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lNTRODUCTION 

I 

This collection of slave narratives had its beginning in the 

second year of the fomer"Federal ",'Iriters' Project (now the Wri-

ters' Program), 1936, when several state Writers' Projects-- not-

ably those of Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina--recorded inter-

views with ex-slaves residing in those states. On April 22, 1937, 

a standard questionnaire for field workers drawn up by John A. 

Lomax, then National Advisor on Folklore and Folkways for the Fed

eral Vlri ters' project~ was issued from i'lashington as "Supplement-

ary Instructions #9-E to The A.,:;lerican Guide ;,Ianual" (appended be-

low). illso associated with the direction and criticism of the 

work in the "Jashington office of the Federal ";lriters' Project 

were Henry G. Alsberg, Director; George Cronyn, Associate Direct-

or; Sterling A. I3rown, Editor on Negro Affairs; :"ary Lloyd, Edi

tor; and B. A. Botkin, Folklore Editor succeeding t~r. Lo.rnax~ 

lITre Lomax served from June 25, 1936, to October 23, 1937, with 
a ninety-day furlough beginning Ju+y 24, 19~7. According to a 
mernorandu..ll written by Mr. Alsberg on :,=arch 23, 1937, I;~r. Lomax was 
"in charge of the collection of folklore allover the United states 
for the "'-lriters' Project. In connection with this work he is rnak-

"ing recordings of Negro songs and cowboy ballads. Though techni
cally on the payroll of the Survey of Historical Records, his work 
is done for the :Vri ters and the results wi1l make several national 
volumes of folklore. The essays in the State Guides devoted to 
folklore are also under his supervision." Since 1933 Mr. Lomax 
halJ been Honorary Curator of the Archive of American Folk Song, 
Library of Congress. 

'J 

'-'Folklore Consultant, from 1\:ay 2 to July 31, 1938; Folklore 
Editor, from August 1, 1938, to August 31, 1939. 
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On August ~31, 1939', the Federal 'ilri ters t Proj ect bec8.me the 

Wri.ters' Program, and the National Technical Project in Washington 

was terminated. On October 17, the first Library of Congress Pro

ject, under the sponsorship of the Library of Congress, was set up 

by the Work Projects Administration in the Dist.rict of Columbia, 

to continue SO~:le of the functions of the National Technical Pro

ject, chiefly those concerned with books of a regional or nation

wide scope. On February 12, 1940, the project WdS reorganized 

along strictly conservation lines, and on August 16 it was suc

ceeded by the present Library of Congress Project (Offlcial Pro

ject No. 165-2-26-7, Work Project No. 540). 

The present Library of Congress project, under the sponsor

ship of the Library of Congress, is a unit of the Public Acti vi

ties Program of the Community Service Programs of the ~ork Pro

jects Administration for the District of Columbia. According 

to the Project Proposal (:IJPA Form 301), the purpose of the Pro

ject is to "collect, check, edit, index, and otherwise prepare 

for use 'ifPA recorJ.s, Professional and Service Projects." 

The '.1riters' Unit of the Library of Congress Project process

es material left over from or not needed for publication by the 

state Vlriters' Projects. On file in the -.'Jashington office in 

August, 1939, was a large body of slave narratives, photographs 

of former slaves, interviews with white infonnants regarding 

slavery, transcripts of laws, advertisements, records of sale, 
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transfer 1 and'1anumission of slaves, and other docth'TIents. As un-

published TI1::..:.nuscripts of the ii'ederal :'lri ters' Project these 

records passed into the hands of the Library of Congress Project 

for processing; :md from then hns been assembled the present col-

lecti on of some two t :lousand narr~:lti ves fron. the following seven-

teen states: Alab81r.a, ) .. rkansas, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Kansas, 

Kentucky, l:aryland, ::ississip)i, Missouri, l~orth Carolina, Ohio, 

1 
Oklahoma, ;;;)outh Carolina, 'Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. 

'rhe work of the -Jriters' Unit in preparing the narratives for 

deposi t in the Library of Congress consisted principally of ar-

ranGing the manuscripts and photographs by states and alphabetJ_-

cally by informants wi thin the states, listing the infonnants and 

illustrations, and collating the contents in seventeen volumes 

divided into thirty-three parts. The follow ing :I:aterial has been 

omitted: :.;ost of the inte rviews wit~ info!'::lants born too late to 

re:"1smber anyt >dng of significance ree;arding slavery or concerned 

chiefly with folklore; a few negligible fragilents and unidentified 

;lanuscripts; [1 f.;roup of Tennessee interviews shovJing evidence 

1 
The bulk of the 'Jirginia narrat i ves is st ill i.e the st:'lte of-

fice. .:..;xcerpts from these are included in The Fegro in 7irginia, 
compiled by jorkers of the -':riters' Program of the Jork I'rojects 
"i.d::cini stru -:, ion in the sta Le of 'Tirginia, S:ponsored by the Eatlpton 
Institute, il"astings ~Iouse, ~-ublishers, I~eVJ York, 1940. Other 
sl:ive narrati ves arepublisned in Drums and Shadow~ Survival 
Studies anong the GeorE:ia Coastal i:esroes, Savannah "Jni t, Georgia 
~:riters' Froject, ·','lork j'rojects "1.d -iinistration, i]niversi ty of 
Geo rgia Fre::::, 1940. ." co:"posi te article, "Slaves, 'I based on ex
cerpts fro1]l three interviews, WuS contributed by Elizabeth 10 -.ax 
to the .\:-,ericur; stuff issue of Direction, 701. 1, ~ro. 3, 19~:)f. 
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of plagiarism; and the supplementary material gathered in connec-

tion with the narratives. In the course of the preparation of 

these volumes, the '\'lriters' "U"nit compiled data for an essay on 

the narratives and part ially completed an index and a glossary. 

Enough additional m.:'3.terial is being received from the state Writ-

ers' Projects, as part of their surplus, to make a suppleI'lent, 

which, it is hoped, will contain several states not here repre-

sented, such as Louisiana. 

All editing had previ()usly been done in the states or the 

:o'lashington office. Some of the pencilled comments have been 

identified as those of John A. Lornax and Alan Lomax, who also 

read the manuscripts. In a few cases, two drafts or versions 

of the same interview have been. included for comparison of inter-

esting variations or alterations. 

II 

set beside the work of formal historians, social scientists, 

and novelists, slave autobiographies, and contempor~ry records 

of abolitionists and planters, these life histories, taken down 

as far as possible in the narrators' words, constitute an in-

valuable body of unconscious evidence or indirect source ma-

terial, which scho.lars and writers dealing with the south, es-
. 

pecially. social psychologists and cultural anthropologists,can-

not afford to reckon without. For the first and the last time, 

a large number of surviving slaves (many of Wllom have since 

died) have been permitted to tell their own story, in their own 
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way. In spite of obvious 11raitations--bias and fallibility of 

both informants and interviewers, the use of leading questions, 

unskilled techniques, and insufficient controls and checks-

this saga must remain the most authentic and colorful source 

of our knowledge of the lives and t;-.oughts of thousands of slaves, 

of their attitudes toward one another, toward their masters, 

mistresses, fend overseers, toward poor whites, North and South, 

the Civil Har, K"!lancipation, Reconstruction, religion, education, 

and virtually every phase of !Tegro life in the South. 

The narratives belong to fO.k historj--historj recovered from 

the "lec-wries and lips of particip'mts or eye-witnesses, who 

:'lingle Group with individual experience and both with observation, 

hearSQ7, and tradition. -.. 'Jhet:ler the narrators relate whnt they 

actually saw and thought and felt, what they im<:lcine, or what 

they have thought and felt about slavery since, now we know why 

thei thouC.ht and felt as tOley did. To the white myth of slavery 

must be added the sIeves' own folklore and folk-say of slavery. 

The patterns they reveal are folk and re:.:;ional patterns--the pat

t3rns of field hand, house and body servant, and artisan; the 

p~J.tterns of ldnd and cruel :na::ter or :"1istress; the patterns of 

Southeast and Southwest, lowLmd .md uplnnd, tidevJ~! ter clndinland, 

s::",uller 2nd h:.rger )l:lnt.'.:l t ions, ~:md rncial 'jixture (including Cre

ole '..:.nd Indian). 

The nGr.::'atives belone also to folk literature. ~tich not only 

in folk sones, folk t:.iles, u.nd folk speech but also in folk hu-

:-:lor und Joetry, crude or skilful in dLllect, uneven in tone and 
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treatment, they constantly r8ward one with earthy imagery, salty 

phrase, and sensitive d'etail. In their unconscious art, exhibi-

ted in many a fine and powerful short story, they are a contri-

bution to the realistic writing of the Negro. Beneath all the 

surface contradictions and exaggerations, the fantasy and flat-

tery, they possess an essential truth and hQ~anity which sur-

passes as it supplements history and literature. 

:1ashingt on, D. C. 
June 12, 1941 

B. A. Botkin 
Chief Edi tor, Viri t ers' Uni t 
Library of Congress Project 



SELECTED RECORDS 

Bearing on the History of the Slave Narratives 

Frcrn the correspondence and memoranda files of the Washington 

office of the :B'ederal Writers' Project the following 1.nstruct-

ions and criticisms relative to the slave narrative collection, 

issued from April 1 to September 8, 1937, have been selected. 

Th,-::y throw lig..YJ.t on the progress of the work, the development 

of materials and methods, and some of the problems encountered. 

1. Copy of I'i~emorandill"J. from George Cronyn to Mrs. Eudora R. 
Richardson. April 1, 1937. 

2. Autograph ldemorandum from John A. Lomax to George Cronyn. 
April 9, 1937. 

3. Copy of Memorandum from George Cronyn to Edwin Bjorkman, 
enclosing a Memorandlli'TI from John A.. Lo:nax on' "Negro Dialect 
Suggestions." April 14, 1937. 

4. Mimeographed "Supplementary Instructions #9-E to the Ameri
can Guide L:anual. Folklore. Stories fran EX-Slaves." 
April 22, 1937. Prepared by John A. L~~ax. 

5. Copy of Memorandum from George Cronyn to Edwin Bjorkman. 
I,;Iay 3, 1937. 

6. Copy of Memorandum from Henry G. Alsberg to state Directors 
of the Federal ~'lriters' Project. June 9, 1937. 

7. Copy of "Notes by an Editor on Dialect Usage in Accounts by 
Interviews with EX-Slaves." June 20, 1937. Prepared by 
sterling A. Brown. 

8. Copy of ;.1emorandum from Henry G. Alsberg to state Directors 
of the Federal :'friters' Project. July, 30, 1937. 

9. Copy of Memorandum from Henry G •• ::'lsberg to state Directors 
of the Federal ':lriters' Project. September 8, 1937. 

xi 
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sent to: NORI'H & SOUTH CAROLINA, GEORGIA, ALARW..A 
LOUISIANA, TEXAS, A.RK.WSAS t TENNESSEE, 
KENTUCKY, MISSOURI, MISS ISS IFPI t OKLA. 

April 1, 1937 

Mrs. Eudora R. Richardson, Acting State Director 
Federal Writers' Project, WPA 
Rooms 321-4, American Bank Building 
Richmond, Virginia 

Subj: Folklore 

Dear Iv:rs. Richardson: 

We have received from Florida a remarkably interest
ing collection of autobiographical, stories by ex-slaves. Such 
documentary records by the survivors of a historic period in 
America are invaluable, both to the student of histoIj" and. to 
creative writers. 

If a volume of such importance can be assembled we 
will endeavor to secure its publication. There undoubtedly 
is material of this sort to be found in your state by making 
the proper contact through tactful interviewers. While it is 
desirable to give a running story of the life of each subject, 
the color and human interest will be greatly enhanced if it is 
told largely in the words of t he person interviewed. The pecu-
liar idiom is often more expressive than a literary account. 

We shall be very glad to know if you have undertaken 
any research of this sort, or plan to do so. 

GWCronyn/a 

Very truly yours, 

George Cronyn 
Associate Director 
Federal Writers' Project 
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(Transcript of Preceding A.utograph MemorandtL.'l1) 

4/9/37 

r ... lr. C ronyn : 

In replying to this letter I should like for you 
to cQiunend especially t'Nostories: 

1. Lula .Flannigan by Sare.h II. Hall ~~thens, Ga. 

2. Uncle :'lill is, l.~i ss Velma Bell, Supervisor , Athens, Ga. 

All the stories are worth while but t:iese two are ma inly 
(one entirely) in dialect and abound in hlli~an interest touches. 
_s'll the interviewers should ~ the J\'egro e.xpr.-:ss i:;ns. 

I much p!'efer to read. unedited (but tYJed) 
"interviews, rr and I should liketo see as soon as possible 
all the seventy-five to which niss Dillard refers. 

It is most L'llportant, too, to secure copies of 
"slave codes, overseers codes and the like." This item is 

~ new and all the states should send in si:nil:lr material. 

Yours, 



Mr. Edwin Bjorkman 

xvi 

Sent to; ~Torth and South Carolina, Georgia, 
Alabama, Louisiana, Texas, Arkansas, 
Tennessee, Kentucky, Eissouri, 
Lississippi, Oklahoma. 

April 14, 1937 

state Director, Federal Writers' Project 
Wo:r~s Progress ~dministration 
City Hall, Fifth Floor 
Asheville, North Carolina 

Dear Ivlr. Bjorkman: 

We have received more stories of ex-slaves and are 
gratified by the quality and interest of the PBrratives. 
Some of these stories have been accompanied by photographs 
of the subjects. 11e would like to have portraits wherever 
they can be secured, but we urge your photogrdphers to 
make the studies as simple, na. tural, and "unposed" as pos
sible. Let the background, cabin or whatnot, be the normal 
sett ing -- in short, just the pict'Jre a visitor would ex
pect to find by "dropping in" on one of these old-timers. 

Enclosed is a memordndum of ::r. Lomax with suggestions 
for simplifying the spelling of certain recurring dialect 
words. This does not mean that the interviews should be en
tirely in "straight EnglishH -- simply, that we want them to 
be more readable to those Uninitiated in the broadest Negro 
speech. 

Gi'/C ronyn :l\:EB 

Very truly yours, 

George Cronyn 
ASSOCiate Director 
Federdl I'Jri tel'S' Project 

This paragraph was added to the letter to Arkansas. 

Iv:r. Lomax is very eager to get such records as you mention: 
Court Records of Sale, Transfer,' and FreeinG of Slaves, as well 
as prices paid. 
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Negro Dialect Suggestions 
(Stories of Ex-Slaves) 

Do not wri te : 

_'ili for I 

Poe for po' (poor) 

Hit for it 

Tuh for to 

Wuz for was 

Baid for bed 

Daid for dead 

Ouh for our 

~ for my 

Ovah for over 

othuh for other 

Vlha for whar (where) 

Undah for under 

Fuh for for 

Yondah for yonder 

Ivioster for marste.' or massa 

Gwainter for gw~neter (going to) 

Oman for woman 

~ for iffen (if) 

Fiub or fiah for fire 

Uz or uv or 0' for of 
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~ for poor or po' 

~ for jine 

Coase for cose 

Utha for other 

Yo' for you 

Gi' for give 

Cot for caught 

Kin' for kind 

Cose for 'cause 

Thoft for thought 



WORKS PROGRESS AD¥INISTRATION 
Federal Writerz I Project 

1500 Eye St. N.W. 
Washington, D. C. 

SUPPLEMENTA?Y INSTRUCTIONS #9-E 

To 

THE AMEn I CAN GUIm~ MA11JAL 

FOLKLORE 

STORIES FROM EX-SLAVES 

Note: In some ste,tes it may be possib~.e to locate only 
a very few ex-slaves, hut an attemT)t should be 
made in every state. Intere sting ex- sIeve data 
has recently been reported from R.hod.e Island, for 
instance. 

April 22, 1937 

11478 
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STORIES FROM EX .. SLAVES 

The main purpose of these detailed and homely questions 

is to get the Negro interested in talking about the days of slav~ry •. 

If he will talk freely, he should be encouraged to say what he pleases 

without reference to the questions. It should be remembered that the 

Federal Writers' Project is not interested in taking sides on any 

question. The worker should not censor any material collected, reg~rd-

less of its nature. 

It will not be· necessary, indeed it will probably be a mis-

take, to ask every person all of the questions. Any incidents or facts 

he can recall should be written down as nearly as possible just as he 

says them, but do not use dialect spelling so. complicated that it may 

confuse the reader. 

A second visit, a few days after the first one, is important, 

so that the worker may. gather all the worthwhile recollections that the 

fir~t talk has ~roused. 

Questions: 

1. Where and when were you born? 

2. Give the names of your father and mother. . Whero did the~T come 
from? Give names of your brothers and sisters. Tell about your life 
with them and describe your home and the "quarters." D!'lscribl3 the beds 
and where you slept. Do YO'll remember anything about your grandparents 
or cmy stories told. you about them? 

3. What work did YOll do in slavery days? Did you oyer earn 
any money? How? What did you buy with this money? 

4. Wbat did you eat and how was it cooked? An-J possums? 
Rabbits? Fish? What food did you like best? Did the slaves have 
their orm gardens? 
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Stories from Ex-slaves -2-

5. What clothing did you wear in hot weather? Cold weather? 
On Sundays? Any shoes? Describe your wedding clothes. 

6. Tell aQout your master, mistress, their children, the house 
they lived in, the overseer or driver, poor white neighbors. 

7. How many acres in the plantation? How many slaves on it? 
How and at what time d.id the.overseer wake up the slaves? Did they 
work hard and late at night? How and for what causes were the slaves 
punished? Tell what you saw. Tell some of the storiE's you hee,rd. 

8. Was there a. jRil for slaves? Did you ever see any slaves 
sold or auctioned off? How did groups of slaves tra.7el? Did you ever 
see slaves in chaiils? 

9. :Did the ,."hi t,~ folks help you to learn to read and write? 

10. Did the slaves have a church on your plantation? Did.they 
read the Bible? Who wr'.s your fe.veri to preacher'? Your favorite 
spirituals? Tc"ll about the baptizing; baptizing songs. Funerals and 
funeral song<.>. 

11. Did the slaves eve:r run away to the North? Thy? What did 
you hear about pD.trollcrs? EOYI did sle.ves carry news from one plan
tation to gnother? Did you :t1ear of t:::-ou'Jle betm?'Jn the blacks "nd 
\7hitesr 

12. 'tJlhat did the slaves do V.'hen they went to ~heir qua.rters 
aftor tho day~ snark \7!:'l.S o.on8 on the pl?nta,tionr Did thoy ',lark c:a 
S?turd.ay afternoons: Wha":. did they do Saturdp,y nights? SWlClRYS? 

11478 

Chri stmf.i.S ElOrninE;? NO\!7 Yocr I s ile.y? Any other holidays'? CornshucY.:ing? 
Co.tton Picking? D'1.IiCes? Whon some of the '{lhHe fin.ster IS f[1.r:dly 
married. or died? A 17od(!ing or dC?th al'1on,~: the slaves? 

13. What gc1!llCS did Y011 pIny as a c!Ji:l.d.? Clm YOll give tho 
,!ords or si'1g any of the pIny songs or rints gl?m(H' of the children: 
Rid.dles? Chl1rms'! Storics about "Raw HC,").d ane. 3looc1y Eanes" or 
other "hD,nts" of ghosts? Stories a':lout anim''.ls7 Whrtt do Yf)U think of 
vood.oo? Can you giVE: the ~7orcs or sing c\.~y lullabios? Wor1-:: song!';? 
Phmtntion !-.. ollors? Cn,n you tell P.. funny story you hrwe hC.;'l.rd. or 
something funny th[l.t hf'.IJP,.)ned to you? T0l1 :l'bOUt the gho~t 3 you 
have seen. 

14. When slt1.ves becR.1IJe sick who looked etfter th8m? . What medi
cines did the doctors r,ive them? Vn1[\.t meclicine (herb~, leRvos, or roots) 
did the slp.v.3s usc for sickness? Whrd chn.rms did they wen.r pnd to kl~ep 
off v'hrtt. <li se~.ses!' 
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15. Y{b.at do you remember about t!:"l8 war that brought YQur freedom? 
What ha.ppened on the day news came that you were free? What did ymlr 
m!Jster say and do? When the Yankees came what did they do and say? 

16. Tell what work YOtA. did and hOVl you lived the first year 
after the W[H ['nd what you saw or heard a.bout the KuKlux: Klan and. the 
Nightriders. Any school t~en for Negr0es? Any land? 

17. Whom did YOtl marry? Describe the wedding. Hm7 many chil(lr~n 
and gral1dc~lildren have you and what [~re they doing? 

18. 1That do you thin]( of Abraham Lincoln? t.Tefferson Davis? 
Booker Wc:.shington? Any other prominent white m::m or Negro you helve 
known or heard of? 

19. N0i7 that slt1very is ended yrhat d.o you thi::1k of it? 'rell 
I"lhy Y')U .joined 2" church r!.il:l why you think all people s:lOu1d be religious. 

20. W:~'..s the overseer "p~or TIl~ite trasr"? What rlOre some of his 
rules? 

lrr.e detrdlf1 of tho int(!rvim7 8h"u1d be r0ported. [lS 

n,0CUl~C'.tCJy e.s ])c.s8ib10 iL the lant,l1r'"'.(:~e cd t.ho origim1.1 st".te
ment s. An oxampl·3 of mn..terinl col10cted t·:lro\lfh ono of the 
intervhns rii t h ex-~ltw'Js is "-.t tr;.ched herc:mi tho Al though thig 
mr-t.tcri.':',l \7.'1.3 colh:ct cd oef ore thJ ctr>.ndp.r-i qucsticnn,·,irc hr·.d 
boen pr0p~red, it r0prescnts an axccllcnt method of reporting 
em intcrvim-:. Eorc ir..formRtion might hf',VC boon obtr'.inod hOi7-
ever, if f1. cOf!1preh~~nsiv() que stionr~a.i::.·e had be:.m '~sed. 
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LULA FLANNIGAN 
Ex-slave, 78 years. 

11478 

flDey says I W'lZ jes fo' years ole 1,vhen de war wuz oyer, but 

I sho' does member dat dny dem Yanke8 sojers come down de road. Mary 

and Willie DurhFJJ11 wuz my mammy and pappy, en dey belong tar Marse Spence 

Durham at Wo.tkinsville in sla'[try times." 

lIVihen word cum dat de Y[l.nkee sojers vruz on de wa:y, Marse Spence 

en his sons \VUZ 'way at de. \'lar. Miss Bntsey tolc, my pappy ter take en 

hide de hosses dmm in de ::malm. My mammy help Miss Betsey sew up de 

silver in de cotton bed ticks. D'O)m YanJ.:-ee sojors nebber did find our 

whitefolks' hosses and deir silver." 

"Mis:'O Marz·ae, she '.-,MtlZ Marse SJ)(.nce en Miss Betse~, I s daughter. 

She ':7U.Z play~_n I on de pianll~r '.7~,Gn de Yankeo so,) ers com·; donn de road. 

Two sojers cum in de house en ax her f;;)r t~;r player tune oat dey liked. 

I fergitG de name er dey tum,. Miss MarZG8 gits ll.p fum de piann;:/ en she 

lorl da t sb:J ain I g".iinri play no tune for' nl) Yank,J8 :nons. Den de s0jers 

take s her ont en <H_,t 'her UD on top 81' d.\'J 'high rate: post in front c r de 

big house, cn nek her S0t dRr t~01 de rrllol~ rn[imcnt pass by. She set 

d~r em cry, hut shG sho' ~inl neb"ber pl,,,,:yed no tunc fer d';m Yankee mf'n!D!" 

"Dc Y(~nkee scj 81'S tuk 8.11 de bJankst fi offen de beds. Dey stole 

all dt] meat dey m .. mt fUli1 de smokehouse. Doy or'.sh in de top or do s;."rup 

bn.rrols en den turn de beTrels upside dmm." 

"Marse Spence gEwe me tor Io,1iss MarZ(3C fer bJr b8 her O\7n maid, 

out sla,v1ry tirc.c ondcti for I ',nlZ big Innugh t0I" be much go(',d ter t er ." 
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Page 2 

nUs had lots better times dem days dan now. Whatter dese niggers 

know Ibout corn shuckinls, en log rollin's, en house re,isin's? Marse Spenc,e 

used ter let his niggers have candy pullin's in syrup rnekkin' time, en de 

way us wud clance in de moonlight wuz sompin l dese niggers nowadays cloan 

know nuffin I tbout. 11 

"All de white folks love ter see plenty er heal thy, strong black 

chillun comin l long, en dey wuz 17atchful ter see dat 'omans had goocl keer 

when dey chilluns \iUZ bawned. Dey let deze 'omans no easy, light wuk tm7ards 

de last Ifo' de chilluns is bavmed, en den attenruds dey doan do nuffin much 

tHe::' dey is vlell en strong ergin. Foll;:s tell 'bout some plantations whar de 

lomans ud run back home fum de fi ell en hev dny baby, en d8n be back in do 

fiel' swingin' er h08 ·fo t night dat same day. but dny rroan nuffin 18.k dat 

I round Watkin~villo.1I 

"When er scri teh owl holler et ;light us put on iron in de fire 

quick, en den us turn all de shoes up side dO'i1n on de flo I, on turn de 

pockets urong side o'J.t on all de close, kazc offen TIC diden' do dem things 

q'lick, sompin t moU[,...:..,~trDa.d \7UZ sho I ter hEl~")pen. Mas' on lakly, som8buddy 

gnint I er be da:1.d in dat house fa' long, if ns \70an quick 'bout fixin'. Whut 

us do in summer time, Ibout fi re a.t night fer d8 scri tch 0,: .. 17 Us jes I onkivver 

dJ coals in de fire. place. Us d.iden' hev no matches, on lIS bank de fire vlid 

as'1e s evyy ::light all de yC'l.l' I rO'ID I. Effon du f 1 ro go out, kazo some nigger 

git kGerless l"0out it, den sOlTIp.1:mddy batter go off tcr de next plantat lon 

sometimo ter git live conls. Sarno er de mons cl)uld \7'Jk dE flints right 

good, but. d ...... t ,-mz cr (lard job. Dey jes ru·o dom flint rocks tergedder right 

f!),s I en let c1e sparks day mak.; s drap d0\71l on er piece or punk nood, en dey 
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gits pr fire d:.:\t '!lay effen dey is l'lcky." 

"De'11 days nnbu.d.dy bring er axe in de house on his shoulder. Dat 

wuz er sho I sign e1" bed luck. En ne':;ber lay no broom crost de bed. One time 

er likely p,s.ir er black folks git married, en somebuddy give 'em er new broom. 

De ' 0l11an lOhe proud uv her nice, spankin' new hroom en she lay hit on de bed 

fer de weddin t crovid ter see it, \1id de udder things been give I em. For thee 

ye[,.rs go by her man ,V\lZ bentin I r er, en not long B.tter dat she go plum stark 

crazy. She oUE:hter ter knoVT better'n ter lay dat broom on her bod. It shot 

done brung her Gad luck. Dey ;30nt hcr off ter de crazy folks place, en she 

d.icd dar. 
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Mr. Edwin Bjorkman, state Director 
Federal Writers' Project, WPA 
City Hall, Fifth Floor 
Asheville, North Carolina 

May 3, 1937 

Subj: Ex-slave Narratives 

Dear Mr. Bjorkman: 

I am quoting a memorandum of Er. Lomax, folklore 
editor, regarding the ex-slave stories: 

"Of the five states which have already sent in reminis
cences of ex-slaves, Tennessee is the only one in which the 
workers are asking ex-slaves about their belief in signs, cures, 
hoodoo, etc. .Also, the workers are requesting the ex-slaves 
to tell the stories that were current among the Negroes when 
they were growing up. Some of the best copy that has come in 
to the office is found in these stories." 

This suggestion, I believe, will add greatly to the 
value of the collection now being made. 

Very truly yours, 

Ge orge C ronyn 
Associate Director 

CC - Mr. W. T. Couch, Asso. Director Federal Nriters' Project 
University Press 
Chapel Hill, No. Car. 

GWCronyn/a 

SENT TO: No. and So .Carolina; Georgia; .'::'.la ba.'11a; Louisiana; 

Texas; . .u-kansas; Kentucky; r..:issouri; l.Iississippij 

Oklahoma; Florida 
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li[EMO RANDUM 

June 9, 1937 

TO: STATE DIRECTORS OF THE FH'...DERAL WRITERS t PROJECT 

FROM: Henry G. Alsberg, Director 

In connection with the stories of ex-slaves, please 
send in to this office copies of state, county, or city laws 
affecting the conduct of slaves, free Negroes, overseers, pat
rollers, or any person or custom affecting the institution of 
slavery. It will, of course, not be necessary to send more 
than one copy of the laws that were common throughout the state, 
although any special law passed by a particular city would con
stitute worthwhile material. 

In addition, we should like to have you collect and 
send in copies of any laws or accounts of any established cus
toms relating to the admission to your state of bodies of slaves 
from Africa or other sections, the escape of slaves, etc. t·l..lso, 

slaves, 
trans-

we should like to see copies of advertis~~ents of sales of 
published offers of rewards for fugitive slaves, copies of 
fers of slaves by will or otherwise, records of freeing of 
slaves, etc. Public records of very particular interest regard
ing any transaction involving slaves should be photostated and 
copies furnished to the -;las':ington office. 

Furthermore, conteTIpor.~ry accounts of any noteworthy 
occurrences among the Negroes during slavery days or the Recon
struction period should be copied, if taken from contemporary 
newspapers. If such records have been published in books, a 
reference to the source would be sufficient. 'Je have been re
ceiving a large number of extremely interesting stories of ex
slaves. The historic background of the institution of slavery, 
which should be disclosed with the information we are now 
requesting, will be very helpful in the execution of the plans 
we have in mind. 

Copies sent 
Alabama 
_'1..rkansas 
Florida 

to..; 
Georgia Maryland 
Kentucky Kississippi 
Louisiana Missouri 

North Carolina 
Oklahoma 
South Carolina 

Tennessee 
Texas 
Virginia 
ilest Virginia 
Ohio 
Kansas 



Notes by an editor on d.ialect usage in accounts 
by interviews with ex-slaves. (To be used in 
conjunction with Supplementary Instructions gEe) 

Simplicity in recordine; the dialect is to be desired in order 

to hold the interest and attention of the readers. It seems to 

me that readers are repelled by pages sprinkled with misspell-

ings, commas and apostrophes. The value of exact phonetic trans-

cription 1.S, of course, a great one. But few artists attempt 

this co[apletely. Thomas Nelson Page was meticulous in his dia-

lect; Joel Chandler Harris less :neticulous but in my opinion 

even more accurate. But the values they sou~ht are different 

from the values that I believe t~is book of slave narratives 

should have. Present day readers are less ready for the over-

stress of phonetic spelling than in the days of local color. 

,"\outhors realize t~ds: Julia Peterkin uses a nodified Gullah in-

steaJ. of Gonzales' carefully spelled. out Gullah. ~oward Odum 

:t:J.S:lUGst ioned the use of fOin' for c;oine since the g is seldom 

rronounced even by the educ'3.ted. 

Truth to idiom is nore i~l.;,!ortant, I believe, than tI'"Llth to 

pronunciation. :8rskine Caldwell in :118 stories of Georgia, Ruth 

':;uckow in stories of Iowa, and :~ora T.Teule Hurston in stories of 

~"lorida ;~egroes get a t ruth to t'~e .:armer of s~eaking wi thout 

6xc:essive :nisspellings. In order to JI3.ke this volwne of slave 

Iurratives ':lOre appe3.ling and less difficult for the average 

reeder, I recor:1."Jend th& t truth to idiom be pararnount, and ex&ct 

t~lth to pronunciation secondary. 

xxviii 
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I appreciate the fact that many of the writers have record-

ed sensitively. The writer who wrote "ret" for right is probab-

1y as accurate as the one who spelled it "raght. II But in a 

sinGle publication, not devoted to a study of local speech, the 

r9ader may conceivably be pu~zled by different spellings of the 

same word. The words "whafolks," "whufolks," "whi' folks," etc., 

c:m illl be heard in the South. But "w:'1i tefolks" is easier for 

t~le reader, and the word itself is sugrestive of the setting 

and the attitude. 

-,lords that defini tely have a notably different pronunciation 

fr011 the usual should be recorded as heard. }',:ore i'TIportant is 

the recording of words with a different local 'leaning. r<ost 

L;)pOl~tant, however, are the turns of phrase that have flavor 

and vi vidness~ Exa;1ples occurring in the copy I read are: 

durin' of de war 
outrian my dadjy (good, but unnecessarily put into quotes) 
piddled in de fields 
skit of woods 
kinder chil1ish 

'I'here are, of course, questionable words, for wl,ich l.t may 

oe hc.rd to set up a single standard. Such words are: 

}?<ldd.yrollers, padrollers, P;itt~lrollers for pe.trollers 
missis, mistess for mistress 
r.lursa, plG.ssr:: s maussa, ":astuh 
tel', tuh, teh 

for :nClster 
for to 

I believe t:at there should be, for this book, a uniform 

~ord for each of these. 

The fClllowinc list is co::rposed of -,yords wi~ich I think 

3hould not be used. These GI'e :18rel:{ s~~>.iples of certain 1.'iul ts: 
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10 ah for I 
,) 
I..J. bawn for born 
3. capper for caper 
4. com' for corne 
5. do for dough 
6. ebry, ev'ry for every 
7. hawd for hard 
8. muh for my 
9. nakid for naked 

10. ole, 01' for old 
11. ret, ra€:.~ht for right 
12. snaik for snake 
13. sowd for sword 
14. sto' for store 
15. teh for tell 
16. twon't for twan't 
17. useter, useta for used to 
'_8. uv for of 
19. waggin for wagon 
20. whi' for white 
21. wuz for was 

I should like to recommend that the stories be told in the 

lan:c'U8.ge of the ex-slave, witLout excessive editorializing &'1d 

"artistic" introductions on the part of t1.e' interviewer. The con-

trast betwe en tLe directness of the ex-slave s:peech and the 

roundabout and at ti'1es pO'lPOUS CODll11ents of the interviewer is 

fre:luently glarinG. Care should be taken lest ex.l)ress ions such 

as the 1'ollowing creep in: "infl icttng wounds fror'l which he 

!lever 1\111;,/ recoyered" (sutnosed to be s)oken by ;~n ex-slave). 

FinalIJ, I should like to recoiTmend that the 'i'iOl"Cls r.iul'ky and 

nigger and such eXllre s:; iJns as "a conical little old black WOMan" 

be omit ~ed from the editorial 'jJri t ing. ;'nlere the ex-slave him-

self uses these, they should be retClined. 

This ::1aterial sent June 20 to stat3s of: Ala., "~rk., Fla., Ga., 
Ky., La., Fd., ~,:iss., '0., r:. C., Ohio, Okla., Tenn., Texas, 
'(la., and S. Car. 
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MEMORANDUM 

July 30, 1937. 

TO: STATE DIRECTORS OF THE FEDERAL WRITERS' PROJEC'I' 

FRON:: Henry G. Alsberg, Director 

The following gener-d.l sugr~estions are being sent to 
all the States where there are ex-slaves still living. They 
will not apply in toto to your State as they represent general 
conclusions reached after reading the mass of ex-slave ~~terial 
already submitted. However, they will, I hope, prove helpful 
as an indication, along broad lines, of what we want. 

GE1~RAL SUGGESTIONS: 

1. Instead of attempting to interview a large number 
of ex-slaves the workers should now concentrate on one or two of 
the more interesting and intelligent people, revisiting them, 
establishing friendly relations, and drawing them out over a 
period of time. 

2. The specific questions sUGgested to be asked of" 
the slaves should be only a basis, a beginning. The talk should 
run to all subjects, and the interviewer should take care to 
sieze upon the infoIm'":l tion already given, and stories already 
told, and from them derive other questions. 

3. The interviewer should tuke the greatest care not 
to influence ~ne pOlnt of view of the inforoant, and not to let 
his mm opinion on the subject of slavery become ol'vious. Should 
the ex-slave, however, give only one side of the picture, the 
interviewer should suggest that there were other circumstances, 
and ask questions about them. 

4. ~'Je SUgC6st that each state choose one or two of 
thier most successful ex-slave interviewers and have them take 
down some stories word for word. Sone Negro informants are mar
vellous in their ability to participate in this type of interview. 
11.11 stories should be as nearly word-for-word as is possible. 

5. t:ore emphasis should be laid on questions concern
ing the lives of the individuals since they were freed. 
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SUGGESTIONS TO INTERVIEWERS: 

The interviewer should attempt to weave the following 
questions naturally into the conversation, in simple langua.ge. 
11any of the interviews show that the workers have simply sprung 
routi~e questions out of context, and received routine answe~s. 

1. Wbat did the ex-slaves expect from freedom? Forty 
acres and a mule? A distribution of the land of their masters' 
plantation? 

i:::.. 7lha t did the slaves get after freedom? Were any 
of the plantations actually divided up? Did their masters give 
them any money? 'Nere they under any compulsion after the war to 
remain as servants~ 

3. ilhat did the slaves do after the war? What did 
they receive generally? What do they think about the reconstruc
tion period? 

4. Did secret organizations such as the .Ku Klux Klan 
exert or attanpt to exert any influence over the lives of ex
slaves? 

5. Did the ex-slaves ever vote? If so, under what cir
clli~stances? Did any of their friends ever hold political office? 
What do the ex-slaves think of the present restricted suffrdge? 

6. ~nat have the ex-slaves been doing in the interim 
between 1864 and 1937? What jobs have they held (in detail)? 
How are they supported nowadays? 

7. ~fuat do the ex-slaves think' of the younger generation 
of Negroes and of present condi tiona? 

8. Were there any instances of slave uprisings? 

9. ":fere any of the ex-slaves in your community living in 
Vi rginia at the time of the l:a t Turner rebellion? Do they remember 
anything about it? 

10. ",'lhat songs were there of the period? 

The above sent to: hlabama, i:..rkansas, Florida, Ga., Kentucky, La., 
;·,:d., j[ississippi, 1'.10., N. Car., Okla., S. Car., Tenn., Texas, Virginia, 
:V. Va., Ohio, KansCis, Indiana 
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MEMORANDUM 

September 8, 1937 

TO: ST.-l.TE DIRECTORS OF Tl:lli FEDER2J- :1RITERS' PROJECT 

FROM: HENRY G. ALSBERG 

It would be a good idea if you would ask such of your 
field workers as are collecting stories from ex-slaves to try 
to obtain stories given to the ex-slaves by their parents and 
grandparents. The Vlorkers should try to obtain infonnation 
about family traditions and legends passed down from generation 
to generation. There should be a wealth of such material available. 

We have found that the most reliable way 'to obtain in
formation about the age of ex-slaves or the tnne certain events 
in their lives took place is to ask them to try to recollect same 
event of ~portance of known date and to use that as a pOint of 
reference. For instance, Virginia had a very famous snow storm 
called Cox's Snow storm which is listed in history books by date 
and which is well remembered by Many ex-slaves. In Georgia and 
Alabama same ex-slaves remember the falling stars of the year 
1883. An ex-slave will often remember his life story in relation 
to such events. Not only does it help the chronological accuracy 
of ex-slave stories to ask for dated h~ppenings of this kind, but 
it often serves to show whether the story being told is real or 
i.lnagined. 

sent the follo~'\ling states: 

Alab8.IIU:i 
Arkansas 
Florida 
Georgia 
Kentucky 
Louisiana 

Maryland 
Mississippi 
Hissouri 
N. Carolina 
Oklahoma 
s. Carolina 

Tennessee 
Texas 
Virginia 
west Virginia 
Ohio 
Kansas 
Indiana 
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