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AUTHORS’ NOTE


During the segregated 1950s, when we were public school students, African American heroes weren’t included in our curricula or featured in our history books. Fortunately, we had a Sunday school teacher who was a masterful storyteller, who mesmerized us with narrations about ancient biblical characters and African American historical figures simultaneously. First, he had us imagine what it would be like to wait in the dark den alongside brave Daniel as he faced down the lions with his unyielding faith. Then, in a blink, we were standing onstage with abolitionist Frederick Douglass as he courageously confronted hostile pro-slavery audiences. In this compelling way, we were shown the parallels between two heroic people from different cultures and distant time periods. The Bible came alive for us; it was the source of great ideas that we could use in looking for solutions to the social injustices of our own time.


We decided to use that same approach in this book.


The Bible is, among many things, the religious account of the Hebrew people and their relationship with God. The stories are timeless treasures, universally read and honored, but no group embraced the Hebrew heroes of old more than African Americans during slavery times. Moses, for example, was second only to Jesus in the love and respect he commanded in slave quarters. The promise of freedom as it was described in the Book of Exodus gave another oppressed people a reason to hope and to keep on, in spite of their suffering. This is especially evident in the spirituals that slaves created. When they lifted their voices and cried out, “Tell ol’ Pharaoh to let my people go,” they were singing about their faith that one day God would send a deliverer to free them also.


Since the Bible was such an important part of our slave ancestors’ lives, we targeted the early nineteenth century slave period as our historical backdrop. We chose to set the book in Charleston, South Carolina, a city that fascinated us because, as a Southern port, it played a major role in the American slave trade and was home to a large community of free blacks. We’ve retold twelve Old Testament favorites in the distinctive voice of a fictionalized free black abolitionist, Price Jefferies.


Jefferies is loosely based on an actual free black of Charleston, Denmark Vesey, an African captive who was sold into slavery and served many years aboard a merchant ship. Upon winning a seamen’s lottery in 1800, he bought his freedom and hung out his shingle as a craftsman. But here the similarities between the two men end. Vesey organized a slave rebellion in 1822 and was hanged when the plot failed; Price Jefferies is a family man whose rebellion takes a quieter form. Still, he is equally committed to the abolition of slavery and willing to put his life in jeopardy to defend his beliefs.


The narrator of the book is Price Jefferies’ daughter, Charlotte Jefferies Coleman, who was modeled after Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, an outspoken nineteenth century abolitionist, feminist, and poet. Writing as an adult, Charlotte recalls incidents from her young life that led her father to tell her Bible stories. Although these vignettes are specific to Charlotte’s own life, we’ve tried to make them universal in the subjects and themes they explore.


A particular challenge was to create historically accurate voices for Charlotte and Price. We’ve given Charlotte speech that is characteristically formal, representative of a well-educated black woman of the nineteenth century. However, in conversations she recalls from her childhood, her young voice echoes that of her parents. Price, while a man of means, a fine craftsman, and literate, has not been formally educated. So his storytelling voice slips into the more comfortable dialect of the deep South. He doesn’t use the Gullah that might be associated with South Carolina’s Sea Island black culture, though he may occasionally season his retellings with a Gullah phrase, such as day clean, which means dawn. We imagined that Price, like Vesey, learned English while onboard ship, and his speech was more like those slaves whose masters were lower-class English-speaking sailors.


The genesis of this project began with a childhood memory, a “mustard seed” idea that started us on a journey of discovery and renewal. What follows is the result of years of growth through research and study, and months of writing and revision. Our hope is that this book will be like a lighthouse that can guide young readers through good times and bad; that it will show others that the Bible is a wonderful tool to help meet the challenges of daily life. The ideas these ancient stories hold are not for one people, at one time, in one place. They are for all of us, for all times, everywhere.


Patricia and Fredrick McKissack


Chesterfield, Missouri
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ILLUSTRATOR’S NOTE


In our home in the small town in North Carolina where I grew up, the Bible was the only book we owned aside from a set of encyclopedias. I was raised by my grandmother, Ruby G. Ransome, a deeply religious woman who attended church and Sunday school regularly. Jesus, the Baptist Church, and the Bible were her foundation.


When I was eight or so, Grandma Ruby, who had only a first-grade education, began asking me to read the Bible to her. And as I read, the illustrations—filled with figures in dramatic poses wearing flowing garments and surrounded by beautiful landscapes or elaborately detailed architecture—sparked my imagination. Because art wasn’t offered in the rural school I attended, I was teaching myself how to draw. These images became some of the first I tried to imitate.


The Bible illustrations continued to influence me as I matured as an artist. (For example, my interest in painting the figure began with those paintings.) Although my earlier books are not as grand in scale, I knew that in Let My People Go I would return in look and feeling to what had originally inspired me to paint.


But there would be one major difference. The people would resemble those from the region of North Egypt and what we now know as Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Ethiopia, and north of Saudi Arabia—where most of the Old Testament stories took place. I would draw people with brown and olive complexions, Semites. I felt compelled to dispel the myth created by the European representations of Bible characters, so fixed in the minds of most of us. I felt it was time to start educating our children about the true images of the people who gave the world the concept of one God and three religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.


The reader will notice two painting styles. My illustrations of Price Jefferies and his daughter are done in a limited palette—mostly browns and white with one strong color. The Bible paintings, like those that moved me as a child, are more colorful, and full of romantic gestures and elaborate architecture.


Rendering these paintings has been a labor of pure love. It has reconnected me to those times when my grandmother and I would sit with the Bible between us, sharing the stories of a strong and resilient people not unlike ourselves.


James E. Ransome


Poughkeepsie, New York
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Oh, God! we thank thee, that thou didst condescend to listen to the cries of Africa’s wretched sons; and that thou didst interfere in their behalf. At thy call humanity sprang forth, and espoused the cause of the oppressed: one hand she employed in drawing from their vitals the deadly arrows of injustice; and the other in holding a shield to defend them from fresh assaults: and at that illustrious moment, when the sons of ’76 pronounced these United States free and independent; when the spirit of patriotism erected a temple sacred to liberty; when the inspired voice of Americans first uttered those noble sentiments, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights; that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness”; and when the bleeding African, lifting his fetters, exclaimed, “am I not a man and a brother”; then with redoubled efforts, the angel of humanity strove to restore to the African race the inherent rights of man.


Peter Williams, Jr.


“A Prayer for Africa’s Children,” 1808
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Charlotte’s Introduction
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Today the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution was ratified, and slavery is abolished in our land forever. Oh, I am happy, happy beyond belief that this day has come at last!


The hour is late. I’ve just now finished the final issue of The Trumpet, the abolitionist journal I have managed and edited for over thirty years. Yet I’m too excited to think of rest or sleep. I want to cling to the joy of the moment and bask in the warmth of victory.


My only regret is that my dear father is not here to rejoice with me. It was Papa who encouraged me to use my writing talents to further the cause of the abolitionists; Papa who said, “To whom God has given much, much is required.”


My father was the first abolitionist I ever knew—although he certainly would have preferred to be remembered simply as a good man. Unlike other blacks who lived under the shadow of slavery at the turn of the century, he was a freeman of color; my mother and I were free too.


By trade, Papa was a blacksmith, respected for his craftsmanship. But he’d known the cruelty of slavery, having been captured as a boy in West Africa and forced to serve onboard a slave ship. Papa had seen firsthand the horrors that African captives endured as they were transported from the breeding plantations in the Caribbean Islands to ports in Brazil, New Orleans, and Charleston. He’d watched as human beings were auctioned off as chattel, no different from cattle or horses.


In 1793, when Papa had less than twenty years, he won a seamen’s lottery. I remember him telling me many times how the other sailors often used their food allowance to buy a chance to win several thousand dollars. Papa never had, but one day he took a chance. To everybody’s surprise, he won the pot, then used the money to buy his freedom.


Turning his back to the sea, Papa settled in Charleston. He convinced the Reverend Silas Jefferies, a freeman of color and a blacksmith, to take him on as an apprentice. It was his surname that Papa took as his own. From him Papa learned to be an artisan and a man of faith. He studied the Bible and it’s wonderful cast of characters, whose stories contain messages of faith, hope, love and, above all, justice for a downtrodden people. Papa loved to tell me how the Reverend Jefferies, armed with the mighty sting of truth, would remind slaveowners of God’s message to Pharaoh: “Let my people go!”


Papa passed this wisdom he had learned on to me. I grew up believing that, because slavery was wrong, God would not abide it—no matter how slaveholders tried to defend it.


It was clear to me from my earliest years that Papa was a man of great spiritual integrity. Naturally, I saw him through a daughter’s eyes—a giant of a man, when actually he was well under six feet tall. When he picked me up, I felt only the strength of his hands, not the calluses. When he laughed, I saw only the sparkle in his eyes, not the scars that peppered his face, caused by flying sparks from the hot anvil. I never realized how long and hard Papa worked. I knew only that I loved being near him, listening to him tell the stories that had shaped his beliefs.


My favorite spot was on top of the woodpile, where I could listen to the rhythm of his hammer as he crafted a magnificent iron gate for a wealthy rice planter or repaired the handle of an ordinary skillet, while at the same time he skillfully hammered out a Bible story of equal beauty and usefulness.


I later learned that Bible stories worked well within the oral tradition of the West African griots of Papa’s homeland because they could be used to entertain as well as teach. I can still hear his deep voice telling a gathering about the creation of the world, Noah and the Flood, Moses standing at the Red Sea, the lowly birth of a baby born in a Bethlehem stable, and the work of the Twelve Apostles. He talked about Bible characters as if they were personal friends, even though they were great Hebrew heroes who lived long ago and far, far away from Charleston, South Carolina. Still, their trials and tribulations, their triumphs and blessings, were as familiar to me as a fresh drink of water. I understood their problems and celebrated their victories. For centuries these stories have helped oppressed people find courage and strength, endure hardships, fight against incredible odds, and triumph over tyranny.


Papa may have died before slavery ended, but his ideas live on in the Bible stories he cherished. He understood that the great stories of the Hebrew children whom God loved were our stories, too. He knew that God’s same love would deliver us in our time of need, and one glorious day, the sufferings of so many among us would ease. The words “Let my people go!” would be heard at last.


The courage and commitment I learned from my father have sustained me during our long struggle for freedom. Now it is my turn to pass Papa’s legacy on, to tell the old, old stories to you who face more troubled waters in your fight for justice and equality.


Come, join me as I take you back to Charleston, South Carolina, to my father’s forge in the early 1800s. Sit with me on the woodpile as he tells a tale of faith, hope, or love. Let his simple words cool you in the heat of the day, or warm you on a cold, rainy night. Listen to the clanking of his hammer and the richness of his voice as he retells each story in the bold and rhythmic voice that was uniquely his own.


Charlotte Jefferies Coleman


Philadelphia


December 1865
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Something Wonderful Out of Nothing


THE CREATION


Genesis 1: 1-31


Genesis 2: 1-7; 22


One summer night in 1806 Papa and I were walking home from visiting a friend. The sun had set, but it was not yet dark. A generous breeze stirred the air and made the heat more agreeable. We had not walked far when we met a constable. I was frightened because they were usually rough-edged men with few, if any, manners. I held close to Papa.


As I’d feared, the constable stopped us. “Hey you, there,” he said gruffly. “Don’t you belong to Mr. Sam Riley?”


I was just a sliver of a girl, with six years at the time, but I remember Papa pulling his shoulders back. “I am Price Jefferies, a blacksmith by trade,” he said proudly. “This, my daughter, Charlotte. We be free people.”


The constable examined our papers, then waved us on with a disgusted scowl.


I knew that Mr. Sam Riley was one of the wealthiest planters in Charleston, rich enough to own whatever he had a mind to have. Just how much did he own? I wondered.


By the time we got back to our house, the moon had risen on a sky of blue velvet. I watched it float higher and higher into the sky. I was enjoying the night so much, I felt a bit guilty, as though I were stealing a joy that didn’t belong to me. Suddenly I blurted out my concern to Papa. “Do Mr. Sam Riley own the moon?” I asked.


Papa looked up in surprise. His big shoulders shook as a wave of laughter burst from his chest. “Sam Riley may own just ’bout everything else in Charleston Town, but no, Dumplin’, the moon don’t b’long to him. Neither do the sun, the wind, nor one tiny star.” He sat me on top of the woodpile. I could feel a story coming, and I wasn’t wrong. “Let me tell you ’bout how it was in the beginning,” Papa said, “when there come something wonderful out of nothing.”
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Imagine this, if you can. Nothing. Nothing at all. That’s the way it was in the beginning. Nothing, ’cept God the Almighty. How long? I can’t rightly say for how long, ’cause there wasn’t no time yet. But it’s safe to say that by and by, God took a notion to make something wonderful out of nothing.
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