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THEY WERE ALL HEROES …


Sparked by an indigo sun, Nat Turner stormed into history with a sword in one hand and a Bible in the other. Thirty years before the advent of the Civil War—in the predawn hours of August 22, 1831, commanding a small army of slaves, Nat Turner led a bloody fight for freedom that shined a national spotlight on slavery and left more than fifty whites dead.


In The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 2: The Testimony, as Harriet Beecher Stowe seeks to learn the truth of the man his people called Prophet, Nat Turner shares the faith, triumph, tragedy, and hope of his fight for liberty, brotherhood, and self-determination.


For 180 years, the truth of Nat’s story has been tainted. Award-winning author Sharon Ewell Foster reinterprets history to offer a new American story of one man’s struggle for freedom and the redemption of his people. Based on actual trial records, interviews with descendants, official documents, and five years of research, The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 2: The Testimony is a story of the quest for truth and the true meaning of liberty.
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SHARON EWELL FOSTER’s first historical novel, Passing by Samaria, was the NAACP Book of the Year in 2000 and a Christy Award winner. She is the winner of the Romantic Times’ Reviewers’ Choice Award and the Historical Novel Review’s Editors’ Choice selection, and has earned a place on the Essence bestseller list. The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 2, is her tenth novel.
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The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 2: The Testimony


“Sharon Ewell Foster has … unearthed the truth about Nat Turner, rather than rehash and revisit the lies and distortions surrounding one of the most important people in American history. This is a liberating book, both psychologically and historically. Read it, read again, and then pass it on to someone who thinks they know who the real Nat Turner is.”


—Raymond A. Winbush, author of Belinda’s Petition


The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 1: The Witnesses


“Fast-paced … riveting and expertly told.”


—Publishers Weekly


Abraham’s Well


“Innovative and intriguing…. This is the rare historical novel that both entertains and educates.”


—Publishers Weekly


“This is simply told and moving, Foster’s best work since her groundbreaking first novel, Passing by Samaria (2000).”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Abraham’s Well … [an] impressive, impeccably researched novel that deserves to be widely read; highly recommended.”


—Historical Novels Review


“Sharon Ewell Foster merges little-known history with fiction to pen another amazing novel with Abraham’s Well. … [It] is hard to put down. Definitely, one of the best reads of the year!”


—Victoria Christopher Murray, author of Temptation and Truth Be Told


Passing by Samaria


“A sensitive, thoughtful look at a revolutionary time in American history. Foster’s characters are unforgettable; full of life and unhesitatingly charming, they drive this powerful book.”


—Kweisi Mfume, former NAACP president and CEO


“A rhapsody in prose. For a religious novel to simmer in the African American religious tradition, yet carry a universal message is a rarity. Readers will be thankful for this rare and splendid work.”


—Dr. Barbara Reynolds, Reynolds News Service


“In this first novel, Foster’s poetic telling is soft enough to capture and sharp enough to cut as she evokes the strength of faith needed to survive when all seems lost. This unique addition to the Christian fiction genre is highly recommended for all collections.”


—Library Journal


“Passing by Samaria is a rarity in Christian fiction: it features an African American heroine in a kind of female Black Boy…. This is a fine first novel and most welcome.”


—Booklist (starred review)


Ain’t No River


“Foster’s ears and pen are tuned to the rhythm and pace of small-town African American life, from the barbershop to the beauty parlor, from the church to the basketball court, and her dialogue sparkles with a memorable concreteness.”


—Andy Crouch, Christianity Today


“This book is one more piece of evidence that Christian publishers are getting serious about producing literary fiction. Foster’s prose is often evocative and eloquent … a rewarding read from an author to watch.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Foster, one of the brightest lights of evangelical fiction, turns in a nuanced, often amusing tale.”


—John Mort, starred review from American Library Association


Ain’t No Mountain


“There’s a reason the Christian publishing industry sat up and took notice when Sharon Ewell Foster’s first book was released several years ago: She’s good, very good, and with Ain’t No Mountain she proves that she has staying power.”


—Faithfulreader.com


“Foster wants her fiction to entertain and uplift. She achieves both goals with this sassy, funny, heartfelt tale of women looking for love and themselves in contemporary Baltimore.”


—Borders’ Best of 2004/Religion & Spirituality


Passing into Light


“To me, she is one of America’s best-kept secrets—but not for long! Sharon writes for those of us who want more than just words on a page, but pictures painted on the canvases of our minds. She has proven to be ‘the Picasso of the pen!’”


—Bishop T. D. Jakes


“The name Sharon Ewell Foster is fast becoming synonymous with quality African American inspirational fiction.”


—Pam Perry, Ministry Marketing Solutions


Ain’t No Valley


“Foster makes ordinary lives seem exceptional through lively, lovable characters. She whisks us into drama and beautiful settings, using the Bible stories of Ruth and the prodigal son to frame the work and take readers to a deeper level of truth.”


—Ebony


“Sharon Ewell Foster is a beautiful fresh voice in today’s world of fiction. Her compelling stories draw us to a place where we somehow feel we belong, a place we want to visit again and again.”


—Karen Kingsbury, author of One Tuesday Morning
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Prologue


Aksum, Ethiopia


1849 Years of Grace, Ethiopian Calendar (A.D. 1856)


Minutes stretched into hours, hours into days, years into decades—time seemed bitter, thick, and useless like overboiled stew cooked to scorching. Afework counted the leaves, the pages, in her book of remembrance. There were thirty-two of them, one for each year since the theft of her child, her daughter, Nikahywot.


A month after the night of the theft, a night that sent the women fleeing into the darkness, her husband, Kelile, had found her in the Christian section hidden among the tens of thousands in the great city of Gondar. A family there had taken Afework and her granddaughter, Ribka, in. While there, the women had told her stories of other children—sons and daughters, brothers and sisters—stolen away.


The Arabian Peninsula was less than a mile across the Red Sea from Ethiopia. Ottomans, she had heard the women whisper, Arabs, Berbers, Turks, corsairs, Barbary pirates. The women spoke of Yemen, Hijaz, Cairo, Tripoli, and Tunisia. The thieves stole Christians to ransom and sell, the women whispered to her. They stole Christians from Ethiopia, from Sudan, and from as far away as Italy, Spain, Bosnia, and even beyond, where all the people were of white skin. They transported them to slave markets, even as far away as Morocco across the great Sahara. They sold them as slaves, carrying them back across the Red Sea, up the Mediterranean Sea.


Stolen boys might be turned to eunuchs, the women wept for their stolen sons—there would be no generations to follow. But the young men might become guards, soldiers, or even well-paid officials. Their daughters, however, would most likely become concubines or even part of a harem. Some of the mothers dissolved into hysterical tears at the thought, but as they cried they overlooked the tears of the weeping servants who walked among them. But Afework could not shake the feeling that the slavery that had gripped Nikahywot and Misha was but an echo of that practiced in her own land.


Even in her own family, it was slavery that insisted that some family members were favored while others were born to serve. Some were blessed to be masters, chewa, while others were cursed to be slaves, barya. It was ancient slavery and deeply rooted. Afework worried that the slavery within her family displeased Egzi’ abher Ab, God, the Father of all. They had failed to free Misha and her family, and now there was a family debt they owed. Now Nikahywot had been stolen and bound in slavery, or worse.


“Forgive us, Egzi’ abher Ab,” Afework whispered.


In the time it took him to find her, Kelile’s hair turned gray. He took Afework and Ribka back home to the family farm. They would wait there for Nikahywot and her cousin Misha to return. But years passed and there was no word of their beautiful daughters.


Over time, Kelile lost all taste for farming and raising livestock. There was no one to help him—Josef, Nikahywot’s husband, and Misha’s husband had perished the night of the raid, the night before Misha and Nikahywot were stolen.


The land was raped of the young—the childbearers, those who carried truth and hope forward—and it suffered. The sky was brokenhearted and ran out of tears to cry so that each year the land grew more parched and cracked.


Before Afework’s eyes Kelile seemed to shrivel like a gourd abandoned to the sun, drying up like the land that grieved for the stolen lives. Ribka cried every night.


They sold the farm and all their possessions and used the money to travel to slave markets they learned of, like Zanzibar. They hoped to find Nikahywot and Misha, to ransom them, to purchase them back. But the two were nowhere to be found.


With the little they had left, what was left of the family had moved to Aksum. There were many mothers and fathers there also weeping for stolen children.


Now Ribka had become one of the shrouded women, living in a cave, swallowed in the ashen cowl of her grief. Each day she walked to stand outside the cathedral. She sang sorrowful psalms and offered prayers. Kelile found work sweeping the cathedral steps and doing other odd jobs. Afework spent her days in prayer and song, rehearsing the holy stories she had learned from her mother, reciting them aloud as though, far away, she hoped that Nikahywot would hear and remember.


Afework prayed day and night. The sun still shone in the sky over the highlands of Ethiopia like a gold coin against a curtain of blue silk with yellow and red ribbons. Birds like jewels still flew overhead. The water still roared off the edge of the Tis Isat Falls, but all that Afework could see was scorched brown grass. On her knees, her head bowed, she prayed that Egzi’ abher would help her eyes and ears to remember that she was still in ghe net, paradise. She prayed to Iyyesus Krestos to help her to love and not hate—to remember that even those who stole and ruined so many lives were still Abraham’s children, and that it was only the greedy ones who used the name of Mohammed to cloak their theft.


Afework turned on her knees to face the Cathedral of Maryam of Zion. Beneath the sun, and at night the moon and stars, she prayed that God would stir a strong wind that would blow her child back home. “Blow Nikahywot and Misha home.” She prayed that the strong wind would destroy the chains and set all the captives free. She prayed that it would blow the dust of ignorance from the eyes of the captors. She prayed each day, but only soft winds and gentle storms arose.


Cross Keys Area, Southampton County, Virginia


1856


NATHANIEL FRANCIS USED the money he was paid to start over. Taking advice he got from slave traders, he now shackled the boys and men in the barn at night. There was no need to chain the women and girls; they would never leave the men, never leave their families. He was finally able to sleep comfortably at night.


Twenty-five years ago he had lost his brother, Salathiel, and his sister, Sallie, to the brutal insurrectionists. A quarter century past, as a young man of twenty-four, Nathaniel Francis had gotten his revenge. He looked back at his home—it had grown at least three sizes. With more money, money from the slave trials—Sam, Hark, Dred, Tom, Davy, Moses, Nat Turner—he was now a respected man, one of the elders of Southampton.


His wife, sweet Lavinia, had returned from her father’s home in Northampton County in North Carolina and bore him many children.


In 1838 Nathaniel Francis became senior trustee at Turner’s Meeting Place. He had the deed reviewed and the property surveyed: He believed in doing things in decency and in order. No nigger would ever be trustee.


Nathaniel rubbed his hand over the leather belt he still wore. Some had made wallets from Turner’s hide. He had even heard of a lamp shade, but Nathaniel’s trophy was a belt. It was a fine belt, a fine, fine belt.


He rarely saw his friend Levi Waller now, only occasionally, staggering drunk down the road. Thomas Gray had drunk away the money he earned from sales of The Confessions. He had lost his wife and, because of his inability to provide for her, his daughter was taken away. Gray no longer practiced law. Nathaniel Francis had seen him last crying and wallowing in the mud, begging for alms. Gray needed to pick his friends better. It was his just reward.


Trezvant no longer held public office. But Nathaniel Francis had done right well.


In all, Nathaniel Francis earned almost three thousand dollars for the lives of eight slaves, more than any other slave owner. He was not paid for Wicked Charlotte because he shot her. Nor was he paid for Will; the boy’s body was never recovered.


Nathaniel Francis compulsively fingered his leather belt. Long ago, in 1831, he had dyed it dark brown. A fine belt indeed. He took it off only at night or to show his grandchildren when he told them the story of Nat Turner.


Nathaniel Francis wasn’t afraid anymore. He had enough money that the lights in his home were always on.


Jerusalem, Southampton County, Virginia


1856


WILLIAM PARKER’S HAIR had grayed prematurely.


The Cross Keys bunch. Rowdies from the area just outside Jerusalem. Troublemakers. William Parker did not want to be one of them.


He had a recurring dream about a man he had seen when he was a boy, in a slave pen in the nation’s capital. The man was dressed and shined like a new wagon waiting for a buyer. But there was something in the man’s eyes—something sad, something broken, something angry. William Parker drew closer to his father’s side, squeezed his hand.


When he awakened he could not remember if he saw the man’s eyes in his dream, or if he had awakened during the night and seen the man’s eyes staring at him in the darkness.


He did not make the system, William Parker had told himself for years. He did not make himself white. He could just as easily have been born black. He was one man; he could not change the world. He tried to do good in the spot that was his. He was as much a victim of fate as anyone, he told himself. He had no choice but to live out the life he had inherited.


William Parker had to live the life that had been given to him. He did not want to be one of them, but he was only one man.


Since the slave trials, William Parker hardly ever slept through the night. When he did sleep, he dreamed and saw their faces. There were so many innocent men hanged, and he felt powerless to do anything about it. So many women and children killed and so many families tortured.


Everything was in shambles. The little that still remained was crumbling around him. He dreamed over and over again that there was a decomposing corpse in his cellar and he did not have the courage to bring it out. William Parker had been praying since Nat Turner’s hanging about what he should do. He prayed that God would make it all go away.


He remembered visiting Nat Turner at the jailhouse. He could still see the man’s battered face. Nat Turner looked up at him from the bench where he sat chained. William had cleared his throat. “I’m sure that they are not going to allow me to put forth the evidence that you are a free man.” It was impossible being the Negro’s defense attorney. “In some ways it would only make matters worse. They are angry that you … They are angry at who you are and they do not want their beliefs challenged. I don’t think there’s much I can do.” William Parker realized after he spoke the words that he had come seeking absolution.


“You owe me nothing,” Nat Turner said. “What you do in the courtroom tomorrow, do for God.”


William Parker had expected the next day’s trial to be open-and-shut. Levi Waller would testify, some version of what Waller purported to be the truth. He had already testified six times and each time altered his story. But Waller’s testimony was good enough; Nat Turner would hang.


Then on November 5, 1831, things in the courtroom had taken a turn. Maybe Waller was overconfident, or maybe he had taken a cup too much of the fruits of his still. Perhaps it was the hand of providence.


Waller stumbled during his testimony, the perjury so great the whole courtroom had gone silent. And against his better judgment, William Parker had pressed Levi Waller further.


“My question is this. Where were you, Mr. Waller? You testified you were in your home, and then you were hidden in the weeds. Now, today, you tell us you were hidden in the swamp. Is there a swamp close to your house? Where were you, Mr. Waller?” William Parker plunged in the blade. “You mentioned some other place I’ve never heard you mention before. Where was it you said you were?”


Waller hung his head. “My still.”


“That just seems peculiar to me. Insurgents are coming, your family is threatened, and you have them loading guns. Your wife and children must be out of their minds with fear. They must have been terrified.” William Parker withdrew the bloody blade and plunged it in again. “Where were you, Mr. Waller? And please say it loud enough that all the people can hear. Where were you after you learned the insurgents were coming?”


William Parker heard his own heart pounding. “Tell us the truth, Mr. Waller. You didn’t see anyone, did you? You have no idea who was or wasn’t there. The British? Nat Turner? Sam? Daniel? When your family was insane with fear, when your family was killed, where were you, Mr. Waller?”


Waller whispered his confession. “My still.”


That was twenty-five years ago. Nat Turner had hanged. But the lies, the truth, still nagged at William Parker. A few had lied; many had hanged.


There was no doubt that Levi Waller lied. So had Mary Barrow, John Clarke Turner, Jacob Williams, and Nathaniel Francis—the whole Cross Keys bunch. But they were not forced to take their own medicine—there was no rack for them, no beatings, no burnings, no torture to make them confess.


Would there ever be a way to make it right?





Nat Turner/Negasi






Chapter 1



Cross Keys Area, outside Jerusalem, Virginia


Christmas 1830


Nat Turner felt in his pocket to be certain the gunpowder mixture was still dry. He knew exactly the time and place he would use it. He had been planning for months. He was on his way to meet the others.


It had been a cruel winter. Snow in Virginia was most often one or two fingers deep or none at all, but this winter it had been heavy and so cold that the top of it was frozen. When he stepped, for an instant he stood above it. Then, shoeless, he was calf-deep again in the icy powder. At first cold pain shot up his knee and through his body with each step he took. Soon his feet were frozen and he numbly made his way past isolated farms and houses where he smelled the aroma of meat roasting outside. But he could not breathe deeply; the frozen air stung his lips, the membranes of his nose, ached his teeth.


The snow had snapped the brittle backs of withered corn plants. It covered the roads like a thick blanket so he barely recognized the fences and places he knew. The trees were his guide.


The trees were in the beginning and they had witnessed it all. They had seen husbands and sons dragged from their homes, castrated men dripping from their branches. They had seen women torn from the breast of their families and raped underneath the moon and stars. They had seen them beaten, burned, starved, and mutilated. The trees had witnessed it all. Their arms had borne the weight of the tortured.


He followed the trees, each one a signpost and a threat. Past sleeping apple trees—their feet and hair covered by the snow blanket—he ducked under leafless boughs and touched aged trunks covered with bark, rough even against his numb, bare hands. The trees were black and crooked against the snow’s stark white. In warmer times, their hands and arms gave fruit and all the while told stories of death, strange fruit dangling from their limbs.


If the trees held the land’s memories, then his mother held his. “You are a man of two continents,” she had told him. “Your father is a man of America. They are the people of justice. An eye for an eye. At least that is what they say. But I am African. Ethiopians are children of mercy. It does not yet appear which will be strongest in you.”


Ethiopian memories were rich, ancient, and deep. The images went back, his mother told him, before the ferengi, the foreigners, began to count time.


His mother told him that her mother’s mother had told her that the Ethiopian highlands were waves, disobedient waves that had come crashing too far inland from the sea. The wayward waves had been abandoned by the others who returned to their watery home. Those left behind dried out and hardened, blanketed by green grass. But if you looked closely, you could see that the mountains were really only waves who’d gone too far and lost their way, his mother said. Heathen strangers.


Most of what he knew about life his mother had taught him. He had a grandmother who had helped raise him, but she was not really his grandmother. She was the old woman who tended all the slave children too old to nurse but too young to work, while their parents slaved in the fields or kitchens. But it was his mother who had taught him most about life, teaching him to honor his elders.


“They carry the wisdom and history of a people,” she told him. “In Ethiopia they teach us the elders have learned to live a long time, and if we honor them they will teach us the way.”


Ethiopia was a great nation—armies with twelve hundred chariots, threescore thousand horsemen, with a host of a thousand thousand—and at her name other nations quaked.


He was born of a nation of great warriors; the world’s first warriors—men who possessed the bravery of lions. Birthed from a nation of warriors who were also holy men, leaders at the world’s great councils of holy men. She told him of the warrior priests and saints, like St. Moses of Ethiopia.


From the beginning, she told him, Ethiopia had God’s favor. They were not rich in currency, but they were wealthy in greater things. There were great cities like Lalibela, Gondar, and Aksum. The spirit of God hovered over Ethiopia, and God had given Ethiopia’s people to Maryam, the Mother of God, as a precious gift. The proof was in the emerald hills and the ruby valleys; the golden lions and leopards dotted with onyx; exotic birds of topaz, amethyst, and sapphire. The proof was in God’s choice of Ethiopia as birthplace of the majestic Nile. God had crowned her with rainbows like jewels.


She told him the Nile’s names—Blue and White—and as a child he had tried to imagine how the water divided into two colors, separated one from another. When he told her, she laughed and told him that in the old language the word for blue was the same as black. The color was not important. What was important was generosity: It was Ethiopia’s gift to Egypt, birthed from Ethiopia’s Lake Tana. It was the gift that gave Egypt her beautiful flowers.


From the beginning Ethiopia had been part of God’s Great Church. She told him of the paintings, Bibles, and crosses that dated from the earliest centuries. She told him of Masqal-Kebra, the beautiful and merciful Ethiopian saint and wife—a great queen who advised her husband, good King Lalibela, on issues of state, with gentleness and mercy.


She told him the story of Moses and his Ethiopian wife and of the Ethiopian who rescued the prophet Jeremiah. Yes, there were Jews in Ethiopia, she told him. Families, thousands and thousands of them, who had been followers since the time of Solomon, Candace, and Menelik—and there were also others who followed the new religion, Islam. But all were brothers, Abraham’s children, she reminded him as her mother had reminded her.


She shared the story of the Ethiopian Jew who, while reading Isaiah, had met the apostle Phillip and carried the good news of Iyyesus Krestos back to Ethiopia. His mother told him of the ancient bond between Egypt and Ethiopia—holy men had traveled the Nile, the Red Sea, and the Sahara for aeons between the great nations.


She shared stories of the great churches of Antioch, Alexandria, Rome, Armenia, and India—all sisters to Ethiopia and part of God’s Great Church. She told him about the Ethiopian priests and their families. She told him about the wise men, shimaghellis, who lived their lives to serve the people—about people whose prayers awoke thunder and storms thousands of miles away.


She told him how St. Frumentius, a fourth-century Greek from Tyre—the Kesate Birhan, the “Revealer of Light,” and Abba Salama, “Father of Peace”—brought Ethiopia the sacraments and helped spread the glory. She taught him of castles, palaces, and of Ethiopian cathedrals carved from stone. His mother whispered to him of the Holy Ark of the Covenant. “It rests in the Cathedral of Saint Maryam of Zion in the great city of Aksum,” she told him.


The Ethiopian people believed in God and in miracles, in His mercy and in His love. What kind of person could look at the sun, the moon, the stars, the water, and not believe? she asked him. Only a fool of the worst kind would think himself greater than all the wonder and not believe, she said. God was a spirit and all mankind—all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues—were made in His image. God dwelled among His people and He was to them all things: Father and the Many Breasted One.


Nat Turner continued following the trees. Cold shot up his shins like steel spikes.


His mother told him that God heard prayers and always answered; He was not bound by space or time. God spoke to people now as He had spoken to their forefathers more than a thousand years ago. God spoke to King David, to the prophets Daniel and Jonah, and they were no different from the people of today. She shared stories of how God had answered prayers in her family’s life and in the lives of others. “If you open your eyes and your heart, you will hear Him. If your heart is honest and humble, you will understand.


“God always answers, but He does not always say what we desire.” Her hope and prayer had been to stay in Ethiopia with her family. She had prayed to never leave. “If God always speaks what you want to hear, then you only speak to yourself!”


She always frowned then. “I did not want to leave.” His mother told him the stories over and over and she always sighed. “I did not want to leave.” But other people had prayed and their groans and cries reached God’s ears. “They were captive Africans, like us, taken from their families.” God had heard and sent her in the belly of a ship on a journey, like Jonah, to plead with the captors to free the captives and repent. His mother had been stolen from Ethiopia. She often cried when she told him of the rapes, the humiliation, and bondage, and of Misha and of her baby floating to their graves.


She could not bear to speak of her daughter, the sister he did not know, the little girl she had left behind, could not speak his sister’s name. “Sometimes the things we must do for others are more important than our own lives.” Her eyes seemed focused on a place far away that he could not see. Then she shrugged and came back to him.


“Egzi’ abher needed you born here—he needed me to be the ship that carried you.” He was born to be a deliverer, a prophet, a man of mercy. “God is lover of us all, the oppressed and the oppressor.”


She told Nat Turner—the son she called Nathan, secretly calling him Negasi, her prince—that he was a living answer to the captives’ prayers. It was a heavy burden for a little boy to bear. But he was born to it.


It was a family debt he owed.


Nat Turner brushed past a clump of barren trees. Not far away he saw a squirrel scurrying, desperately scrambling for food. Nat Turner’s stomach rumbled. He had not eaten since early the previous day. His mother’s stories helped fill his stomach and his heart. He felt in his pocket again. He must keep the black powder dry.


He was born of men who possessed the bravery of the lion, his mother said. They were men who would give their lives to protect their families or their country.


She told Nat Turner he was born of a nation of beautiful people—women so beautiful that Moses, running in fear, stopped and fell to his knees before the lovely Zipporah. Moses was captivated, as King Solomon was taken by the Queen of Sheba.


She told him of the Empress Berham Mugasa Mentewab, whose name reflected her beauty. She told him of the brown-faced Maryam cradling her holy son, Iyyesus.


His mother told him of Ethiopian men browned by the sun and more handsome than eagles in flight. She told him of the paintings and crosses that dated from the earliest centuries.


He was descendant of a nation of people who were readers and writers, thinkers and builders, she said. The Americans believed no Africans read, wrote, or had language. So, it was Nancie and Nathan Turner’s secret that before he could read English, she taught him to write and read Amharic—printing out the words on precious scraps of trashed paper. Pages were called leaves, she told him. When there was no paper, she used a stick, drawing the letters on the ground. She had taught him what she could remember of Ge’ez, the holy language. He had taught himself English.


She taught him the prayers. She told him about the great church at Gondar with the brown-faced angels in the ceiling.


Nat Turner was a child of rape, the child of two peoples locked in struggle, and the seed of revolution burned in his belly. He was his mother’s shame and her glory, and the weight of it sometimes seemed to crush him. When he looked at her, he saw the affection she had for him, the hope that was so much more than love. He was the hope of her triumphant return to Africa. He was the hope of his mother’s village. He was the hope and dream of all the captive people. She told him she saw her father and her grandfather, and strangely even glimpses of her Ethiopian husband, in him.


Nathan Turner was born in Southampton County, without her it was all he knew. His mother was his memory of Ethiopia—the shepherds, the lambs, and the tall lion-colored grass. His mother was his Ethiopia. He saw it in her eyes. After more than thirty years, her tongue still lived in Ethiopia, her English still broken—it was her revenge on her captors. But her Amharic, when they were alone, flowed like the Nile he imagined.


When he was a boy he had dreamed a dream. He had dreamed of a family, of a simple farm, and preaching God’s word. He dreamed a dream of Africa, of returning to his homeland, the highlands of Ethiopia. But the One God had spoken to him and now he knew in this lifetime he would never journey there.


His mother had taught him the story of his African forefathers and taught him to number the generations. “King Solomon loved the Queen of Sheba and she bore him a child, Menelik. Solomon begat Menelik, Menelik begat Menelik the Second.” She counted on her fingers. “And then Meshech begat your grandfather….” He numbered them until she was certain he remembered.


“We are the people of the spirit, the people of God,” she told him. “It is our inheritance.” The roots of the faith, she told him, were buried in love. “If you have and your brother has not, you must share. To do otherwise is a sin, my Negasi.”


Sometimes when they were alone, she asked him to whisper her Ethiopian name, so that she would not forget. “You are Nikahywot,” he would answer. “Nikahywot, my source of life,” he reassured his mother.


“A man of two continents,” she would repeat. “One foot firmly planted in mercy and the other in judgment.”


Nat Turner followed the trees—the oaks, the pines, the cypresses, and the slumbering fruit trees—to a small cabin on a far patch of Nathaniel Francis’s land. Smoke curled from the chimney. He heard people inside talking and laughing. He felt in his pocket again for the gunpowder. He knocked and then stepped inside.


He looked around the room.


They were all heroes.


Nat Turner had heard the word of God: This would be his last Christmas.





Harriet






Chapter 2



Andover, Massachusetts


Spring 1856


Back from Philadelphia, upstairs in her Andover home, Harriet Beecher Stowe sat at her writing desk. She looked around the room, then toward the streetside window that gave the room light. She imagined all the many people who had been welcomed in her home—pastors; professors and friends of her husband, Calvin; their families and his students. Among the visitors were some of the most well-known and notorious names in America—her brother, pastor and abolitionist Henry Ward Beecher, abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison, abolitionists Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and Frederick Douglass.


Like the home of her childhood, the Stowe household was a meeting place of sundry people, a home of hospitality and vigorous debate. Harriet smiled, then grimaced to think of the scandal her guest list might cause. Those who championed slavery—or even those who simply limited themselves to living bland monotone lives—would balk at the idea of blacks and whites mingling, conversing, breaking bread, or sharing in healthy debate as equals. Sometimes it amazed her.


Calvin, her professor husband, had encouraged her writing. “It is your fate,” he told her. She could never have imagined, years ago, that her writing would take her before royalty like young Queen Victoria and the Duchess of Argyle, would have her name on the lips of politicians, would send her on national and international speaking tours, or would lead her to conversations and even friendships with fugitive slaves—friendships that others found shocking.


If the Beecher home, her childhood home, was a hearty meal, then the Stowe home was a feast, a banquet.


Her new life had its challenges, but she could not imagine going back to a more ordinary life—a life where she only read books written by women or by whites, a life where she attended church with members of only one hue. It would be as bland as a self-imposed diet of only one kind of food, or limiting oneself to see and smell only one kind of flower.


God had created and invited us to a banquet hall, to a wedding—full of sights and smells, of exotics and domestics. It was the worst kind of ingratitude to refuse His invitation, the worst kind of meanness to snub or belittle His creation, to refuse the feast, to refuse the bouquet.


Now, having tasted the richness of a life full of people like Sojourner Truth, Henry Bibb, Frederick Douglass, and Josiah Henson, it was hard to remember what might have kept her locked into a less colorful world. Proximity? Complacency? Fear? Laziness? Dullness? Now that she had participated in the feast, she would never turn back. And perhaps there was more to do—to add shades of brown, yellow, and gold, autumn colors, to her life.


Harriet looked at the papers on her desk, notes from her Boston meeting with William, a runaway slave, and her Philadelphia meeting with Benjamin Phipps, a resident of Virginia’s Southampton County. Both of the meetings focused on Nat Turner, a slave from that same county. Among the notes was an anonymous letter.


Labeled a murderer, a fanatic, and an insurrectionist by his own confession to his attorney Thomas Gray, Turner had led an 1831 insurrection that killed more than fifty white people and resulted in his hanging.


Now, her brother Henry and Frederick Douglass insisted that she give Nat Turner’s story a new telling. They had insisted that she meet with William and Phipps. Her own handwritten notes of those meetings covered her desktop—though it was difficult sometimes to tell where recollections from her dreams, still dreams of resurrection, left off and their stories began.


Before her were the witnesses of Sallie, Nancie, and Easter, provided by Will. Phipps had provided her the witnesses of Nathaniel Francis and William Parker.


The notes and the names swirled in her mind—Francis, Trezvant, Waller, Turner, Gray. The published confession penned by Thomas Gray had been in existence for twenty-five years and had been accepted as the gospel by abolitionists, refugee slaves, slavery men, politicians, newspapermen, and even historians. Francis, Trezvant, Waller, Turner, Gray. If Phipps and Will were to be believed, then The Confessions of Nat Turner was a lie. If they were to be believed, then Waller lied… and he lied for Nathaniel Francis.


Harriet removed the anonymous letter from the envelope, rereading the first two hand-copied entries:


On Saturday the 12th and the Monday following and also on Wednesday, the sun shown [sic] quite blue, fully as blue as indigo.


The indigo sun—it was the same blue sun Harriet and her brother Henry had witnessed twenty-five years ago, in 1831.


Twenty-third day—This will be a very noted day in Virginia. At daylight this morning the Mayor of the City put into my hands a notice to the public, written by James Trezvant of Southampton County, stating that an insurrection of the slaves in that county had taken place, that several families had been massacred and that it would take a considerable military force to put them down.


More than a quarter of a century ago, Harriet and Henry were young people living in Boston, the place where she had first heard the name “Nat Turner.”


She rubbed a finger over the writing and stared at the mysterious letter in her hands. She would share them with Calvin. The professor would help her decide what she must do.





Chapter 3



Harriet poured tea for Calvin and smiled at him, really at the top of his head, his nose buried in his books. She placed jam and butter on the table, rearranged the purple crocuses in the small centerpiece, and then sat down at the table with him. Calmness and morning sunlight crowned the top of his head. She nodded; she could have been born into a different life.


Captivity was not as she had imagined. Though she had looked into the face of slavery in Cincinnati—speaking with and befriending fugitive slaves, attending a Kentucky slave auction—and heard many stories, she had still held on to a gentrified notion of slavery. A slavery of large, flourishing, romantic plantations, gallant men sauntering among the fields, and of women dancing the reel in great ballroom gowns. The slavery in her mind, despite what she had seen, was one of well-meaning slave masters, friends to their slaves, a benevolent though misguided aristocratic institution led by elderly well-mannered gentlemen with charming Southern accents. In her mind, though she knew slavery was wrong, she saw Kentucky bluegrass, mint juleps, and grace-filled slaves, faithful despite their occasional mistreatment.


The stories that the refugee slave William and the poor farmer from Southampton County Benjamin Phipps had shared with her forced her to confront a viler, more brutal kind of slavery. Now what filled her head instead of lace and the mellow aroma of cured tobacco smoke was the foul stink of slave ships, the screams of people chained onboard, the cries of women being raped at sea. Now, instead of kindly, elderly slave masters, she saw cruel men, boys really, given too much power—absolute power and with no respect for life. Now she saw starving people, poor people holding others captive to have status and power.


It made her ashamed that her people, white people, were the captors. Sometimes she thought it best to cover her people’s shame rather than continue to write about it, to drag it out into the open. Then she reminded herself of history: Whites were not the only slave masters, the only ones tempted to think themselves superior—each race had wallowed in the wickedness. That truth did not excuse what was happening in her own time, in her own country, but it did make it easier to stare it in the face. It made it easier to believe that, like intemperance, it was a weakness that could be overcome. There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.


No wrong could be righted that was hidden and unacknowledged. Without light, it would grow—a creeping, hidden, moldy thing that dragged its shadow with it.


Now Harriet saw the United States, the nation she loved, lend the force of law—judicial rulings against Dred Scott, congressional passage of the Fugitive Slave Acts signed into law by Presidents Washington and Fillmore, and wording in the nation’s Constitution—to legitimize one brother’s horror against another. A horror where people were stolen and others murdered all for the sake of profit, where families around the world were decimated. A horror that the purveyors said was justified by God’s law, a horror that flipped His law end over end.


The Constitution asserted: “No Person held to Service or Labour in one State, under the Laws thereof, escaping into another, shall, in Consequence of any Law or Regulation therein, be discharged from such Service or Labour, but shall be delivered up on Claim of the Party to whom such Service or Labour may be due.”


God’s law commanded: “For the LORD thy God walketh in the midst of thy camp, to deliver thee, and to give up thine enemies before thee; therefore shall thy camp be holy: that he see no unclean thing in thee, and turn away from thee. Thou shalt not deliver unto his master the servant which is escaped from his master unto thee: He shall dwell with thee, even among you, in that place which he shall choose in one of thy gates, where it liketh him best: thou shalt not oppress him.”


The horror kept creeping, drawing all manner of people, so that even the elect, the best and the brightest, surrendered and gave their efforts to aiding it. Neither education nor intellect offered any inoculation against infection. The words of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 were further proof. The horror leered over the shoulder of noble President George Washington, the defender of freedom and owner of hundreds of slaves, as he signed the act into law.


And be it also enacted, That when a person held to labor in any of the United States, or in either of the Territories on the Northwest or South of the river Ohio, under the laws thereof, shall escape into any other part of the said States or Territory, the person to whom such labor or service may be due, his agent or attorney, is hereby empowered to seize or arrest such fugitive from labor, and to take him or her before any Judge of the Circuit or District Courts of the United States, residing or being within the State, or before any magistrate of a county, city, or town corporate, wherein such seizure or arrest shall be made, and upon proof to the satisfaction of such Judge or magistrate, either by oral testimony or affidavit taken before and certified by a magistrate of any such State or Territory.


She did not seek out public debate; she did not want to be pointed out as one of “those people”; and she tried to conduct herself as a proper woman, but left to shadow and silence, the horror grew bolder and greedier. Heroes were not immune; neither was clergy. Neither status, nor title, nor wealth protected one from greed, from selfishness, from the temptation to consider oneself above others. Instead, privilege seemed to exacerbate the temptation.


And be it further enacted, That it shall be the duty of all marshals and deputy marshals to obey and execute all warrants and precepts issued under the provisions of this act, when to them directed; and should any marshal or deputy marshal refuse to receive such warrant, or other process, when tendered, or to use all proper means diligently to execute the same, he shall, on conviction thereof, be fined in the sum of one thousand dollars.


It grew stronger, forcing others to comply at threat of jail, poverty, or worse. It muted innocents so they could speak no words in their own defense.


In no trial or hearing under this act shall the testimony of such alleged fugitive be admitted in evidence; and the certificates in this and the first [fourth] section mentioned, shall be conclusive of the right of the person or persons in whose favor granted, to remove such fugitive to the State or Territory from which he escaped, and shall prevent all molestation of such person or persons by any process issued by any court, judge, magistrate, or other person whomsoever.


The horror grew stronger, hobbling those who might speak against it, those who might not believe—forcing itself on them.


§7. And be it further enacted, That any person who shall knowingly and willingly obstruct, hinder, or prevent such claimant, his agent or attorney, or any person or persons lawfully assisting him, her, or them, from arresting such a fugitive from service or labor, either with or without process as aforesaid, or shall rescue, or attempt to rescue, such fugitive from service or labor, from the custody of such claimant, his or her agent or attorney, or other person or persons lawfully assisting as aforesaid, when so arrested, pursuant to the authority herein given and declared; or shall aid, abet, or assist such person so owing service or labor as aforesaid, directly or indirectly, to escape from such claimant, his agent or attorney, or other person or persons legally authorized as aforesaid; or shall harbor or conceal such fugitive, so as to prevent the discovery and arrest of such person, after notice or knowledge of the fact that such person was a fugitive from service or labor as aforesaid, shall, for either of said offences, be subject to a fine not exceeding one thousand dollars, and imprisonment not exceeding six months, by indictment and conviction.


Harriet sat at the table and looked at her husband, his nose still buried in his books, research notes scattered about.


She might have been born into a different life. She might have been born into the captive race, forbidden to dream, forbidden to write. She might have been born into a different family, a family that forbade her to speak her mind or think her own thoughts, a family that thought women inferior. She might have married a man threatened by her hopes, one who suppressed and discouraged her gifts. None of her good fortune was coincidental. It would be ingratitude not to acknowledge it all, not to be and do the things set before her.


Harriet cleared her throat. “Professor, I have been reading over the letter—the excerpts from the Virginia governor’s diary.” She placed a piece of toast on her plate, waited for her husband to swim up from the text he was studying, to surface and acknowledge her. She buttered the bread and added a spoon of ruby-colored jam.


Calvin looked over the page before him, inserted a bookmark, and then looked at her. “Yes.” He reached for a piece of toast.


“It seems to me that the governor had some doubts about the trials.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Do you have the letter?” Of course he knew she had the letter. She had been carrying it around with her for days. He smiled. “I don’t want to impose, but might you read from it to me?”


She pretended to ignore his teasing and removed the letter from her pocket.


“Read to me,” Calvin said, biting his toast.





Chapter 4



Harriet bit into her toast; she did not want to appear too eager to share—though, of course, she was eager. She chewed slowly. Calvin lifted his brows. She used her napkin to brush crumbs from her mouth, doing her best to look nonchalant.


“Please, Mrs. Stowe, I am keen to hear what might make you believe the governor was not in full agreement with Southampton County’s handling of the rebellion and trials.”


“Professor, I know you are busy. I do not want to trouble you.”


“If you doubted my interest that would trouble me more.”


Harriet cleared her throat, laid her napkin on the table, then began reading from the diary excerpts. “Governor Floyd begins writing on August 23rd, and it is obvious that he is most concerned.


“‘I began to consider how to prepare for the crisis. To call out the militia and equip a military force for that service. But according to the forms of this wretched and abominable Constitution, I must first require advice of council, and then disregard it, if I please. On this occasion there was not one councillor in the city. I went on, made all the arrangements for suppressing the insurrection, having all my orders ready for men, arms, ammunition, etc., and when by this time, one of the council came to town, and that vain and foolish ceremony was gone through. In a few hours the troops marched, Captain Randolph with a fine troop of cavalry and Captain John B. Richardson with Light Artillery both from this city and two companies of Infantry from Norfolk and Portsmouth. The Light Artillery had under their care one thousand stand of arms for Southampton and Sussex, with a good supply of ammunition. All these things were dispatched in a few hours.’”


She looked up from her reading to meet her husband’s eyes. “You recall, Professor, that Congressman James Trezvant had sent notice to the public that an army of two hundred or more runaway slaves from the Great Dismal Swamp had attacked Southampton.”


Calvin nodded. “Go on.”


“On the twenty-fourth: ‘This day was spent in distributing arms to the various counties below this where it was supposed it would be wanted.’”


Harriet turned the page. “But on the twenty-fifth the governor receives word from the general in command: ‘I received dispatches from Brigadier Richard Eppes, stating that with local militia those I sent him were more than enough to suppress the insurrection.’


“The next day the governor continues to receive requests for arms from other counties like Brunswick, Nansemond, Surry, and towns, including Greenville.


“On the third of September, he mentions trials and names I have heard before—Moses, Daniel, Andrew, and Jack. He seems to find the distance they were purported to cover astounding. ‘The insurgents progressed twenty miles before they were checked, yet all this horrid work was accomplished in two days.’”


Harriet sighed and forced herself to take a sip of tea. “Governor Floyd finds the twenty miles incredible. What must he have thought when by the end of things the rebels were said to have covered fifty miles in two days?” She began to search the pages. “Over the days, he received records of scores of slaves condemned to hang in Southampton and other counties. Then on September 17th, I begin to sense some doubt.


“‘Received an express from Amelia today, asking arms as families have been murdered in Dinwiddie near the Nottoway line. Colonel Davidson of the 39th Regiment Petersburgh states the same by report. I do not exactly believe the report.’


“The governor was so sympathetic when he first heard of the rebellion, or the insurrection, as he called it. But on the nineteenth Floyd writes, ‘News from the Colonel of the 39th says the whole is false as it relates to the massacre of Mrs. Cousins and family in Dinwiddie. The slaves are quiet and evince no disposition to rebel.’ The next day he writes: ‘The alarm of the country is great in the counties between this and the Blue Ridge Mountains. I am daily sending them a portion of arms though I know there is no danger as the slaves were never more humbled and subdued.’


“On September 23rd, he mentions two trials in particular that troubled him: ‘I received the record of the trial of Lucy and Joe of Southampton. They were of the insurgents.’”


Calvin leaned forward in his chair, his fingers steepled, his elbows on the table.


“Do you remember me telling you of them, Professor? Lucy and Joe belonged to the widow Mary Barrow and to John Clarke Turner, respectively. I remember when I was told of the trials that my heart was filled with doubt. The governor appears to have been doubtful also. He wrote, ‘What can be done, I yet know not, as I am obliged by the Constitution first to require the advice of the council, then to do as I please. This endangers the lives of these negroes, though I am disposed to reprieve for transportation I cannot do it until I first require advice of council and there are no councillors now in Richmond, nor will there be unless Daniel comes to town in time enough.’”


Harriet pushed her toast away. She had no appetite. People died for no reason. She continued, forcing her way through the reading, “Then on September 27th, ‘I have received record of the trial of three slaves for treason in Southampton. Am recommended to mercy, which I would grant… but in this case I cannot do so, because there is not one member of the Council of State in Richmond. Wherefore, the poor wretches must lose their lives by absence of the councillors from their official duties.’”


Harriet refolded the letter and stuffed it back in its envelope. It was appalling how little care men had for their brothers. “All this is making me ill.”


“And indignant, my dear Harriet.”


“But it was so long ago, Professor. What good does it do to dig it all up now? It is twenty-five years hence and as the governor stated, the poor wretches have already lost their lives. I cannot bring them back.”


“Perhaps, my wife. But the truth is still a precious gem that does not lose value with age. Truth might at least ease the suffering of loved ones left behind.”


The two of them discussed the diary entries. “They are too detailed for me to doubt them.” When they were finished it was decided. She could not travel to the South to investigate; there was a bounty on her head. Instead, Harriet would travel to New York to share the letter with Frederick Douglass and her brother Henry.





Nat Turner






Chapter 5



Cross Keys Area, outside Jerusalem, Virginia


Christmas 1830


Inside the stove warmed the small cabin that was packed with twenty to thirty people—survival made all of them heroes.


Nat Turner made his way around the room, greeting them: Sam, Hark, and the freemen. He leaned to kiss his mother on the cheek. In the corner the children played and he walked to join them. On Sundays, after church, he taught them to read. But before he could begin a lesson this day, his wife, Cherry, came to him.


“It is Christmas, husband, let them play.” She led him to a chair. He looked down at his feet. They felt nothing now, but soon he knew he would feel spiky pain as they thawed.


Nat Turner looked around the small, crowded living space at the people gathered there. It had been a hard winter—hard for slave owners, brutal for slaves—no longer people but black-draped skeletons. Few of the captors had enough to eat and were hard-pressed to find heart to share the little that kept them alive with captives.


The warm air in the cabin carried the bittersweet smell of the hardworking people and mixed it with aromas from the kitchen.


God had sent him back for them.


Eyes shifted from the stove to conversations and back again. Nat Turner smelled the warm fragrance of baking sweet potatoes from the hosts’ garden. A brine of vinegar and salt water steamed from a kettle on the iron stove. As people entered the cabin, shivering from the cold, they made their way to Thomas Hathcock’s wife, freewoman and hostess, stationed near the pots. One would come with a few precious potatoes, a single squash, or a cup of dried beans. All of it swirled into the kettle. Each one brought a metal cup or pan, and when the food was finished they would share.


Mrs. Hathcock had a reputation. Though she was known for her preserves, she could make anything delicious. She did wonders with everything she touched.


Next to the kettle was a large pot of mixed greens—mustard and collards that her husband had rescued from the weather—already tender and kept warming. One of the women brought a small but prized piece of salt pork. Mrs. Hathcock added a tiny, precious portion to the greens to season them. She added lard and a bit of the salt pork to a cast-iron skillet and began to steam-fry a head of cabbage and bits more of it to some of the other dishes to season them.


Daniel came through the door with his mother, both of them Peter Edwards’s slaves. It was rare, but their master kept them together as mother and son. In her hands was a bundle tied like treasure in a rag. She beamed.


“My master butchered last week and gave me these.” Two pig ears, a snout, a tail, and four hooves, frozen from the cold. “There’s chitlins, too—I cleaned them real good.” She looked around at the people. “You don’t have to worry.”


The people’s eyes followed the porcine jewels; their mouths salivated. Smiling, Mrs. Hathcock dropped them into the steaming pot of vinegary water.
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