
A de scen dant of the last sur vivor of the � nal slave ship to take cap tives from Africa to
Amer ica has spo ken of his pride at see ing his great-great-grand fa ther’s story � nally be ing
pub lished – 87 years af ter it was writ ten.

Garry Lum bers told The In de pen dent he wouldn’t just buy the book Bar ra coon for him self.
He would buy copies for all his 22 grand chil dren, and study it with them, to play his part in
en sur ing that never again would the world ne glect the story of his great an ces tor: born in
Africa as Kos sula, died in Amer ica in 1935 as Cudjo Lewis. “I am de lighted,” said Mr Lum -
bers. “I am so proud, so grate ful that his story is is go ing to be pub lished and that it won’t
ever be for got ten.”
Mr Lum bers grew up in the house that Cudjo built, on the two acres of land that he bought
with the $100 that some how he scraped to gether from hard but paid labour af ter be ing
freed as a re sult of the Amer i can Civil War. Through out his child hood, Mr Lum bers heard
tales told by his grandma, of a war rior in chains, shipped to Amer ica, it was said, so a rich
white man could win a bet that he could smug gle a con sign ment of cap tives 51 years af ter

Cudjo Lewis told his tale to the writer Zora Neale Hurston, but when she
sub mit ted her man u script in 1931 no pub lisher wanted it. Now, it has � nally
been pub lished
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Amer ica had sup pos edly banned the im por ta tion of slaves. He learned too of how af ter they
were freed, Cudjo and his fel low for mer slaves worked to gether to build a new com mu nity:
Africa town, now known as Plateau, in Mo bile, Alabama.
Hurston’s ‘Bar ra coon’ man u script – its ti tle taken from the name for the African hold ing
pens for cap tives await ing sale and ship ment into slav ery – lan guished in an ar chive at her
alma mater Howard Uni ver sity
Cudjo him self had told snip pets of his story to var i ous news pa pers and re searchers. But it
was only the black writer Zora Neale Hurston who took the time and trou ble to let him tell
the full, book-length story of his life. She did so when Cudjo was in his 90s, by then the last
per son alive out of the 116 hu mans who had formed the “cargo” of the slave ship Clotilda
in 1859. But when Hurston sub mit ted the story to pub lish ers in 1931, no one wanted it.
Cudjo died four years later, aged about 94, with his story still not prop erly told.
Though cel e brated to day, Hurston died in poverty in 1960, buried aged 69 in a pink dress -
ing gown and fuzzy slip pers in an un marked grave in a seg re gated Florida ceme tery. Her
Bar ra coon man u script – its ti tle taken from the name for the African hold ing pens for cap -
tives await ing sale and ship ment into slav ery – lan guished in an ar chive at her alma mater
Howard Uni ver sity. It would prob a bly have stayed there too, but for the fact that quite re -
cently her lit er ary trust ac quired new agents. Were there, the new agents asked, any un -
pub lished works?
Now the pub lisher Harper-Collins is say ing that when Bar ra coon � nally hits book shops on
both sides of the At lantic to mor row, it will be “a ma jor lit er ary event”.
Some see it as a po lit i cal event too. Valerie Boyd, the au thor of the ac claimed Hurston bi -
og ra phy Wrapped
in Rain bows, has been quoted as say ing, “We’ve got an open bigot in the White House. A
book like Bar ra coon says, ‘Yeah, black lives mat ter. They’ve al ways mat tered.’”
Mr Lum bers sim ply says: “Let’s � nally pub lish the book and let the world know what hap -
pened.”
For him Bar ra coon is a tes ta ment to his fore fa ther, to all those who trav elled in the hold of
the Clotilda and who used their free dom – once they got it – to forge a new life for them -
selves. “It is time,” he says, “For Amer ica to know who th ese peo ple were.”
Hurston knew who Cudjo was: ‘The only man on Earth who has in his heart the mem ory of
his African home; the hor rors of a slave raid; the bar ra coon; the Len ten tones of slav ery;
and who has 67 years of free dom in a for eign land be hind him’
That cer tainly seems to have been what Cudjo wanted. When Hurston hailed him by his
African name, it brought tears of joy to his eyes. When she told him she wanted to hear his
life story, she wrote, “His head was bowed for a time. Then he lifted his wet face: “Thankee
Je sus! Some body come ast about Cudjo! I want tellee some body who I is, so maybe dey go
in de A� cky soil some day and callee my name and some body dere say, ‘Yeah, I know Kos -
sula.’”
At the time, Hurston was be com ing part of the “Har lem Re nais sance”, an artis tic and po -
lit i cal move ment that took pride, rather than shame, in black Amer ica’s African ori gins.
She knew who Cudjo was: “The only man on Earth who has in his heart the mem ory of his



African home; the hor rors of a slave raid; the bar ra coon; the Len ten tones of slav ery; and
who has 67 years of free dom in a for eign land be hind him.”
Hurston knew how rarely the voice of the African-born slave had been heard. “All th ese
words from the seller,” she wrote, “But not one word from the sold. The kings and cap -
tains whose words moved ships. But not one word from the cargo. The thoughts of the
“black ivory”, the “coin of Africa”, had no mar ket value. “Africa’s am bas sadors to the New
World have come and worked and died, and left their spoor, but no recorded thought.”
And so she came from New York to a South ern home with a gar den gate that was locked
us ing “an in ge nious wooden peg of African in ven tion”, to talk to an old man eat ing his
break fast “with his hands, in the fash ion of his father land”.
When the old man talked over the peaches and Vir ginia ham she brought him, she lis tened.
And when he
re fused to talk, she helped him clean the church where he was sex ton, or drove him into
Mo bile to buy some turnip seed. When she couldn’t �nd an Alabama ho tel that would rent
her a room, Hurston slept in the Chevro let coupe she called “Sassy Susie”, with a pis tol for
pro tec tion.
And � nally, she wrote Cudjo’s story, in his words, in his di alect. It was a story of epic pro -
por tions, told by an old man in a for eign land, in fused with his long ing for Africa.
It be gins in a mod est but proud home in Benin, with a young man train ing to be a war rior:
“I grow tall and big. I kin run in de bush all day and not be tired”. He never thinks about
what might be hap pen ing across an ocean he has never even seen.
Ac cord ing to some ac counts, Cap tain Tim Mea her, of Mo bile, Alabama, has bet a north ern
busi ness man $100,000 he can smug gle a “cargo”, de spite Amer ica hav ing en forced a ban
on slave im por ta tion (as op posed to own er ship) since 1808. Mea her com mis sions the fast
schooner Clotilda. Skip per Bill Foster sets sail with in struc tions to buy slaves at a rate of
$50-$60 each.
And Kos sula’s vil lage is raided by war riors loyal to the Da homey king, the head of a dy -
nasty that has grown rich by ful �ll ing the white man’s in sa tiable de mand for slaves. For
Kos sula, now in his late teens, there is no es cape. “I call my mama name. I beg de men to
let me go �ndee my folks. De sol diers say dey got no ears for cryin’.”
As he is led away, he sees in the hands of the Da homey war riors the sev ered heads of his
fel low vil lagers. He watches them smoke the heads so they don’t spoil in the heat: “We got
to set dere and see de heads of our peo ple smokin’ on de stick.”
Mea her never paid for his slave smug gling. No one in sisted on pay ment of the court �nes
im posed on him, his brother and Cap tain Foster
Af ter three weeks in the bar ra coon, the buyer ar rives: “De white man lookee and lookee. He
lookee hard at de skin and de feet and de legs and in de mouth. Den he choose.” The slaves
are stripped of their cloth ing, pos si bly to im prove hy giene in the sti �ing con di tions of the
Clotilda’s hold, although none of that is ex plained to Kos sula: “I so shame! We come in de
’Mer ica soil naked and de peo ple say we naked sav age.”
Then comes 70 days of thirst and sour wa ter, on a ter ri fy ing sea that “growl lak de thou -
sand beastes in de bush”. But since none of the slaves dies or falls sick, Cudjo con sid ers



Cap tain Bill Foster “a good man”. He counts him self lucky to be bought by Jim Mea her,
who was less keen on see ing his slaves beaten than his brother Tim.
But there were beat ings. “De over seer, de whip stic kee in his belt. He cu tee you wid de whip
if you ain’ run fast ’nough to please him. If you doan git a big load, he hi tee you too.”
And then on 12 April 1865, “De Yan kee sol diers dey come down and eatee de mul ber ries o�
de trees. Dey say, ‘You free, you doan b’long to no body no mo’. We so glad we ma kee de
drum and beat it lak in de A� ca soil.”
Cudjo even asks Tim Mea her to give the ex-slaves land, since he had taken them away
from their land in Africa: “Cap’n jump on his feet and say, ‘Fool do you think I goin’ give
you prop erty on top of prop erty? I doan owe dem nothin.’”
Mea her never paid for his slave smug gling. No one in sisted on pay ment of the court �nes
im posed on him, his brother and Cap tain Foster.
And when by work ing in the saw and pow der mills, and on the rail road, and by sell ing veg -
eta bles, the for mer slaves earned enough money be tween them to buy land from the Mea -
hers, “Dey doan take o� one �ve cent from de price”. They bought the land from their for -
mer mas ters and built Africa town.
Cud joe mar ried Abila. They gave each of their six chil dren an African name “be cause we
not fur git our home”, and an Amer i can name that wouldn’t “be too crooked to call”. Yah-
Jimmy, Aleck, was Mr Lum bers’ great-grand fa ther.
They faced prej u dice, from black as well as white Amer i cans. Cudjo’s sons were called “ig -
no rant sav ages” and “kin to mon key”. They faced tragedy, too: the loss of all Cudjo’s chil -
dren but Aleck through ill ness or ac ci dent. His youngest son, also called Cudjo, was shot
dead by a po lice o�  cer. The o�  cer him self was black, but the story might sound weary -
ingly fa mil iar to the mod ern Black Lives Mat ter move ment: “He make out he skeered my
boy goin’ shoot him and shootee my boy … My po’ A�   can boy dat doan never see A� cky
soil.” And yet Cudjo be came a re spected leader in his com mu nity, the sex ton of the church
they built, the “Un cle Cudjo”, to whom peo ple came seek ing wis dom, ask ing for “a para -
ble”.
Once Hurston had writ ten up his story, it res onated with hu man ity as well as drama. “At
last,” she wrote in a let ter of 18 April 1931, “Bar ra coon is ready.”
And no pub lisher wanted it. Did the “thoughts of the ‘black ivory’, the ‘coin of Africa’”,
still have no mar ket value?
Var i ous rea sons have been sug gested for the re jec tion, one of them be ing Hurston’s in sis -
tence on telling Cudjo’s story in Cudjo’s di alect. The Vik ing Press did con tact her, but only
to ask for a re write “in lan guage rather than di alect”. She re fused. Per haps be cause of her
an thro po log i cal train ing, per haps be cause she was ahead of her time, Hurston saw Cudjo’s
di alect as a vi tal and au then ti cat ing fea ture of his story.
In some pub lish ers’ minds there may have been con cerns sim i lar to those later ex pressed
in 1937 when Hurston’s most cel e brated novel, Their Eyes Were Watch ing God, came out.
Some black crit ics evis cer ated it for its use of di alect.
Hurston’s fel low Har lem writer Richard Wright wrote, with er ingly: “Miss Hurston vol un -
tar ily con tin ues in her novel the tra di tion which was forced upon the Ne gro … the min strel



tech nique that makes the “white folks” laugh … [which] evokes a piteous smile on the lips
of the ‘su pe rior’ race.”
There have also been sug ges tions that Cudjo’s story was prob lem atic be cause of the way it
high lighted
African in volve ment in slave tak ing. It in no way al tered the fact that vo ra cious Euro pean
and Amer i can de mand for slaves had cre ated in cen tives for cap tive tak ing be yond any thing
ever seen be fore in Africa. Nor did it change the fact that the new mar ket for slaves turned
them from the prized hu man pos ses sions they had his tor i cally been into mere beasts of
bur den, whose mis treat ment was jus ti �ed by a racist lit er a ture de mean ing them as in ca -
pable of a white per son’s “feel ings”. But it po ten tially sat un easily with any one seek ing to
pro mote a Har lem re nais sance that took pride in black Amer ica’s roots.
Hurston her self later wrote that what Cudjo told her “Did away with the folk lore I had been
brought up on – that the white peo ple had gone to Africa, waved a red hand ker chief at the
Africans and lured them aboard ship and sailed away.”
What ever the rea son, she never saw Bar ra coon pub lished. “There is no agony,” Hurston
once wrote, “like bear ing an un told story in side you.”
Cudjo ar rived in Amer ica with out even the shirt on his back. Yet he and his fel low for mer
slaves worked to gether to buy land, to build them selves a church, a school, a com mu nity
De spite be com ing brie�y fa mous due to her other work, the largest roy alty she ever re -
ceived was $943.75. By the time she died all her works that had been pub lished were out of
print. She had su� ered the hu mil i a tion of be ing spot ted, in 1950, work ing as a low-wage
ser vant in a Mi ami sub urb, with the re sult ing, vi cious head line: “Fa mous au thor work ing
as maid for white folks down in Dixie”.
Af ter she died in a Florida wel fare home, her neigh bours had to club to gether to pay for a
cheap fu neral. Her name was mis spelt on her birth cer ti� cate. It was only af ter her death
that her true worth was recog nised. Alice Walker, the Pulitzer Prize-win ning au thor of The
Color Pur ple, who has writ ten the fore word for the newly pub lished Bar ra coon, found her
grave and marked it prop erly. The head stone reads: “Zora Neale Hurston, a Ge nius of the
South.”
Cudjo too has a phys i cal mon u ment, to go with his soon-to-be pub lished lit er ary one. It is
his tow er ing tomb stone in the grave yard of the church where he was sex ton, in the heart of
Africa town, the place he helped build.
On ev ery re turn visit to Plateau, the �rst thing Mr Lum bers does is pay his respects there.
For him, Cudjo and those who formed the “cargo” of the Clotilda have a place in the his -
tory of a strug gle that in cluded fa mous �g ures like Martin Luther King, and other, less fa -
mous peo ple, like his aunt Martha, the great grand daugh ter of a slave: “She went to a pre -
dom i nantly white col lege and got her self a Mas ters, be came a teacher. Can you imag ine
how hard that was for her?”
But, says Mr Lum bers, Cudjo and his com pan ions also de serve their place in the story of
the Amer i can dream.
When asked the moral of his great-great-grand fa ther’s story, he an swers with out hes i ta -
tion: “You never give up. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”



Cudjo ar rived in Amer ica with out even the shirt on his back. Yet he and his fel low for mer
slaves worked to gether to buy land, to build them selves a church, a school, a com mu nity.
“Cudjo was a great man,” says Mr Lum bers. “He started from noth ing, from dirt. He rolled
his sleeves up, pulled his pants up and got his hands dirty.”
Mr Lum bers is 61 now, liv ing in Penn syl va nia and still work ing – some what iron i cally, this
de scen dant of the last sur vivor of the last Amer i can slave ship spe cialises in the lo gis tics of
ship ping cargo. But he is
look ing for ward to re tire ment. And, like Cudjo did, he yearns to re turn home – although,
of course, for Mr Lum bers “home” is Plateau, Africa town, the sub sti tute com mu nity his
for bear cre ated when he re alised that re turn to the real Africa was im pos si ble.
Plateau, says Mr Lum bers, has fallen on hard times of late. The jobs have dried up. “They
for got about this place,” says Mr Lum bers. “Plateau be came some where that trucks pass
through, on their way to the In ter state 65.”
He longs to be able to help re store Plateau to what it should be – a thriv ing com mu nity,
one that at tracts tour buses that stay, not trucks that leave, a proud em bod i ment of his
fam ily, and Amer ica’s her itage. He hopes the pub li ca tion of Bar ra coon will be a spur in that
di rec tion.
And he knows that his great-great-grand fa ther would be proud to see his words pub lished
at last. “He can rest eas ier now,” says Mr Lum bers. “I imag ine Cudjo Lewis would be grin -
ning on that old cane pipe of his and say ing ‘So, they’re � nally go ing to do the right
thing...’ It is a story that needs to be told.”


