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Dozens honor Dismal Swamp Canal diggers
By NICOLE MORGAN, The Virginian-Pilot
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	CORRECTION: The original version of this story contained an error. The book "Readings in Black and White: Lower Tidewater Virginia" was written by Tommy Bogger, Terry Jones, William Pacquette and Sarah Hughes. Bogger, director of the Harrison B. Wilson Archives at Norfolk State University, wrote the section on the Great Dismal Swamp. 


PORTSMOUTH - The thousands of slaves who dug the Dismal Swamp Canal wielded shovels, picks and saws.

They stepped over snakes, clearing brush and trees by hand through a veil of mosquitoes. Even with teams of up to 500 men, progress on the 22-mile canal was slow. 

About 200 years have passed since those enslaved men from farms and plantations in southeastern Virginia and northeastern North Carolina dug the canal. 

Dozens of people gathered to honor those men and their contribution to American history at the Freedom Symposium 2006 at the Portsmouth Renaissance Hotel and Waterfront Conference Center on Thursday. The event ends Sunday. 

Lisa and Eric Sheppard, founders of the Slave Descendants Freedom Society Inc., hosted the symposium. The Maryland-based organization helps descendants of slaves reconnect with their ancestral heritage.

Many people know about the canal as a source of recreation or even associate it with the logging industry, Lisa Sheppard said.

"Nobody actually focuses on the laborers," she said. "It's up to us as descendants of those people to honor them."

Construction on the canal began in 1793 and the initial construction ended in 1805.

A panel of historians and researchers, including Tommy Bogger, director of the Harrison B. Wilson Archives and Gallery at Norfolk State University, held a question-and-answer session.

Some slaves died from diseases, malnutrition and or by beatings from their overseer, said Bogger, who wrote the section of the book "Readings in Black and White: Lower Tidewater Virginia" that focuses on laborers and maroon societies in the Great Dismal Swamp. 

The canal created a short cut from the Great Bridge area in Virginia to the South Mills area of North Carolina, he said. It also connected northeastern North Carolina to the rest of the world, he said.

Ships had a difficult time going past the Outer Banks, Bogger said, because they would get caught in sandbars.

With the canal, it was easier for farmers and merchants to ship goods such as grain, lumber and tar to the Great Bridge area, then up the Elizabeth River into Norfolk. From there, Bogger said, goods could be shipped across the Atlantic. 

Panelists also discussed maroon societies of slaves who had escaped into the swamp and made it home. Bogger told the story of a woman who had lived there for about seven years with her children and was later captured.

Her children had been raised to walk bent over, to stop frequently and look around them, and not to make even the slightest whimper, he said.

The keynote speaker, Dodou Bammy Jagne, ambassador of the Republic of the Gambia in West Africa, said blacks have defied all obstacles put in their paths. Knowing about the struggles of the past can make for a better future, he said.
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"Today, we still remain one people united by a common ancestry," Jagne said.

That is a good start, Eric Sheppard said.

Learning about the past, he said, and coming to terms with it "is part of the healing process that must take place."

  Reach Nicole Morgan at (757) 446-2443 or nicole.morgan@pilotonline.com. 
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