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LESSON IN LITERATU

WHAT IS A STORY?

* A story has four elements: plot, character, setting, and theme.

* The plot is the action of the story. It is what happens to the
characters from the beginning to the end of the story.

* The characters are the people, animals, or even objects (for
example, robots) that the story is about. The action happens
to, or is caused by, the characters in the story.

* The setting is the time and place in which the story’s events
occur. The setting may be described in great detail or hardly
at all. When you remember a story, you almost always
remember its setting.

* The theme is the main idea presented in the story. It is the
idea that the author wishes to present through the plot,
characters, and setting.

THINK ABOUT IT!

1. Can you summarize the story’s plot in one sentence? Try it!
2. The story is really about three characters. Who are they?

3. Where does the main character live? What time of day is it?
What is the weather like? Does the action take place indoors
or outside? Together, these details make up the setting of
the story.

4. In your opinion, who is the most important person in this
story? What is his connection to the main idea, or theme, of
the story?

14 ~ Unit |



To Know Freedom

Robert stood on what looked like a narrow stone path, only the path didn’t

g

go anywhere. Instead, it made a hexagon on the ground.

Robert reread the directions Grandpa had scrawled from memory.

Follow picket fence out back to white gazebo with wrought iron trim.

“Gazebo.” That was a word he’d had to look up. “A free-standing, roofed,
usually open-sided structure providing a shady resting place.”*

Where was that gazebo? Except for the abandoned farmhouse and the
rickety picket fence, Robert didn’t see any structure of any sort.

Not being certain where he was made Robert uneasy. How much more
frightening his great-great grandfather’s journey must have been to this same
spot, heading north from Virginia to this Pennsylvania town.

Frustrated and hot from the late afternoon sun, Robert plopped down on
the grass in the center of the hexagon. No shade here.

Shade! That was it!

Suddenly Robert realized that he was in the exact right spot. He had found
the gazebo—or where it used to be. Someone mustve torn down the gazebo’s
structure. The stone hexagon was the foundation.

He leaped to his feet.

From the center of the gazebo, head due north 150 paces.

Grandpa had told him countless times the way his own grandfather had
used the moss on the trees, the wind, and the North Star to keep his course on |
his journey to freedom. R

Robert looked up at the sun. At 4 p.m. the sun would be to the west.

Robert turned north and started counting steps.

At 120 Robert noticed a small cluster of simple stone grave markers peeking
out amid tall weeds up ahead. He broke into a trot.

Pushing aside the weeds, Robert found the headstone he was looking for.
Tearing a sheet of paper from his notebook, he held the paper up to the stone and
began rubbing with the edge of his pencil. Slowly, the inscription came into view:

“Here lies Nathan R. Smith,

Who by the Grace of the Almighty

Lived to Know Freedom.”

Grandpa was going to be very proud!

* Definition from The American Heritage Dictionary. Second College Edition. Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1982.

Samuel’s Choice ~ 15



Blueprint for Reading

INTO . .. Samuel's Choice

Samuel is 14 years old. He is a slave in Brooklyn, New
York, at the time of the American Revolution. He sees
American soldiers losing in a battle with the British.
Samuel has his master’s boat; he could help rescue
wounded soldiers. But Americans have made his
people slaves. Freedom from the British will not mean
freedom for slaves. Samuel must decide whether to
risk his life to save George Washington'’s soldiers, or
simply stand and watch the fight.

When you have finished the story, think about
whether Samuel has made the right choice. What would
have become of him had he remained loyal to Isaac
van Ditmas? What would he have thought of himself if
he had remained “neutral,” refusing or afraid to help

either side?

. . . Historical Fiction

This is a story that might have occurred in Brooklyn, New York in 1776.
The background and some of the details are true. The Revolutionary
War, fought between the American colonies and England did, of course,
take place. It is a fact, too, that in 1776, one-third of the people in
Brooklyn were slaves. However, the characters and the plot of Samuel’s
Choice are fictional, that is to say, made up by the author. Stories
whose backgrounds are true but whose plot and characters are made
up, are called historical fiction. Samuel’s Choice is a good story with
interesting characters. The time and place are clearly described.
Samuel makes a difficult choice. This is a story of hope.

16 ~ Unit |
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- Farmer [saac was a strict marn.

- ; Our day began at sunrise and ended
when the light faded. Round and
round the great stone wheel? rolled
and rumbled all day long, driven by
tides flowing in and out of the creek.
We ground wheat to make bread at
the mill. We shoveled the flour into
bags, and loaded the bags into

boats, to be brought to bakers in
Manhattan. But little bread we ever

saw. Van Ditmas was a stingy man.

Many nights 1 went to bed with my stomach growling and only

the taste of the raw flour on my lips.

When Farmer Isaac saw that I had grown strong and could
row a boat well, he taught me about the currents that flow
between Brooklyn and Manhattan, about setting 2 gail and
holding a course. [ was to row Mrs. yvan Ditmas and her
daughters over to Manhattan, of down the Brooklyn shore to
Staten Island across the harbor. Isaac shook me by the collar
and warned me never to row oT sail except where he sent me. 1
was his property, according to the laws of the Crown Colony,’
and he could do what he wanted with me.

Work you do not choose tO do is always tiring. And even the
house slaves, who labored in Farmer Isaac’s kitchen, got little
sleep and less food. Whenever I felt the fresh sea breeze on My
face, 1 would look up at the gulls flying where they pleased and 1
would dream. I wondered how it was to be free like them, to g0

where 1 wanted.

T A B

0. The great stone wheel was part of the mill that milled or ground the wheat
into flour. The mill was built next to a stream; the force of the water caused
millwheel to turn. The millwheel was attached to & pair of heavy round
stones. een the stones and, when the stones
turned, the W und into flour.

3. A colony is & country that is governed b

Revolutionary War, America was a colony of England.

England was often referred to as the Crown, America 18 called

Colony.
b S




“How they get fre

€, Toby?”
“Why they up ang said they wasg free, girl, ang Wrote those
words down on Paper.”

“liberty,” ang they
that liberty.
Libertys® finally Came, w.

house.
In the kitchen, the servants

- “Liberty ain’t for Africans,”
one said. “And it 80t nothin’ to do with us,” another sajid.
But Sana Just shook her h

aving their flags,
Isaac locked us in the

-Pitched flute.
who fought the British
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The talk made my head spin. One moment it seemed to offer
hope, and then the arguments turned and I didn’t feel hope
anymore. One day Liberty men nailed a proclamation to a tree by
the South Road. But before anyone could tell me what it said,
Isaac came and tore it down and stamped on it in the dust. That
was the day Sana promised she would teach me to read. “That
writing, samuel,” she said later, “was the Declaration of
Independence, made by Thomas Jefferson in the Congress at
Philadelphia.”

S0 the summer of 1776, my fourteenth one, passed on. Day
by day, my back and arms grew stronger with hard work. More
than once I looked up from filling flour sacks to find a cool jar of
buttermilk left by Sana. Then I'd drink the milk and fill the empty
jar with flour. When she fetched the jar back, she would hide it.
One day I asked what she wanted with soO much flour. She just
smiled and said, “That flour will be bread for our freedom day.”

While I sailed on Farmer Isaac’s errands or loaded sacks of
flour, the war crept towards Brooklyn. On a fine morning wWe woke
in the slave quarters to the thunder of great guns out in the
harbor. 1 ran up to the house. Sana just kept ont calmly with her
work. «Washington’s come to New York,” she said, grinning.
«Those are guns out of Governors Island practicing to scare off
the British.”

Well, the guns sure scared off Farmer Isaac. After Washington
arrived, he and Mrs. van Ditmas never crossed to Manhattan
again. I hoisted the sail of my boat to carry the farmer’s wife and
daughters, with all their trunks, to an old uncle’s house on
Staten Island.

And there on Staten Island, I saw them. The king’s army had
come from across the sea and on the hillside meadows had

pitched its tents by the thousands. The sun glinted on rows of

WORD proclamation (PRAHK luh MAY shun) n.: an official
BAN K announcement




brass cannon and bayonets.
Redcoats came down from the [
hills. They spreaq over the
green grass like Streams of |
blood, ang they sat in barges |
and were rowed across to the I'I
Brooklyn shore. A barge I|I
bassed nearby. we saw the |
Smiling, Sunburned faces of 'I

the soldiers. “Hurrah!”

“General Washingt
€yes held back tears.

Sound of fi

WORD bayonets (BAY uh NETS) n.: 4 long-pointeq Steel weapon
B ANK attached to the open end of g gun

barges (BAR juz) n.: flat-bottomeq vessels, usually pushed of

towed through the water, for carrying freight or bassengers

Samug




mill, came a hundred of Washington’s recruits, their feet
shuffling in the dust. An American officer rode beside them onl a
gray farmhorse.

«Captain!” Sana called to him. «Thousands of them are
landing down the shore!”

«we know that, girl,” he called back. «Don’t worry, we'll

handle them lobster backs.’ General Washington himself is

coming over to Brooklyn.” But the men marching past us didn’t

look so sure. Many seemed frightened. Some wWere barefoot.
Some looked hungry and sick. Their flags drooped. As they
passed, Sana read the names of the colonies embroidered on
their banners: Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Rhode Island.
They had come from far away to & strange place.

Farmer Isaac stood by the fence, puffing on his pipe. “You
be quiet, girl. This isn’t no fight of yours. If them fools want to
break the king’s law, they can get themselves killed with no help
from my slaves.”

Sana shook her head. 1 knew she felt sorry for the ragged
men and boys marching past. Maybe they were not fighting for her
liberty. Not yet. But freedom had to start somewhere. That summer
it was starting in Brooklyn.

When the officer was gone, and Isaac, 100, one of his men
stopped by the wagon. He just stood there and stared at me.

«you thirsty?” 1 asked him. He nodded and held his empty
canteen upside down. | snatched my jug of buttermilk out of the

wagon and poured it into the canteen. The boy took & long drink.

7. The British soldiers were called

they are nickname
because a lobster’s back is red.

WORD recruits (rih KROOTS) n.:
B ANK new members of the army

7/7(’ Q((//Ojgm‘/%(//(/ j




“Thanks,” he said.
on my fourteenth birthday.”

“You know how to shoot that thing?”
musket,

I asked, Pointing at hig

“Think S0,” he muttered.
“You Scared?”

“No, I ain T

“Shot it
I asked him,
he said.

Yesterday in camp.”

WORD musket (MUSS kit) n.: an old-fas
B ANK soldiers (later replaced by the rif]

hioned gun used by foot
Wounded (WOON ded)

e)
adj.: injured




Sana’s €yes pleaded with me. She knew I tied my boat in the
reeds along the creek. Her look said, “It’s up to you, Samuel.”

Nathaniel groaned. The small red spot on his bandage had
begun to spread. Toby had comeé and was kneeling beside Sana.
He shrugged. «you got the boat, Samuel. It’s your choice.”

Sana and Toby got set to carry Nathaniel up the road into
the American lines. Sana caught me looking at the bag on her
shoulder.

“That’s my freedom flour,” she said. “I'm going where 1 can
bake my freedom loaf.” A moment later, more soldiers ran
between us. When they had passed, Sana, Toby, and Nathaniel
were gone.

All at once the road was empty. From away in the distance
came the roar of muskets. Isaac yan Ditmas was gone. Sana was
gone and the soldiers were, too. 1 was alone.

Was this freedom? I thought about that boy Nathaniel from

far away. How & lot more people just like him were trapped in

the marshes along the creek. And how Isaac sneered at them,
and how the British king from across the waters sent his
soldiers to shoot and imprison them. I looked at my hands,
grown strong from pulling ropes and oars and sacks. Then I
knew my choice. Those hands nNow were going to pull people,
pull them to freedom.

I ran to the creek, pushed the boat out into the rushing tide,
and slid the oars into their locks. On the opposite bank
Americans Were wading in the muddy water up to their waists,
shouting for help. In the distance others were holding the British
back from the water’s edge. Great clouds of gunsmoke rolled
over these brave soldiers. When the air cleared, | could see fewer

and fewer of them.

As 1 pulled near, wet and weary men flopped into the boat.
Others clung to the sides. “Row, row!” they shouted. 1 pulled on
the oars with all my might.
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Out we shot Into the current. A ____‘_"’/_f’j_/_
Bullets splashed in the water near }”
us. When we reached the far bank, II.'I
the men cheered. | turned again into I
the creek and rowed back for more, /

Six times [ Crossed the creek,

Each time the battle grew closer,
the fleeing Americans fewer. By
now muddy water slopped around
my ankles. My back ached from
pulling on the oars.

8limpsed (GLIMPST) V.. saw for a brief moment
gaped (GAYPT) o, - WeEre open wide
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today,” said Major Gist, «and this war has only begun.” He
asked how 1 came to be fishing men out of the creek. I told him
about Farmer Isaac, Sana, and Nathaniel.

When 1 tied the boat to the dock below the Heights, Major
Gist clapped his hands on My shoulders and looked me in the
eyes. «gamuel,” he said, “out in that creek you did more than
many a free man for your country. I'd take it as & privilege if

'd consent to be My orderly and march beside me. And
General Washington may need handy boatmen like you soon
enough.”

The next day it rained and rained. A thick sea fog covered the
land. I looked everywhere for Sana. Many soldiers crowded into
the camp, but they could tell me nothing. Alone and frightened,

I mended the holes in my sail, pushing the big needle through
the canvas, drawing it back again. T hen, 1 heard voices nearby.

Major Gist stood there with an officer in a fine blue uniform.
They asked me how deep the water was at this point between

Brooklyn and Manhattan.
They wanted to know if a

RATTLE I:PFD British ship could sail
\SLAND
Lﬂ:_:ﬂh‘ 7re between the two places. I told

them that most ships could.
Only the fog was keeping the
British men-of-war’® from
trapping Washington’s army
on Long Island.

The officer in the blue
uniform thanked me. He and
Major Gist walked away,
looking thoughtful.

The next day the heavy
rains continued. I spread the

sail over the boat and slept

9. A man-of-war is a warship.
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retreat (rih TREET) v.- move back, away from the eénemy
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from shore slowly, the sail might split or the rope might tear
down the mast.° But the British ships were sure to force their
way between Brooklyn and Manhattan. I had to try.

When the rope was ready, 1 tied it to the foot of the mast.
Sana jumped into the boat. 1 shouted at her to stay behind, but
she wouldn’t move. There was no time to lose. I shoved off into
the swirling current.

My only hope was 1o let the shore current carry me out into
midstream, and then, as the wind and tide thrust the boat
toward the other shore, raise the sail and race for the

Manhattan landing.

Fighting the rudder," 1 heard Sana’s yoice in my €ar. “Will
we make it, samuel?” Water crashed over the side. Sana was
bailing as fast as she could. ‘1 can’t swim, Samuel!” she cried
into the wind. We were halfway across to Manhattan, and the
boat was filling with sea. The gale was spinning Up around. The
rope was pulling us backward. 1 heaved at the sail, praying the
mending wouldn’t tear.

Then, as the sail filled, the boom'? swung around with a
crack, and we Were darting forward at last. On the Manhattan
landing, by lantern light, we could see people waiting. Over the
roar of the storm, we heard them cheering us o1. But Isaac’s
boat was sinking. The rope was tearing the mast out of the

bottom. With a terrible crash, the mast broke and was carried

L AL
10. A mastis & large, strong pole on a ship, to which the ship’s sails are

der is a long flat blade attached to the bottom of the ship’s stern
The pilot steers the ship by turning a wheel attached to the
rudder. As the rudder is turned one way of another in the water, the boat’s
direction changes.

12. A boom is & large pole attached to the mast.

WORD gale (GAYL) n.: & strong wind
BANK
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Yyorical Note

The Battle of Long Island was George Washington’s first
battle in the American War for Independence. It was a defeat.
From Brooklyn, General Washington retreated to Manhattan,
then to New Jersey, and in the last month of 1776, he crossed
the Delaware River into Pennsylvania. Thus ended one of the
longer and more bitter retreats in American history. On
December 26, Washington crossed the icy Delaware once more
into New Jersey- There, at Trenton and again at Princeton, his
soldiers (many of whom had escaped from Brooklyn) defeated
their enemy. In 1781, General Cornwallis finally surrendered at
Yorktown. The British troops who fired on samuel at Gowanus
Creek on August AT AT S T2 commanded by General
Cornwallis.

Major Mordecai Gist led the Maryland state troops in the
Battle of Long Island. He and Isaac van Ditmas are historical
figures (although the arrest of van Ditmas did not actually
occur). Samuel Abraham and Sana Williams are fictional, but
modeled on the many nameless people of Brooklyn, slave and

free, who made Washington’s escape possible.

%{M the % )

Richard Berleth was born in Huntington, Long Island. He

holds degrees from Colgate and Rutgers Universities, and is
presently Chair of the Communications Department at St.
Francis College in Brooklyn Heights, New York. He is the author
of several children’s books, and happens to live on the site of
the Battle of Long Island that figures prom'mently in Samuel’s
Choice. Currently, he is at work on & history of the American

Revolution in upstate New York.




Studying the Selection FIRST IMPRESSIONS

In the story, Sana says that
“Nobody here’s gonna be free
unless they take the risk.”
Why does being free require
taking a risk? Do you think
this is still true today?

QUICK REVIEW

1. Write down two words or phrases that describe Isaac van Ditmas.

2. Why was Samuel hungry all of the time?

3. Why did Isaac teach Samuel about “the currents that flow between Brooklyn and
Manhattan” and “setting a sail and holding a course”?

4. What does Samuel say about doing work you “do not choose to do”?

FOCUS

5. On page 24, Samuel finds himself alone. Everyone has gone. He asks himself, Is
this freedom? Reread several paragraphs before this line in the story, and the
paragraph that follows it. What do you think Samuel’s question means?

6. In a short paragraph, explain why you think that Samuel’s Choice is a good
story.

CREATING & WRITING

7. Imagine that you are Samuel. Why do you decide to help the wounded soldiers?

8. You are Samuel. You have just met a soldier who wants to give up. He is tired,
hungry, and discouraged. He does not believe the Colonists can win against the
mighty British. How do you persuade him to stay and fight?

9. You are a slave. You are going to join a group of slaves in the center of
Brooklyn to protest being kept in slavery. Each of you has made a sign with
a message on it. Make your sign for the gathering.

Samuel’s Choice ~ 31





