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Griot: a member of a class of traveling poets, musicians, and storytellers who maintain a tradition of oral history in parts of West Africa.

Joseph McGill Jr. dedicates this book to the enslaved ancestors whose voices were muted when they were on this earth. Slave dwellings can be preserved, but as already proven, they can be lost. It is the responsibility of archaeologists, archivists, genealogists, scholars, and griots to resurrect the voices of the ancestors and give them the respect they rightly deserve.

To my mom and dad, the late Susie Mae McGill and Joseph McGill Sr., I honor your memory. To my daughter, Jocelyn, a recent graduate of the Tuskegee University College of Veterinary Medicine, you reached your quota of sleeping in “one” slave dwelling with me. To my lovely wife, Vilarin McGill, thank you for allowing me the time to sleep with the ancestors and follow the footprints of slavery.

When I was in the military, I visited in 1984 the living space where Anne Frank hid from the Nazis. Seeing that cramped space taught me the importance of historic places. It planted a seed that would grow three decades later into the Slave Dwelling Project.

Herb Frazier dedicates this book to Jim Campbell, Jack McCray, L. R. Byrd, and Horace Mungin, dear friends who have joined the ancestors, and to the next generation—grandchildren Lauryn, Nicholas, Kinsley, and Connor Thomas; Nathaniel Perry Hamilton; Roman Lee Frazier; and Roman Averion White.
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FOREWORD BY HERB FRAZIER

AS A BOY I UNKNOWINGLY SPOKE THE NAMES OF WHITE MEN WHO enslaved Black people. Streets named for slave trader Henry Laurens, slave-owning US president George Washington, and Vice President John C. Calhoun, a staunch defender of chattel slavery, bordered my tiny neighborhood on the east side of Charleston, South Carolina. My home was a public housing project built in the 1940s as a slum-clearing effort. Within it I lived mostly unaware of the racially segregated city and dangerous Jim Crow South.

I also didn’t know that riverside land just beyond a rusty chain-link fence that bordered my neighborhood, Ansonborough Homes, had been the site of Gadsden’s Wharf, where captured Africans had arrived three centuries before. Up to 40 percent of the Africans brought to North America came through Charleston, and one of those entry points was across the street from where I grew up! The International African American Museum plans to open on June 27, 2023, on the site of Gadsden’s Wharf, with an opening ceremony on June 24. Its mission is to instill empathy and understanding of the African American experience. After two decades of planning, the museum’s construction began just before the fall of the nearby towering Calhoun monument.

As a boy in the cradle of slavery, the echoes of Africa surrounded me, but I was too young to know it. My father and grandmother were either too ashamed of that history or didn’t know it well enough themselves to share it with me. Africa was evident in the African-style rice dishes we ate, the African words we spoke, like tote, okra, cooter, and biddy, the syncopated hand claps in church, and the West African–inspired coiled sweetgrass baskets Black women sold to tourists. The face of Africa morphed into the faces of Black women who strolled gracefully along city streets with heavy loads balanced with dignity on their heads.

Decades later as a daily newspaper reporter, I walked where captured Africans were held before they were shipped to Charleston and other American seaports. Then I connected my childhood memories with an African source and the ancestors who brought their customs to America, giving rise to Gullah Geechee people along coastal South and North Carolina, Georgia, and parts of northern Florida.

In the crumbling ruins of Bunce Island near Freetown, Sierra Leone, I heard how Africans were branded like cattle to help buyers on the other side of the ocean identify their origin. In the Gambia on Kunta Kinteh Island in the shade of towering baobab trees, Africans were graded like animals. Those considered the best were loaded on ships while others were tossed in the River Gambia to die. At Elmina Castle on Ghana’s coast, a room marked with a skull and crossbones held those who resisted. Locked in without food or water, they perished. A guide called them the “freedom fighters.”

When I left daily journalism, I became the unlikely freelance marketing consultant and later full-time marketing director for Magnolia Plantation and Gardens, a Southern plantation where Africans were sold to white enslavers like those whose names are on the streets of my old neighborhood. This led to a reunion with Joseph McGill. Joe said he wanted to spend a night in one of Magnolia’s slave cabins.

As a recovering newspaper reporter, I knew immediately that if he did that simple act of sleeping in a slave cabin, journalists would flock to his story. Doing so also would lead to a much wider discussion on chattel slavery and this country’s fraught and prolonged relationship with it. I helped him spread the word. After a few months of sending press releases to the local media, announcing the growing number of cabins where he planned to sleep, he no longer needed my help.

After a decade of braving the elements, adjusting to hard wooden floors, cajoling property owners, and assuaging critics, Joe has become well-known nationally for his crusading effort to draw attention to the preservation of former slave cabins and other structures where enslaved people lived and raised their families. He’s the first and only person in the United States who has routinely slept in extant slave dwellings to carry out a sustained campaign to save these structures. He preaches that these places, and the stories of enslaved people who lived in them, are important to telling a complete narrative of one of America’s original sins—slavery.

Since launching the Slave Dwelling Project, Joe has slept in more than two hundred cabins and larger structures in twenty-five states and the District of Columbia to change the American narrative one slave dwelling at a time. He’s bedded down in likely and unlikely places where slavery existed across a third of the United States, stretching from the deep South to the Western and New England states and the upper Midwest. He’s traveled to rural and suburban landscapes, college campuses, private homes, the homes of US presidents, national and state parks, barns, churches, and the modest residences of Northern merchants. There’s no place in this country that has not been touched by slavery, just as the entire country has been shaped by the ingenuity and tenacity of enslaved people who were once counted as three-fifths of a person as a result of a compromise with Southern colonies that led to the ratification of the US Constitution.

Joe has worn many hats. He’s followed the paths of a historic preservationist with the National Trust for Historic Preservation, a Civil War reenactor, a museum director, and a tour guide. When I first met him, he was dressed in the heavy blue woolen uniform of a Black Union soldier. It was an unusually cold April night in 1992 when a tour boat pushed through light swells in Charleston Harbor toward Fort Sumter. On board were dozens of African American journalists from southern news outlets attending a regional conference of the National Association of Black Journalists. I and other conference organizers wanted to show our visiting colleagues important Black history sites in Charleston and the African influences of Gullah Geechee culture. The tour boat churned through the darkness toward the federal fort that in April 1861 received the first shots of the American Civil War.

Joe waited for us at a small campfire that did little to ease the finger-numbing cold. The fire’s dim light revealed him standing erect against a black background as he personified a soldier who joined to fight with the Fifty-Fourth Regiment of the Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry. Those Black Union soldiers may have been enslaved or free men before they came south to ultimately face Confederate troops in an epic battle on Morris Island within view of Fort Sumter, itself on a wedge of land at the entrance to Charleston’s harbor. Joe spoke of the Black soldiers who knew if they were captured, Confederates would sell them into slavery or execute them instead of abiding by military custom to hold them as war prisoners.

The next time I encountered Joe, he was a historic preservationist with the National Trust for Historic Preservation. He was one of several advisors guiding Magnolia through the renovation of four nineteenth-century slave cabins at the former rice plantation on the Ashley River upstream from Charleston. In the eyes of many Black Americans, Magnolia and other former plantation sites are places to avoid because of their troubled histories. As African American men with a passion for history, however, Joe and I were eager to use our unexpected ties with Magnolia to tell the stories of our ancestors and honor the enslaved people whose sacrifices built this nation.

Joe launched his Slave Cabin Project at Magnolia. As the project grew, he was usually alone. But others eventually joined him, young and old, Black and white. Some gathered around campfires to talk about the lingering effects of slavery in America before finding a place in the cabins to sleep. When Joe embarked on this journey, he did not know what he would find beyond the fleeting experience of laying his head in a slave cabin on a southern landscape or in a building in an urban northern city. He wanted to shine a light on the places where our enslaved ancestors lived, which today are often hiding in plain sight.

Joe’s followers include readers of his social media posts and blogs and viewers of his Facebook live feeds, made even more necessary in 2020 by the spread of the coronavirus that shut down in-person gatherings. Before the pandemic, advisors to his nonprofit Slave Dwelling Project helped him organize academic conferences. He’s given keynote talks nationally on what he does and why he does it.

Just as in the beginning, Joseph McGill has a story to tell. Unlike the beginning, it is now a much larger story. I’ve rejoined him to help him tell it on the pages that follow.







INTRODUCTION

THE OLD WOMAN MAINTAINED HER USUALLY JOLLY DEMEANOR AS she lovingly performed her daily task at a slave cabin she called the “chillun’s house.” Too stooped to toil in the field, the granny watched the plantation’s children who were too young to do field work alongside their able-bodied parents. On this day the gray-haired caregiver told the children how she, as a girl, was enticed to a ship bound for America.

Pale-faced strangers laid pieces of red cloth on the ground. She and others in her community grabbed them. Then larger pieces were placed farther on until they crossed a river. On the other side, everyone rushed toward bits of red cloth until finally the trail of fabric stopped on a big ship. When the gate was chained shut, she and the other Africans couldn’t flee. The ship’s crew had herded the unsuspecting captives to a large iron cage in the belly of the boat. “Five or six hundred all together down under the first deck where we was locked in,” the granny told the children. They were caged with other Africans who spoke unfamiliar languages. “So we signed with our hands.”

Days later she saw the glorious blue sky again along with horrifying sights of people jumping in the water in futile attempts to swim home. “Lots of them still lost down there in the sea.” On the ship she and the others were given enough red flannel to wrap around themselves, the granny remembered. When the big boat reached America, they stepped up on the auction block they called the “banjo table” to be sold to the highest bidder like land, cattle, or mules. “The white man took you to your new home in America,” she told the young ones. “That’s how I come to be on this here plantation.”

The old woman removed ash bread baking in the fireplace. She served it to the children with cups of sassafras tea. Wiping sweat from her brow with a red cloth tied around her head, she announced it was time to bundle the infants. At one o’clock every workday, she and the older children took the infants to the field, where their mothers breastfed them. When the mothers finished their work, they fetched their babies from the “chilluns’ house,” a slave cabin that served as the plantation’s center of young life.

This account as a singular event did not occur. Instead, it is a compilation of recollections of formerly enslaved people on plantations in South Carolina who, after decades of freedom, talked about their enslavement with writers from the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers’ Project. In the 1930s, the writers collected more than twenty-three hundred firsthand accounts of slavery in seventeen states, mostly in the southern states. Several people shared the “red cloth” story with the WPA writers. These accounts provide a window into the past to possibly understand what our ancestors felt and endured.

The “red cloth” tale is an example of how our African ancestors used the oral tradition to pass on their experiences in slavery to the next generation. They also describe a horrific Middle Passage across the Atlantic Ocean, the largest forced migration in human history, that transferred millions of captured West Africans to the Western hemisphere. That event ushered in chattel slavery in the United States. Historian Michael A. Gomez argues the seducing or tricking of Africans was the “most important aspect of the [slave] trade to understand and the most consequential lesson to learn about dealing with white folk.” The use of “red cloth” is also part of a pattern of deception that continued after the Emancipation Proclamation freed enslaved people in the slaveholding states.

In 2017, Ohio State University undergraduate Carley Reinhard became fascinated by a red cloth narrative. Her curiosity led to research grants that allowed her to delve into the various ways slave traders tricked Africans into captivity. “As slavery expanded throughout the United States and the fear of kidnapping rose, the stories of being seduced by red trinkets were modified to warn children of the dangers of kidnapping within America,” she said. “Even after slavery ended, the stories were kept alive in new ways, and the red cloth became a tool for empowerment and protection. Different contexts changed the specifics and generalities of the myth, but West African folk culture survived across time, oceans, and continents.”

For six years, I was a program officer for the National Trust for Historic Preservation. For seven decades the Trust has led the movement to save America’s historic places. A privately funded nonprofit organization, the Trust has worked to protect America’s historic sites, tell the full American story, build stronger communities, and invest in preservation efforts. Those places that received the Trust’s attention were grand buildings such as enslavers’ antebellum homes. If the dwellings in which the enslaved lived and worked were mentioned at all, they were often labeled as outbuildings or dependencies, polite euphemisms that masked their true purpose.

People of African descent—considered legal property—were bought, sold, and owned until the day they died. It is my desire to give humanity to these enslaved people as I present the places where they lived. In these places they experienced the full range of human emotion while they adapted to slavery and their forced estrangement from Africa. These structures are some of the most visible artifacts of slavery and, as such, should be viewed as sacred spaces, a concept that might not be embraced universally.

While slave cabins for African Americans may be painful symbols of exploitation, they can also engender pride that our ancestors survived slavery. George Washington University historian James Oliver Horton observed that for white Americans slave cabins “should produce sobering shame, but for some they summon the nostalgia for the myth of the Old South.” Preserved slave dwellings also serve as important evidence of what Maya Angelou calls “the huts of history’s shame,” he added. “Confronting or avoiding the shame of history’s huts constitutes the central preservation issue that must be addressed at public exhibits of slave habitation.”

Slave cabins were more than a place to live. They were a gathering place to hear the latest news, as in the case of two formerly enslaved men, Sam Mitchell and Alfred Sligh. At the Woodlawn Plantation on Ladys Island in Beaufort County, South Carolina, eighty-seven-year-old Sam Mitchell described the cabin he lived in and its decrepit condition. “De slave lib on de Street, each cabin had two room. De Master don’t gib you nutting for yo’ house—you hab to git dat de best way you can. In our house was bed, table and bench to sit on. My father mek dem. My mother had fourteen chillen—us sleep on floor.” Alfred Sligh, enslaved in Newberry County in central South Carolina, was a centenarian when he recalled the day in 1863 that he heard of the Emancipation Proclamation. “We gang up at his grandmother’s cabin and she tell us it… We look scared, lak mules in de midst of a hornet nest, as we stood dere” not knowing what to do next until the wife of the plantation owner confirmed that freedom had come. Barbara Burlison Mooney, an associate professor at the School of Art and Art History at the University of Iowa, notes that “some cynics may scoff and condemn this idea as naïve or romantic, yet places where slaves slept and were beaten, raped, exploited, and yet survived must be marked as extraordinary memorials, not as adjuncts to white gentility.”

Architectural historians have found it difficult to detail the types of structures used to house enslaved people during the colonial era because so few of those poorly constructed dwellings—built for Black slaves and white indentured servants—survived beyond the early nineteenth century. Other more well-constructed buildings are still standing. In some instances the enslaved were quartered in the homes of the enslaver, and as such, those habitats are available for study. My travels have taken me to some of these locations, which to the surprise and dismay of some people exist in states outside the South.

Initially, I called my work the Slave Cabin Project. But early on I realized that places where enslaved people lived were not limited to cabins on rural Southern landscapes. I eventually changed the name of my work to the Slave Dwelling Project, which is not about reparations or hunting for ghosts and artifacts. Instead, I want to tell the stories of the people who lived in these structures. If I had not changed the name and scope of my work, I would have restricted what I’ve accomplished in the decade since launching the project in May 2010. I’ve encountered dwellings in urban centers—small towns and big cities—in the South and in major cities across the country. Enslaved people lived in houses of worship, campuses of higher education, and plantations owned by former US presidents. Twelve of the first eighteen presidents owned slaves at some point during their lives.

My use of the word “slave” in the title of my work is admittedly startling for some people. I am intentional in my desire to be as frank as possible and not sugarcoat American history and its system of chattel slavery, an inhuman institution supported during the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries by this country and European powers.

This history of slavery and knowledge of the types of spaces where enslaved people lived was not part of my education when I was growing up in rural South Carolina. My full understanding of slavery didn’t begin until my professional life as a historic preservationist and my weekend hobby as a Civil War reenactor. More than two hundred thousand Black men joined the US Army and Navy to end slavery. Southern states formed the Confederate States of America to maintain slavery, the backbone of the Southern economy.

Civil War historian Gordon Rhea, who lives in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina, near Charleston, is the descendent of a Confederate soldier. Rhea’s great-grandfather Captain James David Rhea commanded a company in the Confederate Third Tennessee regiment and survived a series of unfathomable hardships during the war. Although Rhea admires his grandfather’s bravery and fortitude, he is not proud of the cause his grandfather’s nation represented, preserving human slavery and fostering that institution’s propagation into new territories. Rhea points to several examples in which the Confederate founders clearly stated their motives. Among them is South Carolina’s expressed concern that “the non-slaveholding states have assumed the right of deciding on the propriety of our domestic institutions… [and] have denounced as sinful the institution of slavery.”

My simple act of sleeping where enslaved people slept has broadened my awareness of their history, but it cannot replicate the pain and suffering they endured. I hope that my travels have brought attention to the need for a deeper study and understanding of this history. It is rare for African Americans to own former plantation sites where slave cabins still stand.1 Therefore, we must find ways to gain access to these historic places through sleepovers, special tours, interviews, and research. Only then can we truly tell the complete story of America.

Slavery in the New World was unlike any other form of human bondage that had existed in the world before it, even slavery in Europe. The arbitrary classification of race determined who was enslaved. The root of the word “slave” is found in Europe. In the premodern era, Slavic people were enslaved by other Europeans. But when Europeans began the New World conquest, none of the people enslaved in the Western Hemisphere were other Europeans. The enslaved were people of color and predominantly Africans.

Most Black people in modern-day America are familiar with the “one drop rule.” One drop of Black blood classifies a person as Black. That arbitrary idea dates back to slavery, when the slightest hint of African ancestry classified a person as Black. Even the word “black” has importance in demeaning a person of African descent, particularly for the English, whose location in the North Atlantic placed them more distant from people of color than other Europeans. The dark complexion of Africans was called “black,” a term meaning dirty and foul, as opposed to “white,” suggesting pure and wholesome. In broad terms, the Europeans also didn’t give credence to anything Africans had accomplished prior to their capture and forced exodus to the New World. The American brand of slavery ensured the offspring of enslaved people were also held in bondage, a practice that undermined the financial and social foundation of succeeding generations and established a perpetual transfer of wealth for slave-owning white families. These fundamental patterns existed across the country in spite of slavery’s regional variations. People held in bondage lacked individual freedoms and generally had no recourse in the courts.

Native Americans were enslaved, too. But their labor was not the backbone of New World plantation slavery. Indian slavery early on was illegal, but nonetheless it persisted. Over time, white America developed subversive means to benefit from the coerced labor of Native Americans through displacement, indebtedness, and violence or the threat of it.

Indentured European workers made up part of America’s colonial workforce, but indentured servitude ultimately was not the most profitable option for the enslaver. During my encounters with people who mention this, I stress the difference in indentured servitude and chattel slavery. Indentured workers indentured themselves. Their servitude had a beginning and an end. Enslavement for Africans, however, had no end, and their offspring would provide free labor for generations. Enslaving Africans was legal for centuries and sanctioned worldwide by states and empires before the practice became prevalent in the New World. Because of the fear of uprisings, American colonial laws later laid the foundation for the control of people of African descent. It was a lesson I encountered at Bacon’s Castle in Surry County, Virginia.

My search for slave dwellings satisfied a childhood lust for travel beyond my hometown of Kingstree, South Carolina, that I didn’t consciously realize I had. This retrospective on my decade of sleeping in slave dwellings, however, is more than a travel memoir of historic locations. It is a look back on my frank campfire conversations on race and my unexpected role as counselor and sometimes referee when the topic of racism caused emotions to run hot. Join the conversation as I visit dwelling places that housed our enslaved ancestors to explore how slavery has stained America.

Footnote

1 Keith Waring, an African American member of the Charleston City Council, is part owner of a former plantation site on Slann Island, south of Charleston. A slave cabin that once stood there was demolished before he and his partners acquired the property. Its foundation is still visible.
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