
Malcolm Williams hasn't been okay for a while. He's angry and despondent and feels like nothing
good ever happens for teens like him in D.C. All he wants is to be left alone in his room for the
summer to draw or play video games—but no such luck. With growing violence in his
neighborhood, his mother ships him off to his father’s family farm in Mississippi, and Malcolm is
anything but pleased.

A few days after his arrival, his great-aunt tells him that the State is acquiring the farm to widen a
highway. It's not news Malcolm is concerned about, but someone plans to make it his concern. One
minute Malcolm is drawing in the farmhouse attic, and the next he's looking through the eyes of
his ancestor Cedric Johnson in 1866.

 As Cedric, Malcolm meets the real-life Black statesmen who fought for change during the
Reconstruction era: Hiram Revels, Robert Smalls, and other leaders who made American history.
But even after witnessing their bravery, Malcolm's faith in his own future remains shaky,
particularly since he knows that the gains these statesmen made were almost immediately stripped
away. If those great men couldn't completely succeed, why should he try?

Malcolm must decide which path to take. Can Cedric’s experiences help him construct a better
future? Or will he resign himself to resentments and defeat? 

Perfect for fans of Jason Reynolds and Nic Stone, and featuring illustrations by artist, Justin
Johnson, Black Was the Ink is a powerful coming-of-age story and an eye-opening exploration of an
era that defined modern America. 

An urgent and timely read that illuminates how the events of
Reconstruction directly relate to the present-day Black experience
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★ "Coles’ stunning debut celebrates forgotten heroes and better futures. . . Sensitively
explores what it means to care about something, fight for something, and effect lasting
change. Teens will immediately connect with Malcom’s journey and readily identify the
real-life issues involving systematic oppression, social justice, and racism that Coles
poignantly examines. A powerful story."

—Booklist (book review journal of the American Library Association), starred review

 

PRAISE & ACCOLADES

"A tool for young people to learn about the contributions made by Blacks from the
Reconstruction era through modern times. I believe it will help the young probe and
question many aspects of history that have gone unnoticed. Your story represents a journey
of discovery, courage, and legacy."

—Marc H. Morial, President and Chief Executive Officer of the National Urban League
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"Meticulous details and a leisurely pace lead to a realistic but uplifting conclusion.
Malcolm’s anger over the plight of Black Americans will resonate with many readers and
open the minds of others. A dynamic look at how the past informs the future."

—Kirkus Reviews

"Eye-opening. . . the audience will likely share Malcolm’s outrage that this chapter in
Black American history rarely makes it into the curriculum intact."

—Bulletin of the Center for Children's Books

"A fantastical yarn whereby past and present collide to cast a speculative spell where our
protagonist and readers alike must grapple with questions of history, race, family, and
belonging enough to believe in one’s potential and fulfill one’s promise."

—Tony Medina, author of I am Alfonso Jones
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Their stories are forgotten. Our memories of them have faded. But their impact lasts forever.

Who were these people that walked from the shackles of slavery into the halls of Congress; who
helped pass laws to realize the founding father’s declaration that all men are created equal; who
founded schools to educate and uplift people who only a few years prior would have been killed for
learning how to read; who launched successful businesses, including one of the finest hotels in
Washington D.C.; who created commissions to help Black people purchase land; who lobbied
Presidents for civil rights; who led banking institutions, and . . . did all of this only a few years
removed from slavery? Who were these incredible people who lived during the Reconstruction
Era, a time when Black people were filled with hope that the American Dream was within reach,
and refused to let the fact that someone had once considered them property define them?

Some people think that slavery was a long time ago. It’s in the past and shouldn’t matter anymore.
But I am a child of the South and am blessed to have family members who have lived for a long
time. One of my best friends growing up was my great-grandmother, who was born in 1893 and
died two days short of her 102nd birthday. Although my great grandmother was only one
generation removed from slavery, and was fortunate to descend from free people of color, the
world she knew for most of her life was vastly different from the one I was born into in 1980. She
grew up in the era of Jim Crow, a period when Black people’s opportunities were drastically limited
and many had lives that closely resembled slavery. 

So often, when people learn about Black people’s experiences in America, the story starts with
slavery and then fast forwards to the Civil Rights Movement. But there is a lot to celebrate, as well
as mourn, in between. In a short ten-year period, from 1870-1880, fifteen Black men served nobly
in the United States Congress, including two as United States Senators. At least half of these men
had been born into slavery, but as Congressmen they stood shoulder to shoulder as equals with
other men elected to higher office. Through a mix of murder, intimidation, poll taxes, grandfather
clauses, and felony disenfranchisement laws, Black people’s political power was reduced to
nothing, which was reflected in decades of government policy that was unresponsive, at best, to
the needs of African Americans. Not until after the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was fully
implemented would as many Black people serve together in Congress again. 

Not only was Black people’s political power stamped out, but the memories of their achievements
were also erased. Growing up, I had no idea how much my life had been shaped by the brave
people described in Black Was the Ink, even though they lived a century before me. I attended
public school in the South thanks to Congressman Robert Smalls, who was the first person to
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introduce state funded compulsory public education into a southern state’s Constitution–South
Carolina’s. Due to the tireless work of John Mercer Langston, the first known Black person to hold
elected office in the United States, I obtained a law degree at Howard University School of Law, the
school he founded. He later became the first Black Congressman from Virginia, as well as the only
for over 100 years. My maternal grandparents enjoyed a comfortable middle-class lifestyle filled
with books and travel after graduating from Southern University, a school founded by P.B.S.
Pinchback. Mr. Pinchback was the first Black governor in the United States and was also appointed
to represent Louisiana in the United States Senate during Reconstruction, but was never seated.
And I never felt the sting of segregation thanks to the work of Robert Elliott, Joseph Rainey,
Richard Cain and others who helped pass the Civil Rights Act of 1875, a precursor to the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, which outlawed racial discrimination for good nearly a century later. 

BLACK WAS THE INK is a powerful coming-of-age story and an eye-opening exploration of an era
that continues to define modern America. It tells the story of Malcolm, a modern teenage boy who
is sent to stay on his family’s farm in Mississippi, only to find out the state is trying to claim the
land. Malcolm hates farm life so he’s not too concerned, but a ghostly ancestor named Cedric
appears who wants Malcolm to find a way to save it. Cedric magically sends Malcolm to the
Reconstruction Era so he could learn from Black congressmen and their white allies who were
working to bring equality to America’s newest citizens. As Malcolm travels between the present
and the past, his two worlds begin to collide, leaving him surprised to discover that forgotten
heroes still leave their mark.

Like Malcolm, many young people today are frustrated with the injustice they perceive all around
them. They are tired of seeing Black people being killed by cops, tired of neighborhood violence,
tired of housing insecurity, tired of having friends and family members locked up for excessive
periods of time, tired of schools that are not preparing them for success, tired of unaffordable
colleges, and tired of jobs with too low wages. This book is for the kids who did not inherit wealth,
do not have a safety net to fall back on, and did not ask to be born with the odds stacked against
them. Black Was the Ink will fill these children with hope and erase any limitations they may place
on themselves by showing them what Black people are truly capable of when the shackles of
oppression are released. But it is also for any child, no matter their background, who is eager to
understand why racial inequalities persist 150 years after the abolition of slavery and a desire to
help set the world right.

As Congressman Robert Smalls from South Carolina eloquently stated: “My race needs no special
defense, for the past history of them in this country proves them to be equal of anyone. All they
need is an equal chance in the battle of life.”


