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Good morning and thank you. | am honored to bbéncompany
of this esteemed group of writers and librarians.

Today, | speak to you not only as an author, bt elsild of the
public library. | grew up in a town outside New ¥dCity that had no
bookstores. But | was lucky. We had the majesticaMd/ernon Public
Library filling the void.

My regular trips to this Andrew Carnegie legacy &varritual, full
of wonder. The leap from the downstairs ChildrdR&om to the Main
Floor was a rite of passage. With a prized aduli @ahand, | climbed a
grand marble stairway in what felt like a templeatlibrary made me a
reader. | had no idea it was making me a writedalop | stand here in
grateful awe.

Nearly thirty years ago, | wroteon’'t Know Much About History
a collection of questions and answers about Amsrjuast. Over time,

one question perplexed me more than any other: ¢tahd men who



had risked all in the struggle for “life, libertgnd the pursuit of
happiness” go home to plantations utterly dependpoh enslaved
people?

| called this the Great Contradiction — that agraticonceived in
liberty” was also born in shackles. For years,Ugtt to unravel that
contradiction by examining America’s Founders. B answer always
fell short.

So | chose to flip the narrative and explore tlkiediof five people
enslaved by four great American presidents. Loxgldm by history,
these stories must be heard. They help us gragfilesiavery’s
poisonous legacy, still felt today in America’s geaacial chasm.

William Lee was purchased by George Washingtom agtséate
sale —the way we might buy some heirloom silvee Epent more than
three decades as manservant to Washington. AtigticgenGeneral
every day of the Revolution, he crossed the Delawad suffered at
Valley Forge. Lee was the only person emancipat&iashington’s
death.

Born in bondage, Ona Judge was the daughter afisiawed



seamstress and indentured servant Edward Judgetailttr who sewed

Washington’s uniform when he left for Philadelpmal775.

Twenty-one years later, Ona Judge was in Philadsehd Mrs.
Washington’s personal maid, fixing her hair andolred her dress. One
evening, Ona walked out. She fled after learnirag §he would be made
a wedding gift to Martha Washington’s ill-tempemgénddaughter.
Furious at Ona’s escape, President Washington sped years
tracking her down.

Isaac Granger was born enslaved into what Thonféessken
called his Monticello “family.” In 1781, five-yeanld Isaac was
captured by British troops. He was in Yorktown -rgavith thousands
of other enslaved people — as this tobacco portsivalied in the
Revolution’s final battle. Later, Isaac told how $tiangton returned him
to bondage. “Master Jefferson,” said Isaac, “waghtyi happy to see his
people.”

Paul Jennings also witnessed war up close. Borawetat James

Madison’s Montpelier, he was taken to the White g4 a ten-year-old



child serving Dolley Madison and the President. @ag, during the
War of 1812, Paul set the table. But British trooymaild enjoy the cider
and wine he had laid out before they torched th&é\Hiouse.

Alfred Jackson was born enslaved at Andrew Jacksdrrmitage.
In 1838, Alfred attended a Christmas party. Singdancing, and
drinking led to a fight; a man was killed. Alfredcatwo other
Hermitage men were tried for murder. No friend loblgtion, an aging
President Jackson went into debt to pay for thefenlse and attended
every day of the trial; all three were acquittedntining at Jackson’s
plantation through the Civil War and long afterfrAt died there in
1901; a man enslaved by the seventh presidentv&arunto the 20th
century.

That is how close we are to these lives. This tsamgient history.

Through these five storiek) the Shadow of Libertgxplores the
central role slavery played in America’s foundiGgdly, that role has
been reduced to dry legalisms and textbook accafrtsmpromises
and constitutional amendments.

But American slavery was a crime against humarfitgpac



proportions —a tragedy that must be told first atoay of real people.

There is —in closing—another lesson from this dgnistory. After
escaping his bondage, Frederick Douglass wroteioiglforbidden to
learn his ABCs. White masters, Douglass knew, ig@okance to keep
power over black people. Knowledge and literacyenas keys to
freedom.

Congressman John Lewis understands that truthapsgou’ve
heard how he was denied a library card — a carahtrieawhites only.

Today —here—we celebrate literacy and reading.nBtimerely as
pleasant diversions. “Some books leave us freepteMRalph Waldo
Emerson. “And some books make us free.”

So, | express my gratitude to you — America’s lilznas — as we
face threats to democracy rarely seen in our ihife. You are guardians
of the freedom of information and the spirit ofri@ag. You stand as
what Lincoln once called, “the last best hope.”

Thank you, then, from one small boy who gained schmmore



than a library card.

New York, NY (1/3/17)



