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In 1927, African American writer and anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston 

travelled to Alabama to interview Oluale Kossola/Cudjo Lewis (ca. 1840–1935), who 

was the last recorded survivor of the transatlantic slave trade. Kossola was one of 

approximately 116 West African children and young people who comprised the 

human cargo of the Clotilda, the last slave ship to reach the U.S., which docked in 

Mobile Bay, Alabama, in 1860. 1  Hurston documented part of his life story in 

Barracoon, a book-length study that is one of just a tiny number of Middle Passage 

narratives and which was eventually published in 2018. But Kossola was not the only 

Clotilda survivor that Hurston encountered during her trip, as she admitted in a July 

1928 letter to fellow African American writer Langston Hughes: ‘Oh! almost forgot. 

Found another one of the original Africans, older than Cudjoe about 200 miles up 

state on the Tombig[b]ee  river. She is most delightful, but no one will ever know 

about her but us. She is a better talker than Cudjoe’.2   

Hurston’s discovery was seismic: Kossola was not the only living transatlantic 

slavery survivor after all. Yet she was apparently unwilling to acknowledge her 

encounter to anyone but Hughes. Such behaviour suggests that Hurston had no plans 

to write a second slavery narrative, but instead may have viewed the elderly woman’s 

stories as source material for a fictional portrait of black Southern culture that she 

planned to write with Hughes.3 Hurston interviewed Kossola at the behest of her 

white benefactor, Charlotte Osgood Mason. However, Hurston’s letters reveal that her 

chief interest in the South was not to document slavery, or explore its impact after 

emancipation, but rather to gather oral material for her fiction and stage work, and she 

chose not to make revisions to Barracoon that might have led to its publication in her 

lifetime.4 
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Sylviane A. Diouf has lamented Hurston’s failure to record the experiences of 

or even publicly to acknowledge the existence of a second living transatlantic slavery 

survivor. Diouf observes that,  

This person’s testimony would have proved priceless, since there are no known 

accounts by deported African women of their experience before, during, and 

after the Middle Passage. If she was not from the same region as Cudjo, her 

story prior to capture would have added greatly to our knowledge. The fact that 

she did not live in an African community in Alabama, contrary to Cudjo, would 

also have been instructive as to issues of cultural continuity. But she remained 

anonymous, her life unknown.5  

Diouf’s assertion that there are no female Middle Passage narratives is only slightly 

an exaggeration. Historians record just a ‘scant few’ accounts that are ‘much shorter 

than those by their male counterparts and scarcely provide enough material for a full 

biographical study’.6 If Hurston had chosen to document her interviewee’s story, her 

work would have added significantly to our understanding of transatlantic slavery as a 

lived experience. Hurston’s suggestion to Hughes that her interviewee was a ‘better 

talker’ than Kossola emphasises the extent to which Hurston’s encounter had the 

potential to generate new historical knowledge. The implication was that the woman’s 

remembrances of her West African childhood and Middle Passage experience were 

more detailed and comprehensible to an English-speaking interviewer than the fairly 

brief account that Kossola provided. 

Hurston’s encounter with an anonymous African-born woman therefore has 

been seen as a lost opportunity to give a meaningful literary voice to a female Middle 

Passage survivor. Describing the archive as a ‘death sentence, a tomb’ for enslaved 

women, Saidiya Hartman suggests that ‘numbers, ciphers, and fragments of 
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discourse’ are ‘as close as we come to a biography of the captive and the enslaved’.7 

The absence of enslaved women’s voices is such that scholars such as Marisa Fuentes 

have begun to read mainstream sources against the grain to ‘eke out’ the 

‘extinguished and invisible’.8 However, by drawing first on Hurston’s writings to 

uncover crucial biographical details about this woman, this article establishes that not 

only can this female transatlantic slavery survivor be identified after all, but also that 

it is possible to create a composite narrative of her life. The study uncovers a range of 

archival sources in which the woman appeared, including the only known footage of a 

female transatlantic slavery survivor, and by piecing together and interrogating these 

materials, finds evidence of her authorship and begins to tell her story. In doing so, 

the article establishes that Hurston’s interviewee outlived Kossola by two years and 

should now be recognised as the last living Middle Passage survivor.  

This woman, who was renamed Sally, or Sallie, Smith in the US, but whose 

West African name was recorded posthumously as ‘Redoshi’, appeared  in various 

materials: in Hurston’s unpublished writings; in an interview for the Montgomery 

Advertiser; in the educational film The Negro Farmer: Extension Work for Better 

Farming and Better Living (1938); and in U.S. Civil Rights Movement leader Amelia 

Boynton Robinson’s (1911–2015) memoir, Bridge across Jordan (1979).9 This study 

examines these texts collectively to create an exceptional portrait of a female Middle 

Passage survivor’s life experiences and, equally significantly, to provide evidence 

both on the page and the screen on how a woman born in West Africa battled not only 

to survive, but also to retain her cultural heritage in the United States. Much like 

Kossola’s remembrances, Redoshi’s story reveals the Middle Passage’s ongoing 

impact as a psychological trauma well into the twentieth century. Yet, unlike 
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Hurston’s portrait of Kossola, close scrutiny of Redoshi’s literary and cinematic 

archive reveals resistance as well as suffering. 

Unfortunately, the surviving cinematic and textual records of Redoshi’s life 

are fragmentary, frequently contradictory, and consequently often raise more 

questions than they answer. The gaps and inconsistencies across these materials help 

to underscore the inexpressibility of transatlantic slavery as a lived experience. Each 

source is a mediated document of Redoshi’s life that reveals as much about its 

author’s biases and the wider political and social concerns that led to its conception as 

about its subject. However, while it is necessary to be mindful of their limitations, a 

collective study of such materials provides a compelling starting point for considering 

how West African women adapted to their forced transplantation to the Americas, and 

how they resisted their mistreatment. The now-available texts may be deeply flawed 

as histories, but equally they are exceptionally rare personal accounts of transatlantic 

slavery and its aftermath, so much so that comparative study of such materials offers 

an unprecedented opportunity to consider in detail the Middle Passage, enslavement, 

and the limits of emancipation from a West African woman’s perspective. 

The ‘mediated’ memoirs of other formerly enslaved U.S. women such as 

Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman offer a helpful framework for interpreting 

Redoshi’s literary and cinematic archive. For as Jean McMahon Humez 

acknowledges, although the content of such texts is compromised by the presence of a 

white writer and editor, ‘Valuable oral historical material . . . has been embedded 

within this framework’.10 Humez calls for a careful investigation of such narratives by 

suggesting that, ‘A critical awareness of how the texts were created allows us to 

understand just what kind of truths these texts can tell’. 11  Much like Truth and 

Tubman’s texts, literary and cinematic portraits of Redoshi are highly mediated, but 
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the personal insights that such texts contain invite us to reflect on, and can even serve 

as correctives to, the distortions and elisions of mainstream histories. Considering the 

unreliability of the WPA Slave Narrative Collection (1936–1938), which is the largest 

collection of interviews with formerly enslaved men and women, Sharon Ann Musher 

argues that such narratives have value despite their inaccuracies because they 

document something equally important: formerly enslaved people’s ‘self-perceptions 

and subjective understanding of their own experiences’. 12  Building on Musher’s 

assertion, this study establishes that textual and cinematic records of Redoshi’s life 

are significant as much for their psychological and intellectual insights as for their 

historical content. They help to show how Redoshi, and by extension other West 

African-born women and girls, adapted to their experiences and fought to exercise 

control over their homes and identities in the Americas.  

The recovery of Redoshi’s life story presents very different challenges from 

Truth’s and Tubman’s narratives, however, for it is not contained within a single text, 

but instead is spread across a number of sources that vary in form and in date. In 

response to such challenges, this article adopts a methodological approach that is 

indebted to Jon Sensbach’s call to ‘redefine the very concept of narrative to include 

the kinds of archival fragments by and about African American women’, given that, 

‘these kinds of shards, assembled into some kind of narrative coherence, can open up 

women’s lives to literary archaeology . . . These relatively few lives can speak 

volumes about the many’.13 Mindful of their shortcomings as historical sources, this 

study first identifies and then gives individual attention to these shards to construct a 

literary and cinematic portrait of Redoshi. The essay pays particularly close attention 

to references within these texts to non-traditional sources including material culture, 

which Sensbach argues is ‘often just as valuable as more straightforward memoirs’ 
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because ‘Many of these sources are unscripted, improvised, spontaneous, and thus in 

some cases less guarded and more candid than a formal autobiographical structure 

allows’.14 Largely because such material was recorded unintentionally and without 

awareness of its importance, it is in these sources that we find the most compelling 

evidence of Redoshi’s authorship, including her religious beliefs, artistry, and lifelong 

effort to retain control of her West African identity and heritage. 

Taken together, such visual and textual shards help to create a broad picture of 

Redoshi’s life both during and after her enslavement. Each fragment on its own has 

considerable historical significance. The Montgomery Advertiser’s 1932 interview 

with Redoshi is apparently the only newspaper article that is devoted to the 

experiences of a female Middle Passage survivor. Moreover, the article reveals 

important biographical information about Redoshi by establishing that she was from 

the same West African community as Kossola. The Negro Farmer (1938) contains a 

remarkable visual portrait of Redoshi that shows that Hurston’s film of Kossola was 

not the only cinematic document of a Middle Passage survivor, as scholars have 

previously, but erroneously, maintained.15  

The Negro Farmer was conceived to promote a white paternalist and 

segregationist agenda, but nevertheless reveals not only the poverty that Redoshi 

suffered, but also her decades of endurance and retention of West African cultural 

traditions. Bridge across Jordan (1979) also shows that Redoshi’s West African 

cultural and spiritual practices continued to inform her life in the United States. A far 

more frank account than the Montgomery Advertiser article of the physical and 

psychological violence that Redoshi suffered under slavery as well as the poverty that 

she endured after her emancipation, Boynton Robinson’s text also reveals that, 

exceptionally for a Middle Passage survivor, Redoshi bore witness to the activist 
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beginnings of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. Bridge across Jordan also 

acknowledges Redoshi’s achievement in raising a family in the United States as well 

as her positive psychological response to a meeting, a year before her death in 1937, 

with an African university graduate. 

Despite Hurston’s apparent unwillingness to acknowledge Redoshi to anyone 

other than Hughes, the first archival fragment containing clues about the Middle 

Passage survivor’s identity can be found elsewhere in her writings. Hurston 

interviewed more than 120 black men, women, and children during her journey 

through the South as an anthropologist in the late 1920s. A number of their stories 

would eventually be published in her ethnographic narrative, Mules and Men (1935), 

although the vast majority of the material that she collected, including the 

conversation with Redoshi to which she alluded in a letter to Hughes, is now thought 

to be lost. Nevertheless, Hurston wrote a separate manuscript containing nearly 500 of 

her interviewees’ stories and in its appendix recorded important biographical details 

about them, including their age, birthplace, residence, and occupation. Hurston 

eventually abandoned this text, which remained hidden in the archive for 50 years 

before finally being recovered and published posthumously under the title Every 

Tongue Got to Confess: Negro Folk-tales from the Gulf States in 2001.16  

Although not yet remarked on by historians, one of the interviewees listed in 

this text’s appendix is ‘Mrs. Sally Smith: Born in Tarkwa, Gold Coast. Brought to 

America in 1859’. 17  Redoshi is not a featured interviewee in the main body of 

Hurston’s manuscript. Yet the appendix contains some important clues about 

Redoshi’s life. ‘Tarkwa’ was the name that Hurston and other historians gave as 

Kossola’s birthplace and 1859 was the approximate year of the Clotilda’s arrival in 

West Africa, which all but confirms that she arrived on the last U.S. slave ship and 
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was from the same West African community as Kossola, two details not revealed in 

Hurston’s letter to Hughes. The appendix also notes that Smith had a son called Jessie 

Smith who was a farmer in Bogue Chitto, Dallas County, Alabama. Hurston may 

have misunderstood Redoshi, whose only child was a daughter and whose name was 

recorded variously on census and marriage data as Leasy, Luth A., Lethe, Lethia, 

Letia, and Lethy. 18  Thus, Hurston did leave a biographical record of the second 

Middle Passage survivor that she encountered, but such a record is brief and 

unreliable, and we must look to other sources to give a voice to this woman and 

recover her experiences. 

Hurston’s fleeting textual acknowledgement nevertheless is significant for 

disclosing Redoshi’s name and approximate residence and therefore for making it 

possible to assemble a far more substantial biographical portrait from other sources. 

Crucially, it facilitates her identification across census data, which reveals that 

Redoshi lived with her daughter in Bogue Chitto, an unincorporated black township in 

the Black Belt, a major-cotton producing region of Alabama, and that Redoshi had a 

husband known as ‘William’ or ‘Billy’ who was also African-born, before she was 

widowed in the 1910s or 1920s. 19  Census records list two other African-born 

‘Smiths’, Jinnie/Jenny and Cuffy/Cuffee, who lived alongside Redoshi and her 

husband, William/Billy, in the 1870s and 1880s.20 Jinnie/Jenny and Cuffy/Cuffee too 

were husband and wife, and given their location and shared surname, we can assume 

that they were very probably fellow Clotilda survivors. Cuffy is a variant spelling of 

the Akan name Kofi, but no further biographical information about the pair can be 

deduced. The couple disappears from available records after the 1880 census. 

These fleeting glimpses of Redoshi and three of her likely fellow Clotilda 

survivors across census data provide few meaningful clues about the two couple’s 
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lives. Birth years are inconsistent across the data and a number of records are missing. 

Nevertheless, one census record from 1910 hints at the trauma and loss that Redoshi 

and her husband endured as Middle Passage survivors. The census notes that ‘Sallie’, 

‘William’, and their parents were all born in ‘Africa’.21 ‘Alabama’ has been stamped 

across almost all of the listings to record birthplace data. Yet ‘Sallie’, ‘William’, and 

their parents’ birthplaces are handwritten in a poignant disruption to such ordered 

documentation, and which draws attention to the couple’s physical displacement and 

geographical isolation in Alabama. Situated amidst this birthplace information is an 

additional handwritten note, which states ‘does not know which part [of Africa]’, and 

which thus underscores the length and permanence of their separation. Their 

homeland is a place that they can no longer identify, or which is inexpressible to a 

census-taker familiar only with colonial framings of Africa, and not with specific 

ethnicities or languages.  

Such a note reveals a human voice within the census data. Yet it also 

exemplifies the limitations of mainstream historical sources. This brief 

communication from the formerly enslaved, recorded second-hand, does not 

document human experience so much as call attention to the silences of mainstream 

archives. There is no space within the spatial confines of the census page beyond 

these brief handwritten notes to consider transatlantic slavery as a lived experience or 

to acknowledge the complex West African societies from which Redoshi and her 

husband originated. Corrections to the document point up its limitations as a historical 

source. The couple’s arrival in the U.S. was originally recorded as ‘1836’, but in a 

sign that the census-taker guessed or estimated the date, the year has been amended to 

‘1839’, 21 years before the Clotilda docked in Alabama. Such an error perpetuates a 

decades-long elision of the Clotilda and its human cargo from historical accounts of 
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U.S. slavery, and more broadly, obscures just how recently the U.S.’s involvement in 

the slave trade ended.22 

Yet while census data reveal little more than do Hurston’s letter and appendix 

note about Redoshi, the information contained in these documents makes it possible 

to identify far more personal literary and visual records of her life. Together, these 

sources create an exceptionally detailed biographical portrait of a female Middle 

Passage survivor that shows how she comprehended and navigated her experiences 

during and following her enslavement. The earliest of these biographical fragments is 

a 1932 Montgomery Advertiser article authored by white journalist S. L. Flock. This 

text appears to be the only surviving contemporaneous interview with Redoshi and, 

by extension, the only full-length newspaper interview with a female Middle Passage 

survivor. The article reveals that Bogue Chitto plantation owner and Bank of Selma 

founder Washington Smith purchased Redoshi on her arrival in the United States. 

Washington Smith was part of a group that sought to make Selma the capital of the 

new Confederate States of America, which led to the city’s becoming a major 

weapons centre during the U.S. Civil War. 

In important respects, Flock’s article is a highly limited and flawed document 

of Redoshi’s life that reflects its white interviewer’s romantic fantasies of the African 

continent. The account is based on the journalist’s imaginings of a ‘dark, supple 

princess . . . imbued with the love of life in the jungles’ who apparently had a dream 

about being taken across the water the night before she was kidnapped.23 Redoshi’s 

story is told ‘Amid smiles and laughter’, which contrasts starkly with the unhappy 

accounts given elsewhere by her fellow Clotilda survivors. 24  Redoshi’s apparent 

joviality hints at the interviewer’s superficial attitude to his interviewee as a historical 

curiosity rather than as a survivor of injustice, which highlights the article’s 
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shortcomings as a document of her experiences. Flock’s text also reinforces the 

customary pre-Civil Rights era depictions of U.S. slavery as a benevolent, ‘civilising’ 

practice. Flock records Redoshi as stating that the Clotilda survivors were ‘Weak 

when we get here, but white folks in this country good and we get strong soon’.25 

Smith apparently was a ‘good man’ who ‘no let anybody whip us’.26 When slavery 

ended, Redoshi and her husband ‘stay on Smith place, where we know folks be good 

to us’, and when Smith died, ‘we stay with Mistress Smith. We love her and no want 

to leave’.27  

While it is possible that Redoshi’s enslavers were not physically abusive, at 

the very least such a statement obscures slavery’s assault on her freedom and dignity, 

her forced separation from her homeland, and the economic servitude and poverty that 

she endured throughout her life in the United States. Karlyn Forner refers specifically 

to Washington Smith’s widow, Susan Smith, to provide evidence of the extensive 

economic control that white plantation owners wielded over black tenants in the 

Black Belt. Forner draws on letters to and by ‘Mistress Smith’ to establish that she 

was a ‘shrewd, prickly woman with a keen eye for profit’ who held tight control over 

her tenants’ crops and afforded them ‘no say over how their debts were settled at the 

end of a season’.28 The Smith family lived in a Greek Revival mansion. By contrast, 

as Amelia Boynton Robinson observed of 1930s Dallas County, ‘Little or no 

transportation, bad roads, and lack of freedom to go whenever and wherever the farm 

hands wanted to go made the blacks in the rural district “slaves” to the plantation 

owner’.29 

Redoshi’s apparent gratitude to her former enslavers highlights potentially 

significant discrepancies between her remembrances and Flock’s recorded interview. 

Such discrepancies might partly be explained by communication difficulties. Flock’s 
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article supports Hurston’s observation that Redoshi was a ‘better talker than Cudjo’ 

by noting that, ‘Advanced age has not dulled the keen intelligence of her mind and 

she graphically relates the incidents concerning her capture’.30 Yet Redoshi’s story, 

according to Flock, is ‘told in halting, broken phrases’, and while she knows the first 

name of her kidnapper, William Foster, she cannot pronounce the double ‘l’ in 

‘William’.31 Perhaps similarly to Hurston, who may have passed off a 1914 interview 

with Kossola as her own work because she could not understand his accent, 

comprehension issues might have led Flock to make up elements of Redoshi’s story.32 

Alternatively, like many of the WPA Narrative Collection interviewees, Redoshi may 

simply have felt compelled to lie to a white interviewer about the poverty and 

suffering that black people endured in the segregated South.33 Although it is unclear if 

Redoshi lied because she feared repercussions from white authorities, it seems that 

such fears were justified, for Flock reveals at the end of the interview that he 

consulted Washington and Susan Smith’s daughter, Mrs W. W. Quarles, to confirm 

Redoshi’s account.34 Such white oversight suggests that the article has greater value 

for showing how Redoshi strategically navigated around white authorities than for 

uncovering her experiences of U.S. slavery and its aftermath. 

Nevertheless, that article does reveal some vital biographical information 

about Redoshi. The text establishes that she still lives on the plantation on which she 

was enslaved and records the period of her enslavement fairly accurately as five years 

and six months. The reader learns that her community knows her as ‘Aunt Sally 

Smith’, that her husband, ‘Uncle Billy’, was a Clotilda survivor who was purchased 

alongside her, and that the couple was forced to work in both the house and the field 

during their years of enslavement.35 The article claims that Redoshi was a married 

woman of 25 when she was kidnapped and appears to establish that she was a 
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member of the Yorùbá community who was captured in the same raid as Kossola. 

Remarkably, Redoshi claims in the interview to be still in touch with Kossola and 

even to have seen him about a month previously. 36  Redoshi refers twice in her 

interview to her hometown of ‘Tarkar’, although Flock appears to have borrowed the 

spelling of this location from a 1931 Literary Digest interview with Kossola, so it is 

unclear where exactly in West Africa she meant.37 Redoshi asserts that the journey 

from her home to the Ouidah slave port where she was sold took four days, which was 

slightly shorter than the eight days that Kossola remembered, but helps to situate her 

home town in what is now south Benin. Like Kossola, Redoshi remembers a night 

raid on her town, although unlike Kossola the article records no details of its violence 

beyond a brief allusion to the killing of her husband. Her description of her 

Dahomean kidnappers as ‘bad people. No work. Lay in sunshine at day and do 

devilment at night’ supports Kossola’s remembrance that his town was attacked in the 

early hours of the morning.38  

One remembrance in particular points to the ways in which Redoshi sought 

psychologically to come to terms with the horror and the loss that she endured. She 

claims in the interview that the Dahomean warriors who kidnapped her wet her 

community’s guns before attacking it to ensure that it was powerless to defend itself. 

Such a claim is strikingly similar to West African oral accounts of the sacking of 

Ouidah in 1727, in which Na Geze, the daughter of King Agaja of Dahomey, 

supposedly wet the stores of gunpowder at Ouidah to disarm its citizens and enable 

her father to capture the port.39 Such similarities do not establish the accuracy of 

Redoshi’s remembrance. Kossola suggested that the Dahomean warriors’ arrival took 

his community by surprise and Redoshi may in fact have framed her account of her 

community’s kidnap through allusion to this earlier event, which in turn is historically 
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disputed. Yet as Edna G. Bay notes, although Na Geze’s story ‘describes details of 

events that almost certainly never happened, it resonates with the truths of popular 

conceptions and offers insights about history’.40 In turn, Redoshi’s remembrance hints 

at the sense of betrayal that the raid’s survivors felt at being kidnapped and sold into 

slavery and how they sought psychologically to rationalise the sudden and brutal 

destruction of their communities.  

Flock’s article provides few specific details of the horrors of the Middle 

Passage, although it acknowledges, ‘That hell-hole in which the captive slaves were 

stuffed to make the voyage to America was graphically described by Aunt Sally’.41 

Flock does at least record that the captives were ‘locked in sixes and eights . . . and 

put in hold’ where there is ‘Water’ – presumably a reference to the all-encompassing 

sound of the ocean – and which is ‘dark – dark’.42 Redoshi intimates that the captives 

spent a lot of time on deck, which supports Kossola’s remembrance that, unusually 

for human cargo during the illegal slave trade, they spent much time on deck after the 

first 13 days at sea.43 Redoshi remembers that a Dahomean warrior boarded the ship 

and was enslaved with the other captives, which matches what is known about one of 

the Clotilda survivors. This person was originally called Gumpa but renamed Peter in 

the U.S. and was accepted by the other Clotilda survivors despite being a member of 

the ethnic group that kidnapped them. After their emancipation from slavery, Gumpa 

joined Kossola and other Clotilda survivors in establishing Africatown, the first U.S. 

town to be run continuously by black people and the only one to be founded by 

Africans. Redoshi also suggests that a young girl and a fellow ‘Tarkar’ man died on 

board the ship and were thrown out to sea. Kossola gave inconsistent information 

about the number of fatalities on board the Clotilda. Emma Langdon Roche, the 

author of a 1914 book on the slave ship and its captives, made no mention of deaths 
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aboard the ship; equally, Kossola apparently informed Hurston that ‘nobody ain sick 

and nobody ain dead’.44 However, he told an interviewer on at least one occasion that 

there were two deaths during the voyage.45 The fact that his recollection so precisely 

matched the death toll that Redoshi cited lends support to her assertion that a child 

and ‘Tarkar’ man did not survive the Atlantic journey. 

Nevertheless, Redoshi almost certainly exaggerated the length of her 

transatlantic captivity. Flock records that the journey took ‘four long months’, 

significantly longer than a voyage that Sylviane Diouf has calculated as lasting for 45 

days and much longer even than the 70 days that Kossola repeatedly asserted. 46 

However, even if Redoshi’s remembrance was historically inaccurate, it still sheds 

light on the physical and psychological suffering that she and her fellow human 

‘cargo’ endured on board the slave ship, which must have made the journey seem 

endless, and which may have led her to believe that it had taken about 120 days to 

reach the United States. Other aspects of her account match what we know of the 

Clotilda survivors’ arrival, including that they were moved up river and hidden in an 

effort to ensure that their illegal transportation went undetected by the authorities. The 

article hints at the dehumanising way in which their kidnappers treated the captives, 

as Flock suggests that they were ‘herded’ like animals up the river.47  Redoshi’s 

captivity narrative ends here, however. Flock’s brief newspaper interview provides no 

sense of the despair that other Clotilda survivors expressed when recalling the group’s 

sale and separation, or of the ways in which Redoshi adapted to her new life in the 

United States. 

Flock’s interview with Redoshi contains revelations about her kidnapping and 

Middle Passage experience that sheds light on the suffering that she endured and 

corresponds with the remembrances of Kossola and other Clotilda survivors. Yet it is 
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a fragmentary and mediated literary narrative that appears actively to occlude the 

suffering that she endured on U.S. soil as part of a deliberate effort to reinforce a 

benign portrait of black and white relationships in the South during and after slavery. 

However, it is not the only contemporaneous record of Redoshi’s experiences, for this 

study has identified a celluloid portrait of the Middle Passage survivor, which whilst 

fraught with its own problems of documentation and representation, helps to fill in 

some of the gaps in Flock’s account and create a much more plausible portrait of the 

poverty that she endured and ways in which she adapted to her life in the United 

States. 

In 1938, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) released an 

instructional film, The Negro Farmer: Extension Work for Better Farming and Better 

Living, which was made in conjunction with the Tuskegee Institute, a leading black 

agricultural college located in Tuskegee, Alabama, 100 miles east of Bogue Chitto. 

That 23-minute production, which was shot mainly in Alabama and Georgia, was 

devised as a sound-era update to the silent film Helping Negroes Become Better 

Farmers and Homemakers (1921), which for 17 years had been promoting the work 

of the USDA’s county extension agents, whose mission was to teach black Southern 

farmers how to improve the health of their crops and homes.48 Approximately two 

minutes into the 1938 film, the viewer is introduced to a Middle Passage survivor 

called ‘Aunt Sally Smith’. This black-and-white footage of Redoshi is only 18 

seconds long, carefully staged, and silent. Yet the recording is still extremely 

historically significant, for it is the first known footage of a female Middle Passage 

survivor yet to be identified. Moreover, it is the only cinematic record of a female 

U.S. slavery survivor that it has been possible to trace.49 The Negro Farmer’s portrait 



 18 

of Redoshi postdates and the footage is clearer than Hurston’s recording of Kossola, 

which is the only other known film of a Middle Passage survivor.  

As archaeologists continue to search Mobile Bay for the remains of the 

Clotilda, the film serves as further material evidence of its survivors’ existence and 

adds to our understanding of their fate, not least because its narrator records that the 

last of them, and therefore presumably the last Middle Passage survivor, died in 1937, 

and not in 1935 as current scholarship suggests.50 The film presents a paternalistic 

portrait of black rural life as part of its agenda to halt a mass migration to the urban 

north by black people, who were a key source of Southern farm labour. Yet much like 

Hurston’s Kossola recording, the 1938 film affords Redoshi a measure of self-

representation that in key ways serves as a corrective to Flock’s mediated textual 

representation, which reinforced a romantic white portrait of the segregated South. 

Instead, the film reveals the circumstances in which she lived, how she dressed, and 

also hints at the high esteem in which her community regarded her. 

Film scholars have largely overlooked The Negro Farmer, which explains 

why the footage of Redoshi has not previously been identified. The production 

belongs to an early documentary cinema genre that was extremely technologically 

sophisticated for its day – the USDA was the best-equipped federal filmmaking 

department – and which was targeted specifically at black Southern audiences and 

screened more widely in the South than were commercial films. 51  Such USDA 

productions were intended and appear to have been shown at schools, churches, lodge 

halls, and theatres. Early histories of cinema position the medium as an urban 

experience and pay little attention to government-sponsored filmmaking. In the 

process, non-commercial films such as those targeted at rural black communities have 

largely been ignored.52 And yet, such films ostensibly avoided the racist visual codes 



 19 

of mainstream commercial cinema, in which black artistry was exploited for white 

entertainment. As Noah Zweig notes, the purpose of such films was ‘education rather 

than titillation’.53 In contrast to the representation of black people in most commercial 

films of the era, Redoshi is not framed as a spectacle for the consumption of Northern 

white viewers, as The Negro Farmer’s primary purpose was to appeal to rural black 

Southerners. 

Yet while the 1938 film was targeted at black audiences, most of its 

production team was white. Consequently, it promotes a white paternalistic agenda 

that upholds the perceived social inferiority of rural black communities. 54  As J. 

Emmett Winn observes, The Negro Farmer ‘avoids overtly racist images of African 

Americans’, but its scenes of ‘rundown one-room shacks, poor farms, and unsanitary 

living conditions’ reinforce ‘the racist ideology that maintains that blacks are docile 

and unintelligent’.55 Winn shows that white people comprised a ‘large part’ of the 

audience for Helping Negroes, The Negro Farmer’s silent predecessor, even if they 

were not the film’s target audience, and suggests that, for this reason, the film sought 

to avoid a narrative that could be interpreted as a challenge the South’s racial status 

quo.56  Building on Winn’s contention, Zweig asserts that, ‘In the producing and 

exhibiting of patronizing, instructional narratives like Helping Negroes, USDA film 

served to further the segregation and segmentation of rural, southern audiences’.57 For 

Zweig, educational films aimed at black farmers did not simply placate white 

Southern audiences, but moreover reinforced racial inequalities by naturalising them 

on the cinema screen. The Negro Farmer goes even further than Helping Negroes in 

this regard. In contrast to its predecessor, no white people are shown in the film; the 

African American South is imagined here as socially isolated, seemingly to reassure 

white audiences that black people pose no social threat to them. 
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The film’s staging of Redoshi implicates her in its racist agenda. In the 

footage, Redoshi sits wrapped in a quilt in a rocking chair on the porch of her cabin 

and is shown in conversation with a black man in dungarees. A voiceover by white 

narrator George G. Farrington provides basic biographical details. The viewer learns 

that Redoshi was born in Africa and that she was supposedly more than 110 years of 

age when she died in 1937, a year before The Negro Farmer was first screened. 

Redoshi’s very early appearance in the film underlines her function: to serve as 

evidence of the home demonstration service’s ‘success’. The narrator claims that 

Smith lived long enough to ‘see the hard lot endured by her generation and that of her 

children in some measure bettered by [the USDA’s] campaign to help Negroes help 

themselves’.  

In the only critical study of the sequence, but which does not engage with 

Redoshi’s West African origins or status as a freedwoman, Winn observes that, ‘The 

film thus offers Sally Smith as a visual testimonial that the USDA’s extension service 

programs improved the hard life of southern African American farm families by 

attributing this opinion to Sally Smith through voice-over narration’.58  Much like 

Flock’s narrative, which presents U.S. slavery as a ‘civilising’ practice, the 1938 film 

draws on tropes of black abjection by suggesting that Redoshi has been ‘rescued’ by 

white intervention. Her old age is emphasised to underscore her apparent 

vulnerability. Redoshi therefore is exploited onscreen to promote a pro-segregationist 

agenda; she functions as visual evidence that agricultural conditions will improve 

with USDA intervention and thus that migration north is unnecessary.  

That Redoshi appears onscreen posthumously calls unintended attention to her 

exploitation by the filmmakers and her apparent lack of agency over her cinematic 

representation. Redoshi is first shown on her porch alongside her male companion. 
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The camera is then repositioned to show her face in close-up as she speaks to her 

interviewer. There is a break in the footage before Redoshi is again shown in close-up 

as she looks directly at and appears to pose for the camera. Such a staged posture 

recalls the visual language of ethnographic display, which suggests that the 

filmmakers viewed her as a historical curiosity to document. Redoshi speaks on 

screen, but there is no audio recording and so her voice goes unheard; the camera is 

interested only in presenting her as a visual spectacle. Smith is not allowed to tell her 

own story and it is unclear how well she understands the cinematic technology that is 

being used to film her. The viewer cannot be sure of the extent to which this very 

elderly woman submits willingly to the camera’s gaze. 

But a counter-reading of the footage that gives voice to Redoshi and highlights 

her humanity and resilience is possible. The narrative records that Redoshi died 

before the film was screened. In so doing, it acknowledges that the USDA’s extension 

service has arrived only in her final days and suggests that she has survived on the 

harsh Black Belt soil for decades without outside help. The film therefore unwittingly 

undermines the narrative of black abjection and white redemption that it seeks to 

convey because its footage of Redoshi simultaneously reveals decades of physical and 

psychological endurance. Equally, Redoshi’s unidentified male companion is framed 

as an audience surrogate whose welcomed presence permits the viewer to intrude on 

this elderly woman on her porch. The man leans on the porch and looks up at Redoshi 

and away from the camera. His upward gaze objectifies Redoshi by signalling how 

the viewer is meant to perceive her: as a historical curiosity, a final living relic of the 

transatlantic slave trade. However, his deference – he is seated below Redoshi – 

simultaneously affords her the respect owed to a community elder, which hints at the 

high social status that she holds in her community. 
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The film also records the outside of the cabin that Redoshi inhabited 

throughout her life in the United States. The basic wooden structure serves as visual 

evidence of the poverty that she endured. As Winn observes, ‘Sally Smith’s cabin 

together with several other shacks and cabins highlighted in Negro Farmer visually 

underscores the poor housing conditions under which many rural black farm families 

lived’.59 Smith is not clad in rags, however; instead, she wears a patterned quilt that 

displays skilled craftsmanship and careful attention to her appearance. Such 

costuming reveals a measure of self-authorship and, again, allows her to speak against 

the film’s narrative of abjection. The footage is an extremely rare visual document of 

interwar black Southern women’s quilting practices that is some of the best available 

evidence of connections between such practices and West African traditions.  

The brevity and poor quality of the film footage limit scrutiny of Redoshi’s 

artistry. The film is in black-and-white, which means that her fabric and colour 

choices are unclear and the patterns are only partially discernible. Yet the material is 

still highly revealing of her creative self-fashioning. Gladys-Marie Fry has identified 

quilting as a ‘survival mechanism – a type of emotional and social release that 

provided enslaved individuals with the means by which they recorded and preserved 

their experiences … It was their personal and communal history, recorded not on 

paper but on fabric’.60 Redoshi’s quilt thus affords her authorship within a film – and 

a society more broadly – that otherwise renders her voiceless. Most of the quilt is 

made of patches and therefore recycled material, which conveys her poverty but also 

her ingenuity. Fry speculates that patchwork quilts may have been influenced by West 

African strip weaving, which hints at cultural continuities between Redoshi’s West 

African past and her U.S. present.61 Moreover, Redoshi has embroidered the edges of 

the fabric with a striped pattern, which demonstrates her artistry and the pride that she 
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takes in her appearance. Significantly, Kossola also took pride in his patched clothing, 

which underscores the psychological significance for Middle Passage survivors of 

West African textual practices and their efforts to retain such practices, and therefore 

a semblance of their previous identities, in the Americas.62 

The Negro Farmer is an extremely limited document of Redoshi. Yet the film 

complicates its own narrative of black abjection and affords her a measure of 

authorship within this framework by acknowledging the extreme poverty that she 

endured in Alabama’s Black Belt, while at the same time highlighting her success in 

navigating such a hostile environment, the importance of her West African artistry, 

and the apparent high esteem in which her black Alabaman community regarded her. 

The film represents a tiny snapshot of Redoshi at the very end of her life, however, 

and provides no information about her experiences of slavery. This study therefore 

now turns to a second posthumous representation of Redoshi – this time on the page – 

that engages with her experiences of slavery and Reconstruction, and whose black 

female authorship imbues it with a radically different agenda from the white 

paternalism that underpinned Flock and the film’s accounts of her life. 

Forty-one years after The Negro Farmer was released, Bogue Chitto-based 

voting rights activist Amelia Boynton Robinson published her memoir, Bridge across 

Jordan. Boynton Robinson was a leading figure in the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. 

She and her husband Samuel Robinson arrived in Bogue Chitto as USDA county 

extension and home demonstration agents, but they were driven by the futility of such 

work to seek to effect more meaningful social change. Together with her husband and 

six others, Boynton Robinson founded the Dallas County Voters League and spent 30 

years spearheading a black voter recruitment drive in Selma, Alabama. Her invitation 

to Martin Luther King, Jr. to visit Selma in 1963 culminated in the Selma to 



 24 

Montgomery marches, which in turn helped lead to the Voting Rights Act. Boynton 

Robinson was one of the marchers beaten by state police for attempting to cross the 

Edmund Pettus Bridge during the first Selma to Montgomery march. A photograph of 

her unconscious body was published around the world, which helped to galvanise 

international support for the marchers’ campaign.  

In her memoir, Boynton Robinson recalled her encounters in the mid-1930s 

with a Middle Passage survivor called ‘Aunt Sally’. Alston Fitts has already 

recognised that ‘Aunt Sally’ and Hurston’s interviewee were the same person. His 

1989 book, Selma: A Bicentennial History (revised and updated in 2017), records her 

West African name and even includes a photograph of Redoshi and her husband, 

whom he names as Yawith.63 However, Fitts gives only fleeting attention to Boynton 

Robinson’s text in his much broader study of Selma’s history and does not 

acknowledge that Redoshi was on board the last U.S. slave ship or that Boynton 

Robinson recorded her as still being alive in 1936, a year after Kossola’s death.  

This study explores this text in detail for the first time to highlight its value 

while at the same time acknowledging its limitations as a record of Redoshi’s 

experiences. Such a record is fragmentary and based on four-decades-old 

remembrances. Yet it still serves as an incredibly rare female account of the Middle 

Passage and of enslavement in the Americas. Robinson’s text challenges the benign 

portrait of enslavement that Flock presents by documenting the sexual exploitation, 

physical abuse, and poverty that Redoshi endured as an enslaved woman, but also by 

describing her resistance to such abuse. Much like The Negro Farmer, the text serves 

as further evidence of Redoshi’s determination to retain her West African heritage. 

Yet Robinson’s book provides a much more nuanced portrait of the Black Belt society 

in which Redoshi lived, countering the film’s presentation of her township as an 
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abject community reliant on external help by showcasing its efforts to achieve 

political rights.  

Inconsistencies between Redoshi and other Clotilda survivors’ remembrances 

mean that it is necessary to approach Boynton Robinson’s account with care. 

Redoshi’s story is doubly mediated; not only is it a second-hand narrative, but also it 

is a memory of another person’s life experiences. Moreover, Boynton Robinson’s 

recollections of Redoshi are confined to just five pages of a 200-page memoir. Most 

of the account was based on an afternoon spent with Redoshi in the early 1930s, when 

she was probably in her mid- to late- 80s and more than 70 years after she was 

kidnapped. Boynton Robinson did not publish her memoir until 1979, 42 years after 

Redoshi’s death. The memoir claims, incorrectly, that Redoshi was born in Sierra 

Leone and provides very little other identifying information. She is listed simply as 

‘Aunt Sally’.  

According to Boynton Robinson’s account, there were many deaths on board 

the slave ship, including an act of infanticide: ‘Baby was born, mother threw him out 

to the fishes’.64 Yet Redoshi and Kossola both suggested elsewhere that two deaths 

occurred. Although Redoshi claimed in her earlier remembrance with Flock that one 

of the deceased was a child, she noted that the child was a girl, not a boy as Boynton 

Robinson suggests here. She also asserted that both victims died of poor health and 

were thrown overboard by the ship’s crew.65 These observations are not intended to 

downplay the fatalities to which Redoshi and Kossola both alluded, but instead to 

highlight the unreliability of Boynton Robinson’s account as a second-hand 

remembrance of Redoshi’s experiences. Boynton Robinson also reports that the 

Clotilda initially disembarked in Virginia, nearly 1,000 miles north of Mobile, where 
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it picked up more enslaved men and women, an assertion that deviates starkly from 

the historical record of the slave ship’s voyage. 

Nevertheless, census and other historical data help to validate other key 

aspects of Redoshi’s story. Nor should the problems of mediation and distortion in 

other accounts of enslavement be overlooked. By far the most comprehensive record 

of slavery was the WPA Slave Narrative Collection, whose 2,000 interviews were 

conducted around the same time as Boynton Robinson’s 1930s encounter with 

Redoshi. Much like Boynton Robinson’s account, these interviews relied on memory 

and were subjected to extensive mediation. As Sharon Ann Musher has noted, WPA 

interview material passed through several channels. The federal writers’ handwritten 

notes were first interpreted by typists, then modified by state editors, then arranged by 

national administrators, and edited again into publishable material by scholars and 

folklorists. 66  Despite the questions of reliability that such mediation raises – as 

Catherine Stewart observes, ‘the ex-slave narratives served different functions for 

various authors involved in their production’ – these narratives nevertheless have 

been mined extensively for clues about formerly enslaved men and women’s 

experiences.67 

Bridge across Jordan also presents a very different perspective on slavery 

from comparable sources. The vast majority of the WPA Slave Narrative Collection 

interviewers were white. By contrast, Redoshi told her story to an African American 

woman who was embedded in her community and who devoted her life to challenging 

black Alabamans’ poverty and disenfranchisement. Equally significantly, Boynton 

Robinson’s encounter with Redoshi was not initially recorded for publication. She 

was merely an interested young listener to an elderly woman who volunteered her life 

story. The reader learns that Boynton Robinson simply was invited to spend time with 
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her: ‘Aunt Sally asked me to keep her company before the crowd gathered for my 

monthly club meeting’.68 Redoshi’s story is not told under duress; she is not even 

being interviewed. Such interaction was very different from the WPA narratives, 

whose subjects may have been seeking to placate mainly white interviewers who they 

thought were spies or relief workers, much like Redoshi appears to have done during 

her encounter with Flock.  

Consequently, Boynton Robinson’s narrative contains an unusual level of 

intimacy and frankness. We learn of the tears that ‘stream down her face’ as Redoshi 

recalls her decades-long separation from her homeland and the suffering that she has 

endured in the United States.69 Redoshi’s peaceful existence in West Africa, where 

her community lives ‘together like one family’, is contrasted starkly with the world of 

‘beatings’, ‘whippings’, and ‘killings’ that she endures and witnesses at the hands of 

white men.70 Redoshi’s description of a peaceful African home set aflame adheres to 

Kossola’s account of his town’s destruction. She also recalls the agony of being 

chained on the slave ship for ‘many weeks’.71 The transatlantic passage feels to her so 

long that it ‘might be a year’ and she is so sick on the boat that ‘I could die, and I 

wanted to die’.72 She asserts that the smell of human excrement by the time the ship 

reached the U.S. ‘was enough to kill you’.73 

Redoshi does not acknowledge – or Boynton Robinson does not record – that 

Clotilda captives were forced to lie naked for the duration of the Atlantic voyage.74 

Yet the text is open about other brutalising aspects of their enslavement. We learn that 

their enslavers ‘made animals out of us’ and forced them to eat grass on their arrival 

in Mobile before separating Redoshi from most of her fellow captives and selling her 

to the Smith plantation in Selma.75 In a harrowing acknowledgement of the ways in 

which female Middle Passage survivors were sexually exploited by their enslavers, 
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she also divulges that her captors forced her to become a child bride: ‘I was 12 years 

old and he was a man from another tribe who had a family in Africa. I couldn’t 

understand his talk and he couldn’t understand me . . . They put us on block together 

and sold us for man and wife’.76  

The likelihood that the Clotilda’s human cargo were selected as ‘breeding’ 

couples has yet to be remarked on by historians but, unusually, half of them were 

women and girls, which was roughly double the average amount for this period in 

slaving history.77 Notably, Jinnie/Jenny and Cuffy/Cuffee were also married, which 

suggests that they too were sold arbitrarily to Washington Smith as ‘man and wife’. 

Redoshi’s assertion that she was 12 years old when she was kidnapped contrasts with 

Flock’s claim that she was a woman of 25 and The Negro Farmer’s suggestion that 

she was well past her 110th year when she was interviewed. Census data are 

inconsistent, which makes it impossible to determine her actual birth year. However, 

her extreme longevity in the U.S. supports the younger age, as does the fact that half 

of the women on board the Clotilda were children.  

Boynton Robinson’s observations provide even more forceful evidence than 

does the film footage of the extent of Redoshi’s poverty, but in contrast to the footage 

those observations also hint at Redoshi’s effort to turn her enforced U.S. dwelling into 

a home. By extension, they offer rare insight into ways in which enslaved women 

sought to exercise control over their domestic spaces. There are few detailed 

descriptions of slave quarters that shed light on how people of African descent in the 

Americas organised their homes.78 Boynton Robinson’s description of Redoshi’s yard 

postdates slavery by many decades, yet it should still be recognised as a literary 

record of a slave quarter as it had been the elderly woman’s residence since 1860. She 

lives in a ‘dark’ and ‘tiny one-room and kitchen hut’, but it is adorned with a picket 
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fence.79 She has also covered up her home’s dark boards with newspaper to improve 

its appearance. Smith’s effort to decorate her home demonstrates her self-sufficiency 

and ingenuity and serves to counter the film’s assertion that she is in need of outside 

aid. By contrast, Boynton Robinson presents herself, a home demonstration agent, as 

redundant to Redoshi’s needs. Struck by the neatness of the wallpaper, Boynton 

Robinson is informed by Redoshi that she used flour and water combined with copper 

sulphate to deter cockroaches and mice, and recognises such ingenuity as evidence of 

how much she can learn from the Bogue Chitto community.80 

Boynton Robinson’s description of Redoshi’s home also provides clues about 

the latter’s spiritual beliefs and her retention of West African cultural traditions. 

Boynton Robinson notes that the elderly woman’s yard is ‘immaculate’ and that 

‘flowers were painted in circles surrounded by half-buried bottles in geometrical 

formation’.81 Bottles were commonly used to border African American yards in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and Robert Farris Thompson has interpreted 

the planting of such bottles as an African survival associated in particular with but not 

limited to Kongo practices and whose purpose was to deter evil spirits. 82  Grey 

Gundaker identifies four recurring themes in diasporan Africans’ efforts to assert their 

own will over the land: ‘protection and safekeeping, personal virtuosity, community 

improvement, and honor to family and ancestors’.83 Gundaker’s observation sheds 

light on the psychological significance of Redoshi’s yard activities: within a context 

of violent separation, cultural isolation, dispossession, and dehumanisation, Redoshi 

has found a way to impose personal order and to stake belonging to U.S. soil on her 

own terms. She is asserting ownership over her land, re-establishing ancestral 

connections, and upholding spiritual practices.  
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 Boynton Robinson’s account also provides insights into Redoshi’s 

understanding of the world around her, which indicate that she has retained a West 

African worldview and elements of a West African belief system. Redoshi suggests 

that cats’ eyes can be used to determine the function of the moon, sun, and tide and 

that, because of this, ‘We always tell when tide is coming in in Africa’.84 She also 

predicts that heavy rain will soon fall, which she attributes to a female moon deity: 

You know what the moon bring us? Not what you call a lady all the time. She 

do lot controlling. Moon come up, big and full, then she get fuller, then she get 

down. She take all she can from earth’s surface and us. Then she turns this way 

and that way. When you see her ends up, she’s full of water and on her back. 

Soon much rain come, she let it out and keep on ‘til she point to the earth. Then 

her cup is empty and upside down and start picking up more water. The sun 

help too, picking up much water the moon drop.85 

Redoshi may have been referring here to Yemoja, water deity and mother spirit of the 

Yorùbá people. At the very least, Redoshi’s interpretation of the solar system suggests 

that, much like Kossola and other Clotilda survivors, she did not convert fully to 

Christianity in the United States, but also held onto her West African spiritual beliefs. 

For Redoshi, there was no single, male Creator, but instead both female and male 

deities. Redoshi’s recollection is an extremely rare account by a West African-born 

formerly enslaved woman of spiritual beliefs carried over from her homeland and 

therefore invaluable evidence of ways in which female Middle Passage survivors in 

the U.S. sought to hold onto their cultural heritages. That Redoshi retained such a 

worldview is especially remarkable given that she was isolated from other Clotilda 

survivors and appears to have been married to a man from a different ethnic group. 
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Boynton Robinson’s account also reveals the economic exploitation that 

Redoshi and Yawith endured following their emancipation, but also the ways in 

which they resisted their mistreatment. Plantation owners and merchants deliberately 

underestimated the amount of cotton produced by black farmers in Alabama’s Black 

Belt to ensure that they could not meet their rent payments and remained perpetually 

indebted to white landlords. 86  Bridge across Jordan documents such calculated 

indebtedness, but it also records Yawith’s astute response: 

[Redoshi] told me how her husband had used his wisdom to keep up with the 

cotton he sold . . . He found that his cotton bales were not being counted 

correctly, but what the correct amount of counting was, he did not know. He 

began to keep up with the number of bales by putting a grain of corn in a jar 

each time he took a bale to the white man’s gin. At the end of the gathering 

season he would not ask the plantation owner how much cotton he had made, he 

would get someone else to count the grains of corn he had laid aside and tell the 

planter that he had so many bales ginned.87 

Such ingenuity provides evidences of ways in which Redoshi and her husband 

resisted their social and political marginalisation and economic exploitation. In turn, it 

challenges both the film’s portrait of abjection and the article’s benign description of 

black-white Southern relations. Boynton Robinson underlines such achievements by 

highlighting the successful family that Redoshi and Yawith have raised on U.S. soil. 

She records that Redoshi has just one daughter but many great grandchildren, some of 

whom are now public school teachers and ministers. 88  Thus, Redoshi and her 

husband may have been forced into slavery and denied civil rights, but through hard 

work they have created a platform for their descendants to achieve a measure of social 

mobility.  
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Such achievements help to situate Redoshi and her husband within a wider 

community resistance to racial inequality. Boynton Robinson records that Yawith 

worked as a sharecropper after slavery. However, we can deduce that the couple 

eventually became landowners because they lived in Bogue Chitto, which was an 

unincorporated town owned and managed by freedpeople and their descendants. 

Boynton Robinson portrays Bogue Chitto as an industrious community and recalls 

that black people in surrounding areas nicknamed the town ‘Freetown’ because its 

members were not bound physically to their employers, but instead could travel where 

and when they pleased.89 She also suggests that they welcomed the county agents’ 

intervention and had already worked to create their own food distribution project well 

before the federal government’s intervention.90  

Boynton Robinson does not ignore Redoshi’s poverty. As she notes, although 

Bogue Chitto had once been a thriving community, a fall in the price of cotton had 

left it a shell of its former self by the 1930s. Yet she links the causes not to an 

ignorant black community in need of white guidance, but instead to 

disenfranchisement and to dependence on a single crop. Boynton Robinson claims 

that almost every man in the community was a registered voter during Reconstruction, 

but that white authorities stuffed and swapped ballot boxes to ensure that their votes 

were in vain.91 She also explores Bogue Chitto’s investment in reclaiming such voting 

rights from the 1930s onwards. 92  Her portrait of community radicalism draws 

attention to the racial injustices that Redoshi and Yawith endured throughout their 

lives in Bogue Chitto, but it also hints at Redoshi’s remarkably close association as a 

Middle Passage survivor with the early stages of of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement. 

In her final remembrance of Redoshi, Boynton Robinson records the elderly 

woman’s 1936 meeting with Daniel Kato, an African migrant and former classmate of 
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Samuel Boynton at Tuskegee Institute. Such a meeting, as recorded in the memoir, 

points up the unreliability of the civil rights leader’s narrative. Nevertheless, it still 

serves as an important revelation of the lasting psychological trauma left on Middle 

Passage survivors by geographical displacement and family separation as well as their 

efforts to hold onto their previous identities despite such losses. According to 

Boynton Robinson, Redoshi and Kato conversed in the same language and discovered 

that they were from the same community in Africa. Recalling the experience, 

Boynton Robinson noted that, 

We took [Kato] to meet Aunt Sally, and they began to talk about Africa in 

general. Suddenly she screamed with delight, the two of them were from the 

same tribe! This was the first time she had met anyone from Africa who could 

speak and understand her language since she had left her home more than 80 

years before. She was filled with joy. As they talked about their country, the 

village, the nearby rivers, speaking many times in their own language, I sobbed 

aloud with happiness for her.93 

In this remarkable scene, Redoshi appears to enjoy an unexpected encounter with a 

man from her birthplace. Her unlikely psychological reunion with her lost homeland 

after 76 years of separation causes her such intense pleasure that even the witness to 

the event is overcome by emotion. 

That such a meeting took place between Redoshi and an African student is 

supported by historical evidence. Records show that there was a student called Daniel, 

or more precisely Danieri, Kato at Tuskegee Institute in the 1920s. He was the first of 

his countrymen to study at the Institute and he spent about 10 years in Alabama. His 

overseas education formed part of a wider African interest in black U.S. institutions of 

learning as a model for achieving independence from European rule.94 Black African 
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leaders’ recognition of the parallels between colonialism and slavery in the Americas 

explains why a meeting with Redoshi would have interested Kato. But Kato was an 

East African from Uganda, not the western coastal nation of Sierra Leone as Boynton 

Robinson suggested. Nor is there any evidence to suggest that Redoshi came from 

Sierra Leone, which is more than 1,000 miles away from the slave port at Ouidah.  

Kato was a member of the Ganda people and spoke a Bantu language. There is 

a small possibility, at most, that Redoshi may also have spoken a form of Bantu. 

However, this would have meant that she was from West Central Africa, not the west 

coast as her interview with Flock suggested, and that she somehow ended up at a 

slave port thousands of miles northwest of her birthplace. Even if Redoshi spoke a 

form of Bantu, it is also important to recognise that, as Ericka Albaugh and Kathryn 

De Luna note, ‘The documentation, translation, and even creation of African 

languages were key parts of the process of inventing African tribes in the colonial era’ 

and that ‘language was a key component in identifying and classifying populations 

onto which identities like “Bantu” were forced’.95 In essence, there are hundreds of 

Bantu ‘languages’ that are spoken throughout Sub-Saharan Africa. To assume that 

Redoshi and Kato were able to communicate in a meaningful way because they were 

both Bantu speakers risks perpetuating a colonial legacy that has led to the 

homogenisation of diverse African languages. 

Yet regardless of whether or not any form of direct communication took place, 

Redoshi’s joy at meeting a fellow African surely was real. The scene therefore hints at 

the value that she placed on language as a Middle Passage survivor. Given that 

language plays a crucial role in shaping a person’s identity, its loss is symbolic of the 

geographical dislocation and dehumanisation that Middle Passage survivors endured. 

As noted previously, Hurston’s letter to Hughes stressed that Redoshi was a ‘better 
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talker than Cudjo’. Such ability to communicate well in English bleakly highlights her 

brutal acclimatisation to her U.S. environment. Boynton Robinson records that the 

new language was quite literally beaten into her: ‘The slave masters and overseers 

beat us for every little thing when we didn’t understand American talk’.96  

Yet as Boynton Robinson also acknowledges, Redoshi’s old language was not 

beaten out of her. Redoshi lapses into her own language when talking of her father 

and has passed on her mother tongue to her daughter and some of her grandchildren. 

She has worked actively to hold onto her cultural heritage and identity in the United 

States. Redoshi’s encounter with Kato therefore highlights the psychological 

significance of language retention for Middle Passage survivors, despite Boynton 

Robinson’s fictionalised or misremembered record of this encounter. Redoshi has had 

to work particularly hard to retain her language as she was separated from most of the 

other Clotilda survivors and her husband appears to have been from a different ethnic 

group. No matter how limited was Redoshi and Kato’s communication, we can 

therefore conclude that hearing another person speak confidently and fluently in an 

African language, possibly for the first time in decades, had such a powerful 

psychological effect on her that Boynton Robinson misremembered the scene years 

later as an actual encounter with a man from the land of Redoshi’s birth. 

Redoshi’s literary and cinematic archive is highly mediated and represents 

merely a snapshot of 80 years in the life of a Middle Passage and U.S. slavery 

survivor. But such materials nevertheless are of considerable historical significance 

because they are incredibly rare, and in some cases exceptional, documents of a 

female Middle Passage survivor’s experiences. Not only do they reveal crucial 

information about Redoshi’s birthplace, ethnicity, appearance, politics, and spiritual 

beliefs, but they also establish that she was the last living Middle Passage survivor.  In 
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turn, they give voice to a woman whose identity has for decades been obscured and 

serve as unprecedented opportunities to meaningfully consider transatlantic slavery 

from a West African-born woman’s perspective. Despite their elisions and 

inaccuracies, such accounts call attention to the Middle Passage as a lifelong trauma, 

but they also shed vital light on the humanity and resilience of a formerly enslaved 

woman. 
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