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For Judy Newton, who is on her glorious path







CHAPTER ONE [image: ] A Broken Home







August 25, 1848

Alexandria, Virginia

I am inside my twelfth year. I serve Mistress Elizabeth Barnett. She calls me her lady’s maid. She says she is teaching me to care for her personal needs. She says she elevates me above the rest by calling me “servant” because all my work and chores are directed inside the home and are most dedicated to her. Though I feel no comfort from this, I must do what I can in the best ways that I can to learn all that I can to please her. The work is daylong and throughout the night if Mistress has need of me. Of late, my mistress has fitful, worry-filled nights of one thing and then another. So much has happened in these past few years.

One day, I will be in complete charge of Mistress’s garments, from making repairs to washing and pressing them to assure she is always neat. I am to do the same for myself to keep myself presentable. In a day, there is always much to learn. For now, most of her clothes are ready-made. I am learning to sew. I will be required to make some of the things she wears.

The clothes we wear show our station in life. My daily attire is a printed cotton dress, long sleeves, and a stiff white cotton apron. I have one dress for Sundays if it is required of me to wear for special occasions. It is the deep-blue-colored cloth, indigo, of the same style as my everyday wear. This dress includes a white collar. I am to keep myself neat at all times. Momma helps me with my hair. I keep it arranged in two large plaits pinned to my head.

Because Poppa—Ezekiel—had the good favor of the first mister of this house and Mistress Barnett, Momma—Adelaide—was allowed to keep me with her after she birthed me. Mistress feels it her responsibility to name each of the babies born here on Belle Hills Farm. “Favor or not,” Mistress says, “money paid for you makes you my property.” Momma would not accept the name she gave to me. My mistress named me Clementine. But secretly to me, I am not that name. Momma gave me the name Hope.

“I give this name to you, my daughter, because your birth moved me past my own understanding of these hard places within this world. You are my hope.”

When I hear Momma voice these words, “my hope,” it fills me up with what she aims my name to mean inside me. It fills me up with a feeling that each new day that rises with the sun brings a promise of something better—at least, for all our sakes, I must hold to this.

One of my morning duties is to read the news of the day out loud to my mistress. It is hardly a chore as reading brings me much satisfaction and clarity in my mind. Mistress taught me to read and write alongside her very own three boys. Jason, the eldest, is more a man than a boy. In our younger days, he spoke as easily to me as he did one of his brothers. Now I must lower my eyes and refer to him as Mister Jason when I speak to him on things my mistress would want him to know. He is soon to be twenty. Edward is older than me by two years. Then there is the youngest, Paul, who is ten years of age. All along the way of learning to read, Mistress tells me, “Clementine, I would not say this to others, but you have a quick and hungry mind for the words you learn.”

Mistress is right in this. I love the way words can come together to make pictures in my head or stir feelings inside my heart. Words have such a meaning and a power like no other thing on this earth. I realize now what Mistress has given me is a great and dangerous gift. This ability to read allows me to think beyond this life and thus cause ideas to form in my mind. Sometimes I am too filled up with words. I fear they will spill out of my mouth and overflow as the river does after a bad storm.

There are times I am frightened by the thoughts that live inside me. When this new Mister speaks his opinion loudly on the good of slavery, words form, coming to me, speaking silently of slavery’s wrongs—the awfulness of slavery. Though Momma says from what she has seen, this life here on Belle Hills Farm is not the worst it could be. But who would choose this life for themselves, for their children? Mistress and her new mister would not think kindly on what thoughts I hold inside me. I must keep this river from flooding.

Understanding this, I see why here in Virginia it is unlawful for me to read. I could be severely punished for my ability. Before now, my reading duties were never spoken of outside this home. But here, of late, the winds flowing through Belle Hills Farm carry change in mighty, quick, and misery-filled ways.

Even so, this gift and ability makes me feel proud inside myself. I see its worth. It helps me make sense of the world. It also gives me worry. I see that it sets me apart—different from all the others who work to serve here. We who work here are called “slave”—a word I do not like to hear or to speak. It has a most odd sound when I hear it spoken. It means a law says I am not first a human being or can belong to myself. It means I am property no different than this house the mister and mistress own, to do with as they please. It means my whole self belongs to someone else. This is something that is hard for me to understand. How can someone take possession of a person? Is not all of what a person is their thoughts, their mind—their heart? Momma says, “Be what it may, they can say what they think, but the true self lives inside the soul of every human person and no one on earth can touch it or take it from you.”

Momma is wise. In truth, and above all else, we who are called this are not property. We are human persons. We are beings who are human too.

I am not alone in my desire for freedom, full citizenship, and equality. There is a man who comes from the nearby state of Maryland, Mister Frederick Douglass. Daily there is something of note in Mistress’s newspapers about him. On his own, he taught himself to read. In the last two years, through his own efforts, he purchased his freedom. He speaks and writes on the ending of slavery.

Then there was a young woman such as me but born even before this country was founded. She too was an enslaved servant educated by the family she served. Miss Phillis Wheatley. She could read and write! My mistress tells me she wrote many poems on religion and criticized slavery. I am astonished that at thirteen years of age—which is my age plus one year—she published a poem! Then, a whole book of her poetry was published. Later in her life, the family she served did grant her freedom.

During the Revolutionary War, as this country was fighting for its independence, Miss Phillis Wheatley wrote a letter to General George Washington. In her letter she shared her hopes that he would apply the principles of freedom to all people in the new nation he was helping to build. General Washington was a very important man. He did many things to establish the United States of America. He became the first president of these United States. Though little has changed since Mistress Wheatley lived, her life inspires me. Her letter did not change Mister Washington’s mind to end slavery.

Mistress gave me a copy of Miss Phillis Wheatley’s book, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. Inside this book, to make it mine, Mistress wrote, “For Clementine.”

I was so happy with such a gift upon a gift—a book.

“It is the one thing I treasure more than I can explain,” I told Mistress. But that night, when I was alone, I thought of my dear mother, and I see why she would give me such a name. Then I turned to the very last page of the book and wrote something to myself. I wrote: “For Momma’s Hope.” That night I had a most wonderful dream. It felt as if I was flying over a vast and strangely beautiful place.



In these days now, life here has changed a great deal and is changing ever more. This fact and a growing number of things have caused terrible quarrels and strife in this once-peaceful household since there is a new owner, Mister Uncle Howard Barnett.

Momma says, “Whether little or much—there is nothing we inside or outside this house can do to mend what is broken here.”

There are upward of thirty of us who are bound to serve the lives of the mister and mistress and this home and farm. Joseph, who is in charge of the fields and the workers, said to Mister Uncle, “As we always did, in the earlier days, we need to keep rotating the crops to make a greater yield.”

But these words Joseph said to this new owner caused such anger and fury to blow up as bad as a hurricane. This new owner, who was a banker before he became a farmer, feels he knows best. Yet this thriving farm is now failing. Each season with every poor yield, his anger grows, causing him to make damaging decisions and terrible threats.

He tells Mistress, “They are lazy and are not working hard enough in the fields. If things do not improve, we will have to sell one or two of them.” My greatest fear is he means me. I have heard him say to Mistress that “Clementine could fetch a smart amount because of what she has learned in being a lady’s maid.”

Thinking on his words makes it hard for me to breathe. Momma says I must train my mind and my thoughts not to wander. But I am not so sure how I can do this. From my own reading of the newspapers and hearing Mistress read so many wonderful tales, I find my mind is filled with words. Sometimes at night to help me to sleep I let words I have read wash over me and pour through me like a waterfall.

Momma is the main cook and caretaker of the kitchen garden. I am her helper with the preparation of the meals when I am needed. Selby cares for the household cleaning and we three altogether keep up the washing of the clothing and linens. Poppa also serves in the dining room and cares for the wagons and horses. The old owner had pride in Poppa’s attention to his horses and wagons and tending the wheels.

We each have many jobs to keep this household and family running. The rest tend cows, pigs, chickens, and the fields in planting and harvesting tobacco, wheat, and corn.

Momma says this new mister and our mistress should feel some happiness that the health of all is good in spite of the heat and miserable weather. Bad weather and workings of the farm usually coincide with normal happenings. But nothing is normal or usual here in these times.

Much of these days Mistress pines so. She does not flit and flutter happily around the house as she did before all these dreadful things happened in a row. Quietly and often she squeezes my hand and whispers to me, “My heart is broken clean in two. This house is broken as well.”

But Momma says the cause of these breaks happened long before these new things of late. The first awful break was three years ago, when the rightful mister of this house, Clinton Barnett, was drowned in the raging sea. For so long Mistress grieved. Momma says her grieving has never stopped. Nothing has come to still her deep hurt. The love between them was true. He, like the mistress, was usually more kind to us than some others.

Momma says the second break was so much worse than the first. Mistress married again two and one-half years ago. Her new husband, Mister Howard Barnett, is the brother of the deceased, was brother-in-law to Mistress, and is uncle to these three boys. He is the one who pronounced it proper for Mistress to marry because of his family line and interest in this plantation farm as well as we who serve it.

Some say happiness such as this cannot come so fast, so soon after death. In this, Jason is much like his mother. This union did not cure the sadness that sits deep like a well inside his heart.

Now has come the third and I fear final break. In this month of August, news has arrived, all the way from the west, of the discovery of gold found in the American River at the base of the Sierra Nevada Mountains in California. Pure gold! Daily there are stories in the newspapers that people are becoming gold rich. It is said that gold fever has taken over the world.

They are saying there are chunks of gold pieces lying on the ground for the taking just as hogs would pick ground nuts. This gold fever has infected everyone. Mister Uncle has all the way disrupted this home with his ambitious thoughts and talk of mining for gold himself! From early in the morning until late at night he talks of nothing else—traveling to California to strike it gold rich. His talk is most unsettling to Mistress and the household.

Everywhere my mistress reads, and she reads so much in books, newspapers, and periodicals, are thoughts of gold. There are stories, opinions, and letters written by people who speak of their luck. She says the world has sure but lost its own mind with it. She has included our own president of these United States, James K. Polk. He encourages the people to advance to the west. He has often stated his belief that the United States is fated to expand across the continent, “stretching from sea to shining sea,” to extend the boundaries of the country.

Yesterday morning, Mister Uncle spoke to Mistress about his plans to travel to California. He mentions often one John O’Sullivan, a journalist who refers to this westward expansion idea as “manifest destiny.” Mister Uncle says traveling to California allows him to “manifest his destiny.”

Last evening at dinner, Mister Uncle talked on and on without stopping of his plans to journey forth to help to manifest his destiny in the California gold fields. Finally, Mistress had enough. She spoke to her mister in a voice I had never heard her utter before. She made a most compelling argument to him.

“Stop speaking of this idea… making such a journey. Do you know how much it frightens me if you should embark on such an expedition? It fills me with fear at the thought of losing another husband—to death—for a second time. It is something I could not bear.”

“Then”—he turned to her quickly—“we must do something. We must find more expedient ways to raise money. If not, we must start selling them.”

These words fill me with dread. I know Mister Uncle does not favor we who work here inside this home. On many occasions he states his dislike that we already have too many freedoms. I feel his anger often. I know it is because of my gift. I have heard him say things to Mistress about me that are troubling to him.

“Knowing how to read has given her an alertness. I do not like that it is there.”

He knows it is a gift that I cannot give back. There are times I wish I could leave here to seek my fortune of a better life as it is described in the newspapers—manifest my destiny.

Daily are stories and published letters of those who have originally come from as far away as Europe, England, and Hawaii, emigrants who have come to these United States and traveled on to California to seek their fortune in gold. If I could speak truth, this talk of travel gives me much excitement and it thrills me. Mistress has me reading these sections of the paper first before I read any of the other news of the day. These adventure stories are most compelling.

Today, I wish I did not have this chore. Normally, this time of year is full of happy thoughts for the coming holidays. This day, December 9, 1847, is a day I will always remember. I am reading from the California Star newspaper, a story called “Distressing News.” The story is dated February 13, 1847. I do not know how Mistress came upon these newspapers.

The story was written of two families of travelers, the Donner-Reed Party, who traveled by wagon train on the Overland Trail to California. They began the journey April 12, 1846, with eighty-nine emigrants in their group. Following a travel guide created by Lansford Hastings, the group was met with many misfortunes. They started the journey west much too late for the route they took. Hastings advised them to take an alternate road off the often-traveled Oregon and California Trail—expecting to shorten the journey. Later it was determined they added eighteen extra days and more than two hundred miles.

The unfortunate group reached the Sierra Nevada Mountains with their livestock and supplies in November. A terrible early snowstorm trapped them in the mountains for the four long winter months with no way of escape. The emigrants ate all the livestock they had. Without food, many people died from cold and starvation. Those who remained had to take horrible, unthinkable measures to provide food—using the dead for meat. A search party was put together to finally reach the survivors. Only forty-five of the eighty-nine who started reached California to tell the horribly sad story.

I do not want to read this to Mistress, but she compels me to tell her every sickening detail that befell the poor families. I know full well she already read it for herself. After I close the paper, she says, “Clementine, I forbid you to speak one word of what you have read to anyone.”

I only wonder, how can I not? It is hard sometimes to stop the waterfall of words that come to me. Suddenly, I feel so weary in my heart and my head is heavy. Without asking “May I?” I lie down on the floor beside Mistress’s bed as I did when I was much younger, when she would read stories to her boys and me. But these are not good-feeling thoughts I have. This is not a faraway fantasy of some distant land. This is a story of horror and truth. Now I feel I have caught whatever awful complaint that ails her.

While I lie here, after reading about these poor families, I wonder if I should have regret or hard feelings about this ability I have. It is a mighty, two-sided thing, like a sharp knife. I think to myself, there are many dreadful things in the world. We know this, including this station my family and I have in this life, and those like me who cannot do as others and manifest our destiny. First, this gift I have is a joy. It is also a responsibility. Each time I read, I am discovering something I never knew before. I learn of the hard places and happenings in the world—things I could otherwise never imagine on my own. These times I hold my little volume of Miss Wheatley’s poems close to my heart.

Yet poor Mistress’s sadness continues with now the third thing to break her heart.

Now the oldest son, Jason, is often speaking, first jokingly and getting more serious by the day, that perhaps he should be the one to take this journey west to the gold fields. Since the loss of her dear beloved husband, she worries more for him and fears for him—to lose him. He is much like his father in this way, unafraid and adventurous.

He has taken great interest in reading these news stories of traveling on the Overland Trail to find gold. Today, he nearly tears my ears off with such loud bursts of excitement.

“You see, Mother?” He runs to his mother’s room. “Today in the paper I learn I am no different from many other twenty-year-old men. They, too, are embarking on this journey. See here, written in black-and-white,” he says, pointing to the words on the paper.

“Here, Mother, those who plan to go west to seek gold are referred to as ‘argonauts.’ Argonauts, Mother! Just as in the story you read to me and the games of pretend that I played and longed for. Don’t you remember? You read the story of ‘Jason and the Golden Fleece’ to me over and over again,” he says, looking to me as though I should help her to remember.

“Mother, it is an excitement I cannot contain. It is my fate, Mother. It is my manifest destiny!” Then his voice softens.

“Besides, for once, Uncle is right. The crop yields are worsening. We badly need money to help this farm survive. I am only trying to maintain our father’s legacy. If he were here…” his voice trails off. Then he starts again. “Mother. Please try to understand.”

Poor Jason, I think. He cannot see how Mistress’s pain and suffering grows bigger by each word with his excitement over such a journey. I, too, read that story. The word “argonauts” was used for those who traveled to California by sea from the East Coast of the United States to the west and the gold mines. He dares not mention this fact to Mistress to help plead his case. Traveling by boat is what sealed his poor beloved father’s fate. He knows my mistress could not even consider an adventure journey, especially if it is to be over unknown and dangerous waters.



Momma and I have decided to explore. We discovered California on a map in the great library room. It is all the way on the other side of this country. “How in the world can anyone travel across all that land to reach gold in California?” she whispers, shaking her head.

After reaching California, there is no place else to go except into the waters of the Pacific Ocean. “It certainly will be a journey to the end of this world,” Momma continues. Later, Momma quietly whispers to me, “This is Mistress’s own fault for filling Jason’s head with such tales.”

This is true. Mistress admits it herself. Mistress is from the northern country of Canada. Before marriage and children, she was a teacher. She is a devoted reader who reads all the time. Daily she would read to us, her own children and me. There was a favorite, a myth, a very old story she read again and again. It was “Jason and the Golden Fleece.”

It is the story of so long ago in a foreign land where a king and queen ruled and the kingdom prospered. The queen had given birth to a son, Jason. The people loved their king. The king’s brother was jealous. He killed his brother and the queen. To save the infant, a wise man sent Jason to a faraway place for safety. The baby, Jason, grew into a fine young man. He was the rightful heir to the throne. He was fit to be king. When he returned to his homeland, he saw that his uncle, the king, was not a good leader. The kingdom had become very poor. The people were hungry and suffering.

Jason wanted to help. There were stories of a far-off land that was filled with riches and gold. In that place was said to be a sheep’s wool or fleece made of pure gold that had magical powers. His uncle, the king, challenged Jason. He told Jason to search for the fleece of gold and if he could find it, he would be worthy to be king. The young man set off on the perilous journey across the dangerous sea to claim the riches the golden fleece was said to offer.

As a boy, Mister Jason never grew tired of hearing this tale.

The next morning Mister Jason follows Poppa around like a shadow all the while he does his work. Even without his mother’s best wishes or consent, Mister Jason is making a purchase list of supplies such as revolving pistols, rifle, Bowie knives, belt hatchets, axe, superior wax taper matches in round wooden boxes, maps of California, and a money belt that is to be made to hold his gold. Mistress thinks he is too young to undertake such a dangerous journey alone. Momma thinks it would be wise for Mistress to let Jason take the journey.

Mistress herself goes to the barnyard where Poppa is tending the horses. I am to follow her. She turns to my poppa. “If he is to make this journey overland, you must go with him, Ezekiel. You have known him. You know his temperament. You have watched him being raised. You know his father would want you to do this. He will need guidance and help to keep him from the terrors of the world and unsafe roads.

“Help him to manifest this destiny he feels he must. Help him, Ezekiel.”

I listen to her words and watch my poppa’s face. I feel what he must feel. At once there is excitement of an adventure journey, but there will be no destiny for Poppa to manifest.
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CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Traveling to the End of the World







January 2, 1849

Belle Hills Farm

The Christmas season seemed busier than ever, though it was hardly as joyous. The house was much more crowded than last year. Mistress’s sister, Rachel, had welcomed a new child into her family. Now there were four young children. The young ones were not aware of the unrest inside Belle Hills Farm. It made their joy so much harder to bear.

Nothing felt the same. Everything felt strange and new, inside me and inside this house. It was as if there was not enough air to breathe. I did my best to stay clear of Mister Uncle’s regard of me. If I noticed him gazing off in my direction, I would find some reason to move from the spot he found me. Suddenly, the walls of Belle Hills Home seemed too small to hold all of the commotion growing inside me.

During the whole of days and the many festivities Mister Jason made no more outbursts or mention of his desire to travel west to find gold. There was an uneasy quiet that created empty spaces inside each room. I knew from hearing Momma and Poppa talk he had already begun preparations for the journey. He’d met often with Poppa, first to begin making lists of supplies he would need, and then they left most mornings at daybreak to return just before supper.

The day after Christmas, Mister Jason told Mistress he had business in Charles Town, in Jefferson County, Virginia. He and Poppa had already made several trips there. I suspect that is where they went all along. Whatever they were doing, and whomever they met, Poppa was quiet about everything to Momma and me.

“It is good we have the house back to ourselves,” Mistress says this morning, the second day of the New Year. She, too, is happy to have the house empty of her relatives. The family said their good-byes at breakfast to travel home to Richmond, Virginia. In happier times Mistress and the boys would travel back with them to their home and return in early March with the milder weather. This year, she sent the two younger boys, Paul and Edward, to visit. She would travel later to retrieve them.

I am happy for the quiet and routine. Though this new year does not feel like others.

At dinner this night, Mister Uncle seems more out of sorts than usual. His anger fumes as we carry out the dinner rituals. Momma, Poppa, and I stand in our places around the room to serve the meal to the family. I feel fidgety as I await an order from Mistress or a family member to bring more food from the kitchen.

Mister Uncle drops his fork. I rush to retrieve it. Momma is quick to offer a clean one. As I kneel at his feet reaching for the fork, he speaks to me.

“Here,” he says as I begin to stand again to return to my serving place. He hands me a small sheet of paper.

“Pass this on to your mistress.”

I stumble, my legs almost giving out under me. I can see words on the paper: “Bill of Sale.” Mister Uncle is beginning to make good on his promise to sell some of us to raise much-needed money. I gape at the other words on the paper. My heart pounds in my chest and into my ears. Who is being sold? My hand holding the paper begins to shake violently. My stomach churns. I steady myself placing my hand on the table as I hand the paper to my mistress, trying to hold back my sobs.

“It is a bill of sale,” he announces. “You can read it yourself, can’t you girl,” he shouts. Then he looks to my mistress. “It is to transfer a family of slaves. I have decided to sell Ezekiel, Adelaide, and Clementine, from Alexandria, Virginia, to St. Louis, Missouri. There they are to serve my own cousin’s family,” he adds as he cuts his meat and puts the portion of it into his mouth. Hearing this news, I become too heavy for my legs, and I drop to the floor. Momma moves toward me. Jason, who is nearest, begins to rise. “Let her be,” Mister Uncle sneers. I manage to stand on my own and use the wall to become steady.
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“Think of this as a gift,” he says, speaking in Poppa’s direction. “At least I’m not separating you,” he says, turning back to the food on his plate.
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