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A Note from the Author
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This is a work of creative nonfiction. I’m a creative writer and scholar, and have researched the stories of the Crouch-Wiliams-Cushman family and the people they enslaved: Minerva and her children Cecilia and Samon, Eliza, Juba Simons and her son Sorenzo, Boston, Bishroom, Jimmy, William, George, Jenny, and Jane. These were not the only people the Crouch-Williamses enslaved in Charleston over the years, but these are the people whose lives I came to know, as much as I could, and whose traces I followed, as much as was possible, from the 1830s to the 1860s.


The records that remain tell us more than usual about Eliza, Minerva, Juba Simons, and Jane, on whom I primarily focus. Nonetheless, because the records of enslaved people in the antebellum era are so scant, I have imagined their lives based on historical and contextual information. I make clear within the text what is known fact and where I’m imagining. I hope that you, the reader, will follow me in these moments, and that you come to fill in the story as you imagine the lives of all these people who lived almost two hundred years ago but seem to stand alongside us today.


All errors in the quoted letters are as they were originally written. In places, I have added punctuation and/or capitalization within these family letters for purposes of readability and clarity. 
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“Cloth as a metaphor for society, thread for social relations, express more than connectedness. . . . The softness and ultimate fragility of these materials capture the vulnerability of humans, whose every relationship is transient, subject to the degenerative processes of illness, death, and decay . . . Precisely because it wears thin and disintegrates, cloth becomes an apt medium for communicating a central problem of power; social and political relationships are necessarily fragile in an impermanent, ever-changing world.”


—Annette B. Weiner and Jane Schneider, 
Cloth and Human Experience


“These seemingly isolated episodes reaching back to the nineteenth century and carrying forward to the twenty-first, once fitted together like pieces in a mosaic, reveal a portrait of a nation: one that is the unspoken truth of our racial divide.”


—Carol Anderson, White Rage
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1


Piecing the Quilt


There is the sound of a baby in the house, a delight. He is a fat baby, a happy baby, full of laughter and mischief, Susan writes. The light falls through the window of their house on Cumberland Street each morning, when the baby wakes her early, and she gazes at him and makes him smile. Touches his sweet, soft skin. Leans toward him to kiss him and linger at his cotton-soft tendrils of hair. He is always getting into things; she can’t turn away from him for a moment. He kicks his father in bed at night, and in the morning, they laugh about it together—his kicks are no joke! But he is so easy at bedtime, going off to sleep contented. Susan is a mother for the first time at twenty-three. Come for a visit, she tells her sisters in letter after letter. Come and see my baby. He’s such a good baby, she tells them, he’s so easy.


She is proud. She has gone to housekeeping with her new young husband—now a doctor, no less. Their life is a delight.


She is an expert sewer, and when the baby goes to bed each night, she bends over her hexagons, basting them one after the other with swift, quiet stitches—and her husband sits and thinks to the sound of thread running through cloth and paper. He thinks about the patients he saw that day, some of their cases simple—rheumatism, a cold—while others were intricate puzzles—chronic stomach pain, headaches, an inexplicable bulge in one’s side. Susan hands him a hexagon, and he sews. He’s designed the pattern, and together, they make the quilt that I’d come to know almost two hundred years later.


In 1833, when Susan was twenty, there were pelerine collars on dresses—what we’d call “boat neck collar” today, straight across the breastline with the collarbones exposed. There were leg o’ mutton sleeves, poofed at the top, slender at the wrist. There were bonnets with bows and feathers. When the head was bare, a woman’s ’do was two puffs at each side of her face, and a single high twisted bun at the top. It reminds me of a primped samurai. Susan must have worn this look in her early twenties.


But first. Imagine: In 1820, Susan is seven. Her mother will cut the vegetables brought in by Susan’s brothers from the kitchen garden, stoke the fire in the iron stove, dice the beef. Unlike her wealthier neighbors, she doesn’t have a girl to help. She has boarders to feed—a family staying the night between Boston and Newport and two Brown University students. Sometimes, she has more than twenty boarders. She’ll come to Susan to look at the sampler, examine her stitches to see if they’re fine enough. How is the arch of the lowercase a? How straight is the line of the y? Susan has made three alphabets this week, and then she’ll start the phrase her mother dictated to her this morning: “Behold the child of innocence how beautiful is the mildness of its countenance and the diffidence of its looks.” Maybe Sarah Rose, her mother, stitched the same when she was a child. It’s Sarah Rose’s job—as it will be Susan’s—to make the coverlets, the quilts, the dresses, the petticoats, the corsets, the pantaloons, the trousers, and the jackets. Sarah Rose’s family depends upon her skill to keep them clothed, warm, respectable, and in fashion. Their clothes, the stitched objects in their home, signify their class and status in this world, and influence every element of their lives, from love to business. Susan has been sewing since she was three.


Next, she cross-stitches the phrase “Be good and be happy.” She makes the red stitches in x’s across the linen, carefully pressing the needle in and out, piercing the white cloth at the top and bottom of each x until she’s built a B out of what feels like a hundred small x’s. And then the e, and so on. Her mother is satisfied with her stitches. She does not ask Susan to tear them out. They remain.


One hundred years later, Susan’s grandnephew Franklin would find this sampler, along with three quilt tops, in a trunk that traveled from Charleston back to Providence and remained sealed shut after Susan’s heartbreak. Franklin would be the first to examine its contents in almost a hundred years, and I would be the first to fall in love with the quilt and its story after he passed away, another near-century later.


On the first day, before I even saw the quilt tops, I was captured by their mystery, my sense of the secrets they must hold and the knowledge that I’d get to touch the cloth and study hundreds of paper templates made from ephemera. As a quilter and writer seduced by the tactile and drawn to a good story, I approached them with wonder and delight. I was finishing a book on modern quilting and lived in a Rhode Island house built in 1738; it was rumored that George Washington stayed at this house in Little Rest on his way down to Delaware in the 1781. I’d walk across the original wide pine floorboards in my apartment, the sound of squirrels chuckling in the walls throughout the winter, trying to imagine who else had walked these floors, if I might be walking in Washington’s ghostly trace.


When Prof W. mentioned these quilt tops I might study as part of a material culture theory course, I was intrigued. We knew only that they were made by a newlywed couple in Charleston, South Carolina—he was a doctor who worked on the quilts with his wife when he had a “difficult case”—and donated in 1952 by a colonial revivalist from Providence. It was a snowy winter day when Prof W. led me down the overheated hall of the Textiles, Fashion Merchandising and Design department at the University of Rhode Island. With a jingling set of keys, she unlocked the old wooden door of the flat-storage room, and once inside, slid open the metal drawer of what looked like a map case. As it opened, I saw the first quilt top, its sky-blue, red plaid, white floral, green zigzag hexagons slowly revealed. My intrigue became entrancement. I couldn’t wait to touch it.


Prof W. slid both arms underneath it, gently, as if it were a sickly lamb. The only sound was the crinkle of the tissue paper that had been set between its layers to keep it from pressing against itself in storage. She set it down on top of the case and slid her arms out from underneath.


“The papers are fragile in the back,” she said. “Every time you move them, a few crumbs fall away.”


We looked over the front of the quilt, unfolded it once and found a central star of colorful calico hexagons with a white center. And around the star, “‘flowers’ of hexagons . . . separated by rows of white hexagons,” some of which were yellow and brown with age. The “checks, stripes, indigos, chintzes, calicos, drabs, and rainbow prints” dazzled me. There were white parrots’ heads framed in repeating hexagons around a central patch of red, sweet red ginghams and plaids, a pink floral print on a white background.
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I imagined the makers’ hands on the quilt, sewing what today we quippily call “hexies,” in just the same way I’ve been taught: make the paper template, baste the scrap of fabric over each edge, then whip-stitch them together and, finally, remove the paper template. Since these tops had never been finished, the paper templates remained. Prof W. could tell that the fabrics were cottons from the 1830s or ’40s, machine-woven and printed with blocks, plates, and cylinders, “all three of the main printing techniques of the period.”
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As I held the quilt tops, in my mind’s eye I saw Susan and Hasell (pronounced “Hazel”), a young couple hunched near the light of an oil lamp and a fire, carefully cutting out each paper hexagon template, then the fabric scraps left over from dresses and men’s shirts and children’s clothes. I could hear the metallic slice of their shears’ edges meeting. Could see the fire beside them burning hot on a rainy southern night. Could hear its crackle and the pull of the thread through paper and fabric—one long shhhhhh. A pause. And then another. That soothing rhythm of hand-stitching that every sewer knows. Today, it’s a privilege to have time to sew and we romanticize the hand-stitched, making precious gifts for one another with stitches that illustrate for the recipient our care and love: I made this for you. With my own two hands. But in the days of this quilt, these hands (at least, the woman’s) would have known a lifetime of sewing, a skill that was necessary for survival. Sitting by the fire, or in a quiet few minutes while the baby slept, she would have stitched dress seams and hems, buttonholes, hat trimmings, cloth diapers, and undergarments. She’d have decorated her home with embroidered tablecloths and napkins, lace doilies. Together, the couple made hexagon after hexagon with long basting stitches—one stitch across each side—that they’d tear out later, once they’d whip-stitched the hexagons together.
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Why was a man sewing with his wife in the 1830s? What did they talk about? What were their lives like? How had the quilt tops come from Charleston to Providence? Why did they remain unfinished?


As we stared down at the quilt top, Prof W. said, “It’s the back you’ll want to see.”


We moved the quilt top to an empty classroom and pressed several tables together, threw a clean white sheet over them, and then unfolded the quilt facedown so that the papers in its backing showed. It was slow, the unfolding. I was cautious. We’d both washed our hands. I tried to remember not to touch my face, because the oils from our skin would damage the fabric and papers.


Finally, the quilt was flat—a gasp—and there they were: a collage of hexagon papers that ranged in color from brown to cream to white, some in glossy full color with typed print, and some in loopy old-fashioned handwriting that no one without special training could replicate today. It was obvious before we even examined them that these browning, handwritten pieces were the oldest, crinkling and dry, corners disintegrating. A few paper flecks fell to the floor.


Carefully, I leaned over the quilt top and saw the words on oldest paper (matte, beige): friendship, sloop, schooner, and on the newer papers (glossy, whiter): invest, see, fame. There were lists of numbers, handwritten and typed, snippets of glossy articles on investment opportunities, yellow mimeographed announcements about high-school faculty meetings in the 1930s. None of this made sense yet. It was a great, swirling collage of times and places and language and numbers, of the nineteenth century enjambed with the twentieth, of sweetnesses like dear sister next to business contracts: signed in the presence of. There were four languages, sheet music, repeating words lined up beneath one another as if a child had been assigned the task of perfecting each letter’s shape: Knowledge, knowledge; friendship, friendship; maintained, maintained, maintained; communicate, communicate, communicate.
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Older snippets, “maintained,” and “master for” (probably referring to master for a ship, an oft-repeated phrase in the quilt top papers), enjambed with typed text on yellow paper probably from the 1930s.


Prof W. receded to the background, her voice faded out, and it was like that night in college down South when I was drunk, staring at the boy I loved; all the world was gone but him and me, and we spoke in a vacuum. It was like that once more. Just me and this quilt. I recognized the strangeness: I was falling in love with an object and the stories it promised. But here I was, touching a two-hundred-year-old object that would normally be kept behind the safety of museum glass, and its collage of papers looked like a puzzle to solve. I was allowed to trace the fabrics with my fingers, lift up one of the half-loose paper templates ever so slightly to read its reverse side, take pictures, read and reread the words in the hexagonal snippets of text.


When sound reached me again, I heard Prof W.’s voice. “There are two notebooks that go with the quilt tops. You’ll want to look at those next.”


Before I got to the notebooks, I spent weeks with the quilt tops, studying the fabrics and reading and recording the papers in the back. It became obvious that there was one—or more—expert sewing hands in the quilt; I could read in each tiny stitch a lifetime of training as a sewer. Other stitches were sloppier—crooked, longer, uneven. The variation in stitch quality meant that multiple people had worked on them. Who? I wondered. The young couple, or were there more people involved?
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As I recorded words from the papers, I noticed repetitions: shuger, casks, West Indies, West Indies, West Indies, over and over, along with Havana, Barbados, lists of numbers and calculations in a small nineteenth-century hand, juxtaposed with the bigger, loopy words friendship, kindness, government, incident. A child’s handwriting practice. The sweetness of that repetition and the concentration it must have taken to make each perfectly arched a and h and l. Cursive. Shapes our children don’t make anymore. And juxtaposed against that sweetness, the smaller, experienced hand of someone connected to the mercantile industry of the nineteenth century; the people who worked on this quilt had money at their disposal. They were calculating shipments on schooners and sloops, making manifests of the ship’s holdings—casks, shuger, barrels—and those who would sail it—seaman, master—to and from locations like Havana, Barbados, Carolyna, Newport.


Returning to the department’s accession records, made when the quilt tops were donated, I learned that the quilt tops had been stowed away, first in a trunk that was closed in 1838 and left unopened until 1917, when Franklin, who donated them, was given them by his aunt; they were made by her mother, Susan, and her new husband, the doctor Hasell. The accession note read: “Planned and sewn by Dr. and Mrs. Hasell Crouch. It is said that when he had a difficult case to prescribe for, he would work on his patchwork while trying to decide what to do for his patient . . .” After the tops were donated in 1952, just before Franklin died, they were left more or less undisturbed—studied here and there by a student whose research faded into now-defunct floppy disks and lost notes—until Prof W. and I removed them that winter afternoon in 2012.
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A watercolor portrait of Franklin.


Alone each day on the third floor of that overheated old stone building, accompanied only by the disarrayed crowd of cloth-covered mannequins used by fashion design students, I’d open each paper-lined box and remove one of the quilt tops. The floor-to-ceiling windows in that corner room cast in honey-thick, three o’clock light in blocks along the floor, hitting one corner of the quilt. Each day, it was like finding a present that someone had left for me almost two hundred years ago, with dropped clues about their lives: There were the 1830s-era fabrics with small prints of red, blue, plaid green, and floral whites, the teakettle print in brown and red; the fragile papers in the back with the dates 1798, 1808, 1813, 1824. This was a treasure trove, an unfolding, ever-expanding story with hints buried like a crooked trail to follow: artifacts housed at the historical societies in Providence and Charleston, the family gravestones at St. Philip’s Church in Charleston and Swan Point in Providence, stacks of letters in file folders and notebooks that Franklin had transcribed.
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It’s 1833 in Charleston, South Carolina, and Susan and Hasell Crouch are young and in love. They were married in October 1832, in Providence, and then she moved to his hometown, Charleston, to “go to housekeeping,” as she said, with him. For years, Hasell had been friends with her brothers, since they met, most likely, when Hasell boarded at their family home while a student at Brown University. It’s possible their families had a long-standing connection. Just before Hasell graduated in 1830, he went to visit Susan’s brothers, Hilton and Winthrop, who worked as clerks in nearby Worcester, Massachusetts. Their weekend entertainments included bird-hunting, and, perhaps, planning their futures; within two years, Hasell, Winthrop, and then Hilton moved south to Hasell’s hometown, Charleston, South Carolina, to make their fortunes. Somewhere along the way, amid family dinners and stays at Susan’s Providence home, Susan and Hasell began to court.
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The house on George Street in Providence in which Susan grew up.


In 1830, while she was finishing the education her brothers encouraged her to complete—since she never knew, they said, when she may need it—Hasell sent her a letter from Charleston; he’d gone home in December, just after graduating a month earlier. He’d have sailed to Charleston on one of the schooners or brigs that ran up and down the coast, trading goods in each of the port cities. Susan was eager to know if her father would rent a piano so she could learn the instrument from an instructor in Cambridgeport, Massachusetts, where she was staying. Back in Charleston, Hasell must have been setting his affairs in order, preparing to marry. In 1832, Susan and Hasell had a small Providence wedding, witnessed by her younger brother Winthrop. From Charleston, in 1833, Susan writes home that she’d like Winthrop to have something made for her to commemorate the occasion.


Winthrop ought to give me something seeing as how he stood up with me [at my wedding]. It is customary here for the bridesmaids each to give a suit that is a cap and frock. Now I should think Winthrop must buy the materials and let Sarah Hamlin make it. Such things here are talked more about than they are with you. They are made such secrets of


While Susan strives to learn the ways of Charleston women and waits to deliver her first baby in August, she hopes her brother and friend Sarah will help her make her way in this new town.


She feels like an outsider with the women in town, but she and Hasell are young and seem blissfully in love; they make cordial and preserves that they drink with friends and send to Susan’s family in Providence via the brigs that run the coast. They dye a bonnet together. Soon, they’ll start this quilt.


Susan misses home and wishes she lived as close as her older married sister, Abby, does, but she’s happy making a new home with Hasell, and likes having her brothers and brother-in-law nearby.


The weather is delightful now, just warm enough. Blackberries have been ripe about three weeks. All kinds of vegetables are in market. Peaches are quite large. I suppose they will be ripe in about a month. I think we shall have a great deal of fruit. Blackberries are very plenty indeed. Charles [Hasell’s brother] and Hasell bought near a bushel for 37 ½ cents. I made some jelly and Hasell’s making some cordial. I intend to send you some jelly as soon as I get an opportunity. I made it rather too sweet. I think I boiled it away too much. I never made any or saw any made before so I did not know. I put the same quantity as you do for currant jelly.


Susan’s letters are full of stories of their young, domestic bliss. She thanks her mother for sending “sheets and spreads,” a quilted coat, and table spoons. The family constantly sends goods and food back and forth on the brigs. Apples from the North, peaches and figs from the South, pickled vegetables and wine. Susan sends north “barberries, gingerbread, jelly and dried apples” by the brig Mary and particular types of pots and pans, “Ma knows the size,” that she needs for her “housekeeping.” Susan’s brother Hilton, also in Charleston, asks for “a ½ barrel pig pork and a small keg of good butter, both scarce articles here.” Hasell and Susan send home the rose brandy they made together: “We have a great quantity of roses in the garden.” At one point, Susan requests a stove to be sent down. But most often, she asks for fabric.


I wrote in the letter that was sent by The Eagle for some flannel 3 yards of nice and three yards for some coats for little Hasell. I have not bought any coats since those first ones and they are worn thin.


At other times, she asks for calico, merino, “linnen,” “cambricks,” and white muslin. Some of these fabrics make up the quilt tops that Susan and Hasell made together.
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One November day in 1834, maybe the weather is cooling, and Susan is soothing the baby, Little Hasell, as a rainstorm passes over the city. Maybe her husband, Hasell, is off at the medical college, learning his trade. On November 8, her brother Winthrop, working as a clerk in Columbia, writes home to send news to his father. In the course of the letter, he asks for cotton batting and calicos to be sent south for his sister, sister-in-law, and aunt.


Susan wants you to send her six pounds of cotton batting to make a comforter. Mrs. Thorne and Eliza would like to have enough to make them each one—you may as well send 20 pounds in all and Father can charge it to Hilton so they will settle with him for it here. You can buy it much cheaper with you than here. Susan likes the quilt you sent her very much. She has made it up and wears it. She is very thankful for it. I don’t think it would be a bad plan to send some cheap calicos to make the comforter for it will cost her a great deal more here than at the North, perhaps you have some old stuff in the house that will answer.


And so this was the start of the quilt. Susan’s sisters and parents up in Providence would send down twenty pounds of batting and “some cheap calicos” to make the quilt, maybe “old stuff” they have left over from their sewing projects, or new materials they could buy cheaply near the textile mills and with their father’s connections as a dry-goods store owner and former shipper. (The “quilt” that Winthrop says Susan has made up and wears was quilted fabric she’d probably made into a petticoat to wear under her dresses, for warmth and to help billow out the skirts.)


Susan and Hasell began work on the quilt together, that much we know, but the details are unclear. There is the problem of memory: While one note indicates that Hasell stitched the quilt, another states that Hasell designed the quilt top and Susan stitched it. While men sometimes quilted—injured Civil War soldiers, for example, took it up when they were bedridden and needed to occupy their hands—it’s unique that Hasell and Susan worked on this quilt top together. There’s something so hopeful in this. The quilt was intended to be for their great four-poster bed; they must have imagined they’d spend winter nights under this quilt for many years to come.


Susan and Hasell could have had no idea that their quilt would remain unfinished, that tragedy would befall them, that the hexagons would be taken up by their descendants in Rhode Island a century after they’d started it in South Carolina, that because they’d made so many hexagons and modern beds were smaller, it would be transformed into three quilt tops of slightly different designs—that I, a stranger to their family, would come upon the quilt and this story almost two hundred years after they started it.
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Weeks passed before I came back to the notebooks Prof W. mentioned. They were donated with the quilt tops by Franklin in 1952, along with hundreds of other objects, including clothes and paintings. These two small binders included fabric connected to the quilt tops. I removed them from an acid-free cardboard box and carried them carefully, as ever. I imagined they were one of the empty, paper-thin robin’s eggs I used to find in the grass under ocean-side hedges; I’d tote them home in cupped palms to show my sister, steadying my steps, eager but careful not to crush the blue shells. This was the first notebook: a delicate surprise.


I walked through the high-ceilinged halls, to the classroom, set the notebooks down, and opened them page by page. In the center of each page, there were squares of fabric, sometimes two or three layered on top of one another, and underneath, in neat cursive, a note that I realized was made by Franklin: from the pocket of Sarah Rose Williams. And, in the lower right-hand corner, the year, 1917.


I didn’t yet know what this meant—a pocket? I didn’t know who Sarah Rose Williams was or how she was connected to this story. The classroom was quiet. I sat on faded green metal chairs that reminded me of my elementary-school days, and took notes in pencil—everything around the archives must be done in pencil, because it does less harm than pen if its marks should go astray on precious objects. I turned the pages, noting fabrics that were in the quilt. Most were listed as being “ante 1840.”


And then I saw, in Franklin’s neat penciled cursive, the note that added still more questions, which superseded all those that came before: Probably for slave gowns.
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At first, I sympathized with Susan as a northern transplant in the South, as I grew up outside Boston and went to school in North Carolina. It was the mid-nineties. When I visited the college campus my junior year of high school, I remember having arrived tired from all the previous tours, on which students told me the merits of the college union or the cafeteria or the dorms. When I arrived here, I found myself enamored of its quiet beauty—the empty, wide green lawns and pillared brick buildings, the ringing bells that marked the hours, the water dripping from the greenery around the dorms. There were few students on campus that weekend; they were on spring break. I remember sidewalks crisscrossing an empty green, and I filled that green with my imagination of my life to come—long days talking literature with the other students, sprawled on the lawn with our books open, or playing Frisbee in the afternoons—the movie version of college. No one I knew from my high-school class was planning to go afar; they were all staying in New England. Families in Concord seemed to have been there forever, and they seemed to stay forever. My family had moved to town when I was older, and I never felt I fit in there; I imagined that if I went to a new land, I’d find my people. I wanted something different, an adventure, casting myself as far away as possible. The short of it: I didn’t know what I was getting into.


A year and a half later, I found myself struggling with the differences between Concord, Massachusetts, the suburb where I grew up, and the small, conservative liberal arts college I’d chosen to attend. I didn’t know, when I applied, that the school’s student body was 98 percent white, 2 percent people of color, nor that the majority of the students were from old southern families, nor even that the school had such close ties with the Presbyterian church. At Easter, great wooden crosses were placed on the lawn at the entrance to one of the academic buildings, slurs were made against the few Jews enrolled, and when an African American speaker was scheduled to come to campus, swastikas were scrawled across his face on the posters advertising the visit. Two of my good friends, one who was from Turkey and the other who was Indian American, transferred out by the end of that first year. The town was divided between black and white by the railroad tracks—the African American side poor, the white side prosperous. I remember finding it strange that I never saw people of color from town on the main street we often visited to get shakes at the old soda shop, where the college’s sports paraphernalia from the ’20s, ’30s, and ’40s—old football sneakers, a helmet, black-and-white photos of men—white men—smiling in their uniforms after a game—hung on the walls.


But what was most alarming to me was the way that my classmates spoke. In the early weeks of my freshman fall, I sat outside with my hallmates and their friends. We were in the midst of the O. J. Simpson trial, waiting for the decision, and one of the students said, “I hope O.J. loses so that we can snipe black people from the tops of buildings.” I remember his face in this moment. The snarl and delight. And the woman who laughed loudly and said, “Cal! That was so southern of you,” and slapped him five. I was stunned, sickened. There were many other moments like that one to follow. Later that year, I’d hear someone call her puckering lips while smoking a cigarette “nigger lips.” I had never heard a white person use that word before. She was drinking, when she said it, and after, she and a friend giggled. Sometime that year, I visited a friend’s Charleston home, and when I said about the cottage out back, “What a cute little house,” she replied that it was the slave quarters. I didn’t know how to understand this at the time. She had a black nanny, whom she called “nanny” or “mammy,” I don’t remember which, but I remember the moment when I heard this, stunned, when she and I were introduced in the kitchen. At an event I attended in the city, all of the guests were white and all of the servers were black. It was simply regarded as the way things were. We could not talk about this history, nor even the fact of racism in the South. When I tried to talk about it, my classmates would laugh at me: “Go home, Yankee!” they’d say, laughing, or, “Carpetbagger!” or, “The South will rise again!” I was told that, as a northerner, I had no history, no roots that ran deep like theirs did. Many students hung Confederate flags in their dorm rooms. I’d ask why? Why would they hang that flag? They’d say it was about their heritage, not about racism or slavery. I kept talking, pushing, questioning, believing that these conversations might change things, even ever so slightly. I was too overwhelmed to transfer as my friends had; the thought of tackling applications again was daunting. So, I decided, brimming with hubris, I’d stay and try to change things. I was naïve. I wasn’t good at negotiating those conversations; I was too strident, pushed too hard. Meanwhile, I learned how slow the world is to change.


It wasn’t just this school. I’d come to see that the problem was that I believed in the myths I’d been taught. During those four years in North Carolina, I had to confront my own experiences in Concord, Massachusetts, which I’d told people was a liberal bastion compared to the college. I grew up believing the stories about the houses with the black-striped chimneys, which were said to be part of the Underground Railroad, and the legends of Thoreau and Emerson and the transcendentalists. I’d never heard that people in town owned enslaved people—that would have been unfathomable to me, and to many New Englanders it still is, though the story is now being told more publicly: A house once inhabited by enslaved and then free African Americans in Concord has been moved next to the Old North Bridge and converted into a small museum, the Robbins House, named for the family who lived there. I’d never heard of the Royall House and Slave Quarters in Medford, half an hour from Concord, where the only known extant northern slave quarters still stand today and that history, of colonial northern enslavement, is told fully by its historians and docents.


These quilt tops led me to a history of the North to which I had been blind. Now, when I tell people that Newport and Bristol, Rhode Island, were the largest slave-trading ports in the country in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, they’re most often shocked. New Englanders continue to believe that the North was abolitionist, was always abolitionist, free from the damning history of slavery that plagues the South. People in the North don’t talk about that history, would not acknowledge it in their backyards the way my classmate had noted her home’s former slave quarters. That history and its markers and legacies, though, are just as fully present in and around Boston.


If you walk through the acres of woods in South County, Rhode Island, where I lived when I began researching the quilt tops, you’ll see miles of moss-grown stone walls that cross and zigzag over the hills—many of them built by enslaved people in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The walls were built in grids so that overseers could mark the progress of those who planted and picked in each section while also keeping each enslaved person contained. Stop and look at those stone walls when you see them in a colonial town, or out in the woods, almost forgotten: The way the walls are built is masterful—stones that fit together as if cut like puzzle pieces, they’ve stood for three hundred years, a testament to the skill and artistry of the people whose hands touched them, lifted them, and set them here.
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Havana, Barbados, shuger, casks, Carolyna, West Indies.


I knew when I read these snippets in the quilt’s backing that someone in the family was likely implicated in the triangle trade. But exactly who was connected, and how closely, was a mystery. Probably for slave gowns was more definitive. It meant that a woman who had grown up in what I once believed to be the abolitionist nineteenth-century North had moved south and owned enslaved people. How did a woman from the 1830s North come to terms with owning people? And, the question I wanted to answer most of all—who were these enslaved people? 
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I went back a generation to learn more about Susan, sinking into the reams of letters and account books held in Rhode Island archives. I found myself in the mercantile Atlantic world, a world I’d known about in vague terms, growing up around Boston and my mother’s hometown, Salem, and living now near Newport and Bristol. This is a world where it was faster to travel by boat than by land; there was as yet no railroad, no car. Horse and wagon were slow, and the rides were rough over potholed and rocky dirt roads. Wooden sailboats traveled smoothly across the sea, skimming up and down the east coast of what we now call the United States, and down to what we now call the Caribbean, buying and trading goods.


Out on a schooner for an afternoon, I heard the creak of a thick rope as the wind pressed at the sail, felt the ship heeling as it gained speed. I’d been seasick all morning in the muggy, still air, the sail luffing, and now I delighted in the wind, bracing my feet against the rail of the boat. This was a wooden schooner with two masts, the sails attached by metal hoops and raised by hand. Heave, ho! Heave, ho! You know those words. Hauling down on the line, and then shifting the hands up to grab higher, and hauling down again.


We sailed across Gloucester Harbor, and I saw in the distance another wooden schooner, and beyond, the rise of the land. An old warehouse painted red, a brick building, and the patchwork blur of colonial houses that scaled the hill in the center of town. The wind carried us out toward the sea, that great, open, windy expanse that awaited us, with all its ancient myths of mariners and monsters and pirates and wrecks. But just before we reached the open water, the crew called to jibe, and we ducked our heads to avoid the swinging boom; the ship turned back toward the safety, the quiet—the disappointment—of the docks.
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Susan’s father, Jason, and his father, Elijah, were Rhode Island merchants whose ships traveled these Atlantic waters, captained by men they hired. Between 1799 and 1808, they invested in sloops, schooners, and brigs that traveled the Eastern Seaboard, from Rhode Island down to South Carolina and the West Indies. The repeated words in the quilt’s papers—sloop, schooner, seaman, West Indies, Barbados, Havana, casks, shuger—were likely remnants of his shipping manifests and contracts. Their ships carried New England rum south and molasses and sugar back north, along with muslin, silk, tea, coffee, and other goods traded from the West Indies. So it was Susan’s father and grandfather who were part of the mercantile system of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—a cyclical system that fueled, and was fueled by, the slave trade.
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The Seaman’s Friend. Types of ships, schooner sloop brig.


After one of the ships in which they’d invested was captured by the British during the embargo of 1808, Jason and Elijah cut their losses. Jason would continue to pay off these debts for years. To sustain himself and his family, he and his wife continued to take in boarders. Because their house was right next to Brown University, they always had plenty of students in their home; Sarah Rose, his wife, was responsible for their care.


Jason focused on the dry-goods store he owned in Providence, which was likely the source of his access to cheaper fabric and goods than Susan would have had down South. He bought and sold from Atlantic merchants every day. He could get yards of fabric—and anything else she and Hasell needed—at lower prices than she could if she were to shop in Charleston.


In addition, the Providence textile mills—Sprague Print Works, Allen Print Works, among others—were making yards of cloth just a few miles from Jason’s doorstep. He had easy access to the cottons Susan used in the quilt, along with the fabric she requested for clothes for herself and her family. Thus, the quilt tops and the notebooks (the latter of which include handwoven as well as machine-made cloth) marked the start of the United States’ booming Industrial Revolution, which would drastically change the lives of Susan’s family and enslaved people in the South.


Those letters that are full of requests for goods from Susan and Hasell are evidence of the way the family profited from their connections between North and South. Letters went back and forth between the two branches of the family as they asked each other for hominy, potatoes, figs, cotton, dried apples, stoves, “tin kitchens,” pots and pans, shoes, hats, and feather beds—among so many other goods that were shipped on the brigs that ran up and down the coast. Eventually, Hilton and Winthrop would use their father’s merchant connections to build their southern businesses; they sent raw goods from the South to factories and consumers in the North with whom Jason had connections. As an “old New England family,” store owners, and former shippers, they had a solid network of buyers. Jason had easy access to buyers of Hilton’s lumber and Winthrop’s cotton, and he sent south all the goods his children needed as they built their businesses and furnished their homes.


“Ask Father,” Hilton tells his sister Eliza in Providence, “what clear northern pine boards are worth at Providence and what the prospect is of there being a supply in market in the spring.” After requesting his business tips, he goes on to request “a box of Flagg Tooth Powder it can be purchased at Dr. Johnson’s Apothecary Shop in Weyboset Street,” and “Susan wishes you to send a piece of cotton about the quality of my shirt. She would like it bleached and about a yard wide as she wishes it for pillowcases &c. Father can charge it to me and I will settle with him one of these days.” He also wonders if his father paid “Brown” for his coat and says one of the sleeves smells so bad he doesn’t wear it. He wishes he could send the family potatoes from the barrel he bought, “but nearly all of them have spoiled and I cannot find any that will keep; all that I can see have been touched by frost, which makes them rot. If the vessel does not sail tomorrow, I will send you a barrel of flint corn but you need not send me any more grayham flour . . . Susan does not make any bread. We do not use any except bakers. I would like very much to have some of your nice Grayham bread.” And so their letters went back and forth with requests for the food they missed, barrels of hominy and dried meats, flour, fabric, and later, other supplies.


While Hilton worked to found a lumber mill in Charleston, young Winthrop, struggling in his early days in South Carolina (he was working for a clerk in Columbia when Hilton wrote about the lumber), would become a rich man from the cotton industry and his northern connections. After working for Mr. Ewart in Columbia for several years, he and Ewart cofounded a cotton-trading business. Ewart secured northern buyers from his New York hometown, and Winthrop organized the buying of cotton from plantations around Columbia and the selling of it at the ports in Charleston. Both Hilton and Winthrop would come to own enslaved people, as would Susan, and Winthrop, the more extreme and daring of the two brothers, came to be known as a “fire-breathing southerner,” in favor of secession, by the time of the Civil War. Winthrop shifted up in class, from a working professional back in Providence to a respected “factor” and bank president in Charleston. He’d amassed what amounts to millions in today’s dollars, lost it all in the war, and built it again. His sisters Emily and Eliza Williams remained in the North and were opposed to slavery and his way of life.


It was strange to watch their lives unfold in the letters before me, from youth to old age—Hilton’s verve and ebullience, even sometimes a hint of sarcasm (he asked Winthrop to write him a few lines and “lo and behold!” he had), to striving, longing to be successful in business and family, to his old age. I sank into their lives in the 1830s, as I sank myself into the Atlantic trading world. Here were Providence and Charleston a few decades after the start of the Industrial Revolution, with their bustle of commerce at the wharves, their markets for meat and vegetables, their residents in long, swishing skirts and corsets and snug-fitting suits and ties and black hats. I zigzagged between archives, from my days with the quilt, to Charleston’s various collections—emerging between each visit to what Winthrop once described as “intolerable hot” summer days, sweat slipping down my skin, which pinked in the sun—back to Providence. There were piles of letters, hundreds of letters, neatly stacked in manila folders that were filed tidily inside acid-free boxes, like the wooden nesting dolls I loved as a child, eagerly uncapping each one to find the tiniest solid doll in the center, the answers that filled the gaps. Several times every day at the historical society, a hushed room with researchers settled at wooden tables around me, I awaited each box that held another piece of the story; it was rolled down on a cart for me by patient and peculiar archivists—people with the same penchant for unspooling a trail as I’ve found in myself. I grabbed my cotton-covered page weights to hold the pages open, and I read and read and took picture after picture. I went back to Charleston, to St. Helena, to Columbia, South Carolina, to talk to more people, to look for more contracts. The days became weeks, months, years. I followed the lives of the family and dug to find more on the enslaved people. I found the weight that rested on Little Hasell’s life—a tiny child whose fate would come to determine Susan’s, Hasell’s, and Eliza’s, Minerva’s, Juba’s, and their children’s lives, too.
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Mosaic quilt top.


In Susan’s first days in Charleston, fresh from Providence, she and Hasell live with his brother and sister-in-law, Charles and Eliza Crouch.* Susan is eager to “go to housekeeping” with her husband, but they have to wait to set up their own home when he’s done with medical school. While Hasell and Charles are accustomed to—and defend—the slave system, Susan comes from Providence, where slavery had been declared illegal at the end of the previous century and, by the 1830s, had been completely eradicated. Susan dislikes owning enslaved people, not for moral reasons but because she found them lazy and destructive.


You mentioned in one of your letters that you would like to send me something but did not know what to send. I will tell you what I would like to have, some old linen and an old tablecloth. For I shall want some such things very much. Eliza has nothing of the kind. Everything is destroyed or stolen by the negroes. I never saw so much destruction in one house as there is in this. I do not know what Ma would do if she had these negroes to deal with. They are so careless. I think it is partly owing to their not being managed right. Eliza is easy with them. There is not one of them that has one quarter of the work to do that either of you have. There is no regularity or order about everything and for that reason it takes a great deal longer to do the work and nothing is done properly. I do wish we would keep house. It would be so much pleasanter. It would seem more like a home for I could have one of you with me then. But it will be an impossible thing until Hasell gets his profession.


. . . I wish Emily could come here and live. This climate would be of great benefit to her health. If you could only look at Hilton and see how much better his health is. I wish we could go to housekeeping but it would be much more expensive.


Back home, Susan’s sisters either do the work themselves or have domestic workers who help in the home. Abby has a housekeeper and a “young girl” to watch the children. She mentions an Irish girl Susan hired after her return to Providence in the late 1830s, who is “as good as any other.” Before Susan moved to Charleston, she lived with her parents and two sisters in their house on George Street, in Providence. The family was wealthy enough to send their children to school—Susan and her sisters finished their education through early high school in Massachusetts boarding schools—but still needed to hire boarders to supplement the income that Susan’s father brought in from his general store. Susan and Abby bemoaned this burden in their letters home, wishing that their parents didn’t have to work so hard and that they could eschew the trouble of taking in boarders.


Despite Susan’s initial misgivings about having enslaved women do the housework, she adjusts quickly, as do her brothers. Over the years, she mentions in her letters home the names of enslaved people they owned at different times: Minerva, who would have a daughter, Celia or Cecilia, and a son, Samon or Lamon. A woman named Juba and her children. They rent a man named Jimmy who is “let with [the Sullivan Island House]” each summer; sometimes he comes to the city house with them. Susan’s brothers Hilton and Winthrop, and her brother-in-law, Charles, and his wife, Eliza Crouch, own enslaved people as well, and they all live within a few blocks of one another.


Susan seems to adjust to the system quickly. Two years after her initial assessment of Eliza Crouch’s enslaved women, she writes:


I want to come on very much this summer but it will not be possible for me to leave.


I think of you all very often and wish I could go home as easily as Abby can. I am sorry to hear she has no help. It is so bad to have all the work to do in the warm weather. Has not she a little girl to mind the children. I should think she might take one to bring up. I hope you have help. I do not think Father ought to do the white washing himself. I have thought of you a good deal this spring. I know what a job it is to clean house. I do wish you could all live here you would not have to work so hard.


I have Juba to cook for me, the one that Eliza had to cook for her when I first came. She behaves as well as I could wish. If I send her anything to bake or cook she will do it as nice as possible. She washes and irons very well. She does all our washing but Hasell’s shirts and those I put out. I iron my frocks and muslins. Last summer I ironed Hasell’s shirts but this summer I thought I would not. I get them done for 37 ½ cents a dozen. I do not wish for a better servant. She likes Hasell and tries to please him. She is very fond of little Hasell. He calls her mammy. He hears her children call her so.


Hilton is in very good health. He comes to see us every Saturday and stays until Monday. He is loading two vessels for Providence. He has done a good deal of business this summer. He is doing very well indeed. He is doing more business than any other lumber merchant in the city.


Here, Susan writes about the enslaved woman who was part of the group of “negroes” she’d so harshly criticized two years ago, now judging her performance with glowing remarks. She wishes her mother and older sister didn’t have to work so hard back home, that they could some south, where enslaved women could ease their burden. She envies her sister, Abby, who lives in New York and can visit Providence more easily than Susan can; Susan’s journey home takes about ten days by ship.


By this time, the baby, Little Hasell, is a bubbly toddler, tearing apart the house with his enthusiastic curiosity. Susan can’t turn her back on him for the trouble he’ll get into. He doesn’t speak yet, she says, but that’s fine. She’s two months pregnant with her daughter, Emily. She may know as much, since she says she can’t travel to the North in the summertime. These sections of the letters also reveal, again, the connections between North and South of which Susan and her brothers are always taking advantage; Hilton is “loading two vessels for Providence,” where he ships lumber from his mills. Winthrop has started a cotton business through which he sometimes sends cotton bales north for his father to sell, and consistently sends goods north through his business partner’s northern routes. Both boys, as well as Hasell and Susan, profit from these connections. As their letters are exchanged consistently from the ’30s through the Civil War, their ties become more complicated over time, especially as Winthrop becomes more entrenched in southern politics and Susan has moved back to Providence.


What was most important to me about these letters, though, was the information about the enslaved people, especially Juba and her children, Minerva and her children Cecilia and Samon, and, mentioned elsewhere, Eliza, as well as Hilton’s enslaved men Boston and Bishroom, who worked at the lumber mill. Now I knew their names and their roles within the household. I’d soon follow trails around Charleston and Rhode Island, and later, Cuba, to piece together the rest of their stories.





* I’ll refer to Charles’s wife as Eliza Crouch from here on, as there are three Elizas in this story. Eliza Williams is Susan’s sister. Eliza with no known surname is the enslaved woman owned by Susan.
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Eliza, Minerva, & Juba


Suppose she is “small of her age.” That she “had . . . two short gowns, one of white linen,” the other, as we know from the quilt, of brown or red with a black print that looks like a teakettle; perhaps she has a dress in each colorway, or versions of the print in red and brown, both those prints that we see in the quilt, now just tidy hexagons, scraps left over from these “slave gowns” now repurposed.


The dresses would have been worn to rags. Unlike Susan’s fine silk and muslin dresses with piped seams and ruffles, they would have been simply made with plain seams; and, because they were worn until they were threadbare, they’re not preserved. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich—the material culture historian who coined the phrase “well-behaved women rarely make history”—writes about this disparity between the preservation of the objects of the wealthy and the disappearance of objects of the poor.


Surviving needlework often has the very same biases as letters and diaries and was probably produced by the same relatively small group of women. For every cross-stitched picture of Harvard College thousands of plain shirts and aprons were produced in New England. Although a few survive, most were worn till full of holes, then recycled into dishcloths, pocket, rag coverlets, scrap bags, and lint.


Ulrich adds that some of the worn pieces of cloth were even recycled into paper. This disparity between saving the elite’s objects but not those of the working class and enslaved is certainly evident in the case of the Crouch family and their enslaved people’s stitched objects. From the Crouches, we have a man’s jacket, several dresses, including the white muslin gown Susan wrote about letting out during her second pregnancy, and three quilt tops, as well as a photograph, hundreds of letters, documents, weather journals, a medical notebook, and other ephemera. There are five boxes full of their documents in the historical society, and scattered documents in Charleston on microfiche rolls and in tidy manila folders. I can trace the ownership of their home for almost seventy years through sales records and deeds. Their names are even immortalized in online records of South Carolina slaveholders. But to find the stories of the enslaved people, that takes far more work—and imagination. I’m told, over and over, at archives and research centers around Charleston, and when I meet activists and historians, that I won’t be able to find the trail for the enslaved people, that I’ll have to make it a composite story out of historical records and slave narratives. That’s part of the frustration of this archive—reading what’s on the surface and digging for what’s been disregarded, suppressed, quieted. The enslaved people were simply considered property, so there aren’t records to be found as there are for the white family—contracts for their marriage, court cases to reclaim or buy property, birth and death certificates—all the bureaucratic minutiae that mark our lives today, missing for people who weren’t considered citizens nor even humans. Even the records of their purchase and sale weren’t always recorded. Some sales were private. Some sales contracts were destroyed over time, or never made at all.
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The cloth Susan requested for “servants” used in the quilt,  probably from scraps leftover after making dresses.


The calico bought for the teakettle prints, for the “servants’ gowns,” as Hilton called them when he wrote home requesting cloth, was not of as fine quality as the calico that Susan requested for herself. In February of 1835, Hasell writes home to his father-in-law, in Providence, with a list of requested items enclosed.


½ Bushell white beans


½ Barrel of dried apples and peaches, separate, about equal quantities


1 piece brown sheeting, yard wide or over, 12 or 13 cts. a yard


8 yards fig. calico for Susan a summer dress 12 to 16 cts.


16 yards calico for 2 servants from 9 to 12 ½ cts.


He asks that they be returned by the brig Commerce, a ship that often takes their letters and goods back and forth. Susan wants finer quality cotton for her own dress, at the higher price of twelve to sixteen cents a yard, while the calico for two “servants”—the deceptively more genteel name for enslaved people—should cost only nine to twelve and a half cents. It wouldn’t be of as fine a weave, perhaps coarser and of fewer, less desirable colors. This is the print that looks like a black teakettle on either red or brown (which was then called “drab”) fabric, preserved in the fabric notebook with the note probably for slave gowns, and in tidy hexagons within the quilt. Those would have been made from the scraps left over after the dresses were made, either by Susan or by Minerva, Eliza, and Juba themselves.


Suppose we imagine Minerva and Juba, one wearing red and one wearing brown. These are plain dresses with cinched waists and cartridge pleated skirts, bodices that hug their chests and long straight sleeves with a slight poof at the top—nothing so dramatic as Susan’s gowns, it would have been a less elaborate pattern. Perhaps Minerva, who’s about twenty-seven, is holding her child in her arms, swaddled in a blanket she stitched herself. That’s Celia or Cecilia, an infant in the spring of 1835. Maybe Minerva used a few scraps from their dresses, combined with other scraps Susan gave her or that she traded for with women at the market, to piece a small quilt. She sways side to side to soothe Cecilia, then gently shifts her into a sling on her back so she can haul in a pot of water for Susan to bathe herself. And do you see Juba, with her son pressed against her, her arms on his shoulders? She’s wondering how long she’ll get to keep him by her side. She’s thinking she needs to cut his hair tonight.


We know Juba had more than one child; Susan wrote that little Hasell called her “Mammy” because he heard her children call her by that name. We know the name of only one of her children, Sorenzo (perhaps Lorenzo, but he was likely named for the white owner William Sorenzo). We might imagine that in 1835, Sorenzo was ten, and stands beside his mother momentarily before running to play with the other children in the yard. See him reach for the child who runs from him, his hand outstretched, laughing when his fingers catch the cloth of the child’s billowing shirt? Got you! he hollers. Imagine that he returns, breathless, to stand beside his mother again, and that her hand reaches for him almost unconsciously, finding the side of his head, then his cheek, in a caress. The glow of sunlight falls across his cheek, down his neck, across his lanky body where it catches the bottom of his mother’s brown skirt, illuminating them together in the stillness. He is laughing at something he sees in the distance.


Now imagine a third woman. “She had two petticoats, one of which is drugget, the back parts striped with red, green, and yellow, the fore parts is striped with blue and brown,” and “new shoes, with wooden heels, tied with strings, and half-worn stockings.” She stands a little apart from the other two women. She’s about the same age as Minerva, thirty, and doesn’t have with her any children. This is Eliza.
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1849 map of Charleston. Crouchers lived on Cumberland Street,  circled on lower right of map.


Imagine that it’s morning, just after dawn, pink lighting the sky over the horizon on Charleston’s peninsula. The Crouches and Eliza, Minerva, and Juba live at 6 Cumberland Street, just half a block from the bay. When Eliza catches sight of the sun coming up, she remembers, for a moment, holding her mother’s hand as a child; it’s her only memory of her mother. She smells the salt in the air, hears the distant call of a shipmaster approaching a wharf. Eliza moves back inside quickly, hauling water to the washbasins upstairs, spilling none; she’s become adept at this, no matter how tired she feels. She was up late the night before with the baby Hasell, soothing him while Susan slept. She heard the doctor snore in the middle of the night. She is unwilling witness to their every intimacy. When she brings Susan and Hasell their breakfast in bed, she avoids their eyes, pretends they each live in private and distant worlds. She appeases them with a smile—another expertise—and then walks out of the room and down the stairs and out the door to the yard, where she watches the sun come up over the bay. This moment is hers.


Back in the kitchen, she talks to Minerva about the garden, asking who will take the vegetables to market. Minerva misses the market, where she sees her friends and steals moments of autonomy in the one place that gives her authority. Here, she can determine her own prices for her produce. She can decide to whom she will or won’t sell. She can meet and talk with friends without fear of retribution. There will be no trip to the work house on market day.


The enslaved people at the market could “collectively defy white authority in ways that would have been impossible individually.” They were predominantly women who grew vegetables in small gardens, made sweetgrass baskets, or knitted or stitched goods to sell. They could name their own prices, keeping a portion of the proceeds in agreement with their masters. One of the traps of enslavement was that owners realized they had to concede some freedoms to the people they owned in order to keep them within that patriarchal system—See, I’m a good owner, allowing you to keep the proceeds you get for your vegetables. Because owners, outnumbered by enslaved people in Charleston, realized they could be overtaken at any time, they made concessions to keep the people they owned “content,” and then held this over their enslaved people’s heads as if they had done them a favor. These favors, they might have reminded the women and men they owned, could be revoked.
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Perhaps while Eliza hauled water for the washbasins and cleaned the house, Juba was tending to the children and cooking breakfast. We know that Juba was the cook, based on that letter Susan wrote in July 1835: “I have Juba to cook for me, the one that Eliza [Crouch] had to cook for her when I first came.” Juba and Eliza and Minerva did the heaviest work of the household, cooking, tending fires, washing the clothes, and Susan took care of the lighter loads—ironing her “frocks and muslins,” making decorative pieces for the home like the hexagon quilt—an object that would take dozens of hours to make—that set her status as a lady, a member of the master class. Only white women could be ladies.


The work that Eliza, Minerva, and Juba did allowed Susan to escape the most laborious and time-consuming aspects of “housekeeping.” Even washing clothes was hard work in the 1830s. I think of this every time I toss a load of laundry into my washing machine, pour in the detergent, close the top, and walk away to watch TV or walk my dog—these machines give me an easy life. In 1830, washing was done with lye soap that was tough on the skin. First, if it wasn’t store-bought, the soap had to be made, as it always was in the colonial days before the factories produced it. To make soap, women needed first to make lye from ashes, which were easy enough to find under the cooking hearth. The ashes were compressed in a container with an opening in the bottom, and then water was poured over them to produce lye water; it dripped out of the bottom of the container into another. Lye water was combined with animal fat, like beef tallow, which was saved when women cooked, and more water. Lye burned the skin, so women would have been careful not to spill it on themselves. Through a process of boiling, stirring, and then pouring the concoction into molds, soap was made. It had to sit for one and a half to two months outside of the mold before it could be used.


All this just for soap. You can imagine what a thrill it would have been to buy a ready-made bar from the dry-goods store, saving hours of work. We don’t know whether Susan bought soap ready-made for the enslaved women to use for laundry, or if she had them make it themselves.


Minerva would have had to shave the soap into flakes, then boil some of the shavings in water, in an immense copper or cast-iron pot that could hold ten gallons. She’d have hauled in the water from the nearby well, one or two heavy buckets at a time. She’d submerge the clothes and linens (separately, of course), mix them with a great wooden spoon or stick, move them to clear water to rinse, then wring them hard and hang them on the line in the yard. Dirtier clothes could have been scrubbed on the washboard, but those that were too delicate for washing (suits and fine dresses) were spot cleaned and brushed. Only underthings were washed in their entirety. Quilts were washed or beaten clean once a year.


In 1835, Minerva would have done the laundry at least once a week, with a baby, Little Hasell, in the house, along with the doctor and Susan. Juba, the cook, would have gone for the day’s groceries at the market, come home with eggs and a cut of beef from the meat market, or fish from the wharf, okra and tomatoes from the vegetable market, bread from the baker. She’d have made all of the day’s meals on the family’s cast-iron stove, in pots and pans that Susan and Hasell requested from Jason (Susan’s father) to be delivered from Providence in 1834. Susan, performing her lighter duties to illustrate her role as lady, made gingerbread and preserves that she sent north (her first batch, she said, was a disaster—far too watery), and probably toyed with the new recipes in ladies’ domestic guides and cookbooks that had been emerging more and more frequently since Amelia Simmons’ First American Cookbook of 1796.
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In thanks for all this labor, Minerva, Eliza, and Juba would have either slept on pallets in the kitchen, rolled out on top of the hardwood floors, or else in beds built against the wall with hay for mattresses. Each would have had a blanket to share with her children, or, if she was lucky and had sewing skills as well as time and fabric of her own, a quilt—if a quilt, she made it in her “own” small hours, after putting the children to bed and cleaning up the evening meal and before the morning work began at dawn—and a pillow that had been flattened over the months to a hard cotton slab. On Sullivan’s Island, where the family retreated in the summertime, they probably slept in a separate cabin in the yard—what my classmate had referred to as “slave quarters”—and had pallets. Maybe it felt like a small luxury to have their own private space and a window that faced the shore. Susan was proud to have one of the best spots on Sullivan’s Island, but Minerva might have cared only that she could hear the ocean waves at night and could sleep apart from Susan and Hasell.
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One night in Somerville, Massachusetts, I stood in a kitchen with six other women, stirring great vats of boiling dye. These were all-natural dyes made from avocado pits, small bugs called cochineal from Mexico and the southern United States, walnut husks, and fustic, wood bark. I was stunned to find that the old brown tree bark made a vibrant yellow, the walnut husks made a soft brown, the avocado pit was meant to be pink but instead turned gray, and the cochineal, crunched up with its red shell, turned pink (meant to be a stronger red). It took six hours to dye these fabrics, first cutting or crunching the cochineal pieces to be dyed, then boiling the water with the dye elements in the pot, including alum to fix the color, and stirring, slowly stirring, like weary witches. Until, finally, it was time to submerge the fabric.


Afterward, we gently squeezed out the liquid and hung it to dry. It was dappled, imperfect, and some of my favorite fabric. Now when I see fabric from the 1800s, I imagine the hours that went into its making—from picking the cotton, to spinning it into thread, and then weaving it into cloth, then dyeing it by hand. Our efforts that night, even led by an experienced dyer, were unpredictable and imperfect, but women in the nineteenth century who relied on dyed cloth for their clothes and bedcovers would have had the process down pat, and their finished products would have been even and smooth. Enslaved women often spun, wove, and dyed their own cloth: “Slave narratives frequently refer to the fact that slaves learned how to use plant dyes expertly. Some dyes could be purchased in dry goods stores, while others grew naturally. Beech bark was used to achieve a slate color. Hickory bark and walnut bark colored fabric brown; cherry, elm, and red oak imparted red (a favorite color) . . . wild indigo gave blue. . . .” Even poison ivy could be used for dye, and “vinegar and water, or ‘chamber lye’ (urine),” could be used to set the dyes. Nearly two hundred years later, there I was in a quilting shop frequented by hipsters, learning a more “sustainable” form of hand-dyeing fabric with natural materials, setting them with alum (one of several mordants used then and now) just as enslaved women did in the 1800s and the colonial women who preceded them had done, and the women who preceded them through ancient history twenty thousand years ago had done, too. While the job of weaving shifted over time between the genders, it was women who sewed, dyed, and spun yarn over time, sustaining their families through cold weather, blistering sun, and harsh winds. In the nineteenth century, enslaved women often spent evening hours, after a long day’s work, spinning cotton and weaving cloth for their own use.


Princess Feather, Jackson Hill, Nine Patch, Drunkard’s Path, Lily in the Valley, Feathered Star, Swan’s Nest. All the hope and whimsy in these quilt names, patterns made by enslaved women as well as free African American and white women. The skill of sewing as a seamstress was passed down from mother to daughter, and talented seamstresses were more valuable than enslaved women without a skill or trade. I sank myself into Stitched from the Soul, by Gladys-Marie Fry, to learn about quilts made by enslaved and formerly enslaved women.


[image: img]


A spinning wheel at the Slater Mill Museum in Rhode Island.


It was enslaved women who made the clothes for other enslaved people on large plantations, who cut the patterns and stitched the seams from “negro cloth,” or osnaburgs, cheap, rough cloth that was far less expensive than even that lower-quality cotton Susan ordered for her “slave gowns.” Negro cloth scratched the skin, like burlap; one man recalled that as a boy, he’d ask his older brother to wear his new clothes until they’d been worn in.


Rhode Island’s South County, where I lived in that old tavern house when I began studying the Crouch quilt, was at one time a center for the production of “negro cloth”; this was in the early 1800s, with the proliferation of new textile mills in the North, which spun cotton picked by enslaved people down South. The cotton was picked in the South, then shipped north to be spun into cloth, then shipped south again to be sewn—by enslaved people—into their own horridly uncomfortable clothes. A vicious circle of industry.


In spite of the suffering, the determination of the planter society to make a profit at any cost, the lives divided and truncated, there were these incredible triumphs of beauty born of skill and talent. “A former Georgia slave describes another slave’s pride in her quilt-making skills. ‘When Vanna brought the gay pieces up in a “double-burst” (sunburst) [quilt] pattern, Nancy fingered the squares with loving fingers. “Hits poetry, ain’t it?” she asked wistfully.’” Poetry made of scraps salvaged or woven and dyed.


I flipped through Fry’s book again and again. See the turning pink and white swirls on this quilt from the 1830s? The red x’s and coffin shapes around flowers on this one from the ’40s, made to memorialize a baby or to help one heal? The fine appliquéd flowers on this one from the ’20s? This is broderie perse, in which a central fabric is cut from one fabric and sewn onto another with fine stitches that turn under the rough edges of the cloth, leaving a central flower bouquet on a printed cloth, or a circle of flowers like a wreath.


People think that all African American quilting is Gee’s Bend–style quilting. Because of the way the Gee’s Bend quilts were made, the circumstances under which they were made, the artistry and aesthetic with which they were made, the Gee’s Bend quilts are distinctively African American quilts—but African American quilts are also those made with the precision of sharp points, the patterns that one of the Gee’s Bend quilters described as feeling constrained or too fussy.
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LEFT AND RIGHT: Hexagon flower from quilt made by “a negro seamstress in 1780” on the Drayton Hall Plantation, Charleston, SC. (See color insert for other images of this quilt.)


If you haven’t seen them yet, the Gee’s Bend quilts are those gorgeous pieces that were displayed at the Whitney in 2003, which changed everyone’s perceptions of quilts and modern art. Gee’s Bend quilts were made with gloriously bright, bold colors in simple, sometimes asymmetrical designs that have been compared to jazz music. They were improvised but carefully created, made with bright, bold colors. My favorite of the Gee’s Bend quilts aren’t square, as if they’re resisting that convention that a quilt must be so. The patterns and sense of aesthetics were passed down within family lines and evolved generation after generation.


Many of the quilts selected for the Whitney exhibit were made contemporaneously with modernist paintings, even though local white people prohibited the Gee’s Bend women from gaining access to the twentieth century art world. The quilters are descended from enslaved people in rural Alabama. In the Jim Crow era, their peninsula became especially isolated when the local white community suspended the ferry to the mainland. Impoverished but surviving, the women’s quilting patterns, which were unique to each family and passed down from mother to daughter, remained strong for generations, evolving over time as women experimented with new twists on the patterns. What’s most remarkable about the quilts is that they were masterfully designed with scraps of old work clothes and dresses; you can still see the marks of shoulders and elbows and knees in the denim quilt, shades of faded blue that bleed to dark. When thread ran out for one quilter, she turned to fishing twine. No one was buying yards of fabric for these designs. They used what little they had, and the results are art. As Nancy said, it’s poetry.


Anna Williams, born outside Baton Rouge in 1927, became famous for her hand-pieced quilts that some say “embody a polyrhythmic African-American aesthetic.” She’d cut pieces of fabric by hand with scissors rather than a rotary cutter—a pizza cutter tool that quilters use to expedite clean cutting—and sew together each tiny piece to create a splash of color across the quilt in triangles, rectangles, and squares, no shape perfect or regular. She improvised her designs, though she had an overall scheme in mind. Nancy Crow, a prominent art quilter (who is white) was inspired by Williams’s work and went on to found the Quilt National show that’s attended by thousands each year. Crow also uses this hand-cutting improvisational technique. She found that rotary cutters are too precise; scissors make imperfect lines, their crooked arch part of the character and beauty of the piecing.
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Anna Williams Quilt, 1995. Cotton, synthetics, 76 ¼ × 61 ½ in. (193.7 × 156.2 cm). Brooklyn Museum, (See also her quilt in color insert.)


Countless white women have been inspired by the work of the African American Gee’s Bend quilters and Anna Williams’s work, myself included. Modern quilters—predominantly white and middle-class—call themselves “improv quilters,” with whole books recently dedicated to the topic (a chapter of my own book was about “improv”). I’ve worried that we’re co-opting a form that was innovated by African American women and works like jazz, with riffs and jagged lines and poetic loops and arcs. The Gee’s Bend quilters seemed to “break the rules” of quilting by which others had told me I must abide: no need for precise corners, tidy seams, sharp points, or following the pattern. This imperfect form was liberating, and I found myself making improvised quilts, too. Like most “modern” quilters, I was cutting up yards of expensive fabric to make a form that had been innovated by the Gee’s Bend women, out of necessity, using what was available in a limited market, with scant resources, all thanks to racist oppression and discrimination.


Before the Industrial Revolution—and in all but wealthy circles after, too—no one would have cut up yards of whole cloth to make a quilt. Even today, a woman I know who grew up poor in New England scoffed when I told her I was buying fabric for a quilt. Buy it and cut it up? What an absurdity! She laughed. Quilting was an art of scraps, creating something new and useful of whatever was left over from the dresses and suits and shirts a woman spent her days sewing. Seamstresses, who made the clothes, were also, of course, some of the expert quilters, but all women were trained in the skill; quilts were a necessity for cold nights. Gladys Marie-Fry notes that enslaved boys also picked up the skill that they saw their mothers teaching their sisters: “According to oral testimonies, obtained from descendants of former slaves, the male slaves simply watched and listened as mothers transmitted sewing skills and needle crafts to their daughters.” A white northern woman noted upon visiting a Georgia plantation in the 1800s that, “. . . among the Southern field hands, the women can hoe as well as the men, and the men can sew as well as the women, and they engage in all departments of labor according to the necessity of the case without regard to sex.” This blending of men’s and women’s labor, scholar Stephanie M.H. Camp notes, added another layer of oppression to women’s lives: “Another badge of slavery was the androgynous appearance imposed on some bondwomen by work and dress . . . With a mixture of pride and bitterness, Anne Clark recalled that during her life in bondage she had ‘ploughed, hoed, split rails. I done the hardest work a man ever did’ . . . Fleming claimed that the women he knew even resembled men in the field.” While free white women were cultivating their cult of domesticity in fine dresses and corsets, enslaved women “wore pantelets or breeches” to work in the fields. Eliza, Minerva, and Juba, as house slaves, were given dresses (or cloth to make their own dresses), of finer cloth than the rough “negro cloth” that field slaves had to wear, but still of lesser quality than that used for Susan’s dresses.
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Though they lived several decades earlier, Eliza, Minerva, and Juba may have dressed similarly to these women who were photographed in 1879 in Charleston, SC.


Enslaved women wouldn’t have been preoccupied with conforming to the performance of domesticity that so concerned Susan. As Cynthia M. Kennedy explains, “Enslaved girls were taught household skills from the time they were toddlers, and youthful slaves learned early that their lot in life comprised hard work and an endless quest for self-preservation rather than balls and parties followed by marriage.” This is the contrast between Susan and the three women she enslaved—Minerva, Eliza, and Juba. While it was Susan’s job to marry well—her access to upward mobility was a good husband—and maintain a lady’s home (the “cult of domesticity”), it was an enslaved woman’s job to sustain herself and her family while keeping her owners satisfied enough with her performance of the labor they demanded. Alice Walker points out that in the midst of the hard work of survival, which included enduring sexual abuse, black women made art in the everyday: “What did it mean for a black woman to be an artist in our grandmother’s time?” she asked in the 1970s. “In our great-grandmother’s day? It is a question with an answer cruel enough to chill the blood.”


Did you have a genius of a great-great-grandmother who died under some ignorant and depraved white overseer’s lash? Or was she required to bake biscuits for a lazy backwater tramp, when she cried out in her soul to paint watercolors of sunsets, or the rain falling on the green and peaceful pasturelands? Or was her body broken and forced to bear children (who were more often than not sold away from her)—eight, ten, fifteen, twenty children—when her one joy was the thought of modeling heroic figures of rebellion, in stone or clay?


How was the creativity of the black woman kept alive, year after year and century after century, when for most of the years black people have been in America, it was a punishable crime for a black person to read or write? And the freedom to paint, to sculpt, to expand the mind with action did not exist.


The answer to this question lies in the garden Walker’s mother tended every day, bringing to the world a burst of beauty that was her art, just as Walker’s art—permitted and possible for her generation—is her writing. She writes about Phillis Wheatley, beloved American poet of the eighteenth century who was enslaved by a Boston family. Walker says it’s no wonder Wheatley’s health failed, when she was surrounded by the “contradictions” of her world: being taught that her homeland was a savage place from which she’d been “saved,” working all her life under enslavement to serve an elite white family, yet with the talent that would have earned her the title of genius had she been a white man. She wonders how many women who were enslaved had ancestors who made art on their walls back in Africa, sang with voices like Bessie Smith, and had daughters who became writers like herself, women who were finally permitted to make the work they were born to make. She wonders how enslaved women survived without being able to make their art, and the answer is in how they treated their everyday objects—their talent was channeled into their gardens, their cooking, sewing their clothes, or making their quilts. Stephanie M.H. Camp writes, “Women, whose bodies were subject to sexual exploitation, dangerous and potentially heartbreaking reproductive labor, and physically demanding agricultural labor, worked hard to bring personal expression and delight into their lives. Women wove and dyed color, patterns, and designs into their clothing.” Minerva, Eliza, and Juba wouldn’t have been preoccupied with the cult of domesticity as Susan was; instead, they’d have defined their individuality and found joy in the works they created and perhaps wore, in the slim hours of their own time.
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From the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History: “The embroidered inscription ‘Frances M Jolly 1839’ graces the center medallion of this quilt top. This signed and dated silk-and-wool-embroidered quilt top came from an African American family, and the maker, Frances M. Jolly, was said to be an ancestor of one of the donor’s grandparents. The family, of whom little else is known, is said to have lived in Massachusetts and moved to Pinehurst, North Carolina.”


[image: img]


Log cabin, Streak o’Lightning, Whole Cloth, Appliquéd, Courthouse Steps, Tulip pattern, Grandmother’s Flower Garden. I scanned each of these quilt patterns made by women of color before the Civil War, pictured in Fry’s book. Grandmother’s flower garden, this last one, catches my eye because, like Susan and Hasell’s quilt, it’s made of hexagons that became popular as a result of the publication of the 1835 Godey’s Lady’s Book pattern. These quilts represent only some of designs that that enslaved women made. People think of African American–style quilts as being only those with improvised patterns made as a result of a lack of access to enough fabric to make a consistent, symmetrical pattern, just as clothes were patched as needed, becoming, as Fry notes, quilts themselves. Enslaved people were given clothes once a year, sometimes twice, sometimes only once every few years, or worse. Camp explains, “Old, torn, shredded, and dirty clothing resulted in more than saved costs for slave owners; it had social effects. Poor quality attire reflected and reified slaves’ status and played a role in their subjugation. Former bondwoman Harriet Jacobs wrote bitterly in her narrative of life as a bondwoman that the ‘linsey-woolsey dress given me every winter’ by her mistress was ‘one of the badges of slavery.’” Consequently, “when bondpeople, especially women, outfitted themselves for their own occasions, they went to a great deal of trouble to procure or make clothes of quality and, importantly, style.” Women traded “homespun goods, produce from their gardens, and pelts with itinerant traders for good-quality or decorative cloth, beads, and buttons . . . Enslaved South Carolinians had an especially independent economy.” Maybe Eliza, Juba, and Minerva made sweetgrass baskets, or sold vegetables grown in their own kitchen gardens, in exchange for cloth of their own.


Now when I see a quilt made by a woman who was enslaved, I see a piece that must have been the product of much negotiating for fabric and dye, and hours spent working to dye the cloth over boiling vats on an open fire, drying it in the yard, cutting it into sweeping symmetrical shapes, and then gathering or making other goods in exchange for enough cotton to fill the quilt, and spending hours over a loom for any homespun cloth that was also used. Some surviving “everyday” quilts that enslaved people used for themselves are made of varied, irregular shapes of cloth pieced together as in the style of crazy quilts that would become popular with white Victorian ladies in the late 1800s—whatever shape scrap one had, one used. Enslaved women couldn’t typically spend a lot of time making decorative quilts for their families when they needed them for warmth and comfort during cold nights, and spent all their daytime hours making quilts and doing other heavy labor for their masters. The quilting style that began out of necessity flourished and proliferated as a distinctive style, imitated by quilters who say they’re making “improv” quilts today. They are artistic masterpieces. But so were the “fancy” quilts they made for the master’s house, sometimes in partnership with the mistress. Most of what enslaved women made did not survive because it was used every day, until it was positively worn out. But we can recognize that their hands were in the work of countless dresses and quilts and coverlets used by wealthy white women on plantations and in city houses. When Eliza’s and Minerva’s brown and red dresses wore out, maybe they turned them into quilts for their own use; maybe, somewhere in the past, there was a quilt made entirely with their hands, with these same snippets of cloth that Susan and Hasell used in their bed quilt. When I touch the quilt, run my hands across its seams and hundreds of white stitches, I wonder if some of this is the work of Eliza, Minerva, and Juba. I feel the ridges of the seams between hexagons, where the whip-stitch bound them. There’s no signature, no record to indicate that this is the work of enslaved women. And even if they didn’t work on this quilt (Camp argues that urban enslaved women didn’t share stitching labor as plantation enslaved women did), it was Eliza, Minerva, and Juba’s labor that gave Susan the time to make this piece. The enslaved women are not overtly recognized in the archives of documents and in the quilt tops that mark Susan and Hasell’s lives, but they’re decidedly here. We can recognize their labor and the legacies they created—the gardens, food, clothes, and quilts that were their art.
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Sullivan’s Island panorama by Hugo Bosse, 1860.


Imagine that it’s ten o’clock at night on Sullivan’s Island, and Susan and Hasell have gone to bed. Maybe Minerva, Juba, and Eliza talk about their lives together at night, about their own children, about, perhaps, the latest marriage between neighbors on Sullivan’s Island. Eliza’s hands might be sore from hauling pots and weeding the gardens and washing and stirring and wringing the clothes, and sewing Susan’s hexagons. But she’d return to the cabin in the yard, and pick up a quilt she’s making with Minerva and Juba for their children to use at night. Before they know it, winter will be here with its chilly, rainy nights, and Juba and Minerva want to keep the children warm when they’re back in the city kitchen with its doorways and windows whose drafts can’t be defeated by the stove’s fire. Maybe they have fabric from the trade they made with friends at the market in Charleston, and black sailors at the docks—handwoven hats in exchange for pieces of fabric. They have scraps, too, from Susan’s sewing; she’s been ordering yards of fabric from the North, so the women have her remnants, whatever she doesn’t use after her dresses are cut and the quilt hexagons are made. Imagine that they pick up needles with hands sore and stiff from the day’s work, and sit by the fire in their cabin, and sew for an hour before falling asleep side by side, Minerva with Cecilia nestled on her chest, her soft breath lulling Minerva into sleep; maybe Sorenzo sleeps already under coverlets Juba made back on the plantation in North Carolina, with patterns and stitches taught her by her mother Judith, and by her mother and grandmother and great-grandmother before her. These skills, talents, and knowledge are inherited legacies of wealth, too.
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