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Introduction


De nigger stealers done stole me and my mammy out’n de Choctaw Nation, up in de Indian Territory, when I was ’bout three years old. Brudder Knex, Sis Hannah, and my mammy, and her two step-chillun was down on de river washin’. De nigger stealers drive up in a big carriage, and Mammy jus’ thought nothin’, ’cause the ford was near dere, and people goin’ on de road stopped to water de horses and res’ awhile in de shade. By and by, a man coaxes de two bigges’ chillun to de carriage, and give dem some kind-a candy. Other chillun sees dis and goes, too. Two other men was walkin’ ’round smokin’ and gettin’ closer to Mammy all de time. When he kin, de man in de carriage get de two big step-chillun in with him, and me and sis’ clumb in, too, to see how come. Den de man haller, “Git de ole one, and let’s git from here.” With dat de two big men grab Mammy, and she fought, and screeched, and bit, and cry, but dey hit her on de head with something, and drug her in, and threwed her on de floor. De big chilluns begin to fight for Mammy, but one of de men hit ’em hard, and off dey drive, with de horses under whip.1

Spence Johnson



On that day, the lives of Spence Johnson and everyone around him took a sudden and dramatic turn. One minute, he and his family were by the river washing clothes; the next, they had been seized by “nigger stealers” and sold down the river to Louisiana. Whereas once they were among the finest families of the Choctaw Nation, they now found themselves on the auction block, being sold to the highest bidder as commodities on the slave market. Speaking only their native tongue, they were suddenly cast adrift in a world of words and symbols they little understood, facing a plight unprecedented in their experience. As they came to find out, the line between blacks and Indians in the nineteenth century was hardly as wide as many had thought. It seems that slaves came in many colors, and that the “peculiar institution” was no respecter of persons.

Equally, the narrative of Spence Johnson can help us reshape our world view and bring us to look at the institution of slavery in a different light. We have notions of what a slave was and what slavery was like. Our recorded histories have detailed the capture of indigenous persons from the west of Africa, their horrific “middle passage” to America, and their eventual lives under the brutal institution of chattel slavery. The very notion of the slave narratives conjures up images of aged blacks only a short time removed from their plantation life depicting, sometimes quite fondly, the institution that so shaped their lives and the lives of their ancestors. It is an image of stark contrasts of black and white.

However, as the narratives in this collection attest, we might need to rethink that vision. These narratives present a complex view of not only the institution but also of the persons who practiced chattel slavery and those who were victims of this tragic period in our history. It is indeed a controversial subject among American Indians and persons of African descent. The participation of Native Americans in the institution of slavery is troublesome enough, but ties of blood and community to African Americans pose a knotty issue with respect to citizenship in various American Indian nations. Equally so, opening up the canons of history to include the subjugation of Native Americans within the institution of slavery proves similarly problematic for Africanists. It seems that scholars have chosen to ignore the fact that a significant body of those enslaved were indigenous persons of the Americas, and that sometimes those who were engaged in the practice of slavery were also Native Americans.

We must end our naiveté and address, if not embrace, our collective history. In spite of a later tendency to differentiate the African slave from the Indian, the institution of African slavery was actually imposed on top of a preexisting system of Indian slavery. From the very first points of contact with Europeans, colonists used the term Indian wars as a justification for the enslavement of vast numbers of indigenous peoples. Even into the eighteenth century, Indian slavery was one of the primary sources of commerce for the colonies. The Indian slave trade in the Americas rapidly took on all the characteristics of the African slave trade. The colonists formed alliances with coastal native groups, armed them, and encouraged them to make war on weaker tribes deeper in the interior. Native Americans were seized and carried back to ports along the East Coast, where they were loaded on ships for the “middle passage” to the West Indies or to colonies farther north. Many of the Indian slaves were kept at home to work on the plantations. By 1708, the number of Indian slaves in the Carolinas was nearly half that of African slaves.

With the introduction of African slavery in the early seventeenth century, there was a gradual transition from the enslavement of Native Americans to the use of non-native slaves. For many years, though, African Americans and Native Americans shared a common experience at the hands of slavery. Increasingly, the cultures of both peoples began to reflect their influence upon one another. Much of what we understand as African American culture may have been influenced by Native American traditions. Africans and Native Americans intertwined in complex ways in the early Southeast, and the emerging culture reflected the blending of the two. As much as anything, these narratives are an examination of the dynamic interaction of the cultures and how historical and cultural roots provided continuity within a tragic and complicated relationship with the institution of slavery.

No sooner had the colonies broken away from Britain than they set upon a program for the pacification and civilization of the indigenous peoples of the American frontier. A critical element in this program was the conversion of the American Indian economic and agricultural system to that of the European plantation model; essential to this enterprise was the use of African slaves. By the early years of the nineteenth century, slavery had taken hold among many of the Five Nations of the American Southeast. According to John Ridge, “The Africans are mostly held by half breeds & full blooded Indians,” who ran their farms in the same style as Southern white farmers.2 The effects of the “civilization” program upon people of African American and Native American descent was profound and undying. Even to this day, the impact of slavery upon the Five Nations resonates with a furious intensity.

One of the little-known facts of American history is the relationship between slavery and the removal of the American Indians from the Southeast. The complex relationship between American Indians and persons of African descent was troubling, if not threatening, for the American government in the early nineteenth century. In addition, the removal of American Indians from the lands opened up vast areas of the South for the expansion of slavery. The abolitionist movement sprang from the anti-removal movement of the early nineteenth century. Many future leaders of the abolitionist movement—such as Angelina Grimke, Theodore Weld, Arthur Tappan, Catharine Beecher, Benjamin Lundy, and William Lloyd Garrison—cut their political teeth in the anti-removal debate. When the Southeastern Indians were finally removed by force in the late 1830s and made to endure the Trail of Tears, they were accompanied by African slaves and freedmen who chose to cast their lot with the Indians, rather than face life in the Old South.

In the Indian Territory, the issue of slavery refused to die. During the Civil War, the Five Nations were divided among themselves, Indians fighting against Indians in a ferocious internecine affair that made little distinction between civilian and combatant. Residents of the territory paid as high a price as those of any state in the Union. If this was not a great enough price, the federal government used the “rebellion” as a further excuse to punish the Indians and seize their land. When the war was over, the embittered and embattled peoples reunited, ending slavery forever in the Indian Territory. Former slaves and freedmen became members of their respective nations. Within a few years, the freedmen assumed an important place in the Five Nations:


Most of these freedmen have oxteams, and among them blacksmiths, carpenters, wheelwrights, etc.… I have the honor to report that the existing relations between the freedmen of the Indian Territory and their former masters are generally satisfactory. The rights of the freedmen are acknowledged by all; fair compensation for labor is paid; a fair proportion of crops to be raised on the old plantations is allowed; labor for the freedmen to perform is abundant, and nearly all are self-supporting.3



The narratives in this volume explore this intricate history from the viewpoints of persons both enslaved as Native Americans and enslaved by Native Americans. In viewing history from the underside, we get a unique perspective on the American experience.

Two of the most perplexing issues raised in these narratives are the relationship between African Americans and their Native American masters and the very nature of the institution of slavery as it was practiced by Native Americans. It is important to frame the discussion within the context of the slave narratives themselves. The narratives come from the Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress Administration. Altogether, some twenty-two hundred interviews were conducted in the mid-1930s with former slaves from seventeen Southern and border states. The inspiration for the project was a series of interviews conducted by Ophelia Settle Egypt of Fisk University.4 The W.P.A. slave narratives were transferred to the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress. In 1972, Greenwood Publishing Company released a seventeen-volume collection entitled The American Slave: A Composite Autobiography, edited by George P. Rawick. It has since been expanded to a forty-one-volume effort.

Though many of the interviewees were elderly and their memories had faded, their reflections provide a compelling witness to this period of American history. However, it is also important to understand that, with the exception of the Fisk narratives, these were the stories of persons of color as told to white members of their own communities. The ex-slaves were often reluctant to express opinions that would displease their interviewers. Their words were thus colored by the polite sensibilities of a time much different from our own. In addition, the questions presented to the ex-slaves were prepared in advance by W.P.A. officials and were framed within their world view. Many of the questions sought to solicit information to confirm their opinions about life under slavery.

In a survey of the narratives conducted for her article “African and Cherokee by Choice,” historian Laura Lovett determined that, of the 2,193 narratives, nearly 12 percent contained some reference to the interviewee’s being related to or descended from a Native American.5 It is an interesting coincidence that this was about the percentage of the African American population within the Five Civilized Tribes, from which the bulk of the narratives in this volume originated.

There is considerable debate as to whether life as a slave among the Indians of the Southeast was different from our traditional understanding of slavery. Though it is hard to make blanket generalizations about subjects as sophisticated as slavery and the diversity of settings in which it was applied, I do believe that slavery among the American Indians was substantively different from the general practices in the South. I base this opinion both upon historical research in a variety of primary and secondary resources and upon the stories contained within these very narratives themselves. Time and again, the ex-slaves note that Indian masters treated their slaves differently. One of the reasons for putting this collection together was to cast light upon this complicated matter. I simply ask you to read these narratives and make the decision for yourself.

There is also a greater purpose. In both the Cherokee and Seminole nations, there are ongoing legal disputes between tribal authorities and the descendants of former slaves over the citizenship of freedmen.6 Though the matter is complicated by issues of sovereignty and ties of kinship defined by “blood politics,” these narratives offer evidence of social and cultural bonds between persons of African descent and Native Americans that run deep in their collective history. Yet in the end, we must find a way through this confusion to reach a ground where Native Americans can maintain their sovereignty and still acknowledge the powerful contribution that African Americans have made and continue to make to their society and culture. It is toward that end that this work is dedicated.

Notes
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George Fortman


George Fortman was interviewed in Evansville, Indiana, by W.P.A. field worker Lauana Creel. Source: W.P.A. Slave Narrative Project, Indiana Narratives, Volume 5.



The story of my life, I will tell to you with sincerest respect to all and love to many, although reviewing the dark trail of my childhood and early youth causes me great pain.

My story necessarily begins by relating events which occurred in 1838, when hundreds of Indians were rounded up like cattle and driven away from the valley of the Wabash. It is a well-known fact, recorded in the histories of Indiana, that the long journey from the beautiful Wabash Valley was a horrible experience for the fleeing Indians, but I have the tradition as relating to my own family, and from this enforced flight ensued the tragedy of my birth.

My two ancestors, John Hawk, a Blackhawk Indian brave, and Rachel, a Choctaw maiden, had made themselves a home such as only Indians know, understand, and enjoy. He was a hunter and a fighter, but had professed faith in Christ through the influence of the missionaries. My great-grandmother passed the facts on to her children, and they have been handed down for four generations. I, in turn, have given the traditions to my children and grandchildren.

No more peaceful home had ever offered itself to the red man than the beautiful valley of the Wabash River. Giant elms, sycamores, and maple trees bordered the stream, while the fertile valley was traversed with creeks and rills, furnishing water in abundance for use of the Indian campers.

The Indians and the white settlers in the valley transacted business with each other and were friendly towards each other, as I have been told by my mother, Eliza, and my grandmother, Courtney Hawk.

The missionaries often called the Indian families together for the purpose of teaching them, and the Indians had been invited, prior to being driven from the valley, to a sort of festival in the woods. They had prepared much food for the occasion. The braves had gone on a long hunt to provide meat, and the squaws had prepared much corn and other grain to be used at the feast. All the tribes had been invited to a council, and the poor people were happy, not knowing they were being deceived.

The decoy worked, for while the Indians were worshiping God, the meeting was rudely interrupted by orders of the governor of the state. The governor, whose duty it was to give protection to the poor souls, caused them to be taken captives and driven away at the point of swords and guns.

In vain, my grandmother said, the Indians prayed to be let return to their homes. Instead of being given their liberty, some several hundred horses and ponies were captured, to be used in transporting the Indians away from the valley. Many of the aged Indians and many innocent children died on the long journey, and traditional stories speak of that journey as the “trail of death.”

After long weeks of flight, when the homes of the Indians had been reduced to ashes, the long trail still carried them away from their beautiful valley. My great-grandfather and his squaw became acquainted with a party of Indians that were going to the canebrakes of Alabama. The pilgrims were not well-fed or well-clothed, and they were glad to travel towards the South, believing the climate would be favorable to their health.

After a long and dreary journey, the Indians reached Alabama. Rachel had her youngest papoose strapped on to her back, while John had cared for the larger child, Lucy. Sometimes she had walked beside her father, but often she had become weary or sleepy, and he had carried her many miles of the journey, besides the weight of blankets and food. An older daughter, Courtney, also accompanied her parents.

When they neared the cane lands, they heard the songs of Negro slaves as they toiled in the cane. Soon they were in sight of the slave quarters of Patent George’s plantation. The Negroes made the Indians welcome, and the slave dealer allowed them to occupy the cane house; thus the Indians became slaves of Patent George.

Worn out from his long journey, John Hawk became too ill to work in the sugar cane. The kindly disposed Negroes helped care for the sick man, but he lived only a few months. Rachel and her two children remained on the plantation, working with the other slaves. She had nowhere to go. No home to call her own. She had automatically become a slave. Her children had become chattel.

So passed a year away, then unhappiness came to the Indian mother, for her daughter, Courtney, became the mother of young Master Ford George’s child. The parents called the little half-breed Eliza, and were very fond of her. The widow of John Hawk became the mother of Patent George’s son, Patent Junior.

The tradition of the family states that in spite of these irregular occurrences, the people at the Georges’ Southern plantation were prosperous, happy, and lived in peace each with the others. Patent George wearied of the Southern climate, and brought his slaves into Kentucky where their ability and strength would amass a fortune for the master in the iron-ore regions of Kentucky.

With the wagon trains of Patent and Ford George came Rachel Hawk and her daughters, Courtney, Lucy, and Rachel. Rachel died on the journey from Alabama, but the remaining full-blooded Indians entered Kentucky as slaves.

The slave men soon became skilled workers in the Hillman Rolling Mills. Mr. Trigg was owner of the vast ironworks called the “Chimneys” in the region, but listed as the Hillman, Dixon, Boyer, Kelley, and Lyons Furnaces. For more than a half-century these chimneys smoked as the most valuable development in the western area of Kentucky. Operated in 1810, these furnaces had refined iron ore to supply the United States Navy with cannonballs and grapeshot, and the iron-smelting industry continued until after the close of the Civil War.

No slaves were beaten at the Georges’ plantation, and Old Mistress Hester Lam allowed no slave to be sold. She was a devoted friend to all.

As Eliza George, daughter of Ford George and Courtney Hawk, grew into young womanhood, the young Master Ford George went oftener and oftener to social functions. He was admired for his skill with firearms and for his horsemanship. While Courtney and his child remained at the plantation, Ford enjoyed the companionship of the beautiful women of the vicinity. At last he brought home the beautiful Loraine, his young bride. Courtney was stoical as only an Indian can be. She showed no hurt, but helped Mistress Hester and Mistress Loraine with the housework.

Mistress Loraine became mother of two sons and a daughter, and the big white two-story house, facing the Cumberland River at Smith’s Landing, Kentucky, became a place of laughter and happy occasions, so my mother told me many times.

Suddenly sorrow settled down over the home, and the laughter turned into wailing, for Ford George’s body was found pierced through the heart, and the half-breed, Eliza, was nowhere to be found.

The young master’s body lay in state many days. Friends and neighbors came bringing flowers. His mother, bowed with grief, looked on the still face of her son and understood—understood why death had come, and why Eliza had gone away.

The beautiful home on the Cumberland River with its more than 600 acres of productive land was put into the hands of an administrator of estates to be readjusted in the interest of the George heirs. It was only then Mistress Hester went to Aunt Lucy and demanded of her to tell where Eliza could be found.

“She has gone to Alabama, Ole Mistus,” said Aunt Lucy. “Eliza was scared to stay here.” A party of searchers were sent out to look for Eliza. They found her secreted in a canebrake in the low lands of Alabama, nursing her baby boy at her breast. They took Eliza and the baby back to Kentucky. I am that baby, that child of unsatisfactory birth.

My white uncles had told Mistress Hester that if Eliza brought me back, they were going to build a fire and put me in it, my birth was so unsatisfactory to all of them, but Mistress Hester always did what she believed was right, and I was brought up by my own mother.

We lived in a cabin at the slave quarters, and mother worked in the broom cane. Mistress Hester named me Ford George, in derision, but remained my friend. She was never angry with my mother. She knew a slave had to submit to her master, and besides Eliza did not know she was Master Ford George’s daughter.

Mistress Hester believed I would be feeble either in mind or body, because of my unsatisfactory birth, but I developed as other children did, and was well treated by Mistress Hester, Mistress Loraine, and her children.

Master Patent George died, and Mistress Hester married Mr. Lam, while slaves kept working at the rolling mills and amassing greater wealth for the George families.

Five years before the outbreak of the Civil War, Mistress Hester called all the slaves together and gave us our Freedom. Courtney, my grandmother, kept house for Mistress Loraine and wanted to stay on, so I, too, was kept at the George home. There was a sincere friendship, as great as the tie of blood, between the white family and the slaves. My mother married a Negro ex-slave of Ford George and bore children for him. Her health failed, and when Mistress Puss, the only daughter of Mistress Loraine, learned she was ill, she persuaded the Negro man to sell his property, and bring Eliza back to live with her.

[Lauana Creel, the interviewer, asked, “Why are you called George Fordman when your name is Ford George?”]

When the Freedmen started teaching school in Kentucky, the census taker called to enlist me as a pupil. “What do you call this child?” he asked Mistress Loraine. “We call him the Little Captain because he carried himself like a soldier,” said Mistress Loraine. “He is the son of my husband and a slave woman, but we are rearing him.” Mistress Loraine told the stranger that I had been named Ford George in derision, and he suggested she list me in the census as George Fordsman, which she did, but she never allowed me to attend the Freedmen’s School, desiring to keep me with her own children, and let me be taught at home. My mother’s half-brother, Patent George, allowed his name to be reversed to George Patent when he enlisted in the Union service at the outbreak of the Civil War.

It was customary to conduct a funeral differently than it is conducted now. I remember I was only six years old when old Mistress Hester Lam passed on to her eternal rest. She was kept out of her grave several days, in order to allow time for the relatives, friends, and ex-slaves to be notified of her death.

The house and yard were full of grieving friends. Finally the lengthy procession started to the graveyard. Within the Georges’ parlors, there had been Bible passages read, prayers offered up, and hymns sung. Now the casket was placed in a wagon drawn by two horses. The casket was covered with flowers, while the family and friends rode in ox carts, horse-drawn wagons, horseback, and with still many on foot, they made their way towards the river.

When we reached the river, there were many canoes busy putting the people across, besides the ferryboat was in use to ferry vehicles over the stream. The ex-slaves were crying, and praying, and telling how good Granny had been to all of them, and explaining how they knew she had gone straight to heaven, because she was so kind—and a Christian.
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