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Descendants of freed slave Moses Grandy reunite
By DAVE FORSTER, The Virginian-Pilot
© August 6, 2006 
Last updated: 12:41 AM
PORTSMOUTH - In his historic 1843 memoir, freed slave Moses Grandy lamented the near-hopeless pursuit of reuniting his family:

"I do not know where any of my other four children are, nor whether they be dead or alive."

On Saturday, Grandy's descendants carried on the work of finding one another. They reunited at the Renaissance Portsmouth Hotel and Waterfront Conference Center, where they honored their oldest living member, Golena Hughes, 96, of Camden, N.C. 

Hughes, who traveled to Portsmouth from an Elizabeth City nursing home, was greeted during lunch by another high-profile hotel guest. Comedian Mo'Nique, performing this weekend in Virginia Beach, learned of Hughes and the Grandy family reunion in an elevator ride with Eric Sheppard, one of the event's organizers.

The women with Hughes worked their cell phone cameras while Mo'Nique bent down toward Hughes' wheelchair and whispered her respects.

"I am in awe of this person right now," Mo'Nique said, her voice hoarse from three shows Friday.

Sheppard, co-founder of the Slave Descendants Freedom Society, said Mo'Nique shared with him that she had had difficulty tracing her family roots. He promised to help her. "Our problem as African Americans is we don't know who we are, by and large," he said later.

Thanks to Grandy's memoir, "Narrative of the Life of Moses Grandy: Late a Slave in the United States of America," Sheppard knows better than most.

Grandy, born around 1786 in Camden County, N.C., spent much of his life saving money to buy himself and his family out of slavery. He paid for his own freedom three times - $1,850 total, according to his memoir - before finally being let go. 

As a slave, Grandy helped clear the Dismal Swamp of lumber and worked its canal boats. In his memoir, which Grandy dictated to an Englishman, he recalled how slaves waded deep into water and mud to cut away roots. "If they can keep their heads above water, they work on." After floggings, the slaves boiled a strong weed and washed their sores with its bitter liquor. For relief, they rubbed one another's backs with what little meat they were given.

Eventually, Grandy secured his freedom papers and moved north. The happiness altered his gait.

"I felt to myself so light, that I almost thought I could fly, and in my sleep I was always dreaming of flying over woods and rivers."

This weekend, Sheppard encouraged other families to search for their ancestors. Start with the oldest relatives and get their oral histories, he said. From there, research online and delve into marriage records. Sheppard and his wife, Lisa, who moved recently from Maryland to Isle of Wight County, began an initiative called Operation Restore Our Families about five months ago to spur other families to action.

The research is time-consuming but potentially life-altering, Sheppard said. For descendents of slaves, the need is especially urgent, he said.

"Our families are being torn apart," Sheppard said. "Sometimes, reconnecting to your roots can help remove that dysfunction."

Reach Dave Forster at (757) 222-5563 or dave.forster@pilotonline.com. 
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