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Foreword...
by Mariame Kaba

I’m a collector of various things. I’ve run the gamut between 
collecting dolls, stamps, postcards, prison ephemera and items 
related to Black social movement history. I’m fascinated by what
people choose to collect: ceramic bunnies, crystals, stuffed animals, 
baseball cards, shot glasses, key chains and so much more. 

At the turn of the 20th century, women’s magazines like Ladies’ Home 
Journal helped to usher in the rise of recipe cards. As Katie 
Arnold-Ratliff writes in Slate Magazine:

“They began offering readers subscriptions of recipes printed on heavy 
cards branded with the magazine’s logo and mailed out every six to 
eight weeks. Between the 1930s and the mid-’90s, few women’s 
magazines neglected to offer this service, which delivered regular 
installments of full-color, uniformly sized recipe cards to your door, 
divided into categories like “entrees,” “starches,” or “vegetables and 
sauces.”

These recipe cards are the precursors of oversized trading cards like 
Sportscasters  and Safari cards  that would show up in your mailbox in 
the late 1970s and early 80s. Send a dollar or place a cash on delivery 
(COD) order by calling an 800 number and you would get a set of 24 
cards and sometimes a free case to organize them. If you liked them, 
you could keep receiving new sets of cards every month for $2.49 plus 
0.39 cents shipping. 

Subscription cards weren’t limited to only sports and recipes. If you 
were interested in American history, you could order Panarizon’s Story 
of America cards. These sets of picture cards were published and sold 
from 1979 to 1981 in packets of 24 via commercials on television and 
ads in magazines like Boys’ Life. A total of 2,256 cards in 94 decks 
were released in a short period, each featuring a different person, trend 
or event in the American experience. They were pitched to consumers 
as “a lively encyclopedia of American history.”
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A TV commercial featuring a white father and daughter announced: 

“Story of America are a panorama of our past: how we lived, 
America’s great men and women, our battles for freedom, our 
inventions, industries and people, historical events and fascinating 
side lights.” At one point, the father in the commercial says: “Story of 
America cards are fun, colorful, and instructive.  Each card treats a 
single interesting subject. My daughter can’t get enough of them. She 
collects them into a card encyclopedia of our nation’s past.” 

An ad in the November 1979 issue of Boys’ Life opens with the 
following paragraph:

“Open your children’s eyes and hearts to the Story of America – its 
glories and shames, its triumphs and tragedies. Let them learn our 
history not classroom-style with intensive cramming, but picnic-style 
with Story of America Cards – where they can nibble at whatever 
appeals, without biting more than they can chew.”
 
At once described as “a card encyclopedia of our nation’s past” and 
“picnic-style” history, the Story of America cards included a lot of 
information (~300 words) for one roughly 4” x 6 “ card. On the front 
there’s a large picture as well as several icons at the top that show how 
the card fits into history. It also includes a map that shows what part of 
America the subject affected. The back offers an annotated story that 
sums up not only the event in question, but also offers a fair amount 
of other details. They were sold to parents as a valuable tool for their 
children’s informal self-education. This was a resource intended to 
supplement classroom learning. 

An internet search of Panarizon’s Story of America reveals almost no 
public record of the cards, no Wikipedia page, no directory of their 
total holdings. The cards by the Panarizon Publishing corporation have 
been out of print since the early 1980s. As late as the mid-1990s 
however, the Grolier company was advertising similar cards in 
magazines like Working Mother and Boys Life. 
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I’m old enough to remember seeing the TV commercials publicizing 
Story of America cards. About five years ago, I began to collect the 
cards specific to Black history. After accumulating over a hundred, I 
began to wonder about the historical narrative that was being advanced 
through the cards. I find it interesting that these subscription cards 
encapsulate historical moments in bite sized portions. These are stories 
told by a company trying to make money. How does this shape the 
story of America they tell and circulate?

This zine focuses on the particular narrative about U.S. chattel 
slavery told through some of the Story of America trade cards. 

I believe that these cards can illuminate what the popular ideas about 
U.S. slavery were in the late 70s and early 80s. As we continue to 
contend with the afterlife of slavery in our current socio-political 
moment, it seems useful to interrogate the stories Americans have told 
themselves over the years about the enslavement of Africans in the 
United States.

About twelve million Africans were forcibly brought across the 
Atlantic to the Western Hemisphere from 1450 to 1850. Of this 
number, only about five percent were brought to British North 
America and later, to the United States from Africa, most of them 
arriving between 1680 and 1810. A small number of Africans went 
first to the British West Indies and then to North America. Racism and 
anti-Blackness are enduring legacies of slavery and continue to 
structure all aspects of American life in the 21st century. Throughout 
the 17th, 18th and most of the 19th centuries, most white Americans 
either accepted slavery or actually owned slaves. Indeed, the 
Constitution of the United States sanctioned and supported slavery.

The U.S. Constitution created a provision that counted three-fifths of 
the slave population in determining a state’s representation in 
Congress and its number of electoral votes; it permitted the slave trade 
to continue for 20 years; and it required every state to return fugitive 
slaves. Lest you think that this was an aberration, we can also turn to
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the earlier Colonial slave statutes of 1630 to 1740 for more evidence of
of institutional and structural racism in the U.S.

In 1639, at a time when there were less than 200 black people in 
Virginia out of a population of over 7,500, the settlers passed statutes 
stating that all persons except negroes would be provided with arms 
and ammunition. In Maryland, they passed a statute in 1663 that read:

“All negroes or other slaves within the province, and all negroes and 
other slaves to be hereafter imported into the province, shall serve 
durante vita; and all children born to any negro or other slave, shall be 
slaves as their fathers were for the term of their lives.”

The key point is that slavery not only deprived Black people of 
freedom and the benefits of their labor, it was also a system of 
physical and psychological intimidation and control that structured a 
racial hierarchy in the U.S. We are still living with its terrible 
consequences today. This is why it’s important to learn accurate history 
about U.S. chattel slavery.

When I conceived the idea for this zine, I reached out to my friend Dr. 
Edward Onaci who is a historian for his thoughts on whether I should 
pursue it. He was enthusiastic in his response so I of course asked him 
to collaborate with me to create this publication. 

We selected 31 out of 45 cards that we think are representative of 
the general U.S. slavery narrative offered by Panarizon corporation 
through its Story of America cards.

We envisioned this zine being read by high school and college-aged 
students and also serving as a resource for educators across the country.

As you read this publication, we invite you to 
consider the following questions:
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1. What is the official story about slavery that is told 
through these cards which were specifically being 
promoted and sold to (white) children?

2. What is missing from the story that is promoted? 

3.Who are the heroes and who are the villains?

4. If you were to create your own flashcards/
subscription cards on the topic of U.S. chattel slavery 
today, how would you narrate this history in 2018? 

5. What would you add and what would you leave 
out?
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Edward has written an afterword for this zine that underscores how 
slavery transformed the lives of enslaved Africans and continues to 
shape the outcomes of their descendants. His essay challenges us to 
question why this history is represented (for better or worse) as it is. He 
also shares a valuable reading list for further education. 

In the end, we think that these trade cards offer an opportunity to 
both get a sense of some of the history outside of the Civil War and to 
complicate how we have been taught to think about American ideals, 
progress and shames. We hope that this zine will spark more 
conversation inside and outside of classrooms about chattel slavery and 
its consequences. 

Thanks to Rachel Hoffman for designing this publication, 
Ashon Crawley for helpful editing suggestions and special thanks to 
Edward for working with me on this!

Author Biography

Mariame Kaba is an organizer, educator and curator who’s active in 
numerous social movements for prison abolition, racial justice, gender 
justice, and transformative justice. She is the founder and director of 
Project NIA, a grassroots organization with a vision to end youth 
incarceration, and a co-founder of numerous organizations including 
the Chicago Freedom School, Love and Protect, the Chicago Taskforce 
on Violence against Girls and Young Women and most recently 
Survived and Punished. Her writing has appeared in the Nation 
Magazine, the Guardian, The Washington Post, In These Times, The 
New Inquiry, Teen Vogue and more. She runs the Prison Culture blog 
(www.usprisonculture.com/blog). 

Footnotes

1. http://www.slate.com/articles/double_x/doublex/2011/12/recipe_cards_a_brief_history.html 
2. http://www.runningpast.com/mem.htm 
3. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fkqgH9ji0oY 
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“In those areas where the trade
was still unknown, slavers could take
advantage of the African’s curiosity.”

2.
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“After the slave trade was officially 
abolished by Great Britain and the 

United States in 1807*...”

*Slavery in the U.S. was abolished in 1865. 4.
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“The case created an uproar and 
unleashed political activity

against slavery.”

6.
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“This disregard for basic human
feelings shocked Americans in the 

North as well as the South.”
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“...58 of her* slaves were still alive. 
These* were sold for a total of £2,146...”

*The author calls the ship, Adventure, a “her” and the slaves “these”. 10.
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“These housekeepers, cooks, and 
butlers tended to be very loyal...”

12.
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“This spirit of lawlessness was matched
by domestic traders, who knowingly sold 

kidnappped free blacks into slavery.”
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“...both slaves and owners had a special 
interest in seeing that the cabins were clean, 

healthy, and protected from the cold.”
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“A Southern slave’s earliest memory
is most likely the sense of community...”

18.
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“.A Negro cannot abide being alone and
will prefer work of much exposure and

severe toil in company...”
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“...it was in the owners’ best interest to
keep the slaves content and well-fed, most

owners granted the slaves their demands...”

22.
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“...some enterprising whites manufactured
fictional tales of fugitive slaves and

published them for profit.”
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*If you are able, please look up a real photograph of Sojourner Truth. 
How does it compare to this one? 
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“...fearlessness in the face of hostile
audiences...beaten by mobs in

Kansas and Missouri...”

26.
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*Do you see any type of common
punishment for slaves missing 

from this card? 
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“...paramilitary mounted police a
constant presence in the city streets...” 

30.
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“...soft-hearted plantation mistress...
fortunately the mistress...survived.” 
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“...a white man reported to local authorities 
that he had heard about a plot...” 
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“white lawyer, Thomas Gray...best 
source of information about the rebellion...” 
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“...many slave owners tried to discourage
running away by more humane methods.” 

38.
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“Many reasons contributed to the high
rate of returns for runaways, among them 

slave patrols, slave catchers...”
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“The Supreme Court, impressed with 
Adams’s eloquent argument of the case...”
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“...for those who protested, the nighttime
terror of the Klan...”
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“The election of Abraham Lincoln was a 
direct result of that vow.”
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“...no trial...the act mandated a $1,000
fine and six months in prison...”
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“...the Underground Railroad forced 
many...Northerners to face up to the 

problems of slavery...”

50.
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“...United States finally awarded her
a pension of $20 per month– thirty 

years after the end of the Civil War.”

52.
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“ During the 1850s Garrison’s ‘moral 
crusade’ gained fresh acceptance..”

54.
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“ A few blacks also belonged to
the organization...they were not leaders...”

56.
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“...caused him to become a martyr
and a folk hero in the North...”

58.
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“The trial resulted in little more
than a wrist-slap; no one went to jail...”
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Afterword...
by Dr. Edward Onaci
In pursuit of serious study of slavery

The enslavement of Africans in North America continues to be a 
difficult topic for people to discuss thoroughly and honestly. Some 
people see discussion of such crimes as taboo, something best left in 
a collective past as African Americans work toward becoming fuller 
citizens at the present. Others see discussions about the trafficking and 
forced and uncompensated labor of Africans and their descendants as a 
way to shame them and keep them in a position of cultural subjection 
and sociopolitical disempowerment. Still others believe that 
enslavement in the United States was bad, but that the country has 
overcome it and has given the victims of this foundational American 
institution a great opportunity than they would have had if they had not 
been kidnapped and forced to enrich this country while they remained 
essentially impoverished and mistreated. 

Each of these perspectives attempts to minimize, if not ignore, the 
following facts about American slavery and its legacies:

1. The trafficking, bondage, dehumanization, and torture of African 
people was essential to the development of American economic and 
political power.

2. Enslavement continues to have lasting detrimental effects on its 
victims, even as it continues to empower those who most benefitted 
from it. Guyora Binder claims it is the “slavery of emancipation” and 
Saidiya Hartman considers it the “afterlife of slavery.” One of the most 
visible legacies is the mass incarceration of African American men and 
women, as well as the policing of Black communities and near 
immunity from punishment and accountability when police brutalize 
and murder men, women, and children of African descent.

3. The commoditization and trafficking of African peoples helped 
shape beliefs about their intellectual and moral inferiority. Such racist 
ideas led directly to the country’s first “Jim Crow” laws. Racial viii.56.



segregation and discrimination across the country continue to 
disproportionately influence the life chances of African-descended 
people.

4. This country, as with most countries that benefited from the global 
market of chattelized Africans, has never taken steps to repa
ir the damage it has done to a significant degree; nor did it ever 
compensate survivors or their descendants for the theft of enslaved 
people’s bodies, labor, and intellectual and cultural innovations. In 
fact, the United States government refuses even to study the long-term 
impact of slavery on the descendants of the enslaved.

5. This country continues to blame people of African descent for their 
victimization (much like it does the victims and survivors of numerous 
atrocities) while benefitting culturally, politically, and economically 
from its crimes. Again, mass incarceration is an example.

Considering this situation, it is important that educators, students, and 
activists take seriously the study of human trafficking and bondage in 
the United States. This includes acknowledging the multiple 
interpersonal relations and realities that shaped the experiences of the 
enslaved and the beneficiaries of the system, taking an honest look at 
its geography and economics, and developing a thorough analysis of 
the range of interactions that African peoples had with the system. 

While many were actively rebellious, more people were just trying to 
survive and live, and some were complicit in its machinations. All of 
these positions require study.

Using visual images and information, such as those in this zine, 
provides us with an opportunity to help young people rethink 
America’s history and legacy of human trafficking in ways that are 
honest and productive. They hone in on the legal and extralegal 
methods by which this country abused an entire group of people, and 
they begin mapping slavery’s terrain. The cards depictions and blurbs 
about slave patrols and punishment, as well as the range of self-activity 
that remind us of African people’s resilience, all help humanize people 
who were treated as subhuman. Importantly, attempts to form and 
protect loving bonds are explored. So is the reality that as viiii.



superexploited people, the enslaved could not even depend on 
nourishment from their captors.  However, the cards are less than 
perfect. Although the traffic in Africans was practiced by all of the 
North American British colonies, and even though every single state 
in antebellum America benefitted (especially New York and Rhode 
Island), the cards emphasize the South at the expense of revealing the 
extent of slavery’s reach. The image of Sojourner Truth should call into 
question how the illustrators imagined the demographics of the 
slaveholding North. And, uncritical heroization of William Lloyd 
Garrison and the American Anti-Slavery Society may prevent us from 
questioning the racial politics of white abolitionists. 

Keeping these complications in mind, what IS the story of America and 
how do the cards in this zine tell it? Who was the target audience for 
such a collection when the creator originally marketed them? What can 
students, activists, and educators learn from such a set, and how can 
we push the narrative in directions that clarify the connections between 
the master narrative of history and how we think about and respond to 
problems in our own lives? By asking questions about history and how 
history is narrated, we will develop the critical thinking and historical 
insight required to address some of our most pressing problems. 
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