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The Atlantic slave trade was the largest forced migration in history, and its toll in lives damaged or destroyed is 
incalculable. Most of those stories are lost to history, making the few that can be reconstructed critical to 
understanding the trade in all its breadth and variety. Randy J. Sparks examines the experiences of a range of West 
Africans who lived in the American South between 1740 and 1860. Their stories highlight the diversity of struggles 
that confronted every African who arrived on American shores.The subjects of Africans in the Old South include 
Elizabeth Cleveland Hardcastle, the mixed-race daughter of an African slave-trading family who invested in South 
Carolina rice plantations and slaves, passed as white, and integrated herself into the Lowcountry planter elite; Robert 
Johnson, kidnapped as a child and sold into slavery in Georgia, who later learned English, won his freedom, and 
joined the abolition movement in the North; Dimmock Charlton, who bought his freedom after being illegally 
enslaved in Savannah; and a group of unidentified Africans who were picked up by a British ship in the Caribbean, 
escaped in Mobiles port, and were recaptured and eventually returned to their homeland.These exceptional lives 
challenge long-held assumptions about how the slave trade operated and who was involved. The African Atlantic was 
a complex world characterized by constant movement, intricate hierarchies, and shifting identities. Not all Africans 
who crossed the Atlantic were enslaved, nor was the voyage always one-way.

Sparks offers fascinating biographies of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century African people moving through North 
America in ways that subvert and enrich our understanding of race and slavery in the United States. (James Sidbury, 
author of Becoming African in America)Africans in the Old South is an original and illuminating biographical 
narrative of six Africans whose diverse and compelling stories challenge us to think deeply about African mobility and 
resourcefulness across the uneven geographies of Atlantic slavery and abolition. (Sharla M. Fett, author of Working 
Cures: Healing, Health, and Power on Southern Slave Plantations)About the AuthorRandy J. Sparks is Professor of 
History at Tulane University. 


