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    When We Were Slaves gathers a sequence of state-titled volumes—ALABAMA, ARKANSAS, FLORIDA, GEORGIA, INDIANA, KANSAS, KENTUCKY, MARYLAND, MISSISSIPPI, MISSOURI, NORTH CAROLINA, OHIO, OKLAHOMA, SOUTH CAROLINA, TENNESSEE, TEXAS, and VIRGINIA—under the shared authorship of the Work Projects Administration. The unifying thread is geographic and historical at once: a single institutional voice ranging across distinct places, returning repeatedly to the condition named in the collection’s title. Each book’s state name functions as both boundary and invitation, situating memory and testimony within local ground while belonging to a larger national account.

readers encounter these books as a sustained conversation among regions, where the same overarching subject must be spoken in different accents. The multipart structures—ARKANSAS Parts 1–7, GEORGIA Parts 1–4, NORTH CAROLINA Parts 1–2, SOUTH CAROLINA Parts 1–4, and TEXAS Parts 1–4—suggest depth and variety rather than a single, settled story. Even without presuming particular narrative methods, the partitioning implies recurring themes that require revisiting: work and endurance, family and separation, movement and constraint, and the ways place shapes what can be remembered and what can be said.

The collection’s internal dialogue also emerges through contrast between expected centers and margins. Volumes titled for states commonly associated with slavery appear alongside INDIANA, KANSAS, and OHIO, widening the frame beyond any single region. That juxtaposition implies shared dilemmas that do not stop at a border: how communities form under pressure, how legacies persist across generations, and how freedom, once named, remains unevenly lived. The conversation is thus not merely comparative but cumulative, as each location refracts the same foundational problem of bondage and its aftermath into different civic and cultural terrains.

Tone and perspective vary by virtue of the organizing principle itself. A state title carries an air of public record, yet the collection title, When We Were Slaves, implies an intimate register of recollection and lived experience. The interplay between those registers becomes a productive tension: the broad sweep of a state and the precise weight of a remembered condition. Multipart volumes intensify this effect by implying multiple angles within one place, while single-part volumes suggest more concentrated approaches. Across the whole set, breadth and specificity continually exchange roles, shaping a chorus rather than a solitary line.

The sequence also invites attention to how memory travels. With states stretching from VIRGINIA and MARYLAND through the Deep South to OKLAHOMA and TEXAS, the map hints at pathways of relocation, expansion, and re-settlement that changed the meaning of labor, land, and belonging. Even where the books remain anchored to a given state, their adjacency encourages the recognition of interdependence: economies and laws, customs and resistances, all crossing invisible lines. The result is a collection that stages migration and rootedness as simultaneous facts, intertwining attachment to place with the disruptions implied by slavery’s history.

Because these works are gathered under a single authorial banner—the Work Projects Administration—they can be read as a coordinated cultural act: a wide-angle attempt to hold many local truths in one national memory. The recurring state-by-state structure allows patterns to surface without forcing uniformity, letting resemblances appear alongside irreducible differences. In this way, the books offer a model for thinking across archives and communities: not as a search for one definitive voice, but as an ethical practice of assembling many partial views into a shared field of meaning, accountable to place and responsive to complexity.

The contemporary resonance of When We Were Slaves lies in its capacity to inform cultural and intellectual work that grapples with history’s presence. Artists, scholars, and civic readers alike can draw on the collection’s geographic reach to examine how narratives of bondage and freedom are remembered locally and contested publicly. Its structure encourages interdisciplinary reflection, connecting regional identity to national consequence and reminding that the past is often encountered as a mosaic rather than a single image. By holding ALABAMA beside OHIO, GEORGIA beside KANSAS, and TEXAS beside VIRGINIA, the collection sustains a durable framework for conversation about inheritance, responsibility, and the ongoing work of remembrance.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Socio-Political Landscape
Across the Alabama and Arkansas volumes, especially the Arkansas Part 1–Part 7 sequence, the pieces register the entrenched authority of plantation slavery and the local machinery that enforced it: sheriffs, patrols, courts, and commercial networks binding farms to river ports. The texts portray political power as diffuse yet coordinated, with state statutes, private violence, and economic dependence operating together. Debates over manumission, fugitives, and state sovereignty appear less as abstract constitutional issues than as daily pressures shaping movement, labor, and family life. Conflict is shown as continuous, not episodic, and grounded in ordinary governance.
In Florida and Georgia, including Georgia Part 1–Part 4, the anthology situates bondage within shifting borderlands and expanding settlement, where military presence, migration, and trade intensify surveillance and extraction. The works reflect how territorial administration and state policy framed enslaved people as both property and security risk, tightening pass systems and policing gatherings. Political discourse in these volumes often turns on mobility—who may travel, testify, or assemble—and on the fragility of households under sale and removal. Public order rhetoric masks economic imperatives, while everyday resistance is treated as a political act measured by punishment.
The Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, and North Carolina selections, with North Carolina Part 1–Part 2, bring the anthology’s attention to contested jurisdictions and the uneven reach of slave law. The texts highlight how proximity to free states or shifting state constitutions created volatile legal thresholds, where status could change through paperwork, rumor, or capture. Churches, schools, and courts appear as arenas of negotiation, sometimes offering limited recourse, more often reinforcing hierarchy. Regional politics are rendered through family separations, hiring-out, and debt, showing how power operated through contracts and probate as much as through whips and chains.
Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina Part 1–Part 4, Tennessee, Texas Part 1–Part 4, and Virginia extend the panorama into spaces of forced migration, frontier consolidation, and hardening racial regimes. The works trace how expansion and internal slave trading redistributed labor while presenting it as modernization or opportunity. Texas and Oklahoma selections emphasize imperial ambition and settlement policy that recalibrated control mechanisms, while South Carolina and Virginia entries foreground older plantation systems and ideological defenses of mastery. Across these volumes, political conflict is framed through the management of information, discipline, and kinship, where survival required constant appraisal of risks.
Intellectual & Aesthetic Currents
Taken together, the Alabama and Arkansas pieces—especially the multi-part Arkansas sequence—draw on testimonial practices shaped by religious exhortation, oral narrative, and the demand for legibility to outside readers. The authors rely on plain style, scene-based recollection, and catalogues of work routines to establish credibility, while also using rhetorical repetition and biblical allusion to mark moral judgment. Descriptions of songs, prayers, and communal talk preserve vernacular intelligence without romanticizing it. The aesthetic is documentary yet patterned, showing how memory organizes brutality into teachable episodes and how individual voice can stand in for collective experience.
In Florida and Georgia Part 1–Part 4, the anthology reveals a convergence of regional realism and moral suasion, where concrete local detail—climate, crops, routes, and labor schedules—supports arguments about personhood. The pieces often stage dialogues, reported speech, and courtroom or market scenes, aligning lived experience with a broader critique of power. The authors’ techniques balance restraint with urgency: understatement becomes a mode of indictment, and careful chronology counters any suggestion of chaos. Religious language remains influential, but it is frequently paired with pragmatic reasoning about family integrity, education, and the ethics of law.
The Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, and North Carolina Part 1–Part 2 selections show intellectual currents shaped by legal consciousness and the politics of classification. The writing attends to documents, names, and procedural steps, as if the page itself were a contested space where identity must be proved. This fosters an aesthetic of enumeration—of ages, prices, distances, and witnesses—while leaving room for lyric flashes when recalling kinship or loss. The authors implicitly critique Enlightenment claims about liberty by juxtaposing them with contractual bondage, turning bureaucratic forms into evidence of moral contradiction.
Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina Part 1–Part 4, Tennessee, Texas Part 1–Part 4, and Virginia display a widening repertoire of narrative strategies as the geography expands. Some pieces adopt travelogue structures, following roads, rivers, and border crossings; others read like civic testimony, addressing community norms and institutional complicity. The stylistic emphasis on precise spatial markers—county lines, plantations, depots, and towns—mirrors the intellectual problem of locating freedom within hostile terrain. Across these volumes, the authors innovate by embedding collective memory within individual itinerary, making movement itself a formal principle and a philosophical claim.
Legacy & Reassessment Across Time
The anthology’s state-by-state arrangement invites later readers to reassess slavery not as a monolithic institution but as a network of regional systems whose similarities and differences are legible through the Alabama, Arkansas Part 1–Part 7, Florida, and Georgia Part 1–Part 4 texts. Subsequent scholarship has treated such testimony as both historical record and crafted narrative, debating how memory, audience expectations, and editorial mediation shape what can be said. Rather than diminishing authority, these discussions underscore the authors’ strategic choices under constraint. The collection’s structure also encourages comparative classroom use, highlighting patterns of labor, punishment, and kinship across locales.
For the Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, Missouri, North Carolina Part 1–Part 2, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina Part 1–Part 4, Tennessee, Texas Part 1–Part 4, and Virginia volumes, reassessment has often focused on how local law and migration routes affected narrative emphasis and evidentiary detail. Researchers draw on the works to map internal slave trading, hiring-out, and border enforcement, while literary critics examine voice, pacing, and the ethics of representation. The anthology’s cumulative effect has supported broader reinterpretations of American political development, showing how institutions normalized coercion. The texts endure as touchstones for public history, commemoration, and ongoing debates about archival absence and recovery.
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    ALABAMA
A set of first-person recollections that traces enslavement, emancipation, and later survival through everyday work, family bonds, and local power. The tone is intimate and plainspoken, emphasizing memory’s mix of clarity and omission around violence, faith, and endurance.
These accounts amplify themes that recur across the anthology—labor as coercion and as skill, kinship under pressure, and the afterlife of slavery in segregation. They resonate with neighboring Southern sections by highlighting how place-specific customs shape shared experiences.
ARKANSAS (Parts 1–7)
A long, multipart sequence that gathers varied life stories into a broad portrait of slavery and its aftermath, moving between plantation routines, domestic life, and moments of disruption. Its tonal range spans matter-of-fact narration to sharpened grievance, with attention to how communities remember and retell.
Across the seven parts, repetition and contradiction become a feature, showing how the same institutions produced different daily realities. This extended arc contrasts with shorter state sections by offering a wider internal cross-section that echoes the anthology’s overall mosaic structure.
FLORIDA
Narratives centered on work regimes, movement, and the texture of coastal and rural life, where geography shapes both constraint and opportunity. The tone often foregrounds practical details—tasks, foodways, and local relationships—alongside the threat of punishment and loss.
Florida’s emphasis on terrain and mobility resonates with other states that stress travel, sale, and displacement as defining experiences. It also amplifies the anthology’s theme of survival strategies that blend adaptation, secrecy, and community support.
GEORGIA (Parts 1–4)
A four-part cluster that maps plantation authority and household dynamics through remembered routines, discipline, and religious practice. The voices balance understatement with pointed moral judgment, highlighting how ordinary days were structured by surveillance and unequal law.
Taken together, these parts deepen the anthology’s exploration of family separation and the fragile spaces where people sought dignity. They reinforce patterns seen across the Deep South while offering distinctive local textures in speech, custom, and social hierarchy.
INDIANA
Recollections that foreground borderland and post-emancipation realities, focusing on work, migration, and the shifting meaning of freedom in daily life. The tone tends toward reflective comparison, measuring earlier bondage against later constraints and opportunities.
Indiana’s perspective contrasts with many Southern sections by emphasizing relocation and the negotiation of new communities. It resonates with the anthology’s broader argument that emancipation altered conditions without erasing vulnerability or inequality.
KANSAS
Accounts shaped by movement and resettlement, where freedom is narrated as a process of building livelihoods and social ties under uncertain protection. The tone often highlights pragmatism—finding work, land, and safety—alongside lingering fear and memory.
Kansas complements other non–Deep South sections by stressing the long horizon of reconstruction in personal terms. It amplifies the anthology’s theme that freedom involved continual negotiation rather than a single decisive break.
KENTUCKY
Narratives that emphasize the proximity of slavery and freedom in a border context, detailing labor, discipline, and community life with a sharpened awareness of alternatives nearby. The tonal signature mixes restrained description with moments of stark moral clarity.
Kentucky bridges Southern plantation narratives and Northern migration stories, helping the anthology show slavery’s varied regional forms. It resonates with Indiana and Ohio by tracing how geography influenced routes, risks, and postwar possibilities.
MARYLAND
A set of memories that often highlights urban or semi-urban settings, skilled labor, and complex household arrangements alongside coercion and threat. The tone is observant and comparative, attentive to status differences and proximity to free Black communities.
Maryland’s focus on mixed economies and closer contact with free society contrasts with cotton-belt plantation emphases. It amplifies the anthology’s recurring theme that slavery adapted to many settings while preserving core mechanisms of control.
MISSISSIPPI
Accounts steeped in plantation agriculture, hard labor, and the constant presence of punishment, told with directness and sensory detail. Themes of family rupture, resistance, and religious endurance recur as narrators describe both routine and crisis.
Mississippi intensifies motifs that echo across Alabama, Georgia, and South Carolina—scale of labor, concentration of power, and the fragility of safety. It functions as a dark tonal anchor that makes quieter sections elsewhere feel newly charged by contrast.
MISSOURI
Narratives that blend border-state complexity with frontier movement, showing slavery entwined with trade, travel, and household service as well as farming. The tone often stresses contingency—sales, relocations, and shifting owners—while tracking persistence of memory.
Missouri resonates with Kentucky and Oklahoma by highlighting westward routes and the uneven geography of bondage. It amplifies the anthology’s crosscutting theme that displacement was both a tool of control and a catalyst for community reinvention.
NORTH CAROLINA (Parts 1–2)
A two-part grouping that centers daily labor, community ties, and the moral economy of plantations and small holdings, narrated with steady, personal cadence. It attends to how people learned rules, found small protections, and endured losses that were rarely fully spoken.
These pieces echo other Carolinas and Virginia in their attention to local custom, religion, and interpersonal negotiation. Together they amplify the anthology’s sense of regional continuity while showing how individual households could differ sharply in practice.
OHIO
Recollections that foreground transition—escape, migration, or rebuilding—highlighting how freedom could coexist with new forms of exclusion and insecurity. The tone tends to be evaluative, contrasting remembered bondage with later work, law, and community life.
Ohio complements Indiana and Kansas by emphasizing life after slavery as a lived contest rather than a settled outcome. It resonates with Southern sections by showing how trauma and family separation continued to shape choices far from plantations.
OKLAHOMA
Accounts marked by relocation and frontier-building, where narrators describe forming homes and work routines while carrying the imprint of earlier bondage. The tone often blends practicality with remembrance, focusing on how communities organized amid rapid change.
Oklahoma amplifies the anthology’s theme of westward movement and the remaking of identity under pressure. It contrasts with Deep South sections by shifting the spotlight from plantation discipline to reconstruction of life on new ground, while keeping memory central.
SOUTH CAROLINA (Parts 1–4)
A four-part series that depicts plantation life, rice- and field-labor rhythms, and tightly enforced hierarchies through personal testimony. The tonal signature is spare and insistent, recurring on discipline, family continuity under threat, and the role of faith and community practice.
These parts resonate strongly with Georgia and Mississippi in their portrayal of concentrated labor regimes, while offering distinctive local cultural textures. As a sustained grouping, they deepen the anthology’s cumulative argument about how institutions shaped intimate life over generations.
TENNESSEE
Narratives that often balance plantation and small-farm contexts, emphasizing household labor, skills, and the everyday negotiation of authority. The tone tends toward conversational recollection, with themes of family, religion, and the uneven path from slavery into freedom.
Tennessee functions as a connective tissue between Deep South intensity and border-state complexity, echoing Kentucky and North Carolina. It amplifies the volume’s recurring focus on ordinary routines as the site where coercion and resilience most clearly meet.
TEXAS (Parts 1–4)
A four-part set that tracks labor, movement, and late-breaking transitions into freedom, often emphasizing distance, travel, and the practicalities of survival. The tone ranges from stoic to vividly anecdotal, highlighting how geography and timing shaped personal outcomes.
Texas resonates with Oklahoma and Missouri in its emphasis on mobility and frontier conditions, while contrasting with older plantation regions through its spatial scale. Together, these parts amplify the anthology’s theme that emancipation was experienced unevenly and often under continued threat.
VIRGINIA
Accounts that frequently emphasize household structures, skilled trades, and long memory, tracing how slavery’s rules permeated work, kinship, and belief. The tone is reflective and historically minded, often attentive to lineage, place, and the endurance of social boundaries.
Virginia’s perspective echoes Maryland and the Carolinas in highlighting varied labor systems and proximity to shifting legal realities. It closes the anthology’s arc by reinforcing how personal testimony, in aggregate, reveals both regional difference and a shared architecture of coercion.
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Personal contact with Uncle Charlie Aarons

    Oak Grove, Alabama

    — Written by Mary A. Poole


HE LOVED YOUNG MARSTER JOHN

Some friends driving to Oak Grove, Ala., gave the writer the opportunity on August 4th to interview an old ex-slave, Charlie Aarons, who is quite venerable in appearance, and who, when asked his age, replied:

"Madam I don't know but I sure been 'round here long time", and when asked how old he was at the time of the Surrender he answered:

"I was a man able to do a man's work so I 'spects I was eighteen or twenty years old."

Uncle Charlie, as he is known among his own color and the white people who know him, told the writer he was born at Petersburg Va., and his parents, Aaron and Louisa, were owned by a Mr. J.H. White, who had a store in the city, but no plantation. His parents had three children, two boys and one girl, and when Uncle Charlie was about ten years of age, he was sold by Mr. White to a speculator named Jones who brought him to Mobile. He recalled being placed on the block, at the slave mart on Royal and State streets, and the anxiety of hearing the different people bidding for him, and being finally sold to a Mr. Jason Harris, who lived near Newton Station in Jasper County, Miss.

Uncle Charlie never saw or heard of his parents or brother and sister again and never knew what became of them.

Uncle Charlie said Mr. Harris was a pretty rough master, and somewhat close. All rations were weighed out and limited. He had a white overseer and a negro driver, who was the meanest of all.

Mr. Jason Harris had about sixty slaves, and a large plantation of a hundred acres, the men and women worked in the fields from six to six, except on Saturday, when they had half day holiday to clean up generally.

The home of the Harris family was a large two story house and the quarters were the regular log cabins with clay chimneys. They cooked in their cabins, but during the busy season in the fields their dinners were sent out to them each slave having his own tin pail marked with his name. Water would be sent out in a barrel mounted on an ox cart.

The old men and women looked after the children of the slaves while their parents worked in the fields.

When the writer asked Uncle Charlie, if his master or mistress ever taught him to read or write, he smiled and said:

"No, Madam, only to work".

When asked if they had any special festivities at Christmas or any other holiday, he replied:

"No, we had no special jolifications".

Saturday nights they would sing and dance in the quarters and have prayer meetings, then on some Sundays, they would hitch up the mules to a big wagon and all go to the white folks church: and again there would be camp meetings held and the slaves from all the surrounding plantations would attend, going to same in these large wagons, sometimes having four mules to a wagon. They then would have a jolly time along the way, singing and calling to one another, and making friends.

Uncle Charlie, said, he drove many a load of cotton in the large mule wagons from Newton Station to Enterprise, Mississippi.

When asked if that wasn't a chance to run away, he replied:

"Git away, why Madam, those nigger dogs would track you and all you got was a beating."

Uncle Charlie seemed to look off in the distance and said: "You know, Madam, I never saw a slave rebuked until I came to Mississippi," and I just couldn't understand at first, but he grinned and said: "Lordy, Madam, some of those niggers were onery, too, and a nigger driver was a driver sure enough."

When the Master's son John Harris went to war, Charlie went with him as his body guard, and when asked what his duties were, he replied:

"I looked after Marster John, tended the horses and the tents. I recalls well, Madam, the siege of Vicksburg."

The writer then asked him if he wasn't afraid of the shot and shell all around him.

"No, Madam," he replied, "I kept way in the back where the camp was, for I didn't like to feel the earth trembling 'neath my feet, but you see, Madam, I loved young Marster John, and he loved me, and I just had to watch over that boy, and he came through all right."

Uncle Charlie said when they were told the Yankees were coming through from their headquarters in Meridian, Mississippi, and warned of their raids, they all made to the swamps and staid until they had passed on, but that the Yankees did not disturb the Jason Harris plantation.

After the Surrender Charlie came to Mobile and worked at the Yankee Camp, living in the quarters located in Holly's Garden. He drove their wagons and was paid $14.00 a month and his keep. After his discharge he worked on steamboats and followed different lines of work, being employed for several years at Mr. M.L. Davis' saw mill, and is at present living on the Davis place at Oak Grove, Ala., an old Southern home, with quarters originally built for the employees of the mill and still known as the "quarters", and like other ante-bellum homes they have their private burying ground on the place.

Uncle Charlie was married four times, but now a widower. He had four children, two boys who are dead, and two girls, one Carrie Johnson, a widow, living in Kushla, Ala., and the other, Ella Aarons, a grass widow, living in Mobile, Ala.

Uncle Charlie says he saw Jeff. Davis as an old man, after the war at Mississippi City, Miss., and then his face lit up, and he said; "Wait a minute, Madam, I saw another president, let me think, — Yes, Madam I saw President Grant. He came through Mobile from New Orleans, and my! there was a big parade that day."

When asked about Abraham Lincoln, Uncle Charlie thought awhile, and answered:

"According to what was issued out in the Bible, there was a time for slavery, people had to be punished for their sin, and then there was a time for it not to be, and the Lord had opened a good view to Mr. Lincoln, and he promoted a good idea."

When he was asked about Booker T. Washington he replied:

"It was traversed out to him until the white folks took part with him and helped him carry on."

Uncle Charlie thinks the present day folks are bad and wicked, and dont realize anything like the old folks.

Charlie is a Baptist, became one when he sought the Lord and thinks all people should be religious.
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Interview with Anthony Abercrombie

    — Susie R. O'Brien, Uniontown, Alabama


OLD JOE CAN KEEP HIS TWO BITS

Uncle Ant'ny sat dozing in the early morning sunshine on his rickety front porch. He is a thin little old man with patches of white wool here and there on his bald head, and an expression of kindness and gentleness on his wrinkled old face.

As I went cautiously up the steps, which appeared none too safe, his cane which had been leaning against his chair, fell to the floor with a clatter. He awoke with a start and began fumbling around for it with his trembling and bony hands.

"Uncle Ant'ny, you don't see so well, do you?" I asked as I recovered the stick for him. "No ma'am, I sho' don't," he replied. "I ain't seed none outen one of my eyes in near 'bout sixty years, and de doctor say I got a catalac on de yuther one; but I knows you is white folks. I always is been puny, but I reckon I does purty well considerin' I is a hundred years old."

"How do you know you are that old?" I inquired of him. Without hesitation he answered, "I knows I's dat old 'cause my mistis put it down in de Bible. I was born on de fourth day and I was a full growed man when de war come on in '61.

"Yassum, my mind kinder comes and goes, but I can always 'member 'bout slave'y time. Hits de things what happen in dese days dat's so easy for me to disremember. I b'longed to Marster Jim Abercrombie. His plantation was 'bout sixteen miles north of Marion in Bibb county. When his son, young Jim, ma'ied, old Marse Jim give me to him and he fetched me to Perry county.

"No'm, old marster didn't go to war 'ca'se he was corrupted; he was deaf in bofe ears and couldn't see good nuther. But he didn't care much 'bout me 'caze I was puny like and warn't much 'count in de field.

"My mistis, Miss Lou, was raisin' me up to be a carriage driver, an' she was jes' as good to me as she could be. She useta dose me up wid castor oil, jimson root, and dogwood tea when I'd be feelin' po'ly, and she'd always take up for me when Marse Jim get in behind me 'bout somep'n. I reckon though I was a purty worrisome nigger in dem days; always gettin' in some kind of mischief.

"O yassum, I useta go to meetin'. Us niggers didn't have no meetin' house on de plantation, but Marse Jim 'lowed us to build a brush arbor. Den two years atter de surrender I took consideration and j'ined up wid de Lawd. Dat's how come I live so long. De Lawd done told me, 'Antn'y, you got a hundred and twenty miles to trabel. Dat mean you gwine to live a hundred and twenty years, if you stay on de straight an' narrow road. But if you don't, you gotter go jes' de same as all de yuthers.'"

"Tell me something about your master's slaves and his overseers," I asked of him.

"Well," he said, "Marse Jim had 'bout three hundred slaves, and he hed one mighty bad overseer. But he got killed down on de bank of de creek one night. Dey never did find out who killed him, but Marse Jim always b'lieved de field han's done it. 'Fore dat us niggers useta go down to de creek to wash ourselves, but atter de overseer got killed down dar, us jes' leave off dat washin', 'cause some of 'em seed de overseer's ha'nt down dar floatin' over de creek.

"Dar was another ha'nt on de plantation, too. Marse Jim had some trouble wid a big double-j'inted nigger named Joe. One day he turn on Marse Jim wid a fence rail, and Marse Jim had to pull his gun an' kill him. Well, dat happen in a skirt of woods what I get my lightwood what I use to start a fire. One day I went to dem same woods to get some 'simmons. Another nigger went wid me, and he clumb de tree to shake de 'simmons down whilst I be pickin' 'em up. 'Fore long I heared another tree shakin' every time us shake our tree, dat other tree shake too, and down came de 'simmons from it. I say to myself, 'Dat's Joe, 'cause he likes 'simmons too.' Den I grab up my basket and holler to de boy in de tree, 'nigger turn loose and drap down from dar, and ketch up wid me if you can. I's leavin' here right now, 'cause Old Joe is over dar gettin' 'simmons too.'

"Den another time I was in de woods choppin' lightwood. It was 'bout sundown, and every time my ax go 'whack' on de lightwood knot, I hear another whack 'sides mine. I stops and lis'ens and don't hear nothin'. Den I starts choppin' ag'in I hears de yuther whacks. By dat time my houn' dog was crouchin' at my feets, wid de hair standin' up on his back and I couldn't make him git up nor budge.

"Dis time I didn' stop for nothin'. I jes' drap my ax right dar, an' me and dat houn' dog tore out for home lickety split. When us got dar Marse Jim was settin' on de porch, an' he say: 'Nigger, you been up to somep'n you got no business. You is all outen breath. Who you runnin' from?' Den I say: 'Marse Jim, somebody 'sides me is choppin' in yo' woods, an' I can't see him. And Marse Jim, he say: 'Ah, dat ain't nobody but Ole Joe. Did he owe you anythin'?' An' I say: 'Yassah, he owe me two-bits for helpin' him shuck corn.' 'Well,' Marse Jim say, 'don't pay him no mind: it jes' Old Joe come back to pay you.'

"Anyhow, I didn' go back to dem woods no mo'. Old Joe can jes' have de two-bits what he owe me, 'cause I don't want him follerin' 'roun' atter me. When he do I can't keep my mind on my business."


Molly Ammond (Ammonds)
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Interview with Molly Ammond (Ammonds)

    — Gertha Couric


JESUS HAS MY CHILLUN COUNTED

I walked along a dusty road under the blazing sun. In the shade of a willow tree a Negro man was seated with his legs drawn up and his arms crossed upon his knees. His head rested face downward upon his arms, as he had the aspect of one in deep slumber. Beside him munching on a few straggly weeds, a cantankerous mule took little notice of his surroundings.

"Can you tell me where Aunt Molly Ammonds lives?" I asked in a loud voice. The Negro stirred slowly, finally raising his head, and displaying three rabbit teeth, he accompanied his answer with a slight gesture of his hand.

"Yassuh, dar her house raght across de road; de house wid de climbin' roses on hit."

"Thank you," I said.

"Yassuh," was the drawled response, and the Negro quickly resumed his former posture.

Aunt Molly Ammonds is as gentle as a little child. Her voice is soft and each phrase measured to the slow functionings of her aged mind.
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Molly Ammond (Ammonds), Eufaula, Alabama


"Honey," she said, "you ain't gwineter believe dis, but I is de mammy of thirty chilluns. Jesus got 'em counted an' so is me. I was born in a log cabin dat had a loft, an' it was on Marse Lee Cato's plantation five miles wes' of Eufaula. My pappy's name was Tobe Cato an' my mammy's was Sophia. I had one sister, Marthy, an' two brothers, Bong and Toge. My pappy made all de furniture dat went in our house an' it were might' good furniture too. Us useta cook on de fiahplace. Us would cook ash cakes. Dey was made outen meal, water and a little pinch of lard; on Sundays dey was made outen flour, buttermilk an' lard. Mammy would rake all de ashes out de fiahplace, den kivver de cake wid de hot ashes an' let it cool till it was done.

"Yas Missy," she continued, "I recollects dat I was 'bout twelve or fo'teen when de s'render come, kaze a little atter dat I ma'ied Pastor Ammonds. We walked ober to Georgetown an' it was de fus' time I eber had shoes, and I got dem fum ole Massa. I remembers dat I ma'ied in a striped calico dress."

"Aunt Molly," I said, "you're getting a little ahead of your story, tell me something about your plantation life before the war."

"Well, honey, Massa Lee's place was 'bout three miles long an' two miles wide, and we raised cotton, cawn, 'taters and all sorts of vegetables. We had a mean oberseer dat always wanted to whup us, but massa wouldn't 'llow no whuppin'. Sometimes de massa whould ride over de place on a hoss, an' when he come up on de oberseer a-fussin' at a nigger, Massa say, 'Don't talk rough to dat nigger when he doin' de bes' he can.'

"My pappy had a little garden of his own back of his cabin, an' he raised some chickens for us to eat, an' we had aigs nearly ev'y mornin'.

"De only work I done on de plantation was to nuss some little niggers when dere mammy an' pappy was in de fiel's. Twarn't hard.

"Nawsuh! I ain't never seed no slave in chains. Massa Lee was a good man. He had a church built called de brush house, dat had a flo' and some seats, an' a top made outen pine boughs, an' massa's pa, Mr. Cato, would preach eve'y Sunday. We sung songs lak 'I Heered De Voice of Jesus Say,' an' 'I'se Gwine to Die no Mo.' We was all babtized in de creek, but none of us was taught to read or write.

"No-suh, I ain't never seed no slave run away. Us was treated fine. Our folks was quality. We had plenty som'n t'eat, but dem slaves hadda work powerful hard though. Atter dey come home fum de fiel's dey was so tired dat dey go raght to sleep, except when de massa had barbecues. Christmas was de big time; dere was several days to res' an' make merryin' an' lots of dem no count niggers got drunk.

"When us slaves was sick, Massa Lee would send to Eufaula to fetch Dr. Thornton to give us some medicine. We had de bes' treatment ever.

"Yassuh, white folks, dem days is long ago. All my chilluns done died or wandered away an' my ole man been dead goin' on twenty years. I been here a long time by myself."

"Aunt Molly," I interrupted. "There's one thing I've always been wanting to ask one of you ex-slaves, and that is: what you thought of people like Abraham Lincoln, Jefferson Davis and Booker T. Washington."

A puzzled expression came of the face of the old Negro. "White folks," she said after a moments deliberation, "I don't believes I is had de pleasure of meetin' dem gent'mens."


Charity Anderson
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Interview with Charity Anderson

    — Ila B. Prine


Charity Anderson, who believes she is 101 years old, was born at Bell's Landing on the Alabama River, where her owner, Leslie Johnson, operated a wood-yard, which supplied fuel to the river steamers, and a tavern where travelers whiled away the delays of a dubious riverboat schedule.

Rheumatic and weak, she no longer ventures from her house in Toulminville, on the outskirts of Mobile, but sits, with her turbaned head and bespectacled eyes, rocking the long hours away in a creaky old chair and knitting or sewing, or just gazing into a past painted by the crackling flames in the fireplace.
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Charity Anderson, Toulminville, Alabama


"I has so much trouble gittin' up and down de steps and ober de groun', I jist makes myself happy heah, cause — thank de Lawd — I'se on Zion's March," is her resigned comment.

"Missy, peoples don't live now; and niggers ain't got no manners, and doan' know nothin' 'bout waitin' on folks. I kin remember de days w'en 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 whar nothin' but de desserts set. Joe and Jerry, dey was de table boys. Dey neber tetched nothin' wid dere han's, but used de waiter to pass things wid.

"My ole Massa was a good man. He treated all his slaves 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 hahd job keepin' de pickaninnies out'er de dinin' room whar ole Massa et, cause w'en dey would slip in and stan' by his cheer, w'en he finished eatin' he would fix a plate for 'em and let 'em set on the hearth.

"No mam, Missy, I ain't neber worked in de fields. Ole Massa 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' lek dey do now.

"All dis generation thinks of is 'musement. I neber had seen a show in my whole life 'tell jes' dis pas' yeah when one of dem carnival things wid de swings, and lights, and all de doin's dey have stop right in front of our house heah.

"And I ain't neber been in no trouble in all my life — ain't been in no lawsuits, and ain't been no witness eben. I allus treat ebrybody as good as I kin, and I uses my manners as good as I knows how, and de Lawd sho' has took good keer of me. Why, w'en my house burnt up, de white folks helped me so dat in no time you couldn't tell I ebber los' a thing.

"But, honey, de good ole days is now gone foreber. De ole days was railly de good times. How I wish I could go back to de days w'en we lived at Johnson's landing on de riber, when de folks would come to ketch de steamboats and we neber knowed how many to put on breakfas', dinner or supper fo', cause de boats mought be behin' times. I ain't neber had to pay a fare to ride a steamboat needer. I was a good lookin' yaller gal in dem days and rid free wherever I wanted to go.

"But whut's de use dreamin' 'bout de ole times? Dey's gone, and de world is gettin' wicked'er and wicked'er, sin grows bolder and bolder, and 'ligion colder and colder."


Gus Askew
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Interview with Gus Askew

    — Gertha Couric


"Dat was one time when de ban' was playin' and flags was flyin' dat us lil' niggers didn't get no joy outen it." Gus Askew smiled at the thought of the occasion as he sat on the sunny steps of his comfortable house in Eufaula. Gus was telling about the investment of Eufaula during the War between the States.

"Gen'l Grierson and his men marched right through town," Gus went on with his story of his boyhood. "Mr. Lincoln done said we was free, but us lil' niggers was too skeered to lissen to any ban' music, even iffen the so'jers had come to set us free. 'Pears like us was allus gittin' in somebody's way in dem days and gittin' skeered of somepin'. But we went on away from the so'jers and had a good time 'mongst ourselves like we always done when there wasn't any cotton pickin'. Cotton pickin' time was when we didn't have any chance to do any playin'.

"After the surrender I didn't have to do any more cotton pickin' and I went blacksmithin' for Joe Sturgis. He was the first blacksmith in dis here town. I was the second. Now my son done took on de work. They ain't so much sence all dese here automobiles done got so plentiful and might 'nigh ruint de business. But for seventy years I riz wid de sun and went to dat blacksmith shop. I's enjoying a little misery now; so I's takin' my rest."
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Gus Askew, Eufaula, Alabama


Gus Askew was born a slave of the Edwards family in Henry County in 1853. He was brought to Eufaula just before the close of the war and stayed on as a blacksmith after he was freed. In his seventy years of hard work he saved enough to buy his home and some property which maintains him and his wife since age and infirmity forced him to turn over the work to his son. He has been married 54 years, numbers his white friends by the hundreds and is held in great respect by his own race.


Tom Baker
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Interview with Tom Baker

    — Susie R. O'Brien


"Sho, I recollects about de slabery days," said uncle Tom as he whittled shavings from a soft piece of white pine. "I lived on a plantation down in Perry County an' I remembers a story bout somp'n dat happen to me a way back dar.

"I was a water boy for fifty fiel' han's dat worked in de sun all day long, an' I hadda carry many a bucket from de spring dat was one fiel' ober from where most of dem was workin'. De spring run down between some willow trees an' it was powerful cool down dere in de shade. I use' to lie on de moss an' let my bare belly git cool an' put my face in de outlet of de spring an' let de water trickle over my haid. Jus' about de time I gits a little rest one of dem niggers would call: 'Water boy! Bring dat bucket!' Den I grab up de bucket an' run back out in de hot sun.

"One day, on my las' trip, I was mighty tired an' I flop down on dat moss wid de sweat a-drippin' from my body, an' 'fo' I knowed it I done fell slap to sleep. When I woke up, it was almos' dark, an' I couldn't hear de slaves a-singing' in de fiel's, so I knowed dat dey had gone home. I shake my haid, an' look about me, an' my eyes came to res' on a little black bear cub a-drinkin' outen de spring. He so was a cute little boogar an' I made up my mind right den to try an' kotch him. I was jus' a little nigger 'bout ten year old an' didn't have no sense, but I sho' wanted dat little bear. He ain't seed me a-settin' dere, so I snuck up real cautious like, an' afore he knowed it I had dat little debil a-squealin' in my han's. I was jus' about to start home wid him, when I hears a rustlin' in de bushes an' afore I went ten feets, here come a big, black bear a-lopin' along right outen dem willow trees. I drop dat little critter 'caze I knowed dat was his mammy an' she was ravin' mad. When I let de little feller fall it must have hurt him somp'n awful caze he howl mo' dan eber, an' went a limpin' up to his mammy. Well, suh, dat ole woman she got so mad she made fo' me lak two bolts of lightnin', but dese here feets of mine begin a-doin' dere stuff. I knowed she was a-gainin' on me so I lets out a whoop for help. She chased me 'cross dat empty field an' 'bout dat time I seen big Jim a-comin' through a row of cawn. 'Hurry Big Jim,' I calls, 'a bear is atter me!' Big Jim was de biggest nigger on our place. He must have weighed as much as half a bale of cotton. I was jus' 'bout gittin' to de aidge of de cawn when dat bear ketched me. He give me a slap wid his paw an' I goes down wid my mouf a-scoopin' up de dus'. My back felt like somebody done put a hot iron on it. Dat bear was a mean one. I was expectin' her to chaw me up an' I drawed my body up in a knot and kivered my haid wid my hands an' waited. But dat bear neber touch me agin'. I kinda snuck my eye aroun' an' I saw big Jim havin' it out wid her. Jim, he had a long knife an' dey was a-tumblin' an' a-rollin' in de dust, while I sot dere wid my eyes a-poppin' outen my haid an' my back feelin' like it was broke. Jim he wrap his legs roun' dat bear an' 'fore you knowed it he had done stuck dat ole critter a dozen times wid dat knife.

"About fifteen minutes later me an' Jim was a-walkin' back through de cawn fiel' an' I guess we looked a sight, 'caze I was all tore up an' Jim he looked like he done mess up wid a fambly of wildcats. He was bleedin' from haid to foot. When we walked into de big house to git some treatments an' medicine for our hurts, Mistis was a-standin' dere, and when she seed me an' Jim, she almost faint. She say: 'Whut done happen to my niggers?'

"Atter me an' Jim got fixed up I was jus' as happy, kaze I done seed de bes' fight dere eber was, an' I had me a little orphan bear cub."
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Interview with Henry Barnes

    — Ila B. Prine, Mobile


HE MISSES DEM 'SET-DOWN HAWGS'

In Prichard, a suburb of Mobile, lives an old, blind Negro, "Uncle Henry" Barnes, who says he was born in 1858, near Suggsville, Clarke County, Alabama.

"Cose I was borned a slave, but I don't 'member much 'bout hit, 'caze I was li'l. Dere is one t'ing I does 'member, an' dat was when dey cut watermelons at de oberseer's house an' dey want us li'l niggers run races to git our piece. I jes wouldn't run an' my mammy she whup me 'caze I so stubborn an' when I git my piece o' melon, I fly down de lane whar our log cabins was. Dem cabins was daubed wid clay, an' de chimbleys was built outten clay an' stick. Our beds was homemade an' had t'ree legs wid de yuther side nail to de wall. I 'member atter I got a big boy, my mammy had a bed made outten lumber an' I slep' in dat bed 'twel I was growed an' ma'ed.

"I 'members us's Ole Mistis, Miss Dell. Miss Dell was a good Mistis an' she useter hab Sunday School ebber' Sund'y mornin' at de Big House an' all us li'l niggers went up dar for her to teach us 'bout de Bible an' Jesus.

"Marse John was good to all he slaves an' he wouldn't stan' no rush er meanness to his niggers. Iffen de o'seer got mean, Ole Marster would turn him off. Ole Marster allus tuk good keer of he slaves, 'caze when dey got sick, he hab de doctor, jes lak when de white folks got sick. One o' Marse John's boys, Marse Bennie, was a doctor, an' he was a good doctor, cep'n' he gin us bad med'cin', but he cyured you.

"Cose us hab our med'cin' sich lak elderbush tea. Hit was red 'mos' lak whiskey an' us used hit for feber. Den dere was red sassafrac tea fer spring feber, an' dey made Jerusalem oak candy full o' seeds an' gib to de chilluns to eat so dey could git rid of worms. Den us had mullen an' pine-top tea for colds an' feber. An' when us had a swellin' dey made a poultice of mullen leabes to take de swellin' out.

"Sometimes I wishes dat I could be back to de ol' place, 'caze us did hab plenty to eat, an' at hog-killin' time us had a mor'n a plenty. Ole Marster kill eight or ten set-down hawgs at one time, an' de meat, an' de lard an' de hawgjowl an' de chitt'lin's — m'm' I kin see 'em now.

"What a set-down hawg? Hit's a hawg what done et so much corn he got so fat dat he feets can't hol' him up an' he jes set on he hin' quarters an' grunts an' eats an' eats an' grunts, 'twell day knock him in de head.

"Dem was sho' good times, 'caze us had all us could eat den, an' plenty sugar cane to make 'lasses outten. An' dey made up biscuits in de big wood trays. Dem trays was made outten tupelo gum an' dey was light as a fedder. Us had plenty den, all de time, an' at Chris'mus an' when de white folks get ma'ed, dey kill hawgs, turkeys, an' chickens an' sometimes a yearlin'. En dey cook de hawgs whole, barbecue 'em an' fix 'em up wid a big apple in he mouf. When de big weddin' come off, de cook in big pots, so's to hab 'nough for eber'body. Cose us didn't hab eaten' lak dat all de time, 'caze de reg'lar rations was t'ree pound of meat an' a peck of meal fer eber' han' from Sat'day twell Sat'day.

"De niggers was 'lowed to hab a li'l patch of dey own, dat dey could wuk at night an' Sat'day ebenin'! What dey make on dis patch was dey'n, an' Ole Marster pay 'em money for hit. Nobody didn't make de niggers wuk dey patches — iffen dey want de grass to took 'em, dat's all right wid Ole Marster. Ole Martser hab a big gyarden, 'mos' big as a fiel', whar dey raise greens an' collards an' turnups fer de whole place.

"My granpappy was a carpenter an' Ole Marster contrac' him out to de yuther plantations to build dey houses. De grown niggers had to be up 'fo' day. De oberseer blow he horn fust to git up by an' de nex' time he blow dey hatter be ready to go to de fiel'.

"Dere was a ol' 'oman what kep' all de li'l niggers, whilst dey mammies was in de fiel'. Dis ol' 'oman cooked fer de li'l uns an' fed 'em all day, an' dey mammies tuk 'em at night.

"Us's clo's was made outten osnaburg cloth an' dyed wid cop'rus an' sometime dey mix terbaccy an' peach tree leabes wid de dye. Us had a big orchard wid apples an' peaches an' pears, more'n us an' de hawgs togedder could eat up.

"When a nigger died, dey was buried in de graveyard lak dey do now, an' dey shouted an' hollered an' sometime a 'oman she faint an' hab to be tote home. De song dey sing mos' at de fun'ral was: Hark from de Toom'.

"Us sho' did hab plenty singin' o' hymns an' shoutin' at night in de cabins. Iffen de men want to break a night res' he go possum huntin' or rabbit huntin' jes' so he git pass from Ole Marster an' was at de fiel' nex' mornin' on time wid de yuther han's.

"I knowed Ole Marster went to de war, 'caze I heerd de folks talkin' bout hit an' wonder iffen Ole Marster gwine git kilt. Den I heerd 'em say de niggers was free, but us didn't leave Ole Marster for 'bout a year atter de s'render. Den us went to lib on de young mistis' place at Barlow Bend, atter she ma'ed Mr. Bob Flynn. Right dar I stayed twell I was grown and ma'ed. Den de fust move to town, us come up de Alabama Ribber to James' Landin'. I members all de big boats on de ribber. Dey sho' was fine 'uns.

"Den, I 'members atter I growed up dey tell 'bout how de Yankees comin' here an' how dey pester de white folks an' de niggers, too. Broke in dey smoke-houses, burn 'em up an' t'row t'ings away an' lef' nobody nottin' to eat. I don't 'member dat 'caze I was too li'l.

"Lady, you ax me iffen us knowed anyt'ng 'bout hoodoo? Yes, ma'am dere sho' was folkses what could put spells on you. I sho' was skeered o' dem kin' too. Atter I was nearly growed, dere was a gal name Penny what been down sick a long time an' dere was a cunjer doctor wukkin' on her tryin' cyure her, but her wan't 'greeable, so he let her die. Den a boy, name Ed, he had a mis'ry in he foot, an' hit went up he leg an' he cripple. Dere was a hoodoo doctor in de forks o' 'Bigbee Ribber come tend on him, an' he tol' ebber'body git outten de house 'cep'n' him an' Ed an' de Debil. He cyured Ed smack well.

"My mammy said I was borned wid a 'zernin' eye to see sperits, an' I seed sump'n lak a cow wid no haid. So mammy made me stir de fresh lard when dey was rendin' hit, 'caze dat cyures you of seein' de sperits. Atter I stirred de lard, I didn't see 'em no mo'.

"One time I was splittin' rails wid a nigger what could do anythin', but he was a bad man an' I was 'feered of him. I tol' him, iffen I had a pain or anything hurt me, I sho' would kill him wid my ax. I wudda split dat nigger wide open, jes' lak I split dem rails, iffen he try dat hoodoo on me.

"Talkin' 'bout fishin', I 'members when us would be plowin' down by de ribber, when hit come dinner-time an' whilst de mules eatin', us go down to de ribber an' fish. Den eb'ry Sat'day ebenin's us'd fish. Us kotch trout, gyar, jack an' carp. May was when de carp bite. Dey was so fat den dat you could cook em by deyse'f widout no grease. Den us ketch turkeys in pole pens baited wid corn.

"Lor' what's de use me talkin' 'bout dem times. Dey all pas' an' gone. Sometimes I gits to studyin' 'bout all de folks mos' is dead, an' I is here yit, libin' an' blin'; but I 'spec's hit won't be long twell I is ober de ribber wid de bles'."


Nathan Beauchamp
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Interview with Nathan Beauchamp

    — Gertha Couric, Eufaula, Alabama


HALF BREED

I walked up a little path bordered with small stones, an atmosphere of solitude surrounding me. In the sky, large, white cumulous clouds like great bolls of cotton, floated leisurely northward. Far down the road a ramshackle buckboard disappeared over a slight hill; directly in front the path ran at twenty yards into the dilapidated steps of a Negro cabin, while an old colored man in a vegetable garden to the left to the cabin broke the stillness with the intermittent metallic sounds of his spade digging into thirsty soil. I knew at a glance that this was Nathan Beauchamp.

"Hello, Uncle Nathan," I called.


[image: ]

Nathan Beauchamp, Eufaula, Alabama


"Mornin', white folks," he answered, as he discontinued his spading and raised his hand in a friendly gesture.

I walked over to where Uncle Nathan was standing and stopped in the little furrows of brown earth. Already a thick coat of dust had formed on my shoes.

"Uncle Nathan," I said, "I'd like to have a brief chat with you about slavery days, if you can spare a few minutes from your garden here?"

"Yassuh, boss," he said, punctuating his reply with a spat of tobacco that was soon nothing but a dark mark in the parched ground, "glad to be of any 'sistance."

We moved to the shade of a large oak where we sat down together on a sturdy, home-made bench.

"Well, white folks," he went
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