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YORK: The Voice of Freedom

“The tale of York serves as a wonderful example of how one enslaved African American made a
major contribution to American history. Yet it also serves as a shocking and troubling example of how
he was trapped in the cruel and inhumane institution of slavery. A man who tasted the joys of freedom,
equality, and even superiority, only to be plunged back into the despair of slavery upon the expedition’s
return.

William Clark — the product of a slaveholding society — acted as he had been conditioned to do.
Treating his slaves, including York, as inferior beings; trying to do right by them, but never
acknowledging that they were on the same level as white men or deserved the same consideration in
making decisions that affected their lives and the lives of their loved ones. . .

For his part, York let his feelings and expectations be known and refused to meekly submit to his
master’s unfeeling decision to separate him and his wife. He made the best of his situation until he
finally was freed, and possibly until his death. So let us remember York for what he accomplished with
his life, but also mourn the tragedy of it.”

James J. Holmberg, historian
In Search of York: The Slave Who Went to the Pacific with Lewis and Clark

The action takes place between 1803 and 1845.

Act One Love Duet between Mary and York

From every corner of the United States, citizens react to the news of the Louisiana Purchase and
the expedition which President Jefferson proposes to send across the continent to the Pacific Ocean.
Northerners and Southerners argue over property rights. A chorus of slaves prays to God that they not
be sent across the “cold black waters” of the Mississippi. A chorus of Indians sings that the land can
never be bought. Thomas Jefferson sends Meriwether Lewis on his way and Lewis leaves to join his co-
captain in the expedition, William Clark.

At the homestead of Captain William Clark, a young slave girl, Mary, is waiting for her lover
York, William Clark’s personal slave. Clark is busy preparing for the expedition’s departure as he awaits
the arrival of Captain Lewis. Alone for a moment, York and Mary declare their love for each other and
pledge vows of marriage. York promises to marry her as soon as he returns from the expedition. York
leaves to prepare a few last items for the trip as Clark enters with Lewis and the men of the expedition.
Mary’s master, Ezekiel Williams, is also in the crowd to see Lewis and Clark off. Ezekiel orders Mary to
return home immediately. York and Mary never get a chance to say their final goodbye. York is ordered
by Clark to board the boat that will take him West.



Mary

Mary doesn't give a hoot about this historical expedition all the white folk are so excited about, except that
William Clark is taking with him the one person Mary loves most in the world, York, the slave of William Clark.

Mary is waiting to say good bye to her lover.

York and Mary Love Duet

from YORK: The Voice of Freedom Act One. Scene Two

3

But William Clark treats her like a child and warns her not to be singing York's ear off with all her womanly chatter.

Alone now, waiting for York, Mary lets us know exactly what she thinks of William Clark
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