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Preface

The slave narratives created by the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) of the U.S. Works Progress Administration (WPA) happened almost by accident. The original assignment of the FWP in 1936 was to capture and preserve the life stories of older residents of the country. It was discovered in this process that the testimonies offered by a number of the African Americans interviewed were from persons who had been enslaved. They were among the last survivors of that institution and had valuable perspectives to share about the impact slavery had on their lives. They talked about slavery from the point of view of the enslaved, which offered a unique view into how it functioned and how it affected their lives. Their testimonies were both touching and frightening. The narratives collected from 17 states, mainly in the South, were quickly recognized as a valuable resource for understanding slavery from the perspective of the enslaved.

Upon completion of the project, the final collection of more than 2,300 individual interviews was sent to the U.S. Library of Congress, where the interviews were organized by state. While it was good to have the material in one location, this presented two challenges. First, the collection’s location at the Library of Congress limited access to the material as one had to travel to Washington, D.C., to use it. Second, the state-by-state organization made identifying common themes within the narratives a painstaking process, as one had to go through the individual testimonies to reveal commonalties among them. Although the Library of Congress’s slave narrative collection is now online, it is searchable only by name of the person interviewed, by state, or by keyword.

Moreover, many narratives did not reach the Washington office of the WPA or the Library of Congress. They were residing in other state collections. (There were various reasons for this, possibly including deliberate suppression.) In 1973, George P. Rawick, with Ken Lawrence and Jan Hillegas, began their search for any remaining narratives. The testimonies they found were compiled in 22 volumes, published by Greenwood Press in 1978 and 1979, called The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography. This massive scholarly undertaking, which included both the narratives from the Library of Congress collection and the additional discovered narratives, yielded 4,000 documents, nearly 2,000 more than the number in the Library of Congress collection.

SCOPE

The intent of Memories of the Enslaved: Voices from the Slave Narratives is to ameliorate some of the impediments in the use of the slave narratives for researchers and educators. The editors of this volume have reviewed the narratives and selected approximately 650 excerpts from slave narratives for this book. These excerpts are arranged by topic in seven chapters, providing a very different point of entry into the holdings. The book draws from both the Library of Congress’s materials and from the additional narratives Rawick discovered in other archives.

To craft this topical framework, the original interviews were systematically reviewed and pertinent portions of the testimonies were extracted for their emphasis on specific issues. The goal was to identify those ideas that reoccurred most often in the discussions with the enslaved and to highlight those concepts in the interviews. What most often dominated these conversations were discussions focused on family, running away, childhood, work, punishment, culture, gender, and emancipation. Consequently, these topics are the organizational foundation for this exploration of the slave narratives. Each chapter is devoted to a major topic and divided into three to six subtopics, each of which features introductory context and numerous excerpts from the narratives of the formerly enslaved. Within subtopics, narratives are arranged alphabetically by the names of the formerly enslaved.

Chapters 1–7 offer introductory background, context, and explanation for the narrative excerpts that illustrate the following topics:

•Chapter 1 reveals a community culture of the enslaved, including religion (both approved and hidden worship), recreation and celebrations, weddings, funerals, and music and other forms of cultural expression.

•Chapter 2 has recollections of childhood by the enslaved, from their work in the fields and homes of slave masters to their games.

•Chapter 3 features excerpts from narratives about the enslaved family and its powerful challenges from the institution of slavery.

•Chapter 4 describes the particular issues and perils that constantly faced enslaved women.

•Chapter 5 informs readers about work for the enslaved, from backbreaking field and domestic work to skilled craft and labor, as well as being hired out to other plantations or homes.

•Chapter 6 provides the difficult narratives, those about the severe and often sadistic punishment and threats that most enslaved people experienced or were threatened with.

•Chapter 7 tells the stories of those who attempted escape, those who succeeded in escaping, and what happened to enslaved people upon emancipation.

Within the seven chapters, it is not surprising that family, work, abuse, and running away were reoccurring themes in the conversations of the enslaved. These concepts were important factors that were central to the enslaveds’ existence, gave meaning to their lives, or offered emotional or physical ways to escape from their enslaved circumstances. Work dominated everything else in the existence of the enslaved. It was the most important contribution they made to the slaveholders who controlled their lives. The tasks they performed varied from geographic location to geographic location, but work defined their condition. Physical abuse was linked to work as a means of extracting as much productivity as possible from the enslaved. It was extraordinary if an enslaved person didn’t at some point experience physical abuse, witness the abuse of someone close to him or her, or suffer through separation from a loved one as a result of a sale. When a person decided to take the risk of running away, these experiences were often the catalysts. The penalties for running were severe enough that the choice was not made casually but was driven by extraordinary motivations.

Ties to family were a counterbalance to running away. Most enslaved people were part of a nuclear or extended family unit. These connections provided emotional support in the midst of slavery and were a fondly recalled oasis within the institution. Children looked to family to protect them from the worst aspects of enslavement or to provide guidance on how to navigate its vicissitudes. The warmth of a parent’s arms or a parent’s words of encouragement were important balms for an unhappy child. Words of guidance from a parent were especially important for enslaved females. They faced exploitation by white men not only of their labor but also of their bodies. Parents sought to protect their daughters when they could and to help them when their resistance to unwanted advances proved futile. A tragic fact of life for many enslaved children was that they were deliberately separated from their parents; the slaveholders could sell parents and child separately to make more money, making the life of an enslaved child even more lonely, difficult, perhaps hopeless, and dangerous.

The enslaved savored unscheduled time that allowed them time away from the work routine. Special occasions like Christmas, the Fourth of July, and weddings were particularly significant in that regard. They offered a respite from the normal work routine and were occasions to rest and enjoy leisure periods with family and friends. The enslaved looked to leverage these moments in ways that were advantageous to them. Weddings, for example, were a time to celebrate a commitment to family and marriage in spite of the limited control the enslaved had over their futures. Religious services served parallel purposes and allowed the enslaved to ignore Bible lessons of fidelity preached by slaveholders. Instead, the enslaved used their private religious gatherings to pray for freedom and a better life.

When reorganized into these categories, the testimonies of the enslaved take on an added dimension. No longer are they solely individual reflections on a life of enslavement, but rather they offer a macro view of crosscutting issues of significance to many of these individuals. The hopes, dreams, and disappointments of the enslaved as a group emerge, giving the reader an opportunity to better understand what aspects of enslavement reverberated most forcefully for the enslaved as well as why they were important. Under these circumstances the enslaved can be seen as a community that shared certain feelings and concerns. It gives their voices a focus and provides a clearer delineation of the realities of slavery for them as a group. It also reveals more readily discernible patterns that can be explored more easily. The ultimate goal of this book is to allow the voices of these formerly enslaved persons to provide even deeper insights into the reality of their lives under the institution of slavery. They have much to offer and we have much to learn from them.

Critical Thinking about the Slave Narratives

The introduction, “The History of the Slave Narratives,” tells how the slave narratives came to be in the 1930s, under the Federal Writers’ Project, a program of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration. It is particularly useful for understanding the slave narratives, as it cautions readers to consider the conditions in which the interviews were conducted, which resulted in the narratives. Especially when the interviews were conducted by white interviewers in the South in the 1930s the process, whether intentionally or unintentionally, sometimes resulted in the elderly African Americans painting more rosy pictures than was the truth of their lives as people who were enslaved and of their treatment by slaveholders.

Chronology and Appendix

The “Chronology of Slavery in the United States” gives readers a timeline, from the arrival in 1619 in Virginia of the first Africans captured in a British slave ship up to twenty-first-century publications based on slave narratives.

Historians’ View on Slavery: An Overview for the Advanced Reader is an appendix that covers the study of the history, or historiography, of U.S. slavery, beginning in the nineteenth century and continuing to contemporary times. The essay traces works by black and white historians, starting with the agonizing truth of slavery offered by the African American George Washington Williams in 1884 and moving to the racist attitudes of some Southern white historians of the first half of the twentieth century who, although acknowledging slavery as morally indefensible, still praised the institution for bringing Christianity and civilization to an “inferior race.” The appendix concludes with a discussion of historians, both black and white, who were influenced in their writing about slavery by black protest against long-standing injustices in the nation’s public and private spheres.

The book ends with recommended resources for the study of slavery in the United States, including books, online resources, and videos and films. Finally, a comprehensive index provides access to the volume.


Note: The excerpts from the slave narratives included in this work sometimes use dialect and phonetic spellings to capture the person’s speech; in other cases, the words of the formerly enslaved are reported in standard English. It was the decision of the original interviewer in the 1930s, or perhaps an editor, whether dialect or standard English was used. The excerpts from the narratives are copied as they were transcribed and typed, in most cases in 1937 and 1938. No attempt has been made to correct possible mistakes, with this exception: Quotation marks were sometimes added to make it more clear who was speaking, so that the reader can tell who is narrating, whether it is the formerly enslaved man or woman or the interviewer.

Finally, it should also be understood that people used language that can be offensive or disturbing, but it is a reflection of the attitudes, lack of access to education, and language used at that time and place.
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Introduction: The History of the Slave Narratives

The slave narrative project, created by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) during the presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt, represents a valuable compendium of information about the institution of slavery. The project contains the recollections of elderly African Americans living in the 1930s who grew up during the era of slavery in the United States. In their testimonies these men and women describe the difficulties of life under slavery and the steps they took to create safe places where they could preserve their humanity and nurture their relationships with family and friends. Their words are both powerful and poignant, making their existence under slavery a very tangible and personal experience for readers of their words. They offer a view of the institution of slavery from the inside out. Their testimonies provide a sense of the day-to-day challenges faced by enslaved people. Their experiences at times are very hard to read. Brutality and mistreatment were routine occurrences in their lives. Learning how to protect themselves and their families from the worst aspects of the institution was important to their survival. Theirs is a very different view of slavery than the perspective offered by slaveholders of the period. It was not the benign institution many apologists for slavery have described. Although sentimental bonds did occur between the enslaved and their enslavers, most often slavery was harsh, as well as physically and emotionally exhausting. The people whose reminiscences were captured were among the lucky ones who survived enslavement and lived long enough to share their stories with the interviewers who recorded their experiences. Both moments of joy and moments of immense sorrow characterize their accounts.

It is interesting that the stories of these formerly enslaved persons might have been lost had the nation not suffered economic duress. The stock market crash of 1929 was a catastrophe for the country. People lost their jobs, homes, and at times their hope for the future. The economic depression that followed led to the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt as president and his subsequent endeavors to identify actions that might slow or end the economic downturn. Among the many ideas he implemented was the creation of programs to provide employment for some of the thousands of people out of work. The WPA, established in 1935, was created specifically to employ the unemployed to toil on public work projects, such as constructing bridges, dams, roads, or buildings. One of the offshoots of the WPA was the Federal Writers’ Project, also created in 1935. Its agenda was to provide work for historians, teachers, writers, and other white-collar workers on projects that leveraged their skills and education. The project’s initial goal was to produce a series of guide books, called The American Guide, for different sections of the country. These guides were to highlight cultural, economic, historic, and scenic resources in each of those regions. As part of this project the workers identified and interviewed residents living in their areas. Through the residents’ testimonies the state projects hoped to learn more about the individuals’ lives and about the history of the regions in which they lived.

As the work of the Federal Writers’ Project moved forward, its scope broadened. An interest developed in capturing the life histories of older Americans from many different backgrounds. The end goal was to produce an anthology, creating a permanent record of their remembrances. It was an ambitious effort that resulted in one of the largest first-person narratives projects in the history of the country (Banks 1981, xiii). Initially, there was no specific interest in collecting slave narratives. Coincidentally, as subjects were identified for interviewing, among them were African Americans who had been enslaved as youths. Many of the early interviews of these persons were arranged by African American employees of the Writers’ Project in several southern states. African Americans working in the Writers’ Project in Florida were particularly active in this effort in the early years. The director of the Florida group, Carita Doggett Corse, was a historian who had conducted interviews of formerly enslaved persons in her previous work and had found the interviews to be invaluable historical sources. She encouraged the African American workers in Florida, who included Zora Neale Hurston, to make sure the formerly enslaved were among their interviewees. By 1936, the group had collected numerous interviews that they hoped would be part of the guide for Florida (McDonogh 1993).

No special attention at the national level was given to interviewing the formerly enslaved until John Lomax became involved in the project in 1937. Lomax was the first folklore editor of the Writers’ Project. He was a highly respected anthropologist whose work emphasized the importance of preserving southern and rural historical and anthropological materials. In his own work he actively and meticulously collected folklore, as well as the life histories of his subjects. Early in his career he traveled to Texas prison farms to record the work songs of African American prisoners like Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter and James “Iron Head” Baker (Lomax 1947). Lomax’s work in Texas heightened his interest in African American culture and made him particularly sensitive to the value of interviews of older African Americans. As a consequence he recognized the significance of interviewing the formerly enslaved and encouraged participants in the Writers’ Project to capture the life histories of these people. Because many of the workers in the Writers’ Project did not have backgrounds in oral interviewing, Lomax composed a questionnaire that fieldworkers could use in their interviews. He also provided instructions on how to conduct the interviews. His goal was to make the interviews as accurate and authentic as possible.

Lomax’s interest and encouragement of the state units resulted in an extensive program of slave narrative collection. Projects were launched in all of the southern states and many of the border states. Narratives were also collected in a few northern states, including New York and Rhode Island. The most productive effort operated in Arkansas, where nearly 700 interviews were collected. The result of this overall effort was the creation of the slave narrative collection, which consisted of more than 2,300 interviews from a broad variety of individuals and geographic locales. The interviews were conducted primarily between 1937 and 1938. They slowed and finally came to an end in 1938 as WPA resources were shifted to other projects; funding for the entire program was eliminated at the federal level in 1939.

Although the project became the largest effort to collect slave narratives in the nation, it was not the first. Earlier efforts were performed by scholars at African American educational institutions. In 1929, projects were launched at Southern University and Fisk University. These efforts focused on gathering the recollections of African Americans in nearby communities who had been enslaved. John B. Cade at Southern University and Charles S. Johnson at Fisk University led these efforts. While teaching at Southern, Cade had his students, most of whom were teachers, interview local residents who had lived during the slavery era. Their efforts garnered 82 narratives that talked about “food, clothing, housing facilities, working conditions, amusements, religious practices, educational opportunities, family life, punishment and any other information obtainable” (Cade 1935, 295). The interviews provided fascinating views into the lives of enslaved people, which Cade later analyzed in his article “Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves” in The Journal of Negro History. Similar field trips took place at Fisk University, which also recognized the value of the information that these older residents possessed and desired to capture it before it was too late. Lawrence D. Reddick of Kentucky State College launched an analogous project in 1934 that produced 250 interviews. He operated this project with federal funding after he suggested that the Federal Emergency Relief Administration support interviewing former slaves as a way to provide employment to out-of-work African American college graduates. The effort eventually ended because of organizational and funding problems.


The Facts: Slave Narratives Collected after the Civil War

In 1929, scholars at African American colleges, John B. Cade at Southern University (Baton Rouge, Louisiana) and Charles S. Johnson at Fisk University (Nashville, Tennessee), first collected memories of formerly enslaved people, resulting in 82 narratives.

Lawrence D. Reddick of Kentucky State College in Frankfort produced 250 interviews in 1934.

John A. Lomax, the first folklore editor of the Federal Writers’ Project, became involved in the slave narrative project in 1937; he directed it and devised a questionnaire for interviewers. A prominent anthropologist, he was also a musicologist and folklorist who helped to preserve through recordings and writings some of the music of African Americans, including blues, spirituals and hymns, field hollers, and work songs, as well as other types of music from other groups around the country.

The slave narrative project of the Federal Writers’ Project yielded 2,300 narratives and additional documents, which were collected into 17 bound volumes, called “A Folk History of Slavery,” and given to the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington, D.C., in 1941.

Of these narratives, Arkansas provided the most, nearly 700 interviews. In contrast, only 26 interviews were collected from Mississippi, a major slave state.

Florida had the most African American interviewers, employing 10. North Carolina, South Carolina, and Alabama only employed one African American interviewer among them.

States where the Federal Writers’ Project narratives were collected and are represented in the Library of Congress collection include Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.

In the 1970s, scholar George P. Rawick, believing there had to be more interviews, went on to find nearly 2,000 additional narratives from archives all around the country.

In addition to more narratives from Mississippi and the other states originally included in the Library of Congress collection, Rawick and his researchers located additional interviews in archives in Arizona, Colorado, the District of Columbia, Minnesota, Nebraska, New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, and Washington State.



If John Lomax was not aware of the efforts at these African American institutions when he became editor of the Writers’ Project, one of the men working with him certainly was. Sterling Brown, an English professor at Howard University, became a member of the team, serving as “Editor on Negro Affairs” with the specific task of including more African Americans in the project. He had taught for a year at Fisk at the time of the Cade research and with his interest in folk culture must have been aware of Cade’s work. Lomax and Brown, after reading the results of the work going on in Florida, put in place plans to launch similar programs in other states. Lomax directed that 17 states, most of them in the South, include a specific focus on slave testimonies as a part of their work. As these programs moved forward Brown pushed for the inclusion of more African Americans to serve as interviewers in these state projects. The employment of African Americans became more of an issue for the Roosevelt administration when African Americans like Mary McLeod Bethune and Robert Weaver were appointed to influential positions in government departments. As part of what has been called Roosevelt’s “Black Cabinet,” they lobbied for greater inclusion of African Americans in the programs initiated by the Roosevelt administration, especially the WPA and the Federal Writers’ Project.

The inclusion of African Americans in state projects as a result of pressure from Washington was uneven. Bowing to local customs when southern states sought to hire African Americans, Writers’ Project offices established separate units, which increased the cost of their operation. The added expense, in conjunction with southerners’ reluctance to work with African Americans, meant that only a few southern states included African American workers. Active units operated in Virginia, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Florida, but they focused on capturing information only from African Americans. The Louisiana unit operated out of Dillard University, and in Virginia the Negro Studies project was sponsored by the Hampton Institute.

INTERVIEWING FORMERLY ENSLAVED PEOPLE

Consequently, in most southern states interviews of formerly enslaved persons were conducted by whites. North Carolina, South Carolina, and Alabama only employed one African American interviewer among them. Florida was better: at its highest levels it employed 10 African Americans in its unit (Mormino 1988, 405). Arkansas, which conducted the largest number of interviews of any state, had just two African American interviewers in its 20-person unit gathering testimonies of formerly enslaved persons. Arkansas, like other state units, was guided by the instructions Lomax sent to them from Washington. Among other points, he directed that the interviewers use a 20-part questionnaire to guide them. In conducting an interview, Lomax specifically preferred that “The details of the interview should be reported as accurately as possible in the language of the original statements. It should be remembered that the Federal Writers’ Project is not interested in taking sides on any question. The worker should not censor any materials collected regardless of its nature” (Spurgeon 2011). Lomax’s hope was that this guidance might create more consistent and better-quality interrogations from a workforce with limited experience in conducting oral interviews.

But with an interviewing group that was primarily white interviewing an African American clientele there were many issues to be overcome to acquire the best possible testimonies. Southern customs that buttressed a segregated society and insisted that African Americans behave in proscribed ways were critical obstacles hovering over these interviews. African Americans who did not follow those customs could easily find themselves in difficult if not life-threatening circumstances. Violence toward African Americans living in the South was not uncommon. Thirty-four lynchings of African Americans were recorded between 1935 and 1937, when many of these interviews were taking place (“Lynching in America” n.d.). These realities meant that African Americans needed to carefully control as much as they could in their interactions with whites. They could never be sure what reactions they might provoke from a white person by what they said or did. A misstep might prove fatal.

An interview conducted in Mississippi offered an insight into the worries of the formerly enslaved when they were approached. When 90-year-old Liza McGhee was interviewed in Marshall County, Mississippi, a WPA worker found her “hesitant about talking freely as she feared the white people were planning to enslave her again. ‘I remember some things about old slave days,’ she said, ‘but I don’t want to say nothing that will get me in bondage again. I am too old now to be a slave. I couldn’t stand it.’” McGhee was not the only one to have these concerns and to carefully choose her words. Martin Johnson told another interviewer, “Lots of old slaves closes the door before they tell the truth about their days of slavery. When the door is open, they tell how kind their masters was and how rosy it all was” (McMillen 2005).


Critical Points to Consider about the Slave Narratives

In the 1930s, a time of active lynching and harsh segregation in the South, many formerly enslaved people, now elderly, were wary of what might happen if they told the truth about their experiences in slavery, especially if the person interviewing them was white.

In the late 1930s, many people were still suffering the effects of the Depression, such as poor living conditions and not enough to eat. Formerly enslaved people may have been especially impoverished, because Jim Crow laws meant they lacked opportunities, and to some life on the plantation may have seemed almost preferable.

By 1937 and 1938, the people interviewed would have been from their seventies up to 100 years old or more, which many said they were. Some did not know how old they were. The youngest people interviewed, although born into enslavement, would have been very young at the time, and they would describe what their parents, grandparents, and others had experienced.

One theme of southern white historians from the 1920s until perhaps the 1960s argued that slavery helped to “tame” Africans and make them good Christians, but it is clear from reading many narratives that some slaveholders did just the opposite, forbidding and punishing worship, including Christian worship, as well as any kind of education.

Many former slaves, not afraid to tell the details of slavery, were blunt and still anguished about how they and fellow African Americans were treated. In an interview in 1937 in Livingston, Alabama, after describing some terrible punishments he had witnessed, 91-year-old George Young had a question for his interviewer: “Miss whar was de Lord in dem days? Whut was he doin’?”



The reality of the racial environment in the South consequently had to hover like an ominous cloud over interracial interviews in those regions. Even if the white interviewer did not recognize its presence, the African American being interviewed felt it and the consequences if he or she were to say something considered objectionable, even if it was the truth. The key to a successful interview, as noted by the director of the Arkansas proj­ect, was “establishing friendly relations, and drawing them out over a period of time” (Spurgeon 2011). This task was much more difficult when the interviewer was white and the subject African American. The interviewer could have the best possible intentions and have as the only goal to capture the true experiences of the interviewee during the era of slavery. But given life for African Americans in the South, the interviewee could never be truly sure of the goals of the interview.

Candidness was even harder to capture when the interviewer was a white southerner who brought along predetermined ideas and terminology that were overtly or inadvertently transmitted to the person being interviewed. In Georgia, many white interviewers described their subjects as “old darky” and “typical old Negro mammy,” which, if nothing else, offered a clue to the kind of behavior and possibly the kind of answers they expected (Trap 2011). It was not unusual for editors at the state level to have to edit out inappropriate remarks or comments made by unskilled or biased interviewers. As a result the propensity to provide answers they thought white interviewers expected must have been had a strong influence on these older, probably economically distressed, African Americans. There was much to be gained from giving acceptable answers rather than ones that were critical of slaveholders who were possibly the ancestors of the persons conducting the interviews. One had to have a great deal of courage, confidence in the interviewer, or determination to share one’s true feelings about the time of enslavement. How much these factors influenced the content of the testimonies is impossible to determine but has to be considered.

Gaining the confidence of a formerly enslaved person was likely easier for an African American interviewer than for their white counterparts. For example, in Arkansas the best interviews were conducted by Samuel Taylor, an African American who was described as one of the preeminent interviewers in the entire nationwide program. Also, in a careful analysis of the slave narratives, 72 percent of the formerly enslaved persons interviewed rated the food they received while enslaved as very good when interviewed by whites. When the subjects were interviewed by African Americans, only 46 percent responded in a positive manner. Similar patterns appeared when they were asked about their former slaveholders. According to author Paul Escott, 74 percent spoke positively about their slaveholder when questioned by a white interviewer, but only 61 percent answered similarly when talking to an African American interviewer (Escott 1979). In his work based on the Arkansas slave narratives, George Lankford reinforced this disparity when he noted that important issues to consider when reading the interviews were the racial identity of the interviewer and the racial climate of the era (Spurgeon 2011).

Another issue that has to be taken into account is the age of the interviewees and the quality of their memories. Those with firsthand memories of enslavement were usually born no later than 1860, which meant they were at least five years old when the war ended in 1865. By 1936, when the Florida unit began interviewing formerly enslaved people who were children during enslavement, their subjects were 76 years old. If they were born earlier they would have been in their eighties, nineties, or older at the time of the interview. It has been estimated that the average age of the persons interviewed was 85 (McMillen 2005). Events connected to their enslavement would have occurred at least 70 years earlier. That gap was a long expanse of time from which to recall detailed information. Certainly very noteworthy moments representing joyous or traumatic events would have been easier to recollect. Less significant events likely were harder to remember. If the interviewees were suffering any physical infirmities at the time of the interview, it may have made the interview process even more challenging. Modern research has found that as we age our brains lose cells and our ability to learn new ideas and to remember things from the distant past diminishes. This problem can be further heightened by immobility or physical illness. We also know that memories are not fixed commodities locked away in secure places in our brains. They are evolving, impressionable commodities that are affected by conversations with others or by the perceived expectations of the people with whom we are interacting.

These realities about aging and memory make the interview process an even more delicate task. It also places even greater emphasis on the sensitivity and skill of the interviewer. If the interviewer approached the conversation with predetermined expectations about what he or she would learn, it could have affected the responses received from the elderly interviewees. If the interviewer believed slavery was a benevolent institution and the enslaved were treated kindly, it increased the possibility that he or she received responses that reinforced that concept. If the interviewer used condescending terms to address the interviewee, it also likely shaped the nature of the answers received. These factors further emphasize the critical importance of a good rapport between the participants in the interview to obtain the best possible responses. For white interviewers, even those with the best of intentions, this was a hard condition to achieve and must be part of the equation when evaluating the content of the interviews. Some white interviewers successfully built good rapport and generated valuable interviews. Stetson Kennedy, a white Floridian who later wrote an exposé of the Ku Klux Klan, believed there were people he worked with in Florida who had the skills and sensitivity to develop a strong rapport with the people they interviewed despite their different backgrounds (Crew & Goodman 2002).

But possible issues with the interviews were not solely connected to the skill of the interviewers. The information they received was not normally captured on a recorder. Most of the testimonies were secured in the handwritten field notes of the interviewer. As interviewers asked questions they wrote quick notes that they filled in after the conversation was completed. In the best instances they tried to be as faithful as possible to the responses of their interview subjects, but the reality was that their recollections of the conversations were an important part of the transcripts they produced, and the transcripts were only as accurate as the interviewer’s notes or memory allowed.


Leading Questions from Some Interviewers

Excerpts from interviews conducted between 1937 and 1938 of a formerly enslaved woman, Susan Hamlin, who thought she was 104 years old, in Charleston, South Carolina, show some of the problems with some narratives. Although most interviewers were well trained and tried not to insert themselves into the interviews with formerly enslaved people, some did ask leading questions. Whether intentionally or not, Hamlin’s interviewer implies that slavery might not have been so bad. And many elderly formerly enslaved people, either trying to be agreeable to the interviewer or concerned about the consequences of telling the truth, may have answered in kind. The interviewer’s questions and remarks are shown in italics.

Mrs. Hamlin begins by discussing how she was hired out by her master, as a caregiver to children in another family:

“I got seven dollars a month for looking after children, not taking them out, you understand, just minding them. I did not got the money, Mausa got it.” “Don’t you think that was fair?” I asked. “If you were fed and clothed by him, shouldn’t he be paid for your work?” “Course it been fair,” she answered, “I belong to him and he got to get something to take care of me…”

“Were most of the masters kind?” I asked. “Well you know,” she answered, “times den was just like dey is now, some was kind and some was mean; heaps of wickedness went on just de same as now. All my people was good people. I see some wickedness and I hear ’bout all kinds of t’ings but you don’t know whether it was lie or not. Mr. Fuller been a Christian man.”

“Do you think it would have been better if the Negroes had never left Africa?” was the next question I asked. “No Ma’am, (emphatically) dem heathen didn’t have no religion. I tell you how I t’ink it is. The Lord made t’ree nations, the white, the red and the black, and put dem in different places on de earth where dey was to stay… .”



Complicating the production of the transcripts was the challenge of capturing the language and dialects used by their subjects. Guidelines from John Lomax cautioned interviewers that “The details of the interview should be reported as accurately as possible in the language of the original statements” (Lomax 1937). This guideline meant that any imperfections in language used by the respondents should be a part of the written record of the conversation. As a result, as much as possible, the transcribed field notes were expected to capture the verbal cadence of the interviewee, whose spoken language was not always easy to follow let alone duplicate in writing.

Most interviewers tried to visit their subjects more than once to get as much information as possible. Sometimes photographs were taken and included for the record. The transcripts from the field were then passed along to supervisors who edited them with the goal of producing a more readable and useable record of the interviews. Each interview file included the name of the interviewer, the name of the person interviewed, the time and place of the interview, the race of the interviewer, and photographs when available. The task of the supervisor/editor was to keep the final transcript as close to the original interview as possible, but this was not necessarily a straightforward task. Editors had to decipher the writing of the field interviewers, who had varying levels of skill. At times they also had to edit out judgmental comments or incorrect information included by the interviewer. They sometimes needed to edit out what they considered wholly false information or allegations from the subject or the interviewer. How closely the final testimony paralleled what the interviewer turned in to the supervisor could vary widely from state to state and depended on the perspective of the supervisor in charge of the project. The interview of Angie Garrett of Alabama (see pp. xxiv–xxvii) is an illustration of editing done by the person reviewing narratives in that state.

The overall impact of the many factors that influenced the interviews certainly made the individual state slave narrative collections less than perfect. But despite these problems, the information gathered is a unique and very personal look into the lives of the last surviving generation of African American enslaved persons. What makes the interviews special is that they reflect the idiosyncratic views and experiences of each person questioned. The testimonies speak to what each interviewee remembered and what he or she went through while under the yoke of slavery. Each individual testimony might not be entirely accurate or might have been affected by the person who conducted the interview or the questions that were asked or not asked. But as a collection of narratives, the testimonies illustrate experiences and challenges that were common to the general experiences of the enslaved and to the personal impact the institution had on each individual. Their words offer new considerations on what it meant to be enslaved.
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Lomax and Brown recognized the significance of the narratives, as did many of the state programs that captured the testimonies. To them the testimonies represented an invaluable resource on the African American experience. Unfortunately, others in the federal government did not share this opinion about the slave narratives or the Federal Writers’ Project. Congress cut funds for the WPA, which affected the Federal Writers’ Project. Consequently, interviewing of formerly enslaved persons slowed dramatically as the Writers’ Project reordered its priorities and shifted funds to other activities. This decision was influenced by concerns about what was seen as the repetitious nature of the interviews, the ultimate disposition of the interviews already compiled, and the belief that all of the formerly enslaved persons had been identified and interviewed. For all practical purposes the program ceased operating in 1939.

With the conclusion of the slave narrative project the disposition of the collection became the responsibility of the Library of Congress and its Writers Unit. Under the guidance of the noted folklorist Benjamin A. Botkin, the materials from the state projects were forwarded to the Library of Congress for processing. The collection included more than 2,300 interviews and nearly a thousand related documents, ranging from advertisements for runaways to bills of sale for slaves. Botkin, who believed strongly in the need to give voice to the voiceless in order to create greater empathy between different communities, carefully oversaw the organization and preservation of the narratives (Hirsch 1987; Yetman 2001). The accounts were assembled into bond volumes titled “A Folk History of Slavery in the United States” and placed in the holdings of the Library in 1941. Botkin, like Lomax and others, saw the narratives as a valuable resource.

Benjamin Botkin in fact made use of portions of the slave narratives in his 1945 publication Lay My Burden Down. His was the second publication to make use of the narratives. The first was The Negro in Virginia, which looked at slavery in that state and was produced by the Virginia Writers’ Project. In his book Botkin used the words of the respondents to generate insights into African American life and culture during the era of slavery. Among the concepts he discussed were general remembrances of slavery, the use of mother wit, work regimens, and the Civil War. One reviewer found the testimonies engaging and thought their stories describing enslavement “come closer to reality than do the history books” (Powdermaker 1946).

Although Botkin’s book introduced the slave narratives to a wider audience, it did not generate a surge of additional volumes based on the collection. In part this was due to the collection’s limited accessibility at the Library of Congress. The collection did not circulate outside of the rare books section of the library, which limited access to researchers willing and patient enough to spend long hours going through the individual interviews. This was a formidable prospect that likely discouraged exploration of the narratives.

CONTROVERSY OVER USE OF THE NARRATIVES

For many years after the slave narratives were deposited in the Library of Congress, scholars tended to marginalize them. In part this was based on concerns within the historical profession regarding the frailties of memory and skepticism about oral histories. From the last quarter of the nineteenth century, historians had sought to professionalize the field as a way of solidifying their stature as scholars. To this end, increased emphasis was placed on objective history and history as a social science. The goal was to make use of solid primary sources that were considered reliable and to ensure that writers presented the facts as accurately as possible. The closer the information used was connected to the time and location of the matter under study, the greater its value. As a result, material acquired from respected and timely sources was given high value, while information from less reliable, less timely sources was devalued. This scientific approach emerged from the work of Leopold von Ranke in Germany (1795–1886), who strongly endorsed reliance on the narratives of eyewitnesses and “immediate documents.”

Under these guidelines oral histories gained from interviews conducted years after the historical moment were suspect. Many scholars believed issues of the reliability of memory over time hurt the usefulness of these testimonies. They worried about their accuracy and the possibilities that the interviewee would selectively recall some events and exclude others based on personal whims. Moreover, if the interviewee was not a respected member of the community, the accuracy of the testimony was even more suspect. Interviews of uneducated, poor, or less-revered persons at the bottom of society certainly were suspect. It was believed they did not have the ability to provide a thoughtful, objective view of events. The best oral sources, if they were to be used, came from the more thoughtful and influential members of society, who brought perspective to their commentary.

Also impeding the mining of the slave narratives was the predominant assessment of the institution of slavery among scholars at the time. In the years subsequent to the Civil War, historians sympathetic to a southern view of slavery dominated the scholarship concerning slavery in the United States. Underlying their perspective were idiosyncratic views about race. These views embraced racial inferiority with regard to people of color and the resulting responsibility of the “white man’s burden.” This burden decreed that the white race had to control and watch over races perceived to be inferior. With regard to slavery, this view was a means of rationalizing the institution, declaring it a necessary and useful operation functioning largely to the benefit of the people it enslaved.

The leading voice in this school of thought was the historian Ulrich Bonnell Phillips. One of the earliest and foremost southern scholars, Phillips established himself as an expert on plantation life. He based his work on detailed research of plantation records, letters, southern newspapers, and other southern primary data. In his main works on the subject, American Negro Slavery (1918) and Life and Labor in the Old South (1929), Phillips put forth his analysis of the institution. Essentially he offered the view that slavery was a necessary institution for controlling the enslaved, who were innately inferior (Smith 2003). He further argued that slavery was more benign than oppressive. Phillips’s perspective on the useful and civilizing attributes of slavery was echoed by other influential historians and appeared in history textbooks used in high schools and colleges.

Although dissent from the Phillips school existed, it did not begin to have real energy until the advent of the civil rights movement, which built momentum after World War II. As African Americans took issue with long-held traditions regarding segregation and race, particularly in the South, more historians began to offer alternative analyses of slavery. John Hope Franklin, in his landmark 1947 publication From Slavery to Freedom, looked at the enslaved and slavery in a more sympathetic and humane fashion. He did not view the enslaved as inferior or infantile but as victims of an oppressive system designed to overcome any resistance they might consider. His work reflected the perspective of African American scholars and others who disagreed with Phillips’s perspective.

As other works reexamined slavery and its operation, new interpretations emerged that were more in accordance with the views of Franklin than those of Phillips. These works looked with new eyes at the sources used by Phillips and consulted additional sources that offered points of view besides those of southern slaveholders and apologists. These historians were interested in social history and sought to better understand the experiences and views of people in society who were not as often researched. Their interest in history from the bottom up rather than the top down caused them to depend more heavily on nontraditional sources to reveal the history of previously overlooked groups. Among the sources used with regard to slavery were the slave narratives. For social historians these testimonies became a valuable vehicle for viewing the day-to-day vicissitudes of slavery through the eyes of the enslaved. The enslaved’s words often conflicted with the picture of a kindly institution as described by Phillips. These were not people content with their status or who thought they benefited from being enslaved.

GROWING RESPECT FOR ORAL HISTORIES

Growing respect for oral history as a research source also encouraged increased recognition of the slave narratives. In 1949 historian Allan Nevins established the Columbia Oral History Research Office at Columbia University, which boosted the creditability of oral history. Nevins was a well-respected scholar whose embrace of oral history helped raise its standing. Although the Columbia program focused on interviewing those “who have contributed significantly to society or who were close affiliates of world leaders,” the quality of its work helped increase acceptance of the use of oral history as a research source. In the 1960s, the founding of oral history organizations in the United States and Great Britain further solidified the value of oral histories. These groups brought together leaders in the field to establish standards for conducting oral history interviews and proving the legitimacy of their work.

The changing environment regarding African American history and oral history offered fertile ground for renewed interest in the slave narratives. Botkin’s book Lay My Burden Down made use of only a small portion of the slave narratives. In 1970, Norman R. Yetman’s book Voices from Slavery and Life under the “Peculiar Institution”: Selections from the Slave Narrative Collection made more extensive use of the narratives. It contained 100 complete interviews, with the goal of revealing the rich information within them. Slave auctions and other painful aspects of enslavement were highlighted, along with survival strategies of the enslaved. Although Yetman’s book used less than 5 percent of the slave narrative collection, it offered a powerful glimpse of the collection’s richness and usefulness for scholars interested in slavery.

Yetman’s work was an important step forward in better publicizing the slave narratives. However, it did not solve the problem of their limited access at the Library of Congress, where they remained in the Rare Book reading room. The solution to this dilemma came when Greenwood Press sponsored the publication of the entire slave narrative collection. The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography was edited by George P. Rawick in 1972. Looking at the Library of Congress collection, Rawick saw a problem:

As I reread the material from the Rare Book Room of the Library of Congress collection several times, I was most struck by the fact that for many states we had only a small number of narratives. Most particularly, I noted that there were only 174 pages of narratives for Mississippi, a total of twenty six interviews. This total, I felt, could hardly represent more than a mere sample of the narratives that should have been recorded in such an important slave state. I surmised either that the project had been deliberately curtailed by those who did not want such material in existence or that the bulk of the collection had never been sent to the national offices of the Federal Writers’ Project in Washington, as they should have been, and might still be somewhere in Mississippi. Both guesses turned out to be correct. (Rawick 1978, x–xi)

In his work of more than 4,000 documents, Rawick also included WPA slave narratives from archives scattered across the country that had not been given to the Library of Congress. This included material from Florida, Arkansas, and other states. For the first time all of the interviews were readily available to researchers to use in their exploration of slavery. It gave the voices and experiences of the formerly enslaved a larger stage on which they could be explored and presented an alternative view of enslavement to the one proffered in plantation documents.

The availability of the narratives was an important component in the upsurge of studies of American slavery in the last three decades of the twentieth century. The narratives allowed scholars to look more closely at the dynamics of enslavement and the strategies the enslaved used to navigate it. They have also encouraged an important shift in the historiography of the life of the enslaved. They have allowed a richer, more complex view of enslaved life to emerge. More than the childlike, content, or sometimes surly persons represented by slavery apologists, the individuals who emerge from the slave narratives are real people seeking ways to cope with an untenable existence. They laugh, they cry, they work, and they are emotionally tied to family and friends. They are like other actors in history—seeking ways to survive and perhaps thrive despite the circumstances in which they find themselves.

The strength of the Rawick publication was that it included as many of the narratives as were available at the time. This compilation made it a valuable source to explore for insights into the experiences of the enslaved. Its strength, however, was also its greatest challenge for researchers seeking to explore specific aspects of enslaved life in depth. There was not an easy way to explore a specific thread of inquiry that might interest researchers. Each narrative was unique unto itself and represented the specific experiences of one person’s life. Although interviewers had a set of questions they used to guide their inquiries, the topics covered in response were wide ranging. The interviewees might choose to talk about a particularly important event in their lives, their relationship with the family who enslaved them, or any other issue they wished to explore. This made for very rich content and coverage of topics interviewers would not have covered otherwise, but it also made the consistency of the topics covered less straightforward. A researcher seeking to explore a specific aspect of enslaved life had to read or scan numerous individual testimonies to develop a pattern of how that issue affected enslaved life in general.

An important step in helping to solve this dilemma was the Library of Congress’s decision to digitize the narratives in their collection and put them online (Library of Congress 2001). While digitization did not solve all of the challenges of using the interviews, partly because it includes only the collection of 2,300 documents made in 1941, the Library of Congress’s choice was a significant one. The electronic version added an important new dimension to navigating the narratives. Interested researchers did not have to travel to the library to use them. With the online database, researchers could access more of the narratives through their computers, which made the collection a more complete and readily available resource. Also, searching for particular themes or ideas was no longer a sequential process of reading through each interview to see if it addressed the topics of interest to researchers. The online electronic database allowed for much quicker perusal of the material to identify information of relevance. This new format consequently made the slave narratives a more usable and even more applicable resource.

The online slave narrative database also allowed the voices of the enslaved to have a larger stage from which to be heard. More researchers could read what the enslaved had to say and more closely examine their experiences as enslaved people. This had an impact on the way scholars of slavery thought about and interpreted the institution of slavery and those forced to live within its confines. It allowed the true complexity of the relationships between slaveholders and the enslaved to surface. Both the enslaved and their enslavers had a variety of reactions to enslavement and a variety of ways in which they interacted with one another. Both terrible acts and empathetic actions characterized their interactions. The power of the slave narratives is that they made these interactions into two-way conversations. To truly understand the inner workings of slavery it is critical that the views of the persons who were enslaved are heard. The slave narratives provide that voice, and the fact that they are more readily available has allowed the enslaved to speak authoritatively about their views of that institution. And they have allowed researchers to think more creatively about the myriad aspects of the operation of slavery as an institution dependent on the forced labor of people of African descent.
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Chronology of Slavery in the United States








	1619

	Twenty Africans arrive in Virginia at Point Comfort on the James River on the English ship White Lion. They are sold in exchange for food, and some are taken to Jamestown where they are sold again.




	1634

	Maryland begins to import enslaved Africans.




	1636

	Slave trade begins in colonial North America with the voyage of the American slave ship Desire. It was built and launched in Massachusetts.




	1640

	A court case in Virginia sentences three runaway servants differently. The two white servants have additional years added to their servitude, while the black runaway, John Punch, is given a sentence of life servitude for his transgression. This is the first documentation of someone being made a slave for life.




	1641

	The colony of Massachusetts is the first British North American colony to make slavery legal.




	1644

	In New Netherlands 11 Africans petition for their freedom. They are given their freedom when it is determined they had completed their time in servitude.




	1646

	The Massachusetts Bay Colony has two Africans returned to the Guinea coast of Africa. The court made this ruling to indicate their opposition to man-stealing, which they described as “heinous.”




	1652

	New Netherlands is allowed to import slaves by the Dutch.




	1662

	The House of Burgess in Virginia passes legislation providing that a child follows the legal status of the mother. The laws mean all children born of an enslaved mother are enslaved despite the status of their father.




	1676

	Bacon’s Rebellion of black slaves and black and white indentured servants takes place in Virginia. Its moderate success results in fear in the white elite that poor whites will join blacks in other uprisings. This in turn leads to the concept of enslavement only of blacks and the idea of hereditary slaves, in which slaves cannot gain freedom and can only be born into slavery.




	1682

	Virginia declares that all black servants are enslaved for life.




	1688

	Quakers in Pennsylvania endorse an antislavery resolution.




	1691

	The first law against miscegenation is passed in Virginia. It is primarily directed toward marriages of whites with Africans or Native Americans. The first comprehensive slave laws are passed in South Carolina.




	1692

	Enslaved women are among the individuals accused of being witches in Salem, Massachusetts.




	1694

	The cultivation of rice in the Carolinas results in the rapidly increased importation of enslaved people.




	1696

	New England merchants join the slave trade when the Royal African Trade Company has its monopoly removed.




	1700

	Slavery is made legal in Pennsylvania.




	1705

	Virginia strengthens its slave codes by more clearly defining the status of the enslaved as Christians and as property. The new laws dramatically reduce any rights the enslaved have as people.




	1708

	People of African descent become the majority in South Carolina. A slave revolt in Newton, Long Island, results in the death of several whites. Three enslaved people (one Indian) are hanged and an African woman is burned alive.




	1711

	Armed raids by fugitive slaves cause great concern in South Carolina.




	1712

	Violent outbreaks, described as a slave revolt, take place in New York. The alleged uprising results in the death of 9 whites and the execution of 18 enslaved individuals. South Carolina implements a slave code that becomes the model used by other English colonies.




	1715

	Maryland declares all enslaved individuals entering the province and their descendants as enslaved for life.




	1716

	Several ships containing enslaved people arrive in French-controlled Louisiana for the first time.




	1720

	A large-scale slave revolt takes place in Charleston, South Carolina. Several enslaved people are executed, and others are banished for their participation.




	1722

	A plot to kill whites near Rappahannock River in Virginia is discovered. The enslaved plotters escape.




	1723

	Virginia takes away the rights of free African Americans to vote or participate in the legal system as jurors, testifiers, or witnesses. It also makes manumission illegal.




	1724

	Louisiana, owned by the French, enacts slave codes.




	1731

	In a change of policy the Spanish decide they will not return enslaved individuals who escape from South Carolina to Florida.




	1735

	A revolt on the slave ship Dolphin results in the death of everyone in an explosion.




	1738

	In a change of policy the trustees of Georgia decide to allow the importation of slaves from Africa. Spain offers land and freedom to runaways who reach Florida.




	1739

	An uprising of enslaved people in Stono, South Carolina, results in an attack on an armory and the death of white residents. Before they can reach Florida the rebels are defeated by the militia.




	1740

	A law entitled the “Negro Act” is passed in South Carolina. It places extensive restrictions on the ability to travel, to gather together, to earn money, and other rights for the enslaved.




	1741

	Fires that broke out in New York are blamed on a conspiracy of enslaved people and poor whites. The “revolt” results in the hanging of more than 30 people.




	1758

	Quakers in Pennsylvania decide to stop their members from taking part in the slave trade or owning an enslaved person.




	1769

	The Virginia House of Burgess rejects Thomas Jefferson’s bill decreeing the emancipation of the enslaved.




	1770

	The fugitive slave Crispus Attucks is one of the first to be shot by the British and die at the Boston Massacre.




	1772

	The first slave autobiography is written by James Albert Gronniosaw. A court decision issued by Chief Justice Lord Mansfield in England abolishes slavery there but not in English colonies.




	1773

	Enslaved individuals in Massachusetts petition for their freedom but fail.




	1774

	The Continental Congress pledges to end the slave trade.




	1775

	Enslaved men serve as substitutes in the Continental Army for their slaveholders. Others are given their freedom when they enlist in the Continental Army. In Philadelphia the first colonial abolition society is established. Black Minutemen fight at the battles of Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts. George Washington decides not to allow free people of color to join the Continental army. Later in the year he changes his mind. Lord John Dunmore, the British Governor of Virginia, issues a proclamation offering any enslaved person fighting on the side of the British their freedom.




	1776

	The members of the Continental Congress sign the Declaration of Independence.




	1777

	Vermont abolishes slavery, the first colony to do so.




	1779

	Rhode Island forbids the removal of enslaved people from the state.




	1780

	Pennsylvania passes laws supporting gradual emanci-pation.




	1781

	Enslaved individuals in Williamsburg, Virginia, rebel and set fire to buildings. In Massachusetts Mum Bett wins her freedom in the case Brom and Bett v. Ashley.




	1783

	A freedom clause in the Massachusetts constitution is interpreted as an abolishment of slavery. Massachusetts enfranchises all men regardless of race.




	1784

	Methodist Episcopal Churches issue a mandate to members condemning slavery. Thomas Jefferson’s proposal in the U.S. Congress to prevent the expansion of slavery westward fails.




	1785

	The Rhode Island Society for Abolishing the Slave-Trade is founded.




	1787

	The Northwest Ordinance stops the spread of slavery into the Northwest territory. The first African American fraternal organization, the African Mason Lodge, is founded by Prince Hall in Boston.




	1788

	The U.S. Constitution is passed and includes a clause that counts enslaved individuals as “three-fifths” of a person for tax and representation purposes. The first African Baptist Church is established in Savannah, Georgia, lead by Andrew Bryan, an enslaved man.




	1789

	The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, written by Himself is published.




	1790

	Congress decides to let the individual states make decisions about the continued existence of slavery within their borders. The Quakers present a petition to Congress requesting the abolition of slavery. Congress takes the position that the Constitution prevents them from acting on the request.




	1791

	The Virginia Antislavery Society is formed. A revolt by enslaved Haitians is led by Toussaint L’Ouverture.




	1793

	The cotton gin is patented by Eli Whitney. It eventually increases cotton production, which results in increasing values for the enslaved labor needed to grow cotton for sale. The passage of the First Fugitive Slave Law permits slaveholders to cross state lines to recover fugitives. Aiding a runaway becomes an offense subject to arrest.




	1794

	Congress bans the slave trade. The American Convention of Abolition Societies meeting is held in Philadelphia. France decides to abolish slavery.




	1795

	A plotted slave revolt is discovered north of New Orleans, Louisiana. The participants are executed.




	1797

	Four enslaved men from North Carolina petition Congress to overturn a state law that requires the return of “illegally freed slaves” to their enslavers. Congress does not honor their request.




	1799

	An unsuccessful rebellion of enslaved Virginians takes place in Southampton, Virginia.




	1800

	Gabriel Prosser, an enslaved man, organizes approximately 1,100 slaves near Richmond, Virginia, to revolt against their enslavers. His plans are betrayed, and Prosser is executed.




	1803

	President Thomas Jefferson purchases the Louisiana Territory from the French. France under Napoleon decides to reestablish the code noir and slavery.




	1808

	Congress passes a law banning the importation of slaves, with the goal of ending the external slave trade.




	1811

	Charles Deslandes leads more than 300 enslaved individuals in a revolt near new Orleans. They attack several plantations before they are overwhelmed by state and federal troops mustered against them.




	1816

	George Boxley, a white military officer, unsuccessfully plans to free the enslaved in Spotsylvania, Virginia. He escapes, and six enslaved people are hung.




	1817

	The American Colonization Society is established to relocate free African Americans in Africa. African American leaders in Philadelphia meet and formally oppose the work of the American Colonization Society. They view its work as an effort to exile free African Americans to Africa. Approximately 200 enslaved people attack whites with sticks in St. Mary’s County, Maryland. Police eventually break up the altercation.




	1817–19

	Fugitive slaves and Native Americans in Florida join together to fight against the United States in the First Seminole War.




	1819

	Congress passes legislation declaring slave trading by any U.S. citizen a capital offense. Canada refuses to allow the U.S. government to hunt runaway slaves within its borders.




	1820

	The Missouri Compromise is passed. It does not allow slavery beyond the southern border of Missouri. Maine enters the Union as a free state and Missouri as a slave state. Congress passes legislation that classifies trading in foreign slaves an act of piracy.




	1821

	In the Hall v. Mullin case, the Maryland Supreme Court rules that an enslaved person cannot legally own property.




	1822

	Liberia is established by the American Colonization Society as a colony for African Americans leaving America. Denmark Vesey, a free African American, is tried for organizing a massive slave uprising in South Carolina. Vesey and 40 other people are executed.




	1823

	The U.S. Circuit Court in Washington, D.C., rules that if an enslaved person is moved into a free state, he or she becomes free. It also rules that inhumane treatment of the enslaved is indictable under common law.




	1831

	A literate enslaved preacher, Nat Turner, organizes an uprising rebellion in Southampton, Virginia. At least 57 whites are killed. Turner is captured and hanged in Jerusalem, Virginia. The Liberator, an abolitionist newspaper, is created by William Lloyd Garrison in Boston. Maria W. Stewart of Boston is the first free African American woman to give a public lecture against slavery.




	1832

	The New England Anti-Slavery Society is founded. African American women in Salem, Massachusetts, organize the first Female Anti-Slavery Society. Their efforts are later duplicated by women in other northern cities.




	1834

	The American Anti-slavery Society is formed in Philadelphia.




	1834/1835

	New York City and Philadelphia suffer riots against African Americans and anti-slavery advocates.




	1836

	Texas wins independence from Mexico and legalizes slavery. Free blacks and mulattos are forbidden from entering the state. The U.S. House of Representatives adopts a “gag rule” that automatically tables abolitionist materials sent to it. The rule is not rescinded until 1844.




	1837

	The first National Anti-Slavery Society Convention meets in New York. The first Convention of the Anti-Slavery Society of American Women also takes place in New York. Both black and white women attend.




	1838

	Proslavery mobs attack the second Anti-Slavery Convention of American Women, which meets in Philadelphia. Frederick Douglass escapes from slavery in Maryland.




	1839

	Fifty-three Africans aboard the Spanish slave ship Amistad take over the ship and kill the captain and several crew members. The ship eventually lands off the coast of Long Island. The Africans are freed after a trial and allowed to return to their homes in Africa in 1848. The Liberty Party, the first anti-slavery political party, is created in Warsaw, New York.




	1840

	The World Anti-Slavery Convention is held in London, England.




	1842

	Prigg v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Supreme Court Case upholds the Fugitive Slave Law of 1793 and rules that individual states may not hinder efforts to return fugitives. George Latimer is captured in Boston. Attempts to return him to enslavement are met with strong abolitionist opposition, which eventually results in the purchase of his freedom.




	1843

	At the National Convention of Colored Men in Buffalo, New York, Henry Highland Garnett delivers a fiery speech in which he councils the enslaved to use violence to take their liberty.




	1844

	More than 70 enslaved people in Maryland arm themselves and begin marching to Pennsylvania for their freedom. They are attacked, and many are captured, while several manage to escape.




	1846

	In Congress David Wilmot offers a resolution banning slavery in territory acquired from Mexico. It is the subject of acrimonious debate and is eventually defeated.




	1848

	The Free Soil Party, a combination of anti-slavery political groups, is formed. Its key goal is to prevent the extension of slavery into land given to the United States as a result of the Mexican War. Seneca Falls, New York, hosts the first Women’s Rights Convention. The group is strongly opposed to slavery.




	1850

	The passage of the Compromise of 1850 includes a stronger fugitive slave law that benefits slaveholders. It allows California to enter the Union as a free state, bans the slave trade in Washington, D.C., and allows the residents of New Mexico and Utah to decide whether they will allow slavery.




	1851

	Thomas Sims is arrested in Boston at the request of a Georgia slaveholder who claims Sims belongs to him. After his trial Sims is returned to Georgia. This is the first major test of the strength of federal support of the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law.




	1852

	Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin is published.




	1854

	Anthony Burns, who escaped enslavement in Virginia, is arrested in Boston. He is tried and found guilty under the 1850 Fugitive Slave Law. The federal government deploys marines and artillery to ensure his return to enslavement and emphasize its support of the return of fugitive slaves. The territories of Kansas and Nebraska are created by the Kansas-Nebraska Act. The residents of these territories are to decide through popular vote whether they will allow slavery within their borders. The act overturns the anti-slavery clause in the Missouri compromise.




	1856

	The Republican Party is established. It emerges from the Free Soil Party. Fighting breaks out between proslavery and free soil groups in what is referred to as “Bleeding Kansas.” In Pottawatomie, Kansas, John Brown and his followers kill five proslavery men. This is followed with more violence from both sides.




	1857

	 In the Dred Scott v. Sanford case the U.S. Supreme Court under Chief Justice Roger B. Taney denies citizenship to all African Americans enslaved or free and denies Congress the right to prohibit slavery in the territories.




	1859

	The Clothilde, which is the last slave ship to bring slaves into the United States, lands in Mobile Bay, Alabama. John Brown leads an unsuccessful raid on Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. He heads up an interracial group hoping to start a slave rebellion as an attack on the institution of slavery.




	1860

	Abraham Lincoln is elected president of the United States. A conspiracy planned by enslaved workers to capture arms and escape by ship is uncovered in Plymouth, North Carolina.




	1861

	Eleven southern states, led by South Carolina, secede from the Union. They form the Union of Confederate States and elect Jefferson Davis president. Congress abolishes slavery in Washington, D.C., and the territories. Lincoln encourages the Border States to adopt gradual, compensated emancipation. The Second Confiscation Act provides freedom for enslaved people in the possession of supporters of the Confederacy. The Militia Act gives enemy-owned slaves freedom in return for their service to the Union Army. First Carolina Volunteers is created, manned primarily by formerly enslaved men. West Virginia is admitted to the Union as a free state, and Utah abolishes slavery within its borders.




	1863

	On January 1, Lincoln issues the Emancipation Proclamation. It gives freedom to enslaved people in areas in rebellion against the United States. The 54th Massachusetts Colored Infantry is organized. It is the first black regiment from the northern states. African American soldiers, including formerly enslaved men, are recruited and trained from across the North. Maryland abolishes slavery.




	1864

	Lincoln and Congress repeal the Fugitive Slave Laws. Slavery is ended in Louisiana, Arkansas, and Missouri. African American troops are massacred at Fort Pillow, Tennessee, after surrendering and laying down their arms. Three enslaved men judged disloyal to the Confederacy are hung in Brooks County, Georgia.




	1865

	The Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution abolishes slavery. A “Negro Soldier Bill” allowing enslaved men to enlist is passed by the Confederacy. General Robert E. Lee, commander of the Confederate Army, surrenders to General Ulysses S. Grant at the Appomattox Court House in Virginia, ending the Civil War. Lincoln is assassinated at Ford’s Theater. The Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands (The Freedmen’s Bureau) is established by Congress. Its assignment is to aid the formerly enslaved as they adjust to freedom. Slavery ends in Texas on June 19 with the arrival of Union troops at Galveston. The first meeting of the National Equal Rights League takes place in Cleveland, Ohio. The attendees urge African Americans to buy property, get an education, and live in a manner that demands respect as well as acceptance by others. The Ku Klux Klan is organized in Pulaski, Tennessee, by Nathan B. Forrest, a former Confederate general under Robert E. Lee.




	1866

	Congress passes the Fourteenth Amendment, guaranteeing citizenship to the former slaves and threatening states with a loss of representation if they deny freedmen the vote; race riots engulf Memphis and New Orleans. Nearly 15,000 people gather in Washington, D.C., to celebrate Emancipation. Southern States create “Black Codes” to nullify the impact of the Thirteenth Amendment.




	1867

	Reconstruction Acts are passed by Congress to create political and social reform in the South. Military districts are created to protect African American political rights and to ensure the ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution. African Americans receive the right to vote in the District of Columbia.




	1868

	South Carolina elects the first and last state legislature with an African American majority. The Opelousas Massacre in Louisiana results in the death of 200–300 African Americans.




	1870

	Congress passes the Fifteenth Amendment, guaranteeing freedmen the right to vote.




	1871

	The passage of the Ku Klux Klan Act allows the federal government to use military force and punishment in places where civil rights laws are being denied. The Second Enforcement Act is passed to support the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution and the rights of African Americans.




	1872

	The Freedmen’s Bureau closes.




	1873

	In Colfax, Louisiana, over 60 African Americans are killed in a confrontation between predominantly African American state militia and whites who oppose African American participation in government.




	1874

	Democrats control both chambers of Congress. Whites gain control of the South Carolina legislature.




	1875

	A Civil Rights Act providing African Americans equal access to public accommodations is passed by Congress. More than 20 African Americans are killed in the “Clinton Massacre” in Mississippi.




	1877

	As a result of the “Compromise of 1877,” Republican Rutherford B. Hayes is elected president and federal troops are withdrawn from the South, marking the end of Reconstruction.




	1878

	Formerly enslaved men and women in large numbers begin relocating to Kansas, Colorado, and Oklahoma in search of better opportunity and greater freedom. These people, called Exodusters, hope to find improved opportunity and freedom outside of the south.




	1881

	Tennessee segregates the railroads in the state, creating one of the first “Jim Crow” laws in the nation. Other states soon follow its example.




	1929

	Interviews of formerly enslaved individuals are conducted by John B. Cade of Southern University and Charles S. Johnson of Fisk University.




	1934

	Lawrence D. Reddick of Kentucky State College launches a project interviewing 250 formerly enslaved individuals.




	1935

	“Out of the Mouths of Ex-Slaves” by John B. Cade of Southern University is published in the Journal of Negro History.




	1936–38

	The Slave Narrative Project is conducted by the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP) under the auspices of the U.S. government’s Works Progress Administration (WPA), with the narrative project directed by John Lomax.




	1941

	Benjamin A. Botkin, who becomes folklore editor of the Federal Writers’ Project after John Lomax, oversees the preparation of 2,300 slave narratives and additional documents into 17 bound volumes, called “A Folk History of Slavery,” given to the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. Anyone wishing to read the narratives must go to the Library of Congress.




	1945

	Lay My Burden Down is published by the University of Chicago Press, publicizing the existence of the slave narratives. Compiled and edited by Benjamin Botkin, it includes excerpts from the FWP narratives and 20 complete narratives.




	1970

	Voices from Slavery, compiled and edited by Norman R. Yetman, is published by Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, including 100 complete FWP interviews (narratives), making the work more accessible to the public.




	1972

	The entire series of the slave narratives in the Library of Congress collection is published in an 18-volume set by Greenwood Press, titled The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, edited by George P. Rawick.




	1973

	Rawick, with Ken Lawrence and Jan Hillegas, begin their search for additional narratives not included in the Library of Congress collection. Some are from the original FWP slave interview project, and some are from other oral history projects.




	1978–79

	Rawick publishes nearly 2,000 additional slave narratives, compiled in two sets, totaling 22 volumes, called The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, Supplement, Series 1 and Supplement, Series 2, published by Greenwood Press in 1978 and 1979.




	2001

	Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936–1938, resulting from digitizing all 2,300 of the slave narratives collected by the Library of Congress, along with 500 photographs, is provided online at the Library of Congress website (http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/snhtml/snhome.html).




	2002

	When I Was a Slave: Memoirs from the Slave Narrative Collection, introduced and edited by Norman R. Yetman, is published by Dover Publications. The volume is a collection of selected unedited narratives from the Library of Congress Slave Narrative Collection, some of which were also included in the 1970 Voices from Slavery.
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The Community and Culture of the Enslaved

“My master used to ask us chillun, ‘Do your folks pray at night?’ We said ‘no’ ’cause our folks had told us what to say. But the Lawd have mercy, there was plenty of that goin’ on. They’d pray, ‘Lawd, deliver us from under bondage.’”

—Samuel S. Taylor, Arkansas
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Dances held during holidays provided relief from long hard days of work for the enslaved. (Library of Congress)

The day-to-day life of the enslaved was difficult. It was filled with restrictions and controls that regulated what they could and could not do. Intimidation and fear of punishment were critical tools in the arsenal of slaveholders. They were reminders to the enslaved of their dependency on the slaveholder and his or her preferences regarding how the enslaved lived. They were also a reminder that the enslaved were not free and consequently did not have the many choices available to free people. What time they got up in the morning, the work they performed each day, the amount of time spent with their families, and numerous other choices free people took for granted were not controlled by the enslaved.

The innumerable restrictions they endured left little room for the enslaved to carve out spaces where they might exert a modicum of control over their lives or find a small bit of joy in their existence. They were constantly monitored and their productivity closely regulated. Enslaved field workers were expected to maintain a set pace of labor, and household workers were expected to perform to the satisfaction of the mistress or master of the house. Falling short of these expectations or offering overt resistance could trigger severe repercussions. But despite the possible repercussions, the enslaved found moments in which they could shape and control their lives in ways that provided them with some sense of independence from the power of the slaveholder. On special occasions they also took advantage of moments of relief from their work schedule to enjoy family, friends, and a relaxation of the work regimen.

These moments were important for the psyche of the enslaved as they helped them maintain their sense of humanity. The enslaved’s actions reinforced that they were individuals who could think and make logical decisions and that they did not operate solely on emotion and instinct, as slaveholders often portrayed them to outsiders. Also, they were not merely property in the same sense that livestock were. Their existence and needs were more complex than these other entities. In fact, the close attention slaveholders paid to the manner in which they regulated the lives of the enslaved was in part a recognition of the greater challenge presented by their human property. The other property of slaveholders did not marry, have religious needs, or cook meals. These were issues peculiar to humans and demanded that slaveholders interact with them in special ways and with a sense of reality. Slaveholders recognized that they could not completely control the thoughts or actions of the enslaved. This is why it was so important to the slaveholders to closely regulate the choices open to the enslaved. The slaveholders could not allow threats to their power or their livelihood, so they sought to control what they believed were the most critical aspects of enslaved life. These were actions that maintained control, order, and productivity.

Within the areas not considered as critical to the power of slaveholders the enslaved were able to find ways to reshape some occasions in ways that served their needs. They carefully modified these activities to make them valuable personal experiences. These re-engineered activities allowed the enslaved to create important emotional connections with family members and nurture a sense of community with other enslaved persons. These redefined activities helped sustain the enslaved in the face of the power of the slaveholder to control so many aspects of their existence.

RELIGIOUS SERVICES

Slaveholders generally believed religious exposure was a beneficial experience for the enslaved as long as they controlled the form it took. The words of the Bible were often referred to by slaveholders to justify the institution of slavery and their control over enslaved persons. They repeatedly spoke of Noah’s curse on his son Ham, which condemned Ham and his descendants to slavery. Africans, according to apologists for slavery, were the descendants of Ham, and therefore enslavement was their destiny. To try to influence the people they held in slavery, supporters of enslavement pointed to passages in the Bible that buttressed the institution of slavery and the need for the enslaved to accept their lot and serve obediently.

This was the message Benjamin Johnson of Georgia consistently heard at the services he attended, where “De preacher would preach an’ say: ‘Obey yo’ master an’ yo’ missus an’ you will always do right.’” Persistently reinforcing this perspective through the religious lessons taught to the enslaved was central to the religious exposure slaveholders wanted their enslaved workers to experience.

But the enslaved recipients of these sermons extracted from them what they found useful, as opposed to the preferences of slaveholders. The stories and lessons they repeated among themselves gave them courage in the face of the challenging lives they led and the wherewithal to endure the harsh conditions of enslavement.

NARRATIVES

Caroline Ates, Alabama

“Marster wuz a Baptist,” she answered. “So we went ter his church an’ set in the gal’ry. Lots o’ times, durin’ the week, we’d slip off by ourselves an’ have prayermeetin’. Then we’d be ready ter join the church. I wuz baptized in the white church. We had ter have these meetin’s on the plantation ’cause we’d have ter git a pass from the marster ter leave the place. Sometimes a man would marry a woman that lived on another plantation; marster’d give him a pass twice a week ter go ter see her. If the niggers were caught without that pass the patterroler’d git ’em.”

Celestia Avery, Georgia

Slaves were given separate churches, but the minister who conducted the services was white. Very seldom did the text very from the usual one of obedience to the master and mistress and the necessity for good behavior. Everyone was required to attend church; however, the only self expression they could indulge in without conflict with the master was that of singing. Anyone heard praying was given a good whipping, for most masters thought their prayers no good since freedom was the uppermost thought in everyone’s head.

John Bates, Texas

“Some of de slaves allus reads de Bible, my Uncle Ben could read de Bible. He reads it all de time he wasnt working. He tole us all de time we was gonna be free he says de Bible speaks of us bein freed and explainin it ter us and marster Harry was standin in de chimley corner listenin, finally marster Harry laughs, haw, haw, haw, what dat you tellin Ben. Hell no, you never will be free you aint got sense nuff ter make a livin if you was free. No siree, you never will be free, you’ll be a slave as long as you live. We allus went ter church til dis happen and after dat we wasnt lowed ter go. He even takes Uncle Ben’s Bible away from him sayin dat book puts bad ideas in our heads, but Uncle Ben finally gits hold of another one, but he keeps dis one hid all de time.”

Cyrus Bellus, Arkansas

“So far as serving God was concerned, they had to take a kettle and turn it down bottom upward and then old master couldn’t hear the singing and prayin’. I don’t know just how they turned the kettle to keep the noise from goin’ out. But I heard my father and mother say they did it. The kettle would be on the inside of the cabin, not on the outside.”

Sarah Benjamin, Texas

“No dey wouldnt try ter teach us nuthin if yer did yer better keep it to your self. If yer learned ter write dey would cut yer thumb er finger off. No sah, no church on dis plantation, de church was bout three miles dey would carry us in wagons, dey had a big arbor fer de cullod people. Dey was all good preachers, dey would do lots of singin, we warnt lowed ter have prayah meetin er singin wid out havin guards roun ter notify us when de white folks were cummin. We warnt loed to pray either cause dey Lord might hear us and free us.”

Wes Brady, Texas

“We went to a church there on the place. You ought to have heard that ‘Hellish’ preaching… . ‘Obey your Master and Mistress, don’t steal chickens, don’t steal eggs and meat,’ and nary word ’bout having a soul to save. All of the slaves had to go to Church. They preached to the whites in the morning and the colored in the afternoon.”

Della Briscoe, Georgia

Sunday, the only day of rest, was often spent in attending religious services, and because these were irregularly held, brush arbor meetings were common. This arbor was constructed of a brush roof supported by posts and crude joists. The seats were usually made of small saplings nailed to short stumps.

Religion was greatly stressed and every child was christened shortly after its birth. An adult who desired to join the church went first to the master to obtain his permission. He was then sent to the home of a minister who lived a short distance away at a place called Flat Rock. Here, his confession was made and, at the next regular service, he was formally received into the church.

George Browning, Georgia

Since there was no churches for the slaves to attend, a part of the Browning plantation was set aside as sort of meeting ground. Uncle Bob and Uncle Joe Browning were the leaders of these religious meetings and often slaves from miles around would get passes to attend. “On one occasion,” remarked Mr. Browning, “the meeting had reached such a pitch that everyone began shouting and singing. This noise disturbed the master so much so that he became angered and set the hounds on them to break up the meeting.”

Charles Coates, Florida

One privilege given slaves on the plantation was appreciated by all and that was the opportunity to hear the word of God. The white people gathered in log and sometimes frame churches and the slaves were permitted to sit about the church yard on wagons and on the ground and listen to the preaching. When the slaves wanted to hold church they had to get special permission from the master, and at that time a slave hut was used. A white preacher was called in and he would preach to them not to steal, lie or run away and “be sure and git all dem weeds outen dat corn in de field and your master will think a heap of you.”

Pierce Cody, Georgia

Church services for this group were held jointly with the white members, the two audiences being separated by a partition. Gradually, the colored members became dissatisfied with this type of service and withdrew to form a separate church. The desire for independence in worship must necessarily have been strong, to endure the inconveniences of the “brush arbor” churches that they resorted to. As a beginning, several trees were felled, and the brush and forked branches separated. Four heavy branches with forks formed the framework.

Straight poles were laid across these to form a crude imitation of beams and the other framework of a building. The top and sides were formed of brush which was thickly placed so that it formed a solid wall. A hole left in one side formed a doorway from which beaten paths extended in all directions. Seats made from slabs obtained at local sawmills completed the furnishing. In inclement weather, it was not possible to conduct services here, but occasionally showers came in the midst of the service and the audience calmly hoisted umbrellas or papers and with such scant protection, the worship continued.

Minnie Davis, Georgia

“Yes Mam, we went to church, that is, those of us who cared to go did. There wasn’t any separate church for colored people in Athens, that I can remember. We went to church and Sunday School at the First Presbyterian Church, where the slaves were allowed to sit in the gallery. I recall that Dr. Hoyt used to pray that the Lord would drive the Yankees back. He said that ‘Niggers were born to be slaves.’ My mother said that all the time he was praying out loud like that, she was praying to herself: ‘Oh, Lord, please send the Yankees on and let them set us free.’”

Douglas Dorsey, Florida

Occasionally the slaves were ordered to church to hear a white minister, they were seated in the front pews of the master’s church, while the whites sat in the rear. The minister’s admonition to them to honor their masters and mistresses, and to have no other God but them, as “we cannot see the other God, but you can see your master and mistress.” After the services the driver’s wife who could read and write a little would tell them that what the minister said “was all lies.”

Aaron Ford, South Carolina

“Dere wasn’ no church on de plantation whe’ I stay. Had preachin in Mr. Ford’s yard sometimes en den another time de slaves went to white people’s church at Bear Swamp. Boss tell slaves to go to meetin cause he say he pay de preacher. Dean Ears, white man, gave out speech to de slaves one day dere to Nichols. Slaves sat in gallery when dey go dere. He tell dem to obey dey Massa en Missus. Den he say, ‘God got a clean kitchen to put you in. You think you gwine be free, but you ain’ gwine be free long as dere an ash in Ashpole Swamp.’ White folks complain bout de slaves gettin two sermons en dey get one. After dat, dey tell old slaves not to come to church till after de white folks had left. Dat never happen till after de war was over.”

Sarah Ford, Texas

“Massa Charles have a arbor and dat’s where we has preachin’. One day old Uncle Law preachin’ and he say, ‘De Lawd make everyone to come in unity and on de level, both white and black.’ When Massa Charles hears ’bout it, he don’t like it none, and de next mornin’ old Uncle Jake git Uncle Lew and put him out in de field with de rest.”

Tom Hawkins, Georgia

“Washin’ton Church was de name of de meetin’ house whar us Niggers on de Poore plantation went to church wid our white folks. Couldn’t none of us read no Bible and dere warn’t none of de Niggers on our plantation ever converted and so us never had no baptizin’s. De preacher preached to de white folks fust and den when he preached to de Niggers all he ever said was: ‘It’s a sin to steal; don’t steal Marster’s and Mist’ess’ chickens and hogs’; and sech lak. How could anybody be converted on dat kind of preachin’? And ’sides it never helped none to listen to dat sort of preachin’ ’cause de stealin’ kept goin’ right on evvy night. I never did see no fun’rals in dem days.”

Rebecca Hooks, Florida

On Sundays Rebecca attended church along with the other slaves. Services were held in the white churches after their services were over. They were taught to obey their masters and work hard, and that they should be very thankful for the institution of slavery which brought them from darkest Africa.

Mack Mullen, Florida

The slaves had a regular church house, which was a small size building constructed of boards. Preaching was conducted by a colored minister especially assigned to this duty. On Tuesday evenings prayer meeting was held; on Thursday evenings, preaching; and on Sundays both morning and evening, preaching. At these services the slaves would “get happy” and shout excitedly. Those desiring to accept Christ were admitted for baptism.

Louis Napoleon, Florida

There was a free colored man who was called “Father James Page,” owned by a family of Parkers of Tallahassee. He was freed by them to go and preach to his own people. He could read and write and would visit all the plantations in Tallahassee, preaching the gospel. Each plantation would get a visit from him one Sunday of each month. The slaves on the Randolph plantation would congregate in one of the cabins to receive him where he would read the Bible and preach and sing. Many times the services were punctuated by much shouting from the “happy ones.” At these services the sacrament was served to those who had accepted Christ, those who had not, and were willing to accept Him were received and prepared for baptism on the next visit of “Father Page.”

Annie Price, Georgia

As there was no church on the plantation Mr. Kennon gave them a pass on Sundays so that they could attend one of the churches that the town afforded. The sermons they heard were preached by a white preacher and on rare occasions by a colored preacher. Whenever the colored pastor preached there were several white persons present to see that no doctrine save that laid down by them should be preached.

Anna Scott, Florida

Religion was not denied to the former slave and her fellows. Mrs. Abigail Dover, her owner, permitted the slaves to attend revival and other services. The slaves were allowed to occupy the balcony of the church in Dove City, while the whites occupied the main floor. The slaves were forbidden to sing, talk, or make any other sound, however, under penalty of severe beatings.

Those of the slaves who “felt the sperrit” during a service must keep silence until after the service, when they could “tell it to the deacon,” a colored man who would listen to the confessions or professions of religion of the slaves until late into the night. The Negro deacon would relay his converts to the white minister of the church, who would meet them in the vestry room at some specified time.

Some of the questions that would be asked at these meetings in the vestry room would be:

“What did you come up here for?”

“Because I got religion.”

“How do you know you got religion?”

“Because I know my sins are forgiven.”

“How do you know your sins are forgiven?”

“Because I love Jesus and I love everybody.”

“Do you want to be baptized?”

“Yes sir.”

“Why do you want to be baptized?”

“Cause it will make me like Jesus wants me to be.”

When several persons were “ready,” there would be a baptism in a nearby creek or river. After this, slaves would be permitted to hold occasional services of their own in the log house that was sometimes used as a school.

Georgia Smith, Georgia

“Slaves went to de white folkses chu’ch an’ sot up in de gallery. Dey stayed all day at chu’ch, an’ had big dinners on de groun’. Dem was sho’ ’nough good dinners. Us had big times on meetin’ days.”

“Our slaves had prayer meetin’ twict a week in deir quarters, ’til dey got ’roun’ to all de cabins den dey would start over again. Dey prayed an’ sung all de old songs, and some of ’em as I ’member are: ‘Roll Jordan Roll,’—‘Better Mind How you Step on de Cross,’—‘Cause You ain’ Gon’er be Here Long,’—‘Tell de Story Bye an’ Bye.’—‘All God’s Chilluns are a Gatherin’ Home,’ an’ ‘We’ll Understand Better Bye an’ Bye.’ Dey really could sing dem old songs. Mistus would let me go to dem cabin prayer meetin’s an’ I sho’ did enjoy ’em.”

Nancy Smith, Georgia

“Dey used to have big ’tracted meetin’s in Pierce’s Chapel nigh Foundry Street and Hancock Avenue, and us was allus glad for dem meetin’ times to come. Through de week dey preached at night, but when Sunday come it was all day long and dinner on de ground. Pierce’s Chapel was a old fashioned place, but you forgot all ’bout dat when Brother Thomas got in de pulpit and preached dem old time sermons ’bout how de devil gwine to git you if you don’t repent and be washed in de blood of de Lamb. De call to come up to de mourner’s bench brought dem Negroes jus’ rollin’ over one another in de ’citement. Soon dey got happy and dere was shoutin’ all over de place. Some of ’em jus’ fell out. When de ’tracted meetin’ closed and de baptizin’ dey come, dat was de happiest time of all. Most of de time dere was a big crowd for Brother Thomas to lead down into de river, and dem Negroes riz up out of de water a-singin’: Lord, I’m comin’ Home, Whar de Healin’ Waters Flow, Roll, Jordan Roll, All God’s Chillun Got Wings, and sich lak. You jus’ knowed dey was happy.”

Olin Williams, Georgia

“Us went to de white folkses church in Watkinsville whar Mr. Webb Langford was de preacher an’ he sho’ was a good one. Preacher Langford baptized de niggers jes’ lak he did de white folks. Dey had big times too. Big crowds would be dar. Some of ’em would git so happy dey would shout ’til dey fell in de crick. Dey sung all de ole time song: ‘I’m Goin’ Home to Die No Mo,’ ‘Salvation is Free for All,’ an’ ‘On Jordan’s Stormy Banks I Stan’. ’Hit made you feel better to go to baptizin’s and big meetin’s. Slaves sot up in de gallery, an’ us had better be still and listen elsewise old Marster sho’ would lay us out. White folkses spent de day at church dem days, an’ us niggers sho’ did lak dat, for dey had big dinners; everything you could want an’ plenny of it for all. In summer time us cyar’ied watermillons, peaches, an’ all sorts of extra things to eat, an’ stayed ’til time to get home an’ do de night wuk.”

WORSHIPPING IN SECRET

The perspective on and application of Christian teachings by the enslaved were most self-evident in the services they held in secret. These gatherings often took place late at night behind closed doors in cabins, in brush arbors cleared out in the woods, or in other secret spaces located out of the view of the slaveholding hierarchy. These were powerful, emotional gatherings during which the participants did not pray to be obedient workers but for deliverance from servitude. They prayed to have their burdens lifted by obtaining their freedom. The sooner that happened for them, the better. They wanted it to take effect in their present life and not have to wait until they died.

The enslaved knew the ideas promoted in these gatherings were dangerous and were frowned upon by slaveholders, but they held them anyway. For the enslaved, the opportunity to gather together to share their religious hopes and dreams was worth the risk. They wanted to use religion in ways that had meaning for them, as opposed to the applications slaveholders constantly set forth.

NARRATIVES

Rev. W. B. Allen, Alabama

“They had a hard time trying to serve God. The patrolers would break up their prayer meetings and whip all caught in attendance—unless, of course, a Nigger saved himself in flight.”

“My father was once attending a prayer meeting in a house which had only one door. The slaves had turned a large pot down in the center of the floor to hold the sounds of their voices within. (No sounds can escape from a closed room, if a big pot be turned down in the middle of it.) But, despite their precaution, the patrolers found them and broke in. Of course, every Nigger present was ‘in’ for a severe whipping, but the Lord must have spoken to my father. Thinking fast and acting quickly (as if he were inspired), my father stuck a big shovel in the fireplace, draw out a peck or more of hot ashes and cinders and flung them broadcast into the faces of them patrolers. The room was soon filled with smoke and the smell of burning clothes and white flesh and, in the confusion and general hubbub that followed, every Negro escaped.”

Stearlin Arnwine, Texas

“The only chu’ch I knowed ’bout was when we’d git together in de night and have prayer meetin’ and singin.’ We use’ to go way out in de woods so de white folks wouldn’ hear nothin’. Sometimes we’d stay nearly all night on Saturday, ’cause we didn’ have to work Sunday.”

W. L. Bost, North Carolina

“Us niggers never have chance to go to Sunday School and church. The white folks feared for niggers to get any religion and aducation, but I reckon somethin’ inside jes told us about God and that there was a better place hereasfter. We would sneak off and have prayer meetin’. Sometimes the paddyrollers catch us and beat us good but that didn’t keep us from tryin’. I remember one old song we use to sing when we meet down in the woods back of the barn. My mother she sing an’ pray to the Lord to deliver us out o’ slavery.”

Silvia King, Texas

“De black folks gits off down in de bottom and shouts and sings and prays. Dey gits in de ring dance. It am jes’ a kind of shuffle, den it git faster and faster and dey gits warmed up and moans and shouts and claps and dances. Some gits ’xhausted and drops out and de ring gits closer. Sometimes dey sings and shouts all night, but come break of day, de nigger got to git to he cabin. Old Marse got to tell dem de tasks of de day.”

Andrew Moss, Tennessee

“One ting dat’s all wrong wid dis world today,” according to Andrew Moss, aged negro, as he sits through the winter days before an open grate fire in his cabin, with his long, lean fingers clasped over his crossed knees, “is dat dey ain no ‘prayer grounds.’ Down in Georgia what I was born,—dat was ’way back in 1852,—us colored folks had prayer grounds. My Mammy’s was a ole twisted thick-rooted imascadine bush. She’d go in dar and pray for deliverance of de slaves. Some colored folks cleared out knee-spots in de come brances. Cane you know, grows high and thick, and colored folks could hide de’seves in dar, an nobody could see an pester en.”

IMPORTANT HOLIDAYS

There were other moments in which enslaved workers used to come together as a community and momentarily set aside the burdens of slavery. They were times of respite from the daily routine granted by the slaveholder and used by the enslaved to get psychologically refreshed and reinvigorated. Most often these holidays occurred at specific times of the year or in recognition of a special event. Christmas, New Year’s, the Fourth of July, weddings, frolics, and corn huskings were among the occasions when the work routine was altered and less onerous. Often these were times when the enslaved had greater freedom of action and could momentarily escape from the weight of bondage. They offered an opportunity for the enslaved to feel more in control of their lives and perhaps happier, if only for a few hours or days.

NARRATIVES

Jim Allen, Mississippi

Some went to church and some went fishing on Sunday. On Christmas “we had a time—all kinds eatin, women got new dresses, men tobacco, had stuff to last until Summer. Niggers had good times in most ways in Slavery time. July 4th we would wash up and have a good time. We hallowed dat day wid de white folks. Dere was a barbacue—big table set down in bottoms. Dere was niggers strolling around like ants—we was havin a time now. White folks too.”

Georgia Baker, Georgia

“Young folkses frolicked, sung songs, and visited from cabin to cabin. When dey got behind wid de field wuk, sometimes slaves wuked atter dinner Saddays, but dat warn’t often. But, Oh, dem Sadday nights! Dat was when slaves got together and danced. George, he blowed de quills, and he sho could blow grand dance music on ’em. Dem Niggers would jus’ dance down. Dere warn’t no foolishment ’lowed atter 10:00 o’clock no night. Sundays dey went to church and visited ’round, but folks didn’t spend as much time gaddin’ ’bout lak dey does now days.”

“Christmas Day! Oh, what a time us Niggers did have dat day! Marse Lordnorth and Marse Alec give us evvything you could name to eat: cake of all kinds, fresh meat, lightbread, turkeys, chickens, ducks, geese, and all kinds of wild game. Dere was allus plenty of pecans, apples, and dried peaches too at Christmas. Marse Alec had some trees what had fruit dat looked lak bananas on ’em, but I done forgot what was de name of dem trees. Marse Alec would call de grown folkses to de big house early in de mornin’ and pass ’round a big pewter pitcher full of whiskey, den he would put a little whiskey in dat same pitcher and fill it wid sweetened water and give dat to us chillun. Us called dat ‘toddy’ or ‘dram.’ Marse Alex allus had plenty of good whiskey, ’cause Uncle Willis made it up for him and it was made jus’ right. De night atter Christmas Day us pulled syrup candy, drunk more liquor, and danced. Us had a big time for a whole week and den on New Year’s Day us done a little wuk jus’ to start de year right and us feasted dat day on fresh meat, plenty of cake, and whiskey. Dere was allus a big pile of ash-roasted ’taters on hand to go wid dat good old baked meat. Us allus tried to raise enough ’taters to last all through de winter ’cause Niggers sho does love dem sweet ’taters. No Mam, us never knowed nothin’ ’bout Santa Claus ’til atter de war.”

Lizzie Baker, North Carolina

“Mammy said dey gave de slaves on de plantation one day Christmas and dat New Years wus when dey sold ’em an’ hired ’em out. All de slaves wus scared ’cause dey didn’t know who would have to go off to be sold or to work in a strange place.”

Rias Body, Alabama

“Sadday nights we played an’ danced; sometimes in the cabins an’ sometimes in the yahds. Effen we diden’ have a big stack er fat kin’lin wood lit up to dance by, sometimes the mens an’ ’omans would carry torches o’ kin’lin’ wood whilst they danced, an’ it sho’ was a sight to see. We danced the ‘Turkey Trot,’ an’ ‘Buzzard Lope,’ an’ how we did love to dance the ‘Mary Jane’! We would git in a ring an’ when the music started we would begin wukkin’ our footses, while we sung, ‘You steal mah True Love, an’ Ah Steal You’en.’”

“Chris’mas, we allus had plenny good sumpin’ t’eat, an’ we all got tergether an’ had lots er fun. We runned up to the big ’ouse early Chris’mas mawnin’ an’ holler out, ‘Mawnin’, Chris’mas Gif’!’ Then they give us plenny er Sandy Claus, an’ ’ud go back to our cabins to have fun twel New Years Day. We knowed Chris’mas was over an’ gone when New Years Day come, kyazen we got back to wuk that day, atter frolickin’ all Chris’mas week.”

“We would sing an’ pray Easter Sunday and on Easter Monday we frolicked an’ danced all day long.”

“’Bout the mos’ fun we had was at cawn shuckin’s whar they put the cawn in long piles, an’ call in the folkses from the plantations nigh ’roun’ to shuck it. Sometimes fo’ er five hunnert head er niggers ’ud be shuckin’ cawn at one time. When the cawn all done been shucked, they’d drink the likker the marsters give ’em, an’ then frolic an’ dance from sundown to sunup. We started shuckin’ cawn ’bout dinner time an’ tried to finish by sundown so we could have the whole night fer frolic. Some years we ’ud go to ten er twelve cawn shuckin’s in one year.”

Martha Colquitt, Georgia

“On Christmas mornin’ all of us would come up to de yard back of de Big ’Ouse and Marse Billie and de overseer handed out presents for all. Dey wuz a little dram and cake too. Us chillun got dolls, and dresses, and aprons. Them stuffed rag dolls wuz de prettiest things! On New Year’s day all de mens would come up to de Big ’Ouse early in de morning and would work lively as dey could a-cuttin’ wood and doing all sorts of little jobs ’til de dinner bell rung. Den Marse Billie would come out and tell ’em dey wuz startin’ de New Year right a-workin’ lively and fast. Den he would say dat dey would be fed good and looked atter good, long as dey worked good. He give ’em a good taste of dram and cake all ’round, and let ’em go back to dey cabine for dinner, and dey could have de rest of de day to frolic.”

“Dem cornshuckin’s us used to have sho’ wuz a sight. Corn would be piled up high as dis house, and de folkses would dance ’round and holler and whoop. Ma ’lowed us chillun to watch ’em ’bout a half hour; den made us come back inside our cabin, ’cause dey always give de corn shuckin’ folkses some dram, and things would git mighty lively and rough by de time all de corn wuz shucked.”

Clayton Holbert, Kansas

“The slaves used to dance or go to the prayer meeting to pass their time. There were also festivals we went to, during the Christmas vacation. There was always a big celebration on Christmas. We worked until Christmas Eve and from that time until New Year’s we had a vacation. We had no such thing as Thanksgiving, we had never heard of such a thing.”

“In August when it was the hottest we always had a vacation after our crops were all laid by. That was the time when we usually had several picnics, barbecues or anything we wanted to do to pass our time away.”

Bob Mobley, Georgia

“On the Fourth of July we always had a big barbeque. We had plenty lemonade, custards, pies, cakes an’ everything good. On that day we played all kinds of games an’ some of the men would tussle. Sometimes the marster would give us all a little spendin’ money. We didn’t have much celebratin’ at Christmas but we could go visit our friends.”

Eda Rains, Texas

“Now, I mus’ tell you all ’bout Christmas. Our biggest’ time was at Christmas. Marster’d give us maybe fo’-bits to spend as we wanted and maybe we’d buy a string of beads or some soch notion. On Christmas Eve we played games. ‘Young Gal Loves Candy.’ or ‘Hide and Whoop.’ Didn’ know nothin’ ’bout Santa Claus, never was larned that. But we allus knowed what we’d git on Christmas mornin’. Old Marster allus call us togedder and give us new clothes, shoes too. He allus wen’ to town on the Eve and brung back our things in a cotton sack. That ole sack’d be crammed full of things and we knowed it was clothes and shoes, ’cause Marster didn’ ’lieve in no foolishness. We got one pair shoes a year, at Christmas. Most times they was red and I’d allus paint mine black. I’s one nigger didn’ like red. I’d skin grease off dishwater, mix it with soot from the chimney and paint my shoes. In winter we wore woolen clothes and got ’em at Christmas, too.”

Henry Rogers, Georgia

Christmas was a great holiday on the plantation. There was no work done and everybody had a good time with plenty of every thing good to eat. Easter was another time when work was laid aside. A big Church service took place Sunday and on Monday a picnic was attended by all the negroes in the community.

There were Fourth of July celebrations, log rollings, corn shuckings, house coverings and quilting parties. In all of these except the Fourth of July celebration it was a share-the-work idea. Uncle Henry grew a bit sad when he recalled how “peoples use ter be so good ’bout hep’in’ one ’nother, an’ now dey don’t do nothin’ fer nobody lessen’ dey pays ’em.” He told how, when a neighbor cleared a new ground and needed help, he invited all the men for some distance around and had a big supper prepared. They rolled logs into huge piles and set them afire. Then all were piled high and burning brightly, supper was served by the fire light. Sometimes the younger ones danced around the burning logs. When there was a big barn full of corn to be shucked the neighbors gladly gathered in, shucked the corn for the owner, who had a fiddler and maybe some one to play the banjo. The corn was shucked to gay old tunes and piled high in another barn. Then after a “good hot supper” there was perhaps a dance in the cleared barn. When a neighbor’s house needed covering, he got the shingles and called in his neighbors and friends, who came along with their wives. While the men worked atop the house the women were cooking a delicious dinner down in the kitchen. At noon it was served amid much merry making. By sundown the house was finished and the friends went home happy in the memory of a day spent in toil freely given to one who needed it.

All those affairs were working ones, but Uncle Henry told of one that marked the end of toil for a season and that was the Fourth of July as celebrated on the Hunt and Alfriend plantations. He said: “On the evenin’ of the third of July all plows, gear, hoes an’ all sich farm tools wuz bro’t in frum the fields an’ put in the big grove in front o’ the house where a long table had been built. On the Fo’th a barbecue wuz cooked, when dinner wuz ready all the han’s got they plows an’ tools, the mules wuz bro’t up an’ gear put on them, an’ den ole Uncle Aaron started up a song ’bout the crops wuz laid by an’ res’ time had come, an’ everybody grabbed a hoeer sumpin’, put it on they shoulder an’ jined the march ’round an’ round the table behind Uncle Aaron singin’ an’ marchin’, Uncle Aaron linin’ off the song an’ ev’ry body follerin’ him. It wuz a sight to see all the han’s an’ mules er goin’ ’round the table like that. Den when ev’ry body wuz might nigh ’zausted, they stopped an’ et a big barbecue dinner. Us use ter work hard to git laid by by de Fo’th so’s we could celebrate. It sho’ wuz a happy time on our plantations an’ the white peoples enjoyed it as much as us niggers did.”

CORN HUSKINGS AND FROLICS

Frolics and corn shuckings were additional moments of psychological rejuvenation for the enslaved. These were unscheduled activities organized by the slaveholder to ease the work tasks, reward a period of hard work, or allow a pause in advance of a particularly intense period of work. The scheduling of either event was dependent on the predisposition of the slaveholder. At these events, one could temporarily set aside other troubles and enjoy the moment with friends and family.

For the enslaved, these activities linked them together around actions that were not tied to work or the regimentation of the slaveholder. These links resulted from the bonds that connected the enslaved and the commonality of their plight. For the slaveholder, these events and celebrations were devices to extract more effort from the enslaved in the future. For the enslaved, these events provided time for psychological rejuvenation as they physically relaxed and strengthened ties with family and other members of the enslaved community. These ties were important to survival when the day-to-day reality of enslavement once again controlled their lives.

NARRATIVES

William M. Adams, Texas

“On Sat’day and Sunder nites dey’d dance and sing all nite long. Dey didn’ dance like today, dey danced de roun’ dance and jig and do de pigeon wing, and some of dem would jump up and see how many time he could kick his feets ’fore dey hit de groun’. Dey had an ole fiddle and some of ’em would take two bones in each hand and rattle ’am. Dey sang songs like. ‘Diana had a Wooden Leg,’ and ‘A Hand full of Sugar,’ and ‘Cotton-eyed Joe.’ I dis’membor how dey went.”

Alice Battle, Georgia

After the day’s work was over, the slaves enjoyed gathering together and having “frolics.” One of the favorite socials was a quilting party. After quilting for a while, they would have refreshments of syrup, bread, potato pudding, and honey cakes. The mistress would have the feast prepared and sent to them to enjoy. Then there would be a dance that lasted far late into the night. Banjo music was played.

On Sundays, the slaves rested while their “white folks” went to church. They never attended a church of any kind.

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“We had good times at corn-shuckings too. Honey, I’ve seen my grandma, Icie, the cook, when they had corn-shuckings, the chickens she’d put in that pot! The big pot, hanging on one of them hooks in the kitchen fireplace; I ain’t never seen a pot that big since. I don’t see ’em in the stores now. They don’t have ’em. She put twelve chickens in that pot, grown hens, let ’em boil, put the dumplings in, called the darkies, and give ’em a plate full. Lawdy Honey, I just wish you could a been there and seen how my grandma made that gingerbread, what you called raised gingerbread. They cooked that for corn shuckings, and used it for cake. It was better than what cake is now, and they give ’em locust beer to drink with it, not this stuff they sell in bottles now, they call beer.”

“We had dances,” she continued, “after the corn shuckings. After they got through, the fiddler would start to fiddling and they would ring up in an old-time square dance. Everybody danced off to themselves. Just let your foot go backward [she illustrated] and then let your foot go forward [she slipped her foot forward] and whirl around. Men, too, danced that way, by themselves, and you could hear them darkies laugh! Won’t nothin’ in ’em, no whiskey. My! They had a good time! Wasn’t no killing, in them days, no liquor, no cussing, no saying ‘lying fool’ to one another, like ’tis now, no rough doings. There wasn’t a pistol on that place but what was up to the house. No’m, there wasn’t no killings then. When we had cotton pickings, just like corn shuckings, there was good things to eat and a dance afterwards. When we got through threshing,” she continued, “Marster give us a picnic. Marster didn’t have to go off the place for nothing. He raised flour too. When they threshed wheat, Laws have Mercy! This lot wouldn’t hold the straw. Then that was the time for our summer picnic. We’d have good things to eat, like at corn shuckings, and Marster would give everyone of the men a dram. Marster drawed it himself, had a big tin cup, and he’d take.”

Callie Elder, Georgia

“Oh, dem cornshuckin’s! All day ’fore a cornshuckin’ dey hauled corn and put it in great piles as high as dis here house. Us sung all de time us was shuckin’ corn. Dere was a lot of dem old shuckin’ songs. De one us sung most was: ‘Whooper John and Calline all night.’ Marse Billy, he give ’em coffee and whiskey all night and dat made ’em git rough and rowdy. Den de shucks did fly. Us had one more grand feast when de last ear of corn had done been shucked. Dere warn’t nothin’ lackin.”

Tom Hawkins, Georgia

“Sadday nights dey all got together and frolicked; picked de banjo, and drunk whiskey. Didn’t none of ’em git drunk, ’cause dey was used to it. Dar was barrels of it whar dey stilled it on de place. On Sundays us went f’um cabin to cabin holdin’ prayer meetin’s. Miss Annie ’pointed diff’unt ones to look atter de stock evvy Sunday.”

“Big times was had by all at Chris’mas time. De eats warn’t no diff’unt ’cept dey give us sweet bread and plenty of lallyhoe [molasses] what was made on de plantation. Us had two weeks vacation from field wuk and dey let us go rabbit and ’possum huntin’. Us had a gran’ time clear up to New Year’s Day.”

“Oh, us did have one more big time at dem cornshuckin’s. De corn was hauled to de crib and de folks was ’vited in de atter-noon ’fore de cornshuckin’ started dat night. When de mens got to shuckin’ dat corn, de ’omans started cookin’ and dey got thoo’ ’bout de same time. Den us et, and dat was de best part of de cornshuckin’ fun. Cotton pickin’s was held on moonshiny nights. Dey picked cotton ’til midnight, and den dey had a little shakin’ of de footses ’til day.”

Annie Huff, Georgia

Frolics were mostly given at corn shuckings, cane grindings, hog killings, or quiltings. At hog killing time, huge containers of water were heated in the yard. When it reached the desired temperature, the hogs were driven to a certain spot where they were struck a hard blow on the head. When they fell, they were stuck with a very sharp knife, then scalded in the boiling water. The hair and dirt were then scrubbed off and they were a pretty light color as they hung from a rack to be dressed. When the work was completed, the guests cooked chitterlings and made barbecue to be served with the usual gingercake and persimmon beer.

They then dressed in their colorful “Sunday” garments, dyed with maple and dogwood bark, to engage in promenades, cotillions, etc., to the time of a quill instrument.

Polly Shine, Texas

“Yes sir, son, Maser always gave us Saturday evenings to wash, clean and get ready for negro dance that night and for work the next week. Boy! did we have good time Saturday night, yes sir, plenty of good old negro music and negro dancing. That is one time that Maser never refused us unless we had been real mean the week before then he would chain us to be sure that we did not have any fun on that time when all slaves called it slave holiday, and we all knew that he would not let us go if we were contrary, and that time was all the negro lived for as that was the only time that we ever got to be together and could do as we pleased there at that negro dance.”

“Well Maser would let us negroes have corn-shucking there once and awhile as a get together for the slaves. He would invite all slaves for miles around as we shucked the corn, shelled and sacked it, that is the way Maser sold his corn. He would get plenty of corn shelled as we put what we shelled in a different sack, and the one that shucked and shelled the most corn he would give him some kind of present, and that would make the negro work that much harder to win that present as well as talk and have a good time laughing and taking on.”

“As for other holidays we did not know anything about except Saturday, Sunday, and Christmas.”

John Van Hook, Georgia

“Oh-oo-h! Everybody had cornshuckings. The man designated to act as the general would stick a peacock tail feather in his hat and call all the men together and give his orders. He would stand in the center of the corn pile, start the singing, and keep things lively for them. Now and then he would pass around the jug. They sang a great deal during cornshuckings, but I have forgotten the words to those songs. Great excitement was expressed whenever a man found a red ear of corn, for that counted 20 points, a speckled ear was 10 points and a blue ear 5 points, toward a special extra big swig of liquor whenever a person had as many as 100 points. After the work was finished they had a big feast spread on long tables in the yard, and dram flowed plentiful, then they played ball, tussled, ran races, and did anything they knew how to amuse themselve.”

“As to parties and frolics, I guess I could have kept those things in mind, but when I realized that being on the go every night I could get off, week in and week out, was turning my mind and heart away from useful living, I tried to put those things out of my life and to train myself to be content with right living and the more serious things of life, and that’s why I can’t remember more of the things about our frolics that took place as I was growing up. About all I remember about the dances was when we danced the cotillion at regular old country break-downs. Folks valued their dances very highly then, and to be able to perform them well was a great accomplishment. Turkey in the Straw is about the oldest dance tune I can remember. Next to that is Taint Gonna Rain No More, but the time as well as words to that were far different from the modern song by that name. Rabbit Hair was another favorite song, and there were dozens of others that I just never tried to remember until you asked me about them.”

WEDDINGS

Weddings were particularly important because they were a specific ceremony that recognized the humanity of the enslaved. Marriage was not always acknowledged with a formal ceremony. On some plantations, men and women were either commanded to live together or chose to do so without any formal action to recognize the union. A ceremonial nuptial celebration provided official recognition of the union between the individuals. It also served as the vehicle for a celebration of the wedded couple by the entire enslaved community and of the ongoing vitality of that community. The next generation was creating new families, which spoke to the resilience and robustness of the enslaved community despite the challenges they faced. Weddings were an important ritual worthy to rejoice and honor.

NARRATIVES

Alice Baugh, North Carolina

“My mammy marry my pappy dar an’ she sez dat de preacher from de Methodis’ Church marry ’em, dat she w’ar Miss Mary’s weddin’ dress, all uv white lace, an’ dat my pappy w’ar Mr. Charlie’s weddin’ suit wid a flower in de button hole. Dey gived a big dance atter de supper dey had, an’ Marster Charlie dance de first set wid my mammy.”

Jeff Calhoun, Texas

“Dey wuz de clothes we married in. De way dey done at de weddins dem days, you’se pick out a girl you’se wanted and tell your boss and if she wuz from another plantation you’se had to get her bosses permishun and dey tell you’se to git her and come up dat night and git hitched up. You’se would go up, he tell you’se to come in and ketch hands and line up he says to the girl, you’se lub dis man? Den he says to de man, you’se lub dis girl. Do you’se both think you’se kin git along to gedder, if you’se say you’se dunno, it is all off. If you’se says yes, he says to some one to bring in de broom, and you still hold hands, he hold de broom bout on nearly a foot offen de floor, and say to you’se to jump oveh. You’se jump oveh, and den he says to de girl jump oveh, den he says you’se married. If eider er of you’se stump you’se toe on de broom as you’se jump oveh, dat means you’se got trouble haid between you’se. Coase we allus jump high.”

Pierce Cody, Georgia

At this time marriages resulted from brief courtships. After the consent of the girl was obtained, it was necessary to seek permission from the master, whether she lived on the same or an adjoining plantation. In the latter case, the marriage rites were performed by her master. The minister was not used in most instances—the ceremony being read from a testament by the owner of the bride. Marriages were nearly always performed out of doors in the late afternoon. The bride’s wedding dress was fashioned of cloth made on the plantation from a pattern of her own designing. Attendants at marriages were rare. After the ceremony, the guests danced far into the night by music from the fiddle and banjo. Refreshments consisting of ginger cakes, barbecue, etc., were served. Such a couple, belonging to two different masters, did not keep house. The husband was allowed to visit his wife on Wednesday night and Saturday when he might remain through Sunday. All marriage unions were permanent and a barren wife was considered the only real cause for separation.

Tempie Herndon Durham, North Carolina

“When I growed up I married Exter Durham. He belonged to Marse Snipes Durham who had de plantation ’cross de county line in Orange County. We had a big weddin’. We was married on de front po’ch of de big house. Larse George killed a shoat an’ Mis’ Betsy had Georgianna, de cook, to bake a big weddin’ cake all iced up white as snow wid a bride an’ groom standin’ in de middle holdin’ han’s. De table was set out in de yard under de trees, an’ you ain’t never seed de like of eats. All de niggers come to de feas’ an’ Marse George had a dram for everybody. Dat was some weddin’. I had on a white dress, white shoes an’ long white gloves dat come to my elbow, an’ Mis’ Betsy done made me a weddin’ veil out of a white net window curtain. When she played de weddin ma’ch on de piano, me an’ Exter ma’ched down de walk an’ up on de po’ch to de altar Mis’ Betsy done fixed. Dat de pretties’ altar I ever seed. Back ’gainst de rose vine dat was full or red roses, Mis’ Betsy done put tables filled wid flowers an’ white candles. She done spread down a bed sheet, a sho nuff linen sheet, for us to stan’ on, an’ dey was a white pillow to kneel down on. Exter done made me a weddin’ ring. He made it out of a big red button wid his pocket knife. He done cut it so roun’ an’ polished it so smooth dat it looked like a red satin ribbon tide ’roun’ my finger. Dat she was a pretty ring. I wore it ’bout fifty years, den it got so thin dat I lost it one day an de wash tub when I was washin’ clothes.”

“Uncle Edmond Kirby married us. He was de nigger preacher dat preached at de plantation church. After Uncle Edmond said de las’ words over me an’ Exter, Marse George got to have his little fun. He say, ‘Come on, Exter, you an’ Tempie got to jump over de broom stick backwards; you got to do dat to see which one gwine be boss of your househol’. Everybody come stan’ ’roun to watch. Marse George hold de broom ’bout a foot high off de floor. De one dat jump over it backwards an’ never touch de handle, gwine boss de house, an’ if bof of dem jump over widout touchin’ it, dey won’t gwine be no bossin’, dey jus’ grine be ’genial. I jumped fus’, an’ you ought to seed me. I sailed right over dat broom stick same as a cricket, but when Exter jump he done had a big dram an’ his feets was so big an’ clumsy dat dey got all tangled up in dat broom an’ he fell head long. Marse George he laugh an’ laugh, an’ tole Exter he gwine be bassed ’twell he skeered to speak less’n I tole him to speak. After de weddin’ we went, down to de cabin Mis’ Betsy done all dressed up, but Exter couldn’ stay no longer den dat night kaze he belonged to Marse Snipes Durham an’ he had to back home. He lef’ de nex day for his plantation, but he come back every Saturday night an’ stay ’twell Sunday night. We had eleven chillun. Nine was bawn befo’ surrander an’ two after we was set free.”

Benjamin Henderson, Georgia

A slave desiring marriage with a slave on another plantation must get his master’s consent after which he went to see the master. If both agreed, the marriage was set for the following Saturday night. All marriages usually took place on Saturday nights. The master of the bride-groom would then pick a straw broom or a pole and give two slaves the job of holding the ends of it. To be devilish they often held the stick too high and would not lower it until the master asked them to. After the bride-groom made the jump over the stick, the knot of matrimony was considered tied. Without any more ceremony the bride became his legal wife. If it so happened that the bride and groom lived on different plantations the groom would be given two passes a week, one to visit her on Wednesday nights and another which permit him to remain over the weekend, from Saturday until Monday morning. Following the marriage there would take place the usual “frolic” ending up with several members drunk. These were thrown into the seed house where they remained all night.

Emma Virgel, Georgia

“Ma said she had a grand big weddin’. She wore a white swiss dress wid a bleachin’ petticoat, made wid heaps of ruffles and a wreath of flowers ’round her head. She didn’t have no flower gals. Pa had on a long, frock tail, jim swinger coat lak de preacher’s wore. A white preacher married ’em in de yard at de big house. All de Niggers was dar, and Marster let ’em dance mos’ all night.”

FUNERALS

The death of a relative or neighbor was an event that could not be controlled by the enslaved. Whether the death was of natural causes or the result of mistreatment on the part of the slaveholder, the enslaved usually could not dictate what would happen to the dead. This decision was the purview of the slaveholders and depended on their views on death and the treatment of the remains of the deceased. Their responses could vary from permitting a period of mourning and a full burial ceremony to the callous interment of the deceased in a quickly dug, shallow grave with no ceremony and minimal cessation of the work routine. When the latter course was followed, the enslaved community had to suffer the loss of one of their members with public silence and private mourning. In many ways it was the ultimate indignity for both the living and the deceased. A more respectful burial allowed for the recognition of the humanity of the deceased and of the loss felt by those nearest to them.

Although the passing of an enslaved person might have little meaning for the slaveholder, it was an important loss in the eyes of the enslaved community. Mourning allowed family and friends to acknowledge their loss and to reinforce the humanity of their departed loved one. The denial of this activity by an unsympathetic slaveholder only made the loss more painful, while taking time to pay proper respect helped ease the unhappiness of the people affected the most.

NARRATIVES

Dave Byrd, Texas

“Mister, when a slave died Maser just dug a hole in the ground and rolled negro in that hole and covered him up. That was about all there was to a funeral among the slaves. He would let the negroes form a ring around that negro grave and we would all bow our heads whilest Maser would pray. He wouldn’t make any of the negroes work on that day. I think it hurt him worse as he would be losing a valuable piece of property.”

Jeptha Choice, Texas

“When some one would die, they would make a box and put him in it, then, put it on a wagon and haul it to the graveyard on the plantation. We would follow after the wagon and when we got to the grave when they put the box in the ground we would sing soft like:

Hark, from the tomb the mournful sound,

My ears attend the cry.

A living man now views this ground,

Where we may shortly lie.”

“The men would shovel the dirt in and cover up the grave, and some-one would start singin’:

Oh Lawd, how lo-o-o-ng

How lo-o-o-ng, how lo-o-o-ng, how lo-o-o-ng.”

Willis Cofer, Georgia

“On our place when a slave died dey washed de corpse good wid plenty of hot water and soap and wropt it in a windin’ sheet, den laid it out on de coolin’ board and spread a snow white sheet over de whole business, ’til de coffin wuz made up. De windin’ sheet wuz sorter lak a bed sheet made extra long. De coolin’ board wuz made lak a ironin’ board ’cept it had laigs. White folkses wuz laid out dat way same as Niggers. De coffins wuz made in a day. Dey tuk de mea­surin’ stick and measured de head, de body, and de footses and made de coffin to fit dese measurements. If it wuz a man what died, dey put a suit of clothes on him before dey put him in de coffin. Dey buried de ’omans in de windin’ sheets. When de Niggers got from de fields some of ’em went and dug a grave. Den dey put de coffin on de oxcart and carried it to de graveyard whar dey jus’ had a buriai dat day. Dey waited ’bout two months sometimes before dey preached de fun’ral sermon. For the fun’ral dey built a brush arbor in front of de white folkses church, and de white preacher preached de fun’ral sermon, and white folkses would come lissen to slave fun’rals. De song most sung at fun’rals wuz Hark from de Tomb. De reason dey had slave fun’rals so long atter de burial wuz to have ’em on Sunday or some other time when de crops had been laid by so de other slaves could be on hand.”

Jeff Henry, Georgia

“When a slave died evvybody on our plantation quit wuk ’til atter the buryin’. The home-made coffins was made of unpainted planks and they was lined with white cloth. White folks’ coffins was made the same way, only theirs was stained, but they never tuk time to stain the ones they buried slaves in. Graves was dug wide at the top and at the bottom they was just wide enough to fit the coffin. They laid planks ’crost the coffins and they shovelled in the dirt. They never had larnt to read the songs they sung at funerals and at meetin’. Them songs was handed down from one generation to another and, far as they knowed, never was writ down. A song they sung at the house ’fore they left for the graveyard begun:

Why do we mourn departed friends,

Or shake at death’s alarm.

“At the grave they sung, Am I Born to Die. To Lay this Body Down.”

Hamp Kennedy, Oklahoma

“When a nigger died, we had a wake an’ dat was diffrunt too frum whut ’tie today. Dey neber lef’ a dead nigger ’lone in de house, but all de neighbors was dere an’ hoped. Dey turned de mirrors to de wall ’cause dey say once a long time ago, a nigger died an’ three days afte’wards his people looked in a mirror an’ dere dey see de dead nigger plain as day in de mirror.”

“At de wake we clapped our han’s an’ kep’ time wid our feet—Walking Egypt, dey calls hit—an’ we chant an’ hum all night till de nigger was fu-neralized.”

Robert Shepherd, Georgia

“Dere warn’t many folks sick dem days, ’specially ’mongst de slaves. When one did die, folks would go 12 or 15 miles to de buryin’. Marster would say: ‘Take de mules and wagons and go but, mind you, take good keer of dem mules.’ He never seemed to keer if us went—fact was, he said us ought to go. If a slave died on our place, nobody went to de fields ’til atter de buryin’. Marster never let nobody be buried ’til dey had been dead 24 hours, and if dey had people from some other place, he waited ’til dey could git dar. He said it warn’t right to hurry ’em off into de ground too quick atter dey died. Dere warn’t no undertakers dem days. De homefolks jus’ laid de corpse out on de coolin’ board ’til de coffin was made. Lordy Miss! Ain’t you never seed one of dem coolin’ boards? A coolin’ board was made out of a long straight plank raised a little at de head, and had legs fixed to make it set straight. Dey wropt ’oman corpses in windin’ sheets. Uncle Squire, de man what done all de wagon wuk and buildin’ on our place, made coffins. Dey was jus’ plain wood boxes what dey painted to make ’em look nice. White preachers conducted de funerals, and most of de time our own Marster done it, ’cause he was a preacher hisself. When de funeral was done preached, dey sung Harps From De Tomb, den dey put de coffin in a wagon and driv slow and keerful to de graveyard. De preacher prayed at de grave and de mourners sung, I’se Born To Die and Lay Dis Body Down. Dey never had no outside box for de coffin to be sot in, but dey put planks on top of de coffin ’fore dey started shovellin’ in de dirt.”

MUSIC

Music and other forms of cultural expression offered important outlets for the enslaved. Sometimes they served simply as forms of personal expression. Other times they were vehicles that allowed the enslaved to express their feelings in indirect ways that were often missed by the slaveholder. They helped hard work go faster, provided a ray of hope in moments of sadness or despair, and gave people a fuller appreciation of happy moments. The songs sung, the dances performed, and the stories recited often aided the enslaved when they had no other places to turn.

NARRATIVES

Barney Alford, Mississippi

“Yes, mam, I remember sum uf de songs dat de slaves uster sing but I nigh fur got most uf dem; one uf dem went like dis when dey wus cumin’ frum de fiel’ late in de evenin’—

We is gwine er round—O, de las’ round—

We is gwine er round—De las’ round—

Aint yo’ glad we gwine round de las’ round

We is gwine home”

“A nudder song dey uster sing wus—

Step light ladies, de cake is all dough,

Neber min’ de weather so de wind dont blo’”

“One song dey wus singin’ all de time wus—

Run nigger run, de patroller git yo’.

Run nigger run, it is almost day.”

Lou Austin, Texas

“A song dat us sarvants ust ter sing wuz ‘Jesus Gonner Make Up My Dying Bed.’ Hit goes something lak dis:

When you hear dat I’m dyin’

I don’ want you to be afraid,

All I want my friens ter do

Is take de pillow from under my head.

Well, well, well, so I kin’ die easy

Well, well, well, so I kin’ die easy

Well, well, well, so I kin’ die easy

Jesus Gonner Make Up My Dyin’ Bed.”

“Atter de reg’lar preachin’ us’d gather fer a ring shout an’ sing:

Sit down, sister, sit down, walk right in an’ sit down.

W’en I gits ter heaben, gwine ter sit down, sit down an’ res’ er little w’ile;

My Laws tol’ me fer ter sit down, sit down an’ res’ a little w’ile.”

“De folks ’ud git in er ring an’ march ’roun in time ter der singin’ an den w’en dey git wa’amed up, dey shout an’ clap an’ dance an’ sing. Some on ’em ’ud git weak an’ drop down den de odders ’ud keep on wid de singin’ till mos’ come day. Some on de w’ite folkses ’ud whip dar sarbants effen dey cotch dem at er ring shout meetin’. But dey shore had er big time down in de thickets an’ in de deep woods.”

“I don’ ’member clear meny ob de songs but I allus had a hankerin’ fer dis one:

I wrastled wid Satan, I wrastled wid sin.

Stepped ober hell an’ come back agin’.

Isiah mounted on de wheel ob time.

Spoke ter God A-mighty ‘way down de line.

Oh hear dat lumberin’ thunder a-roll from door to door,

A-callin’ de people home to God, dey’ll git home bye-me-bye.”

“An den I lak dis one:

Dey crucified my Lawd, an’ He nebber say a mumblin’ word

Dey crucified my Lawd, an’ He nebber say a mumblin’ word

Not a word—not a word—not a word.

De blood come twinklin’ down an’ He nebber say a mumblin’ word

De blood come twinklin’ down an’ He nebber say a mumblin’ word

Not a word—not a word—not a word.”

“De folks on de plantation liked to sing dis one, an’ my Daddy shore could make it ring:

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child

A long ways from home.

Sometimes I feel like an eagle in de air

Some-a dese mornin’s bring an’ fair

I’ze gwine to lay down my heavy load

Goin’ to spread my wings an’ cleave de air.”

“Anodder song dey used at de ring shouts wuz dis one:

Sister, you better min’ how you walk on de cross

Yo’ foot might slip an’ you soul git los’.

De debbil am a liar an’ a kunjurer too,

Effen yo’ don’ look out, he’ll kunjur you too.”

“Har some ob de songs my Gran’mammy ust ter teach us to sing w’en us wuz little er playin’ on de yard; I’ze mos’ forgot dem but I kin ’member some ob dem. C’ose us sings some ob de line ober an’ ober wid jes a kinder change in de tune, you know, high an’ den low, an’ sech.

Oh, I want two wings ter veil my face, Oh, I want two wings to fly away,

Oh, I want two wings to veil my face, Oh, I want two wings ter fly away.

Oh, meet me Jesus, meet me Lawd, meet me in de middle ob de air

An’ if my two wings should fail me, Lawd, I’ll hitch on anodder pair.

My Lawd calls me, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump for joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

Brother can’t you jump fer joy, can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

Way down in de valley I kneel and pray.

Sister can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

I pray all night, an’ I pray all day, sister can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

Chillun can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump for joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

My Saviour’s voice done bid me rise, chillun can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy, see can’t you jump fer joy.

I been in de storm so long, I been in de storm so long, chillun I been in de storm so long

Oh, gimme er little time to pray; Oh, let me tell you mother jus’ how I come erlong, Oh, gimme er little time to pray.

With a hung down head an’ an achin’ heart, Oh, gimme er little time ter pray.”

Sylvester Brooks, Texas

“Long ’bout Thanksgivin’ de big boys an’ girls would get togedder an go roun to de white folks houses, an de quarters too an give dem a serenade, one of de songs dat dey sang wuz dis:

De Ole bee make de honey-comb,

De young bee make de honey,

De nigger make de cotton an’ de corn,

An’ de white folks git de money.

De raccoon he’s a cu’us man,

He never works twil dark,

En ’nuthin’ never ’sturbs his mine,

Twel he hear ole Towser bark.”

“By dat time de folks all up whar we sernade dem an dey has us ter cum on in an’ help ourselves to de cake or wine or whatever dey has fer us ter eat or drink, we do dis ebery Chrismus an Thanksgivin’.”

“Den we had a song we sung dat went like dis wen we starts ter go home,

Hits eighteen-hundred an’ forty-nine,

Christ done tu’n dat water into wine—

You ax me ter run home,

Little children—

Run home, dat sun done roll—

An’ I don’t wanter stay here no longer.”

“We had a song we sung wen we is talkin of cumin ter Texas, we felt like we wuz cumin way out wes’, an’ in dem days Texas wuz de place ter go.

We’ll put fer de Souf’ ah, dats de place fer de steeplechase,

An’ de bully hoss race, poker brag, Euchre, seven-up an’ 100,

Dem chime in niggers, wont yer cum along too?

No use talkin wen de nigger wants ter go,

What de corn top blossoms an de cane brakes grow,

Den cum along Cuba an’ we’ll dance de polka juba,

Way down Souf’ whar de corn tops grow.”

“I loves dis old song an’ hit always bring back de folks an’ de good old days ter me, an’ makes me wish dat I could live dem over once more.

Round de meadows an a-ring-in’. De darkies moanful songs,

While de mockin’ birds am singin’ Happy as de day is long.

Where de ivy am a creepin’ o’er de grassy mound,

Dar old massa am a sleep-in, sleepin in de cold cold ground.”

Ebenezer Brown, Mississippi

“When de slaves wus wurkin good dey wud sing like dis—

Watch de sun; see how she run;

Niver let her ketch yo’ wid yer wurk undun.

Howdy, my brethern, Howdy yo’ do,

Since I bin in de lan’

I do mi’ty well, an’ I thank de Lord, too,

Since I bin in de lan’

O yes, O yes, since I bin in de lan’

O, yes, O yes, since I bin in de lan’

I do mi’ty well an’ I thank de Lord too,

Since I bin in de lan’—”

“Dar wus ’nudder song dat went sorta like dis—

See my brudder down de hill; fall down on he knees;

Send up your prayers; I’ll send up mine;

de good Lord ter please.

Raise de heabens, high as de skies; fall down on yer knees;

Send up your prayers; I’ll send up mine;

de good Lord ter please.”

“When cum quitin’ time dem slaves wud sing all de way ter de house.”

Vinnie Brunson, Texas

“In de shoutin’ song de best singers git to gether an start de song, hit moves slow at fust den gits faster an louder, as dey sing dey jine hands an make a circle, den somebody git happy an jumps out in de middle of de circles an goes to dance to de time of de singing an de clappin’ of hands and feet, others jine her as de spirit moves dem, till dey all make a ring dat circles roun’ an roun’, De folks in de congregashun jine de singin’ an keepin’ de time by pattin’ de hands an feet an’ hit makes a big noise an praise service.”

“As one crowd git’s tired an quits, another starts up till dey all has a chance to take part in de praise service of de dance shout De spiritual songs is sung in time to de kind of service hit is efn hit is a meetin song hit is sung fast an if hit is a funeral hit is sung slow. Dey sing ‘Swing Low Sweet Chariot’ a heap at de praise song, an’ at de funerals bof’.”

(Praise song Fast.)

“Swing low, Sweet chariot, Comin’ fer ter carry me home.

Swing low, sweet chariot comin fer ter carry me home.

I looked over Jordan an’ what did I see,

Comin’ fer to carry me home?

A band of angels comin after me.

Comin fer to cary me home.

(Funeral slow.)

Swing-low sweet chariot, coming fer to carry me home,

Swing l-o-w, s-w-e-e-t–char-iot, C-omin’ fer to carry me home.”

“Yes’m de nigger used to sing to nearly everything he did, Hit wuz des de way he’ spressed his feelin’s an hit made him relieved, if he wuz happy, hit made him happy, if he wuz sad hit made him feel better, an so he des nacherlly sings his feelin’s.”

Hammett Dell, Arkansas

“I say I been to corn shuckins. They do that at night. We hurry and git through then we have a dance in front of Mars White’s house. We had a good time. Mars White pass round ginger bread and hard cider. We wore a thing on our hands keep shucks from hurtin’ our hands. One darkie sit up on the pile and lead the singin’. Old Den Tucker was one song we lernt. I made some music instruments. We had music. Folks danced then more they do now. Most darkies blowed quills and Jew’s harps. I took cane cut four or six made whistles then I tuned em together and knit em together in a row blow like a mouth harp you see. Another way get a big long cane cut out holes long down to the joint, hold your fingers over different holes and blow. I never had a better time since freedom. I never had a doctor till since I been 80 years old neither.”

“Later on I made me a bow of cedar, put one end in my mouth and pick the string wid my fingers while I hold the other end wid this hand. [Left hand. It was very peculiar shaped in the palm.] See my hand that what caused it. I have been a musician in my time. I lernt to handle the benjo, the fiddle and the mandolin. I played fer many a set, all over the country mostly back home [in Tennessee].”

Elijah Green, South Carolina

“One song I know I use to sing to the slaves w’an master went ’way, but I wouldn’t be so fool as to let him hear me. What I kin ’member of it is:

Master gone away

But darkies stay at home,

The year of jubilee is come

An’ freedom will begun.”

Millie Williams, Texas

“We has parties and sings:

Massa sleeps in de feather bed,

Nigger sleeps on de floor;

When we’uns gits to Heaven,

Dey’ll be no slaves no mo’.”

“Den we has de song ’bout dis:

Rabbit in de briar patch,

Squirrel in de tree,

Wish I could go huntin’,

But I ain’t free.

Rooster’s in de honhouse,

Hen’s in de patch,

Love to go shootin’,

But I ain’t free.”
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The Hardships of an Enslaved Childhood

“Now when I was little chap they was the hardest times. They nearly beat us to death. They took me from my mammy out’n the little house built on to their house and I had to sleep in a bed by Missus Hodges. I cried for my maw but I had to work and wash and iron and clean the house and milk cows when I was so little.”

—LuLu Wilson, Texas
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Childhood for the enslaved. (Getty Images)

For enslaved children, the opportunities to have a strong relationship with their parents did not occur as regularly as either they or their parents would have preferred. There often were barriers in place that made it difficult for parents to have the final say in their children’s upbringing. This was the case because enslaved parents were rarely the only significant adults in their children’s lives. The structure of slavery undermined the parents’ authority by making the slaveholder or the slaveholder’s proxy the final source of authority. As a result, decisions made by an enslaved parent might be overridden at any time. This made the slaveholder or others with similar authority just as important a factor, if not a more important presence, in the lives of enslaved children than their parents were. For a young Emma Weeks of Texas this worked to her advantage: “Dere was times when mammy would want to slap me fo’ doin’ somethin’ wrong, and I’d tell Mistress Patsy about it. She sure would scold mammy. She jes’ spoiled me too much. She’d never punish me, but she’d scold me sometimes.” As Emma Weeks’s experience illustrates, lines of authority were not always straightforward. A child might love and respect his or her parent, but as Alice Green of Georgia quickly internalized, “When you was a slave you had to do anything and evvything your marster told you to. You was jus’ ’bilged to obey your marster no matter what he said for you to do. If you didn’t, it was mighty bad for you.” Ultimately, the word of the slaveholder held sway over the preferences of parents.

FAMILIAL BONDS

The childhood years of the enslaved provided an opportunity for them to bond with family members. Precious time spent with parents, if possible, or with siblings or other relatives provided important emotional support as the enslaved matured. A hug at night, an extra bit of food, a recollection about their African roots, or just time spent together made a difference in the lives of enslaved children. These ties were helpful on a day-to-day basis, as well as when enslaved children were separated from family members. Those memories were important wellsprings of sustenance as they had to adjust to changing circumstances.

The power of the slaveholders and the system, however, was always there to threaten the family bonds for enslaved people. Although the degree to which slaveholders interjected themselves into the upbringing of enslaved children varied from place to place, they ultimately had the power to dictate the life trajectory of enslaved children. Whatever best served the interests of the slaveholder was what determined the treatment and options of enslaved children. Every aspect of the child’s maturation process could be controlled by the slaveholders. They decided whether parents lived in the same household or apart, how much time newborns spent with their mothers, whether children would see one or both of their parents on a regular basis, how children would spend their formative years, and when children would begin to move into adulthood and the responsibilities that accompanied it. In effect slaveholders and their des­ignees were surrogate parents whose decisions could supersede the pref­erences of the biological parents. Their presence made creating a bond between enslaved parent and child a challenging proposition.

Forced Separations of Parent and Child

Sometimes the bond between parent and child could be severed before it was even firmly established. It was common for parents to be sold separately from their children. For slaveholders, debts or profits were more important than the slaves’ family ties. Often the quickest way for slaveholders to raise money was by selling their property, which in slave society translated as their slaves. One or both parents might find themselves on the block and auctioned off or hired out to someone many miles distant.

These tragic scenarios meant the parents either disappeared completely from their child’s life or were relegated to irregular visits when time could be found to return. Similar circumstances came into play when mothers and fathers lived on different plantations, which was common. Keeping the family intact, or at least maintaining familial bonds, was not easy to accomplish under these circumstances, though parents did consistently seek to spend time with their children whenever they could.

NARRATIVES

Will Adams, Texas

“We had good quarters and plenty to eat. I ’members when I’s jus’ walkin’ round good pa come in from the field at night and taken me out of bad and dress me and feed me and then play with me for hours. Him bein’ leader, he’s gone from ’fore day till after night. The old heads got out early but us young scraps slep’ till eight or nine o’clock, and don’t you think Massa Dave ain’t comin’ round to see we is fed. I’rembers him like it was yest’day, comin’ to the ouarters with his stick and askin’ us, ‘Had your breakfast?’ We’d say, ‘Yes, suh.’ Then he’d ask if we had ’nough or wanted any more. It look like he taken a pleasure in seein’ us eat. At dinner, when the field hands come in, it am the same way.—He was sho’ that potlicker was fill as long as the niggers want to eat.”

Sam Boulware, South Carolina

“Marster had over twenty grown slaves all de time. He bought and sold them whenever he wanted to. It was sad times to see mother and chillun separated. I’s seen de slave speculator cut de little nigger chillun with keen leather whips, ’cause they’d cry and run after de wagon dat was takin’ their mammies away after they was sold.”

Wes Brady, Texas

“Many times I has walked through the quarters when I was a little chap crying for my mother. We mostly only saw her on Sunday. They worked in the fiel’ until Saturday night and then have to come in and wash their clothes and be ready for Sunday. The chil’ren was still in bed when the fo’ks went to the fiel’ and when they come home at night. So we generally didn’t see our mammy till Sunday. I ’members waking up at night lots of times and see mammy making her a little mush on the coals in the fire place, but she was allus sure the overseer was sound sleep fore she stirred round. When we layed by the co’n we had to pull roasting ears.”

Mattie Brown, Arkansas

“Sister was the regular little nurse girl for mother’s mistress. I don’t recollect her name. The baby was sickly and fretful. My sister set and rocked that baby all night long in a homemade cradle. Mother said she’d nod and go on. Mother thought she was too young to have to do that way. Mother stole her away the first year of the Civil War and let her go with some acquaintances of hers.”

Queen Elizabeth Bunts, Georgia

“The white babies born on the plantation were christened by Master Norris, and the colored babies were christened by the steward selected to conduct the next religious service. Who selected the names for the babies? In the other families living on the Norris Plantation the parents were requested to choose a name, but in my family we were all named by some of the Norris Children. Miss Lucretia Norris, Master’s oldest daughter named me, Queen Elizabeth and always told me that I was named for the smartest woman in the world.”

Savilla Burrell, South Carolina

“Dey sell one of mother’s chillun once, and when she take on and cry ’bout it, Marse say, ‘stop Dat sniffin’ dere if you don’t want to git a whippin’.’ She grieve and cry at night ’bout it. Clothes? Yes Sir, Us half naked all de time. Grown boys went ’round bare footed and in dey shirt tail all de summer.”

Fannie Clemons, Arkansas

“My ma had nine chilluns and I was the oldest of the nine. She said her old miss wouldn’t let her come to the house to nurse me, so she would slip up under the house and crawl through a hole in the floor. She took and pulled a plank up so she could slip through.”

Mary Gaines, Arkansas

“Mother said, ‘Eat the beans and greens, pot-liquor and sweet milk, make you fat and lazy.’ That was what they put in the children’s wooden trays in slavery. They give the men and woman meat and the children the broth and dumplings, plenty molasses. Sunday mother could cook at home in slavery if she’d ’tend to the baby too. All the hands on Harrises place et dinner with their family on Sunday. He was fair with his slaves.”

Austin Grant, Texas

“My grandfather, he would tell us things, to keep the whip off our backs. He would say, ‘Chillen, work, work and work hard. You know how you hate to be whipped, so work hard!’ And of course we chillen tried, but of course we would git careless sometimes.”

G. H. Hawkins, Arkansas

“The way they fed the children, they took pot-liquor or bean soup or turnip liquor or the juice from anything they boiled and poured it out in a great big wooden bowl and let all the children get ’round it like so many cats and they would just tip their hands in it and eat what they wanted. Of course they had all the milk they wanted because everybody raised cows. I didn’t have to undergo this myself, but this was what they had to underge at the places where my grandmother took me to visit.”

Ben Horry, South Carolina

“The worst thing I members was the colored oberseer. He was the one straight from Afrios. He the boss over all the mens ad womens and if omans don’t do all he say, he lay task on ’em they ain’t able to do. My mother won’t do all he say. When he say. ‘You go barn and stay till I come,’ she ain’t do dem. So he have it in for my mother and lay task on ’em she ain’t able for do. Then for punishment my mother is take to the barn and strapped down on thing called the Pony. Hands spread like this and strapped to the floor and all two both she fest been tie like this. And she been give twenty five to fifty lashes till the blood flow. And my father and me stand right there and look and ain’t able to lift a hand! Blood on floor in that rice barn when barn tear down by Hentingdon [A. M. Huntingdon]. If Marse Josh been know ’bout that obersheer, the oberseer can’t do ’em; but just the house servant get Marse Josh’ and Miss Boss’ ear. Them things different when my father been make the head man. What I tell you happen fore Freedom, when I just can remember.”

Lewis Jefferson, Mississippi

“I wus born in Pike County on the creek dat is called Leatherwood, and my Marse was Mr. Calvin Newsome, and he wus a real good man; I neber seed him whip a slave, but he had a overseer who jes’ whupped dem all de time. I seed him call de slaves up an’ make dem stand wid deir backs bare while he whupped dem wid dat big bull whip dat he toted round wid him all de time.”

“I seed him strip my mammy to de waist an’ make her take a whuppin’ many times an’ I sed to myself ‘iffen I eber got free I wus gwine to whup dat overseer.’ His name wus Silas Jacobs. But he died not long afte’ de war an’ I neber got to whup him.”

Needham Love, Arkansas

“They used to feed the children pot-liquor and bread and milk. Sometimes a child would find a piece of meat big as your two fingers and he would holler out, ‘Oh look, I got some meat.’”

Henry Rogers, Georgia

“It wuz a big place an’ we had fifteen or twenty slaves. [The ‘we’ was proudly possessive.] We wuz all as happy passel o’ niggers as could be found anywhere. Aunt Winnie wuz the cook an’ the kitchen wuz a big old one out in the yard an’ had a fireplace that would ’commodate a whole fence rail, it wuz so big, an’ had pot hooks, pots, big old iron ones, an’ everything er round to cook on. Aunt Winnie had a great big wooden tray dat she would fix all us little niggers’ meals in an’ call us up an’ han’ us a wooden spoon apiece an’ make us all set down ’round the tray an’ eat all us wanted three times ev’ry day.”

“The fust thing I ’members is follerin’ my Mother er ’round. She wuz the housegirl an’ seamstress an’ ev’rywhere she went I wuz at her heels. My father wuz the overseer on the Hunt place. We never had no hard work to do. My fust work wuz ’tendin’ the calves an’ shinin’ my Master’s shoes. How I did love to put a Sunday shine on his boots an’ shoes. He called me his nigger an’ wuz goin’ ter make a barber out o’ me if slavery had er helt on. As it wuz. I shaved him long as he lived. We lived in the Quarters over on a high hill ’cross the spring-branch from the white peoples’ house. We had comfortable log cabins an’ lived over there an’ wuz happy. Ole Uncle Alex Hunt wuz the bugler an’ ev’ry mornin’ at 4:00 o’clock he blowed the bugle fer us ter git up, ’cept Sunday mornin’s, us all slept later on Sundays.”

Jessie Rowell, Florida

[Jessie Rowell] was born in Mississippi, between Fossburg and Heidelberg, on the Gaddis plantation.

“My grandmother worked in the house, but my mother worked in the field hoeing or picking cotton or whatever there was to do. I was too little to work.”

“All that I can ’member is, that I was just a little tot running ’round, and I would always watch for my mother to come home. I was always glad to see her, for the day was long and I knew she’d cook something for me to eat. I can ’member dat es good as ’twas yestiday.”

Lou Smith, Oklahoma

“I love to think of when we lived with old Master. We had a good time. Our cabin was nice and had a chimbley in it. Mother would cook and serve our breakfast at home every morning and dinner and supper on Sundays. We’d have biscuit every Sunday morning for our breakfast. That was something to look forward to.”

Philles Thomas, Texas

“When I’s a young’un, us kids didn’t run round late. We’uns am put to bed. When sundown come, my mammy see dat my feets am wash and de gown put on, and in de bunk I goes.”

William M. Thomas, Texas

“All de cullud fo’ks live in de quatahs ’cept de house servants, an’ deys live in de servant’s quatahs. Dere’s whar I’s a lucky nigger w’en I’s small. My mammy am de cook fo’ de Marster, so I’s live wid my mammy, an’ am ’roun’ de kitchen what ’twas plenty ob good eats.”

“We children played a squatty game called ‘Shoo Turkey.’ We would squat on the ground and one would say, ‘Shoo Turkey.’ Then we would run and he would try to catch us before we squatted. We played checkers. This is the way we played checkers. As many as could would sit around a blanket. We would have a certain number of marbles. We would pitch them up and try to catch them on the back of our hands. Every marble you caught counted so much. When you got all around, the one that had the most won.”

George Womble, Georgia

“I was born in the year of 1843 near the present site of what is now known as Clinton, Georgia. The names of my parents were Patsy and Raleigh Ridley. I never saw my father as he was sold before I was old enough to recognize him as being my father. I was still quite young when my mother was sold to a plantation owner who lived in New Orleans, La. As she was being put on the wagon to be taken away I heard her say: ‘Let me see my poor child one more time because I know I’ll never see him again.’ That was the last I ever saw or heard of her. As I had no brothers or sisters or any other relatives to care for me my master, who was Mr. Robert Ridley, had me placed in his house where I was taught to wait tables and to do all kinds of house work.”

Ruth Wood, Texas

“My mother cooked. No ma’m, I don’t know whether they had ’possums or rabbits or what. Children never was allowed near the kitchen. No, ma’m, children never was raised like they are now. If you come to the door and grown folks was talking, you just stood there till they got through, then you asked for what you wanted. Children never did see nothin’ or hear nothin’. Maybe that’s the reason they are so much smarter nowadays. Honey, I never did learn to read nor write. They might have whipped the Negroes, I don’t know. I tell you, children didn’t know anything about it. The boys knew that they had to milk them cows. I had to set the table and keep the dining room. Ma always taught me to do your work good, then play. I used to be a great hand to make candy. I would come to the door and stand with my hands folded till she asked what I wanted. Then I would say, real low: ‘Ma, can I make some candy?’ She would tell me if I could or not. Then I would go on.”

THE SLAVEHOLDER AS SURROGATE PARENT

The slaveholder family was an unpredictable element in the lives of enslaved children. They might sell the child, separate him or her from the parent, or adopt the child as one of their own children, making the enslaved child a playmate for their own children or working the enslaved child to exhaustion. Whatever the circumstance, the parents of the enslaved child had little or no say concerning how their child was treated and the relationship that developed between their child and members of the slaveholding family. At times it meant that a parent completely lost emotional or physical contact with the child. Any unhappiness enslaved parents might have with the situation had to be held inside to protect their children and themselves.

NARRATIVES

“Aunt Adeline,” Arkansas

“When a young girl was married her parents would always give her a slave. I was given by my master to his daughter, Miss Elizabeth, who married Mr. Blakely. I was just five years old. She moved into a new home at Fayetteville and I was taken along but she soon sent me back home to my master telling him that I was too little and not enough help to her. So I went back to the Parks home and stayed until I was over seven years old. My master made a bill of sale for me to his daughter, in order to keep account of all settlements, so when he died and the estate settled each child would know how he stood.”

Minerva Bendy, Texas

“I’s jus’ a little barefoot kid in dem day. I didn’ hab t’ wuk. Jus’ stay in d’ house wid d’ w’ite folks. Dey raise me a pet in d’ fambly. ol’ Lady Goolsby she hab two gals. Dey gib me t’ Ad’line, d’ ol’es’ daughter. W’en she die young dey put me in d’ bed wid her. Iffen I knowed she was dyin’ dey wouldn’ been able t’ kotch me t’ put me in d’ bed. She rub my head ’n’ call ’r’ mama ’n’ papa ’n’ say, ‘I’s gwine ‘way but I want you t’ promise you ain’ neber whip my little nigger.’ Dey neber did.”

Adeline Blakeley, Arkansas

“It was the custom to give a girl a slave when she was married. When Miss Parks became Mrs. Blakeley she moved to Fayetteville and chose me to take with her. She said since I was only 5 she could raise me as she wanted me to be. But I must have been a lot of trouble and after she had her baby she had to send me back to her father to grow up a little. For you might say she had two babies to take care of since I was too little to take care of hers. They sent a woman in my place.”

Henry Broadus, Texas

“I was born in Alabama near Mobile on a fa’am, March, 1860. I come with Marse Churchill Jones’ niggers to near Marlin, in Texas. White mammy made me herd ducks an’ geeses. I did love to see dem swim, an’ I’d stick dey heads down under water—man, I was death on dem things. Up ’til I was ’bout ten years ole, I wore a long shirt like a girl’s dress—an’ no pants ’tall. Used to watch de geese; dey would cotch me by de shirt. My first pair of shoes had brass on the toe. I thought I was rich with dem on. When I got dem muddy, I’d wipe dem off real carefully. W’ite mammy made me behave; she used to cut me ’roun’ de legs wid a switch. I was shore a bad young’un. But jes’ let enyboddy else try to whip me, an’ I yelled so loud w’ite mammy come runnin’ an’ say ‘Don’t tetch dat chile.’”

Cato Carter, Texas

“My massa used to give me a li’l money ’long, to buy what I wanted. I allus bought fine clothes. In the summer when I was a li’l one. I wore lowerin’s, like the rest of the niggers. That was things made from cotton sackin’. Most the boys wore shirttails till they was big yearlin’s. When they bought me red russets from the town, I cried and cried. I didn’t want to wear no rawhide shoes. So they took ’em back. They had a weakness for my cryin’. I did have plenty fine clothes, good woolen suits they spinned on the place, and doeskins and fine linens. I druv in the car’age with the white folks and was ’bout the mos’ dudish niggers in them dudish nigger in them parts.”

“But I didn’t even have to carry a pass to leave my own place, like the other niggers. I had a cap with a sign on it: ‘Don’t bother this nigger, or there will be Hell to pay.’ I went after the mail in the town. It come in coaches and they put on fresh hosses at Pineapple. The coachman run the hosses into Pineapple with a big to-do and blowin’ the bugle to git the fresh hosses ready. I got the mail. I was a trusty all my days and never been ’rested by the law to this day.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“My mother was Marster’s house girl. People didn’t do like they do now. She’d be called a chambermaid now. I just staid around the house with the Mistis. I was just, you might say, her little keeper. I stayed around, and waited on her, handed her water, fanned her, kept the flies off her, pulled up her pillow, and done anything she’d tell me to do. My mother combed her hair, and dressed her too. Her hair was long, down to here. [She measured below her waist.] She could sit on it. It was a light color, and it was so pretty! I’d call it silver.”

Julia Cox, Mississippi

“My master had a big family ob gals, an’ he gib each one ob dem a maid. I. wuz maid to Miss Vicky. I sho’ did like her. She wuz purty and easy to please. I ust to love to iron and lay out her purty dresses, dey wuz all full ob laces, ruffles, and ribbons, and den her curls and big blue eyes would set dem off. One morning when I go up to her room she didn’t git up lack she always did, tole me her head wuz a aching and that she won’t a feeling well. I stayed wid her, toted her cool water and dainties and tried to git her to eat. Den de Doctor he come. De fust thing I knowed he would go down from her room and shake his head. I’d go off to our cabin and cry. One nite she died and I wuz a lonely little nigger after dey took her to de grave yard on de hill. I usto go up deir an’ put red an’ white roses, that she loved, in vases on her grave. After her died I wuz afraid I would be sont to de fields, but her sister she liked me and took me fer her maid.”

Sarah Douglas, Arkansas

“I was born in Alabama. I don’t know when though. I did not find out when I was born because old miss never told me. My ma died when I was real small and my old miss raised me. I had a hard time of my life. I slept on the floor just like a cat—anywhere I laid down I slept. In winter I slept on rags. If I got sick old miss would give me plenty of medicine because she wanted me to stay well in order to work. My old master was name John Buffett and old misses name was Eddie Buffett. She would fix my bread and licker in a tin lid and shove it to me on the floor. I never ate at the table until I was twelve and that was after freedom.”

“To whip me she put my head between the two fence rails and she taken the cow hide whip and beat me until I couldn’t sit down for a week. Sometimes she tied our hands around a tree and tie our neck to the tree with our face to the tree and they would get behind us with that cow hide whip with a piece of lead tied to the end and Lord have mercy! child, I shouted when I wasn’t happy. All I could say was, ‘Oh pray, mistress, pray.’ That was our way to say Lord have mercy. The last whipping old miss give me she tied me to a tree and oh my Lord! old miss whipped me that day. That was the worse whipping I ever got in my life. I cried and bucked and hollered until I couldn’t. I give up for dead and she wouldn’t stop. I stop crying and said to her, ‘Old miss, if I were you and you were me I wouldn’t beat you this way’. That struck old miss’s heart and she let me go and she did not have the heart to beat me any more.”

Eliza Hays, Arkansas

“They had plenty of meat and bread and milk to eat. Coarse food—the commonest kind of food they could got ’hold of! When I knowed anything, I was in the big house eating the bes’ with the white folks. Some of them could live well then. My mama gave me to the Owenses—her old mistress. I was raised on a pallet in the house. I was in the house from the time I was large enough to be taken from my mother. I didn’t never do any work till I was married. Old mistress wouldn’t let me work. Just keep by her and hand her a drink of water, and on like that. She’s dead now—dead, dead, dead! They didn’t leave but two children. They was ’round in the country somewheres when I left there.”

Jane Louis, Mississsippi

“I guess I had a purty good time when I wuz a slave. I wuz a house maid an’ alwa’s stayed at Marse’s big house. I helped wait on ole Missus and tended to de chillun. I didn’t never played in de slave cabins as I alwa’s stayed at Marse’s. I slept in de room wid de chillun mos’ ob de time. I et in de kitchen. I wuked long hours an’ hard but wuz treated kind an’ fed an’ clos’ed well. My close’ wuz plain an’ course, made from home spun cloth. I wuz alwa’s made to go clean an’ fresh.”

Susan Matthews, Georgia

“I was jes a chile” she began, “when de white folks had slaves. My ma an her chillen wuz the onliest slaves my marster and mistis had. My pa belonged to some mo white folks that lived ’bout five miles from us. My marster and mistis were poor folks. They lived in a white frame house; it wus jes a little house that had ’bout five rooms, 1 reckon. The house had a kitchen in the backyard and the house my ma lived wuz in the back yard too, but I wuz raised in my mistis house. I slept in her room; slep’ on the foot of her bed to keep her feets warm and everywhere my mistis went I went to. My marster and mistis wuz sho good to us an we loved ’em.”

“I didn’t have much time for playin’ when I wuz little cause I wus allus busy waitin’ on my mistis er taking care of my little brothers and sisters. But I did have a doll to play with. It wuz a rag doll an my mistis made it for me. I wuz jes crazy ’bout that doll and I learned how to sew making clothes fer it. I’d make clothes fer it an wash an iron ’em, and it wasn’t long ’fo I knowed how to sew real good, an I been sewing ever since.”

Susan Merritt, Texas

“I stay mos’ the time in the big house and massa good but missy am the devil. I couldn’t tell you how I treated. Lots of times she tie me to a stob in the yard and cowhide me till she give out, then she go and rest and come back and beat me some more. You see, I’s massa nigger and she have her own niggers what come on her side and she never did like me. She stomp and beat me nearly to death and they have to grease my back where she cowhide me and I’s sick with fever for a week. If i have a dollar for ev’ry cowhidin’ I git, I’d never have to work no more.”

Priscilla Mitchell, Florida

“Y’ see, ah wuz oney 7 years old when ah wuz ’mancipated. I oan ’member pickin’ cotton, but I didn’t work so hard, ah wuz to young.” “I wuz my Massy’s pet. No, no he wouldn’t beat me. Whenever ah’s bad or did little things that my mother didn’t want me to do and she’d go to whip me, all I needed to do was to run to my Massy and he’d take me up and not let my mother git me.”

John Price, Texas

“De old massa pretty fair to us all. Iffen my papa whip me I slips out de house and runs to de big house and crawls under de old massa’s bed. Sometime he wake up in de middle de night and say, ‘Boy,’ and I not answer. Den he say ’gain, ‘Boy. I know you under dat bed. You done been afoul your papa ’gain, and he act awful mad.’ Den he throw he old sojer coat under de bed for to make me a pallet and I sleep dere all night.”

Laura Redmoun, Texas

“The funny thing ’bout me is, I’s a present to the white folks, right off. They’s lookin’ for my mammy to have a baby and, Gawd bless, I’s borned twins, a boy and a girl. When I’s six months old, Miss Gusta, my old mis- sy’s daughter, marries Mr. Scruggs, and I’s give to her for a weddin’ present.”

“Miss Gusta am proud of me and I slep’ right on the feet of her bed. We lived at 144 Third Exchange Street in Memphis. She didn’t have but two slaves, me and Lucy, the cook. Law, I didn’t know I was no slave. I thunk I’s white and plumb indiff’ent from the niggers. I’s right s’priand when I finds out I’s nigger, jus’ like the other black faces!”

Ike Simpson, Texas

“I was buyed an’ brung up to be a carriage boy. Ole Miss’ pick me out herself. She was awful pertic’lar an’ allus picked her nigger boys by de wey dey wore dey hats. She used to say if dey wore ’em set way back on dey heads den dey would grow up to be high-minded, but if dey pulled dey hats down ober dey eyes dey was sho’ to be sneaky, an’ steal.”

“Nights I allus slept by Missus’ bed. Daytimes my bed was push up under hern. Dis was called a trundle bed. She kept me right wid her most of de time, an’ when mealtime come she put me under de table and I ate out ob her hand. She’d put a piece ob meat into a biscuit an’ hand it down to me. Den she say, ‘When dat been finished holler up after some more, Ike.’ But she allus warn me not to holler if dere been company to dinner. She’d say ‘Jes’ put you hand on my knee an’ den I’ll know you is ready.’ But seem like my mouth been so big an’ I eat so fast, an’ old Miss’ so busy talkin’ to dem ladies dat I jes’ keep a-touchin’ her on de knee most ob de time.”

Melvin Smith, Georgia

“My white folks lived in Beaufort, South Ca’lina, an’ that’s whar I was born,” Melvin continued. “My oli Miss, I called her Miss Mary, took care of me ’till I was eight year old. Then she give me back to my ma. You see, it was this away. My ma an’ pa was sold in Beaufort; I don’t know whar they come from before that. When I was born Miss Mary took me in th’ big house with her an’ that I stayed, jest like I told you. ’till I was eight. Old Miss jest wanted me to be in th’ room with her an’ I slep’ on a pallet right near her bed. In the daytime I played in th’ yard an’ I pick up chips for old Miss. Then when I got most big enuff to work she give me back to my ma.”

“Then I live in a cabin like the rest of th’ niggers.”

Susan Smith, Texas

“Ol’ missus treat’ me like her own chillen. At breakfas’ and dinner dey mek me set at de table wid ’em and eat. Dey crack all sorts of jokes at me so dey laff at de table. I got jis’ what dey eat. Dey mek monkey outer me at de table.”

“One time dey gimme a piece of steak. Dey had a li’l fierce dog what dey name Fido. I hab dat piece of steak in my han’ and when I tu’n my head Fido jump up and tek my steak. Dat mek me mad and I mos’ choke dat Fido to dea’f. Dey say, ‘Don’ kill Fido.’ I say, ‘I chokin’ her ’cause she tek my steak,’ Dey say, ‘I give you mo’ steak,’ but I say, ‘I don’ like no dog to jump up and tek my steak outen my han’.’ ‘It git me all rile up.’ Lots of time after dat some of ’em come ’roun’ and say, ‘Susanna, Fido tek any mo’ of your steak?,’ and laff and laff.”

Jessie Sparrow, South Carolina

“My ole mammy been Sally Stevenson ’fore she marry on don she wus Sally Bowens. My ole Missus take she ’way from her mamy when she wus jes uh little small girl on never wouldn’t ’low her go in de colored settlement no more. She been raise up in de white folks house to be de house girl. Never didn’t work none tall outside. She sleep on uh pallet right down by de Missus bed. She sleep dere so she kin keep de Missus kivver [cover] up aw t’rough de night. My mammy ain’ never do nuthin but been de house girl. My Missus larnt [learned] she how to cut en sew so she been good uh seamstress is dere wus anywhoy. She help de Missus make aw de plantation clothes en dere ain’ never been no better washor on ironor no whey den my ole mammy wus.”

Lou Turner, Texas

“Atter my mudder and daddy marry, den I come home and ol’ mistus tuk up wid me.”

“I stay up at the house wid the w’ite woman. She fix’ my plate w’en she fix hers. God bless her heart, she kind to me. I know now I was too sassy to her but she didn’t pay no ’tenshion ’cause I so li’l. I play wid dolls ’cause dey warn’t no w’ite chillen—dey was all growed up. I and her mek the dolls. She better mek dem dolls. I git behin’ her and cry and fuss but she knowed I didn’ mean it.”

“I slep’ on a trundle bed by mistus’ side. I git so smart I allus smell my bed to see iffen dey put nice clean sheets on mine like dey did on hers. Sometime’ I play sick to git to stay in the bed, but ol’ mistus was a good doctor, but she gimme bee’foot oil but it so nasty I quit playin’ off. She French and she sich good doctor dey git her to go to other folks house. Mistus was rale [real] sweet though and she ain’t ’low nobudy to run over me.”

“Ol’ mistus was rale rich. I’s tukken mistus money outn’ the wardrobe and mek tall playhouse outer gol’ and silver money. Iffen she hafter buy sumpin’ she hafter come and borry it from me. Us allus had to figger how to tek dat money outer the corners so the house won’t fall down. I cried and cried iffen she tored it up.”

“She uster bring me wid her w’en she come in to see her gran’ chillen in French settlement. Us come in buggy or hack and bring jelly and money and t’ings. I t’ought I was gwine to heaven—dat’s ’cause I git to play wid li’l chillen. Us play ‘ring place’ (draw a ring and hop ’roun’ in it), den us jump rope, and play swing. Dey hab a hair rope swing wid a smoove board in it so it ain’t scratch’ us behin’.”

“’Bout the only wuk I done was to he’p watch the geese and turkey and fill the quilts. I learn’ to card roads too. I lub to do dat. I nebber learn’ to spin ’cause I too little.”

“Ol’ mistus nebber whip’ me much ’cause she jis’ like to scare me. She uster whip me wid big tall straw she git outen the fiel’ or she wet a towel and whip’ me on the legs wid it. Some niggers was raise’ on blood, though, dey so ’bused, and dey still mean. Dey’s a ol’ w’ite man name’ Joe Dark. He had plenty of niggers on Red Riber over in Lou’siana. He couldn’ show off he niggers ’cause dey hab so many scars. He jes’ kep dat whip a-singin’.”

“Some marsters was good and some was bad. My ol’ marster hisse’f he done me a trick I nebber forgit w’ile I’s warm. I big gal ’bout sixteen year’ ol’ and us all ’lone on the place. He tell me to crawl under the co’n crib and git the eggs. I knowed dey ain’t nuttin’ under dere but the nes’ egg but I hafter go. W’en I can’t fin nuttin’ but the nes’ egg he pull’ me out backwards by my feet. Den he whip’ me ’cause I ain’t done w’at he want me to do. W’en ol’ mistus come home I ain’t know no bettern’ to tell her and she stood up and say she orter kill him but she sho’ fix’ him anyway. He say she sp’ile me and I’s sassy and dat why he whip’ me, but she know I ain’t nobler tell nuttin’ but the troof.”

“I ’member my ol’ mistus uster rock me in her arms in a big rockin’ chair and sing to me. I ’member dat she uster sing, ‘Oh-Susanna’ as well as I ’member dat dis my lef’ han’. Den she uster tell me a story: Dere was a big ol’ brown bear w’at lib in the woods, and she hab lots of li’l cub bears. Dey was still nussin’ at the bres’. Ol’ mama bear she out huntin’ one day and she come by a fiel’ w’er lot of darkies is wukkin’ and dere on a pallick pallet] she see fat li’l pickaninny baby. So mama bear she up and stole li’l pickaninny baby and tuk it home wid her babies. Atter she git home wid the li’l nigger baby it hungry, but atter she git all li’l cub babies fed dere ain’t no milk lef’ for the nigger baby. Mama bear she git so ’zasperated she say to her babies, ‘Go ’long, you go ’way and play.’ Den she feed the li’l baby and dat how she raise’ the li’l pickaninny.’ Now eb’ry time ol’ mistus come to dat place in the story, she start laughin’, ’cause I allus uster ax her, ‘How come dey didn’ no hair grow on dat baby?’”

Lulu Wilson, Texas

“Now when I was little chap they was the hardest times. They nearly beat us to death. They took me from my mammy out’n the little house built on to their house and I had to sleep in a bed by Missus Hodges. I cried for my maw but I had to work and wash and iron and clean the house and milk cows when I was so little.”

“We went on to Chatfield Point [Navarro County, Texas]. Wash Hodges built a log house and covered it with weather boarding and built my maw and paw quarters to live in. They turned to raising corn, taters and hogs. I had to work like a dog. I hoed and I milked ten cows twice a day.”

“Missus told me I had ought to marry. She told me if I would marry she would togger me up in a white dress and give me a weddin’ supper. She made the dress and Wash Hodges married me out’n the Bible to a nigger b’longing to a nephew of his’n. I was bout thirteen or fourteen. I know that it wan’t long after that when Missus Hodges got a doctor to me. The doctor told me that less’n I had a baby, old as I was and married, I’d start in on spasms. So it twan’t long ’til I had a baby.”

Anda Woods, Mississippi

“I is mos’ certain I’se ’bout ninty years old, jedjing how big I was when de war broke out an’ when hit ended up. My ma was Emma Graves, she was brung over hear frum Africa an’ sol’ in slavery ’fore she could recollec’ much ’bout hit. Dat was a long time ago. You see I was de younges’ one of her chillun. She died three days atter I was born. Ole Mistis was kin’ an’ good an’ took right to me. She raised me, kep’ a slave girl to take care o’ me. I tottled ’round her room when I was a wee tot. I played in de flo’ wid her chillun. At night I sleep on a trun’le bed by de side of her bed. I growed up to love her jus’ lak her own chillun did. When I growed bigger and had to be ’mooungst de other slaves, she tol’ Marse to see dat all of ’em was kin’ ter me an’ when de times would come when dey would be a sellin’ de slaves off she allus had hit understood dat dey keep ‘Andy.’”

“I played jus’ lak any other chile an’ when I was big ’nuf I helped do odd things ’round de place. When I was ’bout 10 years old I was put in de feil’s. Marse growed wheat ’bout more ’en anything else, so de fust part I had in de feil’s was, I guess you might say, I had to play de part of a scare crow ’long wid a heap of other little slaves. Us had to keep de birds scared off de wheat in de feil’s. We could run an’ shew ’em an shoot at ’em wid sling shots. Us would have laked hit iffen hit hadn’t been wuk an’ lasted so long. Later I was put to de regular fiel’ wuk which was long an’ hard, but fed an’ clo’sed well. An’ when a slave got sick de doctor wuz sont fer. Marse sho’ would look out fer de slaves when dey was sick.”

Dink Walton Young, Georgia

As a child, Mammy Dick was brought up with the Walton children, often joining and playing with them in such games as “Mollie Bright,” “William Trembletoe,” and “Picking Up Sticks.” The boys, white and black, and slightly older than she, played “Fox” and “Paddle the Cat” together. In fact, until the white boys and girls were ten or twelve years of age, their little Negro playmates, acolytes, valet de chambres, bodyguards, and servants usually addressed them rather familiarly by their first names, or applied to them nicknames that amounted to titles of endearment. Thus, Miss Susie Walton—later Mrs. Robert Carter—was “Susie Sweet” to a host of little Negro girls of her age. Later on, of course, when the children became of age, this form of familiarity between slave and White definitely ceased; but thereafter there still existed a strong bond of friendship and mutual understanding between the Whites and Blacks of most plantations.

DAY-TO-DAY CARE OF ENSLAVED CHILDREN

The care of enslaved children while their parents worked ranged from well-organized “nursery” systems supervised by older enslaved women to children left completely on their own for the day. Neither system was ideal for the parents. Because of their long hours of work, parents were severely limited in the time they could spend with their children. Particularly with very young children, mothers often had to find creative ways to spend time with them. Slaveholders were not as interested in nurture as they were in providing the basic nourishment that would allow enslaved children to grow into mature workers.

NARRATIVES

Mary Anderson, North Carolina

“There were about one hundred and sixty-two slaves on the plantation and every Sunday morning all the children had to be bathed, dressed, and their hair combed and carried down to marster’s for breakfast. It was a rule that all the little colored children eat at the great house every Sunday morning in order that marster and missus could watch them eat so they could know which ones were sickly and have them doctored.”

“The slave children all carried a mussel shell in their hands to eat with. The food was put on large trays and the children all gathered around and ate, dipping up their food with their mussel shells which they used for spoons. Those who refused to eat or those who were ailing in any way had to come back to the great house for their meals and medicine until they were well.”

Sophie Belle, Arkansas

“Mr. Hicks was good to us. None of the children ever worked till they was ten or twelve years old. He had a lot of slaves and about twenty-five children on the place growing. He had just a big plantation. He had a special cook, Aunt Mariah, to cook for the field hands. They eat like he did. Master Hicks would examine their buckets and a great big split basket. If they didn’t have enough to eat he would have her cook more and send to them. They had nice victuals to eat. He had a bell to ring for all the children to be put to bed at sundown and they slept late. He said, ‘Let then grow.’ Their diet was milk and bread and eggs. We had duck eggs, guinea eggs, goose eggs, and turkey eggs.”

Charlotte Beverly, Texas

“Marster he nebber hab no oberseer. He nebber hab no trubble wid he niggers. My uncle he was d’ oberlooker. D’ w’ite folks had intrus’ in dey cullud people. Sometime dey was ’s many ’s fifty cradle wid little nigger babies in dem. D’ mistus she look atter dem ’n’ tek care ’r’ dem herse’f. She tu’n [turn] dem ’n’ dry dem herse’f. She had a little gal t’ git water ’n’ help. She nebber had no chillen ’r’ her own. I blow d’ horn fo’ d’ mudders ’r’ d’ little babies t’ come in from d’ fiel’s ’n’ nuss ’em, in d’ mawnin’ ’n’ atternoon. Den atter dey nuss dey baby dey go back t’ d’ fiel’ t’ wuk ag’in. Mistus feed d’ baby in d’ daytime, dem dat was ol’ nuff t’ eat wittles [victuals]. W’en dey mudders come in from d’ fiel’s at night dey tek dem home wid ’em.”

“Sometimes w’en d’ babies was nussin’, dey mammies would tek dem t’ d’ fiel’ wid ’em ’n’ fix a pallet on d’ groun’ fo’ dem t’ lay on. Den dey hab dem dere ’n’ don’ hafter come back t’ d’ house t’ nuss dem.”

Francis Bridges, Oklahoma

“Our Master was named Master Travis Wright, and we all ate nearly the same thing. Such things as barbecued rabbits, coon, possums baked with sweet potatoes and all such as that. I used to hang round the kitchen. The cook, Mama Winnie Long, used to feed all us little niggers on the flo’, jest like little pigs, in tin cups and wooden spoons. We ate fish too, and I like to go fishing right this very day.”

Polly Turner Cancer, Mississippi

“Dey had a room for de little chilluns an’ de babies to stay in while de mudders had to go to de field; hit wuz near de kitchin where de wimmen cud watch dem; dey had cradles fur de babies, and de older chillun what wuz too young to go to de field to chop cotton had to help ’tend de babies, an’ rock de cradles; de chilluns had to help keep de yards clean too; we wud have to sweep hit and keep hit raked up; chilluns didn’t have no hard wuk to do but dey foun’ plenty to keep us out ov idleness. De mothers wud cum to de house twice a day to suckle de babies—at 10 o’clock in de morning an’ two o’clock in de evenin’; dey wuz taken good care of; Ole Marster wudn’t let de wimmen do no heavy liftin’ coz he wanted dem de have big fine babies; he always sed, ‘I don’t want no runts.’ When we picked cotton he always made de men tote de sacks. One time a little nigger started to courtin’ me an’ marster tole him to git coz he didn’t want no runts on his place. Dey had nurses fur de nigger chilluns sams az de whites.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“They had a passel of old women, about a dozen or two of ’em that stayed in the house and minded the chillun while the others went to the fields. They had cradles they laid ’em in and little ticks for the cradles. Them ticks was made and dyed at home. Some of ’em was blue and some what you might call clay color. That was all them old women had to do, and they had better take good keer of them babies. They was keerful, just as keerful of you as a breed sow, if you was going to have chillun, but they’d sell you off if you didn’t have any.”

William L. Dunwoody, Arkansas

“After the old folks among the slaves had had their breekfast, the cook would blow a horn. That would be about nine o’clock or eight. All the children that were big enough would come to the cook shack. Some of them would bring small children that had been weaned but couldn’t look after themselves. The cook would serve them whatever the old folks had for breakfast. They ate out of the same kind of dishes as the old folks.”

“Between ten and eleven o’clock, the cook would blow the horn again and the children would come in from play. There would be a large bowl and a large spoon for each group of larger children. There would be enough children in each group to get around the bowl comfortably. One would take a spoon of what was in the bowl and then pass the spoon to his neighbor. His neighbor would take a spoonful and then pass the spoon on, and so on until everyone would have a spoonful. Then they would begin again, and so on until the bowl was empty. If they did not have enough than, the cook would put some more in the bowl. Most of the time, bread and milk was in the bowl; sometimes mush and milk.”

“There was a small spoon and a small bowl for the smaller children in the group that the big children would use for them and pass around just like they passed around the big spoon.”

“About two or three o’clock, the cook would blow the horn again. Time the children all got in there and et, it would be four or five o’clock. The old mammy would cut up greens real fine and cut up meat into little pieces and boil it with corn-meal dumplings. They’d call it pepper pot. Then she’d put some of the pepper pot into the bowls and we’d eat it. And it was good.”

“After the large children had et, they would go back to see after the babies. If they were awake, the large children would put on their clothes and clean them up. Then where there was a woman who had two or three small children and didn’t have one large enough to do this, they’d give her a large one from some other family to look after her children. If she had any relatives, they would use their children for her. If she didn’t than they would use anybody’s children.”

“About eleven o’clock all the women who had little children that had not been weaned would come in to see after them and let them suck. When a woman had nursing children, she would nurse them before she went to work, again at around eleven o’clock and again when she came from work in the evening. She would come in long before sundown. In between times, the old mammy and the other children would look after them.”

Estella Jones, Georgia

“I was born and raised at Powers Pond Place,” said decrepit Estella Jones, “and, though I warn’t but nine years old, I ’member dey had a nuss house whar dey put all de young chillun ’til dey wuz old enough to work. De chillun wuz put at dis nuss house so dey Ma and Pa could work. Dey had one old ’oman to look attar us and our somepint’ eat wuz brought to dis house. Our milk wuz put on de floor in a big wooden tray and dey give us oyster shells to eat wid. All de chillun would gather ’round dis tray and eat. Dey always let us eat ’til us got enough. I kept some of de oyster shells dey give us for spoons ’til my own chillun wuz grown.”

“De nuss house wuz close to de marster’s house. It wuz a wooden house wid two great big rooms. De sleepin’ room wuz furnished wid little bunk beds three or four feet apart. The other room wuz used for a playroom and dinin’ room. De floor wuz bare and de seats and benches wuz built from undressed lumber.”

Willie Williams, Texas

“Dere am two womens dat have cha’ge ob de nu’se’y. All de small chilluns am kep’ dere w’ile de mothers am wo’kin’ in de fiel’. Deys leaves dem in de mo’nin’ an’ gits dem at night. De Marster sho am pa’ticulah ’bout dem younguns. Dem nu’ses have to ’ten’ to dem right, ’bout de feed an’ de sleep an’ de play an’ sich. De Marster lots ob times looks dem over an’ points one out an’ says, ‘Dat one will be wo’th a thousan’ dollahs,’ an’ he points to anudder an’ says, ‘Dat one will be a whopper.’ Yous see, ’twas jus’ lak raisin’ de mules. If yous don’ hurts dem w’en deys am young, yous gits good strong niggers w’en deys am big.”

Tom Woods, Oklahoma

“If we had behaved ourselves we wouldn’t a ’had to go to work till we was fourteen or fifteen anyway. Slave owners was awful good to deir nigger chaps for dey wanted ’em to grow up to be strong men and women.”

“Dey was about thirty children on our plantation. Two women looked after us and took care of us till our parents come in from de field. Dey cooked for us and always gave us our supper and sent us home to our parents for de night.”

“Our food was placed on a long table in a trough. Each child had a spoon and four of us eat out of one trough. Our food at night was mostly milk and bread. At noon we had vegetables, bread, meat and milk. He gave us more and better food than he did his field hands. He said he didn’t want none of us to be stunted in our growing.”

TRANSITION FROM CHILDHOOD TO PRODUCTIVE WORKER

Although some worked very hard, most young enslaved children had limited if any work responsibilities. At most they might have light tasks, such as gathering firewood, to accustom them to taking orders. But, as they grew older, the routine changed, and they received increased responsibilities. By their early teen years they were expected to function as mature workers, toiling in the fields or as house workers. At this stage they also were subject to the same discipline and punishment as older enslaved workers. Their childhood was an abbreviated one, as their value for the slaveholder was as workers producing crops or other services.

NARRATIVES

Caroline Ates, Alabama

“When I wuz ’bout leben, I began totin’ water ter the field han’s. Them, they started learnin’ me ter chop cotton an’ I soon began workin’ there, too. I never did no house work ’till after freedom. One o’ my Aunts cooked fer the marster an’ another one wuz his house maid. We had several other maids, too. Marster give one o’ my sisters ter his daughter when she married an’ we never see her home till we wuz all free.”

Jasper Battle, Georgia

“Marster was mighty good to slave chillun. He never sont us out to wuk in de fields ’til us was ’most growed-up, say 12 or 14 years old. A Nigger 12 or 14 years old dem days was big as a white child 17 or 18 years old. Why Miss, Niggers growed so fast, dat most of de Nigger nurses warn’t no older dan de white chillun dey tuk keer of. Marster said he warn’t gwine to send no babies to de fields. When slave chillun got to be ’bout 9 or 10 years old dey started ’em to fetchin’ in wood and water, cleanin’ de yards, and drivin’ up de cows at night. De bigges’ boys was ’lowed to measure out and fix de stock feed, but de most of us chillun jus’ played in de cricks and woods all de time. Sometimes us played Injuns and made so much fuss dat old Aunt Nancy would come out to de woods to see what was wrong, and den when she found us was jus’ a-havin’ fun, she stropped us good for skeerin’ her.”

Elvira Boles, Texas

“I just member my first marster and mistress cause she don want me, there,” Elvira said. “Ise a child of the marster. Dey didn’t tell me how old I was when dey sold me to Boles. Ray, his wife, She sold me. Dey tuk us to where dere was a heap o’ white people down by the coaht-house [courthouse] and we’d be there in lots and den de whites ’ud bid fo us. Man bought me was Elihn Boles. I don know how old I was, but I washed dishes at de marster’s house. Den dey put me in the fields. We don git a nickel in slavery. Marster didn’t have many slaves on de farm, but lots in brick yard. I worked in field and brick yard. Toted brick back and put em down where dey had to be. Six bricks each load all day. That’s the reason I ain’t no-count. Ise worked to death. I fiahed [fired] the furnace for three years. Stan’in front wid hot fiah [fire] on my face. Hard wok, but God was wid me. We’d wok till dark, quit awhile after sundown. Marster was good to slaves. Don’t believe in just lashing em. He’d not be brutal but he’d kill em dead right on the spot. Ova-seers’d git after em and whop em down. Right smart slaves at mill belonged to Elihn Boles.”

Thomas Cole, Texas

“I was raised up wid de Cole chilluns and played wid dem all de time. We was all de time climbin trees in de yard and as I gits older dey jest gradually puts more work and heavy work on me, marster Cole started us out workin by totin in wood and kindlin and totin water and jest sech odd jobs, den later on as we got older we had ter feed de hogs, we jest fed dem enough ter keep dem close ter home, cause dey was all marked and den when de hogs increased he wanted ter keep dem comin up sos we could mark de young pigs. And feedin de cows, horses, and goats and chickens all dis kind of work was work fer boys too young fer heavy work, of course we had ter pick cotton every fall as soon as we got big enough ter pick and puts de cotton in baskets, dese baskets would hold bout seventy five ter one hundred pounds. De little chilluns would pick and puts in a basket wid some older person so de older person could move de basket longs.”

Simon Durr, Mississippi

“I wuked ’round de place when I wuz a little slave boy. I done fust one thing an’ then another, but mostly ’round de lot an’ horses. When I got big ’nuf to handle ’em Marse put me to drivin’. I sho did lak dat as I got to go to all de places de family went. It wuz plumb grand, me all dressed up a drivin’ dem purty horses all hitched up to dat coach. Hit wuz one ob dem kind whar de driver rid on de outside. I wuz always ready to go too.”

Mattie Fannen, Arkansas

“I seen mama whooped. They tied some of them to trees and some they just whooped across their backs. It was ’cordin’ to what they had done. Some of them would run off to the woods and stay a week or a month. The other niggers would feed them at night to keep them from starving.”

“When the old man Jep Davis married again, Miss Sally must have me sleep in her room on a pallet so I could tend to the baby. The older girls would pick me and I would tell them what they talked about after they went to bed.”

“I nursed for his second wife, Miss Sally. I was five years or little older when I started nursing for his first wife. I nursed for a long time. I don’t like children yet on that account. I got so many whoopings on their blame. I’d drap ’em, leave ’em, pinch ’em, quit walking ’em and rocking ’em. I got tired of ’em all the time.”

J. H. Hill, Georgia

“I never worked as a slave because I wasn’t ole ’nough. In 1864, when I wuz nine years ole they sent me on a trial visit to the plantation to give me an idea of what I had to do someday. The place I’m talkin’ about, when I wuz sent for the tryout, wuz on the outskirts of town. It wuz a house where they sent chilluns out ole ’nough to work for a sort of trainin’. I guess you’d call it the trainin’ period. When the chilluns was near ten years ole they had this week’s trial to get them used to the work they’d have to do when they reached ten years. At the age of ten they wuz then sent to the field to work. They’d chop, hoe, pick cotton, and pull fodder, corn, or anything else to be done on the plantation. I stayed at the place a whole week and wuz brought home on Saturday. That week’s work showed me what I wuz to do when I wuz ten years ole. Well, this wuz just befo’ Sherman’s march from Atlanta to the sea and I never got a chance to go to the plantation to work agin, for Miss Emily freed all on her place and soon after that we wuz emancipated.”

Annie Huff, Georgia

Among the “quarter” families were Annie Huff and her daughters, Mary being the elder. The mother cooked and the small children learned to sweep the yard and to do minor jobs in the field at a very early age. At the age of twelve, the girls were taught to card and spin as well as to knit and were required to do a certain task each day until they were large enough to assist with the heavier work. The adult females did this type of work after sunset, when their labor in the field was over. On rainy days they shucked and shelled corn or did some other kind of indoor labor.

Isaac Johnson, North Carolina

“I wus too small to work, dey had me to do little things like feedin’ de chickens, an’ mindin’ de table sometimes; but I wus to small too work. Dey didn’t let children work much in dem days till dey were thirteen or fourteen years old. I had plenty to eat, good clothes, a nice place to sleep an’ a good time. Marster loved his slaves an’ other white folks said he loved a nigger more den he did white folks. Our food wus fixed up fine. It wus fixed by a regular cook who didn’t do anything but cook. We had gardens, a plenty o’ meat, a plenty, an’ mo’ biscuit den a lot o’ white folks had. I kin remember de biscuit. I never hunted any, but I went bird blindin’ an’ set bird traps. I caught lots o’ birds.”

Adrianna W. Kerns, Arkansas

“When they first put me in the field, they put me and Viney to pick up brush and pile it, to pick up stumps, and when we got through with that, she worked on her mother’s row and I worked on my aunt’s row until we got large enough to have a row to ourselves. Me and Viney were the smallest children in the field and we had one row each. Some of the older people had two rows and picked on each row.”

Elsie Moreland, Georgia

“I wuz a little gal, ’bout six or eight years old, when they put me ter sweepin’ yards. Then I’d drive the cows ter the pasture. When I got bigger I toted water ter the field hands an’ when they’ es ginnin’ cotton, I driv’ the gin with fo’ mules hitched ter it. My sister, she wuz a waitress in the white house.”

Richard Orford, Georgia

“My Ma did’nt have many chillun—jes’ ten boys an’ nine girls. I went to work in marster’s house when I wus five years old an’ I stayed dere ’till I wus thirty-five. De fudt work I had to do wus to pick up chips, feed chickens, an’ keep de yard clean. By de time I wus eight years old I wus drivin’ my missus in de carriage.”

Ellen Swindler, South Carolina

“We children had to work around the home of our master ’till we was old enough to work in de fields, den we would hoe and pick cotton, and do any kinds of field work. We didn’t have much clothes, just one dress and a pair of shoes at a time, and maybe one change.”

Sarah Waggoner, Arkansas

“I worked in de house for old Miss, and we had plenty to do and plenty to eat. When de white folks was through eatin’, I got a pan and got de grub, and set on de floor and et it. Oh Lordee, but I worked hard since I was twelve years old. But not in de fields. Old Miss she say dere was plenty for me to do in de house, and dere was, sure’ nough.”

“I washed and cooked for all of us. And ironed too. I het de irons, great big old irons, in de fireplace. I ironed on a quilt spread out on de floor, and I ironed jes’ as nice as anybody. I lived right in de house with de white folks. In summer we slept, my brother Henry and me, in a trundle bed in the kitchen; and in de winter made a pallet beside de fireplace.”

Irella Battle Walker, Texas

“Befor’ I was lahge enough to know much, I had to help aroun’ de big house. I had to help nuss de chillun fo’ awhile. I don’t know how many chillun dere was, but I sure know dat dere was a drove of ’em. But I didn’t do much house work ’cause I was too small.”

“I was still putty young when I first went to de fields. I was give a sack, which was home-made by de slaves. De slaves jes’ spun de cotton thread and den made de cloth on de loom. Den dey took dis cloth and stitched it together, and we had sacks fo’ pickin’ cotton. De sacks was made short fo’ us chillun. De older folks had short sacks to pick in and a lagher sack to empty in. When I was about twelb years old I could pick about one hundred and fifty pounds ob cotton a day.”

“Dere was a old slave, old man Jonas we called him, dat was a sort ob overseer over de chillun in de fields. He watched over dem chillun to see dat dey worked and he also done de weighin’ ob de cotton. Old man Jonas kept us divin’ fo’ dat cotton all de day long. Dere was many a time when us chillun wished dat old man Jonas was dead. He sure was hard on us.”

Olin Williams, Georgia

“Us b’longed to Marster John Whitlow, and his plantation was ’bout th’ee miles b’low Watkinsville, whar Bishop is now. But dar won’t nuffin’ dar den.” “All de chillun my mammy had was me an’ my twin brudder. My brudder wukked in de field, but I was de house boy, an’ helped my mammy an’ mist’ess in de house, cleaned yards, an’ did a sight of churin’ cyaze Marster sho’ had a lots of cows.”

“My job every Sadday was to scrub de wooden water buckets ’til dem brass hoops shine lak’ gole. Mistess would look to see if dey was right an’ if she fine jes’ one little spot, hit was all to do ober.”

George Womble, Georgia

“I remember that [Mr. Ridley] had one little by whose job was to break these animals so that they could be easily sold. My job was to wait tables, help with the house cleaning, and to act as nurse maid to three young children belonging to the master. At other times I drove the cows to and from the pasture and I often helped with the planting in the fields when the field hands were rushed. Out of the forty-odd slaves that were held by the Ridleys all worked in the field with the exception of myself and the cook whose name was Harriet Ridley.” Continuing, Mr. Womble says: “I believe that Mr. Ridley was one of the meanest men that ever lived. Sometimes he whipped us, especially us boys, just to give himself a little fun. He would tie us in such a way as to cause our bodies to form an angle and then he preceeded to use the whip. When he had finished he would ask: ‘Who do you belong to?’ and we had to answer; ‘Marse Robert.’ At other times he would throw us in a large tank that held about two-thousand gallons of water. He then stood back and laughed while we struggled to keep from drowning.”

CHILDHOOD GAMES (THE CHANCE TO JUST BE A CHILD)

Enslaved children did have times when they were able to experience the joys of being a child. Usually, this was not as long a period as their white counterparts’ had, but this time did allow them the opportunity to play with one another and even with the white children with whom they sometimes lived. These moments were important experiences for them and marked a period during their lifetime when the burden of enslavement did not dominate their consciousness as it would as they grew older.

NARRATIVES

Charles H. Anderson, Ohio

“We used to play games, too. Ring games at play parties—‘Ring Around the Rosie,’ ‘Chase the Squirrel,’ and ‘Holly Golly.’ Never hear of Holly Golly? Well, they’d pass around the peanute, and whoever’d get three nuts in one shell had to give that one to the one who had started the game. Then they’d pass ’em around again. Just a peanut-eating contest, sorta.”

Jane Arrington, North Carolina

“When I wus a child we played de games of three handed reels, ‘Old Gray Goose,’ ‘All Little Gal, All Little Gal, All Little Gal remember me.’ We took hold of hands an’ run round as we sang dis song.”

“We sang ‘Old Dan Tucker.’ Git outen de way, ole Dan Tucker, Sixteen Hosses in one stable, one jumped out an’ skined his nable an’ so on.”

Delia Barclay, Texas

“Us uster tie butter weeds at d’ top t’ mek dolls t’ play wid. Dey hab little skirts on dem like little ladies. Den dere was lots ’r’ games we play befo’ us git big. One game say,

Doll, doll, Young lady,

Doll, doll, All ’roun’.”

“Atter we sing die we all tu’n [turn] a-loose han’s, clap han’s ’n’ tu’n ’roun’ ’n’ ’roun’. Iffen anybudy too slow dey hafter be d’ ‘it’ nex’ time.”

“Anudder game us like was play’ by makin’ a arch up wid two chillren hol’in’ han’s. D’ uder chillren pass under d’ arch in a row ’n’ den sometime’ dey git kotch ’n’ hol’ tight. D’ song fo’ dis game go,

Winsome lady’s gyarden [garden], Back do’

[door’s] lock’

’N’ d’ uder ones prop

Winsome lady’s gyarden.”

“Us play,

Crooked man,

Ride d’ crooked hoss,

Under d’ crooked crab apple tree.”

“But dat was a riddle ’r’ sumpthin’ I dis’member w’at us do wid it.”

“All d’ middle size chillren like d’ hoppin’ game d’ bes’. Us mark out diff’rent plots on d’ groun’ ’n’ den hab a caller. D’ chillren tek tu’ns ’n’ d’ caller sing out,

Hop light, ladies

D’ cake’s all dough,

Ne’mine d’ wedder [weather], So’s d’ win’ don’ blow.”

“D’ boys ’n’ gals hab anuder game w’at dey choose sides fo’. Den dey sing out,

Lincoln Board, Lincoln Board, Don’ fool me.

I’ll trabble back. I’ll trabble back,

T’ d’ gal I lub [love], BEHIN’ ME.”

“D’ gal w’at was behin’ d’ boy den was he gal fo’ d’ nex’ game.”

“All d’ little w’ite ’n’ black chillren play togedder. My w’ite folks was good t’ all d’ people.”

Joe Barnes, Texas

“When I’s a chile us play marbles and run rabbits and ride de stick hoss and de like. When I gits more bigger, us play ball, sort of like baseball. One time my brudder go git de hosses and dey lots of rain and de creek swoll up high. De water so fast it wash him off he hoss and I ain’t seed him since. Dey never find de body. He’s ’bout ten year old den.”

Carrie Campbell, Mississippi

“All us children had to study about was play and catching doodle bugs. Them bugs lives in the ground. We would get a straw, bait it and stick it in the doodle bug hole. Then we would set there singing, ‘doodle bug, doodle bug come get your supper.’ When the straw begins to shake, you know you got him. You gives it a jerk and out he comes. It is as much fun for children to catch doodle bugs, as it is for grown ups to catch fish. We played marbles, wrestled, and had games same as children does now. The old folks told us stories about spirits walking at night, Jack O lanterns and all them spooky things that almost scared our growth out of us. All that ain’t nothing but foolishness. When a soul once departs this life, it won’t never be seen no more. That I can guarantee.”

Callie Elder, Georgia

“Dere was six of us chillun: me and Frances, Beulah, Thomas, Felix, and Scott. Dere was mighty little wuk done by chillun in slav’ry days. I jus’ played ’round and kicked up my heels wid de rest of de chillun. When us played our hidin’ game, us sung some-pin’ lak dis:

Mollie, Mollie Bright

Three score and ten,

Can I git dere by candlelight? Yes, if your laigs is long enough!”

“Sometimes us played what us called de ‘Crow’ game. Us spread our fingers out, side by side and counted ’em out wid a rhyme. De one de last word of de rhyme fell on had to be de crow. I didn’t love to be counted out and made de crow, but it was a heap of fun to count de others out.”

Minerva Grubbs, Mississippi

“Befo’ I wuz big ’nough ter wuk, I played ’round de cabins in de shade ob de trees. Us would dig holes in de sand an’ make frog houses and grave yards. Us would make long rows ob graves an’ dicorate ’em wid bitter weeds an’ wild flowers. Den us would pick big oak leaves an’ pin ’em together wid pine needles an’ make hats an’ dresses. Us put wild flowers on ’em fer trimmin’.”

Anne Hawthorne, Texas

“We done our playin’ ’roun’ dat big house, but dat front gate, we dassen’ go outside dat. We uster jump de rope and play ring plays and sich. You know how dey yoke dey han’s togedder? Dat de way us uster do and go ’roun’ and ’roun’ singin’ our li’l jumped up songs. Den us jis’ play ’roun’ lots of times anything what happen to come up in our min’s.”

“I uster like to go and play ’roun’ de calfs, jis’ go up and pet ’em and rub ’em. But we dassent git on ’em to ride ’em.”

Mary E. Johnson, Texas

“My first mem’ries are us playin’ in the backyard with Miss Fannie and Miss Martha and Mr. Sammie. They was the little Murth chillen. We used to make playhouses out there and sweep the ground clean down to the level with brush brooms and dec’rate it all up with little broken glassas and crockery.”

Bert Mayfield, Kentucky

“The neighbors would usually come and bring their slaves. We played Sheep-meat and other games. Sheep-meat was a game played with a yarn ball and when one of the players was hit by the ball that counted him out. One song we would always sing was ‘Who ting-a-long? Who ting-a-long? Who’s been here since I’ve been gone? A pretty girl with a Josey on.’”

Sam T. Stewart, North Carolina

“When I was a child I played marbles, ‘Hail over,’ and bandy, a game played like golf. In striking the ball we knocked it at each other. Before we hit the ball we would cry, ‘Shins, I cry,’ then we would knock the ball at our playmates. Sometime we used rocks for balls.”

Ruben Woods, Texas

“We played hide-a-hoop. And hide-a-switch. We do dis; you’se huntin’ switch and gittin’ hot, gittin’ col’, dey take after you, dey have a base to go to. Den if dey ketch dem dey whop ’em.”

“We played ‘Anthony Over,’ wid thread balls. We throw dat ball over de house. If dey don’ ketch it, dey’s out. Dat’s de way dey had de sport.”
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The Family Under Slavery

“My mother’s name was Catherine. Father’s name was George. A brother and sistah of mine was sold as slaves ’fore I was born. I nevuh saw them. My father was sold away from my mother. Our home was not pleasent. The mistress was cruel.”

—Harriet Casey, Missouri
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Enslaved father being sold away from his family. (Library of Congress)

Under ideal circumstances families should provide their members with a place of refuge from the outside world, but it was difficult for enslaved families to create this refuge. They faced daunting challenges in trying to fashion an environment that would allow for a family to function normally. The obstacles to accomplishing this were very high. Enslaved families did not have the same options non-enslaved families had. In particular, enslaved families had limited, if any, freedom of choice. As enslaved people their lives were controlled by their slaveholder and anyone he or she designated. This meant they did not have jurisdiction over the lives of their family members. Arbitrary decisions emanating from outside the family could disrupt their plans at any moment. Consequently, enslaved parents found it difficult to nurture and protect their children. Parental authority was weakened when the parents’ preferences could be overturned at any point, and parents were virtually powerless to prevent this from happening. The same predicament affected the relationship between spouses. Husbands and wives might have some say over such fundamental issues as when they could spend time together, who they might marry, or how long they might be together, but ultimately they did not control the final decision. Having to live with this constant uncertainty did not help the stability of their relationships.

As a result, enslaved families had to make adjustments. They crafted creative ways to provide as many of the benefits of family as they could. They had to look at relationships in different and functional ways. They had to figure out how to make long-distance relationships work for the children and spouses. They had to formulate methods of nurturing parent–child connections under a variety of challenging circumstances. They had to learn to persevere even when they were helpless to protect a family member from the cruelty and abuse inherent in the institution of slavery. They were not always successful in these efforts, as families did break apart under the weight of enslavement, and children lost their connection to their families. But even in the face of these difficulties, enslaved families in a variety of configurations strove to fashion relationships that could help them navigate often stressful circumstances.

CHALLENGES OF MARRIAGE FOR THE ENSLAVED

Enslaved couples made remarkable efforts to preserve their marriages and families despite the impediments they faced. Their devotion to their spouse and children was strong enough that at times they put themselves at risk to maintain their ties to one another. Launching the relationship between a potential husband and wife was often a complicated process. Choosing and acquiring a life partner in the best of circumstances was a challenge, dependent on where the two individuals lived and the preferences of their slaveholder. Enslaved couples living on the same farm had an easier path. Their slaveholder primarily had to decide if he was content with the match. For some slaveholders the couple’s desire to marry was enough, and they blessed the union. The marriage ceremony rarely involved a minister or a court official. Instead, the slaveholder might say a few words, which made the marriage official in the eyes of everyone involved. A small celebration might follow, but usually the ceremony completed the event. However, if the slaveholder said no to the union, that was the end of the matter.

The process became more complicated if the couple lived on different establishments. The blessing of two separate slaveholders was necessary in this case. In the best of circumstances one slaveholder agreed to sell his enslaved person so they could live together, but if this was not worked out, the relationship was ended or it became a “traveling” marriage, also sometimes called an “abroad marriage,” with the husband visiting his wife when given permission by the slaveholder. This was preferable to having the slaveholder deny the request or decide to select a partner with whom they thought the person should live. This could be disappointing, but there was no appeal. In this instance the two people had no choice and simply had to make the best of the situation.

NARRATIVES

Jasper Battle, Georgia

“It was Marse Henry Jones’ plantation ’way off down in Taliaferro County, nigh Crawfordville, Georgy. Mammy b’longed to Marse Henry. She was Harriet Jones. Daddy was Simon Battle and his owner was Billie Battle Marse. De Battle’s plantation was off down der night de Jones’ place. When my Mammy and Daddy got married Marse Henry wouldn’t sell Mammy, and Marse Billie wouldn’t sell Daddy, so dey didn’t git to see one another but twice a week—dat was on Wednesday and Saddey nights—’til atter de war was done over, I kin still ’member Daddy comin’ over to Marse Henry’s plantation to see us.”

John C. Bectom, North Carolina

“The marsters married the slaves without any papers. All they did was to say perhaps to Jane and Frank, ‘Frank, I pronounce you and Jane man and wife.’ But the woman did not take the name of her husband, she kept the name of the family who owned her.”

Virginia Bell, Texas

“My mother’s name was Della. That was all, jes’ Della, and my pappy’s name was Jim Blair. Both of them was from Virginny but from diffrunt places, an’ was brought to Looziana by ‘nigger traders’ an’ sold to Massa Lewis. I know my pappy was lots older than my mother. He had a wife an’ five chillun back in Virginny an’ had been sold away from them an’ brought out here, an’ then he an’ my mother started a family out here. I don’ know what become of his family back in Virginny, ’cause when we was freed he stayed with us.”

Willie Blackwell, Texas

“I’s ’most born on de Glover plantation. You see, pappy am de Blackwell stud and he am de big powerful nigger what dey wants to breed dey slave stock up with, so he am use on de Glover place. It jus’ happen marse buys mammy from de Glovers jus’ ’fore I’s born.”

Rias Body, Georgia

Many of the Body slaves had wives and husbands living on other plantations and belonging to other planters. As a courtesy to the principals of such matrimonial alliances, their owners furnished the men passes permitting them to visit their wives once or twice a week. Children born to such unions were the property of the wife’s owner; the father’s owner had no claim to them whatsoever.

Tillman Bradshaw, Georgia

He was born, he said, near the Pulaski—Twiggs County line on a plantation belonging to Mr. John Coley. His mother cooked for Mr. Coley and milked the cows. It was only once every year that Tillman saw his father. He belonged to a man by the name of Bradshaw and neither master was willing to give up or sell the father or mother. At Christmas time, Tillman’s father would come to spend one day with his family. At the close of that day, he would return to his master and remain there for another year.

Richard Carruthers, Texas

“When a nigger marry, he slick up his lowers and put on his brass-toed shoes, then the preacher marry him outen the Bible. Sometime nigger folks git so mixed up about who kin to who, they marry their own sister or brother. When they buy slaves, they take the mamma and leave the little folks, then when the chillen growed up, they take a sister and leave a brother, like that. Sometime when a nigger marry his sister, they find out this way. One night they gits to talking. She say, ‘One time my brother had a fight and he git a awful scar over his left ear. It long and slick and no hair grow there.’ He say, ‘See this scar over my left ear? It long and slick and no sign of a hair.’ Then she say, ‘Lawd God help us po’ niggers. You is my brother!’ It happen like that. Many a time I see it, and that the gospel truth.”

Thomas Hall, North Carolina

“Gettin married an’ having a family was a joke in the days of slavery, as the main thing in allowing any form of matrimony among the slaves was to raise more slaves in the same sense and for the same purpose as stock raisers raise horses and mules, that is for work. A woman who could produce fast was in great demand and brought a good price on the auction block in Richmond, Va., Charleston, S. C., and other places.”

“Conditions and rules were bad and the punishments were severe and barbarous. Some marsters acted like savages. In some instances slaves were burned at the stake. Families were torn apart selling. Mothers were sold from their children. Children were sold from their mothers, and the father was not considered in anyway as a family part.”

Josephine Howard, Texas

“One mornin’ we is all herded up and mammy am cryin’ and say dey gwine to Texas, but can’t take papa. He don’t ’long to dem. Dat de lastes’ time we ever seed papa. Us and de women am put in wagons but de men slaves am chained together and has to walk.”

Hannah Jones, Missouri

“The niggers had three or four wifes before de war, as many as dey could bear chillun by. But after de war dey had to take one woman and marry her. My mother had three chillun by him and de odder wifes had three and four chillun too. Old man, Ben Oil raised my mother. He was an old bachelor but his brothers were all married.”

“My mother was black as a crow and her hair was so long she could sit on it. Dey brought a huddle of niggers over amongst de Indians from all over de south and Maryland and intermarried ’em wid dere own sisters, brothers, cousins, nieces and de like. De niggers didn’t know for years dey was any kin. When dey want to raise certain kind a breed of chillun or certain color, dey just mixed us up to suit dat taste, and tell de nigger dis is your wife or dis is your husband and dey take each other and not know no better and raise big families to de white folks liking.”

Charlie King, Georgia

The old man’s parents, Ned and Ann King, [illegible text] Mr. John King, who owned [illegible text]slaves and a big plantation near Sandtown, Charlie’s parents were married by the “broom stick ceremony.” The Master and Mistress were present at the wedding. The broom was laid down on the floor, the couple held each other’s hands and stepped backward over it, then the Master told the [illegible text]rowd that the couple were man and wife.

The Master and Mistress always named the Negro babies and usually gave them Bible names.

James Martin, Texas

“My mother was born a slave near Alexandria. The marster’s daughter, Miss Lisa, read to my mother, so she got some learning. When my mother’s owner died he left her to Miss Lise, and then my father not my mother and told her they should get married. My mother said to Miss Lisai ‘I’d like fine to marry Preston Martin.’ Miss Lisa says, ‘You can’t do that, ’cames he’s a free nigger and your children would be free. You gotta marry one of the slaves,’ Then Miss Lisa lines up 10 or 15 of the slave men for my mother to pick from, but mother says she don’ like any of ’en, she wants to marry Preston Martin. Miss Lisa argues but my mother is just stubborn, so Miss Lisa says, ‘I’ll talk to the marster.’ He says, ‘I can’t lose property like that, and if you can raise $1,200 you can buy yourse’f free.’ So my mother and my father saves money and it takes a long time, but one day they goes to the marster and lays down the money, and they gits married. Marster don’ like it, but he’s promised and he can’t back out.”

“So me and my brothers and sisters is free.”

Willie McCullough, North Carolina

“Mother tole me that when she became a woman at the age of sixteen years her marster went to a slave owner near by and got a six-foot nigger man, almost an entire stranger to her, and told her she must marry him. Her marster read a paper to them, told them they were man and wife and told this negro he could take her to a certain cabin and go to bed. This was done without getting her consent or even asking her about it. Grand-mother said that several different men were put to her just about the same as if she had been a cow or sow. The slave owners treated them as if they had been common animals in this respect.”

“Mother said she loved my father before the surr[illegible text]der and just as soon as they were free they married. Grandmother was named Luna Williams. She belonged to a planter who owned a large plantation and forty slaves adjoining Mr. Cannon’s plantation where mother and father stayed. my grandmother on my mother’s side lived to be 114 years old, so they have tola me.”

Fannie Moore, North Carolina

“It was a tubble sight to see de speculators come to de plantation. Dey would go through de fields and buy de slaves dey wanted. Marse Jim nebber sell pappy or mammy or any ob dey ehillun. He allus like pappy. When de speculator come all de slaves start a shakin’. No one know who is a goin’. Den sometime dey take ’em an’ sell ’em on de block. De ‘breed woman’ always bring mo’ money den de res, ebben [illegible text] men. When dey put her on de block dey put all her chillun aroun her to show folks how fas she can hab chillun. When she sold her family nebber see her agin. She nebber know how many chillun she hab. Some time she hab colored children an’ sometime white. Taint no use to say anything case effen she do she jes git whipped. Why on de Moore plantation Aunt Cheney, everbody call her Aunt Cheney, have two chillun by de overseeah. De overseeah name war Hill. He war as mean as de devil. When Aunt Cheney not do what he ask he tell granny Moore. Ole Granny call Aunt Cheney to de kitchen and make her take her clothes off den she beat her til she jest black an’ blue. Many boys and girls marry dey own brothers and sisters an’ nebber know de difference lest they get to talkin’ bout dey parents and where dey uster lib.”

Celia Robinson, North Carolina

“I ’member how mother tole me de overseer would come ter her when she had a young child an’ tell her ter go home and suckle dat thing, and she better be back in de field at work in 15 minutes. Mother said she knowed she could not go home and suckle dat child and git back in 15 minutes so she would go somewhere an’ sit down an’ pray de child would die.”

George Sells, Texas

“My daddy he was a Alabama nigger. He uster b’long to a man over dere what dey calls ol’ man Sells. My daddy name Volney Sells. You know in dem time dey uster call de niggers by de name what dey ol’ marster go by. My mammy fus’ name befo’ she git marry, was Mary Rhymes and she come all de way from New Yawlins (New Orleans).”

“Ol’ man Sells, he was my daddy’ boss and ol’ man Rhymes he was my mammy’ boss. Dey bofe have plantation’ close to Newton, I don’ rightly ’member how fur it was, but seem like it were ’bout 18 mile’ sou’f-eas’ not fur from de ribber.”

“My daddy he see dat Mary over on ol’ man Rhymes’ place and. he ax he marster ’bout marryin’ her. He say, ‘Dat Mary, she a pretty gal.’ De ol’ marster he say he ain’ nebber see no pretty nigger gals, but he jes’ ain’t know a good lookin’ cullud gal like my daddy did. He say though, he go over and talk to ol’ man Rhymes ’bout it. When dey see dey so sot on gittin’ marry, ol’ man Thymes he buy my daddy and he pay ol’ man Sells a good price for him ’cause my daddy was a plum good nan’ to wuk and was a nigger dat was wuf (worth) a lot.”

“So ol’ man Rhymes buy him, so him and my mudder kin live t’gedder on de same place, and he ain’t hafter be axin’ for a pass all de time to see he wife. Dey was lots of slave’ in dem days what de wife live on one place and dey husban’ live on anudder. Dat was bad ’cause sometime’ de chillun ain’t hardly git to know dey daddy. De chillun allus b’long to dey mammy’s marster.”

Mary Williams, Arkansas

Mary Williams mother’s name was Hariah and before she married her master forced her to go wrong and she had a son by him. They all called him Jim Rob. He was a mulatta. Then Hariah married Williams on General Garretts farm. The Rob Roy farm and the Garrett farm joined. Mary was born at Rob Roy, Arkansas near Humphrey. Mary said the master married her mother and father after her mother was stood up on a stump and auctioned off. Her mother was a house girl.

Rose Williams, Texas

“I’s bo’n in Bell County, Texas, an’ am owned by Marster William Black. He owned my mammy an’ pappy too. I’s too small to have de correct mem’randum but I’s ’membahs w’en de wah stahts, I’s herdin’ sheep an’ tu’keys an’ ’tendin’ chickens an’ sich.”

“Dere am one thing dat Marster Hawkins does to me dat I’s can not shunt f’om my mind. I’s know dat he don’t do it fo’ meanness, but I’s will always hold it ’gainst him. W’at he done am fo’ced me to live wid nigger Rufus ’gainst my wants.”

“Aftah I’s am at Marster Hawkins’ place ’bout a yeah, de Marster comes to me one day an’ says, “Yous gwine to live wid Rufus in dat cabin over dere”. Him points out de one an’ tells me to fix it fo’ livin’. I’s ’bout 17 yeahs ol’ den an’ co’se, had no larnin’. I’s jus’ igno’mus chil’s. I’s thought dat him means fo’ me to sep’-rate f’om my fo’ks an’ ’tend to de cabin fo’ Rufus an’ some udder niggers. Well, dat am de staht ob pestigation fo’ me.”

“I’s took charge ob de cabin aftah my wo’k am done an’ fix suppah fo’ Rufus. Now I’s don’t lak dat cullud man, ’cause he am a bully. He am big an’ ’cuase he am so, he thinks ever’body mus’ do as him says. Weuns have suppah, den I’s goes heah an’ dere an’ ta’ks to udder fo’ks ’til I’s ready fo’ sleep an’ den I’s goes an’ fix my bunk. Aftah I’s in de bunk, dat nigger comes an’ crawls in de bunk wid me befo’ I’s know w’at he am a doin’.”

“W’at yous mean? Yous fool nigger, a gittin’ in my bunk, I’s says to him.”

“Hush yous mouth! Dis am my bunk too”, he says.

“Yous tetched in de head. Git out! I’s told him, an’ I’s put my feet ’gainst him, give him a shove an’ out he goes on de flooah befo’ he knows w’at I’s a doin’. Dat nigger jumps up, an’ am he mad. He looks lak a wild boar. He stahts fo’ de bunk whar I’s is an’ I’s jumps quick fo’ de pokah. It am ’bout three feet long an’ w’en he comes at me, I’s let him have it over his head. Did dat nigger stop in his tracks? I’s says he did. He looks at me steadily fo’ a minute. Yous could tell him am thinkin hahd ’bout me. Den he goes an’ sits on de bench an’ says, “Jus’ wait. Yous think it am smaht, but yous am foolish in de head. Deys gwine to larn you something.”

“Hush yous big mouth an’ stay ’way f’om dis nigger, dat’s all I’s wants”, I’s says to him an’ jus’ sits an’ holds dat pokah in my hand an’ he jus’ sits a lookin’ lak de bull. Dere weuns sits an’ sits fo’ ’bout an’ hour. Den he goes out an’ I’s bar de dooah.”

“De nex’ day, I’s go to de Missy an’ tell her w’at Rufus wants to do. De Missy says dat am de Marster’s wishes. She says, “Yous am a po’tly girl an’ Rufus am a po’tly man. De Marster wants youens fo’ to bring fo’th po’tly chilluns.”

“I’s thinkin’ ’bout w’at de Missy says but says to myse’f, “I’s not gwine to live wid him.” Dat night w’en Rufus comes in de cabin, I’s grabs de pokah an’ sits on de bench an’ says to him, “Keep ’way f’om me nigger, fo’ I’s bust yous brains out an’ stomp on dem.” He says nothin’ an’ leaves de cabin.”

“De next day de Marster calls me to him an’ tells me, “Woman, I’s pay big money fo’ yous an’ I’s done dat fo’ de cause I’s wants yous to raise me chilluns. I’s put yous to live wid Rufus fo’ dat pu’pose. Now if yous don’t want to be whupped at de stake, yous do w’at I’s want”.

“I’s think ’bout de Marster buyin’ me off de block an’ save an’ save me f’om bein’ sep’rated f’om my fo’ks an’ ’bout bein’ whupped at de stake. Dere it am. W’at am I’s to do? So I’s ’cides to do as de Marster wishes an’ so I’s yield.”

Ella Wilson, Arkansas

“My mother’s name was Dinah Hogans and my father’s name was Lewis Hogans. I don’t know where they were borned. But when I knowed him, they was in Georgia. My mother’s mars bought my father ’cause my mother heard that Collier was goin’ to break up and go to Louisiana. My father told his mars that if he (Collier) broke up and left, he never would be no more good to him. Then my mother found out what he said to Collier, so she told her old mis’ if Collier left, she never would do her no more good. You see, my mother was give to Mrs. Collier when old Darden who was Mrs. Collier’s father died. So Collier bought my father. Collier kept us all till we all got free. White folks come to me sometimes about all that.”

Hilliard Yellerday, North Carolina

When a girl became a woman she was required to go to a man and become a mother. There was generally a form of marriage. The master read a paper to them telling them they were man and wife. Some were married by the master laying down a broom and the two slaves, man and woman would jump over it. The master would then tell them they were man and wife and they could go to bed together. Master would sometimes go and get a large hale hearty Negro man from some other plantation to go to his Negro woman. He would ask the other master to let this man come over to his place to go to his slave girls. A slave girl was expected to have children as soon as she became a woman. Some of them had children at the age of twelve and thirteen years old. Negro men six feet tall went to some of these children.

Mother said there were cases where these young girls loved someone else and would have to receive the attentions of men of the master’s choice. This was a general custom. This state of affairs tended to loosen the morals of the Negro race and they have never fully recovered from its effect. Some slave women would have dozens of men during their life. Negro women who had had a half dozen mock husbands in slavery time were plentiful. The holy bonds of matrimony did not mean much to a slave. The masters called themselves Christians, went to church worship regularly and yet allowed this condition to exist.

LOSS OF FAMILY MEMBERS: SEPARATION OF COUPLES AND FAMILIES

The sale or removal of loved ones loomed constantly over enslaved families. It might occur for a variety of reasons with painful suddenness. The deaths of the slaveholder, the marriage of a child of the slaveholding family, or the need for money were among the reasons family members might be taken away. As a consequence many enslaved children never knew or only briefly knew their mother or father. Spouses had to find new life partners, and siblings disappeared, never to be seen again. It was a terrible specter that made the connection to loved ones even more precious.

NARRATIVES

Jim Allen, Mississippi

“I was bawned in Russell County, Ala., and can tell you bout my own mudder and pappy and sisters and brothers.”

“Mammies name was Darkis and her Marster was John Bussey, a regular old drunkard, and my pappies name was John Robertson and belonged to Dr. Robertson a big farmer on Tombigbee river five miles east of Columbus. De Dr. heself, lived in Columbus.”

“My sister Harriet and brother John was fine field hands and Marster kep em in field most of time, trying to dodge other white folks. (I believe he meant to keep from selling or paying debts with them).”

“Den der was Sister Vici and bruder George. Befo I could member much, I members Lee King had a saloon close to Bob Allen’s store in Russell County, Ala., and Mars John Bussey drunk my Mudder up. I means by dat, Lee King took her and my brudder George for a whiskey debt. Yes old Marster drinked em up. Den dey was carried to Florida by Sam Oneal, and George was jest a baby. You know de white folks wouldn’t ofen separate the mother and baby. I aint seen em since.”

Lizzie Baker, Florida

“Dey sold my sister Lucy and my brother Fred in slavery time, an’ I have never seen ’em in my life. Mother would cry when she was tellin’ me ’bout it. She never seen ’em anymore. I jes’ couldn’t bear to hear her tell it widcut cryin’. Dey were carried to Richmond, an’ sold by old marster when dey were chillun.”

“We tried to get some news of brother and sister. Mother kept ’quiring ’bout ’em as long as she lived and I have hoped dat I could hear from ’em. Dey are dead long ago I recons, and I guess dare aint no use ever expectin’ to see ’em. Slavery wus bad and Mr. Lincoln did a good thing when he freed de niggers. I caint express my love for Roosevelt. He has saved so many lives. I think he has saved mine. I want to see him face to face. I purely love him and I feel I could do better to see him and tell him so face to face.”

Julia Blanks, Texas

“My grandmother was free born, but they stole her and sold her to Miss Denaldson. She was half French. She looked jes’ like a French woman. She wasn’t a slave, but she and her brother were stolen and sold. She said the stage coach used to pass her aunt’s house, and one day she and her brother went down to town to buy some buns, and when they were comin’ back, the stage stopped and asked ’em to ride. She wanted to ride, but her brother didn’t. But they kep’ coaxin’ ’em till they got ’em in. They set her down between the two women that was in there and set her brother between two men, and when they got close to the house, they threw cloaks over their heads and told the driver to drive as fast as he could, and he sure drove. They taken ’em to Washin’ton, to the White House, and made her a pres­ent to Mary Wilcox (Miss Donaldson) and her brother to somebody alse. Then this woman married John C. Wilcox and they come to Texas.”

“She said she had a good time, though, when she was growing up. They were pretty good to her, but after they came to San Antonio, Mrs. Wilcox began bein’ mean. She kep’ my mother hired out all the time and gave me to her daughter and my sister to her son. My mother was kep’ hired out all the time, cooking; and after freedom, she just took to washin’ and ironin’. My grandfather bought his time and my grandmother’s time out. They didn’t stay with her.”

Jacob Branch, Texas

“I’s bought and fotched here to Double Bayou when I’s jes’ three year old. I and my half-brother, Eleck, he de baby, was both born in Louisiana on de Van Loos place, but I go by de name of Branch, ’cause my daddy name Branch. My mama name Renee. Dey split up us family and Elisha Stevenson buy my mama and de two chillen. I ain’t never see my daddy no more and don’t ’member him at all.”

“Mama, she work up in de big house, doin’ cookin’ and washin’. Old massa go buy a cullud man name Uncle Charley Fenner. He a good old cullud man. Massa brung him to de quarters and say, ‘Rence, here you husband,’ and den he turn to Uncle and say, ‘Charley, dis you woman.’ Den dey consider marry. Dat de way dey marry ien, by de massa’s word. Uncle Charley, he good step-pa to us.”

Aunt Phoebe Jane Burrell, Texas

“I know that I come to Texas when I was a very small girl. I was the property of Chris Carter. I was born in Newton County, Georgia, in 1850. My mother an father was Martha an Orange Bledsoe.”

“Mr. Carter owned lots of slaves before we left Georgia. I remember there were fifteen cabins in the quarter lot. When we got ready to leave for Texas, Mr. Carter decided to make two trips. Jest sorter divided up an bring part of us at a time I was taken from my mother an left behind. He brung mother, my baby brother and sister on the first trip. Next time he brung me along with a great many others. We went by boat down the Mississippi River to New Orleans and then by wagons to Rusk where we lived for several years. I longed an wished so much to see my mother but never did till after I was married and had one child. I jest kept looking and hunting an asking about her till we finally found her. That was a happy minute. I know the Laed heard my prayers that same day I’d find her.”

Jerry Eubanks, Mississippi

“I was borned in Atlanta, but raised in the State of Mississippi.”

“My mammy was named Alice Hamilton, and Pa’s name was Jerry Hamilton. I was named after him.”

“I think dey was bred and borned in Atlanta. Yes’im I had brothers and sisters, six, but I can’t remember bout none of dem but Warren.”

“I was brought away over night, when I was 12 years old by a speculator, named Jack Hart. Dr. Sam Hamilton of Rome, Ga. bought me. He lived in a fine house but couldn’t meet the debt, and then’s when I fell into the speculator’s hands and was brought to Columbus, Mississippi where I was sold to Joe Eubanks for $1100. I was jes a small kid about 12 years old. A house was built just like cow’s stalls where we stayed until sold on a high block.”

“I was fooled out of my mammy’s house by dem speculators wid an apple. When I went out two or three white men grabbed me, Ole Marster, Dr. Hamilton, couldn’t save us case he was in debt hisself.”

Sylvia Floyd, Mississippi

“I don’t know nothin’ o’ my grand mamys an’ pappys a’ tall. I jes’ know dey wuz back in Virginnie belongin’ to some body up deir. De way my pa an’ ma wuz sole an’ traded ’bout we jes’ naturally los’ track ob ’em. Back in slave days families would be torn up an’ seperated an’ when de slave traders ’ud come through de Masters ’ud sell any ob ’em aways from each other if dey could git a good price fer ’em. Sometimes dey would sell de wife an’ keep de husband an’ sell boys an’ girls away from home an’ deir folks would never know whut become ob ’em. After freedom dey would try to find ’em an’ git back together but mos’ an’ generally alwa’s failed as dey wouldn’t know whut name dey ’ud be takin’ as de colored folks had to go by de name ob deir Masters ’cause dey don’t hab none ob deir on; an’ another reason dat wuz one way each Master had ob knowin’ an’ keepin’ up wid his slaves. Dey never let ’em leave de plantation wid out a pass, an’ dey had patrole riders to go out an’ git ’em ifen dey didn’t come in. Dey didn’t hab to be much late ’fore yo’ could hear ’em commin’ after ’em.”

Robert Glenn, North Carolina

“I belonged to a man named Bob Hall, he was a widower. He had three sons, Thomas, Nelson, and Lambert. He died when I was eight years old and I was put on the block and sold in Nelson Hall’s yard by the son of Bob Hall. I saw my brother and sister sold on this same plantation. My mother belonged to the Halls, and father belonged to the Glenns. They sold me away from my father and mother and I was carried to the state of Kentucky. I was bought by a Negro speculator by the name of Henry long who lived not far from Hurdles Mill in Person County. I was not allowed to tell my mother and father goodbye. I was bought and sold three times in one day.”

Dave Harper, Missouri

“I’ve seen slaves go through Danville in droves like cattle. Dey was chained together and dey walked ’em to St. Louis to de nigger yard. One mother give out. De man in charge made her give her baby away, she couldn’t carry it no further. Someone near Danville raised de baby.”

“I was sold when I was six years old to Clark Whitesides’s father to nurse Clark. My mother was sold down on de Missouri River. I’ll tell you ’bout dat. De Fords moved to Danville from Virginia. Dere was several brothers in together in de nigger business. Dey brought my mother to wait on Mrs. Ford and carry her her coffee. She married and had three children. De nigger traders from Virginia run an attachment to get possession of my mother. Den on de way back he took cholera and died. De case was in court when de war come up. Mr. Bem Sharp had de money, he died and dat ended it. I was sold by Thos. J. Powell, de sheriff. Mother was to be sold. Kit Talbot bid on her and de baby. She cried so hard ’cause she wanted to live with me dat Dr. Sharp paid de bid and got her. I used to go to see her real often.”

Wash Hayes, Mississippi

“I can’t tell much ’bout my grand parents as back in deir days dey wuz bought, sold an’ traded ’round so much it wuz impossible to keep trace ob some ob ’em. My grand parents wuz seperated years ago by slave traders. Dey never knowed whut become ob ’em cause deir names wuz changed as dey passed from one slave to another. Dats’ why I’se called Hayes ’cause Marse Billy Hayes owned us when we wuz freed.”

“My grand pappy wuz a slave in Virgiana but wuz sole away when pa wuz a small boy. We don’t know who bought him or whar he went as he wuz took off wid a heap o’ others to be sole down de country. Den when my pa wuz fourteen years old he wuz sole at a auction to Wane Anderson, a slave trader. He say he wuz brung down here in a covered wagon. Dey would stop at points an’ sell some ob de slaves but my pa wuz held ’till he got to Mississippi whar he wuz sole to my ole Marse William Hayes.”

“My grand mammy wuz named Caroline an’ she wuz sole to traders from Virgiana an’ brung down to Mississippi. She never did see her people no more. She met grand pappy down here an’ dey got married. It happened dey wuz on de same plantation. Yo’ see Marse Billy owned three purty good size plantations wid several families o’ slaves on each one. He had over-seers to look after ’em an’ he rode a fine purty ho’se from one to de other a seein’ ’bout everything. He wuz good to his slaves but he had ’em whipped now an’ den. De whippin’ wuz alwa’s purty tough as dey used ho’se whips an’ long switches. Dey wuz stripped off to de waist an’ tied to a tree an’ whipped. Now I never seed a whippin’ block or whar dey wuz put in stock, but I’se heard my pappy tell o’ how de slave buyers would come through and de slaves would be lined up in long rows an’ marched up to a cross rood generally, an’ put up fer sale. Sometimes dey would bring a good price ob several hundred dollars, den dey wuz took off to no tellin’ whar an’ folks would never know ob ’em no mo’.”

Henry Johnson, Missouri

“My old master told me when de war was being fought and the Yankees was on de way coming through Franklin County, Virginia, ‘My little niggah do you know how old you is?’ I said: ‘No sah, boss. He said: ‘You are seventeen years old’. I never even saw my mother and father until I was in my twenty’s. A white man taken me to Dansville, Virginia to drive his carriage for him. After I was dere a spell a colored man kept watching me so much I got plum Scared. Dis was after de war was over. Den one day, lo and behold, he jumped at me and he grabbed me and asked me where was I staying. I did not know whether to tell him or not, I was so scared. Den he said I am your father and I am goin’ to take you to your mother and sisters and brothers down in Greenhill, Virginia. When he got me dere, I found two sisters and four brothers. Dey was all so glad to see me dey shouted and cried and carried on so I was so scared I tried to run away, cause I didn’t know nothin’ ’bout none of them. And I thought dat white man what brought me down More ought to have saved me from all dis. I just thought a white man was my God, I didn’t know no better.”

“Well, when my folke finally stopped rejoicing, my mother only had two chickens. She killed and cooked dem for me. My father and brothers would go to work every day and leave me at home with my mother for over a year. They would not trust me to work, feared I would run off cause I didn’t no nothin’ ’bout them. Hadn’t even heard of a mother and father. My brother and father would work all day and only get one peck of corn or one pound of meat or one quart of molasses for a whole day’s work from sun up till sun down. We had to grind dat corn for our flour, and got biscuits once a year at Christmas and den only one biscuit apiece.”

Marjorie Jones, North Carolina

“If they put up a young nigger woman the auctioneer ery out, “Here’s a young nigger wench, how much am I offered for her?” The pore thing stand on the block a shiverin’ an’ a shakin’ nearly froze to death. When they sold many of the pore mothers beg the speculators to sell ’em with their husbands, but the speculator only take what he want. So meybe the pore thing never see her husban’ agin.”

Margaret Nickens, Missouri

“Mr. McCann was a rich slave holder. His daughter, Georgia Ann, was married to a Mr. Dawson and lived in Liberty, Clay county. When I was ’bout eight years old de Dawsons come back to Paris to visit. Dey had two children den so dey took me as a nurse for de children. Mr. Dawson didn’t believe in slaves and he didn’t own none. My mistress had only one slave to do do cooking and she took me for to be de nurse.”

“De baggage and slaves and other things dey hauled in a covered wagon and de white folks rode in a rockaway. When we was fixing to leave, dere was lots of people standing ’round. My mother had to stand dere like I wasn’t her’s and all she could say was, ‘Be a good girl, Margaret.’”

“My father come from Virginia and my mother from Kentucky when dey was little. Dey never seen dere parents no more. Dey watched for a long time among de colored people and asked who dey was when dey thought some body looked like dore parents, but never could find dem. Dey was so small when dey left, dey didn’t even remember dere names.”

Nellie Smith, North Carolina

“I think slavery wus a bad thing cause dey sold families apart, fathers from their wives and children, and mothers away from their children. Two of my sisters were fixed up to be sold when the war ended.”

Salena Teswell, Florida

“No, my mother’s mother was taken from her and sold when she was a baby. So I never seed my grandmother and I don’t know any more about my grandfather than a goose about a band box.”

Fannie Moore Walker, Texas

“When I was a girl de white folks nicknamed me Betty. My real name was Fannie Moore and some called me Fannie Burleson. I was owned by more’n one mawster at different times.”

“When I was a little girl I used to cry and ask my papa, ‘Don’t I have a mama? Where is she?’ ”

“Papa would say, ’Aw, she’s gone. She’ll be back, don’t you worry.’ ”

“I was owned by de Moores and papa was owned by another man. De reason dat mama left me, de other folks told me was ’cause she was sold to another mawster. I was a little girl den and I never saw mama again. I wouldn’t know her if I saw her if she was livin’.”

Ellaine Wright, Missouri

Ellaine Wright, whose name was Evanson in slavery was married after the war in 1866 to [Not readable] Pete Wright. She remembers the “Wilson’s Creek”, fight between the Union and Confederacy and only a short time after that she, with all the other Evanson slaves, was hurriedly taken south. The Evanson slaves with many other of the district were shipped as far south as possible to hide them from the Unionists. Ellaine Wright told of a heartbreaking meetings between she and her slave mother when Ellaine was just four years of age. Her mother had been sold to a slave trader and was to be taken to another state.

They permitted the slaves to say good-bye to their children and Ellaine said she would never forget the few words her mother spoke to her just before they were separated. “Ellaine, honey mamma’s gwan way off and ain’t never goin to see her baby agin”. “An I can see myself holdin onto my mamma and both of us crying–and then, she was gone and I never seed her since. I hopes I goin to see my good mamma some day, I do. Yes’, I’se goin to do it son, I sure is, yes indeed.”

MIXED FAMILY: WHITE FATHER

Enslaved women were often victims of sexual advances by the white men who controlled their lives. They had little or no choice in these instances, even if they already had a husband and family. In most instances the children they bore were subject to the same treatment by their birth fathers as other enslaved children. On rare occasions a true bond formed between the white father, his children, and their mother, with the group living as a family. More often, the women, their children, other family members, and the enslaved community had to find ways to embrace and nurture the children and the women who were victimized.

NARRATIVES

Olivier Blanchard, Texas

“I was a-plowin’ and a-hoein’ long befo’ freedom. I talks mo’ French dan I does English ’cause I comes from St. Martinville Parish over in Lou’siana. My mama was Angeligne Jean Pierre. She was slavebo’n. My daddy was Olivier Blanchard, and he de w’ite man carpenter on de ol’ plantation. My mama b’long to Clairville LaSan and us all lib on he place. Us mama and daddy and de chillen lib in a li’l house on de place.”

“My daddy was jes’ a plain carpenter but he could draw patterns for houses, so he was call’ on to come and go eb’ryw’er to he’p put up houses. I dunno w’er he larn (learn) dat kind of wuk.”

“I was count’ as free bo’n and all de other chillen w’at was bo’n since slav’ry rec’nize me. I still hab one w’ite livin’ ha’f sister and seb­ral other ha’f brudders I nebber know. W’en freedom come my daddy and mama didn’ lib dere on de place no mo’. My mama tuk me and atter w’ile she marry ’gin. I nebber know my gran’parents on eder side.”

Elvira Boles, Texas

“I just member my first marster and mistress cause she don want me, there,” Elvira said. “Ise a child of the marster. Dey didn’t tell me how old I was when dey sold me to Boles. Ray, his wife, She sold me. Dey tuk us to where dere was a heap o’ white people down by the coaht-house [courthouse] and we’d be there in lots and den de whites ’ud bid fo us.”

Anne Clark, Texas

“My mama did the washin’ for the big house. She tuk a big tub on her head and a bucket of water in her hand. My mama had two white chillen by marster and they were sold as slaves. I had two chillen, too. I never married. They allus said we’d steal, but I didn’ take a thing. Why, they’d put me on a hoss with money to take into town and I’d take it to the store in town, and when I’d git back, marster’d say, ‘Anne, you didn’ take a thing.’”

Phannie Corneal, Nebraska

“I don’t remember nothin’ much about slavery cause I was too young. My mother used to tell me different things about it though. My sister can tell you more than I can because she’s older. My mother was the house-girl in a way she was the mistress of her master because he was the father of all my brothers and sisters.”

“He freed her before the Civil War and her and us children was treated better than the other slaves on his place. She continued to stay on there after her freedom.”

Harriet Ann Daves, North Carolina

“My full name is Harriet Ann Daves, I like to be called Harriet Ann. If my mother called me when she was living, I didn’t want to answer her unless she called me Harriet Ann. I was born June 6, 1856. Milton Waddell, my mother’s marster was my father, and he never denied me to anybody.”

“My mother was a slave but she was white. I do not know who my mother’s father was. My mother was Mary Collins. She said that her father was an Indian. My mother’s mother was Mary Jane Collins, and she was white-maybe part Indian. My grandfather was old man William D. Waddell, a white man. I was born in Virginia near Orange Courthouse. The Waddells moved to Lexington, Missouri, after I was born. I guess some of the family would not like it if they knew I was telling this. We had good food and a nice place to live. I was nothing but a child, but I know, and remember that I was treated kindly. I remember the surrender very well. When the surrender came my grandfather came to mother and told her: ‘Well, you are as free as I am.’ That was William D. Waddell. He was one of the big shots among the white folks.”

“My white grandmother wanted mother to give me to her entirely. She said she had more right to me than my Indian grandmother that she had plenty to educate and care for me. My mother would not give me to her, and she cried. My mother gave me to my Indian grandmother. I later went back to my mother.”

“While we were in Missouri some of my father’s people, a white girl, sent for me to come up to the great house. I had long curls and was considered pretty. The girl remarked, ‘Such a pretty child’ and kissed me. She afterwards made a remark to which my father who was there, my white father, took exception telling her I was his child and that I was as good as she was. I remember this incident very distinctly.”

“My mother had two children by the same white man, my father. The other was a girl. She died in California. My father never married. He loved my mother, and he said if he could not marry Mary he did not want to marry. Father said he did not want any other woman. My father was good to me. He would give me anything I asked him for. Mother would make me ask him for things for her. She said it was no harm for me to ask him for things for her which she could not get unless I asked him for them. When the surrender came my mother told my father she was tired of living that kind of a life, that if she could not be his legal wife she wouldn’t be anything to him, so she left and went to Levenworth, Kansas. She died there in 1935. I do not know where my father is, living or dead, or what became of him.”

Hattie Douglas, Arkansas

“My mother’s name was Mary Melvina Daniels. Kolb Wilkerson was her owner. He was her father. He was a full blooded Irishman.”

“I don’t know anything about my father. His name was Israel Jones. My mother was young you know and I think he seduced her. I was born on the 8th of May 1867 and she was seventeen the next July.”

“This seducin’ business been going on ever since the world began, hasn’t it?”

“I think my mother was born in Virginia and went to Tennessee. That’s where I was born—Bolivar, Tennessee. Yes ma’m. We left Tennessee in ’seventy four and come to Pine Bluff. We laid over in Little Rock a little while. When we left Tennessee my stepfather left to go to Texarkana and when we got to Little Rock somebody sighted him to Pine Bluff and he come here.”

“My stepfather’s name was Millidgeville Daniels. That was his name but everybody called him Milt an Milton. He was a blacksmith. Captain McKinney was the man he worked for.”

John Elder, Nebraska

“I was born in Clarkesville Tennessee in 1848. My daddy was a white man, a doctor. My mother was partly Negro and Indian. My father died when I was about nine years old. He never treated my mother as a slave been/[he] did for her just as if she had of been white and legally married to her. When he died his brother, my uncle, brought us to Cincinatti. Later we moved to Lewiston, Ill, and that was my home town until I came to Lincoln first in 1870, and then went away and came back again in 1879.”

Elisha Doc Gary, Georgia

“Sarah Anne Garey was my Ma and I was one of dem shady babies. Dere was plenty of dat kind in dem times. My own sister was Rachel, and I had a half sister named Sallie what was white as anybody. John, Lindsay, David, and Joseph, was my four brothers.”

Cora Gillam, Arkansas

“No ma’am, oh no indeedy, my father was not a slave. Can’t you tell by me that he was white? My brother and one sister were free folks because their white father claimed them. Brother was in college in Cincinnati and sister was in Oberlin college. My father was Mr. McCarroll from Ohio. He came to Mississippi to be overseer on the plantation of the Warren family where my mother lived. My grandmother—on mother’s side, was full blood Cherokee. She came from North Carolina. In early days my mother and her brothers and sisters were stolen from their home in North Carolina and taken to Mississippi and sold for slaves. You know the Indians could follow trails better than other kind of folks, and she tracked her children down and stayed in the south. My mother was only part Negro; so was her brother, my uncle Tom. He seemed all Indian. You know, the Cherokee were peaceable Indians, until you got them mad. Then they was the fiercest fighters of any tribes.”

“Wait a minute, lady. I want to tell you first why I didn’t get educated up north like my white brother and sister. Just about time for me to be born my papa went to see how they was getting along in school. He left my education money with mama. He sure did want all his children educated. I never saw my father. He died that trip. After awhile mama married a colored man name Lee. He took my school money and put me in the cotton patch. It was still during the war.”

“Yes ma’m, my stepfather was born in slavery. He fought in the war. He fought with the Secessionists. He didn’t do it of his own volition—his master made him.”

James Calhart James, Maryland

“My master was my father; he was kind to me but hard on the field hands who worked in the rice fields. My mistress died before I was born. There were 3 girls and one boy, they treated me fairly good—at’ first or when I was small or until they realised their father was my father, then they hated me. We lived in a large white frame house containing about 15 rooms with every luxury of that day, my father being very rich.”

Ella Johnson, Georgia

“I was born in Greenville South Carolina in 1857. My mother’s name was Victoria Woodard. My father was a white man, who lived on the ajoining plantation. His name was Tom Glen, so you see my name was Ella Glen. My mother belonged to Dr. Lyles, so when I was born, Dr. Lyles took me in the “big house” and I was treated just like one of his own children. I used to go down to the cabin sometimes and see my mother. My father (Tom Glen) went North about a year or two before the War and wanted to buy me and take me with him. But Dr. Lyles wouldn’t sell me. So my father gave me twenty-five dollars in gold and silver coins. I ran all around the place that day with an apron full of money.”

Carrie Mason, Georgia

“Why is George so white? ’Cause his marster wuz er white genemun named Mister Jimmie Dunn. His mammy wuz er cullud ’cman name’ Frances Mason an’ his marster wuz his paw. Yas mam, I see you is s’prised, but dat happ’ned a lots in dem days. I hyeared tell of er white man whut would tell his sons ter ‘go down ter dem nigger quarters an’ git me mo’ slaves.’ Yas mam, when George wuz borned ter his mammy, his pappy wuz er white man an’ he made George his overseer ez soon ez he wuz big e’nuf ter boss de yuther slaves.”

Willie McCullough, North Carolina

“There was classes of slavery. Some of the half-white and beautiful young women who were used by the marster and his men friends or who was the sweetheart of the marster only, were given special privileges. Some of ’em worked very little. They had private quarters well fixed up and had a great influence over the marster. Some of these slave girls broke up families by getting the marster so enmeshed in their net that his wife, perhaps an older woman, was greatly neglected. Mother and grandmother tole me that they were not allowed to pick their husbands.”

Bill Reese, Georgia

“My mother’s owner was also her own father, and for that reason I’d rather not tell his name. You know things like that was common in slavery time. Masters often had children by their slave women. He was kind to me, and she was kept on duty in the big house as a maid. She didn’t have to do field work. Ma’s owner was a mighty prominent man who had a fine home out on Milledge Avenue. There’s where I was born in September 12, 1863, right about the middle of the big war.”

Adora Rienshaw, North Carolina

“We wuz called ‘Ole Issues,’ case we wuz mixed wid de whites. My pappy wuz borned free, case his mammy wuz a white ’oman an’ his pappy wuz a coal-black nigger man. Hit happened in Mississippi, do’ I doan know her name ’cept dat she wuz a Perry.”

“She wuz de wife of grandfather’s marster an’ dey said dat he wuz mean ter her. Grandfather wuz her coachman an’ he often seed her cry, an’ he’d talk ter her an’ try ter comfort her in her troubles, an’ dat’s de way dat she come ter fall in love wid him.”

“One day, he said, she axed him ter stop de carriage an’ come back dar an’ talk ter her. When he wuz back dar wid her she starts ter cry an’ she puts her purtty gold haid on his shoulder, an’ she tells him dat he am her only friend, an’ dat her husban’ won’t eben let her have a chile.”

“Hit goes on lak dis till her husban’ fin’s out dat she am gwine ter have de baby. Dey says dat he beats her awful an’ when pappy wuz borned he jist about went crazy. Anyhow pappy wuz bound out till he wuz twenty-one an’ den he wuz free, case no person wid ary a drap of white blood can be a slave.”

Celia Robinson, North Carolina

“I wuz old enough to go up ter where my brother kept de cows when de war ended. I member where he kept de calves. My brother would carry me up dere ter hold de calves off when dey wus milking de cows. My marster would take me by de hand and say ‘Now, Celia, you must be smart or I will let de bull hook you.’ He often carried me up to de great house an’ fed me. He give me good things ter eat. Yes, I am partly white. It won’t on my mother’s side tho’, but let’s not say anything about dat, jist let dat go. Don’t say anything about dat. Marster thought a lot o’ me. Marster and missus thought there wus nothin’ like me. Missus let me tote her basket, and marster let me play wid his keys.”

William Scott, North Carolina

“My name is William Scott. I live at 401 Church Street, Raleigh, North Carolina. I wuz born 1860, March 31st. I wuz free born. My father wuz William Scott. I wuz named after my father. My mother wuz Cynthia Scott. She wuz a Scott before she wuz married to my father. She wuz born free. As far back as I can learn on my mother’s side they were always free.”

“My mother and father always told me my grandfather wuz born of a white woman. My grandfather wuz named Elisha Scott. I have forgot her name. If I heard her name called I have forgot it. My grandfather on my mother’s side wuz a Waverly. I can’t tell you all about dese white folks, but some of ’em, when they died, left their property to [illegible text]ulattoes, or half-breed children, and several of them are living in this community now. I can tell you exactly where they are, and where they got their property. Some of them are over half white. They were by a Negro woman who wuz a mulatto and a white man. Dey air so near white you can’t tell them from white folks. This condition has existed as long ago as I have any recollection, and it still exists, but there are not as many children according to the relations as used to be.”

Fanny Sellers, Nebraska

“My mother and father married the yeah they sait the cull’ed f’ks free. They jumped over a broom stick, an’ that married ’em. That was the custom of cull’ed marriages in them days. I was bo’n the incomin’ March. I don’ know jes how ’ol that makes me, but I have my gran’son to count it up ever so of’en. My grandmother had two children, Mary and Anna. Mary was my mother. Their daddy was the boss-man of the plantation and awful good tuh’ them. When I was a little girl my mama tol’ me that their daddy was goin’ to town one day an’ tol’ my mutter an’ aunt that they could go along. My mama wasn’t fas’ ’nough in gettin’ ready, so he took my aunt an’ drove off. When they came back they couldn’ fin’ my mother ’til they heard someone groanin’ in the basement. It was my mother with her head kinda crushed. The boss-man’s wife had whipped her and she fell down the steps. They took her to the doctor’s office in town an’ he put a silver plate in her head. The doctor said when she got married and had chill’un she wouldn’ be bothered no more, an’ whe wasn’t. I was the oldes’ child, and I had four brothers, two sisters.”

J. W. Terrill, Texas

“My father took me away from my mother when at age of six weeks old and gave me to my grandmother, who was real old at the time. Jus’ befo’ she died she gave me back to my father, who was my mammy’s master. He was a old batchelor and run saloon and he was white, but my mammy was a Negro. He was noan to me.”

“Finally my father let his sister take me and raise me with her chillen. She was good to me, but befo’ he let her have me he willed I must wear a bell till I was 21 year old, strapped ’round my shoulders with the bell ’bout three feet from my head in steel frame. That was for punishment for bein’ born into the world a son of a white man and my mammy, a Negro slave. I wears this frame with the bell where I could’t reach the clapper, day and night. I never knowed what it was to lay down in bed and get a good night’s sleep till I was ’bout 17 year old, when my father died and my missy took the bell offen me.” “Befo’ my father gave me to his sister, I was tied and strapped to a tree and whipped like a beast by my father, till I was unconscious, and then left strapped to a tree all night in cold and rainy weather. My father was very mean. He and he sister brung me to Texas, to North Zulch, when I ’bhut 12 year old. He brung my mammy, too, and made her come and be his mistress one night every week, He would have kilt every one of his slaves rather than see us go free, ’specially me and my mammy.”

“My mammy had a boy called Frank Adds and a girl called Marie Adds, what she give birth to by her cullud husban’. but I never got to play with them.”

Jake Walker, Arkansas

“I was born seven or eight miles from Hernando, Mississippi. My pa was a slave over twenty years. He belong to Master Will Walker, and his white mistress was Ann. They brought him from ’round Athens, Georgia. He was heired through his master. His own mother died at his birth and he was the son of a peddler through the country. He was a furriner but pa never could tell. His young master never told him. His ma was the nurse about the place. The peddler was a white man of some kind. He kept coming about selling goods. The dogs made a bad racket. They never bought nothng much. Old master suspicioned him trying to get away with something about the place. He come right out and accused him to being up to something. He denied it. He told the peddler not to come back. He never. After it was over she told her mistress. He wanted her to go on off with him. That made them mad. But he never was seen about there.”

PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR FAMILY MEMBERS

Enslaved families found creative ways to nurture the bonds between family members. They did this to provide a bulwark against the external pressures working to disrupt normal family dynamics. A myriad of sometimes small actions allowed them to demonstrate their love for one another. Parents provided extra food or other treats for their children when they could. Spouses took risks to see one another. Older relatives offered survival words of wisdom to younger relatives. Through these actions family members conveyed their devotion to one another and a reminder that, in the midst of the travails of slavery, they were loved.

NARRATIVES

Will Adams, Texas

“We had good quarters and plenty to eat. I ’members when I’s jus’ walkin’ round good pa come in from the field at night and taken me out of bad and dress me and feed me and then play with me for hours. Him bein’ leader, he’s gone from ’fore day till after night. The old heads got out early but us young scraps slep’ till eight or nine o’clock.”

Delia Barclay, Texas

“Sunday was us bigges’ day. On Sattidy night Mrase Jack Bean he ’low my father a permit t’ come t’ see mudder ’n’ us chillren. Fadder alays brung sumpthin’ fo’ all he little shavers w’en he come t’ stay ober Sattidy night ’n’ Sunday. He brung us sweet ’taters ’n’ sweet gum t’ chew like chewin’ gum is now. I ’member one night he come ’n’ I’s so ’cited t’ see him I run up d’ po’ch ’n’ got my big toe kotch in d’ crack in d’ step ’n’ mos’ pull it off. C’ose dat bre’k up d’ merriment fo’ w’ile but I soon git over it.”

Mary A. Bell, Arkansas

“I so often think of de hard times my parents had in dere slave days, more than I feel my own hard times, because my father was not allowed to come to see my mother but two nights a week. Dat was Wednesday and Saturday. So often he came home all bloody from beatings his old nigger overseer would give him. My mother would take those bloody clothes off of him, bathe de sore places and grease them good and wash and iron his clothes, so he could go back clean.”

Scott Bond, Arkansas

“I have said little about my mother. She was a slave and as such was house maid. This brought her in close contact with the white people and gave her training not common to the masses of colored women of her day. Her duties were such however, that she could give but little attention to me. Still her sympathy and love for me was as great as any woman ever bore in her bosom for a son. I can remember on one occasion when I was quite small my heels were chapped. In those days, Negro boys were not allowed to wear shoes until 12 or 14 years of age. When I would walk early in the morning or late in the evening, blood that would ooze from the cracks in my feet, would mark my tracks.”

“On one occasion when my mother had finished her task as maid in the house she came to me late at night and took me from my bed to look at my feet. In those days, tallow was the cure all. One of my heels was so chapped and cracked open that one could almost lay his finger in the opening. She got some tallow and warmed it in a spoon and having no idea how hot it was poured it into the crack in my heel.”

Martha Colquitt, Georgia

“At night ma always spinned and knit, and grandma, she sewed, makin’ clo’es for us chillun. Dey done it ’cause dey wanted to. Dey wuz workin’ for deyselves den. Dey won’t made to work at night. On Sadday night, ma bathed all her chillun. I don’t know what de other famblies done den.”

Sarah Ford, Texas

“Massa Charles and Uncle Jake don’t like papa, ’cause he ain’t so black, and he had spirit, ’cause he part Indian. Do somethin’ go wrong and Uncle Big Jake say he gwine to give papa de whippin’, he runs off. One time he gone a whole year and he sho’ look like a monkey when he gits back, with de hair standin’ straight on he head and he face. Papa was mighty good to mama and me and dat de only reason he ever come back from runnin’ ’way, to see us. He knowed he’d git a whippin’ but he come anyway. Dey never could cotch papa when he run ’way, ’cause he part Indian. Massa Charles even gits old Nigger Kelly what lives over to Sandy Point to track papa with he dogs, but papa wade in water and dey can’t track him.”

“Dey knows papa is de best tanner ’round dat part de country, so dey doesn’t sell him off de place. I ’lect papa sayin’ dere one place special where he hide, some German folks, de name Ebbling, I think. While he hides dere, he tans hides on de sly like and dey feeds him, and lots of mornin’s when us open de cabin door on a shelf jus’ ’bove is food for mama and me, and sometime store clothes. No one ain’t see papa, but dere it is. One time he brung us dresses, and Uncle Big Jake heered ’bout it and he sho’ mad ’cause he can’t cotch papa, and he say to mama he gwine to whip her ’less she tell him where papa is. Mama say, ’Fore God, Uncle Jake, I don’t know, ’cause I ain’t seed him since he run ’way,’ and jus’ den papa come ’round de corner of de house. He save mama from de whippin’ but papa got de hot grease drapped on him like I told you Uncle Big Jake did, and got put in de stockhouse with shackles on him, and kep’ dere three days, and while he in dere mama has de goin’ down pains and my sister, Rachel, is born.”

Laura Montgomery, Mississippi

“My pappy, was Jeff Vaughn. He didn’ b’long to Marse Bill. He b’longed to Mister Joe Vaughn, an’ he lived on a-nudder plantation. When he cum over to see my mammy he had to bring a piece of paper wid him, iffen he didn’, de pater-roller would sho’ git him. One time dey kotched him and made his back sore by beatin’ him right in de middle of de road. Some time he would brung er bucket of ’lasses, an’ some time a water melon an’ one time he brung some apples. He said his marster was kin’ to ’im.”

Millie Ann Smith, Texas

“When Master George Washington Trammell (my Master) come to Texas with his wife and three chil’ren, he brought my mother and her three chil’ren. Pappy belonged to a George Moore there in Mississippi and Master Trammell hadn’t bought him when we left to come to Texas. Pappy run off and come to Texas and begged Master in to buying him so he could be with his wife and chil’ren.”

Adeline Willis, Georgia

When asked what was the very first things remembered, Aunt Adeline gave a rather surprising answer: “The first thing I recollect is my love for my Mother—I loved her so and would cry when I couldn’t be with her, and as I growed up I kept on loving her jest that a-way even after I married and had children of my own.”

PRESERVING FAMILY HISTORY

Preserving and sharing the history of past generations was an important survival device. Passing down that history reminded family members how previous generations were able to endure the difficulties of slavery. Recounting the stories also illustrated how separation from family members was painful but endurable. Stories of their African ancestry or American Indian bloodlines provided a sense of pride in the family and in the fact that they had not always been enslaved. Knowledge of one’s ancestors and their origins offered an opportunity to hold on to a sense of self-esteem under often very difficult circumstances.

Understanding their family history helped family members endure and survive the conditions of slavery. It enabled them to maintain a sense of self-esteem despite the mistreatment they received as enslaved people. That internal fortitude was a necessary characteristic when physical punishments and unexpected separations were a normal part of their existence. Understanding their heritage also helped bolster other efforts made by the enslaved to keep the family unit viable. Enslaved people understood the critical role of family in their survival. The family was a safe place where they could be with others who sympathized and shared their challenges and where they could find love and affection, which was infrequently available from their enslavers. Family provided stability in a world where capricious actions occurred regularly.

NARRATIVES

Eugene, Georgia

Eugene touched on an unusual angle of slavery when he spoke of husbands and wives discovering that they were brother and sister. “They’d talk about their grandfathers and grand-mothers, and find out that they had been separated when they were children.”

Frank Anderson, Texas

“But I was bo’n on Marse Willie Heald’s plantation on the Bernard River, an’ Marse Willie an’ Mrs. Annie, thats’ his wife, was the ones what owned my mother an’ me.”

“My pappy belong to Marse Tom Heald, that was Marse Willie’s brother, an’ he was a Guinea nigger so I hear my mammy say. ’Cose I don’t remember, him, ’cept what mammy tole me, ’cause he died when I was a baby. But mammy say he was so strong his veins was big as rope.”

“Cose what I tells you now, I was tole by my mammy, ’cause I was Jes a baby and don’t remember nothin’ ’cept from Mrs. Annie Burnett’s place. She was Mrs. Annie Heald’s daughter, and when she got married to Marse Burnett my mammy an I went with her, an’ when her chillen came, I nursed ’em.”

“My mammy she came from Africa, in a boat, an’ here’s how come she got here.”

“It seem like she and her sister, had took a basket of peanuts down to the river bank to wash and clean ’em, an’ in the water was a boat an’ on it was white folks.”

“They had lots of red cloth an’ things, an’ a boat come to land an’ they say they wants to trade the cloth for peanuts, an’ gets mammy an’ her sister to get in the little boat an’ to come out to the big boat. Then while they was lookin’ round, the boat it starts goin’ and they is put down in a big place an’ sees lots of more black folks down there, an’ that is how she come here.”

“But after they got here, she didn’t know where they landed, an’ she never did see her sister no more. She was brought by Marse Willie, and then she tell me, her an’ my pappy got married.”

Rev. Eli Boyd, Florida

“I belong to a class of Negroes called Geechees. My grandfather was brought directly from Africa to Port Royal, South Carolina. My grandmother used to hold up her hand and look at it and sing out of her hand. She’d make them up as she would look at her hand. She sang in Geechee and also made rhymes and songs in English.”

Josie Brown, Texas

“My mudder was a free bo’n Injun woman. Jus’ like any ’r’ dem ol’ Choctaw down in d’ woods. She was stole ’n’ sol’ by a spec’lator’s gang. Dey was a thu’teen in our fam’bly but I don’ b’leabe in bad luck Dey ain’ no bad luck in thu’teen. D’ onlies’ bad luck dey is is to miss Hebben ’n’ go t’ Hell.”

“My mudder name’ was Keyla, dat Injun, ’n’ my daddy name’ Reuben. I ’member w’en I little us go visit my uncle Major Scott. He lib in Polk County. He wo’ (wore) earring in he yeres ’n’ beads ’n’ ebryt’ing. He’s a Injun. He dead now many year.”

Jeptha Choice, Texas

“I’ll be 102 years old, come fall, ’cause my mother told me I was born on Oct. 17, 1835, and besides, I was about 30 years old at the end of the Civil War. We belonged to the Choices and I was born on their plantation. My mother’s name was Martha and she had been brought here from Serbia. My father’s name was John and he was from the East Indies. They was brought to this country in a slave boat owned by Captain Adair and sold to someone at New Orleans before Master Jezre Choice bought them. I had five sisters and one brother but they are all dead, ’cepting one brother who lives near Henderson.”

Julia Henderson, Georgia

Julia said her mother’s father was a “pure Indian” named Anderson, “as red as he could be.” Her father’s parents were “pure Afikin” and never learned to speak English. “I couldn’ understand ’em, dey talk pure Afikin,” she said. “You couldn’ understand what him and Grandmah Silver said, I kin ’member seeing my father’s father, Horace his name was, going to dat pine tree. Miss, hit would be jus’like dat yard, it was clean because he prayed dere so much! I ain’t know if he pray like we does but he git down on his knees and talk Afikin prayer.”

Josephine Howard, Texas

“Dey allus done tell us it am wrong to lie and steal, but why did de white folks steal my mammy and her mammy? Dey lives clost to some water, somewheres over in Africy, and de man come in a little boat to de sho’ and tell dem he got presents on de big boat. Most de men am out huntin’ and my mammy and her mammy gits took out to dat big boat and dey locks dem in a black hole what mammy say so black you can’t see nothin’. Dat de sinfulles’ stealin’ dey is.”

“De captain keep dem locked in dat black hole till dat boat gits to Mobile and dey is put on de block and sold. Mammy is ’bout twelve year old and dey am sold to Marse Tim, but grandma dies in a month and dey puts her in de slave graveyard.”

“Mammy am nuss gal till she git older and den cook, and den old Marse Tim puts her and papa together and she has eight chillen. I reckon Marse Tim warn’t no worser dan other white folks. De nigger driver sho’ whip us, with de re[illegible text]son and without de reason. You never knowed. If dey done took de notion dey jes’ lays it on you and you can’t do nothin’.”

Millie Markham, North Carolina

“I was never a slave. Although I was born somewhere about 1855, I was not born in slavery, but my father was. I’m afraid this story will be more about my father and mother than it will be about myself.”

“My mother was a white woman. Her name was Tempie James. She lived on her father’s big plantation on the Roanoke River at Rich Souare, North Carolina. Her father owned acres of land and many slaves. His stables were the best anywhere around; they were filled with horses, and the head coachman was named Squire James. Squire was a good looking, well behaved Negro who had a white father. He was tall and light colored. Tempie James fell in love with this Negro coachman. Nobody knows how long they had been in love before Tempie’s father found it out, but when he did he locked Tempie in her room. For days he and Miss Charlottie, his wife, raved, begged and pleaded, but Tempie just said she loved Squire. ‘Why will you act so?’ Miss Charlottie was crying. ‘Haven’t we done everything for you and given you everything you wanted?’ ”

“Tempie shook her head and said: ‘You haven’t given me Squire. He’s all I do want.’ ”

“Then it was that in the dark of the night Mr. James sent Squire away; he sent him to another state and sold him.”

“But Tempie found it out. She took what money she could find and ran away. She went to the owner of Squire and bought him, then she set him free and changed his name to Walden Squire Walden. But then it was against the law for a white woman to marry a Negro unless they had a strain of Negro blood, so Tempie cut Squire’s finger and drained out some blood. She mixed this with some whiskey and drank it, then she [illegible text] on the stand and swore she had [illegible text] [illegible text] blood in her, so they were married. She never went back home and her people disowned her.”

“Tempie James Walden, My mother, was a beautiful woman. She was tall and fair with long light hair. She had fifteen children, seven boys and eight girls, and all of them lived to be old enough to see their great-grand-children. I am the youngest and only one living now. Most of us came back to North Carolina. Two of my sisters married and came back to Rich Square to live. They lived not far from the James plantation on Roanoke River. Once when we were children my sister and I were visiting in Rich Square. One day we went out to pick huckleberries. A woman came riding down the road on a horse. She was a tall woman in a long grey riding habit. She had grey hair and grey eyes. She stopped and looked at us. ‘My’, she said, ‘whose pretty little girls are you?’ ”

“‘We’re Squire Walden’s children,’ I said.”

“She looked at me so long and hard that I thought she was going to hit me with her whip, but she didn’t, she hit the horse. He jumped and ran so fast I thought she was going to fall off, but she went around the curve and I never saw her again. I never knew until later that she was Mis’ Charlottie James, my grandmother.”

“I don’t know nything about slavery times, for I was born free of free parents and raised on my father’s own plantation. I’ve been living in Durham over sixty-five years.”

Susan Snow, Mississippi

“Aunt Sue” Snow’s story in her own words.

“My ma was a black African, an’ she sho’ was wild an’ mean. She was so mean to me, I couldn’t believe she was my mammy. Dey couldn’t whup her widout tyin’ her first, an’ sometimes my marster would wait til de nex’ day to git somebody he’p tie her an’ he’d forgit to whup her.”

“I don’t remember nothin’ about havin’ any pa.”

“My ma tol’ me how dey brought her from Africa. You know, like we say President in dis country, well dey call him Chief in Africa. Seem like de chief made ’rangemints wid some men an’ he had a big goober grabbin’ for de young folks, an’ dey stole my ma an’ some mo’ an’ took her to dis country.”

Shaok Thomas, Florida

The centennarian remembers his parents clearly; his mother was one Nancy and his father’s name was Adam. His father, he says, used to spend hours after the candles were out telling him and his brothers about his capture and subsequent slavery.

Adam was a native, of the West Coast of Africa, and when quite a young man was attracted one day to a large ship that had just come near his home. With many others he was attracted aboard by bright red handkerohiefs, shavls and other articles in the hands of the [illegible text]. Shortly afterwards he was securely bound in the hold of the ship, to be later sold somewhere in America. Thomas does not know exactly where Adam landed, but knows that his father had been in Florida many years before his birth. “I guess that’s why I can’t stand red things now,” he says; “my pa hated the sight of it.”

Mary Young, Texas

“I was owned by Alton Bailey, married to Tom Young about the time the war was over. My fathers name was Charley Bailey. My mothers name was Alice Bailey. I had one sister named Sucie Grant. I was born in Kentucky, and came to Texas in 1900, long after we was freed.”

“No sir, I do not remember much about my parents, cause the white men went to Africa and caught them. As soon as they was freed, they went back to Africa, and I never seen them again.”
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Women and Enslavement

“Mos’ o’ de women plowed in de cotton field or dey picked cotton. Jes’ a few worked in de big house.”

—Hariette Benton, Georgia
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Woman and children on plantation. (Library of Congress)

In the nineteenth century, the belief in patriarchy dominated societal views. In this worldview men were the dominant force in society and the family. Men were physically more powerful and were expected to provide for their families and ensure their well-being. Women were not men’s equals. They were the weaker sex and in need of protection. As wives and mothers their primary task was to oversee domestic activities, making sure the household ran smoothly. Most importantly, they had charge of properly raising and protecting their children to ensure that they grew into adults with suitable values and aspirations. The ideal woman and mother embodied purity, innocence, and morality. These were areas where men were considered to be not as strong, as they were often weak of spirit and lacked the proper resolve on issues in this sphere. Women represented the higher values of society and were the bulwark that kept men—and society—on the proper path. Ideally, women were not expected to work outside the home. Their focus was the domestic sphere, not the world of work.

This ideal conceptualization of women and mothers, however, was largely a middle-class view of women’s roles. In middle-class families the income produced by the father/husband was usually sufficient to shield women from the necessity of working. Yet this fortunate circumstance did not hold true for many other women. Certainly, this idealized model did not fit the lives of enslaved women, and they were not accorded the same esteem given to non-enslaved women.

This viewpoint helped slaveholders rationalize why enslaved women should not be shielded from hard work or provided the protection afforded other women. Their value was based more on economics than on their aesthetic qualities. As a consequence, expectations ascribed to other women were not the expectations associated with enslaved women. The labor they provided was their most important merit in the eyes of slaveholders and slave society. The more they produced, the greater their value and the greater the wealth accruing to the slaveholder. Their usefulness was further supplemented by their ability to produce many children, as these future laborers would add to the fortunes of their slaveholders. Enslaved women had value, but it rested more on their economic contributions to the institution of slavery than on their value as marriage partners or mothers.

THE WORKDAY FOR ENSLAVED WOMEN

Work for enslaved women was demanding, and punishment for falling short of expectations was harsh, whether one worked in the fields or in the slaveholder’s home. Enslaved women who worked in the fields were expected to clear the land, wield hoes, plow behind mules or oxen, nurture crops to maturity, and harvest prescribed amounts of cotton, tobacco, or rice during harvest time. These work conditions did not protect enslaved women as the weaker sex. Such an attitude did not work to the economic advantage of the plantation owner, whose primary goal was to maximize crop production and the effectiveness of the labor force. Everyone sent to the fields had to pull his or her weight and meet the schedule for the day. Gender did not protect one from the anger of the overseer or slaveholder if one did not keep up. The lash was applied remorselessly to both men and women who did not meet expectations.

The lives of enslaved women who did not work in the fields were not necessarily easier. Though the tasks they performed more closely paralleled the tasks usually assigned to women, the circumstances under which they had to work were often difficult. Depending on their responsibilities, the work could be as physically demanding as the labor performed by their counterparts working in the fields. Preparing meals or ensuring that the slaveholder’s home was maintained to the family’s expectations was physically and emotionally challenging. Housework was hard manual labor and entailed lifting heavy containers of food or water, scrubbing floors, washing clothes by hand, or performing other tasks that took physical exertion to accomplish. The additional burden for enslaved house workers was the constant presence of the slaveholder family members. Wives and other members of the family carefully watched the enslaved women perform their tasks and were quick to force them to redo work that did not meet the slaveholder’s standards. The fortunate enslaved women workers were the ones who were not punished when they were corrected. Female slaveholders had high expectations of the enslaved workers in their homes, just as their male counterparts did of their field workers.

NARRATIVES

Caroline Ates, Georgia

“When I wuz ’bout leben, I began totin’ water ter the field han’s. Then, they started learnin’ me ter chop cotton an’ I soon began workin’ there, too. I never did no house work ’till after freedom. One o’ my Aunts cooked fer the marster an’ another one wuz his house maid. We had several other maids, too. Marster give one o’ my sisters ter his daughter when she married an’ we never see her home till we wuz all free.”

“Now, when I was li’l they was the hardes’ times. They’d nearly beat us to death. They taken me from my mammy, out the li’l house built onto they house and I had to sleep in a bed by Missus Hodges. I cried for my maw but I had to work and wash and iron and clean and milk cows when I was most too li’l to do it.”

“My maw was cookin’ in the house and she was a clink, that am the bes’ of its kind. She could cuss and she warn’t ’fraid. Wash Hodges tried to whop her with a cowhide and she’d knock him down and bloody him up. Then he’d go down to some his neighbor kin and try to git them to come holp him whop her. But they’d say, ‘I don’t want to go up there and let Chloe Ann beat me up.’ I heared Wash tell his wife they said that.”

Lizzie Atkins, Texas

“We had terrible times here in Texas in them days for the Indians would kill our stock and steal everything we had. Maser made a trap one time and he caught an Indian stealing his corn. After that the Indians were more careful. After that they would come in the daytime when they thought Maser was gone. You asked me what kind of work I done in them days and here I is telling you about them Indians. Why, son, I’se cleared land, cut wood, chopped corn, not much cotton, cause the seed were too hard to pick out. I’se done that picking out of the cotton seed so we could spin that cotton. Then I’se cooked and washed dishes. Maser use to hire us out to work for other people and collect our wages, as he was an officer and did not have very good farm.”

Hariette Benton, Georgia

“I wuz neber large ’nuff during dem days to work. But my maw, why she an’ de res’ o’ dem po’ slaves on dat plantation she did work. Mos’ o’ de women plowed in de cotton field or dey picked cotton. Jes’ a few worked in de big house. De chillun whut wuz ol’ enough fanned flies off de table and dey helped carry de food in de big house from de kitchen. You know dat de kitchen wuz way out from de big house, don’t you? In rainy weather? Why dey done jes’ lak dey always done. Dey had a kind o’ cover to put over de trays an’ dey jes’ come on in de house. Cose, de slaves, dey always got drenched to de bone.”

Monroe Brackins, Texas

“I remember that they tasked the cotton pickers there [in Mississippi]. They had to bring in so many pounds in the evening and if they didn’t they got a whipping for it. They told me that I had a sister there, that she had to bring in 900 pounds a day. Well, the cotton was heavier there. She could pick 900 pounds right along. Most any of ’em could do 500 pounds. It was heavier and fluffier. My mother was a good cotton picker. I don’t remember how much she picked, but I think they used her principally for work around the house [boss man’s]. We left a cotton county, in Mississippi, but nobody knew anything about cotton out here that I know of.”

Manus Brown, Mississippi

“My pa an’ ma wuz brung from way off some-where. I done can’t say if it wuz from North Carolina or Virginia. Dey wuz sole an’ traded ’bout lak stock an’ at las’ landed in de hands o’ Marse John Brown. I cant say which one ob ’em he got first. Marse John jes had a small plantation. My pa an’ ma an’ all us chilluns wuz all de slaves he owned. My pa an’ de biggest gals an’ boys done all de fiel’ wuk, de wuk round de lot, tending to de stock an’ a gitting de wood, killing hogs, fixing de fences an’ de lak. Now my ma, she done general wuk round marse’ house. She done de cooking, washing, scouring an’ a helping wid de chilluns. Her and de gals had to make de soap, dry up de lard, make de candles, an’ spin an’ weave de cloth. Everything back in dem days had to be made by hand. What us colored folks called ’ho’made’ De washing wuz done in long wooden troughs, what had been hued out deep enough to hole de water an’ de close.”

Sally Brown, Georgia

“I worked hard always. Honey, you can’t ’magine what a hard time I had. I split rails lak a man. How did I do it? I used a huge glut made out’a wood, and a iron wedge drove into the wood with a maul, and this would split the wood.”

“I help’t spin the cotton into thread fur our clothes. The thread wuz wound on big branches—four branches made four cuts, or one hank. After the thread wuz spun we used a loom to weave the cloth. We had no sewin’ machines—had to sew by hand. My mistress had a big silver bird and she would always ketch the cloth in the bird’s bill and this would hold it fur her to sew.” “I didn’t git to handle no money when I wuz young. I worked from sunup to sundown. We never had overseers lak some of the slaves. We wuz give as much work to do in a day, and if the white folks went off on a vacation they would give us so much work to do while they wuz gone, and we better have all of it done too when they’d come home.”

Jane Cotton, Texas

“Son, you ask me what kind of work I did, why I chopped cotton, picked cotton, plowed, and sawed wood son. They used me just about like they did the bunch, cause I was always a big stout healthy woman. No son, I never did earn any money until long time after we was freed. Master he brag on me and give ne nickel and dime which I keeps. So’s when the war was over I had nearly five dollars in money.”

Sallie Crane, Arkansas

“[My mother] didn’t work in the field. She worked at a loom. She worked so long and so often that once she went to sleep at the loom. Her master’s boy saw her and told his mother. His mother told him to take a whip and wear her out. He took a stick and went out to beat her awake. He beat my mother till she woke up. When she woke up, she took a pole out of the loom and beat him nearly to death with it. He hollered, ‘Don’t beat me no more, and I won’t let ’em whip you.’”

“She said, ‘I’m goin’ to kill you. These black titties sucked you, and then you come out here to beat me.’ And when she left him, he wasn’t able to walk.”

“And that was the last I seen of her until after freedom. She went out and got on an old cow that she used to milk—Dolly, she called it. She rode away from the plantation, because she knew they would kill her if she stayed.”

Sarah Felder, Mississippi

“Old Mistis wurk hard all de time. She hed a big room whar sum of de women wus busy wid de cards, an’ spinnin’ an’ de looms. Miss Vickey niver lowed de women ter rest. She med ’em wurk at night an’ when it wus rainin’ she wus rite dar ter see dat dey wus wurkin’. She kep’ de looms goin’ an’ made all kind uf pretty cloth, an’ dey made ‘coverlets’ jes as pritty as dey make ’em now. She made sum uf de wimin git bark out uf de woods an’ dye sum uf dat thread, an’ it sho’ made pritty coverlets. An’ den she hed ter dye her thread ter make pants an’ coats. She made de pants an’ coats outern blue jeans. She kep’ sum uf de wimin sewin an’ dey made mity fine things fur old Mistis an’ her chulluns, an’ dey made sum things fur us, but whut we got wus made frum cloth spun dar at home, an’ it niver out. De gurl chulluns jes wore long aprons, and de boys jes had long tail shirts, an’ we niver hed anything under dem, an’ when we wus bad Miss Vickey wuld lift our coat tails an’ switch us on de naked hide. I wus allus gittin a switchin, an’ de udder chaps wus too.”

“Old Mistis made me larn ter spin, and made me larn ter sew but I niver got ter de loom, I jes seed de udders makin’ de cloth.”

“Old Mistis wud knit socks an’ stockin’ an’ sum uf de wimen in de quarters wud knit at nite, but when old Mistis wuld go ter church, or hed fine com’ny she wud put on fine silks an’ wear store bought stockin’ an’ she hed a lotta uf fine things.”

Hattie Jefferson, Mississippi

“My mammy wus named Rhody an’ she wurk in de fiel’ an’ at de big house an’ she washed an’ ironed an’ she he’p do ebery thing dat wus to be done an’ I seed him whup her so many time it wud make me skeer’d to death. He neber whupped me but his wife did.”

“We black chilluns had to play round de kitchen an’ in de back yard while our mammies wus in de fiel’ an’ if it rained an’ our mammies wus called to de loom room, we had to stay wid a old time black woman named Peggy.”

Uncle Marion, Arkansas

“My mother was a slave driver for her master. Part time she slave driver, part time help in the house. She fine cook. She weight 185 lbs. I bet. She was put over twenty five or 30 heads of women and child to have hoe coton—hoe it right—and chop coton, trim the corn; plant corn and pead [spread] seed. She walk erlong with her old cow Hide whip and tell how to do it. She was a Negro slave Driver, pointed by the riding boss. She was strong.”

John Matthews, Mississippi

“My mammy wus one uf de boss weavers; she didnt spin de thread, she made de cloth an’ dat wus fine cloth; she cud make eny pattern. Den my mammy cud cut out any thing an’ she cud do fine sewin’ too. She cud cut out coats an’ pants an’ make dem to look like bought clothes. She cud hem dem pritty ruffles an’ do it all by hand. She had to wurk in de fiel’ some time but old Mistress kept her mi’ty busy at de house.”

“My mammy wus named Annie, an’ she wus whut yer wud call a ‘handy woman’—she hed to milk an’ churn, wash an’ iron, card de bats, spin, weave an’ sumtimes she hed ter help cook, an’ sumtimes she hed to go to de fiel’ an on rainy days old Mistis made all de wimen wurk in de loom room.”

Henry Lewis McGaffey, Mississippi

“My mammy wus de cook an’ she help in de house; she scrubbed de floors wid a big heavy mop dat had holes bored in it, an’ shucks put in dat, an’ she pulled dat crossed de rooms wid sand an’ homemade soap, an’ got de floors white. Den she poured clean water on de floors an’ took a broom made uf broom sage straw an’ swept dat off, an’ den tuk a big sack an’ laid it on to de floor an’ put her feet on it an’ kept walkin cross dat floor till she had wiped up all de water. Dat floor wus pritty an’ white.”

“When I got big ’nuff I cud help her do dat. I brung in de wood fur de fires an’ picked up de eggs, an’ toted slop to de pig pin an’ wus learnin to milk fore de surrender.”

“My mammy run ’way, an’ Marse tried ter find her but cudnt. He niver know’d whar she went. I stayed right dar wid Marse an’ dey treated me right.”

Ellen Polk, Texas

“It was a fine, big plantation. De young women slaves wukked in de fields and do ole women slaves made de cloth on de spinnin’ wheels and de looms. Den de women would go in de woods and take de bark frum de trees and pursley frum de groun’ and mix dem wid copperas and put it all in a big iron pot and boil it. Den dey would strain de water off and dye de cloth. De color was brown and, O Lawd, all de slaves wore de same color clothes. Dey even made our socks on de plantation.”

Mary Reynolds, Texas

“The times I hated most was pickin’ cotton when the frost was on the bolls. My hands git sore and crack open and bleed. We’d have a li’l fire in the fields and iffen the ones with tender hands couldn’t stand it no longer, we’d run and warm our hands a li’l bit. When I could steal a ’tater, I used to slip it in the ashes and when I’d run to the fire I’d take it out and eat it on the sly.”

Maria Smith, Georgia

“De suckin’ mothers was given light wuk … My mother had a track of two acres to tend. I used to tend her suckin’ baby and tote it down to de fiel’ for her to nuss. Den de baby would go to sleep and we’d lay it down ’twixt de cotton rows and ma would make me holp her. She kep’ a long switch and iffen I didn’t wuk fast enuf, she switch me. When she got through she could quit. Sometimes she was through by noontime. Den she’d go back to de quarters and iffen it was fruit time, she’d put up some fruit for mistis.”

Caroline Walker Walton, Texas

“Sophie Hines was my mother. She was tall and stout and good-sized. Oh, Lord she was the mother of twelve children. Me and my sister, Mary Bell Hulen of Austin, are the only ones now livin’. Mother was a farm hand, and she could pick her three and four hundred pounds of cotton a day. Then she had to take care of us and also do all of her cookin’. There was times when she had to help with the spinnin’ and weavin’ at the big house.”

Annie Whitley Ware, Texas

“All de wimmin on de Whitley plantation but one er two had ter wukk in de fiel’, in de house, de dairy, er whar dey wuz needed. Mammy hauled wood, ploughed, wukked ’roun’ de house, spun thread an’ wove clothe, cooked, dyed cloth an’ whar ever Mis’ arrange. Some ob de men slaves wuz good cattle hands an’ could rope an’ brand wid de bes’ ob ’em.”

Maggie Williams, Georgia

“Mammy say on de plantation she work in de fiel’ by day, and at night dey had to spin so many hours, jus’ like we-all crochet now. When dey had- chillun, de wimmin rested a month and if dey had a nursin’ baby dey was give light work around de house until it was a little older. When dey went back to de fiel’s dey would come home twic’t or three times a day to nurse de baby, come home ’bout 11 o’clock, stay till dinner-time, go back to work after dinner, come home 4 o’clock and nurse ’em again.”

Mollie Williams, Mississippi

“Mammy was a fiel’ han’. She could plow an’ wuk in de fiel’s jes lak’ a man, an’ my pappy, he done de same. Mammy, she hated house wuk—lak me. I jes natu’lly loves to be out runnin’ roun’ in de fiel’s en ’bout. I neber lak’d to do wuk roun’ de house none tall.”

ENSLAVED WOMEN AND THEIR FAMILIES

Maintaining stability in their families was a major challenge for enslaved women. Intervention into the functioning of their families might happen without warning. Children were taken away, husbands sold, or the women themselves relocated away from their family. Despite these challenges enslaved women had to create a sustainable life for themselves, their children, and other loved ones. Their efforts created nurturing memories that they and their loved ones could cherish, whether they were together or separated.

NARRATIVES

Della Briscoe, Georgia

Della, when a very tiny child, was carried there with her father and mother, Sam and Mary Ross. Soon after their arrival the mother was sent to work at the “big house” in Eatonton. This arrangement left Della, her brother and sister to the care of their grandmother, who really posed as their mother. The children grew up under the impression that their mother was an older sister and did not know the truth until just after the close of the Civil War, when the mother became seriously ill and called the children to her bedside to tell them goodbye.

Sally Brown, Georgia

“I wuz born fo’ miles from Commerce, Georgia, and wuz thirteen year ole at surrender. My mama belonged to the Nash Fambly—three old maid sisters—and my papa belonged to General Burns who wuz a officer in the war. There wuz six of us chilluns: Lucy, Melvina, Johnnie, Callie, Joe and me. We didn’t stay together long. I wuz give away when I wuz jest a baby and I never did see my mama again. The Nashes didn’t believe in sellin’ slaves. If they got rid of any, it wuz givin’ ’em away. They sold one once cause the other slaves said they wuz gonna kill ’im ’cause he had a baby by his own daughter. So to keep him from being kilt, they sold him.”

“They didn’t mind slaves matin’, but they wanted their niggers to marry only ’mongst them on their place. They didn’t ’low ’em to mate with other slaves from other places. When the wimmen had babies they wuz treated kind and they let ’em stay in. We called it ‘lay-in’, just about lak they does now. We didn’t go to no horspitals lak they does now. We jest had our babies and had a granny to ketch ’em. We didn’t have all the pain-easin’ medicine then. The granny would put a rusty piece of tin or a ax under the straw tick and this would ease the pains. Us didn’t have no mattresses in them days, but filled a bed tick with fresh straw after the wheat wuz thrashed, and it wuz good sleepin’ too. Well, the granny put a ax under my straw tick once. This wuz to cut off the after-pains and it sho did too, honey. We’d set up the fifth day and after the ‘layin’-in’ time wuz up we wuz ’lowed to walk outdoors and they tol’ us to walk around the house jest once and come in the house. This wuz to keep us from takin’ a lapse.”

Sarah Ford, Texas

“Mamma and papa belongs to Massa Kit and mama born there, too. Folks called her ‘Little Jane,’ ’cause she no bigger’n nothing.”

“Papa’s name was Mike and he’s a tanner and he come from Tennessee and sold to Massa Kit by a nigger trader. He wasn’t all black, he was part Indian. I heared him say what tribe, but I can’t ’lect now. When I’s growed mama tells me lots of things. She say de white folks don’t let de slaves what works in de field marry none, dey jus’ puts a man and breedin’ woman together like mules. Iffen the woman don’t like the man it don’t make no diff’rence, she better go or dey gives her a hidin’.”

James Green, Texas

[James Green] is half American Indian and half Negro. He was born a slave to John Williams, of Petersburg, Va., became a “free boy,” then was kidnapped and sold in a Virginia slave market to a Texas ranchman. He now lives at 323 N. Olive St., San Antonio, Texas.

“My mammy was owned by John Williams in Petersburg, in Virginia, and I come born to her on dat plantation. Den my father set ’bout to git me free, ’cause he a full-blooded Indian and done some big favor for a big man high up in de courts, and he gits me set free, and den Marster Williams laughs and calls me ‘free boy.’”

“Then, one day along come a Friday and that a unlucky star day and I playin’ round de house and Marster Williams come up and say, ‘Delia, will you ’low Jim walk down de street with me?’ My mammy say, ‘All right, Jim, you be a good boy,’ and dat de las’ time I ever heared her speak, or ever see her. We walks down whar de houses grows close together and pretty soon comes to de slave market. I ain’t seed it ’fore, but when Marster Williams says, ‘Git up on de block,’ I got a funny feelin’, and I knows what has happened. I’s sold to Marster John Pinchback and he had de St. Vitus dance and he likes to make he niggers suffer to make up for his squirmin’ and twistin’ and he the bigges’ debbil on earth.”

David Goodman Gullins, Georgia

[David Goodman Gullins] was born in 1854 on the 27th day of December, in Putnam County, about 3 1/2 miles from Eatonton, on the Greensboro Road. “I was born in slavery, my father and mother being owned by Mr. J.W. Mappin. Marse Mappin was not a large slave holder, since he only had about thirty-five slaves, but he was what we call a ‘coming man.’ I do not remember how much land he owned, but nothing like some of the very wealthy land and slave owners. My owner was a comparatively young man, say middle aged, weighing about 190 pounds, with a fairly good education and withall a first rate man. My owners were very good to their slaves.”

“My father’s name was John Mappin. He of course went by the name of the owner. My mother’s name was Catharine. She was bought from an owner by the name of Milline by my master, and she became Catharine Mappin.”

“Miss, my mother was one of the best women God ever made. Back in slavery time I recall the trundle bed that we children slept on. In the day it was pushed under the big bed, and at night it was pulled out for us to sleep on. All through cold, bitter winter nights, I remember my mother getting up often to see about us and to keep the cover tucked in. She thought us sound asleep, and I pretended I was asleep while listening to her prayers. She would bend down over the bed and stretching her arms so as to take us all in, she prayed with all her soul to God to help her bring up her children right. Don’t think now that she let God do it all; she helped God, bless your life, by keeping a switch right at hand.” Uncle Dave you didn’t have to be chastised, did you?

“I got two or three whippings every day. You see my mother didn’t let God do it all. You know if you spare the rod you spoil the child, and that switch stimulated, regulated, persuaded and strengthened my memory, and went a long way toward making me do the things my mother told me to do. Hurrah for my mother! God bless her memory!”

What about your father, Uncle Dave?

“My father was a good man; he backed my mother in her efforts to bring us up right. He told me many a time, ‘Boy, you need two or three killings every day!’”

Uncle Dave why were you so obstreperous?

“Miss, you see I was the baby in the family a long time, as three brothers born after me died in infancy. I was petted and spoiled, and later on they had to whip it out of me.”

Susan Hamlin, North Carolina

“All time, night an’ day, you could hear men an’ women screamin’ to de tip or dere voices as enther ma, pa, sister, or brother wus take without any warnin’ an’ sell. Some time mother who had only one chile wus separated fur life. People wus always dyin’ frum a broken heart. One night a couple married an’ de next mornin’ de boss sell de wife. De gal ma got in in de street an’ cursed de white woman fur all she could find. She said: ‘dat damn white, pale-face bastard sell my daughter who jus’ married las’ night,’ an’ other t’ings. The white man tresten’ her to call de police if she didn’t stop, but de collud woman said: ‘hit me or call de police. I redder die dan to stan’ dis any longer.’ De police took her to de Work House by de white woman orders an’ whst became of ’er, l never hear.”

Anson Harp, North Carolina

“One day when the slaves was choppin’ cotton, a strange white man come and watch us, and in a day or two me and three other chillun was called in the yard of the big house and told we goin’ to git to go wid the stranger. My daddy and mammy and the other chillun’s daddy and mammy all cry when we was put in a big wagon and carried ’way to somewhere.”

Amanda McDaniel, Georgia

“I was born in Watsonville, Georgia in 1850. My mother’s name was Matilda Hale and my father was Gilbert Whitlew. My mother and father belonged to different master’s, but the plantations that they lived on were near each other and so my father was allowed to visit us often. My mother had two other girls who were my half-sisters. You see—my mother was sold to the speculator in Virginia and brought to Georgia where she was sold to Mr. Hale, who was our master until freedom was declared. When she was sold to the speculator the two girls who were my half-sisters had to be sold with her because they were too young to be separated from their mother. My father, Gilbert Whitlew, was my mother’s second husband.”

Henry Lewis McGaffey, Mississippi

“I wus a twin but my twin sister died the day she wus born. On the same day I wus born, my ole Mistis had a baby gurl, named Amelia; Sumthin’ wus de matter wid my Mistiss an’ she culdnt nurse her baby, so dey brung my mammy in de house an my mammy give one breast ter de white baby an’ de udder breast she give ter me.”

“I wus raised right in de house wid de white folks, an’ my mammy wus de cook an’ all de good things dat went on Marse’s table I got a lil’l uf it. I had fo’r brudders an’ one sister, but dey staid in de quarters. Mammy stayed in de big house at night while Miss Amelia wus a baby so she cud nurse during de night, but when she wus weaned, mammy went back ter de quarters wid de udder chaps. I stayed right on in de big house an’ slept on a trundle bed, one dat wus shoved under my Mistiss bed in de daytime an’ pulled out at night fur me ter sleep on. Afte’ I got big dey sont me ter de quarters.”

Tom Morris, Mississippi

“My mammy sed when she lived in Virginia, she ’longed to er man furst by de name of Robinson an’ he wus er good man, but sold her to make sum money; while livin’ wid Marse Robinson is whar she met my pappy; he ’longed to er nudder man an’ wud slip off an’ cum to see my mammy an me. Sum times he got er pass an’ sumtimes he didnt. One time de patroller an’ he run an’ hid in a big holler tree, an’ dey cudnt find him; den one time dey put de dogs afte’ him, an’ he run up er dog wood tree, an’ dey kotched him an’ give him a bad whuppin’—but dat didnt keep him frum cumin’ to see me an’ mammy, kase he kep’ cuming back. Mammy cried when dey tuk my pappy ter New Orleans; she cried at nights.”

Betty Simmons, Texas

“Dey’s purty rough on de niggers. Iffen us hab a baby us was on’y ’low to stay in de house for one mont’. Dey hab us card an’ spin. Atter de baby one mont’ ol’ us sont back into de fiel’ to de heaby wuk. Dey hab a ho’n up in de house an’ dey blow it in de middle of de mawnin’ an’ atternoon for de mammies to come up an’ nuss dey li’l babies.”

Emeline Stepney, Georgia

Emeline was about 15 when her first suitor and future husband began to come to see her. He come from a neighboring farm and had to have a pass to show the “patty rollers” or else he would be whipped. He never stayed at night even after they were married because he was afraid he might be punished.

Steve Weathersby, Mississippi

“My father wuz cruel to my mudder. She had a mighty hard time wid him, and us children little and having ter be a slave too wuz to much fer her to stand. Den one day not long afterwards us made what to us wuz a journey back to our fust Master, leaving my father. Mr. Weathersby wuz kind to us and my mudder lef my father where she could hab better treatment.”

Millie Williams, Texas

[Millie Williams,] 86, living at 1612 East Fourth Street, Fort Worth, was born a slave to Joe Benford, in Tenn.

“I’s don’ know whin I’s bo’n, ’cauze I’s separated from my folks whin I’s young. All I’s know is whut de white folks tell me. Marster Dunn, he waz my marster dat brought me to Texas, he told me dat I’s bo’n in April, in de yea’ of 1851, so dat makes me ’round 86 yea’s ole. I’s know dat I’s been in dis world a long time, but I’s had good w’ite folks dat how cum I’s yere today. Now den, I’s bo’n on Marster Joe Benford’s plantation in Tennessee. I’s don’ ’member jus’ whut county or town, but it waz ’bout de middle of Tennessee. Now den, ’bout my father, I’s know nuthin’ ’bout hem, my mama says his name waz Milton Wade. My mama’s name waz Martha Birdon. Now I’s tell how cum we’ns mixed up lak dat. In slavery dey wazn’t no license to marry fur de slaves. No Sah, dey jus’ put ’em together lak dey do cattle an’ hoss’s. Shuck’s, nobody know’s who der father waz.”

“Whin I’s a little thing marster Benford sold my mama an’ me an’ my sister Catherine to Hal Birdon. After we’ns waz sold to Marster Birdon, my mama had ’nuther chil’. It waz a girl but I’s don’ ’member much ’bout her becauze I’s sold back to Marster Benford. I’s ’member dat many a times I’s tak her to de fiel’ whur my mama waz wokkin’, I’s tak her dere to nurse. Den I’s ’member de time my mama cum in from de fiel’ fur water, she cum ’round de back way an’ I’s go meet her wid de baby. De mistress, she caught my mama an’ told her if she ever cum in ’gain she would tell de marster. Whin I’s sold back to Marster Benford, I’s never seen my folks no mo’ and I never saw mama again. I wouldn’t know her if I saw her if she was livin’.”

Rose Williams, Texas

“I was bo’n in Chatfield Texas, bout ninety years ago. I never had any correct statement, but when I was bo’n, it has allus been jest guess work, I jest goin by what de white folks guessin at. My first marster was Ray Nobles. My mothers name was Rose Nobles, my fathers name was Tom Nobles. I don’t know where dey comes from ter Texas, I never did have any brothers er sisters as I knows of. Wells sah, my life wid my father and mother was very short as I was stripped stark naked and got upon de auction block when I was still nursin. I dont even member zactly what my mother looks like, but I can member seems like how she cried when I was sold and dey tooks me away from her. Dat was de last time I ever seed her. A marster Cooksey bought me here at Corsicana. Later so I heard, my mother was sold and carried way south and my father was whipped ter death. When marster Cooksey bought me I was brought in here close ter Corsicana and was fixed a straw bed on de floor in a side room, dat is what I slept all by myself. And my grandpa and grandma, I never heard of dem.”

“Aftah I’s am at Marster Hawkins’ place ’bout a yeah, de Marster comes to me one day an’ says, ‘Yous gwine to live wid Rufus in dat cabin over dere.’ Him points out de one an’ tells me to fix it fo’ livin’. I’s ’bout 17 yeahs ol’ den an’ co’se, had no larnin’. I’s jus’ igno’mus chil’s. I’s thought dat him means fo’ me to sep’-rate f’om my fo’ks an’ ’tend to de cabin fo’ Rufus an’ some udder niggers. Well, dat am de staht ob pestigation fo’ me.”

Lulu Wilson, Texas

“When maw was in a tantrum, my step-paw wouldn’t partialize with her. But she was a ’ligious woman and ’lieved time was comin’ when niggers wouldn’t be slaves. She told me to pray for it. She seed a old man what the nigger dogs chased and et the legs near off him. She said she was chased by them bloody hounds and she jus’ picked up a club and laid they skull open. She say they hired her out and sold her twict but allus brung her back to Wash Hodges.” “I gits to thinkin’ now how Wash Hodges sold off maw’s chillun. He’d sell ’em and have the folks come for ’em when my maw was in the fields. When she’d come back, she’d raise a ruckus. Then many the time I seed her plop right down to a settin’ and cry ’bout it. But she ’lowed they warn’t nothin’ could be done, ’cause it’s the slavery law. She said, “O, Lawd, let me see the end of it ’fore I die, and I’ll quit my cussin’ and fightin’ and rarin’.’ My maw say she’s part Indian and that ’countable for her ways.”

George Womble, Georgia

“I was born in the year of 1843 near the present site of what is now known as Clinton, Georgia. The names of my parents were Patsy and Raleigh Ridley. I never saw my father as he was sold before I was old enough to recognize him as being my father. I was still quite young when my mother was sold to a plantation owner who lived in New Orleans, La. As she was being put on the wagon to be taken away I heard her say: ‘Let me see my poor child one more time because I know I’ll never see him again.’ That was the last I ever saw or heard of her. As I had no brothers or sisters or any other relatives to care for me my master, who was Mr. Robert Ridley, had me placed in his house where I was taught to wait tables and to do all kinds of house work.”

Virginia Yarbrough, Texas

“’Twas diffe’ent on de plant’tion next to weuns. Thar de Marster warnt so good. ’Twas a big place an’ dey use de whup sometimes an’ de Marster force de womens to live wid de man him picks fo’ dem. Youse see weuns visit wid each tudder Sundays an’ dey tell weuns what am done on de Buckham place.”

ENSLAVED WOMEN AND MARRIAGE

Although some enslaved women married and had families, their control over the process was limited. They needed permission to marry, they often lived apart from their spouse, and their children might be taken from them. But even with these challenges, marriage and family were important as they offered enslaved women spaces away from the slaveholder in which they could express and receive the emotional support that helped them better endure the privations of enslavement.

The separation of a mother from her children happened less frequently than the separation of mother and children from the father. Men frequently married women on a different plantation, which meant they might only officially visit their family when given permission. This circumstance created hardships for the women and their children, and it was difficult to maintain any kind of normal family life. Spouses had to find ways to remain connected despite the distances that separated them. Husbands filled in as they could, but the main responsibility for family stability fell on the shoulders of mothers.

NARRATIVES

Jasper Battle, Georgia

“It was Marse Henry Jones’ plantation ’way off down in Taliaferro County, nigh Crawfordville, Georgy. Mammy b’longed to Marse Henry. She was Harriet Jones. Daddy was Simon Battle and his owner was Billie Battle Marse. De Battle’s plantation was off down der right de Jones’ place. When my Mammy and Daddy got married Marse Henry wouldn’t sell Mammy, and Marse Billie wouldn’t sell Daddy, so dey didn’t git to see one another but twice a week—dat was on Wednesday and Saddey nights—’til atter de war was done over, I kin still ’member Daddy comin’ over to Marse Henry’s plantation to see us.”

Rias Body, Georgia

Many of the Body slaves had wives and husbands living on other plantations and belonging to other planters. As a courtesy to the principals of such matrimonial alliances, their owners furnished the men passes permitting them to visit their wives once or twice a week. Children born to such unions were the property of the wife’s owner; the father’s owner had no claim to them whatsoever.

Andrew Boone, North Carolina

“My father had several children cause he had several woman besides mother. Mollie and Lila Lassiter, two sisters, were also his women. Dese women wus given to him an’ no udder man wus allowed to have anything to do wid ’em. Mollie an’ Lila both had chilluns by him. Dere names wus Jim, Mollie, Liza, Rosa, Pete an’ I can’t remember no more of ’em.”

Marshal Butler, Georgia

“My mammy was Harriet Butler and my pappy was John Butler and we all was raised in Washington-Wilkes.”

“Mammy was a Frank Collar niggah and her man was of the tribe of Ben Butler, some miles down de road. Et was one of dem trial marriages—they’se tried so hard to see each other but old Ben Butler says two passes a week war enuff to see my mammy on de Collar plantation. When de war was completed pappy came home to us, wuz a family of ten—four females called Sally, Liza, Ellen and Lottie and six strong bucks called Charlie, Elisha, Marshal, Jack, Heywood and little Johnnie, de baby.”

Ellen Claibourn, Georgia

“My granpa was so trusty and hon’able his old marster give him and granma they freedom when he died. He give him a little place of land and a mule, and some money, and tole him he didn’t b’long to nobody, and couldn’t work for nobody ’cept for pay. He couldn’t free granpa’s chilrun, ’cause they already b’longed to their young marsters and mistises. He worked for Mr. Hezie Boyd one year as overseer, but he say he didn’t wanter lose his religion trying to make slaves work, so he took to preaching. He rode ’bout on his mule and preach at all the plantations. I never ’member seein’ granma, but granpa came to see us of’ en. He wore a long tail coat and a big beaver hat. In that hat granma had always pack a pile of ginger cakes for us chilrun. They was big an’ thick, an’ longish, an’ we all stood ’round to watch him take off his hat. Every time he came to see us, granma sent us clothes and granpa carried ’em in his saddle bags. You ever see any saddle bags, ma’am? Well they could sho’ hold a heap of stuff.”

“My pa uster come two or three times a week to our plantashun, an’ just so he was back by sun-up for work, nobody didn’t say nothin’ to him. He just lived ’bout three or four miles way from us.”

Willis Cofer, Georgia

“Eden and Calline Cofer was my pa and ma and us all lived on de big old Cofer plantation ’bout five miles from Washin’ton, Wilkes. Pa b’longed to Karse Henry Cofer and ma and us chillun wuz de property of Marse Henry’s father, Marse Joe Cofer.”

“When slaves got married, de man had to ax de gal’s ma and pa for her and den he had to ax de white folkses to ’low ’em to git married. De white preacher married ’em. Dey hold right hands and de preacher ax de man: ‘Do you take dis gal to do de bes’ you kin for her?’ and if he say yes, den dey had to change hands and jump over de broomstick and dey wuz married. Our white folkses wuz all church folkses and didn’t ’low no dancin’ at weddin’s but dey give ’em big suppers when deir slaves got married. If you married some gal on another place, you jus’ got to see ner on Wednesday and Sadday nights and all de chilluns b’longed to de gal’s white folkses. You had to have a pass to go den, or de patterollers wuz sho’ to git you. Dem patterollers evermore did beat up slaves if dey cotched ’em off dey own Marster’s place ’thout no pass. If Niggers could out run ’em and git on deir home lines dey wuz safe.”

Arthur Colson, Georgia

His parents were “Ephram” Taylor and Molly Colson, both born in Pulaski County. They lived on adjoining plantations and, even after their were married, they were not allowed to live together until Ephram was sold to Mr. Colson. This happened after their four children were born. Authur was the youngest child.

Sara Crocker, Georgia

Her parents were Milly Fulton and Charles Hodge and they were born in Twiggs County. Sara was also born there and was owned by the Fultons, since she and the other seven children lived with their mother. Her father was never permitted to live with his family, as he belonged to the Hodges, but he came often to see them. Though Sara is now one hundred and three years of age, she seemed able to remember much of her past life quite clearly. She was next to the oldest child, she said.

When Sara was courting the boys would secure a pass from their master and come to see her. At night, during the week and on Sundays, was the favorite time to make calls. There were no presents in those days, but the girls were always glad to have company. Her husband came to see her for a long time before he asked her to be his wife, she said. He secured permission from his master to marry her and then they “Jumped the broom.” They were never married by a minister, as that did not seem necessary for a slave couple.

W. W. Dixon, South Carolina

“My pappy git a pass and come to see mammy every Saturday night. My marster had just four slave houses on de place. ’Spect him have ’bout eight women, dat men come from other places to see and marry them and have chillun. I doesn’t ’member nary one of de women havin’ a husband livin’ wid her every night.”

M. Fowler, Alabama

“When I got engaged to be mahried, the boy had to ask for me, an’ he said he was sweatin’ when he got through, Massa was on one side, an Missis on the other, an Massa Marchiel say, ‘If you doan take good care of her I’ll take her back. She always got plenty to eat here.’”

Andrew Goodman, Texas

“I was born in slavery and I think them days was better for the niggers than the days we see now. One thing was, I never was cold and hongry when my old master lived, and I has been plenty hongry and cold a lot of times since he is gone. But sometimes I think Marse Goodman was the bestes’ man Gawd made in a long time.”

“My mother, Marthe Goodman, ’longed to Marse Bob Goodman when she was born, but my paw come from Tennessee and Marse Bob heired him from some of his kinfolks what died over there. The Goodmans must have been fine folks all-a-way round, ’cause my paw said them that raised him was good to they niggers.”

“Old Marse never ’lowed none of his nigger families separated. He ’lowed he thought it right and fittin’ that folks stay together, though I heard tell of some that didn’t think so.”

Wheeler Gresham, Georgia

[Wheeler Gresham] claims the distinction of having had three masters and loving them all equally well; he belonged to one and lived with the other two. It all happened in this wise:

His mother, Barbara Booker, belonged to “Marse Simmie and Marse Jabie Booker”—(“Marse Simmie wuz the one what named me”) his father, Franklin Gresham belonged to “Marse George Gresham.” The Bookers and Greshams lived on adjoining plantations and were the best of friends and neighbors. They would not sell a slave no matter what happened, so when Barbara and Franklin wanted to marry they had the consent of their owners and settled down on the Booker plantation where Barbara continued her work and Franklin spending all his spare time with her, although he belonged to the Greshams and kept up his work for them. He had a pass to go and come as he pleased.

Nettie Henry, Mississippi

“De Chiles’ place was at Livingston, Alabama, on Alamucha Creek. Dat’s where I was born but I jus’ did git borned good when Miss Lizzie—she was Marse Chiles’ girl—mar’ied Marse John C. Higgins an’ moved to Mer-ree-dian. Me an’ my mammy an’ my two sisters, Liza an’ Tempe, was give to Miss Lizzie.”

“So I aint no country nigger; I was raised in town. My mamy cooked an’ washed an’ ironed an’ done ever’thing for Miss Lizzie. She live right where Miss Annie—she was Miss Lizzie’s daughter—live now—you know Miss Annie. But den de house face Eighth Street ’stead of Seventh Street like it do now, an’ dey warnt any other houses in dat block. Befo’ de Surrender, dey turnt de house to face Seventh Street ’cause de town was growin’ an’ a heap of folks was buildin’ houses. I tell you somp’in’ ’bout Seventh Street in a minute.”

“Couldn’ nobody dat lived in Mer-ree-dian right after de Surrender ever forgit Seventh wtreet an’ where it head to.”

“My pappy didn’ go wid us to Mer-ree-dian. He b’longed to one set of white people, you see, an’ my mammy b’long to another. He’d come to see us till de War started, den his folks jus’ kinda went to Texas. I don’ know’m why zacly ’cep’ maybe it wasn’ so healthy for ’em roun’ Livingston; dey didn’ go to de War or nothin’. I ’spec’ nice white folks talked about ’em an’ wouldn’ have nothin’ to do wid ’em. So dey took an’ went to Texas an’ took my pappy wid ’em. But after de War he come back to us, walked most all de way frum Texas. He rented some lan’ frum Mr. Ragsdale. Him an’ Mr. Ball an’ yo’ grandfather owned de whole town in dem days. My pappy built us a shack on dat land. It’s tore down now but it was built good. We all he’ped. I pulled a crosscut saw an’ toted de boards up on de roof by a ladder. De chimley was built out of mud an’ rocks. Den we moved in an’ started growin’ us somp’in’ t’eat. We didn’ have no horse an’ plow; Yankees done car’ied off all de horses an’ mules dat burned a long time ago. My pappy was de firs’ cullud deacon to be ordained in Mer-ree-dian. His name was Isam Allbrook.”

Josephine Howard, Texas

“Mammy am nuss gal till she git older and den cook, and den old Marse Tim puts her and papa together and she has eight chillen. I reckon Marse Tim warn’t no worser dan other white folks. De nigger driver sho’ whip us, with reason and without de reason. You never knowed. If dey done took de notion dey jes’ lays it on you and you can’t do nothin’.”

“One mornin’ we is all herded up and mammy am cryin’ and say dey gwine to Texas, but can’t take papa. He don’t ’long to dem. Dat de lastes’ time we ever seed papa. Us and de women am put in wagons but de men slaves am chained together and has to walk.”

Maria Jackson, Arkansas

“My daddy was named Jim Neely, and he comed all the way to Alabamy to marry my mammy. Her name was Rose Neely, and he stayed on in Alabamy ’til long atter the War was over. Mammy b’longed to old Miss Chess Marr. She was sold off one time, but I don’t ’member ’bout dat. Thar was one chile dat was younger than me durin’ the war, and it was a long time atter it was over ’fore dem whitefolks would tell us, we was free. But mammy and daddy got back togedder atter the war and it was a long time ’fore us come to Georgy.”

Andrew Jackson Jarnagin, Mississippi

“My mother came to Noxubee County with the Widow Ruff from Abbeville District, South Carolina. When she came through Macon, there wasn’t no buildings except one log store. The Ruffs settled four miles from Mashulaville. They were as rich as cream and owned many blacks. My mother was Widow Ruff’s cook, and I was born on the Ruff place February 7, 1853. When I was six weeks old, one of my young marsters went to California, and fo’ he left, he named me Andrew Jackson Mobile New Orleans California Jarnagin, but I’s only retained de Andrew Jackson Jarnagin.”

“My father was owned by Mr. Tom Jarnagin and lived on his place. He was ’lowed to visit my mother on the Ruff place on Wednesday nights and Saturdays. The Negroes wern’t ’lowed to get licenses to marry—jes’ so dey was somebody fer to perform de ceremony. My father was a parson, and they cum from far and near to have him marry dem, and he wuzn’t nothin’ but a sinner.”

James D. Johnson, Texas

“Judge Drennon had married the daughter of Colonel Terry and he had given my parents to his daughter when she married the judge. My father and mother both came from Virginia. Colonel Terry had bought them at separate times from a slave trader who brought them from Virginia to Mississippi. They had a likeness for each other when they learned both came from Virginia. Both of them had white fathers, were light complected and had been brought up in the big house.”

“When they told the Colonel they wished to marry he only said, ‘Julia, do you take William,’ and ‘William, do you take Julia?’ Then they were man and wife. He gave them the name of Johnson, which was the family name of my father’s mother and the name of his father.”

Nicey Kinney, Georgia

“Mammy’s name was Ca’line and she b’longed to Marse Gerald, but Marse Hatton David owned my daddy—his name was Phineas. De David place warn’t but ’bout a mile from our plantation and daddy was ’lowed to stay wid his fambly most evvy night; he was allus wid us on Sundays. Marse Gerald didn’t have no slaves but my mammy and her chillun, and he was sho mighty good to us.”

Caroline Malloy, Georgia

When Caroline was about fifteen years of age, the young negro boys started coming to see her. She got permission from her mistress and, every Sunday night, received “company.” Her mistress kept a watchful eye over her and she was not allowed to go outside the boundaries of the plantation. Her future husband had been coming to see her twice a week for about two years before he “popped the question.” Wednesday and Saturday nights were kept for him. There was no giving of presents in those days; there was no money with which to buy gifts. There seemed to be no trouble in Caroline’s getting the man of her choice. After he had asked her to be his wife and she had consented, he then went to her mistress to ask for Caroline’s hand.

Her mistress then called her to ask if this was the man of her choice and when she answered that he was, they were considered married. No wedding ceremony or big feast was prepared for them.

Willie McCullough, North Carolina

“Mother said she loved my father before the surrender and just as soon as they were free they married. Grandmother was named Luna Williams. She belonged to a planter who owned a large plantation and forty slaves adjoining Mr. Cannon’s plantation where mother and father stayed. My grandmother on my mother’s side lived to be 114 years old, so they have tola me.”

Van Moore, Texas

“Like I say, I’s born on de first day of September, near Lynchburg, in Virginy, but I’s reared up here in Texas. My mammy’s name was Mary Moore and my pappy’s name was Tom Moore. Mammy ’longed to de Cunninghams but Pappy ’longed to de McKinneys, what was Misay Cunningham’s sister and her husban’. That’s how my mammy and pappy come together. In desa days a slave man see a slave gal what he wants and he asks his old massa, kin he see her. Iffen she owned by someone else, de massa ask de gal’s massa iffen it all right to put ’em together, and iffen he say so, dey jus’ did. Twa’nt no Bible weddin’, like now.”

Hannah Murphy, Georgia

“My mother was belongs to Adam McNatt,” said Hannah, in a firm voice, “and my father was belongs to Ponder. He had git a pass to come see us, and he come Sundays and twic’t a week. All we chillun was belongs to my mother’s owner.” “The McNatt plantation was at a place then called Jefferson, near what is now Vidette,” Hannah continued, and the plantation on which the master lived, or Buckhead Place, was some distance from the upper plantation or Jenkin’s Place, where Hannah lived with her mother in quarters near the overseer’s house.

“My mother and father was jus’ straight fiel’ han’s. Us had a log cabin; a dirt chimney put up out of clay; jus’ one room to a fambly; mother and her sister live in de same house. Chillun pretty much slep’ on de flo’ and ole folks had beds, made out o’ boards nailed together with a rope cord strung across ’em instead o’ springs and a cotton mattress over dat.”

Beverly Pullin, Georgia

Quite often a slave adopted his master’s sur-name. Such was the case of Beverly Pullin, a robust negro owned by Mr. Pullin. Mr. Peeples owned Beverly’s wife and they each lived with their respective masters. After a number of years, Mr. Pullin sold his plantation and prepared to move away. As both masters always tried not to separate husbands and wives, the two planters met to dicuss the purchase of either the wife or the husband from the other. When it was learned that Beverly’s wife, affectionately called “Mammy,” with her ten children did not want to leave her master, Mr. Pullin named a price and Mr. Peeples became the owner of Beverly.

Ferebe Rogers, Georgia

“My husband made dis chis’ for me.” Raising the top, she began to search eagerly through the treasured bits of clothing for the “robe-tail muslin” that had been the gift of a long-dead husband. One by one the garments come out—her daughter’s dress, two little bonnets all feded and worn [“my babies’ bonnet’s”], her husband’s coat.

“And dat’s my husband’s mother’s bonnet. It use to be as pretty a black as you ever see. It’s faded brown now. It was dyed wid walnut.”

“My husband was Kinchen Rogers. His marster was Mr. Bill Golden, and he live ’bout fo’ mile from where I stayed on de Hart plantation.”

Aunt Ferebe, how did you meet your husband?

“Well, you see, us slaves went to de white folks church a-Sunday. Marster, he was a prim’tive Baptis’, and he try to keep his slaves from goin’ to other churches. We had baptisin’s fust Sundays. Back in dem days dey baptised in de creck, but at de windin’ up o’ freedom, dey dug a pool. I went to church Sundays, and dat’s where I met my husband. I been ma’ied jes’ one time. We de daddy o’ all my chillen’. (I had fifteen in all.)”

Who married you, Aunt Ferebe. Did you have a license?

“Who ever heered a nigger havin’ a license?” and she rocked with high-pitched laughter.

“Young marster was fixin’ to ma’y us, but he got col’ feet, and a nigger by name o’ Enoch Golden ma’ied us. He was what we called a ‘double-headed nigger’—he could read and write, and he knowed so much. On his dyin’ bed he said he been de death o’ many a higger ’cause he taught so many to read and write.”

“Me and my husband couldn’t live together till after freedom ’cause we had diffunt marsters. When freedom come, marster wanted all us niggers to sign up to stay till Chris’man. Bless, yo’ soul, I didn’t sign up. I went to my husband! But he signed up to stay wid his marster till Chris’man. After dat we worked on shares on de Hart plantation; den we farmed fo’-five years wid Mr. Bill Johnson.”

Nancy Settles, Georgia

“Me and my husband lived on diffunt plantashuns till after Freedom come. My Ma and my Pa lived on diffunt places too. My Pa uster come evy Sadday evenin’ to chop wood out uv de wood lot and pile up plenty fur Ma till he come agin. On Wensday evenin’, Pa uster come after he been huntin’ and bring in possum and coon. He sho could get ’em a plenty.”

“No, ma’am, I never wuz caught by de patterol; my Pa wuz the one I was scart uv.”

Cordelia Thomas, Georgia

“I was borned on Merse Andrew Jackson’s plantation down in ’Conee [Oconee] Count’y, twixt here and High Shoals. Marse Andy, he owned my Memmy, and she named Em’ly Jackson. Bob Lowe was my Daddy, and he b’longed to Marse Ike Lowe. The Lowe plantation was nigh whar Marse Andy’s was, down der in ’Conee County. ’Cause neither one of deir marsters wouldn’t sell one of ’em to de other marster, Memmy had to stay on de Jackson plantation and Daddy was kept right on wukin’ on de Lowe place atter dey had done got married. Marse Bob, he give Daddy a ticket what let him go to see Mammy evvy Wednesday and Sadday night, and dem pattrollers couldn’t bother him long as he kept dat ticket. When dey did find a slave off his marster’s plantation widout no ticket, it was jus’ too bad, for dat meant a beatin’ what most kilt him. Mammy said dey didn’t never git my Daddy, ’cause he allus had his ticket to show.”

Stephen Varner, Alabama

Stephen Varner was born on the plantation of Sherman Varner. His mother and father were sold as children to Mr. Varner and so do not remember their families. Ary and Wilsie Varner grew up together on the plantation and when they were old enough they decided to get married. The slaves did not have a preacher to marry them. The only kind of service that they had was to place a straw broom on the floor and step over it together and then they were married. The slaves would gather around and sing and dance for the bride and groom. When they had finished this ceremony they were given a log cabin to themselves. These cabins that the slaves lived in consisted of one room with one door and one window. The most part of one end was taken up by a huge fire place made of mud and sticks. There was a homemade bed and a chair or two. These were made by the slaves. The bed was made of wood with a grass rope bottom. The mattress was of straw. The chairs were makeshift affairs made of wood.

Ary and Wilsle Varner had four boys, Stephen, Joe, Scott, and Colfax, and one girl, Mary Ann. With the exception of Stephen all of these are dead. The mother was forced to return to the field as soon as she was able and leave her children. They all stayed under a big oak tree and played if they were old enough. While the older ones played they had to watch over the baby brother or sister. The “marser” would come around to see about them and give them milk. The older slaves wore ausenberg clothes, and the children wore only little shirts. They were not given anything else to wear until they were old enough to go to school. They went to school in the same building that they went to church. They were allowed to go to school only until they were old enough to go to the field. They were taught to read and write.Stephen’s father was one of the slaves who made the shoes for the slaves to wear.

Emma Weeks, Texas

“Pappy’s name was Orange Hancock. He was a field worker on de Jedge Hancock cotton plantation, about four miles nawth of Austin. Pappy could do almost any other kind of work. He was good at blacksmithin’, too.”

“Pappy was tol’able tall, and medium-size. He was always willin’ to look after his fambly, even when he lived on one place, and mammy and her chillun on another place. Pappy and mammy was owned by different mawsters, and he come to see mammy every Wednesday and Saturday nights.”

Maggie Williams, Georgia

“My mammy’s fus’ husban’ was taken by de spec’lators,” said Maggie Williams, “she say she wait seven years ’fore she marry my father, thinkin’ he come back, but freedom declared, and he never come back from dat Nigger Drove.”

Lulu Wilson, Texas

“Course I’s born in slavery, ageable as I am. I’m a old time, slevery woman and the way I been through the hackles, I got plenty to say ’bout slavery. Lulu Wilson says she knows they ain’t no good in it and they better not bring it back.”

“My paw warn’t no slave. He was a free man, ’cause his mammy was a full blood Creek Indian. But my maw was born in slavery, down on Wash Hodges’ paw’s place, and he give her to Wash when he married. That was the only woman slave what he had and one man slave, a young buck. My maw say she took with my paw and I’s born, but a long time passed and didn’t no more young’uns come, so they say my paw am too old and wore out for breedin’ and wants her to take with this here young buck. So the Hodges sot the nigger hounds on my paw and run him away from the place and maw allus say he went to the free state. So she took with my step-paw and they must of pleased the white folks what wanted niggers to breed like livestock, ’cause she birthed nineteen chillen.”

“Now, when I was li’l they was the hardes’ times. They’d nearly beat us to death. They taken me from my mammy, out the li’l house built onto they house and I had to sleep in a bed by Missus Hodges. I cried for my maw but I had to work and wash and iron and clean and milk cows when I was most too li’l to do it.” “My maw was cookin’ in the house and she was a clink, that am the bes’ of its kind. She could cuss and she warn’t ’fraid. Wash Hodges tried to whop her with a cowhide and she’d knock him down and bloody him up. Then he’d go down to some his neighbor kin and try to git them to come holp him whop her. But they’d say, ‘I don’t want to go up there and let Chloe Ann beat me up.’ I heared Wash tell his wife they said that.”

“When maw was in a tantrum, my step-paw wouldn’t partialize with her. But she was a ’ligious woman and ’lieved time was comin’ when niggers wouldn’t be slaves. She told me to pray for it. She seed a old man what the nigger dogs chased and et the legs near off him. She said she was chased by them bloody hounds and she jus’ picked up a club and laid they skull open. She say they hired her out and sold her twict but allus brung her back to Wash Hodges.”

“I gits to thinkin’ now how Wash Hodges sold off maw’s chillun. He’d sell ’em and have the folks come for ’em when my maw was in the fields. When she’d come back, she’d raise a ruckus. Then many the time I seed her plop right down to a settin’ and cry ’bout it. But she ’lowed they warn’t nothin’ could be done, ’cause it’s the slavery law. She said, “O, Lawd, let me see the end of it ’fore I die, and I’ll quit my cussin’ and fightin’ and rarin’.’ My maw say she’s part Indian and that ’countable for her ways.”

“One day they truckled us all down in a covered wagon and started out with the fam’ly and my maw and step-paw and five of us chillun. I know I’s past twelve year old. We come a long way and passed through a free State. Some places we druv for miles in the woods ’stead of the big road, and when we come to folks they hid us down in the bed of the wagon. We passed through a li’l place and my maw say to look, and I seed a man gwine up some steps, totin’ a bucket of water. She say, ‘Lulu, that man’s your paw.’ I ain’t never think she’s as consid’ble of my step-paw as of my paw, and she give me to think as much. My step-paw never did like me, but he was a fool for his own young’uns, ’cause at the end of the wars when they sot the niggers free, he tramped over half the country, gatherin’ up them young’uns they done sold ’way.”

“We went to a place called Wadefield, in Texas, and settled for some short passin’ of time. They was a Baptist church next our house and they let me go twict. I was fancified with the singin’ and preachin’. Then we goes on to Chatfield Point and Wash Hodges built a log house and covered it with weather boarding and built my maw and paw quarters to live in. They turned in to raisin’ corn and ’taters and hawgs. I had to work like a dog. I hoed and milked ten cows a day.”

“Missus told me I had ought to marry. She said if I’d marry she’d togger me up in a white dress and give me a weddin’ supper. She made the dress and Wash Hodges married me out’n the Bible to a nigger ’longin’ to a nephew of his’n. I was ’bout thirteen or fourteen. I know it warn’t long after that when Nissus Hodges got a doctor to me. The doctor told me less’n I had a baby, old as I was and married, I’d start in on spasms. So it warn’t long till I had a baby.”

Henry Wright, Georgia

Mr. Wright lived with his mother on the House plantation for several years then he was given to Mr. George House, the brother of Phil House, as a wedding present. However, he saw his parents often as they were all allowed “passes”so that they might visit one another.

SEXUAL IMPOSITION AND ENSLAVED WOMEN

Enslaved women were at the mercy of violence and sexual advances from the white men around them. Their loved ones could not protect them, and they had no protection under the law. Consequently, they had little recourse but to submit when approached by the slaveholder or others in authority. If the woman protested, he would likely rape her. Resistance often resulted in physical or other punishments that would make the women’s lives even more miserable. No enslaved woman was safe from this violation of her person, which left her constantly vulnerable. This was a particular burden faced by enslaved women and girls that added to the challenges of enslavement.

NARRATIVES

Anna Baker, Mississippi

“I doan remembers much ’bout my ma ’fore she runned off case I guess I was most nigh too little but she tole me after she come after us, when de war was over, all ’bout why she had to run away. It was case de nigger overseers, dey had niggers over de hoers and white mens over de plowin’, dey kept a tryin’ to mess ’round wid her and she wouldn’t have nothing to do wid dem. One time while she was in de field de overseer asked her to go over to de woods wid him and she said, all right, she’d go find a nice place and wait for him and she just kept a goin’ and swam de river and runned away.”

Laura Bell, North Carolina

“On the plantations not every one, but some of the slave holders would have some certain slave women reserved for their own use. Sometimes children almost white would be born to them. I have seen many of these children. Sometimes the child would be said to belong to the overseer, and sometimes it would be said to belong to the marster.”

W. L. Bost, North Carolina

“Plenty of the colored women have children by the white men. She know better than to not do what he say. Didn’t have much of that until the men from South Carolina come up here and settle and bring slaves. Then they take them very same children what have they own blood and make slaves out of them. If the Missus find out she raise revolution. But she hardly find out. The white men not going to tell and the nigger women were always afraid to. So they jes go on hopin’ that thing won’t be that way always.”

John C. Brown, South Carolina

“My father was a ginger-bread colored man, not a full-blooded nigger. Dat’s how I is altogether yallow. See dat lady over dere in dat chair? Dat’s my wife. Her brighter skinned then I is. How come dat? Her daddy was a full blooded Irishman. He come over here from Ireland and was overseer for Marse Bob Clowney. He took a fancy for Adeline’s mammy, a bright ’latto gal slave on de place. White women in them days looked down on overseers as poor white trash. Him couldn’t git a white wife but made de bast of it by puttin’ in his spare time a honeyin’ ’round Adeline’s mammy. Marse Bob stuck to him, and never ’jected to it.”

Savilla Burrell, North Carolina

“Old Marse was de daddy of some mulatto chillun. De ’lations wid de mothers of dose chillun is what give so much grief to Mistress. De neighbors would talk ’bout it and he would sell all dem chillun away from dey mothers to a trader. My Mistress would cry ’bout dat.”

Rev. Young Winston Davis, Florida

“The Race became badly mixed then; some Negro women were forced into association, some were beaten almost to death because they refused. The Negro men dare not bother or even speak to some of their women.”

“In one instance an owner of a plantation threatened a Negro rider’s sweetheart; she told him and he went crying to this owner who in turned threatened him and probably did hit the woman; straight to his master this sweetheart went an when he finished his story, his master immediately took his team and drove to the other plantation—drove so fast that one of his horses’ dropped doad; when the owner came out he levelled his double-barrel shotgun at him and shot him dead. No, suh; some masters did not allow you to bother their slaves.”

Squire Dowd, North Carolina

“Negro women having children by the masters was common. My relatives on my mother’s side, who were Kellys are mixed blooded. They are partly white. We, the darkies and many of the whites hate that a situation like this exists. It is enough to say that seeing is believing. There were many and are now mixed blooded people among the race.”

Sam and Louisa Everett, Florida

On this plantation were more than 100 slaves who were mated indiscriminately and without any regard for family unions. If their master thought that a certain man and woman might have strong, healthy offspring, he forced them to have sexual relation, even though they were married to other slaves. If there seemed to be any slight reluctance on the part of either of the unfortunate ones “Big Jim” would make them consummate this relationship in his presence. He used the same procedure if he thought a certain couple was not producing children fast enough. He enjoyed these orgies very much and often entertained his friends in this manner; quite often he and his guests would engage in these debaucheries, choosing for themselves the prettiest of the young women. Sometimes they forced the unhappy husbands and lovers of their victims to look on.

Alice Freeman, Washington

Mrs. Freeman’s father (she refuses to disclose his name) was a white planter who owned a large and exceedingly fertile acreage in Missouri. Her mother was a negress, whom Mrs. Freeman describes as the most striking and stunning negress she has ever seen. To this union of the white planter and the negress were born five children, three girls and two boys. Contrary to the accepted standard of ostracism in a case like this, both the mother and the children were accepted and respected members of the society of the vicinity. The children were well clothed and, according to the standards of the southern negro, were given a good education. Mrs. Freeman recalls that her brothers and sisters, and later herself—she was the youngest of the family—were the envy of the negro population as they possessed a certificate which allowed them the privilege of voting. The children were never abused and any work they did was the work that the average child, white or colored, would do today. Mrs. Freeman’s white father in addition to having his large acreage—the main crops of which were grains, corn and vegetables—was the supervisor of a large Federal distillery on his land. This made him a man who at that time was classed as having considerable wealth. As each of the five mulatto children reached an age when their father considered them competent to handle their own affairs, they were deeded with a clear title that could not be contested regardless of the fact that in their case they were not supposed to own land a tract of land.

Minnie Fulkes, Tennessee

“Honey, I den’t like to talk ’bout dem times, cause my mother did suffer misert. You knew dar was an’ overseer who use to tie mother up in de’ barn with a rope aroun’ her arms up over her head, while she stood on a block. Soon as dey got her tied, dis block was moved an’ her feet dangled, yo’ know couldn’t tech de flo’.”

“Dis ol man, now, would start beatin’ her nekkid ’til the blood run down her back to her heels. I took an’ seed th’ whelpes an’ scars fer my own self wid dese here two eyes (was a whip like dey use to use on horses); it was a peice of leather ’bout as wide as my han’ from little finger to thumb. After dey had beat my muma all dey wanted another overseer. Lord, Lord, I hate white people and de flood waters gwine drowm some mo. Well honey dis man would bathe her in salt and water. Don’t you kno’ dem places was a hurtin’. Um, um.”

“I asked mother, what she done fer ’en to beat and do her so! She said, ’nothin,’ tother than she refused to be wife to dis man.”

John Henry Kemp, Florida

“Prophet” Kemp will tell you that he hates to tell these things to any investigator, because he hates for people to know just how mean his “father” really was.

So great was the fear in which Gay was held that when Kemp’s mother, Arnette Young, complained to Mrs. Gay, that her husband was constantly seeking her for a mistress and threatening her with death if she did not submit, even Mrs. Gay had to advise the slaves to do as Gay demanded, saying—

“My husband is a dirty man and will find some reason to kill you if you don’t. I can’t do a thing with him.” Since Arnette worked at the ‘big house’ there was no alternative, and it was believed that out of the union with her master, Henry was born. A young slave by the name of Broxton Kemp was given to the woman as husband at the time John Kemp was born, it is from this man that “Prophet” took his name.

Jacob Manson, North Carolina

“Marster had no chilluns by white women. He had his sweethearts ’mong his slave women. I ain’t no man for tellin false stories. I tells de truth an dat -is de truth. At dat time it wus a hard job to find a marster dat didn’t have women ’mong his slaves. Dat wus a ginerel thing ’mong de slave owners.”

“One of de slave girls on a plantation near us went to her missus an tole her ’bout her marster forcing her to let him have sumthin to do wid her an her missus tole her, ‘Well go on you. belong to him.’”

“Another marster named Jimmie Shaw owned a purty slave gal nearly white an he kept her. His wife caught him in a cabin in bed wid her. His wife said sumthin to him bout it an’ he cussed his wife. She tole him she had caught him in de act. She went back to de great house an got a gun. When de marster come in de great house she tole ’im he must let de slave girls alone dat he belonged to her. He cussed her agin an sed she would have to tend to her own dam business an’ he would tend to his. Dey had a big fuss an den marster Shaw started towards her. she granted de gun on let him have it. She shot ’im dead in de hall. Dey had three chillun, two sons an one married daughter. Missus Shaw took her two sons an’ left. De married daughter an her husband took charge of de place. Missus an her sons never come back as I knows of.”

Willie McCullough, North Carolina

“There was classes of slavery. Some of the half-white and beautiful young women who were used by the marster and his men friends or who was the sweetheart of the marster only, were given special privileges. Some of ’em worked very little. They had private quarters well fixed up and had a great influence over the marster. Some of these slave girls broke up families by getting the marster so enmeshed in their net that his wife, perhaps an older woman, was greatly neglected. Mother and grandmother tole me that they were not allowed to pick their husbands.”

Annette Milledge, Georgia

“Folks didn’ marry—dey wouldn’t let you marry but dey let you live together. Dey say if you marry you would belong to your husban’ and go off. Anyway de white men would do things—nex’ place to us Mr. Stokes had a brother-in-law, he would go back in de yard, make de husban’s git out—go in himself and take de woman, and better not say nothing to him. Our marster told his son: ‘Dont you never mess with cullud people,’ and he tole him what he was goin’ do with him if he did.”

Fannie Moore, North Carolina

“It was a tubble sight to see de speculators come to de plantation. Dey would go through de fields and buy de slaves dey wanted. Marse Jim nebber sell pappy or mammy or any ob dey ehillun. He allus like pappy. When de speculator come all de slaves start a shakin’. No one know who is a goin’. Den sometime dey take ’em an’ sell ’em on de block. De ‘breed woman’ always bring mo’ money den de res, ebben de men. When dey put her on de block dey put all her chillun aroun her to show folks how fas she can hab chillun. When she sold her family nebber see her agin. She nebber know how many chillun she hab. Some time she hab colored children an’ sometime white. Taint no use to say anything case effen she do she jes git whipped. Why on de Moore plantation Aunt Cheney, everbody call her Aunt Cheney, have two chillun by de overseeah. De overseeah name war Hill. He war as mean as de devil. When Aunt Cheney not do what he ask he tell granny Moore. Ole Granny call Aunt Cheney to de kitchen and make her take her clothes off den she beat her til she jest black an’ blue. Many boys and girls marry dey own brothers and sisters an’ nebber know de difference lest they get to talkin’ bout dey parents and where dey uster lib.”

Betty Powers, Texas

“Did we’uns have weddin’s? White man, you knows better’n dat. Dem times, cullud folks am jus’ put together. De massa say, ‘Jim and Nancy, you go live together,’ and when dat order give, it better be done. Dey thinks nothin’ on de plantation ’bout de feelin’s of de women and dere ain’t no ’spect for dem. De overseer and white mens took ’vantage of de women like dey wants to. De woman better not make no fuss ’bout sich. If she do, it am de whippin’ for her. I sho’ thanks de Lawd surrender done come befo’ I’s old ’nough to have to stand for sich. Yes, sar, surrender saves dis nigger from sich.”

Charlie Sandles, Texas

“Way back yonder when I was a boy, they were more men than women, and the white man would mate with their negro servant girls and their children would be a dark skin people, neither black nor white.”

Ben Simpson, Georgia

[Ben Simpson,] 90, was born in Norcross, Georgia, a slave of the Stielszen family. He had a cruel master, and was afraid to tell the truth about his life as a slave, until assured that no harm would come to him. Ben now lives in Madisonville, Texas, and receives a small old age pension.

“My sister, Emma, was the only woman he have till he marries. Emma was wife of all seven Negro slaves. He sold her when she’s ’bout fifteen, jus’ befo’ her baby was born. I never seen her since.”
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Work and Slavery

“We wurked from sun to sun. If we had a fire in cold weather where we wus wurkin’ marster or de overseer would come an’ put it out.”

—Andrew Boone, North Carolina

[image: Crew]

The enslaved using a cotton gin. (Library of Congress)

After the Revolutionary War, the advent of the Industrial Revolution and the invention of the cotton gin gave added impetus to the southern economy. Southerners moved westward from Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia into Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Tennessee, and Texas. There they opened up new acreage on which to grow mainly cotton. As cotton increased in importance as a cash crop so did the need for additional labor to prepare the land and cultivate the crop for market. Consequently, the demand for slaves grew rapidly in conjunction with the expanding demand for cotton in the mills of England and New England. In this process enslaved people were the unpaid labor force that supplied the brawn needed for these agricultural activities. Their involvement reduced production costs and increased the profits of southern landowners. Therefore, the slaveholders’ goal was to extract as much labor from the enslaved as they could. Otherwise, the system could not work as effectively.

FIELD WORKERS

Most of the enslaved worked on the land or in other outdoor pursuits. They toiled long days under close scrutiny and were expected to meet a prescribed production level. Falling short of expectations resulted in punishment. Although the enslaved sought to avoid mistreatment, they also sought ways to ease their work burden without detection whenever they could. They did not relish the labor they exerted, which only benefited the slaveholder and not themselves. There was a constant tension between the work expected and the effort they desired to expend.

NARRATIVES

Rachel Adams, Georgia

“Dere was hunderds of acres in dat dere plantation. Marse Lewis had a heap of slaves. De overseer, he had a bugle what he blowed to wake up de slaves. He blowed it long fore day so dat dey could eat breakfast and be out dere in de fields waitin’ for de sun to rise so dey could see how to wuk, and dey stayed out dar and wulked ’til black dark. When a rainy spell come and de grass got to growin’ fast, dey wukked dem slaves at night, even when de moon warn’t shinin’. On dem dark nights one set of slaves helt lanterns for de others to see how to chop de weeds out of de cotton and corn. Wuk was sho’ tight dem days. Evvy slave had a task to do atter dey got back to dem cabins at night. Dey each one had to spin deir stint some as de ’omans, evvy night.”

“Young and old washed deir clothes Sadday nights. Dey hardly knowed that Sunday was. Dey didn’t have but one day in de Christmas, and de only diff’unce dey seed dat day was dat dey give ’em some biscuits on Christmas day. New Year’s Day was rail-splittin’ day. Dey was told how many rails was to be cut, and dem Niggers better split dat many or somebody was gwine to git beat up.”

Amelia Barnett, Texas

“Durin’ de cotton pickin’ time a big bell was rung to git us up about four o’clock in de mawnin’. We had to go to de field and pick when it was still dark. Dere was times durin’ scrap-pickin’ when it was so cold dat we had to make a big fire in de field and wahm our hands.”

Cyrus Bellus, Arkansas

“My father and mother were both field hands. They didn’t weave or spin. My grandmother on my mother’s side did that. They were supposed to pick—the man, four hundred pounds of cotton, and the woman three hundred. And that was gittin’ some cotton. If they didn’t come up to the task, they was took out and give a whipping.”

Sarah Benjamin, Texas

“I dunno how many acres and how many slaves on dis plantation, dey was all waked up fore daylight and to breakfast, dey works from day light til dark, sometimes specially in cotton pickin dem chillens wouldnt se dem parents til sadty, dey go ter fields so early and gits in so late de chillens warnt awake ter see dem.”

“When de slaves would come in from de fields dey would eat and go to bed onless it was moon shine nights if it was dey would work in their tobacco patch, de marster would give each man a terbaccer patch if he made more den he could use he could sell de rest and de money was his’n. I specks my daddy had mo money and had mo ter eat during slavery dan since.”

“De corn shuckin started when it started rainin and de harder it rained de harder and longer dem niggahs shucked co’n. Dey all picked cotton in big baskets, and dey could pick some cotton too, dem niggahs would begin singin and pickin cotton. And de women had ter run de gin in de day time, and men at night. Dey fed de gin from baskets, my mammy fed de gin from baskets all day wid a high fever and died dat night. She wouldnt tell de marster for she knew he would make her take medicin and she sho didnt like ter take dat quinine. Der wasnt no marryin or deaths either in marsters family. His wife died fore I can remember and he never married any more. And my mothers death is de only one mong de slaves.”

“De women had to run de gin in de daytime and de man at night. Dey fed de old gin from baskets and my mammy fed from dose baskets all day with de high fever and died dat night. She wouldn’t tell de marster she sick, for fear she have to take de quinine.”

Andrew Boone, North Carolina

“We wurked from sun to sun. If we had a fire in cold weather where we wus wurkin’ marster or de overseer would come an’ put it out. We et frozen meat an’ bread many times in cold weather. After de day’s wurk in de fields wus over we had a task of pickin’ de seed from cotton till we had two ounces of lint or spin two ounces of cotton on a spinnin’ wheel. I spun cotton on a spinnin’ wheel. Dats de way people got clothes in slavery time.”

Alec Bostwick, Georgia

“’Gran’pa Berry wuz too old to wuk in de field so he stayed ’roun’ de house an’ piddled. He cut up wood, tended to de gyarden an’ yard, an’ bottomed chairs. Gran’ma Liza done de cookin’ an’ nussed de white folkses chilluns.”

“I wukked in de field ’long side de rest of de Niggers, totin’ water an’ sich lak, wid de overseer dar all de time wid dat gun.”

“’Bout dat overseer he wuz a mean man, if one ever lived. He got de slaves up wid a gun at five o’clock an’ wukked ’em ’till way atter sundown, standin’ right over ’em wid a gun all de time. If a Nigger lagged or tuk his eyes off his wuk, right den an’ dar he would make him strip down his clo’es to his waist, an’ he whup him wid a cat-o-nine tails. Evvy lick dey struck him meant he wuz hit nine times, an’ it fotch de red evvy time it struck.”

“I done tole you ’bout dat overseer; all he done wuz sot ’roun’ all day wid a gun an’ make de Niggers wuk. But I’se gwine tell you de trufe, he sho’ wuz poor white trash wid a house full of snotty-nose chilluns. Old Marster tole him he wuz jus’ lak a rabbit, he had so many chillun. I means dis; if dem days comes back I hope de good Lord takes me fus’.”

Sally Brown, Georgia

“I worked hard always. Honey, you can’t ’magine what a hard time I had. I split rails lak a man. How did I do it? I used a huge glut made out’a wood, and a iron wedge drove into the wood with a maul, and this would split the wood.”

“I help’t spin the cotton into thread fur our clothes. The thread wuz wound on big branches—four branches made four cuts, or one hank. After the thread wuz spun we used a loom to weave the cloth. We had no sewin’ machines—had to sew by hand. My mistress had a big silver bird and she would always ketch the cloth in the bird’s bill and this would hold it fur her to sew.”

Polly Turner Cancer, Mississippi

“In July an’ August atter de crops wuz laid by de men wud all split rails an’ cut de wud, an’ de women wud card an’ spin de cloth; dey had to reel four cuts ov cloth a day; de grannies wud spin de warp; I’se filled many a shuttle on quills [this information is rather vague as we of this generation do not understand spinning and weaving terms; she also said something about burning out corn cobs for shuttles or something to use.] de reel wud go ‘Cr-a-a-ack’ ever time a cut wuz finished.”

Jeptha Choice, Texas

“I went to the fields when I was about 20 years old, but I didn’ have to do much field work, ’cause they was keepin’ me good and they didn’ want to strain me. In ’puttin’ in time’ in the spring and ’pickin’ time’ in the fall, the most slaves went out to the field as soon as it was light, and got in at sundown. During in between times it was easier. The men worked every day except Saturday afternoon and Sundays. The womenfolks had Saturday off to wash clo’es and do the cleanin’.”

“Then in the field was always a big strong nigger to keep peace among the hands. He was called by the other slaves ‘nigger traitor’ behin’ his back, and was sorta like a straw-boss-man. He had to be good with his fists to make the boys who got bad in the field, walk the line. ’Course when Old Massa come to the field, anyone who was actin’ up started right in to choppin’, and everything would get quiet as could be.”

“Come Saturday noon, the field hands all came in and they was no more work till Monday, ’ceptin’ the womenfolks washin’ clothes. Mos’ Saturday afternoons we would go fishin’ down in the creek, and it wasn’ no job to get a mess of cat fish or perch or silver slides for supper.”

Anne Clark, Texas

“You know, the white folks hated to give us up worse thing in the world. I ploughed, hoed, split rails. I done the hardest work ever a man ever did. I was so strong, iffen he needed me I’d pull the men down so the marster could handcuff ’em.”

“They’d whop us with a bullwhip. We got up at 3 o’clock, at 4 we done et and hitched up the mules and went to the fiel’s. We worked all day pullin’ fodder and choppin’ cotton. Marster’d say, ‘I wan’ you to lead dat fiel’ today, and if you don’ do it I’ll put you in de stocks.’ Then he’d whop me iffen I didn’ know he was talkin’ to me.”

William Coleman, Texas

“Maser woke us up every morning about 4:30 o’clock with a great large bell that hung just outside of his bed. Son I’se dressed several times out behind my quarters cause if we did not get right up when Maser rung that bell, here he come with a rawhide whip and gun buckled on him, and he would whip us all the time we were trying to dress. Maser he would work us from sun to sun or we would be in the field in the morning waiting for daylight to come, then we stayed in the field and worked just as long as we could see how. When we went to the house we had all our night work to do after dark before we got our supper, and went to bed. Well son, I’se seen the slaves whipped for nothing, but then if they did do something to be whipped for they were almost killed before Maser would quit working on them. Yes sir, if one was the least bit stubborn or even acted like he would sass Maser, he was whipped.”

“I’se seen Maser ride up close to a slave when he was working and whip him good, cause he would be 3 or 4 feet behind the rest of the slaves One time one of the slaves was helping Mistress there in the yard and he passed too close to her as he was hurrying fast as he could, and sort of bumped into her. She never paid him no attention, but Maser saw him and he let him go on ahead and finish what he was doing then he called that poor negro to him and took him out in the pasture, tied his hands together, throwed the other end of the rope over a limb on a tree and pulled that negro’s hands up in the air to where that negro had to stand on his tiptoes, and Maser he took all that negro’s clothes off and whipped him with that rawhide whip until that negro was plum bloody all over. Then he left that poor negro tied there all the rest of the day and night.”

“Well son, I’se done all kinds of work as a kid during slavery such as, cut wood, chop cotton, corn, hoe in the garden. Maser he put us to work just as soon as we could follow or sling a hoe, pick cotton, pulled corn and carry in wood, water and so on for our Mistress or feed, milk the cows and just anything like that for there was some things we could not do, and he would make the older negroes do.”

“Well son, I might have earned money as a slave but I did not ever get it, in fact son, I did not know what money was. I often heard the older slaves talk about money and I wondered what they were talking about as I did not know what it was.”

“You’se ask me what we done when we went to our quarters at night after our days work was done. Well son I just mostly went to bed cause I was locked in and I’se could not go no where or talk with the rest of the slaves. No sir, Maser did not work us on Saturday evening, he always gives us that day off as it was custom everybody turn their slaves loose from work that evening.”

Mose Davis, Georgia

Field hands were roused, every morning by the everseer who rang the large bell near the slave quarters. Women young children were permitted to remain at home until 9 o’clock to prepare breakfast. At 9 o’clock these women had to start to the fields where they worked along with the others until sundown. The one break in the day’s work was the noon dinner hour. Field hands planted and tended cotton, corn, and the other produce grown on the plantation until harvest time when everybody picked cotton. Slaves usually worked harder during the picking season than at any other time. After harvest, the only remaining work was cleaning out fence corners, splitting rails building fences and numerous other minor tasks. In hot weather, the only work was shelling corn. There was no Sunday work other than caring for the stock.

Callie Elder, Georgia

“Oh, no Ma’am, I sho’ can’t tell nothin’ t’all ’bout how big dat old plantation was, but it was one whoppin’ big place. Dere was too many slaves on dat plantation for me to count. De overseer got ’em up by 4:00 o’clock and de mens had to be in de fields by sunrise. De ’omans went out ’bout 8:00 o’clock. Dey stopped wuk at sundown and by de time dey et and done de chores for de day it was 10:00 o’clock ’fore dey hit de bed. De cabins was built in a circle and de overseer went de rounds evvy night to see if de slaves was in bed.”

“Cotton pickin’s warn’t planned for fun and frolic lak cornshuckin’s. If Marse Billy got behind in his crops, he jus’ sent us back to de fields at night when de moon was bright and sometimes us picked cotton all night long. Marster give de ’oman what picked de most cotton a day off, and de man what picked de most had de same privilege.”

Laura Ford, Mississippi

“Everything ’bout dis plantation wuz kept gwine by de blow ob de ole cow horn. Dey had a signal fer everything, when to go to Ole Missus’s fer meals, to de fiel’s an’ when to come in an’ out lak dat. Dis ole horn wuz over a foot long, it wuz polished up ’till hit wuz plumb shinnin’, a cord wuz fastened through a hole at one end an’ kept hangin’ on de back piazza.”

“It wuz wuk, wuk all through de week from day light ’till dark, in de fiels an’ ’round de place. On Sundays us wuz good an’ ready to res’. De grown up slaves would lie ’round on de cabin gallery flo or on de grass under de trees. De chillun played. When I wuz a little chile we played jumpin’ grape vines an’ swingin’ on grape vine swings an’ a makin’ doll dresses fer our rag dolls. I wuz put in de fiel’s when I wuz ten years ole. We wont taught no book learnin’ but how to wuk, to cook, sew, knit an’ weave an’ de lak ob dat. Den us wuz teached how to be polite an’ how to treat white folks.”

Alice Green, Georgia

“Mammy said dat atter de slaves had done got through wid deir day’s work and finished eatin’ supper, dey all had to git busy workin’ wid cotton. Some carded bats, some spinned and some weaved cloth. I knows you is done seen dis here checkidy cotton homespun—dat’s what dey weaved for our dresses. Dem dresses was made tight and long, and dey made ’em right on de body so as not to waste none of de cloth. All slaves had was homespun clothes and old heavy brogan shoes.”

“De overseer, he got de Niggers up ’fore day and dey had done at deir breakfast,’tended to de stock, and was in de field by sunup and he wuked ’em ’til sundown. De mens didn’t do no wuk atter dey got through tendin’ to de stock at night, but Mammy and lots of de other ’omans sot up and spun and wove ’til ’leven or twelve o’clock lots of nights.”

Abner Griffin, Georgia

“I was born near de Gold Mines, 88 years ago,” said Abner, “and I belonged to Felix Griffin. He didn’ have no wife, so Miss Fannie took care of his han’s.” Abner nodded. “Dere was real gold in dem mines, Miss. Far back as 26 years ago I worked in water and mud up to my waist, drilled many a hole and shot it out with dynamite. Worked at mining 14 years, shake it and wash it and it shine dus’ as pretty! Flux it and retort it and den dey ship it to North Carolina and make into bars.”

Heard Griffin, Georgia

On this plantation was grown corn, cotton, wheat, etc. Long before day light, the master would come to the slave quarters and call each person one by one, “Get up, Get up.” Very soon every one was up and fully dressed ready to begin the day’s work. First, however, they drank one or two glasses of milk and a piece of corn bread, which was considered breakfast. Whether this amount of food was sufficient for a morning’s meal didn’t matter to their master. They simply had to make it last them until dinner. Smiling Mr. Griffin remarked, “It wouldn’t be long before you would hear the ’geeing and hawing’ coming from the fields, the squealing of pigs and the barking of dogs—all sounds mingling together.”

Every one had a certain amount of work to complete before the day ended; and each person worked in feverish haste to get it done and avoid the whipping which they knew was in store for them, should they fail. During the day Mr. Griffin’s mother worked in the field, hoeing and plowing. At night she, as well as other women, had to spin thread into cloth until bed time. Each woman had to complete four cuts or be punished the next morning. “If it began raining while we worked in the fields, the overseer would tell everyone to put up their horses and to to shelling corn in the cribs,” remarked Mr. Griffin.

Emma Hurley, Georgia

The slaves did plenty of hard work done on the plantation. The women labored all day in the fields and then spun at night. Each one was given the task of spinning six broaches a week. On Saturday “a white lady” reeled off the spinning and if one of the women had failed in her task she was severely beaten. The men worked all day and until ten o’clock at night shucking corn or doing other chores by lamp light.

Amanda Jackson, Georgia

“I wuz born in Glasscock county ’bout twelve miles fum Davisboro, Ga. My marster’s name wuz Lowry Calboun—he did’nt have no chillun—jes’ him an’ his wife an’ her mother. He wus a rich man ah’ he had a big plantation an’ ’bout fifty slaves or more—I ’members de big quarters in de back o’ his house, where me an’ de res’ o’ de slaves lived, an how we uster git up an’ do ’roun’!” “Besides me I had two sisters an’ one brother—Iwuz de younges’ child.”

“All of de slaves on de lantation worked in de fiel’—even de cook—dat is ’till time fer her to cook de meals. On dis plantation dey raised practically everything—corn, cotton, wheat, an’ rye, an’ a heap o’ live stock. Dey wuz runnin’ ’bout twenty-five or thirty plows all de time. Dere wuz one overseer.” “Every mornin’ de slaves had to git up an’ by de time it wuz light enuff to see dey had to be in de fiel’ workin’. When asked how they were awakened Mrs. Jackson replied: ‘Dey knowed how to git you up alright—de overseer had a horn dat he blowed an’ dem dat did’nt wake up when de horn wuz blowed wuz called by some of de others in de quarters.” Continuing, she said, “Dey wuz in de fiel’ fore de sun rose an’ dere’till after it went down—fum sun to sun.”

“De fiel’ han’s had one hour fer dinner—dem dat had families done dere own cookin’ an’ dere wuz a special cook fer de single ones. De women whut had families would git up soon in de mornin’s ’fore time to go to de fiel’ an’ put de meat on to boil an’ den dey would come in at dinner to come in at dinner time an’ put de vegetables in de pot to cook an’ when dey come home in de evenin’ dey would cook some corn bread in de ashes at de fireplace.”

“All dat I could do den wuz sweep de yards, water de cows an’ go chickens an’ den go to de pasture to git de cows an’ de calves—we had two pastures—one fer de calves an’ one fer de cows. I had to git de cows so de womens could milk ’em.” “All of de hard work on de plantation wuz done in de summer-time. In rainy weather an’ other bad weather all dat dey had to do wuz to shell corn an’ to help make cloth. As a rule ol’ marster wuz pretty good to his slaves but sometimes some of ’em got whupped kinda bad fer not workin’ an’ stuff like dat—I seen ’im cut womens on dey shoulders wid a long whip ’till it looked like he wuz gonna cut de skin off’n ’im.”

Estella Jones, Geogia

“Slaves on our place had a hard time. Dey had to work night and day. Marster had stobs [staves] all over de field to put lights on so dey could see how to work atter dark. De mens, more so dan de womens, had to work every night ’til twelve o’clock. But dey uld feed ’em good. Dey had dey supper sent out in de field to ’em ’bout nine o’clock by a cripple boy who didn’t do nothin’ but tote water and do things lak dat.”

“Whenever anybody wuz late gittin’ his cotton picked out, he always give a moonlight cotton pickin’ party. Dese parties wuz always give on moonshiny nights and wuz liked by everybody. Atter while dey give everybody somethin’ good to eat, and at de end of de party, de pusson who had picked de most cotton got a prize. Sometimes dey had pea shellin’s ’stead of corn huskin’s, but de parties and frolics wuz all pretty much alike.”

“At quiltin’ bees, four folks wuz put at every quilt, one at every corner. Dese quilts had been pieced up by old slaves who warn’t able to work in de field. Quiltin’s always tuk place durin’ de winter when dere warn’t much to do. A prize wuz always give to de four which finished dere quilt fust. ’Freshments went ’long wid dis too.”

Abe Kelley, Mississippi

“They raised cotton on the place, then Old Miss had it spun and weaved. She hired a lady to come weave it and she was on the place sometimes two weeks.” “We had to git up at 3 A.M. in the morning, then we carried our breakfast to the field. It was a all right breakfast though—fried meat and bread. When we was working far from the house, we carried our dinner too, but if we was close by, they blowed the horn.”

“We didn’t raise no chickens. What use did niggers have for chickens? Old Miss raised them; she had about fifteen head o’ turkeys and twenty head o’ geese.”

“Overseers was pretty tight,—so tight that Old Master would tell them to stop, that they was being too tight. Some of the niggers would run away off in the woods. Old Master had a woman, Nancy, that stayed in the woods three years.”

Abbie Lindsay, Arkansas

“My mother and father worked around the house and yard. Slaves in the field had to pick a certain amount of cotton. The man had to pick from two to three hundred pounds of cotton a day if he wasn’t sick, and the woman had to pick about one hundred fifty. Of course some of them could pick more. They worked in a way of speaking from can till can’t, from the time they could see until the time they couldn’t. They do about the same thing now.”

Chana Littlejohn, North Carolina

“Marster would not let us work until we were thirteen years old. Den he put us to plowin’ in soft lan’, an’ de men in rough lan’. Some of de women played off sick an’ went home an’ washed an’ ironed an’ got by wid it. De oberseer tried to make two of ’em go back to work. Dey flew at him an’ whupped him. He told de marster when he come home, marster said, ‘Did you ’low dem women to whup you?’ ‘Yes,’ he replied, den marster tole him if women could whup him he didn’t want him. But he let him stay on. His name wus Jack Rivers. He wus hired by marster. Marster Rivers did not have any slaves. Dere wus no jail on de plantation, case when er overseer whupped er nigger he did not need any jail.”

Daniel Phillips, Texas

“Marse Dailey raised cotton and co’n on de plantation. On de ranch dey ketches wild horses and I herds dem. When I’m on de ranch I has to drive de wild horses into de pen. De men cotches de wild horses and I has to drive ’em so’s dey won’t git wild agin.”

“Lots of dem wild horses got colts and I has to brand dem. Marse Dailey he helps to cotch de wild horses but I has to drive ’em. In de mornin’ I drives dem out and in de evenin’ I drives dem back. Dere’s sure a lot of dem wild horses.”

Mary Reynolds, Texas

“The conch shell blowed afore daylight and all hands better git out for roll call or Solomon bust the door down and git them out. It was work hard, git beatin’s and half fed. They brung the victuals and water to the fields on a slide pulled by a old mule. Plenty times they was only a half barrel water and it stale and hot, for all us niggers on the hottes’ days. Mostly we ate pickled pork and corn bread and peas and beans and ’taters. They never was as much as we needed.”

“The times I hated most was pickin’ cotton when the frost was on the bolls. My hands git sore and crack open and bleed. We’d have a li’l fire in the fields and iffen the ones with tender hands couldn’t stand it no longer, we’d run and warm our hands a li’l bit. When I could steal a ’tater, I used to slip it in the ashes and when I’d run to the fire I’d take it out and eat it on the sly.”

Hannah Scott, Texas

“Marster Bat was mean, too, work de slaves from ’fore daylight to 9 o’clock in de night. At fust, ’fore I’s put in de field, I totes water for de hands. I carries de bucket on my head and ’fore long I ain’t got no more hair on my head, dan you has in de palm of your hand, no suh!”

“When I gets bigger, de overseer puts me in de field with de rest. Marster Bat grows mostly cotton, and it don’t make no diffrunce is you big or little, you better keep up or de drivers burn you up with de whip sure ’nuff. Old Marster Bat never put a lick on me all de years I belong to him, but de drivers sure burnt me plenty times. Sometimes I gets so tired come night dat I has dropped right in de row and gone to sleep. ‘Den de drivers come ’long and wham, dey cuts you ’cross de back with de whip and you sure ’nuff wakes up when it lights on you, yes suh.”

“’Bout 9 o’clock dey hollers ‘cotton up’, and dat’s de quitting signal. We goes to de quarters, and sometimes jes’ drop on de bunk and go to sleep without nothing to eat.”

“Yes suh, on old Bat’s place dat’s all us know is work and more work. ’Bout de onliest time we has off is Sunday, and den we has to do de washing and mending clothes.”

Lydia Starks, Georgia

“In de winter, Massa Taggart tried to give ’em some kind of work which wouldn’t make de slaves have ter go outside in de weather. Dey shucked corn and shelled it, dey cleaned de stable. And dere wuz plenty of weavin’ goin’ on. There wuz one great ole fat woman slave dat done de weavin’ mos’ o’ de time. Den de elder people carded and spun too. I used to help my gran’ma put the thread into hanks. Yeah, I she learned how to spin.”

Yach Stringfellow, Texas

“Ob course, I didn’ carry no water till I wuz about fourteen years ole. ’Case we had to git it sometimes from a spring an sometimes from a deep well, an dere wuz danger dat a little chile would fall in an drown. Marster, he say dat niggers too valyble to risk dem dat way. It wuz hard work to be a water totter fer de niggers what wuz workin on de plantation. ’Cause dere wuz allus some body a hollerin’ fer water. An you had to trot down a slippery bank through de thorns to de spring, or pull a heavy sweep to git it out ob a well. An when you trot all day wid a heavy bucket an mos’ de time two heavy buckets, it shore makes you tired. Dey brought our dinner to de field or woods wherever we wuz workin’ an’ you only stopped long ’nuff to eat an den Marse Green Morgan, de over seer, he kracked dat ole black snake whip an nigger, you better git in dere an swing.”

“Marster shore had a lot ob land an a lot ob slaves. Us got to de fields fore good light an wukked till ’bout dark. Den some went to de big house to git in de wood, to milk an do de chores an sech; de odders dey wuk on till plum dark. Marse had Mister John to oversee an he wuz shore a stepper. He could be every place you didn’t think he gwine come. Ole man Jim he had a big boom voice an he allus singing; jes any kind song outen he haid. An he had one dat would wail kind-a an ef de oberseer wuz comin he’d wail out loud like an say; ‘Look-a long black man, look-a long; dere’s trouble comin shore.’ Effen de black boy or wimmin be a-lyin in de corn row, dey’s gwin git up quick an be mighty buzy right soon, case de black snake whip reach fer ’em an reach quick. Effen deres a boy a-nappin under a tree, he scramble he self togedder some fas’, an he be de buziest in de bunch time Mister John git to see him. No’m twan’t no jail ez you might say. Some ob de planters had a big strong crib dey put de troublesome niggers in an tie ’em up hard an fas’. De oberseer guine whup you effen you lazy er sassy er break something an effen you makin’ somethin’, you better watch close an not spoil it. My marster nebber whup me an he nebber let Mister John git me case I allus wurkked good an atter I not wurk in de field like on rainy days er in de winter, I made things wid my knife an Marse he like dat fine.”

Nancy Thomas, Texas

“Harvey Wheeler was de nigger overseer. He was a big nigger, not in looks, but ’cause he took orders only f’om Mawster Smith. So we looked up to him lak he was a big man. Harvey had a putty good education, and he was a preachah. He would always preach to us on Sunday afternoons. He was allowed to do dat, but we wasn’t allowed to read no books.”

Neal Upson, Georgia

“Marster had one of dem old cotton gins what didn’t have no engines. It was wuked by mules. Dem old mules was hitched to a long pole what dey pulled ’round and ’round to make de gin do its wuk. Dey had some gins in dem days what had treadmills for de mules to walk in. Dem old treadmills looked sorter lak stairs, but most of ’em was turned by long poles what de mules pulled. You had to feed de cotton by hand to dem old gins and you sho had to be keerful or you was gwine to lose a hand and maybe a arm. You had to jump in dem old cotton presses and treed de cotton down by hand. It tuk most all day long to gin two bales of cotton and if dere was three bales to be ginned as had to wuk most all night to finish up.”

Lizzie Williams, Mississippi

“My job back in dem days was to weave, spin thread, run de loom, an durin crop time I plowed an’ hoed in de field. My mammy was a regular field hand.”

“De overseer sent us to de field every mornin’ by 4:00 o’clock an we stayed ’till after dark. By de time cotton was weighed up an supper cooked an et, it was midnight when we’d get to bed heep o’ times. Dese overseers saw dat every nigger got his ’mount o’ cotton. De grown ones had to pick 600, 700 an 800 pounds a day an’ de 14 an 15 year old ones had to pick 400 an 500 pounds.”

Rebecca Woods, Mississippi

“I wuz a fiel’ han’ an’ toted water to de han’ in de fiel’; dats what de chillun had to do befo’ dey got big nuf to work in de fiel’s; when hit cum time fer de chilluns to wuk, dey ole folks wu’d giv’ dem a short handle how an’ learn dem how to chop out cotton, an’ den we wu’d have us short sacks in de fall when cotton pickin’ time cum’ we didn’t hev’ to wuk hard, but wid so many mouths to feed in de quarter us hed to do sumthin’ to make our sumpthin’ to eat.”

DOMESTIC WORKERS

Household duties that slaveholders needed performed, such as cooking, serving, and caring for children, were often handled by the enslaved. Although not as physically arduous as field work, these tasks were physically and psychologically demanding. The household workers performed under the constant scrutiny of the slaveholder family and had to be available day and night. Some enslaved domestic workers received special favors and benefits as a result of their close relationship with the slaveholder family, but for others the proximity proved detrimental as they suffered constantly at the hands of slaveholders who were never satisified with their work.

NARRATIVES

Barney Alford, Mississippi

“My mammy wus named Deliah, en she wus de best cook in de wurld, en ole Missus kno’ed it, en she kept her in dat kitchen all de time. When big meetin wud cum, my mammy wuld stack dem cakes up high on de shelf in er big room, en one time I slipped in dar en pinched offen a big piece uf cake, en dey sho whipped me dat time. En ernudder time I got my han’ in er jar uf jam en culdnt git it out en my mammy hed to git it out fur me, en I wus whipped fur dat.”

Jim Allen, Mississippi

“Did I work? Yes Mam, me and a girl worked in de field carrying one row, you know it took two chillerns to make one hand.”

“As I done tole you, I was Mars Allens’ pet nigger boy. I was called a ‘stray.’ I slep on de floor by ole Miss and Mars Bob. I could a slep on de trundle bed, but it was so easy jist to roll over and blow dem ashes and make dat fire burn.”

“Ole Miss was so good, I’d do anything for her. She was so good and weighed around 200 pounds. She was Mars Bob’s second wife. Nobody posed on me, No, Sir! I carried water to Mars Bob’s store close by and he would allus give me candy by de double handsfull, and as many juice harps as I wanted. De best thing I ever did eat was dat candy. Marster was good to his only stray nigger boy.”

Charity Anderson, Alabama

“Missy, peoples don’t live now; and niggers ain’t got no menners, and doan’ know nothin’ ’bout waitin’ on folks. I kin remember de days when I was one of de house servants. Dere was six of us in de ole Massa’s house—me, Sarai, Lou, Hester, Jerry and Joe. Us did’n’ know nothin’ but good times den. My job was lookin’ atter de corner table what nothin’ but de desserts set. Joe and Jerry, dey was de table boys. Dey neber tetched nothin’ wid dere hen’s, but used de waiter to pass things wid.”

“My ole Massa was a good man. He treated all his sleves kind, and took good kere of ’em. But, honey, all de white folks wan’t good to dere slaves. I’s seen po’ niggers ’mos’ tore up by dogs and whupped ’tell dey bled w’en dey did’n’ do lak de white folks say. But, thank de Lawd, I had good white folks and dey sho’ did trus’ me, too. I had charge of all de keys to de house, and I waited on de Missis’ and de chillun. I laid out all de clo’se on Sat’dy night, and den Sunday mawnin’s I’d pick up all de dirty things. Dey did’n’ have a thing to do. Us house servants had a hard job keepin’ de pickaninnies out er de dinin’ room whar ole Massa at, cause w’en dey would slip in and stan’ by his cheer, w’en he finished eatin’ he would fix a plate for ’em end let ’em set on the hearth.”

“No mam, Missy, I ain’t neber worked in de fields. Ole Messa he neber planted no cotton, and I ain’t seen none planted ’tell after I was free. But, honey, I could sho ’nuff wash, iron and knit and weave. Sometimes I weaved six or seven yahds of cloth, and do my house work too. I lernt the chillun how to weave, and wash, and iron, and knit too, and I’s waited on de fo’th generation of our fambly. I jes’ wish I could tell dese young chillun how to do. Iffen dey would only suffer me to talk to dem, I’d tell dem to be more ’spectful to dere mammies and to dere white folks and say ‘yes mam’ and ‘no mam,’ instid of ‘yes’ and ‘no’ lak dey do now.”

Kose Banks, Arkansas

“The girls swept yards, cleaned the house, nursed, and washed and ironed, combed old miss’ and the children’s hair and cut their finger and toe nails and mended the clothes. The womens’ job was to cook, attend to the cows, knit all the socks for the men and boys, spin thread, card bats, weave cloth, quilt, sew, scrub and things like that.”

Isabella Boyd, Texas

“My mistus kep’ me right in d’ house right by ’er sewin’. My wuk was sewin’. Dey teach me t’ sew soon’s I was big ’nuf t’ hol’ a needle. I could sew so fas’ I git my task ovah fo’ d’ uders git start’ good. Lots time’ in d’ evenin’ w’en us gals want t’ go t’ dance’ I help put in d’ sleebe ’r’ sew on d’ pants so d’ uders could go wid us. Dey say, ‘Dat ’Bella, she done go way pas’ all time.’”

Alice Bratton, Arkansas

“The white folks ain’t got no reason to mistreat the colored people. They need us all the time. They don’t want no food unless a nigger cook it. They want niggers to do all their washing and ironing. They want niggers to do their sweeping and cleaning and everything around their houses. The niggers handle everything they wears and hands them everything they eat and drink. Ain’t nobody can get closer to a white person than a colored person. If we’d a wanted to kill ’em, they’d a all done been dead. They ain’t no reason for white people mistreating colored people.”

Fred Brown, Texas

“Every one have deir certain wo’k an’ duties fo’ to do. My mammy am de fam’ly cook. Marster have no chillun, so ’twarnt much wo’k fo’ her an’ she he’p at de loom, makin’ de cloth. My daddy am de black-smith, shoemakah an’ de tanner. Ise ’splain how him do de tannin’. He puts de hides in de wauter wid black-oak bark, prutty soon de hair come off, den he rolls an’ poun’s de hides fo’ to make dem soft.”

“W’en Ise ’bout eight yeahs ol’, or sich, deys stahts me to he’pin’ do de yard wo’k an’ he’pin’ mammy in de house, totin’ wauter, totin’ fiah wood an’ sich. As Ise grows ol’er deys give me othah wo’k to do. W’en de wah am ovah Ise den he’pin’ in de field. Marster, him raises cane an’ co’n mostly, no cotton.”

“Marster have de overseer an’ de overlooker. De overseer am in charge ob de wo’k an’ de overlooker am in charge of de cullud women, him am a nigger. De overseer gives all de whuppin’s.”

Manus Brown, Mississippi

“Now my ma, she done general wuk round marse’ house. She done de cooking, washing, scouring an’ a helping wid de chilluns. Her and de gals had to make de soap, dry up de lard, make de candles, an’ spin an’ weave de cloth. Everything back in dem days had to be made by hand. What us colored folks called ‘ho’made.’ De washing wuz done in long wooden troughs, what had been hued out deep enough to hole de water an’ de close. Dey would be two and three partitions in ’em. De troughs to water de stock in wuz made lak dat too.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“My mother was Marster’s house girl. People didn’t do like they do now. She’d be called a chambermaid now. I just staid around the house with the Mistis. I was just, you might say, her little keeper. I stayed around, and waited on her, handed her water, fanned her, kept the flies off her, pulled up her pillow, and done anything she’d tell me to do. My mother combed her hair, and dressed her too. Her hair was long, down to here. [She measured below her waist]. She could sit on it. It was a light color, and it was so pretty! I’d call it silver.”

Betty Cofer, North Carolina

“I was lucky. Miss Ella (daughter of the first Beverly Jones) was a little girl when I was borned and she claimed me. We played together an’ grew up together. I waited on her an’ most times slept on the floor in her room. Kuh was cook an’ when I done got big enough I holped to set the table in the big dinin’ room. Then I’d put on a clean white apron an’ carry in the victuals an’ stand behind kiss Ella’s chair. She’d fix me a piece of somethin’ from her plate an’ hand it back over her shoulder to me [eloquent hands illustrate Miss Ella’s making of a sandwich]. I’d take it an’ run outside to eat it. Then I’d wipe my mouth an’ go back to stand behind Miss Ella again an’ maybe get another snack.”

“Yes’m, there was a crowd of hands on the plantation. I mind ’em all an’ I can call most of their names. Mac, Curley, William, Sanford, Lewis, Henry, Ed, Sylvester, Hamp, an’ Juke was the men folks. The women was Mellie, two Lucys, Martha, Nervie, Jane, Laura, Fannie, Lizzie, Cassie, Tensie, Lindy, an’ MaryJane. The women mostly worked in the house. There was always two washwomen, a cook, some hands to help her, two sewin’ women, a house girl, an’ some who did all the weavin’ an’ spinnin’. The men worked in the fields an’ yard. One was stable boss an’ looked after all the horses an’ mules.”

Simon Durr, Mississippi

“I wuked ’round de place when I wuz a little slave boy. I done fust one thing an’ then another, but mostly ’round de lot an’ horses. When I got big ’nuf to handle ’em Marse put me to drivin’. I sho did lak dat as I got to go to all de places de family went. It wuz plumb grand, me all dressed up a drivin’ dem purty horses all hitched up to dat coach. Hit wuz one ob dem kind whar de driver rid on de outside. I wuz always ready to go too.”

Sarah Felder, Mississippi

“Old Mistis wurk hard all de time. She hed a big room whar sum of de women wus busy wid de cards, an’ spinnin’ an’ de looms. Miss Vickey niver lowed de women ter rest. She med ’em wurk at night an’ when it wus rainin’ she wus rite dar ter see dat dey wus wurkin’. She kep’ de looms goin’ an’ made all kind uf pretty cloth, an’ dey made ‘coverlets’ jes as pritty as dey make ’em now. She made sum uf de wimin git bark out uf de woods an’ dye sum uf dat thread, an’ it sho’ made pritty coverlets. An’ den she hed ter dye her thread ter make pants an’ coats. She made de pants an’ coats outern blue jeans. She kep’ sum uf de wimin sewin an’ dey made mity fine things fur old Mistis an’ her chulluns, an’ dey made sum things fur us, but whut we got wus made frum cloth spun dar at home, an’ it niver out. De gurl chulluns jes wore long aprons, and de boys jes had long tail shirts, an’ we niver hed anything under dem, an’ when we wus bad Miss Vickey wuld lift our coat tails an’ switch us on de naked hide. I wus allus gittin a switchin, an’ de udder chaps wus too.”

“Old Mistis made me larn ter spin, and made me larn ter sew but I niver got ter de loom, I jes seed de udders makin’ de cloth.”

“Old Mistis wud knit socks an’ stockin’ an’ sum uf de wimen in de quarters wud knit at nite, but when old Mistis wuld go ter church, or hed fine com’ny she wud put on fine silks an’ wear store bought stockin’ an’ she hed a lotta uf fine things.”

Cicero Gaulding, Mississippi

“I was born belongin’ to Marsta William Gaulding, in what was then Panola County just a few miles east of Senatobia, but then Senatoby was no size atall. I never had to work in the fields or barns attall. ‘Miss.’ took me in the house soon as I can remember, I always helped in the house and garden and drove Miss wherever she went, my folks were always good to me, and I had plenty clothes and a good home and fine food to eat as long as Miss. lived. If she was here now I could go to her and she’d help me. I wouldn’t be in this fix, why now I can’t plow, I don’t have nothin’ it show is hard to live, I make a few little patches o’ stuff and grow some turkeys and guineas, but not enough to have any clothes, my shoes are plumber worn out.”

Dinah Hayes, Mississippi

“I have worked for just two families since I was fourteen,” says Dinah, “and I nursed for both of these and the children called me their black Mammie and I was. I loved those children like they be mine. I scolded and whipped them, too, when they needed it. I planned and cooked their meals, mended their clothes, took them to the park, bathed them and put them to bed, told them bedtime stories, and settled their disputes between themselves, and they would tell me all of their troubles. It was my white children that taught me how to read and write and how to speak. We taught each other things.”

Adeline Johnson, South Carolina

“I never have to do no field work; just stayed ’round de house and wait on de mistress, and de chillun. I was whupped just one time. Det was for markin’ de mentel-piece wid a dead coal of fire. They make mammy do de lashin’. Hadn’t hit me three licks befo’ Miss Dorcas, Miss Jemima, Miss Julia, and Marse Johnnie run dere, ketch de switch, and say: ‘Dat enough Mauma Ann! Addie won’t do it agin.’ Dats all de beatin’ I ever ’ceived in slavery time.”

“Now does you wanna know what I do when I was a child, from de time I git up in de mornin’ to de time I go to bed? I was ’bout raised up in de house. Well, in de evenin’, I fill them boxes wid chips and fat splinters. When mornin’ come, I go in dere and make a fire for my young mistresses to git up by. I help dress them and comb deir hair. Then I goes down stairs and put flowers on de breakfas’ table and lay de Bible by Marse ’illiam’s chair. Then I bring in de breakfas’. (Table have to be set de night befo’) When everything was on de table, I ring de bell. White folks come down and I wait on de table.”

“After de meal finish, Marse William read de Bible and pray. I clear de table and help wash de dishes. When dat finish, I cleans up de rooms. Then I acts as maid and waitress at dinner and supper. I warms up de girls’ room, where they sleep, after supper. Then go home to poppy John and Mauma Anne. Dat was a happy time, wid happy days!”

Lewis Jones, Texas

“Massa have de fine coach and de seat for de driver am up high in front and I’s de coachman and he dresses me nice and de hosses am fine, white team. Dere I’s sat up high, all dress good, holdin’ a tight line ’cause de team am full of spirit and fast. We’uns goes lickity split and it am a purty sight. Man, ’twarnt any one bigger dan dis nigger.”

Jim Martin, Mississippi

“My mammy wus named Annie, an’ she wus whut yer wud call a ‘handy woman’—she hed to milk an’ churn, wash an’ iron, card de bats, spin, weave an’ sumtimes she hed ter help cook, an’ sumtimes she hed to go to de fiel’ an on rainy days old Mistis made all de wimen wurk in de loom room.”

Matilda McKinney, Georgia

The adult female a who lived in the house did most of the weaving and sewing. All the summer, garments were made and put away for winter use. Two dresses of osnaburg were then given each person.

The field hands, always considered an inferior group by the house servants, worked from sunup to sun down.

William McWhorter, Georgia

“My Aunt Mary b’longed to Marse John Craddock and when his wife died and left a little baby—dat was little Miss Lucy—Aunt Mary was nussin’ a new baby of her own, so Marse John made her let his baby suck too. If Aunt Mary was feedin’ her own baby and Miss Lucy started cryin’ Marse John would snatch her baby up by the legs and spank him, and tell Aunt Mary to go on and nuss his baby fust. Aunt Mary couldn’t answer him a word, but my ma said she offen seed Aunt Mary cry ’til de tears met under her chin.”

Laura Montgomery, Mississippi

“Marse would blow dat hour every mornin’ an’ we had to git out right now an’ start dat wuk. My mammy had to cook, milk, wash, iron, spin, weave, and do de wuk in de fiel’ lak de others.”

“I had to he’p my mammy scrub dat house. We had shuck mops, an’ we put san on de floor an’ pore water on it and pull dat mop over it ’til dat floor was white an’ clean an’ iffen it didn’ ’pear clean old Mistis would make us do it agin. Den we hed to scrub de water buckets an’ mek dem clean. De buckets den was made of cedar an’ had brass rings ’round ’em an’ dey had long han’le gourds to drink out of an’ de bucket sot on de shelf on de front of de house.”

Tom Morris, Mississippi

“My mammy wus de cook, an’ she wus er good cook; dat wus to be her wurk. I wus raised in de kitchen, an’ my mammy made me brung in de kindlin’; I had ter help her wash dishes an’ she taught me how ter cook. She cooked on de fireplace. I roasted ’taters in de ashes, an’ she wud rake de ashes to one side an’ pore de bread dou’h down on de hot place, den civer it wid ashes an’ let it cook, den we had fine hoe-cake. I roasted pinders in de ashes too an’ sum times I put corn down an’ let it brown an’ eat dat.”

“Yes Mam, mammy washed sumtimes; I allus had to brung up de wood to put ’round de pot to bile de water, an’ den she hed er big end uf a stump, an’ she washed de clo’se er while an’ den put dem on dis stump an’ give me a bo’rd wid a small end to it, an’ made me beat dem clo’se, an’ keep turnin’ dem an’ beat dem er gin till dey wus pritty an’ white; She drawed water frum de well an’ made me help tote it to de tibs.”

Josephine Ryles, Texas

“My mother was de cook for de white folks and my li’l brother, Charlie Evans, was de water toter in de fields. He brung water in de bucket and give de hands a drink.”

“My sis am de fly chaser. She has de big fan make from de tail feathers of de peacock. ’Twas awful purty thing. She stands ’round de white folks and shoe off de flies.”

Neal Upson, Georgia

“Marse Frank said he wanted ’em to larn me how to wait on de white folkses’ table up at de big ’ouse, and dey started me off wid de job of fannin’ de flies away. Mist’ess Serena, Marse Frank’s wife, made me a white coat to wear in de dinin’ room. Missy, dat little old white coat made me git de onliest whuppin’ Marse Frank ever did give me.” Here old Neal paused for a hearty laugh. “Us had comp’ny for dinner dat day and I felt so big showin’ off ’fore ’em in dat white coat dat I jus’ couldn’t make dat turkey wing fan do right. Dem turkey wings was fastened on long handles and atter Marster had done warned me a time or two to mind what I was ’bout, the old turkey wing went down in de gravy bowl and when I jerked it out it splattered all over de preacher’s best Sunday suit. Marse Frank got up and tuk me right out to de kitchen and when he got through brushin’ me off I never did have no more trouble wid dem turkey wings.”

Margaret White, Florida

“My father was a tailor and made the clothes for his master and his servants. I was never sold. My master just kept me. They liked me and wouldn’t let me be sold. He never whipped me, for I was a slave, you know, and I had to do just as I was told.”

“I worked around the house doing maid’s work. I also helped to care for the children in the home.”

Mary Wilson, Texas

“Ise never does much wo’k ’roun’ de place ’cept runnin’ errands. Ise ’membahs my aunt an’ my mammy wo’kin’ ’roun’ de house, cleanin’ up, makin’ beds, an’ runnin’ de old spinnin’ wheel. ’Sides runnin’ de spinnin’ wheel dem two done all de clothes sewin’ fo’ de whole place includin’ de plantation. Tudder womens on de plantation he’ped spin de thread aftah dey’s wo’kin’ houahs. Deys have de spinnin’ house in dey’s qua’tahs. Ise don’t ’membahs how many cabins am in dey’s qua’tahs but ’twas lots.”

George Womble, Georgia

“I remember that he had one little boy whose job was to break these animals so that they could be easily sold. My job was to wait tables, help with the house cleaning, and to act as nurse maid to three young children belonging to the master. At other times I drove the cows to and from the pasture and I often helped with the planting in the fields when the field hands were rushed. Out of the forty-odd slaves that were held by the Ridleys all worked in the field with the exception of myself and the cook whose name was Harriet Ridley.”

Mr. Womble was asked to tell what time he had to arise in the morning to begin his day’s work and he replied that sometimes he did’nt even go to sleep as he had to keep one hand on the baby crib to keep it from crying. Most of the time he got up at four o’clock in the morning and went to the kitchen where he helped the cook prepare breakfast. After this was done and he had finished waiting on the master and his family he started to clean the house. When he had finished this he had to take care of the younger Womble children and do countless the other things to be done around a house.

SKILLED WORKERS

Many of the needs of the plantation were fulfilled by enslaved artisans. They built furniture, sewed clothing, cobbled shoes, shoed horses, and performed numerous other skilled tasks. Their efforts gave greater self-­sufficiency to the slaveholders’ operation and increased their profits. The enslaved’s skills were a mixed blessing as they made that individual invaluable to the operation, but also more valuable when placed on the auction block.

NARRATIVES

Aunt Adeline, Georgia

Adeline’s mother worked in the field, drove steers, and was considered the best meat cutter on the plantation. The slave women were required to spin, and Adeline’s mother was unusually good at spinning wool, “and that kind of spinning was powerful slow,” added the old woman. “My mother was one of the best dyers anywhere around. I was too. I made colors by mixing up all kinds of bark and leaves. I made the prettiest sort of lilac color with maple bark and pine bark—not the outside pine bark, but that little thin skin that grows right down next to the tree.”

Charlie Bell, Mississippi

“My mother was bornd between Poplarville an’ Picayune an’ my father was bornd at Red Church forty mile below New Orleans. I have heard say my gran’father was bornd there too. My father was a carpenter an’ a blacksmith, could make a whole wagon, go out an’ cut him a gum tree an’ make a whole wooden wagon, an’ hubs an’ ever’thing. That’s how come they didn’ take him to de War; leave him at home ter make mule shoes an’ things. He was a powerful worker.”

Fred Brown, Texas

“Every one have deir certain wo’k an’ duties fo’ to do. My mammy am de fam’ly cook. Marster have no chillun, so ’twarnt much wo’k fo’ her an’ she he’p at de loom, makin’ de cloth. My daddy am de black-smith, shoemakah an’ de tanner. Ise ’splain how him do de tannin’. He puts de hides in de wauter wid black-oak bark, prutty soon de hair come off, den he rolls an’ poun’s de hides fo’ to make dem soft.”

Augustus Burden, Georgia

The trades taught were carpentering and brick work. “Some men made shoes,” Augustus remembered, “but how they learned it I never knew. They were funny shoes, all going over to one side. But there were some skilled workers on the place, and there was a woman named Mrs. Abe who had possession over other women at childbirth.”

James Cape, Texas

“When I’s old ’nough to set on de hoss, dey larned me to ride, tendin’ hosses. ’Cause I’s good hoss rider, dey uses me all de time gwine after hosses. I goes with dem to Mexico. We crosses de river lots of times. I ’members once when we was a drivin’ ’bout 200 hosses north’ards. Dey was a bad hail storm comes into de face of de herd and dat herd turns and starts de other way. Dere was five of us riders and we had to keep dem hosses from scatterment. I was de leader and do you know what happens to dis nigger if my hoss stumbles? Right dere’s whar I’d still be! Marster give me a new saddle for savin’ de hosses.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“Darkey womens wore white and blue striped dresses, spun and wove; them that lived in the quarters had looms and reels. They spun their own cloth and made their own clothes. They made everything they wore ’cept shoes. Uncle Jeff Names, the shoemaker, he made all of the shoes that all of ’em wore on the place. He was about the first slave Marster had. He come from Virginny. They paid big money for him cause he was a valuable darkey. He was ’bout as valuable as the blacksmith. I don’t remember how much they paid for him, but it was big money.”

Willis Cofer, Georgia

“Dem bricklayers made all de bricks out of de red clay what dey had right dar on most all de plantations, and de blacksmith he had to make all de iron bars and cranes for de chimblies and fireplaces. He had to make de plow points too and keep de farm tools all fixed up. Somtimes at night dey slipped off de place to go out and wuk for money, a-fixin’ chimblies and buildin’ things, but dey better not let demselves git cotched.”

“Mammy wove de cloth for our clothes and de white folkses had ’em made up. Quilts and all de bed-clothes wuz made out of homespun cloth.”

Carey Davenport, Texas

“My father used to make them old Carey plows and was good at makin’ the mould board out of hardwood. He make the best Carey plows in that part of the country and he make horseshoes and nails and everything out of iron. And he used to make spinning wheels and parts of looms. He was a very valuable man and he make wheels and the hub and put the spokes in.”

Mose Davis, Georgia

Mose’s Father was the family coachman. All that he had to do was to drive the master and his family and to take care of the two big grey horses that he drove. “Compared to my mother and the other slaves he had an easy time,” said Uncle Mose, shaking his head and smiling. “My daddy was so crazy about the white folks and the horses he drove until I believe he thought more of them than he did of me. One day while I was in the stable with him one of the horses tried to kick me and when I started to hit him Daddy cussed me and threatned to beat me.”

On this plantation there were quite a few skilled slaves mostly blacksmiths, carpenters, masons, plasterers, and a cobbler. One of Mose’s brothers was a carpenter.

Ella Dilliard, Alabama

Ella said that her mother was her madame’s hairdresser, and that Mrs. Norris had her mother taught in Mobile. So Ella’s life was very easy, as she stayed around the big house with her mother, although her grandmother, Penny Anne Norris, cared for her more than her mother did. One of the things she remembers quite distinctly was her grandmother’s cooking on the fireplace, and how she would not allow any one to spit in the fireplace. She said her grandmother made corn-pone and wrapped it in shucks and baked it in ashes.

Louis Fowler, Texas

“We makes de cloth and de wool and I could card and spin and weave ’fore I’s big ’nough to work in de field. My mammy larned me to help her. We makes dye from de bark of walnut and de cherry and red oak trees, and some from berries but what dey is I forgit. Iffen we’uns wants clay red, we buries de cloth in red clay for a week and it takes on de color. Den we soaks de cloth in cold salt water and it stays colored.”

Andrew Goodman, Texas

“My paw was a shoemaker. He’d take a calfhide and make shoes with the hairy sides turned in, and they was warm and kept your feet dry. My maw spent a lot of time cardin’ and spinnin’ wool, and I allus had plenty things.”

O. W. Green, Texas

“My old masta was a doctor and a surgeon. He trained my grandmother; she worked under him thirty-seven years as a nurse. When old masta wanted grandmother to go on a special case he would whip her so she wouldn’t tell none of his secrets. Grandmother used herbs fo’ medicine—black snake root, sasparilla, blackberry briar roots—and nearly all de young’uns she fooled with she save from diarrhea.”

Charles Hayes, Alabama

“My mammy was a fiel’ han’ an’ my pappy was a mechanic an’ he use to be de handy man aroun’ de big house, makin’ eve’thing f’um churns an’ buckets to wagon wheels. My pappy also useta play de fiddle for de white folks dances in de big house, an’ he played it for de colored frolics too. He sho could make dat thing sing.”

Alonzo Haywood, North Carolina

“My father was Willis Haywood and in slavery days he belonged to Mr. William R. Pool. Mr. Pool liked father because he was quick and obedient so he determined to give him a trade.”

Tempie Herndon, North Carolina

“My white fo’ks lived in Chatham County. Dey was Marse George an’ Mis’ Betsy Herndon. Mis Betsy was a Snipes befe’ she married Marse George. Dey had a big plantation an’ raised cawn, wheat, cotton an’ ’bacca. I don’t know how many field niggers Marse George had, but he had a mess of dem, an’ he had hosses too, an’ cows, hogs an’ sheeps. He raised sheeps an’ sold de wool, an’ dey used de wool at de big house too. Dey was a big weavin’ room whare de blankets was wove, an’ dey wove de cloth for de winter clothes too. Linda Harnton an’ Milla Edwards was de head weavers, dey looked after de weavin’ of da fancy blankets. Mis’ Betsy was a good weaver too. She weave de same as de niggers. She say she love de clackin’ soun’ of de loom an’ de way de shuttles run in an’ out carryin’ a long tail of bright colored thread. Some days she set at de loom all de mawnin’ peddlin’ wid her feets an’ her white han’s flittin’ over de bobbins.”

“De cardin’ an’ spinnin’ room was full of niggers. I can hear dem spinnin’ wheels now turnin’ roun’ an’ sayin’ hum-m-m-m, hum-m-m-m, an’ hear de slaves singin’ while day spin. Mammy Rachel stayed in de dyein’ room. Dey wuzn’ nothin’ she didn’ know ’bout dyein’. She knew every kind of root, bark, leaf an’ berry dat made red, blue, green, or whatever color she wanted. Dey had a big shelter whare de dye pots set over de coals. Mammy Rachel would fill de pots wid water, den she put in de roots, bark an’ stuff an’ boil de juice out, den she strain it an’ put in de salt an’ vinegar to set de color. After de wool an’ cotton done been carded an’ spun to thread, Mammy take de hanks an’ drap dem in de pot of boilin’ dye. She stir dem ’roun’ an’ lif’ dem up an’ down wid a stick, an’ when she hang dem up on de line in de sun, dey was every color of de rainbow. When dey dripped dry dey was sent to de weavin’ room whare dey was wove in blankets an’ things.”

“Wilson Morgan run the blacksmith shop at Falls of Neuse and it was him that taught my father the trade at Mr. Pool’s insistence.”

John Matthews, Mississippi

“My mammy wus one uf de boss weavers; she didnt spin de thread, she made de cloth an’ dat wus fine cloth; she cud make any pattern. Den my mammy cud cut out any thing an’ she cud do fine sewin’ too. She cud cut out coats an’ pants an’ make dem to look like bought clothes. She cud hem dem pritty ruffles an’ do it all by hand. She had to wurk in de fiel’ some time but old Mistress kept her mi’ty busy at de house.”

Josh Miles, Texas

“Pappy was de fam’ly coachman and druv de li’l surrey when Massa gwine see he plantations. On Sunday he druv de big coach to church. Den Old Massa wear de big stove-pipe hat and de long-skirt coat and he big boots. Pappy, he wear de tall hat with de blue uniform with brass buttons, and black, shiny boots. He have de long horsewhip to crack at des hosses—he drive four or six hosses, ’cause dat coach am big and heavy and de roads an often muddy.”

Martha Patton, Texas

“We made cotton and wool cloth both, yes’m, we made both. We raised cotton. The sheep were so po’ they would die. We would go through de woods and find de dead sheep and pick de wool offen ’em. When we would wash de wool and spin it into thread and weave it into cloth to make wool clothes.”

“My man, he worked in de tan ya’d. He fixed de hides to make us all de shoes we had, and dey made harness and saddles fo’ de gov’nment—fo’ de soldiers. To make de lime to take de hair off of de hides, dey would burn limestone rocks. Then dey would hew out troughs and soak de hides in lime water till all the hair come off. Den dey would take ’ooze’ made from red oak bark and rub the hides till dey were soft and dry.”

Layfayette Price, Texas

“In de days I’s a boy even de plows was made on de place. De blacksmith do de iron work and de wood work am done by pappy, and de plows am mostly wood. Jus’ de point and de shear am iron. My grandpap made de mouldboards out of wood. No, sar, ’twarnt no steel mouldboards den. I’s watch grendpap take de hard wood block and with de ax and de drawshave and de plane and saw and rule, him cut and fit de mouldboard to be turnin’ plow. De mouldboard las’ ’bout one year.”

Beverly Pullin, Georgia

Mr. Peeples was considered by all his slaves as a kind master. He expected and received splendid work from all his 900 slaves. Each one was designated for some particular work, even the children. During the week all the slaves had plain but substantial food, but on Sunday there was always a feast for them.

There were a number of slaves belonging to this family who were taught to card, spin, and weave. This was their particular job, and they were kept busy making the coarser cloth to be made into garments for this large household. There was Sally Snow who, by her skilled workmanship, became better known than the others. She began her work as a helper to the pastry cook and seamstress in the Peeples family, but her natural talent for cooking and flying fingers with a needle, soon won her first place. She cut, fitted and made all the nicer things for the family from the beautiful bolts of materials her master, Mr. Hal Peeples, brought from Savannah for his wife and children. As the girls married she made up their trousseaus for them, and always it was she who “dressed the bride.”

Bill Reese, Georgia

“My father was the personal property of Dr. B. J. Fritz, and soon as he was big enough to be trained for a trade his master arranged for him to learn how to be a barber. High-class white folks liked to have their own barbers then and they wanted ’em well trained, and professional men like pa’s owner liked to have at least one slave that could do what they called valet service now. The man pa learnt his trade from was a Mexican who catered only to white people. When he took pa in hand he started him off blacking shoes, and before he finished with him he had trained him to do anything that come to hand in a first class barber shop. At the time of pa’s death, him and his brother-in-law owned and run a barber shop together.”

“Colored children learns to work mighty early. I wasn’t but six years old when I started working. My first job was taking pa’s meals to the barber shop, sweeping out the shop, washing spittoons, and shining shoes. By the time I was eleven or twelve years old I made from a dollar and a half to as high as three dollars a week.”

Nellie Smith, Georgia

“All our clothes and shoes was home-made, and I mean by that they growed the cotton, wool, and cattle and made the cloth and leather on the plantation. Summer clothes was made of cotton homespun, and cotton and wool was wove together for winter clothin’. Marse Jack owned a man what he kept there to do nothin’ but make shoes. He had another slave to do all the carpentarin’ and to make all the coffins for the folks that died on the plantation. That same carpenter made ’most all the beds the white folks and us slaves slept on. Them. old beds—they called ’em teesters—had cords for springs; nobody never heard of no metal springs them days. They jus’ wove them cords criss-cross, from one side to the other and from head to foot. When they stretched and sagged they was tightened up with keys what was made for that purpose.”

Annie Whitley Ware, Texas

“Mammy wuz trained ter be a doctor. In dem days dey git deir medecine from de woods an’ made deir salves, liniment an’ sech. Mammy larned me what she knowed ’bout doctorin’. Ole Mis’ wuz mighty good ter de sick an’ she went far an’ wide ter see ter de sick folks. Ebery night, come ebery boddy in bed an’ she gwine slip outten de big house an’ make de ’rouns ob de quarters ter see effen eny body be sick an’ she think Mammy got ter go erlong too.”

Eliza White, Alabama

“Massa lived in a big, fine white house. He had two or three hundred slaves, and de quarters was in two long rows, runnin’ up near’bout to de big house on de hill. Dey even raised deer on de place. De houses in de quarters was two-room log houses wid a shed room to cook in. My mammy was de cook at de big house was de weaver. Pappy was de bedmaker; he made most of de beds outen popular. I had a little chair in de corner where I sot and kept de flies offen Mistis wid a green twig brush.”

Henry Wright, Georgia

Mr. House wanted his slaves to learn a trade such as masonry or carpentry, etc., not because it would benefit the slave, says Mr. Wright, but because it would make the slave sell for more in case he had “to get shet [rid] of him.”

The slaves who were allowed to work with these white mechanics, from whom they eventually learned the trade, were eager because they would be permitted to hire themselves out. The money they earned could be used to help buy their freedom, that is, what money remained after the master had taken his share. On the other hand the white mechanic had no particular objection to the slaves being there to help him, even though they were learning the trade, because he was able to place all the hard work on the slave which made his job easier. Mr. Wright remembers how his grandfather used to hire his time out doing carpentry work, making caskets and doing some masonry. He himself can plaster, although he never hired out during slavery.

HIRING OUT ENSLAVED WORKERS

The system of hiring out made the services of enslaved people more widely available to slaveholders and others who might not own slaves but needed access to workers. Hiring out also further emphasized how dependent the southern economy was on the labor of enslaved people. There were very few occupations in the South in which enslaved people were not employed. They were often mistreated and forced to work long hours, but it was their efforts that made the institution of slavery so valuable to the success and economic well-being of the South.

At times the work produced by skilled and unskilled enslaved workers was leveraged to the benefit of the slaveholder. Other people who needed short-term help or specific skilled labor were willing to pay for the services rendered. The distribution of the wages varied depending on the circumstances. Sometimes the money went directly to the slaveholder, and the enslaved worker saw no benefit. Other times the wages went to the enslaved worker, who paid a major portion of it to the slaveholder. This was an extra source of income for the slaveholder and an opportunity for enslaved workers to earn some money for themselves.

NARRATIVES

Killen Campbell, Georgia

“When I wus ’bout ten years old dey started me totin’ water—you know ca’in water to de hands in de field. ’Bout two years later I got my first field job, ’tending sheep. When I wus fifteen my old Missus gib me to Miss Eva—you know she de one marry Colonel Jones. My young missus wus fixin’ to git married, but she couldn’t on account de war, so she brought me to town and rented me out to a lady runnin’ a boarding house. De rent was paid to my missus. One day I wus takin’ a tray from de out-door kitchen to de house when I stumbled and dropped it. De food spill all over de ground. De lady got so mad she picked up a butcher knife and chop me in de haid. I went runnin’ till I come to de place where my white folks live. Miss Eva took me and wash de blood out mah head and put medicine on it, and she wrote a note to de lady and she say, ‘Ellen is my slave, give to me by my mother. I wouldn’t had dis happen to her no more dan to me. She won’t come back dere no more.’”

Austin Grant, Texas

“We never got to play none. Our boss hired us out lots of times. I don’ know what he got for us. We farmed, cut wood, grubbed, anything. I herded sheep and I picked cotton.”

Sarah Grant, Nebraska

“In some ways they were pretty good as slave holders were considered those days, but as they were not well fixed they had to hire out some of their slaves to other plantation owners. My mother was one of these and the people she worked for treated her very badly. She was only allowed to come home on Christmas eve and had to go back New Years.”

Jake Green, Alabama

“But dey wan’t so mean. Sometimes us got whupped but Massa had fo’ men he didn’t ’low nobody to hit, white er black. Dey was Unker Arch, he was de main carriage driver; my father, he was de house sarvant; Unker Julius, de fo’ man of de plow han’s an’ Unker Ed’erds, de fo’ man of de hoe han’s. Whenever anybody wanted to hire anybody to work for ’em, de Massa send dem fo’ out an’ hire ’em by de day to chop cotton or pick. An’ dem fo’ niggers could chop much cotton in a day as de mule could plow. Whenever dey’d stop de plow at twelve o’clock, dem niggers was right dere to lay de hoe handles on de plow, an’ dat’s choppin’. All four could pick a bale of cotton a day. Whenever anybody say, ‘Mr. Whitehead, I want a bale of cotton picked today,’ he’d send dem fo’ men an’ dey could pick five hundred pounds apiece an’ leave de sun still runnin’. Dey was pickers in dem days!”

Mollie Malone, Georgia

Slaves not needed on the home plantation were “hired out” to other land owners for from $200.00 to $300.00 a year. This was done the first of each year by an auction from a “horse block”. When Mollie was seven months old her mother, Clacy Brook, was “hired out” and she was taken care of by two old Negroes, too old to work, and who did nothing but care for the little “Niggers.” Mollie grew up with these children between the “big house” and the kitchen. When she was old enough she was “put to mind” the smaller children and if they did’nt behave she pinched them, but “when the ’ole Miss found it out, she’d sure ‘whup me,’” she said. These children were fed cornbread and milk for breakfast and supper, and “pot licker” with cornbread for dinner. They slept in a large room on quilts or pallets. Each night the larger children were given so many “outs” to spin, and were punished if all weren’t finished. The thread was woven into cloth on the loom and made into cloths by the slaves who did the sewing. There were no “store bought” clothes, and Mollie was free before she ever owned a pair of shoes. Clothes had to be furnished by the owner for the slaves he “hired out.”

Charley Mitchell, Texas

“My mammy was willed to the Terrys and allus lived with them till freedom. She worked for them and they hired her out there in town for cook and house servant.”

“They hired me out most times as nuss for white folks chillen, and I nussed Tom Thurman’s chillen. He run the bakery there in Lunchburg and come from the north, and when war broke they made him and ’nother northener take a iron clad oath they wouldn’t help the north. Durin’ the war I worked in Massa Thurman’s bakery, helping make hard tack and doughnuts for the ’federate sojers. He give me plenty to eat end wear and treated me as well as I could hope for.”

Elsie Moreland, Georgia

“My daddy wuz a carpenter,” said Elsie. “Marster hired him out ter other fokes. Sometimes he’d eben go ’way down ter Savannah, so I never saw him much. I’d stay ’round at nights in other nigger cabins an’ Granny’d look after me in the day time. Granny’d keep all the little nigger chillun ever’ day while they fokes worked in the fields.”

G. W. Pattillo, Georgia

The value of slaves varied from $500 to $10,000, depending on his or her special qualifications. Tradesmen such as blacksmiths, shoe makers, carpenters, etc., were seldom sold under $10,000. Rather than sell a tradesman slave, owners kept them in order to make money by hiring them out to other owners for a set sum per season. However, before the deal was closed the lessee would have to sign a contract which assured the slave’s owner that the slave would receive the best of treatment while in possession.

Neal Upson, Georgia

“Dem days it was de custom for marsters to hire out what slaves dey had dat warn’t needed to wuk on deir own land, so our marster hired out two of my sisters. Sis’ Anna was hired to a fambly ’bout 16 miles from our place. She didn’t lak it dar so she run away and I found her hid out in our ’tater’ouse. One day when us was playin’ she called to me right low and soft lak and told me she was hongry and for me to git her somepin t’eat but not to tell nobody she was der. She said she had been der widout nothin’ t’eat for several days. She was skeered Marster might whup her. She looked so thin and bad I thought she was gwine to die, so I told Mammy. Her and Marster went and brung Anna to de ’ouse and fed her. Dat pore chile was starved most to death. Marster kept her at home for 3 weeks and fed her up good, den he carried her back and told dem folkses what had hired her dat dey had better treat Anna good and see dat she had plenty t’eat. Marster was drivin’ a fast hoss dat day, but bless your heart, Anna beat him back home dat day. She cried and tuk on so, beggin’ him not to take her back dar no more dat he told her she could stay home. My other sister stayed on whar she was hired out ’til de war was over and dey give us our freedom.”
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Physical Abuse and Intimidation

“Dat old overseer, he sho’ was mean to de slaves. He whupped ’em and he kept on whuppin’ ’em, ’til sometimes it seemed lak he jus’ beat on ’em to hear ’em holler.”

—Dosia Harris, Georgia

[image: Crew]

Beaten enslaved man. (Bettmann/Corbis)

As the institution of slavery took root in British North America, first in Virginia and then in other colonies, rules of engagement were established. These regulations or slave codes spelled out the roles and responsibilities of the enslaved and their enslavers. Virginia began this process in the mid-seventeenth century with the passage of a series of laws that restricted the rights of “Negroes” and strengthened the prerogatives of slaveholders. These statutes made Africans servants for life, defined them as property not people, forbade them from striking a Christian, and allowed the slaying of a slave who resisted his master.

Other colonies desiring to regulate slavery soon followed suit. The strictest slave codes were crafted in South Carolina, which passed major legislation in 1712 and 1740. The latter was referred to as the “Negro Act.” These pieces of legislation removed any protection for the enslaved from violent actions taken against them by their slaveholder. These laws paralleled those enacted in Virginia but added more restrictions. Runaway slaves were subject to losing an ear, being branded with an “R” for runaway, or death. In addition, they were not allowed to learn to read or write, dress above their station, or gather in small groups. The laws reflected white residents’ concerns about the growing numbers of enslaved people living in their midst. Before the American Revolution, the enslaved population in South Carolina outnumbered their white counterparts. Throughout the South the slave population generally represented 33 percent of the total population. By the end of the Civil War the slave population had risen to approximately 38 percent of the southern population.

Southern slaveholders recognized how vulnerable their situation was. Enslaved workers were an integral part of their environment and affected nearly every aspect of their lives. The enslaved cooked for them, cared for their children, made their clothes, drove their vehicles, and toiled in their fields. On larger plantations the number of enslaved people easily outnumbered the enslavers and their families. Larger plantations might have 100 or more enslaved workers. Even on smaller operations with 20 or fewer workers, which were most of the farms with slaves, the enslaved were often in the majority. Under these circumstances maintaining control over the situation was essential for the slaveholders. Slavery was not a condition enslaved workers enjoyed or preferred. They lived under these circumstances against their will and as a result of the power the slaveholder exercised over them. Slaveholders knew very well that they had to maintain the upper hand if they were to control their enslaved work force and keep their operation functioning smoothly.

One of the strategies some slaveholders used was to cultivate a strong personal connection between themselves and their workforce. By doing so they hoped to gain the loyalty of the enslaved and undercut their desire to remove themselves from their circumstances. The more benevolent slaveholders could take a variety of actions to encourage this loyalty, such as ensuring that the enslaved were well clothed and had plenty of food to eat so they did not feel deprived. Taking care of these basic needs provided a sense of well-being and made a strong impression on the enslaved.

This positive feeling was even stronger if they were aware of conditions at neighboring places where the enslaved lived under much more severe circumstances. In her testimony, Annie Price of Georgia noted, “Food on the elder Mr. Kennon plantation was just as scarce as it was plentiful on his son’s.” When asked how she knew this, Price said she had seen her father take meat from his master’s smoke house and hide it so that he could give it to those slaves who invariably slipped over at night in search of food. “The elder Mr. Kennon had enough food but he was too mean to see his slaves enjoy themselves by having full stomachs.” While Price and her family did not enjoy enslavement, they did appreciate the manner in which they were treated by their slaveholder.

Another strategy was to use things other than physical violence to get the enslaved to perform the tasks necessary for the operation of the farm. Some slaveholders did not abuse their enslaved workers but sought to use rewards and kind treatment as an incentive. Mary Williams of South Carolina appreciated her enslaver’s decision to follow that course. In her remembrance, she refers to “paterollers” (patrollers), who were groups of armed white men who could legally whip, beat, or shoot (if they resisted) any enslaved people caught off their farm or plantation without a pass:

She said her master was a kind man, didn’t allow any “paterollers” on his place, yet she had seen other slaves on other plantations with bloody backs and arms from the whippings they got. When asked why they were whipped, she replied, “Just because their masters could whip them; they owned them and could do what they wanted to them”. Her master didn’t allow any whipping on his place. One time he kept a slave from another plantation who was fleeing the “paterollers” on his place and in his own house until he was set free.

Unfortunately, Mary Williams’s slaveholder was the exception rather than the rule. To maintain a balance of power in their favor most slaveholders thought the use of intimidation and physical violence was the best course to follow. In their minds, a heavy dose of fear was the most effective method of control. In his groundbreaking book The Peculiar Institution (1956), Kenneth Stampp wrote about the attitude of many slaveholders with regard to the treatment of their workers. In the chapter “To Make Them Stand in Fear,” he used the testimony of plantation owners to illustrate their belief in the necessity of using force to extract obedience from enslaved workers and to affirm their control over them. Testimonies in the slave narratives support this assertion. For example, Tucker Smith of Texas asserted, “[W]e were whipped if we were sassy or stubborn or if we did not exactly work like Maser thought we should.”

Corporal punishment was a powerful lesson on two levels: it punished the individual who experienced it and served as an object lesson to those who witnessed it, looking on in helpless horror as a family member or neighbor suffered. The screams of pain and the carnage wrought left a powerful impression. As David Byrd of Texas explained, “Maser he never had to whip very many Negroes. They knew what that whipping meant. There was not very many negroes that liked that whipping.” Slaveholders clearly understood the power of this lesson and made sure their enslaved workers were reminded of who held the balance of power. And if a whipping did not reinforce the lesson enough, they found other forms of punishment that served a similar purpose. Slaveholders could deprive the enslaved of food, string them up by their thumbs and leave them for hours, or put them in isolation for an extended period of time. In Texas, Gus Johnson’s mistress used the following as chastisement: “She punish de slaves iffen day bad, but not whip ’em. She have de jail builded undergroun’ like de stormcave and it have a drop door with de weight on it, so dey couldn’t git up from de bottom. It sho’ was dark in dat place.”

PUNISHING FIELD WORKERS

The productivity of enslaved field workers was critical to the plantation’s economic success, so slaveholders, overseers, and slave drivers used physical punishment and abuse as incentives to make the enslaved work steadily. Nearly every enslaved worker felt the sting of the lash at least once in their work lives, if not more frequently. The less fortunate suffered even harsher punishments—and sometimes death—for perceived transgressions. The mistreatment of enslaved workers served as an object lesson that was intended to encourage the others to work hard and, at least outwardly, seem compliant.

NARRATIVES

Frank Adamson, South Carolina

“First one name Mr. Cary, he a good man. Another one Mr. Tim Gladden, burn you up whenever he just take a notion to pop his whip. Us boys run ’round in our shirt tails. He lak to see if he could lift de shirt tail widout techin’ de skin. Just as often as not, though, he tech de skin. Little boy holler and Marster Tim laugh. They done move de whippin’ post dat was in de backyard. Yes sah, it was a ’cessity wid them niggers. It stood up and out to ‘mind them dat if they didn’t please de master and de overseer, they’d hug dat post, and de lend of dat whip lash gwine to flip to de hide of dat back of their’s. I ain’t a complainin’. He was a good master, bestest in de land, but he just have to have a whippin’ post, ’cause you’ll find a whole passle of bad niggers when you gits a thousand of them in one flock.”

John Aldrich, Texas

“Marster was mean. He hardly ever whip ’em over dere clothes. He whip ’em on de bare skin. He make de women throw dere dress up over dere head, and make de men undress.”

“Dey didn’t ’low you to go ’way from your plantation. If you go off, any ‘peck’ what find you catch you and whip you and carry you back.”

“Sometime Marster punish his slaves like dis. He had two heavy plank with a hole for your neck and two little holes for your wrists. Dey had a iron strap at de end to lock it down. Dey have another for your feet. Dey give you twenty-five licks and clamp you in it. Next morning dey give you twenty-five more and tell you to git your breakfast and git to work. Dey whip you with a half-inch bull whip. When dey git through with you, you need a doctor. How you ’spect anybody to rest in dat thing? Dey too sore to work. I seen dat thing since free time. Sometime dey put salt and pepper on your back after dey whip you.”

“He say dare was one nigger on Mr. William Bearsland place done something and Mr. William go to whip him. Nigger had a hoe and he say if anybody try to whip him he gwinter kill ’em. Mr. William tell him to put dat hoe down, but he wouldn’t. Den he git he shotgun. When de nigger still won’t put de hoe down, he shoot him in de legs. Still he say he ain’t gwine to be beat, dey might as well give him de other load. I think dey kill him.”

Gordon Bluford, South Carolina

“Master had a big plantation of several farms, near about 1,000 acres or more. It was said he had once 250 slaves on his places, counting children and all. His overseers had to whip the slaves, master told them to, and told them to whip them hard. Master Calms was most always mean to us. He got mad spells and whip like the mischief. He all the time whipping me ’cause I wouldn’t work like he wanted.”

Samuel Boulware, South Carolina

“Marster was good, in a way, to his slaves but dat overseer of his name John Parker, was mean to us sometimes. He was good to some and bad to others. He strung us up when he done de whippin’. My mammy got many whippin’s on ’count of her short temper. When she got mad, she would talk back to de overseer, and dat would make him madder than anything else she could do.”

Wes Brady, Texas

“Some white folks might want to put me back in slavery if I tells how we was used in slavery time, but you asks me for the truth. The overseer was ’straddle his big horse at three o’clock in the mornin’, roustin’ the hands off to the field. He got them all lined up and then come back to the house for breakfas’. The rows was a mile long and no matter how much grass was in them, if you leaves one sprig on your row they beats you nearly to death. Lots of times they weighed cotton by candlelight. All the hands took dinner to the field in buckets and the overseer give then fifteen minutes to git dinner. He’d start cuffin’ some of them over the head when it was time to stop eat in’ and go back to work. He’d go to the house and eat his dinner and then he’d come back and look in all the buckets and if a piece of anything that was there when he left was et, he’d say you was losin’ time and had to be whipped. He’d drive four stakes in the ground and tie a nigger down and beat him till he’s raw. Then he’d take a brick and grind it up in a powder and mix it with lard and put it all over him and roll him in a sheet. It’d be two days or more ’fore that nigger could work ’gain. I seed one nigger done that way for stealin’ a meat bone from the meathouse. That nigger got fifteen hundred lashes. The li’l chaps would pick up egg shells and play with them and if the overseer seed them he’d say you was stealin’ eggs and give you a beatin’. I seed long lines of slaves chained together driv by a white man on a hoss, down the Jefferson road.”

“One time the stock got in the field and the overseer ’cuses a old man and jumps on him and breaks his neck. When he seed the old man dead, he run off to the woods, but massa sent some nigger after him and say for him to come back, the old man jus’ got overhet and died.”

Wesley Burrell, Texas

“De people was mighty cruel on us in slavery time. Some would take us an’ stake us to four stakes an’ whip us until de blood run down; some times dey hit five-hundred or more licks. Some of de women, when pregnant would be beaten with dere stomach down in a hole an’ dey was tied to a stake. Dey was not allowed to sing or pray; if caught doing so we would git a whippen. We was not allowed to go from one place to another without consent of de boss. De pat-roller would whip dem if dey should be caught without a pass from de boss. Many days when snow was knee deep an’ my old marster had his boots an’ over coat on, I would have to go with him an be bare foot an’ with nothing on my head.”

Richard Bush, Mississippi

“Marse Easterlin wuz sho’ a stern master. He believed in whippin’ his slaves. I’se seed him put my ma ’cross a barrel an’ whip her. She wuz a fiel’ hand an’ wuked powerfully hard. One ob de cruelest things I ever seen done to a slave wuz done by my Master. He wanted to punish one ob de slaves what had done some ’em dat he didn’t lak, a kinda subborn one. He took dat darkie an’ hitched him to a plow an’ plowed him jes’ lak a hors. He beat him an’ jerked him ’bout ’till he got all bloody an’ sore, but ole Marse he kept right on day after day. Finally de buzzards went to flyin’ over ’em [a superstitious idea] dem buzzards kept a flyin’ an’ ole Marse kept on a plowin him ’till one day he died.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“Overseers didn’t do no more than what Marster told him to,” Aunt Cicely said. “He’d come to the field and if he saw a slave sitting under a tree he’d ask him if he was sick, and it was all right if he was sick, but if he was well and laying out under a tree, he got a whipping. The overseer would go back and tell Marster, and that night he’d give ’em just as many licks as Marster said, but, he was keerful with the darkies. I never seed the overseer have a billie in his hand. His whip was wropped around the horn of his saddle. He’d unwrop it, and put you on the clock and give you whatever Marster said. Overseers didn’t have no rules, but if you resisted him, he’d double your whipping. For killing time or being lazy, you got 25 licks; for stealing, 50 licks; and for running away, that was the worst, if they got you back, you got a hundred licks. I had a cousin to run away, and they got her back from Charleston. The overseer give her a hundred licks. One lick out the blood, and my Mistis got so mad she throwed that long hair back, I can see that long hair now, and quarreled at Marster. He said he had to make a zample for the other slaves. Mistis said it injured the woman to whip her that way, so then Marster made ’em be more careful. Even that warn’t as bad as going to the chaingang now. Young darkies now gets mad with me for saying that, but they pertected you, and nobody didn’t need to bother you. They pertected you wherever you went.”

Anthony Christopher, Texas

“But de overseer sho’ use to whip dem niggers what work in de field. I seed dem hold bacon over a fire and let de hot grease drop on de bare hide of a nigger what was tie down on de ground and den lash him from de head down to de feet. Yes, suh, I sho’ has seed it, jes’ like I’s tellin’ you.”

Charles Coates, Florida

On the Hall plantation there was a contraption, similar to a gallows, where the slaves were suspended and whipped. At the top of this device were blocks of wood with chains run through holes and high enough that a slave when tied to the chains by his fingers would barely touch the ground with his toes. This was done so that the slave could not shout or twist his body while being whipped. The whipping was prolinged until the body of the slave was covered with wects and blood trickled down his naked body. Women were treated in the same manner, and a pregnant woman received no more leniency than did a man. Very often after a severe flogging a slave’s body was treated to a bath of water containing salt and pepper so that the pain would be more lasting and aggravated. The whipping was done with sticks and a whip called the “cat o’ nine tails,” meaning every lick meant nine. The “cat o’ nine tails” was a whip of nine straps attached to a stick; the straps were perforated so that everywhere the hole in the strap fell on the flesh a blister was left.

The treatment given by the overseer was very terrifying. He relates how a slave was put in a room and locked up for two and three days at a time without water or food, because the overseer thought he hadn’t done enough work in a given time.

Another offense which brought forth severe punishment was that of crossing the road to another plantation. A whipping was given and very often a slave was put on starvation for a few days.

William Coleman, Texas

“Maser woke us up every morning about 4:30 o’clock with a great large bell that hung just outside of his bed. Son I’se dressed several times out behind my quarters cause if we did not get right up when Maser rung that bell, here he come with a rawhide whip and gun buckled on him, and he would whip us all the time we were trying to dress. Maser he would work us from sun to sun or we would be in the field in the morning waiting for daylight to come, then we stayed in th field and worked just as long as we could see how. When we went to the house we had all our night work to do after dark before we got our supper, and went to bed. Well son, I’se seen the slaves whipped for nothing, but then if they did do something to be whipped for they were almost killed before Maser would quit working on them. Yes sir, if one was the least bit stubborn or even acted like he would sass Maser, he was whipped. I’se seen Maser ride up close to a slave when he was working and whip him good, cause he would be 3 or 4 feet behind the rest of the slaves. One time one of the slaves was helping Mistress there in the yard and he passed too close to her as he was hurrying fast as he could, and sort of bumped into her. She never paid him no attention, but Maser saw him and he let him go on ahead and finish what he was doing then he called that poor negro to him and took him out in the pasture, tied his hands together, throwed the other end of the rope over a limb on a tree and pulled that negro’s hands up in the air to where that negro had to stand on his tiptoes, and Maser he took all that negro’s clothes off and whipped him with that rawhide whip until that negro was plum bloody all over. Then he left that poor negro tied there all the rest of the day and night.”

“When Maser did let that negro down he could not stand up or get his hands down from over his head, but that did not keep Maser from giving him another whipping as he thought the negro was putting on, but he found out he was not. Then Maser called old negro mama that he had there on the plantation to rub and work with that poor negro until she finally got him limbered up so he could move around some. Son, that was one of the sickest negroes you ever saw after that. Maser thought for more than a week he was going to die, but the old negro mama just kept working with him until she pulled him through. Maser did have to kill him after that as it made an outlaw out of him. He got to where he would not work and Maser whipping him all the time, and he would sass Maser right out. Then Maser sold him to another man and his new Maser carried him to the field and thought he would work, but no sir, he just lay his hoe down and walked right off from his new Maser and right back to his old Maser; said if he ever got a chance he was going to kill his Maser. Maser had to give that man money back, then he sold him to another man that lived in another state and just as soon as he turned him loose and thought he would be satisfied, why he just walked off from that new Maser and come right back home. Maser had to give that mans money back as he could not keep him cause he come and got him 3 or 4 times. His old Maser done got scared of him and put him in chains, but of course, he would have to unfasten his hands in the daytime so he could work, but he never took the chains off his legs. At night he was locked in his quarters. We was all locked in at night for that matter. Then one day Maser had this negro working and he was not watching him and went to show some of the other slaves something about what he was doing and turned his back on this negro and that negro thought that was his chance, so he jumped right on Maser’s back and pinned him to the ground and was trying to choke Maser and keep him from getting his gun all at the same time, but with his feet chained he could not do it. Some of us run in and started to pull him off Maser and he made us get away cause he did not want to shoot some of us when he did get his gun, which he finally did, and shot that negro off of him. He sure hated to kill one of his slaves cause they were a valuable piece of property in them days, but he had to kill that one. He just drug that negro off and throwed him in a brush pile, never even buried him. No sir, said he was not worth burying.”

“Well no sir, they was not exactly a jail there on the plantation for the slaves, but Maser he had our quarters fixed so he could lock us in there every night and if he wanted to punish us that way, all he had to do was lock us in our quarters and let us stay there just as long as he wanted to and we were afraid to try to get out if we could cause we knew just what Maser would do to us if we did. I have stayed in my quarters locked up 3 days at a time without a bit to eat or drink. Son I sure would get dry and hungry but all the good it would do me cause I knew Maser would’nt let me out until he got good and ready anyway.”

Elijah Cox, Texas

“Life for the slaves was pretty hard. On the plantation where my parents were slaves, there was an overseer who was cruel to the slaves. Besides having to do the regular farm work they had to split rails and make boards to shingle the houses. The overseer was to see that they worked and to whip them if they didn’t work. If they picked up a newspaper they were whipped for that too. The owners didn’t want the slaves to learn to read because they were afraid they would get too smart. And if they picked up a gun they were whipped for that.”

John Glover, South Carolina

“Dey have a driver dat tote whip on see dat you do what you know to do. Didn’ have no jail in dat day, but if you ain’ do your task on dey catch you, dey punish you by do whip. Some of de time, doy put em in de screw box what dey press bales of cotton wid. Put em in dere en run press right down whe’ can’ crush en dey couldn’ move till dey take em out in de mornin en whip em en put em to work. See plenty whipped on de place. Dey make one fellow go over a barrel en de other peoples hold he head down en de driver whip him. Give em 50 en 75 licke fore dey stop sometimes. Use chains to hold em when dey break ropes so dey couldn’ get away.”

Charlie Grant, South Carolina

“I tellin you dat was a good place to live in slavery time. I didn’ have to do nothin but mind de sheep en de cows en de goats in dat day en time. All de slaves dat was field hands, dey had to work mighty hard. De overseer, he pretty rough sometimes. He tell dem what time to get up en sound de horn for dat time. Had to go to work fore daybreak en if dey didn’ be dere on time en work like dey ought to, de overseer sho whip dem. Tie de slaves clear de ground by dey thumbs wid nigger cord en make dem tiptoe en draw it tight as could be. Pull clothes off dem fore dey tie dem up. Dey didn’ care nothin bout it. Let everybody look on at it. I know when dey whip my mamma. Great God, in de mornin! Dey sho had whippin posts en whippin houses too in dem days, but didn’ have no jail. I remember dey whipped dem by de gin house. De men folks was put to de post what had holes bored in it whe’ dey pull strings through to fasten dem up in dere. Dey catch nigger wid book, day ax you what dat you got dere en whe’ you get it from. Tell you bring it here en den dey carry you to de whippin post for dat. No men folks whip me. Women folks whip me wid four plaitted raw cowhide whip.”

Dosia Harris, Georgia

“I couldn’t rightly say how big dat plantation of hers was. Oo-o! But it sho’ was one more big place, and Niggers was scattered all ’round dar lak blackbirds. Dat old overseer, he sho’ was mean to de slaves. He whupped ’em and he kept on whuppin’ ’em, ’til sometimes it seemed lak he jus’ beat on ’em to hear ’em holler. It warn’t long atter midnight when he got ’em up to go to wuk and he kept ’em at hard labor ’til way atter sundown. De biggest things he whupped Niggers for was for runnin’ ’way and for not doin’ deir wuk. right.”

“Jails! Did you say jails? Yessum, dey had jails. You know slaves warn’t civilized folks den—all dey knowed was to fuss and fight and kill one ’nother. Dey put de Niggers in dem jails ’til dey hung ’em.”

Uncle Ben Horry, South Carolina

“The worst thing I members was the colored oberseer. He was the one straight from Africa. He the boss over all the mens ad womens and if omans don’t do all he say, he lay task on ’em they ain’t able to do. My mother won’t do all he say. When he say. ‘You go barn and stay till I come,’ ‘she ain’t do em. So he have it in for my mother and lay task on ’em she ain’t able for do. Then for punishment my mother is take to the barn and strapped down on thing called the Pony. Hands spread like this and strapped to the floor and all two both she feet been tie like this. And she been give twenty five to fifty lashes till the blood flow. And my father and me stand right there and look and ain’t able to lift a hand! Blood on floor in that rice barn when barn tear down by Hontingdon [A. M. Huntingdon]. If Marse Josh been know ’bout that obersheer, the oberseer can’t do ’em; but just the house servant get Marse Josh’ and Miss Boss’ ear. Them things different when my father been make the head man. What I tell you happen fore Freedom, when I just can remember.”

Margaret Hughes, South Carolina

“My massa never whip de slaves very much, but he do sometime. Once I saw my poor old daddy in chains. They chained his feet together, and his hands too, and carry him off to whip him, ’cause he wouldn’t tell who stole a trunk that was missing. He couldn’t tell though, ’canse he didn’t know though, but they thought he did.”

Auntie Johns, Texas

“Colonel Sims had a farm ’oinin’ Major Odom’s farm, and his niggers was treated mean. He had a overseer, J. B. Mullinax, I ’member him, and he was big and tough. He whipped a nigger man to death. He would come out of a mornin’ and give a long, keen yell, and say, ‘I’m J. B. Mullinax, just back from a week in Hell, where I got two new eyes, one named Snap and Jack, and t’other Take Hold. I’m goin’ to whip two or three niggers to death today.’ He lived a long time, but long ’fore he died his eyes turned backward in his head. I seen ’em thataway. He wouldn’ give his niggers much to eat and he’d make ’em work all day, and just give ’em boiled peas with just water and no salt and cornbread. They’d eat their lunch right out in the hot sun and then go right back to work. Mama said she could hear them niggers bein’ whipped at night and yellin’, ‘Pray, marster, pray,’ beggin’ him not to beat ’em.”

Easter Jones, Georgia

“Dey whip you so hard your back bleed, den dey pour salt and water on it. And your shirt stick to your back, so you hadder get somebody to grease it fore you kin take it off.”

Mollie Kinsey, Georgia

“Dey had slaves in pens, brung in droves and put in dem pens jes’ lak dey wus cows. Dey sold dem by auctionin’ off to the highest bidder. I wus only a chile and nevah went ’round much. Dey put girls on the block and auctioned dem off. ‘What will you give fer dis nigger wench?’ Lot of the girls wus being sold by their master who wus their father, taken rat out uv the yards with their white chilluns and sold lak herds uv cattle.”

“My sister was given away when she wus a girl. She tole me and ma that they’d make her go out and lay on a table and two or three white men would have in’ercourse with her befo’ they’d let her git up. She wus jes’ a small girl hone. She died when she wus still in her young days, still a girl. Oh! You is blessed to live in this day and don’t know the tortures the slaves went through. Honey, slavery wus bad, but I wus so young I missed all the evil but chile I know’d ’bout it.”

Hagar Lewis, Texas

“Some whites had a dark hole in the ground, a’dungeon,’ they called it, to put their slaves in. They’d carry ’em bread and water once a day. I’se afraid of the hole, they’d tell me the devile was in that hole.”

“Dey used to have old slavery-day jedge and jury of white folks and dey hear de case and ’cide how many lashes to give de darky. Dey put de lash on dem, but dey never put no jail on dem. I seed some slaves in chains and I heared of one massa what had de place in de fence with de hole cut out for de nigger’s neck. Dey hist up de board and de nigger put he head through de hole and den dey beat him with a lash with holes bored in it and every hole raise de blister. Den he bus’ dem blisters with de handsaw and dey put salt and pepper in de bucket water and ’noint dem blisters with de mop dip in de water. Dey do dat when dey in ’ticular bad humor, iffen de nigger ain’t chop ’nough cotton or corn. Sometime a overseer kilt a nigger, and dey don’t do nothin’ to him ’cept make him pay for de nigger. But our massa good.”

Adeline Marshall, Texas

“Cap’n he a bad man, and he drivers hard, too, all de time whippin’ and stroppin’ de niggers to make dem work harder. Didn’t make no difference to Cap’n how little you is, you goes out to de field mos’ soon’s you can walk. De drivers don’t use de bullwhip on de little niggers, but dey plays de switch on us what sting de hide plenty. Sometimes dey puts a nigger in de stocks and leaves dem two or three days, don’t give dem nothin’ to eat or a drink of water, jes’ leaves dem till dey mos’ dead. Does dey die, jes’ put dem in a box and dig a hole out back of de hoss lot and dump dem in and cover up. Ain’t no preachin’ service or nothin’, but de poor nigger out he mis’ry, dat’s all.”

“Old Cap’n jes’ hard on he niggers and I ’member one time dey strops old Beans what’s so old he can’t work good no more, and in de mornin’ dey finds him hangin’ from a tree back of de quarters. He done hang himself to ’scape he mis’ry!”

La San Mire, Texas

“The old master was mean—made slaves lie on the ground and whipped them. I never saw him whip my father. He often whipped my mother.”

“I’d hide to keep from seeing this. I was afraid.”

Mary Reynolds, Texas

“Slavery was the worst days was ever seed in the world. They was things past tellin’, but I got the scars on my old body to show to this day. I seed worse than what happened to me. I seed them put the men and women in the stock with they hands screwed down through holes in the board and they feets tied together and they naked behinds to the world. Solomon the overseer beat them with a big whip and massa look on. The niggers better not stop in the fields when they hear them yellin’. They cut the flesh most to the bones and some they was when they taken them out of stock and put them on the beds, they never got up again.”

“We was scart of Solomon and his whip, though, and he didn’t like frolickin’. He didn’t like for us niggers to pray, either. We never heared of no church, but us have prayin’ in the cabins. We’d set on the floor and pray with our heads down low and sing low, but if Solomon heared he’d come and beat on the wall with the stock of his whip. He’d say, ‘I’ll come in there and tear the hide off you backs.’ But some the old niggers tell us we got to pray to Gawd that he don’t think different of the blacks and the whites. I know that Solomon is burnin’ in hell today, and it pleasures me to know it.”

“Seems like after I got bigger. I member’ more’n more niggers run away. They’s most allus cotched. Massa used to hire out his niggers for wage hands. One time he hired me and a nigger boy, Turner, to work for some ornery white trash name of Kidd. One day Turner goes off and don’t come back. Old man Kidd say I knowed ’bout it, and he tied my wrists together and stripped me. He hanged me by the wrists from a limb on a tree and spraddled my legs round the trunk and tied my feet together. Then he beat me. He heat me worser than I ever been beat before and I faints dead away. When I come to I’m in bed. I didn’t dere so much iffen I died.”

“I didn’t know ’bout the passin’ of time, but Miss Sara come to me. Some mite folks done it word to her. Mr. Kidd tries to talk hisself out of it, but Miss Sara fotches me home when I’m well ’nough to move. She took me in a cart and my maw takes care of me. Massa looks me over good and says I’ll git well, but I’m ruin for breedin’ chillun.”

Ben Simpson, Texas

“But what I’se fixin to tell you was when [Massa Earl Stielszen] gets in to trouble there in Georgia. He got him two good stopping horses, and has him covered wagon then he chaines all the slaves he have around the necks and fastens to the horses and makes all the slaves walk same way and that was sister Emma and she had to walk some time all she get to ride was the couplin pole that come out behind the wagen bed about three feet. Somewhere on the road it went to snowing, and master would not let us have shoes or anything to wrap around our feet, and then we had to sleep on the ground in all that snow. Boss, he had great long whip platted out of raw hide, and when one of the negro begins to fall behind or give out, he would hit him with that whip. And he would take all the hide every time master hit a negro. Mother, she give out on the way some where about the line of Texas. Her feet got raw and bleeding and her legs swell plum out of shape. Then master he just take out his gun and shot her and while she was dying he kick her two or three times and say dam a negro that couldnt stand anything. He didnt need them anyway, cause he could get plenty more when he gets us boss, you know that man. Wouldnt bury mother just left her laying where he shot her at. He come plum to Austin Texas through that snow. Boss you know that time they wasnt any law against killing negro slaves. After he got to Austin he take up farm and changes his name to Alex Simpson.”

Leithean Spinks, Texas

“Ise see de whuppin’s. ’Twarnt given in private but am public so allus niggers could see it, an’ dat makes de ’pression on our minds. ’Twas a cullud fellow gits catched w’en he run off. W’en dey ties him down to de log, dey gives him 20 lashes. W’en dey let him up, he starts runnin’ ’way ’gain. De overseer pulls his pistol, an’ lets him have it. Down goes de nigger. W’en dey gits to him, blood am runnin’ in a stream. Dey looks him over, an’ ’twas de bottom of his right ear shot off. Dat nigger never tries to run off ’gain.”

Albert Todd, Texas

“There was one white man near us who would get a new set of niggers every year. He said, if they didn’t die, there wasn’t any good work left in them anyhow. He would cut off a ear so he would know them if they runs off.”

Sol Walton, Texas

“Master allus blowed a horn at four o’clock and you’d better be ready to gwye [go], The hands worked from sun to sun, and if the overseer see them slacking up on their work he stormed out at them, cussed [cursed] them and sometimes whacked them with a bull whip. I’se seed Niggers whipped till their shirt stuck to their back till it took salt water to get it loose. I seed my mother whipped for shouting at the white fo’ks meeting. Old Master stripped her clothes down to her waist and whipped her with a bull whip. Heaps of them was whipped just cause they could be whipped. Some of the owners half fed their hands and then whipped them for begging for grub.”

“My Master never had but one white overseer. He got kilt [killed] fighting. The hands was burning logs and trash and the overseer knocked an old man down and made some of the other Niggers hold him while he bull-whipped him. The old man got up and picked up a stick and knocked him in the head and then took a ax and cut off his hands and feet. Master said he didn’t ever want another white overseer, and made my cousin ‘overlooker’ after that.”

Dianah Watson, Texas

“But the oldes’ boy, William, got the debbil in him and hires a overseer, and he rid in the fields with a quirt and rope and chair on his saddle. When he done take a notion to whip a nigger, he’d make some the men tie that nigger to the chair and beat him somethin’ scand’lous. He got mad at my mother’s sister, Aunt Susie Ann, and beat her till the blood run off her on the ground. She fall at his feets like she passed out and he put up the whip and she trips him and gits the whip and whips him till he couldn’t stand up. Then some the niggers throwed him off a cliff and broke his neck. His folks gits the sheriff but master’s boys orders him off the place with a gun. There warn’t no more overseers on the place after that.”

Mingo White, Alabama

“De white folks was hard on us. Dey would whup us ’bout de leas’ li’l thang. Hit woudn’t a been so bad iffen us had a had comforts, but to live lack us did was ’nouf to make anybody soon as be dead. De white folks tol’ us born to work for ’am an’ dat us was doin’ fine at dat.”

“Hit was hard back in dem days. Ever’ mornin’ fo’ day break you had to be up an’ ready to git to de fiel’. Hit was de same ever’ day in de year ’cep’ on Sunday, an’ den we was gitten’ up earlier dan the folks do now on Monday. De drivers was hard too. Dey could say what ever dey wanted to an’ you coudn’t say nothin’ for yourse’f. Somehow or yuther us had a instinct dat we was goin’ to be free. In de event when de day’s wuk was done de slaves would be foun’ lock in dere cabin prayin’ for de Lawd to free dem lack he did de chillun of Is’ael. Iffen dey didn’t lock up, de Marsa or de driver would of heard ’em an’ whupped ’em. De slaves had a way of puttin’ a wash pot in de do’ of de cabin to keep de soun’ in de house. I ’member once ol’ Ned White was caught prayin’. De drivers took him de nex’ day’ an’ carried him to de pegs, what was fo’ stakes drove in de groun’. Ned was made to pull off ever’thang but his pants an’ lay on his stomach ’tween de pegs whilst somebody stropped his legs an’ arms to de pegs. Den dey whupped him ’twell de blood run from him lack he was a hog. Dey made all of de han’s come an’ see it, an’ dey said us’d git de same thang if us was cotched. Dey don’t ’low a man to whup a horse lack dey whupped us in dem days.”

Stephen Williams, Texas

“But all the colored folks wasn’t treated like us, no suh. The slaves what worked the plantations were driven jes’ like mules, and when a colored girl get ’bout 12 years old, she mighty liable to get mistreated by some low-down overseer. If her folks make a fuss ’bout it, the owner don’t pay no ’tention to ’em, and they jes’ bring on trouble for themselves and get whipped or mebbe worse.”

“I mind the time I see six slaves hung by the sheriff there in Alexandria, ’cause they had killed a overseer what had mistreated their families.”

“Do I rec’lec’ right, these folks what was hung belong to Mr. Thomas what had a plantation. The overseer on the place had been taking the young colored girls of these folks and mistreating ’em. So one night they slip out and catch de overseer and kill him and tie a plowshare to the body to weigh it down and throw him in the river. But somebody see ’em and they is caught and hung, jes’ for trying to pertect their own children. The law was jes’ for white folks, and colored folks didn’t have no rights at all, jes’ do what they were told or get whipped or sold off away from their folks or mebbe killed even.”

Willis Winn, Texas

“I’se seed many Niggers whipped on a ‘buck and gag’ bench. You don’t know what that is, do you? They buckle you down hard and fast on a long bench, gag your mouth with cotton, and when Master got through laying on that cowhide the blood was running off on the ground. Next morning after he whip you, he come around to the quarters when you get up and say, ‘Boy, how is you feeling?’ No matter how sore you is, you’d better jump and kick your heels and show how lively you is. Master hated me to his dying day cause I told Mistress ’bout him whipping a girl scandously in the fiel’ cause she wanted to go to the house to her sick baby. Mistress Callie didn’t whip us, but she twist our nose and ears nearly off. Them fingers felt like a pair of pinchers [plyers]. She stropped on her guns and rode a big bay horse to the fiel’. She wouldn’t let Master whip us.”

Teshan Young, Texas

“But de Marster makes de cullud fo’ks wo’k an’ whups dem w’en dey don’ an’ w’en dey gits bad an’ don’ mine de o’dahs. Ise membah one slave dat gits whupped so bad hims neber gits up, hims died. We uns chilluns would go roun’ whar hims was an’ look at ’im. De Marster lets we uns do dat. Ise guess, fo’ to larn we uns dat ’tis bes’ fo’ to mine.Yes sar, dey whupped pow’ful hahd sometimes. My mammy gits whupped one time ’cause she come f’om de field fo’ to nuss her baby, an’ once fo’ de ’cause she don’ keep up her row. My pappy gits shoot in de shoulder by de obersee’, ’cause hims runs f’om de whuppin’. ’Twas dis way, de obersee’ sez: ‘Come hyar, Ise gwine whup you fo’ not doin’ de wo’k lak Ise sez.’ Dere was a fence dere an’ my pappy runs fo’ dat an’ am crawlin’ ober it w’en de obersee’ shoots. Some ob de shots hit ’im in da shoulda but ’twant bad; him get ober dat in a s’ort w’ile.”

PUNISHING DOMESTIC WORKERS

Working regularly for the slaveholder family in and near their home did not necessarily provide better working conditions for the enslaved. Family members both young and old were often temperamental and difficult bosses. They could be as cruel and mean spirited as an overseer in the fields. Like their male counterparts, women enslavers demanded compliance and productivity of their enslaved workers and punished workers when they thought it necessary. Domestic servants suffered whippings and other abuse as frequently as did field workers. Working inside did not protect them from mistreatment or physical abuse. It was the lot of all enslaved workers.

NARRATIVES

Victoria Adams, South Carolina

“De grown-up slaves was punished sometime too. When they didn’t feel like taking a whippin’ they went off in de woods and stay ’til massa’s hounds track them down; then they’d bring them out and whip them. They might as well not run away. Some of them never come back a-tall, don’t know what become of them.”

Mary Armstrong, Texas

“You see when I was born, my mamma belong to old Wm. Cleveland an’ old Polly Cleveland, an’ they was the meanest two white folks what ever lived, ’cause they was always beatin’ on their slaves. I know ’cause mamma told me, an’ I hear about it other places, an’ besides, old Polly—she was a Polly devil if there ever was one—whipped my little sister what was only 9 months old an’ jes’ a little baby, to death. She came an’ took the diaper off my little sister an’ whipped ’til the blood jes’ ran jes’ cause she cry like all babies do an’ it killed my sister. I never forgot that, but I got some even with that old Polly devil, ’cause when I was about 10 years old I belonged to Mis’ Olivia, what was their daughter, an’ one day old Polly devil come to where Mis’ Olivia lived after she got married, an’ tried to give me a lick out in the yard, an’ I picked up a rock ’bout as big as half your fist an’ hit her right in the eye an’ busted the eyeball an’ told her that was for whippin’ my baby sister to death. You could hear her holler for five miles, but Mis’ Olivia when I told her, say, ‘Well, I guess mamma has learnt her lesson at last’.’ But she was mean like old Cleveland ’til she die, an’ I hopes they is burnin’ in torment now.”

Charlie Barbour, North Carolina

“I can ’member, do’ I wuz small, dat de slaves wuz whupped fer disobeyin’ an’ I can think of seberal dat I got. I wuz doin’ housewuck at de time an’ one of de silber knives got misplaced. Dey’ cused me of misplacin’ it on purpose, so I got de wust beatin’ dat I eber had. I wuz beat den till de hide wuz busted hyar an’ dar.”

John Belcher, Mississippi

“Effen you wuz caught off yo place at night without dat pass you wuz whipped. Dat wuz cause dey ’specked the niggars to be runnin away. My Boss had a cast iron cook stove he paid a hundred dollars fer and it was a show to all us case we cooked on our fireplaces and dat stove wuz something fine, too. I ’members hearin my Boss whippin and cussin dem womens that worked ’roun de house, case dey didn’ keep dat stove clean.”

Jacob Branch, Texas

“My po’ mama. Eb’ry washday de ol’ mistus give her a beatin’. She couldn’ keep de flies from speckin’ de clo’s overnight. Ol’ mistus git up soon in de mawnin’, befo’ mama have time git de specks off. Den she snort and say, ‘Renee, soon’s you git breakfas’ and wash dem dishes I’s gwineter teach you how to wash.’ Den she beat her wid a cowhide. Look like she gwineter cut my po’ mama in two. Many’s de time I edge up and try to tek some dem licks off my mama.”

Leah Garrett, Georgia

“I know so many things ’bout slaver time ’til I never will be able to tell ’em all,” she declared. “In dem days, preachers wuz just as bad and mean as anybody else. Dere wuz a man who folks called a good preacher, but he wuz one of de meanest mens I ever seed. When I wuz in slavery under him he done so many bad things ’til God soon kilt him. His wife or chillun could git mad wid you, and if dey told him anything he always beat you. Most times he beat his slaves when dey hadn’t done nothin’ a t’all. One Sunday mornin’ his wife told him deir cook wouldn’t never fix nothin’ she told her to fix. Time she said it he jumped up from de table, went in de kitchen, and made de cook go under de porch whar he always whupped his slaves. She begged and prayed but he didn’t pay no ’tention to dat. He put her up in what us called de swing, and beat her ’til she couldn’t holler. De pore thing already had heart trouble; dat’s why he put her in de kitchen, but he left her swingin’ dar and went to church, preached, and called hisself servin’ God. When he got back home she wuz dead. Whenever your marster had you swingin’ up, nobody wouldn’t take you down. Sometimes a man would help his wife, but most times he wuz beat afterwards.”

“Another way marster had to whup us wuz in a stock dat he had in de stables. Dis wuz whar he whupped you when he wuz real mad. He had logs fixed together wid holes for your feet, hands, and head. He had a way to open dese logs and fasten you in. Den he had his coachman give you so many lashes, and he would let you stay in de stock for so many days and nights. Dat’s why he had it in de stable so it wouldn’t rain on you. Everyday you got dat same number of lashes. You never come out able to sit down.”

“I had a cousin wid two chillun. De oldest one had to nuss one of marster’s grandchildren. De front steps wuz real high, and one day dis pore chile fell down dese steps wid de baby. His wife and daughter hollered and went on turrible, and when our marster come home dey wuz still hollerin’ just lak de baby wuz dead or dyin’. When dey told him ’bout it, he picked up a board and hit dis pore little chile ’cross de head and kilt her right dar. Den he told his slaves to take her and throw her in de river. Her ma begged and prayed, but he didn’t pay her no ’tention; he made ’em throw de chile in.”

Fannie Griffin, South Carolina

“I was de youngest slave, so Missy Grace, dats Massa Joe’s wife, keep me in de house most of de time, to cook and keep de house cleaned up. I milked de cow and worked in de garden too. My massa was good to all he slaves, but Missy Grace was mean to us. She whip us a heap of times when we ain’t done nothing bad to be whip for. When she go to whip me, she tie my wrists together wid a rope and put that rope thru a big staple in de ceiling and draw me up off de floor and give me a hundred lashes. I think ’bout my old mammy heap of times now and how I’s seen her whipped, wid de blood dripping off of her.”

Susan Hamlin (Hamilton), South Carolina

“I’ll always ’member Clory, de washer. She wus very high-tempered. She wus a mulatra with beautiful hair she could sit on; Clory didn’t take foolishness frum anybody. One day our missus gone in de laundry an’ find fault with de clothes. Clory didn’t do a t’ing but pick her up bodily an’ throw ’er out de door. Dey had to sen’ fur a doctor ’cause she pregnant an’ less than two hours de baby wus bo’n. Afta dat she begged to be sold fur she didn’t want to kill missus, but our master ain’t nebber want to sell his slaves. But dat didn’t keep Clory frum gittim’ a brutal whippin’. Dey whip’ ’er until dere wusn’t a white spot on her body. Dat wus de worst I ebber see a human bein’ got such a beatin’. I t’ought she wus goin’ to die, but she got well an’ didn’t get any better but meaner until our master decide it wus bes’ to rent ner out. She willingly agree’ since she wusn’t ’round missus. She hated an’ detest’ both of them an’ all de fembly.”

“W’en any slave wus whipped all de other slaves wus made to watch. I see women hung frum de ceilin’ or buildin’s an’ whipped with only supin tied ’round her lowen part of de body, until w’en dey wus taken down, dere wusn’t breath in de body. I had some terribly bad experiences.”

Auntie Johns, Texas

“My husban’ said a family named Gullendin was mighty hard on their niggers. He said ole Missus Gullendin, she’d take a needle and stick it throgh one of the nigger women’s lower lips and pin it to the boson of her dress, and the woman would go ’round all day with her head drew down thataway and slobberin’. There was knots on the nigger’s lip where the needle had been stuck in it.”

William Moore, Texas

“Marse Tom was a fitty man for meanness. He jus’ ’bout had to beat somebody every day to satisfy his cravin’. He had a big bullwhip and he stake a nigger on the ground and make ’nother nigger hold his head down with his mouth in the dirt and whip the nigger till the blood run out and red up the ground. We li’l niggers stand round and see it done. Then he tell us, ‘Run to the kitchen and git some salt from Jane.’ That my mammy, she was cook. He’d sprinkle salt in the cut, open places and the skin jerk and quiver and the man slobbner and puke. Then his shirt stick to his back for a week or more.”

“My mammy had a terrible bad back once. I seen her tryin’ to git the clothes off her back and a woman say, ‘What’s the matter with you back?’ It was raw and bloody and she say Marse Tom done beat her with a handsaw with the teeth to her back, She died with the marks on her, the teeth holes goin’ crosswise her back. When I’s growed I asks her ’bout it and she say Marse Tom got mad at the cookin’ and grabs her by the hair and drug her out the house and grabs the saw off the tool bench and whips her.”

“One day I’m down in the hawg pen and hears a loud agony screamin’ up to the house, when I git up close I see Marse Tom got mammy tied to a tree with her clothes pulled down and he’s layin’ it on her with the bullwhip, and the blood am runnin’ down her eyes and off her back. I goes crazy. I say, ‘Stop, Marse Tom,’ and he swings the whip and don’t reach me good, but it cuts jus’ the same. I sees Miss Mary standin’ in the cookhouse door. I runs round-crazy like and sees a big rock, and I takes it and throws it and it cotches Marse Tom in the skull and he goes down like a poled ox. Miss Mary comes out and lifts her paw and helps him in the house and then comes and helps me undo mammy. Mammy and me takes to the woods for two, three months, I guess. My sisters meets us and grense mammy’s back and brings us victuals. Purty soon they say it am safe for us to come in the cabin to eat at night and they watch for Marse Tom.”

“One day Marse Tom’s wife am in the yard and she calls me and say she got somethin’ for me. She keeps her hand under her apron. She keeps beggin’ me to come up to her. She say,’Gimme you hand. ‘I reaches out my hand and she grabs it and slips a slip knot rope over it. I sees then that’s what she had under her apron and the other end tied to a li’l bush. I tries to get loose and runs round and I trips her up and she falls and breaks her arm. I gits the rope off my arm and runs.”

Lulu Wilson, Texas

“Now Mrs. Hodges studied ’bout meanness more than Wash done. She was mean to anybody she could lay her hands to, but special mean to me. She beat me and she used to tie my hands and make me lie flat on the floor and she put snuff in my eyes. I ain’t lyin’ before God when I say that I knows why I went blind. I did see white folks sometimes that spoke right friendly and kindly to me.”

CRUSHING SIGNS OF REBELLIOUSNESS

Enslaved persons who refused to follow instructions, ran away, or secretly traveled to visit family and friends on other farms risked severe punishment. Slaveholders feared that if they did not punish these slaves, their authority might be undermined. Slave patrols, leg chains, branding, severe lashings, and other actions were implemented as deterrents. These acts discouraged the enslaved but did not stop them, and instances of running away and defying slave patrols continued to regularly occur. When caught, the enslaved were physically beaten, but their spirits were not broken.

Maintaining authority was so crucial for slaveholders that they especially sought to exert physical control over those taking actions they regarded as absolute defiance. Among the worst actions in the eyes of slaveholders was running away to escape punishment or gain freedom. Quite often the penalties for those who did this were quite severe.

NARRATIVES

Frank Adams, Texas

“Some marsters was’n’ good to dere slaves like ours. One time, w’en I was ober in Tyler county, a cullard woman run ’way from her marster. Well, dey tie’ a rope to her, put it ober de ho’n er de saddle an’ drag her home, tie’ her to de bed, den nex’ mawnin’ dey cut off bofe her breasts, den ram’ a hot i’on down her throat an’ kilt her. Dat was de wustest treatment I eber knowed a marster to git a slave. But sometime’ our near neighbors was mean to dere slaves. You could hear de whip a-poppin’.”

Rev. W. B. Allen, Alabama

“Runaway slaves were hunted with packs of ‘Nigger dogs,’ bred and trained to trail Negroes. And when rounded up and brought in, the runaway was whipped differently from ordinary offenders. He was swung by his thumbs from some convenient rafter or overhead beam and whipped and let hang, with just his toes touching the floor for hours. Then, while still agonizing from the effects of the beating he had received and the torture of his suspension by his thumbs, he was further tormented by having his wounds ‘doctored’ with salt and red pepper. Often, strong men would tear their thumbs out at the roots and drop to the floor unconscious. Sir, you can never know what some slaves endured; but they could take it in those days and times.”

“I never heard or knew of a slave being tried in court for anything. I never knew of a slave being guilty of any crime more serious than taking something or violating plantation rules. And the only punishment that I ever heard or knew of for slaves was a whipping of some sort.”

“I have personally known of a few slaves who were beaten to death for one or more of the following offenses: leaving home without a pass, talking back to a white person, hitting another Negro, fussing, fighting, ‘ruckusing’ in the quarters, lying, loitering on the job, taking things (the Whites called it ‘stealing’). Plantation rules forbade a slave to: own a firearm, leave home without a pass, sell or buy anything without his master’s consent, have a light in his cabin after a certain hour of night, attend any secret meeting, harbor or in any manner assist a runaway slave, abuse a farm animal, mistreat a member of his family, and do a great many other things.”

I asked the Reverend if he ever heard slaves plot an insurrection, and he answered in the negative. When I asked if he had personal knowledge of a slave offering resistence to corporal punishment, the Reverend shook his head, but said: “Sometimes a stripped Negro would say hard things to the white man with the strap in his hand, though he [the Negro] knew that he would pay dearly for it; for when a slave showed spirit that way, the master or overseer laid the lash on all the harder.”

I asked him how the women took their beatings, and he said, “They usually screamed and prayed, though a few never made a sound.”

Celestia Avery, Georgia

Mr. Heard was a very mean master and was not liked by any one of his slaves. Secretly each one hated him. He whipped unmercifully and in most cases unnecessarily. However, he sometimes found it hard to subdue some slaves who happened to have very high tempers. In the event this was the case he would set a pack of hounds on him. Mrs. Avery related to the writer the story told to her of Mr. Heard’s cruelty by her grandmother. The facts were as follows: “Every morning my grandmother would pray, and old man Heard despised to hear any one pray saying they were only doing so that they might become free niggers. Just as sure as the sun would rise, she would get a whipping; but this did not stop her prayers every morning before day. This particular time grandmother Sylvia was in ‘family way’ and that morning she began to pray as usual. The master heard her and became so angry he came to her cabin siezed and pulled her clothes from her body and tied her to a young sapling. He whipped her so brutally that her body was raw all over. When darkness fell her husband cut her down from the tree, during the day he was afraid to go near her. Rather than go back to the cabin she crawled on her knees to the woods and her husband brought grease for her to grease her raw body. For two weeks the master hunted but could not find her; however, when he finally did, she had given birth to twins. The only thing that saved her was the fact that she was a mid-wife and always carried a small pin knife which she used to cut the navel cord of the babies. After doing this she tore her petticoat into two pieces and wrapped each baby.” Grandmother Sylvia lived to get 115 years old.

Frank Bell, Texas

“When I’se about 17 years old I’se married girl while master was on drunk spell. We have home wedding bless my sole and master he run her off and I’se slipping off late at night to see her and master he finds it out some how and he take great long knife and cuts her head plum off, ties great heavy weight to her and makes me throw her in the river. Then he puts me in chains and every night he come give me whipping for long time. I dont remember the exact time.”

W. L. Bost, North Carolina

“Then the paddyrollers they keep close watch on the pore niggers so they have no chance to do anything or go anywheres. They jes’ like policeman, only worser. ’Cause they never let the niggers go anywhere without a pass from his master. If you wasn’t in your proper place when the paddyrellers come they lash you till’ you was black and blue. The women got 15 lashes and the men 30. That is for jes bein’ out without a pass. If the nigger done anything worse he was taken to the jail and put in the whippin’ post. They was two holes cut for the arms stretch up in the air and a block to put your feet in, then they whip you with cowhide whip. An’ the clothes shores never get any of them licks.”

“I remember how they kill one nigger whippin’ him with the bull whip. Many the pore nigger nearly killed with the bull whip. But this one die. He was a stubborn Negro and didn’t do as much work as his Massa thought he ought to. He been lashed lot before. So they take him to the whippin’ post, and then they strip his clothes off and then the man stan’ off and cut him with the whip. His back was cut all to pieces. The cuts about half inch apart. Then after they whip him they tie him down and put salt on him. Then after he lie in the sun awhile they whip him agin. But when they finish with him he was dead.”

“I remember how the driver, he was the man who did most of the whippin’, use to whip some of the niggers. He would tie their hands together and then put their hands down over their knees, then take a stick and stick it ’tween they hands and knees. Then when he take hold of them and beat ’em first on one side then on the other.”

Easter Brown, Georgia

“Marster wuz real cruel. He’d beat his hoss down on his knees and he kilt one of ’em. He whupped de Niggers when dey didn’t do right. Niggers is lak dis; dey wuz brought to dis here land wild as bucks, and dey is lak chicken roosters in a pen. You just have to make ’em ’have deyselves. Its lak dat now; if dey’d ’have dey-selves, white folkses would let ’em be.”

“Dere warn’t no jails in dem days. Dey had a gyuard house what dey whupped ’em in, and Mondays and Tuesdays wuz set aside for de whuppin’s, when de Niggers what had done wrong got so many lashes, ’cordin’ to what devilment dey had been doin’. De overseer didn’t do de whuppin’, Marster done dat. Dem patterrollers wuz sompin else. mankind! If dey ketched a Nigger out atter dark widout no pass dey’d most nigh tear de hide offen his back.”

William Byrd, Texas

“If a nigger was mean Marse Sam give him fifty licks over a log the first time and seventy-five licks the second time and ’bout that time he most gen’rally had a good nigger. If they was real mean and he couldn’t do nothin’ with ’em, he put them in the jail with a chain on the feets for three days, and fed ’em through a crack in the wall.”

“I hab seed de slaves hands tied to a pole above der heads and de blood whipped outen dem, dey hab to be carried away. Den I seed dem tied hand and foot and a stick run under der nees and oveh der arms at de elbows and kicked oveh and whipped worsen a dog. Dey too had to be carried away. I helped to carry two eb dem away, dey wuz whipped fer runnin away. No der wuznt no jail on our plantation.”

Cato Carter, Texas

“They whupped the women and they whupped the mens. I used to work some in the tan’ry and we made the whups. They’d tie them down to a stob, and give ’em the whuppin’. Some niggers, it taken four men to whup ’em, but they got it. The nigger driver was meaner than the white folks. They’d better not leave a blade of grass in the rows. I seed ’em beat a nigger half a day to make him ’fess up to steal­­in’ a sheep or a shoat. Or they’d whup ’em for runnin’ away, but not so hard if they come back of their own ’cordance when they got hungry and sick in the swamps. But when they had to run ’em down with the nigger dogs, they’d git in bad trouble.”

“The Carters never did have any real ’corrigible niggers, but I heard of ’em plenty onother places. When they was real ’corrigible, the white folks said they was like mad dogs and didn’t mind to kill them so such as killin’ a sheep. They’d take ’em to the graveyard and shoot ’em down and bury ’em face downward, with their shoes on. I never seed it done, but they made some the niggers go for a lesson to them that they could git the same.”

Aunt Cicely Cawthon, Georgia

“Our Marsters kept patrollers to keep us straight. There was some hard-headed darkies like they is now who wanted to go without a pass, and if they didn’t have a pass, the patrollers got ’em and brought ’em back home. There’s a song about the patrollers.” Here Aunt Cicely sang in her musical voice, patting one foot all the while: “Run, nigger, run, the paddy-role will catch you, run, nigger, run, the paddy-role will catch you, run, nigger, run, the paddy-role will catch you, you better get away, you better get away.”

Eli Coleman, Texas

“Yes, Maser would whip a slave if he got stubborn or lazy and did not want to work. He whipped one slave so hard one day that slave said he would kill Maser before long, he was so mad at him. But, Mister, Maser got hold of what that slave done said and believes me when Maser got through with him he was a Christian. Maser took him to his quarters and put a chain around that negroes legs so he just could hardly walk and brings him back to the field and puts that negro to work. At night when he got to his quarters Maser put another chain around his neck, and didn’t give him half enough to eat for 3 solid weeks. When he would snap this chain around his neck he fastened the other end to a tree and let that negro sleep on the ground, then he would beg Maser to let him loose as on Saturday he could not go to see his wife or go to the negro dances we would have. Just have to stay chained up to that tree.”

“After the 3 weeks was up Maser turned him loose and I’s believes that was the proudest negro in the world. That night Maser give him pass so he could see his wife who lived on the next plantation from ours. That negro was the hardest working negro Maser had after that.”

Adeline Cunningham, Texas

“One of de slaves runs away and dey ketches him and puts his eyes out. Dey catches anudder slave dat run away and dey hanged him up by de arm. Yassuh, I see dat wid my own eyes; dey holds de slave up by one arm, dey puts a iron on his knee and a iron on his feet and drag ’im down but his feet cain’t reach de groun’.”

Phillip Evans, South Carolina

“Who was de overseers? Mr. Wade Rawls was one and Mr. Osborne was another. There was another one but ’spect I won’t name him,’ cause him had some troube wid my Uncle Dennis. ‘Pears like he insult my aunt and beat her. Uncle Dennis took it up, beat de overseer, and run off to de woods. Then when he git hungry, him come home at night for to eat sumpin’. Dis kept up ’til one day my pappy drive a wagon to town and Dennis jined him. Him was a settin’ on de back of de wagon in de town and somebody point him out to a officer. They clamp him and put him in jail. After de ’vestigation they take him to de whippin’ post of de town, tie his foots, make him put his hands in de stocks, pulled off his shirt, pull down his britches and whip him terrible.”

Lewis Favor, Georgia

Sometimes there were slaves who were punished by the overseer because they had broken some rule. Mr. Favors says that at such times a cowhide whip was used and the number of lashes that the overseer gave depended on the slave owner’s instructions. He has seen others whipped and at such times he began praying. The only punishment that he ever received was as a little boy and then a switch was used instead of the whip. If the “Patter-Roller” caught a slave out in the streets without a pass from his master they proceeded to give the luckless fellow five lashes with a whip called the cat-o-nine-tails. They gave six lashes if the slave was caught out at night regardless of whether he had a pass or not.

Sarah Ford, Texas

“Massa Charles run dat plantation jus’ like a factory. Uncle Cip was sugar man, my papa tanner and Uncle John Austin, what have a wooden leg, am shoemaker and make de shoes with de brass toes. Law me, dey heaps of things go on in slave time what won’t go on no more, ’cause de bright light come and it ain’t dark no more for us black folks. Iffen a nigger run away and dey cotch him, or does he come back ’cause he hongry, I seed Uncle Jake stretch him out on de ground and tie he hands and feet to posts so he can’t move none. Den he git de piece of iron what he call de ’slut’ and what is like a block of wood with little holes in it, and fill de holes up with tallow and put dat iron in de fire till de grease sizzlin’ hot and hold it over de pore nigger’s back and let dat hot grease drap on he hide. Den he take de bullwhip and whip up and down, and after all dat throw de pore nigger in de stockhouse and chain him up a couple days with nothin’ to eat. My papa carry de grease scars on he back till he die.”

George Govan, Arkansas

“Both my parents was slaves on de plantation of a Mr. Govan near Charleston, South Carolina. Dat’s where we got our name. Folks come to Arkansas after dey was freed. No sir, I ain’t edicated—never had de chance. Parents been dead a good many years.”

“Yes suh, my folks used to talk a heap and tell me lots of tales of slavery days, and how de patrollers used to whip em when dey wanted to go some place and didn’t have de demit to go. Yes suh, dey had to have a demit to go any place outside work hours. Dey whipped my mother and father both sometimes, and dey sure was afraid of dem patrollers. Used to say, ‘If you don’t watch out de patrollers’ll git you.’ Dey’d catch de slaves and tie em up to a tree or a pos’ and whip em wid buggy whips and rawhides.”

Sarah Anne Green, North Carolina

“Marse Billy an’ Mis’ Roby teached de Sunday School, but day didn’ teach us to read an’ write, no suh, dey sho didn’. If dey’d see us wid er book dey’d whip us. Dey said niggers didn’ need no knowledge; dat dey mus’ do what dey was tole to do.”

Milton Hammond, Georgia

Slaves on the Freeman plantation never knew anything but kind treatment. Their mistress was a religious woman and never punished unless it was absolutely necessary. On other plantations however, some slaves were treated cruelly. When a slave resented this treatment he was quickly gotten rid of. Many were sent to Mississippi and Texas. White offenders were sent to chain gangs, but there were no gangs for slaves. “Patter rollers” were known more for their cruelty than many of the slave owners and would often beat slaves unmercifully. “I remember one,” remarked Mr. Hammond. “The Patter rollers fot after a man on our place. Booker went to see his wife and took along an old out of date pass. The Patter-rollers asked to see the pass which he quickly handed to them and kept walking. After inspecting the pass closely they called Booker and told him the pass was no good. ‘Well this is,’ he replied and started running just as fast as he could until he safely reached the plantation. I never needed a pass.”

Essex Henry, North Carolina

“Der wus a few spirited slaves what won’t be whupped an’ my uncle wus one. Es wus finally sold fer dis.”

Easter Huff, Georgia

“I seed dem patterollers on hosses jus’ goin’ it down de big road. I seed ’em axin’ Niggers dey met if dey had passes. Atter dey looked at de passes, dey would let ’em go on. But if a slave was cotched widout no pass dey would beat him mos’ nigh to death. If us had patterollers to keep Niggers f’um gallivantin’ ’round so much now days, dar wouldn’t be so much devilment done.”

“Some of de slaves jus’ had to be whupped ’cause dey wouldn’t behave. On our plantation, de overseer done de whuppin’; Marse Jabe never totched ’em. Mammy told us ’bout seein’ slaves put on de block in Virginny and sold off in droves lak hosses.”

Thomas Johns, Texas

“We was allus well treated by old marster. We was called, ‘John’s free niggers,’ not dat we was free, but ’cause we was well treated. Jesse Todd, his place joined ours, had 500 slaves, and he treated ’em mighty bad. He whipped some of ’em to death. A man sold him two big niggers which was brothers and they was so near white you couldn’ hardly tell ’em from a white man. Some people thought the man what sold ’em was their daddy. The two niggers worked good and dey hadn’ never been whipped and dey wouldn’ stand for bein’ whipped. One mornin’ Todd come up to ’em and told de oldest to take his shirt off. He say, ‘Marster, what you wan’ me to take my shirt off for?’ Todd say, ‘I told you to take your shirt off.’ De nigger say, ‘Marster, I ain’ never took my shirt off for no man.’ Todd run in de house and got his gun and come back and shot de nigger dead. His brother fell down by him where he lay on de groun’. Todd run back to load his gun again, it bein’ a single shot. Todd’s wife and son grabbed him and dey had all dey coul’ do to keep him from comin’ out and killin’ de other nigger.”

Benjamin Johnson, Georgia

“You go off to see somebody at night—jes’ like you an’ me want to laff an’ talk—an’ if dey ketch an’ you ain’t got no pass den dey gwine to whup you. You be glad to git away too ’cause when dey hit you, you wus hit. I wus down to ol’ John Brady’s place one night talkin’ to a lady an’ ol’ man Brady slipped up behin’ me an’ caught me in de collar an’ he say: ’Whut you doin’ over here?—I’m goin’ to give you twenty-five lashes’ an’ den he say to me: ‘come here.’ He wus jes’ bout as tall as I am an’ when I got to ’im he say turn ’roun’ and’ I say to ’im dat I ain’t doin’ nuthin’ an’ den he say: ’dats whut I’m goin to whup you fer ’cause you ought to be home doin’ sumpin’. ’Bout dat time when I stooped over to take off my coat I caught ’im in his pants an’ throwed ’im in a puddle o’ water an’ den I lit out fer home. If you git home den dey couldn’t do nuthin’ to you. He tried to chase me but he did’nt know de way through de woods like I did an’ he fell in a gulley an’ hurt his arm. De next mornin’ when I wus hitchin’ up de boss man’s horse I seed ’im comin’ an’ I tol de boss dat he tried to whup me de night befo’ an’ den de boss man say ‘did he have you?’ ‘I tol’ ’im dat he did but dat I got away. An’ den de boss say: ‘He had you an ’he did’nt have you—is dat right?’ Den he say ‘don’t worry ’bout dat I can git you out of dat. If he had you he shoulda whupped you an’ dat woulda been his game but he let you git away an’ so dat wus yo’ game.’ ’Bout dat time ol’ man Brady had done got dere an’ he tol’ de marster dat I wus on his place de night befo’ an’ dat I got away an’ when he tried to whup me an’ de marster say to him: ’dat wus his game—if you had him you shoulda whupped ’im. Dats de law. If you had whupped ’im dat woulda been yo’ game, but you let ’im git away an’ so dat wus his game.’ Ol’ man Brady’s face turned so red dat it looked like he wus gonna bus’.”

“Sometimes ol’ missus would come ’long an’ she would be mad wid some of de women an’ she would want to go to whuppin’ on ’em.”

“Sometimes de women would’nt take it an’ would run away an’ hide in de woods. Sometimes dey would come back after a short stay an’ den again dey would have to put de hounds on dere trail to bring dem back home. As a general rule dere wus’nt much whuppin’ on our plantation. ’Course if you did’nt do what dey tol’ you to do dey would take you out an’ put yo’ hands round a pole an’ tie you so yo’ feet would jes’ touch de groun’ an’ den dey would go to work on you wid a cowhide. Everytime dey hit you de blood would fly wid de whip.”

Lucindy Jurdon, Alabama

“Ef us tried to learn to read or write, dey would cut your forefingers off.”

Charlie King, Georgia

[Charlie King] said though “ole Marster” “whupped” when it was necessary, but he was not “onmerciful” like some of the other “ole Marsters” were, but the “paterolers would sho lay it on if they caught a Nigger off his home plantation without a pass.” The passes were written statements or permits signed by the darkies’ owner, or the plantation overseer.

Carrie Mason, Georgia

“Effen my mammy or pappy ever runned away from Marster, I ain’t heered tell uv it, but Mammy said dat when slaves did run away, dey wuz cotched an’ whupped by de overseer. Effen a man or a ’oman kilt another one den dey wuz branded wid er hot i’on. Er big S wuz put on dey face somewhars. S stood fer ‘slave,’ an’ evvybody knowed dey wuz er mudderer. Marster din’t have no overseer; he overseed hisself.”

William Mathews, Texas

“Sometimes dey run ’way. It ain’t done dem no good, for de dawgs am put on dey trail. If you clumb de tree, dem dogs hold you dere till de white folks comes, and den dey let de dogs git you. Sometimes de dogs tore all dey clothes off, and dey ain’t got nary a rag on ’em when dey git home. If dey run in de stream of water, de dogs gits after ’em and drowns ’em. Den Nick, de overseer, he whop ’em. He drive down four stakes for de feets and hands and tie ’em up. Den he whop ’em from head to feets. De whip make out a hide, cut in strips, with holes punch in ’em. When dey hits de akin it make blisters.”

Bill McRay, Texas

“Us have good marster, but some of de neighbors treat dere slaves rough. Ole Dr. Neyland of Jasper, he have 75 or 80 slaves and he was rich and hard on de slaves. One day two run away. Tom and Ike, and Dr. Neyland takes de bloodhoun’s and ketch dose two niggers and brung ’em in. One of de niggers takes a club and knock one of de houn’s in de head and kilt him. Dey cook dat dog and make dem niggers eat part of him. Den dey give both of ’em a beatin’.”

“De ole log jail in Jasper, it useter stan’ whar de Fish Store is now. Dey have a place t’other side de jail whar dey whip niggers. De whippin’ pos’ was a big log. Dey make de niggers lie down on it and strap ’em to it. I was a lil’ boy den and me and two white boys, Doley McRay end Henry Munn, we useter slip ’round and watch ’em. Coley and Henry both grow up and go to war but neither one come back.”

“Sam Swan, he was sheriff and he ketch two runaway niggers one day. Dey was brudders and dey was name Rufe and John Grant. Well, he takes ’em and puts dem in jail and some of de men gits ’em out and takes ’em down to de whippin’ pos’ and den strap ’em down and give ’em one terrible lashin’ and den throw salt in dere wounds and you could hear dem niggers holler for a mile. Den dey took ’em back to de farm to wo’k.”

“Dey hanged good many niggers ’round Jasper. In slavery times dey hangs a nigger name Jim Henderson, at Maynew Pond. Us boys wen’ dere and mark de tree. Two cullud men, Tom Jefferson and Sam Powell, dey kill anudder nigger and dey hang dem to de ole white oak tree what is south of Jasper Court House.”

C. B. McRay, Texas

“Us have a foreman, name Charlie. It was his duty to keep de place stock’ with wood. He take slaves and wo’k de wood patches when it needed, but onct marster come home from New Orleans and roux’ dem all suferin’ for want of fire. He call ole Charlie and ask him why he not git up plenty wood. ‘Well,’ old Charlie say, ‘wood was short and ’fore I could git more did col’ spell come and it too awful col’ to git wood.’ Marster say, ‘You keep plenty wood or I gwinter sell you to a mean marster.’ Charlie git better for a while, then he let wood git low again. So he was sol’ to Ballard Adams, who had the name of bein’ hard on his slaves. Charlie couldn’ do enough wo’k to suit Marster Adams, so he put him in what’s knowed as the ‘Louisiana shirt.’ Dat was a barrel with a hole cut in the bottom jus’ big enough for Charlie to slip he head through. Dey pull dis on to him every mornin’ and then he couldn’ sit down or use he arms, coul’ jus’ walk ’rous’ all day, de brunt of other slaves jokes. At night dey took it off and chain him to he bed. After he have wo’n dis Louisiana shirt a month de marster task he again. He fail and run off to the woods. So Marster Adams, he come to Marster McRay and want to sell Charlie back again, but he couldn’ ’cause freedom jus’ come and they couldn’ sell slaves no more, but Marster McRay say Charlie coul’ come back and stay on he place if he wanted to.”

Charlie Mitchell, Texas

“Course, I didn’t git no schoolin’. The white folks allus said niggers don’t need no larnin’. Some niggers larnt to write their initials on the barn door with charcoal, then they try to find out who done that, the white folks, I mean, and say they cut his fingers off iffen they jus’ find out who done it.”

Matilda Mumford, Georgia

“Yes, she here, visitin’,” she said, inviting the visitors to the back porch. Matilda was sitting there, rocking and mumbling, senile, patiently waiting for death to release her from “dis yere hard worl’ when I has so much trouble, honey, I kain’t ’member nuthin’ ’bout dem days but whupping, whup, whup—all de overseers what come from de Norf, jus’ whuppin’ my mother and me, all de time, when I working, plowing.”

“All five overseer so mean, de slaves run away. Dey dug cave in de wood, down in de ground, and dey hide dere. Dey gits de blood-houn’s to fin’ ’em—den dey whips ’em in de wood, dey buckle ’em down to a log and beat de breaf’ outter dem till de blood run all over everywhere. When night come, dey drug ’em to dey house and greases ’em down wid turpentine, and rub salt in dey woun’s to mek ’em hurt wuss. I see de man, drinkin’ whiskey to mek him mean, while de overseer look on and tell him what to do.”

Hannah Murphy, Georgia

“I seen many mens runnin’ away fum de bloodhoun’s. Sometimes we chilluns be in de quarter playin’, and a man would come runnin’ along fast, breathin’ hard, so skeared! De houn’s be behind him. Den I kin ’member how they’d whip ’em when dey ketch him. Dey would make de men drop down dey pants and lay down across big logs and dey’d whip ’um. De womans dey’d drop dey bodies and dey’d whip ’em across de back and ’round de waises till de blood come.”

Tom Rosboro, South Carolina

“I hear mammy say dat daddy’s mistress was name Miss Emma but her mistress and my mistress was name Miss Margaret. My daddy have to have a pass every time he come to see mammy. Sometime they give him a general pass for de year. Sometime him lose de pass and then such a gwine on you never did see de lak. Make more miration [hullabaloo] over it than if they had lost one of de chillun. They was scared de patarollers [patrollers] would come ketch him, and lay de leather whip on his naked back. He wouldn’t dare stay long. Him would go back soon, not on de big road but through de woods and fields, so as not to meet de patarollers.”

Jordon Smith, Texas

“Missus didn’t ’low her niggers to work till they’s 21, and the chillen played marbles and run round and kick their heels. The first work I done was hoeing and us worked long as we could see a stalk of cotton or hill of corn. Missus used to call us at Christmas and give the old folks a dollar and the rest a dinner. When she died me and my mother went to Ab Smith at the dividement of the property. Master Ab put us to work on a big farm he bought and it was Hell ’mong the yearlin’s if you crost him or missus either. It was double trouble and a cowhidin’ whatever you do. She had a place in the kitchen where she tied their hands up to the wall and cowhided them and sometimes cut they back ’most to pieces. She made all go to church and let the women wear some her old, fine dresses to hide the stripes where she’d beat them, Mammy say that to keep the folks at church from knowin’ how mean she was to her niggers.”

“Master Ab had a driver and if you didn’t do what that driver say, master say to him, ‘Boy, come here and take this nigger down, a hunerd licks this time.’ Sometimes us run off and go to a dance without a pass and ’bout time they’s kickin’ they heels and getting sot for the big time. in come a patterroller and say, ‘Havin’ a big time, ain’t you? Got a pass?’ If you didn’t, they’d git four or five men to take you and when they got through you’d sho’ go home.”

“If a nigger ever run off the place and come back, master’d say, ‘If you’ll be a good nigger, I’ll not whip you this time.’ But you couldn’t ’lieve that. A nigger run off and stayed in the woods six month. When he come back he’s hairy as a cow, ’cause he lived in a cave and come out at night and pilfer round. They put the dogs on him but couldn’t cotch him. Fin’ly he come home and master say he won’t whip him and Tom was crazy ’nough to ’lieve it. Master say to the cook, ‘Fix Tom a big dinner,’ and while Tom’s eatin’, master stand in the door with a whip and say, ‘Tom, I’s change my mind; you have no business runnin’ off and I’s gwine take you out jus’ like you come into the world.’”

“Master gits a bottle whiskey and a box cigars and have Tom tied up out in the yard. He takes a chair and say to the driver, ‘Boy, take him down, 250 licks this time.’ Then he’d count the licks. When they’s 150 licks it didn’t look like they is any place left to hit, but master say, ‘Finish him up.’ Then he and the driver sot down, smoke cigars and drink whiskey, and master tell Tom how he must mind he master. Then he lock Tom up in a log house and master tell all the niggers if they give him anything to eat he’ll skin ’em alive. The old folks slips Tom bread and meat. When he gits out, he’s gone to the woods ’gain. They’s plenty niggers what stayed in the woods till surrender.”

Mariah Snyder, Texas

“I’se seed lots of Negroes whipped while I was ‘driving the gin.’ They tied their feet and hands and raw-hided them good. I seed them tie a bell on one woman that was bad about running away. They locked it round her head someway. I’se seed lots of Negroes put on the block and bid off and carried away in chains like cattle. I ’members one woman, Venus, who raised her hands and hollered ’Weigh ’em cattle’; ’Weigh ’em cattle’ while she was on the block being big off.”

George Young, Alabama

“Dey didn’t l’rn us nothin’ an’ didn’t ’low us to l’arn nothin’. Iffen dey ketch us l’arnin’ to read an’ write, dey cut us han’ off. Dey didn’t ’low us to go to church, neither. Sometimes us slip off an’ have a little prayer meetin’ by usse’ves in a ole house wid a dirt flo’. Dey’d git happy an’ shout an’ could’t nobody hyar ’em, ’caze dey didn’t make no fuss on de dirt flo’, an’ one stan’ in de do’ an’ watch. Some folks put dey head in de wash pot to pray, an’ pray easy, an’ somebody be watchin’ for de overseer. Us git whupped fer ev’ything iffen hit was public knowed.”

“Us wasn’t ’lowed visit nobody from place to place, an’ I seed Jim Dawson, dis here same Iverson Dawson’ daddy; I seed him stobbed out wid fo’ stobs. Dey laid him down on his belly an’ stretch his han’s out on bofe sides an’ tie one to one stob, an’ one to de yuther. Bofe his feet was stretch out an’ tied to dem stobs. Dem dey whupped him wid a whole board whut you kiver a house wid. De darkies had to go dere in de night an’ take him up in a sheet an’ carry him home, but he didn’t die. He was ’cused of gwine over to de neighbor’s plantation at night. Nine o’clock was de las’ hour us had to be closed in. Head man come out an’ holler, ‘Oh, yes! Oh yes! Ev’ybody in an’ do’s looked.’ An’ iffen you wan’t, you got whupped.”
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Runaways and the Quest for Freedom

“My parents were treated so cruelly they ran away from their master. They escaped with their children through the woods about twenty miles below Memphis, Tennessee.”

—Elijah Cox, Texas
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Runaway enslaved family. (Library of Congress)

The desire for freedom was the one constant in the lives of the enslaved. Regardless of whether they lived on a large plantation or in an urban setting, freedom or escape from the challenges endemic to slavery were often on the minds of the enslaved. They prayed, discussed, and sang about freedom when they were away from their enslavers. They found ways, large and small, to act on it when the opportunity arose or when circumstances became unbearable. They did this despite the steps taken by enslavers to discourage or prevent them from running away. The enslaved were valuable property, so the enslavers crafted a variety of ways—both dramatic and severe—to protect their investment and avoid loss of labor and capital. The penalties for seeking freedom ranged from flogging to wearing balls and chains, separation from family, or even death. Like so many aspects of slavery, the punishments and penalties varied based on the idiosyncrasies and preferences of the slaveholder.

REASONS FOR DECIDING TO RUN

There were innumerable reasons why the enslaved resolved to take the risk to run away. Anger after receiving punishment prompted many to take off. This was particularly true after an enslaved person had suffered a severe beating and resolved not to allow that to happen again. At that point the enslaved determined they would prefer to risk being caught than to suffer any longer at the hands of their enslavers. How far they ran depended on their resourcefulness and knowledge of their environment. Some were quickly caught and returned, some remained free for a long period before capture, and others were never caught.

Sometimes just the desire to be free from the control of their enslavers, regardless of how they were physically treated, motivated escape efforts. These people wanted the benefits of independence. They did not want to be told when to rise, when to head out to work, how much work they had to do each day, what tasks they had to perform, or how to worship, or made to hold their tongue when they thought they were being mistreated. If they realized they were about to get punished for not working hard enough or for failing to perform at the expected level, they might take off rather than face a whipping or worse. Someone might also run fearing repercussions after talking back to or disputing the orders of their enslaver.

Thus, the motivations of the enslaved to escape varied greatly. Although freedom was the overarching goal for many of those held in bondage, the impetus to flee was often based on more practical considerations. How can one escape the violence that was so central to the institution of slavery? How can one find ways to be reunited with loved ones? And how can one exercise greater control over one’s existence? So while freedom motivated some to flee, other factors also forced the enslaved person to make such a life-altering decision.

NARRATIVES

Anna Baker, Mississippi

“I doan remembers much ’bout my ma ’fore she runned off, case I guess I was most nigh too little but she tole me after she come after us. When de war was over, all ’bout why she had to run away. It was case de nigger overseers, dey had niggers over de hoers and white mens over de plow han’s, dey kept a tryin’ to mess ’round wid her and she wouldn’t have nothing to do wid dem. One time while she was in de field de overseer asked her to go over to de woods wid him and she said, all right, she’d go find a nice place and wait for him and she just kept a goin’ and swam de river and runned away. She slip back once or twice at night to see us but dat was all. She hired out to some folks who woan rich enough to have no slaves of dey own. Dey was good to her too, and she never lacked work to do.”

Sarah Benjamin, Texas

“Dey would whip dem cause dey wouldnt do right, little whippen was done on dis plantation. I seed my daddy put in stocks fer runnin off. De niggah dogs brought him back. Dey had dogs ter go git you when you run away.”

“Yes a few did run away to de north, one ole man run away, he traveled all night den de next mornin he hollered and he was home. Dey put him in stocks, he had been travelin in a circle all night and kem back ter whar he started from.”

Fred Brown, Texas

“Marster have de overseer an’ de overlooker. De overseer am in charge ob de wo’k an’ de overlooker am in charge of de cullud women, him am a nigger. De overseer gives all de whuppin’s. Mos’ of dat am fo’ leavin’ wid out de pass an’ runnin’ away. Some times w’en a nigger leaves wid out de pass, he gets overlayed an’ am not dere fo’ wo’k in de mo’nin’, den de overseer knows dat de nigger violates de rule ’bout leavin’. Dat calls fo’ de whuppin’, sho. Sometimes w’ens de nigger gets overlayed, ’stead of comin’ home an’ takin’ de whuppin’, deys goes to de caves ob de river an’ stays, an’ jus’ come in de night fo’ eats. W’ens deys do dat, de dawgs am put aftah dem. Den it am de fight ’tween de nigger an’ de dawg. Jus’ once a nigger kills a dawg wid de knife. Only once deys fail to git de nigger, dat was close to freedom. Freedom come befo’ deys catch him. W’ens deys whups fo’ runnin’ off, de nigger am tied down over a barrel an’ whupped hard, till deys draws blood sometimes. Fo’ failure to do de wo’k right de whuppin’ ’twarnt so hard an’ not so often.”

Fanny Cannady, North Carolina

“Marse Jordan’s two sons want to de war; dey went all dressed up in dey fightin’ clothes. Young Marse Jordan wuz jus’ like Mis’ Sally but Marse Gregory wuz like Marse Jordan, even to de bully way he walk. Young Marse Jordan never come back from de war, but ’twould take more den er bullet to kill Marse Gregory, he too mean to die anyhow kaze de debil didn’ want him an’ de Lawd wouldn’ have him.”

“One day Marse Gregory come home on er furlo’. He think he look pretty wid his sword clankin’ an’ his boots shinin’. He wuz er colonel, lootenent er somethin’. He wuz struttin’ ’roun’ de yard showin’ off, when Leonard Allen say under his breath, ‘Look at dat God damn sojer. He fightin’ to keep us niggahs from bein’ free.’”

“’Bout dat time Marse Jordan come up. He look at Leonard an’ say: ‘What yo’ mumblin’ ’bout?’”

“Dat big Leonard wuzn’ skeered. He say, ‘I say, Look at dat God dann sojer. He fightin’ to keep us nigghas from bein’ free.’”

“Marse Jordan’s face begun to swell. It turned so red dat de blood near ’bout bust out. He turned to Pappy an’ tole him to go an’ bring him dis shot gun. When Pappy come back Mis’ Sally come wid him. De tears wuz streamin’ down her face. She run up to Marse Jordan an’ caught his arm. Ole Marse flung her off an’ took de gun from Pappy. He leveled it on Leonard an’ tole him to pull his shirt open. Leonard opened his shirt an stood dare big as er black giant sneerin’ at Ole Marse.”

“Den Mis’ Sally run up again an’ stood ’tween dat gun an’ Leonard.”

“Ole Marse yell to pappy an’ tole him to take dat woman out of de way, but nobody ain’t moved to touch Mis’ Sally, an’ she didn’ move neither, she jus’ stood dare facin’ Ole Marse. Den Ole Marse let down de gun. He reached over an’ slapped Mis’ Sally down, den picked up de gun an shot er hole in Leonard’s ches’ big as yo’ fis’. Den he took up Mis’ Sally an’ toted her in den house. But I wuz so skeered dat I run an’ hid in de stable loft, an’ even wid my eyes shut I could see Leonard layin’ on de groun’ wid dat bloody hole in his ches’ an’ dat sneer on his black mouf.”

“After dat Leonard’s brother Burrus hated Ole Marse wus’n er snake, den one night he run away. Mammy say he run away to keep from killin’ Ole Marse. Anyhow, when Ole Marse foun’ he wuz gone, he took er bunch of niggahs an’ set out to find him. All day long dey tromped de wods, den when night come dey lit fat pine to’ches an’ kept lookin’, but dey couldn’ find Burrus. De nex’ day Ole Marse went down to de county jail an’ got de blood houn’s. He brung home er great passal of dem yelpin’ an’ pullin’ at de ropes, but when he turned dem loose dey didn’ find Burrus, kaze he done grease de bottom of his feets wid snuff an’ hog lard so de dogs couldn’ smell de trail. Ole Marse denn tole all de nigiahs dat if anybody housed an’ fed Burrus on de sly, dat he goin’ to shoot dem like he done shot Leonard. Den he went every day an’ searched de cabins; he even looked under’de houses.”

“One day in ’bout er week Mis’ Sally wuz feedin’ de chickens when she heard somethin’ in de polk berry bushes behin’ de hen house. She didn’s go ’roun’ de house but she went inside house an’ looked through de crack. Dare wuz Burrus layin’ down in de bushes. He wuz near ’bout starved kaze he hadn’ had nothin’ to eat since he done run away.”

“Mis’ Sally whisper an’ tole him to lay still, dat she goin’ to slip him somethin’ to eat. She went back to de house an’ made up some more cawn meal dough for de chickens, an’ under de dough she put some bread an’ meat. When she went ’cross de yard she met Marse Jordan. He took de pan of dough an’ say he goin’ to feed de chickens. My mammy say dat Mis’ Sally ain’t showed no skeer, she jus’ smile at Ole Marse an’ pat his arm, den while she talk she take de pan an’ go on to de chicken house, but Ole Marse he go too. When dey got to de hen house Ole Marse puppy begun sniffin’ ’roun’ Soon he sta’ted to bark; he cut up such er fuss dat Ole Marse went to see what wuz wrong. Den he foun’ Burrus layin’ in de polk berry bushes.”

“Ole Marse drag Burrus out an’ drove him to de house. When Mis’ Sally seed him take out his plaited whip, she run up stairs an’ jump in de bed an’ stuff er pillow over her head.”

“Dey took Buitus to de whippin’ post. Dey strip off his shirt, den dey put his head an’ hands through de holes in de top, an’ tied his feets to de bottom, den Ole Marse took de whip. Dat lash hiss like col’ water on er red hot iron when it come through de air, an’ every time it hit Burrus it lef’ er streak of blood. Time Ole Marse finish, Burrus’ back look like er piece of raw beef. Dey laid Burrus face down on er plank den dey poured turpentine in all dem cut places. It burned like fire but dat niggah didn’ know nothin’ ’bout it kaze he done passed out from pain. But, all his life dat black man toted dem scares on his back.”

Elijah Cox, Texas

“My parents were treated so cruelly they ran away from their master. They escaped with their children through the woods about twenty miles below Memphis, Tennessee. They crossed over to Quebec, in Canada, just across from Detroit. Then they went into the free state of Michigan where they could live in peace. They lived in that state until their death, which was in 1876, about the time of General Custer’s Massacre.”

Ambrose Douglass, Florida

“I was a young man,” he continues, “and didn’t see why I should be anybody’s slave. l’d run away every chance I got. Sometimes they near killed me, but mostly they just sold me. I guess I was pretty husky, at that.”

“They never did get their money’s worth out of me though I worked as long as they stood over me, then I ran around with the gals or sneaked off to the woods. Sometimes they used to put dogs on me to get me back.”

Callie Elder, Georgia

“Yes Ma’am, dey whupped de Niggers. My Pappy and grandpa was de wust ones ’bout gittin’ licked. Evvy time Pappy runned away Marse Billy sicked dem hounds on his heels and dey was sho’ to ketch him and fetch him back. Dey had to keep knives from Pappy or when dem dogs cotch him he would jus’ cut ’em up so dey would die. When dey got him back to de house, dey would buckle him down over a barrel and larrup him wid a plaited whup. ’Omans warn’t whupped much. My grandpa York was so bad ’bout runnin’ ’way Marse Billy made him wear long old horns. One Sunday Marse Billy went by our church to see if all his Niggers was dar what was sposen to be dar. And dere grandpa was a-sottin’ wid dem horns on his head. Marse Billy told him he could take de horns off his head whilst he was in de meetin’ house. At dat grandpa dropped dem horns, and lit a rag to de woods and it tuk de dogs days to find him.”

Mattie Fannen, Arkansas

“I seen mama whooped. They tied some of them to trees and some they just whooped across their backs. It was ’cordin’ to what they had done. Some of them would run off to the woods and stay a week or a month. The other niggers would feed them at night to keep them from starving.”

Ruben Fox, Mississippi

“The only person that ever ran off was my mother. She said, she was going to try to make it to the free country. She didn’t have no cause for leaving, sept she wanted to be free. She didn’t get far before them patrollers catched her and brought her back. That was the patrollers business to catch the folks wahat ran off and bring them back.”

Leah Garrett, Georgia

“One of de slaves married a young gal, and dey put her in de ‘Big House’ to wuk. One day Mistess jumped on her ’bout something and de gal hit her back. Mistess said she wuz goin’ to have Marster put her in de stock and beat her when he come home. When de gal went to de field and told her husband ’bout it, he told her whar to go and stay ’til he got dar. Dat night he took his supper to her. He carried her to a cave and hauled pine straw and put in dar for her to sleep on. He fixed dat cave up just lak a house for her, put a stove in dar and run de pipe out through de ground into a swamp. Everybody always wondered how he fixed dat pipe, course dey didn’t cook on it ’til night when nobody could see de smoke. He ceiled de house wid pine logs, made beds and tables out of pine poles, and dey lived in dis cave seven years. Durin’ dis time, dey had three chillun. Nobody wuz wid her when dese chillun wuz born but her husband. He waited on her wid each chile. De chillun didn’t wear no clothes ’cept a piece tied ’round deir waists. Dey wuz just as hairy as wild people, and dey wuz wild. When dey come out of dat cave dey would run everytime dey seed a pusson.”

“De seven years she lived in de cave, diffunt folks helped keep ’em food. Her husband would take it to a certain place and she would go and git it. People had passed over dis cave ever so many times, but nobody knowed dese folks wuz livin’ dar. Our Marster didn’t know whar she wuz, and it wuz freedom ’fore she come out of dat cave for good.”

Arnold Gragston, Florida

“I almost ran the business in the ground after I had been carrying the slaves across for nearly four years. It was in 1863, and one night I carried across about twelve on the same night. Somebody must have seen us, because they set out after me as soon as I stepped out of the boat back on the Kentucky side; from that time on they were after me. Sometimes they would almost catch me; I had to run away from Mr. Tabb’s plantation and live in the fields and in the woods. I didn’t know what a bed was from one week to another. I would sleep in a cornfield tonight, up in the branches of a tree tomorrow night, and buried in a haypile the next night; the River, where I had carried so many across myself, was no good to me; it was watched too close.”

“Finally, I saw that I could never do any more good in Mason County, so I decided to take my freedom, too. I had a wife by this time, and one night we quietly slipped across and headed for Mr. Rankin’s bell and light. It looked like we had to go almost to China to get across that river; I could hear the bell and see the light on Mr. Rankin’s place, but the harder I rowed, the ferther away it got, and I knew if I didn’t make it I’d get killed. But finally, I pulled up by the light house, and went on to my freedom—Just a few months before all of the slaves got their’s. I didn’t stay in Ripley, though; I wasn’t taking no chances. I went on to Detroit and still live there with most of 10 children and 31 grandchildren.”

Jennie Kendricks, Georgia

The treatment on some of the other plantations was so severe that slaves often ran away. Jennie Kendricks told of one man who was lashed and who ran away but was finally caught. When his master brought him back he was locked in a room until he could be punished. When the master finally came to administer the whipping, Lash had cut his own throat in a last effort to secure his freedom. He was not successful; his life was saved by quick action on the part of his master. Sometime later after rough handling Lash finally killed his master and was burned at the stake for this crime.

Laura Sorrell, North Carolina

“My mammy, Virginia Burns, wus borned in Fayetteville, Cumberland County. She never knowed her parents an’ frum … de fust she could ’member she wus bound out ter a Mis’ Frizelle what beat her, give her scraps lak a dog, an’ make her wuck lak a man. Dey eben makes her git on de well sweep an’ go down in de well an’ clean hit out. She said dat she wus skeerd nigh ter death.”

“She wus a grown woman when she ’cided dat she can’t stand de treatment no mo’. She has cut wood since she wus big enough ter pick up de axe an’ she makes up her min’ ter quit.”

“Dey wus a-fixin’ ter chain her up an’ beat her lak dey usually done when she ’cides ter go away. She has ter go den or take de whuppin’ an’ she ain’t got time ter make no plans.”

“Fust she runs ter de Marster’s bedroom an’ slips on a pair of his ole shoes, den she goes out ter de big chicken house back of de barn. She hyars de Marster a-cailin’ fer her ’fore she gits ter de woods so she runs back an’ hides in de chicken house.”

“Dey calls an’ dey calls, an’ de chickens comes ter de roost but she lays low an’ doan make no fuss, so dey goes on ter sleep. She hyars de folkses a-callin’ her but she lays still, den she sees de torches what dey am usein’ ter find her an’ she thanks God dat she ain’t in de woods. Atter awhile she thinks dat she can sneak out, but she hyars de bayin’ of de bloodhoun’s in de swamp so she lays still.”

“Hit am four o’clock ’fore all gits quiet. She knows dat hit am safe ter go now, case she has done hyard Mister Frizelle an’ one of de patterollers a-talkin’ as dey goes back ter de house. Dey ’cides ter go home an’ start out ag’in de nex’ mornin’ bright an’ early.”

“Mammy am skeerd pink but she knows dat unless she am keerful dey am gwine ter ketch her. She lays still till daybreak den she flies fer de woods.”

“I’se hyard mammy say dat dem nights she slept in de woods wus awful. She’d find a cave sometimes an’ den ag’ in she’d sleep in a holler log, but she said dat ever’time de hoot owls holler or de shiverin’ owls shiver dat she’d cower down an’ bite her tongue ter keep frum screamin’.”

“She said dat de woods wus full of snakes an’ hit wus near ’bout two weeks ’fore she got ter Guilford County. She had stold what she et on de way der, an’ dat hadn’t been much so she wus weak.”

“One day she crept outen de woods an’ look roun’ her an’ hit bein’ in July, she spies a watermillion patch. She looks roun’ an’ den flies out dar an’ picks up a big million, den she shakes a leg back ter de woods.”

“While she wus settin’ dar eatin’ de watermillion a young white man comes up an’ axes her her business an’ she, seein’ dat he am kind-lookin’, tells him her story.”

“She fully ’specks him ter turn her ober ter de sheriff but ’stid of dat he tells her dat his name am Daniel Green, an’ dat he am a Union sympathizer, an’ den he takes her ter some colored folkses house.”

“Dese colored folkses am named Berry an’ my mammy am stayin’ dar when she falls in love wid paw, Jake Sorrell, an’ marries him.”

William Henry Towns, Alabama

“Ever once er while slave would run away ter de North. Most times dey was caught and bou’t back. Sometimes dey would git desperate aand would commit suicide ’fore dey would stand ter be bou’t back. One time I heard of a slave that had ’scaped and when dey tried ter ketch him he jumped in er creek and drown hisse’f. He was ’bout frum ter Geo’gia. He hadn’t been in Alabama long ’fore him and two more tried ter ’scape; two uv ’em was cau’t and bou’t back but dis odder one went ter der lan uv’ sweet dreams.”

Callie Washington, Mississippi

“Lots of slaves ran off. I don’t know if they went to the North. They said they was going to make it to the free country. Most of them did make it there, ’cause they never did get them back. By the time the freedom came, most every one had gone. My mammy and Daddy ran off. I didn’t see them no more till after peace was declared. She came after me and brought two colored Yankee soldiers with her. I seed them coming and ran in the house and told old Miss, ‘Yonder comes some of them blue jackets.’ She says, ‘They is coming to set you free, but you is going to stay with me, ain’t you?’ Before I could answer, my mammy decided that question. She said she come to get me, and she was going to carry me back. Old Miss knowed wan’t no use trying to keep me, so she says, ‘If Callie wants to go, carry her on.’ I loved Old Miss, and I hated to leave her but you know how children is. They is always ready, when they hears the word go. There wasn’t never no trouble between the colored folks and the whites. They didn’t run off for no reason of that kind, nor because they was mistreated. They just heared about that freedom, from one person and another, who would picture it to be something grand, and they all wanted to be free.”

CRAFTING A PLAN OF ESCAPE

The ability to flee from the peculiar institution took equal amounts of daring, resilience, planning, and luck. Although some of the enslaved had sophisticated and well-developed escape plans, others, spurred by the need for immediate action, fled with more excitement than planning. For example, on rare occasions an enslaved person might physically confront his or her enslaver and then flee, realizing the magnitude of what had been done. But sometimes the attack on the slaveholder and the escape that followed were well thought out in advance.

In running away, enslaved people might collaborate with others or trust only in their own devices. They knew failure would have painful consequences, so they did whatever was necessary to get to safety. No plan was foolproof, and both courage and luck were important parts of the equation.

NARRATIVES

John Barker, Texas

“Talk about times! De blood houn’s on deir trail! Dey had what you call de common houn’s and when you couldn’ get ’em by de common houn’s, you put de blood houn’s dat don’t make no racket atall on deir trail. Dey run my gran’fadder ovah one hun’erd miles and never caught ’im till about t’ree or fo’ days an’ nights an’ dey found ’im under a bridge. What dey put on him was e-nuf. I have seen ’em whip ’em till de blood run down deir backs and den dey would put common salt in de places where dey whipped ’em an’ dey would have to go right on nex’ mawnin’ and do deir tasks dey puts on ’em. I’ve seen ’nuf o’ dat! Yes, mam, dat was up in Ohio I seen all dat.”

“In dese days an’ times you see dese hawned toads dat runs ovah de worl’. My gran’father would gather dese toads and lay ’em up in de fireplace till dey dried an’ den roll ’em wid bottles till dey get jes’ like ashes an’ den dey take it an’ rub it on de bottom of de shoes. Dey take dat powder and t’row it as fuh [far] as dey could jump an’ den jump ovah it, an’ do dis again till dey use all de powder, den when dey make de last jump, dey is gone. Dat would t’row de common houn’s off de trail all togedder. But when dey put de ‘hell houn’s’ on de trail, dey would come right up to de do’ [door] an’ take de trail an’ you nevah heah ’em say a word, dey was quiet, an’ dey could pick up dat trail. I ust to ask my gran’father, ‘What you gonna do wid dat powder?’ an’ he say, ‘You will know some day when you is old enough. I’m gwine put it on my shoes!’ You see, dat stuff don’t stick all togedder on de shoes, it stick to dat track. When you make dat jump, you gonna threw dat stuff right in front o’ you.”

Ank Bishop, Alabama

“Dey was good to us ’caze Lady Liza’s son, Mr. Willie Larkin, was de overseer for his ma, but cose sometime dey git among ’em an’ thrashed ’em out. One time one de niggers runned away, old Caesar Fownsy, an’ dey sarnt for Dick Peters to come an’ bring his ‘nigger dogs.’ Dem dogs was trained to ketch a nigger same as rabbit dogs is trained to ketch a rabbit. So Mr. Willie Larkin told Stuart for to say to old man Dick Peters when he come, ‘I’m gone,’ but for him to come on. ‘I’m gwineter keep de road,’ he say, ’an’ cross ’Bigbee at Moscow landin’.’ So ol’ Dick Peters, he kept de road lack he tole him to, an’ he cross ’Bigbee at Moscow landin’ over in de canebrake. But dem nigger dogs didn’t never ketch ol’ man Caesar. He stayed right wharever he was at ’twell after S’render, an’ de War done ceasted. Den he come out, but iffen he had a been caught, dey’d a used him up pretty rough, but he stayed hid twell de time done passed.”

Susan Hamlin (Hamilton), South Carolina

“My pa b’long to a man on Edisto Island. Frum what he said, his master was very mean. Pa real name wus Adam Collins but he took his master’ name; he wus de coachman. Pa did supin one day en his master whipped him. De next day which wus Monday, pa carry him ’bout four miles frum home in de woods an’ give him de same ’mount or lickin’ he wus given on Sunday. He tied him to a tree an’ unhitched de horse so it couldn’t git tie-up an’ kill e’self. Pa den gone to de landin’ an’ cotch a boat dat wus comin’ to Charleston wood fa’m products. He was permitted by his master to go to town on errands, which helped him to go on de boat without bein’ question’. W’en he got here he gone on de water-front an’ ax for a job on a ship so he could git to de North. He got de job an’ sail’ wood de ship. Dey search de island up an’ down for him wood houndogs en w’en it wus t’ought he wus drowned, ’cause dey track him to de river, did dey give up. One of his master’ friend gone to New York en went in a store w’ere pas wus employed as a clerk. he reconise’ pa is essy is pa reconise’ him. He gone back home an’ tell pa master who know den dat pa wusn’t comin’ back an’ before he died he sign’ papers dat pa wus free. Pa’s ma wus dead an’ he come down to bury her by de permission of his master’ son who had promised no ha’m would come to him, but dey wus fixin’ plans to keep him, so he went to de Work House an’ ax to be sold ’cause any slave could sell a self if a could git to de Work House. But it wus on record down dere so dey coulan’t sell ’im an’ told him his master’ people couldn’t hold him a slave.”

Annie Huff, Georgia

Those seeking to escape from a cruel Master used to rub turpentine on the soles of their feet to prevent capture. Others collected quantities of soil from a graveyard and sprinkled it in their tracks for a certain distance. Both of these precautions were used to throw the dogs off scent. Refugee slaves often found shelter on Mr. Huff’ estate, where they were assisted in further flight by the Huff Negroes. Those who remained in the woods were fed regularly.

Ben Kinchlow, Texas

“While I was yet on the border, the plantation owners had to send their cotton to the border to be shipped to other parts, so it was transferred by Negro slaves as drivers. Lots of times, when these Negroes got there and took the cotton from their wagon, they would then be persuaded to go across the border by Meskins, and then they would nevee return to their master. That is how lots of Negroes got to be free. The way they used to transfer the cotton—these big cotton plantations east of here—they’d take it to Brownsville and put it on the wharf and ship it from there. I can remember seeing, during the cotton season fifteen or twenty teams hauling cotton, sometimes five or six, maybe eight bales on a wagon. You see, them steamboats used to run all up and down that river. I think this cotton went out to market at New Orleans and went right out into the Gulf.”

Walter Rimm, Texas

“One old fellow name John been a run-awayer for four years and de patterrollers tries all dey tricks, but dey can’t cotch him. Dey wants him bad, ’cause it ’spire other slaves to run away if he stays a-loose. Dey sots de trap for him. Dey knows he like good eats, so dey ’ranges for a quiltin’ and gives chitlin’s and lye hominey. John comes and am inside when de patterrollers rides up to de door. Everybody gits quiet and John stands near de door, and when dey starts to come in he grabs de shovel full of hot ashes and throws dem into de patterrollers faces. He gits through and runs off, hollerin’, ‘Bird in de air!’”

“One women name Rhodie runs off for long spell. De hounds won’t hunt her. She steals hot light bread when dey puts it in de window to cool, and lives on dat. She told my mammy how to keep de hounds from followin’ you is to take black pepper and put it in you socks and run without you shoes. It make de hounds sneeze.”

“One day I’s in de woods and meets de nigger runawayer. He comes to de cabin and mammy makes him a bacon and egg sandwich and we never seed him again. Maybe he done got clear to Mexico, where a lot of de slaves runs.”

William Sherman, Florida

On another occasion one of the Stokes’ slaves ran away and he sent Steven Kittles, known as the “dog man,” to catch the escape. (The dogs that went in pursuit of the runaway slaves were called “Nigger dogs”; they were used specifically for catching runaway slaves.) This particular slave had quite a “head start” on the dogs that were trailing him and he hid among some floating logs in a large pond; the dogs trailed him to the pond and began howling, indicating that they were approaching their prey. They entered the pond to get their victim who was securely hidden from sight; they dissapeared and the next seen of them was their dead bodies floating upon the water of the pond; they had been killed by the escapee. They were full-blooded hounds, such as were used in hunting escaped slaves and were about fifty in number. The slave made his escape and was never seen again. Will relates that it was very cold and that he does’nt understand how the slave could stand the icy waters of the pond, but evidently he did survive.

Sallie Wroe, Texas

“Pappy was a putty good man, considerin’ dat he was a slaveman. One day pappy, Uncle Paul, Uncle Andy, and Uncle Joe—dey wasn’t our uncles, but we always called de older folks uncle and auntie—was takin’ bales of cotton on ox wagons down to de Rio Grande River. Each man was drivin’ a ox wagon down to Brownsville, where dey was to wait and meet Mawster Burdette. But, pappy and de other men left de wagons along de river bank, rolled a bale ob cotton into de river, and all four ob ’em got on dat bale and rowed across de Rio Grande over into Mexico. Dis was durin’ de Civil War, I believe. Pappy told us later dat he done got along fine wid dem Mexicans over in Mexico. He learned to talk jes’ lak a Mexican. Pappy and Uncle Andy could talk lak two Mexican brothaws. I don’t remembah whut type ob work dey done ovah in Mexico. I know dat pappy never married no Mexican woman.”

“Me and mammy stayed on at Mawster Burdette’s place durin’ de whole time dat pappy was gone. He didn’t come back till aftah slavery time, and we was livin’ at Chappel Hill, Washington County. Aftah slavery, and when we was free, my Cousin Mitchell—we always called him Mitch—come and got us f’om de Burdette place and brought us to Chappel Hill, and looked out fo’ us till pappy come.”

FLEEING NOT TOO FAR DISTANT

Escapes by the enslaved were often short in distance and of varying duration. Ties to family could cause the runaway to return after a period of absence, as could the inability to find enough food. In addition, the distance to free territory might be forbidding and the alternative of hiding in nearby areas more feasible. Such practical considerations influenced where and how long the enslaved went missing.

NARRATIVES

Samuel Simeon Andrews, Florida

“My mother’s brother, ‘Uncle Dick,’ and ‘Uncle July’ swore they would not work longer for masters; so they ran away lived in the woods. In winter they would put cotton seed in the fields to rot for fertilizer and lay in it for warmth. They would kill hogs and slip the meat to some slave to cook for food. When their owners looked for them, ‘Bob Amos’ who raised ‘nigger hounds’ [hounds raised solely to track Negro slaves] was summoned and the dogs located them and surrounded them in their hide-out; one went one way and one the other and escaped in the swamps; they would run until they came to a fence—each kept some ‘graveyard dust and a few light-wood splinters’ with which they smoked their feet and jumped the fence and the dogs turned back and could track no further. Thus, they stayed in the woods until freedom, when they came out and worked for pay.”

Celestia Avery, Georgia

Mrs. Avery related the occasion when her Uncle William was caught off the Heard plantation without a pass, and was whipped almost to death by the “Pader Rollers.” “He stole off to the depths of the woods where he built a cave large enough to live in. A few nights later he came back to the plantation unobserved and carried his wife and two children back to this cave where they lived until after freedom. When found years later his wife had given birth to two children. No one was ever able to find his hiding place and if he saw any one in the woods he would run like a lion.”

Nathan Best, Mississippi

“I run away once, [he laughed] I didn’ start to go nowhere jes’ laid out in de wood, hidin from de overseer. He come down the street in de Quarters dat mawnin’ jes’ a beatin’ an’ whuppin’ an’ de niggahs all a cryin’ an’ a screamin’ an’ befoe he got to where I was, I done lef’an hid in de woods. My ole mistis, thought dat de overseer had kilt me, an’ she tole him not to bother me ef I was foun’. Ole mistis was mean too, she would tell de overseer to whup de niggah, but she didn’ low him to kill none of us, ’kase dat would lose her money. Well, dey foun’ me an’ took me to de Great House, but dey didn’ whup me. Dey ship me off from dat place ober to her son’s plantation.”

James Boyd, Texas

“De slaves did run off an’ try to go north, but nigger stealers mos’ offen got dem an den dey would be sold again an maybe git worse hans holt of ’em. Mos’ en general ’round our part of de country, effen a nigger want to run away, he’d light out fer ole Mexico. Dat was nigger heaven dem days, dey thought, but soon as de Freedom come, I thought I’d try it an git me a rich Mex wife an live like a big bug, but all I got shore worked hard to get it.”

Solbert Butler, South Carolina

“My uncle was so whip he went into de woods, an’ live dere for months, Had to learn de independent life.”

Pierce Cody, Georgia

Connected with nearly every home were those persons who lived “in the woods” in preference to doing the labor necessary to remain at their home. Each usually had a scythe and a bulldog for protection. As food became scarce, they sneaked to the quarters in the still of the night and coaxed some friend to get food for them from the smokehouse. Their supply obtained, they would leave again. This was not considered stealing.

Neil Coker, Florida

Negro slaves from the region around St. Augustine and what is now Hastings used to escape and use Bellamy’s Road on their way to the area about Micanopy. It was considered equivalent to freedom to reach that section, with its friendly Indians and impenetrable forests and swamps.

Felix Haywood, Texas

“Sometimes someone would come ’long and try to get us to run up North and be free. We used to laugh at that. There wasn’t no reason to run up North. All we had to do was to walk, but walk South. and we’d be free as soon as we crossed the Rio Grande. In Mexico you could be free. They didn’t care what color you was, black, white, yellow or blue. Hundreds of slaves did go to Mexico and got on all right. We would hear about ’em and how they was goin’ to be Mexicans. They brought up their children to speak only Mexican.”

Jordon Smith, Texas

“If you ever run off the place and come back and Master say to you, ‘If you be a good Nigger, I’ll not whip you this time,’ don’t you believe that. We had a man run off that stayed on our place and stayed in the woods six months. When he come back he was as hairy as a cow. He lived in a cave and come out at night and pilfer ’round and steal sugar, meat and stuff to eat. They put the dogs on him several times but didn’t catch him. Finally he decide to come home. Master say to him, ‘Tom, how you been gettin’ along.’ Tom say, ‘I’se been living rich in that cave.’ Master say then, ‘If you be a good Nigger, I’ll not whip you this time.’ Tom was crazy nuff to believe it. Master then say to the cook, ‘Go fix Tom a big dinner.’ While Tom was eating, he look up and Master was standing in the door with a whip, and say, ‘Tom, I’se changed my mind; you must learn to mind your Master, you had no business running off, and I’se going to take you out just like you come into the world.’ He then gets him a bottle of whiskey and a box of cigars and has Tom tied up out in the yard. He takes a chair and say to the ‘Driver,’ ‘Boy, take him down. 250 licks this time.’ Then he’d count the licks as ‘Puh-wow’ that cowhide would say. Mind you, when the ‘Driver’ had put on 150 licks it didn’t look like there is any place left to hit, but Master say, ‘Finish him up.’ Then he and the ‘Driver’ would set down, smoke cigars and drink whiskey and Master would talk to the run-away ’bout how he must learn to mind his Master. Then they took him and locked him up in a log house and Master tell the other Niggers if they give him anything to eat that he will skin them alive. The old fo’ks would slip him bread and meat. He stayed there ’bout a week, and as soon as he was loose, he was gone again. There was plenty of Niggers that stayed in the woods till surrender.”

Phil Towns, Georgia

On nearly all plantations there were some slaves who, trying to escape work, hid themselves in the woods. They smuggled food to their hiding place by night, and remained lost in some instances, many months. Their belief in witchcraft caused tham to resort to most ridiculous means of avoiding discovery. Phil told the story of a man who visited a conjurer to obtain a “hand” for which he paid fifty dollars in gold. The symbol was a hickory stick which he used whenever he was being chased, and in this manner warded off his pursuers. The one difficulty in this procedure was having to “set up” the stick at a fork or cross roads. Often the fugitive had to run quite a distance to reach such a spot, but when the stick was so placed human beings and even bloodhounds lost his trail. With this assistance, he was able to remain in the woods as long as he liked.

Mingo White, Alabama

“Lots of times when de patterollers would git after de slaves dey would have de worse fight an’ sometimes de patterollers would git killed. After de war I saw Ned, an’ he tol’ me de night he lef’ the patterollers runned him for fo’ days. He say de way he did to keep dem frum ketchin’ him was he went by de woods. De patterollers come in de woods lookin’ for him, so he jes’ got a tree on ’em an’ den followed. Dey figured dat he was headin’ for de free states, so dey headed dat way too, and Ned jes followed dem far as dey could go. Den he clumb a tree and hid whilst dey turned ’roun’ an come back. Ned went on wid out any trouble much. De patterollers use ter be bad. Dey would run de folks iffen dey was caught out after eight o’clock in de night, iffen dey didn’t have no pass from de marsa.”

DISCOURAGING FREEDOM

Slaveholders sought to make their enslaved workers so fearful of the consequences of failed escapes that the workers would not make the attempt. Psychological and physical coercion were employed to this end. Through beatings and assaults by bloodhounds, captured fugitives were displayed as examples to intimidate others. Their injuries or deaths reminded family and friends who might be contemplating similar acts what fate awaited those who failed.

NARRATIVES

Victoria Adams, South Carolina

“White folks never teach us to read nor write much. They learned us our A, B, C’s, and teach us to read some in de testament. De reason they wouldn’t teach us to read and white, was ’cause they was afraid de slaves would write their own pass and go over to a free county. One old nigger did learn enough to write his pass and got’ way wid it and went up North.”

W. L. Bost, North Carolina

“Then the paddyrollers they keep close watch on the pore niggers so they have no chance to do anything or go anywheres. They jes’ like policeman, only worser. ’Cause they never let the niggers go anywhere without a pass from his master. If you wasn’t in your proper place when the paddyrellers come they lash you till’ you was black and blue. The women got 15 lashes and the men 30. That is for jes bein’ out without a pass. If the nigger done anything worse he was taken to the jail and put in the whippin’ post. They was two holes cut for the arms stretch up in the air and a block to put your feet in, then they whip you with cowhide whip. An’ the clothes shores never get any of them licks.”

Dave Byrd, Texas

“Yes sir, I’se seen few negroes what tried to run away and go to the North, but they never got very far, When some white man would stop and ask for something to eat, he would capture him and fasten him up until his Maser could come after that negro. If Maser had to go get that negro he would whip him nearly all the way back, or everytime he would get tired or holler for his Maser to stop and camp so he could rest, why that Maser would tap him up good with that cat-o-nine tails. Them negroes they were glad when they would get back home.”

Louis Cain, Texas

“One nigger run to the woods to be a jungle nigger, but massa cotched him with the dogs and took a hot iron and brands him. Then he puts a bell on him, in a wooden frame what slip over the shoulders and under the arms. He made that nigger wear the bell a year and took it off on Christmas for a present to him. It sho’ did make a good nigger out of him.”

Sallie Crane, Arkansas

“Have I seen slaves sold! Good God, man! I have seed them sold in droves. I have worn a buck and gag in my mouth for three days for trying to run away. I couldn’t eat nor drink—couldn’t even catch the slobber that fell from my mouth and run down my chest till the flies settled on it and blowed it. Scuse me but jus’ look at these places.” [She pulled open her waist and showed scars where the maggots had eaten in—ed.]

Lewis Evans, South Carolina

“Who-ee! Don’t talk to dis nigger ’bout patrollers. They run me many a time. You had to have a pass wid your name on it, who you b’long to, where gwine to, and de date you expected back. If they find your pass was to Mr. James’ and they ketch you at Mr. Rabb’s, then you got a floggin’, sure and plenty.”

Aaron Ford, South Carolina

“Dey had jails in slavery time at Marion for de slaves. If dey caught slaves dat had run away, dey would put dem in jail till dey Massa sent after dem. Sometimes dey would hold dem en sell dem for debt. Dey tell me some put on stand en sold dere at Marion, but I never saw any sold. Just hear bout dat, but I remembers I saw dis. Saw six men tied together wid a chain one Saturday evenin dat was comin from Virginia en gwine to Texas.”

Charlie Grant, South Carolina

“I hear tell bout de slaves would run away en go to Canada. Put nigger dogs after dem, but some of dem would get dere some-how or another. If I was livin on your place, I wouldn’ dare to go to another house widout I had a permit from my Massa or de overseer. We slip off en de patroller catch on whip us.”

Elijah Green, South Carolina

“W’en slaves run away an’ their masters catch them, to the stockade they go w’ere they’d be whipp’ every other week for a number of months. An’ de [illegible text]er: [illegible text]ade sake don’ let a slave be catch with pencil an’ paper. That was a major crime. You might as well had kill your master or missus.”

James Augustus Holmes, Mississippi

“I wus 22 year old when freedom come. I remembers seeing my grandfather and my great-grandfather. His name wus Henry Holmes. He come from Bedford, Mass. Dats whar old Marsta bought him. He bought 300 slaves at one time and brought them all to Georgie. He kept most of these slaves til’ freedom. He sold some and den some run away. When dey run away he puts the ‘nigger hounds’ on dem. Sometimes dey ketch ’em and bring ’em back; some of dem come back on der own ’cord, and den some nevver did come back. Ef dey didn’t promise not to run off any more, an’ wuz stubborn about it, he had ’em whupped, or if dey wus onusually rebellious, he put ’em in stocks. He usually sold dat kind first chance, ’ef dey didn’t repent of der stubbornness.”

Hattie Jefferson, Mississippi

“My grandpappy run way frum Marse Hillery and dey put de patterollers dogs after him an’ he jes’ run an’ jumped in de river an’ most drown; when dey fotched him out dey had to put him on a barrel an’ roll him an’ roll him to git de water out uf him. No, he wus not whupped fur dat but he wus tied up ebery night fur a long time, so as to keep him frum runnin’ way ergin.”

Henry Maxwell, Florida

Just a tot when the Civil War gave him and his people freedom, Maxwell’s memories of bondage-days are vivid through the experiences related by older Negroes. He relates the story of the plantation owner who trained his dogs to hunt escaped slaves. He had a Negro youth hide in a tree some distance away, and then he turned the pack loose to follow him. One day he released the bloodhounds too soon, and they soon overtook the boy and tore him to pieces. When the youth’s mother heard of the atrocity, she burst into tears which were only silenced by the threats of her owner to set the dogs on her. Maxwell also relates tales of the terrible beatings that the slaves received for being caught with a book or for trying to run away.

Louis Napoleon, Florida

The various plantations had white men employed as “patrols” whose duties were to see that the slaves remained on their own plantations, and if they were caught going off without a permit from the master, they were whipped with a “raw hide” by the “driver.” There was an exception to this rule, however, on Sundays the religious slaves were allowed to visit other plantations where religious services were being held without having to go through the matter of having a permit.

Gill Ruffin, Texas

“The woods was full of runaways and I heered them houn’s a runnin’ ’em like deer many a time, and heered dat whip when they’s caught.”

“I never knew but one nigger to run away from Marster Hargrave. He slip off and goes to Shreveport. That was Peter Going. Marster missed him and he goes to fin’ him. When he fin’s him in Shrevaport, he say, ‘Come on, Peter, you knowed what you was doin’ and you’s goin’ to pay for it.’ Marster tied him behin’ de buggy and trots de hosses all way back home. Then he ties Peter to a tree and makes him stay dere all night with nothin’ to eat. Peter, nor none of the res’ of the niggers didn’ ever try to run off after that.”

Jordon Smith, Texas

“If you ever run off the place and come back and Master say to you, ‘If you be a good Nigger, I’ll not whip you this time,’ don’t you believe that. We had a man run off that stayed on our place and stayed in the woods six months. When he come back he was as hairy as a cow. He lived in a cave and come out at night and pilfer ’round and steal sugar, meat and stuff to eat. They put the dogs on him several times but didn’t catch him. Finally he decide to come home. Master say to him, ‘Tom, how you been gettin’ along.’ Tom say, ‘I’se been living rich in that cave.’ Master say then, ‘If you be a good Nigger, I’ll not whip you this time.’ Tom was crazy nuff to believe it. Master then say to the cook, ‘Go fix Tom a big dinner.’ While Tom was eating, he look up and Master was standing in the door with a whip, and say, ‘Tom, I’se changed my mind; you must learn to mind your Master, you had no business running off, and I’se going to take you out just like you come into the world.’ He then gets him a bottle of whiskey and a box of cigars and has Tom tied up out in the yard. He takes a chair and say to the ‘Driver,’ ‘Boy, take him down. 250 licks this time.’ Then he’d count the licks as ‘Puh-wow’ that cowhide would say. Mind you, when the ‘Driver’ had put on 150 licks it didn’t look like there is any place left to hit, but Master say, ‘Finish him up.’ Then he and the ‘Driver’ would set down, smoke cigars and drink whiskey and Master would talk to the run-away ’bout how he must learn to mind his Master. Then they took him and locked him up in a log house and Master tell the other Niggers if they give him anything to eat that he will skin them alive. The old fo’ks would slip him bread and meat. He stayed there ’bout a week, and as soon as he was loose, he was gone again. There was plenty of Niggers that stayed in the woods till surrender.”

Henry Wright, Georgia

For the most part punishment consisted of severe whipping sometimes administered by the slaves’ master and sometimes by the white men of the community known as the Patrol. To the slaves this Patrol was known as the “Paddle” or “Paddle-Rollers.” Mr. Wright says that he has been whipped numerous times by his master for running away. When he was caught after an attempted escape he was placed on the ground where he was “spread-eagled,” that is, his arms and feet were stretched out and tied to stakes driven in the ground. After a severe beating, brine water or turpentine was poured over the wounds. This kept the flies away, he says. Mr. House did not like to whip his slaves as a scarred slave brought very little money when placed on the auction block. A slave who had a scarred back was considered as being unruly. Whenever a slave attempted to escape the hounds were put on his trail. Mr. Wright was caught and treed by hounds several times. He later found a way to elude then. This was done by rubbing his feet in the refuse material of the barnyard or the pasture, then he covered his legs with pine tar. On one occasion he managed to stay away from the plantation for 6 months before he returned of his own accord. He ran away after striking his master who had attempted to whip him. When he returned of his own accord his master did nothing to him because he was glad that he was not forever lost in which case a large sum of money would have been lost. Mr. Wright says that slave owners advertised in the newspapers for lost slaves, giving their description, etc. If a slave was found after his master had stopped his advertisements he was placed on the block and sold as a “stray.” While a fugitive he slept in the woods, eating wild berries, etc. Sometimes he slipped to the plantation of his mother or that of his father where he was able to secure food.

He took a deep puff on his pipe and a look of satisfaction crossed his face as he told how he had escaped from the “Paddle Rollers.” It was the “Paddle-Rollers” duty to patrol the roads and the streets and to see that no slave was out unless he had a “pass” from his master. Further, he was not supposed to be any great distance away from the place he had been permitted to go. If a slave was caught visiting without a “pass” or if at any time he was off his plantation without said “pass” and had the misfortune to be caught by the “Paddle-­Rollers” he was given a sound whipping and returned to his master.

THE IMPACT OF THE CIVIL WAR

The beginning of the Civil War dramatically altered the likelihood of success for runaways. Rolling Union troop lines meant freedom might be only miles from the point of departure of a fugitive. By the first year of the war, Union policy, in an effort to undermine the Confederate war endeavors, stated that fugitives reaching their lines were not to be returned. As word of this decision spread among the enslaved, more were emboldened to leave. Even the murder of intercepted fugitives by southern soldiers was not enough to stop them.

NARRATIVES

Barney Alford, Mississippi

“Dey sed de big war wus cumin’ an’ sed de south culdnt be beat, an’ men wud cum to de big house an’ stan’ round under de trees an’ prop deir foot up on de roots uf de trees an’ dey wud stan’ dar an’ talk bout how quick de war wud be ober.”

“Sum uf de slaves wud git to gedder at night time, an’ go down by de crick an’ pray for to be sot free. Sumtimes udder slaves frum udder plantations wud cum an’ jine in de prayin’. I never went down dar, fur I wus ’sleep at dat time.”

“One day Marse Edwin rode way on one uf his fine hosses, an’ Mistiss, she cried an’ cried an’ sed he wus gone an’ maybe git kilt. Sum uf de slaves wanted ole man Abe to whip de south an’ sum uf dem wus for de south beatin’, but all uf ’em wanted to be sot free. Dey jes’ didnt want to wurk under a whup; dey all wanted to be free to cum an’ go when dey wanted.”

Mary Barbour, North Carolina

“We had our little log cabin off ter one side, an’ my mammy had sixteen chilluns. Fas’ as dey got three years old de marster sol’ ’em till we las’ four dat she had wid her durin’ de war. I wuz de oldes’ o’ dese four; den dar wuz Henry an’ den de twins, Liza an’ Charlie.”

“One of de fust things dat I ’members wuz my pappy wakin’ me up in de middle o’ de night, dressin’ me in de dark, all de time tellin’ me ter keep quiet. One o’ de twins hollered some an’ pappy put his hand ober its mouth ter keep it quiet.”

“Atter we wuz dressed he went outside an’ peeped roun’ fer a minute den he comed back an’ got us. We snook out o’ de house an’ long de woods path, pappy totin’ one of de twins an’ holdin’ me by de han’ an’ mammy carryin’ de udder two.”

“I reckons dat I will always ’member dat walk, wid de bushes slappin’ my laigs, de win’ sighin’ in de trees, an’ de hoot owls an’ whippoorwhills hollerin’ at each other from de big trees. I wuz half asleep an’ skeered stiff, but in a little while we pass de plum’ thicket an’ dar am de mules an’ wagin.”

“Dar am er quilt in de bottom o’ de wagin, an’ on dis dey lays we youngins. An’ pappy an’ mammy gits on de board cross de front an’ drives off down de road.”

“I wuz sleepy but I wuz skeered too, so as we rides ’long I lis’ens ter pappy an’ mammy talk. Pappy wuz tellin’ marry ’bout de Yankees comin’ ter dere plantation, burnin’ de co’n cribs, de smokehouses an’ ’stroyin’ eber’thing. He says right low dat dey done took marster Jordan ter de Rip Raps down nigh Norfolk, an’ dat he stol’ de mules an’ wagin an’ ’scaped.”

“We wuz skeerd of de Yankees ter start wid, but de more we thinks ’bout us runnin’ way from our marsters de skeerder we gits o’ de Rebs. Anyhow pappy says dat we is goin’ ter jine de Yankees.”

“We trabels all night an’ hid in de woods all day fer a long time, but atter awhile we gits ter Doctor Dillard’s place, in Chowan County. I reckons dat we stays dar seberal days.”

“De Yankees has tooked dis place so we stops ober, an’ has a heap o’ fun dancin’ an’ sich while we am dar. De Yankees tells pappy ter head fer New Bern an’ dat he will be took keer of dar, so ter New Bern we goes.”

“When we gits ter New Bern de Yankees takes de mules un’ wagin, dey tells pappy something, an’ he puts us on a long white boat named Ocean Waves an’ ter Roanoke we goes.”

“Later I larns dat most o’ de reffes [refugees] is put in James City, nigh New Bern, but dar am a pretty good crowd on Roanoke. Dar wuz also a ole Indian Witch ’oman dat I ’members.”

“Atter a few days dar de Ocean Waves comes back an’ akes all ober ter New Bern. My pappy wuz a shoemaker, so e makes Yankee boots, an’ we gits ’long pretty good.”

Boston Blackwell, Arkansas

“Do you want to hear how I runned away and jined the Yankees? You know Abraham Lincoln ’claired freedom in ’63, first day of January. In October ’63, I runned away and went to Pine Bluff to get to the Yankees. I was on the Blackwell plantation south of Pine Bluff in ’63. They was building a new house; I wanted to feel some putty in my hand. One early morning I clim a ladder to get a little chunk and the overseer man, he seed me. Here he come, yelling me to get down; he gwine whip me ’cause I’se a thief, he say. He call a slave boy and tell him cut ten willer whips; he gwine wear every one out on me. When he’s gone to eat breakfas’, I runs to my cabin and tells my sister, ‘I’se leaving this here place for good.’ She cry and say, ‘Overseer man, he kill you.’ I says, ‘He kill me anyhow.’ The young boy what cut the whips—he named Jerry—he come along wif me, and we wade the stream for long piece. Heerd the hounds a-howling, getting ready for to chase after us. Then we hide in dark woods. It was cold, frosty weather. Two days and two nights we traveled. That boy, he so cold and hongry, he want to fall out by the way, but I drug him on. When we gets to the Yankee camp all our troubles was over. We gets all the contraband we could eat. Was they more run-aways there? Oh, Lordy, yessum. Hundreds, I reckon. Yessum, the Yankees feeds all them refugees on contraband. They made me a driver of a team in the quatemasters department. I was always keerful to do everything they telled me. They telled me I was free when I gets to the Yankee camp, but I couldn’t go outside much. Yessum, iffen you could get to the Yankee’s camp you was free right now.”

Willis Dukes, Florida

Willis remembers the time when a slave on the plamtation escaped and went north to live. This man managed to communicate with his family somehow, and it was whispered about that he was “living very high” and actually saving money with which to buy his family. He was even going to school. This fired all the slaves with an ambition to go north and this made them more than usually interested in the outcome of the war between the states. He was too young to fully understand the meaning of freedom but wanted very much to go away to some place where he could earn enough money to buy his moter a real silk dress. He confided this information to her and she was very proud of him but gave him a good spanking for fear he expressed this desire for freedom to his young master or mistress.

John Finnely, Texas

“I becomes a runaway nigger short time after dat fight. De war am started den for ’bout a year, or somethin’ like dat, and de Fed’rals am north of us. I hears de niggers talk ’bout it, and ’bout runnin’ ’way to freedom. I thinks and thinks ’bout gittin’ freedom, and I’s gwine run off. Den I thinks of de patter rollers and what happen if dey cotches me off de place without de pass.”

“Now, back to de freedom. One night ’bout ten niggers run away. De next day we’uns hears nothin’, so I says to myself, ‘De patters don’t cotch dem.’ Den I makes up my mind to go and I leaves with de chunk of meat and cornbread and am on my way, half skeert to death. I sho’ has de eyes open and de ears forward, watchin’ for de patters. I steps off de road in de night, at sight of anything, and in de day I takes to de woods. It takes me two days to make dat trip and jus’ once de-patters pass me by. I am in de thicket watchin’ dem and I’s sho’ dey gwine search dat thicket, ’cause dey stops and am a-talkin’ and lookin’ my way. Dey stands dere for a li’l bit and den one comes my way. Lowd A-mighty! Dat sho’ look like de end, but dat man stop and den look and look. Den he pick up somethin’ and goes back. It am a bottle and dey all takes de drink and rides on. I’s sho’ in de sweat and I don’t tarry dere long.”

“De Yanks am camped nere Bellfound and dere’s where I gits to. ’Magine my ’sprise when I finds all de ten runaway niggers am dere, too. Dat am on a Sunday and on de Monday, de Yanks puts us on de freight train and we goes to Stevenson, in Alabama. Dere, us put to work buildin’ breastworks. But after de few days, I gits sent to de headquarters at Nashville, in Tennessee.”

“I’s water toter dere for de army and dere am no fightin’ at first but ’fore long dey starts de battle. Dat battle am a ’sperience for me. De noise am awful, jus’ one steady roar of de guns and de cannons. De window glass in Nashville am all shoke out from de shakement of de cannons. Dere am dead mens all over de ground and lots of wounded and some cussin’ and some prayin’. Some am moanin’ and dis and dat one cry for de water and, God A-mighty, I don’t want any sich ’gain. Dere am men carryin’ de dead off de field, but dey can’t keep up with de cannons. I helps bury de deed and den I gits sent to Murphyrsboro and dere it am jus’ de same.”

Pierce Harper, Texas

“I seed a lot of Southern soldiers and they’d go to the big house for something to eat. Late in ’63 they had a fight at a place called Kingston, only 12 miles from our place, takin’ how the jacks go. We could hear the guns go off when they was fightin’. The Yankees beat and settled down there and the cullud folks flocked down on them and when they got to the Yankee lines they was safe. They went in droves of 25 or 50 to the Yankees and they put ’em to work fightin’ for freedom. They fit till the war was over and a lot of ’em got kilt. My mother and sister run away to the Yankees and they paid ’em big money to wash for ’em.”

Virginia Harris, North Carolina

“None of the slaves ran off to the North till after the Yankees came. They carried my father away one night when we was all asleep. None of us knowed nothing about it ’till the next day. After that my sister ran off to the Refugee Camp. She couldn’t be got back out of there.”

Mack Henderson, Mississippi

Mack Henderson was born in Copiah County and came to Vicksburg to live just before the Civil War “broke out.” He was a slave and came here with his “marster” who came here to go in business.

“The reason I ran away to the Yankees,” says Mack, “is because I wanted to be free, I wont talk of slavery it is too long past.”

“When the war was over we colored men were all called together and told ‘not to ever talk of the past,’ we were told this by our Union officers they said ‘this is a new day forget the past you are free men, but you are black men and you have still a hard way to go.’ Since the war I settled in Vicksburg worked hard for my living and now that I get my Soldiers pension I still work my garden and flowers, and I expect to go to the Parade on the 30th, I am not going to ride either unless they make me, why ride? I walk everywhere else over town.”

Bryant Huff, Georgia

The attitude of the slaves toward freedom varied and as they were not allowed to discuss it, their hope was veiled in such expressions as the “Lord will provide.” Some were even afraid to settle any statement and silently prayed that their release would come soon. Some feared that something might prevent their emancipation so they ran away and joined the Yankee Army, hoping to be able to destroy their former master.

Martin Jackson, Texas

“Even with my good treatment, I spent most of my time plaming and thinking of running away. I could nave done it easy, but my old father used to say, ‘No use running from bad to worse, hunting better.’ Lots of colored boys did escape and jeined the Union army, and there are plenty of them drawing a pension today. My father was always counseling me. He said, ‘Every man has to serve God under his own vine and fig tree.’ He kept pointing out that the War wasn’t going to last forever, but that our forever was going to be spent living among the Southeners, after they got licked. He’d cite examples of how the whites would stand flatfooted and fight for the blacks the same as for members of their own family. I know that all was true, but still I rebelled, from inside of me. I think I really was afraid to run away, because I thought my conscience would haunt me. My father knew I felt this way and he’d rub my fears in deeper. One of his remarks still rings in my ears: ‘A clear conscience opens bowels, and when you have a guilty soul it ties you up and death will not for long desert you.’”

Rev. Squires Jackson, Florida

He remembers the start of the Civil war with the laying of the Atlantic Cable by the “Great Eastern” being nineteen years of age at the time. Hearing threats of the War which was about to begin, he ran away with his brother to Lake City, many times hiding in trees and groves from the posse that was looking for him. At night he would cover up his face and body with spanish moss to sleep. One night he hid in a tree near a crook, over-slept himself, in the morning a group of white women fishing near the creek saw him and ran to tell the men, fortunately however he escaped.

After four days of wearied travelling being guided by the north star and the Indian instinct inherited from his Indian grandmother, he finally reached Lake City. Later reporting to General Scott, he was informed that he was to act as orderly until further ordered. On Saturday morning, February 20, 1861, General Scott called him to his tent and said “Squire; I have just had you appraised for $1000 and you are to report to Col. Guist in Alachua County for service immediately.” That very night he ran away to Wellborn where the Federals were camping. There in a horse stable were wounded colored soldiers stretched out on the filthy ground. The sight of these wounded men and the feeble medical attention given then by the Federals was so repulsive to him, that he decided that he didn’t want to join the Federal Army. In the silent hours of the evening he stole away to Tallahassee, throughly convinced that War wasn’t the place for him. While in the horse shed make-shift hospital, a white soldier asked one of the wounded colored soldiers to what regiment he belonged, the negro replied “54th Regiment, Massachusetts.”

Albert Jones, Virginia

“When I wuz twenty one, me and one of my brothers run away to fight wif the Yankees. Us left Souf Hampton county and went to Petersburg. Dere we got some food. Den us went to Fort Hatton where we met some more slaves who had done run away. When we got in Fort Hatton, us had to cross a bridge to git to de Yankees. De rebels had torn de bridge down. We all got together and builded back de bridge, and we went on to de yankees. Dey give us food and clothes.”

The old man then got up and emptied his mouth of the tobacco juice, scratched his bald head and continued. “Yer know, I was one of de first colored cavalry soljers, and I fought in Company “K” I fought for three years and a half. Sometimes I slept out doors, and sometimes I slept in a tent. De Yankees always give us plenty of blankets.”

“During the war some un us had to always stay up nights and watch fer de rebels. Plenty of nights I has watched, but de rebels never ’tacked us when I wuz on.”

“Not only wuz dere men slaves dat run to de Yankees, but some un de women slaves followed dere husbands. Dey use to help by washing and cooking.”

“One day when I wuz fighting, de rebels shot at me, and dey sent a bullet through my hand. I wuz lucky not to be kilt. Lock; See how my hand is?”

William Sherman, Florida

Civil War: It was rumored that Abraham Lincoln said to Jefferson Davis, “work the slaves until they are about twenty-five or thirty years of age, then liberate them.” Davis replied: “I’ll never do it, before I will, I’ll wade knee deep in blood.” The result was that in 1861, the Civil War, that struggle which was to mark the final emancipation of the slaves began. Jefferson Davis’ brothers, Sam and Tom, joined the Confederate forces, together with their sons who were old enough to go, except James, Tom’s son, who could not go on account of ill health and was left behind as overseer on Jack Davis’ plantation. Jack Davis joined the artillery regiment of Captain Razors Company. The war progressed, Sherman was on his famous march. The “Yankees” had made such sweeping advances until they were in Robertsville, South Carolina, about five miles from Black Swamp. The report of gun fire and cannon could be heard from the plantation. “Truly the Yanks are here” everybody thought. The only happy folk were the slaves, the whites were in distress. Jack Davis returned from the field of battle to his plantation. He was on a short furlough. His wife, “Missus” Davis asked him excitedly, if he thought the “Yankees” were going to win. He replied: “No if I did I’d kill every damned nigger on the place.” Will who was then a lad of nineteen was standing nearby and on hearing his master’s remarks, said: “The Yankees aint gonna kill me cause um goin to Laurel Bay” (a swamp located on the plantation.) Will says that what he really meant was that his master was not going to kill him because he intended to run off and go to the “Yankees.” That afternoon Jack Davis returned to the “front” and that night Will told his mother, Anna Georgia, that he was going to Robertsville and join the “Yankees.” He and his cousin who lived on the Davis’ plantation slipped off and wended their way to all of the surrounding plantations spreading the news that the “Yankees” were in Robertaville and exhorting them to follow and join them. Soon the two had a following of about five hundred slaves who abandoned their masters’ plantations “to meet the Yankees.” En masse they marched breaking down fences that obstructed their passage, carefully avoiding “Confederate pickets” who were stationed throughout the countryside. After marching about five miles they reached a bridge that spanned the Savannah River, a point that the “Yankees” held. There was a Union soldier standing guard and before he realized it, this group of five hundred slaves were upon him. Becoming cognizant that someone was upon him, he wheeled around in the darkness, with gun leveled at the approaching slaves and cried “Halt.” Will’s cousin then spoke up, “Doan shoot boss we’s jes friends.” After recognizing who they were, they were admitted into the camp that was established around the bridge. There were about seven thousand of General Sherman’s soldiers camped there, having crossed the Savannah River on a pontoon bridge that they had constructed while enroute from Green Springs Georgia, which they had taken. The guard who had let these people approach so near to him without realizing their approach was court martialed that night for being dilatory in his duties. The Federal offi­cers told the slaves that they could go along with them or go to Savannah, a place that they had already captured. Will decided that it was best for him to go to Savannah. He left, but the majority of the slaves remained with the troops. They were enroute to Barawell, South Carolina, to seize Blis Creek Fort that was held by the Confederates. As the Federal troops marched ahead, they were followed by the volunteer slaves. Most of these unfortunate slaves were slain by “bush whackers” (Confederate snipers who fired upon them from ambush). After being killed they were decapitated and their heads placed upon posts that lined the fields so that they could be seen by other slaves to warn them of what would befall them if they attempted to escape. The battle at “Blis Creek Fort” was one in which both armies displayed great heroism; most of the Federal troops that made the first attack, were killed as the Confederates seemed to be irresistible. After rushing up reinforcements, the Federals were successful in capturing it and a large number of “Rebels.”

Barney Stone, Mississippi

“At the out-break of the Civil War and when the Northern army was marching into the Southland, hundreds of male slaves were shot down by the Rebels, rather than see them join with the Yankees. One day when I learned that the Northern troops were very close to our plantation, I ran away and hid in a culvert, but was found and I would have been shot had the yankee troops not scattered them and that saved me. I joined that Union army and served one year, eight months and twenty-two days, and fought with them in the battle of Fort Wagnor, and also in the battle of Milikin’s Bend. When I went into the army, I could not read or write. The white soldiers took an interest in me and taught me to write and read, and when the war was over I could write a very good letter. I taught what little I knew to colored children after the war.”

Mollie Williams, Mississippi

“Some of de darkies went off wid de Yankees. My brudder Howard did, an’ we aint’ heerd tell of him since. I’ll tell you ’bout it. You see, Mr. Davenpo’t owned him an’ when he heard ’bout de Yankees comin’ dis way, he sont his white driver an’ Howard in de carrige wid all his valuables to de swamp to hide, an’ while dey was thar de white driver, he went off to sleep an’ Howard was prowlin’ ’roun’ an’ we all jes reckin he went on off wid de Yankees.”

Dilly Yellady, North Carolina

“My father an’ his brothers run away an’ went to de Yankees. I heard daddy tell ’bout it. He got sick an’ dey shipped him back home to North Carolina. Dey shifted niggers from place to place to keep de Yankees frum takin’ ’em. When dere got to be too many Yankees in a place de slaves wus sent out to keep ’em from bein’ set free.”

EMANCIPATION

Abraham Lincoln’s signing of the Emancipation Proclamation legally made freedom a reality for the enslaved. The Civil War became a war to end slavery. The moment they became free was not the same for every enslaved person, however. What freedom meant in reality in the short term and in the long term had to be worked out, geographic location by geographic location. The process was not always a smooth one, but for most of the enslaved it was a dream come true and a positive change in their lives.

NARRATIVES

Lucy Barnes, Texas

“When de war wuz ovah—I wuz ’bout fo’teen—all de white fo’ks went to a gatherin’ in de church. Den w’en dey comed back, a white man came with a paper, he read it out to us, call us in de yard—we didn’t know—even know what he wuz readin’ an’ grandma say, ‘Marster, what he say?’ Den ol’ Marster sez, ‘You free, ever one, as I am.’ I wuz standin’ thar with my milk pail an’ I jest drap it on the groun’ an’ begin gettin’ ’way. Missie hollar, ‘Lucy come back he’ah, and milk de cows.’ I kept runnin’ an’ hollar back, ‘Milk de cows yo’self!’ I didn’t like it dere an’ now I could go an’ I did! Yes, ma’m, I went to Columbus an’ begin cookin’ in white fo’ks’ homes an’ cooks ’til I gits too ol’.”

Hattie Cole, Texas

“W’en surrendah comes, den life changed some. Weuns den stahted to have parties an’ sich. No sar, ’twarnt any time dat de Marster called allus together an’ told weuns dat weuns am free. De Bluecoats come an’ does it. One ob de sojers reads a papah to weuns. Gosh, Ise don’t know what it am in de papah, but w’en de sojer am through readin’, him says, ‘Yous am free, an’ citizens ob de United States. Dat means yous can go whar yous lak.’ But de sojers am mistaken, ’cause ’twarnt so. Weuns am not ’lowed to do as weuns please. Weuns am in’fered wid by de Ku Klux Klan, white caps weuns calls dem. Dat am o’gnation dat come aftah de wah.”

Sara Crocker, Georgia

After the War the master was much poorer than before. Many of his slaves had left him and the Confederate money could not be used. You could see the money everywhere, Sara told us. The slaves were glad to be freed and many of the women began to sing songs of praise. Sara’s daughter, who was just a child at the close of the War, said she remembered hearing them sing and thought they “wuz having meetin’.” She began to sing one of the songs she remembered, “I am glad salvation is free for us all, I am glad salvation is free.”

Many of the slaves saw very little change in the conditions after the War. Those who remained with the master had their duties to perform just as they did before the War began. Sara went to live with her husband. He had remained with his master, Mr. Bill Kelly, but they lived near her old master’s plantation so she saw him often.

Charlie Davenport, Mississippi

“Lak all de fool Niggers o’ dat time I was right smart bit by de freedom bug for awhile. It sounded pow’ful nice to be tol’: ‘You don’t have to chop cotton no more. You can th’ow dat hoe down an’ go fishin’ whensoever de notion strikes you. An’ you can roam ’roun’ at night an’ court gals jus’ as late as you please. Aint no marster gwine a-say to you, “Charlie, you’s got to be back when de clock strikes nine.”

“I was fool ’nough to b’lieve all dat kin’ o’ stuff. But to tell de hones’ truf, mos’ o’ us didn’ know ourse’fs no better off. Freedom meant us could leave where us’d been born an’ bred, but it meant, too, dat us had to scratch for us ownse’fs. Dem what lef’ de old plantation seemed so all fired glad to git back dat I made up my min’ to stay put. I stayed right wid my white folks as long as I could.”

Ambrose Hilliard Douglass, Florida

“I guess we musta celebrated ’Mancipation about twelve times in Hornett County. Every time a bunch of No’thern sojers would come through they would tell us we was free and we’d begin celebratin’. Before we would get through somebody else would tell us to go back to work, and we would go. Some of us wanted to jine up with the army, but didn’t know who was goin’ to win and didn’t take no chances.”

“I was 21 when freedom finally came, and that time I didn’t take no chances on ’em taking it back again. I lit out for Florida and wound up in Madison County. I had a nice time there; I got married, got a plenty of work, and made me a little money. I fixed houses, built ’em, worked around the yards, and did everything. My first child was already born; I didn’t know there was goin’ to be 37 more, though. I guess I would have stopped right there.”

Dora Franks, Mississippi

“When de war was over, my brother Frank slipped in de house where I was still a-stayin’. He tol’ me us was free an’ for me to come out wid de res’. ’Fore sundown dere warnt one Nigger lef’ on de place. I hear tell later dat de Mistis an’ de gals had to git out an’ work in de fiel’s to he’p gather in de crop.”

Annie Hawkins, Oklahoma

“We was the happiest folks in the world when we knowed we was free. We couldn’t realize it at first but how we did shout and cry for joy when we did realize it. We was afraid to leave the place at first for fear old Mistress would bring us back or the pateroller would git us. Old Mistress died soon after the War and we didn’t care either. She didn’t ever do nothing to make us love her.”

Ed McCree, Georgia

“It was a happy day for us slaves when news come dat de war was over and de white folks had to turn us loose. Marster called his Niggers to come up to de big house yard, but I never stayed ’round to see what he had to say. I runned ’round dat place a-shoutin’ to de top of my voice. My folks stayed on wid Old Marster for ’bout a year or more. If us had left, it would have been jus’ lak swappin’ places from de fryin’ pan to de fire, ’cause Niggers didn’t have no money to buy no land wid for a long time atter de war.”

Maggie Mials, North Carolina

“I think slavery wus a bad thing but when freedom come dere wus nuthin’ else we could do but stay on wid some of de white folks ’cause we had nuthin to farm with an nuthin to eat an wear.”

Charlie Moses, Mississippi

“Slavery days was bitter an’ I can’t forgit the sufferin’. Oh, God! I hates ’em, hates ’em. God Almighty never meant for human beings to be like animals. Us Niggers has a soul an’ a heart an’ a min’. We aint like a dog or a horse. If all marsters had been good like some, the slaves would all a-been happy. But marsters like mine ought never been allowed to own Niggers.”

“I didn’ spec nothin’ out o’ freedom ’ceptin’ peace an’ happiness an’ the right to go my way as I pleased. I prays to the Lord for us to be free, always.”

“That’s the way God Almighty wants it.”

Mary Overton, Texas

“I don’ ’member much ’bout de war. Dere wasn’ no fightin’ whar we was, on de farm on Nolan river. On de day we was made free, de marster come and called us out one at a time and tol’ us we was free. He said to me, ‘Mary, you is free by de law. You don’ belong to me no more. You can go wherever you wan’ to. I ain’t got no more to say ’bout you.’ He tol’ us if we’d stay awhile he’d treat us good and maybe we’d better stay, as de people was pretty much worked up. De rest of ’em stayed ’bout a week, den dey went off, and never come back, ’cept Isaac. I didn’ go, but I stayed a long time after we was made free. I didn’ care nothin’’bout bein’ free. I didn’ have no place to go and didn’ know nothin’ to do. Dere I had plenty to eat and a place to stay and dat was all I knowed ’bout.”

Hannah Plummer, North Carolina

“When the war ended mother went to old marster and told him she was goin’ to leave. He told her she could not feed all her children, pay house rent, and buy wood, to stay on with him. Marster told father and mother they could have the house free and wood free, an’ he would help them feed the children, but mother said, ‘No, I am goin’ to leave. I have never been free and I am goin’ to try it. I am goin’ away and by my work and the help of the Lord I will live somehow.’”

Lafayette Price, Texas

“When news of de surrender come lots of cullud folks seem to be rejoicin’ and sing, ‘I’s free, I’s free as a frog’ ’cause a frog had freedom to git on a log and jump off when he please. Some jus’ stayed on wid dere w’ite folks. One time dey say day sen’ all de niggers back to Africa. I say dey never git me. I bin yere, and my w’its folks bin yere, and yere I goin’ to stay. My young marster say he want me for a nigger driver, so he teach me how to read and spell so I could ten’ to business.”

Susan Ross, Texas

“We go to school after us free. When my oldes’ brother hear us is free he give a whoop, run and jump a high fence, and told mammy goodbye. Den he grab me up and hug and kiss me and say, ‘Brother gone, don’t ’spect you ever see me no more.’ I don’t know where he go, but I never did see him ’gain.”

Melvin Smith, Georgia

“In a sense the niggers is better off since freedom come. Ol’ Marster was good an’ kind but I like to be free to go whar I please. Back then we couldn’t go nowhar ’less we had a pass. We don’t have no overseer to bother us now. It ain’t that I didn’t love my Marster but I jest likes to be free. Jest as soon as Marster said I didn’t b’long to nobody no more I left an’ went to Tallahassee. Mr. Charlie Pearce come an’ wanted some hands to work in orange groves an’ fish for him so that’s what I done. He took a whole crew. While we was down thar Miss Carrie Standard, a white lady, had a school for the colored folks. ’Course, my ol’ Miss had done taught me to read an’ write out of the old blue back Webster but I had done forgot how. Miss Carrie had ’bout fifteen in her class.”

Rachel Sullivan, Georgia

“Lawdy yas’m. Mr. DeLoach come riding up to de plantachun in one o’ dem low-bellied ca’yages. He call to Jo and James—dem boys what stay round de house to bring wood and rake de grass and sich—he sont Jo and Jin down to all de fields to tell all de hands to come up. Dey unhitch de mules fum de plows and come wid de chains rattlin’, and de cotton hoers put dey hoes on dey shoulders—wid de blades shinin’ in de sun, and all come hurrying to hear what Mr. DeLoach want wid’em. Den he read de freedom warrant to ’em. One man so upset he start runnin’ and run clear down to de riber and jump in.”

J. W. Terrill, Texas

“When we heered war was over and we’s free, we all jus’ jumped up and hollers and dances. Missy, she cries and cries, and tells us we is free and she hopes we starve to death and she’d be glad, ’cause it ruin her to lose us. They was a big bunch of us niggers in town and we stirrin’ ’round—like bees workin’ in and out a hive. We was jus’ that way. I went wild and the first year I went north, but I come back ’gain to Texas.”

Jane Anne Privette Upperman, North Carolina

“When de war ended father come an’ got ma an’ took her on to his marsters plantation. My father wus named Carroll Privette an’ my mother wus Cherry Brantly, but after she wus free she begun to call herself by my fathers name, Privette.”

Millie Williams, Texas

“I stays with Massa Ellis after we’s freed. Dere sho’ was a mighty purty sight when de slaves knows dey’s free. Dey hug one ’nother and almos’ tear dere clothes off. Some cryin’ for de husban’, and some cryin’ for de chillen.”

Clara C. Young, Mississippi

“De Yankees come ’roun’ afte’ de War an’ tol’ us we’s free an’ we shouted an’ sang, an’ had a big celebration fer a few days. Den we got to wonderin’ ’bout what good it did us. It didn’ feel no diffrunt; we all loved our marster an’ missus an’ stayed on wid ’em jes’ lak nothin’ had happened.”


Appendix: Historians’ Views on Slavery: An Overview for the Advanced Reader

On August 28, 1963, at the March on Washington, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. used the nation’s most powerful metaphor, slavery, to draw attention not directly to slavery but to the incompleteness of the Great Emancipation for the progeny of the nation’s nineteenth-century beleaguered laborers on the South’s plantations, farms, and docks and in its households. He did so 100 years after the Great Emancipation began, given immediate worldwide significance by President Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. King brought these words:

Five score years ago, a great American, in whose symbolic shadow we stand, signed the Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree came as a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the long night of captivity.

But one hundred years later, we must face the tragic fact that the Negro is still not free.

An astute observer of American history, surely Dr. King knew Negroes were no longer chattel. And yet his words, now monumentalized as one of the great speeches of the last century, revealed once again that over most of the nation’s history slavery was both a reality and a metaphor. It took root early in the colonial era and evolved along with the nation. It created paradoxes in a colonial society that increasingly professed the importance of liberty and freedom while placing nearly all of its inhabitants within slavery’s grip. When the colonies revolted against the British Crown, extolling the virtues of liberty in the Declaration of Independence, slavery survived the lofty rhetoric, the War for Independence, and creation of the American Republic. The historian Eric Foner has argued that slavery was linguistically deployed by American revolutionaries, many of whom were slave holders, to claim rights denied them by the British Crown. “Even though rarely mentioned explicitly,” Foner has observed, “black slavery was intimately related to the meaning of freedom for men who made the American Revolution” (Foner 1994, 435–460). No less than Thomas Jefferson, the author of the Declaration of Independence and a slaveholder, wrote of freedom as if it did not share the American experience with slavery, as if the clamoring for freedom by men such as he was not a crude hoax.

The history and memory of American slavery as undertaken by those once enslaved, by those who in various ways bore witness to the lives of the enslaved, and by three generations of scholars who have given us an increasingly complicated picture of the institution have intersected in recent years. There is now a comprehensive view of a tragic experience that was, in fact, among the nation’s most important. Indeed, what has been written about slavery is now at the center of American historical scholarship on the making of two important parts of the story of America—its early life and times under slavery, and a modern society in search of a more perfect Union while still recovering from the long shadow cast by slavery.

At the time when the crafting of America’s historical narrative was taken over by professionally trained historians, during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, research on American slavery placed it at or near the center of a decades-long controversy about the true nature of the Republic, its ideals, and its ultimate purpose. Was America essentially a slave society? Was slavery a horrendously brutal experience, or was it, essentially, a benign, civilizing institution for it victims? Indeed, were blacks victims at all? Were they so inferior that their enslavement was a “civilizing experience,” one that converted many to Christianity and to standards of civilization that actually served them well when emancipation finally came? Much of the early scholarship, dominated in the history profession by southern-born white males, reflected, as historical scholarship often does, contemporary social mores. Indeed, early twentieth-century America, when the study of slavery first came into high relief, was marked by the collapsing fortunes of African Americans in the life of the Republic. The disenfranchisement of black male voters in the southern states, the establishment of a rigid custom of racial separation in public life, and widespread violence against blacks had become by the early years of the twentieth century a formidable part of modern American life.

It is also true that the first generation of historians on the making of the United States tended to be silent on those issues that future historians would find so riveting. To a great extent, pioneering historians crafted historical narratives they thought were deserving of a nation born out of an anti-colonial revolution and seemingly destined, indeed divinely ordained, to sweep across the continent and to fulfill the promise of liberty and opportunity. Beginning with George Bancroft (1800–1891) and on to Woodrow Wilson (1856–1924) early American historians acknowledged the presence of slavery while largely ignoring the disturbing experience of the slaves. As an example, Bancroft’s History of the United States, from the Discovery of the American Continent, 1854–1878 embraced and proselytized American romantic nationalism, but that was hardly a context in which the nation’s racial customs and slavery could be studied in any meaningful way. The silence or indifference over slavery that marked the voluminous writings by Bancroft and successive historians as the nineteenth-century was ending reveals how seemingly incompatible with the nation’s story and its self-image were the lives of enslaved African Americans.

All but imperceptible to the emerging historical profession at that time, the first generation of Negro historians mounted a considerable challenge to the foundational assumptions about slavery and African American slaves themselves. George Washington Williams (1848–1891), among the most persuasive of those historians, wrote wrenchingly about slavery in his 1884 monumental text, The Negro Race in America. “I have tracked my bleeding countrymen,” he wrote, “through the widely scattered documents of American history; I have listened to their groans, their clanking chains, and melting prayers, until the woes of a race and the agonies of centuries seem to crow upon my soul as a bitter reality. Many pages of this history have been blistered with my tears; and, although having lived but a little more than a generation, my mind feels as if it were cycles old” (Williams 1883, iii).

Over the following years, professionally trained black historians, of whom Williams was not one, viewed slavery through the lens of the black experience within an institution controlled by powerful whites. W.E.B. DuBois, for example, examined the cultural expression of the slave in his magisterial 1903 opus, The Souls of Black Folk, making him arguably the first scholar to shed light on ways in which blacks held on to their dignity within a system determined to demean them.

They that walked in darkness sang song in the olden days—Sorrow Songs—for they were weary at heart… . Little of beauty has America given the world save the rude grandeur God himself stamped on her bosom; the human spirit in this new world has expressed itself in vigor and ingenuity rather than in beauty. And so by fateful chance the Negro folk-song—the rhythmic cry of the slave—stands today not simply as the sole American music, but as the most beautiful expression of human experience of human experience born this side of the seas. It has been neglected, it has been, and is, half despised, and above all it has been persistently mistaken and misunderstood; but notwithstanding, it still remains as the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift of the Negro people. (DuBois 1999 (1903), 154, 155)

DuBois’s ode to the folk culture of the enslaved would influence scholarship more than a generation later as historians and other scholars would examine sacred and secular music, folktales, and dance, among other legacies of Africa that were woven into an African American cultural ethos.

By comparison, slavery was placed under a harsh light by Carter G. Woodson in his pioneering study, The Negro in Our History, first published in 1922. Woodson examined the essential cruelty of the slave system, its policing of black bodies, its injurious influence on slave families, and the prevalence of punishment in the lives of many enslaved people. Again, it is important to keep in mind that the study of slavery, though a part of the early Negro History Movement, largely steered far away from narratives informed by black cultural agency and the troubling presence of violence and other forms of cruelty at the heart of the institution. It would take more than a generation before the foundational work of DuBois and Woodson, as well as other early-twentieth-century Negro scholars, would be accepted as credible by a cross-section of white Americans within and beyond the academy. The most important feature of scholarship on slavery during the early years of the Negro History Movement was its acknowledgement of the fundamental humanity and racial equality of the enslaved. That they did so at a time when most black Americans, the progeny of slaves, were still on the margins of American society was arguably the most enduring contribution to African American historiography and the larger narrative of the American republic.

Despite efforts by the first generation of black historians to tell the story of slavery from the experience of the slaves, the prevailing interpretation of the institution of slavery, and by extension those within its grip, were Ulrich B. Phillips’s American Negro Slavery, published in 1918, and his Life and Labor in the Old South, published in 1929. Both books had an enormous influence on nearly two generations of American historians. Convinced that Africans were inferior, Phillips concluded that slavery, though morally indefensible, brought Christian civilization to the enslaved. In his view, moreover, slavery was essentially a paternalistic institution that had at its core white supremacy over an inferior, uncivilized race of Africans. As he put it, “On the whole, the plantations were the best schools yet invented for the mass training of that sort of inert and backward people which the bulk of the American negroes represented” (Phillips 1918). In retrospect, Phillips, despite his extensive research of extant plantation rec­ords, wrote a study of slavery that was quintessentially American at a time when black scholarship by blacks themselves was all but ignored by white scholars and when the academy was as racially segregated as was the Christian church in the United States on Sunday morning.

That Phillips and those who followed his path long held sway over the historiographical trajectory of American slavery speaks to at least two important themes in the relationship of scholarship to contemporary American life. First, as long as blacks could be constructed as inferior beings in the past, and yet without a past, their position in the present would be subjected to an array of injustices. Second, from the vantage point of Phillips and other contributors to early studies of slavery, blacks were not real historical actors, but rather objects in the past. They were largely without voices, without stories and substantive roles in the making of American life in slavery and freedom.

Over the years that marked the maturation of the historical profession, profound changes in American scholarship, especially in the social sciences and the humanities, and the activism of African Americans on multiple fronts set the stage for a reconsideration of the foundational premises of the early historiography on slavery. Perhaps the most important revisionist interpretation was Kenneth Stampp’s 1956 book, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Antebellum South, which signaled a reshuffling of perspectives not only of slavery as an institution and a way of life but, equally important, of its primary actors, the slaves themselves. In words that now strike us as post-World War II liberal assumptions about race, Stampp wrote, “I have assumed that slaves were merely ordinary human beings, that innately Negroes are, after all, only white men with black skins, nothing more, nothing less” (1956, vii–viii). That assertion of human and racial equality, though seemingly oblivious to the formidable presence of women, opened up a nearly revolutionary reconsideration of the enslaved as active participants in the life and times of an institution that Stampp found harsh, demeaning, racist, and profitable.

Arguably, with the publication of The Peculiar Institution during the early years of the modern civil rights movement, historians, including Stampp, were influenced by the rising cadence of black protest against long-­standing injustices in the nation’s public and private spheres. The daily rhythm of historians, not unlike that of other Americans, includes taking in the morning news, which during the 1950s increasingly carried stories about black resistance against racial discrimination and violence.

Historians at the time when The Peculiar Institution was published easily recognized its game-changing influence on slavery studies. The Hampton Institute’s Charles H. Nichols viewed it as “the first really comprehensive study of slavery which is not an apology, a cherished dream, or an indictment” (Nichols 1956, 395), while the University of North Carolina’s Frank W. Klingberg acknowledged that important conclusions drawn by Stampp “merely took away from the African his native culture and gave him, in exchange, little more than vocational training” (Klingberg 1957, 139). In the years to follow, the legacy of The Peculiar Institution was hard to ignore. “The interpretative advances of The Peculiar Institution and the ongoing struggle for black equality,” observed southern historian Fitzhugh Brundage in 1997, “inspired a generation of talented historians to study African American history, especially slavery” (Brundage 1997, 119).

But if Stampp’s rigorous revisionist sensibility during the Civil Rights Era brought into question the foundational assumptions about race that had been laid bare by Phillips, it also sparked an outpouring of scholarship over the effects that enslavement had on slaves, how the slaves coped with their predicament, and the extent to which historians from Phillips to Stampp rarely drew from what the enslaved left for future generations to reveal and discern. Among the most influential of the then-young historians, Sterling Stuckey urged historians to explore the folk culture, the African antecedents, that enslaved blacks kept alive over time. Stuckey’s seminal 1968 article “Through the Prism of Folklore: The Black Ethos in Slavery,” was described by historian George Frederickson in 2006 as arguably “the most historiographically important journal article on slavery ever published. More than any other work of the 1960s it signaled [and] heralded the paradigm shift in the representation of the slave experience that came to fruition in the 1970s and 80s” (Hill 2006, 368). Indeed, should one be in search of a nearly final declaratory blow against the old paradigms that placed the memory, culture, and vigilance of blacks beyond the pale of historical scholarship on slavery, one would find it in Stuckey’s 20-page opus. “My thesis,” he wrote in 1968, “which rests on an examination of folk songs and tales, is that slaves were able to fashion a life style and set of values—an ethos—which prevented them from being imprisoned altogether by the definitions which the larger society sought to impose” (Stuckey 1994, 4). This view showed the influence of the earlier black scholars and artists, notably Sterling Brown, W.E.B. DuBois, and Paul Robeson, on a generation of scholars that is often times referred to as the Nationalist School. Such scholars, most especially Stuckey, acknowledged the centrality of African cultures to the experience, adjustment, and influence of Africans in New World societies, including North America.

It may be true, too, that as the Nationalist School took form, American scholarship reflected a racial chasm of long standing, where many white scholars, with the exception of Stampp, Herbert Aptheker, and a few others, seemed to be on the wrong side of historical scholarship because of their racial assumptions about Africans. Stuckey made such an observation in 1971:

When one realizes that the field of slavery has been more effectively dominated by white historians than any other in which black people were crucially involved, it is easier to understand the responses of black and white intellectuals to the [William] Styron novel on the slave prophet. It should also be borne in mind that there is a larger number of intact stereotypes about Afro-Americans during this period [despite the monumental work of Stampp] than other forms because in addition to providing the base for most of the other cherished American assumptions about African American personality, whole dimensions of the black experience, in this case music and religion, are all but unknown to historians. Historians continue to assert, with real certitude, that the slave experience went unrecorded by the slaves. And so they confidently march onward—in lockstep with their mentors of previous generations. (263)

The Nationalist School of African American history forged an evolving scholarly consensus over race, racism, and the formidable presence of Africans in western societies, ennobling the power of memory, culture, and African survivals in the United States and across the African Diaspora. The making of such a consensus was, in fact, an early-twentieth-century phenomenon that began with DuBois, the Harlem Renaissance, Franz Boas, Gunnar Myrdal, and indeed the Negro History Movement. It was heartened by the gathering momentum of post-World War II black liberation struggles in Africa and the various elements of a heightened black consciousness advocacy in the arts, especially in literature and painting, as well as in politics, religion, and community life. Those years are best known through the lens of the modern civil rights movement, but there was a much broader geographical territory and cross-section of the African Diaspora that nurtured an unprecedented expression of modern Africanity.

To a significant degree, the Nationalist School provided a substantive criticism of an earlier work by Professor Stanley Elkins, to which it has brought sustained attention within academic and non-academic circles. His iconic study Slavery: A Problem in American Institutional and Intellectual Life (1959) was presented as a proposal for new questions about slavery within the context of the Americas, the effects of enslavement on the slaves, and the role of social psychology in slavery studies. It was arguably the most controversial study of slavery to emerge after World War II, at a time when the civil rights movement was soon to be transformed into a black liberation struggle. Published in 1959, Elkins’s study explicitly sought to till new ground in slavery historiography, which he boldly claimed had hit a dead end with virtually no other important questions being raised or answered. Moreover, he claimed that the constellation of treatises from James Ford Rhodes to Ulrich Bonner Phillips, those who sustained Phillips’s belief in the paternalistic, and the famous rebuttal by Stampp, had virtually settled a litany of scholarly and morally intense questions about the peculiar institution’s importance in the nation’s history. In a fascinating, if problematic, overview of the historiography on slavery and the resonance of racism in American society from the late-nineteenth century to the decline of Phillips’s influence over slavery’s narrative, Elkins staked claim to raising questions about antebellum slavery within and beyond the southern realm of the United States. Indeed, his comparative framework, in which the slave systems in the United States and those in Latin America were examined, was all but path breaking, covering subject matter not explored since Frank Tannebaum’s Slave and Citizen appeared in 1947. The historiographical questions raised by Elkins and especially his provocative arguments on the personality traits of those enslaved influenced the next generation of scholarship on the institution and the impact of enslavement on blacks, including methodologies that, in effect, brought a flourish of new thinking about everyone involved in the enterprise of slavery and the lives affected by it over time, well after emancipation. In short, Elkins’s most controversial argument in a book profuse in its controversies focused on the powerful and disturbing southern stereotype of the enslaved black as Sambo. In academic circles Sambo, until Elkins’s magnum opus, was rarely directly confronted, though as a caricature the personality type found its way into American popular culture, in movies, literature, television, and theater. Such a person within the ordeal of enslavement, Elkins argued,

was docile but irresponsible, loyal but lazy, humble but chronically given to lying and stealing; his behavior was full of infantile silliness and his talk inflated with childish exaggeration. His relationship with his master was one of utter dependence and childlike attachment: it was indeed this childlike quality that was the very key to his being. Although the merest hint of Sambo’s “manhood” might fill the Southern breast with scorn, the child, “in his place,” could be both exasperating and lovable. (1959, 82)

According to Elkins, no such personality trait emerged in the Latin American slave system, including the largest part of the system, Brazil. Moreover, Sambo, or a typecast of similar psychological characteristics, was not evident in the West African societies from which the majority of American slaves were taken (Elkins 1959, 81–139).

Sambo, then, according to Elkins, was not a crude, racialized invention of the white South. He was real, the result of a “closed society” that was uniquely harsh and unmediated by religious institutions and traditions found in Latin America, where no such image of blacks existed because, Elkins posited, such people did not exist. Fluidity, institutional mediation by the Catholic Church, and a modicum of rights accessible to slaves in Latin America marked profound differences in the lives and times of slaves there and slaves in the United States. “Neither in Brazil nor in Spanish America,” Elkins observed, “did slavery carry with it such precise and irrevocable categories of perpetual servitude, ‘durante vita’ and ‘for all generations,’ as in the United States” (Elkins 1959, 73). Moreover,

In extending its moral authority over men of every condition, the church naturally insisted on bringing slave unions under the holy sacrament. Slaves were married in church and the banns published; marriage was a sacred rite and its sanctity protected in law. In the otherwise circumspect United States, the only category which the law could apply in conjugal relations between slaves—or to unions between master and slave—was concubinage. (Elkins 1959, 72, 73)

In an extraordinary and controversial leap from antebellum slavery into another oppressive and even more horrific system—the Nazi concentration camps created during the Holocaust—Elkins compared the infantalization of survivors of the camps with the American South’s Sambo. “The most immediate aspect of the old inmates’ behavior which struck [those who observed them when the camps were liberated] was its childlike quality” (Elkins 1959, 74). Moreover, not unlike Africans kidnapped and taken across the Atlantic to American slave societies, those forced to the concentration camps sustained inhuman shocks before reaching their destination. “If transported in cattle cars instead of passenger cars,” Elkins wrote, “the prisoners were sealed in, under conditions not dissimilar to those of the Middle Passage.” Comparatively, then, Elkins argued slavery in the United State and the Nazi concentration camps were closed systems that obliterated their victims’ prior connections, essentially the parts of their memories and histories that fundamentally mattered to who they were, or used to be, as human beings.

Elkins’s Slavery was received with ambivalence, seen by scholars as an important if seriously flawed contribution to new ways of looking at the old debate over slavery. Some, most notably Frank Tannenbaum, commended Elkins for challenging old assumptions while calling forward new ways of looking at both slaves and the societies in which they labored. As Tannenbaum put it, Elkins explored “new ways of looking at the place of slavery in American history, as a part of the social, economic, political, and cultural history of the United States and not just of the Negro” (Tannenbaum 1960, 93–94). Many more scholars questioned Elkins’s controversial assumptions about slave personality in the South and his questionable deployment of social psychology to explain the similarities of the behaviors of nineteenth-century slaves and twentieth-century concentration-camp survivors. “One looks in vain for some effort to link these speculations with material from the substantial body of slave and Negro literature,” observed Oscar Handlin (1961, 254). Indeed, Handlin bluntly claimed, “The disaster of this book is not due to the use of either concepts drawn from the social sciences or of imaginative analogies, but to a much simpler and older deficiency—the misuse of evidence” (Handlin 1961, 254, 255).

Disaster or not, conceptual errors notwithstanding, Elkins’s proposal for new research agendas on slavery drew multiple scholarly responses, though not necessarily what he anticipated, as the field significantly expanded in the 1960s and beyond. As historian Peter Parish put it in his book Slavery: History and Historians, “The incisiveness and daring—perhaps the outrageousness—of [Elkins] argument stimulated a wealth of new insights and ideas, most of them sharply critical” (Parish 1989, 68). (For an insightful discussion of the enduring significance of and challenges to Elkins over the years following the publication of Slavery, see Fredrickson 1988, 112–124.)

And so Sterling Stuckey’s exploration of a black ethos in slavery was more than a rebuke of Elkins. It marked a broadening reexamination of slavery through sources theretofore ignored by historians, though many had been taken up by artists, activists, and others finding significant value in what slaves bequeathed to the future. In exploring folk culture, artifacts, texts, and memory—including the WPA Slave Narratives—scholars fundamentally altered the trajectory of American historiography. Greater attention than ever before was focused on the slave as an individual whose predicament was confronted in varying ways that enabled men and women to navigate slavery’s harsh realities. As with the contemporary climate of race relations and social activism that likely shaped the scholarship of Stampp and Elkins, much of the work in the 1960s and 1970s was influenced by a new generation of scholars, many of whom were African American. The diversification of the history profession coincided with and was likely a major reason for the profound changes then underway in slavery studies and the larger narrative of the nation. Moreover, by the 1960s, the long-standing aversion to telling the story of Americans on the margins or at the bottom of the society—easily the position of the nation’s slaves—all but ended. “For our purposes,” the cultural historian Lawrence W. Levine observed,

The advent of a stream of modern American historiography beginning in the late 1960s and blossoming in the mid-1970s that was—and is—convinced that there can be no real sense of the whole without exploring the parts, without understanding—often for the first time—the consciousness and actions of workers, women, ethnic, religious, racial, and national minorities, immigrants and their progeny, who participated in a myriad of separate geographical, occupational, fraternal, and religious communities that together constituted the larger society. (Levine 1993, 6)

Over the decades that followed the 1960s, the study of slavery was complicated by a deepening interest in the African antecedents and survivals of colonial, nineteenth-century, and particularly antebellum slaves. John Blassingame, in his well-received The Slave Community: Plantation Life in the Ante-Bellum South, dismissed the one-dimensionality of Sambo, suggesting that slave behavior was hardly monolithic and hardly compliant and submissive. Equally important, Blassingame, among a long line of equally talented scholars, found a communal ethos on many plantations, which encouraged camaraderie, secrecy, familial bonds, the sharing of news, recreation, and a form of order that was not simply imposed on enslaved blacks by whites. Chaos within slave quarters was not in the best interests of the enslaved, and many adhered to realistic standards of behavior. This might explain why there were so few slave insurrections during the antebellum period, and it might also explain why, when freedom came, blacks were remarkably disciplined in facing the challenges placed before them. Complicating the lives of slaves, including contextualizing slave personality types in ways that further distanced historians from Elkins’s rigid focus on Sambo, Blassingame’s The Slave Community relied on slave narratives and other sources left by enslaved and free blacks. It created a stage from which the voices and actions of the enslaved—a complexity of black life—fully emerged. Its publication in 1972 marked the maturity of scholarship on the world the slaves made and what that world made of blacks and whites within slavery and freedom.

Once the historiography on slavery was freed from the burden of racism that once assured deeply adverse perceptions of Africans on American soil, the story of the slaves and those who exploited them forever changed, opening vistas onto the culture, behavior, and complexity of black life in slavery and freedom that is still unfolding. Following Blassingame’s grand acknowledgement of the communal lives and forbearance of the enslaved, Robert Fogel and Stanley Engerman’s 1974 opus, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Slavery, further complicated the world of the slaves. Their controversial study portrayed slavery as a profitable capitalist system in which the slaves collaborated with those who exploited them. More­over, they argued, it was a system in which slaves profited in limited but important ways, not the least in their sustenance as workers and in their ability to keep their families intact while receiving a modicum of privileges that amounted to a kind of compensation. This view struck some scholars as an apology for slavery and as a blind eye cast toward the oppressiveness and the cruelty to which slaves were vulnerable. It made Time on the Cross at once problematic and deserving of challenges on multiple fronts. Appearing at a time when most historians acknowledged black agency, an ethos of solidarity on the plantation, and a willingness by slaves to challenge the worst aspects of their enslavement, Time on the Cross, similar to Elkins’s Slavery, largely mattered as study to be confronted as way off the mark of the increasingly known world of slaves and slavery. Indeed, the controversy surrounding Time on the Cross further demonstrated the complicated intersection where the study of slavery has historically existed. Did the slaves carve out ways to minimize their predicament? If so, were their efforts marked by resigned complicity or by determined defiance on their part, irresponsible feigns or forthrightness of purpose as humans, or were the daily rhythms of the slaves an array of actions and reactions, some of them quite contradictory, that historians must sift through in search of complicated human beings under pressure. Fogel and Engerman’s claim that the South’s peculiar institution was profitable, efficient, and largely benign was obviously questionable, if not completely irrelevant, at a time when the nation’s moral compass had changed with the ascent of black people in the nation’s historical narrative

Overshadowing much of the scholarship that surfaced in the years that followed the work of Stampp, Elkins, Stuckey, Blassingame, and other writers interested in centering the slaves in the story of slavery, were two works, Eugene D. Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (1972) and Herbert Gutman’s The Black Family in Slavery & Freedom, 1750–1925 (1976), which brought added distinction to what George Fred­rickson once called “the historiographic weight” of slavery studies from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s. Genovese’s Roll, Jordan, Roll was preceded by a litany of important publications that explored the political economy of slavery, life on the plantation, slave rebellion within a diasporic context, and comparative analysis of slavery in the Americas. Admired as one of the nation’s preeminent historians, as well as the most consistently provocative and challenging of scholars, Genovese covered vast areas of historical and economic determinism in his interrogations of slavery. His writings placed slavery in the crosshairs of a withering criticism of powerful interests within the capitalist system. Equally important, he explored how oppression, particularly oppression marked by racism and the exploitation of labor, was negotiated by both masters and slaves. Such was arguably the most daring and controversial part of Roll, Jordan, Roll, a tome in excess of 800 pages. The book is important for its persuasive, though controversial, argument that the lives of the enslaved and those who held slaves formed the same reciprocal relationships found in pre-capitalistic “seigneurial” societies. Slaveholders and slaves engaged each other within a social context characterized by paternalism, an agreement that wedded the slaves to the labor required of them, and by an acceptance of their subservience in exchange for acceptable treatment by their owners. “Paternalism,” Genovese argued,

defined the involuntary labor of the slaves as a legitimate return to their masters for protection and direction. But, the masters’ need to see their slaves as acquiescent human beings constituted a moral victor for the slaves themselves. Paternalism’s insistence upon mutual obligations—duties, responsibilities, and ultimately even rights—implicitly recognized the slaves humanity. (Genovese 1972, 5)

Genovese’s ambitious exploration into slave acquiescence, rebelliousness, religion, social status, and the importance the enslaved gave to spaces within and beyond the scrutiny of whites was consistent with a historiographic trajectory begun many years earlier. He depicted blacks as active participants in their own welfare. They were hardly hapless, marginal figures in the making of a slave society that in important ways acknowledged their humanity even as it kept them enslaved. However, for some scholars, given the antecedents of Genovese’s argument that slavery involved an organic relationship between those with seemingly absolute power—the slave owners—and those seemingly without power—the slaves, his position was unconvincing (see Anderson 1976). Indeed, to an extent such a relationship had been put forth years earlier by Phillips. Genovese’s views, some observers thought, were far too closely aligned with old-school thinking about paternalism, which Genovese claimed “grew out of the necessity to discipline and morally justify a system of exploitation. It did encourage kindness and affection, but it simultaneously encouraged cruelty and hatred. The racial distinction between master and slave heightened the tension inherent in an unjust social order” (1976, 27). Elaborating on paternalism as the glue that kept the system intact and problematic, Genovese seemed to portray the slaves as complicit, defiant, shrewd, potentially dangerous, resistant, and, alas, accommodating to their enslavement. Obviously such a view of slavery during the post-civil rights movement years would be problematic for some. Writing in the Journal of Negro History, James D. Anderson wrote “Roll, Jordan, Roll is presented as a book about slaves and the world they made. In actuality it is an attempt to capture the slave experience through an analysis of white paternalistic hegemony.” Anderson argued, “Genovese confronts the slaves with a world in which resistance could be quickly and severely punished, whereas obedience or accommodation placed slaves in a position to benefit from the favor of a master who, according to the author, generally held a genuine interest in the welfare of the slaves” (Anderson 1976, 105). For those far more persuaded by the scope of Genovese’s vision of a world that slaves survived because of their adaptability to whatever few opportunities they had to be treated humanly, Roll, Jordan, Roll was a triumphant contribution to American scholarship on slavery. Writing in Political Science Quarterly in 1976, Norman R. Yetman called it “a monumental achievement, the most penetrating and profound analysis of slavery in the United States yet written, a work unlikely to be surpassed for years to come” (774). Bertram Wyatt-Brown notes, almost wistfully,

In an age of doubt that desperately seeks utopian solutions to problems of order and freedom through violence, political fantasy, and leaden bureaucracies it is comforting to find a work that confronts hard questions in a spirit of splendid individuality and affirms the humanity of forgotten people, whose workaday heroism and self-recognition far transcend both the cant and merits of sloganeers of whatever partisan or racial coloration. Genovese’s poetic memorial to the black American spirit, like that spirit itself, will endure. (Wyatt-Brown 1975, 242)

Herbert Gutman’s contributions to the field are no less significant than those made by the historians covered thus far. His book The Black Family in Slavery & Freedom stands as a unique study of black autonomy and social development over a vast number of years under various historical circumstances. When his book appeared in 1976, the conventional view of African Americans in slavery and freedom had changed in substantive ways. As George Fredrickson put it, “Whatever else the civil rights movement of the 1960s may have accomplished or failed to accomplish, it at least liberated Afro-Americans from historical invisibility” (Frederickson 1988, 112). And so as slaves made their way to or near the center of American slavery’s history, they increasingly appeared as individuals capable of navigating their predicament while living in cohesive though vulnerable families and communities, hardly cleaving to the ways of “their” white folks.

Accordingly, Gutman’s exhaustive study sheds light on the durability of many slave marital unions and the resulting “inner strength” such unions fostered in the slave community. Although slave marriages were notoriously vulnerable to the exigencies of an institution and a legal system that did not recognize them, Gutman found that large numbers of slave families were headed by two parents. He also found fealty was given customarily to kin folk, such as when children were named after grandparents, aunts, and uncles. He argued that slave life, especially the enslaved’s family life, is best examined over long historical periods. This approach enables researchers to take into account the creativity, adaptability, and cohesion of black families in slavery and freedom. Black families were pivotally important, indeed essential, to communal identity and purpose; they also harbored the folk heritage that sustained black people through the ordeal of slavery into the uncertain transition to freedom. And those families, we are told, carried their own customs; blood-cousin marriage was prohibited but premarital sexual activity and bearing children out of wedlock were acceptable. That black families were often intact and quite different from the white family in their midst underscores, once again, the importance of examining the life and culture of enslaved and free blacks on terms informed by their experience, not the experience of whites (Gutman 1976). What Gutman revealed about the black family not only challenged long-held views of its history and its weakness in contemporary American society; it also encouraged other scholars to examine black family life and culture through various lenses, including gender, children, work, and folk traditions, setting the stage for further study of the foundational institution of African American life.

In many ways what followed the enormously rich and often provocative scholarship over the four decades that followed World War II has been nothing short of a groundswell of research that broadly conceptualizes black life under slavery in the New World African Diaspora. Building on earlier, contemporary explorations of black slavery, scholars have brought sharply focused attention to the multiple ways Africans across the vast terrain of the Americas sustained ancestral folk traditions, defied and resisted the most egregious aspects of enslavement, used their ancestral religions and Christianity as bulwarks on behalf of their humanity and the presence of spiritual powers in their lives, forged familial networks and traditions that nurtured and protected children and adults, escaped from their owner premises in goodly numbers and in ways that manifested courage and fortitude over time, and sought to give meaning to their freedom when emancipation came or when they seized freedom on their own. The men, women, and children whom we have come to know, from those the early years of the making of a black Atlantic world to their progeny living on the cusp of revolutionary changes destined to sweep away slavery, are far more present in the past than at any previous time in the history of slavery in the Americas. As the view of slavery has benefitted from a longer view of slavery’s historical development and its presence throughout New World societies and nations, a substantial change in thinking has occurred about the institution’s influence on all within its reach and about its mark on modern history. Indeed, it can be said, and has been said, that we all still live in the era of the slave trade.

More than any other recently published work, Ira Berlin’s Many Thousands Gone: The First Two Centuries of Slavery in North America (1998) places slavery within a dauntingly broad context of African life, “the seedtime and the flowering of American slavery,” as Nell Painter observed in her 2000 review (515–516). Berlin’s book is a sophisticated rendering of slavery’s evolution as the modern way of life for Africans caught up in the making and remaking of British North America. As Berlin substantiates the importance of slavery in different regions of the continent, he delineates how African cultures, though removed from the continent where they were forged, survived and changed over time and how the institution of slavery changed, often not in ways favorable to the enslaved. In tracing the evolution of slavery from what he calls the “charter generations” of African immigrants forced out of native lands and ultimately to North America—those who lived in “societies with slaves”—to their descendants whose existences were far more racialized and riddled with setbacks, Berlin has powerfully influenced what is known about the making of an Afro-­American foundation in the places destined to become the United States. It is likely that future scholarship on African American slavery in the republic will continue to disproportionately focus on the last generation of black life in the South—the antebellum years—and yet considerations of the prior condition of early American blacks will figure more prominently in the narrative of slavery’s apex and its long, embittered ending than ever before. That is one of many contributions and legacies of Many Thousands Gone.

As scholarship on slavery has matured, becoming more diverse in the 1980s, 1990s, and forward, so has the understanding that the slave experience was predicated on generation, the hierarchy of labor, locale, and gender. Among the most important, relatively recent local studies on slavery are Charles Joyner’s Down by the Riverside: A South Carolina Slave Community (1984) and William Dusinberre’s Them Dark Days: Slavery in the American Rice Swamps (1996). In these two books, especially in Dusinberre, the interpretative focus on white paternalism and black cultural agency that is customarily found in large, synthetic works (such as those discussed earlier) is modified, if not outrightly refuted, by evidence of intensely harsh labor, high mortality rates, and the degradation of slaves (see also Coclanis 1997).

Among the most important transformations came in the mounting attention given to women as slaves, mothers, bearers of culture, and change agents. Deborah Gray White, in her path-breaking study Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in the Plantation South (1987), shows that gender mattered in ways that made women at once uniquely vulnerable and burdened. Sexual exploitation by white and black men was forever present. The bond that women forged with their children was emotionally strong, yet susceptible to the vagaries of the slave marketplace and the indifference of slave owners to black families. Although White relies heavily on the WPA slave narratives, she nonetheless concedes the enduring challenge posed by a paucity of sources on the lives and times of black women on southern plantations. “The source problem,” she writes, “is directly related to what was and still is the black women’s condition. Few scholars who study black women fail to note that black women suffer a double oppression: that shared by all African Americans and that shared by most women” (White 1987, 23). And yet over the years, scholars have found considerable evidence of ingenuity, courage, and folk wisdom among women, qualities that helped them, children, and men to navigate slavery and freedom. (For comprehensive information with interpretative insights on enslaved black women in America, see Berry 2012. For a compilation of essays that examine enslaved women within a diasporic context, focusing in the main on the United States, the Caribbean, and South America, see Gasper and Clark Hine 1996).

Recent scholarship on children has also brought attention to a dimension long ignored despite the large percentage of young slaves throughout the South. Children grew up in conditions that interrupted their youth, often placing them in harm’s way, including harsh treatment from white overseers and owners. They could be separated from their kinfolk, which often was the most searing part of their young lives, as well as a poignant chapter in the early season of emancipation. The leading authority on the subject of black slave children, Wilma King, argues in Stolen Childhood: Slave Youth in Nineteenth-Century America (1995) that they learned early from kinfolk about the peculiar predicament of being young, black, and enslaved, which resulted in what she calls a stolen childhood. It was marked by traumas, tragedies, and lives “akin to living in a war zone.” Such harsh conditions faced by the most vulnerable of enslaved are preserved in the testimony given by the more than 2,000 former slave participants, narrators, in the WPA Slave Narratives. Obviously, that effort arguably gave children a formidable role, through their oral testimony, in shedding light on the waning years, months and days of the South’s peculiar institution (King 1995).

Gender and generation played a role in one of slavery’s most persistent features: runaway slaves, the vast majority of whom were young men ranging from the teenage years to their early twenties. In 1999, John Hope Franklin and Loren Schweniger’s Runaway Slaves: Rebels on the Plantation drew attention to what was arguably one of the first indelible steps that led to a much larger and grander defiance of the slave system, that being the massive flight of slaves during the early months of the Civil War until the war’s end in 1865. Indeed, it is clear that the now monumentalized Great Emancipation began with quiet modesty when three young male slaves, Shepard Mallory, Frank Baker, and James Townsend, made their way, on May 23, 1861, to Fort Monroe, Virginia. There fort commander General Benjamin Butler declared them contraband, essentially property intended by the Confederacy to render harm against the Union. Of course, the hundreds of escaping slaves who preceded Mallory, Baker, and Townsend before the war began could not have known that they were a part of a growing tide of resistance manifested in dangerously uncertain journeys away from places of enslavement. But their motivations, not unlike the three men seeking refuge at Fort Monroe, were similar: the risk of flight from slavery was, by comparison to continued enslavement, worthy of the effort. In that sense, Runaway Slaves contributes to what historian Douglas R. Egerton calls a national portrait of African American resistance (1999, 997).

Localized and regional studies of slavery yield important insights into the essence of an institution that was, in fact, a way of life for blacks and whites, though obviously race and status fundamentally shaped one’s experience within the system. In Soul by Soul: Life Inside the Antebellum Slave Market (1999), Walter Johnson’s focus on the New Orleans slave market takes us, shockingly so for uninitiated readers of new scholarship on American slavery, into the essential meaning, purpose, and the horror of slavery. In short, the slave market was a place and an experience where all that truly mattered in slavery came together: the commodification of black bodies, the wariness and comraderie of slaves toward each other, the fantasy world inhabited by slave owners whose imagination of slaves and themselves was at once twisted and horrifically self-serving, and, most sadly, “the soul-destroying wretchedness” of the plight faced by the slaves (Wyatt-Brown 2001, 1359).

The serious study of American slavery is far more than an evolving historiographical debate among historians and other scholars. For over two generations, the examination of a terrible way of life that was countenanced in colonial laws, the Constitution, state laws, and the attitudes of most white Americans has brought into question foundational assumptions about the nature of American society. Slavery’s longevity, over 200 years, and its sweeping influence on the nation’s economy, politics, and social values have demanded of historians, indeed a cross-section of Americans, a deepening interest in how enslaved black Americans survived their seemingly interminable ordeal and in remarkable ways influenced a nation that hustled them to its bottom early on. What blacks thought of themselves, the content of their character, their heroism and attempts to sustain elements of their African past, their interactions with each other across gender, generation, and color lines is the stuff of extraordinary narratives now coming under a brilliant light. All the more, as the humanity, mental prowess, and cultural integrity of the slaves has become a normative point of departure for scholars, research agendas are now far bolder and the conclusions drawn by scholars are breathtakingly transformative. As an example, historian Steven Hahn has opened relatively new vistas in the study of slavery and slaves, including a persuasive argument that slaves were consciously political actors during slavery and after slavery ended, that their resistance to slavery was a part of a sweeping diasporic phenomenon that turned the New World, including the United States, into a veritable and enduring slave revolt. The constellation of revolts, the largest being the Haitian Revolution, were in fact manifestations of a persistent quest for freedom and liberty that hastened the ending of slavery throughout the Americas over the course of the nineteenth century (Hahn 2003). And so as much as the slave and the former slave in the United States have been exceptionalized in scholarship, that increasingly heroic figure is now a part of a much larger, more complicated, and contemporary story. In retrospect, George Washington Williams’s acknowledgement of his brethren and sisters, his “bleeding countrymen,” whose “clanking chains and melting prayers” crowded upon his soul “as a bitter reality” has resonated over time, as has the work of scholars who saw within the slavery experience a peculiar and intensely human drama that defines what America used to be and, too, what it will have to become if African Americans and others on the margins are ever to be truly free.
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