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INTRODUCTION

More than a decade ago, site manager Jeff Hutchinson and the staff at Varner-Hogg 

Plantation State Historic Site began to build support for adding new cultural dimensions 

to the story told at the site. By the close of the 20th century, a long-untold element of 

that story - the African American experience at Varner-Hogg - was coming to light.  

Local community groups played an important role in developing this new interpretive 

focus. They were especially interested in the spring of 1999 when planners suggested 

organizing a special gathering of research specialists, interpreters and interested citizens 

to promote a broader cultural awareness in the lower Brazos valley.  

The result was "Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses," a three-day event held in 

Brazoria County on November 3-5, 2000. More than 150 people took part in the planned 

activities; most were impressed and pleased with the results.  

The opening day of the program was devoted to tours of selected sites in the county: 

Varner-Hogg, Levi Jordan Plantation and the Mims community and cemetery. That 

evening's dinner and keynote speaker was followed by a specially written performance 

"Cane Cutter Country: The Saga of the Lake Jackson Plantation," by Talking Back 

Living History Theatre. The final day was planned for workshops on community research 

sources, oral history and genealogy. In between was one very full day of formal papers and 

presentations. Selected papers from this part of the program are reprinted here.  

The symposium was designed to serve as a catalyst for more widespread and daily inter

pretation of the significant African American influences in Brazoria County. It also pro

vided an opportunity for people to learn about new African American research and to 

explore how that research could be used to preserve aspects of the local culture. And it 

was an excellent opportunity to look at methods and techniques for use in interpreting 

African American history at Varner-Hogg Plantation State Historic Site, as well as other 

locations in the state park system.  

Hosts for the event were Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, the Varner-Hogg 

Volunteers, Brazoria County Historical Museum, Freeport Historical Museum, Lake 

Jackson Historical Museum, Brazosport Convention and Visitors Council and the Texas 

Historical Commission. In a very real sense, the success of the symposium was due large

ly to the efforts of the local community members and sponsors. We hope that the coop

eration and interaction generated among the local community groups while staging this 

event will be one of its long-lasting benefits.

June 2002
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The Road Ahead: 
Interpreting the African American Past 

in the 21st Century 

William W. Gwaltney 

I have been involved with public history and interpretation for over 25 years, yet for a 

good many of those years, I am not sure I really knew that those words existed.  

How I came to be interested in learning and sharing history are actually two different stories.  

As a child growing up in black Washington, D.C., I was often dropped off at my grand

parents' house for them to watch me as my parents went to another teacher in-service 

training session.  

From an early age, I remember being fascinated with black and white western movies on 

my grandparents round-screened television set.  

John Wayne, Tex Ritter, Roy Rogers, and Hoot Gibson were all favorites. I must have 

watched "She Wore a Yellow Ribbon" a hundred times.  

Seeing my fascination week after week, my grandfather told me one day, "After that show 

is over, come in the kitchen. I've got some ice cream for you." 

Over a bowl of Breyer's Vanilla Ice Cream, my granddad., himself a veteran of World 
War I, shared with me the experiences and exploits of black soldiers and settlers in the 

American West.  

I was interested.  

We went in the basement and after what seemed like hours, found what he was looking 

for. It was an object wrapped in a railroad bandanna and a cigar box.  

Opening the cigar box, we found buttons, ribbons, medals, and insignia of one John R.  

Anderson, a relative born back in Bedford, Virginia, in the middle of the 19th century.  

He enlisted in the Army in the 1870s and served all across the American West in all four 

of the famed "Buffalo Soldier" regiments.

I was enthralled.
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We unwrapped the bandanna-covered parcel and found a relic Remington cap and ball 
revolver from the Civil War. My grandfather said his father had picked it up on the 
battlefield of Antietam.  

I was hooked.  

I was infected with a bad case of the history bug and would never be the same again.  

My interest in sharing history probably began when I was hired as a teenager to work in 
a Boy Scout camp in the Shenandoah Valley.  

History added spice and even relevance to campfire tales. I was soon working on creating 
a history theme, high-adventure camp focusing on pioneer skills, cooking, and black 
powder firearms.  

My parents and grandparents had all been teachers and administrators of schools in the 
segregated District of Columbia School system. My mother passed away when I was in 
high school, and my father sat me down and gave me a lecture about my future.  

"Your mother and I have worked hard to see that you and your brother get a good edu
cation," he said. "Be whatever you want, but whatever you choose, don't be a 
teacher,...teachers get little money and no respect,...and don't be fooled by those two 
months off in the summer." 

Some years later, while I was in college, I told my dad that I had decided on what I 
wanted to be. I wanted to be a National Park Ranger.  

"Fool," he replied disgustedly, "a park ranger's nothing but a teacher with a hat!" 

22 years later, I still have the hat.  

I have many good friends in the world and work of history, museums, and nature. I have 
been many things in my career. I have served as a curator, a naturalist, a division chief, a 
fire fighter, a police officer, a college instructor, and a park superintendent.  

I have been asked to provide some sense of where the interpretation of African American 
history has come from and where it is going. It seems prudent to start my discussion of 
the future with some discussion of the past.  

Along the road to where we are today, we have had to take a few detours. We have had 
to drive around the roadblocks to the truth.
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We have a strange and often bitter legacy from our past to outgrow. Put simply, we have 
known each other for centuries and seem, sometimes, to know each other not at all. The 
legacy we share in this country is that we are a nation separated by a common history.  

The issues of race and racism have been so central to the creation and maintenance of 
our national customs, it is hard for us to escape them.  

Recent DNA discoveries about Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings only point to the 
fact that we are even more connected than we possibly could have imagined.  

We have often let hagiography prevent us from doing the job we were hired to do.  

As people who are called on, even paid, to remember the past, we must own up to the 
good and the bad, the collaboration and the conflict, the love and the hate that is a part 
of all that is human.  

The fact is that we have often shaded the truth to include and exclude the "other." 

The disciplines of history and interpretation have often ignored, minimized, or held up 
to ridicule people of African ancestry.  

We have used the passive voice, and buildings were "built" by famous men.  

Slaves were servants. Servants were "like family." The word slave or enslaved was 
scarcely heard.  

We used weak excuses such as "The owners called them servants, so we do the same." 

The enslaved persons who performed the labor were conveniently forgotten.  

We have practiced a studied ignorance and a selective memory when it came to describ
ing the world the slaves made.  

We too often focused on foodways, dance, storytelling, or loyalty to the owners. We have 
too often made soap, baskets, and candles instead of telling the larger, fuller story. We 
have told the stories I call "Food, Folks and Fun." 

It has been said that "The Devil is in the details." Perhaps this is true in our business as 
well when you consider the many, many times that the story of slavery has been masked 
with discussions of decorative arts and clothing styles.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

We talked little or not at all about disappointment, heartbreak, anger, and resistance. We 

have not told the whole truth.  

We have intimated that the enslaved were happy with their lot and that slavery was a 

"school for freedom" aping old and outmoded schools of history long after everyone else 

had abandoned them. We have been guilty of not-so-benign neglect.  

I once was the coordinator for a course entitled "Breaking the Chains: Interpreting 

American Slavery." During the course, we traveled to a number of antebellum sites not 

far from Washington, D.C.  

We had decided to visit one restored plantation near Baltimore, Maryland. I had called 

the museum staff to let them know we were coming and what the purpose of our visit was.  

When we arrived, we were met by four older docents, each dressed in period clothes.  

They separated the group into four smaller sections and went their ways interpreting the 

house and grounds.  

I broke away from any particular group and found each group at some point of the tour 

to ask one question of each of the four tour guides.  

"What," I asked, "is the meaning of slavery at this place?" 

One docent replied that the owner of this plantation didhave some black workers who 

were not paid, but she was sure that they were not slaves. Another stated flatly that there 

never was any slavery in Maryland, that was why Maryland is still known as the "Free 

State." 

Yet another said that the gentleman of the plantation did all the manual labor himself.  

The last docent said simply that there were some "black gentlemen" who worked here but 

were only posing as slaves as they planned to make their getaway on the Underground 

Railroad.  

This Felllini-esque comedy of errors is not so funny when you recall the other places 

where the somber history of millions of enslaved African Americans is mis-interpreted, 

denigrated, or ignored by armies of ill-trained docents, amateurish reenactors, and gig

gling high school girls in outdated prom dresses.  

James Loewen's book, Lies Across America, is important for many reasons. One reason 

that affects all of us in this room is that it is proof positive that someone, at least one 

someone, is paying attention to what we do and how we do it.
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In spite of all that we now remember as awkward and stilted, there has been change.  

Colonial Williamsburg, a major player in the profession of public history once portrayed 

the colonial village as a place where persons of African descent were an afterthought.  

Even as they portrayed servants, drivers, and maids, blacks were largely missing from any 
meaningful discussions of the history of Williamsburg. In fact, 50% of their population 

was missing.  

Seeing the error of their ways, Colonial Williamsburg changed their approach and began 

a systematic re-examination of their interpretive programs.  

The road has not always been easy. Robert Watson of the Colonial Williamsburg staff 

once told me a story that has stayed with me for many years. Soon after beginning the 
interpretive programs that would restore the stories of the enslaved, Mr. Watson received 

an angry letter.  

The letter informed Mr. Watson that black people were much better off in the New 

World as opposed to their time in Africa. The letter went on to suggest that without 

slavery, blacks would be climbing trees, eating bananas, and swinging from branches.  

The letter was long, bitter, and explicit. Watson took the letter home, thinking he would 

read it over the weekend.  

Enjoying his family on Saturday, Mr. Watson promised to read the letter on Sunday. After 
taking the family to church, he could not bring himself to open the letter and left it for 

Monday morning.  

He read the letter as he drove in to work on Monday. The letter so upset him that he says 

he almost drove into a tree while distracted.  

When he arrived at the Monday morning staff meeting, everyone passed on information 

about their division's activities and soon it was Bob's turn.  

After a few pieces of business, he read the letter aloud to the assembled group. A hush 

fell over the crowd and many looked down at their hands, their shoes, their papers.  

After the meeting, one of his colleagues came up to Bob and said, "I'm really sorry that 

happened, but you've got to remember, this is still the South." 

Without thinking, Bob replied, " As far as I can tell, the South is somewhere between 

Canada and Mexico."
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In truth, race prejudice is something which knows no geographical boundaries.  

Detours Around the Facts: The Present 

In the present, American history often seems like a kind of academic football.  

Alternative histories have been offered for everything from the Statue of Liberty being a 

black woman to large numbers of black soldiers fighting for slavery and the Confederacy.  

The ongoing Confederate flag controversy has generated heat, but not necessarily much 

light. It has raised awareness, but not necessarily knowledge.  

The battle flag of the Army of Northern Virginia did represent the hopes and dreams of 

thousands of the men who fought and died under Confederate leaders such as Robert E.  

Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and Jeb Stuart.  

That flag was later used as a symbol of neo-Confederate defiance of Federal attempts at 

integration in the not-so-new South of the 1950s and 1960s.  

The flag and its multiple meanings have been reduced to mere sound bytes. The issue has 

become a yelling match, not a dialogue. Perhaps it is true that no one learns from 

history except historians.  

We have sometimes only told the parts of the story that are convenient. I suggest that we 

should tell the entire story. From 18th century slavery to 21st century racism, let's tell the 

whole story.  

Those who say the flag is about heritage, not hate, have a moral obligation to stand up 

and be and be seen as anti-racists.  

It has been said that living in our society is much like being on a moving sidewalk at the 

airport. You have three choices.  

You can do nothing and be carried along, you can walk in the direction of travel and get 

there faster, or you can turn around and walk the other way against traffic and common 

knowledge.  

As museum professionals, we have those same choices. Racism is so pervasive and so 

much a part of our past that it just carries you along. We can go along, we can move 

along, or we can turn around and walk in the other direction.  

We can keep our symbols of heritage, but the price we must be willing to pay is a frank 

and open dialogue about what those symbols meant in 1863 and what they mean today.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley zz 

Two of this year's most dramatic movies deal with the issue of race and African American 

life in a pretty head-on fashion.  

"Remember the Titans," starring Denzel Washington, tells the true tale of a Northern 
Virginia high school football team who have to win the big game of getting over race 
before they can win the big game on the gridiron.  

Another film getting hot reviews is "Men of Honor," starring Robert DeNiro and Cuba 
Gooding Jr. This film tells the tale of the first U.S. Navy diver of African ancestry, who 
would not give up or give in, despite the racial prejudice that was thrown in his path.  

Both films are worth analyzing given that they are both major Hollywood films and both 
have sufficient appeal to audiences that they both seem to be making money. As signifi
cant is the fact that both films are well made enough to be likely candidates for the 

Oscars.  

The lesson to be learned is that African American history does and can "sell" to the larg
er American audience. What this means to interpreters is that we too can expect success 
with well thought out and well acted out interpretive programs.  

There are, however, success stories from recent memory with the implication that good 

interpretation, on some level, has results that are reproducible.  

Ken Burns is best known for his multi-part series, "The Civil War," which first aired over 
a decade ago. His second large made for television epic, "Baseball," was also successful.  
His latest work, "Jazz," was also critically acclaimed and fascinated music lovers as well as 

history buffs.  

What fascinates me about Burns is that he is able to consistently tell the stories of race 
relations in America and have people pay him for the privilege.  

This fact says to me that as interpreters, we too can tell these stories and have people go 
home feeling elated, surprised, angry, confused, and enlightened. We can do what Burns 
continues to do. We can use information to create provocation. We can do more than 
provide, "Just the facts." We can provide context.  

We can do this by showing that there are today, and have always been, multiple points of 
view.  

A few years ago, I had the honor of serving on a team of interpretive specialists given the 
task of analyzing and critiquing the interpretive programs at Independence National 
Historical Park in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. One of the things that I found was that,
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at that time, the park staff ignored the difference between the ideals of liberty and the 

practice of slavery in America.  

One park ranger ventured forth to deal with these issues in a straight-forward way. A let

ter from a park visitor told the story.  

"Over the Fourth of July holiday, I was visiting Philadelphia 

with my Family. They wanted to visit Independence Hall.  

I did not want to go. I did not think that it had anything to 

do with me. I am an African American.  

When we got there, we went on a tour. Your tour guide handled 

the race thing head-on and with grace and dignity.  

She told the story like my grandmother used to do her quilts.  

When she was done, I could see my place in American history.  

I now understand that even if I am not blood related to the men 

who wrote the Constitution, I am idea related.  

Bless You." 

At the Booker T. Washington National Monument in Virginia, I found a number of chal

lenges when I arrived as park Superintendent.  

The park staff had long ago become used to conducting demonstrations that produced 

soap, candles, and baskets. This had become so commonplace that there was not any time 

left over to do the job that Congress had established the park for.  

I asked the staff how much time did the crafts take. They told me about 50 minutes.  

I asked how long was the average visitor stay. They replied about 55 minutes. "That means 

that we only have 5 minutes to do the job Congress sent us here to do," I pointed out.  

"Oh, no," I was told. "Most visitors use the restrooms and the bookstore as well." 

After asking, directing, cajoling, and commanding that the arts and crafts stop, the can

dle making, soap making, and basket making went on as before.  

I held a small lot sale and allowed local persons to purchase our supplies of candle wax, 

wicking, oak splints, and soap fat. What I could not sell, I destroyed in a large bonfire.
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Beginning on the next Monday morning, we began to tell the story of Booker T.  

Washington and his life as a slave.  

In order to prove that special events could in fact be special, I organized a particularly 

devious interpretive event at the tobacco plantation that was the birthplace for Booker 

T. Washington.  

Research indicated that in 1907, Booker T. Washington took time out from his busy 

schedule to visit to the Burroughs Plantation for the first time since his emancipation in 

1865.  

Visitors were given tickets for specific times and were allowed to think that they were 

going to get a better than usual tour of the grounds.  

As they were in the middle of their second or third stop in a rather typical sort of tour, a 

black actor who was recruited because of his uncanny resemblance to Washington 

appeared and excused himself so as to make his way through the crowd.  

A plant in the crowd, Interpretive Historian David Larsen, asked the gentleman attired 

in period 1907 clothing, if he was not if fact, Mr. Booker T. Washington.  

The man allowed as how he was Washington, and the crowd was treated to a dialogue 

between a modem historian and a man of his day. The questions asked were carefully 

selected so Washington's character could answer using Washington's own words.  

A middle-aged Booker T. Washington then took over the task of showing people the 

plantation of his youth.  

As the character talked about the harvesting of corn, half a dozen African American 

interpreters walked silently out of the rows of corn stalks and began the harvest. They 

worked at their task as Washington's recollections, also from his writings, allowed the vis

itors to return to the days before freedom came.  

The "slaves" working in the corn fields melted silently away as the story turned to the 

cabin where Washington was born and the story of his mother. As Washington began to 

tell this story, an interpreter dressed as his mother walked out of the reconstructed cabin 

and ignoring the crowd, sent a young Booker, portrayed by a seven-year-old, to fetch some 

water from the creek.  

As Washington remembered his days with his mother, the young Booker returned with 

the water and his "mother" rewarded him by singing a slave song that was popular with 

Washington as a boy.
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After the interpreters went back into the cabin, the visitors moved on to a description of 

the blacksmith forge and were immediately assailed with the smell of a coal fire and the 

ring of a hammer on the anvil.  

Progressing to the tobacco fields, the visitors once again heard Washington's original 

words as a crew of "slaves" came out from between the broad green leaves and began to 

actually cut and lathe the leaves for the smoking process.  

One "slave," Dylan Pritchett, formerly of Colonial Williamsburg, sang a slave work song 

that gave the work a steady tempo.  

As the group moved under a stately tree, they were joined by the entire complement of 

slaves to hear a Union officer read the Emancipation Proclamation, just as young Booker 

remembered. Freedom had finally come to Franklin County, Virginia.  

Washington's 1907 visit was also marked by his gesture of cutting a wild rose and placing 

it on the grave of his former master. Our actor did likewise, cutting a rose from a rose bush 

planted just for the occasion.  

Booker T. Washington left the group at that point with many questions unanswered, but 

with a group of visitors who would never see the place, the man, or the institution of slav

ery quite the same way again.  

In 1988, I was working at the Frederick Douglass National Historic Site in Anacostia in 

the Nation's Capital. I had become interested in the story of African Americans in the 

War between the States and had decided that I would try to organize the 1st United 

States Colored Troops.  

This regiment of black soldiers was recruited, equipped, and drilled in Washington, D.C., 

before being sent off to war in the Carolinas.  

Looking for a few good men, I donned my replica Union uniform and participated in the 

125th Anniversary Battle of Gettysburg. 11,000 uniformed men took their positions and 

participated in a well-orchestrated, week-long series of tactical exercises and set piece 

reenactments.  

I did meet a few black men interested in being reenactors, but luck would take me in a 

direction that would have everything to do with the story of African Americans in the 

Civil War but would have almost nothing to do with the 1st U.S.C.T.  

On the Monday after the reenactment, I received a phone call from someone identifying 

himself as being from Hollywood and working on a major motion picture. "You don't
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know us," the voice said, "but we know you." 

"Who is this really?" I asked.  

It really was the associate producer of a film later released as "Glory." The rest, so to 
speak, was history.  

I am not sure if I have ever seen the interpretive tool called the "Glass Wall" used better 
anywhere than at Hampton National Historic Site outside of Baltimore, Maryland.  

When visitors knocked on the door of this imposing mansion house several years ago, 
they were greeted by an interpreter who clearly identified himself as one of the enslaved 
people on the plantation.  

He bowed and scraped and made visitors uncomfortable enough to create some nervous 
laughter. Our "slave" was then interrupted by the "Lady of the House," and she proceed
ed to take them on a period tour of the period house.  

Twenty minutes later, in the attic of the house, the visitors walked onto a scene where 
the same "slave" that had ushered them into the house was now in a conversation with 
an enslaved female about his life and his duties.  

In this "Glass Wall" conversation, we could hear what was on this young man's mind. We 
could see the contradictions of the institution of slavery, and we could see how any 
dreams this young man would have had were destined for failure.  

His speech, demeanor, and frankness made the visitors aware of the mask worn by the 
enslaved and how false the greeting was that they had received just twenty minutes 

before.  

They realized that they were not visitors; they were part of the "Peculiar Institution of 

Slavery." 

I now change my focus from the past to the future.  

In the future, I predict a true integration of American histories that will be driven by aca
demia, but will continue along the path of the normalization of African American histo
ry within the larger framework of American history.  

The interpretation of African American history will move from well known persons and 
stories to lesser known persons and stories. It will move from military interpretation to 
civilian interpretation.
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It will move from an urban focus to the stories of Black Americans in rural settings. It is 

to be hoped that this will create a new sense of awareness about the earth and the his

toric role of people on that earth.  

I predict that interpretation will move from discussing things to discussing the meanings 

of those things.  

Technology will bring important changes to persons of African ancestry based on inter
net web sites and products such as Encarta's Africana project, Bennie MacRae's "Lest We 

Forget" web site, and Afrogenia.  

I predict that we will see more investigation of little known areas of African American 

history. One area is represented by the recent book, Destined to Witness, by Hans J.  
Massaquoi.  

This incredible, but true story follows the author from his childhood as a Afro-German 

raised in pre-war Hamburg through the Second World War, to his coming to America, 

service in the.82nd Airborne, and finally his 30-year career as a journalist and editor for 

Ebony Magazine.  

Things are getting better, and museums are and should be a part of that process. We must 

have a higher standard of performance and professionalism. We must insist on higher 

levels of scholarship, inclusion, breadth and depth, interpretive leadership, and far better 

training for staff, docents, and volunteers.  

We must demand a higher level of accountability from practitioners, managers, and 

directors of historic sites.  

America is waking up, and it's our job to make the coffee.  

As a nation, we have always been multicultural - we have not always been conscious.  

We live in a changing America, with changing demographics, a changing majority, and 

changing demands. What cannot change is our dedication to the stories that made us 

who we are and the stories that can make us whole.  

Perhaps we have always been looking at the past, the same past, through different 

lenses. Perhaps it is time to look at the past through the same lenses.  

I would suggest the lenses of History, Humility, and Humanity. The road ahead is not 

likely to be any smoother, more level, or less difficult that the road behind us. The 

difference is that this time, we can travel the road together.
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Slavery in Texas, 1821-1865: A Brief Overview; 
With Emphasis on the Lower Brazos River Valley 

Randolph B. Campbell 

Slavery became an institution of significance in Texas with the arrival of Anglo

American settlers in Austin's Colony during the 1820s. Most of these colonists were from 

the southern United States and had first-hand knowledge of African American slavery.  

The largest slaveholder among them, Jared Groce, arrived from Alabama in 1822 with 90 

bondsmen and set up a cotton plantation on the Brazos River in what is now Waller 

County. The first census of Austin's Colony in 1825 showed 443 slaves in a total popu

lation of 1,800.  

Throughout the period from 1821 to 1835, Mexican authorities (both national and state) 

threatened to limit or abolish slavery. The best known threat came in 1827 when the 

Constitution of the State of Coahuila and Texas prohibited the further introduction of 

slaves and declared all children born thereafter to slaves already in the state free at birth.  

Anglo settlers were very alarmed, but within a year the State Congress issued a decree 

that allowed settlers to bring in slaves as indentured servants bound to serve their mas

ters for life. In short, Mexican authorities did in this what they did throughout this period 

- take a stand against slavery and then allow settlers in Texas a loophole or an exception.  

Even the limited and vacillating resistance of Mexican governments probably retarded 

the development of slavery in Texas. By 1836, there were approximately 5,000 slaves in 

the province, but that amounted to only about 13 percent of the total population 

almost certainly a smaller proportion than there would have been under more favorable 

circumstances. The future of slavery remained uncertain, then, so long as Texas remained 

part of Mexico. However, in 1836 when Texas declared independence and wrote a con

stitution for their new republic, they successfully guaranteed the existence of slavery.  

Protecting slavery was not the primary cause of the Texas Revolution (a point that I will 

not take time to argue here, but will later if anyone cares to), but it certainly was a major 

result.  

Independence opened an era of rapid growth for slavery in Texas. From an estimated 

5,000 bondsmen in 1836, the slave population grew to more than 27,500 by 1845, when 

Texas joined the Union, and to 58,161 at the first United States Census in 1850. At that 

point, slaves constituted approximately 27 percent of the state's total population. During 

the next ten years the slave population grew faster than the free, and in 1860 there were 

182,566 bondsmen in the state, representing 30 percent of the total population. Texas 

still did not have slaves in the sheer numbers to match states such as Virginia, but it was 

the fastest growing slave state in the Union at that time.
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During this period of rapid growth, slavery came to dominate the lower Brazos River 

Valley more completely than anywhere else in Texas. Brazoria County, for example, had 

2,094 slaves in 1845, 3,507 in 1850 and 5,110 in 1860. Whereas slaves were about 30 per

cent of the population statewide, they constituted more than 70 percent of Brazoria 

County's people. In all of Texas in 1860, there were about sixty owners of 100 or more 

slaves, and ten of those were in Brazoria County. Their number included David and 

Robert Mills, the largest slaveholders in Texas, who reported owning 344 slaves in 1860.  

In 1864, the last year slaves were listed on the tax rolls, the Mills brothers paid taxes on 

430 bondsmen.  

Slavery grew and expanded the way it did along the lower Brazos primarily for the same 

reason that Austin's colonists brought the institution in the first place - it seemed to be 

an economic necessity. The state had huge amounts of land and very little labor. If free 

men could be found to hire, most only worked until they earned enough money to buy 

their own land, which did not take long since land was so cheap. Under these circum

stances, the only way to develop large-scale agriculture that produced cotton or sugar was 

with unfree labor, with workers who could be controlled. Ninety percent of all the cot

ton grown in the state in 1860 was produced by farmers who owned slaves, and sugar pro

duction was equally dependent on slave labor. Several planters along the lower Brazos 

provide what might be considered ultimate examples of applying slave labor to the pro

duction of cash crops. The 1860 census reported that the Mills brothers produced 712 

hogsheads of sugar, and that Abner Jackson, a planter who should be familiar to this audi

ence, employed his 286 slaves in the production of 622 bales of cotton and 586 hogsheads 

of sugar.  

The application of slave labor to the production of cotton and sugar by men such as the 

Mills brothers and Jackson definitely was a profitable business, a fact that can be sup

ported by a quick look at slave prices. Demand for slaves was so strong that even with a 

more than 200 percent increase in the number of slaves in Texas from 1850 to 1860, 

prices nearly doubled (from an average of a little more than $400 to an average of near

ly $800 per slave regardless of age, sex, or condition). Consider this example of slave 

prices from Brazoria County: A twenty-five-year-old man valued in an estate appraisal in 

1855 at $1,000 sold less than two years later for $1,510. Assuming that Texans were eco

nomically rational, the best explanation of such inflation is that slave labor was profitable 

on cotton plantations and that slaves were a valuable capital investment. Few people 

pour such money into resources that are unprofitable, do they? 

To summarize, slavery was the key to an agricultural economy in antebellum Texas that 

was profitable and growing. Slavery flourished in the lower Brazos Valley, and so did 

slaveholders. The institution was in no obvious danger of being destroyed by economic 

weakness.
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Thus far in this brief look at the growth of slavery and the institution's economic 
strength, I have not said anything about the lives of the slaves themselves. To put it 
another way, I have not looked "inside" the institution. So, the next point is to ask: What 
was it like to be slave? This is a question with two major facets - the physical and the psy

chological.  

One thing to remember in considering the physical and psychological impact of slavery 
is the difficulty of generalization. Slave life differed from one area to another, from one 
job to another, and above all, it seems, form one owner to another. I am not saying that 
any owner, no matter how "kind," made slavery a "good" thing - just that various types 
of owners did make a day-to-day difference in the conditions of servitude. Now, after this 
warning against generalizations, let me do the historian's job and generalize - beginning 

with the physical conditions of servitude.  

First, let us consider the work that slaves did. The vast majority of Texas slaves lived in 
rural areas and did farm labor. Certainly that was true in the lower Brazos Valley. So 
slave's work here can be discussed primarily in terms of farm and plantation labor.  

One slave described his work this way: "Us ain't never idle." And he was not exaggerat
ing by much. The work necessary to produce corn, cotton, sugar, lesser crops, and gardens 
and then to take care of livestock and chores, plus clearing new ground, ditching, and 
fencing left no "leisure" time. Most slaves, male and female alike, worked at both the cul
tivation of crops and the myriad everyday chores. The heaviest work, such as plowing and 
felling trees, was done by men, but women sowed corn and cotton seed, drove horses 
pulling harrows to cover the seed, and worked as hoe hands. Virtually all were pressed 
into service as cotton pickers. Children worked from an early age, too - gathering fire
wood, knocking down old cotton stalks, and watching the livestock.  

Slaves on farms and plantations generally worked, as one put it, - "from can see to can't 
see." This meant that they worked-twelve-hour days in the summer and ten hours in the 
winter. At the height of cotton picking season, the work day might extend from first light 
to after dark, with cotton being weighed in by candle light. The work week extended at 
least until noon on Saturday. Some owners made it a practice to give Saturday afternoon 
off, but there were many who did not. At least slaves had Sundays off - unless there was 
a real rush during cotton picking season.  

A minority - perhaps as many as 20 percent - of the slaves who lived on farms and plan
tation spent most of their time at jobs other than field labor, many of which required spe
cial training and skills. Men worked as blacksmiths, carpenters, brick masons, and coop
ers, and in the general repair of farm implements and machinery. Women worked as 
cooks, laundresses and ironers, seamstresses, and spinners and weavers. There were also 
male and female non-field workers who without any particular skill, simply served in and
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around the owner's household. These included house servants, gardeners, and carriage 

drivers.  

Slaves who worked primarily at skilled occupations or as house servants had, in one sense 

at least, an easier daily routine than did the field workers. They did not work outdoors all 

day under the summer sun or in the winter cold, and their jobs were generally less bur

densome physically. On the other hand, the hours of labor for non-field workers were 

equally long, and in some cases probably longer. At least field workers had Sunday "off." 

House servants did not.  

A small minority (about 6 percent) of the slaves in Texas lived in the state's towns. Most 

of the women were domestic servants, while the men worked at a great variety of jobs, 

from day laborers to skilled mechanics. These "urban" slaves probably had the best situ

ation of any bondsmen in Texas. Their labor was generally less physically burdensome 

than that of the field hands, and they were able to associate with each other with a good 

deal of freedom.  

All slaves spent their working lives under the ultimate supervision of whites, but they 

often had a remarkable amount of responsibility for their own work and even for the work 

of others. It was not at all uncommon for slaves to become "drivers" who served as fore

men of particular gangs of workers or as assistant overseers. One Brazoria County slave 

owner gave one of his women authority over a work force of other women and com

mented that she had "intelligence and the bossing faculty equal to her brother Joe, and 

was more trustworthy." 

For some slaves it was only a short step from accepting responsibility for their work to tak

ing the initiative in seeking employment and keeping some of their earnings. These 

bondsmen hired their own time; that is, they reached agreements with their owners 

whereby they paid him a set amount per day or month and then found work for them

selves at a higher rate and, of course, pocketed the difference. This practice was outlawed 

in 1846, but the law was violated regularly.  

Finally, there were thousands of ordinary bondsmen, not in positions of responsibility, 

who nevertheless had opportunities to work for themselves and receive something for 

their labor. This circumstance arose primarily from the widespread practice of giving 

slaves a plot of land to cultivate for themselves. Bondsmen generally worked their crops 

during their time off from regular labor - Saturday afternoon, Sunday, and even at night.  

They grew some food crops, but also produced things to sell, including cotton. They or 

the master sold the crop; they kept the money.  

This brings us to the next aspect of the physical conditions of servitude. What sort of 

material conditions - food, housing, clothing, and medical care - did slaves have as they
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pursued their lives of labor? The general answer is that most lived at the subsistence level.  
They were fed, housed, clothed, and doctored well enough to preserve their health and 

keep them in shape to work. Beyond that there was little comfort and no luxury.  

In addition to the work load and the material conditions such as food, a third important 

aspect of the physical condition of servitude was punishment. How much punishment 

and physical abuse did slaves in Texas typically suffer? 

There were numerous legal provisions concerning the punishment of slaves. Essentially, 

however, the state's constitution and laws said that the master had the right to demand 

"obedience and submission" from his slaves and could inflict any punishment necessary 

to that end, so long as it was not grossly disproportionate to the slave's offense or likely 
to cause unusual pain and suffering or ruin the slave's health or depreciate his value.  

Slaveholders, in exercising their right to "obedience and submission" from their bonds

men, inflicted a variety of punishments, among which whipping was the most common.  

Slaves were whipped for many reasons, including running away, stealing, fighting, and 

failure to complete their work on time and to their master's satisfaction.  

It is futile to try to say what proportion of slaves suffered whippings. There were masters 
who never whipped or permitted it on their places. And there were others who seemed 

to have to whip someone every day. Think the point in this: Many slaves were whipped.  

Every slave had to live with knowledge that he could be whipped, and they had seen it 

often enough to know what a frightening.possibility it was.  

In terms of their physical conditions, then, most slaves faced a lifetime of manual labor 

under material conditions that were subsistence at best, while subject to punishment 
largely at the whim of their masters. And yet very few reacted to this awful situation by 

giving up and taking their own lives. Somehow they found the psychological strength to 

endure. The will to live doubtless come primarily from within, but it was encouraged by 

several things in their lives that aided in enduring the psychological assault of servitude.  

So let us consider now - what aspects of Texas slaves' lives contributed to the mental and 

emotional strength necessary to endure, and what behavioral adjustments did bondsmen 

make in order to survive? 

I must point out here that size of slaveholdings was one major factor influencing psycho

logical conditions of slavery. The great majority of Texas slaves lived in holdings of ten 

or more bondsmen. Certainly this was the case in the lower Brazos Valley. Perhaps those 
who lived in smaller units had some advantages, but those who lived with at least ten or 
more of their fellow bondsmen demonstrated the truth of an old adage about strength in 

numbers. That is, they were in a better position to work with each other in providing the 
mental and emotional strength necessary to endure.
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The family was vitally important to surviving slavery, but its role was paradoxical.  

Virtually every slave knew something of family ties and depended on them for identity 

and for a sense of his worth. It was a focal point of survival. Yet, at the same time, the 

family could bring almost unbearable pain because it was always subject to disruption by 

sale, gifts, hires, estate settlements, and migration. Many and perhaps most slave families 

could be disrupted; and yet this basic social/cultural unit survived. The bonds of love and 

support between the men, women, and children who created slave families provided 

much of the emotional strength necessary to endure servitude.  

Religion appears to have been second only to the family in helping slaves survive the psy

chological assault of bondage. But its role depended on how slaves heard and received 

religious precepts. Religion could be highly supportive of slavery when it taught that men 

had to obey their temporal masters, just as they served their spiritual ruler. Masters tried 

to teach their bondsmen that good Christians are loyal, virtuous, and industrious. On the 

other hand, religion could be subversive of slavery when it taught that all people stood 

on an equal footing before God and were equally capable of attaining eternal, salvation.  

At the least, religion offered many slaves the promise of an eternity where there would 

be no slaves. At the best, it offered the hope for deliverance as the Bible told of people 

delivered from bondage. As one slave insisted years later: "emancipation would not have 

come if it hadn't been for the prayers of my mother and grandmother." 

The slaves' music contributed importantly to their adjustment to servitude. Slaves sang 

to set a pace for their work and to express their emotions. And .they used music as a 

deceptive form of communication. For example, a particular song begun by a lookout 

would warn those chopping cotton that they were about to be visited by the overseer.  

Finally, above all, slave music contained protests against bondage and expressions of the 

dream of freedom.  

Slaves adjusted their daily behavior to their situation in a variety of ways. Some behaved 

as loyal servants who were obedient and faithful. It is very difficult to document this type 

of behavior with certainty, and there are many explanations for it, including simply "put

ting on old master." In any case, this sort of loving and dutiful slave does not appear to 

have been nearly as common as a few historians and the movies and Old South apolo

gists would suggest.  

At the other extreme were slaves who, rather than behaving as loyal servants, rebelled 

against the system in a variety of ways. For example, they ran away. A good many simply 

took to the woods from time to time with no larger purpose in mind, but there were many 

who meant to run to freedom in Mexico.  

Most slaves seem to have, in the words of one woman, "done the best we could." They 

lived with their situation.and prayed for freedom.
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Finally, very briefly, what did slavery mean to white society? The best generalization, I 

think, is that antebellum Texas was dominated in every way by slaveholders. Certainly 

this was the case in the lower Brazos River Valley. This is especially interesting in light 

of the fact that only a minority of Texans - one family in every four - owned slaves.  
Nevertheless, slaveholders dominated economically in that they had a disproportionate 

share of the state's wealth and produced virtually all the cash crops that made the econ
omy go. They dominated politically in that men who owned slaves held all key political 

offices in the state and saw to it that the Peculiar Institution received all the protection 

necessary. They dominated socially in that slaveholders, especially the planters who 

owned 20 or more bondsmen, were the state's wealthiest and most successful individuals 

and therefore represented the social ideal for most Texans - the goal to which most 
aspired. In general, the non-slaveholding majority accepted the slaveholding minority as 

the leaders of their society, supported slavery, and regretted only that they were not slave

holders themselves. I suppose that the ultimate proof of the dominance of slavery and 
slaveholders in Texas is the fact that this state with only about 25 percent of its families 
holding so much as one slave voted overwhelmingly to secede fro the Union in 1861 

because of the election of Abraham Lincoln, a Republican who had promised to leave 

slavery alone where it existed and only prevent its spread.  

During the Civil War slavery remained less disturbed in Texas than in other areas of the 

Confederacy because Federal troops did not invade the state's interior. For that matter, 
even most areas close to the coast, such as the lower Brazos Valley, were not invaded in 

any important way. Most Texas slaves therefore remained in bondage until the war ended.  
Once General Gordon Granger read the Emancipation Proclamation at Galveston on 

June 19, 1865, however, and the news spread to the nearly 250,000 slaves across the state, 

most celebrated their freedom as the answer to a lifelong prayer.  

The information and interpretations presented in this paper are found in my book, An 

Empire for Slavery: The Peculiar Institution in Texas, 1821-1865, which was published in 
1989 by Louisiana State University Press in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. A paperback 

edition appeared in 1991.
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African American Reconstruction in Brazoria County 

Alwyn Barr 

Reconstruction for African Americans in Brazoria County provides examples of events in 

the lives of black Texans especially in the Lower Brazos Valley of Texas. In many ways 

those events also reflect the patterns of the period across Texas and the South.  

Reconstruction followed the Civil War as a time of change and strong emotions because 

of the different views and hopes among people of the period. Former slaves, often called 

freedmen or the freed people, hoped that freedom would mean economic opportunity, 

since they came out of slavery which in most cases had included no wages for their work 

and left them with no money or property. They also hoped for control of their family life, 

since marriages among slaves had held no legal standing and families had been broken up 

in many instances when slaveholders sold some family members. Freedmen further 
aspired to education which had been discouraged or denied to slaves in the antebellum 

period. Control of their own religious services ranked as another goal of freed people, 

since their practice of religion before the Civil War had been directed by slaveholders 

and true expression of slaves' views often had been possible only in secret services at 

night. The former slaves also sought to be treated fairly and equally within the legal sys

tem, which had limited the status of bondsmen in many ways including no right to testi

fy in their own behalf against anyone white. Finally, participation in the political process 

and in government ranked as another goal for freedmen who as slaves had been unable 

to express their views and concerns through voting or petition.  

African American hopes stood in contrast to those of former Confederates whose defeat 

in the war led to disappointment and anger. Most of them feared new directions in eco

nomic, social, and political patterns because they had held dominant positions in the 

society that existed before the war. Another group of Anglo Texans, former Unionists 

who had resisted secession and in some cases had not supported the Confederacy, hoped 

for an end to the domination of society and government by the former Confederates.  

Thus this smaller group of white southerners might be possible allies for African 

Americans on some issues. With such a range of hopes and goals, great potential existed 

for conflict and controversy.  

To better understand events in Brazoria County and Texas, it is important to place them 

in a broader context that is useful for comparison and perspective. The population of 

Texas in 1860 on the eve of the Civil War had reached a little more than 600,000, which 

included approximately 180,000 slaves, about 30 percent of the total. In 1880, after the 

Civil War and Reconstruction, the population of the state had grown rapidly to 1.6 mil

lion people, of whom 400,000 were African Americans, a clear increase in numbers but
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a decline to 25 percent of the total. In Brazoria County the white population numbered 
about 2,000 in 1860, compared to approximately 5,000 slaves. Twenty years later the 
Anglo population had grown to 2,200 while the black population had increased more 
rapidly to about 7,500, an advance from 71 to 77 percent. Why did the county attract 
black population at a greater rate than the rest of the state? An African American major
ity probably suggested a place where blacks could have a voice in decisions, greater oppor
tunity for advancement, and perhaps more protection from the violence of the period.  

Violence did exist in Texas as it did across the South and to some extent in other parts 
of the nation. In Texas some conflict occurred on the frontier, but much existed in other 
areas, especially for African Americans, over control of labor, or participation in politics, 
or simply "place" in society. In 1865 the United States Congress created the Freedmen's 
Bureau to assist people in the South, especially former slaves, in their transition to peace
time and freedom. The bureau also recorded acts of violence from 1865 to 1868. Those 
records for Texas contained information on about 2,300 acts of violence, which probably 
did not include all of the aggressive acts that occurred.  

For Brazoria County the bureau reported 18 instances of violence. Twelve involved white 
attacks on African Americans, including two black women, most often over wage dis
putes or actions seen by whites as "disrespectful." These events probably resulted from 
Anglo fears that they had lost control of various situations. On three other occasions 
whites killed other whites, with two described as murders while another appeared to be 
self-defense. Three white men murdered an African American male, dumped his corpse 
in a river, and fled to avoid arrest. One black man killed a white man for an undetermined 
reason. Finally several African Americans, who gathered for self-defense following 
threats of white violence, found themselves charged with rioting. Clearly Anglos direct
ed most violence at blacks.  

These events represented greater violence than in some Texas counties but fewer acts of 
aggression than in others. In addition to the African American population majority in 
Brazoria County, the presence of a Freedmen's Bureau agent, called a sub assistant com
missioner, probably represented another reason for less violence than in some counties.  
The bureau by January of 1866 had 25 agents across the one hundred organized counties 
of Texas, usually in areas with larger black populations. The first agent in Brazoria County 
had his office at Columbia and spent most of his time with labor issues between 
December 1865 and March 1866. By July 1867 the bureau had 57 agents across the state.  
Yellow fever took the life of a second agent for Brazoria County during the same year. A 
third agent at Columbia served for eleven months during 1868. He believed that black
white interaction had become better as a result of white landowners recognizing their 
need for black laborers.
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That reflected part of the tension over economic change after the Civil War. As a result 

of the conflict, less money circulated in Texas and the South, since Confederate paper 

bills had become valueless. In Texas and Brazoria County the war had produced limited 

destruction of property, although less than in other areas of the South where there had 

been more fighting. In Texas and Brazoria County cotton had been the primary antebel

lum commercial crop, although Brazoria County also had been the state's leading 

producer of sugar. What new labor system would replace slavery ranked as the major eco

nomic question following the war, with different groups holding varied views. As former 

Confederates returned to control of the state legislature in 1866, they created laws usu

ally described as Black Codes. These included wage labor contracts that favored 

landowners, a vagrancy law that forced black workers to make hurried decisions about 

where to work, and an apprenticeship law that allowed local law officers to force black 

teenagers into apprenticeship positions despite the protests of their parents. The 

Freedmen's Bureau sought to review labor contracts to insure they were equitable, and 

entered other cases to seek wages for black workers who had not received their money.  

As these struggles occurred in the late 1860s, a shift also began toward sharecropping for 

several reasons. Landowners often had little cash to pay wages. Black sharecroppers or 

tenants began to rent land, usually in small family plots, which allowed them more inde

pendence and control over day to day work than did labor in large groups that seemed 

more like pre-war slave labor patterns. As a result, the total farms in Brazoria County 

increased form 165 in 1860 to 253 by 1870 and to 444 by 1880. Another change occurred 

in labor patterns because some African American mothers worked less than under slav

ery, so they could spend more time raising their small children. A similar pattern devel

oped as more black children did not work, so they could attend school, an opportunity 

unavailable to slave children. Finally, some African American farmers saved enough 

money to buy the land they farmed. A review of black farmers in the 1880 United States 

Census for Brazoria County shows that 19 percent owned their own plots of land, which 

ranged in size from five to fifty acres.  

Another group of African Americans labored as cowboys after the Civil War on ranches 

in Brazoria and neighboring counties. Bob Jones worked on the Jones-Ryon Ranch, later 

known as the George Ranch, that overlapped into Fort Bend County. Through his efforts 

he acquired five horses as well as forty cattle by 1868.  

In addition to economic developments, African Americans sought to establish new social 

patterns in their lives once they achieved freedom. Black families had existed under slav

ery, despite the lack of legal standing for marriages and the potential for separation of 

family members through the slave trade. Once the Civil War ended in 1865, African 

Americans moved to form legal marriages and to find family members from whom they 

had been separated. Clearly a trend toward more stable families resulted, for a review of 

the 1880 United States Census for Brazoria County shows that 73 percent of black fam

ilies involved two parents, a percentage little different from that for Anglo families.
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The establishment of schools formed another important goal for African Americans in 
Texas and across the South. That effort received support from local black communities, 
the Freedmen's Bureau, black churches, and some white religious denominations. The 
bureau worked with three Brazoria County planters who agreed to the creation of schools 
for the children of their workers in 1866. Early in 1867 a school had been established in 
the town of Columbia, with the support from the bureau, for 33 black pupils taught by a 
white teacher. In May 1868 the bureau reported that a school with 28 students had been 
formed in the community of Brazoria. Perhaps the most important early moment for black 
education in Brazoria County came in June 1869 when the bureau announced that the 
freedmen in Brazoria owned their school building and had employed an African 
American teacher, Walter Wormley. Less than a year later, in April 1870, the towns of 
Columbia and Brazoria together could claim three schools where three black teachers 
instructed 160 pupils. In the early 1870s the state of Texas created its public education 
system that included local schools for African Americans. In 1872, 15 schools existed for 
741 students, a majority of them black, in Brazoria County. A review of the 1880 United 
States Census shows that 45 percent of black families had one or more children in school 
during an era without a law requiring attendance, clearly a significant advance in educa
tion despite the need for African American children to help at times with the work on 
family farms.  

Another step toward freedom from white control for African Americans involved the 
establishment of their own churches in the late 1860s and 1870s. These black congrega
tions allowed people to organize and shape their own worship and to develop their own 
leaders. Furthermore, these congregations provided community centers, for teachers used 
them as schools during the week, and members conducted social events there at night, in 
addition to the religious services on Sunday. In Brazoria County, in 1864 before the end 
of the Civil War, the Reverend Grant Addison helped form Providence Missionary 
Baptist Church in Chenango. The following year members created Grace Methodist 
Church at Mims. From 1867 into the 1870s at least six more Baptist congregations and 
three more Methodist churches organized in Brazoria County. Clearly those congrega
tions played important roles in African American community life.  

Political and legal rights came later for African Americans in Texas and throughout the 
South. After the Civil War ended, the United States government sought loyal govern
ment leaders in the states that had attempted secession. Federal authorities first turned to 
white Unionists, such as Provisional Governor A.J. Hamilton in Texas, who in turn 
selected county officers across the state, including Brazoria County. In 1866 after a new 
state constitution had been written, white voters elected county and state officials who 
included mostly former Confederates. When the Texas legislature and those in other 
Southern states, led by former Confederates, passed Black Codes and seemed unable or 
unwilling to control violence against white Unionists and blacks, the United States 
Congress reacted by passing the Reconstruction Acts that called for new state constitu-
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tions and the right to vote for African Americans. Black and white voters elected repre

sentatives to a Texas constitutional convention in 1868 that in turn ratified the 

Fourteenth Amendment, which protected the basic legal rights of all citizens including 

African Americans. In 1869 black and white voters elected county and state officials.  

The Republican Party won a majority of state and local positions by attracting the votes 

of most African Americans, since it had been the party that favored emancipation and 

equal rights. The black voters of Brazoria County played a crucial role in helping to elect 

George Ruby of Galveston as one of the first two African Americans who served in the 

state senate during the Twelfth Legislature.  

Reconstruction in Texas ended in 1873 when Democrat Richard Coke won election as 

governor, as did a Democratic majority in the state legislature. Yet in Brazoria County, 

Republicans remained the majority that elected most county officials. In 1876 for the first 

time the county commissioners included an African American, Walter Wormley, the for

mer teacher in a Brazoria school. He like many other black elected officials in Texas and 

the South did not fit white assumptions that African Americans were not prepared for 

leadership roles. For he already had proven himself in a different kind of leadership 

position.  

Reconstruction for African Americans in Brazoria County and throughout the Lower 

Brazos Valley, as well as in other parts of the state and the South, reflected a wide range 

of transitions and controversies that followed the Civil War. Black citizens of the coun

ty met violence and opposition to change from some whites, but African Americans also 

took steps toward many of their goals. They stabilized their family life, increased the 

opportunities for education of their children, in some cases gained ownership of land, cre

ated their own churches, and used the new right to vote to elect sympathetic political 

leaders, including some African Americans.  

This essay is based primarily on research which I presented in my article: "Reconstruction 

Change and Continuity in Brazoria County, Texas," The Houston Review: History and 

Culture of the Gulf Coast, vol. XVIII (1996): 114-123. Detailed citations to sources are in 

the footnotes to that study. In addition, the information on African Americans in 

Brazoria County ranching is from Sara R. Massey, ed., Black Cowboys of Texas (College 

Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2000), 43-44. My discussion of African American 

churches in the county is based on Clyde McQueen, Black Churches in Texas: A Guide to 

Historic Congregations (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2000), 140-145.
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Different Strokes for Different Folks 

Dr. Merline Pitre 

Over the past century, the power of historians to influence the public, to reflect and shape 
attitudes and popular prejudices has been amply demonstrated, often with tragic conse
quences. Rummaging through the past, historians did not simply reinforce prevailing 
racial, ethnic, and patriotic biases; they helped to create and perpetuate them. Prior to 
1970, history books of the past fixed in the minds of millions of Americans the image of 
black men and women as a race of buffoons and half-wits, sometimes amusing, sometimes 
threatening, almost always less than human. Historians, for their part, succeeded in mis
educating several generations of Americans. What dominated their perceptions (and dis
tortions) of the past were the views of exceptional people who left the most easily acces
sible records, the kind of people who possessed the income, leisure, and literacy that per
mitted them to record their thoughts in journals, diaries, autobiographies, and letters.  
Historian Richard Hofstadter once wrote of Thomas Jefferson, "The leisure that made 
possible his great writings on human liberty was supported by the labor of three genera
tions of slaves." The history of working-class men and women, rural and urban, white and 
black, was thought to be impossible to retrieve because historians relied upon and felt 
most comfortable with the kinds of records and documents ordinary people have not usu
ally kept. This is exactly what happened to African Americans throughout this country 
as well as those of the Lower Brazos Valley from 1868 to 1900.  

Let me give you an example of what I am talking about. I wrote a book on black legisla
tors several years ago entitled, Through Many Dangers, Toils and Snares: The Black 
Leadership of Texas, 1870-1900. What I discovered was that although Texas did not send 
any blacks to the United States Congress during the post-Civil War era, forty-two men 
of color sat in the Texas Legislature and fifteen helped to draft two constitutions for the 
state. Yet, very little has been written about these gentlemen. Despite the myriad of 
monographs on Texas history, until 1970 there remained a hiatus in the history of the 
state concerning the black population. Most of the existing studies referred to blacks only 
secondarily, if at all. The authors of these earlier works considered blacks, perhaps 
because of their minority status, relatively unimportant in contributing to the advance
ment of the state and its people.  

The problem of source material or the lack thereof has played a large role in preventing 
us from having a clear picture of who these men were, what they wanted, did, and 
achieved. Thus, individuals who relied solely on newspaper accounts in an effort to assess 
the activities of these blacks were almost certain to form negative images of them. For 
example, of these black legislators, one contemporary newspaper editor wrote: "They are 
perfect types of the ones that have warmed seats in the legislative hall." Referring to one
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black legislator in particular, this same editor went on to say: "If any other member speaks 

to him, no matter how seriously, he laughs immoderately and goes on wrapping House 

Journals and scribbling addresses that no postmaster on earth could ever read." To be sure, 

this view evolves from racist stereotype, and the danger of such a stereotype is not so 

much that it is untrue or even that it projects an image of a Sambo personality, but rather 

the danger is that such stereotypes have discouraged further investigation into the polit

ical activities of these black legislators. It is true that few, if any, of these lawmakers' per

sonal papers have survived, and most of the contemporary reports about them are 

extremely biased inasmuch as they were written by and for whites. But by utilizing avail

able sources, which include not just newspaper accounts, but legislative and convention 

journals, census reports, voter registration lists, city directories, letters, almanacs, and 

other primary sources, one can come up with enough information to form a biographical 

and political profile of these black politicians.  

Constructing a biographical profile was probably the most difficult part of all. For one to 

construct such, one has to rely on the census, marriage licenses, court records, tax rolls, 

deed records, gravestone markers, oral history, church records, and photographs, which in 

many instances are worth a thousand words. On the other hand, newspaper accounts, leg

islative and convention journals, and census records made it easier to do a political pro

file. Having accomplished these tasks, further investigation into the lives of the legisla

tors revealed that at least eight of them came from the Lower Brazos Valley - Walter 

Burton, B.B. Bird, Stephen Curtis, Jacob Freeman, William Holland, D.C. Lewis, John 

McReynolds, Elijah Mays, John Mitchell, George T. Ruby, and Henry Sneed. Using the 

census records, one knows that the Lower Brazos Valley was known as the "Black Belt" 

and that some of these men came from areas where African Americans made up 80% of 

the population.  

But these men from the Lower Brazos who fought to reconstruct Texas were more than 

public servants. They belonged to families, churches, societal and fraternal orders, and 

organizations; all of which tells us something about what manner of men they were.  

Taking all the aforementioned into consideration, one can argue that these men from the 

Lower Brazos Valley were of varying backgrounds, abilities, and attitudes. Some were 

remarkable natural leaders, others diffident and inexperienced, others were dull and 

uninspiring. Still others initiated measures and debated actively and intelligently, show

ing themselves capable of defending themselves and their race against disparagement by 

white members. Interestingly, these Brazos politicians did not differ markedly form most 

of those they sought to lead. As a group, they could not be regarded as elite but rather as 

lower middle-class. This then begs the question, as state representatives did they repre

sent the aspirations of the masses? 

Unable to see a world that left few written records, many scholars concerned with study

ing race relations during Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction folded the black work-
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ing class into a very limited and at times monolithic definition of the black community 
and have regarded middle-class black male leaders as, in the words of Nell Painter, "rep
resentatives of the race." But by overlooking or downplaying class and gender differences, 
one has to admit that somebody forgot to tell somebody something - that black women 
were there at the beginning, and they too were representative of the race.  

But the question that comes to mind is - outside of an organized structure, can a handful 
of representatives, male or female, speak for the masses of working and non-working class 
African Americans? Devoid of written records, how do we know that black leaders of the 
Lower Brazos represented the aspirations of the masses? For this, one has to explore what 
Robin Kelly in Race Rebel called "the politics of the everyday." Political anthropologist 
James C. Scott maintains that despite appearances of consent, oppressed groups challenge 
those in power by constructing a hidden transcript, a dissident political culture that man
ifests itself in daily conversation, folklore, jokes, songs, and cultural paradigm.  

Working-class and non-working class people have never been inarticulate. The words 
and voices of these people, often misspelled and ungrammatical, convey the tone, tenor, 
and flavor of a particular time. Many times their writings and voices are that of the illit
erate, unlearned, and impoverished, but not the unintelligent. The neglect of their lives 
by historians revealed not so much an absence of sources as a failure of historical imagi
nation and commitment. But that neglect has been redressed in recent decades as histo
rians have learned to appreciate enormous possibilities they had seldom considered: the 
value of music, art, dance, humor, folklore, oral remembrances, anthropological findings, 
photography, and film as cultural records and interpretive documents that gave us insight 
into the innermost thoughts and preoccupations of black Americans. "How much histo
ry can be transmitted by pressure on a guitar string?" Robert Palmer answers this question 
in Deep Blues - the thoughts of generations.  

Over the past three decades, however, the sheer diversity of historical focus opened up 
new ways of conceptualizing the past and reflected a far greater sensitivity to the com
plexities and varieties of cultural documentation. Historians have come to understand 
that most men and women, although spending their lives in relative obscurity and never 
sharing the fruits of affluence or enjoying power, nevertheless have found ways to relate 
their experiences and to communicate their feelings about matters of daily and far-reach
ing concern to them. For example, through folklore and poetry we get a feel for how the 
landless black farmer felt during the era of Jim Crow when he said, 

Don't you see how them creatures 
Now have done me wrong 
Boll weevilsgot my cotton 
And the merchants got my corn 
What shall I do? What shall I do?
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Black humor via poetry was also used to describe how justice was meted out during the 

segregation era: 

If a White man kill a Negro, they hardly carry him to court 

If a Negro kill a White man, they hang him like a goat.  

A means of survival, albeit an unscrupulous one, was described by a black man thusly, 

Our father, who is in heaven 

White men owe me eleven and pay me seven 

Thy kingdom come, thy will be done 

And if I hadn't took that, I wouldn't have none 

The utilization of these such sources enables researchers to give flesh and blood to a spe

cific time and space. The voices of these men and women provide a rich documentary of 

the hope, struggle, frustration, and dreams of blacks as they sought to break the back of 

Jim Crow and its legacy. They provide the general public with an intimate understand

ing that these blacks had of the world that surrounded them. In each of these poems we 

see lived experiences. We see different strokes for different folks.  

By expanding the cultural documentation, historians are able to bring to historical con

sciousness people ordinarily left outside the framework of the American experience. The 

new sources gave voice to previously marginalized men and women and transformed pro

foundly how we define this nation. What has always seemed to most Americans distinc

tive about their heritage is freedom. That is what sets the United States off from much of 

the world, and to listen to most presidents, that explains the uniqueness of this nation.  

But to accept this is to read American history without the presence of African 

Americans, to define them out of American identity, to exclude a people who enjoyed 

neither liberty, nor impartial government, nor the equal protection of the law. Once you 

incorporate the African American into history, as historian Nathan Huggins observed, 

you might be forced to reinterpret the American experience in such a way that freedom 

is not the word that defines it.  

Drawing of the new cultural history will enable us to document the many different ways 

in which men and women have experienced the United States. Historians will then have 

the opportunity to introduce people, dialogues, and experiences long repressed by restric

tive and unimaginative historical scholarship. When one views the past through the lens 

of African Americans, one must do so in ways that are conceptually persuasive, using a 

variety of primary and secondary sources; sources that explore different versions of reali

ty, that deepen sensibilities; sources that speak to how people conceptualize and think 

about the world in which they live; sources which will enable one to apply the idiom, 

"different strokes for different folks."
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Coming Before Winter: 

Doing Oral History in the 21st Century 

Dianne Swann-Wright 

On a warm spring evening in 1997, more than one hundred descendents of enslaved 

African Americans stood on Monticello's west portico steps. The crowd flowed over onto 

the lawn bordered by flowerbeds which were generations-old. Even if you have not visit

ed Monticello, the plantation home of Thomas Jefferson in Charlottesville, Virginia, you 

have seen the image of this setting, even handled it with your fingers because it is on one 

side of the American nickel. On this spring evening, this gathering of people called out 

the names of those long gone who were in danger of being forgotten simply because no 

one remembered them. A woman in the audience spoke up and thanked Monticello's 

Getting Word Oral History Project and its staff, Cinder Stanton, and I for "coming before 

winter" - before it was too late to gather the stories of those long gone. She said that in 

the Bible's second book of Timothy, Paul beseeched the apostle not to wait too long before 

making the journey to where he was so needed.  

Such is the way with oral histories. Like their sister and brother documents, primary 

papers and material cultural artifacts, oral histories are always in danger of being lost or 

destroyed when they are not gathered, archived, preserved, and studied. At Monticello 

we realized that it is nearly impossible and completely unethical to present a people with

out attempting to represent them in ways in which they would have known themselves 

to be. Gathering the stories of people, using their own words is an effective and a faith

ful way to understand and present a people - especially people of African descent for 

whom orality has always been a primary and favored way of passing on information.  

I am reminded of a poem from our own era. Nikki Giovanni writes in one of her poems 

that: 

Childhood remembrances are always a drag if you're black 

They never talk about how happy you were to have your mother all to 

yourself and how good the water felt when you got your bath 

Your biographers never understand 

Your father's pain as he sells his stock and another dream goes 

... and I really hope that no white person ever has cause to write about me 

because they never understand 

Black love is Black wealth and they'll probably talk about my hard childhood 

And never understand that all the while I was quite happy 

The way to get around this dilemma, no matter whether you are black or white, is using 

the words of a people, because those words carry the messages not found elsewhere. At
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Monticello, we knew that the 65,000 documents in Thomas Jefferson's archives could not 
tell the tale of any of the over 600 enslaved men, women, or children he held in bondage 
over the course of his lifetime. The words the slaves wrote hinted at their experiences but 
did not detail them. The six letters written by John Hemings, and one by a slave woman 
we only know as Hannah, suggest that black folks indeed had stories to tell. Hemings 
wrote to Jefferson about the work that he was charged to do, how long he would need to 
do it, and when he would return after doing it. His request that tools hung on the walls 
of his home be taken down and sent to him, provides an idea of the personal space of an 
enslaved African American craftsman on the Monticello mountaintop. But it is his com
plaint about another enslaved man, Nace, someone about his own age who refuses to pro
vide him with vegetables that engages curiosity and begs for words from both parties to 
answer the many questions that it presents. According to Hemings, Nace took everything 
from the Poplar Forest Plantation garden and sold it in the nearest town, keeping the pay
ments for himself. There is a story there, but we can only surmise as to what it may have 
been. On the other hand, from Hannah we learn that even in bondage she found some
thing for which to be thankful, and took the liberty of advising Jefferson that he would 
do well to thank God also.  

Only by using the words of the people themselves can we move enslaved people from 
behind stereotypes that block our clear view of them. Even historians who have aimed to 
capture an accurate and complete image of enslaved people fit their characterizations 
into categories that question the maturity and sensibilities of the enslaved. Eugene 
Genovese for example, in Roll Jordan Roll, says that slaves used funds they earned on their 
own time to, among other things, "keep their women in ribbons, bandannas, and assort
ed finery." The works of Peter Fossett, who as a child was enslaved at Monticello, deny 
the assertion that slaves wasted their hard-earned funds on trivial things. Fossett said that 
his father, Joe, a Monticello blacksmith, purchased a copybook, gold watch, and lessons 
"to teach him his letters." Joe Fossett invested in his son's future even though he could 
not see a time when his son would be a free person, able to fully utilize reading and writing.  

In 1993, Cinder Stanton was Director of Research at Monticello. She sensed a void and 
sought to fill it. Oral histories, she hoped, could possibly provide information to charac
terize the enslaved experience at Monticello. Cinder invited me to join the project 
,telling me that this particular oral history project would not just be about Monticello or 
the people who lived in the house. It would tell the stories of enslaved people and their 
descendents - both slave and free. I remember her saying, "Dianne, this project will gath
er Civil War stories, and emancipation stories, and reconstruction stories, and stories of 
the New Deal and World War I and II." Hers was an invitation which I, as a historian 
who studied African-Americans, could not pass up. She later told me that I was hired 
because:
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" I knew how to do oral history interviews 

" I understood African American culture 

" I was a student of African American history 

Together we designed a research project using oral sources which would help define the 

African American experience at Monticello. It was not to verify assumptions that others 

or we had, but was designed to define and detail the daily lives of people who lived out 

their entire lifetimes considered the property of the man who wrote the Declaration of 

Independence.  

We set three project goals. The first was to identify and gather the stories of people who 

had been enslaved at Monticello. This gathering included answering the question of what 

happened to people after they left Monticello. Our second goal was to record the stories 

as they were told to us and to preserve them as primary sources for our use and the use of 

other researchers and for the use of the families involved. The third goal was to study the 

oral documents form our collection to discern what they could tell us about the lives of 

enslaved African Americans and their descendents.  

We discovered from the beginning of our work that the written and oral would work 

together in this project. We found ourselves as often in archives and libraries as we did 

with out tape recorder and video camera in someone's living room. We developed one set 

of interview questions - about a dozen questions in all - and structured our interviews to 

last from an hour to an hour and a half. The three questions, which anchor our inter

views, are: 

" What is your connection to Monticello? 

" What has your connection to Monticello meant to you? 

" What do you want the world to know about your family? 

We found people and they found us. We went out into African American communities 

and talked to people. Cinder and I spent fruitful hours and days meeting and talking to 

people at genealogy conferences, family reunions, and church anniversaries. We accept

ed invitations to appear on local and national radio programs. We mailed copies of our 

brochure to libraries and historical societies across the country. With Monticello's web 

master we developed an attractive website and answered email inquiries. We publish a 

project newsletter sharing our findings and words that have gotten back to us.  

While the Getting Word Oral History Project was never intended to address the rela

tionship between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, stories that we gathered in our 

work often focused on them. We found that people who had never met each other told 

similar stories about the two. We found that people who did no know the names of their 

grandparents and great-parents still connected themselves to Thomas Jefferson and an
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enslaved woman. We found that people who could logically assume their ancestor to be 
someone else because of a surname adopted by choice, still considered Jefferson to be 
their white ancestor, bringing red hair and multiple talents into their family's 
characteristics.  

But what we learned - what we learned before winter - was what enslaved people and 
their descendents considered important. We learned what their values were and how 
those values shaped their generation and the generations to which they gave birth.  
People considered family, spirituality, education, and community action to be important.  
Again and again, stories confirmed this.  

And so today when we interpret the African-American experience at Monticello, we can 
say that we know about what happened to many of the African-Americans who lived and 
worked at Monticello and their descendents. We can say that we know that some of them 
left Monticello and went on to work and worship together in communities near-by and 
in southern Ohio. We can say that some of them worked on the Underground Railroad 
and supported the civil rights movement. We can say that when the opportunity pre
sented itself, they became educated and often became educators. We can say that they 
remembered Monticello in their family stories, but more importantly they remembered 
each other and the importance of family and community. We can now say what we once 
were not able to say because we had not done the research upon which these works are 
based - oral history research.  

Coming before winter has not always been easy. It has had its challenges. We have 
encouraged people to take their family stories seriously often by explaining the signifi
cance of oral traditions and their validity as primary documents. We have had to promote 
opportunities for people to share, using traditions traced back to Africa and a time long 
since forgotten because so many have been taught to depend only on the written word.  
And unfortunately in some cases we did not arrive soon enough. We did not come before 
winter for a number of people who passed on before we had the opportunity to speak with 
them.  

I would now like to share with you some of the images and voices form the Getting Word 
Oral History Project - some of the work that we did, before winter came.
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From Exclusion To Inclusion; 

Interpreting African American Colonial History 

Harvey Bakari 

Accompanied by a power point slide presentation.  

Interpreting African American history in a museum that has a history of excluding 

African American history is a challenge. Generally it is common that the majority of 

people in our society tend to naturally resist change. Most people tend to be creatures of 

habit. To include a part of American history that has been excluded will cause friction 

and resistance. A strong administrative commitment with established goals and objec

tives is necessary to bring about change. The museum must lead and should not allow 

itself to be held back by public opinion. At Colonial Williamsburg we have over 20 years' 

experience of interpreting the controversial and sensitive history of slavery. It has not 

been an easy task. This is an overview of our experience at Colonial Williamsburg of 

interpreting early African American history and slavery to diverse audiences.  

To interpret the subject of slavery you must start at the beginning and acknowledge the 

horrors of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. The story begins with African civilizations that 

were disrupted by a trade in human cargo. For centuries prior to the slave trade African 

civilizations established their own governments, religions, laws and social norms. During 

the trade, Europeans or other African ethnic groups captured Africans for profit and to 

supply cheap labor in the Americas.  

European countries fought each other as they sought control of the slave trade on the 

coast of West Africa. Meanwhile, a variety of African ethnic groups fought each other for 

control of that trade on land.  

There was an obvious commercial appeal of trading European goods in exchange for 

African captives and other goods like gold and ivory. A central part of the justification 

or sanction for this trade was religion. In the center of Elmina Castle is a Dutch church.  

Religion would help to justify the slave trade by considering Africans heathens in need 

of civilization and Christendom. The unfortunate captives were held in the castles until 

it was time for them to exit through "The door of no return." 

After being detained in forts and castles, millions of African men, women, and children 

were transported to the Americas. About 6 percent of the total population of Africans 

transferred to the Americas arrived in the United States. They were packed tightly on 

the slave ships and had to survive long voyages under various conditions.
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Once they landed on American shores, they entered the door of oppression, institution

alized slavery. Under the condition of slavery they were consider chattel property, not 

human. They were stripped from the way of life that they were accustomed to. Basic 

human rights such as marriage, the right to protect oneself, and legal rights in the courts 

were denied. Punishment, which included whippings, mutilation, castration, and torture, 

were all a means to control the enslaved population.  

And what happened to the Africans once they entered into an alien society that did not 

recognize them as equals or even as human beings? How did they adjust to their new sur

roundings? What type of work did they do? How did they survive? 

In order to bring this part of American history to life in Colonial Williamsburg, we began 

with research. The vast majority of primary documentation about slaves is from the 

viewpoint of the slave owner. For many years researchers were not looking for detailed 

information about the enslaved population. Therefore they claimed that without docu

mentation there was no true history. This created the history of exclusion. As 

researchers and historians began to read between the lines, the stories of the enslaved 

community began to emerge. We began to understand how they forged a new life in colo

nial Virginia.  

We also depended heavily on archaeology to establish a material foundation for under

standing the slave community. We began to understand what type of clothes they wore, 

the buildings they occupied and the diets they consumed. We understood the material 

objects they valued and the objects valued by their owners.  

As historians and researchers with a background in African history and culture began to 

examine the information further, they were able to bring a new perspective of African 

retention and New World adaptations.  

As we combined the research, archaeological findings, and primary documents, we then 

began to reconstruct the enslaved community of the colonial era. The next step was the 

interpretation of the research and archaeological findings by historical interpreters. It is 

the interpreter who communicates the information to the public audience in first or third 

person.  

How does a living history museum such as Colonial Williamsburg bring to life a part of 

America's past that arouses controversy? Is a museum being responsible by ignoring an 

important part of American history only because it makes visitor uncomfortable? 

It is the responsibility of the museum to educate its audience and to consider information 

that may be offensive or uncomfortable to the public. However, to refuse to talk about
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the subject of slavery is to ignore half of the story that's being communicated to the audi

ence. It is irresponsible for an educational institution to exclude pertinent information.  

When we began African American programming in the late '70s, there was much oppo

sition from the local community, black and white. There were many challenges to over

come within and outside the organization. The foundation's administration committed 

itself to telling this part of American history. As research evolved, so too did the programs.  

We provide tours that are very informational and create a foundation of information 

about slavery for the visitors. We offer first person interpretation in which the audience 

can interact with the character interpreter, "a person from the past." During the evening, 

we offer fourth wall programs in which the audience is able to observe the enslaved com

munity "on their own time." 

In 1994, Colonial Williamsburg African American Interpretation Presentation 

Department did a re-enactment of an estate auction. Within that auction, several slaves 

were to be sold. The press alarmed the general public about the auction. The program 

was scheduled to be performed outside, in front of the Wetherburn tavern, to demon

strate a documented auction that occurred in Williamsburg. The day of the event, cam

eras from the local and national press were crowded around the tavern. Before the pro

gram began, we were met with protest demonstrations from the NAACP, the Southern 

Christian League Conference, and college students from William and Mary. We pro

ceeded with the program despite the opposition and protests. National and internation
al press coverage of the event followed. The majority of people supported the historical 

reenactments, while many others believed that we should not have performed the pro
gram. The program eventually received the Award of Merit from the American 

Association for State and Local History.  

We remained committed to our educational objective in the face of opposition. As an 

educational institution, sometimes the actions of the museum are ahead of the general 

public opinion.  

Resistance to slavery is another subject that we addressed through a program that focus
es on African Americans in the Revolutionary war, entitled "Brothers In Arms." It 
demonstrates and educates the audience about the role of African Americans fighting for 

the new nation, in hopes that it would abolish slavery. Colonial Williamsburg has two 

African American military reenactment regiments, the Ethiopian Regiment and the First 
Rhode Island Regiment. African Americans fought for the American and British forces, 
seeking their freedom wherever they could find it.
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In Virginia, 1775, Governor Dunmore issued his proclamation that stated that all able

bodied Negroes willing and able to bear arms shall be freed. The black men and women 

and children that ran to the British were intended to weaken the colony of Virginia.  

Dunmore formed a regiment of 300 former slaves and entitled them the Ethiopian regi

ments. General George Washington was alarmed by the actions of Governor Dunmore 

and eventually allowed free blacks and later slaves to enlist in the Continental Army in 

exchange for their freedom.  

Accompanied by a video press coverage of the "The Sword is Drawn" program.  

In 1999 "Enslaving Virginia" was the theme of Colonial Williamsburg Foundation edu

cational programs. Programs revolved around Dunmore's proclamation. When the 

proclamation was initially circulated, the slave community was able to make a decision 

that would affect the rest of their lives. They could either stay with this slave owner or 

attempt to escape to Norfolk to join Dunmore's forces.  

In the re-enactment entitled "The Sword is Drawn," a group of slave characters gather 

illegally in the city of Williamsburg. The program is performed outside in an open field, 

and the audience forms a circle around the character interpreters. As the character inter

preters discuss whether they would run or stay, the audience passively observes the con

versation and decisions. Suddenly the illegal gathering is discovered by a group of slave 

patrols. The patrols angrily enter through a gate carrying muskets, ropes, and sometimes 

clubs. It is the job of the patrols to insure the safety of the white citizens of Williamsburg.  

As the patrols approach the gathering, the visitors become quite amused. But once the 

patrols violently enter into the gathering, pushing some of the slave characters and shout

ing insults, the mood of the audience begins to change. As the patrols began to harass 

the slave characters one by one, beginning with the preacher and then the free black, the 

audience's mood begins to deepen. The majority of them become quite uncomfortable 

with the action taking place in front of them. A scuffle between the slave patrol and a 

slave character heightens the anxiety felt by the audience. The scene concludes with the 

slave character angrily walking away and the patrols warning everyone to disperse, 

otherwise they would face harsh consequences.  

Because of the raw emotions that emerged during his program, we found it necessary to 

conclude the program in third person in order to establish the educational objective of 

the program, as well as to answer the audience's questions. This program also received 

national and international press coverage in print and broadcast media. The program 

changed the perception of Colonial Williamsburg as not only the historical place of the 

founding fathers, but also as a historical living museum that was willing to tell the story 

of the free blacks and the slave community of the colonial era. "Enslaving Virginia" also 

received the Award of Merit from the American Association for State and Local History.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

The question is: do you have the courage to tell the story? Do you have the fortitude to 

endure the opposition and criticism from those who will resist change within and outside 

of the organization? This is the challenge of interpreting African American history in 

today's museums.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
/ ~The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

Developing a Sharecropper Farm 

Ian Campbell 

I portray Sam Ryon, a black sharecropper in 1890s Richmond, Texas. I work for I.H.P.  
Davis on the Ryon Farm. I am a half-hand. I receive half of what cash crops I grow. These 
cash crops are cotton and corn. The spread I work is about five acres. There is a small 
house that has a front "do all" room and a kitchen. The furnishings are modest and prac
tical. There is an iron bed and a few chairs, butter chum, laundry basket, and coal stove.  
The house also has a few plates, cups, Dutch ovens, and knives. Everything in the house 
is functional. Some visitors think that things have been put in place to create a museum.  
I don't see it that way. I have also acquired a cat from a young girl named Lee-Ann Read.  
I told her I had a problem with the mice eating my corn. Miss Read gladly said she would 
bring me a cat to help me control the mice. I have named him Phil Sheridan.  

I explain what life was like after the late war (American Civil War). Life, that is, for a 
former slave. The landowner provides me with seed, tools, and stock to work the land. In 
return I receive a share of the crop and a place to live. As more livestock is acquired, my 
interpretation will only get better. Two mules have been recently acquired and will be 
used to plow and turn the land. They will also be used in many other farming ways.  
Another pig, in addition to Tess, has also been acquired. I also have chickens. Their eggs 
are eaten by myself and are used by the chuck wagon cook. In the future, the chickens 
will be going into the pot on Sunday. All of the food I grow is used for consumption by 
humans and animals and for interpretive purposes. I don't waste anything. What can't be 
eaten is given to the pigs. I also work my fields. I tell visitors my crops aren't just there 
for visual effects. I work the land as if my survival depends on it. Regardless of what the 
weather is like, there is still work to be done.  

When I interpret, I try to make a CONNECTION. I connect with politics, religion, edu
cation, food, inventions, race, and many other things. I try to connect with what was 
going on in Richmond, Texas, the surrounding counties, Texas and other states, and 
other countries in the late 1890s.
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Churches and African American Culture 

William E. Montgomery 

In the centuries since Europeans brought enslaved Africans to colonial North America, 

African Americans have been trapped inside a frustrating dilemma. White people have 

demanded that they strictly conform to European cultural norms. African Americans 
never wanted to do that, and as a result they were systematically excluded from the full

ness of American life. But people of African heritage have continued to maintain a 

strong, positive sense of themselves. They have been able to do so in large part because 

of their culture-those distinctive patterns of thinking and behaving that define an eth
nic group and provide them with a transcendent purpose. From their culture, African 

Americans have drawn personal identity and built enduring communities. And they have 

accomplished this while powerful white people have marginalized, ostracized, and even 
brutalized them. In fact, African American culture has shown such vitality that it has 

influenced even the cultures of white people. One aspect of African American culture is 
religion, and the primary institution for preserving religious culture has been the church.  

Churches have provided much of the strength, independence, and general sense of well

being that African Americans have felt. Early in the twentieth century, the noted 
teacher, author, and political activist William E. B. Du Bois, whose brilliant The Souls of 

Black Folk (1903) provided a lens for seeing through the steely pale of race and time, said: 
"The Negro Church ... is the social center of Negro life in the United States, and the 

most characteristic expression of African character."' This basically Christian institution 

has provided African Americans with the authority to declare: "We are members of God's 
family." It was once said among African Americans who lived in the Brazos River bot

toms that they were "long on religion, and short on Christ'anity."2 That saying is proba
bly open to many interpretations, but it suggests that African American church life went 
beyond standard Christian tenets. It grew out of African American experiences.  

Churches have nurtured their religious culture; African Americans have praised the Lord 

there. But, churches also gave African Americans strength to battle slavery, Jim Crow, 
and poverty. African Americans have also gathered in churches to celebrate freedom.  
Churches have occupied a central place in African American communities.  

African American culture is easily recognizable from either side of the racial frontier. In 
the names they give their children, language and dialect, food preferences and methods 

of cooking, family structure, music, stories, and funeral and burial rituals, African 
Americans have maintained a distinctive identity within the larger American society. In 
the South, where blacks have always been numerous, African-American culture has 
influenced almost everything around it.3 In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century South
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Carolina, for example, African Americans built their houses according to traditional 
African designs and used African technologies.' Among blacks and whites in delta 
Louisiana and New Orleans, one can see traces of African cultures in spiritualism and 
vodun (voodoo). 5 Today, African American traditions influence mainstream popular 

culture from hip-hop to Kentucky Fried Chicken. 6 

But African American culture has been less pronounced in institutional boardrooms than 
in the people's living rooms and churches. Historically, white people controlled the exter

nal aspects of black people's lives-the work they did, what they studied (if they were 

allowed to go to school), and where they lived. African Americans have always con
trolled their private lives-their spirituality, their aspirations, and their personal expres

sions. These aspects of African American culture found a relatively free voice in their 

churches.  

Many scholars, historians and practitioners of other academic disciplines, have sought to 
understand and explain the origins of African American culture. Anthropologists early 

in the twentieth century emphasized direct transference of African customs and beliefs to 
the Americas. And certainly many African American cultural traits are traceable to 
Africa. "Africanisms" have been especially evident among the people of in Brazil, the 

Caribbean islands, and coastal South Carolina. 7 African traditions in those areas 
remained virtually unchanged for many generations. How did African traditions get to 

America? The simple answer is through the shipment of anywhere from ten to fifteen 
million enslaved African men, women, and children across the Atlantic from the six

teenth through the nineteenth centuries. Enslaved people brought their languages, 

beliefs, and customs with them on their forced journey, and those cultural seeds took root 

in America.  

But the process of cultural transference was complicated. On board the slave transport 
ships and at their destinations, enslaved Africans from various regions of Africa-from 

the Senegambia, the Bight of Biafra, and Angola-were mixed together. Cultural blend
ing began then and there. Fewer than half a million enslaved Africans wound up on the 

mainland of North America, with the largest concentrations occurring in coastal South 
Carolina. "As we advance to the South," observed Maryland resident William Eddis who 
traveled to South Carolina in 1770, "multitudes [of Africans] astonishingly increase, and 
in the Carolinas they considerably exceed the number of white inhabitants." 8 Even there, 
however, African cultures underwent modification through pressure from the Europeans 
with whom they had contact. During the upheavals in the prosperous and slave-laden 

French sugar colony of Sainte Domingue (today's Haiti), emigrant French planters 
brought slaves to Louisiana. Thus, French cultural traits-including Roman 

Catholicism-became noticeable in the African American culture of that part of the 

United States. 9
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Religion was an especially important aspect of African cultures-as it was to Europeans 

during the time of the African slave trade. Many West Africans believed that the pow

erful forces-some good and some evil-that occupied the spirit world also influenced 

the living world, directly affecting the daily lives of living persons. Religion, in other 

words; held a practical importance for many African people.10 Through much of the eigh

teenth century, the religious beliefs of Africans enslaved in British colonial North 

America remained mostly unaffected by the Christian beliefs of the Europeans who lived 

around them. It is a safe bet, however, that some Africans were impressed by the God that 

their masters worshipped. Perhaps some enslaved people thought that if they converted 

to their owners' religion they might be released from enslavement. That idea occurred to 

some British colonists too. Since the rationale for enslaving Africans included the con

tention that they were savage infidels, slaveowners were extremely reluctant to expose 

their slaves to Christianity. Christianizing Africans would weaken the justification for 

slavery. Officials of the Church of England proclaimed that accepting the spiritual 

authority of Christ in no way lessened an enslaved person's responsibility to his or her 

earthly master. So, few African Americans converted to Christianity." 

But just prior to the American Revolution, that situation began to change due to the 

rousing evangelical revivals inspired by the English traveling minister George Whitefield.  

He was part of an explosion of Protestant Christian fervor that historians call the Great 

Awakening. Whitefield, who became a South Carolina slaveowner himself, took respon
sibility for bringing the Christian gospel to enslaved African Americans. He welcomed 

them into the community of Christians and promised them ultimate redemption, if not 

worldly freedom, if they acknowledged Christ. Moreover, he encouraged black Christian 

converts to preach the Gospel. In 1793, one of them, Richard Allen, founded the first 

independent African Methodist Episcopal church and later helped organize the African 

Methodist Episcopal denomination. Baptist preachers also labored to Christianize 

enslaved African Americans, who responded enthusiastically to Baptist Christianity

especially the ritual of total immersion in water that symbolized spiritual regeneration.  

Baptisms were usually performed in local rivers. Perhaps some African Americans recog

nized a resemblance between Christian baptism and ceremonial water rites practiced by 

West Africans. In many West African societies, rivers symbolized the boundary between 

life and death. Life existed above the water's surface and death below it. Similarly, 

Christian baptism represented the spiritual death of the sinner and his or her rebirth in 

Christ." 

The emotional excitement and physical activity that Methodists and Baptists encouraged 

also struck a positive chord among African Americans who may have remembered from 

their own experiences, or, if they had been born in America, heard stories told by their 

parents, grandparents, or elders in the slave quarters, how in Africa worshippers danced, 

became highly agitated, and even succumbed to spirit-possession. In particular African 

religious ceremonies, worshippers danced in circles. Likewise, many African American
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congregations and revival participants performed a "ring dance," or "ring shout" as they 
often called it, in which participants danced in a circle very much like worshippers in 
Africa." 

For a while, during the early nineteenth century, indulgent masters allowed enslaved 
people to worship in their own Christian churches, sometimes with white ministers and 
occasionally with trusted black preachers. It seemed a worthwhile thing to do from the 
masters' point of view, since it obviously gave enslaved people great pleasure and it had 
the self-serving benefit of inculcating certain moral values: honesty (they did not want 
thieving slaves) and obedience (the ideal slave was a hard-working one). Jesus wanted his 
followers to be good; Heaven beckoned those who behaved themselves, and Hell await

ed the sinner." 

But why would enslaved African, Americans pay any attention to this gospel of submis

sion? The answer is that they heard it but did not heed it. Instead, enslaved African 
Americans picked up the message of freedom in the Christian gospel-the Old 
Testament saga of Moses leading the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. They embraced 

Christ not as an authority figure but as a despised man who suffered crucifixion and then 
arose to be reunited with God. This was the Christian gospel that dominated enslaved 

people's own worship services. Indeed, African American churches and African 

American Christianity inspired slave rebellions in the nineteenth century, starting in 
1800 with Gabriel Prosser's aborted uprising in Richmond, Virginia, and continuing in 
1822 with the Denmark Vesey plot in Charleston, South Carolina, and in 1831 with the 
Nat Turner revolt in Virginia. The leaders of those revolts were religious, Christian 

individuals, and they used Christianity as a justification for their desperate reach for 

freedom. 15 

African American churches, whether they operated openly or clandestinely in "brush 
arbors," nurtured not only a culture of freedom but also a sense of community as God's 
chosen people. When the master of an enslaved woman living in coastal South Carolina 

asked her if she thought Christ wanted black people in Heaven, the woman replied: "One 

'ting I sure. We'uns gwine to be where de Crucify Lord am. And if dat place be Hell, He 
gwine make it heben for we." 16 White authorities began to fear the power of independent 
African American churches because of the solidarity among enslaved people that they 
forged, and that's why whites attempted to control black churches and redefine African 
American Christianity. In some places they tried to stamp out African-American churches.  

To some extent, these efforts by whites to control or suppress African American church

es and African American culture succeeded; however, enslaved people continued to wor
ship together and to maintain their own particular religious beliefs and customs. One way 
they communicated among themselves their sorrow and their hope for freedom was 

through music, a source of great pleasure at.Saturday night parties, Christmas celebra-
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tions, and church services. Moses Hursey, an enslaved man in Louisiana before coming to 

Texas after the Civil War, remembered everyone singing and engaging in the ring shout, 

"clapping their hands and walking around the place." They would shout "I got the glory.  

I got that old time religion in my head."" If they prayed for freedom, they might be over

heard and punished. So, enslaved people worshipping in secret would turn a pot or a 

bucket upside down to catch the sounds of their subversive prayers before they reached 

their masters' ears. But as they sang, they expressed themselves in parables. Freedom 

hymns conveyed the desire to escape, but often did so in the guise of conventional 

Christian images. "Blow Gabriel! Trumpet, blow louder, louder! An' I hope dat trumpet 

blow me home to my New Jerusalem!" 8 Many slave spirituals gave expression to the 

hardship of slavery and the support that enslaved people extended to one another.  

Sisters, won't you help me bear my cross, 

Help me bear my cross.  

I done been bearing my cross, 

I've been through all things here. 19 

Of course, white people in camp-meeting revivals sang of their tribulations too, and of 

the wish to be free from life's burdens. They even sang of crossing the Jordan River into 

the Promised Land just as enslaved people did. But for whites, the desire for freedom was 

more abstract; the only freedom was bodily death, and the Promised Land was spiritual 

Paradise. For enslaved people, however, freedom meant escape from the iron shackles and 

heavy lashes of slavery. The Promised Land was the free states-Ohio, Pennsylvania, and 

New York. And the Jordan River for many enslaved people was the Ohio River that 

divided the free states from the slave states. Slave spirituals, then, did not come from 

denominational hymnals, but from the soul. Anderson Edwards, who lived on a planta

tion in Rusk County, Texas, said: "We didn't have no song books ... The Lord gave us 

songs."20 After the Emancipation Proclamation, Prince Rivers of South Carolina told a 

white man who had come South to help educate former enslaved people: "I'll tell you, it's 

dis way. My master call me up, and order me a short peck of corn and a hundred lash. My 

friends see it, and is sorry for me. When dey come to the praise-meeting dat night dey 

sing about it."21 

African American churches continued to nurture African American religious traditions 

for many generations. White soldiers, missionaries, and school teachers began to discov

er them during the Civil War and Reconstruction. School teachers in the Sea Island dis

trict of South Carolina observed a ritual of Christian conversion that involved "seekers" 

of religion-usually pre-adolescent children-withdrawing from school or chores as they 

contemplated their spiritual condition. They wore white strings or pieces of cloth around 

their heads and dabbed ash on their faces. They were placed under the supervision of 

"spiritual mothers" or "spiritual fathers" who coached them toward a conversion experi

ence. When they had finally been "saved," they were baptized-usually in groups-and



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
7 -The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

admitted to the church congregation. This ritual of being brought into the church com
munity somewhat resembled the seeking of sanctification common in early nineteenth

century Great Awakening camp-meeting revivals. More striking, however, were parallels 

to initiation rituals in West Africa. In those African ceremonies, teachers took the initi

ates, wearing white chalk, into the bush and instructed them in the values of the com

munity. Afterward, the initiates returned to the village where they became members of 

the village community. The historical record shows that as late as the 1930s, highly emo

tional African American conversion and socialization continued according to the same 

pattern.2 

Like all cultures, African American religious beliefs and customs evolved over time. In 

isolated societies, change came more slowly, but African Americans, even during slavery, 

came under many influences that changed church cultures. As "King Cotton" moved 

westward through the Gulf states during the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, African American 

people migrated too. By the time they reached Texas in significant numbers, many of 
their religious practices had changed. Direct African survivals may have become less pro

nounced, but the preference for Baptist worship, including powerful conversion experi

ences that resembled spirit possession, communal river baptisms, and the vocal congre

gational participation in the church service, the spirit of community, and religious music 

remained strong, even long after slavery ended. Although recent studies, such as Walter 

F Pitts's Old Ship of Zion: The Afro-Baptist Ritual in the African Diaspora (1993), have high
lighted many African retentions in African American religious culture in Texas, much 

more investigation into this aspect of the African American experience is needed.  

Not only have churches nurtured African American culture, but since the coming of free

dom they have also promoted it outside of the congregation. Gospel music represents an 

extension of African American spiritual music, albeit sometimes with the added element 

of sin-laden blues music. The father of gospel blues, Thomas Andrew Dorsey, the son of 

an itinerant Georgia Baptist preacher, made a living writing bawdy secular music while 

seeking spiritual salvation. His wife's and son's tragic deaths pushed him into the arms of 

religion and inspired one of his most famous gospel songs, "Precious Lord, Take My 

Hand," beloved by blacks and whites both inside and outside of the church.23 Battles 

against the devil became a key element in the musical form known as Gospel Blues.  

Famed 1930s Mississippi and Texas bluesman Robert Johnson sang of how "me and the 

devil was walking side by side." 

Modern America is a more fluid society than it used to be. Race is not as rigid as it once 

was, and in many ways societies, communities, and cultures are more integrated than in 

times past. In many respects this has been good. But we must be careful to preserve and 

honor our cultural traditions. Happily, African American churches continue to protect 

the roots of African American culture, and the history of those churches provides one 

important lens through which we can better understand the African American experience.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

NOTES 

1 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903, New York: Bedford-St. Martin's Press, 

1999), 121.  

2 J. Mason Brewer, The Word on the Brazos: Negro Preacher Tales from the Brazos Bottoms 

of Texas (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1953), 20.  

3 For examples of how African and European cultures influenced each other in colonial 

America see Mechal Sobel, The World They Made Together: Black and White Values in 

Eighteenth-Century Virginia (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987).  

4 Leland Ferguson, Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650-1800 

(Washington, D.C., The Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992), 63-82.  

5 Claude F Jacobs and Andrew J. Kaslow, The Spiritual Churches of New Orleans 

(Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press); Jessie Gaston Mulira, "The Case of Voodoo 

in New Orleans," in Joseph E. Holloway, ed., Africanisms in American Culture 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 34-68.  

6 For some fresh examples of African-American influences on popular culture see Shane 

White and Graham White, Stylin': African-American Expressive Culture from Its 

Beginnings to the Zoot Suit (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998) and Clora Bryant, et 

al eds., Central Avenue Sounds: Jazz in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1998).  

' Roger Bastide, The African Religions of Brazil: Toward a Sociology of the Interpenetration of 

Civilizations (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); Melville J. Herskovits, 
The Myth of the Negro Past (1941, Boston: Beacon Press, 1990); Peter H. Wood, Black 
Majority: Negroes in Colonial South Carolina From 1670 through the Stono Rebellion (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975).  

8 Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture in the Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake 

and Lowcountry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 95.  

9 Caryn Coss6 Bell, Revolution, Romanticism, and the Afro-Creole Protest Tradition in 

Louisiana, 1718-1868 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1997), 11-15.  

Io For an overview of African religions see John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophies 

(New York: Praeger Publishers, 1970) and Maulana Karenga, "Black Religion," in 

Gayraud S. Wilmore, ed., African American Religious Studies: An Interdisciplinary Anthology 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 1989), 271-300.  

" Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The "Invisible Institution" in the Antebellum South 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 44-121.



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

12 Ibid., 57-58, 122-150.  

13 Margaret Washington Creel, "A Peculiar People": Slave Religion and Community-Culture 

Among the Gullahs (New York: New York University Press, 1988), 6, 271, 297-302 

14 Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (1972, New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1974), 183-93.  

15 Robert A. Bennett, "Black Experience and the Bible," in Wilmore, African American 
Religious Studies, 129-39.  

16 Creel, "A Peculiar People", 265-66.  

17 Ronnie C. Tyler and Lawrece R. Murphy, eds., The Slave Narratives of Texas (Austin: 
Encino Press, 1974), 81.  

18 Creel, "A Peculiar People", 271.  

19 Tyler, ed., Slave Narratives of Texas, 81.  

20 Ibid.  

21 Creel, "A Peculiar People", 277-78.  

22 Ibid., 285-95.  

23 Michael W. Harris, The Rise of Gospel Blues: The Music of Thomas Andrew Dorsey in the 
Urban Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley fS 

The Gullah/Geechee Legacy and Its Texas Connections 

Marquetta L. "Queen Quet" Goodwine 

"The history of early Texas, first under Spanish and Mexican rule, and then under the 
Lone Star Republic and finally under United States control, illustrates the changing atti
tudes toward blacks. In 1792 the Spanish conducted a census of their citizens living on 
the Texas plains. Of the 1600 residents of the province almost 450 were black men and 
women...  

Before the arrival of the Americans, slavery had been outlawed in Texas [1829]...conflict 

with Mexico grew over this issue. Most Americans came from the South and were seek
ing land for planting and meant to use slave labor. Since this was frontier land, and rel
atively easy escape to Mexico or neighboring Indian tribes was possible, perhaps only the 
most trusted slaves were brought along at first. There were many instances in early Texas 
history when black men and women stood by their masters during warfare with Indians.  
There are also many instances of desertion to nearby tribes and some examples of blacks 
leading raids with Indians on white settlements. By 1834 Texas had twenty thousand 
American settlers and two thousand black slaves." (Black People who Made the Old West 

by William L Katz 1992, Africa World Press Inc, Trenton NJ p.46) 

Many of the first Africans that lived in North America had come as merchants on their 

own explorations and business ventures. As 1670 opened the door of chattel slavery on 
the east coast of the New World, it was going to also usher in a whole new group of 
African people who would eventually become a part of the Texas plains and many other 
parts of this continent. Many of those that had been enslaved on the east coast and 
made it to Texas and then escaped were simply following a history that was to be hidden 

for quite some time-the story of Gullah/Geechees.  

"Located today primarily in the Lowcountry and Sea Islands of South Carolina and 
Georgia, Gullahs and Geechees exemplify in their purest form the African cultural attrib
utes of African Americans. In the early 18th century, their forebears were the only 
blacks in South Carolina in significant numbers. Their forefathers were the African pop
ulation who led the successful and unsuccessful revolts against enslavement. For the peri
od of the 18th and early 19th century, we can use the term "Gullah" to represent the 
whole of the imported African population in the regions of South Carolina, Georgia and 
Florida. This definition holds, although they could also be (and often are) divided into 
categories such as maroons, Africans (born in Africa of different ethnicities), and African 
Americans (born in the US); or Africans who escaped to Florida and those who didn't; 
or Africans who were pushed by the US military into Mexico and those who remained in



Viewing the Past Through Different Lenses: 
JZ The African American Legacy in the Lower Brazos Valley 

Oklahoma, Texas, etc." (The Legacy of Ibo Landing: Gullah Roots of African American 

Culture by Marquetta Goodwine, Clarity Press, Atlanta GA 1998, p.20) 

Gullah/Geechee people have had to endure numerous methods of suppression of their 

culture, heritage, and language. Given that most people that come in contact with them 

are not familiar with their customs and language, they are often thought of as ignorant 

and labeled with different names. In fact, "Gullah" is the name that was given to the 

combination of various African ethnic groups that eventually became combined due to 

their enslavement on the Sea Islands of the Carolinas, Georgia, and Northern Florida.  

Their enslavement and isolation together in this region created the conditions that 

allowed the development of a unique African culture, language, and people in America 

which still exist today.  

The Gullah/Geechee people began their forced connection with Texas due to gangs of 

them being brought to this territory to work Texas cotton plantations. A chosen con

nection came prior to that when the Seminole or Gullah Wars which took place from 

1811 to 1858. These wars were fought by Gullah/Geechee people and Native Americans 

that joined forces against the Anglo-Saxons that were enslaving them and removing the 

native people from their homeland. Many were being pushed further and further west.  

Some would even begin to be sold into the deep south and the southwest as a means of 

punishment for not simply obediently accepting being enslaved and disregarded. This 

group or "band" which came together on non-plantation islands and in Florida swamps 

got labeled with the term meaning "wild" or "exiled. People today accept the name 

"Seminole" as another "tribal" or "ethnic" group of Native Americans without realizing 

its point of derivation.  

During the Seminole or Gullah Wars and raids, many things were written about the sit

uation. In one account it was stated: 

"They [the Seminoles] have.. .several hundred fugitive [sic] slaves from the Carolinas & 

Georgia at present in their Towns & unless they are checked soon they will be so 

strengthened by [more] desertions from Georgia & Florida...[I]t will be found troublesome 

to reduce them." (The Black Seminoles by Kenneth W Porter 1996, U Press of FL, 

Gainsville, p.9) 

"The methods used in earliest suppression of information concerning the success of this 

mass revolt of African Americans against enslavement were gross...When referred to 

specifically, the Gullah were frequently mentioned in such a way as to minimize and den

igrate them. As an instance, in 1822, the US secretary of state reported that in Florida 

there were 'five or six hundred maroon negroes wild in the woods.' This is typical of the 

image of 'maroons:' terrified fugitives crashing through the bush, disorganized and isolat

ed from each other, rather than functioning effectively as guerrilla units or living in com-
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munities. Further, if Gullah who had successfully fled were mentioned, they were men
tioned so that the nomenclature itself differentiated them from the bulk of the African 

population who still were enslaved. They were referred to as Seminoles (a term without 

apparent African content), or as Seminole Negroes, Black Seminoles, Seminole maroons, 

etc. Any mention of joint Seminole Indian and Gullah initiatives always put the Gullah 

in the 'Tonto' position: 'The Seminoles and their allies,' the Seminoles and the blacks,' 

etc. Gullah presence in peace negotiations was always accounted for by appearing as 

'interpreters,' etc. rather than as leaders or persons whose assent to agreements was 

required." (The Legacy of Ibo Landing: Gullah Roots of African American Culture by 
Marquetta Goodwine, Clarity Press, Atlanta GA 1998, p. 28-29) Given this fact, there 

is no surprise that many are not aware of the impacts that Gullah people had on Texas.  

Many do not realize that the very skills that were needed to create the plantations

blacksmithing, architecture, brick making, as well as crop cultivation-are the reasons 

the Africans were kidnapped to begin with. They were knowledgeable, skilled people 

who were being relegated to being tools and chattel. However, Gullah/Geechees knew 

how to create in many ways, including in how to combat those that enslaved them and 

destroyed their families.  

Just as Gullah/Geechee people and the indigenous populations of the eastern seaboard 

fought to protect their rights, interest, and homeland, the Plains Indian Nations right

fully did the same as they began to see slavery entering their border. "They had no slaves 

and saw foreigners of any color or language as a danger. For them Africans brought West 

by white masters were part of an enemy advance on their civilization. Slave and master 

were part of the same tide that would swallow up Native American life on the Great 

Plains and deserts of the southwest...  

Many slaves, picked for their loyalty before being brought to the wilderness, stood by 

their masters on the frontier. But despite a master's careful selection, some slaves bolted 

for freedom at the earliest opportunity." (Black Indians by William Loren Katz 1986, 

Ethrac Publications, Inc. NY, p. 133) Some of those that did escape and stayed just 

above Brazoria, took to being cattle ranchers. Some had to resort to stealing cattle for 

hides. They then sent the meat down chutes into the Brazos River where sharks would 

eat it. This then caused a problem with people getting close to the waterway. Yet, the 

cattle rustling continued for many years even into the Reconstruction Era.  

"'The largest trail herds,' according to J Frank Dobie, 'were those massed for defense 

against Indians. The record-so far as I have learned-was topped by 15,000 cattle started 

from the Brazos River, in lower Texas, for California, in 1869. They were hated by a 

number of ex-Confederate men dissatisfied with having to live under carpet-baggers who 
insisted on the equality of Negroes with white men. There were two hundred people 

with this outfit, many wagons, and 1200 horses. The cattle were driven in four divisions,
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but whenever there was danger of a night attack by Indians, they were bedded together 

in one vast herd." (The Negro Cowboys by Philip Durham and Everett L Jones 1965, 

U of Nebraska Press, Lincoln NE, p. 37) 

At all different points of history, from the beginnings of chattel slavery on to the Civil 

War, there were constant concerns about attacks from Native American groups on "set

tlers." At the same time, there were battles between the Spanish and the British 

American settlers and then later Mexico and what was becoming America. Thus, allies 

were constantly changing on all fronts.  

Gullah/Geechees of Carolina and Georgia quickly became allies of indigenous 

Americans. "For a number of years, runaway slaves fled to Florida and lived among the 

Seminole Indians. Eventually, they intermarried. When the federal government moved 

these Black-Seminole Indians to the reservation near Fort Sill, Oklahoma, in 1848, they 

experienced prejudices. Some of them were kidnapped and sold into slavery. In 1849, 

Chief John Horse led a group of Black-Seminoles across Texas....In the early period of 

migration, they lived in the vicinity of Eagle Pass, Texas, as well as Piedras Negras, 

Nacimento, Matamoros and Guerro in Mexico." (Bricks without Straw by David A 

Williams 1997, Eakin Press, Austin TX, p. 40) 

Two major leaders of the "Black Seminoles" were Wild Cat and John Cavallo. They 

refused to join the folks in Florida that were going to move on to make concessions. Two 

separate groups followed Wild Cat west. "Although the two parties traveled separately, 

all acknowledged Wild Cat's authority and leadership. The two groups moved south for 

about a month and then, when reunited, went into winter quarters in Texas. They 

stayed on the Cow Bayou, a branch of the Brazos River." They remained there for a few 

months, but on October 16, 1849, Wild Cat led most of them into Mexico.  

No one celebrated the fact that they had been major fighters that had defeated the 

United States in three wars. Instead, there were continued attempts simply to capture 

and enslave them. Thus, Wild Cat no doubt moved into Mexico as a means of protec

tion and an opportunity to finally have his people be in a place where they could settle 

down. Ironically, they ended up fighting to protect the Mexican border in exchange for 

land to settle on.  

Once the Civil War began, many of the Black Seminoles felt that they could return to 

the United States since there was no longer the fear of "slave catchers" being on their 

heels, burning down their homes, and seizing them as property for sale. Thus, some of 

them opted to come back into Texas and work for the government as "scouts" while they 

sought land to begin homesteads and farms on. Their choice has not been looked upon 

well by many Seminoles nor by those that they sought to assist.
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"It is ironic that among those men who brought law and order to Texas after the Civil 

War was a band of black Indians who enjoyed neither law nor order. The Seminole 

Negro Indian Scouts, never numbering more than thirty at any time, faithfully served the 

US Army as a crack scouting unit during the desperate 1870s on the Texas-Mexican bor

der. They were rewarded with the hatred of white desperados and sheriffs; the failure of 

the government to honor its pledges of food, clothing, and land; and, finally, a casual ter

mination from United States service after uncommon valor.  

By then, though racially black, they spoke Spanish and a broken English, and had adopt

ed the ways of the Seminoles. Most were Baptists." (Black People Who Made the Old West 

by William L Katz 1992, Africa World Press Inc, Trenton NJ, p. 143-144) 

Just as Katz has no understanding that they were speaking Gullah and not "broken 

English," the Black or Afro-Seminoles did not understand that no matter what they did 

and how much they gave, they would not be understood and accepted. They were not 

seen as Indians and were not seen as equal to whites. Thus, each time they thought that 

they could finally have a claim of land as Texans, they were denied.  

June 23, 1870, brought Afro-Seminoles to Fort Duncan where they were to stay until 

they were to be removed to reservations. However, this never came to fruition. Since 

they had been there and been in service to the government for so long they asked for 

land, but were not provided any to own.  

Finally, in Fall 1872 a group of them transferred to Fort Clark (just outside Brackettville, 

TX) where their families joined them. "On July 4, 1870, the first group of relocated 

Black Seminoles-one hundred men, women, and children-splashed across the Rio 

Grande and arrived at Fort Duncan...There was a stark contrast between this orderly 

event and the chaotic one they had experienced twenty years earlier, crossing at night in 

separate parties to avoid persecution. Now the Black Seminoles were both welcomed and 

needed in the United States." (The Black Seminoles by Kenneth W Porter 1996, U Press 

of FL, Gainsville, p.177) 

"These scouts belonged to a unique and relatively unknown group of individuals known 

as the Seminole-Negro Indian scouts. Although their service to the US Army in Texas 

in the 1870s to 1880s has gone unnoticed compared to the famous 'Buffalo Soldiers' of 

the 9th and 10th Calvary regiments or the army's widespread use of Native American 

auxiliaries on the Texas frontier, the Seminole-Negro Indian scouts were instrumental in 

the ultimate pacification and spread of Anglo civilization in Texas." (Bricks without Straw 

by David A Williams 1997, Eakin Press, Austin TX, p. 96) 

"Undoubtedly, the ugly hand of racism lay not far beneath the surface in explaining the 

federal government's reluctance to aid the Seminole-Negroes. Despite their unfortunate
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demise, however, the Seminole-Indian scouts deserve recognition for their outstanding 

contribution to the spread of Anglo civilization into Texas and should rightly take their 

place among the heroes of Texas history." (Bricks without Straw by David A Williams 

1997, Eakin Press, Austin TX, p. 104) 

Many would wonder if they should receive recognition or if they have simply received the 

"karmic response" for their actions. They had run from being captured by others to even

tually becoming capturers. They had gone from fighting to hold on the African and 

Native American ways and not to assimilate as the Anglo Saxons would have them to do 

to being lauded for actually "spreading Anglo civilization." 

Even after all that they did to "serve" the United States: 

"On July 10, 1914, all the Black Seminoles had to leave their homes. The only excep

tions were a few elderly ex-scouts and their families and widows of deceased scouts with 

their children.  

Ironically, these courageous people, who had bested some of the fiercest tribespeople in 
the West-Kiowas, Comanches, Kickapoos, and Apaches-who themselves struggled unsuc

cessfully to be formally recognized as Indians, were finally treated as such. Following a 

pattern repeated with tribe after tribe, the US government ejected them from their 

homes, ignoring their justifiable protests." (The Black Seminoles by Kenneth W Porter 

1996, U Press of FL, Gainsville, p. 214) 

"The African Seminole Scouts who served the US Army on the Texas frontier in the late 

nineteenth century were one of the most outstanding, elite units in the history of the 

United States military. It's a shameful disgrace they were never treated as citizens or vet

erans by the US government, even to this day." (Black, Buckskin, and Blue by Art T 

Burton 1999, Eakin Press, Austin TX, p. 102) 

Even to this day, they are also not recognized as being a part of a living legacy in being 

able to hold on to an African language-Gullah-and many original African traditions 

while they were constantly being moved from terrain to terrain and territory to territory.  

Many people have not looked at the strength that it took for the Seminoles to strategize 

and plan as they did in order to defeat those that were enslaving them for over 40 years.  

Also, those that refused to become scouts are not mentioned and celebrated.  

Just before the Civil War began, numerous Gullah/Geechees made their way to Texas.  

This time, they did not come by choice as their kinspeople had as part of the Seminoles.  

Instead, they were marched in gangs in order to produce cotton on plantations and to cre

ate another branch of the "planter aristocracy" in the midwest.
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Many of those that were marched across to what their enslavers considered a safe haven

the midwest, brought a number of their traditions with them, as do people that migrate 

anywhere-by force or by choice. Some of these traditions are just being uncovered now 

by work such as that being done by Kenneth L. Brown at the Levi Jordan Plantation in 

Brazoria. With each piece of soil that he uncovers and each family name that he records, 

the links back to Frogmore Plantation on St. Helena Island becomes even stronger. The 

spiritual traditions and technical input of Africans in America are being seen more clearly.  

These links back to the Sea Islands from Texas are being examined and made more visible.  

Just as many of the descendants of the Jordan and other plantations, Ms. Charles Emily 

Wilson recalled that her family came from South Carolina to eventually end up in Texas.  

She is one of the last of the older Black Seminoles that were a part of the move from fort 

to fort, finally to Brackettville. She still knows how to talk "Seminole" which is simply 

"olde Gullah" just as there is "olde English." However, when she and others go into the 

cemeteries and the graveyards, the stories can only be pieced together and speculated 

about. This is the case with how the ground beneath what used to be cabins is bringing 

forth the pieces connecting Brazoria and St. Helena Island today as the archaeologists 

continue to dig. They are finding the Gullah/Geechee African traditions existed even 

off the islands right in Texas soil.  

"Hunnuh mus tek cyare de root fuh heal de tree." However, in order to get to the root, 

you must dig beneath the surface. Once you are beneath the surface, roots can lead in 

many directions and are not often easy to pull up and discard. Thus, the roots from the 

Sea Islands to the Lower Brazos Valley have simply spread over time and continue to stay 

strong. It is now time to simply nurture them and learn just how far the seeds from the 

tree have been cast.  

Marquetta L. Goodwine is known as "Queen Quet, Chieftess of the 

Gullah/Geechee Nation." She is the first elected and selected Queen Mother 

and spokesperson for Gullah/Geechee people. She can be reached at the 

Gullah/Geechee Sea Island Coalition Post Office Box 1207 St. Helena Island SC 

29920, GullGeeCo@aol.com, or (843) 838-1171.  
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How to Use the W.P.A. Slave Narratives 
in Museum/Historic Site Interpretation 

T. Lindsay Baker 

Increasing numbers of museums and historic sites through the United States actively 

interpret the experience of human slavery. These venues range from historic house muse

ums to open-air living history farms, from noisy urban settings to the comparative quiet 

of the countryside. Various museums, parks, and organizations claim the distinction of 

beginning this interpretation in their particular regions. Increasingly institutions are 

exploring how they can best interpret for their audiences the experience of being 

personal property of another individual.' 

Libraries hold shelves full of scholarly tomes on the history of slavery. What they lack, 

however, are many sources on what it was like to be a slave. This important part of the 

story often comes from slave narratives, and heavily from the many volumes of what are 

called "the W.P.A. slave narratives." These are first-person accounts of life in slavery.  

Today I will discuss these valuable sources and explore some of the ways in which they 

can be employed in historical interpretation. My comments are based on twenty years of 

professional work in museum/historic site interpretation combined with scholarly 

research which has led to the publication of two books drawn from the 1930s W.P.A.  

slave narratives. 2 

The W.P.A. slave narratives are autobiographical accounts of individuals' lives recorded 

during the 1930s. They consist of transcripts from interviews made in seventeen states to 

record the remembrances of African Americans who had been born into slavery. Part of 

a larger effort known as the Federal Writers' Project, the oral-history interview program 

provided jobs to otherwise unemployed journalists, scholars, and other writers during the 

depths of the Great Depression. The "narratives" which the writers generated based on 

the interviews consist of notes which were edited into a more-or-less standard format as 

if they had not been prompted by the field workers' questions. Once the transcripts were 

placed into a regular form, final typewritten drafts were forwarded to the national head

quarters of the Federal Writers' Project in Washington. There the twenty-three hundred 

interviews with ex-slaves eventually found their way to the Library of Congress, where 

they have been available to researchers for over sixty years. 3 

Several factors shaped the creation of the W.P.A. slave narratives. The life stories obvi

ously came from individuals who had lived as slaves and later as freedmen and -women.  

The interviewees understood the experience of slavery from the inside of the institution, 

and many of them had told their children and grandchildren about it. By the time that 

the W.P.A. field workers reached them in the mid-1930s, however, they were all neces-
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sarily in their seventies, eighties, nineties, or even older. Undoubtedly over the years 

some of their memories had dimmed, while others remained as bright to them as if the 

events had just happened. For many of the younger interviewees only in their seventies, 

the remembrances of slavery were those from childhood, so these memories may have 

lacked the harshness inherent in those which came from some older informants, who had 

experienced slavery as adults.  

The writers sent into the field to collect the slave narratives were both black and white, 

and the responses prompted by white field workers likely differed considerably from those 

gathered by African American reporters. Both writers and interviewees strictly observed 

the 1930s rules of racial etiquette. No doubt many of the elderly informants dared not 

offend local white people or presumed agents of the federal government, so at times they 

likely told the reporters what they felt they wanted to hear. Many of the interviewees 

began with almost obligatory statements about how good their white masters had been, 

before they proceeded to describe abuses and cruelty. Some of them apparently did have 
humane masters, while other owners seemingly were psychopaths. Users of the slave nar

ratives must approach them with the same caution which they would apply to any other 

primary historical evidence. 4 

For years the W.P.A. slave narratives sat little used in their greyish-green bindings in the 

Rare Book Room, later the Manuscript Division, at the Library of Congress. In 1945 

American folklorist Benjamin A. Botkin edited a selection from the life stories, published 

that year as Lay My Burden Down: A Folk History of Slavery, but otherwise use of the nar

ratives languished. Then in the 1960s interest in these African American remembrances 

of slavery began to grow. In 1970 historian Norman R. Yetman published another selec

tion of readings from the W.P.A. narratives, leading the way to a major publishing effort 

by historian George P. Rawick. The latter scholar, with the help of research assistants, 

scoured libraries and archives throughout the country in an attempt to locate any W.P.A.  

slave narratives which somehow had not been sent to Washington. With the Greenwood 

Press he first published all twenty-three hundred interviews in the Library of Congress.  

Then he set about publishing those narratives he and his assistants found scattered else

where in the country. Eventually between 1972 and 1979 Rawick and the Greenwood 

Press published forty-one unindexed volumes of W.P.A. slave narratives. These volumes 

are still available in print and are likewise available on an annual subscription basis elec

tronically on the internet. The narratives are thus accessible to just about anyone who 

seriously wants to use them. 5 

The W.P.A. slave narratives provide original evidence on virtually all aspects of life for 

African Americans and others with whom they lived during the period starting in the 

1840s and continuing into the 1930s. Their recorded memories cover the entire period, 

although the focus of questioning by the field workers was on life during slavery. Topics 

run the gamut of human experience. 6
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For historical interpreters, museum curators, storytellers, and others attempting to 

recount the story of the American experience, the W.P.A. slave narratives represent a 

vast mine of material. If, for example, the director of an open-air historical site wanted to 

interpret hunting by farmers in the American South during the nineteenth century, he 

or she would find multiple accounts of the activity in the narratives. Some of them, for 

example, show a subservient role of blacks in assisting whites in seeking game. From her 

days in bondage in Rusk County, Texas, for example, Phyllis Petite remembered, "My 

brother, Johnson Thompson, would get up behind old Master Harnage on his horse and 

go with him to hunt squirrels. Johnson would go 'round on the other side of the tree and 

rock the squirrels so they would go 'round on Master's side so's he could shoot them." 7 Not 

all hunting, however, showed this subservient role for blacks. Because they were prohib

ited from possessing firearms, slaves generally hunted only small animals like opossums 

and rabbits that they could club to death. Some of them, however, perpetuated in 

America hunting techniques from Africa which allowed them to take larger animals as 

well. Carter J. Jackson described to his interviewer about how the slaves in his Texas 

household killed deer without firearms: "Deer was thick in them days and we sot up sharp 

stobs inside the pea field and them young bucks jumps over the fence and stabs them

selves. That the only way to cotch them." 8 

The W.P.A. slave narratives hold a vast storehouse of documentation on foodways in the 

American South. Not only did the interviewees discuss the types of foods they ate, but 

they often detailed how they prepared it. This means that the slave narratives can pro

vide interpreters at open-air museums and historic sites with valuable documentation on 

and insights into the development of foodways programming. Lizzie Farmer remembered 

from her days of bondage how her mother on a Texas farm prepared of meat and vegeta

bles in the one pot that the family owned: "When we went to cook our vegetables we 

would put a big piece of hog jowl in de pot. We'd put in a lot of snap beans and when dey 

was about half done we'd put in a mess of cabbage and when it was about half done we'd 

put in some squash and when it was about half done we'd put in some okra. Then when 

it was done we would take it out a layer at a time. Go 'way! It makes me hungry to talk 

about it."9 

Numerous house museums and historic sites interpret for the public life on the "home 

front" during the Civil War. The W.P.A. slave narratives provide an especially rich source 

of documentation on lives of both blacks and whites during the conflict. Often these 

remembrances seem more candid than those coming from white sources. An example 

comes from Esther Easter, who was born near Memphis, Tennessee, and who came to 

Texas during the war: 

While Master Jim is out fighting the Yanks, the Mistress is fid

dling round with a neighbor man, Mister Headsmith. I is young then,
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but I knows enough that Master Jim's going be mighty mad when he 
hears about it.  

The Mistress didn't know I knows her secret, and I'm fixing to 
even up for some of them whippings she's put off on me. That's why I 

tell Master Jim next time he come home.  
See that crack in the wall? Master Jim say yes, and I say, it's just 

like the open door when the eyes are close to the wall. He peek and 

see into the bedroom.  

That's how I find out about the Mistress and Mister Headsmith, I 
tells him, and I sees he's betting mad.  

What do you mean? And Master Jim grabs me by the arm like I 
was trying to get away.  

I see them in the bed.  

That's all I say. The Demon's got him and Master Jim tears out of 
the room looking for the Mistress.  

Then I hears loud talking and pretty soon the Mistress is scream

ing and calling for help, and if old Master Ben hadn't drop in just then 
and stop the fight, why, I guess she be beat almost to death, that how 
mad the Master was.10 

Many of the remembrances in the W.P.A. slave narratives deal with the lives of the inter
viewees following their emancipation from slavery. This means, for example, that they 
contain interesting documentation on the lives of black cowboys in the West. As multi
ple museums, parks, and open-air sites deal with the history of ranching and cowboy life, 
their curators and interpreters may find in the slave narratives material with direct appli
cation to their institutions. These remembrances come not just from men, but also from 
the wives of the cowboys as well. Julia Blanks, a native of San Antonio, married a cow
boy who worked on the Adams Ranch in the Frio Valley. From her experiences she 
recalled, 

... we used to have big round-ups, and I have cooked great pans 
of steak and mountain orshters. Generally, at the brandin' and 
markin,' I cooked up many a big pan of mountain orshters. I wish I had 

a nickel for ever' one I've cooked, and ate too! People from up North 
have come down there, and when they were brandin' and cuttin' 

calves there, they sure did eat and enjoy that dinner. . .  
I used to leave my babies at the house with the older girl and go 

out horseback with my husband. My oldest girl used to take the place 
of a cowboy, and put her hair up in her hat. And ride! My goodness, 
she loved to ride! They thought she was a boy. She wore pants and leg

ging's. And maybe you think she couldn't ride!"
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The purpose for the W.P.A. slave narrative project was to document the experiences of 
African Americans in bondage. The focus of most of the field reporters' questions was on 
slavery, and the narratives constitute an obvious reservoir of documentation on life with
in the institution. Just about any historical museum, park, or site in the American South 
which directly or indirectly interprets the period from the 1840s through the 1860s can 
find pertinent and sometimes dramatic documentation for its interpretation through 
examination of the W.P.A. narratives. Some of the most poignant remembrances are 
those which describe interviewees' feelings when they learned that they were free. Lou 
Smith came to Texas as a child during the Civil War and suffered both physical and psy
chological abuse from her mistress. She responded to news of emancipation this way: 

"When the surrender came, I was eleven years old, and they told us we was free. I ran off 
and hid in the plum orchard and I said over'n over, 'I'se free, I'se free; I ain't never going 

back to Miss Jo." 2 

The W.P.A. slave narratives constitute an important source of documentation for the 
interpretation of African American life. Staff members and volunteers at museums, parks, 
and historic sites can find on their pages almost limitless ideas for interpretive exhibits, 
programming, and educational activities. Few sources on social and cultural life in the 
American South offer more riches to the careful and persistent researcher.  
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