
Gilbert Cheairs

“Nat or Nathan Perkins”

1841-1912

Enslaved at Rippa Villa

1841 February 5: Born in slavery, at Rippa Villa in Spring Hill, Maury County, TN.

Gilbert’s mother, Mary, was a slave owned by Nathaniel Cheairs III. Gilbert’s

father was Nathaniel’s youngest son, Nathaniel “Nat” Cheairs IV.

April 2: Three months after Gilbert was born, his father, Nat, married a

white woman, Susan McKissack.

1846 Upon the death of his owner, Gilbert and his mother, Mary, were left to, Sarah

Rush Cheairs. Sarah would have been Gilbert’s grandmother.

1858 June 26: Sarah Cheairs died. She bequeathed:

Daughter Nancy R. Perkins-one negro man named Hal, one yellow negro man

named Payton, and one yellow negro boy named Gilbert and the notes for

the sale of a negro woman named Polly, and her two children, to dispose of as

she may see fit, by deed, gift or otherwise.

In his military pension application, Gilbert stated that, he was given to Nancy

Cheairs Perkins and his mother was given to Louisa Cheairs Campbell. Gilbert

also stated that when he went to the Perkins, they changed his name to Nat, after

his father, because they already had two Gilberts.

Gilbert also very specifically said that he was raised by his father till he was 20.

He very obviously thought he was owned by Nat Cheairs and not Nat’s parents,

Nathaniel and Sarah. This is an insight into the enslaved at Rippa Villa after

Nathaniel’s death, although owned separately by Nat, Sarah, and Susan there was

probably not much separation in work and management.

Gilbert spent the next few years at the Perkins plantation abt 15 miles below Little

Rock.

1861 Sometime after the war started Gilbert was conscripted by Gen. Price to drive a

team for the Confederates. Gilbert said he followed orders and served as a slave

without pay.
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1864 April12: After the Battle of D’Ane, Gilbert ran away to the U.S. Army commanded

by Gen. Fred Steele at Camden, AR. He then enlisted in the 5th Arkansas Col.

Infantry. But less than a month later he was captured by the Confederates at

Marks Mill, AR. However, he escaped and hid out in the cane brake
1
until fall.

September 20: Enlisted into the 2 Regiment USCT LA company H, as a private in

Pine Bluff Arkansas as Nat Perkins, the name the Perkins family gave him.

1865 September 15: Discharged from the USCT

1866 Gilbert said he went back to using the name Gilbert and took the last name

Cheairs because “In 1866 I took the name of Gilbert Cheairs, my first owner was

the cause of my taking that name he said that he was not ashamed to own me,

and that I ought not to be ashamed to own him, I took the name then of Gilbert

Cheairs, and I have kept it ever since.”
2
He very clearly saw Nat and had a

conversation with him.

1867 Gilbert Cheairs signed his “x” on a labor agreement in Arkansas.

3

1870 June: Gilbert married a widowed woman by the name of Sallie King in Memphis

TN. They were married by Parson Will Phillips.

1874 April: Gilbert’s wife Sallie died in Lexington, Missouri. They had no children.
4

4 Pension application of Gilbert Cheairs, NARA (both marriage and death dates of SallieKing)

3 The National Archives in Washington, DC; Washington, DC; Records of the Assistant Commissioner for the State of
Arkansas, Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, 1865-1871; NARA Series Number:: M979; NARA
Reel Number:: 41; NARA Record Group Numb

2 Pension Application of Gilbert Cheairs, NARA
1 Sugar cane fields.
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1880 June 5: The US Federal Census enumerated in Shelby County, TN showed Gilbert

lived with Addie Drake. Her relationship to him was listed as paramour
5
. His

occupation was listed as a steamboat hand.

1880 December 15: Married Addie Drake in Memphis, TN.

1890 October 13: Gilbert filed for a military pension.

1900 June 1: The US Federal Census enumerated in Shelby County, TN showed Gilbert

lived with his wife and six children. His occupation was listed as a fireman. He

was listed as paying a mortgage for his own home.

1910 April 23: The US Federal Census enumerated in Shelby County, TN showed

Gilbert lived with his wife and three children. His occupation was listed as a boat

fireman. He owned his home free of mortgage.

Photo of the Steamboat Kate Adams which was one of the steamboats Gilbert

worked on as a fireman.

5 A lover, not married.
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6

1912 October 27: Gilbert was robbed and murdered while working as a night

watchman for the Friedel Lumber Manufacturing Company in Memphis, TN.

Killed for $10.00 in his pocket. Gilbert died thirteen months before his father,

Nathaniel F. Cheairs IV died.

7

7 The Commercial Appeal, Memphis, Tennessee,28 Oct 1912, Mon, pg.7
6 Photo of the steamboat Kate Adams accessed by louisianadigitallibrary.org
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8

Gilbert was buried in the Memphis National Cemetery. Section K-1 Site 7100. His stone

reads “Nathan Perkins,” not Gilbert Cheairs, the name he chose.

8 The Commercial Appeal, Memphis, Tennessee, 28 Oct 1912, Mon, pg.4
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9

November 14: Addie filed for a Widow’s Pension.

9 Photo taken by Eric in Memphis (accessed on findagrave,com)
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