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For my people—for strong women and men, especially for fathers like mine, who guard and protect their families. For my mother, who nurtured my precocious reading habit and on whose nightstand I first saw The Confessions of Nat Turner. For my grandmother, who bequeathed to their children their own love of reading. Thank you to my maternal grandmother, church secretary and lover of true crime stories. Thank you to my paternal grandmother, who was principal at a small segregated East Texas school and who also risked her life teaching illiterate adults to read.

For my Gashe Getatchew Haile—theologian, professor, curator of the Ethiopian Study Center, Regents Professor of Medieval Studies, and cataloger of Oriental Manuscripts, Emeritus at the Hill Museum of Manuscripts Library, Saint John’s University, Collegeville, Minnesota—who shared with me the ancient wisdom of Ethiopia. For my children, who inspire me and see me as greater than I see myself. I thank God for you and for His precious gift of love.

Finally, for the weary, heartbroken, and those who are held captive. There is hope! Awaken!

 

Fellow-citizens, we cannot escape history. . . . No personal significance, or insignificance, can spare one or another of us. . . . We—even we here—hold the power, and bear the responsibility.

—President Abraham Lincoln, State of the Union, December 1, 1862

And it shall come to pass in that day, saith the Lord GOD, that I will cause the sun to go down at noon, and I will darken the earth in the clear day: And I will turn your feasts into mourning, and all your songs into lamentation. . . .

—Amos 8:9–10a (KJV)



prologue

Many, many, many years ago in the month of Yekatit, Jonah, a young shimaghilles, a young wise man from Palestine, heard the word of the Lord. “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and cry out against it; for their wickedness has come up before Me.”

Jonah ran from the Lord’s command. Nineveh was too large a city and he was too small a man. There was great wickedness and great arrogance in Nineveh; how could one man stand against it? The king and his people would scoff at a backwoods holy man, especially a young one. They might kill him.

Even worse, because he knew Him to be a merciful God, Jonah feared that God might forgive Nineveh. In the capital of the immense and blustering nation of Assyria, Nineveh’s king, Xerxes, had taken many of Jonah’s people, even his relatives, and made them slaves. Son of Nimrod, son of Cush, son of Ham, King Xerxes had used his captives as free labor to build his kingdom and to build his wealth.

So, Jonah ran from the Lord. He boarded a ship for Tarshish, that great city of trade, which some say was once in India.

But God, whose great eye follows even the smallest of those He loves, saw the place where Jonah hid away. God loved Jonah as a good father loves his sons, but was displeased with him, as good fathers have been known to be displeased with disobedient sons. And so God stirred the seas, because the God of the whole universe has everything in His hands, including the earth, the waves, the weather, and the stars in the sky.

While Jonah slept in the belly of the ship, the waves battered the vessel. The ferengi above were terrified! The captain, the shipmates, and the other passengers were afraid for their lives. Fearing the ship would sink, they threw overboard their furniture, their clothes, and the goods the merchants had planned to sell in the rich markets of Tarshish.

The ferengi prayed, yet nothing would calm the storm. Thrown side to side, clothes drenched, choking on water, one of them said, “This is not a natural storm. God is angry because someone on this ship has offended Him.”

The captain went below and found Jonah, the young shimaghilles, still unaware and fast asleep. “What do you mean, sleeper? Arise, call on your God; perhaps your God will consider us, so that we may not perish.”

On deck now, Jonah joined the others in prayer. Lots were cast and fell upon Jonah. “What have you done? Why have you involved us? Why is God angry?”

Jonah confessed that he was running from the omnipresent Lord. “I am a Hebrew; I fear the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.”

“What can we do to save ourselves?” the ferengi moaned.

“Pick me up and throw me into the sea; then the sea will become calm for you. For I know that this great tempest is because of me.”

The ferengi, knowing that God protects his people, did not want Jonah’s blood on their hands, so they tried to row to shore, to pray, anything to avoid taking the life of God’s servant, even one so disobedient.

“I am a Jew, a follower of the One God, and I have offended Him,” Jonah lamented, reasoning with the captain. “My fate is my fate. Throw me overboard and I will trust my life to God. In Him I have a hiding place.”

So, the captain and the crew, praying for forgiveness, threw Jonah into the sea, and God, whose name is Love, caught the young shimaghilles alive in the belly of a whale.

For three days, without food, inside the whale, like a bug in the ear, Jonah stayed alive. He prayed, repented, and he sang a song to the Lord.


. . . I cried out to the LORD because of my affliction,

And He answered me.

Out of the belly of Sheol I cried, And You heard my voice.

For You cast me into the deep,

Into the heart of the seas,

And the floods surrounded me;

All Your billows and Your waves passed over me.

Then I said, “I have been cast out of Your sight;

Yet I will look again toward Your holy temple.”




The waters surrounded me, even to my soul;

The deep closed around me;

Weeds were wrapped around my head.

I went down to the moorings of the mountains;

The earth with its bars closed behind me forever;

Yet You have brought up my life from the pit,

O LORD, my God.




When my soul fainted within me,

I remembered the LORD;

And my prayer went up to You,

Into Your holy temple.

Those who regard worthless idols

Forsake their own mercy.

But I will sacrifice to You

With the voice of thanksgiving;

I will pay what I have vowed.

Salvation is of the LORD.



God, merciful and mighty, God, whose name is Love Everlasting, heard Jonah, forgave him, and the great fish that held Jonah spat him upon dry land.

So, God spoke to Jonah a second time. “Arise, go to Nineveh, that great city, and preach to it the message that I tell you.” Jonah, the young shimaghilles, began the journey to speak to the king. Nineveh was a great metropolis and the journey to the heart of the city would take three days. On the first day, Jonah passed slave markets in the midst of wealthy places. He saw women used as concubines. Jonah wept as he walked past the unburied dead of his people. He heard the wet bite of whips and moaning people crying out for mercy. Jonah proclaimed the Lord’s word: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overturned.”

The people of Nineveh believed God. Immediately, around Jonah, the people of Nineveh began to repent. “Forgive us, Lord.” They did not think themselves too great to believe Jonah. Instead, from the greatest to the smallest, they called a fast, took off their finery, and put on sackcloth. The word spread across Nineveh, like a great winged bird, and reached the ears of the king.

Great King Xerxes, whose name terrified nations, whose hands squeezed the life from people from shore to shore, stood and reached his mighty black arms toward God and then bowed his head. He stepped down from his throne, removed his royal robes, and put on slave’s clothes—because as great as he was, King Xerxes knew he was not as great as God. He sat in the dust and submitted to the one true God and then issued a proclamation to his city, God’s city, the great city of Nineveh.


. . . By the decree of the king and his nobles: Do not let any man or beast, herd or flock, taste anything; do not let them eat or drink.

But let man and beast be covered with sackcloth. Let everyone call urgently on God. Let them give up their evil ways and their violence.

Who knows? God may yet relent and with compassion turn from his fierce anger so that we will not perish.



God, merciful, gracious, and compassionate; God, slow to anger and abounding in love, Who loves the just as well as the unjust, heard the repentance of King Xerxes and of the people of Nineveh. As He had been with Jonah, God was moved with compassion and spared them.

And so it is that the Great Church, including many believers in the great nation of Ethiopia and those in exile, even to this day remembers God’s grace and mercy. In gratitude and memorial, for three days each year they keep the fast of Nineveh, which falls between the months of Ter and Yekatit.

 

Southampton County, Virginia

February 1831

Will hunkered down, a muslin shirt and pants his only protection against the cold, the slushy snow, and the ice-chipped mud that sucked at his feet. He stared inside the church. Cold pulled the long vertical scar on his face taut. Over his shoulder, he heard Nat Turner’s voice and the voices of the other slaves—ripened carob pods covered with snow, bare feet like ice blocks—outside with him on the gray cold Sunday morning.

“God hears our prayers and our groans. God hears the cries and the moans of suffering people!”

It was too cold to be outside; people had only come to stand with God. Will heard them, but his attention was on the ones inside, the ones with coats, the ones sitting on the pews. He didn’t want anyone inside to die before his time.

In the great state of Virginia, just west of the Tidewater, beyond the Nottoway River, and just above the North Carolina border, lay the county of Southampton—a county known for apple and peach orchards, enterprise, and brave men, lovers and defenders of freedom—truculent men.

Cabin Pond, which lay northwest of Cross Keys and just off the Giles Reese farm, was covered with thick, white ice. There was dark water underneath. Fish still swam there, as did turtles and snakes. The water moved beneath the ice, though it had no beginning or end, like a hand stirred it from below.

Brittle snow, with soft powder underneath, ringed the mouth of the pond, and beyond it were stark trees with no leaves, littered with abandoned birds’ nests, and everywhere was cold, flat, hard, dead ground.

In the heart of Southampton, beyond the hamlets of Jerusalem and Bethlehem, just beyond Barrow Road in an area called Cross Keys, sat a small church, Turner’s Meeting Place.

In the pulpit of Turner’s Meeting Place, Reverend Richard Whitehead looked out at the congregation before him. “‘And the children of Israel sighed by reason of the bondage, and they cried, and their cry came up unto God by reason of the bondage.’” He smoothed his starched white collar, slicked back his shiny black hair, and, for dramatic effect, lifted his hands into the air. “‘And God heard their groaning, and God remembered His covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob.’”

It was February and cold, but the iron stove behind the preacher belched out heat that warmed the small church’s congregation. They had cast their coats and cloaks aside. A few women fanned. Will saw fire in the stove, red and angry. The reverend sweated. He wiped his brow. “‘And God looked upon the children of Israel.’”

Young Nathaniel Francis, Will’s master and son of one of the original trustees of Turner’s Meeting Place, and his young wife, Lavinia, sat on the first pew. Nathaniel’s unsmiling face was fringed with a brown beard. Lavinia’s heart-shaped face framed innocent blue eyes. The Newsoms, the Turners, the Whiteheads—all descendants of the original trustees, sat near them.

It gave Will pleasure to watch, knowing they did not know he watched. Reverend Whitehead leaned forward on the wooden podium, an image of Christ on the cross engraved into it. “God hears our prayers and the moans of our suffering. He hears our lamentations, the groans of people whose property and lives have been stolen!” The indoor preacher wiped his face again. “When the king of England denied us our rights as men, God heard us and struck down those who were against us!”

Will listened to the comfortable calm of the indoor preacher while behind him he heard the plaintive wails of those outside in the cold—the outside preacher’s words pounding cadence, a drum, demanding.

Inside, Reverend Whitehead nodded. “God even hears us when our own countrymen, our own statesmen, stand against us to deny us our rights as free men of property.” He smoothed the pages of his Bible, then raised his fist into the air. “Have no doubt. God will smite His enemies!”

Will was careful not to be seen. He was not there to cry like the others who stood outside in the snow. He was there because he wanted to be near his master. Wanted to be certain no white person stumbled, to be sure no one was attacked by desperate hungry wolves, to be sure no white person froze. No one should die, not before time.

Unlike Nat Turner, he didn’t want to warn them. There was going to be a Judgment Day, and that right soon, a day when the light would leave their eyes. No one should die before that day.

Will raked the soaked, frozen sleeve of his shirt across his nose. He would be kind. He would give the whites one final mercy—quick death. No slow torture, no starvation. No rape, no beatings. His only pleasure would be in their bloody, bloody end. He prayed for his arm to be strong.

Will turned again to look inside the church at Reverend Whitehead. The time would come. The sun and the moon shall be darkened. He would be ready. All of them would die.



Harriet


chapter 1

Boston

1856

There was a bounty on her head.

What more did they want from her? Hadn’t she done enough?

Harriet retied the ribbon under her chin, tucked her graying hair underneath, and straightened her black bonnet. She wrapped her black woolen shawl more tightly around her and settled back into the carriage. It was early spring in New England; chill in the air and the morning’s fog had not yet burned away. The click of horses’ hooves on the pavement reminded her of a metronome. She scooted farther back in the seat so that her feet dangled over the edge like a child’s.

A lie was an evil thing. It did not seem so. Sometimes, in fact, it seemed like a kindness. A simple, small thing.

Harriet watched a small fawn-colored spider scurry determinedly along the window of the coach in which she sat. She looked past the spider out to the gray morning and sighed. She still ached for her baby son, Samuel. She still saw the cherry blush of fever on his cheeks. She still saw him suffering and fitful as cholera tore his insides apart. The worst was that she could do nothing to stop it, nothing to comfort him. The worst of it was the powerlessness and letting him go. How could she let him go? How could she live through seeing the light leave him, of hearing his last exhale? Could any mother survive losing her son?

Harriet still ached, though she had learned to manage. She had found a way to let God use the grief that tore at her heart so that now she saw the suffering of other mothers. How could Mary have borne it—her son’s hands and feet driven through with spikes, his side pierced?

The spider left the horizontal and began to vertically climb along the window opening.

Harriet had watched her son die, had held him—touched the clothes and the blanket that swaddled him. But how could Mary bear to see?

She sighed again, focusing on the spider. A lie seemed so innocent. But told over and over again, it created a delusion. And two lies or three lies told over and over again were a web.

The spider climbed and then retreated, finally reaching its web in the window corner. Lies and webs. They seemed impossible to untangle. But, perhaps, that was the work.

She felt her bag, reassuring herself that her paper was inside. She would need to take notes this morning. She had written books about travel and homemaking, but this seemed to be the work—finding daylight in darkness, unwinding the web. Unraveling the truth. Finding, digging, seeking.

Perhaps even harder was separating the different truths. The more she studied, the more she realized there was the truth of history, the truth of culture, and then there was God’s truth—and sometimes it was difficult to know which was which. It was hard, most times, to separate the truth of the way things had been done, the way people were used to believing and behaving, from the truth of who God was.

Every day she was more convinced that she could not read and understand the Old Testament without looking at it through the lens of love and truth. The Old Testament said to stone a woman caught in adultery—that was true. But God’s truth, God’s love said to forgive the woman and to use her sin as an occasion to judge one’s own heart and behavior: . . . forget not my law; but let thine heart keep my commandments. . . .

It frightened her, sometimes, to think these things. Her father, whom she loved, took the law just as it was written. But she was coming to believe that the law was nothing without love. Her father would disapprove. Others would disapprove.

At forty-five, she sometimes wanted to turn back and write only about canning and homemaking, to only write sweet romances, or about travel. That was her plan before Uncle Tom. Others would approve.

The industrious spider was still at work.

But truth was insolent and did not care that she was frightened. Truth did not care that she trembled when she uncovered lies that had been told. Truth did not care that the web was sticky or that she was frightened of the spider. Truth woke her at night and sent her on unplanned journeys. She glimpsed it under stairwells and hidden among leaves on tree boughs. It sang to her. It brandished its fist at her.

Her mind had planned an easier way, a way where she would not be criticized or threatened for talking about things women shouldn’t. She had planned to be a wife and mother—maybe a teacher at her sister’s proper girls’ school. She would pray with other women and talk to them about Jesus—that had been her plan. She was just a woman, a tiny woman at that; who was she to stir in the affairs of men?

Where were the men who should tell this story, find this truth? But that was one of the lies, too, wasn’t it? That God did not love women, that God considered women less, that He only spoke truth to men? It was Esther who spoke to the king and saved the Jews from India to Ethiopia. It was Deborah who judged the nation and led Israelite general Barak in the victory at Kedesh. Jesus was born from Mary’s womb, and it was at Mary’s side that He learned the suffering of poor women, of mothers, of rejected women. Mary of Bethany studied with men, and it was the Lord who said it was good. It was the women to whom the Lord first revealed himself when He had risen.


Let not mercy and truth forsake thee: bind them about thy neck; write them upon the table of thine heart:

So shalt thou find favour and good understanding in the sight of God and man.

Trust in the LORD with all thine heart; and lean not unto thine own understanding.



Her understanding told her to stay at home and embroider, but truth insisted and now Harriet was on her way to Boston. Wasn’t Uncle Tom enough? Hadn’t she paid enough?

Twenty-five years ago, she was a girl of nineteen living in Boston, her brother Henry seventeen and home from school in Amherst, when the sun turned blue. The two of them, the closest of the eleven Beecher siblings, had stood together outside their Massachusetts home gazing up at the sky. Harriet had wondered out loud if it was the end of the world.

But the world didn’t end and the blue sun, except for a newspaper mention here and there, was quickly forgotten. Days later, her family and all of those she knew learned a new name: Nat Turner, a mysterious Negro from Southampton County in Virginia who had seen the same indigo sun.

He was a patriot and a preacher. Turner was both vindication and consolation since young abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison was constantly chiding her preacher father about the church’s failure—particularly her father’s own failure as the man held by many to be the voice of the Protestant church—to do anything about the slavery issue. Garrison argued that Nat Turner’s uprising was proof that the church was a stumbling block instead of the place of refuge it should be.

People gathered at the Beecher home to debate the matter—Lyman Beecher, sons, and daughters arguing robustly with the most respected minds of Northern clergy and the abolitionist movement—while her stepmother, Harriet Porter Beecher, served refreshments. Harriet and Henry were wide-eyed and thrilled to be part of the debate.

Nat Turner was proof that Negro slaves were not content with their lot, bondage was not natural for them, thereby refuting one of the most common arguments put forth to justify slavery. Nat Turner was a symbol of justice—a Negro freedom fighter who would not bow down to the ravages and chains of forced bondage. William Lloyd Garrison published an editorial about Nat Turner in the Liberator, thumbing his nose at the South, applauding Nat Turner, nudging the church, and prophesying that there was more violence to come if America did not mend her ways.

Garrison and others demanded action. “What kind of God, what kind of gospel, what kind of church can sit idly by while people are allowed to malinger and die simply because of the color of their skin?” There had to be others like Nat Turner and it was the duty of men of conscience to assist them. How could religion, white religion, be real if millions of souls were forbidden to hear the gospel simply because they were black? “Where is America’s William Wilberforce?” Garrison had looked at the people seated at Lyman Beecher’s table. “I cannot help but believe that if such a man does exist he is in this room.” He had stared at Harriet’s father.

Turner’s uprising was electricity, inspiration in the air. Conversation about him rattled the dinner table and shook the Beecher debates. Maybe it was time to confront the South. Maybe it was time, in the name of the Lord, to take up arms.

Then, almost as suddenly as his name was raised, the horrible truth came out in the form of Nat Turner’s own confession. Nat Turner was a fiend with no remorse, a baby killer, a religious fanatic, a megalomaniac, and a common thief.

Who could argue with Turner’s own confession? The horrible news deflated everyone and confirmed her father’s belief that churchmen ought not put their hands in the muck. Don’t incite the slaves to insurrection; preachers’ hands should be filled with Bibles as their weapons, he said. He preached against it, but said let those involved in the slavery mess clean it up. It would all be resolved in time, her father, Lyman, said. Stick to saving souls. (Garrison needled him, asking weren’t black souls worth saving.)

“Let us mind our own. I have gotten word that Virginia’s governor Floyd will speak to his legislature and demand that Virginia adopt a plan of gradual emancipation. You’ll see: slavery men will take care of the matter. Leave their sins to them; we have enough on our hands getting men to turn away from the spirit in bottles and toward the Spirit of God,” her father said.

But her father was wrong, slavery did not go away. Governor Floyd, on the eve of his planned address to the Virginia legislature, had received a visit from United States vice president, ardent slavery man, and war hawk, John Calhoun. Floyd had a sudden change of heart. Instead of advocating gradual emancipation, Floyd took a granite stance directing most of his vitriol at arousers and agitators—freemen and Negro preachers, like Nat Turner.

Because of Nat Turner’s revolt the Virginia legislature argued openly, in 1831, for the first time, the merits of emancipation. Then their hearts hardened. Instead, Virginia would lead the other states in creating black codes, tough laws with fangs to govern their slaves. Negroes were forbidden to preach in Virginia, no Negroes could attend church services without the approval of their masters and only then under the teaching of white preachers, white preachers who taught them that they were the descendants of Ham doomed by God to serve white masters.

Those who broke the law risked death.

Free Negroes were ordered out of the state. Virginia’s Negroes were happy being slaves, Floyd said, and the government of Virginia was going to do all it could to keep them docile and content, even if Virginia had to hang every Negro who believed in Christ to do it.

Virginia would take the straw away, their religion—the only thing that gave them comfort and hope—and tell them to keep making bricks. Harriet could not help noticing the biblical parallel: every time the poor wretches pleaded for freedom, their masters hardened their hearts and the slaves’ conditions worsened. Despite Harriet’s attempts to mind her own business, the slavery matter kept insinuating itself, as difficult to overlook as a blue sun.

Harriet had seen the change. She had heard stories. Some of the Negroes, out of fear—hoping to distance themselves and to appease vocal and violent slavery supporters—had taken to mocking their own Negro preachers and churches. Ignorant chicken thieves! Some had begun, it seemed, to believe the white masters who told them that the Negroes were the children of Ham and they, the white masters, were the sons of Japheth. The Negroes had begun to believe that it was God’s decree that the slaves could only please God if they pleased their white masters in every way. Black holy men had become objects of ridicule at best and at worst, dead men tortured and hanged for their faith.

But her father, Lyman, had remained ambivalent. He had preached antislavery messages against the Missouri Compromise, but embraced neutrality. Harriet and her brother Henry had whispered to each other about it for years.

Then came railroad expansion. The Beecher clan moved west to Cincinnati to spread the gospel on the new frontier. The slavery matter raised its head again; students at Lyman’s Lane Theological Seminary argued aggressive abolition while Lyman held to neutrality. Soon many of the students, frustrated, left to join Oberlin College.

Since their move to Cincinnati, more than two decades had passed. During that time, Harriet married Calvin Stowe, biblical scholar and professor, and bore him seven children—she had buried one of them, her sweet Samuel. Most of her brothers and sisters, like Henry, had also started families. Samuel Morse invented the telegraph so that news now traveled more quickly. And in her living room was a newly invented sewing machine so that stitching no longer had to be done by hand. The world had gone on turning.

But, contrary to her father’s prediction, life only worsened for the slaves. In Cincinnati, at the edge of the Ohio River that separated free Ohio from the slave state of Kentucky, Harriet and Henry were able to see firsthand how cruel slavery was. They saw at close quarters that slavery was not satisfied to own Kentucky. It slithered down the banks and slid across the river into Ohio, recapturing fugitive slaves, refugees who had made it to freedom. It even wrapped itself around the necks of free Negroes who had never been slaves and, demanding them as its own, dragged them back across the river.

The Negroes in Cincinnati were always on guard, always angry, and wary of any white face, no matter how it smiled or prayed. They never knew which white person, or black person seeking lucre, might betray them. They never knew which white face would help slavery snatch them away. Harriet imagined it must be the same in other slavery border states and towns. By federal law, there was nothing anyone could do. Any white person could claim to own any Negro and other whites were bound by federal law to turn the poor Negro over or risk being prosecuted.

Now each person, no matter his conviction, no matter how far geographically removed he was from slavery, was forced to support it. The federal government had passed the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 and by doing so made every American a slaver.

Any slave who escaped had to be returned. Knowledge of his escape or assisting the refugee might lead to beatings, fines, and prosecution. No one would be exempt; a gray-hair in Maine or a Pennsylvania Quaker, the person was bound to take hold of the suspected fugitives and send them, man, woman, or child, back into captivity. Worse, whites in need of money might be seduced to aid slave merchants, receiving a few dollars’ reward in return for innocent lives and spirits—turning themselves into slave merchants, manstealers.

It had been easier, somewhat easier, before the Fugitive Slave Act to be blind. It had been easier to obey her father when the matter was someone else’s problem. Her family didn’t call Negroes filthy names. They weren’t slave owners. They collected money for charity. Wasn’t that enough?

Harriet looked across the carriage at her brother Henry, into the eyes of her lifelong friend. Middle age had crept up on them.

Now, her poor brother felt caught in the middle. His sentiments were antislavery, but his heart was with honoring their father.

At his church and all over the country, his large blue eyes brimming with tears, Henry preached impassioned antislavery messages. It was known by quite a few that his Brooklyn church, Plymouth Congregational, was a stop on the Underground Railroad, defiantly offering shelter and assistance to refugees making their way from slavery to Canada. He had even gone so far as to stage mock slave auctions and collect money to purchase freedom for slaves.

Then, suddenly, when Harriet knew he was thinking of their father, Henry’s words would distort, saying the slaves must be patient and that the slavery men must be given more time.

Harriet loved her father, adored the father who had taught all his children, sons and daughters, to be great thinkers and debaters. Some of the greatest minds—lawyers, conservative and liberal clergy, students, abolitionists—met around her father’s table. She loved him, but it seemed that the past few years had put her to the test.

It was difficult to find a path that would allow her to honor her earthly father and her heavenly father. Was she willing to give up father, mother, and home for the sake of the gospel, for the sake of the truth in the Bible—truth that her husband, Calvin Stowe, said came from the minds of Eastern men?

Harriet had seen slavery’s growing muscle. It was the mid-1800s and there were sewing machines, but women still did not vote and most did not even speak publicly about politics or slavery. Her father’s voice continued to insist this was a matter for slavery men. It was hard to find middle ground. It was hard to find a way to avoid the fight she saw coming.

Harriet had supported the American Colonization Society, had prayed it was the middle ground she hoped for. Perhaps the right thing was to collect money and send the poor kidnapped Africans back to their homeland.

But it was not enough. Truth still called to her, still roused her at night.

She could write, the thought came to her. She could tell the truth about slavery through a story, an allegory. Writing was her part; God would do His. So, Harriet had begun to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin. It would be a serial, published in the National Era.

But it was not as easy as she had thought it would be. Each word she wrote frightened her. A voice in her head chided her. Who appointed you the world’s savior? Each word was a struggle, a gnarled battle between good and evil, so that the first words, sentences, chapters were almost unintelligible. Her husband and family supported her, prayed for her, but she needed more. She begged her husband, her dear brother, and even her children to keep her bathed in prayers so that evil would not overcome her. To honor her father, her homage to middle ground, she added an ending to Uncle Tom sending the refugees back to Africa as missionaries.

Harriet wrote. God reciprocated. The words of Uncle Tom’s Cabin canvassed the globe. The book took her on journeys and introduced her to friends she never would have imagined, like the Duchess of Argyle. Harriet blushed. She still owed the duchess a letter of thanks for the money that the duchess and other women of England had given to her to help with American abolition efforts.

She listened to the clop of the horses’ hooves on the cobblestones. Outside the carriage window green trees rushed by interspersed with new buildings that shot up from the ground like cornstalks among patches of blue sky. Boston’s population had grown to more than 150,000—people crammed together in colleges, department stores, federal buildings, churches, row houses, boardinghouses, and tenements. Hardworking, God-fearing, mind-your-business folk—without the luxury of nosiness. Fishermen, seamstresses, garment workers, and meatpackers. Protestants, Catholics, English royal bloods, immigrants, Irish, Italians, Chinese, Jews, abolitionists, and runaway slaves. All tied together by trolleys, shipyards, railroads, turnpikes, harbors, hills made low, and newspapers. Boston opened her arms to Emerson, Hawthorne, Longfellow, and William Lloyd Garrison’s Liberator.

Harriet looked across the dark interior of the carriage at her brother. Henry was beginning to gray now, and had a great kettle for a belly. He was still as charming, and she saw the passion of the younger brother she knew still in his eyes. He had come to her defense when slavery men had attacked her in the newspapers, even calling for a bounty on her head after publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin. “Our niggers are happy in their rightful place except for the agitation of nigger preachers and troublemaking trolls like you,” one man had written to her.

Since Uncle Tom, she had made associations with fugitive slaves who had escaped slavery to become great orators and abolitionists—Sojourner Truth, Henry Bibb, and Frederick Douglass. Douglass had also defended her when she was attacked in the press, but in private he was adamant that she must tell the whole truth. He and the other black abolitionists took her to account for suggesting that blacks should return to Africa. “How can we return? Our blood and sweat is here. We have toiled to build this nation. We have paid a price here, are we not entitled to reap the rewards? Why should we leave behind what we have planted? Our African forefathers’ bones are here and, though they would deny us, the blood of our European fathers runs through our veins. Would you force us, like the Cherokee and the Choctaw, onto someone else’s land?”

Harriet had thought Uncle Tom would be the end of it. But now they wanted more. Now they wanted her to write a book refuting the notion of contented slaves. She must tell the story of Negroes who hated slavery, who would not bow down like Uncle Tom, patriots who had the courage to fight and even die.

Douglass had tried his hand at novel writing, penning The Heroic Slave. But he was not satisfied with it. “The colonization societies use your book to defend their plans to force us to Africa. Your brother and I preach against it. You must use your pen and set things right,” Douglass said.

Harriet sighed and watched the spider at work on his web. Twenty-five years after his hanging, Henry and Frederick insisted she must retell the story of Nat Turner.


chapter 2

She had begun to have dreams about dead men, of resurrecting them. In her dreams, Harriet resisted trying to bring the men back to life. It seemed unholy, sacrilegious. Then, one Sunday in church, a passage of Scripture stood out to her: Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen. Harriet couldn’t count the number of times she had read the eleventh chapter of Hebrews. She had memorized most of it as a child. Her eyes skimmed over the words.

Whenever she felt afraid, whenever she felt powerless to do something, verse six always undergirded her. Alone she might not have been able to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin—the blank pages had stretched out in front of her impossible to fill—but by faith she had done it. If God could part the Red Sea, if He really existed, then He could help the wife of a poor Bible teacher write a book that might save lives and souls.

Her mind had drifted from the preacher’s voice as she focused on the words in front of her. By faith Moses, when he was come to years, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter; choosing rather to suffer affliction with the people of God, than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a season. . . . She had neither title nor throne to give; she was only the wife of a poor professor. She wrote Uncle Tom, and despite what she thought at first, she had survived the threats and the taunts that followed. She was still a wife, a mother, she still had friends.

But Nat Turner was troubling—maybe it was the thought of bringing something so unpleasant, something perhaps better forgotten, back to life. A confessed baby killer. How could she, who had lost her own infant son, write a story about such a monster? Maybe it was the dreams, dreams of resurrecting a man that frightened her: . . . By faith the walls of Jericho fell down, after they were compassed about seven days. . . . By faith . . . Women received their dead raised to life again. . . . Women received their dead raised to life again. . . .

Months later, in idle conversation with a new acquaintance, she posed the idea. “I am thinking of writing a book about Nat Turner and the Southampton slave revolt.” The acquaintance had looked shocked. “I will change the names and the setting, of course.” By faith she might be able to write and awaken Nat Turner’s memory. Women received their dead raised to life again. . . . But hadn’t she already done enough?

The carriage stopped. The spider scrambled to the corner.

There was not a person in America who would not have recognized the man who climbed aboard.


chapter 3

His woolly gray mane and beard were famous throughout the world. His head and his hairs were white like wool, as white as snow; and his eyes were as a flame of fire; and his feet like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace; and his voice as the sound of many waters. Harriet wondered if God were a man if this is what he would look like.

“Good morning, Mrs. Stowe,” he said in his booming voice.

“Good morning, Mr. Douglass.”

Her brother Henry laughed as he shook Frederick’s hand. “You are forewarned to be careful what you say; my dear sister will immortalize it and your life in one of her novels.”

Frederick Douglass nodded. “You are ready to meet the fellow, then?”

Harriet looked across the carriage at the two men; the vehicle seemed too small to contain two of the most well-known abolitionists in the world, men whose courage and words changed the course of nations. “Indeed, Mr. Douglass.” She would meet the fellow, but offered no promises.

“He is a business owner now, but still a fugitive. You will have to be careful not to disclose his identity, residence, or the names and locations of those who might have helped him.”

Harriet tried to keep the pressure she felt from coloring her face. “I understand.”

Henry knocked on the roof of the carriage and the vehicle rolled again.


chapter 4

Boston was bustling, full of new buildings and businesses sprouting up from the earth. But there was at once something historical and revolutionary in the Boston air. Everywhere Harriet looked she thought she saw a minuteman or a son of Paul Revere.

“I will introduce you to a man who will share a great story,” Douglass told her.

They soon arrived at a small shop on Phillips Street, on the North Slope of Beacon Hill. Upon entering, Harriet looked around the room, forcing herself not to stare at the man who greeted them at the door. But it was hard to keep her eyes from him.

The Confessions of Nat Turner had made him out a monster, but the word that came to her mind was calm. He was very dark. Something about him reminded her of a cloud before a silent rain. His hair was silver and it was hard to believe he had been a violent man, a baby killer, except for the scar that zagged across his face like a bolt of lightning. Harriet cleared her throat. “Thank you for meeting with me.”

“I promised one day I would tell the story. So many lies have been told and I won’t live forever.” He smiled. “It seems today is someday.”

Harriet nodded at the man. If the truth were told, if the truth were resurrected, they might stave off the coming war, the corn might not be spattered with blood. She shook his hand, reminding herself that she had not given consent to write; she had only agreed to listen.

“You may call me William,” he said.


chapter 5

While they sipped tea, and Henry and Frederick waited in an adjoining room, William told Harriet a story she had not expected to hear, the story of an intelligent and earnest young man. The young man’s identity was common knowledge, in a Southern way—hidden from his sisters, but his brothers, who knew they shared paternity, hated him because their father favored him though he was born a slave—his skin black and theirs white. It was a story of brotherly love and betrayal, vengeance and mercy, of heartbreak and hope.

As William spoke, it was the first time Harriet had thought of Nat Turner’s mother. Another grieving mother.

It did not seem that they spent hours talking. Harriet was surprised to see the light outside the window dimming. The story he shared was intriguing. She looked around the shop. Like his clothes, it was threadbare. “I have money from the women of England. I could purchase your freedom from your master so that you no longer have to hide.” It was a small thing to offer. Perhaps she could help him with his business also.

William’s eyebrows raised and his nostrils flared. It was the first sign of anger that she had seen and a chill passed through Harriet. Maybe he was the monster The Confessions described.

“Pay the one who called himself my master? Nathaniel Francis has already received enough blood money! No man is owed money for stealing what God gave me freely. Nathaniel Francis owes me a lifetime of wages; payment for each scar on my back and on my heart. Let him pay me!”

So much anger, it startled her. “I understand how you feel. I only thought—”

“No, you don’t! How could you? Let him pay me for every stripe, for the years when I was dead and separated from God, for when he deceived me and stole my birthright. Let him pay me the price he owes for stealing my wife and child!” He pounded the table. “They are gone now! My sweet little daughter . . . let him pay me!”

She tried not to show her fear. “You believe he owes you a debt?”

William sat back from the table that separated them. He breathed deeply as though trying to calm himself. “I leave that decision to God. Let the ones who refuse to repent, who smile with their mouths while their hearts are full of anger and lies—let them stand before God and His Word and let the Great Judge decide.” William sighed, lines of weariness deepening on his face. “I have forgiven Nathaniel Francis . . . I think . . . sometimes. I have presented him no bill. Let him face what he has done and render what is due to God.”

Harriet thought of her sweet Samuel. “I lost a child, too, though through different circumstances. How do you forgive?”

An ironic smile turned up the corners of his mouth. Harriet thought she saw tears in William’s eyes. She turned her line of questioning back to Nat Turner. “You must have had great respect for him, for Nat Turner?”

He seemed amused. “I hated him. I only knew him from a distance.” A genuine smile came to William’s face. “You are surprised?” He nodded. “From a distance, it seemed that life was easy for him. It seemed that he had everything I had lost.” He nodded. “There are many stories about Nat Turner—his mother’s, the one who owned him, his friends’ and enemies’. Mine is only one. I will share with you what I know and what I have heard.”



Sallie Francis Moore Travis


chapter 6

Cross Keys, Southampton County, Virginia

February 1831

Sallie was convinced they would never be satisfied. They didn’t approve of her, or her husband, and there was always talk about Nat Turner. If she wasn’t careful, they would kill him.

Her brothers—Wiley, Salathiel, and Nathaniel—didn’t think her husband, Joseph Travis, was good enough. They thought he was too soft. They thought he was a dreamer. He was not what they considered a man’s man: he was gentle, he didn’t call her names when no one was around to hear, he came home every night, he did not drink, and he sat through church most Sundays without yawning.

Sallie had lost one husband to death and then God had sent another. She promised herself she would always sing satisfied. She looked out the window. It was cold and gray outside. Night was coming.

Sallie Francis Moore Travis grabbed a rag, ripped from an old croker sack, and reached for the baking pan of corn bread. The cast-iron oven glowed red on the inside, the pieces of wood radiating heat. The heat flushed her face and lifted her hair. She pierced the center of the bread with a broom straw. When the stick came out clean, she withdrew the pan and gingerly set it on top another piece of croker sack that covered the wooden table that her husband had built. Sallie used her arm to brush the sweat-dampened hair out of her face.

Last week her husband and some of the boys had set about hog butchering; this year her family had only one hog, so there would be many meals without meat. She didn’t have a girl to do it, so she had had to render the fat to make lard all by herself.

Heaven knew Marie, her husband’s spinster cousin who was living with them, was too good to help out—she would devour the ham—but was too good to let the fat touch her.

The heavy grease was still on Sallie’s face and she knew the smell was still in her hair. She appreciated the meat, knew her family needed it; men worked hard butchering, but she hated that women always had to render the fat.

The grease was like a thin sheath, a second skin; she wished for fresh water. Hair washed with clean water, maybe just a splash of apple cider vinegar added to the rinse, or maybe dried rose petals in a bath, would do her good. Being clean wasn’t a new dress to show off to the other women, but, still, it would do her good. The heat in the kitchen and the oven, along with the pig fat, were ruining her hair.

She hoped for rain enough to fill the barrel outside, or even snow that she could melt in the pot on the stove. Not much, just fresh water so she could wash her hair before going to Mrs. Caty Whitehead’s next Saturday.

She stooped again, reached inside the oven, and, using the rag, grabbed the second large pan of corn bread. As she withdrew it, her arm brushed the edge of the oven. The hot metal seared her flesh and angry pink rose up around the black shriveled line, stark against her white skin. Sallie yelped, sighed, and then spit on the burn. She touched the spot gently with the rag.

It was just one more thing to hide. She looked at the scabs of older, not-yet-healed burns on her arms. She could hide them under the sleeves of her dress. But she couldn’t hide the ones on her hands. They were healed over, but the telltale scars were there, the signs. All the women knew she cooked for herself, that she didn’t have a girl to do it, and if they didn’t know, Cousin Marie would be happy to tell them. The other women were too genteel, too Christian, to talk about it to her face, but she knew what they thought. It was the same thing her brothers thought.

Sallie looked down at her hands. Nigger hands. Hands that had been forced to do too much work; hands that said her husband wasn’t wealthy enough to do any better. The other women would never say it—they were Southern ladies and would never say such things—and they didn’t have much more themselves. But Southern ladies weren’t known for poker faces and Sallie read disdain in their eyes.

What would they say if they knew she was also cooking for her darkies, for the few slaves she had? It was good that the farms in Southampton County, especially in Cross Keys, were far apart and that no one came around much to see.

What the women wouldn’t say, her brothers, the Francis brothers, seemed to take pleasure saying, especially in front of their mother. They never failed to bring up that she cooked for Nat Turner; they accused her of pampering him. Her brothers and their drunken friends, particularly John Clarke Turner, hated the slave, seemed obsessed with him. It made no sense to Sallie since all of them had grown up together—John Clarke and Nat Turner were practically brothers. Some uncouth people even whispered that they were.

But her brothers were right—whether he had grown up with them or not, Nat Turner was a slave, and no decent white woman should cook for a slave. The custom in the area was to give the slaves their rations for the week or month—a measure of cornmeal, maybe corn on the cob, and some salt pork for Christmas if there was pork to spare. Cooking their rations was left for slaves to do when they came in from the fields. No mistress would serve slaves. But here she was with burned hands. Sallie grabbed a knife from the unpainted cupboard with her free hand and began to slice through the bread, cutting large squares.

She turned to stir the cabbage. The stink of it told her it was ready. The salty fat meat and the heat made the leaves soft, translucent, and shiny. Sweet onions and pepper rounded the smell. She grabbed the wire handle of the kettle pot and moved it from the flame so it wouldn’t burn. There was not much worse than the bitter taste of scorched cabbage.

It had not been a good year for crops, not that her husband was any kind of farmer. But because of the poor harvest, no one had extra money. The other farmers only called on her husband for repairs to wheels and wagons when they could no longer patch them themselves. With the scant harvest, no one dropped by, rolling up the dirt lane that led to their house, knocking at their front door. No one asked her husband to build them a new set of chairs or an ornate mirror frame. This was not a time for artistry; it was a time for making do.

She opened the door to the room where she stored her few canned goods and grabbed a jar of spicy pear preserves. It wasn’t Sunday, but something sweet helped a tough day go down better. Sallie looked at her arm as she reached for a jar of precious coffee. Too bad sugar wouldn’t do anything for all the burns or she would spare a little. But the cool room—it was cool enough for the butter and cheese to be kept on a high shelf—felt good and cooled the sweat on her face.

She smiled. Mrs. Mary Barrow wouldn’t be caught dead perspiring this way . . . or in a cupboard . . . or in a kitchen. Not even Lavinia would allow herself to sweat so. They all had cooks and personal servants. None of them were like the Grays or the Jeffersons, who had slaves and money to spare. But the other whites did what they had to do to have the basics. They didn’t have the stench of pork grease hanging in their hair.

Sallie walked out of the pantry and closed the door behind her. She carefully set the jars of preserves and coffee on the table. She dipped some grounds of coffee, just a small amount—it had to stretch—and made very weak coffee. Her husband would not allow whiskey—not even brandy or wine—on the table. When it was finished boiling, she set the cooling liquid on the unvarnished table. Then she set plates and glasses for them all.

The bread was cooler now. She lifted half of the corn bread squares from one pan and put them on top of the other pan. She grabbed the pot of cabbage and ladled heaping spoonfuls into the empty half of the first pan. When she was finished, she removed her everyday shawl from the nail in the corner, threw it over her shoulders, and stepped outside the door onto her back porch with the pan of half cabbage/half corn bread in hand. The wind blew on her face and into her mouth when she opened it to yell. “Nat and Hark, you boys come get your food now! Come on, while it’s still hot!”

Two figures emerged from the dark shape of the small barn behind the house, taking more form as they got nearer the kitchen window’s light.

One was tall and muscular, like some statue carved of onyx. “Hark, I hope you two appreciate all this hard work I’m doing. You can bet no other mistress is cooking for darkies.”

Hark reached with his large hand for the pan. “Thank you, ma’am.”

The second man stepped into the light. He was much smaller, much fairer—in the dark, at a distance, those who didn’t know him might have thought he was white. “You must not be very hungry, Nat Turner.” Like most other people, black and white, she usually called him by both names.

There was something gentle about his presence. His hands were scarred and calloused like the other man’s, and he had his share of knots and scars like the others, but there was something peaceful about him, not wild like her brother Nathaniel’s boy, Will. “Yes, ma’am, I’m hungry.” He nodded. “Thank you.”

“You be sure that you bring my pan back when you’re finished. I don’t want to have to send little Moses down there hunting for it.” Nat Turner smiled at her in that way of his. It reminded her of the way some dogs looked, like they were smarter or knew something you didn’t know, but were content to let you think you were superior. “We’ll be sure to bring it back, Miss Sallie. Clean.”

She watched them walking away. “And don’t you scamps go roaming around out here at night. You have got to be up before the sun. There’s work to do.” It hadn’t been a year yet and already the boys’ clothes were too ripped to try to mend. She would have to hunt around for more croker sacks and stitch them up something. Maybe it was spoiling them—one pair of pants and one shirt should have lasted them the whole year—but she would do it anyway. It was all right for the little ones to run around half naked, but it wouldn’t do for grown men.

Darkness had crept up on her. The stars in the black sky were like diamonds, like the ones Mrs. Mary Barrow wore around her neck, like the ones that glittered on Mrs. Caty Whitehead’s fingers. These stars were probably the only diamonds she would ever have. She was not the belle of the ball.

There were days when she was ashamed of the graying, rough-cut wood of the house and the fence, but she and her son had roof enough to take in relatives, like lazy Marie Potts. Her brothers didn’t think Joseph Travis was good enough. He was not hard enough on the slaves, they said. But Travis had welcomed her and her son, Putnam, into his home, his two-story home.

None of her brothers could claim more. Salathiel’s one-room shack—not much bigger than a privy, made of rough planks that looked like they had been thrown together—was so small that when the corn was high you almost couldn’t find it. Nathaniel’s home was not much bigger—one room with a loft and kitchen.

Travis had made a place for her and allowed her to feel at home.

Her brothers were men and they didn’t know how it felt to be a woman alone responsible for a child, especially a male child. How would she teach him to hunt, to sit with other men? They didn’t know how it felt to lie awake at night worrying about how you would feed your son, how you would eat the next day—trying to smile so your son wouldn’t know how poor you were, how close to death. Her brothers didn’t know how it felt staying with people after you’ve worn out your welcome because you had nowhere else to go.

They didn’t know how she scurried to swallow the subtle snipes and slights so her son wouldn’t be poisoned by them. She sat, unmarried, among married women, women who considered themselves superior because of their attachment, because fate hadn’t taken their men. Remarks, looks, and hints—dropped by people so comfortable they didn’t have to care or think how others felt—had left bruises. They didn’t know the weight and hopelessness of the word widow.

She hadn’t had anything much—just her son, Putnam, and the slave who had been willed to him, Nat Turner. She had hired Nat Turner out, letting him take day jobs—to plow, to help with harvest, a little millwrighting, whatever Nat Turner could do. She took the money the slave earned so that she and her son would have a few pennies. When she and her son were still alone in the Moore house, before it had become someone else’s property, Nat had chopped the firewood, fetched the water, and hunted for squirrels or coons, something to put in their pot. When wolves threatened them, or there was a crawling snake, Nat Turner was the only one she could trust.

No one came around, especially not the brothers full of complaints; no one wanted to come too close to grief. It had been a lonely time, a quiet time. The silence had added to the sorrow. She had even thought of inviting Nat Turner inside to eat with her and her son. Instead, she had taken to handing him his food out the back door. That was how she had started cooking for Nat Turner, and it made sense to her since she still had to cook her own food to cook for the slaves as well.

Her brothers always nagged her to sell him, saying he was “too smart” and smart niggers were trouble. But how could she sell him? Nat Turner had kept her and Putnam alive. That didn’t matter to her brothers. She had a feeling that they would as soon see him dead as alive, not that they cared too much more for Joseph Travis.

After the corners of her mouth had drooped from worry, Joseph came along with a flower in his hand. It was just a daisy, a field flower; but soon after, they were married and she was in a house with mirrors and pictures on the wall, and curtains made of material she chose herself. It was not a fancy house, had only one coat of worn white paint, but it was a house she and her husband could call their own.

Sallie pulled off her shawl and apron and rehung them on the nail by the door. She looked in the mirror and smoothed her hair, and then called her family downstairs. They gathered at the table—Joseph, Putnam, and young Joel Westbrook, Putnam’s age, who lived with them. They said grace and ate dinner by candlelight. The slave, young Moses, who still lived indoors, sat in a corner eating his dinner—corn bread and cabbage like the other slaves—from a tin pan. His being in the kitchen eating while they ate was just another thing for the women to gossip about if they knew. But he was still young and it was too cold for him to fend for himself alone outside—she could not afford an old auntie grandmother like some of the others to care for him.

Sallie smiled at the crumbs around her son’s mouth, crumbs easier to see than the beard he thought was growing there. The yellow glow of the candle in the darkening room warmed her family’s faces. She thought again as she looked that her husband’s eyes were the purest blue.

“I think snow might be coming,” he said as he took a big swallow of weak coffee.

Sallie promised herself that no matter what she didn’t have, she would never allow herself to fall asleep dissatisfied. She had a family, a house, food, and a man. She smiled and offered her husband more corn bread.


chapter 7

It wouldn’t do for the other women to see her sitting next to him. Nat Turner stopped the wagon, turned, and held out his hand to help Sallie from the seat where she sat next to him to a seat in back of the unpainted wooden wagon. They already thought she pampered him too much.

When she was reseated, he clucked at the horse, shook the reins, and they started again down New Jerusalem Road on their way to Mrs. Caty Whitehead’s. Sallie pulled the rough green blanket around her shoulders, legs, and feet to keep warm. “You be careful there, now, Nat Turner, and don’t kick up too much dust. I just washed my hair and I don’t want it to be dirty before I get there.” Around the edges of her day cap, she touched her curls. Snow had come—not much, but enough to melt and wash her hair. It was clean and smelled of rosewater, from the tiny vial she kept in her closet.

Sallie breathed deeply. The sun was bright today—but still cold enough that pork in the shed would not spoil before it was finished curing—beautiful and clear. “You hear me, Nat Turner?” He said nothing, like she was his little sister tagging along and getting on his nerves. He was peculiar.

He belonged to her son, Putnam. But until Putnam came to the age of majority, Nat Turner was her responsibility. Besides, Putnam didn’t see to his care. Putnam never took food out to him.

It was amusing owning him. He wasn’t strong or tall like Hark, or like her brother Nathaniel’s boy, Will. Will could knock a stubborn mule to its knees with his bare fist, but that same mule would probably drag Nat Turner all around the farm. Nat Turner wasn’t much suited to farmwork.

His mother, people said, was Ethiopian or Egyptian. Maybe that accounted for his peculiar ways. But it was amusing to watch him strutting around like a rooster, thinking it was running things, but without sense enough to know that it was just property. And like a rooster, at any moment its life could be ended, floating in a hot water pot.

Her brothers had something to say about everything he did—counting their peck of corn in her bushel. Sometimes he talked about being free and what had been stolen from him, but he was harmless, just a dreamer too smart for his own good. She had learned to ignore him, like a temperamental cat.

Her brothers said Nat Turner was always trouble, always thought he was as good as them, or better. Even so, she wasn’t going to sell away Putnam’s inheritance, his property. Nat Turner was just odd, that was all. Sometimes she wondered if her brothers were jealous.

It sounded ridiculous to think of white men being jealous of a slave, but it was possible to be jealous of most anything, she supposed—a flower, a sunset, a river that could go where it pleased. Maybe they were jealous that Nat Turner could read, not just read well enough to write his name, but read so that people would stop him and get him to read their mail for them, or to show off for visitors. From time to time she had done it herself. Most of the white people couldn’t read, though they were ashamed to admit it, and it seemed peculiar that he, a slave, could. He said no one had taught him—there would have been trouble for whoever had—he had been able to just pick up a book as a child and read. Now he was a novelty.

Sallie pulled the blanket tighter and up to her chin. She watched the slave’s neck bobbing as the horse pulled the wagon along the hard road. There was something beautiful about him. Not like a man, but still, something beautiful, like a bird you notice because it doesn’t seem to belong. He even fancied himself a preacher. People, mostly darkies—though he had baptized one white man—actually came to listen to him. When he preached—his hair curling on his head, around his top lip and on the tip of his chin, his fawn, almost cream-colored skin—there was something wild, something exotic and true, about the way he talked that made her almost believe what he had to say.

But only almost. She wasn’t to be duped or bewitched by him like some Ethelred Brantley. Nat Turner was only a slave.

His eyes on the road, he jiggled the reins and whistled to the horse. Her family didn’t have much, but she had been thinking. Not many people needed her husband’s services, but she owned the smartest slave in the county. The woman Nat Turner called his wife, Cherry, had been bought by Giles Reese. Every child Cherry turned out increased Giles’s wealth. The children would be prime—intelligent, fair, good-looking stock—and worth a lot of money, pickaninnies that would make Reese wealthy.

And Sallie had been thinking that maybe her husband could find someone willing to exchange a child, to give them one of the children, for Nat Turner’s studding for a year or two. Sallie’s husband didn’t have money to buy her a girl, but maybe they could trade Nat Turner’s stud service for one. It would be a baby worth little or nothing until it came of some age, but once able to work and breed it would be worth hundreds of dollars, worth even more than their land. Maybe it would be a girl who could tend to Sallie, who could grow to do the baking. A girl who could grow and then breed, maybe with Hark, and bear others—more slave children who could work the fields, or be sold to bring in some money for Sallie’s family.

Her husband would have to ask other men about studding Nat Turner—after she talked him into it—because people would be shocked at the thought of a woman thinking of such things. But she had had to take care of herself and her son when she was a widow, so she had learned to be enterprising. Sallie wasn’t educated, she wasn’t cultured like Caty Whitehead, or beautiful like Mary Barrow, but she was smart. She could think of things.

When they reached the Whitehead place, Sallie shrugged off the blanket, stood, straightened her cloak, and smoothed her gown. She looked down at her dress; it was plain. Nat helped her down from the wagon. Some of the other women, a few in fancy carriages, had already arrived. “Don’t you go wandering, now, Nat Turner. You stay right here.” He nodded, his expression still indulgent.

Sallie walked past Mary Barrow’s black carriage adorned with brass wheel trim. It was lovely and it turned heads, but it was nothing compared to Caty Whitehead’s. Sallie reached out her hand, tempted to touch the dearborn. Mrs. Whitehead had ordered her carriage special, modeled after one of President Jefferson’s coaches. Caty’s green coach with golden wheels was the talk of everyone around.

Sallie touched her hair, brushed dust from her dress, and headed for the door. Her dress was an old checkered cotton gown, but perhaps with the new adornment the women wouldn’t notice. She touched the new bow she had added at the collar. She wore her only pair of ruffled cuffs on her sleeves, cuffs she had made herself. She could not afford to buy lace ones like some of the other women, and she could not afford to have someone make them. They would have to do.

All the women looked forward to this winter event. It was too cold to travel, but it was a party, held annually on the Saturday just before Valentine’s Day, none of the women would miss. Caty’s party would be special. There would be tea and cakes and bits of honey-glazed ham—almost like a Jerusalem, Virginia, party.

Sallie walked closer to the front door. She could already hear women giggling inside. There might be roast pheasant; apple tansy covered with warm cream, nutmeg, and sugar; and there might even be syrup-covered popcorn—a feast that Sallie’s family could never afford. Caty and her daughters had fine penmanship, and though all the ladies could not read, there might be a painted handwritten card for each one. There would be stories, surprises, and gifts.

Of course, there would be a brief explosion. With Mrs. Whitehead there always was. Something would light the fuse and the cannon would blow. But such things must be expected at Mrs. Whitehead’s since they had so many slaves—not as many as the Parkers or the Edwardses, but a respectable number nonetheless. The trouble, whatever it was, would be a temporary and trifling thing.
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Leading a small army of slaves, Nat Turner was a man born with a mission:
to set the captives free. When words failed, he ignited an uprising that left
over fifty whites dead. In the predawn hours of August 22, 1831, Nat Turner
stormed ingo history with a Bible in one hand, brandishing a sword in the
other. His rebellion shined a national spotlight on slavery and the state of
Virginia and divided a nation’s trust. Turner himself became a lightning rod
for abolitionists like Harriet Beecher Stowe and a terror and secret shame for
slaye owners.

Tn The Resurrection of Nat Turner, Part 1: The Witnesses, Nat Turner's story is
revealed chrough the eyes and minds of slaves and masters, friends and foes.
In their words is the truth of the mystery and conspiracy of Nat Turner’s life,
death, and confession.

The Resurrection of Nat Turner spans more than sixty years, sweeping from
the majestic highlands of Ethiopia to the towns of Cross Keys and Jerusalem
in Southampron County. Using extensive research, Sharon Ewell Foster
breaks hallowed ground in this epic novel, revealing long-buried secrets

about this tragic hero.

SHARON EWELL FOSTER is a critically acclaimed, award-winning
author, speaker, and teacher. She is the author of the Christy
Award-winning Passing by Samaria, Essence bestseller Ain't No River, and
five other works of fiction. Sharon's books have won her wide
acclaim and a loyal following that crosses market, gender, and
racial boundaries.
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