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You have written several books for both children and adults. Do you prefer to write for 

one audience over the other? 
 

I enjoy writing for both. As a mom though, I find writing for children especially gratifying since I’m 

helping to shape developing minds. That’s also quite a responsibility! I love the challenge of  

distilling big, sometimes complex, concepts into easy-to-read, kid-accessible bites. 

 

I’m a former newspaper and magazine journalist, so I naturally gravitate to nonfiction, for both  

audiences. But I’m particularly intrigued these days by the picture book format, the way illustration 

can enhance, augment, and amplify a nonfiction story. I adore the collaborative process—the editor, 

art director, illustrator, and myself all working together, merging and meshing our ideas and visions 

to create something beautiful and, hopefully, meaningful. It’s very satisfying.  

It’s rare for an author and illustrator to meet and work closely on a picture book, yet 

you and London Ladd did just that. What was the process like? Have you worked closely 

with the illustrators of  other picture books you’ve written? How was this experience  

different? 
 

It is indeed rare. Typically, the publisher’s art director chooses the illustrator, and the artist then 

creates the book’s artwork with little (if any) interaction with the author.  

 

In the case of Under the Freedom Tree, the amazing illustrator, London Ladd, took it upon himself to 

travel from his New York home to southeastern Virginia, where I live, to research the story. He  

visited Fort Monroe, where the Union general made his landmark “contraband slave” decision; the 

Hampton History Museum; and, of course, Emancipation Oak, under whose sheltering branches the 

first contraband slaves learned to read and write, and where they heard the Emancipation  

Proclamation that would ultimately guarantee their freedom.  

 

Together, London and I visited the exact point where the three runaways escaped the Confederate 

line to row nearly three moonlit miles across the harbor of Hampton Roads to the Union-held Fort 

Monroe. We walked through wetlands to determine how the now-developed shoreline must have 

looked in 1861.  



It was fascinating to watch London work—to see his creative wheels turning as he snapped photo 

after photo and observed the way the wind tossed the waves or the marsh grasses and brambles grew 

along the shoreline. He shared his early sketches with me, which was my first hint at how the story 

I’d created solely with words would actually look with images. So very exciting! And it was lovely to 

get to know London; he’s a wonderful soul who’s passionate about what he does. 

 

 

When did you first learn about Frank Baker, James Townsend, and Shepard Mallory? 

What made you want to tell their story? 
 

In 2007 a stunning photo in a local magazine of a most impressive tree caught my eye. The caption 

described it as the place local slaves first heard the Emancipation Proclamation. Without ever  

realizing it, I’d driven by this tree—which stands on the campus of Hampton University, about 

twelve miles from my home—countless times. How could I have not known about such an important 

landmark? 

 

As I dove into research, I was astonished to learn the full story—about Frank, James, and Shepard 

courageously taking their fate into their own hands and rowing to the Union line, about the  

thousands of contrabands at Fortress Monroe, the illegal reading and writing lessons taught under the 

tree’s branches, the African American-built communities of Slabtown and Grand Contraband Camp, 

how the contrabands launched the beginning of slavery’s end. 

 

This was definitely not what I’d learned about emancipation when I was in school. It was a fresh and 

thrilling new view; I wanted my children and their classmates to learn this remarkable history. As 

Civil War scholar Adam Goodheart, author of the bestseller 1861: The Civil War Awakening, and  

other historians have pointed out, we so often accept the “classic” version of the end of slavery, with 

the passive slaves liberated by the kindness of the white man when really, African Americans were 

brave and active participants in determining their own freedom. We were privileged and honored, in 

fact, to have Dr. Goodheart vet Under the Freedom Tree for accuracy. 
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What made you decide to use poetry to tell the story as opposed to prose? 
 

I fiddled around with prose for a couple of years, but it just wasn’t working. I set the project aside.  

 

Then I read a collection of speeches and essays by the late, great children’s author Virginia Hamilton. 

I was especially struck by her concept of “rememory,” which she described as “an exquisitely  

textured recollection, real or imagined.” That really resonated with me. 

 

I drove over to Hampton University to view the Emancipation Oak in person, not sure if it was even 

open to the public (it is). It was a gorgeous summer day, no one was around, and standing alone under 

those branches was truly magical. I likely broke some rule, but I really needed to touch the tree. With 

my fingers on the bark, I could literally feel all that history—the sacrifice, the determination, the 

hope, the joy. It was quite an emotional moment. 

 

So how best to express that? Poetry—rememory. 
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On the night of May 23, 1861, three slaves named Frank Baker, James Townsend, and Shepard 

Mallory made history when they decided to escape across the Confederate line to the Union-held 

Fort Monroe. They did not know what to expect when they arrived, but anything was better than 

the life they knew on the Confederate side. 
 

Declared “contraband of war” by the Union General, the three men were allowed to stay, despite 

efforts made by the Confederates to take them back under the Fugitive Slave Act. Once word of 

Frank, James, and Shepard’s successful escape spread, thousands of runaway slaves followed suit, 

pouring into the fort and building the first African-American community in the country. 
 

Susan VanHecke’s taut free-verse, complemented by London Ladd’s breathtaking illustrations, 

uses the Emancipation Oak—under whose branches the contraband slaves learned to read—as its 

central image in recounting the pivotal events that led to slavery’s end. It was under the sheltering 

branches of this now-historical landmark that the “contrabands” bore witness to one of the first 

readings of the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863. 
 

An author’s note provides further historical information about the significance of Frank, James, 

and Shepard’s brave journey. A bibliography and map is also included. 
 

 

Visit www.charlesbridge.com or www.underthefreedomtree.com for the  

free downloadable Readers Theater and Educator’s Guide for Under the Freedom Tree. 

How did you decide to use the Emancipation Oak as the central focus of  the story? 
 

Since all this incredible history happened under or near this spectacular tree, it just seemed like a 

natural axis around which the story’s events could revolve. 

 

And though I don’t think I consciously intended it, I love how the tree became almost another  

character in the tale, standing witness, offering protection, and sharing the contrabands’ eventual 

jubilation. 
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