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Chapter
One

A N E W H O ME

Addy Walker and her mother stood
on a busy pier in Philadelphia one
hot afternoon at the end of August.
Addy’s boots pinched her toes and trickles of sweat
ran down her back. She took Momma’s hand and
looked around nervously. We finally here, she
thought. Momma and me in Philadelphia. We gonna
start our new life here. This where Poppa say freedom is.
The pier was a noisy place. Huge crates hung
from ropes overhead. They swung by clumsily as
they were unloaded from ships. Addy cringed,
thinking one of the ropes might break and a crate
would come crashing down on her and Momma. A
fishing boat had dumped its catch on the pier. Some
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of the fish were still alive. Addy saw their mouths
moving as if they were sucking for air. Addy felt
the way the fish looked, as though she couldn’t
breathe in the dirty yellow-gray air that smelled
like burning fires.
Addy had never seen so many people in her
life. It seemed as if everyone in Philadelphia must
be on the pier. Some people bent under the weight
of heavy trunks. Others had nothing. Some people
stood quietly, looking lost. Others shouted out to
people who were meeting them.
“I wish Sam and Poppa was here,” Addy said
as she saw a small girl being swept up in a man’s
strong arms.
“Addy, we by ourselves,” Momma replied.
“I know, but wouldn’t it be something if we
was to turn around and they was here, just like
magic?” Addy said.
“It would be something,” Momma sighed. “I
wish I knew where they was.”
Addy heard sadness in Momma’s voice. Poppa
and Addy’s brother Sam had been sold off Master
Stevens’s plantation a few weeks before. Now
Poppa and Sam were probably slaves on another
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plantation—unless they had been able to escape.
Momma and Addy had had to leave baby Esther
behind when they ran away from Master Stevens’s
plantation. Esther was too young to make the
dangerous escape through the woods with Addy
and Momma. Her crying would have given them
away. Addy and Momma had spent their days
hiding in the woods and traveled only at night when
no one would see them. They had finally made it
across North Carolina to a hot, crowded boat that
took them to Philadelphia.
The boat had just arrived minutes before. Addy
felt lost in a sea of strangers. “Momma, you think we
should be waiting someplace else?” Addy
asked.
“The boat captain said to wait here,
Addy,” Momma said. “Somebody gonna
come for us.”
“Maybe we should ask somebody
what them signs say,” Addy suggested
as she looked at signs around the pier.
“We ain’t gonna do that,” Momma said
quickly, with fear in her voice. “We in the big city
now, and we can’t be trusting strangers.”
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“We in the big city now,” said Momma,
“and we can’t be trusting strangers.”
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I wish I could read, Addy thought. Then I could
help. But she did not know one letter. As she shifted
back and forth on her aching feet, Addy began to
worry.
Maybe no one will come. What if we got to find our
way around the city by ourselves? Where we gonna go?
Addy’s heart started to race, but she tried to keep
her face looking calm. She didn’t want to worry
Momma.
Nearly half an hour passed. The crowd had
thinned out when Addy saw a woman and girl
coming toward them.
Addy kept her eyes on the girl. She was about
Addy’s size. She skipped ahead of the woman and
waved to Addy as if she were a long-lost friend. As
she came closer, Addy saw a sunny smile on her
face.
“I’m sorry we late,” said the woman, who was
tall and heavy-set. She reached out to hug Momma
and then Addy. “I was told you was coming on the
Libby, which is way down on pier thirty-five. Come
to find out, you was on the Liberty here on pier
three. I’m Mabel Moore and this is my girl, Sarah.”
Sarah reached out and shook Addy’s hand. “It’s
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good meeting you,” she said. Up close, her smile
was even brighter.
Mrs. Moore went on, “We from the Freedom
Society of Trinity A.M.E. Church, and we gonna
take you to the church to see about getting you
settled.”
“We grateful,” Momma said. “I’m Ruth Walker
and this is my girl, Addy.”
“Well, come on with us,” Mrs. Moore said.
As they fell in step behind their mothers, Addy
looked shyly at Sarah. Sarah’s brown skin was the
same color as Addy’s. Her hair was as short as a
boy’s, and her faded dress reminded Addy of the
shift she had worn back on the plantation. Sarah’s
big, dark eyes were so bright, Addy could see
herself in them when Sarah turned to her and
asked, “Where’d you and your momma come
from?”
“North Carolina,” Addy answered. “We was
slaves on a plantation.”
“My family from Virginia. We was slaves, too,”
Sarah said. “My teacher, Miss Dunn, from North
Carolina. Her family was slaves, too.”
“They got colored people up here teaching
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school?” Addy asked. She could hardly believe it.
Back on the plantation, she didn’t know any
colored people who could even read.
“They sure do,” Sarah said. “Miss Dunn went
to college and everything. You got to be smart to
do that.” Sarah looked at Addy. “You is coming to
school, ain’t you?”
“Momma say I can go,” Addy answered.
“That’s good,” said Sarah. “We learn to read
and write. We have spelling matches, learn our
sums, and everything. We even study the war. You
gonna like school. You’ll see.”
Just then they came to a busy corner. Sarah
took Addy’s hand. “I don’t want you getting lost
on your first day,” she said.
Addy was glad to hold Sarah’s hand. She
hardly knew where to look as they walked down
the crowded, narrow streets. She stared at the carts
piled high with fruits and vegetables, heaps of
coal, and bundles of rags. She looked up at the
horse-drawn wagons and carriages that sped past
them. She looked down so that she wouldn’t step
in garbage and horse droppings. She stared at all the
people, black and white, old and young. Many of
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them wore fine clothes.
Sarah pointed to a street sign. “See that sign
there?” she asked Addy. “It tell you where you at.
We on Second Street now. When I come up here, I
got lost loads of times because I couldn’t read.”
“Wish I could read,” Addy mumbled.
“Not reading is nothing to be ’shamed about,”
Sarah said, giving Addy’s hand a reassuring
squeeze. “Miss Dunn will teach you to read. She
taught me. And I can help you learn, too.”
Addy smiled at Sarah. “I’d like that,” she said.
“I’m gonna help you, I promise,” Sarah said,
smiling her sunny smile.
a
When they arrived outside the church,
Addy was amazed at how big it was. And
when they went inside, she could hardly
believe her eyes. Addy had never seen
such a huge place before. She stood in the middle
of the center aisle and slowly turned around.
“That’s a pipe organ,” Sarah said, pointing to
the back of the church. “It make real pretty music.
The choir sit up there with it. And look, there in the
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front of the church. That’s the pulpit for the pastor.”
“What’s that wrote over it?” Addy asked.
“It say, ‘Peace be within thy walls,’” Sarah read.
Mrs. Moore led Addy, Momma, and Sarah
down to the basement of the church and into a
large meeting hall filled with people. The candles in
the wall sconces gave the room a warm glow. Long
tables were covered with platters of fried chicken,
greens, biscuits, pies, and cakes. Addy had seen
food like this only once before, a long time ago,
when Master Stevens had a grand party. Sarah
whispered to Addy that most of the people in the
room were church members she knew. But some
were slaves who had just arrived from the South.
They were new like Addy and Momma. By the
time Addy and Momma sat down to eat, it seemed
they had been hugged by everyone in the room.
Addy felt that they were being welcomed into a
big family.
While they were eating, Mrs. Moore asked
Momma, “What kind of work can you do?”
“I can sew some,” Momma said. “Back on the
plantation, I did mostly mending, but sometimes I
made shirts and things like that.”
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Mrs. Moore’s face brightened. “I know where
you might find some work,” she said. “There’s a
woman over on South Street named Mrs. Ford. She
a white woman, and she got a small dress shop.
She can be fussy, but she pay good, and I think she
got a room you and Addy can stay in.”
After the meal, Mrs. Moore left Sarah at the
church while she took Addy and Momma to the
dress shop just a few blocks away. The tiny shop
was crammed with cloth, thread, ribbon, yarn,
feathers, and boxes. A woman sat near the back,
bent over her sewing. She looked up when they
arrived.
“Good day, Mrs. Ford,” Mrs. Moore said. The
three visitors barely fit inside the shop. Mrs. Moore
introduced Addy and Momma and said, “I think
Ruth Walker would be a fine seamstress for you.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Mrs. Ford snapped,
looking over the top of her spectacles. “You know,
Mrs. Moore, the last girl you brought here got
married and left me soon after she started. I’m an
abolitionist and I want to help you colored people.
But I have a business to run, and I can’t take too
many chances.”
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“Momma a real good sewer,” Addy added
bravely, “and we ain’t gonna take off.”
Momma squeezed Addy’s arm, and Addy fell
silent.
Mrs. Ford’s sharp eyes looked at Addy and
then at Momma. She said, “I’ll hire you, Mrs.
Walker—on a trial basis. A dollar a week to start. I
run a first-rate shop here. Most of my customers are
from Society Hill, and they expect the best. You’ll
have to do fine work, and I’ll expect you to make
some deliveries. If you can’t do the work, I won’t
keep you on. This is a business, not a charity ward.”
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“Yes, ma’am,” Momma said. Her voice was soft
but steady.
“All right then,” said Mrs. Ford. “I’ll take you up
to the room where you and your daughter can stay.”
Addy, Momma, and Mrs. Moore followed Mrs.
Ford up three flights of steep, dark stairs. At the
top was a garret. Addy’s heart sank. The room was
dirty, stuffy, and hot. It was smaller than the cabin
Addy’s family had lived in back on the plantation.
A table with two chairs stood in the middle of the
room, and a bed had been pushed into one corner.
There was a small stove. Then Addy saw something
that made her feel better—a window that looked
out over the street. Addy’s cabin on the plantation
had no windows.
“It’s not much,” Mrs. Ford said. “It’s hot in the
summer and cold in the winter.”
“It’ll be fine,” Momma said quickly. She put her
arm around Addy’s shoulders. “We gonna make it a
home.”

Chapter
O
Tw
n oe

F RE E D O M?

Addy stood at the window of the
garret, gazing out at the street below.
A week had passed since she and
Momma had arrived in Philadelphia, and nothing
magical had happened at all. Back on the plantation,
Addy had dreamed about being free in the North.
She’d wear fancy dresses, she’d learn to read and
write, she’d spend more time with Momma. She had
imagined that everything would magically be better
when she was free. But so far, freedom wasn’t the
way she dreamed it would be.
Momma worked long hours in the shop. She
spent her day making dresses for rich women,
working just as hard as she had on the plantation.
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But back there, if Addy didn’t have a chore to do,
she could find Momma and sit with her while she
worked. Not here. Addy had gone down to the shop
on Momma’s first day. But Mrs. Ford made it clear
that Addy was not to be in the shop while Momma
was working.
And so Addy spent her days in the hot room in
the attic. The window didn’t bring Addy much joy.
Sometimes a small breeze pushed through it, but the
air was foul. Addy could smell soot, rotting garbage
from the street, and the fishy scent of the harbor. The
window let in all kinds of noises, too. Trains clanked
in the distance. Ships in the harbor sounded their
deep, lonely horns.
Although Addy didn’t like being alone in the
room, she was too scared to go out by herself. She
didn’t know her way around. She couldn’t read the
street signs, and the crowds of people in the streets
frightened her. Sarah had told Addy that she once
had seen a boy pushed into the path of a speeding
wagon. Both his legs had been crushed.
The only time Addy went downstairs during the day was to go to the
privy. Ten families used the same privy.
privy
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It sat in the middle of a dark, filthy alley. The privy
smelled awful, and the alley did, too. People threw
all sorts of things into the alley—dirty water, table
scraps. At night, rats prowled through the piles of
garbage.
Addy had seen Sarah only once, at church on
Sunday. Sarah’s mother was a washerwoman and
Sarah helped her, so she had little time to play. Addy
longed for baby Esther, Sam, and Poppa more than
ever, but she didn’t tell Momma.
Addy was lost in her thoughts when she heard
someone running up the stairs. She opened the door
and saw Sarah.
“I’m so glad you here!” Addy exclaimed. “Ain’t
you got to help your momma today?”
“I do,” Sarah said. “She sent me to the store for
some bluing and a cake of soap. She said I could
stop by here for a minute. And guess what?” Sarah
went on. “Your momma said you could come with
me.”
Addy was so happy, she took Sarah’s hand and
they ran down the stairs. When they got outside,
Sarah said eagerly, “School start next week. I can’t
wait.”
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“Me neither,” Addy said excitedly.
“You can sit with me,” said Sarah. “We got
double desks, and you can be my desk partner.”
“Good!” agreed Addy, though she couldn’t
imagine what a double desk looked like.
“My momma is letting me wear my Christmas
dress from last year to the first day of school,” Sarah
went on.
Addy looked down at her dress. It was the same
pink one she had worn when Sarah met her at the
pier.
“Do the girls dress real fancy at school?” she
asked.
“Some do,” Sarah answered. “There’s this one
girl named Harriet. She got lots of pretty dresses.”
“It sound like she rich,” Addy said.
“Compared to us she is,” shrugged Sarah. “Her
momma don’t work.”
They came to a curb and waited for a wagon to
go by. It was the biggest one Addy had ever seen.
The wagon was drawn by two horses and packed
with people, some sitting, some standing.
“What kind of wagon is that?” Addy asked.
“It’s a streetcar,” Sarah explained. “Streetcars go
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all over the city to take
people to different places.”
“Let’s get on it,” Addy said as
they crossed the street. “It look like fun.”
“We can’t ride it,” Sarah said, “even if we had
money for the fare, which we don’t.”
“You mean children got to ride with their
momma or poppa?” asked Addy.
“No,” Sarah said. “I mean they don’t let colored
people ride on that streetcar.”
Addy looked confused.
“It’s true,” Sarah said. “There is a few streetcars
for colored people to ride on. But we can only ride
on the outside platform, even if it’s raining or
snowing. And they charge us colored folks the same
fare they charge whites.”
“That ain’t right,” Addy said.
“It ain’t, but it’s the way things is,” Sarah said.
a
When Momma came to bed that night, Addy
told her about the streetcars. “This where freedom
supposed to be at,” Addy said. “There ain’t
supposed to be things colored folks can’t do.”
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“Honey, you right,” Momma said, turning over
the pillow so the cool side touched Addy’s cheek.
“But there’s more to freedom than riding a streetcar.
There ain’t nobody here that own us, and beat us,
and work us like animals. I got me a paying job. You
can go to school and learn to read and write. When
you got an education, you got a freedom nobody can
take from you. You’ll still have it even if you never
ride a streetcar.”
“I wish you ain’t have to work so hard,” Addy
said. “We got to buy everything now—food, candles,
coal, matches. And it all cost so much.”
“Freedom got a cost,” Momma went on. “Just
like Uncle Solomon told us before we left the
plantation. It cost money and hard work and
heartache.” She kissed Addy’s forehead. “Be patient,
honey. Things gonna get better, I promise. Now, you
go on to sleep. I got sewing to do.”
a
The first day of school, Momma and Addy were
both up before the sun. Momma had washed,
starched, and ironed Addy’s pink dress so it looked
like new. Now she braided Addy’s hair in two
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braids and tied each with a ribbon that Mrs. Ford
had given her from the end of a roll.
When Momma finished, she hugged Addy. “Do
good in school now, Addy,” she said. “You a smart
girl.”
“I’m gonna work hard, Momma,” Addy replied
as she hugged Momma back. Suddenly they heard
someone running up the stairs.
Sarah burst into the room without knocking.
“You ready, Addy?” she asked. Sarah had on a dark
green dress trimmed in white. It was old, but clean
and carefully mended.
“You look real nice, Sarah,” Momma
said. She handed Addy her lunch pail.
Momma had tied a scrap of green and
white cloth to the pail so Addy could
tell hers from other children’s. Momma
walked downstairs with the girls. “Y’all be careful
now. Watch out for them wagons and streetcars, and
don’t talk to no strangers. Go straight to school and
come right straight back here after.”
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Walker,” Sarah said. She
hooked arms with Addy. “I’m gonna look after
Addy. I ain’t gonna let nothing bad happen to her.”
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The Sixth Street School was a brick building
near Trinity Church. Boys and girls had gathered
on the steps out front. All of them were
black, and they were all different ages.
They were talking and laughing and
playing. Addy felt scared, but she tried
not to show it. She held tight to Sarah’s
hand as they walked past the other students and
went into the building. Sarah showed Addy the way
to their room, which was a classroom for boys and
girls in the lower grades.
Addy felt more nervous than ever when she saw
the classroom. It was crammed with desks. In one
corner was a large black stove. On two walls of the
room were huge black squares filled with writing.
On another wall there was a large piece of paper
filled with colorful shapes. What’s that for? Addy
wondered. A group of children was already in the
room, talking happily to one another and looking
through books. Addy was worried. She knew those
children would soon find out she couldn’t read or
write. Addy held on to Sarah’s hand, but she wanted
to break away and run.
Sarah’s voice interrupted Addy’s thoughts.
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“Here come Miss Dunn,” Sarah said.
Addy watched as the teacher entered the room.
Miss Dunn held her head high and her back straight.
Her long skirts swung gracefully as she made her
way across the room. She seemed to be gliding
on air.
Miss Dunn smiled at Addy and Sarah.
“Welcome back, Sarah,” she said. “And who is your
friend?”
“This here is Addy,” Sarah answered. “She from
North Carolina just like you, and she ain’t never
been to school before.”
Miss Dunn put her hand on Addy’s shoulder.
“I’m so pleased you’re here, Addy,” she said. “You
know, I never went to school until my family came
north. When I started, some things seemed a little
strange. You might feel a bit confused this first week,
but you’ll soon learn your way. I know Sarah will
help you.”
Addy smiled as Miss Dunn floated away. The
teacher had made her feel much better. Suddenly,
a bell rang and more children hurried into the
classroom. Addy and Sarah sat down together
at a double desk at the back of the room.

21

Addy Learns a Lesson

“You might feel a bit confused this first week,” said Miss Dunn, “but I
know Sarah will help you.”
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When everyone was seated, Miss Dunn said,
“Good morning, boys and girls. I am Miss Dunn.”
She pointed to her name on the blackboard. “I know
many of you, but I see some new faces. I want you
children who have been here before to help the new
students feel a part of our class. If we help each
other, I know we will enjoy our year together.
Tomorrow I will assign permanent desk partners.”
Miss Dunn asked every student to stand up and
state his or her name. Then she announced that the
class would spend the morning copying from the
board. “Sarah,” she said, “please help Addy copy
the alphabet.”
“Yes, ma’am,” said Sarah.
Sarah was a patient teacher. She showed Addy
how to hold her slate pencil and how to form the
letters of the alphabet. Addy tried to hold her pencil
the way Sarah did, between her thumb and first two
fingers, but it kept slipping. Her letters looked
shaky. Addy finally wrapped her entire hand around
the pencil. Even then, the letters she slowly formed
were squiggly and rough.
Miss Dunn stopped to look at Addy’s slate.
“You’re doing fine,” she said. Then she wrote
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something on one side of the slate. “This is your
name,” she said. “I want you to practice it.”
Addy stared at the letters. It was the first time
in her life that she had seen her name written down.
Addy tried to copy the letters carefully. But her slate
pencil broke because she pressed down so hard. The
letters wobbled across her side of the slate in a
crooked row. Addy erased them and started again.
This time they looked more like Miss Dunn’s letters.
Sarah looked at Addy’s slate. “That’s good,
Addy,” she said kindly. “I can read that plain as day.
A-D-D-Y.”
Addy had to smile. It had been a struggle, but
she had written her own name, just as she dreamed
she would. And she had found something she had
not even dreamed of when she worked in the
tobacco fields. In Sarah, she had found a friend.
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The next morning, Addy’s heart beat
quickly when Miss Dunn announced
the new seat assignments. “Addy
Walker, you’ll share a desk with Harriet Davis,” she
said.
Addy and Sarah looked at each other, and then
Sarah blurted out, “Miss Dunn, can Addy stay with
me? I been helping her.”
“No, Sarah, I want Addy to sit near the front of
the room. Clara Johnson will be your new desk
partner. You can help her,” Miss Dunn replied.
Addy rose slowly. She glanced back at Sarah as
Clara slid into the seat next to her. Addy went to her
new seat. She sat down next to Harriet and smiled
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shyly. Harriet did not smile back.
Harriet had light brown skin, and she wore her
hair loose. She was wearing the most beautiful dress
Addy had ever seen. It was light yellow and
trimmed with rows of lace. Addy realized that this
must be the girl Sarah had told her about.
“Do you know the alphabet?” Harriet asked.
She had a thin, high voice.
“I’m just learning it,” Addy answered. “Sarah
was teaching me.”
A quick frown crossed Harriet’s face. “Sarah?”
she said. “Sarah can hardly read herself! I’ll help
you. I taught myself to read when I was four. Miss
Dunn put you with me because I’m the smartest
one in the class.”
“Sarah smart, too,” Addy responded.
Harriet ignored her comment. “I’m named after
Harriet Tubman. She helped run the Underground
Railroad. You probably didn’t know that. I know
plenty of things like that. Now that Miss Dunn put
you with me, I can teach you some things.”
At lunch Sarah asked, “How you like sitting
with Harriet?”
“She real smart and she got fine clothes just like
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“Miss Dunn put you with me because I’m the smartest one
in the class,” said Harriet.
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you said. I wish I had a dress as pretty as the one
she has on,” Addy said.
“You know how much one of them fancy
dresses cost?” Sarah asked.
“How much?” Addy asked.
“More than my momma and poppa make in
a whole month,” Sarah answered. “Your momma
can’t afford to make you a dress like that, Addy.”
Addy’s eyes opened wide. She had no idea one
dress could cost so much. “Maybe my momma can
find a way,” she said. “Harriet’s momma could
afford it.”
“I’m sick of talking about Harriet,” Sarah
snapped.
Addy was surprised by Sarah’s reaction.
“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Don’t you like her?”
“That ain’t it,” Sarah said, letting out a sigh.
“Addy, Harriet don’t like me. She all stuck-up. She
think she better than other people. If your family
ain’t got no money, she don’t like you. And you
know my family poor.”
“But Harriet was nice to me,” Addy protested,
“and she know my family is poor.”
“Listen, Addy. She was only nice ’cause
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Miss Dunn told her to be,” Sarah said firmly.
“Harriet don’t have no poor girls like us for her
friends. She gonna try to make you her slave. She
tried it with me when I came to school last year, but
I wouldn’t let her. That’s why she don’t like me. She
gonna hurt you just like she hurt me last year.”
“Well, maybe Harriet changed from when you
first come up here,” Addy said. “Harriet ain’t gonna
hurt me. She say she got plenty to teach me, and I
got plenty to learn.”
As the weeks passed, Addy’s fascination with
Harriet grew. Every day Harriet wore a beautiful
dress. Each one seemed brand-new. And schoolwork
came so easily to Harriet! She was always the first
one in the class to finish her lesson, so she had time
to look at Addy’s slate and point out Addy’s
mistakes. Sometimes Addy didn’t understand the
corrections Harriet made. But questions seemed to
annoy Harriet, so Addy saved her questions to ask
Sarah at lunchtime or when they walked home
together after school.
Addy worked very hard, and so she was
discouraged after her first spelling test. Out of the
twenty words on the test, Addy spelled twelve
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wrong. When Miss Dunn handed back
Addy’s test at the end of the day, she was
encouraging. “Look how many words you got right,
Addy. If you keep learning this fast, you’ll be one of
the best spellers in the class. Maybe your mother
could help you with the words you missed.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Addy said softly. She didn’t want
to tell Miss Dunn that Momma couldn’t read or
write. And she didn’t want Harriet to overhear her
say it.
When Addy and Sarah were walking home after
school, Addy said, “I ain’t never gonna catch up.
Younger girls can read and spell better than me.
Maybe it’s too late for me to learn.”
“It ain’t never too late,” said Sarah. “You can’t
learn everything at once. Learning go slow. I didn’t
do so good on the test, neither. I should’ve studied
harder.”
“I studied hard and I still didn’t do good,”
Addy said. “How many did you get right?”
“How many did you get right?” Sarah asked.
“I asked first,” Addy said.
Sarah said, “Well, I got ’em all wrong ’cause I
didn’t study at all. My poppa can’t hardly find
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work, so my momma and me been taking in extra
washing. Sometimes I ain’t got time to do my
lessons.”
“Maybe we can do our lessons together
sometime,” Addy said.
“I’d like that,” Sarah said, sounding more
cheerful.
Sarah left Addy at the door of Mrs. Ford’s shop,
and Addy stepped inside. As she headed toward the
stairs, she saw Momma sitting in the back of the
shop. She was crying. “Momma, what’s the matter?”
Addy asked.
Momma dried her eyes on the sleeve of her
dress. “You can come in, Addy,” she said. “Mrs.
Ford ain’t here. She went out and left these packages
for me to deliver. She wrote down the addresses on
this here paper. I ain’t dare tell her I can’t read. She
gonna be coming back soon expecting to see these
packages gone, but I don’t know where to
take them.”
“I can take them,” Addy said. She
looked at the addresses, but her heart
sank when she realized she could read
only one of them. Then an idea came to her.
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“Momma, Sarah can help. She can read way
better than me, and she know her way around
Philadelphia.”
Momma looked doubtful.
“Momma, let me go catch up with Sarah. It’s
the only way,” Addy begged.
“All right,” Momma said after a moment. “But
y’all be extra careful.”
Addy grabbed the packages and paper and
started running. She caught up with Sarah a few
blocks away and explained the problem. Sarah
studied the paper for a moment. Then she said, “I
know where these streets is. Let’s go.”
Sarah hurried through the busy streets with
Addy rushing along beside her. Sarah pointed to the
street signs and read the names aloud for
Addy. She showed her how the numbers
on the houses went in order. After they
had delivered the last package, the girls
walked back to the shop.
As they walked in the door, Momma
threw her arms around them. “Sarah, you been a
big help. I don’t know what we’d do without you,”
she said.
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Just then Mrs. Ford returned. When she saw
Addy and Sarah, she said, “What’s going on here,
Mrs. Walker? This is a place of business, you know.”
“Yes, ma’am. The girls were just leaving,”
Momma said quickly. She squeezed Sarah’s hand to
thank her again. Sarah headed for home, and Addy
hurried up the stairs to the garret.
That evening, as Momma was cooking supper,
she sounded worried. “I ain’t got a right to this job
because I ain’t been honest with Mrs. Ford. I gotta
learn to read or find something else to do.”
“Momma, I can teach you how to read!” Addy
exclaimed.
Momma shook her head. “I think it’s too late
for me,” she said.
“Sarah say it ain’t never too late,” said Addy.
She took her spelling paper out of her satchel. “I got
most of them wrong,” she said, showing the paper
to Momma. “But Miss Dunn say if you help me, I
could be one of the best spellers at school.”
“But I don’t know how to help you, Addy,”
Momma replied. “I don’t know the letters.”
“I can teach them to you,” Addy answered,
“and I’ll get practice from helping you.”
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Momma’s eyes looked for a moment at the
cowrie shell hanging around Addy’s neck. Momma
had given Addy the shell when they were escaping
the plantation. It came from Addy’s great-grandmother, who had been captured in Africa and
brought to America as a slave. “All right, Addy. I’ll
try,” Momma said. “Our family done faced tougher
things than this. Ain’t no change coming overnight,
but by and by maybe we’ll both learn.”
Addy smiled at Momma. “Let’s have our first
lesson tonight.”
a
As the weeks passed and it started to get cool,
Momma kept a small fire in the stove in the evenings.
Sometimes when they made bread or meat pies for
supper, Addy showed Momma how to spell words
by forming letters with scraps of leftover dough.
Momma loved to write Sam, Poppa, and Esther.
“Seeing their names make me feel closer to them,”
she said. After they ate, they went over Addy’s
lessons. Addy taught Momma how to count,
showing Momma what she had learned on the
abacus at school by using beans on the table.
abacus
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Every day Addy and Sarah went back and forth
to school together, sometimes stopping to pick up
colorful leaves or smooth chestnuts that fell from
the trees. Sarah taught Addy how to read the names
on street signs and shops as they walked along. One
brisk morning as they passed by a grocery store,
Addy stopped to read the sign. “Wil-son Bro-thers
Gro-cer-y. Eggs forty-eight cents a dozen.”
“That’s right,” Sarah said. “You getting real
smart.”
“You been a good teacher,” Addy said, smiling
at her friend. “But you and me not as smart as
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Harriet. You should see her papers. All 100s. She
already doing multiplication.”
Sarah didn’t say anything. She turned her head
to look at a shop window.
“Did you see that blue dress Harriet had on
yesterday?” Addy sighed. “It was so pretty. I never
even seen her in it before. She must have ten or
fifteen dresses.”
“Let’s talk about something else,” Sarah cut in.
“I don’t like talking about her, or even thinking
about her.”
But Addy liked thinking about Harriet. Harriet
had everything that Addy had dreamed freedom
would bring her. Harriet had fancy dresses. Harriet
was smart. Harriet was sure of herself. When they
were at their desk together, Harriet helped Addy
with her schoolwork. But Harriet never invited
Addy to be part of her group. Harriet had many
friends. Her friends wore fancy dresses and
matching hair ribbons. They buzzed around Harriet
as if she were a queen bee. They ate lunch together
and played at recess. Addy and Sarah walked
home the same way Harriet and her friends did,
but Addy and Sarah were never asked to join them.
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One day at the end of October, Harriet and her
friends were walking home just ahead of Addy and
Sarah. Addy started walking faster.
“What you hurrying up for?” Sarah asked
sharply.
Addy whispered back, “Let’s catch up with
them.”
“You can if you want,” Sarah answered, “but
I ain’t walking with them.”
“Aw, come on. We all going the same way,”
Addy said softly, catching hold of Sarah’s arm.
“I said I ain’t walking with them,” Sarah
repeated loudly.
Harriet stopped and turned around. “I heard
you, Sarah,” she snapped. “Nobody asked you to
walk with us.” Harriet smiled a cool smile at Addy.
“But you can come with us if you want, Addy.”
Addy got a warm, excited feeling. She turned
to look at Sarah, but Sarah wouldn’t look at her.
Sarah looked down at her scuffed boots. Addy
didn’t know what to do. She knew she would hurt
Sarah if she went with Harriet.
“Sarah isn’t the boss of you,” Harriet said in a
loud voice as Addy hesitated. “You can walk with
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us whenever you want, Addy. It’s your decision.”
Harriet gave Sarah a nasty look, and then she and
her friends disappeared around the corner.
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T H E L I N E S A RE
D RAWN

That evening, Addy was studying her
spelling words as Momma made
supper. Momma sprinkled flour on
the table and began rolling out a piece of dough.
She was making biscuits to go with their supper of
black-eyed peas. Addy gathered scraps of dough as
Momma began cutting the biscuits.
“One word I been wanting to learn to spell is
family,” Momma said to Addy. “You know how to
spell that word yet?”
“I do,” Addy answered. She started working
the scraps of dough into thin strips and made an
F and then an A. “Momma, what do you think
Esther doing right now?” Addy asked as she
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continued making the letters.
“I suspect she getting ready to eat her supper,
too,” Momma said.
“I miss her,” Addy said, “and Poppa and Sam.”
She sighed deeply. “Momma, when we gonna live
together again like a real family?”
Momma sighed, too. “I can’t say when we’ll be
together again, Addy,” she said. “But I don’t want
you thinking that we ain’t a family ’cause we ain’t
all in one place. We just as much a family as we
was back in North Carolina.”
Addy finished spelling family with the dough
pieces.
“F-A-M-I-L-Y,” Momma read. “Family, that’s
us.”
“That’s us,” Addy smiled softly.
a
The next day in school, Miss Dunn talked about
the war and about the progress the soldiers from
the North were making. “It appears that our Union
troops are winning the war,” she said proudly.
The class cheered.
Miss Dunn went on. “Now, it’s important for
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the Union soldiers to know we support them.”
Harriet interrupted. “My mother does volunteer
nursing to help wounded colored soldiers,” she said
importantly. “She says many of the soldiers she sees
are missing an arm or a leg.”
Some of the children groaned. “I’m sure that’s
true,” Miss Dunn said. “This has been a very
bloody war. The soldiers who make it back alive are
lucky, even those who are missing limbs. Many
soldiers are dying in battle. All of the men who go
off to fight for the North are our heroes. They need
to know we care about them. That’s why the whole
school is going to the Baltimore Depot today to
help send off a troop of colored soldiers.”
An excited buzz went through the room.
“I wish I was old enough to fight,” Billy Maples
blurted out. “Even if I lost a leg, I’d still be a hero.”
Sarah raised her hand. “Miss Dunn, why there
got to be a war at all?” she asked.
Miss Dunn paused for a moment. “Sometimes
people fight even when they don’t want to. They
fight for what they believe is right,” she said.
“I still wish there wasn’t no war,” Sarah said.
Before Miss Dunn could respond to her, Harriet
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turned around in her seat and said to Sarah, “You
know the war is going to free the slaves. You should
be glad for the war. You were a slave yourself.”
“Harriet, that will be enough,” Miss Dunn said.
“Almost all of us colored people used to be slaves.”
“Not me. My family has always been free,”
Harriet said proudly.
Addy could see a tense look come over Miss
Dunn’s face.
“Girls and boys, almost all colored people came
to America as slaves,” she said. “If you weren’t a
slave, someone in your family probably was. One of
the reasons there is a war now is because a line
exists between colored and white people. That line
is slavery.” Miss Dunn turned and faced Harriet.
“We don’t need to do or say anything that draws
more lines between people. The entire country has
been divided in two. Let’s not make differences
based on who was a slave or wasn’t, or anything
else. Is that clear, class?”
“Yes, Miss Dunn,” came the answer from all the
students together.
“Harriet,” Miss Dunn said sharply, “do I make
myself clear?”
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“Yes, ma’am,” Harriet mumbled, embarrassed.
“Good,” said Miss Dunn. “When we go to the
depot, I want you all to be on your best behavior.
Now line up with your desk partners.”
As the class left the building, Harriet put her
arm around Addy’s shoulders. “So what did you
decide?” Harriet asked. “Are you walking home
with me and my friends today after school, or do
you have to ask Sarah’s permission?”
“I don’t have to ask her permission,” Addy said
quickly. “I’m gonna walk with you.”
“Good,” Harriet said. She sounded satisfied.
By the time the students arrived at the railroad
station, a crowd had gathered. The students lined
up along the street with the other people to watch
the soldiers march by straight and tall in their blue
uniforms trimmed with brass buttons. Addy and
her class cheered and applauded, but as Addy
looked around, she saw that not everyone was
cheering. Some women and children were crying
as they watched the soldiers march off to war.
Then Addy saw one soldier who looked like her
brother Sam. Suddenly she felt like crying herself.
Addy turned to Harriet and said, “My brother
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The students watched the soldiers march by straight and tall.
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wanted to fight in the war.”
“Really?” replied Harriet. She didn’t sound
interested. “My uncle is serving with the 3rd
Infantry. That was the first colored regiment
organized in the state.”
“Oh,” said Addy. She wished she knew as
much about where Sam was as Harriet knew about
her uncle.
On the way back to school, the boys marched
straight and tall just as the soldiers had, and the
class sang “Rally ’Round the Flag.”
When school ended that day, Addy gathered
her lunch pail and books and went to Sarah’s desk.
“I’m gonna walk with Harriet and her friends
today,” Addy said firmly. “She asked me. You can
come too if you want.”
“No, I can’t,” Sarah said, her voice shaking.
Addy could see that Sarah was hurt. She was
starting to say something to Sarah when she heard
Harriet call, “Come on, Addy.” Addy turned to see
Harriet surrounded by her friends. She gestured for
Addy to come.
“Go on,” Sarah said bitterly. “You know you
want to.”
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Without looking at Sarah, Addy ran to join
Harriet. Once she caught up with Harriet and her
friends, she glanced back at Sarah, who was alone.
Addy felt torn, but Harriet distracted her.
“How do you think you’ll do in the spelling
match on Friday?” Harriet asked Addy.
“I hope I’m gonna do all right,” Addy replied.
“I been studying real hard.”
“Can you believe Miss Dunn gave us 75 words
to learn?” asked Mavis, one of Harriet’s friends. She
was a tall girl with sandy brown hair.
“Harriet is going to win,” another girl said.
“She doesn’t even have to study.”
Addy looked back over her shoulder again for
Sarah. But Sarah had disappeared.
“We’ve been going to my house after school to
study for the spelling match,” Harriet said. “Maybe
you can come with us sometime, Addy. Here.”
Harriet handed Addy her books. One by one, the
other girls piled their books on top.
“These are kinda heavy,” Addy said. “Why I
got to carry them all?”
“Well, if you want to be with us, you have to
be our flunky,” Harriet said.
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“What’s that?” Addy asked, struggling with the
books.
Harriet and her friends giggled.
“Oh, Addy, I can tell that you just got off the
plantation,” said Harriet.
She cast a sly look at Mavis and then said to
Addy, “You have to be a flunky because you are the
new girl. It’s sort of like you have to pass a test to
be friends with us.”
“What kinda test?” Addy asked.
“Oh, I can’t tell you too much. That would be
cheating,” Harriet said.
The girls all laughed again, and Addy felt too
embarrassed to ask more. She felt that the girls all
had a secret that they weren’t sharing with her.
When the group reached Mrs. Ford’s
shop, the girls quickly took their books off
Addy’s pile.
“I’ll see y’all tomorrow,” Addy called
as they walked away.
“Bye,” Harriet called, not bothering to
look back at Addy.
Inside the shop, Momma and Mrs. Ford
were busily working.
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“Good afternoon, Mrs. Ford,” Addy said. “I
know this is a place of business, but can I talk to
Momma for a minute?”
“Make it quick,” Mrs. Ford said, never looking
up from her work.
“Momma, can I go to Harriet’s house to study
for the spelling match?” Addy asked. “I told you
about her before. She my desk partner, and she
invited me.”
“I suppose it’d be fine,” Momma answered, “but
only if Sarah go with you.”
Addy suddenly felt sick to her stomach. Harriet
would never include her if Sarah had to come along.
“Where is your friend?” Mrs. Ford asked.
Addy looked away. “She ain’t want to walk with
me today,” she said.
“That don’t sound like Sarah,” Momma said,
surprised.
“It’s true, Momma,” Addy said quickly.
“Anyhow, I know my way around now.”
As Addy slowly climbed the long stairs to the
garret, she tried to convince herself that what she
had just told Momma was true. Sarah had not
wanted to walk with her today. She also tried to
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figure out a way she could go to Harriet’s without
Sarah. Addy knew a line had been drawn between
Sarah and Harriet and neither one would cross it.
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T H E S P E L L ING
M AT C H

The next morning, Addy and Sarah
walked most of the way to school in
silence. Finally Addy asked, “You
angry with me?”
“I ain’t angry,” Sarah said.
They walked the rest of the way to school
without talking. As soon as they arrived, Addy
hurried to her desk. Harriet was already sitting
there.
“My momma say I could come to your house
to study,” Addy said happily.
“Really,” Harriet said. She sounded cool. “I’m
sure you have lots of studying left to do, but I don’t
really need to study anymore.”
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“I been studying real hard,” Addy said. “We
could help each other.”
“Well, maybe,” Harriet said.
All day Addy felt jumpy with excitement. She
couldn’t keep her mind on her work. She kept
thinking about the fine house Harriet must have,
filled with dolls and other toys. Maybe Harriet
would let her play with them this afternoon.
When the day was finally over, Sarah came up
to Addy. “You ready to walk home?” she asked.
“Well . . . I’m walking with Harriet,” Addy said.
“I’m going to her house.”
“Fine,” Sarah said flatly. “Go with her. I don’t
care.” Her voice did not waver this time. She
turned away from Addy.
“Sarah,” Addy began. But Harriet’s friends
surrounded her. The girls dumped their books in
Addy’s arms again. They were every bit as heavy
as the water bucket she used to carry back on the
plantation. But Addy didn’t complain. At last, she
was going to Harriet’s house.
“Did you see Sarah today?” Harriet said in a
mean voice. “Her dress was so wrinkled, it looked
like she slept in it.”
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Mavis added, “And she had a big brown stain
on the front of it.”
“Her mother is a washerwoman, and she can’t
even keep Sarah’s clothes clean,” said Harriet.
All the girls laughed, except Addy. “That’s not
funny,” she said. “Her momma work hard.”
“She must not be working hard enough,
because Sarah is a mess,” Harriet said.
“That don’t matter,” Addy said softly.
Harriet said, “Of course it matters. Anyway,
what do you care about Sarah, Addy? You’re on
our side now. At least your mother keeps you
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looking presentable, even if you do wear that same
old dress every day. Don’t you have any others?”
“No,” Addy said, swallowing hard.
“Addy looks good enough to be our flunky,
though,” Mavis said.
The girls all giggled. “That’s true,” Harriet said
lightly. “Sarah didn’t. But you, Addy, are a perfect
flunky.”
Addy smiled weakly, but she had a sick feeling
in her stomach.
When the girls reached Mrs. Ford’s shop,
Harriet suddenly took her books from the pile
Addy was carrying. Addy was confused. “Hey, I
can go with y’all today,” she said. “I can study at
your house, Harriet.”
“I don’t think so. Not today,” Harriet said.
“But the spelling match is tomorrow,” Addy
protested.
Harriet shrugged, “Well, maybe you can come
someday, but not today,” she repeated. “Come on,”
she said to the other girls. They grabbed their books
and hurried away, leaving Addy alone at the shop
door.
Addy stood there, unable to move. Finally, she
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ran up to the garret and threw herself on the bed.
Her face burned as if she had been stung by a
swarm of bees. Sarah had been right. Harriet did
not want Addy to be her friend. She just wanted
Addy to be her slave. And even worse, Addy had
chosen to be her slave. Addy reached for the cowrie
shell Momma had given her and cried with shame.
a
The next day was the day of the spelling match.
When Addy woke up, Momma was already at the
stove stirring a pot of grits. Addy got up and
washed in a small basin beside the bed. She looked
for the pink dress that Momma always laid
out over the back of her chair, but her
dress wasn’t there. In its place was a blue
skirt and jacket trimmed in black braid
and a crisp white shirt. Addy stood
staring at them.
“I made them out of some leftover
cloth from the shop. I want you to look your best
for that spelling match,” Momma said, smiling.
“You surprised?”
“Oh, Momma, thank you,” Addy said, throwing
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her arms around Momma. “They nicer than
anything I ever dreamed about.”
Momma took the clothes off the chair and
helped Addy dress. “I been staying up late for
weeks now working on them, hoping I could
surprise you,” said Momma, fastening the skirt.
When Momma stood back to admire Addy in her
new clothes, her dark eyes sparkled with pride.
“Look at you! You look like a fancy city girl,”
Momma said. “No matter how you do in the
spelling match, I’m gonna be proud of you. You
done worked real hard.”
But as Addy walked to school that morning in
her new outfit, she didn’t feel she deserved the new
clothes. Once she got to school, the hours dragged
by slowly. Addy became more and more nervous
during the morning lessons. When the spelling
match finally started, her stomach felt queasy.
Harriet was given the first word to spell—
carriage. She rattled off the letters quickly, “C-A-RR-I-A-G-E.”
“Correct,” Miss Dunn said. “Sarah, you have
the next word. Spell button.”
“B-U-T-T-O-N,” Sarah spelled in a soft voice.
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“Correct,” said Miss Dunn. “Addy, it’s your
turn. Spell tomorrow.”
Addy started to spell quickly, just as Harriet
had. “T-O-M-O-R-O-,” but then she stopped. This
was one of the words she had trouble spelling. She
stopped and thought. She knew she could spell this
word. She started again, this time more slowly,
“T-O-M-O-R-R-O-W.”
“Correct,” Miss Dunn said.
Addy breathed a sigh of relief. At least she
wouldn’t make a mistake in the first round of the
spelling match.
Harriet leaned over and whispered, “I’m going
to win, and my mother said I can have friends over
after school for ice cream to celebrate. She said I
could bring five girls. I might ask you.”
Addy said nothing. Her stomach felt worse.
After two rounds, half the class had missed a
spelling word and had to sit down. Addy was glad
that Sarah was still in the contest.
Sarah’s next word was account.
Sarah began, “A-C-C-,” and then she paused.
Addy closed her eyes. O-U-N-T, she thought.
Come on, Sarah, you can spell it. A-C-C-O-U-N-T.
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Sarah began again, “A-C-C-O-N-T,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” Miss Dunn said. “That’s not
correct.”
Addy’s turn was next. She took a deep breath.
She knew how to spell the word, but she didn’t want
to hurt Sarah any more. She decided she would spell
it wrong on purpose to apologize to Sarah.
But before Miss Dunn called on Addy, Harriet
whispered to her again. “I can’t believe Sarah
missed such an easy one,” she said. “She is so
dumb.”
Addy felt a flash of anger. I’ll show her, Addy
thought. When Miss Dunn called on her, Addy
spelled the word correctly.
The spelling match went into the third round.
Addy spelled bridge correctly. In the fourth round,
she got scissors right. When the fifth round came,
there were two spellers left, Harriet and Addy.
Harriet had the first word. “Principle,” Miss
Dunn said. “We all live our lives by principles.
Principle.”
“P-R-I-N-S-I-P-L-E,” Harriet said quickly.
“I’m sorry,” Miss Dunn said. “That is not
correct.”
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The students started talking among themselves.
“Quiet,” Miss Dunn demanded. “Give Addy a
chance to think in peace. Addy, you must spell the
word correctly to win. Principle.”
Slowly and deliberately, Addy spelled out the
letters, “P-R-I-N-C-I-P-L-E.”
“Correct!” Miss Dunn exclaimed. She beamed
with delight as she said, “Addy Walker, you have
truly earned this prize.”
Miss Dunn came over to Addy and
pinned a medal on her jacket. “Your hard
work has paid off,” she said. “Class,
please clap for Addy.” The boys and girls
clapped and cheered.
It was time for lunch by then, and Miss Dunn
announced that the class could eat outside because
it was a warm day. Several girls rushed up to Addy
to congratulate her before they left the classroom.
Harriet stood at the edge of the group. “Well,”
she said briskly. “If I had studied at all, I would
have beaten you. Anyway, Miss Dunn gave you
easier words.”
“You’re just jealous, Harriet,” Mavis said.
“Addy spelled the word you missed.”
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Slowly and deliberately, Addy spelled out the letters,
“P-R-I-N-C-I-P-L-E.”
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“I’m not jealous of her,” Harriet shrugged.
But Mavis was saying to Addy, “You have on
such a pretty new outfit. Where did your mother
buy it?”
“She ain’t buy it, she made it,” Addy answered.
“It’s so nice,” Mavis said, touching the braid on
the jacket. “I wish my mother could sew like this.”
Harriet cut into the conversation. “We’re eating
out on the front steps if you want to join us,” she
said to Addy. “Come on, girls.”
Addy watched as Harriet and her friends went
outside. Then she sat down at her desk, pretending
she was looking for something inside it. She felt a
hand on her shoulder. It was Miss Dunn.
“This is a very special day for you, Addy. Why
are you in here all by yourself?” the teacher asked.
Addy kept rooting through her desk.
“I don’t think you’ll find what you’re looking
for inside that desk, Addy,” Miss Dunn said.
Addy still did not look up.
Miss Dunn reached for Addy’s hand. “Addy,
look at me,” she said gently. Addy slowly looked
up. “I suspect you’re feeling bad because lines have
been drawn between some girls in this class.”
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“Miss Dunn,” Addy said, “I don’t know how to
get rid of the lines. I done hurt Sarah, and I wouldn’t
blame her if she never spoke to me again.”
“We all make mistakes,” Miss Dunn said. “I
suspect you’ve learned a lesson about friendship.
But you can’t make things better by hiding in here.
You need to think about what you stand for and
act on it.” Miss Dunn smiled at Addy and then left
her alone.
Addy took her lunch pail from the floor,
opened the lid, and looked to see what Momma
had packed. When she saw what was on top, she
closed the lid and hurried out of the classroom.
Addy went around to the side of the building. She
stopped when she saw Sarah sitting alone under a
small tree. Addy took a deep breath. Then she
walked up to Sarah and knelt beside her.
“I’m so sorry, Sarah,” Addy said. “Please
forgive me. I wanted to be friends with Harriet
because she was popular and smart and rich. But
she ain’t a real friend. I know you is. I never meant
to hurt you. I want you to still be my friend.”
“I still want to be your friend,” Sarah said,
smiling that sunny smile Addy had seen the first
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day she and Momma had arrived at the pier. Then
Sarah reached out and touched Addy’s medal.
“I wanted you to win so bad,” Sarah said.
“I wanted you to win, too. I was sad when you
missed your word,” Addy said. “Maybe we can
study spelling together right now.” She reached into
her lunch pail. There on top were four cookies
Momma had made, each in the shape of a letter.
L-O-V-E.
“Here,” Addy said, holding the cookies on her
outstretched hand. “This is our first word.”
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A school for newly freed people

From America’s earliest days to the time when
Addy was growing up, it was very difficult for African
Americans—especially enslaved African Americans—to
get an education. Black children were not allowed to
attend the earliest American schools at all, although
some still learned to read and write. Sometimes they
learned from whites who wanted them to read the Bible
or do work that required reading and writing. Blacks
who did learn how to read and write often taught
others. By the mid-1700s, a few churches and some
individuals also opened schools for black children.

A white teacher
turning black children
away from school

By the 1830s, it was against the law in
most southern states to teach African
Americans to read and write. Many
whites didn’t want blacks to be able to
read about freedom in the North
because they were afraid their slaves
would run away. They didn’t want
them to write either because then they
would be able to write notes called
Some owners read
the Bible to their slaves.
passes that said they were free to leave
the plantations. People who
were caught teaching African
Americans to read could be
put in prison or forced to pay
large fines. Black people who
were caught learning to read
and write might be whipped or
punished in some other way.
Even though it was
dangerous, many black
A pass like this one allowed slaves to leave
children in the South secretly
the plantations where they lived.
learned to read and write. Some
children had their lessons at night after working hard all
day. Others traded something for lessons. For example,
one enslaved boy who was a good marble player helped
a white boy learn to play marbles. The white boy then
taught him about the alphabet. Slave children might
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hide under an open window outside a school to listen
and learn whatever they could. Some slave owners
ignored the laws and taught their slaves to read and
write anyway. Sometimes a slave owner’s wife or
children taught slaves, without the owner knowing
about it.
Even in the North where there was no slavery,
schooling for black children was poor. Some cities began
to have public schools for all children, but usually black
students were taught in separate schools from white
students, just as Addy was. This separation is called
segregation. Schools for black children had few supplies
and poor buildings compared with those for white
children.
Some African American parents paid tutors to teach
their children rather than send them to the crowded
public schools for blacks. In Philadelphia and many

Some schools for blacks, even in northern free states, were attacked
by angry whites who did not want blacks to get an education.
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other northern cities, some
African Americans had
their own small schools in
homes or churches that
were often better than the
One of Philadelphia’s separate public schools
for blacks in the 1800s
segregated public schools.
During Addy’s time, the school year in Philadelphia
began in the fall and ended in May or June. Schools
taught reading, writing, spelling, grammar, geography,
arithmetic, and sometimes American history. Students
sometimes used an abacus to learn arithmetic. Some
schools also taught music and drawing, as well as
sewing and knitting for girls. Many schools began to
place students in different grades, too.
In all schools of the time, teachers emphasized
patriotism, duty to God and
parents, thrift, order, cleanliness,
and obedience. During the war
years, northern schools often
started or ended the day with a
patriotic song. “America” and
“Rally ’Round the Flag” were very
popular.
Black parents in the North
wanted black teachers to teach in
their public schools, but there were
few African American teachers
A page from an 1862 school reader

Re a d A l l o f A d dy ’ s Sto r i es,

available at bookstores and americangirl.com.
Meet Addy
Addy and her mother try to escape
from slavery because they hope to be free
and to reunite their family.

Addy Learns a Lesson
Addy starts her life as a free person
in Philadelphia. She learns about reading
and writing—and freedom.

Addy’s Surprise
Addy and Momma are generous
with the little money they’ve saved—
and thrilled by a great surprise.

Happy Birthday, Addy !
Addy makes a new friend, who encourages her to
claim a birthday and helps her face prejudice.
Addy Saves the Day
The Civil War is over, but not the feud
between Addy and Harriet, until tragedy forces
them to come together at last.

Changes for Addy
The long struggle to reunite Addy’s family
finally ends, but there is heartache
along with the happiness.

until after the Civil War. Philadelphia’s
Institute for Colored Youth was the
country’s first high school for African
Americans. People like Miss Dunn were
educated there.
During the Civil War, many slaves
ran away to freedom or were set free
by Union troops. These newly freed
slaves were called freedmen. Churches Fanny M. Jackson taught at the
Institute for Colored Youth
and other groups in the North began
from 1865 to 1902.
to send teachers, both black and white, to teach the
freedmen. Schools were set up wherever space could be
found—in houses, sheds, or stables—until regular
schools could be built. At first there were not enough
supplies or desks.

A school for freedmen. Former slaves of all ages wanted to learn to read and write.
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Some children studied together outdoors if there was
no school for them to attend.

African American adults and children flocked to
these schools in the South, though they often faced
anger and even threats to their lives from whites who
wanted blacks to stay uneducated and enslaved.
The schools were successful mostly because of the efforts
of African Americans themselves.
They took risks, made sacrifices, and
gave the schools whatever money or
goods they could so they could get
an education.
By the time Addy was in school,
thousands of blacks had learned to
read and write. They knew that
education meant true freedom—that
education opened the door to better
jobs and better lives.
Some children taught their parents, who as
slaves were not allowed to get an education.
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