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TELLING THE STORY 
 
 Jewish tradition commands us to tell the story of  slavery and emancipation. In fact, 
telling this story as if  we ourselves took part in it is a central requirement of  the seder. The 
year 2019 marks the 400th anniversary of  the arrival in 1619 at Jamestown of  the first 
Africans to be sold into bondage. The universal and timeless desire to be free from slavery 
comes through these voices from US history.  
 
“Blacks were enslaved in this country for 244 years, from 1619 to 1863. As of  2010, they 
have been free for 147 years.”   
― Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of  Other Suns: The Epic Story of  America's Great 
Migration (2010) 
 
 
1830 
“See your Declaration Americans!!! Do you understand your own language? Hear your 
language, proclaimed to the world, July 4th 1776 – “we hold these truths to be self-evident – 
THAT ALL MEN ARE CREATED EQUAL!” 

– From “David Walker’s Appeal,” a pamphlet published by the son of  an enslaved man, 
living in Boston. The state of  Georgia offered an award of  $10,000 for anyone who 
would deliver him alive, and $1,000 for his death.  

 
1833 
“Most of  our color have been taught to stand in fear of  the white man, 
from their earliest infancy, to work as soon as they could walk, and call 
“master” before they could scarce lisp the name of  mother. Continual 
fear and laborious servitude have in some degree lessened in us that 
natural force and energy which belong to man; or else, in defiance of  
opposition, our men, before this, would have nobly and boldly 
contended for their rights. But give the man of  color an equal 
opportunity with the white man from cradle to manhood, and from 
manhood to the grave, and you would discover the dignified statesman, 
the man of  science, and the philosopher. But there is no such 
opportunity for the sons of  Africa, and I fear that our powerful ones are fully determined 
that there never shall be.”  

– Maria Stewart, African-American abolitionist, speaking at the African Masonic Hall 
in Boston   

 
1860  
“You say you have offers to buy me, and that you shall sell me if  I do not send you $1,000, 
and in the same breath and almost in the same sentence, you say, ‘You know we raised you as 
we did our own children.’ Woman, did you raise your own children for the market? Did you 
raise them for the whipping-post? Did you raise them to be driven off, bound to a coffle [a 
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group of  slaves being driven to market] in chains?” Where are my poor 
bleeding brothers and sisters? Can you tell? Who was it that sent them 
off  into sugar and cotton fields, to be kicked and cuffed, and whipped, 
and to groan and die; and where no kin can hear their groans,  or attend 
and sympathize at their dying bed, or follow in their funeral?” 

– Letter from Jermain Wesley Loguen, a fugitive who became 
pivotal in the Syracuse Underground Railroad, to Sarah Logue 
who had with her husband held him as a slave  

 
1865 

“I am not asking for sympathy at the hands of  abolitionists, sympathy 
at the hands of  any. I think the American people are disposed often to 
be generous rather than just...What I ask for is not benevolence, not 
pity, not sympathy, but simply justice.” 

– Frederick Douglass, born into slavery in 1818, in a speech to the 
Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society called “What the Black Man 
Wants” 

 
1899 
“We have suffered, sir – God knows how much we have suffered! – since your accession to 
office, at the hands of  a country professing to be Christian, but which is not Christian, from 
the hate and violence of  a people claiming to be civilized, but who are not civilized, and you 
have seen our sufferings, witnessed from your high place our awful wrongs and miseries, and 
yet you have at no time and no occasion opened your lips on our behalf. Why? we ask. Is it 
because we are black and weak and held for more than two centuries in cruel bondage by 
your forefathers?” 

– I.D. Barnett et al, An Open Letter to President McKinley by Colored People of  
Massachusetts  

 
1919 
“When I was maybe 10 years old [in 1919], I changed schools. On the way to school, I had 
to go through a park that was for white people only. We could walk through the park but we 
couldn’t stop at all, just pass through it. There were swings in this park and, oh, I so much 
wanted sometimes to just stop and swing a little while, but we couldn’t because we were 
black. I would walk through this park to my school where there weren’t any swings. 
 Every morning all the kids would line up according to classrooms and we would have 
prayers and sing the Star Spangled Banner and then we’d march to our respective groups 
after this business. 
 I decided I wasn’t going to sing the Star Spangled Banner. I just stood there every 
morning and didn’t sing it…[the principal] asked me why I wasn’t singing [it]… 
 Finally I told him. “Because it says ‘The land of  the free and the home of  the brave’ 
and this is not the land of  the free…if  I could not swing in those swings in the park, and I 
couldn’t sit in the park and I could only walk in Shakespeare Park, then it couldn’t be the 
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land of  the free. Who’s free?” He didn’t say anything.”  
– Silvia Woods, trade union leader, interviewed in 1973   

 
The Great Migration: ~1916 to ~1970 – six million African Americans left the South 
for the Midwest, West and North, fleeing the terrorism of  lynching, and Jim Crow 
segregation  
“The worst thing that could happen to a colored child in the South was for a parent to hear 
that a child was acting up. There would be no appeals, the punishment swift and physical. 
The arbitrary nature of  grown people’s wrath gave colored children practice for life in the 
caste system, which is why parents, forced to train their children in the ways of  subservience, 
treated their children as the white people running things treated them. It was preparation for 
the lower-caste role children were expected to have mastered by puberty.”  
 

“They did what human beings looking for freedom, throughout history, have often done. 
They left.”  
― Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of  Other Suns: The Epic Story of  America's Great 
Migration (2010) 
 
 
1951 
“In June 1951 Harvey E. Clark Jr., a 29-year-old college graduate, 
veteran and Chicago bus driver, tried to move his family into a 
Cicero apartment. ''We were denied admission to the building by 
the police themselves,'' Mr. Clark recalled. ''I was a newcomer to 
Chicago, and being a Southerner, I thought I was in a free state, 
Abraham Lincoln's state.''  

“A Federal court ordered the town to assist and protect the fam-
ily, but Mr. Clark said that onlookers ''spat on me, and the police turned their heads.'' After 
the moving van left, a mob of nearly 5,000 gathered and stormed the 20-unit building. Furni-
ture, including a piano, was pitched out of windows and burned, plaster was torn from walls, 
plumbing fixtures were ripped out and window frames were destroyed. 

''The fire department was only two blocks away,'' Mr. Clark said, ''but they refused to put out 
the fire.''  

- New York Times archive, 1983. Note: The Cicero Riot lasted three days. The Cook 
County grand jury failed to indict any of  the accused rioters, instead indicting Clark's 
attorney from the NAACP, the owner of  the apartment building, and the owner's 
rental agent and lawyer on charges of  inciting a riot and conspiracy to damage 
property. The charges were dropped after widespread criticism. 
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1951 
 
“Harlem”    
By Langston Hughes 

 
What happens to a dream deferred? 
 
 Does it dry up 
 like a raisin in the sun? 
 Or fester like a sore--  
 And then run? 
 Does it stink like rotten meat? 
 Or crust and sugar over-- 
 like a syrupy sweet? 
 
 Maybe it just sags 
 like a heavy load. 
 
 Or does it explode? 

 
 
1963 

“To those who have said, “Be Patient and Wait,” we must say that, 
“Patience is a dirty and nasty word.” We cannot be patient, we do not 
want to be free gradually, we want our freedom, and we want it now. We 
cannot depend on any political party, for both the Democrats and 
Republicans have betrayed the basic principles of  the Declaration of  
Independence.” 

- John Lewis, then a young leader of  the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), later a 17-term Congressman 
from Georgia. This quote is from the original text of  his speech 
to be given on the steps of  the Lincoln Memorial at the rally best remembered for 
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s historic “I have a dream speech.” Pressured by King and 
other established Civil Rights leaders, Lewis rewrote his speech to “tone it down.” 

 
1986 
“As soon as I opened my car door and got out, the police officer who had started walking 
toward my vehicle drew his weapon and pointed it at me. I must have looked completely 
bewildered.  
 My first instinct was to run… 
 “Move and I’ll blow your head off!” The officer shouted the words, but I couldn’t 
make any sense of  what he meant. I tried to stay calm; it was the first time in my life anyone 
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had ever pointed a gun at me. 
 …“What are you doing out here?” said the second officer… 
 “I live here. I moved into that house down the street just a few months ago. My 
roommate is inside. You can go ask him.” I hated how afraid I sounded and the way my 
voice was shaking. 
 “[The officer] placed my hands on the car and bent me over the back of  the vehicle. 
The SWAT car’s bright spotlight was still focused on me. I noticed people up the block 
turning on their lights and peering out of  their front doors. The house next to ours came to 
life, and a middle-aged white man and woman walked outside and stared at me as I was 
leaned over the vehicle.” 
 “The other officer was now leaning inside my car and going through my papers. I 
knew that he had no probable cause to enter my vehicle and that he was conducting an 
illegal search.” 

”Finally [one of  the officers returned after calling my name into the station]. “They 
don’t have anything on him.” He sounded disappointed. 

“I found my nerve and took my hands off  the car. “This is so messed up. I live here. 
You shouldn’t have done this. Why did you do this?” 

“The older officer frowned at me. “Someone called about a suspected burglar. There 
have been a lot of  burglaries in this neighborhood.” Then he grinned. “We’re going to let 
you go. You should be happy.” 
 
 “[Later] when I replayed the whole incident in my mind, what 
bothered me most was the moment when the officer drew his 
weapon and I thought about running. I was a twenty-eight-year-old 
lawyer who had worked on police misconduct cases. I had the 
judgement to speak calmly to the officer when he threatened to shoot 
me. When I thought about what I would have done when I was 
sixteen years old or nineteen or even twenty-hour, I was scared to 
realize that I might have run. The more I thought about it, the more 
concerned I became about all of  the young black boys and men in 
that neighborhood. Did they know not to run?” 

 
- Bryan Stephenson, Founder/Executive Director of  the Equal Justice Initiative, in Just 

Mercy: a Story of  Justice and Redemption, 
2014  

 
Era of  Mass Incarceration – 1970s to present 
“The genius of  the current caste system, and what 
most distinguishes it from its predecessors, is that it 
appears voluntary. People choose to commit crimes, 
and that’s why they are locked up or locked out, we 
are told. This feature makes the politics of  
responsibility particularly tempting, as it appears the 
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system can be avoided with good behavior. But herein 
lies the trap. All people make mistakes. All of  us are 
sinners. All of  us are criminals. All of  us violate the law 
at some point in our lives. In fact, if  the worst thing 
have ever done is speed ten miles over the speed limit 
on the freeway, you have put yourself  and others at 
more risk of  harm than someone smoking marijuana in 
the privacy of  his or her living room. Yet there are 
people in the United States serving life sentences for 
first-time drug offenses, something virtually unheard of  
anywhere else in the world.” 

- Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Era of  
Colorblindness (2012) 

 
2018  - Boston  
“One day this fall, Rachel Domond, a third-year student at Northeastern University, con-
ducted a counting exercise that has become all too familiar for many African-American stu-
dents. She sat on the red couches on the second floor of the Curry Student Center and 
scanned the room for others who looked like her. 
 
It didn’t take long to count. It never does. 
 
“I see one black person over there,” she said, motioning across the room to a group of 
about 40 students.  
 

Melissa Potter Forde, who left New York City to attend Northeastern, recalls being taken 
aback when a classmate handing out Valentines asked her about whether she would want one 
with a “colored” Disney princess on it. She remembered waiting in vain for cabs after nights 
out, only to be told that many of  them don’t pick up black people. It was far from the 
carefree sanctuary for college kids that she had imagined. 
 
In this Athens of  America, packed with top colleges, the enrollment of  African-American 
students in Greater Boston’s universities was less than 7 percent in 2015, notably less than 
most other major metro areas, according to the most recent federal data on students at every 
level.  
At least one selective private school in Massachusetts has found a way to match [enrollment 
percentages in other metro areas]. Amherst College, a small liberal arts institution with about 
1,850 undergraduates about two hours away from Boston, counts black students as nearly 12 
percent of its student body. 
 
While Amherst educates far fewer students than larger universities do, its minority recruit-
ment efforts stand out. Officials there attribute some of their success to longstanding gener-
ous policies that have eliminated loans for all students who need financial aid. But it’s more 
than money: Officials say they also pay for travel for many prospective students to visit the 
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campus, even before they apply, and they make sure to visit many low-income and majority-
minority high schools regularly. 
 
“The question is whether universities will make black enrollment more of a priority — and 
whether, over the next many years, that would help change the view of Boston as an unwel-
coming place.” 

 
“The median net worth of non-immigrant African-American households in the Boston area 
is just $8, the lowest in a five-city study of wealth disparities. It’s hard to ignore the dramatic 
contrast to the $247,500 net worth for white households in the Boston area. 
 
“That borders on insane and absurd. The disparity in Boston just transcends everything,” 
said William A. Darity Jr., a professor of public policy at Duke University who was one of 
the lead investigators of that study, which involved the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston. 
“It’s just staggering.” 

- Boston Globe Spotlight series, “Boston.Race.Image.Reality” (2018) 
 
Today 
“So what is to be demanded in this moment in our nation’s racial history? 
 
“If the movement that emerges to end mass incarceration does not meaningfully address the 
racial divisions and resentments that gave rise to mass incarceration, and if it fails to cultivate 
an ethic of genuine care, compassion and concern for every human being – of every class, 
race and nationality – within our nation’s borders, including poor whites, who are often pit-
ted against poor people of color, the collapse of mass incarceration will not mean the death 
of racial caste in America. Inevitably, a new system of racialized social control will emerge – 
one that we cannot foresee, just as the current system of mass incarceration was not pre-
dicted by anyone thirty years ago. No task is more urgent for racial justice advocates today 
than ensuring that America’s current racial caste system is its last.” 

- Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Era of  
Colorblindness (2012) 

 
 "You are not obligated to complete the work [of  Tikkun Olam, healing and repairing 
the world], but neither are you free to desist from it." 
 - Pirkei Avot, Ethics of  the Fathers, written in the first and second century 
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