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In 1929, the Social Sciences Department at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, began
recording the oral histories of former slaves. During the mid-1930s, the Federal Writers’ Project
undertook a similar effort, ultimately compiling more than two thousand interviews and ten
thousand pages of material in seventeen states. In this volume, thirty-six former slaves living in
Tennessee recount what it was like to live under the yoke. Tennessee was not a large
slaveholding state compared with others in the South. On the other hand, it was a leader in the
abolition movement prior to 1830 and a powder keg of mixed Union and Confederate
sympathies at the time of the Civil War. The voices in this volume thus recall the extreme
conditions of slavery in the border country.Originally from San Antonio, Andrea Sutcliffe has a
journalism degree from the University of Texas at Austin. She was a writer, editor, and
publications manager in the Washington, DC, area for twenty years. Her writing and editing
career began in 1990 as director of the EEI Press in Alexandria, Virginia. In 1996, Andrea
Sutcliffe moved to Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley to devote herself full-time to writing. Andrea’s
love of her new home in the mountains of western Virginia, and a desire to learn more about the
region’s fascinating history, led to her book, Touring the Shenandoah Valley Backroads.

About the AuthorOriginally from San Antonio, Andrea Sutcliffe has a journalism degree from the
University of Texas at Austin. She was a writer, editor, and publications manager in the
Washington, DC, area for twenty years. Her writing and editing career began in 1990 as director
of the EEI Press in Alexandria, Virginia. In 1996, Andrea Sutcliffe moved to Virginia’s
Shenandoah Valley to devote herself full-time to writing. Andrea’s love of her new home in the
mountains of western Virginia, and a desire to learn more about the region’s fascinating history,
led to her book, Touring the Shenandoah Valley Backroads. --This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.
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IntroductionThe stories in this volume are first-person accounts of slavery as recalled by former
slaves living in Tennessee in the late 1920s and 1930s. Most were in their eighties and nineties



at the time they were interviewed, and a few had even passed the century mark. Although their
recollections were of events that took place when they were children or teenagers and thus may
not be entirely reliable, their stories provide vivid and disturbing images of everyday slave life on
Tennessee farms and plantations in the mid-1800s.The idea of interviewing slaves about their
experiences dates to the 1760s, when abolitionists began to publish slave narratives as a way to
educate the public about the horrors of slavery. Many of the selections in this book were the
result of a project of the Social Sciences Department at Fisk University in 1929 and 1930. In
1934, during the Great Depression, one of the Fisk project workers suggested that the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration hire unemployed white-collar blacks to undertake similar
projects in two other states. Some 250 interviews were conducted in Indiana and Kentucky but
were never published. Two years later, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) picked up on
the idea and directed Federal Writers’ Project teams in South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, and
Florida to begin interviewing former slaves living in their states. The project soon expanded to
additional states. Interviewers, most of whom were white, were given lists of questions and told
how to record the interviews to reflect the spoken black dialects.By the time the WPA project
ended in 1938, some two thousand interviews, representing about 2 percent of the exslave
population in the United States at the time, had been completed and transcribed. Ten thousand
pages of typewritten material were sent to the Library of Congress, which organized the
collection and published it in seventeen volumes under the title Slave Narratives: A Folk History
of Slavery in the United States from Interviews with Former Slaves. In the 1970s, historian
George P. Rawick compiled not only the narratives deposited with the Library of Congress but
also the hundreds that had never been sent to Washington, which he found in various state,
university, and historical society collections all over the country. Rawick’s series, which reprints
the entire Fisk project in volumes 18 and 19, is entitled The American Slave: A Composite
Autobiography.Only 26 WPA narratives were included in the Library of Congress collection for
Tennessee. Most states produced many more than that (South Carolina, for example, had 284).
In his introduction to The American Slave, Rawick offers no explanation for the small number of
narratives for Tennessee other than to state that several of them were not included because they
may have been “fraudulent,” appearing to be copies of previously published material. More than
sixty years later, all we can surmise is that perhaps the Federal Writers’ Project team for
Tennessee was not well staffed, or that the project coordinators felt that the interviews
conducted by Fisk University had sufficiently recorded the experience of slavery in
Tennessee.Readers who are familiar with WPA slave narratives from other states may notice a
distinct difference in both the tone and content of many of the accounts in this collection. In
particular, the interviewees in the Fisk University project were more outspoken, on the whole,
than the WPA subjects about the cruelties they endured under slavery. One possible reason is
that the Fisk interviews were conducted by Ophelia Settle Egypt, a Howard University graduate
who was working for Dr. Charles Johnson, a professor in Fisk’s Social Sciences Department.
Both were black, and it is possible that the former slaves felt comfortable relating their



experiences to a black professional woman who encouraged them to speak about their
experiences, good and bad. (Years later, Ms. Egypt was instrumental in opening the first family-
planning clinic in southeast Washington, D.C.) By contrast, most of the WPA interviewers were
white women from the middle and upper classes in the communities where the interviews were
conducted. No doubt many had ties to local charitable and governmental organizations that
Depression-era blacks relied on for help. All of the former slaves appear to have been struggling
to get by, and fear of retribution may have played a role as they answered the interviewers’
questions. Even one of the Fisk subjects asks, “Say, is there any danger in this talk? If so, I want
to take back everything I said.”Another possible reason for the relative mildness of many of the
WPA interviews, as Rawick explains in his introduction to The American Slave, was censorship
on the part of some of the state project directors. It appears that in at least a few cases, certain
narratives were deemed “too hot” and thus were never sent to the central program office in
Washington. Rawick also mentions that some narratives were apparently “toned down” at the
state level.Whether WPA or Fisk, the narratives in this volume vary in how they portray the trials
of daily life under the master and mistress. It appears that a few slaves may have been treated
fairly well—but only relatively speaking. It is important to read between the lines. Many claim
their masters were good to them but later mention frequent whippings, often saying they were
painful but deserved. Others take a relative view: “My old marster was right good to us—that is,
he wasn’t as mean as some of them was.” One ex-slave, the mulatto son of his master’s son,
doesn’t mince words about his masters but then quickly seems to regret it: “If I had my way with
them, all I would like to have is a chopping block and chop every one of their heads off. Of
course, I don’t hate them; that is good.” Almost every narrative makes matter-of-fact mention of
daily or weekly whippings, sexual abuse, punishments for trying to learn to read or write, the
inability to worship freely, and cruel separations of family members. As one former slave puts it,
“We didn’t know nothing else but slavery—never thought of nothing else. I just know I belonged
to the man who provided for me, and I had to take whatever he give me.”Tennessee was not a
large slaveholding state compared with others in the South. The number of slaves in the state
grew from 3,417 in 1790 to more than 275,000 by the time the Civil War ended in 1865. By then,
blacks represented one-fourth of the state’s population. Most Tennesseans were not
slaveholders—fewer than one family in five owned slaves in 1860. Interestingly, as Caleb
Patterson describes in his 1922 book, The Negro in Tennessee, 1780–1865, Tennessee was a
leading state in attempts to abolish slavery before 1830. By 1827, there were 130 such groups in
the United States, 25 of which were based in Tennessee. Until 1834, free black men had the
right to vote in the state. Then the tide began to turn against abolition because of growing
concerns over slave rebellions and riots in neighboring states. Although the 7,300 free blacks in
Tennessee around 1860 still had some legal rights, they weren’t allowed to associate with slaves
(for fear they would encourage them to flee), and most whites refused to mix with free blacks in
society or give them jobs. Many free blacks supported their families by performing odd jobs.
Some were lucky enough to own small farms.Readers should keep in mind that the economic



lives of most former slaves did not improve a great deal after 1865. In fact, several mention that
times were better “in the old days” because they didn’t have to face the problems of obtaining
food, clothing, and shelter. Especially tragic are those who mention their inability to receive old-
age pensions, military pensions, or some other form of government relief. Even so, their
comments should not be taken to mean that they thought slavery was preferable to freedom, as
advocates of slavery have often claimed. In fact, the interviewees say that even though times
were hard, “I would die fighting rather than be a slave again” and “I’d rather be out of slavery than
in, all the time.”Besides providing a highly personal look at the American tragedy that was
slavery, many of the interviews also recount important events in Tennessee history, including the
Battle of Nashville and the Confederate massacre of black Union soldiers at Fort Pillow. Places
and events in Nashville in particular are frequently mentioned. Some interviewees describe
being put on the block in the city’s slave-trading yards, watching Union soldiers march through
town, seeing the construction of the state capitol, riding in segregated streetcars, attending
some of the first classes at Fisk University, and hearing about (and in one case actually
participating in) Fisk’s famous Jubilee Singers, who toured the world to raise money to keep their
school open. Several mention witnessing or hearing about a black man named Eph Grizzard,
who was lynched in Nashville for his involvement with a white woman; this was clearly in
response to a standard interview question.For this book, I selected thirty-six of the most
interesting interviews recorded by the WPA (indicated by asterisks in the table of contents) and
the Fisk University projects. All the ex-slaves whose accounts are included here were at least ten
years old at the time the Civil War ended. I edited the narratives for readability by removing most
of the black dialect—much of it excessive—recorded especially by the WPA interviewers. I also
rearranged paragraphs for better chronological flow, omitted redundant or extraneous
information, and shortened lengthy narratives. I did not correct grammar, and in some cases I
retained certain commonplace variants—for example, master, marster, and marse—that were
consistently used. In several instances, I have provided explanatory information and definitions
of unfamiliar words in brackets. When the names of the narrators were available, I included
them, but many of the Fisk-interviewed subjects unfortunately remain anonymous. Finally,
because all the Fisk narratives had titles, I created titles for the WPA narratives as well, for the
sake of consistency.Many thanks are due the librarians who took time to help me on this project.
They include Zelli Fischetti and Linda Belford at the Western Historical Manuscripts Collection at
the University of Missouri—St. Louis; Sally R. Polhemus at the McClung Historical Collection of
the Knox County library system; William B. Eigelsbach at the University of Tennessee libraries;
and Beth M. Howse at the Fisk University library. In addition, the librarians in the Prints and
Photographs Reading Room of the Library of Congress were knowledgeable and helpful.

Mighty Rough Times, I Tell YouName unknownWell, ladies, I can’t tell you nothing ’cept I was
treated pretty bad, knocked and kicked around like I was a mule. They would tie you up to a tree,
tie your hands down, and whip you. They was awful mean in Georgia. You was never allowed to



have a piece of paper to look at. They would whip you for that because they didn’t want you to
learn anything. When they would whip you, they would tear your back all to pieces. Child, they
didn’t care for you. We had to stand in fear of them; we had no protection. They would take your
clothes off and whip you like you was no more than mules.The man who owned us was right
clever to us. He give my mother a little patch to raise cotton, and when he would sell it he would
always give her the money. Heap of them was too lazy to work a patch. He would give her a half-
day on Saturday to work her crop. On moonlight nights, we would work it, too. Every family had a
cabin to theirself. Hogs was wild; they just roved about in the woods trying to find something to
eat. It was a mighty poor country. There was plenty of grapes, plums, and watermelons.You
would always have to ask Marster and Mistress every time you wanted to do anything at all. At
Christmastime, they would give you something—shoes, hat, and one thing and another. Some
would do it, and some wouldn’t. When we wanted to have a dance, we had to ask Marster. They
would have a fiddler, and we would tromp around mighty.I was in the Civil War. Mighty rough
times, I tell you. My marster sold me. I was in Georgia, then they brought me to Tennessee. I was
on the Northern side. The man that bought me brought me from Atlanta to Knoxville. Right at the
Knoxville branch, the Yankees met us and made him give me up, so he lost me. I got a
discharge, all right, but after the war I was met one night out in the woods, and some robbers
robbed me of all the money I had, which was two dollars, and took my discharge papers. I never
thought much about it then, but I have never been able to get a pension on account of not having
them papers. Several people have tried for me, but I never could tell what regiment I was with.
The regiment was from Wisconsin; I remember that all right. And I remember two names of
officers; they were Lieutenant Parker and Lieutenant Hughes.I am eighty-seven years old. The
year the Civil War commenced, I was a fifteen-year-old boy. I left ’long about chopping cotton
time. The man who sold me was a speculator in slaves. Buy them just like mules. The Yankees
took up I don’t know how many boys. I waited on two officers. I kept their clothes clean, boots
shined, and would bring water. I was standing right ’side of them when they give the discharge
papers out, and I would be all right now if I coulda just kept them papers. But I just never was
able to get on to getting anything. A old lady in Gallatin told me she was going to write about it for
me, but I knowed the old heifer wasn’t going to do it. One old man in Gallatin, ’fore I come down
here, told me he got three thousand dollars and said I sure ought to got something out of
it.When the Civil War commenced, Marster went and stayed two months, but it rained so much
he come back. The man who bought me, the Yankees cut him off at Knoxville. That’s how I got to
Tennessee.I reckon my marster had something like fifteen or sixteen grown people on his place.
Some of them had a hundred men on their farm at once. They would see children and give them
candy. If they looked healthy, they would buy them and raise them up. They would look at them
and say, “That’s a mighty fine nigger.” Mighty few of them had marsters that would treat them
right. The niggers was mighty glad to have the Yankees take them; they wanted to get out from
under that rough treatment. Georgia was about the meanest place in the world. They would
knock and kick you around just like you was dogs.
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Classynoni, “Really insightful !. I loved the collection of the first hand experience from these
peoples lives and the idea of them being asked to tell how they truly felt about their situation.
The way they spoke was so true to life it was like being there. However, it still disturbed me to
know that one human being could be so cruel to another human being and call themselves
Christian's! Even animals today are treated better than slaves were back then........
heartbreaking!”

S. Kelley Chambers, “Excellent.. Very good read. Excellent excerpts. Well written and put
together.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Five Stars. good”

Colinda, “Slave narratives without too much dialect. The book is easier to read than some slave
narratives because excessive dialect has been changed to plain English. Just enough remains
to provide a little flavor - the word marster is often used for master, for instance.Each chapter is a
first-person account by a former slave telling of life during slavery and after freedom. Based on
interviews done in Tennessee, the stories are simply told and have the ring of truth. They are
quite varied. Some of the people were mistreated as slaves, while a few had kind masters and
enough to eat. The best-treated was probably Lucy, who says "It was a long time before I knew I
was a slave." She was "a kinda maid and companion" to a young woman who married a U.S.
Army Officer, and they traveled a lot.Other stories are full of sadness and of course, some tell of
neglect or cruelty. More of the interviewees witnessed extreme cruelty than actually experienced
it. After all, these were people who survived into old age. Not being allowed to learn to read was
a recurring complaint. The forced separation of families is a repeated source of anguish,
although I was surprised at how many eventually found other family members after freedom
came. Another theme is joining the Yankees during the Civil War, although accounts of actual
battles are sparse. Apparently the interviewers were more interested in the slave experience and
how the people coped after they were freed.A number of the elderly persons who were
interviewed were disapproving of the young people at that time, who did not have the manners
that were insisted upon during slavery and who did not appreciate the great privilege of being
free citizens.I found this book very interesting. The presentation is elegantly simple with a clear
typeface and adequate white space. The only illustration is on the cover.”

Andre M., “Probably the best of the Series. This is probably the best in the series of the
interviews with former slaves done in the 1930s-in this case Tennessee. Here we get info on a
long-forgotten lynching that tookplace in Nashville in 1892 and an early look at life at Fisk
University. What makes these stand apart from the others is the fact that since Black Students
from Fisk University interviewed these ex-slaves in 1929-30 (not to be confused with the later



WPA Slave narratives), they felt freer to express themselves than they would have with White
interviewers at the time. We get an eyeful to read as a result and a vairutally untarnished view.
However, many of these are anonymous since some of the ex-slaves feared retributution for their
remarks. All in all, an excellent read and a treasure chest for historians.There was another book
that was written in 1968 from the Fisk University Slave narratives called "Unwritten History of
Slavery" that contains some of the same material. Interesting to compare the two.”

G. JoAnne Wheeler, “So very interesting. Was on vacation in Nashville, TN and saw this book in
a shop. Got home and ordered it and it is such a complaining book, so interesting and it was
shipped so quickly. Very pleased with this company!!!!”

The book by Charlotte Collins has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 20 people have provided feedback.
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