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minded us in a new biography of an under-appreciated African-American nov-
elist, Pauline Elizabeth Hopkins, New England’s black reformers also remained
active through the 20th century. At the centennial of Garrison’s birth in 1905,
Hopkins noted the white printer depended on black Bostonians for ideas, fund-
ing, and even meeting space. By redirecting her audience’s attention to black
activists, Hopkins reminded them that the struggle for racial justice had begun
with African Americans—and would continue well after abolitionism waned.

Rochester Institute of Technology Richard Newman

Dreams of Africa in Alabama: The Slave Ship Clotilda and the Story of the
Last Africans Brought to America. By Sylviane A. Diouf (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2007. xii plus 340 pp. $30).

The Slave Ship Clotilda and the Making of AfricaTown, USA: Spirit of Our
Ancestors. By Natalie S. Robertson (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2008. xiv
plus 256 pp. $44.95).

On the eve of the Civil War, Timothy Meaher, a wealthy Alabama planter,
boasted that he could bring “a shipful of niggers right into Mobile Bay under
the officers’ noses,” defying the federal ban on international slave trading. Mea-
her was right: in mid-1860 his partner, Captain William Foster, sailed to Ouidah
(located in Benin) aboard the schooner Clotilda and purchased more than one
hundred captives whom he then took across the Atlantic and successfully smug-
gled up the Alabama River, near Mobile. Although the United States made
transatlantic slave trading a federal crime in 1808, illegal slave trading con-
tinued throughout the antebellum period. While many leading experts on the
transatlantic slave trade have argued that only a small number of African cap-
tives were smuggled into the U.S. after 1808 (www.slavevoyages.org), Sylviane
A. Diouf and Natalie S. Robertson both argue that officials made little effort to
enforce the prohibition or prosecute offenders and that illegal slave trading was
more prevalent than is commonly believed.1 Indeed, Diouf argues that presiden-
tial pardons for anyone convicted of illegal slave trading were relatively easy to
obtain (16).

In Dreams of Africa in Alabama and The Slave Ship Clotilda and the Making of
AfricaTown, Diouf and Robertson tell the remarkable story of the 110 Clotilda
survivors, the last known African captives brought to the United States. When
they arrived in Alabama after spending six weeks at sea, the largest group of the
Clotilda Africans—sixteen men and sixteen women—became Meaher’s slaves,
working on his plantation and steamboats. They endured five years of slave labor,
but the end of the Civil War soon brought freedom. After a jubilant celebration
the Clotilda Africans tried to find a way to get back to their homes and families
in West Africa. Yet, like most manumitted Africans who tried to make it back
“home,” they never found a viable plan and were forced to remain in Alabama.
They did so, however, on their own terms. In 1868 they pooled their meager
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resources, purchased land, elected leaders, and established their own commu-
nity, which they called “Africa Town” (known today as “Africatown” and lo-
cated in Mobile County). The founders of Africa Town and their descendants
lived through Reconstruction and Jim Crow, struggling to maintain a cohesive
community in the face of hostility from whites and blacks alike. Cudjo, the last
survivor, lived until 1935 and even today some of the Clotilda Africans’ descen-
dants continue efforts to preserve the history of this extraordinary settlement
and celebrate their West African cultural heritage.

In The Slave Ship Clotilda and the Making of AfricaTown, USA, Robertson’s pri-
mary goal is to recover the West African backgrounds of the Clotilda captives.
Therefore, she devotes only one full chapter to their experiences in Alabama
(Ch. 7—“The Founding of AfricaTown”). For, as Robertson explains, her goal
is to “metaphysically reconnect Cudjo and some of his shipmates back to their
West African ancestral homelands by delineating their geographical and cul-
tural origins to degrees of specificity that have not been reached by previous
investigators” (6). Through extensive field research and interviews conducted
in Benin and Nigeria over a period of several years, Robertson reveals that most,
but not all, of the Clotilda captives came from Yoruba cultures in southwestern
Nigeria and that they were captured in raids by Dahomey. Robertson skillfully
traces individual survivors back to specific geographic regions and makes plau-
sible arguments as to where they likely came from based on admittedly tenu-
ous evidence. A second goal for Robertson is to “explore the extent to which
the Clotilda descendants continued to implement the West African traditions
that they inherited from their ancestors” (3). As Robertson is aware, this is very
hard, for little evidence directly answers the questions she is most interested in
answering about the Clotilda Africans’ experiences within Alabama.

In contrast, Diouf’s Dreams of Africa in Alabama only briefly explores the
Clotilda captives’ West African origins, their forced migration to the coast at
Ouidah, and the struggle for survival in the middle passage. Diouf is most inter-
ested in chronicling their better-documented experiences after arriving in Al-
abama, highlighting their ordeals under slavery and then freedom over a period
of several decades. She skillfully traces the Clotilda survivors and their African
American descendants from the antebellum period until the 1930s. She explores
current-day efforts to preserve the history of Africatown.

One of the most illuminating aspects of Diouf’s study is her elucidation of
the Clotilda Africans’ often troubled relationships with African-Americans. The
persistent conflicts between these two groups remind us, as Robertson noted,
that “the sociology of slavery must not be viewed myopically as a conflict be-
tween blacks and whites; several conflicts developed between blacks themselves”
(132). Diouf develops this insight throughout the narrative she weaves. She ar-
gues that the Clotilda Africans constituted a distinct, unified community and
that their African-ness distinguished them from others, for better or for worse.
Unlike captives who arrived in the U.S. in the eighteenth or early nineteenth
centuries, when the transatlantic slave trade was in full swing, the Clotilda cap-
tives came to Alabama at a time when almost all enslaved people were Ameri-
can-born and had little firsthand knowledge of Africans or African culture.
“When they arrived in Mobile,” Diouf explains, “the Africans encountered not
‘blacks’ they could readily identify with, but people who on a cultural and reli-
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gious level—which to them would likely have been quite important—seemed
different, unfamiliar” (110). Their relationships with enslaved African-
Americans—who saw them as “a large group of foreigners [who] represented
a potential menace” and who sometimes adopted white stereotypes of Africans
as ‘heathens’ or ‘savages’—were tense (104–109). Long after the founding of
Africa Town, the Clotilda survivors’ cultural distinctiveness and problems with
African-Americans persisted into subsequent generations. “Like their parents,
the children of African Town formed a cohesive group that was not readily ac-
cepted. They were different,” she writes (191).

A common feature of both works is their shared emphasis on the extent to
which the Clotilda Africans and their descendants made it a priority to retain
African cultural practices while living in Alabama. Indeed, much of each study is
dedicated to identifying the persistence of African survivals within Africa Town,
long after emancipation. We learn, for example, that some of the Clotilda sur-
vivors and their descendants continued speaking Yoruba and other West African
languages well into the twentieth century, that they constructed their homes
collectively and adorned them with some African architectural features, and
that they gave their children both African and American names. For these rea-
sons and others, Diouf argues, Africa Town was not like other black towns: “It
was not conceived of as a settlement for ‘blacks,’ but for Africans,” and it would
be not only a space for blacks to temporarily escape Jim Crow but also a “refuge
from Americans,” white and black alike (156–57). The Clotilda survivors, we
are told, made a conscious decision not to become culturally African-American.
“The teenagers and young adults from Atacama, Banté, Bornu, and Dahomey
could have become Americans after spending four times longer in Alabama than
in their homelands,” Diouf argues, “but they made a point not to do so. They
viewed and called themselves Africans and willfully maintained this identity
with all the attendant manners, languages, behaviors, and practices that sus-
tained it” (232).

Yet historians who tend to favor a creolization model for cultural adaptation
will find that both Diouf and Robertson appear to present as much evidence
for syncretism and hybridity as they do for direct retention of African cultural
forms. Most, if not all, of the Clotilda survivors and their descendants converted
to Christianity quickly and enthusiastically, became increasingly fluent in En-
glish, and abandoned African family structures such as polygyny. They went to
great lengths to construct a Baptist church within their community and made
provisions to educate their children according to American pedagogical stan-
dards. They also engaged in wage labor and purchased land—both of which
were unknown to them in Africa—when they realized it was necessary to do so.
Diouf insists that these significant changes should actually be seen as evidence
for retention of African culture: “They had adapted some practices and adopted
others and in that they were typically African, too,” she reasons (232). Other
historians, however, might conclude that these cultural and social changes sug-
gest that the Clotilda Africans, like other people in the African diaspora, might
have been less intent on remaining purely “African” than they were on devel-
oping pragmatic survival strategies in a foreign land. As Sidney W. Mintz and
Richard Price argued decades ago, “people ordinarily do not long for a lost ‘cul-
tural heritage’ in the abstract.”2
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The story of the Clotilda Africans thus raises important questions about how
we should understand and interpret Afro-diasporan cultures. Indeed, debates
over cultural creolization, retention, and syncretism—and the search for so-
called “Africanisms” in the Americas—continue to guide much of the schol-
arship on the history of slavery and African-American culture. As both Diouf
and Robertson are aware, entering into such debates is difficult, if rewarding,
work.

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Randy M. Browne
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SECTION 2
HUNGER AND FOOD

Hunger. A Modern History. By James Vernon (Cambridge and London:
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press. 2007. xii plus 369 pp.
$29.95).

Hunger has been omnipresent throughout human history. How it has been
viewed, understood, judged and prevented have, however, changed in the mod-
ern age. According to this new history on the subject by James Vernon, from the
middle of the nineteenth century, hunger, as a concept, changed from “part of
God’s divine plan or the necessary sign of an individual’s moral failure to learn
the virtue of labor” (p. 2) to a social problem reflecting the failure of economic
systems and political policies. How this transformation occurred and the im-
plications of it for the hungry, is at the core of this extremely interesting and
compelling historical narrative.

Vernon begins with the Malthusian explanation for the problems of hunger
in the new industrial world of Britain and its expanding Empire in the late eigh-
teenth century. But the notion that hunger and hunger alone would teach peo-
ple obedience and industry was challenged by criticism from the evangelicals
and others that hunger was the problem, not the solution to issues of morality
and the moral economy. Hunger became seen as a social problem resulting from
legislative policy like the New Poor Law. As the realities of hunger and poor


