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    Slave Narratives by United States. Work Projects Administration gathers first-person recollections that converge on a single, urgent subject: the lived experience of slavery and its aftermath. Within A Folk History of Slavery in the United States From Interviews with Former Slaves, Volume VIII: Maryland Narratives, the throughline is memory anchored in Maryland—voices recalling bondage, flight, faith, family, and the forging of community in a specific place and time.

The Maryland Narratives present a chorus of ex-slave testimonies—accounts attributed to Charles Coles, James V. Deane, Menellis Gassaway, Page Harris, Annie Young Henson, Rev. Silas Jackson, James Calhart James, Mary Moriah Anne Susanna James, George Jones, Perry Lewis, Richard Macks, Tom Randall, Dennis Simms, Jim Taylor (Uncle Jim), James Wiggins, and "Parson" Rezin Williams. Read together, their names and designations signal a shared genre of remembered experience while preserving the individuality of each life.

Striking contrasts within the collection deepen its historical texture. Alongside ex-slave accounts, Thomas Foote's Story, A free Negro and Caroline Hammond, A fugitive introduce perspectives shaped by legal status and flight. These titles alone suggest a spectrum of position and risk under slavery, inviting attention to convergences and divergences in how bondage, freedom, and self-emancipation were navigated and later narrated.

Religious and communal roles are visible in the attributions themselves. Rev. Silas Jackson and "Parson" Rezin Williams point to the authority of faith leaders in interpreting suffering and hope. Familial and communal honorifics surface in Aunt Lucy [Brooks] and Jim Taylor (Uncle Jim), while the note that Aunt Lucy spoke alongside her son, Lafayette Brooks, gestures toward intergenerational memory and transmission.

The settings implied by the Maryland Narratives evoke a broad social landscape. References to Baltimore appear beside other Maryland locales such as Cockeysville, Poolesville, Oella, Camp Parole, and Falls Road, mapping experiences across city neighborhoods and smaller communities. The movement among these places underscores how slavery’s reach and its legacies touched households, streets, and congregations across the state.

Taken as a whole, A Folk History of Slavery in the United States From Interviews with Former Slaves, Volume VIII: Maryland Narratives invites reflection on the ethics of listening to testimony, the endurance of cultural memory, and the everyday meanings of freedom. The accounts by Alice Lewis, Phillip Johnson, and others offer a record that continues to resonate in discussions of identity, law, labor, kinship, and belief.

Within Slave Narratives by United States. Work Projects Administration, this Maryland-focused gathering stands as a concentrated portrait of experience articulated by named individuals whose voices are preserved in their attributions. Approached with attention to both common threads and singular paths—across ex-slaves, a free Negro, and a fugitive—these narratives offer a compelling entry point into the lived history of slavery and its long aftermath in Maryland.
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    Socio-Political Landscape
These Maryland narratives arise from a border state where slavery, manumission, and wage labor coexisted under a republican polity that excluded most Black people from rights. Informants such as Charles Coles, Menellis Gassaway, and Annie Young Henson recall plantation, farm, and urban regimes policed by slave codes, patrols, and sale markets. The United States’ sectional crisis and Civil War reframed daily life, culminating in Maryland’s 1864 abolition and consequent reordering of work, kinship, and mobility. Caroline Hammond’s flight, Thomas Foote’s status as a free Negro, and the ministry of Rev. Silas Jackson illustrate varied positions within a stratified, racially enforced hierarchy.
Compiled in 1937–1938 by interviewers like Rogers, Guthrie, Stansbury, and Ellen B. Warfield for the Federal Writers’ Project, the volume is also a New Deal artifact shaped by federal patronage amid the Great Depression. Public debates over race, segregation, and relief shaped access, tone, and editorial practice. Addresses in Baltimore and sites such as Camp Parole and Oella situate speakers—Page Harris, Tom Randall, Jim Taylor—within segregated neighborhoods, veterans’ communities, and mill towns. Gender and class inflected testimony: Aunt Lucy Brooks and Mary Moriah Anne Susanna James negotiated respectability politics, while dialect renderings and interviewer authority reflected contemporary hierarchies and soft censorship.
The narratives register the pressures of the Fugitive Slave Act, internal slave trade, militia mobilization, and border surveillance that constrained movement across Chesapeake counties. George Jones, Perry Lewis, and Richard Macks speak from an urbanizing Baltimore where docks, rail, and small industry diversified enslaved and free labor. The war’s aftermath—freedom without full citizenship—exposed households to vagrancy laws, contract disputes, and disenfranchisement even as churches and schools expanded. Page Harris’s Camp Parole address evokes African American military service, while Thomas Foote’s Cockeysville home reflects free Black propertyholding. These intertwined upheavals framed memory, testimony, and the stakes of speaking publicly in 1930s Maryland.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Intellectually, these accounts straddle nineteenth‑century emancipationist ethics and the 1930s documentary impulse. Evangelical Protestant worldviews—audible with Rev. Silas Jackson and others—frame suffering, providence, and deliverance, while a rights‑based republican rhetoric of freedom undergirds recollection by ex‑slaves like James V. Deane and Dennis Simms. The Federal Writers’ Project prized evidentiary testimony, encouraging vivid particulars over polemic, yet memory’s affective textures persist: spirituals, proverbs, and communal ritual surface in Alice Lewis and Aunt Lucy Brooks’s speech. The result is a hybrid of oral history and testimonial literature, anchored in lived experience rather than abstract theory, but conversant with moral philosophy.
Aesthetically, the narratives favor plain style and vernacular cadence aligned with Realism and regionalist writing, yet they absorb the musicality of spirituals and camp‑meeting hymns recalled by informants. Technological change shadows the stories: steamboats, railroads, and telegraph lines structured Maryland mobility long before the interviews, while 1930s radio and the typewriter shaped how testimony was captured and circulated. Interviewers such as Rogers and Guthrie curated dialect and phrasing, balancing immediacy with legibility. This negotiated form sits between folklore collection and social reportage, borrowing from sermon, anecdote, and work‑song to produce an archive that privileges voice, memory, and situational detail.
Within literary debates of the period, the Maryland narratives resist sentimental plantation nostalgia by foregrounding labor, punishment, and kin disruption as described by Perry Lewis, George Jones, and James Wiggins. Federal Writers’ Project editors in Maryland navigated disagreements over dialect orthography versus standardized prose, a choice that shaped whether Jim Taylor’s voice appeared folkloric or juridical. The collection’s method aligns with documentary Realism more than Romantic idealization, while borrowing symbolic motifs—night travel, crossroads—from oral tradition. Situated near the African M.E. Home and other Black institutions, interviews also intersected with sermonic rhetoric and communal pedagogy, reinforcing testimonial authority without programmatic manifestos.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
Postwar decades shifted interpretation from anecdote to archive. Early readers sometimes discounted memory or sanitized dialect; later scholars emphasized the Maryland narratives’ evidentiary richness and the politics of interviewing. As federal work product, the collection entered broad circulation, aiding preservation through microfilm, state repositories, and later digitization that placed interviews with Charles Coles, Mary Moriah Anne Susanna James, and Tom Randall online. Civil Rights activism reframed testimonies as counter‑histories to official narratives, while methodological advances in oral history and memory studies clarified how trauma, community rehearsal, and interviewer presence shaped accounts. The result is durable pedagogical and research centrality.
Reassessments now span gender analysis, labor history, and decolonial critique, attending to voices like Annie Young Henson, Caroline Hammond, and Page Harris on caregiving, flight, and soldiering. Public historians have staged readings, school curricula, and museum installations featuring excerpts, while community archives in Baltimore and nearby towns preserve copies and annotate contexts. Editors continue debating dialect representation and interviewer power—Rogers’s, Guthrie’s, and Stansbury’s choices remain scrutinized—alongside questions of consent and reparative description. Environmental historians mine accounts of Chesapeake farms and mills, and digital projects map addresses such as 1106 Sterling Street and 1514 Druid Hill Avenue to living neighborhoods.
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    Maryland Narratives (WPA Slave Narratives, Vol. VIII)
An anthology of first-person accounts collected in 1930s Maryland, presenting experiences of enslavement, free Black life, fugitivity, emancipation, and community building across the state.
Urban Ex-Slave Narratives — Baltimore interviews (Charles Coles; James V. Deane; Menellis Gassaway; Annie Young Henson; James Calhart James; Mary Moriah Anne Susanna James; George Jones; Perry Lewis; Richard Macks; Dennis Simms; Jim Taylor; James Wiggins)
Testimonies recount childhood in bondage, labor and discipline under Maryland slaveholders, family ties and separations, and the transition to postwar life within Baltimore’s Black communities.
Religious Leaders’ Narratives (Rev. Silas Jackson; “Parson” Rezin Williams)
Memoirs foregrounding conversion, ministry, and church-building, linking faith to survival in slavery and leadership in Reconstruction-era Black civic life.
Rural and Small-Town Narratives (Aunt Lucy Brooks; Phillip Johnson of Poolesville; Page Harris of Camp Parole; Tom Randall of Oella)
Accounts centered on plantation and farm work, relations with owners and overseers, encounters with Union forces, and the immediate changes brought by emancipation in Maryland’s countryside and mill towns.
Free Black Narrative — Thomas Foote’s Story
A free Black Marylander’s recollections of navigating employment, legal constraints, and community ties in a slave state, contrasting limited liberties with the conditions of the enslaved.
Fugitive Narrative — Caroline Hammond
An escapee’s account emphasizing the decision to flee, the hazards of travel and concealment, networks of assistance, and the search for safety and stability.
Reminiscences by a Maryland Resident — Mrs. M. S. Fayman
A non-enslaved observer’s memories of slavery-era Maryland and the Civil War period, offering local episodes and perspectives on the institution and its end.
Personal Narrative — Alice Lewis (interview by Ellen B. Warfield)
A concise life history touching on enslavement-era experiences, family, work, and the impact of emancipation as remembered in later years.




Author Biography


Table of Contents



Introduction
The United States Work Projects Administration (WPA), operating from 1935 to 1943, was a key New Deal agency created amid the Great Depression. Established under President Franklin D. Roosevelt, its goal was to provide employment through public works projects. The WPA employed millions of Americans, creating vital infrastructure and cultural projects that reshaped the nation. Notably, it built roads, bridges, schools, and parks, while also promoting arts and literacy. Its enduring legacy lies in the extensive contributions to America's infrastructure and cultural landscape, revealing a significant federal response to economic despair.
Early Life
The WPA was born out of economic necessity during a time of national distress in the United States. With the stock market crash of 1929 leading to widespread unemployment and poverty, the federal government sought innovative solutions to counteract the devastating effects of the Great Depression. Influential policymakers and economists collaborated to formulate a response that would restore economic stability, and the WPA emerged as one of the most ambitious programs designed to alleviate distress through job creation.
The impact of the WPA's programs was felt across American society. Families, workers, and communities benefited from the jobs created, which not only provided income but also fostered a sense of dignity and purpose. Symbolically, the WPA represented a turning point in American governance, signaling the federal government's commitment to intervene in the economy and support its citizens. The agency was instrumental in reshaping the workforce while producing significant infrastructure and cultural contributions, many of which remain vital to American life today.
Education and Literary Influences
The WPA's establishment was rooted in lessons learned from previous economic crises, including the need for substantial investments in public works as a means of stimulating economic growth. Influential figures like John Maynard Keynes emphasized government spending as an antidote to recession, leading to the creation of large-scale programs that prioritized job creation. The WPA became a prototype for modern social welfare programs, reflecting evolving attitudes towards the role of government in mitigating economic hardship.
Key ideas birthed during this period influenced various governmental policies which championed public employment, providing lessons that would guide future initiatives in times of economic uncertainty. The WPA's emphasis on bringing together art, community, and labor not only generated jobs but also established a new standard for engaging citizens through public service and cultural development, fostering a lasting commitment to social equity and civic responsibility.
Adulthood and Key Life Events
During its operation, the WPA employed millions of Americans, creating a diverse workforce that included men and women from various backgrounds. Projects under the WPA varied widely, from constructing vital infrastructure like roads and bridges to producing art, literature, and theater. The agency not only offered employment but also delivered a platform for creative expression, emphasizing the importance of culture in the American identity.
One of the defining events for the WPA was the Federal Writers' Project, which aimed to collect and document the oral histories of African Americans and other marginalized communities. This initiative helped preserve vital narratives and fostered an appreciation for the diverse experiences that contribute to the American story. These collections laid the groundwork for later movements that emphasized multiculturalism and social justice.
The WPA also sought to address critical unmet needs in the nation. In cities across America, projects like the construction of schools and hospitals not only facilitated job creation but also improved public services, allowing communities to thrive. Through initiatives focused on rural electrification and water infrastructure, the WPA sought to modernize and uplift struggling areas, profoundly impacting numerous American lives.
Leadership struggles within the agency influenced its direction and effectiveness. Initially led by Harry Hopkins, the WPA garnered considerable attention for its efficient organization and innovative strategies. However, political pressures and criticisms about inefficiency and waste surfaced over time, leading to changes in leadership and strategic focus, resulting in shifting priorities that influenced the scope of projects undertaken.
The WPA faced opposition from various political factions. Critics on the right, including some conservatives, argued that the program encouraged dependency on government assistance. In contrast, leftists and labor unions viewed the WPA as inadequate in addressing systemic issues of poverty and inequality. This ideological battle highlighted the program’s complexity and broader implications for welfare policy throughout the 20th century.
Moreover, as the United States moved closer to World War II, the urgency for wartime mobilization began to overshadow the WPA's goals. The agency started transitioning resources away from civilian projects toward supporting the war effort, reflecting the changing national priorities during this pivotal period.
Relationship-wise, the WPA reflected broader societal dynamics
Literary Career
Greatest Achievements
Beliefs and Advocacy
Final Years
Legacy
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