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Chapter 1

Dedicated to Maria Martin & Juneteenth Day

June 19, 1865, Juneteenth, was marked to celebrate the belated
announcement of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1865, nearly two years
after slavery was officially ended in the United States. It became a day
celebrated in forty-five states. My story is not an easy one to tell. I worked
every day and was mercilessly whipped—hunted even though I was free. If
I was caught, I was flogged to the bone. All this to pick cotton in the fields
from sunup to sundown. That was my life—the brutality I’ve seen. I’ve
seen women mercilessly beaten and robbed of their children, torn from their
arms as they screamed in horror, never to see their child again. I watched as
my family was sold into slavery, working for others who lived off the hard
work men and women put in every day. Women watched as their husbands
were beaten into submission; men watched as their wives’ bodies were
taken. That was my reality: not being able to protect my family from a
horrible institution. President Lincoln said, “Slavery is founded in the
selfishness of man’s nature—opposition to it is in his love of justice.” I felt
that it was so much deeper than that. We lived every day at the sadistic
pleasure of corrupt men who enjoyed putting us down. It made them feel
superior. They tormented women and children because they could. Some
who had not done anything but work hard were still beaten every day. It all
started with the house. The plantation house, which slaves referred to as the
big house, was beautiful, symmetrical, and white, sitting like a jewel in the
center of a perfectly manicured landscape.

The long road leading to the big house was lined with trees. Stormy weather
made the house look older from the moment the sunlight started fading to a
blue darkness, gradually accented by lightning, thunder, and heavy rain.
There was a huge field behind the house that stretched for miles, where
thousands of slaves still picked cotton. Streams of lightning danced in the
distance. As the wind whistled, I heard the faint sound of a child’s voice



singing, “I know someday we’ll be free—freedom. Someday we’ll be free.
God is going to protect us. Someday we’ll be free. He will watch over us.
Someday we’ll be free. Freedom, freedom, someday we will be free.”

Footsteps pounding the ground and splashing the puddles cut the steady
noise of the wind, the rain, and the child’s singing. In the distance, several
dogs barked wildly. Several men holding double-barreled shotguns
approached the field, looking in all directions as thunder filled the air. A bad
storm was growing worse. As the winds picked up speed, several slaves
struggled against the elements, cringing at the flashes of lightning
illuminating them every few minutes. Two overseers on horseback rode up
to the field and stopped in front of each other, trying to steady their horses.
Overseer Clayton, a young black man, swung his horse around. Overseer
Hawkins, an imposing white man with a thick Southern drawl and roughly a
decade older than Clayton, pulled his horse in closer.

“It’s getting bad out here, boss,” Clayton said, struggling to speak over the
thunder. “Worse than I’ve seen in some time. Shouldn’t we give them a
break?”

“Let them work,” Hawkins snarled back. Each breath is visible in the cold
air. “They’re slaves—it’s all they’re good for anyway.” The slaves picked
cotton under the watchful eyes of several other overseers, each with a
shotgun in hand. The child’s voice fell softer—one might detect an African
accent. There are places God does not visit. Places where prayers are not
answered, and his children are forgotten. When you cry, he doesn’t hear
you, but you can see his tears in the rain every day. These fields are unholy
—countless had suffered and died here. The slaves called it their own hell
—a grave for the living.

As Overseer Hawkins dismounted, he intensely scanned the area before
marching past several slaves. He aggressively approached Jacob, a quiet
young man, and stood inches away from his face.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Hawkins barked, screaming over the
thunder. “You’re too slow. Move quicker. The longer it takes you to finish,
the longer you stay out here!”

“My hands are freezing, boss,” Jacob said.



“I don’t care; get back to work,” Hawkins answered, pushing Jacob to the
ground as he walked away, laughing to himself. “Let’s go! Keep working!”
he yelled across the field. “If you folks don’t work harder, you’ll be out
here all night!”

Off in the distance, Hawkins noticed a young woman struggling to keep up.
Each piece of cotton she picked flew away in the wind. Dismounting his
horse, who was getting more and more rattled by the thunder, he strutted
over to her, smiling with sadistic delight when he realized who it is. “What
do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

“The best I can,” Ellie responded, trying to speed up.

“Well, that’s just not good enough. You were too good to even talk to me
when you were in the big house,” Hawkins said, smiling.

“NO, I_”

“Shut up!” Hawkins yelled. “You were too good for me; then you got in
trouble, and now you’re in my house.”

The rain poured down his face. He grabbed Ellie by the arm and pulled her
off the ground.

“No, please, I can do better,” Ellie cried. “Please, I can do better!”

“Shut up, or I’'ll kill you. I promise this will be your last day if you so much
as make a sound.” Hawkins threw her to the ground, tearing her dress and
bruising her arm before violently snatching her up again.

A few yards away, Paul, another slave, slowly rose from his work as he
watched the struggle escalate. He ran toward Hawkins and stood in his path.

“Get back to work!” Hawkins yelled.
“Listen to him, Paul. Please,” Ellie begged.
“Leave her alone. She was doing the best she could,” Paul said.

“What did you say to me?” Hawkins asked, amazed. “I said get back over
there!”

While Paul stood his ground, he didn’t notice two other well-built overseers
lurking behind him. One of them kicked him in the back, knocking him to
the ground. As he struggled to break free, one of the men wrapped a rope



around his neck while Hawkins continued pulling Ellie in the direction of
an outhouse.

“No! Get off me!” Paul screamed, choking.
Overseer Hawkins pulled Ellie toward a makeshift outhouse.

As she struggled to fight him off, another overseer entered with a double-
barreled shotgun and stood watch. Several slaves looked on as Paul was
being choked to death. Saddened, they looked away. A child slave began to

pray.

Finally reaching the outhouse, Hawkins pulled Ellie behind it. Violently
tearing at her clothing with one hand, he took off his belt with the other.

“You still think you’re better than me?” he screamed. “Master Sneely put
you in the field, and now you are mine. You are my property.”

“Please, no,” Ellie yelled, loudly sobbing. “Oh Lord!”

A bird circled the outhouse before rising higher into the stormy sky. It must
have heard Ellie’s clothing rip and her muffled crying over the sound of the
child’s voice praying.

“God, please, why don’t you listen? Fly away—I wish I could fly away.
Sometimes I wish I could fly away from this place,” the child prayed.

Ellie prayed, too, as she cried, “Lord, please—"

“Shut up!” Hawkins yelled. “Don’t you know? God don’t hear you out here
in these fields.”

“Why? Why, God?” Ellie screamed. “What did I do?”

“You were born,” Hawkins answered.
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