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Welcome, readers, to the seventeenth volume of Northern Terminus! This issue brings 
together many forms of ongoing Black history cultural work. Brenda C. Miller offers a 
poem about a historical “gem” in neighbouring Simcoe County. Lezlie Harper shares her 
challenges and joys of conducting Black history tours in southern Ontario. Peter Meyler 
draws on American history to shed light on the life and tragic death of one Grey County 
resident.  His article on music places credit where credit is due. I provide the last 
installment on the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery monument that explains its 
most unique feature. Several heritage articles remind us of the rich documented history 
housed in Grey Roots archives. There are reviews of three annual events and five 
fabulous reviews of five fabulous books!  
 
The final touches to this issue were made amidst the Covid-19 pandemic that has 
gripped the global community. I am, as always, thankful to the team of volunteers that 
my co-editor, Karin Noble, musters each year to ensure that transcription, editing and 
compiling make the process of putting this whole thing together seamless and painless. 
Read on and enjoy! 
 
We welcome your comments! Correspondence can be addressed to:   
 
Grey Roots Museum & Archives 
102599 Grey Road 18 
RR#4 Owen Sound, ON 
N4K 5N6 
archives@greyroots.com  
(519) 376-3690 x6113 or 1-877-473-9766 
 
Naomi Norquay  
Co-editor 
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“Had he stabbed me to the heart in the presence of a hundred slaves, not one of 
them, by the laws of Louisiana, could have given evidence against him.” 

-Solomon Northup, 1808 – c. 1863, 12 Years a Slave



BETHEL IN CaNdLELIgHT 
(inspired by:  Bethel Union Cemetery - Ceremony Aug. 18, 2018 7 p.m.) 

Audacious weeds, binding Bethel’s history, wrenched, powerless   
Trash possessing disrespect to foul this holy ground, vanquished 

 Uninvited debris, dormant as stones, unable to break Bethel bones. 
 

The House of God; Hebrew provenience, “Beth-El”, respected 
To refute resolute bonds dedicated to this place, unethical  

Interred Loved ones, merit more than sorrowful tears. 
 

Obsidian night sky, exposes diamond shards, glimmering 
Candlelight queues atop etched headstones undulate, mesmerizing  
Moons etched face so round, highlights cool frost on the ground. 

 

Lighting candles, recalling loved ones, smiles materializing 
 Stories once faded, restored to the present, the future, imbued 
Honoring ancestors pass, laying blanketed, in soft green grass. 

 

Glowing armored soldiers, luminous birch trees stand, unyielding  
 God’s eye remains on this sacred *sparrow … for Bethel, we pray 
Through Silver Shoes dance, Bethel Cemetery is greatly enhanced. 

 

Blood, sweat, and tears have led us here, all roads traversed 
 Gripping tight, with Pitbull might, shame has been washed away  
 Our songs pay tribute, recalling memories, we dare not refute.  

 

Glowing candles, Sweetgrass, speeches and songs, satisfaction 
Returning reverently to ceremony, sustains required perseverance  
Again, we have overcome, for Bethel we continue to beat the drum. 

 

*(The sparrow is a sacred bird symbolizing true love and a spiritual connection) 

Bethel Union Cemetery:  2249 Creemore Ave, New Lowell, ON L0M 1N0 
Silver Shoe Cemetery committee:  led by Janie Cooper Wilson) 

Composer:  Brenda C. Miller 2019 



  

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

BETHEL UNION CEMETERY 
Previously known as:  Sunnidale Union Cemetery 

2249 Creemore Avenue, New Lowell, Simcoe County 

Status: 
Inactive 

Contact: 
Janie Cooper-Wilson and the Silver Shoe Society 

History:  
This cemetery was established in 1855. It was considered one of the only 
integrated cemeteries of its time, with Black, white and Indigenous peoples 
all buried in it. It remained an active cemetery until 1940 and ended up 
falling into a state of disrepair by the 1960s. Prison inmates were used to 
clear away the surrounding debris of the site. However, it fell into disrepair 
again by the 1970s and continued to remain in a woeful state until 1997 
when Jane Cooper-Wilson and a group of volunteers secured permission 
from the Township of Clearview to restore and maintain the site. Her 
organization, The Silver Shoe Historical Society, has worked hard to restore 
and maintain the cemetery. They have also discovered around 400 
documented burials with even more awaiting investigation. 

Source:  
Cooper-Wilson, Janie, comp. Bethel-Union Pioneer Cemetery Database. New Lowell: 
n.p., 2008. Printed document 
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“Keep Goin’ ‘Til You Can’t Go No Mo’ ”: 
An Interview with Lezlie Harper 

Interview by Naomi Norquay1 

Naomi Norquay (NN): Looking back on 
your life, what led you to what you’re 
doing right now? 

Lezlie Harper (LH): I tell people all the 
time, it’s divine intervention.  I started 
out in my work career in tourism, but at 
that time it was only July and August, so 
you would never choose it as a career. I 
did all these other things. I always wanted 
to work for myself. Ended up having a 
head injury. Tried to work for other 
people, but that was really difficult and I 
finally decided, I’m going to have to work 
for myself. It started out as a kitchen 
table, housewife kind of thing and then 
my marriage broke down and now it’s a full-time endeavour. There are actually three 
things that you can choose from here. When I worked for the Toronto Board of 
Education I saw that the children, the Black children, whose parents were born outside 
of the country, were getting the wrong idea about Canada: it’s racist, it doesn’t care 
about you – and I thought “oh, oh! This is going to be a problem going forward.” And 
sure enough, I saw members of that next generation of Black youth at the Roy 
McMurtry Centre in Brampton – I met up with some gang members there. I strongly 
believe, Naomi, that if you don’t feel you belong somewhere, you’re going to find 
somewhere, and I believe in this case it’s the gangs in Toronto. So that was another part 
of me and then, the third was when they discovered Black history in the Niagara Region, 
some of my grandmother’s siblings were still alive and they shared with me their stories 
and historic Black sites that they knew about but, of course, they didn’t have 
documented proof and so they wouldn’t listen to me and that made me angry. I was 
going to write a book because I just thought ‘that isn’t fair’. But I’m happy to report that 
since then, so many of the things that my Uncle Kit – my grandmother’s brother whom I 
spend a lot of time with – everything he’s told me has been proven to be correct. 

1 Image supplied by Lezlie Harper. 
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NN: What was his name?  

LH: Uncle Kit, we called him. His name was Charles Preston Bright. 

NN: So are you telling me that you didn’t grow up with these family stories about this 
history? That it came later? 

LH: No, but I wish I had. 

NN: Have you ever thought about why not?  

LH: Yes, yes. In my tour I talk about things like this and I think, when I was little, I 
always knew about the Underground Railroad. There was never a doubt in my mind. I 
don’t remember a time when I didn’t know the term Underground Railroad. I didn’t 
always have the right definition. I thought it was a tunnel. But I always knew the term, 
so when I got old enough to ask, I would ask. Were we part of the Underground 
Railroad? And the answer to that question was, “Never mind that. You’re here now.”  
And in my family, Naomi, you didn’t ask questions twice.   

NN: Okay. And where were you brought up? 

LH: Fort Erie, Ontario. 

NN:  Okay. So you might say, “in the thick of it.” 

LH: Yeah. Right in the Underground Railroad stuff. I tell people on my tours that I can 
only theorize why that happened. Number one, when I looked into the eyes of my 
grandmother’s siblings, I was looking into the eyes that had also looked into the eyes of 
the slaves that we’re descended from. So, it could have been too painful to talk about.  
Number two, if they had come through on the Underground Railroad, it was a secret. So 
they just never spoke of it. I don’t know. I just don’t know. 

NN: So growing up, did you grow up in a Black community? 

LH: Kind of. I’m going to be very frank with you. When Blacks first came to Fort Erie 
they settled in an area right by the river, which is why I don’t believe in ‘safe houses’ on 
our side of the border. Right on the river, and it was called, excuse my language, but this 
is what it was called, it was called N----- Hill. Uncle Kit said at one point in time it was a 
Black settlement of about two hundred people. And I can believe him because that’s 
where our British Methodist Episcopal church was in Fort Erie, on Murray Street. My 
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parents were actually married in that church, but by the time I was born, that church 
had closed. One of the streets is named after my great-grandma.  

NN: And what’s her name, and what’s that street called? 

LH: The street’s called Lavinia Street, and her name was Lavinia Taylor Chandler. 

NN: So that’s where you grew up. Okay. Can you tell me what you did for the Toronto 
Board of Education? What was your connection to that? 

LH:  I started out in the Race Relations Department and I thought, “Oh my God! 
Divine intervention! Here I am!”  

NN: When was that? 

LH: 1988. It was right at the height of political correctness and I thought, “Oh good!  I 
can learn how to be politically correct!” Now remember, I’m coming out of Fort Erie. So I 
thought, this is marvellous. So I got there, and you know what, Naomi, I never get 
‘politically correct’ straight. I tell people on my tours that I’m not politically correct, 
because I just never get it right. I never try to be rude, but I never get it right. And I 
started out in the Race Relations Department and that was very enlightening for me, 
because, when they were saying what they were saying in the Race Relations 
Department, I disputed a lot of it. And they told me at the time that my point of view 
wasn’t valid because I came from a rural experience and not an urban experience. This 
angered me, because it wasn’t much easier to deal with these situations by yourself. 
You know? Hurtful things are hurtful whether you’re in a gang or you’re by yourself, 
they’re still hurtful. So, obviously I didn’t work out very well in the Race Relations 
Department. And then I moved on to Community Services and that was almost as bad.  
And then I ended up in the Guidance Department. I was the Administrative Assistant to 
the Toronto Association of Students’ Councils, and I really enjoyed that. That was where 
the Students’ Councils of the Toronto Board of Education had me as their administration 
person to help them with their leadership conferences and all that kind of stuff. And I 
liked that. I really liked that. I did not like my experience with the Toronto Board one bit, 
though. It was a nightmare. But I liked working with the students.   

NN: This helps me piece together some of your ‘before Niagara Bound Tours’ life. 

LH: And it all becomes a part of my tour. I always tell people that the tours cover 
from the late seventeen-hundreds right up to the present day, because I am the present 
day. I’ll talk about some of the racial experiences that I had or that my mother had, you 
know, just because I have a lot of US clients. And then I get students and I want them to 
understand they’re not alone either.  
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NN: So, you said that Niagara Bound Tours started at your kitchen table and that you 
had a background in tourism. Can you say a little more about why you specifically chose 
to focus on Black history?  
 
LH: Well that’s hard for me to even say because what happened was, when I decided 
to go into business for myself I wasn’t sure whether I wanted it to be tourism or 
fundraising. I had a lot of experience in fundraising and I love that as well. I decided to 
go into tourism because I knew more people, and then… I don’t know! I really can’t tell 
you definitively how it ended up being Black history tours. I decided to go into tourism 
and I tell people it’s divine intervention, because up to this point I can’t be really 
definitive – I remember my thought process – all of that – and then all of a sudden it just 
came to me, why not do Black History? And I only had a few sites and a little bit of 
information.  It’s amazing how much it’s grown in fifteen years.   
 
NN:  So it didn’t come consciously out of your heritage – being African-Canadian and 
having that in your family background. It came out of – shall I say – out of the blue?   
 
LH: It was like divine intervention. It really was just something that happened. And, 
you know, years ago, when I was in Toronto – when Coretta Scott King came to Toronto, 
I was listening to the newscast after she had been in Toronto, and they were talking. I 
can even see where I was walking. I was walking on Bloor Street past St. Paul’s Church 
there, and I was listening to my Walkman at the time. I don’t even remember what the 
newscast had talked about in terms of what Coretta Scott King had said, but something 
in me said, “You’re going to work with youth”. So, when the opportunity came up to 
work with the Toronto Board of Education, I thought, “That’s going to be it!” But it 
wasn’t, obviously. I mean it was the grounding for my thoughts and how a lot of this 
gets put together. But it wasn’t the school board that I had that thought for:  it was for 
doing these tours. I know, I’m complicated and weird. 
 
NN: Well, I know our readers are going to be wanting to learn more about how this 
all started.   
 
LH:   It hasn’t been easy.  
 
NN: No, I’ll bet not. So, you’ve been doing tours for fifteen years? 
 
LH: Yes. This year is my fifteenth year.  
 
NN: Okay, so why don’t you tell me a little bit about the tours. Can you remember 
back to your early tours and what you did for those early ones? 
 



 
Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal/ Vol.17/ 2020 

Interview with Lezlie Harper 
Naomi Norquay 

8 
 

LH: Yeah. There weren’t a lot of sites, but I had some information. I used to drive 
through my old neighbourhood. It’s changed up quite a bit – and there are more sites 
there to show people now than there were before. At first it was very rudimentary, 
taking people around in my car. And then word of mouth began and it just started to 
grow. I would reach out to other tour operators and they would send me some people.  
So then I developed a web site and that certainly has brought a lot of people and repeat 
clients. Word of mouth has been huge because I don’t have a lot of money for 
marketing. I did, though, take an office outside of my home, three years ago, only 
because I’m in a small, one bedroom apartment and it was getting overwhelming.  I 
don’t know if it happens to you or not, but I end up walking in circles, not getting 
anything done. So I found a cheap office three years ago and I’m just getting ready to 
move up into a more expensive office December 1st. And that’s pretty scary for me, very 
scary, but I just do everything – instead of in fear, I do it in faith.   
 
NN: So, can you remember back to your first tours and you said that you had a few 
sites in your neighbourhood, so where did you take people? What were the sites?   
 
LH: The sites I would take them to are places in Fort Erie, because that’s where I’m 
from. At the Niagara River I would take them to the crossing point of Josiah Henson and 
other freedom seekers. I would take them out to the cemetery where some of my 
ancestors and other freedom seekers are buried. Uncle Kit was the one who brought 
that cemetery to the world, and I have now taken people from all around the world to 
visit that site. I’d take them through the neighbourhood that I grew up in and point out 
the makeup of the neighbourhood, particularly for Blacks visiting from the US. I would 
show them where the church used to be. Of course, I’d take them by the little church 
here in St. Catharines that Harriet Tubman helped to build and worshipped at. And I 
took them to the Anthony Burns’ grave site. His story has become even stronger in my 
mind because of the US National Parks Service, which is a tremendous source of Black 
history information. I am now a member of the New York State Underground Railroad 
Consortium who helped to put on and sponsor the Network to Freedom Conference 
held in September at Niagara University this year. The National Parks Service rangers 
were there from Boston and they talked about Anthony Burns. And Anthony Burns is 
buried here in St. Catharines. Now, I’m a little conflicted by saying this, but if the Niagara 
region only recognized the wealth of Black history they have here, it would be 
incredible. But they don’t get it. But then, I’m also glad that they don’t get it because 
when they do get it they have a tendency to interpret it the way they want to interpret 
it, which isn’t always the way it should be interpreted. They don’t involve us Black folks, 
that’s for sure.   
 
NN: So they’re kind of extractive then. They take what they want.   
 
LH:  Is that another word for rude? 
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NN:   If you’re extractive you’re taking things – if your story is extracted from you and 
you’re not included in those retellings or however they’re presenting that work, I think 
that’s pretty rude. For our readers can you tell me about Anthony Burns? 
 
LH: There’s a picture that they showed at the conference of Anthony Burns that 
really brought home to me what this young man went through. He had been enslaved in 
Virginia and in 1854, a few years after the Fugitive Slave Act was passed, he decided to 
make his move to freedom. But someone told on him and along comes his enslaver who 
has him arrested for stealing a horse, like so many others before him, and he was 
arrested and thrown in jail and badly beaten. But people protested and at Faneuil Hall in 
Boston they had a big trial about him. And they were discussing the Fugitive Slave Act, 
which made it legal, constitutionally, for people in the United States to retake their 
property in any state. So the arguments were made by those who were in favour that it 
was okay to do this versus those who said while it may be legal, what about the social 
injustice aspect of this? So this was the big court trial that took place in Boston when he 
was arrested, and of course, it was found out, he was sent back to slavery. If you could 
see this picture, it’s like a faded, pencil drawing of him.  He’s wearing a suit and a top 
hat and there are thousands of people on either side of him.  There’s thousands of 
people walking on both sides of the street and in the middle of the road, with all these 
other people protecting him, there he is. It’s an amazing picture. When you see the 
picture, the impact of this individual and what he went through is just astounding.  
Absolutely astounding. It really brought it home, that people had protested on the 
streets of Boston, as well as New York, on this man’s behalf and he’s buried in St. 
Catharines under a tree! 
 
NN: So, in the end, he got where he wanted to go. 
 
LH: He was sold into North Carolina. The price on his head was $1,300, which is the 
equivalent of $30,000 US today. And he was brought up to Oberlin where he attended 
Oberlin College. He embraced his faith after all of this and became a minister. Then he 
moved on to Indiana. Wasn’t comfortable there. Found out they were looking for a 
minister here in St. Catharines at the Zion Baptist Church, but he was only here for two 
years because he passed away and he’s buried at Victoria Lawn Cemetery. Now they do 
have a plaque outside of the cemetery in honour of him, which is incredible. I would 
love to know how that all came about. If only I had an opportunity to do research, 
because William Hamilton Meritt, the godfather of the Welland Canal, is also buried in 
the Victoria Lawn Cemetery but there’s no plaque out front for him. But there’s one for 
Anthony Burns, so it would be really interesting to see how that came about. 
 
NN: Okay. So, tell me a little bit about how you found the information about all the 
sites you take people to. How have you have gone about that work?  
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LH: Well, my first resource was that book that was put out by the province, 
Niagara’s Freedom Trail. It was one of the first books. So, I took that book – and, mind 
you, the information in it is old information now - but I took that book and that helped 
educate me on some of the sites that were in Niagara. And then it just evolved with me 
attending conferences and listening to people like yourself, and reading books and 
reading things online. It’s just evolved.  
 
I’ve met so many people over the years. This has been just such a rewarding career to 
end up in. I have colleagues from all over North America now. And the other part of my 
business, I’ll just share with you that I didn’t expect, is that I go to different places and 
ask: “Do you have any Black history here?” I ask this at conferences because I want to 
start taking people out of their comfort zone. Or, when I have appointments with 
people, I ask that question, and it’s really interesting. If they say they don’t have any, I 
just now say, “You do. You just haven’t found it yet.” I really dislike it when people say 
it’s hidden. I don’t like it when they say that. Because in some cases, it is hidden. It’s 
even hidden here in St. Catharines. With Richard Pierpoint, for example, there’s some 
information that’s been hidden. But at the same time, there are people who just aren’t 
aware. I keep trying to tell people that the country was basically white. I know people 
don’t want to hear that, but it was basically white, so why would they look for other 
peoples’ history? We don’t even cover Irish history that well here in Canada. Do you 
know what I mean? It doesn’t have to be a nasty, racist colonial thing all the time. It’s 
just a thing. I get tired of the negativity sometimes, it’s fatiguing. So, what’s happened is 
that because I travel to these other destinations or I ask people about their area’s Black 
history, they’re now seeking out more information. They’re starting to incorporate Black 
history into some of their tours. So that’s been an incredibly gratifying and unexpected 
situation coming from me asking the question.   
 
NN: Right. What are some of your favourite places to take people on your tours?  
 
LH: The first place I take them is not Underground Railroad. It’s just Black history in 
general and I love taking them to the site of the Niagara movement where W.E.B. 
DuBois and the other twenty-eight men came up with the concept of a civil rights 
organization which resulted, four years later, in the establishment of the NAACP2. 
 
NN: Oh wow!  And where is that site?  
 
LH: Fort Erie, Ontario, Canada. And I have documented proof.   
 
NN: Is there a building standing where they met? 

 
2 National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
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LH: No, it’s just on the lake. It was an amusement park. I had a really hard time with 
Fort Erie. Years ago I wanted them to acknowledge the site, but the town planner at the 
time was quite nasty and said that when they do put panels up they will be about the 
amusement park, because that’s what it was first. That’s the kind of response you get:  
an amusement park that some people knew about as opposed to the NAACP, which the 
entire world knows about! But that’s what you come up against, you know. So anyway, 
they finally put the panels up about the amusement park and then there was a woman 
from the States whose family had a cottage in the area and she forced them to put 
something up about the NAACP. Now, of course, they have wrong information up, but I 
go there and I correct it in my tour talk.  
 
NN: Is there another favourite place you like to take people?  
 
LH: I like all of my sites. I don’t think there’s any site that I don’t like. That one’s 
really important, but when I take people to the little church in St. Catharines, they think 
that it’s the greatest thing since sliced bread and I’m appreciative. I’m glad. It’s the most 
iconic site we have in country, as far as I’m concerned for Black history. Yet it doesn’t 
get taken care of by the city or the province or the federal government, the way it 
should be. But anyway, that’s another story. Also, I don’t feel as moved there by Harriet 
Tubman’s former presence, as I do say in Auburn, New York, where she lived out her last 
years, or when I’m out in the field near where she was born in Cambridge, Maryland. I’m 
glad we have the church, and I certainly enjoy taking people there. But the sites that I’m 
most inclined to want to show people include Richard Pierpoint’s property – he used to 
own his property! Pierpoint, a young boy, stolen at the age of sixteen, who ended up in 
Canada eventually, owned the property but then lost the property because he didn’t 
have the skills to hold onto it. Imagine an enslaved sixteen-year-old boy who managed 
to maintain dignity and respect throughout his adult life so that people went to him for 
knowledge and advice. He was the one who went to the British to establish the 
Coloured Corps at the War of 1812. And when you go by his property, it’s now a park. In 
cemeteries I point out to people the willow tree on tombstones, a sign of mourning and 
grieving. On Pierpoint’s property, and I find it so prophetic, are located a whole lot of 
willow trees. And to me it symbolizes the mourning and grieving of this young, sixteen-
year-old African boy, who only ever wanted to return home. Sites like that really move 
me. I get into the people, I guess. At the Josiah Henson site, we look out at the Niagara 
River and imagine what it was like, especially around the time of the Fugitive Slave Act, 
to be on the Buffalo side looking over to the Fort Erie, Canadian side.  They’re all really 
important. I don’t like to leave any of them out, actually. None of them. Only the white 
folks’ sites! No offence! I don’t do the Niagara-on-the-Lake sites.   
 
NN: Tell me a little bit about the kinds of tours you’ve done and the people who’ve 
come on your tours and what some of their reactions are.  
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LH: Well, earlier on I remember, there was a church group I had, out of Texas, and, 
it’s not like taking people on a wine tour or a Niagara Falls tour. It’s not just 
entertainment. It’s a very intimate type of tour. You sometimes become incredibly 
bonded to people. Some people I’ve had on my tour, I’m still friends with them, fifteen 
years later. I had Lakewood Church from Texas come up. The most amazing group of 
people. I only was with them for the day and I still remember the name of the organizer.  
I can still cry thinking about them today because when I left them and they headed back 
towards Toronto, because that’s where they were staying, I had to pull off the road I 
was crying so hard. I could cry right now thinking about them.  
 
NN: Why?  
 
LH: Because there’s just some people who come on the tour and it’s just so personal 
and it’s so intimate. And then I’ve had people cry when I take them to certain sites 
because they’re so moved by where they are and what they learn. And some of them 
have never been exposed to this kind of history. It surprised me how many people from 
the US aren’t familiar with any part of Black history, and still think that the Underground 
Railroad is tunnels! You know, I just think that because the US is so much bigger that 
they would be more knowledgeable on this. But that’s not necessarily so. And then I get 
people who are an honour for me to even take on my tours, because of their lineage, 
and where they come from, and who they know. It’s just been the most incredible 
experience. A lot of people just assume that my clientele is strictly Black Americans. No, 
not at all. Some of them are just people from Toronto who are interested. I have a group 
that comes out and it’s just people who are interested in the history. My last tour last 
year was with a young student from Czechoslovakia. I’ve had parents who are home-
schooling their children out of France that have brought their children on my tour. A 
grandmother brought her granddaughter on my tour, from England. I’ve had people 
from Brazil. The bus groups – most of my bus groups, ironically, come out of Maryland 
and I’m not quite sure why. But they’ve also been from all over – California, Indiana, all 
over, really.  
 
NN: Are they groups that know, or think they had branches of their family that came 
up on the Underground Railroad to Canada?  
 
LH: Not so much, so far, and that’s something that I would love to develop. The site 
where Josiah Henson came over, I would love to see the census from 1851 and 1861 
placed there, somewhat like the Vietnam wall or something, so we would encourage 
people from the States to come and see if their family’s name is there. People are 
starting to want to do that. But it’s so hard to get people to understand that this is a 
viable business. People have told me I have a niche business, and it’s like, “okay, fine, 
whatever, keep believing that”. You want them to appreciate it but, at the same time, 
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like I say, they’ll start appropriating it and doing their own interpretation on it, so I’m 
conflicted, you know, whether to get out there and yell or just stay quiet.   
 
NN: Okay, I see. So the people might come on your tours and then start their own 
tours? Is that what you’re getting at? 
 
LH: Oh, no, no. And I don’t care if they do. We need more people to be doing these 
tours. I’m going to die soon and I think it would be a real sin for me to take this with me.  
I’m still trying to figure out how to make sure I don’t take it with me. I’d love to write a 
book. I wanted to write a book when we celebrated Canada’s 150th, because I believe 
this history is for all the new Canadians who are coming in, not just for our youth, but 
for our new Canadians to understand what it’s like here. I’ve approached my MP. You 
know, we talk about our diversity: now we’re this, now we’re that, and this would be a 
perfect time to put out a small booklet of the sites of Niagara along with my family 
history. But there’s “no money” to do that. I would prefer to not have the government 
give me money because it creates paperwork, but I just can’t pay my rent and write a 
book at the same time. So that’s the problem.  
 
NN: It almost sounds like a documentary film would be an interesting project. 
 
LH: Yeah, that would be easier than trying to get the time to sit down and try to 
write a book. Talking about documentaries, I was in Atlantic Canada just before 
Thanksgiving, and I was contacted by these people from England. I had no idea who 
these people were, but they wanted to do something on the Underground Railroad.  
And they were going to be in the US across from St. Catharines on the 19th of October.  
And I’m like, “Can we just wait until I get back from Atlantic Canada to discuss the 
details?” And we discussed some of the details, but we couldn’t discuss all of them. 
They told me where to meet them on October 19th and I met them on the US side. Turns 
out it’s Michael Portillo, who’s quite a well-known journalist out of England and he’s 
also a former Conservative MP that’s quite well-known to the royal family. He 
interviewed me. So, I’m in this boat freezing to death, as it was a very cold day, talking 
about what it was like for Black people to cross the river, what I thought about that and 
all of this other stuff. It was quite an interesting adventure. So it’s a documentary that 
will come out in Britain sometime, someday, somewhere… I don’t know. Whenever 
somebody gives me an opportunity to tell the story, and because there are so many 
stories out there that aren’t necessarily true, I’m always happy to do that.   
 
NN: Okay.  So, some of what you’re doing sounds like your providing an antidote to 
the ‘fake news’ – the misperceptions.  
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LH: Yeah, well I try. Whenever there’s an opportunity… and also, like I said, I’m not 
going to live forever, so when I have an opportunity to get the stories out there, that’s 
what I do.   
 
NN: Another thing I wanted to get you to talk a little bit about is, last year you won 
the award from the Underground Railroad Free Press. I’ve got the citation here. It’s the 
Free Press Hortense Simmons Memorial Prize for the Advancement of Knowledge. So 
that’s quite an honour and I think that speaks to the value of your tours.   
 
LH: Yeah, I was really honoured and I was so surprised when Peter Meyler told me 
about it, because I always tell people on my tours, I don’t care if people remember who I 
am, I just want them to know the stories and the history. Because, I realize we’re all just 
a little speck of sand really.  
 
NN: Okay.  I think you’re in good company, because Grey Roots won it, and Bryan and 
Shannon Prince won it.  
 
LH: I put it aside to put up on my wall at one point and now you’ve reminded me, 
I’ve got to find it. I just don’t get all excited about awards.   
 
NN: They didn’t send you a little certificate or a cheque?  
 
LH: Yeah, yeah. They did, but I just put it aside and thought, “That’s nice”. It’s not 
that I’m that humble, it’s just that I don’t think about it.   
 
NN: But Lezlie, if you think about it another way, if you put that award up on the wall 
of your office or in a place that other people might see it, then they get educated about 
the Underground Railroad Free Press group.  
 
LH:  That’s true. That’s a better way to look at it! But you know, one of the greatest 
things I’ve done is join the New York State Underground Railroad Consortium.  I love it 
because, sadly, I’m not allowed to participate in anything like that on this side.   
 
NN: Why? 
 
LH: Because I’m a business. I’ve been so ostracized by the Blacks in the Niagara 
Region, I’m not a part of them either. I’ve been totally ostracized.  
 
NN: Is it because they regard you as profiting from their history?   
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LH: I think that might be it, but the thing is, I didn’t know it was ‘their’ history 
because I was born here too. I don’t know…I don’t get it. But you know, I cry, I pray, I 
carry on.   
 
NN: Okay. That’s sad to know.   
 
LH: It is, because look at how well Southwestern Ontario does, when it comes to 
tourism. We should all be working together. Because it just ends up hurting the history 
when we don’t. I do what I can and try not to upset anybody.   
 
NN: You’re someone who’s had quite an investment in the history, I mean the history 
that you have on your tours, but you also have an investment in the bigger context as 
well.  Right?   
 
LH:  Yes. 
 
NN:  What would you say if you could put on your ‘bragging hat’? What would you say 
were your best or biggest contributions to Black history? To Canadian history? What 
would you say? 
 
LH: Well, I hope that I’m spreading the word in the most accurate and authentic way 
possible. That’s Number One. Number Two, I hope that I’m heightening the awareness 
of destinations and Black history sites all around North America. Those are the people I 
talk to. I’m on my way to Omaha, Nebraska in January. We’ll see what we can dig up 
there. I just came back from Atlantic Canada and what happens is, it’s so exciting for me 
when I go to these destinations and they really don’t think they have any Black history 
and then I’m like, “Hey, you’ve got this”. And they’re like, “Oh wow, yeah we do!  Yeah, 
and we need to…”.  And they get excited and start looking at their Black history. That’s 
happened this year in Butler County outside of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania and it’s also 
now happened in New Brunswick. I just came back from New Brunswick.   
 
NN:   Okay, that’s very cool.   
 
LH: It is. And also Newfoundland, a little bit. Not a lot. There’s one story. One great 
story out of Newfoundland! And I’m like, “C’mon! You’ve gotta have more! Quit telling 
me the same story!” 
 
NN: That’s funny. So Lezlie, just to kind of wrap up, are there other things that you 
want to emphasize for our readers? What other things do you want the readers to know 
about you and your tours and/or about Black history?   
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LH: I just want them to appreciate who these people were and for our youth… our 
youth have to embrace where they really came from. That’s my big thing. I’ve gone into 
the Roy McMurtry Centre in Brampton and spoken to our young offenders there and 
they’ve told me that if they’d known these stories, they wouldn’t be where they are 
today. I really believe that in my heart and soul because the first time I went there, the 
people in responsibility said, “Now Lezlie, they have ADHD, they may not listen.” In that 
facility, 90 percent of the males were Black.  I talked to them for an hour and they were 
little sponges and I could tell that, had they had this kind of information growing up, 
things might have been different in their lives. But when you’re told by your parents 
that Canada doesn’t care about you, that it’s a racist country, what do you think is going 
to happen? And I tried to bring this information to our provincial government to help 
them in Toronto and I’m still trying. I just get cut and paste responses all the time. I just 
think lives would improve if our youth understood, if Black kids understood, and also 
other kids from other countries who are also quite affected by all of this as well.  
 
NN: At York, I’ve had Muslim students who were quite moved to know that according 
to Peter Meyler, there’s a good chance that Richard Pierpoint was Muslim. 
 
LH: Oh, yeah, for sure. And what they’ve endured. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.  
I talk about Richard Pierpoint, and I say that he was 16 years old and taken from 
everything he knew. And one of the things that’s really been developed in me, is critical 
thinking, so, when I read the words that some people had never seen the ocean before, 
and I thought about that, and I thought, “Oh my gosh”. And I tell people on the buses or 
on my tours, “Can you imagine? Having to let go of everything that is familiar – the 
regular things, family, friends, your home, all that, and you’re now having to let go of 
the land.” I can’t even imagine. Can you?   
 
NN: No.  I can’t. It’s unfathomable in many ways.   
 
LH: Exactly. When you look at that, and then at the demands of being enslaved and 
having to learn skills when they’re yelling at you in a different language and all this stuff 
you’ve gone through and you’ve survived. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. There’s 
nothing that you can’t rise above. As my Uncle Kit used to say, “You don’t give up. You 
keep on going ‘til you can’t go no mo’”. And that’s how I finish my tours. Because that’s 
who we are.   
 
NN: People who have kept going.  So… is there anything else that you want to say? 
 
LH: No. When I get off the phone and I’m laying in bed tonight, at three a.m. I might 
think of something.   
 
NN: Then shoot me an email. 
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LH: I’ll do that.   
 
NN: Thanks for taking the time, Lezlie.  We really appreciate it.   
 
LH: Thank you for considering me this year.  I appreciate it.  
 
 
 
To contact Lezlie regarding her tours, write, call or email Niagara Bound Tours at:  
 
NIAGARA BOUND TOURS 
P.O. Box 23033 
St. Catharines, ON  L2R 1R5 
(905) 685-5375 
www.niagaraboundtours.com  
email:  contact@niagaraboundtours.com 
 
 

http://www.niagaraboundtours.com/
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William Luke: Grey County Martyr 
 

Peter Meyler 
 
On July 12, 1870, a Selma, Alabama newspaper article included, “On Monday night a 
party of armed men took them from the Sheriff and hung them by the roadside.” A 
number of the “armed men” were Ku Klux Klan members. Other American newspapers 
picked up the story. The Chicago Tribune story was headed “The Whites and Blacks at it 
in Alabama.”1 The New York Times carried the bigoted headline “The War of Races in 
Alabama-Only a Few Negroes Shot-They Were, as Usual, to Blame.”2 What made the 
incident from Cross Plains, Alabama, unusual and newsworthy was that one of the 
victims of the Ku Klux Klan was white. The Selma paper noted, “A carpet-bagger named 
LUKE, from Canada, who is teaching a negro school at this place [Cross Plains], is under 
arrest as being the leader of the negroes in this murderous assault.” 
 
William McAdam Luke was a defrocked Methodist minister from Artemesia Township in 
Grey County. He had been born in Ireland in 1831 and was a devout Methodist. The 
Methodist teachings likely led to his egalitarian belief system. In 1858, he was ordained 
a minister in the Wesleyan Methodist church. This appointment afforded him the means 
to marry Fanny Irwin, another Irish Methodist. The Irwin family farm was just outside of 
Markdale. 
 
The growing Luke family moved to the Ottawa Valley, where William was to establish a 
new Wesleyan Methodist church. However, he faced hostility from the German 
Lutherans in the area. Eventually, one family accused him of adultery. The Wesleyan 
Methodist Church investigated the allegation but Luke never provided a defense. In 
1864, the Church declared that, “W.M.C. Luke be deposed from the Christian ministry 
and expelled from the church.” The Luke family, which now included three children, 
returned to Artemesia and lived with Fanny’s parents. Here, William found work in 
farming, construction, accounting and teaching. However, it was Reconstruction in the 
American south that became his path to redeeming his reputation. 
 
In July of 1869 William Luke departed Grey County for Cincinnati and the office of the 
American Missionary Association. Here, he met Henry Brown, the founder and president 
of Alabama’s first Black college. William’s experience in building, accounting and 
teaching was just what Brown needed at Talladega College. The college’s stone walls 

 
1 “The Whites and Blacks at it in Alabama.” Chicago Tribune (Chicago, IL), July 23, 1870. 
2 “The War of Races in Alabama-Only a Few Negroes Shot-They Were, as Usual, to Blame.” New York 
Times (New York, NY), July 19, 1870. 
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and lush lawns provided a haven from Alabama’s racism and violence. The Irish 
Canadian noticed only the determination of freed Blacks to learn and thrive. 
 
In the fall, William had a fateful meeting with Captain E.G. Barney, the supervisor of 
construction of a railroad owned by the Astors of New York. The railroad was creating a 
new town near Cross Plains, Alabama. Known as Patona, it was planned to be a hub of 
industry and commerce. Freemen and northerners were to be hired as skilled workers. 
Barney had written; “a school was required to improve the minds and morals of the 
negroes.” William Luke was recruited to teach and by December was living in the Patona 
Hotel. 
 
William taught Blacks to read and write. He told them that they should ask for the same 
wages as whites. It was said that he taught that Black and white women were equal in 
God’s eyes. He soon learned that the foundation of Alabama society was white 
supremacy. He suffered continual harassment as the “n----- teacher.” He was evicted 
from the hotel and he moved in with a Black family. The most sinister threats came from 
the Ku Klux Klan. Even the presence of Federal troops did not deter these disguised 
nightriders. The Klan tried to kill him by shooting through his bedroom window. 
Fortunately, he was not home at the time. 
 
Luke was not deterred from his teaching duties. He even learned to use the telegraph so 
he could teach his students this skill. However, it was an incident on July 10, 1870 that 
would prove to be fatal. In the early evening, a fight broke out between whites and 
Blacks at the train station. Later that night, the two groups came together in town and a 
short gun battle ensued. A posse was formed to “to arrest every negro engaged in the 
riot, and settle the question of white supremacy at once.” They captured four of the 
Black men involved, William Luke as well. He had been seen earlier speaking to the 
group of Blacks. 
 
The next day, a trial began at the schoolhouse. Here, William explained that he had tried 
to stop the fight. He also acknowledged that he had sold guns to Blacks for protection. 
At sundown, the trial was halted for the night. The five accused were taken and held at 
the hotel since Cross Plains had no jail. The trial was to be moved to Jacksonville the 
next morning. However, the Klan was not going to let this happen. Its justice would 
happen in Cross Plains. A blazing fire atop nearby Chimney Peak alerted the Klansmen to 
meet. That night, sixty men, robed in white, yellow and black costumes, approached the 
hotel. They seized the prisoners and rushed them to a grove of trees at the edge of 
town. They stopped ominously at a sturdy oak tree. Seeing that they only had enough 
rope to hang three men, the executions required two shifts. 
 
The first shift saw three Black men hanged from a standing position. As the Klan 
prepared for the second hanging, Luke asked to write a note to his wife. As he finished, 
two shots rang out ensuring the death of two of the victims. The fourth Black man was 
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hanged from a standing position. But the Klansmen were not sure how to handle their 
white prisoner. They placed William on a mule and, eventually, a former Confederate 
officer came forward, yelled and slapped the animal away. The Selma newspaper article 
recorded that, “The bodies were still hanging at noon …” and concluded “Everything is 
quiet at the Plains.” 
 
Henry Brown came from Talladega to claim William Luke’s body. He found William’s 
note in a splinter of a rail fence at the base of the oak trees. Written in the moonlight, it 
read: 
 

My Dear Wife: 
 
I die tonight. It has been so determined by those who think I 
deserve it. God only knows I feel myself entirely innocent of the 
charge. I have only sought to educate the negro. I little thought 
when leaving you that we should thus part forever so distant 
from each other. But God’s will be done. He will be to you a 
husband better than I have been, and a father to our six little 
ones. … 
 
God have mercy bless and keep you ever dear, dear wife and 
children. 
 
Yours William3 
 

William Luke was buried at Talladega College. His epitaph is from 
Revelation 2:10: 

 
Be thou faithful unto death, and 
I will give thee the crown of life. 

 
Fanny Luke died in 1924, fifty-four years after her husband’s murder.  
 
 
 

 
3 Howard, Gene L. Death at Cross Plains: An Alabama Reconstruction Tragedy (Tuscaloosa, AL: The 
University of Alabama Press 1994) p. 91. 

Fanny Luke in later years 
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Minstrels, Musicians and Misappropriation 
 

Peter Meyler 
 
The “Invention” of Rock and Roll 
 
The New York Times book review was entitled “The Sun King.” Under the title was a 
photograph of Elvis Presley, the future “King of Rock and Roll,” and Sam Phillips, the 
owner of Memphis-based Sun Records. But what really caught my attention was the 
title of the book being reviewed in the December 6, 2015 newspaper. It was called “Sam 
Phillips, The Man Who Invented Rock ’n’ Roll.” 
 
Sam Phillips was the first person to record Elvis Presley. That was in 1954. But neither 
one of them could have invented rock and roll music. Many early songs recorded by 
Elvis had been written by African Americans. The Times’ review noted that during a 
break in the recording session, Elvis and his band began to play the blues song “That’s 
All Right.” It became his first hit. This song had been written and recorded by Arthur (Big 
Boy) Cruddup, an African American from Mississippi. Other Elvis recordings of African 
American songs followed. These included “Good Rockin’ Tonight” by Roy Brown, 
“Milkcow Blues Boogie” by James (Kokomo) Arnold and “Don’t Be Cruel” by Otis 
Blackwell. 
 
The term “rock and roll” had been noted as early as the 1920s. It had a double entendre 
meaning in African American communities.1 In 1922, Georgia singer Trixie Smith 
recorded “My Man Rocks Me (With One Steady Roll)” for Black Swan Records. Many 
have tried to define the first rock and roll song. This is an impossible task since it is a 
musical form that evolved and was not created. 
Blues musician, Willie Dixon, noted that, “The 
Blues is the roots, the rest is the fruits.” The 
fruits included boogie-woogie, rhythm and 
blues, rockabilly and rock and roll. Some 
recordings, such as 1935’s “The Twelves” by 
Kokomo Arnold or 1938’s “Roll ’Em Pete” by Big 
Joe Turner and Pete Johnson, could be 
characterized as rock and roll. These were 
mostly known by African Americans because 
Black artists were recorded and marketed 
through “race record” labels. These recordings 
were specifically made for this market. 
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There were always a number of white Americans interested in Black music. However, it 
was not until 1947 that this music became available to mainstream America. It was that 
year that the Federal Communications Commission loosened its regulations and allowed 
more radio stations to be licensed. This created a market for African American artists 
and their music. In 1951, Sam Phillips produced and recorded Ike Turner’s song “Rocket 
88”. Many consider it to be the first rock and roll song. Ike did not. He is quoted as 
saying, “…I don’t think ‘Rocket 88’ is rock ’n’ roll. I think that ‘Rocket 88’ is R&B, but I 
think that ‘Rocket 88’ is the cause of rock and roll existing.”2 
 
By attributing the invention of rock and roll to Sam Phillips, the author of the biography 
could be accused of cultural appropriation since the title does not credit African 
Americans for the origin of this music. However, British rock and roll artists such as The 
Animals, The Beatles and The Rolling Stones traced and acknowledged the roots of the 
music that they were playing. As Mick Jagger sang, “It’s Only Rock 'n Roll (But I Like It).” 

 

1 Hiskey, Daven. “Where the Term “Rock and Roll” Came From.” October 5, 2010. 
www. todayifoundout. com/index.php/2010/10/where-the-term-rock-and-roll-came-from/. Accessed 
May 6, 2019. 
2 Heidarson, Petur Karl. “From Race Records to Rock ’n’ Roll: How Chess Records helped to eliminate racial 
barriers in music.” Final BA thesis, University of Akureyri, 2014. 
 
“Creators” of All That Jazz 
 
The earliest recordings using the term “jass” (or “jas”) appeared in 1917. Arthur Collins 
and Byron G. Harlan’s song “That Funny Jas Band From Dixieland” was released by the 
Edison company in April. A February 26, 1917 session by the Original Dixieland Jass Band 
recorded the songs “Dixie Jass Band One Step” and “Livery Stable Blues.” The record 
was released in May by the Victor label in New York. The company’s advertisement for 
the record included the sentence, “Spell it Jass, Jas, Jaz, or Jazz—nothing can spoil a Jass 
band!” 
 
The first written example of the word “jazz” appeared in the April 2, 1912 edition of the 
Los Angeles Times and the reference was not to music but to a baseball pitch. Ben 
Henderson of the Portland Beavers was quoted, “I got a new curve this year . . .  I call it 
the jazz ball because it wobbles and you simply can’t do anything with it.” The next day 
the Times reported that, “Henderson cut the outside corner with a fast curve also for 
one strike. Benny calls this his ‘jass’ ball.”1 

 
Two other California references occurred in March 1913 editions of the Bulletin of San 
Francisco. One article included the sentence, “What is the ‘jazz’? Why it's a little of that 
‘old life’, the ‘gin-i-ker’, the ‘pep’, otherwise known as the enthusiasalum.”2 The other 
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article noted, “McCarl has been heralded all along the line as a ‘busher’, but now it 
develops that this dope is very much to the ‘jazz’.”3 

 
It is unknown where or how the word jazz originated. The first three uses in California 
are noted in the Oxford English Dictionary as US slang meaning “Energy, excitement, 
‘pep’; restlessness; animation, excitability.” The Dictionary describes the fourth 
California use as meaning, “Unnecessary, misleading, or excessive talk; nonsense, 
rubbish.”4 

 

There are claims that in the southern States, jazz meant sexual intercourse. Clay Smith 
was a trombonist who toured western mining towns in the 1890s. He was quoted in 
1924 about the word. He said, “If the truth were known about the origin of the word 
‘Jazz’ it would never be mentioned in polite society.”5 
 
The term “jass” was in use in Chicago by 1916 and described a music form from New 
Orleans. Brown’s Dixieland Jass Band and Stein’s Dixieland Jass Band were playing in the 
city at the time. Tom Brown had moved to Chicago from New Orleans in 1915. He first 
called his band “Tom Brown’s Band from Dixieland.” He later added the word “jass” to 
the band name. Meanwhile, Stein’s band moved from the Big Easy to Chicago in early 
1916. In June, five members left Stein and became the Original Dixieland Jass Band. All 
members of these bands were white. Nick La Rocca, the leader of the Original Dixie Jass 
Band at times applied the phrase “The Creators of Jazz” to his band. However, the roots 
of the music, if not the name, came from New Orleans Creole, Black and white ragtime 
musicians. These artists included Frankie Dusen, Buddy Bolden and Papa Jack Laine. 
However, the most well-known is likely Jelly Roll Morton. 
 
Jelly Roll Morton was born as Ferdinand Josephe Lamothe. He changed his name to Jelly 
Roll Morton while playing piano in bordellos. This was done to protect the reputation of 
his respectable Creole family. His 1915 sheet music for “Jelly Roll Blues” was the first 
jazz song to be published even though it was composed around 1905. 
 
Morton’s nickname was “The Big Mouth” and he claimed that, “It is evidently known, 
and beyond contradiction, that New Orleans is the cradle of jazz and I, myself, happened 
to be [its] creator in the year 1902.”6 But like rock and roll, jazz was not invented or 
created by one individual. It grew organically, adding influences from Europe, America 
and Africa. 
 
With record players becoming a staple in most American homes by 1920, whether rich, 
middle-class or poor, jazz became a staple of its culture. Paul Whiteman was dubbed as 
the “King of Jazz” with his all-white orchestra. Many white Americans became fans of 
the music. This may not have happened if they knew of its African American roots. After 
all, segregation and Jim Crow racism were also an integral part of American culture. Paul 
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Whiteman would normally hire the best musicians available, but his management 
ensured that no African Americans worked in his band. 
 
1 Rawson, Hugh. “Jazz Is a Four-Letter Word.” June 27, 2011. 
https://dictionaryblog.cambridge.org/2011/06/27/jazz-is-a-four-letter-word/. accessed May 7, 2019. 
2 ibid. 
3 Oxford English Dictionary. www.oed.com. accessed May 7, 2019. 
4 ibid. 
5 Rawson. “Jazz Is a Four-Letter Word.” 
6 Schaal, Hans-Jurgen. Jazz: New York In The Roaring Twenties (Cologne, Germany: Taschen GmbH, 2013) 
15 
 
Jim Crow Gets Plucked from the South 
 
Probably the most malicious and pernicious mockery of African American culture 
occurred through blackface minstrel shows. These burst into popular culture in the 
northern states beginning around 1830. The shows mimicked, if not copied, southern 
plantation songs and dances. 
 
Africans had been known for their musical prowess since colonial times. In A Stolen Life: 
Searching for Richard Pierpoint, my brother, David and I wrote: 
 

“Another feature of African gatherings was music. Many men were trained 
musicians, even though their white masters thought that they had acquired the 
talent to play instruments naturally. Favourite instruments were violins and 
flutes. Sometimes, drums could be incorporated into the music, but only if they 
were presented as toy drums. Often black fiddlers were used at white dances 
because of their skill and energetic style of playing. The combination of African 
rhythms mixed with those of Europe created the new sounds of the colonies.”1 

 
The U.S. Library of Congress has lists of the most popular sheet music beginning in 1820. 
In 1827, the first two songs with African American references appeared. They were 
“Coal Black Rose” and “Long-Tail Blue” and were popularized by white performers noted 
as “Negro minstrels.” The remaining songs for the 1820s were based on European music 
and themes. Then in 1831, an important change was made to America’s Copyright Act. 
The Act now included musical compositions in the printed form. It was at this time that 
more white artists published compositions based on southern Black songs. A slew of 
them became bestsellers. 1833 saw “Ching A Ring Chaw” (also published as “Sambo's 
Address to His Bred'ren”) and “Long Time Ago” (also known as Shinbone Alley) become 
hits. The following year “Zip Coon” (also known as “Turkey in the Straw”) was listed. 
There were three hits in 1835; “Clare de Kitchen” (or, “De Kentucky Screamer”), “Old 
Rosin the Beau” and “Long Time Ago” made it again. “Corn Cobs Twist Your Hair” was a 
success in 1836.2 
 

https://dictionaryblog.cambridge.org/2011/06/27/jazz-is-a-four-letter-word/
http://www.oed.com/
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It is unlikely that white musicians devised these compositions from scratch. The most 
infamous minstrel song is a case in point. It is called “Jim Crow” and the composition 
was a bestseller in 1830. The Library of Congress notes the composer of “Jim Crow” as 
anonymous but included the following note: “The words and music have been ascribed 
to Thomas Dartmouth (Daddy) Rice, the famous [blackface] minstrel, who introduced 
the piece as a song and dance around 1830.3” “Daddy” Rice is considered the father of 
American minstrelsy. He became the highest paid minstrel performer. In 1838, the 
Boston Post wrote that, “the two most popular characters in the world at the present 
time are [Queen] Victoria and Jim Crow.” 
 
Thomas Rice was said to have discovered the Jim Crow song and dance in Louisville, 
Kentucky, while performing there. The story was that he saw a Black man dancing and 
singing “Jump Jim Crow” as he worked. While in Pittsburgh, Rice went to the W.C. 
Peters & Co. music store and had William Peters write down the lyrics and music that he 
had heard. Back in New York, it became a feature of his blackface performances. There 
are other versions of the story, but none explains the African origins of the music or 
dance steps. 
 
Minstrel shows became immensely popular. One of the most influential stars of these 
shows was Dan Emmett of New York’s Bryant’s Minstrels. He is credited with writing the 
song “Dixie.” It was first performed in 1859 and effectively became the Confederate 
national anthem. But like other minstrel songs, “Dixie” also had disputes regarding its 
source. One origin story relates to the Snowden Family Band of Ohio. The African 
American Snowden’s were acquaintances of Emmett and his family in Knox County, 
Ohio. Snowden family lore tells of them teaching Dan Emmett the song. 
 
Minstrel shows continued well into the twentieth century. Owen Sound’s Savoy Theatre, 
which was built in 1912, hosted minstrel shows. Blackface controversies still occur to 
this day. A music group that is reclaiming traditional African-American music is the 
Carolina Chocolate Drops. With banjo, fiddle and bones, their 2010 Grammy winning 
album was called “Genuine Negro Jig.” The song “Genuine Negro Jig” was first published 
by Dan Emmett. However, when the band members learned the story of the origin of 
“Dixie,” they changed the name to “Snowden’s Jig.” The song is not a lively jig but an 
echo of the African roots of the music. The Yale Daily News wrote, “Does it convey 
despair, anger or pensiveness? Or perhaps it is all of the above — an attempt to capture 
the complex emotions felt by blacks living in the antebellum South.”4 
 
1 Meyler, David and Meyler, Peter. A Stolen Life: Searching for Richard Pierpoint (Toronto: Dundurn 
Press/Natural Heritage Books 1999) 44 
2 https://www.loc.gov/collections/american-sheet-music-1820-to-1860/articles-and-essays/greatest-hits-
1820-60-variety-music-cavalcade/1820-to-1829/. Accessed May 9, 2019. 
3 ibid. 
4 “Have y’all some ‘Genuine Negro’ fun.” Yale Daily News. February 19, 2010. 

https://www.loc.gov/collections/american-sheet-music-1820-to-1860/articles-and-essays/greatest-hits-1820-60-variety-music-cavalcade/1820-to-1829/
https://www.loc.gov/collections/american-sheet-music-1820-to-1860/articles-and-essays/greatest-hits-1820-60-variety-music-cavalcade/1820-to-1829/
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https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2010/02/19/have-yall-some-genuine-negro-fun/. Accessed May 13, 
2019. 
 
Influences 
 
Enslaved Africans influenced music throughout the Americas, and now, this music 
influences music around the world. Senegalese artist, Baaba Maal, has a song called 
“Yela.” Yela is a music form from Senegal that is the root of reggae. The song opens with 
the line, “Every sound of the drum that you hear is an African beat.” There are many 
music genres that trace their roots to an African beat. In addition to reggae, there are 
calypso, zouk, samba, blues, swing, R&B, soul, rock, rap, hip-hop and others. Music has 
been an important part of Black society throughout the Americas, including here in 
Canada. In the book Broken Shackles, Owen Sound resident, Old Man Henson, recalls his 
times at a local Maryland tavern in the 1800s: 
 

“… there were many good singers and instrumental players, and frequently the 
evening was largely devoted to melody. All other amusements stopped at once 
when singing began.”1 
 

He recalled that the evening ended with the song: 
 

“Touch light the banjo-string 
And rattle the old jaw bone, 
Oh! Merrily sound the tambourine, 
And make that fiddle ring.”2 
 

Note the banjo being mentioned in the first line. The banjo was developed in the 
Americas from an African instrument. 

 
1 Meyler, Peter (ed.). Broken Shackles: Old Man Henson – From Slavery to Freedom (Toronto: Dundurn 
Press/Natural Heritage Books 2001) 61 
2 ibid. 62 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2010/02/19/have-yall-some-genuine-negro-fun/
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Sea Island Merry Makers perform in Owen Sound, c. 1930s  
A2006.075.005 

 

 
 

Front row left to right--- Gordon Lapierre, Bud Miller, Morton Scott, George Molock, George Woodbeck, 
Sam Harrison, Miss Edna Johnston, Bert Willis, Wilmer Johnston, Gray Miller.  
Back row left to right--- Mr. H. Roberts, chairman, Ald. E. W. McQuay, Col. T. J. Rutherford, Miss Norma 
Miller, Mrs. Elizabeth Green, William Miller, Mrs. William Miller, Miss Courtney, Miss F. Molock 
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Points of Light:  
An Experiment in Fibre Optics at the Old Durham 

Road Pioneer Cemetery Monument 
 

Naomi Norquay1 
 

The Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery’s 
new monument was built in the summer 
of 2015.  The objective of the project was 
both to honour those buried there, and 
well as to continue to protect the 
remaining gravestones. The Old Durham 
Road Pioneer Cemetery Committee, in 
partnership with the South Grey Museum, 
was pleased to receive the support of a 
Trillium Grant for this work2. The last 
aspect of the monument project was 
completed in 2016, with the insertion of 
patterned fibre optic plugs.  

Fibre optic line looks like nylon fishing 
line, but it has the ability to transfer light, 
making it ideal for installations requiring 
focused lighting. Dan McNeil, the 
architect who designed the monument 
and built the display cabinets also 
attended to all the finishing details, 
including the fibre optic plugs. When 
concrete structures, such as the 
monument, are poured they require 
screw ties to hold the forms together 
during the pouring and curing of the 
concrete. 

 
1 With special thanks to Dan McNeil for his technical and architectural input. 
2 See my earlier article about this project: “The new monument at the Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery”, 
Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal, 2016, Volume 13, pp. 33-37 
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Usually, once the concrete is cured, the ties are removed and the holes are filled. Dan decided to fill the 
holes with grout and fibre optic line arranged in patterns which would transfer daylight. To that end he 
designed a series of patterns that depicted aspects of settler life, drawing on traditional quilt patterns 
associated with Black communities. Twenty patterns resulted – allowing for some repeats in the 72 
holes that needed filling.  

The following are the AutoCAD to-scale drawings used to create the plugs. 
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He then made small templates out of mylar and drilled holes in them (as depicted in the designs).  
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During the winter of 2016, Dan and I spent many an evening threading individual fibre optic line into 
each hole of a template. Each template had, on average at least 100 holes! 
 

 

Once threaded, the plugs were taped at either end to hold the line in place. 
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Dan then made a form to facilitate pouring the grout plug around each bundle of fibres. 

 

Decisions had to be made about where each plug would be placed. Other than ensuring that the four 
surfaces (the 2 slopes of the ceiling and the 2 walls) would not have any repeat plugs close together, we 
decided to place the plugs randomly throughout. Once the plugs were placed in the holes, cement grout 
was put in to hold them in place and to fill the gaps. 
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Once they were set and cured, the protruding ends were cut off and the plug ends were ground and 
washed, allowing the sunlight to penetrate through the concrete structure. It is hoped that these small 
architectural details add visual interest to the structure and resonance to the memory of this important 
historical site. 
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Please Note:  

The editors have opted to retain the original language of these historic texts,  
even when the language is racist. 
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Excerpts from  
Meaford Town Council Minute Book: 

1875-1880 
 
Meaford, 2 April 1877, p. 196 

 
Moved by Mr. Burns. Seconded by Mr. Watt that Relief be granted as follows… 
John Veel – 2 weeks $3 and extra for attendance on coloured man $1. 
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Meaford, 19 March 1877, p. 194 

Moved by Mr. Burns. Seconded by Mr. Watt that orders on the Treasurer to pay be issued as 
follows… 

J. C. Grant expenses taking a colored man to Owen Sound $5.75 
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Excerpts from  
Owen Sound Town Council Minute Book:  

9 January 1857 – 13 January 1868 
Owen Sound, 14 April 1862, p. 460 

“Moved by Mr Miller / Seconded by Mr Lane That in consideration of Mrs. Taylor having kept a 
sick and destitute coloured man by the name of Cook for several months, the prayer of her 
petition be granted. – (carried)”1   

 

 

 
1 "Owen Sound BME Church Monument to Pioneer’s Faith" by Dorothea Deans in the Owen Sound Daily Sun Times, 
February 21, 1942 documents Mary "Granny" Taylor's participation in the establishment of the Owen Sound BME 
Church. Please see page 29, Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal/ Vol. 7/ 2010. 
Mary Taylor is also profiled on page 14 of Stephanie McMullen’s “From Slavery to Freedom: African Canadian’s in 
Grey County” in Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal, Vol. 2, 2003-4. 
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Owen Sound, 15 December 1862, p. 504 

“The following communications were read – […] a petition from Mary Taylor for leave to erect a 
small room as an addition to the house occupied by her on the Market Square; - […]”2 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 1865 W. Wye Smith Directory lists Owen Sound: Taylor, Mrs. Mary, Eating-house, Market Square. Reproduced in 
Melba Croft’s The People of Owen Sound. Stan Brown Printers, Owen Sound, circa 1980. 
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Owen Sound, 14 December 1863, p. 550 

“The following communications were read – […] from Robert Breckenridge for $7.17 for 
services in connexion with services to Lane a coloured man who is sick and whose wife is in 
gaol; […]” 
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Owen Sound, 31 October 1864, p. 595 

“The following communications were read – […] an [a/c] from Chatwin & Comely3 for $4.00 for 
a coffin for Hall, a coloured man; […]”  

 

 
3 Paul White in Owen Sound: The Port City. Natural Heritage Books, Toronto, 2000, page 70, notes that Chatwin and 
Comely joined Kennedy and the Harrisons on the banks of the Sydenham near the Mill Dam in 1862.  
Melba Croft’s Fourth Entrance to Huronia. Stan Brown Printers, Owen Sound, 1984, page 90, adds “They soon 
became known for fine wood turning, and excellent furniture.”  
1865 W. Wye Smith Directory lists Owen Sound: Chatwin & Comely, Proprietors Cabinet and Chair Factory; Ware-
rooms, Poulett St. Reproduced in Melba Croft’s The People of Owen Sound. Stan Brown Printers, Owen Sound, 
circa 1980. 
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Died: Death of Mary Taylor 
 

The Advertiser, Owen Sound 
Thursday, January 17, 1878 

 
An old and well known character in Owen Sound has departed. Every one knew Mary 
Taylor, the old coloured woman who used to frequent the market and all the public 
gatherings peddling apples and sweetmeats. Though short in stature, she was very 
strong and was able in her younger days to lift very heavy weights.  She was very expert 
at fishing, and the rivers around the town were often deprived of their finny inhabitants 
in great numbers by her. She was very kind hearted and fond of children, though when 
angered by people, she gave free vent to her passion. Her end was sad. When she was 
sick, her house took fire and was totally destroyed with its contents last week. By a 
stretch of the vagrant act she was committed to gaol on the 8th. But her sickness gained 
on her and on Sunday last she died. An inquest was held on her body by Coroner Dr. 
John Barnhart, with a verdict of “Death from natural causes.” Poor Mary will be missed 
by many of her old customers. She was seventy years of age when she died, and had 
been a resident of Owen Sound for twenty-three years.   
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Obituary from an Owen Sound Newspaper – 1906 
Died from Cancer 

 
A colored woman named Mrs. Harris, who has been for some time slowly dying from a 
cancer in her breast, died on Tuesday morning at her humble home on the east hill.  The 
woman’s suffering must have been great as the disease had eaten into her body.  For 
some time past the poor creature had been looked after by the benevolence committee 
of which Ald. McMillan is chairman. 
 

 
 
The discovery of this obituary led to a search of the Owen Sound Minutes, which on 
February 19, 1906 reported a reading of Accounts to “R. Breckenridge & Son (Burial Mrs. 
Geo. Harris) $10.00 to Benevolence”.  A search of Ancestry.ca revealed a marriage 
record for August 13, 1902 for Hannah Jackson (parents John Hall & Esther Ball) 
marrying a George A. Harrison.  This prompted a search for Hannah Hall in the censuses.  
The 1861 census for Owen Sound records Hannah Hall as a daughter to John Hall and 
Esther Hall, while in the 1871 census she no longer appears with the Halls, but as wife of 
Wm. Jackson, listed as African, with a 1 yr old son Wm.  The 1901 census lists Hannah 
Jackson as “widow, Negro”, living on Scrope St., her occupation is listed as “laundry”.   
 
The Ontario, Canada, Marriages, 1928-1937 records George A. Harrison, son of George 
A. Harrison and Eliza Douglas Harrison, marrying Hannah Jackson.  At that time, 
household members recorded include Esther Ball and John Hall.   
 
A death record was filed for Hannah Harrison (nee Hall) on February 14th, 1906.  She is 
recorded as living on Douglas St. and as being 55 years of age.  Cause of death was 
“cancer of breast” and the length of illness was 2 years.   
 
A small obituary for a Mrs. Harris, led to a somewhat more detailed accounting of the 
life of Hannah Hall/Jackson/Harrison.  As a footnote to this story of John “Daddy” Hall’s 
daughter Hannah, another Ancestry search revealed that her husband George Harrison 
died on October 29, 1932 in Stratford from an “electrocution accidental”. 
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Milk Maid’s Convention 
The Owen Sound Times 

May 14, 1891 

 

Do not fail to attend the milk maid’s convention given under the auspices of the earnest 
workers of the B.M.E. church, in the lecture room at the Scrope Street Methodist Church1 on 
Monday evening, 18th inst.  There will be a musical programme of solos, duets and choruses.  
Fourteen counties and seven villages will be represented by delegates that will read their 
reports.  Doors open at 7:30. Convention will assemble at 8.  Admission 15 (cents), children 10 
(cents). 

  
 

 

Pre-1909 souvenir of 
Scrope St. Methodist 
Church, Owen Sound 
2018.001.019 

   

  

 

 
1 Melba Croft’s Fourth Entrance to Huronia. Stan Brown Printers, Owen Sound, 1984, page 226, notes in 1891 that 
the British Methodist Episcopal church in Owen Sound was holding a "Milk Maids' Convention" performance to 
raise money. Many of the B.M.E. concerts were held at the Scrope Street Methodist Church, as their own hall was 
not large enough. Croft mentions: "Negro soloists and choirs were always popular with their songs of early 
spirituals resounding through local churches and halls."  
The Scrope Street Methodist Church, also known as First Methodist Church, and after Church Union in 1925 
became Central United Church (3rd Avenue East).   
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Highlights: 17th Grey County Black History Event 
and Launch of Northern Terminus: The African 

Canadian History Journal, Vol.16   
 
Grey County’s Black History Event was held on Saturday, April 6, 2019, at Grey Roots Museum 
and Archives. This event is organized annually by the Owen Sound Emancipation Festival. 
 
The day opened at 8:30 am with a gathering time 
followed at 9:00 am, by a program of 
entertainment and speakers.   
 
Volume 16 of The Northern Terminus: The African 
Canadian History Journal made its debut during 
the day and a marketplace was available for 
participants to browse and enjoy. 
 
Thanks are owed to Terri Jackson for chairing and 
organizing this event.  
 
              Terri Jackson, Chair 
 

 
 
 
 
David Sereda and the Song Circle 
sing Songs to Carry Us Home 
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Presenters for the day were: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aly Boltman speaking on 
Greenwood Cemetery Potter’s 
Field Monument Project  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Dorothy Abbott shares Making Memories and Gathering 
History in Nova Scotia, an overview of the Owen Sound 
Emancipation Festival and Ontario Black History Society’s 
2018 Africville Union Tour 
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Bringing VIP greetings were, Mayor Dwight Burley, Township of Georgian Bluffs and Petal 
Furness, Manager, Grey Roots Museum & Archives. Later in the day, an announcement was also 
made from the office of Senator Wanda Thomas Bernard to promote Bill S-255, An Act 
proclaiming Emancipation Day: that August 1 of each year will be known as Emancipation Day 
across Canada. (On August 1, 1834 the Abolition of Slavery Act came into effect throughout the 
British colonies.) At the time of publication, this bill has not become law. 
 

 
 
 
 
Dwight Burley, 
Mayor of Georgian Bluffs 
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157th
 Emancipation Festival 

Speaker’s Forum at Grey Roots Museum & Archives 

August 2nd, 2019 

Jacquelyn Watton 

August 2nd, 2019 marked the beginning 
of the 157th Emancipation Festival 
weekend with the 19th Annual Speaker’s 
Forum at Grey Roots Museum & 
Archives. The gathering was an 
intersection of commemorating the past 
and planning for the future, as 
passionate and compelling individuals 
commented on the origins and purpose 
of the festival and the action taken 
towards reparations for the community. 
Furthermore, the speakers of the 
evening emphasized the distinctive local 
experience of the Owen Sound 
community, while simultaneously 
locating it within national and international conversations. Owen Sound Mayor, Ian Boddy, 
Senator Wanda Thomas Bernard, and author Wayne Grady were among the featured voices of 
the event. Catered by local businesses with refreshments provided by Coffin Ridge, the social 
space, both before and after the presentation, was filled with guests meeting, socializing, and 
warmly reuniting. Paintings and other works by Owen Sound artist, Tony Miller, lined the walls 
outside of the theatre, welcoming guests and framing the space with vibrant and bold colours. 
The event demonstrated that the community involved with and participating in the 
Emancipation Festival is clearly one of hospitality and enthusiasm. 1 

 
1 Photographs provided by Grey Roots Museum & Archives staff. 
 

Three Works from Artist Tony Miller on Display at Grey 
Roots Museum & Archives.1 
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After guests were ushered into the theatre, festival Treasurer, Dorothy Abbott, gave her 
opening greetings and read MPP Bill Walker’s acknowledgement as he was unable to attend 
himself. MPP Walker’s words encouraged the celebration of all those who made the 
Underground Railroad and the journey from slavery to freedom possible. Mayor Boddy, 
likewise, shared the greetings and well-wishes from Grey County’s Warden, Selwyn Hicks, who 
was also regrettably unable to attend.  

Mayor Boddy’s own speech connected the spirit of the festival to a global scale as he 
acknowledged the current political climate in the United States. Mayor Boddy highlighted the 
effects that international circumstances have on a local level, arguing that it can embolden 
white supremacy and inspire actions of hate everywhere. Recent events in Owen Sound 
attracted discussion throughout the evening as speakers, along with Mayor Boddy, referred to a 
series of racist stickers that had been surfacing around the city, as well as two consecutive 
nights in which the Owen Sound Muslim Association mosque was vandalized. Despite the state 
of current local events, Mayor Boddy roused the audience to applause as he congratulated the 
community who rallied together to remove the stickers, as well as support and defend the 
mosque and its people.  

This year was the second time that Senator Wanda Thomas Bernard of East Preston, Nova 
Scotia, attended and presented as a Special Guest of the Owen Sound Emancipation Festival. 
Senator Bernard is a former social worker and educator, who has dedicated her political career 
to addressing racism and advocating for social change.2 At the previous Speaker’s Forum in 
2018, she introduced her proposal of Bill S-255, and planned to use the Owen Sound festival as 
a tribute when discussing the value of Emancipation Day.3 Bill S-255 states that Emancipation 
Day is a “poignant reminder of an abhorrent period in Canada’s history” and that it is necessary 
to recognize August 1st as a nationwide occasion because its purpose is “to allow Canadians to 
reflect upon the imperative to continue to commit to eliminate discrimination in all its forms”.4 
Senator Bernard’s analysis focused on what reparations mean to Black Canadians today in 
consideration of the exploitation of their ancestors and of current circumstances including 
issues involving incarceration, child welfare, and access to health services. She concluded that 
reparations can begin primarily as a form of federal recognition by passing Bill S-255. 

 
2 “Senator Wanda Thomas Bernard,” Senate of Canada, https://sencanada.ca/en/senators/bernard-wanda-
thomas/. 
3 Gillian Wagenaar, “156th Emancipation Festival,” Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal 16, 
(2018): 57-61, https://greyroots.com/sites/default/files/northern_terminus_2019_vol._16.pdf. 
4 The Honorable Senator Bernard, “Bill S-255,” Parliament of Canada, October 17, 2018, 
https://www.parl.ca/DocumentViewer/en/42-1/bill/S-255/first-reading. 
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Unfortunately, as Senator Bernard updated, the Bill was not passed during her first attempt, 
but she assured that she had no intention of conceding and would come back after the 2019 

Canadian federal election with a new strategy and many allies to get the Bill passed.5 

Wayne Grady was the keynote speaker of the evening, representing the Annual Les MacKinnon 
Memorial Address. Grady is an accomplished and prolific writer with many published works of 
non-fiction, mostly concerning science and nature, works of translation from French, and 
recently two fiction novels about Black history and identity. Grady’s first novel Emancipation 
Day is highly regarded, as it won Amazon.ca’s First Novel Award and it was longlisted for the 
Scotiabank Giller Prize.6 Both Emancipation Day and Grady’s second novel Up from Freedom 
explore identity and race through Grady’s family history. Both novels are closely connected to 
each other, as they are built on a foundation of the genealogical research done by Grady, and 
the unexpected discovery that despite having white skin, he was also genetically part Black. 

Grady spent the first 47 years of his life thinking that he was a white man, as he had nothing to 
contradict or challenge this belief. He had been convinced that all historical records of his 
father’s family no longer existed, and he was told that the surname ‘Grady’ originated in Irish 
ancestry. Because he had a lighter skin tone, Grady was unknowingly ‘passing’, which is “to be 

 
5 Global Afrikan Congress – Nova Scotia Chapter, R Is for Reparations (Black Point: Fernwood Publications, 2019). 
6 Wayne Grady, Emancipation Day (Canada: Anchor Books, 2014). 
 

Senator Wanda Thomas Bernard Reading from R Is for Reparations 
by Global Afrikan Congress – Nova Scotia Chapter.5 

Author Wayne Grady at Speaker’s 
Forum. 



 
Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal/Vol.17/2020 

157th Emancipation Festival – Speaker’s Forum at Grey Roots Museum & Archives 
Jacquelyn Watton 

51 
 

accepted as or believed to be or to represent oneself successfully as, a member of an ethnic or 
religious group other than one’s own”.7 Passing often has the connotation that the individual 
does not experience the negative aspects of a certain group, such as racial discrimination, but it 
can also create a disconnect from one’s identity and community. It was when he was 
conducting genealogical research in his home city of Windsor, Ontario that he found his great 
grandfather, Andrew Jackson Grady, and other close ancestors were marked as “Black” in the 
census, and that his Black lineage went back to the time of slavery in the United States. What 
came of this discovery was a disruption of identity, a shifting in family dynamics, and two fiction 
books inspired by the information that he found. 

Emancipation Day tells the story of Jack Lewis, a Black man 
with light enough skin that he is permitted to join the Navy 
during the Second World War. While stationed in 
Newfoundland, he meets and marries a white woman 
named Vivian. The couple move to Ontario to meet Jack’s 
family, and Vivian discovers that Jack is not necessarily 
what he appears to be. The novel is based on a true story, 
as the main narrative of Jack and Vivian mirrors that of 
Grady’s father and mother. Fiction comes into play 
however, as Grady never did uncover his father’s 
relationship to being Black.8 

After bringing his discovery to his father, he expected a 
reaction of either genuine surprise or of disappointment 
for being exposed. Instead, Grady’s father calmly defended 
that he hadn’t known that he and his family were Black 
and did not comment further. Grady’s mother, however, 
triumphantly exclaimed “I knew it!”, and then explained 

that while her husband had never made any indication that he knew, the moment she stepped 
off the train in Windsor and met his family she figured it out. This uncertainty left it to Grady to 
interpret and eventually fictionalize his father’s story, as he tried to consolidate his father’s 
reaction with his understanding of Black history and the psychology of passing. Grady noted 
that, after the revelation, his relationship to his father became strained and quiet until he 

 
7 OED Online, “pass, v.”, Oxford University Press, https://www-oed-com 
/view/Entry/138429?rskey=xNmf4t&result=1&isAdvanced=false#eid. 
8 Wayne Grady, Emancipation Day (Canada: Anchor Books, 2014). 
 

Emancipation Day by Wayne Grady.8 
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passed away a few years later. It was never revealed whether his father was unconscious of his 
race and unknowingly passing for something that he believed he obviously was, or if there was 
an active intent to cover a part of his identity. 

After summarizing his father’s behaviour, Grady and the audience discussed the concept of 
internalized racism, and if it might have affected his father’s choice of identifying as white. This 
conversation eventually led to the question: if you could pass, would you? Ultimately, Grady 
made the opposite choice as his father, as he faced his marginalized identity in a different era 
with more racial sensitivity, choosing instead to share his history and celebrate being both Black 
and white. Grady exploring what it means to be a person of mixed race, having both Black and 
white DNA made up a significant theme in his second novel. 

The inception of Up from Freedom is similar to that of 
Emancipation Day, as Grady wrote a mostly fictitious story 
about his real ancestor, Tamsey, a freed slave in the mid 
19th century United States. Grady compared his 
grandmother’s story to a fishing net with more holes than 
thread as he traced her through different historical and 
census records across the country. The novel became a 
pursuit to fill in the holes and wind the net back together 
with fiction. The hybrid fiction-but-non-fiction nature of 
the novel mirrors other themes of close associations and 
blurred lines, like that of the relationship between being 
Black and white, between the United States and Canada, 
and between slavery and freedom.9 

Grady wrote the novel from the perspective of a white 
man named Virgil Moody, who thinks that he is a good 
person just because he is anti-slavery. Whether or not this is true is put into question when 
Moody frees a young expecting slave named Annie and decides that they will live as a family 
without asking her if that’s what she wants. The novel demonstrates that the power dynamic 
between a white man and a Black woman might not easily change if it was reliant only on the 
fact that Moody is anti-slavery, and that patterns of slavery can sometimes masquerade 
themselves as freedom. The matter of being of mixed race and how one portrays their identity 
comes into question when Moody meets Tamsey in Indiana and learns that her son and 

 
9 Wayne Grady, Up from Freedom (Canada: Doubleday Canada, 2018). 
 

Up from Freedom by Wayne Grady.9 
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daughter-in-law are being brought to trial for amalgamation. Marriage between a white person 
and a Black person in the 1850s in Indiana was illegal, regardless of the fact that it was a 
Northern anti-slave state. As Grady’s ancestors’ historical records show, both husband and wife 
were discharged by arguing that they were both white, despite their ancestry and the fact that 
they were both listed as “mulatto” on censuses before and after the trial. 

Emancipation Day and Up from Freedom explore the dichotomy between being Black and 
white, and what it is like to be caught in the middle. An audience member asked Grady if he had 
ever used AncestryDNA or 23andMe, two recently popular DNA tests that can track genetic and 
ethnic history. Grady explained that he took a test in order to discover his actual ethnic 
makeup, but never looked at the results. As he describes further in a blog post, he concluded 
that he would be “subscribing to a white-based concern about racial purity” by concerning 
himself with his ethnic percentages.10 

Grady was fortunate enough to trace his origins back nearly 200 years through historical 
records and census data, using the information he found as a catalyst to a journey of self-
identification. He consolidated his Black roots with the way he identified for most of his life and 
expanded as a writer. The Emancipation Festival in Owen Sound is an appreciation of history 
and identity, experiences like Grady’s, and initiators of change like Senator Bernard.  The night 
concluded with voices from the audience celebrating Black excellence, and with the sentiment 
that, despite all the injustices of the past, the descendants of those who journeyed all the way 
to Owen Sound will prevail and live on in the Emancipation Festival. 

 
10 Wayne Grady, “Taking the Test,” Wayne Grady Writer & Translator (Blog), November 5, 2016, 
https://waynegrady.ca/the-blog-2/taking-the-test-2/. 
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Culture Days Tour on the Old Durham Road 

Naomi Norquay 
 

On Sunday, September 29, 2019, the Old 
Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery Committee 
hosted a self-directed tour of locations of 
significance along the Old Durham Road, east 
of Priceville. This idea was the brainchild of 
board member, Carl Stevenson. Carl had seen 
an ad for this nation-wide event and thought 
that it would be fun to participate. Culture 
Days are free public arts and culture events 
taking place across the country annually at 
the end of September.1 To that end, we 
joined over 3,000 other groups planning 
events. 

We advertised with the above handout card, 
stocking them in various locations across 
Durham and Flesherton (including the 
Durham Art Gallery, the Garafraxa Café, the 
South Grey Museum, Arts on Ten, and 
Highland Grounds Café.) We also advertised 
in the Advance and got coverage from the 
Grey Highlands Cultural Channel and Grey 
County Tourism.  Each stop along the tour 
also had a detailed map and historic 
information about the settlers and places. 
(Reprinted at the end of this article.) 

 
1 From https://culturedays.ca/en/about  
Culture Days programs invite the public to get hands-on and behind-the-scenes to highlight the importance of arts 
and culture in our communities. As a registered charity, Culture Days serves as a year-round catalyst that connects 
individuals and creators to build measurable support for the entire sector and amplify its contributions. We seek to 
eliminate barriers to access and participation, and stimulate understanding, appreciation and exploration of arts 
and culture—so that every person in the country has a deeper connection with themselves, their communities, 
and Canada.  

https://culturedays.ca/en/about
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By “self-guided”, we intended that each tour stop would have a committee member on hand to answer 
questions and point out features, and that visitors would drive along the road from one stop to the next 
at their own pace. And it didn’t matter where they started. The stops were easy to find as they were 
each marked with balloons and colourful signs.  

Being a small but mighty committee, we decided on just a handful of stops between Priceville and 
Wilcox Lake Road. We got the South Grey Museum on side and Curator Robert Iantorno provided a 
welcome for people either beginning or ending the tour. Committee members (Cindy Dymond, Terri 
Jackson, Carl Stevenson, Darryl Kleebaum, myself) and one expert historian (Peter Meyler) took up their 
stations at the stops and waited for the visitors.  

In all we had about 20 visitors to each stop. 
There were new faces – people who had not 
attended our decoration service 2 weeks prior, 
or who were new to the road and saw the tour 
as a way to start to get to know their new 
community.  We were fortunate that Cindy 
Dymond, proprietor of SS#7 and Anne 
McGarrigle, proprietor of the Meads family’s 
brick farmhouse, were amenable to welcoming 
visitors. Carl reported that there were Meads 
cousins amongst the visitors who were ecstatic 
to have a chance to see the family homestead. 
Cindy reported that some of the visitors were 
delighted to be able to once again step inside 
the school they had attended as youngsters. 
 
All in all we had a wonderful day. It was cloudy 
and none too warm, but the rain held off and 
by all accounts, the tour was a success! We are 
already planning for 2020. The theme for this 
year is “unexpected intersections”.   Should be 
interesting and fun! Look for ads for the 
weekend of September 26 / 27, 2020.
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The Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery 
Committee presents: 

SEVEN FAMILIES, MANY STORIES 

Canada Culture Days’ Tour of the Old Durham Road 
Black Pioneer Settlement 

 

Directions from Flesherton: 

If coming from Flesherton, you may start the tour at 
Emergency Road # 325651, Durham Road B. (Yellow 
arrow on the right.)  

• Take Grey County Rd. #4 WEST (towards 
Durham). 

• Just west of CEYLON, turn LEFT on Wilcox 
Lake Road.  

• Go past the lake and turn RIGHT onto 
Durham Road B.  

• Lot 29 NDR is the second lot along – on your 
right.   

• You will get directions there for the next 
stop! 

Directions from Durham: 

If coming from Durham, you may start the tour at 
Emergency Road # 405150, Grey Road #4.  
(Yellow arrow on the left.) 

• Take Grey County Rd #4 EAST to just 
beyond Priceville (cross the bridge over the 
Saugeen River and continue up the hill and 
around the bend). 

• Lots 7 & 8 are right by the 80 km sign – on 
your right.  

• You will get directions there for the next 
stop!  

When the 1851 census taker came by this 
section of the newly surveyed Durham Road, in 
Artemesia Township, he found a vibrant community 
of about 120 Black settlers who had cleared land, 
built log cabins and had begun farming. The two 
remaining markers of this community are the 
cemetery and the schoolhouse. Since 1989, the Old 
Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery Committee has 
been caring for the cemetery and bringing stories 
about this vibrant historic community to the public’s 
attention. This is our first “official” tour. Welcome! 
Enjoy! 

Lot 7 SDR (South Side of the Durham Road): 

Chauncey and Mehetable Simons got the location 
ticket for lot 7 in 1849. When the 1851 census taker 
came by, they were living there with their four 
children, Rozel (18), Christopher (16), Charles (13) 
and Rosannah (10). Their son, Christopher, died in 
1854. His headstone is one of the four on display at 
the cemetery. The Simons were not newcomers to 
Upper Canada. They arrived around 1837 and had 
first settled in Dereham Township, Oxford County. In 
the 1871 census Mehetable was listed as a widow, 
living with her two sons, Rozel and Charles. 
Daughter, Rosannah had married Richard Melton, 
another member of the Black settlement in 1861.    

Lot 8 SDR: 

Edward Patterson was from Baltimore, Maryland. He 
arrived in Upper Canada around 1855 and by 1861, 
he was a resident of Owen Sound.  In 1862, he 
purchased lot 8 from Owen Sound business man, 
John Frost. John Frost had purchased it from the first 
patent holder, Rozel Simons – Chauncey and 
Mehetable Simons’ oldest son. 
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Patterson lived in Owen Sound where he had worked 
as a hostler and then a stage coach driver. He is 
listed in the Owen Sound censuses of 1861, ’71 and 
’81. In the 1891 census, he and his wife Susannah 
and their 5 children are listed here in Artemesia 
Township. The family spent time in both locales. 

Oral history tells Edward was a lay preacher and he 
may have played a role in the small church on the 
Durham Road.  His bible and photograph are in the 
collection at Grey Roots Museum and Archives.  

Lot 18 NDR (North Side of the Durham Road): 

Lemuel and Phoebe Brown and their 7 children 
arrived at lot 18 around 1850. In 1849, Lemuel 
received a location ticket for lots 18 and 17 NDR. 
Lemuel Brown had been in Upper Canada since at 
least 1825. He appears in the census taken in 
Grantham Township (Niagara region) in 1828. He 
and Phoebe appear in the Collingwood census in 
1871 – having raised their children on the Durham 
Road. One daughter, Susanna, married a minister, 
Rev. William LeBurtis, and became a well-known 
herbalist in Woodstock, Ontario. A son, Josh, became 
a steamboat cook; another son, William, worked at 
his uncle’s cork factory and on his fishing boat. 

When they started farming on the Durham Road, 
they grew wheat, oats, potatoes and turnips and had 
an ox and a milk cow. Their large family would have 
meant many helping hands for the hard labour of 
frontier farming. 

Lot 19 NDR: 

Philemon and Clarissa Workman and their 3 sons 
arrived on lot 19 NDR in 1850. Philemon’s sister, 
Phoebe Brown, lived right next door. Philemon had 
arrived from the US around 1830. After he met and 
married Clarissa Johnston, they made their way to 
Wellesley Township and what was known as the 
Queen’s Bush Settlement, around 1841. In 1849, 
they applied for location tickets on the Durham Road 
in both Glenelg and Artemesia Townships, settling 
on lot 19 NDR, Artemesia Township around 1850. 
They later moved to Woodhouse, in Norfolk County. 
In 1870, their son, Philemon Junior married Nelly 
Anthony from Alabama and moved to Ohio.  

When they started farming on the Durham Road, 
they grew barley and potatoes on one clear acre of 
land, their young sons not yet able to help out.  

 

Lot 21 NDR: 

Larkin Alverson and his family settled around 1850. 
By at least 1854, they were allowing their neighbours 
to bury their dead in the north-east corner of their 
property where the soil was almost pure sand. 
Alverson filed proof of completion of the settlement 
duties in 1857 and sold his claim that year to Allan 
McDonald, a white farmer. The family moved to 
Nelson Township in Halton County, where they are 
listed in the 1861 census.  

Burial Ground 

In addition to the information available at the 
cemetery site, a radar probe, undertaken in 2015, 
estimated that there are approximately 80 people 
buried in the cemetery. It is believed that burials 
ceased in the cemetery in the 1880s. It is interesting 
to note that some descendants, who married into 
white families, are buried in the Evergreen Cemetery 
on the South Line – one concession further south. 

Lot 21 SDR: 

Gabriel and Elsey Black and their two young children 
are listed in the 1851 census. More children were 
born – 8 in total.  By 1871, Gabriel was widowed. We 
can assume that Elsey and one of his children who 
died are buried in the cemetery. At some point he 
sold his farm and moved to North Cayuga in 
Haldimand County, where he married a widow, 
Elizabeth Williams, in 1880.  

Schoolhouse (School Section #7) 

In 1865 Gabriel and Elsey sold a half acre of their lot 
to the township so that a school could be built. 
There had been a school further west on the road on 
lot 11 NDR, that had served the Durham Road 
settlement and the village of Priceville. In 1865, 
Priceville petitioned for its own school, which was 
opened in 1866. It is thought that the members of 
the Black settlement wanted to have their school 
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closer to where most of the children lived. SS#7 was 
at first a log structure. The current schoolhouse was 
built in 1882 and served all the children in the 
vicinity. When the school closed in 1968, it became a 
private residence, currently owned by Cindy 
Dymond.  

 

Lot 29 NDR: 

John and Ellen Meads moved from Hamilton to the 
Durham Road in 1864, with three small children in 
tow, joining John’s uncle who had purchased lots 29 
and 30. One more child was born before John left for 
Chicago, where he was killed in the Great Chicago 
Fire of 1871. Ellen is listed as a widow in the 1871 
census. At a later date, her son, William, gained title 
to the property which had originally been in his 
Great- Uncle, William’s name. The Meads family 
lived and farmed on lot 29 until the 1950s.  

 

Resources, Supporting Events and Destinations: 

Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History 
Journal: https://greyroots.com/story/northern-
terminus 
The Grey County Black History Event:  
http://greyroots.com 
The Owen Sound Emancipation Festival:  
http://www.emancipation.ca/ 
Black History Cairn in Harrison Park, Owen Sound: 
https://www.owensoundtourism.ca/en/arts-and-
culture/Black-History-Cairn.aspx 
Sheffield Park Black History & Cultural Museum in 
Clarksburg, Ontario:  cswilson@auracom.com  /  
www.sheffieldparkblackhistory.com 
South Grey Museum:  
https://www.greyhighlands.ca/en/visit-and-
explore/museums.aspx 
 
The Old Durham Road Pioneer Cemetery Committee: 

ODRPCC@gmail.com 

 

      
      

https://greyroots.com/story/northern-terminus
https://greyroots.com/story/northern-terminus
http://www.emancipation.ca/
https://www.owensoundtourism.ca/en/arts-and-culture/Black-History-Cairn.aspx
https://www.owensoundtourism.ca/en/arts-and-culture/Black-History-Cairn.aspx
mailto:cswilson@auracom.com
http://www.sheffieldparkblackhistory.com/
https://www.greyhighlands.ca/en/visit-and-explore/museums.aspx
https://www.greyhighlands.ca/en/visit-and-explore/museums.aspx
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Black Eyed Peas and Races: A Love Story of Memories and 
Recipes of the Emancipation Picnic 

Collected by:  Bonita Johnson deMatteis 

Cover Painting:  Bonita Johnson deMatteis 

2019 

Ginger Press, Owen Sound 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Since 1862, Black families in Owen Sound have gathered on the 
first weekend in August to celebrate emancipation; first, as a 
commemoration of the British Act of Emancipation of 1834 and 
later, including the American Emancipation Proclamation of 1863.  
What began as a simple parade and picnic has grown over the 
years into a much larger and more complex version of itself, 
deserving of a little retrospection.  Thanks to persistent 
encouragement from Maryann Thomas of the Ginger Press in 
Owen Sound, Bonita Johnson deMatteis has compiled this long-
awaited volume. 
 

Black Eyed Peas & Races is presented in three formats; a narrative, personal reflections and 
memories, and recipes, all interspersed with wonderful family photos. The six chapters are 
entitled From Slavery to Freedom, The First Hundred Years of the Emancipation Picnic – 1862-
1962, The Emancipation Picnic 1960-2004, The Black History Cairn, Emancipation Picnic Recipes, 
and The Future of the Emancipation Picnic.  
 
In the first chapter, the author borrows broadly from Stephanie McMullen’s article, From 
Slavery to Freedom, African Canadians in Grey County,1 as she outlines the intricate beginnings 
of life for the first Black inhabitants of Grey County.  This chapter provides much about the 
history and development of family roots in Owen Sound area, and also includes poignant 
historical vignettes from early Owen Sound newspapers. 
 
In the second chapter, which deals with the first hundred years of the picnic, Ms. Johnson 
deMatteis looks to the writing of Daniel G. Hill, a sometime participant in the local 
Emancipation Picnic, with his book, The Freedom-Seekers: Blacks in Early Canada.2  In this 

 
1 McMullen, Stephanie, From Slavery to Freedom: African Canadians in Grey County:  Northern Terminus:  The 
African Canadian History Journal.Vol.2/2003-4 pp.13-15 
2 Hill, Daniel G., The Freedom-Seekers: Blacks in Early Canada, Agincourt, ON: Book Society of Canada, 1981 
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chapter, we find concise historical facts about the Underground Railroad and a reference to the 
fact that the Owen Sound picnic is the longest continuous running Emancipation Picnic in North 
America.  A history of the life of the BME Church and its many locations in Owen Sound is given, 
as well as mention of its designation as an Ontario Historical Site in 1987 by Lieutenant 
Governor Lincoln Alexander. 

The discussion of the picnic from 1960-2004, which occurs in chapter three, is largely drawn 
from Ms. Johnson-deMatteis’ memories of picnics from her childhood, traveling from Niagara 
Falls and the great preparations that this demanded, particularly in organizing the food.  She 
recalls with great fondness how special this occasion was – an occasion for new clothes and 
new shoes, for dancing and wonderful reconnecting and homecomings.  There is great sense of 
camaraderie and shared history reflected in these recollections.    

A book discussing the Owen Sound Emancipation Picnic would not be complete without 
reference to the Black History Cairn, which was unveiled in Harrison Park in August 2004, Bonita 
Johnson-deMatteis being its chief designer.  Some of the history of that beautiful tribute is 
given in the fourth chapter of this book, with specific details about the materials and symbols 
chosen in its construction, all of which make visiting the cairn a much richer experience. 

As mentioned at the outset, a portion of this book is dedicated to sharing some of the popular 
Emancipation Picnic recipes.  These are found in the fifth chapter. It’s hard to imagine that any 
reader with some culinary skills wouldn’t be tempted to try out a few of these recipes, 
especially those that make an historical link with the tastes of the deep south.  The heritage of 
the families that contributed to these pages shows its abiding presence.  

For those who have personal experience of the picnic, the many vintage photos and personal 
reflections comprise the most nostalgic elements of the book and will surely make it a 
treasured keepsake.  The last chapter of the book speaks to the future and what must be done 
to maintain the Owen Sound Emancipation Festival as it is now called.  It speaks encouragingly 
to those who will carry the tradition into the next generation.  As the last paragraph of the book 
says, “This anchor or touchstone of our history will help us remember who we are in the world.  
We hold history.  We are all history.  In the face of different points of view, different passions 
and visions, this is our love story.” 

Black Eyed Peas & Races:  A Love Story of Memories and Recipes of the Emancipation Picnic, is 
available for $24.95 from the Ginger Press in downtown Owen Sound. 
 

Mollie Wilson 
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___________________________________________________________________  
This biography and social history chronologically recounts the daring journey of fifteen-year-old 

Jane Cecelia Reynolds, out of bondage and into 
freedom with the assistance of agents of the 
Underground Railroad. Steal Away Home begins 
with detailing Cecelia’s life since birth. She was 
born in 1831 into slavery in Louisville, Kentucky.  
At the age of nine, she was gifted to thirteen-
year-old Fanny Thurston. Cecelia was required 
to work as Fanny’s personal maid and 
‘companion’. Through a well orchestrated plan 
executed by Underground Railroad operatives, 
Cecelia took flight from the Thurstons, while 
they vacationed on the American side of 
Niagara Falls at the Cataract House Hotel in 
May 1846 and settled in Toronto for six years. 
Cecelia lived with her rescuer, Benjamin Pollard 
Holmes, and married the widower five months 
after her successful escape.  

The story is constructed around five letters 
between Cecelia and her enslaver, Fanny. 
Cecelia initiated the communication with Fanny 
in 1852 after learning to write in order to 
petition to purchase the freedom of her mother 
and brother. This well written book offers a 

narrative that is not often depicted; the stories, the experiences of individual female freedom 
seekers who were “cargo” of the Underground Railroad. They have largely been represented as 
nameless, faceless, and genderless in the stories of those who arrived to the “promised land” of 
Canada. Smardz Frost traces the life of Cecelia to Toronto, Canada West; Lowell, 
Massachusetts; Liverpool, England; Rochester, New York, and eventually back to Louisville, 
Kentucky. Through Cecelia’s life story, Smardz Frost adeptly portrays the Underground Railroad 
freedom movement and network that ended in Canada. A large component of the text 
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intricately explores Black life in mid to late nineteenth century urban Toronto. The book profiles 
a plethora of Black Torontonians, including the Blackburns, the Cary brothers, the Abbotts, the 
Boyds, the Smallwoods, the Gallegos, the Tinsleys, the Augustas, Harriet Tubman, James 
Buckner Lewis, and Francis Griffin Simpson. Steal Away Home gives the reader a who’s who of 
Black Toronto in the latter part of the 1800s and skilfully maps them onto what is now 
Downtown, Toronto’s prime real estate. 

The author centres the experiences, lives, and voices of Cecelia and other Black historical 
actors. Smardz Frost takes painstaking effort to show the humanity of Cecelia and to portray 
her as a complex human being with a range of emotions. Throughout the chapters, Smardz 
Frost illustrates the personal development of Cecelia while also exploring the diversity of the 
Black communities in the respective locations, taking a close look at the social, economic, 
religious, and political spheres that included the establishment of churches, educational 
programs, coordinating social activities, organizations to support incoming freedom seekers, 
and newspapers.  

Steal Away Home examines the class distinctions of mid-nineteenth century Black Toronto, 
carefully distinguishing between freedom seekers arriving directly out of slavery and freed 
Black men and women who decided to relocate to Canada West to flee increasingly oppressive 
conditions in northern states. One very interesting examination that the book undertakes is of 
the occupation group of Black barbers and how this field of employment provided economic 
security for Black families.  

Smardz Frost gives a gendered reading of the experiences of a female freedom seeker. She 
examines intragender relationships, particularly the complicated power dynamics between 
Cecelia, the enslaved and Fanny, her enslaver. The author details how gender impacted the 
lives of women like Cecelia, from the need to work to help financially support their families, the 
kinds of employment they obtained, to how knowledge of their activism was hidden under the 
constraints of the Victorian era gender norms. Black women played a crucial role in the 
Underground Railroad as abolitionists in their own right and as wives of abolitionists, as Smardz 
Frost helps the reader to appreciate. By extension, the book also gives particular attention to 
womanhood in its description of the lives of Cecelia and other Black women along with the lives 
of white women such as Fanny.  

The book highlights the role of the British – US border (the Canada – US border after 1867) and 
how it functioned for Black people. The border symbolized the demarcation between slavery 
and freedom. Steal Away Home also illustrates the fluidity of the border and how Black people 
moved back and forth to maintain relationships with family members living on both sides and 
to conduct the clandestine work of the Underground Railroad. Smardz Frost also illustrates the 
movements and migration of Black people to places in the world at a time when the institution 
of slavery remained intact in parts of the Atlantic world. Some travelled even under tenuous 
conditions of freedom, globe trekking across the Atlantic Ocean to Britain and to Australia in 
search of fortune and freedom.  
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The author teases out the social networks that were part of Cecelia’s life and other Black 
people around her. Smardz Frost outlines kinship ties, tracing the lineage of various historical 
actors and also detailing the interracial antislavery networks that stretched from places in the 
US including Louisville, Kentucky; Richmond, Virginia; Rochester, New York; Cincinnati, Ohio; 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Toronto, Canada West. 

Smardz Frost consulted a range of sources to  reconstruct Cecelia’s life – personal letters, 
letters of Black abolitionists, a typescript, a memoir, civil war pension records, census records, 
birth and death records, newspapers, street directories, tax assessments, and freedom 
narratives/slave narratives of the day to help interpret and flesh out the historical context and 
finer points of Black life in nominal freedom. The gaps in Cecelia’s narrative illuminate the 
challenges of researching the life of an enslaved Black woman who stole her freedom. To 
address this, Smardz Frost employs informed speculation as a viable method to create a robust, 
engaging story.  

The title, Steal Away Home, speaks to Cecelia’s agency. She decided to flee her enslavers across 
the Niagara River and later chose to return to the place of her birth and bondage on her own 
terms. “Steal Away” is an American Negro spiritual. The phrase from the song was used as 
coded messaging in the Underground Railroad. It meant to leave secretly. The reader also 
witnesses Cecelia’s agency in her determination to purchase the freedom of her mother and 
her brother.  

Steal Away Home makes a significant contribution to the genre of stories on the migration of 
African Americans, particularly female freedom seekers, to Canada. Since its release, Steal 
Away Home has won an Atlantic Book Award, the Heritage Toronto Book Award, the J.J. Talman 
Award of the Ontario Historical Society, and the Speaker's Literary Award, a testament to its 
impact on Toronto and Ontario history. This book is an essential reading for avid Black history 
lovers, enthusiasts of local Toronto history, students of Canadian history, and readers who 
appreciate narrative non-fictions. 
 

Natasha Henry 
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_____________________________________________________________ 
 
Pulitzer prize-winning author, Alan Taylor, is 
the Thomas Jefferson Professor of History at 
the University of Virginia. He explores the 
dichotomy of the role of slavery in his book, 
The Internal Enemy: Slavery and War in 
Virginia, 1772-1832. For Virginians, slavery was 
something that they both craved and feared. 
Patrick Henry, one of America’s Founding 
Fathers, viewed slavery as “repugnant to 
humanity as it is inconsistent with the bible, 
and destructive to liberty.”1 However, he never 
freed his slaves because of the “general 
inconveniency of living without them.”2 
 
Taylor notes that, “During the early nineteenth 
century, Virginians thought of blacks in two 
radically different ways. On the one hand, 
masters often felt secure with, and even 
protective of, particular slaves well known to 
them. But when thinking of slaves collectively, 
the Virginians imagined a dreaded ‘internal enemy’ who might, at any moment, rebel in 
a midnight massacre to butcher white men, women, and children in their beds. … 
Virginians had not yet adopted the consoling myth, of the mid-nineteenth century, that 
their slaves were weak, happy and docile.”3 
 
While the War of 1812 forms the core of the book, the American Revolution is also 
covered. It describes Lord Dunmore’s intention to enlist Blacks that were willing to fight 

 
1 Taylor, Alan. The Internal Enemy: Slavery and War in Virginia, 1772-1832 (New York, W.W. Norton & 
Company Inc., 2013) 37. 
2 Ibid, 37. 
3 Ibid, 7. 
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for the British. This elicited shock and horror from slave owners. By 1776, 800 men, and 
as many women and children, had found their way to Dunmore’s ships and camps. 
Enslaved people continued to flock to the British throughout the war. By 1783, about 
6,000 had escaped from bondage. Approximately one third of these perished during the 
war, mostly by disease. Another third were abandoned by the British and re-enslaved. 
The fortunate third were evacuated to Nova Scotia as free people. 
 
Britain again initiated a hope for freedom with the outbreak of the War of 1812. They 
also heightened the ever-present fear of a slave revolt by Virginia’s “internal enemy.” 
The mayor of Richmond, Virginia’s capital, wrote, “Unfortunately, we have two enemies 
to contend with – the one open & declared; the other nurtured in our very Bosoms! Sly, 
secret & insidious; in our families, at our Elbows, listening with eager attention; and 
sedulously marking all that is going forward.”4 
 
By the fall of 1812, the original enthusiasm for the war had waned. The costs, political 
divisions and military losses, such as the surrender of Detroit, were affecting morale. 
Then, on February 4, 1813, five British warships sailed into Chesapeake Bay. The war, all 
of a sudden, became very real to Virginians. For enslaved African Americans, the sight of 
British ships was a sign of hope. Many joined the British first as watermen and helped 
with fishing, guiding and transporting goods. However, their knowledge of the 
landscape and the population were invaluable for military purposes. On April 2, 1813, 
Vice Admiral Cochrane issued a proclamation to “all those who may be disposed to 
emigrate from the United States … with their Families.”5 He offered “their choice of 
either entering into His Majesty’s Sea or Land forces, or of being sent as FREE Settlers to 
the British Possessions in North America of the West Indies, where they will meet with 
all due encouragement.”6 The British also went ashore to actively encourage enslaved 
people to come back with them. Many Blacks that had previously escaped snuck back to 
help family members run away as well. Alan Taylor notes that, “Family relationships 
largely determined who fled and who stayed.”7 
 
The war eventually ended with Britain providing very generous terms to the United 
States in the Treaty of Ghent. Taylor writes that “the peace treaty restored prewar 
boundaries in North America: a great gain for the United States given that victorious 
British forces had occupied eastern Maine, northern Michigan, a corner of western New 
York, Tangier Island in the Chesapeake, and Cumberland Island on the coast of 
Georgia.”8 He also notes that, “One man’s freedom was another’s slavery in Virginia, so 

 
4 Ibid., 1. 
5 Ibid., 211. 
6 Ibid., 211. 
7 Ibid., 238. 
8 Ibid., 332. 
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the peace that saved the republic also shut down the war that had freed thousands of 
slaves.”9 
 
Those who had escaped to the British were requested by the Americans to be returned. 
This did not occur, but the British did pay over one million dollars in compensation for 
escaped slaves. Of these, some went to Bermuda, others to Trinidad in the Caribbean or 
to Sierra Leone in West Africa and a number went to Nova Scotia. Here, a land grant for 
a Black family was only ten acres and the land usually had poor soil. But these new 
British subjects were determined to succeed with their newfound freedom. The colony’s 
governor, Lord Dalhousie, was prejudiced against the Black settlers and had the opinion 
that the promise of freedom during the war had been silly. However, when he toured 
their settlements, he saw that “almost every man had one or more Acres cleared and 
ready for seed & working with an industry that astonished against difficulties of nature 
almost insurmountable & opposed, abused & cheated by the old Settlers near whom 
they had been placed.”10 
 
The Internal Enemy provides an excellent view into life in Virginia, from the American 
Revolution to the War of 1812 and thereafter. The interactions between white 
Virginians and African Americans were much more nuanced and intricate than is 
generally known. The author provides valuable insights based on numerous first-hand 
accounts of those involved. Relevant to Canadians, these accounts continue into the 
Black settlements of Nova Scotia, part of the country’s history and legacy. 
 

Peter Meyler 

 
9 Ibid., 334. 
10 Ibid., 373. 
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___________________________________________________________________ 
 
There have been great Black Americans 
throughout history, and by the time a child is in 
kindergarten, they have heard of Martin Luther 
King Jr., Rosa Parks and Elijah McCoy. The 
children’s book, Grandpa Stops A War: A Paul 
Robeson Story, is a timely publication and a 
wonderful book for all young readers because it 
introduces them to Paul Robeson, who was a 
singer, actor and advocate who used his voice to 
promote peace and equality. It provides an 
opportunity for older readers to reacquaint 
themselves with Robeson, who championed 
economic justice, global freedom movements and 
world peace. 
 
The author begins by telling the story of how her 
grandfather used his voice to stop a war. She does 
so by retelling the events as told to her by her own 
father, Paul Robeson Jr.  Grandpa Stops A War: A Paul Robeson Story is a children’s book that 
focuses on the true story of her grandfather’s activism, courage and compassion for helping 
others when he visited the front lines of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).  
 
This tale from her childhood illustrates how her grandfather was a citizen of the world, whose 
activism demonstrated his determination and loyalty to his convictions. The retelling of his 
story has guided her life and helped her to develop her own personal code and set of values 
about the importance of freedom.  
 
Paul Robeson was a world-famous actor and singer who died in obscurity. What better way to 
introduce him to a younger generation than through a picture book? He is best known for his 
thunderous voice and his civil rights activism in the United States and abroad. Despite his 
stature and projection captured on stage and in films, he was a peaceful man who wanted to 
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use his voice to promote social justice all over the world. Robeson sang and spoke in fifteen 
languages and he is most famously known as a singer for his version of “Ol’ Man River” and as 
an actor in the role of Shakespeare’s Othello.  
 
By recalling her own father’s memory of how her grandfather used his voice to stop a war, 
Susan Robeson highlights how in 1938, her grandfather travelled with his friend, Captain 
Fernando Castillo, to the battlefields of the Spanish Civil war to sing to soldiers on the frontline. 
When he arrived, he found men who were dispirited, hungry and injured. Upon seeing her 
grandfather, the men’s spirits were lifted because they could not believe how far he had 
travelled, risking danger to be with them. The soldiers wanted him to sing to alleviate suffering 
brought on by the war.  
 
Her grandfather was able to sing for soldiers on both sides of the battlefield.  In his story Paul 
Robeson Jr. recounted how his father, “sang… more beautifully and with feeling than ever 
before.” In his singing, Robeson was able to capture the suffering of children, of his own father 
who had suffered enslavement before escaping to freedom and of those who died in the war. 
The thunderous voice for which he is famous made the battlefield grow silent; and while he 
sang there was peace.  
 
This story of one man’s effort to bring peace to war-torn Spain is captured eloquently in words 
and equally so in deep, rich images by illustrator Rod Brown.  The illustrations capture the 
feelings of triumph and Susan Robeson’s emotional connections to her grandfather’s 
convictions and principles. This story is an opportunity to introduce a generation to a different 
type of civil rights activist long before the Civil Rights Movement icons, such as Rosa Parks, 
Martin Luther King, and Malcolm X. 
 
In this illustrated family history of her grandfather’s life, Susan Robeson provides children with 
the insight that change can begin with one person’s effort. Perhaps more importantly, this book 
demonstrates what a tradition of music that dreams of liberation and is borne of oppression, 
can do to bring about change and messages of hope, peace and love.  
 
The book concludes with a telling postscript which demarcates The Spanish Civil War, Eslanda 
Robeson (Paul Robeson’s wife), Captain Fernando and Paul Robeson’s lives.  The grand-
daughter/ author details her grandfather’s long lists of accomplishments, but also details the 
discrimination and oppression he faced during the 1940s and 50s, when the Cold War and witch 
hunts of McCarthyism gripped the nation.  Robeson was forced to testify before the McCarthy 
committee, and he refused to sign an affidavit declaring that he was a communist.  He 
continued to speak out against the way in which the government was treating those they 
suspected of being communists and because of this, his passport was revoked, rendering him 
unable to travel and unable to make a living. The government set out to destroy him by 
removing his recordings from stores, venues refused to book him for performances, radio disc 
jockeys were fired for playing his music and his name was struck from record books. After eight 
long years, the U.S. Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional to deny citizens the right to 
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travel based on political beliefs. Robeson regained his passport at age sixty, re-established his 
career and continued to speak out on civil rights matters. 
 
Children need these powerful lessons and this book is an entry point to begin to have critical 
conversations that are age-appropriate on issues of social justice. Children and their parents 
can now discuss the meaning of racial oppression and realize that Black History does not begin 
and end with slavery. This book is an opportunity for us all to recognize the ongoing presence of 
structural racism and racial prejudice. Grandpa Stops A War, teaches children how to best 
resolve unfair situations they may see happening in their school and community by being 
compassionate and speaking up.  
 

Julet Allen 
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Grappling with precarity, movement, and space 

A review of novel, Washington Black 
Esi Edugyan 

2018 

HarperCollins, Toronto 

__________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction 
 
In Esi Edugyan’s Washington Black, we follow the 
journey of a young boy born into slavery on the 
Faith plantation in 19th century Barbados. The story 
follows protagonist, Washington “Wash” Black, as 
he traverses numerous countries, continents, and 
contexts, and grapples with racialization and racial 
oppression. On his journey, he struggles to develop 
a sense of autonomy in several complex 
relationships and a sense of belonging. Through the 
eyes of Washington Black, Edugyan explores 
themes of precariousness, migration, settlement, 
and notions of interest convergence, elucidating 
some uncomfortable truths about the nature of 
Black racial oppression.  
 
Unpacking the Faces of Racial Oppression 
 
Wash’s early life on the Faith plantation in 
Barbados, is riddled with several circumstances that 
give readers a glimpse into the precariousness of 
colonial life, which becomes a consistent theme that plagues Wash throughout his journey. 
Wash’s precarity is demonstrated through complex, yet different relationships with the white 
men in the novel, who all have different dispositions. While they are usually oppressive and 
exploitive in their engagement with Wash, each man enacts his oppression and exploitation in 
different ways. 
 
For example, Wash’s relationship with Erasmus Wilde, the nephew of the slave master who 
passes away at the beginning of the novel, is one that is characterized by a deep sense of fear 
and detachment. Erasmus, who inherits the plantation, runs the plantation with intensive 
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brutality, terrorizing the slaves to the extent that they believe that death is their only escape. 
When the slaves begin to commit suicide out of desperation, Erasmus engages in a public 
display of brutality to further demoralize them and dissuade their suicide attempts, creating an 
even deeper sense of despair. In these ways, Erasmus represents overt forms of racial 
oppression in the way that his actions and words make clear his dominance over the slaves. He 
fosters a sense of precarity through the ways in which his brutality creates a sense of 
hopelessness in the slave population. It seems that Edugyan uses Erasmus’ disposition and 
vicious countenance to reflect the systems of power that are easy for the reader to both detect 
and rebuke.  
 
Edugyan juxtaposes the bluntness of Erasmus’ violent actions with the introduction of his 
brother, Titch, who comes to the plantation with a disposition that represents a sense of 
progress, but with a subtlety that characterizes a more subversive form of racial oppression. 
Titch decides to take on Wash as his personal manservant in the house. On the surface, Titch is 
kinder and more understanding of Wash’s needs, exposing him to the sciences and to art, and 
therefore, helping him to develop a number of skills such as reading, writing, sketching, and 
painting.  Through their working closely together on Titch’s experiments and explorations, 
Wash also develops an interest and deep knowledge of marine life, often collecting flora and 
fauna for various projects. At times, Titch presents as supportive, caring, and even nice, and 
they develop a close relationship over the years.  
 
However, the exposure to the arts and sciences and the subsequent skill development that 
Titch offers, comes at the cost of Wash’s dependency. While Titch is less overtly oppressive 
than Erasmus, he exhibits a similar inability to see Wash’s full humanity through the casualness 
and carefree nature of his oppression. Throughout their relationship, Titch continuously puts 
Wash in precarious and dangerous situations in an almost flippant manner, which fosters 
Wash’s dependency and often requires extraordinary efforts to navigate. For example, when 
Titch takes Wash on as his manservant, he does so without regard for his existing relationships 
or kinship networks. In so doing, severs the only real and intimate familial relationship Wash 
knows with Big Kit, who served as a mother figure.  We also see this dynamic persist in the ways 
in which Titch develops and uses Wash’s talents as a scientist and artist to further his projects, 
but in so doing, also puts Wash in harm’s way, which results in severe and disfiguring injuries 
for Wash. Furthermore, on more than one occasion, Titch tries and succeeds in abandoning 
Wash at vulnerable moments and upon confrontation later in life, lacks remorse. 
 
In these ways, through the unequal power relations in the relationship between Wash and Titch 
and through demonstrating that Wash’s safety and progress is very much contingent on his 
usefulness to Titch, Edugyan beautifully unpacks the concept of interest convergence, which is 
explained by  D. A. Bell:  “the interest of Blacks in achieving racial equality [are] accommodated 
only when it converges with the interests of whites”.1 This dynamic ensures that Black people 

 
1 Bell Jr, D. A. (1979). Brown v. Board of Education and the interest-convergence dilemma. Harvard Law Review, 
93(3), p.523.  
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like Wash become footnotes (if that), whose sole purpose is to support the endeavours of their 
white “masters”, devoid of their own aspirations, beliefs, and interiority. Like Wash, if they 
possess skills or aptitudes, they can only be developed or used in ways that further and support 
the needs and aspirations of those in power and they assume much of the risk. While Wash was 
able to benefit from his artistic and scientific skill, this benefitting was very much contingent on 
his compliance with exploitation. 
 
We also see this dynamic in the beginnings of Wash’s relationship with Mr. Goff, a scientist, and 
the father of his love interest, whom we meet in Part III of the novel. Although Wash and Mr. 
Goff eventually develop a mutual relationship, there are times where the reader is reminded of 
the ways in which the racialized social and power dynamics of the day remain intact. For 
example, initially, Mr. Goff is quite disapproving of Wash’s relationship with his bi-racial 
daughter, seeing him as a contaminant that may socially devalue and disadvantage her. 
However, upon getting to know Wash and learning of his skillset, he becomes approving of him 
and offers to work with him on a project, that he ultimately takes credit for. It is in these 
subtleties and through this juxtaposition of Erasmus, Titch, and Mr. Goff, that Edugyan shows 
us the many faces of racial oppression. The reader is exposed to how both overt and subversive 
forms of racial oppression can do much harm because they all operate from a similar place––a 
dehumanization of Black bodies and a reduced capacity to imagine the interiorities of Black life 
as being anything beyond white imaginaries or as sources of exploitation. 
 
Edugyan also explores the impact that these interactions have through the ways in which Wash 
must constantly navigate the barriers to self-determination placed before him through these 
oppressive relationships. Wash’s circumvention was constructed through his constant 
movement: from Barbados to various settings in the U.S., Canada, and Europe, and Africa. He 
was constantly having to imagine and reimagine a life that often was not his own, but rather 
one that was informed by and always in response to the whims of the white men in his life. 
Through their ambivalence, these men continued to inflict a random set of occurrences to 
which Wash had to react and attempt to navigate. This incited an involuntary loop of blunt 
bond-breaking and relationship-endings, followed by a cycle of movement and migration, 
rebirth, and resettlement.  
 
In these ways, Edugyan captured not only the randomness of racial oppression, but also the 
contrast between survival and liberation. Through Wash’s many travels and rebirths, Edugyan 
also unpacks the messiness of his resilience, demonstrating the juxtaposition between the 
racially oppressed just trying to survive and true liberation, exemplified through living life on 
their own terms. Edugyan gives Wash that moment of clarity later in life when he reunites with 
Titch and reflects on an uncomfortable truth about their relationship: “How could he have 
treated me so, he who congratulated himself on his belief that I was his equal? I had never 
been his equal. To him, perhaps, any deep acceptance of equality was impossible. He saw only 
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those who were there to be saved, and those who did the saving.”2 In this moment, Wash fully 
recognizes the persistent realities of his positionality and the exploitative relationships that he 
has endured. Upon confronting Titch’s abandonment and being met with ambivalence, Wash 
articulates his understanding of their unequal power dynamics when he says to Titch: “You did 
not see me––you did not look at me and see me. You wanted to, but you didn’t, you failed. You 
saw in the end what every other white man saw when he looked at me.”3  
 
Conclusion 
 
The novel, Washington Black, eloquently takes the reader through an emotional journey of a 
young man seeking liberation from the oppressive structures he was born into. Through the 
protagonist’s varied relationships with the planter class, Edugyan elucidates the complexities of 
how racial oppression operates, reminding the reader of its structural nature and that 
individual niceties are still underpinned by larger oppressive structures and ideologies. In so 
doing, Edugyan also brilliantly highlights that in global systems of racial oppression, 
interpersonal relationships across racial lines are no substitute for substantive, holistic, 
systemic change.  
 

Rhonda C. George 

 
2 p. 295-296 
3 p. 372  
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