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PROLOGUE
The Mystery of Michelle Obama’s Roots

FREEDOM CAME TO JONESBORO, GEORGIA, IN THAT SPRING of 1865, during those hardest of hard times. The town was in ruins, its buildings shattered by cannon fire. The fledgling green fields had been decimated by drought and hunger rippled through the land. Everywhere Southerners turned, people were moving. Many newly freed slaves were dropping their hoes and packing their sparse belongings. They were walking away from the parched earth and the white people who had owned them, overseen them, or marginalized them. Melvinia, a dark-eyed young woman with thick wavy hair and cocoa-colored skin, watched them go. Like all of them, she knew the miseries of slavery. She had toiled in bondage for most of her existence. She had been torn away from her family and friends when she was a little girl. She had been impregnated by a white man when she was as young as fourteen. Yet when the Civil War ended, when she could finally savor her own liberty, she decided to stay. She decided to build a new life right where she was, on the outskirts of that devastated town, on a farm near the white man who had fathered her firstborn son. She was barely in her twenties and silenced by the forced illiteracy of slavery. Even if she had wanted to, she could not have put pen to paper to reveal the name of the father of her child, to spell it out in the permanence of black ink. This was a different kind of affirmation. Her choice was her clue. A census taker would record her address after the war, memorializing her decision in his curly script. His notes would serve as something of a handwritten message that would survive, untouched, for more than one hundred years. It would be the only message Melvinia would ever leave.

Nearly a decade would pass before she gathered up her children and headed north on her own. Black people walked then, sometimes for miles and miles on those dusty, country roads, or squeezed onto the crowded, rattling railroad cars that chugged between small towns in rural, up-country Georgia. Sometime in the 1870s, Melvinia put some sixty miles between herself and her past. And somewhere along the way, she decided to keep the truth about her son’s heritage to herself. People who knew her say she never talked about her time in slavery or about the white man who so profoundly shaped her formative years as a teenager and a young mother. She never discussed who he was or what happened between them, whether she was a victim of his brutality or a mistress he treated affectionately or whether she loved and was loved in return. She went her way and he went his, and, just like that, their family split right down the middle. Their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren—some black, some white, and some in between—scattered across the country as the decades passed, separated by the color line and the family’s fierce determination to step beyond its painful roots in slavery.

Contemporary America emerged from that multiracial stew, a nation peopled by the heirs of that agonizing time who struggled and strived with precious little knowledge of their own origins. Melvinia’s descendants would soar to unprecedented heights, climbing from slavery to the pinnacle of American power in five generations. Her great-great-great-granddaughter, Michelle Obama, would become the nation’s first African American First Lady. Yet Mrs. Obama would take that momentous step without knowing Melvinia’s name or the identity of the white man who was her great-great-great-grandfather. For more than a century, Melvinia’s secret held.

On November 4, 2008, some 143 years after Melvinia experienced her first days of freedom in that postwar wasteland, Mrs. Obama stood before a crowd of thousands of roaring, singing, and weeping supporters in Chicago’s Grant Park. It was Election Night and her husband had just become the first African American president of the United States. Mrs. Obama was all warm smiles and gracious thank-yous that evening, the poised picture of a sophisticated, self-assured woman prepared to take her place in history. The truth was, though, that she knew very little about her own. The story of her husband’s origins had become the powerful narrative that dominated the 2008 presidential campaign. The son of a white woman from Kansas and a black man from Kenya, Barack Obama embodied the hopes of many Americans eager to see an often-divided nation finally come together to fulfill its egalitarian ideals and step beyond its stains of inequality, segregation, and slavery. Mrs. Obama’s smooth, chocolate-brown skin seemed to hold few surprises. She was born on the South Side of Chicago, in a working-class corner of the city’s storied black community, just like her parents. Like many African Americans, her family had moved north during the Great Migration in the first half of the twentieth century. Mrs. Obama knew her grandparents as a girl, but only bits and pieces about the relatives who came before them. She had grown up hearing whispers about white ancestors in her family tree, but no one knew who they were. Melvinia was gone, buried and forgotten, and her name had long since faded from Mrs. Obama’s family memory. The slave girl’s legacy may well have remained hidden were it not for two strangers—one black and one white—who happened to be watching Mrs. Obama on that stage on Election Night. The bloodlines of those two women also extended back to that devastated Georgia town. In the 1850s and 1860s, their ancestors—Melvinia, who was black, and Henry Wells Shields, who was white—lived together on a two-hundred-acre farm near Jonesboro where they picked cotton, raised cattle, and harvested bushels of Indian corn and sweet potatoes. Over time, those two women would begin unraveling their shared history and, in the process, the First Lady’s as well. But that night, they knew none of it. They watched the Obamas as many of us did, as ordinary Americans eager to witness the moment unfolding before them.

Jewell Barclay, an eighty-year-old elementary-school crossing guard, clapped and cheered as she watched Mrs. Obama and her husband stride across her television screen. Jewell is a former cafeteria aide who went to work straight out of high school. She is a white-haired widow, an African American grandmother who has lived most of her life on a neat, tree-lined block in Cleveland. Schoolchildren and their mothers called to her by name whenever she walked by—“Miss Barclay! Miss Barclay!”—and Jewell, funny and kindhearted, consoled the troubled and cheered the brokenhearted. She thanked Jesus for living long enough to see this first black president and First Lady who looked so in love. In a small town outside of Atlanta, Joan Tribble, a sixty-five-year-old bookkeeper, was watching, too. Joan is a fiercely independent divorcée with blue-gray eyes and an associate’s degree, who rarely hesitates to speak her mind. She prides herself on her common sense, her pointed wit, and her beloved grandchildren. She didn’t vote for Mr. Obama. “Too young and too inexperienced,” she observed during the presidential campaign. She cast her ballot for his rival, John McCain, but admired Mrs. Obama from afar. “A strong woman,” she said, nodding approvingly. On Election Night, Joan peered through her wire-rimmed glasses as she tap-tapped the remote control, watching as the tableau of the young president-elect, his wife, and their daughters filled her living room.

The two grandmothers would have scoffed with disbelief that night if anyone had told them that they might have a personal connection to the new First Lady or to each other. They were strangers, after all, three women separated by geography and politics, class and race. For Joan Tribble and Jewell Barclay, Mrs. Obama might as well have lived in another universe. She was a Harvard-educated lawyer, a former hospital executive who had earned a six-figure salary and owned a stately mansion in Chicago. As First Lady, she would dine at Buckingham Palace with the Queen of England, chat with Stevie Wonder, and lead the Obama administration’s efforts to combat childhood obesity. Her every public move would be watched by the world. Jewell and Joan, on the other hand, lived ordinary lives, far from the spotlight. But in life, even the most familiar roads sometimes twist and swerve unexpectedly.

The pieces started falling into place in October 2009, during Mrs. Obama’s first year in the White House, when she finally learned about Melvinia, the mysterious white man who was her great-great-great-grandfather, and their son, Dolphus. A genealogist, Megan Smolenyak, had discovered the connection and the news broke on the front page of the New York Times in an article that I wrote and reported with a colleague. For the first time, Mrs. Obama could identify a slave in her mother’s family. For the first time, she could point to a white ancestor in her family tree. Some of the First Lady’s friends and colleagues wept when they read about Melvinia, envisioning the young girl so many years ago, and wondering whether she was raped, whether she was loved, whether there was any way to know the truth and the identity of the white man who had impregnated her. Mrs. Obama was so moved that she shared the story with relatives and friends during her first Thanksgiving in the White House that year. They dined on roasted turkey and oyster stuffing, macaroni and cheese, and green bean casserole. And Mrs. Obama, the first descendant of slaves to serve as First Lady, handed out copies of her family tree along with some of the documents that we had uncovered: the obituary of Melvinia’s biracial son, Dolphus, and his funeral program, which included a black-and-white photograph of the man himself. There it was, plain as day: the details of her melting pot ancestry, laced with pain and agonizingly unanswered questions. “It was fascinating,” said Maya Soetoro-Ng, the president’s sister, who was there that night as the nation’s most prominent family shared their personal portion of history at the White House, a mansion built, in part, by slaves. A few months later, the First Lady said she was still coming to terms with her newfound knowledge. “We’re still very connected to slavery in a way that is powerful,” Mrs. Obama told reporters over tea and pastries in the Old Family Dining Room in the White House in January 2010. “Finding out that my great-great-great-grandmother was actually a slave . . . that’s my grandfather’s grandmother. That’s not that far away. I could have known that woman. It just—it makes [slavery] real.”

Across the country, Jewell Barclay and Joan Tribble were coming to terms with it, too. I tracked them down after my article appeared in the New York Times. I wanted to dig deeper into the First Lady’s history and began searching for the descendants of Melvinia and her owner, Henry Wells Shields, who I hoped might help unlock the doors to Mrs. Obama’s past. As I explored new branches of the First Lady’s family tree, I discovered that Jewell was Melvinia’s great-great-granddaughter and Mrs. Obama’s second cousin once removed. Joan was Henry’s great-great-granddaughter. This, I thought, was a good place to start.

I rang Jewell’s doorbell in Cleveland one sunny afternoon in April, armed with a bulging folder full of census records, death certificates, and fading photographs. We sat together at the kitchen table and I walked her through her family line, one ancestor after another, one generation after another, from that slave girl in Georgia to the First Lady in the White House. For a moment, Jewell was speechless. She had never dreamed that she would see a black president in her lifetime, and there I was telling her that she had a cousin in the White House, that she was related to Michelle Obama. “This is something!” she exclaimed. “This is really something!” She had known Melvinia’s son, Dolphus, when she was a girl; he was her great-grandfather. Dolphus was also the First Lady’s great-great-grandfather, but Mrs. Obama had grown up without knowing about him or about Jewell, her long-lost cousin. “Wouldn’t he be so proud?” Jewell marveled, imagining Dolphus’s reaction to the astonishing news. But her delight was tempered by the thought of what might have happened to Melvinia on that farm so many decades ago. She hesitated for a moment when I asked what she thought Melvinia might have experienced. Then she shook her head. “Masters messing with those young black girls,” she said. “That’s what I think happened.”

In Atlanta, Joan had to swallow a harder, more difficult truth: that her great-great-grandfather had held the First Lady’s ancestors in bondage. Worse still was the possibility that one of her forebears might have raped Melvinia. To be related to the First Lady would have been something to marvel at; to suspect that that family relationship was born of unspeakable violence was something else altogether. “It’s horrible,” Joan told me when we sat down over a stack of records in the Georgia Archives in Morrow, Georgia, near where her relatives had settled more than a hundred years ago. “You really don’t like to face this kind of thing.” Some of her elderly cousins wanted to keep quiet about the connection to Mrs. Obama, fearful that the family name would be maligned, that they would be labeled as racists. Other white members of the far-flung Shields family felt a wrenching sorrow as they struggled to reconcile the new information with what they knew about their forebears. Most people in the family had no idea that their ancestors had been slave owners. They knew them as honorable men, hardworking men of simple means who had fought for their country and provided for their families. They worried that all that would be overlooked if a member of the white Shields family was found to be Mrs. Obama’s great-great-great-grandfather. But in the end, Joan decided not to follow the lead of her cousins, who wanted to leave their dead to the dead. She wanted to know more, even if that meant more uncertainty and a rethinking of how some viewed her family. Her ancestors were not wealthy people; they did not leave behind any gold coins, trousseaus, or tracts of land. This complicated, unsettling history was her inheritance—and Jewell’s and the First Lady’s, too. It is, in so many ways, the story of America, in which racial intermingling lingers in the bloodlines of many African Americans, and slavery was the crucible through which many contemporary family lines were forged.

Such forbidden liaisons across the racial divide—they were outlawed in nineteenth-century Georgia—have been open secrets for generations in some families. Rumors about Sally Hemings, the now-famous slave and longtime mistress of Thomas Jefferson, swirled through high-society Virginia during her lifetime, even though they were emphatically denied. Melvinia lived in a world far removed from the elegance of Jefferson’s Monticello. Her story is much more reflective of ordinary, day-to-day life in the antebellum South, even though that reality still rarely resonates in the public consciousness. Hemings and Jefferson both occupied elite positions in their respective circles. Jefferson was an American president, a wealthy intellectual, a founder of the Republic who owned scores of slaves and lived on a grand estate. Hemings had a white father, had lived in Paris, and may have spoken some French. She was a house slave, a favored maid. There is no indication that she ever picked cotton or tobacco a day in her life. Melvinia and her owner, on the other hand, were much more typical of the average citizens who became entangled in America’s entrenched system of servitude. She was dark skinned and illiterate and no stranger to the backbreaking labor of the fields. Her master, Henry, was a man of modest means whose family was itself only a generation or so removed from illiteracy.

No records have survived, or perhaps ever existed, to indicate whether Henry or one of his sons fathered Melvinia’s child, but Joan and Jewell decided to try to find out. The two women had never crossed paths—they did not even know each other’s names—but over the next two years, they both pored through their memories and family papers. Jewell dug up the sixty- and seventy-year-old photos that she had tucked away in a manila envelope and reminisced about Melvinia’s son, Dolphus, and the widely held belief that he had a white father. Joan went through the old wills, census sheets, and death certificates that she had collected over the years. (The genealogy bug had bitten her long before she learned of her link to the First Lady.) Mrs. Obama, who does not grant interviews for book projects as a matter of policy, declined my request for an interview, as did her mother and brother. But several of her relatives—an aunt, an uncle, two first cousins, a great-aunt, and a great-uncle—agreed to dig through their family records, photographs, and oral histories. While I delved into documents housed in courthouses, libraries, and archives in Georgia, Illinois, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Washington, D.C., they talked to me by phone, mailed me old newspaper clippings and family photos, and graciously invited me into their living rooms to share their recollections. Together, we worked to create a detailed portrait of an American family that had emerged from slavery and journeyed north to become one of the nation’s most important clans, an intimate saga that had almost completely been lost in the passage of time.

Melvinia and Dolphus were only two of the fascinating and complicated characters that we discovered in Mrs. Obama’s lost family tree. As I began digging deeper, the hazy silhouettes of the others slowly came into focus. There were runaways who escaped from servitude in the South and found freedom in the North. There were soldiers who enlisted during perilous times, one who fought during the Revolutionary War, and another who joined the Union Army decades later during its blistering march through the South. In every generation, formidable women stood out. Phoebe Moten Johnson, the wanderer, traveled to four cities by the time she was twenty-eight and was among the first to glimpse the skyscrapers of Chicago. Rebecca Jumper lost her parents and everything she held dear before her tenth birthday, and yet she persevered. And there was Rosella Cohen, who guided her children through the lean, hard years of the Depression and left behind tantalizing hints of a family link to one of the founders of the Jewish Reform movement. There were men who seemed larger than life—irresistible, charismatic, flawed, and vulnerable. Fraser Robinson Sr., a one-armed dynamo, deftly navigated the racial riptides in South Carolina only to leave his oldest son forever burdened with the enormous challenge of emulating his success. Dolphus Shields would become one of the best-known black men in Birmingham, Alabama, while his younger brother, Henry, struggled with all his might to make his mark back home in Georgia. Everyone who knew Dolphus remarked on his light skin and straight hair. He was near white, they said knowingly. But Dolphus was not the only one in the First Lady’s family with mixed ancestry. All four of Mrs. Obama’s grandparents had multiracial roots, a genetic inheritance that harkened back to the earliest decades of this nation.

In his book The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. DuBois, the African American intellectual, famously declared that “the problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color line,” pointing to the yawning divide between black and white. But in the 1800s, millions of people—including Dolphus, Phoebe, Rebecca’s parents, and many others in the First Lady’s family tree—occupied a more ambiguous space between those two racial poles. In 1890, census takers counted 1.1 million people of mixed ancestry living in the country. (Mr. DuBois, in fact, was among them.) Some were the descendants of white slave owners and African slaves; others were the grandchildren and great-grandchildren of white indentured servants and African slaves or Native Americans. Some were born of unspeakable brutality. Others were the products of liaisons that are harder, in a modern context, to precisely categorize. Not rapes, but not relationships that were entirely free, either. And then there were those who emerged out of love. Some slaves were freed by their masters; others remained enslaved until after the Civil War. Some were so fair skinned that they vanished or “passed” into the white world, but most became part of the multihued African American population. Mrs. Obama’s ancestors, who were swept up in some of the most important moments in the nation’s history, emerged from this particularly American mélange.

Her forebears would witness the agonies of bondage and the jubilation of Emancipation. They watched the hopes and rights that flowered during Reconstruction quickly fall apart in the racial violence that followed. They joined the vast march of African Americans who moved west and north, transforming themselves from farmers and sharecroppers into city people: carpenters, cobblers, ministers, domestics, coal miners, railroad porters, secretaries, and post office clerks. They built lives in more than a dozen states across the country, from South Carolina to New Jersey, from North Carolina to West Virginia, from Maryland to Michigan, from Louisiana to Kentucky. Their children and grandchildren would be poised to charge through the doors forced open by the civil rights movement. But if Mrs. Obama’s relatives were often buffeted by forces beyond their control, they also, whenever possible, took risks and charted their own course. They founded African American churches that still stand today and opened small businesses. They were pioneers, on the forefront of integration, who made themselves at home in predominantly white neighborhoods and studied in predominantly white schools. With their votes, they helped elect the first generation of African American politicians in Illinois. They witnessed bombings and bloody racial violence, and one was shot to death in a quarrel over love. They celebrated marriages and births and mourned their dead. Their lives were sharply constricted by poverty and legalized discrimination, and yet they still clung to the belief that things would get better. “Their American dream was that you dream a little bit at a time,” Francesca Gray, Mrs. Obama’s aunt, said of the First Lady’s forebears and of her own.

And yet as hard as we searched, many of the First Lady’s ancestors often seemed like wraiths, elusive shadows who slipped through history, leaving behind few signs that they had existed at all. Barred by law and practice from learning to read and write, Mrs. Obama’s enslaved ancestors left behind no letters, journals, or diaries that have emerged thus far. Newspapers and magazines rarely chronicled the lives of ordinary African Americans, deeming their stories unworthy of telling. And even the family stories, the oral histories that passed from parent to child, quietly faded as the decades passed. Some stories were lost on the road as individuals and families uprooted themselves from farming communities, small towns, and Southern cities and boarded crowded, segregated trains and headed north. People married, had children, separated or divorced, and lost touch with the family and friends who knew them back home. Old people died and infants were born and the cycle of life rolled on and on, carrying generations further and further from their origins. Soon all that was left were fragments of their family histories, fading black-and-white photographs of men and women whose names, identities, and origins had been forgotten. It is the kind of quiet, gradual fading of family memory that happens so naturally, so organically, that it is gone before anyone realizes it.

But other memories seem to have been discarded, deliberately cast aside. Some of the descendants of Melvinia’s white owners chose not to pass on what they knew about the family’s history of slave ownership. And Melvinia’s own descendants seemed equally content to let the memories of that time wither. For many members of that first generation to emerge from slavery, the experience of bondage was so shameful and painful that they rarely spoke of it. They focused on moving forward, on moving their children forward. Over and over again, older members of Mrs. Obama’s family said that their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents didn’t talk about slavery, discrimination, or racial violence or about the provenance of the family’s white ancestry. They described an almost willful, collective forgetting, an intentional loss of memory that spanned different communities and encompassed different branches of the family.

The silence pervaded Mrs. Obama’s immediate family as well, a sort of burdened inheritance. As a little girl, Mrs. Obama and her brother, Craig Robinson, lived on the South Side of Chicago in a one-bedroom apartment so small that her parents had to partition the living room to create space for her and her brother to sleep. Their home stood within blocks of their four grandparents; they have warm memories of spending time with them at family barbecues and Sunday dinners. But Mrs. Obama and her brother grew up knowing little about how those grandparents ended up on the South Side and virtually nothing about the ancestors who came before them. Mr. Robinson remembers discussing slavery and segregation on a Sunday drive in his parents’ Buick Electra 225 when he was about twelve and Michelle was about ten. He and his sister watched the popular and powerful miniseries Roots, based on Alex Haley’s family’s experience in slavery, when they were teenagers. Mrs. Obama, meanwhile, recalls being transfixed by Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon, with its powerful evocation of a twentieth-century family still haunted by the old wounds of slavery. She swallowed it whole, reading it all in one day. “That book, it like grabbed me and I just kept reading and kept reading,” she told a group of school children last year. During the summers, she and her family often passed by old rice plantations as they visited relatives in South Carolina. But the family never discussed how the plantations might be related to their personal history. Mrs. Obama has said that she talked about almost everything with her parents, but “we didn’t talk about that.”

The family’s conversations about slavery were almost always rooted in discussions about the African American experience in general, rarely about the family’s experience in particular. “We were aware that most [African American] families were at some point descended from slaves and we talked about that and kind of understood that was the case in our family,” said the First Lady’s brother. During Barack Obama’s presidential campaign, his aides enlisted a historian to dig into Mrs. Obama’s father’s line, which also extends back to slavery. But Craig Robinson has said his family knew little beyond that. “We didn’t do the whole family tree,” he said. “Getting into the nitty-gritty of the genealogy, we didn’t do that.” Nomenee Robinson, Mrs. Obama’s uncle, said that when he tried to dig, he found himself blocked by an impenetrable silence. “All of these elderly people in my family, they would say, ‘Boy, I don’t know anything about slavery time,’ ” Mrs. Obama’s uncle recalled. “And I kept thinking: ‘You mean your mother or grandmother didn’t tell you anything about it?’ What I think is that they blocked it out.”

At the White House, Mrs. Obama used her platform as First Lady to bring some measure of attention to the slavery experience that had shaped her family and the nation. She told students attending a Black History Month program there that slaves had helped build the executive mansion and that the Emancipation Proclamation had been signed there. In the Capitol building, she helped unveil a bust of Sojourner Truth, the slave-turned-abolitionist fought for racial and gender equality, telling the audience of dignitaries that she could almost imagine her looking down from the heavens. “I hope that Sojourner Truth would be proud to see me, a descendant of slaves, serving as the First Lady of the United States,” she said. In July 2009, she traveled to Ghana with her husband, their daughters, and her mother and visited Cape Coast Castle, a notorious slave port perched on the windswept sea where Africans were held in dungeons until they were marched in shackles to ships headed for the Americas. In each of the prisons—there was one for women and one for men—Mrs. Obama and her daughters placed a single red rose. The visit offered the world a public and pointed reminder of what President Obama would later describe as “all the pain and all the hardships, all the injustices and all the indignities on the voyage from slavery to freedom.” But outside public view, the impact was also personal and private for a family still wrestling with its own share of this history. “They were visibly shaken,” said Fritz Baffour, a member of Ghana’s parliament who helped guide the family through the dungeons. “They became quite somber.” He said that Mrs. Obama knew that her family could “trace their ancestry to slaves. She wanted the children to be aware of that fact, as part of the family history, to understand what went on.” Later that month, the First Lady took her daughters to Monticello, Thomas Jefferson’s estate in Virginia, where they could see how the men and women shipped from Africa actually lived as slaves there.

The First Lady wanted her girls to understand their own history, and she wanted to know more about it herself. Mrs. Obama once remarked that she would welcome the truth about her white ancestry. “An important message in this journey is that we’re all linked,” she said, about a month before she stood on that stage in Chicago on Election Night. “We are, in fact, through our histories of growth and survival in this country. Somewhere there was a slave owner—or a white family . . . that again led to me. So who were those people? I would argue they’re just as much a part of my history as my great-grandfather.”

Joan Tribble and Jewell Barclay came to the same conclusion. After bracing themselves for what they might learn, they each decided to take a DNA test, to see whether the swipe of a cotton swab could finally lead to the truth, whether twenty-first-century technology could help unravel a nineteenth-century mystery. With luck, the testing would allow them to determine once and for all whether Mrs. Obama’s white great-great-great-grandfather belonged to the family that had enslaved Melvinia. Three members of Mrs. Obama’s family and three descendants of Melvinia’s owner ultimately agreed to take the test, despite objections from their families and the realization that they may have to shoulder the burdens of that painful history. Even Joan and Jewell expressed their own private anxieties. When asked whether she might like to meet the descendants of the man who owned Dolphus, her great-grandfather, should they prove to be her relatives, Jewell agreed immediately. “Oh, yes!” she said. Then she stopped. She could not help but wonder whether the white descendants, even in this day and age, would be willing to embrace her, a black woman, as part of the family. “If they want to meet me,” she said, finally. Joan wondered, too, whether Mrs. Obama’s family would truly accept any white relatives, particularly if they turned out to be the descendants of a man who might have raped her great-great-great-grandmother. In Mrs. Obama’s only public discussion about Melvinia, the First Lady never mentioned her white ancestor, the man who fathered Melvinia’s son. “Sometimes I get the idea that she’s not, that she’d just as soon not know about the white connection,” Joan says.

Even in these contemporary times, when so many Americans embrace their multiracial roots, there are those among the living who would prefer such old secrets to sleep with the dead, to remain untouched, unresolved. It would have been easier for Joan and Jewell not to embark on this journey. They both knew that they might stumble across raw, painful truths, drawing unwanted attention that could disrupt their quiet lives. But they are older now, women who have discovered in their later years a hunger to connect with those who came before them. The only way to do that is to go backward, one generation at a time, peeling back the layers of history to unearth the story of one remarkable family and one singular nation. And so the trail begins with the men and women who were swept north to Chicago. It winds its way back to their parents, those forebears who were shaped by the demise of Reconstruction and the rise of Jim Crow in the South. Then, finally, it brings us back to the beginning, to that Georgia farm where the slave girl and the white man once lived. Let the ancestors tell their stories. Let them speak from beyond the grave, through the yellowing records and photographs they left behind, and through the memories and genetic inheritances of those who still live.





Part I
Migration
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THE PATERNAL GREAT-GRANDMOTHER
OF MICHELLE OBAMA
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ONE
 Phoebe, the Wanderer

LONG BEFORE AFRICAN AMERICANS POURED INTO CHICAGO, before jazz filled the city’s dance halls, before the bustling black neighborhoods on the South Side became known as the Black Metropolis, Michelle Obama’s ancestors staked their claim to Illinois. Big city, twentieth-century Chicago did not exist when her forebears settled in the sleepy, rural, southernmost corner of the state that juts into Kentucky like a pointed finger, the spot where the waters of the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers meet and mix. There, in the late 1800s, more than half a century before Mrs. Obama was born, a young girl with luminous brown eyes and bronze-colored skin labored on a farm, even as she dreamed of a bigger, better life somewhere else. Her name was Phoebe Moten, and she was born on December 17, 1879, just sixteen years after the Civil War. We all have our beginnings, those places where our stories first unfold. Phoebe would take her first steps in Villa Ridge, a tiny hamlet in Pulaski County, Illinois, with rolling green hills and rich black soil, where sweet strawberries ripened in spring and winter wheat sprang from the earth after plantings in the fall. It was a speck of a town, population 1,366 to be precise, the kind of place that people often passed through on their way to somewhere else, with a post office, a sawmill, a Masonic lodge, and a railway station that rarely appeared on state maps. But there was no missing that train when it flew through the center of town. The Illinois Central Railroad was a force of nature, a burst of steel and steam that sent fallen leaves swirling and left grasses trembling in its wake.

Phoebe would grow up watching that train, on its way to and from small towns and big towns, from Cairo to Chicago and from Chicago to Cairo, carrying people and produce to places she had never seen. She was the daughter of poor sharecroppers, former slaves who were still firmly tethered to the earth. At the time, landless black farmers in Villa Ridge were trying to plant their way to prosperity, filling borrowed plots with swaying rows of corn and wheat, tending milk cows and cackling chickens, and sowing and harvesting for their white landlords. Phoebe would work the fields, too, alongside her sisters, but she was young and restless and weary of the relentless, unchanging rhythms of farming life. The sight of that gleaming, modern train would bring to mind other ways of living. By the mid-1890s, its rumble had become the village’s background music, as familiar as the songbirds trilling in the hickory trees and the Cache River’s gurgling while fireflies hovered and flickered like wandering stars. Phoebe, who was still just a teenager, might have ignored the train’s enticing call had she not been struck by a series of calamities that upended her existence and changed her life. Her children and grandchildren marvel now at how the course of the nation’s history might have buckled and swerved if Phoebe had stayed put, if she had become a farmer’s wife and kept her feet firmly planted in that fertile soil. If she had chosen that path, her great-granddaughter, Michelle Obama, might not have been born.

Phoebe rarely indulged in such musings. She clung to the belief that her steps were divinely ordered, her path purposefully guided. Her destiny was foretold, she believed, long before she or her parents laid eyes on the promised land of Illinois.

Sometime around 1899, on the eve of a new century, Phoebe would say farewell to Villa Ridge. Her children have little doubt as to how she left. One day, they believe, before her twentieth birthday, Phoebe finally took her place on that train. She was heading north. “I don’t ever want to go back to the farm,” she would say years later.

She had no money to speak of, no property of her own, and no husband. She was a country girl, about five feet five inches tall and just venturing into adulthood. Yet between 1899 and 1908, Phoebe would travel to four different cities, each one a little bigger than the next, each one a little farther north.

She was a pioneer, a member of one of the first waves of African Americans who packed their bags and moved north, paving the way for the southerners who poured into places like Chicago, Detroit, and New York after World War II and transformed America’s big cities and the trajectory of millions of black families. That Phoebe began her trek long before the Great Migration got under way in earnest is remarkable enough. What is more striking is that her parents, Mary and Nelson Moten, headed north earlier still. As slaves, the couple accomplished something that most blacks could only dream about: they found their way to the free state of Illinois before the Civil War brought slavery to an end. They arrived around 1863, joining the flood of African Americans streaming into the state. Phoebe’s mother, who was born in Missouri, had straight black hair, light-brown eyes, and a complexion that strongly suggested she was biracial. Her descendants believe she had some Cherokee blood running through her veins. Phoebe was born with the telltale markers of mixed ancestry, too. At one point in her life, census takers would call Phoebe mulatto. Others described her as black or Negro. One of her sons was classified as white when he was an infant.

Today, people with multiracial roots often celebrate their blended identities, and Americans like Barack Obama are no longer forced to choose one race or the other. We often think of the late twentieth century and the early twenty-first century as that singular period when the nation, transformed by immigration and intermarriage, stepped beyond simple notions of black and white. But the United States saw itself as a nation of many hues back in the 1800s, populated as it was by Europeans, Africans, Native Americans, and their multicolored progeny. The difference between now and then is that Mr. Obama and others discuss their heritage openly and publicly today, which was rarely the case back then. In those days, sex across the color line was outlawed in most southern states, and babies born in such circumstances were typically the product of either violent or forbidden encounters. The stories of their origins remained shrouded in silence. After the Civil War, biracial children and their descendants, like Mary and Phoebe, stood as the flesh-and-blood symbols of those coerced liaisons and clandestine unions. For decades, the government struggled to figure out how to classify these individuals, settling on one set of labels, then others, before finally, in 1930, deciding to describe them all as black. Some people embraced their multiracial origins; it gave them a leg up in a society that esteemed people with lighter skin. For others, their fair coloring served as a painful reminder of the powerlessness of their mothers and grandmothers and the violence they endured. Phoebe belonged to a new generation, the first generation of African Americans born into freedom, and she was determined to leave those dark days behind. But in her face and in her blood, she would always carry that raw history with her.

She entered the world at a time of great promise. Villa Ridge, with its dense stands of oak, walnut, hickory, and maple trees, was something of an oasis for the hundreds of former slaves who settled there when they were first savoring freedom. It was a place that many old-timers could hardly imagine leaving, particularly around the time that Phoebe was born. In 1880, about five hundred African Americans lived in Villa Ridge, a little more than a third of the settlement’s population. Eighty-four black farmers had managed to buy their own land, and their numbers were growing. Congress had passed a federal Civil Rights Act five years earlier that outlawed the practice of denying blacks access to inns, theaters, public conveyances, and restaurants, giving families hope that society was finally opening up. Already, many of the village’s black men and women were on the rise. A small but growing number of African Americans in Pulaski County, which included Villa Ridge, had managed to move off the farms, finding work as blacksmiths, cooks, and laborers for the railroad and sawmills. A handful of black professionals—a doctor and two teachers—tended to their ailments and taught basic literacy skills. Eleven ministers nurtured the souls of the growing community. And on Election Day, black farmers, sharecroppers, and artisans alike all lined up to cast their ballots. Some African Americans were even running for office and winning. “Just now our town is one of the liveliest in Southern Illinois,” wrote the Pulaski correspondent for the Argus-Journal in 1880, capturing the optimism of the time. “It has more saw mills, more flag poles, more stump speakers and more colored voters to the square foot, than any other town in these parts.” Blacks in neighboring communities looked on with envy. One man from Alexander County noted admiringly that blacks in Pulaski County were winning elections as county commissioners when African Americans in his community had only “dared to ask for the nomination as Coroner.”

It seemed like the ideal place for former slaves who hoped to buy a bit of land and push their children up and out of poverty. But for Phoebe’s parents and many others, such dreams would sadly unwind as national and local officials took steps to turn back the clock, erasing many of the gains African Americans had made since Emancipation. In 1883, four years after Phoebe was born, the U.S. Supreme Court struck down the Civil Rights Act. It didn’t take long for opportunities to begin narrowing in southern Illinois. By the time Phoebe was a little girl, her aging parents were still too poor to buy their own farm. Blacks who aspired to work outside the fields were struggling to find well-paying jobs. The railroad relegated them to menial labor, if they hired them at all. Some municipalities refused to employ African Americans for public-works projects because white laborers balked at working alongside them. “Our newly instituted dredging system of the Mississippi River, employing nearly 500 men of all nationalities, but the Negro is not found there; can’t even get a job as a fireman,” one man complained at the time. Some African Americans observed that the so-called good life in southern Illinois was becoming little more than a myth. Who was to argue that the South was that much worse? “The north legislates to keep us from working,” one black writer noted wryly in the Illinois Record in 1897, “while the south legislates to keep us from voting.”

For Phoebe, the stagnant economic landscape coincided with a succession of personal tragedies. By the time she turned seven, her father, Nelson, who spent his entire life working on farms that he would never own, was dead and buried, around the age of sixty-two. Her mother, Mary, remarried a man named Jerry Suter, who owned a farm in Villa Ridge and became like a father to her. But sometime afterward, between 1887 and 1900, Mary would also die. Phoebe was forced to navigate the turmoil of adolescence without her beloved mother to guide her. She found herself orphaned in Villa Ridge with limited options. The local schools were poorly equipped, poorly attended, and segregated. Still, Phoebe somehow learned to read and write, in her cramped script, and worked her way through elementary school, possibly as far as the eighth grade. This was no small achievement for the child of illiterate parents, the descendant of a family that had endured generations of forced illiteracy during the reign of slavery. At the time, 45 percent of blacks still could not read or write. Phoebe’s accomplishments suggest that her parents, and her stepfather, prodded her toward finding a way out.

In Villa Ridge, however, Phoebe’s prospects were decidedly unappealing. Women usually married farmers and worked the land, or found low-paying jobs cleaning houses or washing clothes for white families; and even those jobs weren’t always easy to find. Phoebe had sisters and brothers, stepsisters, stepbrothers, and a stepfather in Villa Ridge, who may have urged her to stay, to put aside her grief and establish roots in the settlement that her parents had made their home. But Phoebe was weary of the long days working on her stepfather’s farm. Her parents had spent most of their lives laboring on land they did not own. Phoebe wanted no part of that life. No one knows precisely when she headed out of Villa Ridge, though her children believe she was a teenager when she stepped aboard that train and left the world of her childhood behind.

Phoebe could have chosen any number of towns or cities along the way. But she was young and new to the notion of faraway places. She headed north and got off the train in a town called Carbondale. By 1899, the place Phoebe now called home—with a population of just under 3,500 people—was more than double the size of Villa Ridge. Carbondale had a university, an electric company, and public waterworks. It also had an abundance of jobs available for African Americans hoping to escape the drudgery of sharecropping. Word spread quickly and black people from nearby towns and villages, as well as southern states, started pouring into the city, drawn by plentiful work on the railroad and in local coal mines. Blacks accounted for only about 18 percent of the city’s population when Phoebe made her way there, but their numbers were quickly growing.

Phoebe might have left Villa Ridge to join an older sister, who had also moved to Carbondale. By 1905, her sister was living there with her husband, who would become a prominent black minister in town. A man named Elbert Taylor lived there, too. He was a young laborer who had roots in Villa Ridge, just like Phoebe. They both had mixed-race ancestry, and they both had fathers who had worked as sharecroppers. Back in Villa Ridge, their families had been neighbors. Elbert’s parents had moved there from Tennessee sometime between 1880 and 1900 and rented a house near the farm owned by Phoebe’s stepfather. Phoebe and Elbert very well might have known each other there, exchanging smiles and conversation as they worked in the fields. Perhaps Phoebe decided to follow him to Carbondale, or they stumbled across each other in their newly adopted city. What is certain is that sometime, somewhere, Phoebe and Elbert met and decided to marry. They exchanged wedding vows in Carbondale on December 4, 1899, not long before the birth of a new century, a turning point for many young African Americans like Phoebe and Elbert, who were severing their family’s long-standing ties to rural farming life. But they still clung to some traditions that dated back to slavery. Phoebe decided on a December wedding, just like her older sister and her mother had done before her. It was a custom that dated back to the days before the Civil War, when slaves often married during the weeks before Christmas when their masters were most likely to be generous with gifts of free time and extra food.

Phoebe was nineteen and Elbert was twenty-one when the Reverend A. F. Daniel brought them together in a ceremony held just two weeks before Phoebe’s birthday. It should have been one of the biggest moments of Phoebe’s young life. Yet in later years, when she was a mother with many children, she chose to keep everything about her wedding day a secret. It is as if she decided to wipe the slate clean, to erase any evidence of the young laborer she had once embraced as her husband. Elbert might as well have been a phantom. No photographs of him are known to have survived. Phoebe’s children say their mother never uttered Elbert’s name. Some fifty years after Phoebe’s death, her youngest son would shake his head in astonishment when he stumbled across her marriage license—and the name Elbert Taylor—as he researched his family tree.

Phoebe and Elbert walked out of that ceremony in 1899 as husband and wife, with the blessings of a man known in those days as a minister of the Gospel. But whatever hopes she and her husband may have nurtured for their future were doomed. Six months after the wedding, Elbert was dead. Phoebe was only twenty years old and already a widow. No one alive today knows what struck Elbert down. His young age suggests a tragic accident, a killing, or a devastating, unexpected illness. A death certificate for him has yet to surface, and there is a good chance that one may not exist. State law at the time required county clerks to be notified of all deaths, but penalties for failing to do so were weak and many deaths were simply never reported. Phoebe’s silence about Elbert’s life and death may have sprung from memories too unbearable to speak of. There is no doubt that Elbert’s premature demise unraveled her plans, at least for a time, of moving north. By June 19, 1900, Phoebe was right back where she started, in Villa Ridge.

Journeys often unfold in fits and starts. So it was for Phoebe and the thousands of black men and women who took to the road after slavery’s demise. Some set their sights on the wide-open spaces in Kansas—envisioning the farms they might buy there—and ended up in crowded St. Louis when their pennies could carry them no farther. Some dreamed of New York City but made their peace with Baltimore. For Phoebe, it was a return to her hometown and to square one. It was the kind of devastating setback that could change the course of a life, shaking one’s faith in the future and one’s trust in God, and forcing a reevaluation of nearly everything that matters. But whatever anguish lingered in Phoebe’s heart, she clung tight to her old plans for a new life. She could not control the fates. But she was still intent on making a change, even if it had to come about in Villa Ridge. Determined to avoid farming, Phoebe decided not to live with her stepfather, who still owned the land she had worked on as a teenager. Instead, she moved in down the road with Elbert’s family, Jeff and Lina Taylor, who shared a home with their three other children and Jeff’s mother. A former sharecropper, Jeff had already made the break from farming, finding work as a laborer for the railroad. Settled into her in-laws’ rented house, along with the rest of his extended family, Phoebe finally made that break, too. She took up “housekeeping,” which, in the jargon of the time, meant she cleaned houses for white families. Some women turned up their noses at domestic work, being, as it was, positioned on one of the lowest rungs of the job market. But for Phoebe it was a step up. It was inside work, a job that kept her out of the dirt, kept her fingers clean and stinging insects away from limbs that would ache after long days in the fields. It meant that she could stay a little cooler on the hottest days of the year and stay warm when the cold winds blew in from up north.

She could often count on gifts and hand-me-downs from her employers, secondhand furniture that looked nearly as good as new; cast-off clothing with fine stitching; used books and magazines that offered a broader view of the world; and holiday delicacies that were out of reach for most black women. Between 1890 and 1900, the number of African American women who worked as domestics more than doubled in Pulaski County. Black women, even those with some education like Phoebe, had few better options. Still, it was often exhausting, backbreaking work: domestics at the time typically labored from dawn until late at night, cooking, scrubbing, washing, only to return home to start the same routine all over again in their own households. Women like Phoebe had little recourse if their madams refused to pay their wages, abused them, or fired them. The temperaments of their employers varied enormously, with some embracing their employees as invaluable members of the household and others treating them with disdain and abuse. One white woman, the daughter of a grain merchant who lived in southern Illinois, referred affectionately in her diary to her servant girl as “a black angel in calico.” Another disparaged the entire class of black female servants, complaining in the Cairo Bulletin that “only about one in seventeen knows how to work.”

Black women, for their part, learned to placate difficult bosses. They quit when they had better prospects and lodged quiet protests when they didn’t, employing work slowdowns and tactical absenteeism to get their grievances across. One group of housekeepers in southern Illinois even formed a union. Mostly, though, they learned to get by. “I have lived in the best families in this town since I have been here, and I have had some good places and some awfully mean ones,” one servant wrote to the Cairo Bulletin. “I could tell a story of grievances . . . if I tried.” Phoebe’s decision to give up farming for domestic work would shape the rest of her life. It gave her a source of income and a measure of independence, critical for a young woman whose eyes were still fixed on the road north. Even as she coped with the unexpected loss of her husband and the derailment of life in a big city, she was determined to hold on to her dreams. The move back to Villa Ridge would only be temporary. Somehow, she decided, she would find another way out.
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