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WANT TO GO?
What: Slave Descendants Freedom Society Inc.'s Freedom Symposium 2006, "Ancestor's Celebration: Learning Our History to Enhance the Future" with a focus on Moses Grandy and the slaves who dug the Dismal Swamp Canal. 

Where: Renaissance Portsmouth Hotel and Waterfront Conference Center, 425 Water St., Portsmouth

When: 9 a.m. to 2 p.m. Aug. 3

Cost: $30 for members and $35 for non members 

More info: Call (443) 542-5807 or visit www.slavedescendants.org
FAMILIES CELEBRATED
Besides the Grandy family, the symposium will celebrate the slave histories of the following area families: Spence, Cartwright, Tillet, Ferebee, Sawyer, Dozier, Williams, Hughes, Forbes, McCoy, Jones, Mercer, Cuffee, Etheridge, Gregory, Lamb, Riddick, Skinner, Holley, Welch, Robinson, Lawrence, Wilder, Sessoms, Basnight, Barnes and Roberts.


While historians, politicians and sociologists revive the debate on slavery reparations, Eric A. Sheppard thinks the important consideration isn’t financial gain. 

“Slavery reparations begin with the truth,” said Sheppard, chairman/founder of the nonprofit Slave Descendants Freedom Society Inc. “The NAACP doesn’t address slavery, they address civil rights.

“We address the issue of slavery. It’s time. It’s been long overdue to carefully examine the contributions slave Americans had in building this country, the contributions they had in making this country great.”

Sheppard’s Columbia, Md.-based organization will examine that issue at an Aug. 3 symposium in Portsmouth, “Learning Our History to Enhance Our Future.”

“It’s important for all Americans to learn the achievements these individuals did in the light of their seemingly insurmountable hardships and bondage,” Sheppard said. “Much of America is still in denial that slavery existed. America was made great on the backs of its enslaved people.”

As a way to place a local lens on the contributions of slaves, the event at the Renaissance Portsmouth Hotel and Waterfront Conference Center will honor those who dug the 200-year-old Dismal Swamp Canal, which follows the Suffolk-Chesapeake border and crosses into North Carolina.

“Our focus will be on the enslaved and free ancestors who hand-dug the canal,” said Sheppard, who also heads the society’s sister company, Diversity Restoration Solutions, which conducts “Healing from Slavery” workshops across the country. “These ancestors endured unbelievable hardships, and we’ll take a look at that to allow these families to finally take pride, and seek closure.”

These slaves’ Herculean efforts to carve out the canal date to the early 1700s when the Dismal Swamp Company – of which George Washington was one of the 12 original shareholders – decided to farm the swamp’s treasure trove of timber and its byproducts. By 1808, according to “The Fabulous History of the Dismal Swamp Company” by Charles Royster, hired slaves had made more than 1 million 3-foot cedar shingles. As a way to transport these shingles, the Dismal Swamp Canal was authorized by the Virginia House of Delegates in 1783, with work beginning 10 years later.

The two 11-mile trenches – one from the Tar Heel end and the other in Virginia – were dug by slaves using axes, saws, shovels and picks. The canal had to be at least 8 feet deep to accommodate vessels with 15-foot beams. Grueling work in mosquito- and snake-infested swamp land was slow; the toil only produced about 10 yards a day.

Details of the work’s hardships were articulated by eyewitness Willis Augustus Hodges, a free black from what is now Virginia Beach, in his autobiography “Free Man of Color.”

Needing work, Hodges signed on as a laborer on the Carolina side, earning $12 a month. Hodges’ work detail counted 500 men, of which only 12 were free. His group was supervised by an overseer named Hubbard.

“This man … was a very cruel and hard task master in all his ways, and made us work from sun to sun; Hubbard flogged the men often,” Hodges wrote in his autobiography.

One incident of Hubbard’s cruelty sickened Hodges.

Hubbard accused a slave named Frank – “a good man, quiet, honest and a good Christian” – of stealing one of his pigs. The overseer had him beaten on the face with a hickory stick, had him kicked and, finally, had Frank tied to a tree and had him whipped 200 times to a point near death. Later that night the missing pig wandered back to camp.

“I remarked to murderer Hubbard the next day that it was a pity to have whipped Frank in the way he had for nothing,” Hodges said. “And he said, ‘if he didn’t need it now, he will someday.’ After being disgusted at the outrages I had witnessed, I left South Mills, N.C., and returned to Blackwater, Princess Anne County, Va.”

Tommy Bogger, director of archives at Norfolk State University, has researched the work of Hodges and other slaves who built the canal. He will serve as part of a panel discussion at the symposium.

“I’m glad to see more and more families e m b r a c i n g their history, the history of their work on the canal,” he said. “They endured hard, back-breaking work in heat, humidity and snakes.”

One of the best-known accounts belongs to the Moses Grandy family. Ancestors of the Camden, N.C., slave will celebrate his legacy as an extension of the symposium. The Grandys’ Ancestors Celebration weekend will include an Aug. 5 banquet at Mount Lebanon Baptist Church in Chesapeake and a prayer service Aug. 6.

Moses Grandy was a former slave who, after being cheated by three duplicitous masters, bought his freedom around 1830 after making three payments of $600 each to his former owners.

“That was only $1,800 then but, translated into today’s finances, becomes around $56,000, and that’s a lot of money for anyone, free man or slave,” said Lisa Sheppard, vice chair and treasurer of the Slave Descendants Freedom Society.

Grandy’s story was captured in an 1843 slave narrative dictated to visiting English abolitionist George Thompson. The work was published by the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society in London and in Boston in 1844.

Clever and ambitious, Grandy hired himself out to other employers during his bondage. He worked as a shingle maker in the Dismal Swamp and later on a boat that traveled the swamp canal during the War of 1812, smuggling much-needed goods from North Carolina to ports in Portsmouth and Norfolk. Praised by Moses Myers , a Norfolk businessman and prominent citizen of the day, Grandy eventually became foreman of his own canal boat.

“His master made him captain of a boat,” said family patriarch Clinton Grandy Sr. of Chesapeake. “Even as a slave he was smart enough to captain a tug, not too many men, free or slave, could do that.”

“Moses Grandy was an extraordinary man,” said Bogger, a Virginia Beach resident who has been researching Grandy’s history for more than three decades. “He made the best of his situation by working hard, by hauling goods through the Dismal Swamp Canal. He was all work and no play.”

While still a slave, Grandy lived in what is now the Deep Creek area of Chesapeake for a while. After achieving his freedom, thanks to help from a trusted white Great Bridge resident, Capt. Edward Minner, he moved to Rhode Island and lived his f inal y ears in Boston, where he dictated his autobiography to Thompson.

The connection between the Portsmouth symposium and the Grandy family reunion also is personal for Eric Sheppard. Genealogical research led Sheppard to discover that he is related to the Grandys.

“Eric did not know much about his father’s side of his family,” said Lisa Sheppard. “He then began reading and doing research. That led him to Chesapeake to an older cousin, Clinton Grandy, who is the patriarch of the Moses Grandy family. Further research led Eric to North Carolina, specifically Camden, where Moses Grandy was originally from.”

Eric Sheppard added that Clinton Grandy led him to discover Moses Grandy’s history in a book titled “Narrative of the Life of Moses Grandy: Late a Slave in the United States of America.” Sheppard said he traveled to London a few years ago to present a plaque to the Anti-Slavery Society for publishing his ancestor’s illuminating story.

Family members also appreciate Sheppard’s efforts to keep the legacy alive.

“Not forgetting where you came from is the foundation for all of us,” said Ethel “Mother” Grandy of Chesapeake. “God always has somebody that will stand up for the truth, like Eric (Sheppard). Because of his research, I know. Eric takes us back to that foundation.”

Eric Sheppard self-published his genealogical research in August 2003. “Ancestor’s Call” chronicles his own Alex Haleylike experiences.

“I was part of the Million Man March in D.C. and encountered some uncomfortable situations of not knowing who I was,” Sheppard said. “That led me to tracing my roots, which led to my book.”

At book signings, Sheppard said he met more and more people who also have done such work.

“All these people came up to me with all kinds of fantastic stories about their ancestors, their slave ancestors. I thought there’s no such organization to bring all these wonderful stories, these wonderful histories out. I even ran into families who would deny their slave past.”

That’s why the Sheppards, who are moving to Isle of Wight County from Maryland, founded the Slave Descendants Freedom Society.

“If America doesn’t recognize them, we’re going to recognize them,” Eric Sheppard said.

The symposium is the society’s third annual undertaking.

“We are focusing on Moses Grandy and his family, but we’ll look at all associated on an equal basis,” Eric Sheppard said. “Through this, families can take pride and seek healing.”

Sheppard said these family slave histories carry huge spiritual power and this power of history can be used by blacks and whites to come to grips with the country’s slave past.

“Our young folks should know about it,” said Clinton Grandy. “It’s history. It shouldn’t be hidden.”

• Reach Eric Feber at 222-5203 or eric. feber@pilotonline.com 
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