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Getting Word Celebrates 20 Years
A PROJ EC T T H AT BE G A N T WO DEC A DE S AG O W I T H L I T T L E MOR E T H A N A TA PE R EC OR DE R ,
S E V E R A L N O T E B O O K S A N D A V E R Y C O M M I T T E D S T A F F T O DA Y I N C L U D E S N E A R LY � � �
R E C O R D E D I N T E R V I E W S A N D H A S AC H I E V E D N A T I O N A L R E C O G N I T I O N .
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by Christa Dierksheide, Monticello Historian

he Getting Word
oral history project —
an initiative that preserves
the histories of the descendants of the Hern, Hemings, Granger,
Gillette and other families of Monticello
— has helped “humanize the story of
slavery at Monticello and allowed us to
see enslaved men, women and children as fully formed human
beings who had skills, dreams
and values,” said Lucia
Stanton, project director of
Getting Word and Shannon
senior historian emeritus at
Monticello.
Getting Word was first
launched in 1993, during the
commemoration of the 250th
anniversary of Jefferson’s
birth. Awareness of the
“gaps in the treatment of the
African-American experience at Monticello” had
begun to emerge, said Dianne
Swann-Wright, Getting Word

project historian. An initial grant
from the Virginia Foundation for the
Humanities as well as support from
Monticello’s then-president Daniel
P. Jordan and the African-American
Advisory Committee helped jumpstart the initiative. Swann-Wright
and Stanton then made several trips
to southern Ohio, where a large

Virginia Craft Rose, 2003, a descendant
of the Fossett family at Monticello.

contingent of Monticello descendants
had settled. There they joined Getting
Word consultant Beverly Gray, a
historian who had been studying the
descendants of Monticello slaves for
decades. “She organized our initial
interviews and became an invaluable
colleague and mentor,” said SwannWright. In the decades since the team’s
first meetings in Ohio, Stanton
and Swann-Wright have
traveled over 40,000 miles
to 14 states in order to record
interviews, explore archives
and cemeteries, examine family
photographs, and understand
“how Jefferson and Monticello
had shaped their [descendants’]
lives” and “what they wanted
the world to know about their
families,” said Swann-Wright.
For many of the descendants
interviewed by Swann-Wright
and Stanton, Getting Word
made a deep impression.
Virginia Trotter Rose-Niles
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Getting Word’s people and their stories will play
an important role in Monticello’s new Mountaintop
Project, a multiyear effort that will preserve and
restore Jefferson’s mountaintop. A forthcoming
Mulberry Row app will allow visitors to hear
stories from the Getting Word project.
Visit monticello.org/mountaintopproject
to learn about changes underway.
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