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WPA Slave Narratives
IB U.S. History Mr. Clarke

. Background
From 1936 to 1938, over 2,300 former slaves from across the American South were interviewed by
writers and journalists under the aegis of the Works Progress Administration. These former slaves,
most born in the last years of the slave regime or during the Civil War, provided first-hand accounts of
their experiences on plantations, in cities, and on small farms. Their narratives remain a peerless
resource for understanding the lives of America's four million slaves. What makes the WPA narratives
so rich is that they capture the very voices of American slavery, revealing the texture of life as it was
experienced and remembered. Each narrative taken alone offers a fragmentary, microcosmic
representation of slave life. Read together, they offer a sweeping composite view of slavery in North
America, allowing us to explore some of the most compelling themes of nineteenth-century slavery,
including lubor, resistance and flight, family life, relations with masters, and religious belief. It is
worthwhile to read the narratives closely, watching and listening for unexpected details, unspoken
feelings, and hidden meanings. Often the full meanings of the narratives will remain unclear, but the
ambiguities themselves bear careful consideration.

Sample Slave Narrative

"emetines I kain't 24L oy mdnt' togetihsr se as T kin tell mothin?,
I fedld oud tlother dey ard had & sisery in gy head ever singe. T wish
T asuld reed, but T we'n't mever Ilarmt nothin' fesptidnt stter Surcendsy
dse #allie Cotes she showed us how to read criptin’y but I kain't read
ne wedndn, 4 kain't tell you eso wuch Thoub de weh'! ga'se my recclleg.

tlan simft no Ycound dese daye. o A1 T knowed, twas bad fimez snd felks

pol whyoped, but I Xsintt sy who wos to Dlsme; some was good and some

way bads 7 seed de peitterellsrs, cod atter Surrender de Fu Eluwes doyr
s A e b ) - : r B
crma demy Tut 418t never holher me. See, L wan't oo old zmd 1

simgied evivhody, smd 8idntt vex ‘oon nend.,

-Emma Crockett {80 Years Old at Time of Interview)
Recorded by Ruby Pickens Tartt, Livingstone, Alabama, July 1937

QUESTIONS

1. What can this narrative tell us about the experience of slaves around the time of the Civil War?
2. What do you think Crockett is trying to say about whippings?

3. What are some Hmitations of oral histories such as this?
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New Perspectives on Slavery Questions

IB History of the Americas Mr=Gharke

Directions: Use the graphs, maps, and charts in the “New
Perspectives on Slavery” to answer the following questions.

Annual Net Earnings and Prices of Slaves

1. What type of slave was worth more to an owner, men or women?

2. At what age could slaves earn the most for their masters?

Men: Women:

Per Capita Income by Region for 1840 and 1860

Note: Per Capita means “Per Person”

3. How much money did the average American make in 18407?

18607
4. Which sub-region experienced the largest rate of change in per

capita income between 1840 and 18607

5. Make a hypothesis to explain why this may be the case.

8/31/11 4:23 PM
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(Note: Per Capita = per person)

Comparison of Farm Efficiency

6. Which farms were the most efficient?

7. What does the farm efficiency graph suggest about why slavery

continued for so long?

Comparison of Average Daily Food Consumption of Slaves

8. Who consumed more food on average, slaves or free people?

9. Make a hypothesis to explain why this is the case.

Slave States, Proportion of White and Black Population

10. In which states did free blacks and slaves a make up a majority

of the population?

Distribution of Whippings on the Barrow Plantation, 1840-1842
11. How many whippings per year did most slaves receive on the

Barrow Plantation from 1840-18427

831/114:23PM
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Life Expectancy of U.S. Slaves and Various Free Populations

12. How did the life expectancy of a white American differ from that

of an American slave between 1830 and 19207

13. How did the life expectancy of an American slave compare with
the life expectancy of someone in Manchester, England in

18507

Percentage of Southern White Families Owning Slaves in 1860

14. How many slaves did most southern white families own?

15. Of the southern white families that did own slaves, how many

slaves did most families own?

16. What does this graph indicate about the image of the South as a

region consisting primarily of big plantations worked by large

8/31/11 423 PM
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numbers of slaves?

Critical Analysis

|
17. Do you think that the graphs on food consumption, whippings,
and life expectancies indicate that slavery wasn’t that bad?

Explain why or why not.
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New Perspectives on Slavery

Below is a series of charts, tables, and graphs giving statistical information about American
slavery. Use them to answer the questions at the end.

Annusl Het Barnings from Slaves by Age and Sexr about 1855, Ol Bowth

Male

100§

60

a0

Earnings

5

e Fmuig

70

$900

Prices of Slaves by Age and Sex aboul 1830, Oid Sonth

Price

Mate

T Famale |

Figure 33.1  Robert Willlam Fogel and Stanley Engerman, Time on the Cross {Boston, Mags.: Little Brown and

Company, 1974), 248,

o Copiie eome by Reglion for 1840 and 1260 {0 TBE0 prices)

Average Anruial
Hates of Change

184G TR6T {Peroent)

MNationa! Average %958 $728 " 14
Aarth: 103 141 13
Morthoast 128 14% 1.7

Horih Cenral g3 89 16

R 74 108 7
o South Atlartic 58 B84 12
East South Cenlal 53] ag 13

West South Central 151 184 1.0

Table 33.1  Ibid,, 76.
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Table 33.2

WEST SOUTH CENTRAL

Ibid.
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The Distributicl of Whigpings on the Bennet H. Barrow Plantation during 8
Twes-Year Period Beginniag in December, 1840

56

¥ Percentage of Southarn White Families Owning
Slaves in 1860 : '

=& About 1,180,000 sautherry white
tamilies owned no slaves

Perceniage of Hands

4 5 )
Whippings per Harg

|

eenle 3.3 Tbid., 145,

The Lite Expectation at Birth fos WS, Skaves and Yaricus Free Populalions,
1830-1520

Pace and Prerisd

% of families owning slaves

Yeam

1.5, White, 1050 1 40

Ergland aod Wales, 183854

Lighiand, 185059

Franoy, 185458

!

About 384,000 southarn while lamiies
owed 1 slave armore

1%, Slavs

haty, 1885

Aostie, TH7E

{mbe, 1620

Manchester, Eng., 1850

Meww otk Bosion, and 24 | :
Do 3835 . number of slaves owned

A fow white families owned most of the
| L, slaves n the South by 1880,
Sle 33,4 Ihid., 125

.- . Table 83.5 Clarence L. Ver Steeg, Ameritu..
- Spirit (Chicago, 1L Follett Publishing Com-
pary, 1982), 334,
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A Comparison of the Efficiency ot Old South Farms
with Northern and New South Farms

Farms

Hothern Free Old - Slave Ol Slave Mew
Souithy
Farms

Sputh
Farme

Sowth
Farmg

Table 33.6 Fogel and Engerman, Time on the

Cross, 195.
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A Commaiison of the Average Daily Food Consumpticn of Slaves in 1850
with the Average Daily Food Consumiption of fhe Entire Population In 1878
&0 .

40

Qunges
g

Total Consumpion

Grds il

tAal Polatoes
[Slaves, 11 Fpods)
{Free, All Foods)
Food

Table 33,7 Ibid., 112

SLAVE STATES, 1869-PROPORTION OF WHITE AND BLAGK POPULATION

(Figrures rounded off fo the nearest whole percentags paint

SOUTH CAROLINA
MISSISSIPR
LOUISIANA
ALABAMS
FLOAMIA
GECRGIA
VIRGIHIA

NORTH CTAROLINA
TEXAS
ARKANSAS
TENHESSEE
MARYLAND
KEMTUCKY
CELAWARE

MISSOURY
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Table 33.8  Allen Weinstein and R. Jackson Wilson, Freedom and Crisis (New York: Random House, 19741}, 304
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