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The People Could Fy

hiey ::i the people could fly. Say that lang ago in Alica, sonzc
of the people knew magic. And they would walk up on ilic air

like cllmbin up on 2 gate. And they flew like blackbirds over the
ﬁcld;. Black, shiny wings Nappln against the blue up there,

Then, many of 1hie people werc captured for Slavery. The ones that
could fly shed their wings, They couldn’t take their wings across the
waier on the slave ships. Too crowded, don't you know..

The folks were full of misery, then. Got sick with 1he up and down
of the sca. So ihey forgot about flyin when they could no longer

breathe the sweet scent of Africa,
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“could fly from one wio couldn’r, .

One such who could was an old man, call him Toby, And standin
tall, yee afrald, was 5 young woman who once had wings. Call her
Sarah. Now Saeay carrled a babe tled 1o her back. She tiembled 10 be
50 hard worked and scorned,

The slaves hbored n the ficlds from sunup o sundown, The
owner of the slaves callin himself their Master, Say he was a hard
lump of clay, A haed, gliney coal, A hard rock pile, wouldn' be
moved. His Overseer op horseback polnted ous the slaves who wege
slowin down, So the one called Driver cracked his whip over the slow
ones ta make them move fasicr. Thay whip was 3 slice-open cur of
Pain. So they did movc fasicr. Had 1o,

Saraly hioed and chopped the row a3 (e babe on her back slept,

Say the child grew hungry. Thag babe started up bawling 100 loud,
Sarah couldn't $top 10 fecd it. Couldn’s #10p to soothe and quicr i

“Keep thac thing quict,” called (e Overseer. He pointed his fin.
8¢t at the babe, The woman scrunched low. The Driver cracked s
whip across the babe anyhow. The babe lioliered like any hure child,
and the woman fel] 4o the carth. '

The old man 1har was there, Toby, came and helped her to her
feer.
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“I muse 80 soon,” she told him,

“Ger up, you black cow,"”
hand, and pe Drj

ted onto (e Srth. She couldnr &et
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Say the next day was dead hot in she fields, A young man slave fell
from the heat. The Driver come 2nd whipped him. Toby come over
and spoke words ta'the fallen onc. The words of ancient Affics once
heard are never remembered compleicly. The young man forgot
them 15 soon s he heard them, They went way Inside him, He got
up and rolled over on the air. He rode It awhile, And he flew away.

Another and another [ell from the heat. Toby was there. He crled
our to the fallen and reached his arms out to them. “Kum kunka yali,
kunt | .. tamber Whispers and sighs. And they too rose on the air,
They rode the hot breczes. The ones flyin were black and shinla
sticks, wheelin above the head of the Overseer, They crossed the

tows, the ficlds, the fences, the streams, and were away,
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“Scize the old mani* ¢rled the Overseer. “I heaed him say the
migic uords. Seize him" .

The one callin himself Master come runaln. The Driver got hls
whip ready 10 curl around old Toby and tie him up. The slaveowner
took his hlp gun from Its place. He meant 1o kil old, black Toby,

But Toby just laughed, Say he threw back his head and said, “'Hee,

~ hee! Don't you know wha | am? Don't you know some of us In this

field?" He said It to chelr faces. “We are ones who Ayt

And he sighed the anclent words that were 1 dark promlse, He said
them all around to the others In the ficld under the whip, ... buba
yali .. buba tambe, , , »

There was a grear outcryin, The bent backs siraighted up. Old and
young who were called slaves and could fly joined hands. Say like

they would sing-slng. Bur they didn’t shuffle in 1 circle, They didn'c.

sing. They rose on the alr, They flew In a flock thar was black against
the hca\;cnly blue. Black crows or black shadows. It didn't mater,
they went so high, Way abave the planaadion, way over ihe slavery
land. Say they flew away 10 Fre¢-dom,

And the old man, old Toby, flew behind them, 1akin care of
them, He wasn’ cryin. He wasn’y laughin. e was the scer. 11js gaze
fcll on the plantation where the shaves who could noc fly wajred.

“Take us wirh youl" Their looks spoke it but they were afiaid (o
shout it Toby couldn'c take them with him, Hadn' the time 10
teach them 10 fly, They must walt for a chance to run,

“Goodiebyc! The old man called Toby spoke 10 them, poor souls!
And he was flyln gone.
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So they say. The Overscer told it. The one called Masier said it was
a lie, a trick of the light. The Driver kepe his mouth shut.

The slaves who could not fiy told about the people who could fly
to their children. When they were free. When they sat close before
the fite in the free land, they told it. They did so love firelight and
Free-dom, and tellin,

" They say chat che children of the ones who could not fly told cheir
children. And now, me, 1 have told it to you.

+

“Ihe People Could Fly* Is one of the most extraordinary, moving tales In black
folklore. It almost makes us believe thar the people cosld fly. These ace numer-
ous separare accounts of flying Aflricans and slaves In the black fotkrale litera-
wre, Such accounts are oficn comblned with tales of slaves dlsappearlng. A
plausible explanation might be the slaves running away from stavery, slipping
away while in the fields or under cover of darkness. In cochlaﬁguagc mur-
murcd from one shave 1o anothicr, “Come fly awayl" might have been the words
used. Anather explanation s the wish-fulfillment mouif,

The magic hoe varians Is often combined wich the fiying-African ale. A
magic hot is kefi sclll hocing in an empry ficld after all che slaves have flown
away, Magic with the hoc and other farm tools, and the power of disappearing,
arc ofen attributed ro Gullah (Angolan) African slaves. Angolan slaves were
thought by other slaves 10 have exceptlonal powers. '

“The People Could Fly” is 2 detailed fantasy sale of suffering, of magic power

excricd against the so-called Mastee and his undedings. Finally, i is 3 powerful
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tescament to the millions of slaves who nevee had the oppostunity 10 “fly”
away. They remained slaves, as did cheir children, *The Peoplc Could Fly” was

fiest 10ld and rerold by those who had only thelr Imaginations to set them free.



