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My Search for Roots
— A BLACK AMERICAN’S STORY

My earliest memory is of Grandma, Cousin
Georgia, Aunt Plus, Aunt Liz and Aunt Till
talking on our front porch in Henning, Tenn',
At dusk, these wrinkled, graving old ladies
would si® in rocking chairs and talk, about slaves
and massas® and plantations—pueces and patches
of family historyt, passed down across the genera-
tions by word of mouth®, “‘Old-timev stuff,””® Mama
would exclaim. Skhe wanted no part of i

The furthest-back  person® Grandma and
the others ever mentioned was ‘‘the African.”
They would tell how he was brought here on
a ship to a place called “Nap/is® and sold as
a slave in Virginia®. There he mated with an-
other slave, and had a little girl named Kizgy'.

When Kizzy became four or five, the old
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ladies said, her father would point out to her
various objects and name them in his native fongue'?.
For example, he would point to a guitar and
make a single-syllable sound, ko. Pointing to a
river that ran near the plantation, he’d say
“Kamby Bolongo.’'® And when other slaves ad-
dressed him as Toby—the name given him by
his massa-—the African would strenuously reject
it, insisting that his name was “Ain-zap.’1*

Kin-tay often told Kizzy stories about
himself. He said that he had been near his
village in Africa, chopping wood to make a drum,
when he had been set upon by four men, over-
whelmed, and kidnaped into slavery. When
Kizzy grew up and became a mother, she told
her son these stories, and he in turn would tell
his children. - His granddaughter became my
grandmother, and she pumped that saga into me
as if it were plasma®s, until 1 knew by rofe'® the
story of the African, and the subsequent generational
wending of our family'? through cotton and tobacco
plantations into #re Civil War'® and then free-
dom.

At 17, during World War II, I enlisted in
the Coast Guard™®, and found myself a messboy*® on

12, A% 55 4&RmML LR 24, native tongue HEIBF,
KEE, ZEBBTEE., 13, (BTIHE) KW, E the
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15, BT L EMBOMBIRATE, as if 5 SNKEADERRE
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a ship in the Southwest Pacific. To fight bore-
dom®', 1 began to teach mysell to become a
writer. I stayed on in the service®® after the war,
writing every single night, seven nights a week,
for eight years before I sold a story to a magazine,
My first story in zhe Digest®® was published in
June 1954: “The Harlem Nobody Knows* At
age 37, I retired from military service, determined
to be a full-time writer®. Working with the famous
Black Muslim spokesman®, 1 did the actual writing
for the book The Autobiography of Malcolm X,

1 remembered still the vivid highlights of
my family’s story. Could this account possibly
be documented for a book ? During 1962,
between other assignments, I began jfollowing
the story’s trail®. In plantation records, wills,
census records, I documented bits here, shreds
there. By now, Grandma was dead; repeatedly
I visited other close sources, most notably our
encyclopedic matriarch, “Cousin Georgia” An-
derson in Kansas City, Kan.® 1 went as often
as 1 could to the National Archives in Washing-

‘ton, and the Library of Congress, and the Daugh-

ters of the American Revolution Library®®,
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By 1967, 1 felt I had the seven generations of
the U.S. side®® documented. But #he unknown
quotient in the riddle of the past®® continued to be
those strange, sharp, angular sounds spoken by
the African himself. Since I lived in New York
City, I began going to the United Nations lobby,
stopping Africans and asking if they recognized
the sounds. Every one of them listened to me,
then quickly z0k off*®. 1 can well understand:
me with a Tennessee accent,® trying to imitate Afri-
can sounds!

Finally, I sought our®* a linguistics expert who
specialized in African languages. To him I re-
peated the phrases. The sound “Kin-tay,” he
said, was a Mandinke®® tribe surname. And
“Kamby Bolongo” was probably the Gambia
River in Mandinka dialect. Three days later,
I was in Africa,

In Banjul® the capital of Gambia, I met
with a group of Gambians. They told me how
for centuries the history of Africa has been pre-
served. In the older villages of the back country®
there are old men, called grio#s®, who are in

30. BREMEKLERA, 31, R ZRPRDES.
32. = went away, EIF. 33, FRAFNOFNR, &R
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effect living archives. Such men know and, on
special occasions, tell the cumulative histories
of clans, or families, or villages, as those histories
have long been told. Since my forefather had
said his name was Kin-tay (properly spelled
Kinte), and since the Kinte clan was known in

- Gambia, they would se¢® what they could do to

help me.

I was back in New York when a registered
Jetter came from Gambia. Word had been pass-
ed in the back country, and a griot of the Kinte
clan had, indeed, been found. His name, the
letter said, was Kebba Kanga Fofana®®, 1 returned
to Gambia and organized a safari to locate him.

There is an expression called “zhe peak ex-
perience’?” a moment which, emotionally, can
never again be equaled in your life. I had mine,
that first day in #he village of Juffure®®| in the back
country in black West Africa.

When our l4-man safari arrived within
sight of the village, the people came flocking out of*®
their circular mud huts, From a distance 1 could
see a small, old man with a pillbox hat, an off-white
robe and an aura of “‘somebodiness” about fam*. The
people quickly gathered around me in a kind of
horseshoe pattern®®. The old man looked piercing-

39, WfERk, 40, LB - HE - EEA, 41, —4£dBR
WEhRamZ, 42, MIIRF, RBEAL Kuna Kinte %S,
43, Moo BERESERR TN, Hocking /e iiEIGE, BRF K.
4, AMARELEE, S¥FKBeRT. SEFR. 45, &
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ly into my eyes, and he spoke in Mandinka.
Translation came from the interpreters I had
brought with me.

“Yes, we have been told by the forefathers
that there are many of us from this place who
are in exile in that place called America.”

Then the old man, who was 73 rains of
age—the Gambian way of saying 73 years old,
based upon the one rainy season per year—began
to tell me the lengthy ancestral history of the
Kinte clan. It was clearly a formal occasion
for the villagers. They had grown mouse-quiess®
and stood rigidly.

Qut of the grior’s head came spilling lincage
details incredible to hear® He recited who mar-
ried whom, two or even three centuries back.
I was struck not only by the profusion of details,
but also by the Biblical partern*® of the way he
was speaking. It was something like, “~—and
so-and-so took as a wife so-and-so, and begat
so-and-so....”

The griot had talked for some hours, and
had got to about 1750 in our calendar. Now he
said, through an interpreter, “About the time
the king’s soldiers*® came, the eldest of Omore’s®®
four sons, Kunta, went away from this village

46, BEXS, 47, ZYRHEDY, EHIEFR Lincage de-
tails incredible to hear came spilling out of the griot’s head.
MEANGTE BRE TR AT R I EE R MR
W, 48, «F ok, 49, ITOTARER LT RN
F—-XEE, S50, BBRE. ABEALEE - HRLK,
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to chop wood and he was never seen again....”
Goose pimples came out on me the size of marbles.5
He just had no way in the world of knowing®® that

what he told me meshed wirh®® what 1I'd heard -

from the old ladies on the front porch in Hen-
ning, Tenn. I got out my notebook, which
had in it what Grandma had said about the
African, One of the interpreters showed it to
the others, and they went to the griot, and they
all got agitated. Then the griot went to the
people and they all got agitated.

I don’t remember anyome giving an order,®* but
those 70-odd people formed a ring around me,
moving counterclockwise, chanting, their bodies
close together®. I can’t begin to describe®™® how I
felt. A woman broke from the circle, a scowl
on her jet-black face, and came charging toward
me. She took her baby and almost roughly
thrust it out at me. The gesture mcant “Take
it!?”” and I did, clasping the baby to me. Where-
upon the woman all bu#*” snatched the baby
away. Another woman did the same with her
baby, then another, and another.

A year later, a famous professor at Harvard®

51, RIEHRETREF B PMIBREER, the size of marbles
£ goose pimples MFIE, 52, ffRAF LW, in the world
FEUCHE B, B3, 53, Lo 5., RiCFBE
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would tell me: “You were participating in one
of the oldest ceremonies of humankind, called
‘the laying on of hands®®” In their way, these
tribespeople were saying to you, ‘Through this
flesh, which is us, we are you and you are us.” "

Later, as we drove out over the back-coun-
try road, I keard the staccato sound of drums®*.  When
we approached the next village, people were
packed alongside the dusty road, waving, and
the din from them welled louder as we came
closer. As I stood up in the Land Rover®*; 1
finally realized what it was they were all shouting:
“Meester Kinte!®®* Meester Kinte!” In their eyes
I was the symbol of all black people in the United
States whose forefathers had becn torn out of
Africa while theirs remained.

Hands before my face, 1 began crying—
crying as I have never cried in my [ife*®. Right at
that time, crying was all I could do.

I went then to London. I searched and
searched, and finally in #he British Parliamentary
records®® 1 found that the “king’s soldiers” men-
tioned by the griot referred to a group called
“Colonel O’Hare’s forces,’® which had been sent
up the Gambia River in 1767 to guard rhe then
British-operated James Fort®®, a slave fort.

59, #®FiL. 60, BRINEMHESMRY, THHERRUSH
WEREER ZBEEE 8 UESEH 1 HRESAEF ]
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I next went to Lloyds of London®, where doors
were opened for me to research among all kinds
of old maritime records. 1 pored through the
records of slave ships that had sailed from Africa.
Volumes upon volumes of these records exist.
One afternoon about 2:30, during the seventh
week of searching, 1 was going through my
1023rd set of ship records. 1 picked up a sheet
that had on it the reported movements of 30
slave ships, my eyes stopped at No. 18, and my
glance swept across the column entries. This
vessel had sailed directly from the Gambia River
to America in 1767; her name was #he Lord Ligo-
nier®®, and she had arrived at Annapolis (Naplis)
the morning of September 29, 1767,

Exactly 200 years later, on September 29,
1967, there was nowhere in the world for me to
be except standing on a pier at Annapolis,
staring seaward across those waters over which
my great-great-great-great-grandfather had been

_ brought. And there in Annapolis I inspected the

microfilmed records of fhe Afarpland Gazeite®,
In the issue of October 1, 1767, on page 3, I
found an advertisement informing readers that
the Lord Ligonier had just arrived from the
River Gambia, with “a cargo of choice, healthy
SLAVES”™ to be sold at auction the following

67. REEFFREE FRE A IS, e Res, TRREAD
SRR R3C. HFHRE RBMMEE S B, 68, «FIRER
Bhl=>, 69, «BHZNH>, Maryland RELEHE—M, &
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Wednesday.

In the years since™ 1 have done extensive
research in 50 or so libraries, archives and re-
positories on three continents. I spent a year
combing through countless documents to learn
about the culture of Gambia’s villages in the

18th and 19th centuries. Desiring to sail over.

the same waters navigated by the Lord Ligonier,
I flew to Africa and boarded the freighter African
Star’®, 1 forced myself to spend the ten nights
of the crossing?® in the cold, dark cargo hold,
stripped to my underwear* lying on my back on
a rough, bare plank. But this was sheer luxury
compared to the inhuman ordeal suffered by
those millions who, chained and shackled, lay

in terror and in their own filth in the stinking:

darkness through voyages averaging 60 to 70 days™s,

This book has taken me ten years and more,
Why have I called it Roots ? Because it not only
tells the story of a family, my own, but also

symbolizes the history of millions of American

blacks of African descent. I intend my book fo
be a buoy for black self-esteem’® — and a reminder
of the universal truth that we are all descendants
of the same Creator.

Alex Haley
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Part I

Early in the spring of 1750, in the village of
Juffure, four days upriver from the coast of Gam-
bia, West Africa, a manchild was born to Ormoro
Kinte and Binta Kebba®. Forcing forth from
Binta’s strong young body, he was as black as
she was, flecked and slippery with her blood,
and he was bawling. The two wrinkled mid-
wives, old Nyo Boto® and the baby's paternal grand-
mother, Yaisa*, saw that it was a boy and cackled
with joy. According to the forefathers, who had
followed Mukammad’s® teachings through hun-
dreds of annual rains, a boy firstborn presaged the
special blessings of Allak®.

It was the hour before the first crowing of
the cocks. The thin blue smoke of cooking fires
went curling up, pungent and pleasant, over the
small dusty village of round mud huts. The
men filed briskly to the praying place where the
alimamo’, the village’s holy man, led the first of
the five daily Muslim prayers®. “Allahu  akbar!
Ashadu an lawilahala!” (“Allah is great! I
bear witness that there is only one Allah!”)
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