




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: image]









In honor of Emanuel, Henny, Allen, and Granville Washington,
 whose photograph led me on a thirty-year journey to discover
 their stories and those of the hundreds of others enslaved on
 Wessyngton Plantation








I don’t care what anybody says, the Lord meant for you to do all this. Look at all the Washingtons and others that have come along long before you and gone and never thought about this. This story had to be told before the end of time about what our people went through and He sent you to do it.

—MAGGIE POLK WASHINGTON, 99 YEARS OLD




You really love to talk about your ancestors and all the other people from Washington that you have traced down. As long as you are living, they will never be dead.

—MATTIE TERRY, 93 YEARS OLD




I think you are doing a fine job looking up all this history. Our people need to know what all those people went through back then for us to get to where we are now, especially the young folks.

—HENRY POLK, 85 YEARS OLD










Prologue




I am one of the tens of thousands of descendants of the hundreds of African Americans who were once enslaved on Wessyngton Plantation, the largest tobacco plantation in America. My ancestors were among the first to come to the plantation and the oldest who can be traced to present-day descendants. As many as ten generations of my family have lived in the area since the arrival of my first ancestors.

The human need to know where you come from and whom you come from runs deep in the African American psyche. The phenomenon that was Alex Haley’s Roots is evidence of that, but so is the common practice of African American parents to raise their children emphasizing the importance of knowing your kin: those present as well as those who have passed away. We don’t care if someone is our third cousin or our fiftieth cousin; we’re still family. I know that my family certainly instilled these values in me. And from that grew my passion for learning about the history of all the families on Wessyngton Plantation. This passion led me on a thirty-year journey of discovery.

I can only hope that each reader will come to see that the story of the African Americans on Wessyngton Plantation is a special story of individuals—a proud history of family, hard work, and achievement. It is a perfect way for future generations to honor our ancestors.
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Seated left: Emanuel Washington (1824–1907), the cook; seated right: Henny Washington (1839–1913), the head laundress; standing left: Allen Washington (1825–1890s), the head dairyman; standing right: Granville Washington (1831–1898), George A. Washington’s valet. Taken at Wessyngton Plantation, ca. 1891.











CHAPTER 1

The Photo in My Textbook




As a young child in the 1960s, my maternal grandfather took me for a ride in the country nearly every Sunday afternoon after church. We would drive about ten miles northwest of Springfield, Tennessee, and would pass by an impressive mansion, which sat some distance off the road. My grandfather would say, “That’s Washington, where your people came from on your grandmother’s side.”

I discovered the story of my ancestors by accident while flipping through the pages of my seventh-grade social studies book, Your Tennessee. At the beginning of the chapter “Black Tennesseans,” I spotted a photograph of four African Americans. In the 1970s little was taught in public schools about black history other than the Civil War period, so the picture really intrigued me. I kept being drawn to this photograph and examined it carefully. The people were dressed well and looked dignified. I knew from their clothing that the photo was nearly one hundred years old. Each time I went to class, I would turn to the photo because the couple seated reminded me of some of my family members—the woman and my maternal grandmother especially.

My grandmother Sallie Washington Nicholson moved to Indianapolis in 1941 and from there to Chicago. Each year she would come home to visit. On her visit, in 1976, when I was thirteen years old, she spent the weekend with her brother and sister-in-law Bob and Maggie Washington in Cedar Hill. She called my mother and told her to have me bring a camera when we came to pick her up because she had something she wanted me to photograph. When my mother and I arrived, my grandmother showed us an article from the Robertson County Times, published in Springfield. I immediately realized that this was the same photograph I had seen in my school textbook. The caption under the photograph listed the names of the former slaves, the owner, and the name of the plantation: Wessyngton. The caption read: “Another of the pictures from Wessyngton. Seated left: Emanuel Washington, Uncle Man the cook, seated right: Hettie Washington, Aunt Henny the head laundress (Uncle Man’s wife), standing left: Allen Washington, the head dairyman, standing right: Granville Washington (George A. Washington’s valet or body servant). Taken at Wessyngton [1891].”

I remember to this day what happened next:

“Who are these people, Big Mama?” I asked.

“That’s my grandfather and grandmother,” she said, pointing to the seated couple. “My grandfather was the cook at Washington.” I knew that she was really talking about Wessyngton because most black people in the area refer to the plantation as Washington. “And that is where we got the Washington name.”

Although I had seen the photograph in the textbook many times, it assumed a different meaning once I knew that those people were my ancestors. I was in shock. I could hardly wait to get back to school and tell my classmates that my ancestors were in our history book. I looked at each person in the photograph carefully. I looked at Emanuel, Henny, Allen, and then Granville. Pointing to Granville, I asked, “Who is this white man? Was he the slave owner?” My grandmother and uncle replied at the same time, “He’s not white, he is related to us too! Granville was our cousin. Papa used to talk about him all the time. He said George Washington who owned the Washington farm was his father by a slave girl. Granville’s mother was kin to Papa on his mother’s side of the family.”

Sallie Washington Nicholson, My Grandmother, 1909–1995


I was the youngest child in the family. My mother died having twins when I was three. My parents were Amos and Callie White Washington. My father was born at Washington in 1870, his parents were Emanuel and Henny Washington, who were born slaves on the Washington plantation. My grandfather died before I was born, and our grandmother died when I was too little to remember her, but Papa used to talk about them and our other relatives all the time. His daddy was the cook at Washington [Wessyngton] and when Papa was just a small boy he used to follow his daddy around the Big House and played in the kitchen at Washington while his daddy worked. Papa could make cornbread that was as good as cake. I guess he learned that from his daddy. Papa said he was taught to read and write by some of the Washington children he played with as a child.
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Sallie Washington Nicholson (1909–1995).


Did they ever say how the slaves were treated at Washington?

Papa said they always treated his daddy like he was part of the family because he was the cook and used to tell all the children ghost stories. Papa said his daddy was the best cook there was. I don’t know if they treated them all like they did him or not. They say the Washingtons never caused the breakup of families by selling slaves from the plantation. Our grandmother Henny was part Indian and so was our mother’s father, Bob White. After our grandfather got too old to cook and went blind, John Phillips cooked at Washington. He married our cousin Annie Washington who was Cousin Gabe Washington’s daughter. I think Cousin Gabe was the last of the slaves that stayed there after they were freed. I used to talk to him all the time when we went down there. The Washingtons were really fond of him too. When we were children just about all older people were called “uncle” or “auntie” whether they were related or not. This made it that much harder to tell how everybody was kin. We even had to address our older sisters and brothers with a title. You could not just call them by their first names. That is why I say Sister Cora.




I always wondered why you called Aunt Cora “Sister Cora” and she didn’t say “sister” when she was talking to you.

That’s because she was the oldest. I called my brother Baxter and sister Henrietta by their names because they were closer to my age.


A lot of our cousins lived down at Washington when we were growing up. Allen Washington that’s on the picture with our grandparents was Guss Washington’s grandfather. Guss married our cousin Carrie, and both of them worked down at Washington for years and years. You can probably talk to Carrie, because she can remember lots of things and so will Sister Cora.

When we were children Papa used to make sure we went to church. We went to the Antioch Baptist Church in Turnersville. Papa always sent us, but he never went there, he always said he belonged to a white Catholic church [possibly St. Michael’s]. He later joined South Baptist Church in Springfield and was baptized when he was in his eighties. When I was a child Papa always told us to pray at night as if it was our last time to make sure we went to Heaven, and never go to bed angry with anyone without making things right. He said that’s how his parents taught him to pray.

I went to school in Sandy Springs at Scott’s School and some at Antioch School. Our cousin Clarine Darden was my first teacher. My mother died when I was small, so they started me to school early. I can’t even remember what Mama looked like. When I first married your grandfather, I woke up in the middle of the night and looked toward the foot of my bed and there Mama stood. I was afraid and hid my head under the covers. I looked out a second time and she was still there. I could not wake your grandfather, so I was afraid to look out again. After I described her to my brother and sister they said it was our mother.

After Mama died, my father married Jenny Scott, she was the daughter of Mr. Joe Scott and Mrs. Fannie Scott, who lived down by Scott’s Cemetery. Mr. Joe Scott was a Washington slave too.

My mama’s mother lived near us. Her name was Fannie Connell White Long. She was a midwife who delivered black and white babies. We called her Granny Fanny. She died in 1920 during the flu epidemic. A whole lot of people died with the flu back then and tuberculosis. My sister Henrietta died from tuberculosis one month before your mother was born in 1928. Henrietta always looked after me after Mama died, and so did Bob. Some of our family was buried in White’s Cemetery, which was owned by our family. My great-grandfather Henry White bought that property right after he was freed.

On the fourth Sunday in May they hold Antioch Baptist Church’s homecoming. There would be people from everywhere. I used to go often to get to see our relatives and friends who had moved up North.

They used to have a hayride in town in Springfield that used to go down to Washington when I was young. When I was carrying your mother, we went down there and a boy fell off the wagon, Curtis “Six Deuce” Meneese, and had to have his leg amputated. I never went on the ride after that. Several of our cousins still lived at Washington then.

Our family came here with the first Washington that started the plantation. I don’t know what year it was, but I think our family was there the whole time or close to the start of it. Most of our family stayed there after they were set free.



Bob Washington, My Great-uncle, 1897–1977


I remember my granddaddy and grandmamma. Everybody called my granddaddy ‘Uncle Man,’ but his name was Emanuel. Our grandmother was named Henny. Our sister Henrietta was named after her. Our mother died having twins in 1913, and Grandpa Man’s sister, Aunt Sue, stayed with us to help Papa out with the children. I remember her burning the toast when she cooked and wanted us to eat it anyway. She was born a slave down at Washington and was older than our grandfather. She was probably close to one hundred when she died. Grandpa Man had another sister, Clara Washington; she died in 1925 and was nearly one hundred when she died; she was Jenny Hayes’s mother. Most of our people have lived to get pretty old. Papa had a brother named Grundy Washington who lived in Clarksville, Tennessee. He had ten or twelve children too. We have relatives everywhere. Many of them moved up North. Our oldest brother, Willie, moved up North, then our brother Baxter and your grandmother later moved up there. Some of them tried to get me to move, but I never did.

Our father said our family came from Virginia with the Washingtons. They were some kin to the president, and that’s where we got our family name. Some of the family still lives down in the old Washington house. If you call down there and tell them who you are, they may be able to help you find something. They still have some of the old slave houses and everything else down there. [My great-uncle told me the plantation was not far from his house. My great-aunt Maggie confirmed what my grandmother and great-uncle said about the family. Her maternal ancestors also came from the Wessyngton Plantation.]
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Bob Washington (1897–1977) and Maggie Polk Washington (1904–2003), on their fiftieth anniversary.

I questioned them all I could about the people in the photograph that night. My mother finally interrupted and told them I would keep asking questions as long as they would answer them and that I should be a lawyer. This ended my first of many interviews. I had heard bits and pieces about our family growing up as I always hung around older relatives. I suppose the old adage that a picture is worth a thousand words is really true. Now I was determined to get every shred of information I could to find out more about our distant past.










CHAPTER 2

That’s Washington, Where Your People Came From




After the discovery of my ancestors in the photograph, I was so excited I could hardly sleep. The next morning I looked in the phone book and called out to Wessyngton. Anne Talbott, a descendant of the plantation’s original owner, answered the phone. I introduced myself and told her that I had seen the article in our local newspaper and that I was the great-great-grandson of Emanuel and Henny Washington who were born at Wessyngton. Anne told me that Emanuel’s family had remained on the plantation after they were freed, and they had many records of the slaves’ births, photographs, and, she said, a portrait of my great-great-grandfather was still hanging in the mansion. She told me that she operated a bookstore in Springfield and she would gladly meet me there and show me some of the records and photographs.

When I arrived at the bookstore, Anne greeted me and showed me an old photo album with several pictures of my great-great-grandparents and a beautiful portrait of my great-great-grandfather painted by a famous artist, [Maria] Howard Weeden. I was amazed. Then she showed me copies of a list of about eight legal-sized pages of names. These were the names of slaves who had been born on the Wessyngton Plantation from 1795 through 1860. On the second page of the document I found “Manuel born April 23rd 1824”—my great-great-grandfather! I continued searching and found “Henny was borne May 26, 1839”—my great-great-grandmother! It was exciting to see my family history unfold before my eyes. Anne asked if I saw any other names I was familiar with. There were more than two hundred names on the document. Since the names of the slaves were recorded by several Washington family members during a sixty-five-year span, their spellings varied. Anne then looked further and found “General born December 25, 1854 Hena’s child,” then “born November 23rd 1856, Grunday, Henna’s child,” then “1859 born January 22nd Henna’s child Cornelia.” She said, “These should be your great-great-grandparents’ children—have you ever heard of them?” I had never heard of General or Cornelia, but I remember many times hearing that my great-grandfather Amos Washington had a brother named Grundy, so that must have been him. Anne made copies of the lists and the photographs for me. I could hardly wait to get home and share this information with my family. Anne invited me out to Wessyngton, so I went the following Sunday.
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Wessyngton Plantation birth register, 1795 through 1860.

Wessyngton was located only ten miles from my home in Springfield, so my mother took me out there. As we arrived at the impressive stone entrance gate, I had a flashback from my early childhood when my grandfather Joe Cobbs said, “That’s Washington. That’s where your people came from on your grandmother’s side of the family.” Then I fully understood the magnitude of my grandfather’s words. We followed the winding driveway and came to the stately old mansion. It was hard to believe that my ancestors had actually built it one hundred sixty years earlier.
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Emanuel Washington, portraits by [Maria] Howard Weeden.

Anne explained that her grandmother had married a Northerner, and she and her family had only recently moved to Wessyngton. Felix “Ditt” Terry, a descendant of Wessyngton slaves, also lived in the mansion with his family. For decades, he had helped run the farm, grew tobacco, and had cared for George A. Washington 2d until his death in 1964.

Visiting Wessyngton was like stepping back in time. The mansion had old portraits hanging everywhere, including one of my great-great-grandfather and a few other slaves. Most of the furniture was from the 1800s, and I imagined it looked like it did when my ancestors were enslaved there.

Anne gave me a tour of the plantation, which encompassed more than one thousand acres, with its smoke house, tobaccocuring barns, and large kitchen. On a hill behind the Wessyngton mansion several log slave cabins were still standing. I was intrigued and wondered which one my family might have lived in. Anne then led me to the slave cemetery, some distance from the main house. We had to go down a steep hill and climb a few vine-covered fences. My mother was right behind until I climbed the second fence. The cemetery was located on a small hill in a large grove of trees. Simple stones and a few wild roses marked the graves. I thought about the hundreds of slaves who had lived on the plantation and were buried in that cemetery. I felt their presence. At the end of my visit Anne urged me to come back any time I wanted to; over the years I did so and we forged a warm friendship. While Anne had been showing me around, she told me that her family had deposited all the plantation records in the Tennessee State Library and Archives in Nashville, and I could probably find lots of information there. My mother looked at me as if to say, “I know you want me to take you to Nashville next.”
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John and Anne Talbott with daughters Polly, Thayer, and Kemp at Wessyngton, 1973.
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Wessyngton mansion, 1976.

Of course, she was right.

My father joined my mother and me on my first of many trips to the state archives. The trip took about thirty minutes. I remember my excitement as I walked into the majestic building next to the State Capitol building. I asked to see the Washington Family Papers. When I opened the first storage carton, I was amazed to see fragile old papers. The Washington Family Papers was (and still is) the largest collection of family records in the state, including those of presidents Jackson, Polk, and Johnson. It is the only complete collection pertaining to a Tennessee plantation. Apparently, the Washingtons saved every piece of paper they ever laid their hands on. Many of the documents had not been seen since they were created more than one hundred years earlier. I found the original slave birth register with the names of my ancestors that Anne had shown me a copy of. The documents were light yellow in color, and the ink had turned brown from aging. As I touched the fragile papers, I knew that I would learn about not only my family history but all the hundreds of others enslaved on Wessyngton.

I have always been an avid reader and really liked history, but now it had a much different meaning. I purchased all the black history books I could find: books on slavery, plantations, Tennessee history, Southern history, African history, the slave trade, the Civil War, and anything else that might shed light on my ancestors’ lives. I studied the history of my own county, which had lots of information about Wessyngton and the Washington family. I researched the genealogy of the Washington family because that was necessary to trace the origins of the early slave families.

Anne Talbott suggested that I talk to Mattie Terry, Carrie Williams Washington, and Lady Terry because they had been around Wessyngton most of their lives and knew many of the slaves personally. My plan was to question some of my older relatives and others whose ancestors came from the plantation. Most of the information we have on slavery in the United States has been written by slave owners, taken from court documents, diaries, or plantation account books. Very little reflects how the slaves felt about their condition. Few slaves left any written record of their lives and the harsh conditions they endured. The history of slavery from an African American perspective has been passed down to successive generations in the form of oral history or narratives, which date back to African customs. In addition to my family members, I have had the privilege of personally interviewing more than twenty-five children and grandchildren of former Wessyngton slaves, ranging in age from eighty-five to one hundred six years old. Their stories have been passed down directly from their parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. This gives voice to a history that would otherwise be forgotten. These stories were related to me in a candid manner, sparing no details, whether good, bad, or indifferent. I found that most of their stories could be supported by original documents. In turn, these conversations expanded my research since each person had information that added to what I was finding in the official records. Once I began hearing these stories, I knew that I must preserve all this information.

When I started my research I was too young to drive, so either my mother or father took me, usually my mother. I recall her telling her friends that she would be glad when I was old enough to get my license because I was dragging her all over the county. I really appreciate her taking me; I know I was a nuisance at times. As soon as I found one bit of information, I wanted to go somewhere else and do more research or another interview.

Fortunately for my parents, many of our relatives and others who had ties to Wessyngton lived within walking distance of my house or we attended the same church. My great-aunt Maggie Washington often told me, “I guess the Good Lord is just keeping all of us around here to help you tell our people’s story.”

One of the first people I visited was Mattie Terry, who lived less than a five-minute walk down my street. Miss Matt proved to be a veritable gold mine of information. She and I both attended the Greater South Baptist Church in Springfield then and we became great friends. I visited Miss Matt weekly. She was a tall, slim woman with a loving spirit. When she was over ninety years old she still walked straight as an arrow with her head held high and proud, and got around better than many people half her age. Witty and humorous, she was constantly cracking jokes. Her memory was very sharp until her death. In the course of several years, she told me many stories of her ancestors’ lives, her early life, and her travels when she left the South.
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Mattie Terry (1889–1982).

When I arrived at Miss Matt’s the first time, I brought along the photograph of my ancestors featured in our local newspaper. I showed it to her and told her that I was trying to find information about my family and the Washington’s plantation, Wessyngton. She then said, “Hold on just a minute,” and she got the same picture and showed it to me. I asked, “Did you know my great-great-grandparents?” She told me that they were still working at Wessyngton when she was a young girl and started working there. She shared the history of her own family at Wessyngton and all the others she remembered from her childhood. Many lines of Mattie’s ancestors came from Wessyngton going back five generations. This included the Washingtons, Cheathams, Terrys, and Lewises.

Mattie Terry, 1889–1982


I’m Mattie Terry, my father was Austin B. Terry, and my mother was Margaret Lewis Terry. They were both born down at Washington during slavery times. I worked at Washington from the time I was a young woman until I moved to the North with the Blagden branch of the Washington family.

Some of the old slaves would tell us stories about slavery times when we were children. They told me that some of their ancestors had been captured and taken aboard ships and were brought to America. They said that the first Washington, George A. Washington’s daddy, brought their ancestors to Tennessee with him from Virginia, some of them walking every step of the way. I think some of them said there were fourteen when they first came out here. Those slaves really had it hard back then.



Sarah Washington Cheatham, 1810–1914


TOLD BY MATTIE TERRY

My great-grandma Sarah, even when she was over one hundred years old, would gather up all us grandchillun and great-grandchillun and tell us about slavery times. Sometimes when she would tell us what all they went through, me and the other children would all be crying. Thank the Lord He delivered them.

Grandma Sarah was born a slave at Washington. She married another slave, Tom. He was owned by Archer Cheatham and came to Washington when his owner died. I remember her telling us about building the Big House at Washington when she was just a girl. She said her and the other slaves would have to pack [carry] clay from down there in the bottom where the creek is up to where the Big House is now, and the other slave men made bricks to build that house, and it is still standing after all these years, so you know they knew what they were doing. She told us about landscaping that big ol’ front yard and flower garden at Washington.

Grandma Sarah told us that prayer meetings had to be held in secret on the plantation and that slaves put overturned kettles and pots at their doors to muffle the sound of praying and singing. Grandma Sarah had seen slaves whipped with a wooden paddle with holes bored in it and salt and straw was rubbed in the wounds if they were caught praying for their freedom. The slaves would be held by other slaves, and others would be summoned to observe. Yet she said this still didn’t stop ’em from holding the meetings.

Grandma Sarah lived to be one hundred four years old. At that age, she could thread a needle without the use of glasses and was still able to chop her own firewood.



Mattie Terry (continued)


My great-grandmother Sarah was Grandma Melissa’s [1829–1911] mother. Melissa was my mother’s mother. They both helped raise us children when my mother died, but Grandma Sarah did the most of our raising.

Melissa married one of the Lewis slaves who were brought to Wessyngton in 1843. After his death, Melissa married Edmund White Washington, who after emancipation became the first pastor of the Antioch Baptist Church in Turnersville. Melissa’s daughter Margaret Lewis was my mother.

My father, Austin B. Terry [1844–1916], was born a Washing ton slave too. His daddy was Dick Terry [1818–1879]. He was brought to the plantation in 1838 from the plantation of Nathaniel Terry in Todd County, Kentucky. My daddy’s mother’s name was Aggy. They tell me that George A. Washington bought her and fourteen other slaves from a bank in Nashville. I heard lots of stories about Dick Terry. He was really mean. [Dick refused to be called by the Washington surname and was always referred to as Terry in all the Washington papers prior to his emancipation. Dick was of a very stubborn and determined disposition even during the days of slavery.] They couldn’t do anything with him no matter how much they whipped him. [Shortly before the end of the Civil War, Dick sent word to the plantation that he was soon to return from Nashville and was to be boss of the place and he would be running the “damned plantation.” He claimed that his friends, meaning agents from the Freedmen’s Bureau, had met and would be dividing the estate among the former slaves.]

Right after slavery times some of our family moved to Cheatham County, where I was born. My mother died from childbirth when I was two years old. When I was a child, a white man accused my father of stealing wheat and had him arrested, but he was innocent. My father prayed so hard while in jail that the jailor became scared and released him.

My family returned to the Washington farm in the early 1900s. I did not get to attend school much because I had to help work in the fields. I would get to go a few days and would have to stop and help out on the farm, so I told my daddy it was no need for me to go a few days and have to stop, so I would just stop going altogether. He thought going a few days was better than nothing but let me stop anyway. I worked as hard as any man in the fields, and no man could cut tobacco as fast as I could, or hang tobacco, split rails, plow corn, or do any other work better than me. My younger brother Bill was one of the faster men in the county cutting and hanging tobacco and bragged that nobody could beat him. My daddy reminded him that I could beat him, and he said that didn’t count because I was his sister. My sister Nannie was much smarter than me because when they would send her to the fields to work she would plow through the corn and cut down the tobacco on purpose so our father would send her back to the house. My father made me share part of my money with my sister, which I totally disagreed with. But you didn’t argue with your parents back then, not even when you were grown. Work on the farm was hard, but by the grace of God we made it. You had to set [plant] tobacco with a wooden peg and fertilize the fields. The work was never ending.

I remember when I saw a train for the first time when I went to the Cedar Hill train depot with my auntie. I was so scared that I jumped into her arms although I was nearly as tall as she was.

My family was very large—ten sisters and brothers—and all of them had large families except me. I was the only one without any children. I often sent money home from the North to help out my sisters and brothers with their families. Once my brother’s tobacco barn burned down with his whole year’s crop, and I sent enough money to keep things going.

There is not a building that could hold the Terrys if they all got together. When my father died in 1916, I counted seventy-six grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

I knew your great-great-grandfather Uncle Man, but not as well as I knew his wife, Aunt Henny, because he died several years earlier, before her. By the time I came to Washington when I married Henry Washington Sr., John Phillips was the cook. Aunt Henny was very sweet and loved to talk. Others who worked there at the time were Rachel Terry, Lady Terry, Caroline Dunn, and Belle Ayers. Aunt Henny had to pack water from the creek in the bottom to the Big House to do the laundry, and Aunt Sarah Jane Scott Harris used to work there too. Aunt Henny lived in the bottom in a log cabin near a stream, and my father-in-law, Gabe Washington, lived next door. My husband was kin to Aunt Henny. They used to hold prayer meetings in Aunt Henny’s house on Wednesdays, and her house was always very neat. I remember when she died. Her funeral was held in the front yard down there at Washington in front of the Big House. Hundreds of people were there. And I mean Reverend Stoner from Antioch Baptist Church really did preach that funeral. They then took her body to the old slave graveyard at Washington. I didn’t go to the burial because I had to go back to work in the Big House. The Washingtons were very fond of Aunt Henny and always treated those older slave people with great respect.

When my aunt Isabella died, she was so large they could not get her body through the door, so they had to knock down part of the wall to get her out to bury her. You know that old Washington house is haunted. One time when I was working in the Big House all the doors started slamming and everyone said it was George A. Washington’s ghost. Nobody else was in the house.

I worked for the Washington family most of my life and later moved with the Blagdens, around 1915 when they moved to the Northeast. Me and my husband couldn’t make it, so I got a divorce and started back using my maiden name. A lot of people think I have never been married because I have always been called Terry, but I have been married three times in all—to a Washington, a Hardin, and a Lewis. I’ve had two presidents’ names, Washington and Hardin. No one should think I’ve lived all these years without a man.

When I left to go up North, my father told me good-bye and “I have lived to see you get grown, but I will never see you again.” I said, “Of course you will see me again because I’ll come home as often as I can.” His words came to mind when in 1916 I received a telegram that he had died and had to be buried before I could get back to Tennessee. I came back home later that year and did so just about every year.


During the days of segregation, whenever I rode the train I was allowed to ride in the front cars with the Washingtons or by myself when I came South to visit because of the Washingtons’ connections with the L&N Railroad. The conductor didn’t like it very much, but there was nothing he could do about it. [George A. Washington had served as a director of the railroad in the 1870s, so the family received special attention.]

When I moved from the South with the Blagdens, they lived near John D. Rockefeller and while playing with some of the children I was raising I threw a baseball through their kitchen window. Mrs. Rockefeller was very nice about it. I have traveled all over the country with the Blagdens and Kinsolvings and got to see many things and it never cost me a cent. When I saw an airplane for the first time, I was not as afraid of it as I was of the train.

I returned to Washington for visits often. One time I told Aunt Henny and Aunt Sarah Jane and the other laundresses that they should be getting more money than fifty cents a day for their work because people up North were paying lots more for domestic work. Mrs. Washington [Mary Kemp Washington] heard me and didn’t like it very much, but she didn’t say anything.

I was a member of the Antioch Baptist Church in Turnersville. Most of the black families in the area attended Antioch back then. We used to have joyous times at the services held there back then. I remember we would have revivals and it would be midnight when church was over. We would walk back home in the dark for miles, and we would be singing and shouting all the way. You could hear the singing echo through the woods. My brothers could really sing well, and we really had a good time. I got baptized in the creek in the wintertime and they had to break the ice to get in, but I was not cold because I was filled with the Holy Ghost. Many people who left the area, like I did, would come back each year for the church homecoming held on the fourth Sunday in May. Some of the former Washington slaves also attended Mount Herman Baptist Church and the Saint James Baptist Church in Cedar Hill.



Miss Matt and I remained very close until her death. I often ran errands for her, and she was always very thankful. She would remark, “You have been better to me than if you had been my own son, and I will always love you for it. You know you never know how the Good Lord will work things out. When I was young, I used to go up to the Big House at Washington and get things for your great-great-grandmother Aunt Henny, and now you’re doing the same thing for me after all these years.” As a token of her appreciation, she made me a quilt when she was in her nineties, and remarked, “When I’m dead and gone, you will always have this to keep you warm and remember me by.”

After my first visit with Miss Matt Terry, she suggested that I contact Cousin Carrie Washington, since she had been at Wessyngton most of her life and had an extraordinary memory. Cousin Carrie then lived on Central Avenue, formerly known as Thirteenth, a five-minute walk from my house and two blocks over from Miss Matt. As I knocked on the door, Cousin Carrie came to the door and in a stern voice said, “What do you want and who are you?” I told her that my grandmother was Sallie Washington. She then said, “Well, you’re my cousin then, come on in.” She then asked if I knew we were cousins. I told her that I knew she and my grandmother were second cousins. “Well, then if you knew that I was your cousin, how come you haven’t come to see me before now?” she replied. Before I could answer, she told me she was glad I came by, and I told her about my research.

Carrie Williams Washington, 1894–1993


My name is Carrie Williams Washington. I was born in 1894. Kinchem Williams was my father. My mother’s name was Mary Ellis; she died when I was young, when my brother Herschel was just a baby. My daddy moved to Washington when I was a young girl and I worked there most of my life until I retired. My father’s daddy and mama was Wes and Fannie Williams. There’s their picture hanging on the wall. They lived down at Washington and stayed with their son Uncle Robert Williams, my father’s brother. After Uncle Robert got drowned going to Clarksville with a load of tobacco, they moved with my daddy. Look at Grandma Fannie’s picture. She was an Injun woman, who came from across the big waters. Grandma Fannie could tell fortunes with a deck of cards. She was really mean and didn’t take nothing off nobody, even back in slavery times.

I married Guss Washington Jr., who was born at Washington, he’s kin to your grandmother too. Guss’s father and mother, Guss and Jenny, were both Washingtons and came from that plantation. Nearly all his people going back five generations were born or lived at Washington. Guss was the first black school-bus driver for the Robertson County school system. [My mother, who lived in Springfield at the time, recalled going to spend the night with her cousins who lived in the country just so she could ride the first school bus.]

I’ve got several things that came from Washington. This Lincoln rocker came from down there, and these marble-topped tables too, and I’ve got silver and crystal from there. [When Cousin Carrie needed to go to a local nursing home, I purchased some of the silver and my godmother purchased the Lincoln rocker, a curio, and other items.] I draw a pension from working down at Washington now. My husband, Lady Terry, Mattie Terry, and Mary Terry all get pensions from the Washingtons.
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Carrie Williams Washington (1894–1993) and Guss Washington Jr. (1892–1976).
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Fannie Ricks Keaton Garrison Williams (1836–1920) and Wesley Williams (1838–1918), portrait.

I listened to Cousin Carrie for an hour before I could ask a single question. “Now let me show you a picture of some of the slaves from down at Washington,” she said, looking at the same photo of my ancestors that I brought along. Pointing to Allen Washington, she said, “This was my husband’s grandfather. He was the dairyman at Washington. You know that you are kin to my husband too. I can remember everything and everybody and just how they are all kin. Your great-grandmother Cousin Callie Washington was my mother’s first cousin. My husband’s grandmother Clara Washington was Uncle Man Washington’s sister, that’s how you’re kin to him.”


Cousin Carrie, do you remember my great-great-grandparents Emanuel and Henny Washington who had been slaves on the Washington farm?

Of course I do, I’ve known them since I was a girl.




Do you know who their parents were?

Lord, child, I don’t know nobody old enough to tell you that because they were real old people when I was just a child, and you know how old I am.



As I prepared to go, Cousin Carrie said, “Be sure to come back and see me, and let me know what you find out about our family. There’s a whole lot of Washingtons and other families that came from down there at Washington. Some of them still carry the Washington name and some of them have other names too.” Over the years I visited Cousin Carrie several times to share information, which often brought things back to her memory and provided me with additional leads.

Next I visited Miss Lady Terry. Several branches of her family spanning several generations also came from Wessyngton. Miss Lady worked at Wessyngton for years and knew many of the slaves who came from the plantation. She had known my grandmother all her life as well as her parents and grandparents (my great-and great-great-grandparents). My grandmother would visit her at the home of her daughter Idella Williams each year when she came to Tennessee to visit. At the time Miss Lady started working at Wessyngton, my great-great-grandmother Henny Washington was still there, so she had many memories of her. Miss Lady possessed an extraordinary memory and was known throughout the area for the many beautiful poems she wrote. She died in 1981, one week before her one hundred third birthday.

Fortunately, when she was ninety-eight, she recorded some of her childhood memories in a small booklet called Reflections of the Past and Present, which featured the remembrances of some of the senior members of the Antioch Baptist Church and others who grew up in the Turnersville community near Wessyngton.

Lady Terry Williams, 1878–1981

From “Life Story of Lady Terry Williams,” in Reflections of the Past and Present, August 1976:


In the year of 1878 on January 18th Lady Terry was born to Wiley Terry and Rachel Washington Terry. I had four brothers and three sisters. I was born at Mt. Herman, West Cedar Hill, Tennessee, on the farm of Bill Miles. I started to school at the age of six years old at Mt. Herman. My first teacher was Pet Johnson. My sister Fannie Lou died while we lived there. Later my daddy bought his own farm. The land belonged to Joe Washington and he built a five-room house. We went to Turnersville School; two of my teachers were Bessie Taylor and Mattie Harris. When my father got old after we all were grown and married, he built another house and married. The house had four rooms. When he died, he left all of us twenty-one acres of land.

My grandfather and grandmother were slaves, and my mother and father were slave children. My father said he used to go to the field when he was a little boy and he would get so tired he would fall and his master had a big whip and he would whack him across the back and cut his shirt half in two.

I went in church at an early age at Antioch Baptist Church at Turnersville. I have been writing poems and papers since I was young. I would often give concerts. I wrote all my plays and songs and drills. The white people would ask me to come and use their barns for concerts, but as I got older I stopped that and used my talent for God.

I had two accidents when I was a child and one after I got grown. My sister and I went to the spring and it had been raining and the creek was out of the banks and I climbed up in a tree over the creek and the limb broke and I fell in the creek and I almost drowned. I was going down the third time and my sister Geneva was holding to a tree root and she caught my dress tail and our dog named Mack caught her by her dress and he pulled both of us out and it was country talk. They put it in the paper: “Dog Saves Children’s Lives.” We got a paper once a week.

The next accident I had my father and I was crossing the creek in a buggy and it turned over and he fell on me but I was soon alright, and the last accident I had I was grown and had been married. My sister and I went to Adams, Tennessee, to see my blind auntie and on the way back home a car came around the curve and the horse ran off and turned the buggy over and my sister fell on me and hurt my chest.

I married Wash Williams December 29, 1898, we had five children and he had two of his first wife; she died, and I raised them. Wash was the cousin of John Williams, Ed Williams, and Bell Williams Dunn. After we married we lived at Benny Farmer’s and stayed there several years, then we moved to Clarksville, Tennessee. We lived there a while, then we moved to the country to a place called Sango. We lived there until the tobacco growers had trouble and the association was started. The Night Riders were then organized. The farm Wash was on was with the wrong man and one day I went out and it looked like a battle. It was so many horses lined up on the hill that Wash, my stepson Jim, and their boss had to run and hide in the straw [hay] stack until the next morning. Then my husband left home and was going to send for me but never did. I went home and started to work for the Washingtons in 1912 and remained there until 1955. I moved to Springfield, Tennessee, in 1927 but still worked at Washington. The Washingtons moved to Florida in the winter and I would go to Nashville to work.

I joined the Church of God and worked there until my health failed me in 1963. I helped all the churches around everywhere that asked for help. I think that’s what God wanted me to do. The song I love so well is, “I Thank You, Jesus, You Brought Me from a Mighty Long Way.” I cannot tell my whole story of ninety-eight years. This is just some of it.
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Rachel Washington Terry (1854–1918) and Wiley Terry (1851–1931), portrait.
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Seated: Richard Terry (1880–1968), John Terry, (1877–1943), Sellie Terry (1875–1946). Standing: Lady Terry Williams (1878–1981), and Geneva Terry Williams (1882–1972).

 

With the bits of information I had gathered from the interviews, I went back to the archives for further research. The Washington Family Papers contain approximately 11,200 items, covering the period 1796 to 1964, and are stored on sixty-nine reels of microfilm. It contains accounts (farm and household), bills of sale, correspondence, court records, diaries, financial records, genealogical data, inventories, journals, land records, military records, newspapers, photographs, tax lists, receipts, maps, and other items. Over the years, I have spent every free moment—incalculable hours—in front of the microfilm machine.

Documents in the collection relating to African Americans include: slave bills of sale where the Washingtons had purchased slaves from 1801 through the 1840s; slave birth registers, from 1795 to 1860; lists of males slaves raising their own tobacco on the plantation from the 1830s to 1850s; the names of all the males in 1838, 1850, 1856, and 1860; slave doctor bills, 1815 to 1863; bills for runaway slaves; lists of runaway slaves before the Civil War; men from the plantation who enlisted in the Union Army; sharecropper contracts; and Washington family wills, 1600s through the 1850s, giving information on slave ownership. Other documents catalogued slave food and clothing allocations.

I also studied many public records. The 1820–1930 United States Censuses for Robertson, Davidson, Montgomery, Dickson, and Cheatham counties of Tennessee; records of Southampton, Surry, and Sussex counties of Virginia; tax receipt records; death records; wills; and church records all added, little by little, to the wealth of data I discovered.

Daily correspondence in the Washington papers provided so much personal information about various slaves on the plantation and the Washington family, I felt as though I knew them personally. My mother has often said if you listen to me speak about my ancestors and all the others from Wessyngton you would think that I did. As I found information, I shared it with some of the older relatives and other families.

It was a giant jigsaw puzzle and I had to piece together who was related to whom and what life was like centuries ago.

When I first started my research, people asked why I wanted to undertake such a project. A number of them felt that it was too painful a subject to deal with, especially for someone as young as I was at the time. I suppose many African Americans felt the same way, as most of the time, until years later, I was the only black person in the archives and local library doing this type of research. I knew that our ancestors had experienced unimaginable indignities during slavery but felt that I had to continue my research to find out all I could. I examined anything available to uncover the past.

One thing that encouraged me to carry on my research was the wealth of information I found about my own ancestors and others that contradicted what I usually read or heard. Most com pelling was that nearly every family on the plantation before and after emancipation was headed by a male. Then their endeavors and accomplishments were impressive for a newly freed people. Former slaves fought in the Union Army for their freedom. Every black male on the plantation twenty-one and older was registered to vote for the first election after emancipation. Former slaves purchased hundreds of acres of land, some of which they once had been enslaved on. They established their own churches and held meetings to decide for whom they would vote. Former slaves became educators and even had schools named in their honor. They operated successful businesses and made contributions to their communities. It made me very proud to know that I came from a people that could do all this in spite of seemingly insurmountable odds.










CHAPTER 3

We Walked Every Step of the Way from Virginia to Tennessee




The early documents I found in the archives brought me face-to-face with the horrors of the slave trade. My ancestors were captured from their homeland, as were millions of others during the 1700s, and brought to America as slaves.

At the same time the farmers and planters were creating new opportunities for themselves, Africans were losing their freedom, culture, and families. They were first imported into Jamestown, Virginia, in 1619. Using DNA data, oral histories, and naming patterns, we can learn the origins of some of the Wessyngton slaves who began their lives in Africa in the eighteenth century before they were captured and taken to America. Virginia slaveholders preferred slaves from the region of eastern Nigeria. This has been corroborated by DNA tests of the Wessyngton slave descendants: the majority of the Wessyngton descendants tested descend from the Ibo and Yoruba of Nigeria. According to an anthropological analysis of photographs of Wessyngton slaves, most of them resembled people from the regions of Benin and Nigeria, particularly the Ibo or Igbo.1 Other slaves were brought from Sierra Leone and were members of the Mende and Temne ethnic groups. Wessyngton slaves and their ancestors also came from Liberia, Angola, Cameroon, Ghana, Niger, and Morocco—members of the Kru, Mbundu, Ewondo, Ga, Fulbe, and Berber peoples.

DNA test results support the origins of some slave names as listed in a 1795–1860 Wessyngton birth register. Axum (born 1808) was given the name of an ancient city in Ghana and a kingdom in Ethiopia. As late as 1858, Olayinka, a Nigerian name of the Yoruba people, was recorded in birth records at Wessyngton.2

During the slave trade Africans were captured by raids on their towns and villages and taken to coastal forts where they were held until a shipload of slaves could be assembled. Most slaves were taken from the western coastal regions of Africa stretching from Senegambia to Angola, including the Windward Coast, Gold Coast, Slave Coast, Bight of Benin, Bight of Biafra, and the Congo. Other slaves were captured far in the interior of the continent and were marched several hundred miles to the west coast. The men were shackled to each other in groups of two and locked in the dark holds of the slave ships; the women and small children were kept in separate compartments on deck. Once the slaves were secured, they began their dreaded voyage to the Americas.

The journey to America was perilous. Maggie Polk Washington, a descendant of Wessyngton slaves, heard that when white slave traders came to Africa, they would drag brightly colored ribbons through an area where children were playing. The slave traders would lure them away, trap them, and put them on ships bound for America, where they were auctioned off.3 August was a slave owned by Richard Blow, a neighbor of the Washingtons in Southampton, Sussex, and Surry counties. August told the Blow family that his father was an African king, and he was next in line to assume the throne. A jealous uncle who wanted to be king betrayed him. His uncle sold him to the slave traders; the heir apparent was condemned to a life of servitude.4 Mattie Terry, also a descendant of Wessyngton slaves, heard some former slaves speak of their ancestors who had been captured and taken aboard ships to America.5

The five-week to three-month voyage came to be known as the Middle Passage. Under cramped conditions, lack of food, and no sanitation, as many as a third of the enslaved Africans died before reaching the Americas. Richard Blow (1746–1833) was a merchant involved in the slave trade as a partner in the firm of Blow & Milhaddo. The company owned a fleet of ships that sailed to Europe, the East and West Indies, South America, the Coast of Guinea, and the Barbary States. It operated stores in Jerusalem, Southampton County, and several other parts of Virginia and North Carolina. Most likely, the Washingtons purchased slaves from them.

In 1792 Blow & Milhaddo sent Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson a letter about the unacceptable treatment of its slave traders. Their complaint gives us insight into the process and the dangers of the slave trade. Their schooner the David & George sailed from Portsmouth, Virginia, “to all and every part of the coast of Africa which the Captain should judge proper to visit, from thence to the West Indies, and back” to Portsmouth. The slave traders wrote that the “exposure to a mortality in those unhealthful climates” and “the insurrection of nearly eighty slaves” was “often fatal to a third of the crew.” Only in passing, they added, “the mortality among the slaves was greater, on account of the necessity of them being more closely confined.”6

When the surviving Africans set foot on alien soil they were sold or traded; families were torn apart. They spoke no English and were at the mercy of the slave traders. Their exact birth dates were unknown. To establish the age of a child for future tax purposes, the owner brought the child before a judge who examined his teeth and size and arbitrarily established his or her age.

My ancestors were taken to Surry, Southampton, and Sussex counties, Virginia, and ended up on the plantations of the Blow family. The Blows were an old, prominent family in Sussex and Southampton counties, as well as very large slaveholders. Colonel Michael Blow (1722–1799), who held several prestigious offices including justice for Sussex, deputy sheriff for Southampton County, member of the House of Burgesses (1774–1776), and colonel of the Continental Army in 1776, operated a large plantation with a labor force of fifty slaves. When his estate was divided in 1799, twelve slaves including Jenny Jr., or Little Jenny (b. 1792), Sarah (b. 1790), and their mother, Jenny Sr., and other immediate and extended family members were given to Michael’s son Micajah Blow. The other slaves were divided among Colonel Blow’s other children and grandchildren. In less than three years, financial difficulties forced Micajah to mortgage some of the land he had inherited and sell the two young girls, Jenny and Sarah, for 100 pounds English currency to Joseph Washington.7




Slave bill of sale for Jenny and Sarah from Micajah Blow to Joseph Washington, 1802.
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A Bill of Sale

Whereas I Micajah Blow of Sussex Cty hath bargained sold & delivered to Joseph & Andrew Washington two Negroe girls named Jenny & Sarah & in consideration of the sum of one hundred pounds for which title I warrant & defend against all claims that can be produced against the above named gentlemen for the said Negroes.

 

In witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand & affixed my seal this 26th day of April 1802.




	
Received payment


	
Micajah Blow [Seal]





	
Teste [Witness]


	
 





	
Thomas R. Blow


	
 














This experience must have been traumatic for the two young girls. Although they managed to stay with their mother and other family members after the division of Colonel Blow’s estate, they would now be taken hundreds of miles away and have all hopes of ever seeing their family again shattered.

The ten-year-old Jenny was my great-great-great-grandmother and the first of my ancestors brought to Wessyngton Plantation. She later became the matriarch of one of the largest families on the plantation and saw at least four generations of her family when she was finally freed after the Civil War.

Most of the slaves probably experienced a similar ordeal before their arrival at Wessyngton. Very few slaves were able to avoid sale, or being separated from family or friends their entire lives. Even if they were fortunate enough to escape it, there was always an ever-present fear that it could happen at any time.

 

After the American Revolution (1775–1783), white farmers and planters evicted the Shawnee, Choctaw, Creek, Chickasaw, and Cherokee Indians who for centuries had been living west of the Allegheny and Appalachian mountains. The settlers poured into present-day Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, Mississippi, and Alabama during the generation following the signing of the Constitution. These new opportunities disrupted whatever security of family life slaves had established in their communities. Between 1790 and 1820, slave owners took nearly a quarter million slaves hundreds of miles from the worn-out lands in Virginia and the Carolinas to grow tobacco and cotton on the new frontier plantations.

 

Unlike so many writings about black history, I was able to research the history of the white Washington family over two centuries. The archives were a treasure trove of information, and Washington family descendants shared their photographs and their remembrances with me. Wessyngton slave descendants rounded out the picture with their memories.

The founder of Wessyngton Plantation was Joseph Washington. His parents, Joseph Washington and Zillah Branch, had eight children.8 Joseph was born on July 8, 1770, in Jerusalem, Southampton County, Virginia. He worked with his father on their farm where they grew tobacco, the staple crop of Virginia. Joseph Sr. owned nineteen slaves in 1782.9 He was not a large slaveholder, and he most likely worked with the slaves or supervised them closely.

Joseph Jr. became a slave owner at age twenty-three. He bought property in neighboring Sussex County and owned two slaves: “one above sixteen years and the other aged between twelve and sixteen.”10 Joseph returned to Southampton County in 1794. He owned five slaves—“three older than sixteen” and two between “ages twelve and sixteen”—from 1794 to 1798.11

In fall 1779, James Robertson led a group of several hundred men overland to prepare for the arrival by April 1780 of John Donelson’s flotilla at French Lick on the Cumberland River. Donelson’s party of 160 (120 women and children) traveled by thirty boats from the eastern border of present-day Tennessee. Their first settlement was located at the fort at French Lick, also known as Fort Nashborough; it was renamed Nashville in 1784. The Territory South of the River Ohio (the Southwest Territory) was established in which “slavery was sanctioned and emancipation outlawed: ‘no regulation made or to be made by Congress, shall tend to emancipate slaves.’”12

The story of the founding of Wessyngton Plantation has been passed down through the family. In the Washington Family Papers I found a speech given by Joseph’s grandson in 1915 on the occasion of commemorating his father’s birth. By studying land deeds and books about the early days of Tennessee, I was able to amplify the stories that were part of the Washington family lore.

Tennessee achieved statehood seventeen years after the first settlement, in 1796. In that year Joseph was engaged to “his fair cousin” Rosanna Branch. He joined his uncle Benjamin Branch, his daughter Rosanna, and other family members on their three-month journey from Southampton County, Virginia, to Tennessee. He made the journey on horseback (accompanied by his servant, also on horseback) and brought practically all of his worldly goods in a pair of cowskin saddlebags. He and his relatives moved westward with that restless tide of emigration ever seeking adventure and success in new fields, where good land was abundant and cheap.13

[image: image]

Joseph Washington (1770–1848), portrait by John C. Grimes, 1836.

During the journey “a dashing young man who owned several race horses which he was taking to New Orleans” joined the party. “Rosanna fell in love and transferred her affections from her cousin to this young man. Her father seriously objected to the young man and got his gun and told him to go and he went. Joseph never renewed his affair with Rosanna,” and she married someone else. The Branch family settled on a place on Whites Creek in Davidson County not far from Nashville, and Joseph set off to make his own way.14

Joseph reportedly “stopped over” to visit his friend Joseph Philips, whose parents were originally from Southampton County. He owned a farm outside of Nashville, three miles south of Mansker’s Station. Joseph Washington felt that the area was too densely settled and continued thirty miles north of Nashville to what is now Robertson County.

Where the town of Springfield exists today, Joseph called upon his kinsman Colonel Archer Cheatham Jr. His grandson continued the story: “About 1790 [his father] Archer Cheatham Sr. from North Carolina [originally from Amelia County, Virginia] and his wife, Miss Anderson, had settled not far from the banks of Sulphur Fork Creek. They reared a family of eight sons, all of whom became men of power and influence.” One son, Archer Jr., married Susan Long, a relative of Joseph; Archer Jr. was one of the founders of Springfield [and a very wealthy man].15 “It was said that during his visit, Archer brought his newborn eldest daughter Mary and placed her in Joseph’s arms with the remark, ‘Here, Cousin Joseph, take her. She will make you a good wife someday.’”16

Joseph made his new home close to the Cheathams’ property. There he found open, fertile land edged by a creek and heavily forested rolling hills. Game abounded, so there was no fear of starvation. He must have rented some land, because the founding of Wessyngton Plantation dated from 1796. “On July 10, 1784, the State of North Carolina, of which Tennessee was at that time a part, had granted 640 acres of land [for Revolutionary War service17 ] to Moses Winters Sr. [Moses and his son Caleb had come with Robertson’s party in 1779, and his wife and their seven daughters were in the Donelson flotilla18]. [At first Caleb lived in a cave on Caleb’s Creek and subsisted on the game which he killed.19] Caleb built his house at the bottom of a hill near a spring. His log cabin was one of the very first erected by a white man in Tennessee County. At that time and for several years later the area was infested by roving bands of hostile Indians.

“Moses and Caleb Winters, like their few and widely scattered neighbors, cultivated their crops with the trusty rifle close at hand. They never worked far from the house, which was both dwelling and fort. They lived in constant expectation of attack by a wily savage foe lurking in the bushes. Moses Winters made a small ‘clearing’ and planted an apple orchard, called the Winters’ orchard. Caleb and Moses [d. 1798] and some members of their families, who may possibly have been killed by Indians, were buried near an ash tree on the lawn to the west of the dwelling [Wessyngton mansion]. Years later the rude headstone and sunken places were pointed out by the old Negroes as the Winters’s graves.”20 Primitive stone arrowheads and a cemetery attested to the presence of Native Americans on the Wessyngton land centuries before the arrival of the first white settlers.21

Joseph’s grandson continued the history that he had been told by his ancestors and that was confirmed by early land deeds and histories of Robertson County:


By a deed dated December 8, 1798, Joseph purchased sixty acres in the Horse Shoe Bend on the North side of Sulphur Fork Creek from Hugh Lewis [for $360 22]. Lewis had purchased the land from Benjamin Menees [Menees had bought 200 acres of the original land grant from Moses Winters Sr.23].
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Washington family crest.

Joseph named his new home Wessyngton. The Washingtons traced their ancestry back to William de Hertburn in twelfth-century England where their family owned a manor estate called Wessyngton—the Norman spelling of Washington. William de Hertburn changed his name to William de Wessyngton.24 The first Washington to come to America in Joseph’s line was John Washington, who immigrated to Surry County, Virginia, in 1658. One of John’s cousins also named John immigrated to Westmoreland County, Virginia, in 1656. This John Washington was the greatgrandfather of President George Washington, thus making the Tennessee Washingtons close cousins of the president.
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