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Reaching…Pulling…



These are the stories of ten bold men 

who built a chain called hand in hand. 

Each a link in this mighty strand: 


Reaching 

Pulling 

Believing 

Achieving 



Working toward freedom 


Hand in hand. 



Brave souls, together strong. 

Never stopped fighting. 

Kept speaking and dreaming. 

All for justice 


Hand in hand. 



Gripped iron courage 

to withstand: 


Degradation 

Segregation 

Humiliation 


Hard frustration 





Solid as one 


Hand in hand. 



Here are their stories, 

courageous and true. 


Their words, 

their lives, 

their unbreakable plan, 



make this freedom chain 

called Hand in hand. 
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THIS BOOK WAS IGNITED by the beautiful hands of a black man. Or, as it were, the hands of several men whose complexions ranged from buff to midnight. 

One summer, years ago, I was invited to attend a literacy institute at the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC). The program had been developed by Dr. Alfred W. Tatum, literacy professor at the UIC, and director of the UIC Reading Clinic. Its purpose was to foster literacy and creative expression through writing in African American boys ages thirteen to eighteen. The program participants, who referred to themselves as “Brother Authors,” began each day’s three-hour session by standing and reciting their Preamble. 

When I came to visit them, they were eager to share this introduction to their mission: 

We, the Brother Authors, will seek to use language to define who we are. 

We will become, and nurture, resilient beings. We will write for the benefit of others and ourselves. 

We will use language prudently and unapologetically to mark our times and our lives. 

This we agree to, with a steadfast commitment to the ideals of justice, compassion, and a better humanity for all. 

To this end, we write! 

I was immediately struck by the fortitude and passion of these boys-to-men. Also inspiring was the posture with which they delivered their Preamble. The boys stood erect, proud, side by side, holding fast to their bright futures. They were of every beautiful hue that God must have conceived of when He stirred his palette to create the black race—amber, oak, mocha, red bark, vanilla bean. 

These young men sought life direction in the books they read. They wanted to hear the stories of black men who had accomplished great things. They cared deeply about social justice, civil rights, laws affecting them and the African American community, the history of black people, and the tradition of achievement built by black men. They were hungry for role models. They wanted shoulders to stand on. They had high hopes as they approached adulthood. They affirmed themselves and one another.

There was never a question of if they could succeed—these kids had very straight-ahead ideas about what they would accomplish when they reached their goals. But as children who found strength through reading and writing, they wanted more books to reflect their ideals and to serve as stepping-stones to their manhood. 

After spending time with these “Brother Authors,” I knew I had to write Hand in Hand. Their determination—and the image of them standing united, side by side—left an indelible impression on me. 

I’d grown weary of so much bad press and ignorant stereotyping of black males. I have become acutely aware of the negative impact this has, especially on boys who are developing their self-image. Even in its subtlest forms, this “bad press” can stitch a corrosive thread into a kid’s psyche and cause him to believe he is inferior or flawed. Once this belief is established, it can be hard to turn around. Yet here was a group who refused to give way to such negativity. These boys restored my faith, and inspired me to get cracking on a book that celebrates black male achievement. 

I wanted to create a testament to African American males, a comprehensive book that would also serve as a thank-you gift to all the positive black men who have touched my life and the lives of people I will never meet. 

While this volume is comprised of ten different stories, when woven together like a chain, the individual accomplishments of these men link up to tell one story—a story of triumph. 

Folks will no doubt ask why I’ve chosen the ten men featured in these pages. Selecting the candidates whose lives I would illuminate was one of the hardest aspects of Hand in Hand’s creation. This collection could contain hundreds of stories! There are so many black men who have made a tremendous impact on racial progress in America. My initial list was a long one, from which I created my own “black legacy time line.” 

It was important to span America’s history, from the Colonial period to the Civil War to the turn of the century, World War I, the Great Depression, the Civil Rights movement, to our modern day. I found it essential to include men from varied sectors. And, rather than simply presenting
a snapshot of each, I wanted the freedom to delve into the early lives,
influences, and motivations that led to the accomplishments of the men in
the collection. I was eager to explore the humanity that makes each man
unique. Keeping the list to ten allowed me to do this. Also, each of these
men had a hand in shaping America’s progress, hence the book’s title, Hand in Hand: Ten Black Men Who Changed America. 

As I conducted my research and began to write, I continued to grapple with which men would “make the cut.” The “Brother Authors” helped in this. The individuals I chose are among those whose names kept coming up on their “racial-pride radar.” 

Once I’d come to a final decision about which men would be included, it was time to determine the ordering of the stories. Who should come first, second, and so on? This was resolved by presenting the men chronologically by birth date. 

The research on each notable figure took me on an incredible journey. While there exist countless books about African Americans and the ongoing quest for equality, few provide the breadth of personal detail that I wished to include in each man’s story. In thinking about Hand in Hand as a cohesive chain—ten men, joined together, marching into the lives of this book’s readers—I wanted to make sure I wasn’t missing a vital “link” in any of the narratives. 

I consulted many sources to assist in the creation of the biographies herein. It seems that each fact I uncovered sparked new questions, which led me to further research, more intriguing details, unforgettable facts, and patches of color that brought texture to the stories. I soon became consumed with the life particulars of these men and with so many discoveries about them. 

Though the lives and accomplishments of these individuals span centuries and fields of endeavor, their remarkable stories underscore several common themes, important truths that affirm the power of black manhood: 


Black men are builders. 

Black men unify—and are unified. 

Black men love to read. 

Black men are powerful public speakers. 

Black men are charismatic.  

Black men are smart. 

Black men are skilled writers and effective communicators. 

Black men are astute listeners. 

Black men respect themselves and others. 

Black men place family values in high regard. 

Black men have good manners. 

Black men are spiritual. 



These virtues make for a hand-in-hand chain that is not only strong but significant. It is my hope that the qualities embodied in the stories of each Hand in Hand man will encourage young readers to build connections that will link them to their birthright of excellence.  

—Andrea Davis Pinkney 
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His hands reached for the stars. 


With the Big Dipper’s cup 

he scooped up 


the sky’s mysterious ways. 



Charted the moon, phase by phase. 

Spent his days 

marking the sun’s steady climb. 


Astronomer ahead of his time. 



Put his all into an almanac. 

Helped abolitionists prove 


that being black 



would not hold him back 

from the Triple S genius he was: 


Scientist 

Scribe 

Surveyor of freedom 



Snatched open the clouds of injustice

to let loose sweet rains of equality 

that tumbled down in a torrent of words penned 


to Thomas Jefferson. 



Socked it straight 

to the secretary of state: 

You declare one thing, but do another. 

Owner of slaves, yet call me brother. 

The pursuit of happiness encouraged his letter. 

He wrote with a fury

until the sun set 

on that threat 

known as hypocrisy. 
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BENJAMIN BANNEKER WAS BORN under a lucky star. Came into this world a freeborn child, a blessing bestowed on few of his hue. In Colonial America, most black people were enslaved. But Benjamin’s grandmother, Molly, was an indentured dairymaid from England who had obtained her freedom. Molly and Benjamin’s mother, Mary, had both lived as free women in the colony of Maryland. 

In 1730 Mary wed a former slave named Robert, a black man from West Africa. Robert had been granted his freedom by a master who let his slaves go if they agreed to become Christians. As soon as this offer was presented to Robert, he put his hand on the Holy Bible, said amen, thanked the good Lord, waved good-bye to his master, and gave freedom a hello hug. 

Mary and Robert welcomed Benjamin a year after they married, in 1731. Then came Benjamin’s three younger sisters: Minta, Molly, and a third little girl whose name is no longer known. The Banneker children had official papers that spelled out their freedom. 

Mary and Robert saved enough money to buy a plot of land for growing tobacco. Their hundred-acre farm stood at the mouth of Maryland’s Chesapeake Bay. The Bannekers named their place Stout, on account of their prosperous crops, and as a reflection of the hefty dose of love they had for each other and their children. 

As soon as he could talk, Benjamin’s grandma Molly started to teach him to read the only book she owned, the Bible. She also showed her grandson how to write. From the Bible, Benjamin learned everything from the begats to the Beatitudes. And by reciting all one hundred and fifty psalms, Benjamin discovered he could count. 

Soon the boy knew numbers as well as he knew his name. For fun, he taught his sisters to count all ten fingers, every toe, and each of their new teeth. 

Benjamin didn’t have many friends his own age. His sisters were his only playmates. Because there weren’t many other free blacks in America—and because Robert feared he could be thrown back into slavery—Benjamin, his sisters, and their parents tended to their land without much socializing. 

They enjoyed their time together as a family. Working tobacco was no easy feat, but the Bannekers made the days go faster by singing as they worked. 

In the spring it was Benjamin’s job to pick slugs and bugs from the tobacco shoots. When August brought on days hotter than the hinges on the sun’s front door, it was time for the tobacco harvest. Benjamin helped collect tobacco leaves, hang them to dry, then roll them into hogshead bundles. 

These were big chores for a little kid. Benjamin turned his work into a game by telling his ma how many there were of anything worth counting—clouds, twigs, pigs, haystacks, horseshoes, beetles, blue jays. Soon Benjamin could add and subtract, and find the rhythms of arithmetic. Math was no chore for Benjamin. Numbers were fun. As Benjamin grew, so did his curiosity. 

When the sun set each day, and stars pressed their diamond eyes through the curtain of the sky, Benjamin counted them, too. The beauty of those stars inspired Benjamin to wish, and to wonder: 

When stars change their places in the sky each night, are they dancing while shining? 

What makes the moon go from a ball of butter to an archer’s bow, then leave the sky a blackened cape? 

How does the sun know to rise each day, sit high at noon, and set at dusk? 

These questions stayed with Benjamin. They were mysteries that he wanted to solve. 

When Benjamin was grown, Mary and Robert let him run the family farm. He kept Stout going, building it into one of the heartiest tobacco enterprises along the Chesapeake Bay. By this time Benjamin enjoyed reading newspapers. Benjamin had taught himself geometry, algebra, and statistics. He was what nowadays we’d call a math-happy man. He even devised a plan for making tobacco farming more efficient by breaking the process into thirty-six steps. 

Benjamin was a tinkerer, too. When a fence post or a hoe broke, he was quick to figure out how to fix it. If an oxcart wheel was missing a spoke, Benjamin did more than replace the wheel—he took all four wheels off the cart, constructed new ones with better traction, came up with a special design for the oxen’s yoke, and trained the ox to step up his stride so the cart moved faster. 

For most farmers, days were run by the rising and setting of the sun. Every waking moment was devoted to hauling, rinsing, rolling, and stacking tobacco leaves. When dawn broke, folks woke. When morning lit the day, farm chores were well under way. When the sun was highest in the sky, it was time for poached poultry, turnips, and collard greens—enough lunch to get through an afternoon of more hard work. As soon as dusk came, so did the stove’s fire for baking an ash cake that would be served with molasses and milk before bed. 

It occurred to Benjamin that his farm could function even more efficiently by putting the day’s waking, hauling, rinsing, rolling, and baking on a clock’s schedule. Clocks weren’t common in the 1700s, especially for regular folks such as farmers. But Benjamin’s way of approaching the world was far from regular. Though he had never seen a timepiece and didn’t know how a clock worked, he set out to build one using wood pieces from Stout’s timber shed. He borrowed a pocket watch, studied its innards, and got to work. This math-happy man drew clock plans, carved cogs, fashioned the clock’s face and hands, and added a bell. 

With just a few adjustments, Benjamin’s clock worked perfectly. Its bell chimed at each hour. He could now wake before the dew even knew what to do. Or, though it wasn’t likely, he could choose to sleep till noon. Benjamin’s clock was one of the few to be constructed in Colonial days. There were other clocks in big cities, but his was among the first to put farmers on a schedule that kept the rolling and wrapping of hogshead bundles running smoothly. 

People from nearby farms heard about Benjamin’s clock and came to see what to them looked like a magic box with a bell on top. No one knew it then, but that clock would keep accurate time for more than fifty years. And Benjamin’s clock brought him and his parents new neighbors. 

In 1771, the Ellicotts, a wealthy family, purchased seven hundred acres of land in a valley on the Patapsco River, not far from the Bannekers’ farm. They spent many months building a gristmill on their property. One of the first things that caught Benjamin’s attention was that the Ellicott family did not use slaves in any aspect of the mill’s construction. 

Benjamin also took great interest in the mill’s complex structure and machinery that lifted and sifted grain. Over several years, he watched and waited as each phase of the mill’s creation was completed. For the same reason he and his family had kept to themselves for so long, Benjamin didn’t introduce himself to the Ellicotts—he didn’t know if he could trust these white landowners. As Benjamin watched the mill’s construction happen with the hands of white workers only, he and his father still had to be careful. Someone who didn’t believe in freedom for black people could seek to destroy their papers, or bring harm to them. 

It was the Ellicotts who made the first overture. John and Andrew III, the Ellicott brothers, wanted to develop the land surrounding their mill. They’d heard about the Bannekers’ thriving tobacco crops and one day came to Benjamin’s farm, asking to buy supplies that could help tame their acres. Benjamin’s mother greeted them cautiously. John and Andrew III introduced themselves with warm smiles and open hearts. Mary Banneker learned they were Quakers, who, as part of their religious beliefs, shunned slavery. To the Ellicotts, the Bannekers were simply their neighbors. They didn’t regard them as the “black Bannekers” or “the biracial Banneker family.” 

This was a big relief to the Bannekers, who gladly delivered farm supplies to the Ellicotts. As a neighborly gesture, Mary also brought them just-laid eggs, rhubarb pies, pails of milk still warm from her cows, and bread. These kept the workmen happy and well fed while they put the finishing touches on the mill. 

George Ellicott, the son of Andrew III, was a math-happy man, just like Benjamin. His father put him in charge of surveying the Ellicott land for the purpose of building a road from the newly named Ellicott Mills to Baltimore. 

Surveying was not easy. It involved making maps, plotting routes, and figuring out how a road could cut through wild brush. From his cabin window, Benjamin observed as George’s road took shape. The project was going well. But Benjamin knew he could offer some good ideas for making the job proceed even more smoothly. Finally, Benjamin introduced himself to George. He shared his surveying ideas. The two men became instant friends. It was 1778. 

Benjamin and George had a lot in common. They both liked measuring sticks, mechanical stuff, widgets, digits, and science. Benjamin showed George his clock and told him about the thirty-six steps he’d devised for tobacco farming. 

George had a special interest in astronomy, the study of stars and planets. He didn’t know anybody as passionate about this aspect of science until he met Benjamin. Soon, thanks to George, who eagerly kept giving astronomy tools to his new friend, every day seemed like Christmas to Benjamin! 

First George arrived at Benjamin’s cabin with a pedestal telescope. Then he brought a set of drafting instruments. Days later, George came to Benjamin’s place holding a bundle of astronomy books, including An Easy Introduction to Astronomy and Astronomy Explained upon Sir Isaac Newton’s Principles, both by James Ferguson, A Compleat System of Astronomy by Charles Leadbetter, and a set of lunar tables by Tobias Mayer. Benjamin and George started to study astronomy together. Using the tools he’d brought, George showed Benjamin how to pinpoint the position of the stars with careful numerical calculations. 

They didn’t get very far in fully mastering astronomy, though. George’s father needed his son to devote more time to expanding the Ellicott enterprise. George was forced to get his head out of the stars and back on the road. That’s when he brought his science buddy a gift that was big enough to wish him a Merry Christmas and Happy Birthday, combined. 

George couldn’t hoist this present on his shoulder. He needed workmen from his mill to help him make the delivery. Anybody who knew a thing or two about Mayer’s lunar tables knew that a true astronomer needed a table to do his best work. George and his crew showed up with an oak worktable that looked as big as a bridge, once they got it inside Benjamin’s modest cabin. The table fit perfectly at the windowsill, though. Its drop leaves kept the table contained when Benjamin wasn’t using it, and expanded the table when Benjamin wanted to spread out his books, drafting instruments, and telescope. The table even had a drawer for holding his goose feather writing quills and a compass.   

George promised Benjamin he’d be back soon and that the two of them would spend more time together figuring out James Ferguson’s astronomy theories, interpreting Isaac Newton’s know-how, unlocking Charles Leadbetter’s lessons, and making sense out of Mayer’s lunar tables. But Ellicott Mills was growing, and its development took up most of George’s time. He had to travel frequently on business, so he was often away from home. 

That telescope and those books were like horehound candy begging to be savored. After weeks of waiting for George, Benjamin was ready to burst. Though the tobacco farm kept him busy, Benjamin wanted to enjoy his gifts with his friend who shared the same love of science. He understood the importance of the Ellicott economy, but he was eager to learn. Finally he couldn’t hold off for another minute. He cracked open one of the fattest books first—An Easy Introduction to Astronomy. 

Benjamin pored over the pages of James Ferguson’s book, taking in every detail he could. But there was nothing easy about this introduction. Mr. Ferguson was introducing how hard astronomy is. To understand even half the facts in all the books George had brought, a reader needed a brain stoked with double the kindling. 

Benjamin read very carefully, taking one paragraph at a time, stopping to rub the strain from his eyes before continuing. The system of astronomy slowly started to come alive for Benjamin. 

Tobias Mayer’s book of lunar tables was the most complex of all the books. It showed readers how to locate star formations for every single day of the year. Mayer’s lunar tables might as well have been the Bible, the very first book Benjamin learned to read. For Benjamin, those tables were gospel. They were the answer to Benjamin’s prayers, and to the questions that had sparked up in him as a child. With Mr. Mayer’s lunar tables and Mr. Leadbetter’s Compleat System of Astronomy, Benjamin began to master the sky’s mysteries. He learned the shapes and patterns of the constellations, when they formed, and how. 

Benjamin was now math-happy and starstruck. With each of his books open on his table, he gave himself an assignment fitting for only the most accomplished astronomer. He set out to create a mathematical drawing of a solar eclipse, a rare phase of the planets when the sun, moon, and earth are lined up, one in front of the other, like three shiny coins. By reading his books, Benjamin learned that seeing a total solar eclipse in any one place is very rare. It only happens every three hundred and sixty years. 

Benjamin carefully started drawing. He calculated. Consulted his books. Scribbled. Fell asleep at his worktable. Woke with numbers inked on his cheek from where he’d set down his head the night before. 

He pulled his compass and ruler from his table’s drawer. 
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Recalculated. Redrew. Slept some more. 

When Benjamin checked his math, the calculations for an eclipse didn’t add up properly. His drawing, known as a projection, did not compute correctly. Benjamin needed help, but George was still away on business. 

Weeks passed. Benjamin lost sleep from dreaming about suns, moons, and rotating planets, spinning among a swirl of stars. Finally, his friend came back to town. George helped Benjamin find the errors in his calculations. As soon as Benjamin understood George’s suggestions, he fiddled and fixed. The numbers came together properly. Benjamin’s projection was now perfection! 

This gave Benjamin great confidence in his abilities. Next he set an even greater task for himself—to create an almanac. 

For farm families, an almanac was a book as important as the Bible. Its pages told folks when the sun would rise and set, which nights would shine with the moon’s full face, and when a crescent moon would slice a scythe into the sky’s black cape.  

Farmers read their almanacs to know when spring would bring rain, which days would swelter with summer’s hottest heat, when to expect autumn’s chill to paint frost on trees, and how heavy winter’s first snow would be. 

This information helped farmers determine when to seed their soil, when to plow and harvest. It let them know when they’d have to pray for rain, or when they would be thanking the Almighty for sunshine after weeks of wet weather. To anyone raising livestock, almanacs gave pointers on hog habits and cow manners. Every almanac came with a calendar, showing holy days and festivals. 

Like the Bible, some folks consulted their almanacs each morning for a daily dose of guidance. The best almanacs were packed with so many facts that readers could find answers to questions that helped them plan the daily doings of their lives and the months ahead. 

Not all almanacs were the same, though. Some were more complete than others. Benjamin wanted his almanac to be the best. Having spent his whole life on a farm, Benjamin knew the important information needed for growing crops and raising critters. And with his careful attention to astronomy, Benjamin’s calculations for the moon’s phases and the stars’ patterns were precise. 

Benjamin devoted most of 1789 to plotting lunar cycles and star formations, noting each day’s weather, and observing his farm’s animals. He filled his almanac with everything that was essential to a farmer’s success. 

With a new year coming soon, Benjamin was eager to get his almanac printed for 1790. He sent his manuscript to several publishers, who each had the same reply—no thanks, Mr. Banneker. 

Though Benjamin had triple-checked his calculations to make sure his almanac was free of errors, the publishers he contacted didn’t fully trust the abilities of someone they considered an amateur. They weren’t willing to take a chance on Benjamin. 

Benjamin’s faith in himself and his almanac was as black as a midnight sky with no moon.  

But sometimes stars hide in the sky and then reveal themselves when someone needs to make a wish. This happened to Benjamin. Just as he was about to give up hope of ever getting his almanac published, a tiny diamond of hope pierced the dark. 

In the final months of 1790, James Pemberton got word about Benjamin Banneker and his almanac. James was president of the Pennsylvania Society for the Abolition of Slavery, a group of people who believed black men and women deserved to be treated the same as white citizens. 

To James and other antislave crusaders, Benjamin’s almanac was a freedom flag. They waved Benjamin’s manuscript high in the air so that pro-slavers throughout Maryland had no choice but to notice. Benjamin’s accomplishment showed that to uphold slavery was to oppress black men and women whose talents were equal to, or superior to, any white person’s. The almanac, a heavy bundle of pages, was a weighty statement on a black man’s capabilities. Whether slave owners bothered to read it or not, Benjamin’s book was as hard-hitting as a brick slammed in the face of injustice. 

Benjamin’s supporters were loud in their endorsements but too late to make a difference. It was now December 1790. There wasn’t enough time to publish Benjamin’s almanac for 1791. But Benjamin had gained such encouragement from his new abolitionist friends that he never stopped wishing on what had now become a sky filled with glittery constellations. 

As he got busy calculating and note-taking for an almanac that he hoped would be published in 1792, a new opportunity came his way in February 1791. President George Washington identified a portion of Maryland and a section of land from the commonwealth of Virginia to be sectioned together to create a new capital of the United States. The president needed an expert surveyor to lay out this federal territory. George Washington chose Major Andrew Ellicott IV to do the job. Major Andrew needed a survey assistant. He’d become acquainted with Benjamin through the Ellicotts’ family friendship with the Bannekers. There was no doubt in the major’s mind that Benjamin was the perfect person to assist him. 

To help the surveyors mark straight boundaries on the ground, they needed to chart the stars’ locations in the sky. At the survey site, Major Andrew IV put Benjamin in charge of monitoring the astronomical clock, an instrument that let the surveyors know the exact time each survey of the sky’s stars took place. This made math-happy Benjamin even happier. But he was eager to return to the creation of his new almanac. After leaving the survey, Benjamin went back to watching the moon go from a waxing gibbous to a full ball of light, from a waning gibbous, to a new black night. 

While he worked by candlelight, using his astronomy tools, Benjamin got to thinking about the surveying he’d done for the nation’s capital. He also considered what his new almanac would mean, once he’d secured publication for it. As the first black man to work on behalf of the president on a survey for a federal district, and as the only black person to accomplish the creation of an almanac, Benjamin knew he’d be met with a range of reactions. He’d be scrutinized and criticized by some, applauded and praised by others. No matter what anyone else said or did, Benjamin knew in his heart that he’d done well in completing two important jobs. 

Benjamin wondered, though, if through these actions he’d really done enough on behalf of black people. With any luck, his almanac would be on bookshelves throughout Maryland and the surrounding states. But in those same places black Americans were enslaved. They were being forced to dust the spines on all kinds of volumes—including almanacs—that they couldn’t read, because nobody had taught them how, and because it was illegal for enslaved black people to learn letters or numbers. And though Benjamin was born free, his own father had been a slave. 

Benjamin had the ability to monitor a clock that helped lay the land for America’s seat of government. And he had the skills to calculate an astronomy table to its teeniest tenth. But as brilliant as Benjamin was, he could not solve the huge problem of slavery. How, he wondered, would this new federal territory and his almanac serve to free his people?  

Benjamin finished writing his almanac’s manuscript in the summer of 1791. On the evening of August 19, Benjamin got started on another important bit of writing. With crickets chirping outside his cabin’s windows, Benjamin sat at his large worktable and penned a letter to Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson. Benjamin’s quill did not quaver. He wrote with a steady hand. The letter began: 


Maryland, Baltimore County, 

Near Ellicott’s Lower Mills August 19, 1791. 

Thomas Jefferson, Secretary of State 

Sir, I am fully sensible of the greatness of that freedom, which I take with you on the present occasion; a liberty which seemed to me scarcely allowable, when I reflected on the distinguished and dignified station in which you Stand, and the almost general prejudice and prepossession, which is so prevalent in the world against those of my complexion. 



Benjamin was telling Thomas Jefferson that he was a great man with a big responsibility. In 1776, Jefferson had written the Declaration of Independence, one of the most important documents in the creation of America, which said “all men are created equal” and that every person was entitled to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 

But the secretary of state did not live according to the promises he set forth in the Declaration. Jefferson owned slaves. The men and women who he counted as his property were equal as human beings, but as enslaved individuals, they were not afforded equality. And Lord knows, Thomas Jefferson’s slaves—or anyone who was enslaved—sure didn’t have liberty, or the freedom to pursue happiness. Because of slavery, black boys and girls who were born with intelligence and creativity couldn’t learn to read, or do math. They would not have the chance to become scientists or writers, or, as Benjamin had done, enjoy the pursuit of their full abilities, as long as slavery kept them down. 

In Benjamin’s eyes, Jefferson was a hypocrite. He had signed his name to the Declaration, thus giving an oath to his intentions, but he was not living up to what he affirmed to be true. 

Benjamin wrote and wrote and wrote. He reminded Jefferson that white people had once been oppressed by the British during the American Revolution. Now Jefferson was doing the same thing by participating in the practice of slavery. Benjamin’s letter prodded the secretary of state to remember that not so long ago, he was living under unfair rule, and that at that time, when he himself was a victim of oppression, there was no doubt in his mind that this was unfair. Yet, here he was, turning tyranny onto black Americans. 

Benjamin wrote: 


Sir, how pitiable it is to reflect, that although you were so fully convinced of…equal and impartial distribution of these rights and privileges…you…at the same time [are]…detaining by fraud and violence so numerous a part of my brethren, under groaning captivity and cruel oppression, that you should at the same time be found guilty of that most criminal act, which you professedly detested in others, with respect to yourselves. 



As Benjamin prepared his letter to send, he enclosed a copy of the manuscript for his almanac. 

Jefferson responded to Benjamin right away. He agreed with Benjamin, writing that black people have talents and abilities equal to that of whites, and that because of slavery they cannot fully realize these. His letter said: 


Philadelphia, Aug, 30, 1791. 

Sir, I Thank you sincerely for your letter of the 19th instant and for the Almanac it contained. No body wishes more than I do, to see such proofs as you exhibit, that nature has given to our black brethren talents equal to those of the other colors of men; and that the appearance of the want of them, is owing merely to the degraded condition of their existence…



Jefferson referred to black men as brethren—brothers. But Benjamin’s letter begged the question, What kind of brother enslaves another? 

Jefferson also wrote that he hoped someday an institution such as slavery that demeans people would not exist, and that black men, women, and children would have the opportunity to live up to their fullest potential: 


I can add with truth, that no body wishes more ardently to see a good system commenced, for raising the condition, both of their body & mind, to what it ought to be, as far as the imbecility of their present existence, and other circumstances, which cannot be neglected, will admit. 



Benjamin read Jefferson’s letter again and again. It had been near to a miracle that a government official had written to a black man with such enthusiasm. Benjamin was pleased. 

It seemed there were many powerful letters being sent and received in the summer and fall of 1791. While Benjamin was corresponding with Jefferson, James Pemberton kept up his pursuit of finding a publisher for Benjamin’s almanac. He wrote to publisher William Goddard on Benjamin’s behalf. James’s letter told Goddard that he’d had the great pleasure of receiving the manuscript for an almanac written by the “Astronomical Genius of Benj. Banniker a Black man…” 

James urged William to read Benjamin’s almanac, and to publish it. 

In addition to being a passionate abolitionist, James was a smart negotiator. In his letter, he made it clear to William that Benjamin deserved to be paid a good sum for the time and hard work he’d put into creating his almanac. 

William wrote back saying, “I am heartily disposed not only to be just, but generous to…Benjamin.” 

The Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia Almanac for the Year 1792 by Benjamin Banneker was the talk of the town in December 1791, when it went on sale. 

William Goddard, a smart businessman, knew he had invested in a good thing. He produced an enticing advertisement for the book, billing it as “BENJAMIN BANNEKER’S highly Approved ALMANAC.” 

The ad was true. That almanac was not only “highly approved”—it also proved highly that a black author’s work was worthy. James McHenry, a senator from Maryland and antislavery activist, wrote an introduction for the almanac. This also sparked great buzz about Benjamin’s book. In his introduction, James declared that the system of racial prejudice “must be relinquished.” 

The preface of Benjamin’s almanac also underscored how special it was, and how powerful its creation by a black man. The almanac’s editors wrote that they were “gratified” to publish “an extraordinary effort of Genius…by a sable Descendent of Africa” whose “specimen of Ingenuity” demonstrated that “mental Powers and Endowments are not the exclusive Excellence of white People…” 

With these endorsements, Benjamin’s book sold out right away. Aside from being the first by a black author, The Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia Almanac for the Year 1792 was like no other book of its kind. 

It included Benjamin’s unique approach to stargazing and calculating phases of the moon. The almanac was such a hot seller that it created an immediate demand for a second edition for the following year. 

Benjamin’s 1793 almanac was as distinctive as his first. It contained an added bonus: Benjamin’s letter to Thomas Jefferson and the secretary of state’s reply. 

With such interesting reading material included alongside his astronomy projections, folks specifically requested Benjamin’s book. When a farmer went to the local mercantile looking for an almanac, he made a simple request: “Give me the one by Banneker!” 
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At the same time that Benjamin’s second almanac was published, the newly developed land he had helped survey years before was completed on January 1, 1793. It became the District of Columbia, or Washington, D.C. 

Benjamin published an almanac every year until 1797, when he was sixty-six years old. His health was declining, and so were the sales of his almanac. Since Benjamin was no longer well enough to manage his farm, he rented portions of his land to neighbors for growing their own crops. 

Slavery continued for sixty-six years after that. Thomas Jefferson never relinquished the practice of slavery for himself. But Benjamin Banneker had forced the secretary of state to examine his own conscience. Also, Benjamin’s intellect and steadfast nature showed America that black men and women are indeed created equal. 

Though Benjamin didn’t live to see slavery’s end, his deep desire for freedom was a dream that did come true for African Americans. It was a miracle brought about by many earnest souls wishing on heaven’s brightest stars. 
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His hands, big as hams, 


struck a blow 

to slavery’s ugly face. 


Fought 

by being self-taught: 



Reader 

Writer 

Speaker 

Seeker 

In abolition’s army 

he led the charge to freedom. 

Runaway slave 

who escaped to the pages 

of his own life-story: 

Autobiography of My Colored Soul 


Beaten Red, 

Black, 

and Blue 

by the White Whip’s Lash 



Oh, his oration! 

Oh, his cadence! 

Lion-tree leader, 

told his tale with a roar. 

Held all who listened in his mighty palm. 


Inspired a nation divided 

to believe in Emancipation’s 

promise. 
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LATE ONE NIGHT, WHEN the moon was full of milk, and the sky was as black as molasses, a boy-child was born on the Holme Hill Farm near Chesapeake Bay, Maryland. His mama named him Frederick Augustus Washington Bailey. Frederick came from two worlds. His father was the color of that moon. His mother, Harriet, was as dark and as beautiful as that sky. 

The baby was his mother’s special Valentine’s Day gift. And though she loved him with her whole heart, she could not stay with him. She was forced to work far from her child. That was the way of slavery. When the master said Wake, you woke. When the master said Work, you worked. And if working meant leaving those you love, you did it. Even if it broke your heart.

Frederick’s mama died when he was seven years old. Though he’d known her only a short time, her love stayed with him. 

Frederick never knew his father. He was sent to live with his grandmother until he was eight years old. Then Grandma Betsey took the boy to the Lloyd Plantation in Maryland, located miles from Holme Hill Farm. The plantation owner made Grandma Betsey leave without Frederick. He wanted Frederick to stay on his farm and work as his slave. Grandma Betsey had no choice in this. She couldn’t even say good-bye to her own grandson. When Frederick realized what had happened, something changed within him. He now understood what slavery meant—that one person ruled over another. Right then, Frederick made a promise to himself. It was a promise to help end slavery. 
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