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Annie S. Jarratt and Ben L. Drew
[Archive] Correspondence between a Mixed-Race Husband and Wife and
the Deadly Diseases affecting their Homes in the 1910s
Jarratt, Virginia / Wakefield, Virginia: 1902-1910

$2600

A collection of
31 letters from
1902 through
1910 written to
and from Annie
S. Jarratt and her
husband Ben L.
Drew from Jarratt to Wakefield, Virginia. Most letters are near fine, some have light tidemarks.
A collection of handwritten letters to and from a husband and wife living in separate parts of Virginia.
Annie S. Jarratt who lived in the eponymously named Jarratt, Virginia, while her husband Ben L. Drew
lived in Wakefield, Virginia working as a farmhand. Most of the letters focus on the distance between
them and how much they miss each other, “My precious darling… I want to see you now worse than
anybody in this world,” while affectionately referring to each other as young boy and sweet girl. Drew
was infrequently home and always working, often leading to constant illness. In one letter Jarratt
reminds him to take his medicine, “Hope you have been taking the arsenic”. Reflecting the medicinal
practices of that period, the couple frequently used arsenic for their illnesses as well as calomel
(mercury), to help with their children’s constipation. Jarratt writes to Drew about their daughter’s
constipation and that the calomel is helping less. The couple both write to each other about how they
are feeling and their fears of small pox, whooping cough, scarlet fever, and typhoid fever. In some
letters, Drew has sent money to help pay for needed items around the house as well as for prescription
drugs that Jarratt is able to obtain for her children. There is also a letter in which Drew explains how
his stomach was pumped, “I swallowed the rubber tube. It wasn’t so bad after all the nurse and Dr. both
said I got on with it finely, but I can tell you it is no fun to have 2 feet of tube as large as your middle
finger down your throat and see the contents of your stomach pumped out in a glass jar”.
The letters are often centered on sickness and death. Drew sends a letter to Jarratt explaining why he
had to shoot a beagle on the farm. There are also a few letters from Drew’s mother, Julia, in which she
talks about the death of Drew’s child and morbidly follows up her condolences with a story about how
a man threatened to kill another patron’s baby so he’d have “…something to eat on Sunday Dinner”.

While census records indicate that both Drew and Jarratt are identified as “mulatto”. Records also
indicate that neither could not read nor write, but this is obviously belied by these letters, Drew talks
about his desire to read, “I also want to read the Clansman, I see it has been dramatized and played”.
The couple also seem to embrace their part in the racial hierarchy: Julia Drew talks about her distrust of
African-Americans: “You can’t depend on Negroes”.
An interesting archive detailing the lives and illnesses of a mixed race family and the medicinal practices
used during 1902 through to 1910. [BTC#417816]

