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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Music has woven its way through each word I have written and I wanted to share some of the songs that inspired this book with you.

Here is the official This Thread of Gold playlist:

Prologue: Call of the Tide

‘Sea Silk’ by Kitty Macfarlane

‘Made of Gold’ by Ibeyi feat. Pa Salieu

Chapter 1: Silence

‘Her Winter’ by Melo-Zed

‘Bed Peace’ by Jhené Aiko ft. Childish Gambino

Chapter 2: Defiance

‘Chariot’ by Mega

‘Mad’ by Solange

‘Don’t Make Me Over’ by Dionne Warwick

Chapter 3: Reinvention

‘I Thought I’d Do it’ by Hattie McDaniel and Tiny Parham

‘Never Grow Old’ by James Cleveland Moore, Sr. (Aretha Franklin version)

‘Woman’ by Doja Cat

Chapter 4: Formation

‘We Shall Not Be Moved’ by Mavis Staples

‘Stir it Up’ by Bob Marley

‘Akulaleki’ by Samthing Soweto, Sha Sha, DJ Maphorisa, Kabza De Small

Chapter 5: Warrior

‘Silence is the Noise’ by Nappy

‘Sorry’ by Beyoncé

‘Undefeated’ by Rayana Jay

Chapter 6: Queen

‘My Queen is Nanny of the Maroons’ by Sons of Kemet

‘Superwoman’ by Tanzanian Women All Stars

‘She’s Royal’ by Tarrus Riley

Chapter 7: Pioneer

‘Superheroes’ by Stormzy

‘Golden Lady’ by Stevie Wonder

‘I Got My Smile Back’ by Stormzy ft. India Arie

Chapter 8: Grandmother

‘All Night’ by Beyoncé

‘Back on my Feet’ by Kimberose

Chapter 9: Mother

‘Django Jane’ by Janelle Monáe

‘To Zion’ by Lauryn Hill

Chapter 10: Daughter

‘The Promise’ by Tracy Chapman

Epilogue: Return of the Tide

‘The Colour Purple (Reprise)’ from the musical The Colour Purple

‘Rise Up’ by Andra Day

‘Golden’ by Jill Scott





To my daughter . . . who saw in me what I considered a scar and redefined it as a world.

ALICE WALKER, 19831

For the sisters & the sistas & the sistahs & the sistren & the women & the womxn & the wimmin & the womyn . . .

BERNARDINE EVARISTO, 20192

For grandmother, mother and daughter. For you and me; for us. They are in each of us. They are us and we are them. We are this thread of gold.

CATHERINE JOY WHITE, 2023






Prologue

CALL OF THE TIDE

As the last frost of winter thaws each year and the first blossoms of spring turn to face the sun, an elderly Italian woman called Chiara Vigo slips out of her house as dusk falls. With the Italian Coast Guard watching over her, she clothes herself in white, cries out a prayer in a language that is part ancient Sardinian dialect and part Hebrew. Her words crash against the rocks in time with the sea’s own call as it brings sand to shore and back out again. And then, Vigo dives down into the sea of the island of Sant’Antioco, just off from Sardinia. With nothing but the light of the moon guiding her way she dives down and up and back down again. Down, down and down she dives until eventually she reaches her destination: a collection of underwater lagoons and caves that only the women in her family know about. They have known about them for the past twenty-four generations. It is their secret. It belongs only to womankind. Still holding her breath as she enters the underwater coves, Chiara Vigo gently and ever-so-carefully approaches a rare clam, otherwise known as the Pinna Nobilis. Measuring a metre tall, this clam secures itself to the bed of the sea with hundreds of minuscule fibres known as ‘byssus’. Chiara Vigo approaches, using the tiniest of scalpels to gently cut the fibres that grow out of its shell. Delicacy is key in order to preserve the fragile surrounding habitat. She extracts each fibre, leaving the root intact – unharmed – and brings them back up to the surface. Then she cleans them and spins them into finest gold – eventually becoming what we know today as sea silk.

Taught how to dive by her grandmother at the age of three, Vigo is now the only woman left in the world who spins silk from the sea into a thread of gold, but it has a rich and proud history. It was harvested to make robes for King Solomon, woven into bracelets for Nefertiti and used to adorn the vestments of high priests, popes and pharaohs. According to Vigo, who is Jewish, the skill of weaving sea silk was brought to Sant’Antioco by Princess Beatrice, the granddaughter of Biblical figure King Herod the Great. Women passed down their knowledge for the years that followed and some even tried to set up businesses, making money from the sea silk’s shine. But no matter how laudable their proposition, their plans always failed. Sudden bankruptcy. Ill health. Byssus was not to be harvested for profit. And so, for more than a thousand years since then, byssus has been woven and spun by generations of women who protect its secret; by Chiara Vigo’s ancestors. They passed it down to their daughters who passed it down to their daughters. It can never be sold, for this is part of its rich woven history. Selling it, Chiara Vigo said in a conversation with the BBC, would be ‘like trying to profit from the sun of the tides’ – impossible. She is bound by a sacred ‘Sea Oath’ that byssus, her own precious sea silk, can never be bought or sold. Instead, these generations of women connected by a thread weave the secret that their mothers taught them into the lives of their daughters, before the daughters in turn eventually hand over the mantle to the next generation: the nieces and the granddaughters whose turn it now is to spin gold.

I was introduced to Chiara Vigo by my friend Kitty Macfarlane, a singer-songwriter whose beautifully crafted song ‘Sea Silk’ explores Vigo’s precious legacy.3 ‘My grandmother wove in me a tapestry that was impossible to unwind,’ Vigo says. ‘Since then, I’ve dedicated my life to the sea, just as those who have come before me.’ Just like Vigo, I too feel unable to remove myself from the women who came before me. I am formed by them. I place my own feet in the prints left by their steps. Their tapestry is woven in me.

In the late 1800s, on the other side of the Atlantic, Harriet Powers, a freed woman who was born enslaved in Georgia, was weaving and spinning gold of her own. Using the techniques and storytelling often found in the textiles of Western Africa, passed down to her from her mother and other African-American women, Harriet Powers learned the art of appliqué quilt making. In 1886 she made her ‘Bible Quilt’, rich in its narrative, infused with her own personality and telling Powers’ favourite Bible stories. It caught the eye of Jennie Smith, a white artist and teacher who tracked Powers down, desperate to buy it. But Harriet Powers refused. It was not for sale at any price.

Years later, however, at the instigation of her husband in a period of desperate financial hardship, Powers (who had kept in touch with Smith) offered to sell her beloved quilt for a price of ten dollars. Smith was going through difficulties of her own and offered five. Powers hesitated, but her husband insisted, and the deal was made. Powers’ quilt was sold. Then, Harriet Powers did the unexpected. In a glorious reclamation of her work, ensuring that it would forever remain a part of her, she painstakingly described to Smith every single block of its 229 separate pieces of fabric stitched together. Smith wrote the descriptions down, and they live on. Woven into their fabric, so too does Powers’ strength – as a woman and as an artist – as does her deep religious faith. Powers’ quilts told stories. They were narratives woven from her own experiences and brought to life by age-old crafts and skills she had learned from her ancestors. For her, quilt making was not just an art form, it was a resistance. It was a reclamation of what was rightfully hers, a recreation of the story of her life and a resilience to the difficulties she faced. It points to the extraordinary tenacity of Black women to survive over hundreds of years in the face of hardship. It points to their ability to weave the salty waters of the sea into silk of the finest gold.

Not quite satisfied, Harriet Powers left one final legacy. Having taught herself to read through sheer determination via her slave master’s children – a rare thing for any Black woman at the time, let alone one who was enslaved – Powers wrote and left behind a letter. She references several of her other creations, letting us know that she made at least five quilts, even as early as 1882. Not only did she craft a tapestry of the most exquisite order, capturing the legacy of her life, but she left a record, a secret code to be passed down to all who came after her. In this code she showed the world precisely what ‘an aged Negro woman’ bearing her soul – an alchemist weaving gold out of her own fingertips – was capable of.4

Knowing this about Harriet Powers makes me feel capable. It infuses in me not only the tentative seeds of inspiration but also the grounding weight of a responsibility to weave the threads of my story into gold; a tapestry of my own for those who will come after. I wrote this book to bring together stories of Black women’s resistance across generations, and to highlight their joy. I wrote it in celebration of the past and present stories of (extra)ordinary women turning their pain into acts of glittering defiance; their reclaiming, their recreating and their resilience. In doing so, I hope we can permanently correct a historical record, change a narrative and inspire a generation. This book is a reminder to every single one of us that our stories – our voices – matter. We are part of a legacy, delicately woven by the bare hands of generations of women that the world thought it could silence.

For centuries, Black women have been overlooked, downtrodden and dismissed. They have been sexualised, racialised and ignored. Culture has often portrayed Black women as a monolith and in terms of victimhood. And yet, what we have not seen – still do not see enough of – are the real women behind the stereotypes radically resisting being spoken for. Throughout this book, I draw together stories of women many have never even heard of who have quietly, and by any means they could, resisted the grasp of dominant narratives intent on their erasure. These women may not have been prominent in the contemporary sense of how we understand power and what it is to have a voice, but they have led lives of determined resistance. In reclaiming their individual acts and voices from the cultural narrative that, for centuries, would rather suppress them, This Thread of Gold will make these women visible – in some cases for the very first time. The world will see them rise.

This Thread of Gold travels through time, visiting workplaces, film sets, literary salons, churches and kitchens. We visit places where resistance took place in whispers from mother to daughter about the art of the possible, where it took place so quietly and subtly that you could be forgiven for not even noticing it – and indeed most people didn’t – but also where it happened loudly, exuberantly and on a global scale. You will meet Black women from Europe, Africa, America and the Caribbean dating as far back as the eighteenth century. You will discover how these women have used art, the media, politics, food, deadly weapons and any available means to challenge the dominant narratives about Blackness and womanhood – and to offer alternative and assertive visions for both.

Black women are not victims. Black women are alchemists, spinning gold from a life of hardship. Their alchemy is born of necessity – a need to break down in order to rebuild and survive. Far from a homogenous assembly, Black women forge new intergenerational stories by drawing together and saying no. It will always be important to speak about the oppressions faced by Black women, but This Thread of Gold is not here to occupy that space. This book is dedicated solely to Black women surviving, thriving and glowing.

I first dreamt up this book in 2017 while completing my Master’s Degree in Women’s Studies at the University of Oxford. I was determined to trace a lineage of Black women’s history from Aunt Jemima to Beyoncé’s Lemonade, shining a light on how Black women have used food as a means of resistance. In the eyes of certain senior academics, Oxford University and Beyoncé did not necessarily go together, but I stood my ground and didn’t look back, graduating with the highest honours and an even fiercer determination to uncover more stories – to trace the heritage of the women who formed me.

I have learned about the women you will meet in This Thread of Gold through meticulous and determined research, from my own experiences and from the storytelling of my mother, my grandmother and the generations of women who came before them. In writing this book, not only am I paying tribute to the grandmothers who have paved the way for its existence, but I am acknowledging that it only exists because they were here first. We are walking their path. They have woven the tapestry, painted the picture that takes us to where we are today. It is our responsibility to pick up this thread.

At its heart, This Thread of Gold is a book about connections: what anchors us to our past and what we carry with us into our future. I hope it will also act as a manifesto: a manifesto for resistance and a manifesto for survival, showing the world how Black women have fundamentally transformed the platitude about what one should do when life hands out lemons. Connecting Black women’s historical legacy to the future fight that we all need to be a part of, it is time for us to continue the journey, recognise hardship and elevate each individual example of survival. After all, why shouldn’t Black womanhood be expansive?
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