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OF ROOTS and Glory



Before Alex Haley’s novel Roots

proved otherwise, few Black people

thought it possible to trace ancestry

beyond the cold heart of enslavement

to the warm sun of Africa.

Some dogged descendants dared the quest.

But my teenage self was more concerned

about the coming weekend than the past.

I learned of Frederick Douglass in social studies.

But I knew of only one enslaved ancestor,

my great-great-grandfather Phillip Moaney,

whose black-and-white oval portrait—

notable for a bushy mustache—

hung in the parlor of our century-old farmhouse.

There, I was grounded in rural villages

planted by long-gone relatives,

now resting in church graveyards.

Land memory sown in my searching soul.

Glory, the film about the first Black regiment

in the Civil War, won Denzel Washington

the first of his Academy Awards:

Lord. Lord, Lord, Lord. I had no inkling

that my own great-great-grandfather,

Isaac Copper, served in the U.S. Colored Troops.

What did a nineteen-year-old know?

I knew—after eight straight nights of Roots

and more Black faces than I’d ever seen on TV—

that Alex Haley traced his ancestor

Kunta Kinte from an Annapolis auction block

and the 1767 voyage of the Lord Ligonier

to a tribe in the Gambia, West Africa.

I could not pinpoint my ancestral origins.

I did not know how many generations

I would or could go back.

I did not know what I might never know.

But I knew that truth would be hard to come by.








Gorée Island SENEGAL, 2016



Decades before my African homecoming,

I had heard of, and written about,

the so-called “slave castles.”

Used first for trading gold

and later humans,

dozens of these fortresses dotted

the continent’s Gold Coast. Among them,

Cape Coast, Elmina, and our destination: Gorée.

From Dakar, Senegal, we ferry

twenty minutes to Gorée Island,

a carless outpost of volcanic rock

colonized first by Portugal,

later by Holland and France.

On deck, vendors clack kashakas—

percussion instruments made

of two small gourds joined by string.

My son buys some as souvenirs.

Near the dock, La Maison des Esclaves,

the House of Slaves. No castle,

this museum was once a trading post

and a jail, where captive Africans

were held for weeks, months,

until their numbers could fill

a ship’s belly or until the next vessel

bound for the Americas arrived.

Narrow slits parse glints of sunlight

into gloomy, thick-walled cells

where men and women, separated,

were crowded and manacled.

If only the walls could bear witness;

confess whether they saw my kin.

Through the Door of No Return,

I peer at the Atlantic Ocean.

Thousands, maybe millions, of Africans

were torn from the Motherland

and herded through that door.

Sun-dappled waves lap at riprap.

If my ancestors were taken from Gorée,

wouldn’t I sense their presence?

Wouldn’t I hear their cries on the wind,

taste their tears in the salt air,

see their ghosts walking on water?

Absent such signs, I stand silent.

Like a curious child, I quiz Mother Africa.

She offers no answers; only her embrace.
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Chesepiooc AT THE BIG RIVER CHESAPEAKE BAY



The Algonquians first named me.

The Spaniards called me

Bahía de Santa María,

Bay of Saint Mary.

Explorers mapped my shores

and labyrinth of one hundred fifty tributaries.

Colonists settled my peninsula.

Planters claimed fertile fields,

erected waterfront manors,

and named them: the Anchorage, Fairview, Hope,

the Isthmus, Lombardy, Myrtle Grove,

Peach Blossom, Waverly, and Wye House.

To propel the enterprise, ships

like the Experiment brought captive Africans—

a fount of forced labor in perpetuity—

to the ports of Annapolis, Patuxent,

Potomac, and Oxford for auction

or carried them outward to New Orleans—

bound for cotton and sugarcane plantations.

Those same ships docked in the Caribbean,

and carried products like tobacco, wheat,

and wool to trade in England.

Surely as I spill into the Atlantic, the current

of greed swept me into the triangular trade.
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THE POINT OF COLLECTING Arrowheads



My farmer friend who has tilled these fields

for decades has found enough arrowheads to fill

a cabinet of curiosities. Relics of tribes

that named rivers: Choptank, Tuckahoe,

Pocomoke, Wicomico, Nanticoke.

These woodland peoples had hunted the forests

and canoed the streams for generations

before trading beaver pelts with white men

for tools, firearms, jewelry, cloth, and “hot water.”

The Nations’ ancestral lands were carved up

and claimed by European colonists,

and the native population of twenty thousand

was decimated by disease and a twenty-six-year war.

By law, Englishmen could shoot any Indian

who got in their way.

The Native Americans handed down

plant-medicine lore to Black healers.

Centuries later, an archeological dig

at the old Wye House blacksmith shop

found Indigenous pottery and grave goods,

denoting a ceremonial site or a burial ground.

Over time, Native blood mixed with African

and European. The First People are still here—

in spite of the colonial gaze that erased them

and the republic that excluded them from the start.

They still drum Earth’s heartbeat

while the rivers sing the Tribes.








The Archeologist EXCAVATING THE LONG GREEN



Stretching for a clear mile from the Wye River

within view of the overseer’s cottage,

the Long Green was the hub

of the plantation known as Wye House.

A village of blacksmiths, carpenters, cobblers,

cooks, coopers, farmhands, gardeners,

grain grinders, sailors, sawyers,

boatbuilders, wheelwrights, and their kin.

And before the colonizers arrived,

sacred ground of Indigenous tribes.

With shovels, trowels, and brushes,

I dust off layers of guilt and shame,

uncovering beads, blown glass, dishes,

teacups, shards of crockery, pins, tools,

cutlery, and a two-headed doctor carving

perhaps signifying an African healer.

I see stones and coins—charms lodged

between masonry to ward off spirits.

Each artifact, a fragment of a larger saga.

Imagine a farmhand—in the few hours

of fading light he has to himself—

carving this button from bone for his beloved.

Imagine her sewing that gift to her only dress.

Between chores, she fiddles with the button,

hoping they are never separated.

The Long Green was a true community,

some families here as far back as they know.

Here, after long hours in the fields or shops,

the enslaved people washed, sewed,

mended, cooked, collected oysters,

and raised their own crops and children.

Here was harsh labor but also love.

Here were shackles but also bonds

sustained by blood and spirits,

sayings, superstitions, and songs.

At nightfall, chants—protesting slavery

and praying for deliverance on earth

or in heaven—rocked the quarter.

Slumber on the heels of singing.

But there was little room or time to rest,

and no beds, just planks or the bare floor

and one coarse blanket per adult.

Young and old, male and female,

married and single all slept together.

Here by the Wye River, how could they not

have dreamed of sailing to freedom?
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Wye House SEAT OF THE LLOYD FAMILY, LANDED GENTRY



I am the jewel in the Lloyds’ crown,

the flagship of the family’s vast holdings.

A family whose Puritan patriarch,

Edward Lloyd, arrived in America around 1645

from the British Isles and settled first

in the Virginia colony before migrating

to the Maryland colony where Charles Calvert,

the third Lord Baltimore, granted him land.

Future generations of Lloyds built on

their inheritance, married their fortunes

with other elite families, and grew rich on trade

a century before the Revolution.

No mere manor, I am an agricultural factory.

Turning my gears, hundreds of Black hands,

building barns, minding stables,

stocking storehouses with grains,

and tending tobacco houses.

In the service of the Lloyd family,

kitchens, washhouses, smokehouses,

dairies, summerhouses, greenhouses,

henhouses, turkey houses, and pigeon houses.

To delight the Lloyds and their guests,

bushes, flowers, a deer park, a racetrack, arbors

among shade trees, and an orangerie.

I take my name from the seven-part,

white wooden riverfront mansion

with three wings, a columned portico,

and a circular drive that once saw

less traffic than my Wye River waterfront,

which empties into the Chesapeake Bay.

Not far from the Great House,

generations rest in the family cemetery.

I am proof of the wealth

that America’s founding families could amass

by enslaving laborers and marrying money.

Vain without apology, I collect mirrors.

But I cannot face history’s reflection.

I witnessed more cruelty than I care to recall.

The sin of slavery haunts my every hall.










PARTUS SEQUITUR VENTREM Offspring Follows Belly



Hear ye!

A 1662 Virginia legal doctrine declared

that offspring follows the belly,

meaning children born to enslaved mothers

were themselves enslaved—from day one.

This rule applied even when the father

was white or a free Black man.

Other British colonies followed suit.

Thus, enslaved mothers passed down

to their children not only family traits,

but also hereditary life sentences.

Their sole birthright was breath.

When I first see the inventory of property

on the Lloyds’ 1781 ledger, I notice four things.

One: My earliest known ancestor, Isaac Copper,

then twenty-one, is the first entry on the page.

Two: Some enslaved people, including Isaac

and his relatives, have surnames.

Three: Names of children of female house servants

are preceded by their mother’s first name,

the possessive case denoting maternity—

Alice’s Jack, Peg Shaw’s Charlotte, Violet’s Luce.

Four: The penmanship; the ink, a river

of proof that I have followed to the source.
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Ages of the Enslaved ACCORDING TO THE LLOYDS’ LEDGERS



At what age is hope born?

Child at one week old

Infant at ½ year

Stout—not good inclined at 11

Promising at 12

Lame in the hip at 12

Small & weakly at 13

Sold at 17

First rate will br[eed] at 17

Common hand at 18

A good hand at 23
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When does resistance first rise up?

Indifferent at 25

Stout but bad inclined at 27

An idiot at 28

A bad fellow at 33

Infirm hand at 36

Lame infirm at 39

Lame ankle at 41

Has fits rarely works at 44

Lost a finger at 47

Good of his age at 48

When do dreams wither?

Nearly done at 50

Worth but little at 57

Blind at 60

Unable to work at 62

Past labor at 71

My Lord, how did my kin get over?










What the Lloyds ’ Ledger Reveals (1770–1834)



In swirling penmanship: names, ages,

occupations, infirmities, and quality—

ranging from one to four with notes

such as blind, cripple, past work, or good for nothing—
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Design for a Plantation Garden


Culinary



		Radishes


		Beets


		Parsnips


		Carrots


		Peas


		French beans


		French beans


		Peas


		Squash


		Tomatoes


		Tomatoes


		Squash


		Artichokes


		Onions


		Onions


		Artichokes


		Asparagus


		Celery


		Celery


		Asparagus


		Squash


		Pumpkin


		Pumpkin


		Squash


		Blueberries


		Raspberries


		Raspberries


		Blueberries


		Chard


		Broccoli


		Broccoli


		Chard


		Cucumbers


		Cantaloupe


		Cantaloupe


		Cucumbers


		Rhubarb


		Watermelon


		Watermelon


		Rhubarb


		Potatoes


		Potatoes


		Potatoes


		Potatoes


		Cauliflower


		Lettuce


		Lettuce


		Cauliflower





Medicinal/Herbal



		Lavender


		Basil


		Sage


		Thyme


		Chives


		Mint


		Yarrow


		Dill


		Parsley


		Apothecary’s rose


		Coriander


		Oregano


		Bee balm


		Anise


		Caraway


		Comfrey


		Fennel


		Feverfew


		Lungwort


		Hyssop


		Bloodwort


		Coriander


		Tarragon


		Savory





Household



		Bedstraw


		Madder


		Woad


		Sweet woodruff


		Teasel


		Violets


    		Santolina


		Pennyroyal





Floral



		Black-eyed Susan


		Nasturtium


		Sweet William


    		Coreopsis


		Hollyhock


		Johnny Jump-ups


		Peony


		Hollyhock





Fruit Orchard



		Apple


		Apple


		Apple


		Apple


		Pear


		Pear


		Pear


		Pear
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