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    Slave Narratives brings together A Folk History of Slavery in the United States From Interviews with Former Slaves, VOLUME VII, KENTUCKY NARRATIVES, a sustained record of testimony across the Commonwealth. The unifying thread is the spoken memory of formerly enslaved people, presented through interviews, county-centered folklore, and accounts that attend to customs, local history, and dialect.

Within Garrard County, the sequence by Eliza Ison—featuring Dan Bogie, George Henderson, Aunt Harriet Mason—Ex-Slave, Bert Mayfield, Aunt Belle Robinson, and Uncle Wes Woods—shows how multiple voices from a single locale resonate against one another. Hazel Cinnamon’s interview with Will Oats—Ex-Slave in Mercer County and Lenneth Jones’s Monroe County folklore portrait of Uncle Edd Shirley, identified as a longtime janitor, extend this chorus beyond one county, presenting lives that bridge enslavement and subsequent work.

The section marked COMBINED INTERVIEWS: Customs: By Counties Slavery: Local History and Dialect signals an inquiry into place and speech as keys to experience. Narratives such as Mildred Roberts’s Story of Ann Gudgel in Anderson County, Ruby Garten’s account of Mrs. Heyburn in Union County, L. Cherry’s Story of Uncle George Scruggs in Calloway County, and Sue Higgins’s Story of Aunt Harriet Mason age 100—a slave girl in Garrard County, underscore how age markers, kinship terms, and county identity shape remembrance.

Further contrasts emerge where religious roles, household names, and multiple portraits from a single county intersect, as in Carl F. Hall’s Rev. John R. Cox in Boyd County; Gertrude Vogler’s rendering of Mrs. Duncan in Wayne County; Cecelia Laswell’s attention to Mrs. Elizabeth Alexander in Davies County; Perry Larkey’s Amelia Jones and Jenny McKee in Laurel County; and Byers York’s series from Jefferson County featuring Susan Dale Sanders, John Anderson, Joana Owens, and Martha J. Jones. Together, these entries suggest varied tones—from testimonial to biographical sketch—held within the same overarching frame.

Across additional counties, John I. Sturgill’s Charlie Richmond in Floyd County, John Forsee’s George Dorsey in Owens County, and a cluster from Christian County by Mamie Hanberry on Annie B. Boyd, Kate Billingsby, Nannie Eaves, and Mary Wright, sit alongside Pearl House’s Sophia Word in Clay County, Nelle Shumate’s Mandy Gibson in Bell County, and Margaret Bishop’s As told by Scott Mitchell, a former slave in Breathitt County. The emphasis on named individuals keeps attention on agency and memory while highlighting the breadth of Kentucky settings.

The inclusion of Union County materials by Ruby J. Girten titled A Bill of Sale and WILL—Nancy Austin introduces documentary forms into a field otherwise centered on oral recollection, setting legal records in dialogue with lived accounts. That dialogue continues in work by Robert Mullins in Rockcastle County; Mayme Nunnelley in Clark County; Gladys Robertson in Montgomery County; and Lenneth Jones in Monroe County with (Uncle) Edd Shirley and The Story of Mrs. C. Hood, as well as Evelyn McLemore’s Story of Peter Bruner in Estill County and multiple Christian County narratives by Mamie Hanbery on Easter Sudie Campbell, Uncle Dick, Annie Morgan, Cora Torian, and Mary Wooldridge.

The remaining span—from Mary E. O’Malley’s Caldwell County pieces, J. R. Wilkerson’s work in Ballard County on Tinie Force and Elvira Lewis, and Edna Lane Carter in Lawrence County, to Viola Bowling in Leslie County; Sue Higgins’s Mrs. Jennie Slavin in Garrard County; J. Dunbar in Webster County; Mary E. O’Malley’s Esther Hudspeth in Caldwell County; and contributions by Mildred Roberts, Stewart Carey, Mayme Nunnelley, R. L. Nesbitt, Mamie Hanbery, M. Hanberry, and Cullen Jude—demonstrates a statewide canvas of remembrance. As a whole, these Kentucky narratives, under United States. Work Projects Administration, continue to matter for the study of slavery’s legacies, the workings of local memory, and the cultural history of naming, speech, family, faith, and law.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
These Kentucky narratives arise from a border state that remained in the Union while preserving slavery, shaping the power relations recalled by Dan Bogie, George Henderson, Aunt Harriet Mason, and others. Plantations, small farms, and town households organized labor along racial lines enforced by law and custom. During the Civil War, shifting military control, guerilla violence, and contested loyalties intensified surveillance of enslaved people. The informants’ recollections situate masters, overseers, patrollers, and Union provosts within a single coercive landscape. Accounts gathered by Eliza Ison and Sue Higgins capture how emancipation intersected with war-weariness, shortages, and fears of retaliation that circumscribed everyday motion.
After 1865, Kentucky’s slow embrace of Reconstruction reforms left African Americans vulnerable to Black Codes, peonage, and the rise of Jim Crow. Interviews with Will Oats, Aunt Belle Robinson, and Rev. John R. Cox recall schooling attempts, church autonomy, and voter intimidation under poll taxes and intimidation. Documents such as A Bill of Sale and WILL—Nancy Austin anchor memory in property regimes that outlived slavery through debt and tenancy. The Great Migration pulled families toward cities, while those staying navigated sheriffs, landlords, and employers who regulated mobility and wages. Mary Wooldridge’s longevity and Esther Hudspeth’s testimony embody generational continuities of labor and care.
The collection’s creation within the Federal Writers’ Project reveals New Deal patronage shaping voice and access. State offices coordinated interviewers like Eliza Ison, Hazel Cinnamon, Mamie Hanbery, Lenneth Jones, Byers York, and Mary E. O’Malley, whose race, class, and county ties affected what was asked and what was recorded. Some informants, including Uncle Edd Shirley and Ann Gudgel, spoke under the gaze of white officials or neighbors, tempering candor about violence or resistance. Editorial practices—dialect spellings, elisions, and combined interviews—operated as soft censorship and as protection, mediating sensitive allegations while satisfying supervisors who valued folklore, local color, and “balanced” county histories.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Intellectually, the Kentucky volume stands at the crossroads of documentary empiricism and regional aesthetics. Interviewers such as Sue Higgins, Carl F. Hall, and Hazel Cinnamon adopt a descriptive, observational mode, while Eliza Ison and Mamie Hanbery lean on vernacular transcriptions that echo local-color traditions. The project’s “Customs” and “Local History and Dialect” sections fold belief, work practice, and speech into a single ethnographic frame. Without novelistic plots, the materials align with social realism, privileging testimony and detail. References to prayer meetings, remedies, and farm routines embedded by George Dorsey, Amelia Jones, and Sophia Word become aesthetic choices as much as records.
Scientific and technological currents subtly inform the collection’s horizons. The spread of affordable typewriters, mimeographing, and rural electrification made county offices and fieldwork logistically possible, while radio familiarized rhythms of orality reproduced on the page. Federal cultural programs paralleled the effort: museum surveys, theatre troupes, and photo-documentation fostered a climate receptive to everyday histories. In Monroe County, Lenneth Jones’s attention to Uncle Edd Shirley frames occupational detail and local medicine with quasi-anthropological focus. Across counties, interviewers note songs, work chants, and proverbs without notation, allowing memory’s cadences to stand as composition, shaped by the constraints of time, travel, and supervision.
Aesthetic tensions course through the volume. Some county sketches—such as those by Byers York, John I. Sturgill, and Perry Larkey—privilege decorum and uplift, while others, including Mary E. O’Malley and Cecelia Laswell, retain harsher detail. Editors debated dialect as authenticity versus “eye dialect” caricature. The “Combined Interviews” format, applied to pieces on Aunt Harriet Mason and local customs, pits aggregation against individual voice, echoing disputes between social-science sampling and literary portraiture. Although no manifestos govern the work, implicit rivalries among counties, supervisors, and field workers foster a polyphonic realism, where A Bill of Sale and oral testimony occupy adjacent rhetorical ground.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Compiled in the late 1930s and circulated in state and federal series, these Kentucky narratives accrued new meanings through later upheavals. During the civil rights era, scholars revisited accounts by Peter Bruner, Cora Torian, and Nannie Eaves to interrogate memory, interracial interviewing, and silences around sexual violence. Microfilming and Library of Congress digitization stabilized fragile typescripts, while public-domain status encouraged classroom editions and genealogical use. Border-state specificity—Unionist allegiance joined to entrenched slavery—has since reframed testimony from Garrard, Christian, and Monroe Counties, shifting emphasis from plantation archetypes toward mixed economies, river trade, and town labor recalled by John Anderson and Annie B. Boyd.
Modern reassessment focuses on method and ethics. Critics weigh Eliza Ison’s and Mamie Hanbery’s dialect renderings against potential harm, asking how orthography mediates authority and stereotype. Community historians collaborate with descendants of George Henderson, Will Oats, and Kate Billingsby to annotate places, names, and kin networks. Museums and broadcasters adapt selected testimonies into exhibitions and audio features, sparking debates about editing, voice actors, and music overlays. Current scholarship reads the Kentucky volume alongside county legal records like WILL—Nancy Austin, testing claims across sources, and foregrounds Black women’s labor, disability, and faith traditions as interpretive keys rather than anecdotal color.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    A Folk History of Slavery in the United States: Volume VII — Kentucky Narratives (WPA Federal Writers’ Project)
A statewide compilation of oral histories from formerly enslaved people and their descendants in Kentucky, presenting first-person accounts of bondage, emancipation, daily life, and local customs alongside dialect notes and documentary fragments.
Garrard County Narratives (Eliza Ison; Sue Higgins)
Interviews with Dan Bogie, George Henderson, Aunt Harriet Mason, Bert Mayfield, Aunt Belle Robinson, Uncle Wes Woods, Mrs. Jennie Slavin, and others recount enslaved labor, family ties, Civil War-era events, and life after freedom in Garrard County.
Mercer County — Will Oats (Hazel Cinnamon)
Will Oats relates his experiences under slavery in Mercer County, describing work, treatment by enslavers, and the transition following emancipation.
Monroe County — Uncle Edd Shirley; Mrs. C. Hood (Lenneth Jones)
Profiles blend life history and county folklore, highlighting labor, community roles, and postwar livelihoods centered on Tompkinsville and its surroundings.
Anderson County (Mildred Roberts) — Ann Gudgel and others
Accounts outline plantation routines, family separations, and local practices, offering a snapshot of slavery-era life in Anderson County.
Union County (Ruby Garten; Ruby J. Girten) — Mrs. Heyburn; A Bill of Sale; Will of Nancy Austin
Personal recollections are paired with archival documents (a bill of sale and a will) to illustrate lived experience and the legal framework of enslavement in Union County.
Calloway County (L. Cherry) — Uncle George Scruggs
Uncle George Scruggs describes life in bondage, relations with enslavers, and the adjustment to freedom in Calloway County.
Boyd County (Carl F. Hall) — Rev. John R. Cox and others
Recollections trace slavery memories, religious life, and Reconstruction-era community building among Boyd County residents.
Wayne County (Gertrude Vogler) — Mrs. Duncan
Mrs. Duncan’s reminiscences highlight household labor, owners, and local conditions of slavery in Wayne County.
Daviess County (Cecelia Laswell) — Mrs. Elizabeth Alexander
Testimony depicts domestic service, discipline, and wartime disruptions as experienced in Daviess County.
Laurel County (Perry Larkey) — Amelia Jones; Jenny McKee
Narrators recall kinship, work, and folk practices in Laurel County across slavery and the post-emancipation years.
Jefferson County (Byers York) — Susan Dale Sanders; John Anderson; Joana Owens; Martha J. Jones
Urban and plantation experiences in and around Louisville are recounted from bondage through emancipation and early Reconstruction.
Floyd County (John I. Sturgill) — Charlie Richmond
A concise account of enslaved labor, treatment, and survival in Floyd County.
Owens County (John Forsee) — George Dorsey
George Dorsey recounts slave life and local customs remembered from Owens County.
Christian County (Mamie Hanberry) — Annie B. Boyd; Kate Billingsby; Nannie Eaves; Mary Wright; Easter Sudie Campbell; ‘Uncle Dick’; Annie Morgan; Cora Torian; Mary Wooldridge
A cluster of interviews details plantation life, family stories, and the aftermath of the Civil War in Christian County.
Clay County (Pearl House) — Sophia Word
Sophia Word recalls daily routines, faith, and family ties during and after slavery in Clay County.
Bell County (Nelle Shumate) — Mandy Gibson
Mandy Gibson narrates bondage, emancipation, and mountain community life in Bell County.
Breathitt County (Margaret Bishop) — Scott Mitchell
Former slave Scott Mitchell relates his experiences and local lore from Breathitt County.
Rockcastle County (Robert Mullins)
Brief county recollections preserve memories of slaveholding practices, local dialect, and community customs in Rockcastle County.
Clark County (Mayme Nunnelley)
Collected reminiscences trace enslaved labor, owners, and oral traditions, alongside postwar changes in work and schooling in Clark County.
Montgomery County (Gladys Robertson)
Accounts outline slave life, emancipation, and local customs as remembered by Montgomery County elders.
Estill County (Evelyn McLemore) — Peter Bruner
Summarizes Peter Bruner’s enslavement, escape attempts, wartime service, and life after freedom associated with Estill County.
Caldwell County (Mary E. O’Malley) — Esther Hudspeth and others
Interviews describe plantation routines, kin networks, and Reconstruction-era adjustments in Caldwell County.
Ballard County (J. R. Wilkerson) — Tinie Force; Elvira Lewis
Tinie Force and Elvira Lewis recall bondage, family memories, and county lore from Ballard County.
Lawrence County (Edna Lane Carter)
County recollections sketch the contours of slavery and community life in Lawrence County.
Leslie County (Viola Bowling)
Narratives trace domestic service, work, and folkways among enslaved and formerly enslaved people in Leslie County.
Webster County (J. Dunbar)
Brief accounts capture slave-era practices, owners, and dialect in Webster County.
Knox County (Stewart Carey)
Memories address labor, punishment, faith, and the transition to freedom in Knox County.
Casey County (R. L. Nesbitt)
County narratives summarize bondage, family separations, and early post-emancipation livelihoods in Casey County.
Hopkins County (M. Hanberry)
Interviews recall plantation life, war years, and the reshaping of Black communities after emancipation in Hopkins County.
Martin County (Cullen Jude)
Short recollections preserve memories of enslavement, local customs, and survival in Martin County.
Combined Interviews: Customs, Local History, and Dialect (By County)
An organized county-by-county set of brief interviews and notes emphasizing folk customs, speech, and local history as they intersect with slavery and its legacy across Kentucky.
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Introduction
The United States Work Projects Administration (WPA), established in 1935 during the Great Depression, was a pivotal agency of the New Deal aimed at providing jobs for millions of unemployed Americans. It was part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt's efforts to alleviate economic hardship and stimulate recovery through public works. The WPA is historically significant for not only building infrastructure like roads, bridges, and parks, but also for its cultural contributions through art, theater, and music, leaving an enduring legacy on American society.
Early Life
The WPA emerged from the dire socio-economic conditions of the 1930s, born from the urgent need to combat rampant unemployment and poverty across the United States. Prior to its establishment, families across the nation were struggling to make ends meet, with various individuals, particularly in urban areas, facing hardship without avenues for stable employment. This environment compelled the government to develop innovative solutions to provide not only jobs but also dignity to American workers.
The WPA was constructed on the principles of community and collective effort, reflecting the hardships faced during the economic downturn. Its leaders, including Harry Hopkins, played a crucial role in shaping the agency’s mission and values, emphasizing the importance of direct governmental intervention in securing employment and promoting public welfare. Family structures were often disrupted during this time, as many parents sought to provide for their children amidst rising unemployment, amplifying the urgency for projects designed to employ the workforce.
Education and Literary Influences
The WPA itself was shaped by a statistics-driven approach to understanding employment needs and efficiency in craftsmanship. Its development involved considerable research into the best practices of public works initiatives, heavily influenced by past relief and employment efforts during the Progressive Era and the constructs of social welfare theory. Educational institutions and social work organizations provided foundational insights that guided the WPA’s mission of delivering pragmatic solutions to employment.
Literally, the WPA operated through numerous programs that were inspired by artistic movements and social activism prevalent during the time. The Federal Writers' Project (FWP) became a vital subsidiary of the WPA, supporting writers and historians and helping to record American life and promote literature. Notable literary figures, such as Zora Neale Hurston and Richard Wright, emerged from this initiative, influenced by both the political and cultural climates that shaped their narratives and artistic expressions.
Adulthood and Key Life Events
The WPA reached its peak in the late 1930s, employing over 8 million individuals in various capacities while addressing the urgent needs of communities. It conducted thousands of projects across the nation, with a substantial focus on education, arts, and infrastructure. As workers engaged in these endeavors, they not only earned wages but also contributed to reclaiming a sense of purpose and self-worth in society, providing a valuable lifeline during a tumultuous period of American history.
A signature component of the WPA was the Federal Theatre Project (FTP), which sought to revive theatrical performances in underprivileged communities. Notable productions such as 'The Cradle Will Rock' became a means of engaging the public and addressing social issues through performance. Furthermore, the WPA’s commitment to supporting local artists and playwrights through grants and initiatives fostered a unique cultural revival that highlighted the talents and stories of everyday Americans.
The WPA also placed a significant focus on infrastructure, with unparalleled projects like the construction of roads, schools, and parks, enhancing both urban and rural landscapes. These initiatives benefited millions and acted as a foundational investment in the nation’s economic future, demonstrating the role of government in facilitating growth and improvement in daily life. Such programs were critical to stimulating local economies, as they brought revenue and improved the quality of life for countless citizens.
During World War II, the WPA’s necessity diminished, as wartime production led to a decreased need for direct employment projects. Its role evolved, adapting to the changing economic landscape while still meeting the needs of communities impacted by the war. As the agency phased out, many former WPA workers transitioned into jobs in defense industries, showcasing the adaptable nature of its workforce and the agency's overall impact on the nation’s labor dynamics.
The WPA also faced criticism from various political factions who regarded its expansive government programs as socialist or excessive. Nonetheless, strategic advocacy and the visible positive outcomes of its initiatives ensured a continued debate about the role of government in employment and economic intervention. This discussion was vital as America navigated through the challenges of both the Great Depression and subsequent international conflicts.
Rights of women and minorities were significantly advanced during the WPA era, as the agency employed a diverse workforce. This inclusivity opened opportunities for African American, Hispanic, and female workers, often incorporated into roles traditionally dominated by men. Such advancements laid the groundwork for both civil rights movements and women's rights advances in the decades following the agency’s dissolution, forever altering the cultural fabric of the United States.
The WPA fostered a connection between diverse communities and local heritage, as projects included oral history collections and documentation of local landmarks. The Federal Writers' Project preserved vital narratives reflecting the American experience, amplifying voices often overlooked in mainstream literature. By documenting personal stories and historical legacies, the WPA educated future generations about their cultural roots and instilled a sense of pride and identity.
As the agency came to a close in the late 1940s, many of its initiatives influenced post-war recovery efforts and subsequent labor policies. The steadfast commitment to progress continued to resonate in the American psyche, inspiring future generations to reevaluate the social contract between citizens and government, ensuring ongoing support for social programs and worker protections.
Literary Career
The WPA produced a diverse array of artistic innovations and cultural works that significantly contributed to the American literary landscape. One of the most notable projects was the Federal Writers' Project, which yielded a wealth of publications, including guidebooks, folktales, and oral histories, fundamentally altering perceptions of American life. These publications illustrated the rich tapestry of the American experience, bringing regional stories to a national audience.
The Federal Theatre Project (FTP) served as another hallmark of the WPA’s commitment to art, showcasing experimental plays that explored social issues and engaged with contemporary politics. The FTP allowed playwrights to experiment with new forms and content while providing performances to underserved audiences. Works like 'Voodoo' by Orson Welles challenged existing narratives and reflected growing social awareness of racial and community tensions.
The arts initiatives fostered a unique blending of cultural forms, showcasing collaboration between artists, musicians, writers, and theater groups. WPA murals, often depicting labor and community, graced public buildings and spaces, serving as both propaganda and cultural enrichment, further democratizing access to art. These visual arts remained central to community identity, providing inspiration and sparking discourse among citizens.
In terms of writing style, WPA works reflected the authenticity of American voices, often emphasizing realism and regionalism. The narratives produced were grounded in the experiences of everyday people, drawing upon oral histories and local traditions. This genuine and relatable style had a lasting effect on subsequent generations of writers, highlighting societal issues and the diversity of American communities in literature.
As the literary output of the WPA gained momentum, critical reception varied, with some praising the emphasis on social narratives and others critiquing perceived ideological biases. Despite the challenges, the agency’s contributions to literature and art solidified its impact, indicating a shift towards empathy-driven storytelling that engaged broader societal issues, greatly influencing the later establishment of public funding for the arts.
The legacy of the WPA can be seen through the continued support for arts and culture in various forms, as its initiatives laid the groundwork for future funding and government-backed art programs. The idea of employing artists and writers to reflect and document societal conditions became foundational, eventually informing initiatives like the National Endowment for the Arts.
Today, works produced under the WPA banner are recognized not only for their artistic merit but also for their capacity to influence conversations around social justice, identity, and community action. The impact of this program continues to reverberate in contemporary art forms, confirming the timeless significance of public investment in culture and the arts.
Greatest Achievements
The WPA's most notable achievements include the employment of millions of Americans, the building of vital infrastructure across the nation, and the significant cultural and artistic contributions to American society. The successful execution of vast and varied projects underscored the agency's role in reshaping the nation amidst economic despair, providing both physical and intangible benefits that would be felt for generations, thus marking an era of transformation and renewal in the American landscape.
Beliefs and Advocacy
The WPA was rooted in the belief that the government has a responsibility to support its citizens during times of economic distress. This conviction drove many of its initiatives and established a precedent for federal involvement in job creation and public welfare, shaping future debates about the role of government in providing social safety nets and mitigating socioeconomic inequalities.
Advocacy for cultural and artistic endeavors was a pivotal aspect of the WPA's mission. By supporting writers, artists, and performers, the agency not only recognized the value of the arts in enriching American life but also affirmed the critical role that creative expression plays in both individual and collective identities. This advocacy helped promote a sense of national unity amidst regional diversities and economic disparities.
The WPA also challenged prevailing social norms, promoting inclusivity and diversity in employment and artistic expression. By providing opportunities for women, minorities, and underrepresented communities, it emphasized the need for equitable treatment and representation in both the workforce and cultural spheres, thus informing future discourses on civil rights and social equity in America.
The agency’s core beliefs and advocacy reflect a broader social and governmental commitment to empathy-driven policies focused on lifting individuals and communities during crises. The WPA’s legacy serves as a reminder of the potential power of government intervention to effect meaningful change, a concept that continues to resonate in discussions about social justice and economic reform today.
Final Years
The final years of the WPA were characterized by the gradual winding down of its projects, as America transitioned from the constraints of the Great Depression to the demands of World War II. Many workers integrated into the wartime labor force, marking a significant shift in employment dynamics. The closure ultimately came in 1943, as changes in national priorities diminished the need for the WPA’s extensive job programs, signaling the end of an impactful chapter in American history.
In the wake of the WPA’s dissolution, the agency's contributions were celebrated in various forms, including exhibitions of its work and publications that highlighted its influence. Public recognition of the value of its initiatives spurred ongoing discussions about arts funding and the importance of community engagement, ensuring that the WPA's legacy would continue to be acknowledged and cherished in subsequent decades.
Legacy
The legacy of the Work Projects Administration endures, influencing future generations and shaping the American cultural landscape. Its initiatives laid the groundwork for ongoing government support of the arts and social programs, while its commitment to community and individual empowerment continues to resonate in contemporary discussions surrounding economic policy and social justice. The WPA's contributions remain a testament to the transformative power of art and employment in creating stronger, more resilient communities.
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