through the shrubs and looked into a ground-floor window of the redbrick, two-story house in which Nancy had been held captive during much of her younger life. I snapped a photo of the nearby historical marker: “The Watts-Bell House circa 1816–1817, was built by William Watts for leading Danville merchant David Bell.” David Bell was husband to Nancy’s owner, Martha Fry Bell, I remembered. Back in my rental car, I scribbled across the pages of my notebook, jotting down these small glimpses of Nancy’s past. I hoped they would add up.


I’d have to rely on Danville’s official paper trail if I wanted to make sense of what little I had found. I was distrustful and wondered if I could rely on the men and women who had long ago recorded their stories—on church ledgers, in courthouse folios, in the chapters of local histories, and even between the covers of popular novels. These storytellers had written with their own rather than Nancy’s interests in mind. I might rely on their writings, but I needed to resist the pull of their recollections and instead listen for Nancy. I made a promise to her and to myself: I would wade in cautiously and read between the lines until I understood what family meant to her.


The pages of a small twenty-four-page pamphlet were my first window on the world into which Nancy was born. Slavery Inconsistent with Justice and Good Policy was authored by the head of the First Presbyterian Church of Danville, the Reverend David Rice. Historians before me, I knew, had admired Rice for his opposition to slavery during a constitutional convention, the first held in the new state of Kentucky in 1792. That spring, Rice stepped to his pulpit with assurance. His home sanctuary, the town’s largest venue, was filled with forty-five lawmakers. Among them were Rice’s allies: a small faction of antislavery ministers. Still, to speak at a political convention was new for Rice. He mustered enough force to be heard in every corner and above the din of men brokering side deals during the proceedings. His message was clear: Slavery wrecked families and corrupted everyone it touched. It should be abolished by the new constitution, Rice urged.


While he ministered in Danville, Rice learned that nobody there much respected the color line when it came to intimacies. He presided as local households came to church for rituals like admissions, baptisms, and burials. He observed that slavery most degraded the women among them: No one suffered more than “a virtuous woman,” and that included “virtuous Africans,” who valued their “chastity above every other thing.” Rice described a sordid scene in which lawmakers and slaveholders colluded to leave “the chastity of a female slave entirely in the power of her master.” Nancy did not herself read Rice’s account. But she knew its facts, having heard them from the enslaved women around her. She saw evidence of it written on her own skin. Buried deep in her gut, Nancy lived with a terror that Rice only alluded to: Women like her had “no remedy… to redress this insufferable grievance.… [They were] denied every small privilege of complaining.” Force was ubiquitous in early Kentucky, and against it, women like Nancy and her mother before her had no defense.


Rice was equally frank about how slaveholding men fathered “children by their own slaves, by their fathers’ slaves, or the slaves of their neighbors.” “How,” he taunted, “is the number of Mulattoes increasing in every part of the land?” Family might be a meaningless term in Kentucky, where a “father will have their own children for slaves… men will possess their brothers and sisters as their property, have their grey-headed uncles and aunts for slaves, [and] call them their property.” A perverse confusion shaped the world into which Nancy was born: “A hard-hearted master will not know whether he has a blood relation, a brother or a sister, an uncle or an aunt, or a stranger of African [descent], under his scourging hand.”


When born later, in 1808, Nancy was the child of a mother whose place in a Danville family the Reverend Rice may have understood. That woman, my four times great-grandmother, bequeathed to her new daughter deep-set eyes, a long, narrow chin, and a destiny: Nancy became the newest member of a troubled family in central Kentucky. On the day of her birth, Nancy’s mother likely listened for the baby’s first cry and then counted fingers and toes. “It’s a girl,” the woman who attended her uttered. Did anyone remark on the newborn’s color? Did they use words like light, bright, or nearly white? There was no need to speak of Danville’s open secret: In many households, people crossed the color line. Nancy’s birth marked the start of the next chapter during which she too would fend for herself.


—


The Reverend Rice never knew Nancy. But the clergy who inherited his congregation did. A clerk kept the First Presbyterian ledgers, day by day, and recorded who came and who went, who was baptized and buried, who broke the rules and who enforced them. I sat at my computer in the dark, zoomed in on the digitized pages, and squinted to make out the handwriting. It’s the sort of work that feels like gambling, the turn of each page a pull of a slot-machine arm. I held my breath and hoped to get lucky. And there she was—the woman whose face mine resembles—noted in ink on paper. Nancy had joined the congregation on the second Sunday of July 1827. She was nineteen, barely a woman, when she stepped out of the Sabbath-day sun and into the cool of a redbrick sanctuary. It was a new day, one that would define her life as a budding Christian. Nancy took her place among the hopeful who sought to formalize a binding covenant with the Lord.


How Nancy made her way to First Presbyterian, the clerk’s notes do not say. Likely she did so with the encouragement of Martha Fry Bell, the woman who held Nancy as property. Martha was the daughter of a Virginia slaveholder who’d settled in central Kentucky, made his wealth as a farmer, sealed his reputation as an educator, and, when he died, willed to Martha and his other children his bounty in people. Once a married woman, Martha was the first of her clan to join First Presbyterian; her mother and siblings became members only later. Before them, Nancy was the first to follow Martha and become a convert who, with her baptism, satisfied her soul’s cravings. At the same time, Nancy fulfilled Martha’s obligation as a church member in good standing. The governing Presbyterian synod directed slaveholding members to ensure that their bondspeople became full-fledged Christians. This was a response to the charge that to hold people as property contradicted religious values. Nancy had her own spiritual commitments, while her study of Presbyterian tenets and rituals also served Martha.


Admission to First Presbyterian demanded that seekers do more than sit on a bench. Nancy braced herself that Sunday, ready to be tested alongside eight other candidates, and stood out as the single slave. When her turn came, Nancy rose. I can imagine her there, still young, slight, and unaccustomed to speaking in public. Nancy gathered herself and recited in response to the minister’s demand that she make a “public profession” of her “knowledge and piety,” as church law required. She sealed her very own covenant with Christ and looked on as the clerk inscribed her name in First Presbyterian’s broad, leather-bound ledger. Her baptism followed that fall. She’d joined a new family, one knit together by faith.


As he noted Nancy’s progress toward membership, I could see that the clerk puzzled over how to add her name to his register. Most entries identified members with two names: a family name preceded by a first, or Christian, name. But Nancy had joined First Presbyterian with only one: Nancy. How, the clerk had to ponder, should he distinguish this Nancy from others of the same name? Most days he dipped his quill in ink with authority, marked day by day the congregation’s events. But on this day he hesitated and took another long look at the ledger’s layout. His was the official record, one that the leaders of First Presbyterian would refer to for generations to come. What he did next was improvise: He noted her as “Nancy _____ (Bell),” and in the column for the names of her parents, he wrote, “Colored.” A blank space, parentheses, and a color designation qualified Nancy’s connection to the Bells. She came to be known as Nancy Bell, a new name that positioned her closer than ever to Martha but also held the two apart.






[image: image]

Nancy Bell, baptismal record, First Presbyterian Church of Danville, circa 1827












Nothing in the clerk’s ledger reveals what congregants saw when they witnessed Nancy and Martha together. Some details are easily assumed. Both women dressed in their respectable best, long skirts, with hems and shoes wearing the dust of unpaved walkways. Martha’s fabrics finer, her skirt longer, her jewelry flashing status. Surely a gesture passed between them when Nancy was baptized. Perhaps Martha embraced Nancy and held her close for a moment. They may have clasped hands. Martha may have sent a deep nod of approval to Nancy across the sanctuary. Harder to know is whether they nestled into a shared bench or sat apart. Did Nancy stiffen when Martha neared, or did her ease admit their familiarity? Were their tones warm or perfunctory? I cannot say whether the two women lingered to visit after the service, one among the free and the other among the enslaved congregants. Headed out, did they walk arm in arm or at a distance? Were their heads bent together as they exchanged whispers in a plan for the afternoon’s meal?


What the ledger does admit is that the spiritual companionship of Nancy and Martha was brief. It splintered just ten months after Nancy’s baptism. Her exit from First Presbyterian caused the clerk to return to his ledger: “Nancy ____ Bell joined Methodist Church.” Nancy abandoned her commitment to the Presbyterians, though not to God. Going forward, Martha and Nancy went separate ways on Sundays, one to First Presbyterian and the other to the makeshift Methodist sanctuary in Danville’s old courthouse. The two women continued to share the Bell family name. As for the clerk, his final entry for Nancy was as ambiguous as his first: He dropped the parentheses that set “Bell” apart from “Nancy” on the page but inserted between her names a simple blank line. This was how the clerk explained Nancy’s connection to Martha and the Bells.


—


I turned to early Danville storytellers, historians among them, and hoped that they might complete a portrait of Nancy’s early years. They had largely ignored her and women like her, I learned, and instead featured the lives of men who had added shine to a small town often overshadowed by cities like Lexington and Louisville. There was physician Ephraim McDowell, who pioneered a surgical procedure that successfully removed ovarian tumors; to this day, medical annals admire his innovation. Writers recounted how Presbyterian minister John Clarke Young arrived to rescue Danville’s Centre College from fiscal troubles and headed the state’s governing Presbyterian synod. James Birney, once a member of Danville’s First Presbyterian, was celebrated as a journalist, American Anti-Slavery Society member, and two-time Liberty Party candidate for president in the 1840s. When stories about these men noted enslaved people in Danville, they were mere shadows. Readers might never realize that slaves and slaveholders lived together, walked near one another along hard-baked dirt streets, and prayed alongside each other in the city’s most important houses of worship.


One figure I’d expected to find was absent from these histories: Supreme Court Justice John Marshall Harlan. He was arguably the most distinguished figure to grow up in early Danville, but Harlan hardly ever appeared in official chronicles. His family was prominent but also troubled. The justice’s father had risen from local attorney to Kentucky secretary of state. The future high court justice was born just five miles outside the city in 1813 and attended the local Centre College before studying law. Harlan’s years of political leadership, military enlistment, and public service won him, in 1877, appointment to the US Supreme Court, where he served for over two decades. Wasn’t his just the sort of local-boy-makes-good story that Danville’s boosters would have promoted?


I dug deeper and discovered the catch: Harlan’s family. His father had another son—an enslaved boy—born to a woman said to have been “three-quarters white.” This boy was raised in his prominent father’s home, regarded more as a son than as property. The Harlan family tripped over the color line when, for example, as a youth, the boy was deemed too Black to attend a local school with his brothers, much to his father’s disappointment. To the eye, the child might have been regarded as white enough. But to some in Danville, he was also too Black.
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