ABHM Book Club: Thomas Jefferson
& Sally Hemings

Quick recap

The meeting focused on discussing America 250, the upcoming 250th anniversary of the
United States, and exploring different perspectives on what America means and what its future
should look like. ABHM led a community dialogue about the America 250 initiative, sharing
insights from the Milwaukee Public Library's wish wall project where community members
submitted hopes for the country's future, including requests for lower prices, unity, and peace.
The discussion covered questions about what America means to different people, how it has
been shaped over 250 years by individuals, ideas, and historical movements, and how America
has influenced participants' families both positively through opportunities like military service
and negatively through challenges like poverty and systemic issues. Participants shared
personal stories about immigration experiences, family histories, and reflections on historical
events like the Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings relationship, with particular attention to
how history is interpreted and whose stories are centered in national narratives.

Summary

Community Engagement Discussion

The Milwaukee Public Library discussed the community engagement activities for America 250
at their Good Hope branch, including wish walls where participants shared their hopes for the
future of the US, with many focusing on economic concerns and unity. They emphasized the
importance of allowing diverse perspectives on what America means rather than imposing
specific narratives, noting that the America 250 Commission represents a diverse group of
people from different sectors. The discussion highlighted the need to consider global
perspectives on America's role and to focus on human dignity and care rather than economic
contributions when discussing immigration and other issues.

American History and Its Complexities



The group discussed the question of what has shaped America over the past 250 years,
highlighting the complex history including slavery and its impact on the country's development.
They emphasized how different generations have varying perspectives on America's values and
history, noting the importance of examining primary sources rather than relying solely on
interpretations. The discussion touched on the ongoing challenges of understanding and
celebrating both the positive and negative aspects of American history, particularly in relation
to events like Juneteenth and the Independence Day.

ABHM Family and American Heritage

The group discussed how America influences personal and family histories. ABHM described
creating a specialized tour focusing on family impact, including sections on storytelling,
resistance, and the Jim Crow era, which will be expanded into a virtual exhibit. The discussion
included details about a recent community event at the library where participants shared
wishes for America's future and their own lived experiences.

Dr. James Cameron Pamphlets

ABHM started the discussion by highlighting the work of Dr. James Cameron, who addressed
topics such as slavery, civil war, reconstruction, and lynching in America through a collection of
pamphlets. ABHM emphasized the relevance of these historical documents today and
mentioned that original pamphlets are preserved in the Milwaukee Public Library's rare books
program.

Cultural Assimilation and Identity Challenges

The group discussed challenges with American identity and cultural assimilation, sharing
personal family history about grandparents who emigrated from Italy and faced pressure to
abandon their Italian heritage and change their names. They explained how their family's
experience reflected broader patterns of immigrants being treated similarly to how immigrants
are treated today, noting that cultural and linguistic losses occurred as people tried to
assimilate during times of conflict like World War II.

Identity and Heritage Navigation



The group discussed the complex relationship between identity, heritage, and the concept of
whiteness, particularly focusing on how Italian-American and other diaspora communities
navigate cultural preservation and assimilation in the United States. They explored how certain
historical symbols like Columbus Day have become contested issues, with some communities
feeling their history is being erased while others question the authenticity of these connections
to European heritage. The discussion also touched on how immigration and colonial history
have shaped American identity, with some noting that the concept of American borders is
artificial and can be reimagined.

Jefferson-Hemings Historical Narrative Discussion

The group discussed a book about Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, focusing on how
historical narratives and DNA evidence have shaped our understanding of their relationship.
The discussion explored the tension between history and science in proving historical claims,
with particular attention to how Madison Hemings' oral history as a former slave was dismissed
by historians compared to traditional written sources. The conversation highlighted the broader
themes of who gets to determine legitimate historical sources and how narratives are
constructed.

The group discussed legal definitions of race in Virginia during Thomas Jefferson's time and
the failure of past historians to humanize enslaved people in historical discussions. They
explored questions about mutual affection between Jefferson and Hemings, and discussed
how institutions like Monticello are addressing slavery history.



