-49- 146-
FEDERAL VAITERS PROJECT
American Culde (Wegro Vriters' Unit)
Jacksonville, Florida

*2rtin Richardson Slave Intcrview
~ield Vorker Yatonville, Florilda
9 Pages

1494 Vords

ARVOLD GHAGSTON

(Verbrtin interview with Arnold ra:ston, 97-yecr-old
ex-sl:ve vhose errly lirfe wes srent helping elrves to freedom
across the Oilo River, wille he, nlrmself, rem~ined in bondrge,
As he puts 1it, he _ucczscs he could ne cailed a 'conductor' on
the underground railway, .only ve didn't call it that then, I
don't know rs we crlled At anything -- uve Just knew there vwas a
lot 2§ sl-ves always a-wantin' to get free, and I had to help
‘em,

*I'ost of the slzves dldn't know when they wns born,
but I did, You see, I was born on a Christmzs mornin' -- 1t

vas in 1840; I woe & full ¢rown man when I finally apt ny freedom,"

"Before I ;ot it, though, I hielped a lot of others get
thelrs, Lawvd only knows how mony; micht have been as mueh as

two-three hundred, It was 'way —ore than a hundred, I know,

"But that all came after I was a young man -- 'zrown'
enough'to know & pretty girl when I saw one, and to go chasing
afticr her, too., I was born on & plantatlon that b'lon;ed to ''r,

Jack Tailb in Yason County, Just across the river in Kentucky,®

"¥r, Tabb woe & pretty ¢ood man, FYe used to teat us,
sure; but not nexrly so much s oth-rs dld, some of hls own kin
peorle, even, But he was kinda funny cometimes; he used to have
a srecial slave who c¢idn't have nothin' to co but teach the rest

of us -- we Lhad about ten on the plantation, and a lot on the
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other plantaticns near us -- how to rend and wrlte and riggcer,

v

44 ut sometimes vhen

Yp, Tabb lik:d us to know how to Il er,
he would scnd for ugs and we would be a long tire comin', he
vould csk us vwhere we hré heen, If we told im we had been
lenrnin' to re~d, he would near becat the dayli.hts out of us --
~rter gettin' comebedy to tsseh usy I think e di1d sc-c of that

6 thnat the other owners wouldn't say he wos spoilin' kis sloves,®

"Fe vee funny obut us marryin'; too, Ve wuld let us
;0 a=courtin' on tre other rlantrtions nesr ~nytire ve iiked, ir
we were _ood, und if we founc corzbody we wanted to mrrry, and che
wsg or & plant-tici that b'lon.ed to one of hils Xin folks or a
friend, he would swrp 2 elave so that the husbrnd cnd vife could
e to_ecther, Sometimes, wien Le couldn't do this, Le would let
a gl-ve work sll day on =ils plantation, snd live with his vife at
niclt or her rlzniction., Some of the other ovrners vrs rluvays

talkin; about hils spoilin' us,*

"He weasn't o Dimmocrat llke the rest of 'em in the
county; he b lonz~d to the 'knov-iothin' rarty' -nd he was a real
leader 1n 1t, He uscd to always be makin' sp-eches, ~nd cometimes

i:ie best Iriends wouldn't e speaxing to him for dnys nt a tire,"

""r, Tabb was czlways specially cood to me, le used to
let me £0 ~11 nbout -= I uesz he kad to; couldn't .2t tqo rmuch
work out ol me even when he kept me ril ht under his cyes, I
le'rred fnst) too, and I think he kircéa li%ed that, He uscd to

call 3cndy Drvis, the slrve who tau;ht ne, 'the grartest Ti: er
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"It was 'cruse lie used to let me o or und in the day
znd nisht so much that I carse to te tle one who carrled the
ru.nin' awvay sl:ves over the river., It w s furny the way I

storied 1t; too."

*I didn't have no idea of ever [ettin' "=lxed up in ony
gort oi busiress like that until one swecirl ni ht, I hrdn't

even thousht of rowinig across the river myself,®

"But one ni.ht I hac gone ¢n rnother plontotion 'courtin,f
rné the old woinzn vhose iouse I went to told me she head a real
rretty ¢irl there who wantsd to o acrocs the river rnd would I
tnke her? I vas ccarcd =nd backed out in a hurry, Dut then I
sew the glrl, =nd she was euch a pretty little tring, brown-
skinned ~nd kinda rosy, and lookin: as scared ¢g I vas feellin',

s 1t wasn't iong before I wns listenin!'! to the olcd wemnn tell

e wren to tele her and wiiere to lenve her on the otlirr side,"

"I dldn't.heve nerve erocugh to do 1t that nir‘ht,
tiourkh, and I tola tiem to walt for me untll tororrow ni~ht, All
the next day I xert seeing Mleoter Tatb layin; a rawi.ide azcroes
my back, or shootin' me, &nd kept seeln; th t scared little
brown £irl bach at the house, lookin; nt me with hcr big eyee
ond askin ne 1f I wovlén't Just row ler across to Pinley, e
ané r, Tabb lost, ~né soon =& dust cettled thnt ni;ht, I vas ot

the old 1lsdy's house,”

"I don't now how I ever rowed the uvoat across the
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river the current was strong ond I was tre~bling, I couldn't
see a thin: there in the cark, but I relt th .t ;irl's eyes,

e ¢idn't ¢are to whlsper, so I couldn't tell her how esure I was
tn=t 'r, Talh or some oI the others owners woild 'tesr ne up'
wien they foun? cut vhat I haé done, I Just knew they wruléd

£ind ovt. "

*I wrs worried, too, avout where to put her out of

the bont, I coulén't rice her scress the river all nicht,

ond I ¢icn't know a thing a. ut the other sice. I hnd herrd

2 lot 2 out 1t from otiicr claves ovat I thoucht 1t wrs jJust about
like Yzson County, wiltk sl ves rnd nastere, overseers ~né rev-
hldes; ond eo, I just inew that if I pulled the vo~t up ~nd
vent to asgkirng reorle vwhere to toke her I would get 2 beating

or et killed."

"I don't “now wheth'r it seeme 1lik¥e a lon: time or
a short tlme, now - it's so lon:t zi0; I know it was a lon: time
rowing ther in the cold rnd worryin', 3But L wsas skort, too,
fcruse 2s soon r8 I cld ot cn the otler side the bic-eyedﬂ

Y

brovn-skin ;/irl would be :;one, Vell, rietity szsorn I ¢aw & tall

[y

11-kt »nd I remenbered vhat the old 1l-Gy h-¢ told me ahcut
loo%irz for thrt 1lirht and rewing to it, Y ¢iéd; rné when I
Cot ur to 1t, two men reached ‘own rnd ;rabted her; I st-rted
}remblin' all over =z cin, ~nd rrayin', Tren, -~rc ol the rmen
toox iy arm ané I Just relt down irnside of me thét the Lord
rad (ot realy for we, 'You lun ry, Soy?'! 1s whnt he csked e,

#nd 1f he h~dn't been holdin' m= I think I v uld h ve rell
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backwary into the river,®

"That wrs my first trip; 1t took me a lonr tice to
et over my scrred feelin', but I finally €1d, -nd I soon
t-und myvself roln' beck across the river, with two rnd three
reorle, rnd so~~tiras a whole boatlocd, I 0t g0 I veed to

meke three and four trips n month,

c
(o9

14 nmy y seen ors lcot like? I can't t-21 rou ony
nore about it then you can, »nd you wren't there, “Itecr that
first (irl -- no, I ncver atd sece zer a, oln -- I neveo gavw my
possen -r8, I would have to.be the 'black ni hts' of Lhe moon
w.en I waalc errry them, ¢nd I would meet 'em out in ithe oren
or ir a iouse with'ut a ein;le 11 _ht, The only way I Incw who
they were wes to esk ther; " hat you sayr" 4And they would
answer, “"enrre,* I don't “now what that word meant -- it ceme
fror the 31vle, I cnly know that that wag the p-scvord I used,
and 211 of tiem thet T tosk over told 1t to rme berore I took

them,

"I ;uess you worder what I ¢1d with them ~ft r I pot
tuer over thie.river, Uell, there in Al-ley wag o man nrned ''r,
Rarit nsy I think the rest of iils nrme was John, FHe h«d s re. ular

statli n ther: on his place ror esc-pin. slnves, VYsu cgce, Orio

1]
was a Iree strte cnd once they : ot ov'r tie river rrou Kentucky
or Vir. inla ) ''r, Rankins ¢ ulc¢ strut them 711 around town, ~nd
novody %o:1d bLother 'em, The only rr- son we ugsed to lond 'em
guietly zt ni ht was so it whoever br-ucht 'cnm coulé o back

Tor more, and becruse ve h'd to te c¢.reful that none o: the
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owners hadé followed us, very once in a while they wculd
follow » innt and catcn thelir slaves bLacic, Jometinés they
P

would shoot at wihcever wes ‘*‘rying Lo srve tie noor devils,

e, Henkins k:d a reculir 'stoatlon' Tor the slaves,
Fe had a2 big li atiouce in ais yard, av -t thlrty feet hich n=nd
he kert it turaia' <11 ni kt, It 2lvays meant freedom for

el~ve if e could (et to thnils 11 ht,

"3omednes 'r, Ranking would hove twenty or thirty
cloves thot had run cway on hls place at the tire, It must lave:
cost hin. g whole lots to eepr them &nd fced 'em, ut I think

some of his friende hLelped :im,

"Thoge vho wonted ‘o <tay -rouna they rart el Ohio ®

covld stryr, wut alén't irony of 'er <o it, lecruse there wos too

uch écn er that you would be wallilr, aiong free one n.cht,
Tcel & hand over your nouth, +nd Le back acroea the river and
in sl-very a.ein in the morning. And nobocCy in the voirld cver
ot ¢ chence to know as much rleery os a slnve thet hod eccaped

end been caucht,

*So n wintle lot of 'cm went on North to otker wnrte

of Chio, or to Yew York, Chiceio or Cirnace; Czneda was popular

txen becouse ~ll of tre slaves thou ht 1t w.s the 1l et ;nte be-
.

core you (ot all the way Anside of heaven, I dorn't thins thers

wre much chrrce for a slave "o ake a livin. in Canada, ut

daién't ~cny oi 'em come brek, “hey seem like they rati -r siarve

up there in the cold tikan to ie back in slavery,



*The Army soon st rted takin: a lot of 'ean, too,
They could enlist in the Urlon Army and (et {ood vwages, more
food then they ever had, :nd have all the little gals wavin'
at 'em vhen they prrnssed. Them blue uniforns wms a nlce change,

too,

"to, I never ot anythling from a single one or the
people I carried over the river to freedom.,” I dldn't wvant any-
thinc; &fter I had made a few trips I got to 1ike 1%, =nd even
thourh I could have been free any ni ht nyself, I fi;.cred I
wasn't ;ettin' alon: so brd co I would stay on !'r, Tebd's Pl - ce

and help the others get free, I did it for four years,

"I Gon't know to thls dey how he nev-r knev vhat T
wag doingy; I used to tnke some awful chances, ~nd he knew I
mast have been up to eonetning; I wouldn't do much wor: in the
day, would never ve in my Louse at nicht, and when e would
tarren to visit the plant:tlon where I hed s=1d I was coin' I
vouldn't be there, Sometimes I think he cié know oné wnnted ne
to £~t the sl-ves away that way so he wouldn't hove to couse

hard feelins' by freein' 'en,

"I think I'r, Tabb usec to talk a lot to !'r, John Fee;
*r, Fee wns a man who lived in Kentucky, but Lord! how thrt
rman hated sl-very! He used to always tell us (we never let our
ovners see us liestenin' to him, though) th t God didn't intend
for coe ren to Le 1ree ond sove men be in sl-very, FHe used to

tall to the owners, too, when they would listen to him, iut
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mostly they hated the sight of John Fee,

"In the night, though, he was a diflcrent man, for
avery slave who came through his place going across the river
.e had a p0ood word, something to cat and some kind of rags,
too, ir 1t was cold, He always ncw Just what to tell you to
40 1f anytiln wenv wrong, and sometimes I think he kent slaves
hiere on his rlace 'till they could oe rowed across the river,

ilel-ed us a lot,

"I almoct ran tihe busiress in the ground after I had
been carrying the slaves across for ne:rly four yerrs, It was
in 1903, &nd one nizht I carried across about twelve on‘the
erme night,  “omebody must heve seen us, becnuse they set out
~7t>1* me 73 soon 28 I sterrec out or the bo~t boe- on the ¥Yen-
tacky slde; from that time on they were nfter me, Sonetimes
hey would almost catch me; I hed to  run away from !'r, Tabb's
lantatison and live in the flelds ~nd in the woods, I didn't
now what a bed was from one week to ocnother, I would sleep
1n a.cornfleld tonight, ur in the bronches of n tree tomorrow
rizht, snd burled in a heyplle the next night; the River, where

-~

L "4 earrled so mhny across myself, w-s no _00od to me; it wns

"Finally, I eaw th t I could never do any more good
in Meson Cou ty, so I declded to terke my freedon, too. I had
n wire by this time, snd one nl ht we quletly slipred across nnd

meaced for lMr, Ronkin's bell znd 1licht, It looked llke we hnd
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to o ~lmost to Chinn to cet across that river; I osuld henr

the bell and sce the 11;ht on !'r, Munkin's place, but the

rarcer I roved, the frriher anay it cot, and I knew Af I dldn't
meite 1t 1% et killed,  Tut flnally, I pulled up by the 11-hte

~nd vent on to my freedon -- Just o few montha before

~11 o tie sloves ot their's, I didn't atar in “inley, thouw hs

T wnon't tavive no ¢h nees, I vwent on 4o Netrolt ~nad still

vith oot 0f.10 children srd J1 ¢rendelildren,

~ L er ones don't enre somuch cbulb herrin!

Lt now, i L e 1ittle anes oover et tired of henrin! Youw thelr

o
3

eirtd n to loads of gl-ves ke could touch

ranéra L

rd faol, tust nover eould cee,"
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1. Intervliew with subject, Arnold Cra, ston, present nddress,
RoLert Munceriord Colle e Cnumpus, Eatsnville (F, O, Mait-
lrnd) Florida,

(Subject Ls relstlve of President of Hungerrord College

~nd ctays severnl months in Fatonville at freccuent in-
tervals, "is home 15 Detroit, 'ichigan),



