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New public
art piece on
Duke Street

depicts the
story of two
slave sisters

BY AUSTIN DANFORTH

In a sense, the Edmonson
sisters have come full circle for
their return to Alexandria.

Admittedly, the terms are
far better in 2010 than when
they arrived here more than
150 years ago. The slave pens
that once dotted Duke Street
are long gone. The gripping,
first-hand accounts of life be-
hind those fences have been
confined to books and muse-
ums for decades. The idea of
buying and selling humans for
a lifetime of servitude is now a
valuable lesson, not a valuable
capital venture.

Now, on their return to
1701 Duke St., Emily and Mary
Edmonson, two former slaves,
stand guard in bronze as a re-

minder of what came before.
Bracketed by the former
Bruin “Negro Jail” that held
them for sale, a famous break-
fast spot and one of the city’s
most modern-looking new of-
fice buildings, the roughly 10-
foot tall bronze sculpture of the
two sisters gazes down Holland
Avenue toward the African
American Heritage Park.
Holding hands on the site
where they were once looked
upon as chattel, Mary and Em-
ily are emerging — escaping —
from the shadow of a rock that
sculptor Erik Blome said rep-
resents the darkness of slavery.
“The way it turned out, I
think it's beautiful,” said Au-
drey Davis, assistant director
of the city’s Black History Mu-
seum. “What happened to Em-

PHOTO/AUSTIN DANFORTH
Sculptor Erik Blome applies polish to the statue of the Edmonson sisters that he created for the site at 1701 Duke St. The Edmonson
sisters were former slaves held there in 1848 before their father, a free black man, was able to purchase their freedom.

ily and Mary sort of sums up
what happened to a lot of peo-
ple during slavery. The experi-
ence — not having control, be-
ing sold away from your family
— it’s kind of all embodied in
their story”

Daughters of a free black
man and an enslaved woman,
the two teenage girls were
among the nearly 80 slaves that
attempted to escape to freedom
aboard the Pearl in April 1848.

Their flight, however, lasted
only a few days as the ship was
captured in the Chesapeake
Bay before reaching safe har-
bor in the north. The Edmon-
son sisters, then ages 13 and
15, were sold to prominent
Alexandria slave trader Joseph

SEE STATUE | 19
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