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D One E
Sengbe heard the sound of breaking branches and knew
immediately he was in danger. It was not a sound that a bird or
small animal would make but not loud enough for a lion, either.
He crouched low toward the ground, even though he knew
that whatever beast was in the forest had already spotted him
and was not afraid.
Now there were more noises — human voices — coming
from the other direction. These were angry voices shouting to
each other in a language that Sengbe did not understand. They
were certainly not speaking the Mende words he knew.
Sengbe turned and saw four men moving along the Mani
road. They were yelling and pointing into the brush where he
was squatting . These were not men he knew from any of the
villages. They were strange people with skin darker than his.
Sengbe thought about the money he owed one of the villagers near his home. Could these men be after him because he
had not paid the debt? He knew that sometimes men and
women were taken away by warring tribes from other villages
and sold or traded as slaves because of something they had
done wrong. Was this why they were after him?
Sengbe also remembered the stories he had heard as a
young boy about “devil men” who roamed the forest, grabbing
people and taking them away. He had told these stories to his
own children even though he doubted they were really true.
He had always thought his mother and father told him these
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stories when he was a boy just to frighten him into staying
close to the village. He repeated these stories to his own son
and daughters for this reason.
Sengbe knew this forest well, and knew if he could get to
the river, the noise of the water would disguise the sounds and
help him escape. But the river was far away and now more
men were running towards the spot where he was hiding. He
knew he would be captured if he stayed where he was. There
was only one way out so he began to run in the direction of the
river, faster than he had ever run before.
But it was no use. As soon as he moved, the men were
upon him. They wrestled him to the ground and began hitting
him with sticks. The men pulled him up and tied his hands
behind his back with a rope, shouting angry words that Sengbe
could not understand.

D TWO E
Sengbe had been captured. His stomach hurt from where
he had been beaten and the rope around his wrists now cut
into his skin.
The men pushed and poked Sengbe with their sticks as
they walked along the road together. They finally reached a
clearing where other men from the villages surrounding
Sengbe’s home were gathered. Everyone was seated on the
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ground and Sengbe could see that many of these men had also
been beaten. One man was bleeding from behind his ear and
another man lay on the ground, coughing and spitting up
blood. All of them had their hands tied behind their backs, just
like Sengbe.
But it wasn’t just the men who were gathered together.
Sengbe could see that a few hundred feet away was another
group from the villages. These were women and their hands
were tied as well, although most had their hands bound in front
of them.
With the women were a few children who were crying and
screaming, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to
them. The crying children reminded Sengbe of his own children.
Would he be able to hold his two daughters in his arms
again? Would his son know what had happened to him?
Would his wife go looking for him and get caught as well?
Would he see his family again?
And who were these strange men that had taken him and
what were they doing so close to his village? Sengbe had so
many questions but no answers to any of them. He could hear
his heart beating louder and louder in his chest. Or maybe it
wasn’t just his heart beating; maybe it was the hearts of all the
men, women and children that were gathered together, beating
louder and louder reminding him of the Mende drums of his
people beating out a warning.
Sengbe closed his eyes hoping that this was a dream but
when he opened them seconds later, everything was the same.
This was not a bad dream. This was really happening.
3
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D THREE E
Sengbe and the others were forced to sit in a circle with
their hands tied behind their backs. After a while, one of the
older men from a nearby village stood up and began talking to
one of the captors and Sengbe could tell that neither could
understand the words of the other. The strange dark man
shouted at the older man and pushed him back down with his
stick. He fell in the spot where the others were sitting. This
caused everyone to begin shouting and talking all at once. One
woman saw her chance and while the captured men were being
quieted, she ran off into the forest. Sengbe wished he had fled
instead of the woman, but there was no chance for that. His
group was being watched too closely. Perhaps at night, Sengbe
thought, when it was dark, he could sneak away unnoticed.
Before night came however, more strange men came and
joined the first group. With these strange men were other men
with white skin. These white-faced men smelled bad and carried guns and long poles that had openings at the end like the
yokes you would use for animals. Sengbe’s head was placed into
one of the openings of the pole just like an ox. A rope was then
tied around the opening so that he was unable to move his
head in any direction. He could hear that someone else was
being tied to the opening on the other end. With his hands
still tied behind his back — and now with his head tied like an
ox — Sengbe knew he had lost his chance to escape. He could
see that everyone was being yoked together this way.
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These devils were smart, Sengbe realized. They had
thought of everything.

D FOUR E
The next morning, the men with guns got everyone up and
they all began walking. Sengbe did not know where they were
going, but they walked for many hours. As they walked, they
were joined by other men and women who were also tied
together, followed by more strange looking men with white
faces and long guns.
Night came and they were allowed to sleep but with the
next sun, they were being poked and shoved and forced to walk
again.
Sengbe hurt all over. He had not eaten since he left his
home and although he was allowed water, these men were
clearly not going to feed him. Some of the prisoners fell as they
marched along, but were forced to get up and walk more.
“How many suns have we been walking?” Sengbe wondered. He could not remember. After a few days, Sengbe
could smell the smoke of a fire pit. Later that day they reached
some sort of a camp and the strange men untied the ropes that
kept his head locked into the long pole. His hands were still
tied behind him, but Sengbe could see that they were freeing
everyone’s heads from the poles and some of the prisoners were
being fed. He heard a clanging sound ringing out and could see
5
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the white-faced men carrying long chains and hammers. With
his hands still bound behind him, a metal band was put around
his neck. Tied to this band was a chain that led to another band
that was fastened to another man’s neck. A different band and
chain was being tied to his foot. He tried to kick it away, but he
was held down. He was too tired and too hungry to fight.
And worse, his heart was sick.
After the chain was tied to his foot, Sengbe could see that
this chain was also tied to the foot of the other man. They
were truly linked together now. Sengbe was filled with rage,
but there was nothing he could do. His hands were still tied
and now his neck and his foot were also chained.
But he could smell food.
One by one, all the prisoners were being given water by
their captors. As Sengbe swallowed the last gulp, one of his
captors took out a knife and motioned to him to raise his
hands. Sengbe lifted his hands and the man cut the ropes that
had tied him for so many days. Sengbe grabbed at his wrists
and felt the deep valleys in his skin that had been cut by the
ropes. Then, he was handed a bowl of rice and fish to eat.
Sengbe knew not to eat too fast, but savored each bite as
he chewed. He remembered when he was a child, that once he
had not eaten for days and when he finally was given food he
ate it all at once and then promptly got sick. This time he ate
slowly, letting his tongue push each piece of food around his
mouth. But not too slowly, for soon it was time to walk again.
They walked for another day and began to smell something in the air — something that smelled like salt. It was the
great ocean.
6
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D FIVE E
Sengbe knew about the ocean. He had heard stories from
his grandparents about the men and women who were carried
into its belly by giant boats and were never seen again. Many
of the other men and women must have heard these same stories because, when the water came into view, Sengbe could
hear the screams and cries coming up and down the line of all
those who were chained together.
When they reached the water, they were all herded onto
the big boats and thrown down below the decks. Not quite
into the belly of the ocean, but surely into the belly of this big
ship, Sengbe thought.
The space underneath the ship’s deck was very small — so
small that no one could stand up in it. Though he was unable
to see anything from his spot under the deck of the ship,
Sengbe and the other captives could feel when the boat began
to leave the shore. They could hear the noise of the men who
commanded the boat and they could hear the sound of footsteps on the deck above them. There was a collective moan
from the captives as they realized they were being taken away
from their homeland. They were leaving Africa.
“We have been stolen,” Sengbe thought.
Chained like beasts and unable to move from their position, they sat in the suffocating heat of the ship’s belly for weeks
with only rice and fish to eat and water to drink. If they did
not eat, they were flogged and whipped. Many of them threw
up the food they were given and their waste was left to dry
7
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where it was. There was no privacy and no room for any of
them to move about. The ship smelled of urine and sweat and
the foulest odors that Sengbe could imagine.
Many prisoners got sick and died.
Sengbe could feel the bites of fleas and lice on his body
and saw that rats walked freely among the captives in the darkness below the deck. These rats had more freedom than he had,
Sengbe realized. They were now nothing more than animals,
herded together, eating and defecating in front of everyone else.
One of the stolen men told the others stories at night. Not
everyone could understand the man’s Mende words, but Sengbe
did.
“They were now slaves,” the storyteller said. “Captured not
by devils, but by men who were slave traders.” They were
being taken to an island very far away from their homes. An
island called Cuba. There, they would be sold and taken as
slaves to work cutting sugar cane.
Sengbe hoped the man was making these stories up but
the storyteller said he had been to this island before and had
escaped and hidden on a boat coming back until he was
discovered.
“Usually when you escape, they cut off your foot as an
example to everyone else,” the man said. But he was lucky. The
slaver who recaptured him was not so cruel. He was whipped,
the storyteller explained, as he paused to show everyone the
deep scars on his back.
Yes, he was lucky, the storyteller said. He still had both his
feet.
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D SIX E
The stolen men and women sailed like this for weeks. They
were fed once a day, usually a bowl of beans or rice or corn
mush and fish. Eventually, if the weather was good, they were
brought on deck for an hour or two and allowed to stand in the
sun, still chained to one another.
The slavers would use their whips, forcing them to walk
the deck of the ship in giant circles. Sengbe did not mind the
walk. His legs hurt from being cramped and he looked forward
to the exercise and the stretching the walk provided. Sengbe
liked being on deck because the air was so much better than
the foul smells down below.
And up on deck, Sengbe could watch the sun. Each time
he was brought above he used the sun as a guide and noticed
which way the ship was sailing. If he was to ever return to his
home, he would need to go in the opposite direction.
Sengbe’s neck was sore and swollen from the iron collar
rubbing up against his skin. Once a week, the chained men and
women would be brought up on deck where a man from the
ship would pour powder around the iron collars on their necks
and legs. Then he would put an ointment on their wounds.
This must be medicine, Sengbe thought, but that made no
sense to him. Why beat someone with a whip until his back
burned and bled and then put medicine on it? But then, nothing made sense to him anymore.
Many of the stolen men and women died from their
wounds. Some died from infections caused by their iron collars.
9
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Some died from hunger. And some, Sengbe knew, died from
broken hearts.
Sengbe thought about his family often. He tried to picture
the faces of his children in his mind. He did not want to forget
them and he was afraid he would lose the memory of his family
and everyone else he knew.
After they had been sailing for many weeks, Sengbe and
the others were on deck when they heard screams coming from
the other side of the ship. Sengbe could not see what was happening, but he could hear the white-faced men yelling as they
pushed everyone back into the cargo hold.
Later, Sengbe learned that two of the stolen men who
were chained together had tried to jump into the water to
drown themselves, but were caught by the big nets hanging
alongside the ship. They would have gone into the belly of the
ocean for certain, Sengbe thought, if they had not been caught
by the nets.
After that, the stolen men and women were not allowed up
on deck as often — and then only in smaller groups where they
could be watched more carefully.
Did people try to throw themselves into the ocean often,
Sengbe wondered? Why else would they hang nets like that?
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D SEVEN E
From the bottom of the ship, Sengbe could only guess
what was going on above, on deck. His neck stung and he
hoped he would not get the sickness that was killing so many
of the others.
One morning he heard the sound of feet running very fast
on deck and could hear lots of shouting back and forth. The
hatch to the cargo hold was thrown open and the stolen men
and women were being ordered above. For the first time since
the two men had tried to throw themselves into the sea, they
were all being brought up together.
Once on deck, Sengbe could see that one of the men on
the ship had a long pipe in his hands which he held up to his
eye. He was looking off towards the horizon through this pipe
and shouting at the men. He was clearly looking at something
that Sengbe and the others could not see, no matter how hard
they tried.
The slave traders seemed afraid of something — something
that was visible only by this man with the long pipe. “Was it
magic that gave him this sight?” Sengbe wondered. The other
slavers gathered everyone on the deck, very close to the ship’s
edge, where, Sengbe could now see, all the nets had been taken
away.
Before, they had been afraid to let them near the edge for
fear that more would throw themselves into the water and
drown, but now with the nets taken away — from what Sengbe
could make out — they were getting ready to throw the captives
11
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into the sea. All of them.
The slavers were shouting to each other and some seemed
to be arguing back and forth but Sengbe could not understand
their words. As some of the slaves began to realize that they
were about to be thrown into the water, they began moving
away from the edge of the ship, screaming and pushing. Some
were crying. Some were shrieking. Some were praying and
Sengbe recognized some of the Mende words. These were
prayers Sengbe knew.
The man with the long eye pipe fired a pistol into the air
and the noise silenced everyone for a moment as he commanded the others who looked at him for direction. They took out
their whips and began beating the captives back away from the
edge of the boat and back down into the cargo hold.
Whatever danger there was, Sengbe realized, it was over.
But they never got another chance to go up on deck again after
that.
Sengbe knew they must be near land by the smell in the
air. The smell was still like salt, but with other smells mixed in.
Sengbe thought he could smell smoke from a fire pit.
And then, sitting under the deck in the cargo hold, he
thought he could hear birds overhead; birds that were flying
home to their nests. Birds that were flying free.
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D EIGHT E
Four nights later, the ship stopped. The stolen men and
women who were still alive were lowered into small boats and
rowed ashore in the dark night, still chained to each other.
Sengbe could see that many did not get off the boat.
Over half had died on the long voyage. The ones that had
reached land were then marched into the forest and locked
inside small huts that had been built for them.
The next morning, a man in a long white coat entered
Sengbe’s hut and pointed at the chains that were around his
neck. Another man removed the chains.
The man in the long coat visited him later that day carrying a foul smelling cream that he put around Sengbe’s neck and
over the open sores he had on his leg. Some of the slaves
fought this, but Sengbe realized that like the ointment they
were given on the ship, this was medicine.
After a few days in the huts, Sengbe realized that something had changed. There were no more beatings. They were
fed well and given plenty to drink.
After a week, a white-faced man approached Sengbe and
held his hand over Sengbe’s heart. “Sin Kay,” the man said
over and over again. “Jo Sef Sin Kay.” The man said these
words over and over and motioned for Sengbe to say them.
These were funny sounding words to Sengbe. “Sin Kay,” the
man repeated, “Jo Sef Sin Kay.”
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D NINE E
Sin Kay. Jo Sef Sin Kay. Was this a name? Was this the
man’s name? Sengbe did not understand this strange new language and tried to speak his Mende words but the man held up
his hand in front of him and closed his eyes to signal that
Sengbe stop. The man repeated the strange words one more
time and then left.
Sengbe and the others were allowed to rest for another
week. They were fed regularly and given oil to rub into their
skin. Their wounds healed and they were able to get stronger.
They were marched to a big village and then placed in a big
pen with a dirt floor surrounded by a fence on all four sides. It
was a stockade, Sengbe realized, like the ones they kept their
animals in at home.
While in the stockade, men came by and looked at them
all. They looked at their teeth and eyes and felt the muscles in
their arms and legs. They looked at the women and the children, too. Sengbe saw one man pointing at him and then giving the man Sengbe knew only as Sin Kay some coins and
papers. Was he being sold, Sengbe wondered?
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D TEN E
Three days later, Sengbe and some of the other stolen men
were taken out of the pen and moved to another location along
with four small children. Some of these were men Sengbe recognized from his ship. Others, Sengbe thought, must have
come from ships just like it.
That afternoon the stolen men were taken aboard another
ship. It was smaller than the one that had brought them to this
place. The children began screaming and pulling away when
they realized they were being taken to another ship.
As they boarded the ship, Sengbe saw that some of the
men had whips and they were laughing and talking together.
One man had a long pipe and was smoking. The smell in his
pipe reminded Sengbe of the smells at home when the old men
smoked their pipes by the fires.
Sengbe yearned to be home. How had he ended up here?
Were they all going to die on another long voyage?
There were not as many white-faced men on this ship as
there had been on the bigger boat. But then Sengbe only
counted fifty-three captives, far less than had set sail on the big
ship from his home country. And Sengbe was happy to discover that many of these captives even spoke his language.
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D ELEVEN E
On board, Sengbe saw the captain and his crew members.
He also saw the man who had bought him, as well as another
man who was buying stolen men at the market. This man was
shouting out strange sounding words and pointing at the stolen
men. He said the name Sin Kay and Sengbe looked around for
the white man who called himself Sin Kay, but he was not
there.
The man approached Sengbe and repeated the words “Sin
Kay.” Sengbe knew these words and nodded to the man. The
man looked right at him as he said the words again. He pointed at Sengbe and repeated the words. He put his hand on
Sengbe’s chest and said the words once more.
This process was repeated with each passenger and Sengbe
realized that the stories he had heard when he was a boy were
true. Sengbe now knew that it was he — Sengbe Pieh — who
was to be called Joseph Cinque.
These men were devils after all. They had taken away his
life and they had taken away his name, too.
But why? Why would they want to steal his name and
give him another? There was much to learn about these devils.
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D TWELVE E
The new ship set sail with fifty-three slaves and a small
crew to guard them. The slaves were kept down below, chained
together. It would be a short voyage, the Captain of the ship
thought.
Down below, the stolen men had a different plan. “I have
been watching the sun,” Sengbe told them in their Mende language. “I know the direction that will take us home. We can
go back!”
He shared his plan with the others, thankful that most
could understand his words and he could communicate his
thoughts as the others nodded in agreement.
Sengbe thought of what the captured slave from the first
boat had said. “If you run away, they usually cut off your foot.”
What would they do to him and the others if they were not
successful? Running away was one thing, but taking the boat
and killing some of the devils was something else, Sengbe knew.
They would be killed, for sure, if they were captured.
But what did the stolen men have to lose? Could they live
the rest of their lives like this, chained like animals? Sengbe
knew he could not.
Sengbe showed the others a nail that he found on board.
He used the nail to open the lock on his chain and then sprung
another man from his chains. One by one, each captive was
released as they worked quietly below the ship’s deck.
The waves lapped against the ship as it sailed through the
night. Sengbe and the others made their way to the deck.
17
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There, they found a box of knives. Some grabbed sticks or anything that could be used as a weapon.
Sengbe took one of the knives he had found and walked
quietly in the darkness. He saw the captain of the ship sleeping
on the deck of the ship in the cool night air. Sengbe raised his
knife and struck the captain as he slept. Other Mende men surrounded the captain and strangled him with their bare hands as
the blood from Sengbe’s knife poured onto the deck.
It was not a fair fight, Sengbe knew, but nothing that had
happened to them since their capture had been fair and they
were taking no chances.
There was confusion on the ship in the darkness. The
stolen men were screaming now — happy screams, but filled
with fear. Two of the white-faced sailors jumped overboard. Did
they escape on one of the smaller boats tied to the ship or did
they drown? In the confusion on board, no one knew for sure.
Three of the stolen men had been killed in the fight to take the
ship.
The two men who had bought the slaves in the market
were taken prisoner and tied up with ropes that the stolen men
had found on board. They were not chained by the neck or
legs with iron bands like the stolen men had been — but now it
was these slave traders who were no longer free.
Sengbe wanted to kill these men but some of the other
Mende men persuaded him not to. These men could sail the
ship back and take them home.
It was hard to see everything that was happening as the
ship sailed on in the darkness, lit only by the stars and a few
lanterns that moved and swayed with the ocean’s pitch. But
Sengbe knew they were in charge now
18
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D THIRTEEN E
The stolen men were now in charge, but they could not
control a ship like this. Sengbe and the other Mende men had
been on smaller boats on the rivers in their own lands but none
had ever sailed a vessel this big on an ocean that seemed to go
on forever.
During the trip from his country, Sengbe knew the sun had
always been on the same side of the ship. At dawn, he commanded that the two white men be untied and then motioned
to them to sail the ship in the other direction, back to their
home lands. As he pointed to the sun, he spoke excitedly. The
white-faced men nodded their heads to signal that they understood what he wanted. They knew he wanted to go home and
turned the ship in the direction that Sengbe had commanded.
They sailed for weeks. The two white-faced men smiled
and talked quietly to each other whenever any of the stolen
men approached and this made Sengbe uncomfortable. They
were beginning to run out of food and water. This journey was
long and the days were hot. Sengbe did not know just how
smart these devils were. He did not know that every night,
when the sun went down, the slave traders changed the direction of the ship, sailing away from the homes of the stolen men.
The journey lasted many weeks because they kept zig-zagging back and forth. First they would go east towards home
during the day; then westward in the other direction at night.
Eventually they saw land, but the land was unfamiliar and
Sengbe and the stolen men knew that they had been tricked.
19
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D FOURTEEN E
What could they do? Some had died while they were at
sea and others were sick. They were all hungry and had little
water left, so Sengbe and a few of the Mende men took a rowboat to shore. They had found a box of gold coins on board
and took some of the gold with them in case they found someone who could sail them back to their homeland.
But they did not find someone to sail them back home.
Instead, the stolen men were taken prisoner again by more
white-faced men with guns who were on a big boat that pulled
up alongside of theirs. They were in a new land now. It was a
strange land that Sengbe had never heard of before; a land
called America.
And in America, it was unusual for black men with only a
few clothes on their backs to have so much gold. It was unusual for black men who could not speak the language to wave
their hands in the air and point at boats and shout loudly. And
it was unusual to have a ship filled with slaves who could successfully fight back and gain control of the boat that brought
them to these shores.
In America, this was news.
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D FIFTEEN E
Sengbe and the other stolen men would be taken before
judges who would decide what would happen to them. This
was the same way things were decided back home, Sengbe
thought. But back home, Sengbe could speak freely in a language that could be understood by his judges.
Here, he spoke words that no one understood. How could
he tell the judges the story of his capture? How could he tell
them of his life in another land — a life with his children and
wife? Who would speak for him? Each of the stolen men had
a story just like his but how could he tell it? Would anyone
even listen?
Some of the people in this strange land knew that the stolen
men needed someone to speak for them and there were many
white-faced men who helped them — white-faced men who were
not devils. They found an African man named James — a boy
really — who lived in this new country and spoke its language.
Like Sengbe, James had been captured in Mende country and
then taken out of Africa by slave traders. But he was taken away
from the slave traders and taught the strange English words of
this new country. He also knew many of the Mende words and
Sengbe and the others were happy to hear them when he spoke.
This boy would help the stolen men who took part in the rebellion at sea by speaking their words. But it would take time.
Sengbe would soon discover many more things about this
strange new country. He would find out that many people in
this new land thought that he and the other stolen men should
21
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be set free. Others thought they should be returned to the slave
traders who had purchased them as property because the slave
owners had papers that showed the Mende men belonged to
them and were from the island of Cuba. Some even wanted
Sengbe and the stolen men to hang for the murder of the ship’s
captain.

D SIXTEEN E
The stolen men were put in a jail until the judges decided
what to do with them; not chained together, but still not free.
While in jail, Sengbe learned many of the English words
and began to piece together all that had happened to him. This
new country had strange laws. Men could own slaves just as
they could in his country, but Sengbe learned that this new
country had rules that made it illegal to capture free people in
Africa and bring them over and make them slaves here. But
that was exactly what had been done to Sengbe and the other
stolen men.
Sengbe learned that if a slave trader was caught trying to
bring in new slaves, the penalty could be death. Maybe that
was why they were ready to drown all the slaves in the sea,
Sengbe thought. They must have seen a ship approaching and
rather than risk being discovered, they were going to drown
every last man, woman and child on board. It was a good thing
the other ship had decided to turn around.
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And that must have also been the reason they gave Sengbe
a new name — a Spanish name. They were trying to prove that
he had always been a slave on that island where the first ship
had stopped, and owned by the slave traders. But Sengbe
didn’t speak English — or Spanish. Wasn’t it clear that he and
the others had come from Africa and that they were newly-captured slaves?
Sengbe knew that if these judges were fair, they would
allow them all to go home.
But would these judges be fair? None of the men who
brought them to this place were good people and to many people in this new land, they were nothing more than property —
owned by the white men who had purchased them and then
tricked them by sailing in the wrong direction.
Property! Sengbe thought. He was no man’s property and
would never be.
How could these strange men tell him what was fair?

D SEVENTEEN E
The stolen men went before the judges. Sengbe understood little of what the white men said but he knew that the
Mende were all in trouble for the murder of the Captain.
Sengbe had learned some words but he did not need them to
understand that there was much disagreement and arguing in
the council.
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The white-faced men shouted words and pointed at
Sengbe often. Sengbe recognized some of the words being spoken in the law council. He heard the words “slavery” many
times and heard men say that laws had been broken. Which
laws, Sengbe wondered? Were they talking about the slavery
laws of this strange country or the murder of the captain?
Other men spoke about fighting for freedom, fighting for justice,
fighting for liberty. These were words that Sengbe had learned.
Then it was Sengbe’s turn to talk. He used the words he
had learned as he told his story, but mostly he spoke from his
heart in his own language. He spoke about his capture and his
desire to go back home. And as he spoke, he used more and
more of the Mende words that came to him. He spoke about
the conditions on the slave ship and he told the law council
what had happened. As he spoke, the boy James spoke the
words in English.
All the chiefs of the law council listened quietly and nodded, but Sengbe wondered if any of them really understood his
heart.

D EIGHTEEN E
There would be other meetings of the Council. Sometimes
the men who were helping Sengbe seemed very happy with
what went on there. Sometimes they did not. There were
many meetings and many councils and then it was announced
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that the case of the stolen men would be heard by a Great
Council that would meet in another village far away. The
stolen men would not even be there.
Other men would tell their story to the Great Law Council
of judges who would gather to hear the story of their capture
and decide their fate. One of the men who would help tell the
stolen men’s story was a Chief. This Chief — called President
by the strange Americans — used to be the leader of the whole
country, Sengbe was told. But now he was old and not the
leader anymore. This chief would argue for the men before the
Great Law Council and the Law Council would listen to what
he had to say.
What kind of a country was this, Sengbe wondered? How
could they decide his fate without hearing his words and listening to his story?
The Great Law Council would decide his fate based on
words from other men — men who were not even on the ship.
Men who were not taken from their families and chained
together. Men who could only imagine what it was like to survive that kind of a voyage.
But this is how it worked here in this strange, new land
and all Sengbe could do was wait.
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D NINETEEN E
And then, it was over. The Great Law Council had made
their decision. Sengbe and the other men were to be set free.
The Council of Judges had decided that because they were
stolen — captured illegally from their homeland — they were
now free to return.
Many of the men and women who helped Sengbe and the
other captives in their trial, now helped arrange for a ship to
take them back to the Mende lands in Africa.
Finally, they would be able to return home.

D TWENTY E
Standing on the deck of yet another ship, Sengbe and thirty-four other free men were finally heading back home to their
country — and to their families.
Some of the stolen men had died in the new country. But
thirty-five were coming home. Not as cattle, yoked around the
neck. Not as property chained together. But as free people.
They could walk on the deck of this vessel when they wanted
to. They were no longer chained together and beaten.
It had been three years since Sengbe had been stolen.
Could he find his village again? Would he be able to find his
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wife alive? Would his children be well? They had been so
young when he was taken. Would they even remember him?
He had many questions inside his mind as he watched the
sun setting a bright orange color on the horizon. But he was on
a ship that was finally carrying him home; carrying him back to
a part of his life that had been taken from him so long ago.
And he was not afraid of what lay ahead.

27

BLP_StolenMan.qxd

10/17/06

12:21 PM

Page 28

BLP_StolenMan.qxd

10/17/06

12:21 PM

Page 29

D about this book E
The story of Sengbe Pieh is a true one. I began writing this book in
1994, many years after first reading about his story. I was struck by so
many elements in the story and surprised that I had never heard anything
about this event in our nation’s history before.
I worked on this book for many years, losing my enthusiasm for it
when I read that a film was going to be made about it — and that there
would be many books for children coming out that would tie in with the
movie. The story would be told!
Many years after the movie Amistad came out, I was giving a school
presentation in Virginia and was asked if I had ever written a chapter book
for children. Remembering my story, I dug it out after years of having it
filed away and began to work on it again.
I am happy to say that there is now much information about Sengbe
Pieh — also known by his “given” name of Joseph Cinque — and the
Amistad ship rebellion. There are wonderful web sites devoted to telling
this story and there are many books on the Amistad rebellion but none
have been written from Sengbe’s point of view.
I think his story needs to be told and it’s a good place for early readers to discover this fascinating historical event.
-Barry Louis Polisar
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Uprooted from their homes and torn away from their
families, the men in the hull of the Amistad are
chained together. At home, Sengbe was a father and
a husband. But now, to those who have captured him
and taken him from Africa, he is just a slave. Sengbe
manages to free himself and the others on board.
They gain control of the ship—but will they be able to
take control of their destiny?
A remarkable true story skillfully retold by four-time Parents
Choice Award winning author Barry Louis Polisar.
“Polisar deftly explores a difficult subject in an insightful and positive
way, tackling it with compassion and understanding.”
--Susan Vaillant, Library Information Specialist
For information on other books and recordings by Barry Louis Polisar,
please visit www.Barrylou.com.
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