
Francis Black, Texarkana
James Singleton Black, 83 years old
Zek Brown, Ft. Worth
Portraits of African American Ex-Slaves in the Late 1930s[<a 
href="https://www.vintag.es/2018/04/30s-ex-slaves.html">Source</a>]
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Date Topic
February 1 Introduction
February 8 The WPA guide to Massachusetts and related publications

Contemporary tours in central and western Massachusetts
February 15 Preserving Black culture
February 22 Politics and the Federal Writers’ Project
March 1 The Legacy of the Federal Writers’ Project

Federal Writers' Project - 3

Course materials are available on https://queenlake.com/wise/wise-spring-2022/federal-writers-project/
See also: Bibliography
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 The Federal Writers’ Project produced more than 1000 publications, 
including guidebooks for the 48 states, Alaska, and Puerto Rico

We sampled a couple of tours from the Massachusetts guide as well as 
viewing other publications and records from the project.
◦ The tours for the Massachusetts guide are listed on page xv.
◦ We saw a contemporary view of Tours 8A, Williamsburg to Hinsdale,  and 23A, Barre to Willimantic (sic).

Federal Writers' Project - 3
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

A note of thanks to Tom Dresser
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

Nightline: Jan. 12, 1999

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t3Fk9pqybCA&t=151s
https://www.loc.gov/collections/voices-remembering-slavery/about-this-collection/
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John Brother Cade, Sr., Dean 
of Southern University, a 
historically Black institution, 
and his students collected 
slave narratives between 1929 
and 1935

Federal Writers' Project - 3

John B. Cade’s Project to Document the Stories of the Formerly Enslaved
https://daily.jstor.org/john-b-cades-project-to-document-the-stories-of-the-formerly-
enslaved/
original manuscripts compiled by John Brother Cade and his students at Southern 

University.
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

 Started in 1934, before the FWP was formed, 
under the Federal Emergency Relief 
Administration.

 The idea came from Lawrence Reddick, a Black 
professor of history at Kentucky State Industrial 
College

 By the time that the project was transferred to 
the FWP, it had workers in 18 states.

 Later, Reddick, biographer of Martin Luther King, 
Jr., was fired from his post at Alabama State 
College for alleged (and unproved) membership 
in the Communist Party.

Magnione, p. 257
https://www.splcenter.org/news/2019/01/15/crusader-without-violence-qa-martin-luther-
king-jr-biography-ahead-its-time
A bit more about Reddick, FERA, and FWP in Coming Through - Voices of a South Carolina 
Gullah Community from WPA Oral Histories

In 1934 Lawrence D. Reddick proposed to Harry L. 
Hopkins, director of the
Federal Emergency Relief Administration, a Negro project 
"to study the
needs and collect the testimony of ex-slaves" in the Ohio 
River Valley and the
lower South. In 1936 the work thus begun was continued 
and extended under
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the Works Progress Administration by white and Negro 
workers of the Federal
Writers' Project in the states of Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, 
Georgia,
Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
Mississippi, Missouri, North
Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, 
Texas, and Virginia. – Lay My Burden Down, by B.A. 
Botkin
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

 Folklore editor for the Federal Writers’ Project
 See Benjamin Botkin's Legacy-in-the-Making
 Also Living Lore: B. A. Botkin, Folklore, and the 

State
“Our many folk cultures are not behind us at all but 
right under us. Below the surface of the dominant 
pattern are the popular life and fantasy of our 
cultural minorities and other nondominant groups—
nondominant but not recessive, not static but 
dynamic and transitional, on their way up.”

Living Lore: B. A. Botkin, Folklore, and the State
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

 Researcher of Southern and Southwestern 
folklore

 Graduate of University of Texas – Austin.
 Additional education at Harvard
 Honorary Consultant and Curator of the Archive 

of American Folk Song at the Library of Congress
 Adviser of folklore collection for the Federal 

Writers’ Project 
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Weevils in the wheat : interviews with Virginia ex-slaves
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

Lawrence Gellert, 1939 [Source]

Title Popular negro idioms --North & South Call 
Number JWJ MSS 40 Creator Gellert, Lawrence, 
1898-1979 Published/Created Date 1939 Collection 
Title Federal Writers' Project Negro Group papers 
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

Gus Johnson, age 90, Beaumont, Texas

Only three of the narratives mention Juneteenth
All from Texas: Josh Miles, age 78, from Virginia. In 1862, his owner moved the family and 
slaves to Texas. See 163

Federal Writers’ Project, and Works Project Administration (Wpa). Texas Slave Narratives -
Parts 1 & 2: A Folk History of Slavery in the United States from Interviews with Former 
Slaves. Works Progress Administration, 1938. 
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

https://memory.loc.gov/mss/mesn/030/030.pdf. P. 149
Born in Kentucky, settled later in Florida
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Felix Haywood, San Antonio
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Most of the interviews are kept at the Library of Congress
 Some states maintain their own archives:
◦ Louisiana – See Tanner, Lynette Ater. Chained to the Land: Voices from Cotton and Cane Plantations. Blair, 2014. and 

New Orleans city guide
◦ Virginia – See https://encyclopediavirginia.org/entries/virginia-slave-narratives/
◦ Mississippi - https://da.mdah.ms.gov/series/federal/436

Federal Writers' Project - 3

1. See Long Past Slavery : Representing Race in the Federal Writers' Project, 
Catherine A. Stewart

2. Blacks often used indirect speech with white interviewers to obscure potentially 
dangerous topics.

3. Older Blacks were in the custom of telling happier stories and sometimes hid more 
gruesome aspects of life in slavery.

4. Interviewers were sometimes mistaken as government workers who were there to 
offer help
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C
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

https://archive.org/details/negroinvirginia0000virg
Foreward by Benjamin Quarles, History professor, Morgan State College
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“Gathering for a Political Rally” “A One-Mule-Power Cane Press”

Federal Writers' Project - 3
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

Dorothea Lange, Photographer

Bob Lemmons, Carrizo Springs, Texas. Born a slave about 1850, south of San 
Antonio, Texas. Came to Carrizo Springs during Civil War with white men 
seeking new range for their cattle. In 1865, with his master was one of the first 
settlers. He knew Billy the Kid, King Fisher, and other noted bad men of the 
border (digital file from original neg.)
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Abraham Lincoln's Secret Visits to Slaves [Source]
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

https://archive.org/details/newyorkcityguide00federich/page/260/mode/2up
https://aaww.org/finntown-esther-wang/
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A white man comes out of the wings, but nobody 
minds. They have got accustomed to occasional white 
performers at the Apollo. There was a dancing act 6 in 
the regular stage show which received deserved 
applause. The emcee announces the song, “That's Why 
——-” he omits the next word “Were Born.” He is a 
Negro emcee. He will not use the word “darky” in 
announcing a song a white man is to sing.
The white man begins to sing, “Someone had to plough 
the cotton, Someone had to plant the corn, Someone 
had to work while the white folks played, That's why 
darkies were born.” The Negroes hiss and boo. Instantly 
the audience is partisan. The whites applaud vigorously. 
But the greater volume of hisses and boos drown out 
the applause.…

The Negroes are not booing the white man as such. 
They are booing him for his categorization of them. The 
song is not new. A few seasons ago they listened to it in 
silent resentment. Now they have learned to vocalize 
their bitterness. They cannot bear that a white man, as 
poor as themselves, should so separate himself from 
their common fate and sing paternally for a price of 
their predestined lot to serve…. 
The show is over. The orchestra strikes up, “I think 
you're wonderful, I think you're grand.” The audience 
files out. They are quiet and confused and sad. It is 
twelve on the dot. Six hours of sleep and then back to 
the Bronx or up and down an elevator shaft. Yessir, Mr. 
White Man, I work all day while you-all play. It's only 
fair. That's why darkies were born.

Federal Writers' Project - 3

“Thanks why darkies were born” was a hit for Kate Smith, also recorded by Paul Robeson 
and Groucho Marx.
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

 Writer, anthropologist, and filmmaker
 Barnard and Columbia
 Folklorist and contributor to the Florida Writers’ 

Project
 Recorded stories and songs as well as 

performing

https://www.floridamemory.com/learn/classroom/learning-units/zora-neale-hurston/
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

Zora Neale Hurston returned 
to her “native village” of 
Eatonville, Florida to record 
the oral histories, sermons 
and songs, dating back to the 
time of slavery, which she 
remembered hearing as a 
child.

https://archive.org/details/podcast_voices-florida-zora-neale_416195390?tab=about
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Interview with Wallace Quarterman, 
Fort Frederica, St. Simons Island, 
Georgia, June 1935 (part 2 of 2)
Transcript

This was one of the first audio recordings of formerly enslaved people. Wallace 
Quarterman was 92. There was an earlier recording in 1933 with Quarterman, but the 
audio quality was not as good as the one produced by Lomax.
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Sophie Loman Wing and group: I'll 
Be Waiting There* Wing, lead 
vocal (although it has been 
argued that Zora Neale Hurston is 
the foremost lead), with mixed 
group, vocals. Frederica, St. 
Simons Island, Georgia
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

 Between 1937 and 1942 Stetson headed the 
Florida Writers Project unit on folklore, oral 
history, and social-ethnic studies

 Stetson's first book, Palmetto Country, appeared 
in 1942 as a volume in the American Folkways 
Series edited by Erskine Caldwell.

 Later, Kennedy infiltrated and informed on the 
criminal activities of the Ku Klux Klan, taking 
their secrets to the airwaves through the Super 
Man Radio Show and testifying in court against 
the Klan.

Woody Guthrie said, “ I don't know of a book on 
my whole shelf that hits me any harder than your 
Palmetto Country.… If only, and if only, all out 
library books could say what you did - the jokes 
and songs and old ballads about voodoo and the 
hoodoo and the bigly winds down in your neck of 
the woodvine.”
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 Identified what was missing and/or wrong in the 
representation of Blacks in the American Guide Series. 

 Using life histories to place Blacks in what was described 
as "composite America," with  different racial and ethnic 
groups retaining their individual identities while 
participating in making of an American mosaic. 

 The distinctiveness, however, would not be dissolved in 
the American "melting pot." 

 Championed American literary realism, to "move the 
'streets, the stockyards and the hiring halls into 
literature”’

 Proposed an additional 17 books on Negro history in 
cities and states, along with thematic books, of which 
only two were produced (Negro in Virginia and Drums 
and Shadows).

Sterling A. Brown - https://poets.org/poet/sterling-brown
Poet
Williams College, B.A.
Harvard, M.A.
Taught at Howard
“truth to idiom be paramount and exact truth to pronunciation secondary”
Tidwell, John Edgar. After Winter: The Art and Life of Sterling A. Brown. Oxford University 
Press, 2009. 
Academic version here: https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/assumption-
ebooks/reader.action?docID=415064
See Negro in Illinois, Dolinar, p. xiii
Not completed: "The Portrait of the Negro as American" 
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 The New England guides were 
written before Brown became 
national editor. As a result, 
Black communities went 
unnoticed, with only passing 
references to Phyllis Wheatley, 
Frederick Douglass, and 
Crispus Attucks.

 Southern guides ignored Black 
communities and rejected 
photos of Black subjects and 
homes.

Federal Writers' Project - 3
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Federal Writers' Project - 3

A picturesque group, these Negroes are a happy people, primitive, indolent,
unmoral, philosophical and deeply religious. For all their seventy odd years of
freedom, they have never really learned to stand alone. Without the white man
to furnish part time employment, to lend them money and give them advice, it
is doubtful if they could exist.

Montgomery, Mable. National Archives, RG 69 \VPA, Box 201, Folder "Beaufort, S.C."
Typescript "Original Beaufort Article.’’
Cited in Recasting Negro Life History: Sterling A. Brown and the Federal Writer's 
Project, John Edgard Tidwell, https://www.jstor.org/stable/26434434
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Pictured quote, p. 336

Several references to Gullah in the guide, “Certain ethnologists, recalling 
the preponderance of Bantu and Angola tribesmen, assert 
that the Gullah dialect of South Atlantic Negroes is 
derived from the Angola tongue.” p.45
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Clint Smith’s ‘How the Word is Passed’ explores how slavery is remembered in contemporary America

300

And they all lived 
happily every after

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2021/05/27/arts/clint-smiths-how-word-is-passed-
explores-how-slavery-is-remembered-contemporary-america/
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No mention of Negro League baseball

Although many of the slave narratives mentioned playing baseball, 
in the guides, slave narratives, or American Life Histories. 
Minor league teams in Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio at the time that the Texas guide 
was written
The Kansas City Monarchs were the longest-running franchise in the history of the Negro 
leagues. Nothing about them in the Kansas guide.
New York Black Yankees or Royal Giants, Memphis Red Sox
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https://daily.jstor.org/buffalo-soldiers-and-the-bicycle-corps/
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See also PBS 
Newshour - How a 
Kansas town became 
one of the nation’s 
first majority-Black 
farming communities

Federal Writers' Project - 3

The Emporia Gazette
EMPORIA, KANSAS
Wednesday, July 28, 
1937

P 329, Kansas Guide
The Oklahoma guide doesn’t mention Bolay, nor the Illinois guide Lovejoy.
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Julius Lester obituary – New York Times, January 19, 2018

41



Federal Writers' Project - 3

Addressed to Henry G. Alsberg; introducing the "Encyclopedia of the Negro" 
project, describing its aims, foundations, and formats, discussing the possibility of 
the Works Progress Administration's involvement therein, and seeking his opinion 
"on the advisability of requesting Federal monies for this project.”
https://credo.library.umass.edu/view/full/mums312-b076-i285
The University of Massachusetts – Amherst holds the W.E.B. DuBois papers. Among 
the papers are several letters regarding the Federal Writers’ Project. See 
https://credo.library.umass.edu/search?q=federal+writers+project&fq=FacetCollecti
onID%3A%22mums312%22&search=
Good idea, but no joy
https://www.blackpast.org/african-american-history/w-e-b-dubois-and-making-
encyclopedia-africana-1909-1963/
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 The respondents were children at the time of emancipation and so may 
be reliable only as sources about childhood. 

 The few former slaves who were adults (or nearly adults) at the time of 
emancipation were so old at the time of the interviews that their 
memories were questionable. 

 The states of residence of the interviewees did not correspond to the 
geographical distribution of slaves during the antebellum period. 

 The project interviewed only about 2 percent of the former slaves who 
were still alive in the 1930s. Are the 2,200 narratives too small a sample?

Most of the former slaves were interviewed by white WPA workers.
Federal Writers' Project - 3

Using the WPA Ex-Slave Narratives to Study the Impact of the Great Depression: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30040012
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What is significant is not whether the reports are exact representations of what 
happened but that in the 1930s they are part of an effort to reclaim history—not 
simply to revise it but also to define America anew. The former slaves enter into a 
dialogue and become the elders of a community that in the 1930s needs to see itself as 
benign and full of promise. Deeming the narratives folkloric or literary actually places 
them more firmly within an historical and even social scientific frame, affirming that 
the larger world - the present - aspires to be ideologically far removed from the world 
recounted in the narratives.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40179473
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