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WILLIS WILLIAMS

/

‘ %illis Williams of 1025 Kverson Stleet, Jacksonville F;orida, was
born at Taliaﬂal;eo, Florida, September 15, 1856. He .was the loxi of Rensom
end Wilhemina Williems, who belonged during the period of slavery to Thomas
Heywerd, & rich merchant of Tallahassee. Willis does not know the names of
his patarnél e:andfparonts but remembers his maternal érand-mbther was (achel
Fitzgiles, who oume down to vieit the fanily after the Oivil ¥ar. _—

p " Thomas Heyward, the master, owned a plantation out in the country
from Tallahassee and fept slaves out there; he also owned a fine home in the
city as well asyé large grooery sto;e and produoo house. -

w;llia' mother, Wilhemina, was the oook at the town houce m-d his
father, Wiiliama, a4 cerpentry and other light work around the place. lle
dqoa not remumber how his father learned the trude, but presumes tsat Mr.
'Hoyward put bim under a whifo carpenter until he had learned. The first he
. remembers of his father wa; that ho‘did carpentry work.

At. the time Willis was born and during his early life, even rich
.people like Mro Heyward 414 not have cook stoves, They knew nothing of such.,
The oﬁly means of cooking was by riréplaco, which, as he romcmbers, was wide

. . / '
with an {ron rod aoross it. To the rod a large iron pot was suspended and in

it food uis cooked. An iron skillet with e 114 was used for baking and 1t



also was used to cook meats and other food. The common name for the utansgl
was 'spider' and avery Fomo haed one.

Willis fared well during the first nine years of his life which
were apeht'in slavery. To him it was the same as .freedom fpf he wes not a
victim of any unpleasant experiences as related by some other ex-claves. He
‘blayid base ball and lookqd after his younger brothers and sister while his.
mother was in the kitohon, He was never flogged dut rebeiyed chastisemsnt
once from the father of Mr. Hoyward; That, he related, was light end not
nearly so severe as many parents giv. thoir children today.

¥ilhexina, his mother, and the cook, saw to it that her children
were well fed. They were tod right from the master's table, so to speak.
They d4i& not sit to the table with the master and his tamily, but ate the
same kind of food thnt was served them.

gornbroad was baked in the Heyward kitchen but biscuits also were
baked tvio; diily and the chroog were allowed to eat as meny a8 they wished.
The dishes were¢ made of tin and the drinking vo;sela were made from gourds.
Few white pobpnghad eﬁlna dishes and when they 4id pocsess thom;thei were
highly prized and great care wes taken of them. | -

The few otho£ slaves which Mr. Heyward kept around Lhe-town.house
tenﬁod the garden, and the msany ohickens, ducks and geese on the plece. The
gardoniartordod all of the vegetables necessary for feedinyg Meeter Heyward,
his family ;nd slaves. He did not object to the ala;ea eating chioken and
groon vegetadblea und sent provisions of all kix_xda from his store to boot.

'A}thuueh Mr. Hoyward was wceal thy ﬁhere werc many things he couid not
buy for Tallehassee did not afford tﬁom. Willis remembers that candles were

mostly used for light. Home-made tallow was used in making them. The moulds,

which were made of wood, were of the correct size. Cotton string twisted



right from the raw oo;ton w;s ocut into déaired length and plaooh in tho moulds
first, then heated tallsw was poured in until they were filled. The tallow was
alloiod to set and 6ool, thon thay were ramo;od,riady for use.

| In those days coffee was very expensive and a substitute for it was
made from parched cora. The whites used it ai well aé thf slaves.

Willis remembers a man named Plerce who cured cow hides. He used to
buy them,and one time Will1s ckinned a cow and took the hide to him and sold it.
Slxty-five and se?EA€} years ago e#oryone used horses or muleu: ond they riad to
hava shoes. The blackamith wore lWather aprons and the horses and mules wéro ‘
leather collars. No one knew anything'about composition leather rbr:making
shoes, so the tanning of hides was a luarative businoss.

Clothing, during Civil War days and early Reconsatruotion vaaAsimple
" as oompared to present day togs. Cloth WOVeh from homespun thread was the gnly
kind Negroes had. Eiory house of aany note could boast of a apinning wheel and
loom. Cotton, picked by alaves, wus cleafed of the goed aqd spun into fhread
ané woven into eloth by them. It was common to know how to spin and weave. -
Some of the cloth 'ai”ﬁyed afterwards with dye mede from indigo snd polk ber-
ries. fome was uséé‘in it8 natural color.

Oottén ias the main product of most southern plantations and the
ownér ubuhlly depended upon the income from the sale of his yearly erop to
maintain his home and ﬁbkeep of his slaves snd dattle. It was neoe-sary‘for
every farm to yieid as much a8 possible and much en;}gf was direoted toward |
growing ﬁnd pickiﬁé largo orops. Although Mr. Heyward was a auoce‘arul‘har—
chant, he 41d not lose sight of the fact that his country property could
yield a bountiful supply of ocotton, corn and tobacco.

Ar@und the town house Mr. Heyward maintained an etmoaphere:or home

11fe. He wanted his family and his servanta well cared for and spared no
. I 6 ')

expense in making 1ifc happy.



’ - As Willds remembers the beds were made of Florida moss and feathers.
anrd§ were 1aid aoross for slats and the ma;trel- plaged upon the boardl.,'
On top of the moss mittress a feather one was placed which made sleeping véry
comfortable. In summer the feéther mattross was often romovead, Bunnod. aired
and roplgood ;n“winéor.‘ (oose and ﬁha downy feathers of chickcns woro saved
and stored 1# ia}ge bags until onéugh wers aollected for a mattress and it
wee ooﬁaidorod e prize to possess one. _

Fvery famiiy of note boasted the o;nerahip of a horse aﬁd dbugey of
several of each. The kind most popular during Willis' boyhood was the one-
seated affair with a short wagon-like bed in the foar of the seat. Sonstimes
two seats rere ﬁsod. _Tho seats werc removable and could be used for carrying
baggage or other light meighte. The brougham, surrey and landau were unknown
to willis. . | /

Before the C;VIIFWar and during the time the great strugrle was in
full swing, women wore hoop skirts, very full.lheld out with mptai hoopa.
Pantaloons wers worn beneath them énd'nrounﬂ the ankle where thoy,'gre gather-
ed very oclosely, a rufflo edged with a narrow lage, finished them off. The
waist was tight fitting basque and sleeves which could be wobq long or to the
elbow, were very full. \omen also wore their hair high up on‘thoir heads
with friils erocund the faco. ‘Negro women, fight after slavery, fell into imi-
tating their formor mistresses and many of them who were fortunate enough to
get enﬁloymanf used part of thelir ;arnings for at least one good dress. It
was usually msde of woolen a yard wide, or silk.

Money ﬁas undé;gona a change as rapidly as some other cormonplace
things. In Willis' sarly life, momey valued at less than one dollar was made
of paper just as the dollar, five dollar or ten dollar bills were. There was
a difforanag however, in the paper representing 'chenge' and not o8 much care

was taken in protecting it from bveing imitated. The paper money ussed for



changed was called "shin pl&stora" and much of it flooded the southlund during
Oivil war days. ‘

Mr. Heyward 4id4 not enlist in*fho army to help protect the south's
cause but his eldest Qon. Charlie, went. His yéuhger son was not pld enough
to go. -Willis citiiod that NMr. Heywaéd did not go becauss he waé.in business
and was needed at home to look after 1t. It is not lmown whether cﬁarlio wes
killed at war or not, but, Willis said he 414 not return home at the close of
war, \

tthen tho nawa of freedom onme to Thomas Heyward's town slaves, it
was brought.by MocCook'a Cavinlry. Willis remombers tho uniforms worn by the
northerners was dnr}: blue with brass buttons and fha Confederates wore gray.
ifter the eavalry reanched Tallahassee they separated into sections, each divi-
sloa teking a different part of the town. Nogroos_qf the household were callid
togother.and were informed of their freedom. It ie remoﬁberod by Willis that
the slaves were jubilant but ;ot boastful,

Mr. Heywaﬁd was dealt a hard blow during the war; his stiore was con-
tiséated and used as a abmmiasnry bi the northern army. When the war ended he
was deprived of his aiavea and a groat p;rtion of his former wealth vanisﬁed
with their going. |

The i;;l of hié wealth and slaios did@ not bitter Mr. Haywnrd; to the
oontrary;\ho waé ap kindhoartod as ;n days past. .

MoCook's Cavalry 414 not remain in Tallahussee very long, *nd was

'roplaOQd by a qolorod company; the 99th {nfantry. Their duty was to maintain
order within the town. An orchestra was with the ouﬁfit 'nd Will1s remezbers
that they were Ver_good‘musicians. A Nearo who had been the slave of a man’
of Tallahassee was a momber of the orchestra. IHis nume wss Singleton and his

former master invited the orcheatra to oome to bie house and play for the

femily. The Negroes were gled to render service, went, eand after that entertained



many white families in their homes.

. The southern soldiers who returnod ifter the war appeared to receive
their defeat aﬁ good 'sports' and not as much friotion.betwgen the races ex-
. 1sted as would pq imagined. The 01731116. wh11o he was glad to be free, wanted

A ]

to be ;bolteroé under the *wings' of his former master and milttonnx In ﬁolt
cases they were hired by thelr former owners and‘poaoo roigned around the home.
or plantation. Thil-'aﬁ true of Tallshassee, if not of other sections of tﬁa'}
south.‘

Soon after the smoke of the cunnons had died down und pcopl; began
thinking of the future, the Negroes turned their thoughts toward education.

* They grasped ovori opportunity to learn to read and write. Schools were fos-
tered by northern white capitalists and white women were sent into the south-
land to teach the colored boyarnd girls to read, ';1to and figure. Any Negro
who had been fortunate enmough to gain some knowledge during slavery could get
a position ai school éeaohor. As a result many poorly prepared per?ons entor;
ed the aohoolAfoom as tutof. '

| Williem Williams, Willis' father, found work at the old Florida
_central and Peninsular *Railroad yards and worked for many years there. He sent
his children %o school and Willis ndvenced rapidly.

During llavery Nogrooa.attondod chﬁrcb. aat‘in the balcony, and very
often log churches were built for thfm. Meetingas iero held under "bush iHarbors."
After the war freme and log churches scrvel them &s piocaa of worship. These
builelnéa were orootod‘by whites who came into the southland to help the ex -
slave. Nosrovmon who claimed Cod hed eslled them to preach served as ministers
of most of the Negro churohou but often white preaéhora visited them and {n-
structed them conoofning the Bidle dhd what God wanted them ?o do. s;rvices _

were conduocted tﬁréq times a day on Sundsy wmorning at-eleven, in the afternoon



about three and at night at eight o'clook. -

The mamar of worship was very ruch in keeping with present Anylmodo;.’
Preachers appgalbd to the emotions of the 'flock’ and the congregation rﬁlpond-\
6d with "amens,” “hallelula," clapping of hends, shouting snd screaming. Willis
reﬁa:ked to one white man during his early 1ife, that he woﬁdered why the people
yelled s0 loudly and the man replied that in fifté years hence the'Neé:oeu (
would be oducafgd. know better and wouid rot do that. He fﬁrther replied that
fifty years ago fhe white people soresmed and shouted that way. ¥illis wonders
noi when he 8ees Ltoth white and colored péoplo responding to preaching in much
the same way as in his early 1life 1f education has made much aifference in many
dasea.' : o

Much auperst;tio; and ignorance existed among the Negroes during
ylavery and early reconstruction. Some wore bags of sulphur sayingbthoy ';uld
keep awey disease. Some wore bags of slt and ebarcosl believing that evil
spirits would be kept away from them. Others wore a silver coin in their
-shses and some made holes in the coin, threaded a string through it, attached
‘1t to th§ ankle uso that no one ocould conjuro them. Soqs who thought an enemy
might sprinkle "goofsr dust" around their door ateps swept very cleen around

the door step in the evening and allowed no one to oome in sftcrwards,

The Negro men sho spent much tl:e around the "grannies™ during

slavery lesrned much about herbs and roots and how they werc used to cure all

manner of ills. The dootor gave praotioelly the same kind of medicine for
most ailments. The white doctors at thnt'time had not beon schooled to a
great extent énd carried modicine bags sround to the stck room which contained
pills and a very few 6ther kinds of medicines ihich thoy had made from herbs

and roots. Some of them ars used today, but Willis 8ald moat of their medi-

cines were pillas,



Ten yeurs after the Olvii Wer, w1111l,w1iliam- had advenced in his
studies to the extent that he passed the government examination and beceme a
railway mail clerk. He ran from Tallahassee to Palatka end River Junotion on
the Florida Central and Peninsular Railrogd. There was no other railroad go-
ing into Tallahasses then. -

The fira{ Noé:o railway mail olerk accprding to Willis'-knowledge,
running f;om Tallahassoe to Jacksonville, uaainenjamin.F. Cox. The first
colored mail ciork 1; the JaﬁkaonQille Poat O0ffice was Camp Hughes. H; was
sent to prison for rifling the meil. Willis Myers succeeded Hughes amd Willis

: . \ .
¥illians succeeded M&ora. Willis received a telegram to como to0 Jacksonville
to take uyora‘ place, and when he cams expected to stay fhree or four days, but,
after getting herc was retained permanently and remained in the service until

L]

" his retiroment.
His first run £rom Tallehnssee to Palatka and River Junction began -
in 1875 and lested until 1879. In 1879 he was celled to Jhoksonvill? to suc-
ceed Myers and when he rotired forty yeers latér, hadrfilled the position oredit-
ably, thercfore was rotired ¢n a pension which he will receive until his death.
willia"W1lliams is in good henlth, attends Ebenezer Mathodist
Epibcopal Church or'ihich he {8 a womber. He possesses all of his faculties
and is able to carry on an intelligent convereation on his fifty yeers in

Jacksonville.
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