
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Freedom Once Taken: The Amistad Story 
Post-Visit Project: Writing a Letter to John Quincy Adams 

 
INTRODUCTION: 
 

In our program, Freedom Once Taken: The Amistad Story, students learned about the captive Mende Africans 
who were taken from the Mendiland1 region of Africa (see map), and how the captives and their abolitionist 
allies used civic skills to regain their freedom.  The leader of the Amistad captives, Joseph Cinqué2, plays a 
prominent role in our telling of the story, but the four young children who were taken captive along with the 
adults played an important role as well.  The children’s perspective on their captivity and the court trials has 
been passed down to us in their own words, as several wrote extensively on their experiences.   
 
In addition to recording their own experiences, the children wrote to contemporary leaders to ask for help in 
regaining their freedom.  An eleven-year-old captive aboard the Amistad, Ka’le (kah-LAY), wrote a letter to 
John Quincy Adams, an attorney and former President of the United States who represented the captives at 
the U.S. Supreme Court.  In a letter that Ka’le wrote from New Haven, Connecticut, he asked Adams to argue 
in favor of freeing the captives.  The letter worked – Adams testified on behalf of the Amistad captives, and 
the Mende Africans won their freedom. 
 
Writing letters to political leaders remains an important form of civic engagement today, and it offers students 
the chance to have a direct impact on the legislation that impacts their daily lives.   

 
ACTIVITY: 

 

Ka’le was around eleven years old when he wrote this letter.  He wrote this letter from the house of Stanton 
Pendleton, a New Haven jailer who operated the prison where the Amistad captives were being held. 

 
INCLUDED MATERIALS: 
 

 Map of Mendiland 
 Portrait of Ka’le 
 Images of Ka’le’s letter 
 Transcript of Ka’le’s letter 
 Additional Resources page 

 
MATERIALS NEEDED: 
 

 Lined paper 
 Pen or pencil 

 

1 Sometimes spelled “Mendeland,” part of present-day Sierra Leone. 
2 Also known by his Mende name, Sengbe Pieh.  We have chosen to use the name Joseph Cinqué as this is the name 
that he used in his own daily life while in the United States. 
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Step #1: Understanding Ka’le’s Perspective 

Show students the sketch of Ka’le, reminding them that he is about their age.   
Ask students to put themselves in his shoes:  How would it feel…  

…to be taken away from your family?   
…to be forced onto a cramped boat and chained to the floor for weeks? 
…to be sent thousands of miles away by violent strangers?   
…to be told you were going to be eaten alive?   
…to be thrown in jail in a place where you do not know the language or laws? 

 
Step #2: Analyzing the Structure of a Persuasive Letter 

Ask your students to read Ka’le’s letter (if you print these pages double-sided, students can flip from the 
scanned letter to a line-by-line transcript).  While reading (or after reading), the students might consider 
the following questions: 

 What is Ka’le asking John Quincy Adams to do? 
 What is Ka’le’s story?  What does he tell Adams about his experience? 
 What do some Americans (like Mr. Pendleton) say about the captives, according to Ka’le? 
 Ka’le asks Adams to put himself in their shoes.  What does Ka’le ask Adams in order to help 

him see their side of the story? 
 
Step #3: Writing a Letter to John Q. Adams 

Ask your students to write a letter to John Quincy Adams, asking him to testify in court on behalf of the 
Amistad captives and to argue in favor of their freedom.  While writing the letter, the students should 
consider the following questions:   

 What is Ka’le asking John Quincy Adams to do? 
 What am I asking John Quincy Adams to do?   
 Why is freedom important?   
 Why should Adams help?   
 What can I write to convince him to help?   
 Once the captives are free, what will they do with their freedom? 

(This assignment can be done individually, in small groups, or as a class) 
 
Step #4 (optional): Writing to Your Representative 

Now that students have written a letter to Adams, now they can try writing a letter to their own 
representative.  Ask students to pick a topic that is important to them and/or their community.  Using the 
same questions as above (What am I asking my representative to do? Why is this issue important?  Why 
should my representative help? etc.), have students write letters to their representative. (For more help, 
see the links under the CT-N Civics Tool Box in the “Additional Resources” section of this packet.) 
 
It is always important to make informed decisions!  If desired, teachers might consider adding a research 
element to the letter.  Have students research a topic that interests them.  What can students learn about 
their topic that might help them persuade their lawmakers? 

 
Share your letters with Connecticut’s Old State House!  Email them to OSHSchools@cga.ct.gov.   

We would love to hear from you! 
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Geography of The Amistad  

 
 

 
 
 
This map shows the Mendiland region in western Africa, along with some of the nations that 
bordered Mendiland.  It was from these lands, over four thousand miles from Hartford, 
Connecticut, that the Amistad captives were taken. 
 
The table above shows the different regions that the Amistad Africans called home.  Even within 
the Amistad captives, there were a number of cultures and languages represented. 
 
 

Connecticut’s Old State House School Programs - Freedom Once Taken: The Amistad Story 3 
 



Ka’le 
 

This sketch of Ka’le was drawn by William H. Townsend.  Townsend, a New Haven Resident, 
sketched many of the Amistad captives while visiting them in the New Haven jail as they 

awaited trial in 1839.3 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 The sketches of Ka’le and the other Amistad captives belong to the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Yale University. 
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Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter Page 1 

4 The images of Ka’le’s letter belong to the Collection of the Massachusetts Historical Society 
(http://www.masshist.org/objects/cabinet/january2003/kale.htm).  

Connecticut’s Old State House School Programs - Freedom Once Taken: The Amistad Story 5 
 

                                                 

http://www.masshist.org/objects/cabinet/january2003/kale.htm


Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams 
 
Westville      Jan 4th 18415 
 
Dear Friend Mr. Adams 
 
I want to write a letter to you because  

you love Mendi people, and you talk to the  

grand court. We want to tell you  

one thing.  Jose Ruiz [one of the white survivors on the ship] say we born in Havana,  

he tell lie. We stay in Havana ten days  

and ten nights.  We stay no more. We  

all born in Mendi — we no understand  

the Spanish language. Mendi people been  

in America 17 moons. We talk 

America language a little, not very  

good. We write every day; we write  

plenty letters. We read most all time.  

We read all Matthew, and Mark, and Luke,  

and John, and plenty of little books. We love books  

very much. We want you to ask the Court 

what we have done wrong. What for Americans 

 keep us in prison.  Some people say Mendi people 

 crazy, Mendi people dolt, because we no talk American language.  

American people no talk Mendi language. American people crazy  

dolts? They tell bad things about Mendi people and  

we no understand. Some men say Mendi people  

happy because they laugh and have plenty to  

eat. Mr. Pendelton [the jailer] come and Mendi people  

all look sorry because they think about Mendi- 

 
Letter Page 1 

5 Westville is a neighborhood within the city of New Haven, Connecticut. 
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Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter Page 2 
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Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams 
 
-land and friends we no see now.  Mr.  

Pendelton say we feel anger and white  

men afraid of us. Then we no look sorry again.  

That’s why we laugh. But Mendi people feel bad.  

O, we can’t tell how bad. Every day and  

night we think about our country.  Bad  

men say, Mendi people no have souls.  

Why we feel bad, we no have no souls? We  

want to be free very much.  Dear friend Mr.  

Adams, you have children, you have friends, 

you love them, you feel very sorry if Mendi  

people come and take all to Africa. We feel  

bad for our friends, and our friends feel  

very bad for us. Americans not take us in  

ship. We were on shore and Americans  

tell us slave ship catch us. They say we  

make you free. If they make us free they  

tell truth, if they not make us free they tell  

lie. If America give us free we glad, if they  

no give us free we sorry — we sorry for  

Mendi people little, we sorry for America  

people great deal because God punish  

liars.  We want you to tell court that  

Mendi people no want to go back to  

Havana, we no want to be killed.  

Dear friend, we want you to know  

how we feel. Mendi people think, think,  

think. Nobody know. Teacher, he know,  

we tell him some. 

Letter Page 2 
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Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter Page 3 
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Letter from Ka’le to John Quincy Adams 
 
Mendi people have got souls.  We think  

we know God punish us if we tell lie. We never  

tell lie; we speak the truth, What for Mendi  

people afraid? Because they have got souls.  

Cook say he kill, he eat Mendi people —we 

afraid— we kill cook. Then captain kill one  

man with knife, and cut Mendi people  

plenty. We never kill captain if  

he no kill us.  If Court ask who bring Mendi  

people to America, we bring ourselves. Ceci hold the  

rudder. All we want is make us free, 

not send us to Havana. Send us home.  

Give us Missionary. We tell Mendi people  

Americans spoke truth. We give them good  

tidings.  We tell them there is one god. You  

must worship him. Make us free and  

we will bless you and all Mendi  

people will bless you, Dear friend  

Mr. Adams.                   Your friend, 

Kale         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter Page 3 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 
Amistad Webpages 
 Gilder Lehrman Center at Yale on Amistad (http://www.yale.edu/glc/info/amistad.html) 
 Teaching with Documents: The Amistad Case 

(http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/amistad/)  
 Full history of Amistad trial with primary sources and images 

(http://www.fjc.gov/history/docs/amistad.pdf)  
 
Amistad in Connecticut 
 “Amistad: Seeking Freedom in Connecticut” (http://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/amistad/)  
 ConneCT Kids: Amistad (http://www.ct.gov/kids/cwp/view.asp?a=2573&q=392830)  
 The Amistad Ship (http://www.amistadvoyages.org/)  

 
Videos 
 YouTube clips from the movie Amistad – parts of speech given by John Q. Adams: 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pb3txlrBZaE&list=PLA70A2124E2B8A462&index
=7  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rpHa7RLvc8  
 
CT-N Civics Tool Box 
 Sample Letter (http://www.ctn.state.ct.us/civics/pdf/Sample%20Letter.pdf) 
 Do’s and Don’ts (http://www.ctn.state.ct.us/civics/pdf/Do's%20and%20Don'ts.pdf)  
 Proper Addresses (http://www.ctn.state.ct.us/civics/proper_address.asp)   
 Find your legislators! (http://ct-n.com/lcc.asp)  
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