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would hurl insults too painful for
Robinson to repeat.

“What they would call us,
normal human beings would not
do,” the 83-year-old said during
a recent interview, more than se-
ven decades later. “Sometimes
we'd-get over in the field just not
to hear them."

Though descended from Vir-
a aristocracy, the trace of
black in the Robinson line meant
all were subjected to the insults
associated with being black, a

: lower rung on the social ladder.

It didn't matter that none of
the Robinsons had asked to
come to this New World. It didn’t

matter that patriarch James Ro-

binson had been a highly respec-
ted member of the Prince William
community.

It didn’t matter that. his family

‘was among the county’s first free
blacks, and was both halid- :

working and pros us. )

Anyo%e who wa‘):rl;olack to any
degree, went to separate schools;
didn’t get buses and rode in se-
parate rail cars.

Robinson and his éibhngs at-

“tended 'the one-room Manly

School, three miles from home,

through seventh grade. And be- ’

cause his parents recognized the
importance of education, they
paid the tuition and sent them
on to the Manassas Industrial
School for Colored Youth to con-
tinue their training.

It didn't matter that it was a

two-hour trip by foot each way.

“We would leave home in the
dark and come back in the dark;,
regardless of weather,” Robinson
recalled.

The Manassas Industrial
School was founded in 1893 by
former slave Jennie Dean. The
school: trained young black men
and women in various trades, in-
cluding teaching. Blacks from

throughout the East Coast came .

to Manassas to attend the hjghly
regarded school.
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Oswald Robinson pomls io a historical marker for the home of James Robinson, a freed slave.

Some recollections have dim-
med over time, but the day Ro-
binson saw his father cry shines

- ever brightly in his mind.

His parents were headed from
their home on the grounds of
present-day Manassas National
Battlefield Park to the Manassas
rail depot after getting word that
their 8-year-old son, who had
been at Johns-Hopkins Universi-
ty Hospital in Baltimore for sur-
gery, was dying.

James and Edna Robinson
were riding in the horse-drawn
buggy and Robinson, then 13,
was following behind on horse-
back to return the wagon home.

When they arrived at the de-
pot, with nothing but urgency on
their minds, they were met by a
white conductor who said the
train would not move until Edna

Robinson boarded the car for’

whites. g ; i

Though of mixed blood, Edna
Robinson was of a fair complex-
fon while her husband was of a
more traditional brown hue.

“That was the first and only
time I saw my father cry,” Robin-
son said. “And you talk about
cruel — that was the system.”

But the Prince William area
was a bit more advanced than
farther south, Robinson con-
ceded.

" Had his parents ‘appeared
together in Mississippi, there
wotild have been a lynching.

When anyone in the Robinson
family needed dental work, they
had to wait until after 4 p.m,

And if they needed a prescﬂé-
tion filled, they had to wait out-
side for it — in all weather.

Robinson shies away from dis-
cussing race relations, preferring
to avoid controversy. But he
shared a few incidents to provide
a glimpse into his family's world.

-“Those were examples of crue-
lty and they extended into every
walk of life.”
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Gentleman Jim did just that
and set himself up as the pro-
prietor of what bemme a lucra-|
tive business — a 'way-
side tavern along what today is
u.s.29.

.In the mid-1800s, U.S. 29 was
knownas the Warrenton Turn- i happ]ness and suceess.
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The two.were busy building a
stone fence near present-da
‘- Coverstone Drive when a bell
* rang ‘signalling they should be
brought from their task and sold,
Robinson said.

The family knows nothing of
- what happened to James, but Al-
fred returned to Prince William in
1888 and filled them in on his

ness, Roblnscm said.
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who, like Gentleman Jim Robin-
son, was the daughter of a white
plantation owner .and a slave
mother.

(Bettie's sister Lettie Ball. also
a mulatto, married Bladen's
brother — Tasco Robinson.)
The maternal half of ‘Bladen -
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Oswald Robinson says a cannon ball was embedded in an out-
side wall of hissn-vocr-old house by a Civil War cannon.

"It was emban-asslng to them
but not an uncommon practice
among slave owners, Robinson

mot.her countxy
. Nor did he marry.
. He took a 17-year-old mulatto

id. girl as his housekeeper and
T : through her fathered 11 children
y LB % — one of whom was Edna Mae

-~ Mother’s side-of family - Ratcliffe's father, Robinson said.

Of the 11 children, six “crossed
the line,” which Robinson ex-
‘plained means they looked like

Bladen - ‘Oswald Robinson's
grandfather was Bladen Robin-
son, - third son of former slaves

James (Gentleman Jim) and Su- Caucasians. The 11 children
san Robinson. His father was Were % while because their
named for the family patriarch — mother was a mulatto — a child
James Robinson. of a black and a white parent.

Edna Mae Ratclifle's father was
one of the five black children.
' He had nine children, four of
whom crossed the line, but not
Edna Mae.

Bladen Robinson worked for
Confederate Capt. A.P. Hill after
the Battle of First Manassas.
When he returned from this
duty. he married Bettie Ball,

]

Robinson's parents, James
Robinsen and Edna Mae Ratcliffe
Robinson, married in 1906 and
the next year moved into the Ro-
binson home that stood about %
mile from the origlnal Robinson
house: . = .
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least some o
scruples about the institution
Landon Carter eventually freed

- Gentleman Jim and helped him

get his start with both land and
an education.

Robert “Councillor” Carter. 111,
cousin to. Landon Carter, wres-
tled with the issue of slavery and
in the ‘'end decided the fairest
plan was to free his slaves when
they reached age 45, according to
a document provided by Robin-
son.

A document produced by
Councillor Carter III in August
1791 and recorded in the West-
moreland County court states

__his viewson the issue.

Carter, in the document, says

he has as “property” many

“Negroes and 'mulatto - slaves”

‘and that after long deliberation

‘his plan was to gradually [ree

them —at age 45.

History maintained

The Robinson farm was among

the first Prince William farms-

bought by the U.S. Department
of the Interior when the -
ment decided to establish Man-
assas National Battlefield Park in
the 1930s.

From his glass-enclosed se- -

cond-floor living room, Robinson

can see black Civil War cannons

and teases visitors that a cannon
ball embedded in an outside wall
of his 30-year-old house got
stuck there during one of the
battles.
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