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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis focuses on the interpretive possibilities of the tensions between slavery and 

the American Revolution that are present in cities that faced British occupation. The 

history of the occupation is an avenue to incorporate the history of black men and women 

alongside traditional narratives, which can compel visitors to apply lessons of the past to 

cotemporary problems. By focusing on occupation, I propose that we can expand 

interpretations at historic sites where the history of the American Revolution is already 

interpreted for the public by centering on the stories of black men and women who had to 

decide between joining the British and escaping slavery or remaining enslaved. By 

surveying the current interpretation of the British occupation in the cities that were 

occupied, the current interpretation of slavery in these cities, and recent literature on best 

practices for the interpretation of slavery, this study makes a series of recommendations 

for Philadelphia’s small and large historic sites. By taking on the task of interpreting 

black lives during the occupation of the British, staff at such sites has the opportunity to 

expand its work to not only meaningfully expand African American history, but also 

expand our public understanding of the complicated meaning of liberty during the 

Revolution.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 “If you don’t tell it like was, it can never be as it ought to be.”1 

 

Nathaniel Wansey ran more than three hundred miles across Pennsylvania to join 

the British when they occupied Philadelphia in 1777-1778.2 In Philadelphia, he married 

another runaway slave, Chloe, and together they travelled with the British to occupied 

New York in 1778. The couple later moved to Sierra Leone where Nathaniel became a 

successful farmer and a leader of the settler independence movement. He continued to 

fight for settler independence until authorities caught and likely executed him in April 

1802.3  

Although the overwhelming historical focus of museums and historical sites in 

Philadelphia has long been on the history of the American Revolution and in the area of 

Independence Hall, none of the thirteen institutions that celebrate this story make any 

mention Wansey, any of the runaways who fled to the British, except for the museum of 

the American Revolution.4 Philadelphia is not alone in this oversight. Museums in 

                                                 
1 David Blight, “If You Don’t Tell It Like It Was, It Can Never Be as It Ought to Be,” in Slavery 

and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. 

Horton, (New York: New Press, 2006), 33.  
2 Cassandra Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom: Runaway Slaves of the American Revolution and 

Their Global Quest for Liberty, (Boston: Beacon, 2006), Online, 19.  
3 Ibid, 192, 215.  
4 The thirteen institutions are: Betsy Ross House, Independence Hall, Carpenters’ Hall, the 

Liberty Bell Center, the Graff House, African American Museum of Philadelphia, Franklin Court, 

President’s House, Christ Church, National Constitution Center, the New Hall Military Museum, 
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Boston, Massachusetts, and Newport, Rhode Island, similarly have chosen not to 

interpret the roles of runaway slaves in their interpretation of the Revolution.  Likewise, 

the most of the museums throughout the south have not sought this either. 

On an August day in 1775, with no evidence and against the will of the British 

governor of the colony, Lord William Campbell, the South Carolina Committee of Safety 

hung a free black fishmonger named Thomas Jeremiah.5 Just three months later the same 

committee imprisoned another free black fishmonger, Scipio Handley, for acting as a 

courier for Campbell. After sitting in jail for months, likely pondering the fate of 

Jeremiah, Handley filed off his handcuffs, jumped two stories out of his window onto the 

street, and then swam across the Charleston Harbor to board a British ship. A year later 

Handley sailed with the British to occupied New York where he officially joined the 

British Navy. After serving for three years in Barbados, Handley joined British forces at 

occupied Savannah where he was shot in the leg. After his wound festered into gangrene 

Handley was compensated with twenty pounds and evacuated to England to live out his 

days.6  

These anecdotes, uncovered by historians Cassandra Pybus and William Harris, 

are a sampling of the few that historians and genealogists have discovered about the 

thousands about black men and women who found freedom during the turmoil of the 

American Revolution. Due to the efforts of Pybus and scholars like Ira Berlin, Gary 

                                                                                                                                                 
the Museum of the American Revolution, and the Arch Street Meeting House. Unfortunately, the 

Museum of the American Revolution opened two days before my thesis defense, and I did not 

have enough time to thoroughly examine it.     
5 William J. Harris, The Hanging of Thomas Jeremiah: A Free Black Man's Encounter with 

Liberty, (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014), Print, 1, 2.  
6 Ibid, 77.  
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Nash, and Simon Schama, to name a few, the details of these lives have started to be 

incorporated into many contemporary historical studies about the American Revolution.7 

Although these narratives are associated with Boston, Philadelphia, and Charleston, none 

are featured in their respective cities’ public history establishments. This interpretative 

lapse is especially evident in Philadelphia where the public history institutions are 

dominated by the American Revolution.  

Historic Philadelphia is widely considered to be “the most historic square mile in 

the United Sates” and boasts 4.3 million annual visitors.8 Some of the historic moments 

celebrated about the American Revolution range from the Continental Congress at 

Independence Hall, the role of the Continental armed forces at the New Hall Military 

Museum, or Betsy Ross’s role in sewing the first American flag.9 Aside from the 

                                                 
7 Some recent works about black men and women during the Revolutionary Era include, Alan 

Gilbert, Black Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the War for Independence, 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); Pybus, Epic Journeys of Freedom: Runaway 

Slaves of the American Revolution and Their Global Quest for Liberty; Simon Schama, Rough 

Crossing: The Slaves, the British, and the American Revolution, (New York: Harper Collins, 

2006,); Douglas R Egerton, Death or Liberty: African Americans and Revolutionary America, 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2009,); and Christy Clark-Pujara, Dark Work: The Business 

of Slavery in Rhode Island, (New York: New York UP, 2016). For recent studies about occupied 

cities and how occupation impacted civilians see Judith L. Van Buskirk, Generous Enemies: 

Patriots and Loyalists in Revolutionary New York, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 2002); Ruma Chopra, Unnatural Rebellion: Loyalists in New York City During the 

Revolution, (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2011); Aaron Sullivan, et all, “In 

But Not Of the Revolution: Loyalty, Liberty, and the British Occupation of Philadelphia” (PhD 

diss., Temple University, 2014); and, Donald Johnson, “Occupied America: Everyday Experience 

and the Failure of Imperial Authority in Revolutionary Cities under British Rule 1775-1783” 

(PhD diss., Northwestern University, 2016.)  
8 Robert Strauss, "In Philadelphia, George Washington Slept Here — and Here," The New York 

Times, March 16, 2016, accessed January 8, 2017, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/in-philadelphia-george-washington-slept-here-

and-here.html?_r=0.  
9 If Betsy Ross sewed the first flag it is, as of yet, unprovable and possibly an exaggeration started 

by decedents of Ross. See, Marla R. Miller, Betsy Ross and the Making of America (New York: 

Henry Holt, 2010); Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, "How Betsy Ross Became Famous: Oral Tradition, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/in-philadelphia-george-washington-slept-here-and-here.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/in-philadelphia-george-washington-slept-here-and-here.html?_r=0
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President’s House, the African American Museum of Philadelphia, and the upcoming 

Museum of the American Revolution, no sites in Historic Philadelphia regularly feature 

Africans and African Americans, enslaved or free, and their roles living through the 

Revolution. Failing to acknowledge these lives deters some visitors, potentially exposes 

an institution to controversy, and reinforces misconceptions and trivializations about 

slavery and race during the Revolutionary era. On the contrary, highlighting how 

enslaved men and women actively pursued freedom through historical interpretation 

would prompt tourists to seriously consider the largest contradiction at the heart of the 

American Revolution: that founders protected slavery while fighting for freedom.  

Chapter Two of this study examines what public history programming currently 

exists in cities that were occupied by the British during the American Revolution, with 

emphasis on what sites interpret black flight to the British. Boston, Massachusetts was 

occupied from 1768 to 1776, Newport, Rhode Island from 1776 to 1779, New York, New 

York from 1776 to 1783, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania from September 1777 to June 1778, 

Savannah, Georgia from 1778 to 1782, and Charleston, South Carolina from 1780-82. 

These cities’ public history institutions do interpret the American Revolution; however, 

none truly highlight black flight to the British or British occupation. Some managers of 

public history institutions argue that slavery is not within their “scope” of interpretation, 

perhaps because they do not know the recent academic work, or perhaps because they 

conceive it is too controversial or truly not relevant. For instance, when Independence 

National Historic Park developed its new center for the Liberty Bell in 1999, the original 

                                                                                                                                                 
Nationalism, and the Invention of History," Common-Place 8 (2007), accessed January 8, 2017, 

http://www.common-place.org/vol-08/no-o1/ulrich/.  

http://www.common-place.org/vol-08/no-o1/ulrich/
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planners ignored that the center would be built over the area of the house where men and 

women enslaved to George Washington slept and lived. The ensuing outcry from 

archaeologists, historians, and the public, however, led to the redevelopment of the 

Liberty Bell visitors’ center and a new exhibit about the Presidents’ House that features 

the story of the nine enslaved Africans who lived at there when Washington was 

president.10  

Although there is little coverage of occupation and black flight to the British in 

museums and at historic sites, recently there has been an uptick in scholarship about 

occupied cities and the action of African and African Americans during the American 

Revolution. Chapter Three of this study will discuss this trend, and how contemporary 

interpretations of slavery and African American experience can help expand 

interpretation and create more inclusive narratives at our museums and historic sites. In 

addition, more attention to occupation reflects War and Society History which began in 

the late 1980s, and is less about statistics and dates of battles but instead focuses on how 

the fighting affected the civilian population and the lives of those who worked as 

soldiers. Public history institutions that seek improved interpretation can look at the New 

Military History trend to find narratives that might compliment or deepen interpretations 

that strictly deal with dates and battles. In addition, including narratives that discuss race 

or slavery, if done well, will promote better understanding of the long history of race in 

the United States and North America. 

                                                 
10 Gary B. Nash, “For Whom Will the Liberty Bell Toll? From Controversy to Cooperation,” in 

Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and 

Lois E. Horton (New York: New Press, 2006), 100.  See also Jill Ogline, “’Creating Dissonance 

for the Visitor’: The Heart of the Liberty Bell Controversy,” The Public Historian, Vol. 26, No. 3 

(Summer 2004), 49-58. 
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The disconnect between the impact of slavery in the development of American 

racial identities and public knowledge about the history of slavery is stark. Slavery is 

interwoven throughout American history, so why is the public interpretation of its history 

limited, shallow, or nonexistent at many sites who interpret colonial history and the 

American Revolution? Professional evaluator Conny Graft suggests in “Visitors Are 

Ready, Are We?” that audiences are eager to learn more complicated stories about our 

past.11 Further proof of this trend is exemplified by the opening of the National Museum 

of African-American History and Culture (NMAAHC) when a staggering 260,000 people 

visited the museum in the first five weeks.12 Managers of public history institutions in 

Philadelphia should capitalize on this readiness, the new scholarly work, and look to 

examples such as the NMAAHC on the best practices about how to do so. 

The last chapter of this study will make recommendations specific to Philadelphia 

and its institutions that would improve interpretation, clarify public misconceptions about 

American slavery, and ideally eventually generate more diverse visitation. Highlighting 

how sites in Philadelphia can learn from institutions that are pushing interpretations of 

the American Revolution to include more narratives about black men and women during 

                                                 
11 Conny Graft, “Visitors Are Ready, Are We?” in Interpreting Slavery at Museums and Historic 

Sites, ed. Kris Gallas and James DeWolf Perry, (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

2014), 73. 
12 Peggy McGlone, "African American Museum will allow more same-day visitors within the 

next few weeks," Washington Post, November 2, 2016, accessed February 15, 2017,  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-andentertainment/wp/2016/11/02/african-american-

museum-will-allow-walk-up-visitors-within-next-few-weeks/?utm_term=.4e63699aa1a4 ; Jordan 

Murray, "May Passes for African-American Museum Snapped Up Within Hours," NBC 

Washington, February 1, 2017, accessed February 15, 2017, 

http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/African-American-Museum-Releases-May-Passes-

412354043.html ; Juliana Rose Pignataro, "African American History Museum Still 

Overwhelmed By Visitors," Yahoo! News, January 04, 2017, accessed February 15, 2017, 

https://www.yahoo.com/news/african-american-history-museum-still-194909432.html. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-andentertainment/wp/2016/11/02/african-american-museum-will-allow-walk-up-visitors-within-next-few-weeks/?utm_term=.4e63699aa1a4
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/arts-andentertainment/wp/2016/11/02/african-american-museum-will-allow-walk-up-visitors-within-next-few-weeks/?utm_term=.4e63699aa1a4
http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/African-American-Museum-Releases-May-Passes-412354043.html
http://www.nbcwashington.com/news/local/African-American-Museum-Releases-May-Passes-412354043.html
https://www.yahoo.com/news/african-american-history-museum-still-194909432.html
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that time, this study focuses on and highlights strengths of exhibits at the Savannah 

History Museum and the Old Stone House. The primary goal of this work is to improve 

Philadelphia’s interpretation of the Revolution so that institutions can include narratives 

about African and African Americans wherever appropriate and possible. The British 

occupation of Philadelphia is perhaps the strongest opportunity that individuals at these 

institutions have to meaningfully interpret slavery and race during the Revolution.  
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CHAPTER 2 

A REVIEW OF CURRENT INTERPRETATION OF OCCUPATION AND 

AFRICAN AND AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 

There are few instances where histories of slavery from the Revolutionary Era are 

interpreted for the public at American historic sites. This chapter will identify where and 

how slavery narratives are included at historic sites with public interpretation and 

programming American Revolution. This study will pay special attention to 

interpretations of the history of occupied cities during the War to determine if that avenue 

is applicable to the public history establishment in Philadelphia. Boston, New York, 

Newport, Savannah, Charleston, and Philadelphia current historic sites and museums are 

examined because each was occupied by the British armed forces during the American 

Revolutionary War, but most sites rarely interpret the occupation or the history of African 

and African Americans in the Revolution.  The cities are reviewed here in by order of 

occupation, except Philadelphia.  The first city that was occupied by the British was 

Boston in 1768.  

 

Boston 

Enslaved men and women made up of 10 to 15 percent of Boston’s total 

population in 1770. Boston, similar to another large Northeast port city, Newport, Rhode 

Island, had a large slave population, because white shipping merchants and businessmen 

made use unfree labor in port cities.13 Boston also had a larger population of free black 

                                                 
13 Jared Hardesty, Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth-century Boston, (New 

York: New York University Press, 2016), print, 5-7.   
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men and women than other northern cities. One free black Bostonian, Crispus Attucks, 

likely escaped bondage in 1750.14 On March 5, 1770, Attucks was killed by a British 

soldier; subsequently, he became a Patriot martyr and the first casualty of the American 

Revolution. Historically curious tourists to Boston can see programming about Attucks in 

the Boston Museum of African-American History, the Old State House, and the memorial 

to the Boston Massacre. These tourists will not, however, be provided information that 

explains why Attucks is one of the only non-white men from the Revolutionary Era 

represented by Boston public history establishments.  

Despite the fact that the main historical topic interpreted throughout the Boston is 

the American Revolution, what happened to most black men and women during this era 

is generally absent from any of the sites located along the popular Freedom Trail and the 

Black Heritage Trail. The Freedom Trail, established in 1964 strictly as a way-finding 

path, connects various history institutions that examine aspects of the American 

Revolution, while the Black Heritage Trail does the same for institutions that examine the 

history and contributions of black Bostonians.15 During the 1950s and 60s, historic 

buildings in Boston were being demolished to pave the way for urban redevelopment. In 

order to preserve historic buildings and raise tourism to Boston, Mayor Kevin White 

approved the creation of the Freedom Trail and the Quincy Market Project.16 During the 

Bicentennial celebrations in Boston more than 600,000 people attended an event held on 

                                                 
14 Richard Archer, As If an Enemy's Country: The British Occupation of Boston and the Origins 

of Revolution, (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010), Print, 193.  
15 "Establishment of the Freedom Trail," The Freedom Trail Foundation - About the Foundation, 

accessed January 04, 2017, https://www.thefreedomtrail.org/about-foundation/.  
16 James C. O'Connell, The Hub's Metropolis: Greater Boston's Development from Railroad 

Suburbs to Smart Growth, (Cambridge, US: MIT Press, 2013,) 188. 

https://www.thefreedomtrail.org/about-foundation/
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Fourth of July while the Quincy Market attracted more annual visitors than Disney 

World.17 Currently, some Freedom Trail sites are committed to providing stronger 

historical interpretations, however, much of the Trail still functions mostly to boost 

tourism. Perhaps, that is why the Liberty Tree Site, located in the less tourist-friendly 

area of todays Chinatown, is not included on the Freedom Trail. Nonetheless, the Old 

South Meeting House, Old North Church, Paul Revere’s House, and the Old State House 

are prominent historical destinations on the Freedom Trail with programming that 

interprets the American Revolution. Meanwhile, the Boston Museum of African-

American History at the African Meeting House is the only historic destination on the 

Black Heritage Tour with programming that interprets the American Revolution.  

Community leaders, with the help of a 1960s activist and historian, Sue Bailey 

Thurman, created the route now known as the Black Heritage Tour in the 1970s.18 The 

trail is designed to preserve and interpret the history of abolition and the history of black 

Bostonians, specifically from the nineteenth century.19 Currently the Black Heritage Trail 

is sponsored by the Boston African American National Historic Site, which was 

designated in 1980.20 Only three of the fifteen buildings on the Black Heritage Tour, the 

African Meeting House, Abiel Smith School, and the Robert Gould Shaw Memorial, are 

                                                 
17 Ibid, 186.  
18 The Black Heritage Tour was a result of grassroots projects in the 1970s as a corollary of the 

educational needs of the Black Power Movement. For more information see Andrea A. Burns, 

From Storefront to Monument: Tracing the Public History of the Black Museum Movement, 

(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013).  
19 "Mrs. Howard Thurman and Daughter: Team Charts Boston's Freedom Trails," New Pittsburgh 

Courier, Feb 08, 1964, accessed on Jan 08, 2017; "Basic Information," National Parks Service, 

accessed January 04, 2017, https://www.nps.gov/boaf/planyourvisit/basicinfo.htm.  
20 David L. Scott and Kay Scott, Guide to National Parks, (Eastern Areas. Guliford, CT: Globe 

Pequot Press, 2002), page 112.  

https://www.nps.gov/boaf/planyourvisit/basicinfo.htm
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open to the public. Compared to the Freedom Trail, the Black Heritage Trail is lesser 

known and receives fewer visitors. According to National Park Service spokesman Sean 

Hennessey, the Black Heritage Trail is “overshadowed by the Freedom Trail.”21  

Consequently, the Boston National Historical Park and Boston African American 

National Historic Site start to raise awareness of the Black Heritage Trail. The effort 

began in 2010 when Cassius Cash became the new superintendent of the Boston National 

Historical Park and Boston African American National Historic Site.22 Cash advocated 

advertising the trails together as “Boston’s Trails to Freedom,” and to include parallel 

signs and literature along both, add additional sites to the Black Heritage Trail, and to 

have both begin at the popular destination, Faneuil Hall.23 Even though these changes 

have not yet occurred, and Cash has since moved on to become Superintendent of Great 

Smokey Mountains National Park, other public historians in Boston who are not a part of 

NPS, such as Historian and Director of Public History at the Bostonian Society, 

Nathaniel Sheidley, or Director of Education and Interpretation at the Boston Museum of 

African American History, L’Merchie Frazier, continue to work to combine the trails.24  

                                                 
21 Linda Matchan, "Blazing the Other Freedom Trail," Boston Globe, May 14, 2012, accessed on 

Jan 8, 2017.    
22 Ibid. 

23 Starting the Trail at Faneuil Hall would attract more people because Faneuil Hall is a 

popular tourist location where many historically curious tourists to Boston go to look for 

programs about the history of the American Revolution.  
24 Bill Reynolds, "Cassius Cash Named Superintendent of Great Smoky Mountains National 

Park," NPS, December 4, 2014,  accessed February 25, 2017, 

https://www.nps.gov/grsm/learn/news/newsupterintendent.htm ; Phone conversation between Dr. 

Sheidley and author on 4 November, 2016; Email conversation between L’Merchie Frazier and 

author on 11 November, 2016.  

https://www.nps.gov/grsm/learn/news/newsupterintendent.htm
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The Boston Museum of African American History (MAAH) was founded in 1963 

and existed without a location until its administration purchased the African Meeting 

House and converted it into a museum in 1972.25 The African Meeting House was 

originally constructed in 1806, and remains the oldest African-American church building 

in the United States.26 Although programming generally interprets a post- Revolutionary 

narrative, some exhibits engage the story of Crispus Attucks, the enslaved man Quok 

Walker, who successfully sued for emancipation in 1783, and poet Phillis Wheatley.27 

For the most part, however, programming begins immediately after the American 

Revolution through an examination of how Revolutionary ideals influenced emancipation 

in Massachusetts. For instance, “A Gathering Place for Freedom,” a 2007 temporary 

exhibit at the Museum of African American History, only focused on the activity of 

Boston’s black community during the nineteenth century before the Civil War. 28 Indeed, 

this exhibit was the closest chronologically to the American Revolution among the 

special programming offered at the MAAH. None of the sites on the Freedom Trail offer 

interpretation that sufficiently examines the history of black men or women during the 

                                                 
25 Anita C. Danker, "African American Heritage Trails: from Boston to the Berkshires," 

Historical Journal of Massachusetts, no. 2, 2009, online, 37.  
26  "Museum of African American History, Boston - Black Heritage Trail Site 14," accessed 

December 04, 2016, http://maah.org/site14.htm.   
27 James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton, “Black Boston: The North Slope of Beacon Hill,” 

Boston, MA: National Parks Service, accessed November 18, 2016, 

https://www.nps.gov/boaf/planyourvisit/upload/BOAF_S1.pdf   
28 “The African Meeting House: A Gathering Place for Freedom,” PDF, Boston: Museum of 

African American History, Boston and Nantucket, 2010, accessed on December 4, 2016, 

http://maah.org/documents/THEAFRICANMEETINGHOUSEAGatheringPlaceforFreedom.pdf ; 

Ethan Gilsdorf, "10 Things Not To Miss…," Boston Globe, Feb 11, 2007 accessed on December 

4, 2016, 

http://archive.boston.com/travel/articles/2007/11/04/10_things_not_to_miss_in_november/ ; 

Karen Campbell, "Something to See," Boston Globe, Dec 27, 2007, accessed on December 4, 

2016, http://archive.boston.com/ae/events/articles/2007/12/27/something_to_see/  .  

http://maah.org/site14.htm
https://www.nps.gov/boaf/planyourvisit/upload/BOAF_S1.pdf
http://maah.org/documents/THEAFRICANMEETINGHOUSEAGatheringPlaceforFreedom.pdf
http://archive.boston.com/travel/articles/2007/11/04/10_things_not_to_miss_in_november/
http://archive.boston.com/ae/events/articles/2007/12/27/something_to_see/
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Revolution. At the Old South Meeting House, however, interpretation does discuss the 

life of Phillis Wheatley, a poet and former slave.29  

The Old South Meeting House (OSMH) is a nationally designated historic site in 

Boston owned by the private non-profit Old South Association, who opened the building 

for public tours in 1877.30 The OSMH was one of the largest meeting sites in colonial 

Boston, as a result the building was used as a meeting space for large events, such as the 

planning of the Boston Tea Party, which is a prominent theme interpreted in OSMH 

programming. Indeed, executive director Emily Curran bluntly stated, “[m]ost people 

visit here because of the Boston Tea Party.”31 The permanent exhibit at the OSMH, 

“Voices of Protest,” delineates the building as an area for free speech because of the 

building’s history as a meeting spot that was open to discussion of any topic. The exhibit 

examines slavery in colonial Massachusetts as well as those who supported slavery into 

the nineteenth century.32 The organization also offers a special tour for school groups that 

discusses Phillis Wheatley, who had Quaker owners who freed Wheatley in 1778.33 In 

addition to guided tours, there are costumed interpreters who portray Benjamin Franklin 

                                                 
29 Prior to occupation Wheatley and her owners fled Boston with other Patriot families and went 

to Providence. While in Providence, Wheatley wrote a poem to George Washington 

congratulating him after he was appointed Commander in Chief of the Continental Army. For 

more information on Wheatley see, Vincent Carretta, Phillis Wheatley: Biography of a Genius in 

Bondage, (Athens: U of Georgia Press, 2011), print, 153 ; Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the 

American Revolution, (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and 

Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by University of North Carolina Press, 1961), online, 46.  
30 "History," Old South Meeting House, Boston, Massachusetts, accessed November 18, 2016,  

http://www.osmh.org/history/leader-historic-preservation .  
31 Paul Sullivan, "What's old is new at Old South Meeting House," Boston Herald, October 3, 

1997, 022, accessed on December 12, 2016, 

link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A56386456/BIC1?u=temple_main&xid=08862ffd  
32 "'Voices of Protest' retraces 300 years of debate at Old South Meeting House," Boston Herald, 

April 4, 2000, 045, accessed on December 12, 2016, 

link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/A61237123/OVIC?u=temple_main&xid=d5fd9e0b.  
33 Carretta, 137.  
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and Paul Revere on the weekends. Although not discussed in programming, during 

occupation in 1775 British troops gutted the interior of the OSMH and transformed the 

building into a riding school.34 Following the OSMH patrons on the Freedom Trail are 

encouraged to visit the Old State House and site of the Boston Massacre.   

The Old State House and site of Boston Massacre are two locations along the 

Freedom Trail, which are operated by the Bostonian Society with some financial 

assistance from the NPS.35 The site of the Boston Massacre is marked by a ring of stones 

with a plaque that identifies the location. An annual celebration held by the Bostonian 

Society takes place at the site on the anniversary of the Massacre.36 The Old State House 

functions as a Boston history museum with an interpretive focus on Boston during the 

American Revolutionary Era. Nathaniel Sheidley, Historian and Director of Public 

History at the Bostonian Society, contends that there is minimal discussion about slavery, 

despite the ongoing research to reinterpret the building and to “treat slavery in an 

immediate way.”37  

Outside Boston proper, however, at sites such as the Royall House and Slave 

Quarters in Medford, aspects of the American Revolution are interpreted alongside 

                                                 
34 "Key Moments in the History of the Old South Meeting House," Boston Globe, Aug 28, 2013, 

accessed on December 7, 2016, 

http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/1428239738?accountid=14270.  
35 "The Bostonian Society," Old State House, accessed January 04, 2017, 

http://www.bostonhistory.org/the-bostonian-society/.  
36 "The Boston Massacre," The Site of the Boston Massacre, TheFreedomTrail.org, accessed 

January 04, 2017, https://www.thefreedomtrail.org/freedom-trail/boston-massacre.shtml.  
37 Email conversation between Sheidley and author on 25 October, 2016. The OSH also hosts 

historical plays at the building, such as “Blood on the Snow,” which depicts the life colonial 

Governor Thomas Hutchinson after the Boston Massacre. Terry Byrne, "Then and Now, Old State 

House is the Venue for a Moment in History," Boston Globe, May 06, 2016, accessed on 

December 18, 2016, http://edition.pagesuite.com/popovers/article_popover.aspx?guid=389f6d90-

a5e7-454b-8720-6e4b7aca3526 .     
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Massachusetts’s complicated history of slavery. The Royall House was opened by the 

Daughters of the American Revolution in 1898. Nine years later an expanded group of 

women founded the Royall House Association, which currently owns and operates the 

Royall House.38 The Royall House Association’s mission today is to explore how 

Loyalists and enslaved Africans perceived Revolutionary ideals of liberty and 

independence.39 There are two permanent exhibits, “Digging for History,” which 

contrasts life for the enslaved with the Royall Family through 65,000 objects and 

fragments recovered from Royall House grounds, and “Learning from the Landscape,” 

which examines the eighteenth century landscape.40 Aside from the permanent exhibits, 

administration at the Royall House host or sponsor a number of special events about 

slavery in colonial Massachusetts, such as plays, seminars, or lectures about relevant 

historical topics.41   

In Boston, there are multiple public history sites that interpret the history of the 

American Revolution without including black men and women. While slavery during the 

Revolutionary Era is interpreted at the Old State House, Royall House and Slave 

                                                 
38 "Mansion House," The Royall House and Slave Quarters, accessed January 04, 2017, 

http://www.royallhouse.org/what-youll-see/mansion-house/.  
39 “Royall House Mission Statement,” The Royall House and Slave Quarters, accessed December 

22, 2016, http://www.royallhouse.org/about-us/mission-board-and-staff/.  
40 “Royall House Exhibits,” The Royall House and Slave Quarters, accessed December 22, 2016, 

http://www.royallhouse.org/whats-happening/exhibits/.  
41 For instance, a seminar on slavery in New England led by Jared Hardesty, author of 

Unfreedom: Slavery and Dependence in Eighteenth Century Boston, and a first-person 

interpretation of Belinda Sutton, enslaved woman at the Royall House who petitioned for pension 

from the Royall House estate, at the annual “Giving Voice” fundraising event. The next year 

Tammy Denease, the woman who portrayed Belinda Sutton, collaborated with playwright Kristen 

Greenidge for another performance at “Giving Voice.” “News and Events,” The Royall House 

and Slave Quarters, accessed December 18, 2016,  http://www.royallhouse.org/whats-

happening/news-and-events/past-events/ ;  “Giving Voice,” The Royall House and Slave 

Quarters, accessed December 22, 2016,  http://www.royallhouse.org/past-giving-voice-events/.   
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Quarters, Old South Meeting House, and Boston Museum of African-American History, 

at the Old North Church and the Revere Family Home there is little consideration of how 

slavery impacted those sites. Furthermore, the separation of the Black Heritage Trail and 

Freedom Trail promotes the misconception that black history is separate from the history 

of the American Revolution. The Superintendent of National Parks in Boston, Michael 

Creasey could continue the work that Cassius Cash began in 2010 to combine the Black 

Heritage Trail with the Freedom Trail. This will facilitate more visitors to the lesser 

frequented sites, such as the Boston African American History Museum, promote more 

collaboration, and help attract more diverse visitors to Boston historic sites. These results 

are the desired goals advocated for by NPS staff in the NPS Urban Agenda plan.42 At 

least one Boston institution outside of the NPS, the Bostonian Society, is in the process of 

reinterpreting one room in the building to broadly interpret the history of the American 

Revolution with a focus on the history of black men and women.43 

 

New York  

On May 6, 1783, General George Washington met with British General Guy 

Carleton outside of New York City to facilitate the terms of the Treaty of Paris.44 By 

1783, New York City had a large population of Loyalist refugees, black and white, who 

                                                 
42 Creasey was part of the Urban Agenda Support Team, whose “conversations became the 

foundational elements for the Urban Agenda.” Thus he should be willing to continue the effort to 

combine the Trails. Urban Agenda, (Woodstock, VT: NPS Stewardship Institute and Quebec-

Labrador Foundation Atlantic Center, 2016), accessed February 2, 2017, 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/urban/upload/UrbanAgenda_web.pdf .  
43 Phone conversation between Dr. Sheidley and author on 4 November, 2016.  
44 Alan Gilbert, Black Patriots and Loyalists: Fighting for Emancipation in the War for 

Independence, (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2012), print, 177.  

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/urban/upload/UrbanAgenda_web.pdf
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had fled to New York since the British occupied the city. Even more refugees, especially 

former slaves, arrived at the city when the British evacuated Charleston and Savannah in 

1782. It was future of these escaped slaves that Washington and Carleton discussed at 

their meeting on May 6.45 Washington demanded the return of escaped slaves to their 

Patriot masters, but Carleton informed him that most had already left for Nova Scotia. 

This infuriated Washington who claimed that the British general was breaking terms of 

the treaty by refusing to return lost property. Perhaps Washington was upset because at 

least four of his former slaves, Hercules, Ona Judge, Harry Washington, Daniel Payne, 

and maybe Deborah Squash, had escaped bondage during the war.46 Indeed, Harry 

Washington, Deborah Squash, and Daniel Payne were among the three thousand escaped 

slaves who travelled from New York to England or Nova Scotia in 1783.47 Deborah 

Squash’s life story was included in the groundbreaking exhibition, “Slavery in New 

York,” which was designed by and hosted at the New-York Historical Society (NYHS) 

from 2005 to 2007.48   

                                                 
45 Kevin Lowther, The African American Odyssey of John Kizell: A South Carolina Slave Returns 

to Fight the Slave Trade in His African Homeland, (Columbia, S.C. University of South Carolina 

Press, 2012), online, 108. 
46 Henry Wiencek, An Imperfect God: George Washington, His Slaves, and the Creation of 

America, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), print, 40, 316; George Washington, 

Donald Jackson, and Dorothy Twohig, The Diaries of George Washington, Vol. 3, 

(Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 1976), online, 44; "Harry Washington," Black Loyalist, 

accessed January 04, 2017, http://www.blackloyalist.info/person/display/1485 ; “Daniel Payne,” 

Black Loyalist, “http://www.blackloyalist.info/person/display/1240 ; “Deborah [Squash],” Black 

Loyalist, http://www.blackloyalist.info/person/display/1401 .  
47 Pybus, 70, 216.  
48 James Oliver Horton and Richard Rabinowitz, et al, Slavery in New York Classroom Materials, 

Historical Society of New York, 2005; “Deborah [Squash],” Black Loyalist, 

http://www.blackloyalist.info/person/display/1401.  
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John Pintard founded the NYHS in 1804 to preserve and interpret the history of 

New York City and the state.49 However, the institution has never hosted or developed an 

exhibition focusing solely on the occupation of New York at the NYHS.  Despite this, 

British occupation did play a part in the exhibition “Slavery in New York.” “Slavery in 

New York,” which made use of nine galleries, documented the history of slavery in New 

York from the seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth century.  It was the largest exhibition in 

the two-hundred-year history of the museum.50 The third gallery in the exhibition 

discussed New York during the Revolutionary War with an emphasis on the activity of 

black people. Visitors, many of who were New York natives, responded favorably to the 

exhibition and admitted that they did not know about the prominence of slavery in New 

York prior to the exhibit. The press also gave the exhibit favorable reviews.51 In addition, 

some of the content from the exhibit will be included in the permanent gallery at the 

NYHS, which opens in 2017.52 “Slavery in New York” was a well-orchestrated 

exhibition that focused on slavery during the colonial era; however, none of the 

information interpreted was included in the current exhibition at the NYHS, “Battle of 

                                                 
49 "A Daily Lesson in History," Boston Daily Globe, Aug 15, 1905, online, accessed on 

November 5, 2016,  http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/500458082?pq-

origsite=summon&accountid=14270 .  
50 Richard Rabinowitz, "Eavesdropping at the Well," The Public Historian, 35, no. 3 (2013): 8-

45. doi:10.1525/tph.2013.35.3.8.  
51 Michael Powell, "Slavery In New York," Washington Post, October 9, 2005, accessed on 

November 17, 2016.   
52 “Permanent Collection,” Luce Center, accessed January 28, 2017, 

http://www.nyhistory.org/luce-center/permanent-collection.  
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Brooklyn,” which suggests that staff at the NYHS feel that the occupation of New York 

and slavery were not intertwined with that military engagement.53  

 “Battle of Brooklyn” remained on display at the New-York Historical Society 

until early January of 2018.54 The exhibit was designed to inform viewers about the 

defeat sustained by Washington’s army on Long Island on August 27, 1776, and to 

highlight the significance of the battle. The exhibition is limited, however, because it only 

examines the military engagement and does not discuss the British occupation of New 

York City or the lives of African and African Americans during that time. Consequently, 

staff at the NYHS in many ways took their programming a step backwards with the 

exhibit “Battle of Brooklyn” by reinforcing the notion that slavery and black history are 

separate from more traditional narratives about the American Revolution. Perhaps 

planners could have included some information about how the British victory and 

resulting occupation facilitated black men and women to runaway and join the British at 

New York.  

At the Old Stone House, a historic site in Brooklyn, visitors can learn about 

national and local history, including the American Revolution. While the original house 

burned down in the nineteenth century, during the 1930s the Old Stone House was 

recreated as a museum and commemorative landmark for the Battle of Brooklyn.55 The 

main exhibit “The Old Stone House: Witness to War – An Exhibit Exploring the Battle of 

                                                 
53  “Tour Galleries,” New York Historical Society, accessed September 19, 2016,  

http://www.slaveryinnewyork.org/tour_galleries.htm .  
54 "Exhibitions," The Battle of Brooklyn, accessed January 04, 2017, 

http://www.nyhistory.org/exhibitions/battle-brooklyn.  
55 "About Old Stone House and Washington Park, Brooklyn," The Old Stone House in Brooklyn, 

accessed January 04, 2017, http://theoldstonehouse.org/about/.  
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Brooklyn and the Occupation, 1776-1783,” opened in August, 2016.56 The well-received 

exhibit features cannonballs, animated videos, and informational displays. Director of 

Education, Maggie Weber, has noted that the exhibit examines the use of slave labor in 

Brooklyn as well as black flight to the British throughout occupation. One display is 

focused on the life of Jeffery Johnston, a man who likely escaped bondage and joined the 

British at occupied New York in 1777.57 Planning included a focus on black Loyalists 

fighting for the British, however, staff scrapped that narrative due to a lack of space.58 

The small museum has only six-hundred and fifty square feet of gallery space, compared 

to the nine-thousand square feet devoted to “Slavery in New York” at the NYHS.59 In 

addition to the Old Stone House, historically curious tourists to Brooklyn can also 

experience programming about the American Revolution nearby at the Brooklyn 

Historical Society.   

When Henry Pierrepont founded the Brooklyn Historical Society and Museum in 

1863, its mission was to preserve, educate, and interpret the history of Brooklyn. Today, 

                                                 
56 Eve M. Kahn, “George Washington Really Slept Here. So Did His Slave,” The New York 

Times, 2016, accessed on January 04, 2017,  

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/26/arts/design/george-washington-really-slept-here-so-did-his-
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57 Ibid.  
58 Email Conversation between Maggie Weber and author on 12 October, 2016.  
59 Simon Houpt, “Freedom Reigns Uptown, but it wasn't always that way,” Toronto Globe & 

Mail, October 10, 2005, accessed February 12, 2017, 
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however, the museum takes this charge in new directions.60 The current president of the 

Brooklyn Historical Society, Deborah Schwartz, has worked toward interpretative 

changes to include more information about the history of slavery in Brooklyn and the 

state of New York.61 The BHS’s “Pursuit of Freedom” exhibit, which opened in 2014, 

discusses slavery and emancipation in the aftermath of the American Revolution. The 

exhibit’s introduction and first gallery, “A Gradual Emancipation,” highlights the 

paradox of slavery during the Revolutionary Era and points out that New Yorkers held 

great numbers of people in slavery. The exhibit also carefully delineates the activity of 

Brooklyn abolitionists during the nineteenth century. Former New York Times museum 

critic Edward Rothstein, however, claimed that the exhibit had a whiggish thrust and lack 

of perspective of nineteenth century Brooklynites who actively advocated for slavery. 

Rothstein claimed in a review that the exhibits claim that “blacks in Brooklyn actively 

resisted their oppression and birthed Brooklyn's antislavery movement” was “inserted to 

rally contemporary passions” and not provide a fair portrayal of the past.62 

Some of the exhibits featured at public history sites in New York include 

exemplary examples of historical interpretations of black men and women’s lives during 

the Revolutionary Era. Although the exhibition ended in 2006, “Slavery in New York” 

informed visitors about the history of slavery while inspiring them to consider how 

                                                 
60 Leonard Benardo and Jennifer Weiss, Brooklyn by Name: How the Neighborhoods, Streets, 

Parks, Bridges, and More Got Their Names, (New York: New York University Press, 2006), 

online, 40.  
61 Edward Rothstein, “When Slavery and its Foes Thrived in Brooklyn: Review,” New York 

Times, 2014, accessed on November 17, 2017, 
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slavery impacted the development of the idea of race. Meanwhile, the “Pursuit of 

Freedom” permanent exhibit at the Brooklyn Historical Society includes contextual 

information that explains the history of slavery in Brooklyn and highlights the paradox of 

the Revolutionary ideals held by many colonials who also owned slaves. Perhaps 

Rothstein is correct to challenge the thematic thrust of “Pursuit of Freedom,” yet, the 

exhibit should be commended simply because it includes the history of Africans and 

African-Americans.  The “Witness to War” exhibit at the Old Stone House examines the 

Battle of Brooklyn and the subsequent occupation of New York through the perspective 

of free and enslaved black men and women, citizens, soldiers, and military leaders. One 

strong element of “Witness to War” is that the history of slavery is interpreted alongside 

the military and political history of the Revolution. 

 

Newport  

On January 2, 1778, Colonel of the 1st Rhode Island Regiment James Varnum 

suggested to General Washington that the Continental Army in Rhode Island start 

recruiting black men, free or enslaved, who would be emancipated and compensated for 

their service. 63 The Governor of Rhode Island, Nicholas Cooke, approved the Rhode 

Island Resolution for Negro Recruitment of 1778 on February 8, 1778.64 The act 

remained in force for four months; however, it succeeded in raising over a hundred black 

                                                 
63 James Mitchell Varnum, A Sketch of the Life and Public Services of James Mitchell Varnum of 

Rhode Island, (Boston: D. Clapp & Son, 1906), web, 18-20; Gilbert, 99.  
64 Ibid. 
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men who bolstered the First Rhode Island Regiment.65 The newly reformed regiment 

experienced its first fighting action outside of Newport on August 29, 1778, when 

Franco-American forces attempted to drive the British out of Newport. The British won 

the battle, but the soldiers of the First are memorialized by commemorative statues and 

plaques located between Newport and Portsmouth, RI.66   

Although the achievements of the First are memorialized by Rhode Island public 

monuments, there are no monuments or any public history programming about the black 

men serving on the British side. Perhaps the lack of Newport public history institutions 

that interpret the American Revolution is one reason black Loyalists are under-discussed. 

Indeed, programming about the Revolution in Newport is only offered at the Conanicut 

Battery National Historic Park, the Hunter House, the Wanton-Lyman-Hazard House, 

and Prescott Farm.  

Although not located in Newport proper, the nearby Prescott Farm is a historic 

site where the history of the American Revolution is interpreted for the public. 

Management of the Prescott Farm is overseen by the Newport Restoration Foundation, 

which, led by founder Doris Duke, purchased the home in 1969.67 The Farm is named 

after British General Richard Prescott, who was captured there by a small Patriot force in 
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early July 1777.68 Instrumental to the capture were two enslaved men, Jack Sisson and 

Quaco Honeyman, who provided Patriot forces with information about Prescott. In 

addition, Sisson may have broken down Prescott’s bedroom door with a head-butt during 

the mission.69  

Another public history site on the outskirts of Newport is the Conanicut Battery 

National Historic Park. The Conanicut Battery National Historic Park is a public park 

managed by the Jamestown Historical Society that was opened in the 1970s. When the 

park fell into disrepair in 2002, the Friends of the Conanicut Battery was formed to 

restore it.70 The park functions today as an area for outdoor activities with some signage 

that delineates the history of the Battery.71 Information about the Battery, the mustering 

of the Rhode Island militia, the British occupation of the Battery, and how the French 

drove the British out, is covered in the signage.72 Unfortunately, there seems to have been 

no research into the labor force that constructed the Battery in 1776, or who added 

additional fortifications when the British occupied Newport in 1779.73 It is plausible that 

construction and the alterations were done by African and African American men, 
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because one tenth of Newport’s population was enslaved in 1776, and by 1779 it was 

common British military practice to use escaped slaves for manual labor.74 

Interpreting black men and women’s pursuit of freedom at Newport, and the black 

soldiers on both sides of the Battery, is a compelling interpretive story that could 

encourage new audiences to visit these Newport museums. Donald Johnson, who 

researched and developed an interpretive plan for the Newport History Society’s 

“Revolution House” while serving as the Buchanana/Burnham fellow in 2014, and who 

recently completed his dissertation on the occupation of Newport, has noted that 

Newport-area public historians are aware of this history and the gap in the public 

presentation of the story and are working to expand these narratives in the near future.75   

The Newport Historical Society opened the Wanton-Lyman-Hazard House 

(WLHH) to the public in the 1930s. Today, programming at the WLHH interprets the 

architecture of the building, colonial lifestyles, and history of the occupants. Loyalist 

Martin Howard, Jr, lived in the house from 1757 until the British surrendered the city in 

1780.76 Deputy Director of the Newport Historical Society, Ingrid Peters, noted that there 

are plans “to interpret the years of the occupation as told through the eyes and 
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experiences of the residents of the house (Loyalists, Quakers, females, enslaved)” but that 

the institution has not figured out “how yet.”77 Johnson has indicated that staff is 

currently transitioning interpretative programming to place more emphasis on the 

American Revolution. Another Newport historic house museum amid interpretive 

changes in programming is the Hunter House.  

In 1945, Katherine Warren purchased the Hunter House and founded the 

Preservation Society of Newport County to oversee operation. The Hunter House was 

opened to the public in 1968, and today provides seasonal and limited public tours.78 

Tour programming at the Hunter House interprets the decorative aspects of the home as 

well as some family history of the occupants. Recently, the site’s staff has developed 

online exhibits that it plans to include eventually on tours as well. One online exhibit 

“Point to Point: Hunter House and the Constellations of Communities,” describes life for 

the enslaved people living at the Hunter House with contextual information about slavery 

in Rhode Island and white Rhode Islanders’ participation in the trans-Atlantic slave 

trade.79 Indeed, public historians throughout Rhode Island have been at the forefront of a 

wide-spread project designed to document and remember the transatlantic slave trade in 

the northeast.  

The Middle Passage Ceremonies and Port Markers Project (MPCPMP) is an 

international grassroots organization that raises awareness about the transatlantic slave 

trade. Its Rhode Island branch is sponsored by historical societies, museums, and 
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universities, however, volunteers perform a variety of fundamental roles.80 Victoria 

Johnson, a retired school principle and founding member of the Newport’s MPCPMP, 

claimed that building a “Port Marker” that recognizes the city of Newport’s role in the 

slave trade is currently a top priority. The well-organized group has a detailed mission 

and strategic plan, and is focused on sound research with aggressive outreach.  Working 

with the press through newspaper articles, public radio appearances, and lectures hosted 

at local universities, the groups seeks to gain support and awareness of their research.81 In 

addition to placing Port Markers, the group plans to facilitate partnerships to continue and 

further recognition and awareness of the captive Africans and their descendants, 

especially after the Port Marker is placed. The MPCPMP sets an example of a wide-

spread and diverse community of individuals and institutions committed to preserving 

and interpreting the history of the slave trade in Rhode Island.  

Since the John Brown House reinterpretation in 2001, Newport public historians 

are working to update their interpretations on the history of slavery in Rhode Island, the 

role of white Newporters in the transatlantic slave trade, and the history of black men and 

women during the Revolutionary Era. More academic historians are also studying the 

occupation of Newport and the role of black men and women during the Revolutionary 

                                                 
80 One role volunteers perform is answering the emails of inquisitive graduate students. "Home," 

Rhode Island Middle Passage Ceremonies and Port Markers Project, accessed December 01, 

2016, http://www.rimiddlepassage.org/.  
81 "First Meeting of Newport Middle Passage Ceremony and Port Marker Project," MPCPMP, RI, 

News release, November 2, 2016, accessed January 04, 2017, 

http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NMPCPMP-Press-Release-

2_Nov_2016.pdf ; Sean Flynn, "They Made Their Mark," Newport Daily News, November 8, 

2016, accessed January 04, 2017, http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/NewportDailyNews-8-Nov-2016b.pdf;  Emily Kugler, "Memorializing 

the Enslaved in Rhode Island: The Middle Passage Port Markers Project," interview by Chuck 

Hinman, Rhode Island Public Radio, transcript, April 6, 2016.  

http://www.rimiddlepassage.org/
http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NMPCPMP-Press-Release-2_Nov_2016.pdf
http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NMPCPMP-Press-Release-2_Nov_2016.pdf
http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NewportDailyNews-8-Nov-2016b.pdf
http://newportmiddlepassage.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/NewportDailyNews-8-Nov-2016b.pdf


28 

 

Era.82 Meanwhile, public history sites in and around Newport devoted to interpreting the 

history of the American Revolution are amid meaningful changes to interpret the history 

of slavery more-so.  

 

Savannah 

Before Haitian revolutionaries fought for independence from France, at least 500 

free people of color (gens de couleur libre) fought with the Patriot forces at the Battle of 

Savannah in 1779. In 2007 the Haitian American Historical Society and the city of 

Savannah erected a monument downtown to commemorate the efforts of these Saint-

Domingue volunteers.83 While the participation of gens de couleur libre during the Battle 

of Savannah is memorialized by the monument, the activity of the men of color on the 

British side is also remembered and interpreted by the Coastal Heritage Society (CHS) at 

the Savannah History Museum.  

The Coastal Heritage Society is a non-profit organization that opened the 

Savannah History Museum in 1989. The Savannah History Museum features 

programming that encompasses many aspects of Savannah history and culture, from 

exhibits about the American Revolution to the bench used in Forrest Gump. Although the 

American Revolution is a secondary narrative to the Civil War throughout Savannah’s 

primary public history institutions, programming about the Revolution is offered at the 

                                                 
82 In addition to Johnson’s dissertation, historian Travis Glasson recently wrote a chapter on the 

occupation of Newport and the impact on the civilian population which was included in Patrick 

Spero and Michael Zuckerman, The American Revolution Reborn.  
83 Russ Bynum, “Monument dedicated to Haitian soldiers in Savannah,” Boston Haitian Reporter, 

Nov 01, 2007, accessed October 15, 2016, online, 14, 

http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/368999080?pq-

origsite=summon&accountid=14270  

http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/368999080?pq-origsite=summon&accountid=14270
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/368999080?pq-origsite=summon&accountid=14270
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Savannah History Museum.84 Emily Beck, Manager of Interpretation for the Coastal 

Heritage Society, commented that staff recently added programming about the 

occupation of Savannah with a focus on the black experiences during the War at the 

Savannah History Museum. Beck claimed that the information was added because staff 

wanted to attract newer and more diverse audiences, as well as interpret a different 

narrative than the rest of the Savannah public history establishment, which is dominated 

by the Civil War.85  

The Coastal Heritage Society also sponsors lectures about the American 

Revolution, such as “Contradiction of Slavery in the Era of the American Revolution,” or 

“Culture and Music at the Siege of Savannah,” in which the lecturer was accompanied by 

musicians who played period pieces.86 In 2005, the CHS performed an archaeological dig 

in a large muddy square outside of the Savannah History Museum that uncovered 

remnants of the British trench line from the Battle of Savannah. 87 Afterwards, the CHS 

held an event where the Savannah History Museum curator, Rita Elliot, discussed the 

findings of the dig with the public. The excavations took place on land that was 

purchased by the Savannah city government in 2002 and then turned over to the CHS. 

                                                 
84 Emily Beck, "The Diverse Stories at the Coastal Heritage Society,” interview by Maggie 

O'Neill, National Center for Preservation Technology and Training, National Parks Service, July, 

2016, online, accessed December 09, 2016.  
85 Ibid.  
86  Chuck Mobley, "Hundreds of African-Americans Campaigned for the King during 1779 

Struggle for Savannah," Savannah Morning News, Sept, 2006, online, accessed December 19, 

2016, http://pfsavqa.sms.morris.com/coastal-empire/2006-09-24/hundreds-african-americans-

campaigned-king-during-1779-struggle-

savannah?utmsource=savannahnow&utmmedium=web&utmcampaign=arrownavigation. 
87 "City Signs Deal for Battlefield Property," Savannah Morning News, October, 2002, online, 

accessed December 19, 2016, 

http://savannahnow.com/stories/102902/LOCbattlefieldmain.shtml#.WGvrdPkrLb1.  
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After the dig, the CHS recreated the British redoubt, added signage, and laid a fleet of 

granite slabs in front of the redoubt to mark the Franco-American charge.88 An award 

winning- living history program, “Loyalists and Liberty,” is offered at Battlefield 

Memorial Park weekly.89 Staff at the Davenport historic house museum, which is located 

nearby the Savannah History Museum, staged another well received living history 

program about the yellow fever epidemic of 1820.  

“Yellow Fever in Savannah 1820,” featured discussions about the epidemic 

interjected between live performances by costumed performers who portrayed a women 

doctor, a mayor, as well as various sick patients, including free and enslaved black 

individuals.90 Site staff examined runaway slave ads, property inventories, and sale 

agreements, to interpret the lives of the enslaved who worked at the Davenport House. 

Further research about the lives of the enslaved workers before the Davenport House is 

currently ongoing. Perhaps some were descendants of slaves who escaped bondage 

during the War, helped the British defend the city, and then lived with the large maroon 

community north of Savannah that existed for seven years after the War.91 Another 

                                                 
88 For a certain sum, which goes to the CHS, visitors can personalize a granite slab with an 

inscription. 
89 "Your Good News: Excellence Awards Presented to Savannah Area Museums, Cultural 

Institutions," Savannah Morning News, June, 2016, online, accessed December 19, 2016, 

http://savannahnow.com/news-your-good-news/2016-06-01/your-good-news-excellence-awards-

presented-savannah-area-museums ; "Loyalists & Liberty," Savannah History Museum, accessed 

January 04, 2017, http://www.chsgeorgia.org/?page=SHM&spage=Calendar&event=1005.  
90 Molly Hayden, "History Lesson: Yellow Fever Epidemic Reenacted at Davenport House," 

Savannah Morning News, September, 2016, accessed January 04, 2017,  

http://www.dosavannah.com/article/tue-09272016-0039/history-lesson-yellow-fever-epidemic-

reenacted-davenport-house/.  
91 The leaders of the maroon community utilized military tactics that they learned during the 

Revolutionary War to evade capture for a couple years, even after multiple armed engagements. 

Tim Lockely, ‘“The King of England's Soldiers’: Armed Blacks in Savannah and Its Hinterlands 

http://savannahnow.com/news-your-good-news/2016-06-01/your-good-news-excellence-awards-presented-savannah-area-museums
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historic house museum in Savannah that explores the lives of the enslaved is the Owens-

Thomas House, where stories of  black men and women who lived there are “given equal 

weight as its white residents.” Similar to the Davenport House, the Owens-Thomas 

House was built after the Revolution and there is no interpretation of how the American 

Revolution shaped American slavery.  

The changes instituted by CHS staff, with help from the city of Savannah, at the 

Savannah History Museum exemplify an interesting, informative, and compelling 

interpretation of black men and women during the Revolutionary War. Looking to attract 

more and more diverse visitors, staff decided to include the history of the American 

Revolution with special attention on the occupation of Savannah and how it impacted the 

civilian population. The resulting exhibit skillfully interwove narratives about slavery and 

race alongside the more traditional military and elite white male perspectives. In addition, 

staff increased the amount of first-and third -person interpreters at the museum and 

neighboring battle site.  The Davenport House and Owens-Thomas House both feature 

interpretations of the enslaved peoples who lived and worked there. Because the homes 

were built in the nineteenth century, however, there is no acknowledgement of how the 

American Revolution impacted slavery in Savannah. While these two sites missed an 

opportunity to interpret and inform visitors about the lasting effects of the American 

Revolution, the Savannah public history establishment succeeds in covering the 

experiences of black men and women during the Revolutionary Era.  

   

                                                                                                                                                 
during the Revolutionary War Era, 1778-1787,” in Slavery and Freedom in Savannah, ed. Leslie 

M. Harris and Daina Ramey Berry, (University of Georgia, 2013).  
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Charleston  

Museums Program Associate at the Middleton Place Carin Bloom noted that “the 

Revolutionary War in its entirety is sorely underrepresented. Here in Charleston, it seems 

everyone is interested in learning about and interpreting the Civil War.”92 Nonetheless, 

the Powder Magazine, the Charlestown Museum, the Old Exchange Building, Drayton 

Hall, and Middleton Place are locations in and around Charleston where the American 

Revolution is interpreted for the public.  

The Powder Magazine was purchased by the National Society of the Colonial 

Dames of America in 1902, which opened it as a museum shortly thereafter.93 The 

Powder Magazine was used as an arsenal from 1713 until occupation, and afterwards as a 

stable, print shop, and a wine cellar. Curator Alan Stello claimed that they don’t know if 

the British occupied the Powder Magazine, only that the Patriot forces removed all 

powder before the British captured Charleston.94 The interpretative focus of 

programming is generally about early military history of South Carolina. Another 

Charleston public history site that examines an aspect of the Revolution is the Charleston 

Museum.  

 The Charleston Museum is considered the first museum in America because it 

was established in 1773 by the Charleston Library Society, even though it was not open 

for the public until 1824.95 Programming at the Charleston Museum interprets the 

                                                 
92 Email conversation between Carin Bloom and author on October 14, 2016.  
93 "Arsenal of History," Powder Magazine, accessed October 14, 2016, 

https://www.powdermag.org/history.php .  
94 Email conversation between Alan Stello and author on October 7, 2016.  
95 "About the Museum," Charleston Museum, accessed October 10, 2016, 

https://www.charlestonmuseum.org/support-us/about-the-museum/ .  

https://www.powdermag.org/history.php
https://www.charlestonmuseum.org/support-us/about-the-museum/
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American Revolution, Civil War, decorative arts, as well as natural history. “Becoming 

Americans” is an exhibit at the Charleston Museum that primarily examines the various 

military engagements throughout South Carolina through the personal items of soldiers as 

well as elites. Director of the Charleston Museum Carl Borick noted that the activity of 

black men and women during the American Revolution is under-researched and under-

appreciated in Charleston. Unfortunately, the Charleston Museum owns no artifacts 

associated with black flight to the British at the Charleston Museum and thus 

interpretation of the topic is non-existent.96 This, that the objects in collections don’t 

allow the institutions to tell more nuanced story, is a common, though poor, argument for 

not interpreting African and African American experience in museum settings.   

The Charleston Museum also owns two historic house museums, one of which, 

the Heyward-Washington House, contains interpretation about the American Revolution. 

Interpretation at the Heyward-Washington House focuses on three primary themes. It 

examines the life of Patriot general, slave-owner, and signer of the Declaration of 

Independence, Thomas Heyward, Jr. George Washington’s residences in 1791; and also 

the fact that the father of nineteenth century abolitionists, Sarah and Angelina Grimke, 

lived there.97 Tour guides sometimes mention that the British emancipated the slaves who 

worked at the Heyward House.98  

                                                 
96 Email conversation between Dr. Carl Borick and author, 10 October, 2016.  
97 Michael Mooneyham, "Home & Garden Events," The Post and Courier, June 17, 2012, 

accessed on October 12, 2016,  

http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/1020862660?accountid=14270 .  
98 “Charleston's Revolutionary War House,” Charleston Museum, accessed October 12, 2016, 

https://www.charlestonmuseum.org/historic-houses/heyward-washington-house/.  
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Another Charleston site where the history of the American Revolution is 

interpreted for the public is the Old Exchange Building (OXB). The OXB was 

constructed in 1771 and opened as a museum in 1981 by the Old Exchange 

Commission.99 The OXB originally served as a commercial exchange building, public 

market, and the meeting place where the South Carolina Assembly ratified the U.S 

Constitution. When the British occupied Charleston in 1780, they converted the basement 

of the Exchange into a prison. Programming at the OXB discusses the architecture and 

history of the building, with emphasis on the OXB during the Revolutionary Era.100 

Docents do not have a script when tours proceed into the basement (or dungeon), and 

usually they only discuss that the site was used by British to imprison local white 

Patriots, such as Thomas Heyward, Jr. there or Isaac Hayne. In 2012, staff installed a 

panel display that lists names of prisoners, occupations, and why they were imprisoned. 

The names of the enslaved men who were imprisoned are unknown, and consequently not 

included. However, staff member Edward Breeden was hired in 2014 to help improve 

how the OXB interprets the significance of slavery and free and enslaved African 

Americans in the site's history.101 

 Currently, Breeden and the administration are working on a new informational 

panel entitled “Slavery, the Exchange, and the American Revolution,” which will discuss 

and contextualize black experiences during the War. In addition, the panel will explain 

that it is likely that the British imprisoned slaves working for the Patriots at the Old 

                                                 
99 Ruth Miller and Ann Taylor Andrus, Witness to History: Charleston’s Old Exchange and 

Provost Dungeon, (Orangeburg, South Carolina: Sandlapper Publishing, Inc., 1986).  
100 "History," Old Exchange Association, accessed October 15, 2016, 

http://oldexchange.org/history/.   
101 Email conversation between Edward Breeden and author, 2 December, 2016.  

http://oldexchange.org/history/
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Exchange Building, but that there is no evidence to corroborate that.102 Breeden 

commented that he wants the exhibit to acknowledge that a neighboring building was 

regularly the site of slave auctions. Consequently, enslaved men and women waiting to 

be sold likely witnessed the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence when 

it was read by Governor John Rutledge off the balcony of the OXB in August, 1776.103 

This paradox, according to Breeden, should be emphasized at the OXB.  

One location in Charleston that does emphasize the paradox of slavery during the 

American Revolution is the historic plantation museum entitled the Middleton Place. The 

Middleton Place is an eighteenth century historic plantation near Charleston that was 

converted into a museum in the 1970s. The house was constructed in 1755 for slave 

owner Henry Middleton. Programming is mainly about the Middleton Family and their 

role in the Civil War, as well as the architecture of the House and landscaping of the 

Gardens. 104 Recently management at the Middleton Place decided to emphasize the 

American Revolution and life for the plantation’s enslaved residents. To begin this work 

administration created the weekly “Beyond the Fields Tour,” which is focused on the 

history of plantation’s enslaved residents.105 To create the tour, staff at the Middleton 

Place Foundation undertook a comprehensive research project that examined family 

letters, plantation records, and probate documents house in the Middleton Place Archives, 

                                                 
102 Rough draft of planned information panel at the OXB, 17 November, 2015. Graciously sent to 

author from Breeden via email on December 2, 2016.  
103 Email conversation between Edward Breeden and author, 2 December, 2016.  
104 "A Short History of the Middleton Place Foundation," Middleton Place, accessed October 20, 

2016, https://www.middletonplace.org/history/foundation.html/ . 
105 In addition to the daily tours, on Carolina Day Last year, staff at the Middleton place held a 

special event where a first-person interpreter of an enslaved blacksmith spoke about slavery at the 

Middleton Place during the Revolution. The Carolina Day programming was favorably received 

and there are plans to include similar programming on July Fourth.  

https://www.middletonplace.org/history/foundation.html/
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as well as materials from archives outside of Charleston.106 Site staff has also developed 

an accompanying book that describes the tour, the process that created it, and a list of the 

enslaved workers owned by the Middleton family, more than 3,500 captive humans.  

These flexible tours are given by volunteers who are provided research material 

but no formal script. Bloom noted that “the thing that makes an interesting guide, is a 

passionate guide. Therefore, if the subject of the enslaved population during the 

Revolution is not what a guide is truly interested in, they will most likely not talk about 

it.”107 Nonetheless, Bloom explained that the gist of the tour is about the agency of 

enslaved individuals, thus the decisions enslaved made during the Revolution to escape, 

would fit and improve interpretation at the Middleton Place.108  

Nearby administration at Drayton Hall recently shifted interpretation to document 

the lives of the enslaved who lived at the site more-so. Drayton Hall was opened to the 

public in 1977 by the National Trust for Historic Preservation.109 The plantation is the 

former home of John Drayton, who, in addition to Drayton Hall, owned more than one 

hundred plantations across South Carolina and Georgia. Interpretive programming at 

Drayton Hall discusses the American Indians who originally lived on the land, the 

Drayton family and how they relied on slave labor to acquire wealth, life for the 

                                                 
106 Barbara Doyle and Mary Edna Sullivan, et al, Beyond the Fields: Slavery at Middleton Place, 

(Charleston, S.C. Middleton Place Foundation, 2008), print. 
107 Email conversation between Carin Bloom and author on October 26, 2016.  
108 In an email Bloom informed author that she will suggest this narrative to administration. 
109 "Preservation of Drayton Hall," National Trust for Historical Preservation, accessed October 

26, 2016, http://www.draytonhall.org/preservation/ .  
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enslaved, and the different British generals who made the Hall their headquarters.110 In 

addition, there is an interactive program, “Connections from Africa to America” that 

discusses the contributions and experiences of Africans and African Americans to 

Drayton Hall.111 Likely hundreds of Drayton’s captive Africans escaped bondage during 

the War. In 2008, administration at Drayton Hall hosted a tribute to the Richmond 

Bowens, a descendant of an enslaved family owned by founder John Drayton. A local 

reporter who attended the event concluded:  

Those topics which for so long were difficult to acknowledge because of 

fear or shame or ignorance are being discussed openly. African-Americans 

are learning about their significant role in the area's history. So are whites. 

The process is bringing people together… If he were alive today, 

Richmond Bowens would likely be pleased. On a regular basis, he would 

see black tourists visiting Drayton Hall and black docents interpreting its 

history. And he would have seen his descendants invited ‘home’ not as 

slaves or servants but as honored guests.112 

 

The reporter eloquently summed up what all public history sites that examine the 

Revolutionary Era strive to do, become a place of reconciliation and learning, not a shrine 

to our troubled past. 

 The work being done at Middleton Place, Drayton Hall, and the Old Exchange 

Building are positive signs that suggest some public historians in Charleston are 

committed to including more black history into interpretations. The interpretation of the 

history of slavery during the Revolutionary Era at the Powder Magazine, Charleston 

                                                 
110 “About Drayton Hall,” National Trust for Historical Preservation, accessed on October 26, 

2016,  http://www.draytonhall.org/about-us-then-now/the-history-of-drayton-hall/before-drayton-
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111 “Connections from Africa to America,” National Trust for Historical Preservation, accessed on 
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112 "A Drayton Hall Celebration; Opinion," The Charleston Post and Courier, Oct 05, 2008, 

accessed October 26, 2016, 
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Museum, and the Heyward-Washington House, however, is still lacking. Although 

slavery is mentioned at the Heyward-Washington House and Charleston Museum, in the 

spaces devoted to interpreting the American Revolution there is no history of black men 

and women. This suggests that while public historians in Charleston are beginning to 

acknowledge the importance of slavery, they deem that information as separate from the 

history of the American Revolution.  

 

Philadelphia 

Philadelphia’s Independence National Historic Park (INHP) is the most popular 

destination for historically curious visitors to the city. INHP is administered by the 

National Park Service (NPS); however, the NPS does not own all the buildings within the 

park. For instance, Independence Hall is owned by the City of Philadelphia, the 

Carpenters’ Company owns Carpenters’ Hall, and the Constitution Center is federally 

funded but operated privately, while INHP owns the President’s House Site, Liberty Bell 

Center, New Hall Military Museum, and the Graff House. The history of the American 

Revolution or people who lived through the Revolution is interpreted at all of these sites. 

The non-profit volunteer group, Friends of INHP, have overseen management of 

Independence Hall since 1972.113 Although Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell 

attract the most visitors, for the purpose of this study the interpretative programming at 

the Graff House, the site where Thomas Jefferson resided while in Philadelphia, warrants 

examination.  

                                                 
113 "About Us," Friends of Independence National Historical Park, accessed January 04, 2017, 

http://friendsofindependence.org/about-us/.  
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The Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs acquired the land where the Graff 

House used to be, and reconstructed the building in 1975.114 Today operation of the 

reconstructed Graff House is overseen by the National Park Service.  The project began 

in the 1960s during the build up to the Bicentennial so that the park could interpret and 

“preserve for the people of the United States the site where the greatest political 

document in the history of western civilization was drafted.”115
 A compelling part of its 

current programming juxtaposes Thomas Jefferson’s disdain of the institution of slavery 

while highlighting that he was a slave-owner who brought slaves with him to the Graff 

House.  The slavery narrative interpreted at the Graff House is continued at the 

Presidents’ House, where some NPS walking tours proceed to after the Graff House.  

The Presidents’ House is a historic site located on the site where George 

Washington and John Adams lived while they served as President. After the Revolution, 

George Washington held at least nine enslaved workers while he resided at the location. 

On the site, an outdoor exhibit, partial reconstruction, and a memorial were constructed in 

2010, which feature signage and videos that examine the lives of the enslaved men and 

women who lived there.116 Visitors are encouraged to visit the President’s House prior to 

                                                 
114 Thomas Morris, House of Representatives, No. 904 (1963), accessed January 28, 2017, 
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the Liberty Bell Center, however, they must leave the Liberty Bell Center line (which can 

get quite lengthy at certain times) in order to do so.   

The Liberty Bell Center was constructed in 2003 when INHP administration 

decided to redesign the Independence Mall area to boost tourism and civic education.117 

Administration sought to build a larger and more modern building with enough room to 

properly interpret the history of the Liberty Bell.118 In addition to providing basic 

information about of the Liberty Bell, the exhibit also explains how the Bell was 

embraced or targeted by social movements such as abolitionists, women’s suffrage 

activists and Civil Rights advocates. The Liberty Bell and Independence Hall, which 

patrons are encouraged to visit afterwards, are the two most visited destinations within 

INHP, and neither made official mention of slavery until 2000.119  

Interpretation at Independence Hall discusses the formation of the United States 

government, Georgian architecture, and (since 2000) fugitive slave hearings from the 

nineteenth century.120 The interpretative focus of Historic Philadelphia was constructed to 

attract tourists who came to Philadelphia for the Bicentennial celebrations looking for 

information about the American Revolution.121 Although there were many protests about 

the Civil Rights and the Vietnam War held outside of Independence Hall throughout the 

1960s, administration decided to exclude the history of protest in Independence Hall in 

                                                 
117 Charlene Mires, Independence Hall in American Memory, (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 271.  
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favor of creating an atmosphere that would provide a “rational basis for the life to be led 

today and tomorrow.”122 According to Mires, the “forces of tourism and preservation 

prevailed” at Independence Hall.123 Four areas of interpretation were created within 

Independence Hall: The Assembly Room focused on interpreting the Declaration of 

Independence and Constitution, the Court Room focused on eighteenth century judicial 

system, the tower stair hall where the Liberty Bell was discussed, and the second floor 

where eighteenth century social life was examined. Although interpretation at 

Independence Hall has been tweaked since, for the most part it is the same as it was in 

1976.  

 Information about fugitive slave hearings is a recent addition that effectively 

continues the “ongoing pursuit of freedom” narrative, to which visitors are introduced 

across the street at the Liberty Bell Center and Presidents’ House.124 The “ongoing 

pursuit of freedom” is not an official walking tour, but INHP does have an official British 

occupation walking tour through the city.  

About twenty years ago, administration at INHP approved a park ranger’s 

proposal to create a walking tour focused the occupation of Philadelphia.125 The ranger 

created a brochure of research material and some possible locations to include in the tour. 

Currently the tour is offered twice a week during September and May (the beginning and 

                                                 
122 Master Plan for Independence National Historical Park, INHP, June 1971, folder 17.  
123 Mires, 267.  
124 “INHP Long-Term Interpretation Plan,” INHP Interpretation and Visitor Services, 

Philadelphia, PA: INHP, 2006, originally accessed on 21 October, 2016,  

https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf  
125 Email conversation between author and Missy Hogan, Chief of Operations of Interpretation 

and Education for Greater Philadelphia Area NPS, on 21 October, 2016. 

https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf
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end of occupation).126 There are six rangers who lead the tour and each one is free to 

focus on the aspects of the occupation they wish, however, generally the tour is focused 

on military history. Some rangers mention the Meschianza, but not that African and 

African Americans participated in the performances, waited on the officers, or performed 

manual labor to set up the festivities.127 In addition, some rangers mention that Elizabeth 

Drinker disapproved of the lavish lifestyle of the British that she observed during the 

occupations, but do not mention that her husband was unjustly imprisoned and exiled by 

radical Patriots immediately prior to occupation.128 One of the rangers commented that he 

was more passionate about the military aspect of the occupation so he chose not talk 

about slavery or any social implications of the British regime.129 In addition to the guided 

walking tour, in 2007 INHP created a self-guided tour about the occupation available 

through the INHP mobile application.  

The self-guided walking tour includes stops at Franklin Court, Carpenters’ Hall, 

Independence Hall, the Presidents house, and Washington Square, where users can listen 

to a sixty-second audio clip about each location during occupation. The tour provides 

basic information about occupation, such as which buildings were occupied and by 

whom.  Unfortunately, the audio tour is limited and seems to have a pro-Patriot bias. For 

instance, the blurb at Independence Hall claims that “[i]n happier times, it was a place 

                                                 
126 "Occupation of Philadelphia Walking Tour," National Parks Service, accessed January 04, 

2017, https://www.nps.gov/inde/planyourvisit/event-details.htm?eventID=3955513-307230.  
127 Raymond A. Saraceni, “Romantic Grandeur and Extravagant Folly,” The Journal of American 

Drama and Theatre, 25.1, Winter, 2013, Web.  
128 Thomas Gilpin, Exiles in Virginia with Observations on the Conduct of the Society of Friends 

during the Revolutionary War, (Philadelphia: 1848), online.  
129 I attended two walking tours on September 17, 2016 and on September 24, 2016. Neither of 

the tour guides mentioned slavery, and the first one noted he was only interested in the military 

history of occupation.  

https://www.nps.gov/inde/planyourvisit/event-details.htm?eventID=3955513-307230
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where Pennsylvania officials hosted elaborate banquets and parties.”130 Happier times for 

who? Certainly not the formerly enslaved individuals who escaped bondage and joined 

the British. In addition, the tour highlights that the British stole instruments from 

Benjamin Franklin’s house, hosted lavish parties in the face of starving citizens, forced 

imprisoned soldiers to lap soup off the dirt, but does not mention anything that might 

portray Patriots in a bad light. Occupying people’s homes is not a friendly process; 

however, in some instances the British did everything possible to minimize imposition. 

For example, when German general Wilhelm von Knyphausen occupied the house of 

Patriot general John Cadwalader, Knyphausen meticulously inventoried household items 

to make sure nothing was stolen and even paid rent.131 Of course this may be due to the 

formalities of fighting during that era, but it is an interesting fact that compels listeners to 

contemplate the complexity of the time.  

Aside from wayfinding and security challenges, INHP reports difficulty recreating 

a historic setting in an urban environment, as well as attracting virtual and non-white 

local visitors. Consequently, planners hope to include more varied programming about 

African-Americans, Asian-Americans, and Hispanic experiences throughout the park. 

Collaboration with other local institutions within the park, such as Carpenters’ Hall, the 

American Philosophical Society, the African American Museum, or the National 

                                                 
130 Transcript for Self-guided Tour on occupation of Philadelphia. Accessed through the official 

INHP mobile application.  
131 John C. Fredriksen, America's Military Adversaries: From Colonial Times to the Present, 

(Santa Barbara, CA; 2001), web, 282.  
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Constitution Center, is necessary to provide an intertwined narrative that facilitates 

visitors to contemplate the main themes.132 

The National Constitution Center (NCC) opened in 2003. The NCC was 

established as a private nonprofit museum by Congress under the Constitution Heritage 

Act of 1988 to inform visitors about the United States Constitution as well as promote 

meaningful discussion about constitutional issues.133 The NCC relies on ticket sales, 

donations, and membership for funding.  Programming at the NCC is generally tilted 

toward young learners and features interactive, multimedia, and hands-on programming. 

Perhaps that is why the NCC boasts the most Facebook likes among Philadelphia public 

history institutions with 39,145.134 The main exhibit at the NCC is “The Story of We the 

People,” which broadly examines the Constitution and American history. Additional 

programing includes is a live one-person performance every half hour entitled “Freedom 

Rising,” which interprets American history from the Revolutionary War to modernity, as 

well as Signers’ Hall, where there are bronze life-size statues of delegates to the 

Constitutional Convention. The NCC also hosts travelling exhibits that are generally 

directed at older audiences.135 During “Slavery at Jefferson’s Monticello,” the NCC cross 

                                                 
132 Heather Hill, Cheryl Niehaus, and Elizabeth Seeger, NPS Business Plan, (NPS, Philadelphia, 

PA: INHP, 2004), Online, 1; INHP Interpretation and Visitor Services. “INHP Long-Term 

Interpretation Plan,” Philadelphia, PA: INHP, 2006, https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf . 
133  “About," National Constitution Center, accessed November 06, 2016. 

http://constitutioncenter.org/about.  
134 “National Constitution Center Facebook Page,” accessed November 10,2016, 

https://www.facebook.com/constitutionctr/ ; In 2014 there were 21,393 likes. Drexel University 

Business Consulting Heritage Tourism Project, 2014. 7.  
135 Recent travelling exhibits interpreted race and slavery during the Revolutionary Era, included 

the 2014 “Slavery at Jefferson’s Monticello,” the 2012 “Spies, Traitors, and Saboteurs,” the 2011 

“Discover the Real George Washington”, and 2009’s “America I Am: The African American 

Imprint.”  

https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf
http://constitutioncenter.org/about
https://www.facebook.com/constitutionctr/
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promoted the exhibit with the American Philosophical Society, where another exhibit on 

Jefferson was on display.  

The American Philosophical Society Museum (APSM) largely functions as a 

museum dedicated to interpreting the life of Thomas Jefferson because of the museum’s 

strong Jefferson-related collections.  However, most programming focuses on the 

connections between science and art, and how that interplay is reflected in culture and 

history. Funding is provided from donations, grants, sponsors, as well as ticket sales. 

Neither a history of race nor one of slavery in North America is interpreted at the APSM. 

Patrons curious about the early history of the APS can visit nearby Carpenters’ Hall, 

which is where the APS headquarters were originally located in 1780.  

Carpenters’ Hall is a historic site in Philadelphia which has been managed by the 

Carpenters’ Company of the City and County of Philadelphia since the Hall was 

constructed in 1771. Operational funding for the Hall comes from gift shop sales, grants, 

and donations from the Carpenters’ Company.136 Annually more than 150,000 people 

visit Carpenters’ Hall, however, according to Marketing Director Alicia Bono, those 

figures have been dropped since 2012.137  At Carpenters’ Hall, there is interpretive 

programming about the Hall as the place where the First Continental Congress met, 

where Benjamin Franklin secretly met with a French representative in 1775, and the 

                                                 
136 The Carpenters’ Company of the City and County of Philadelphia is a trade guild of architects 

and engineers that was instituted in 1724 who erected Carpenters’ Hall in 1774. Currently, the 

Company still exists and own and oversee the operation of Carpenters’ Hall. 
137 “About Carpenters’ Hall,” Carpenters’ Company of the City and County of Philadelphia, 

accessed March 3, 2017, http://www.carpentershall.org/index.htm.  

http://www.carpentershall.org/index.htm
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history of the Carpenters’ Company. 138 During the Revolutionary War, the Hall was used 

as a meeting place for various organizations, including the Pennsylvania Provincial 

Conference in 1776. At Carpenters’ Hall, a display highlights how the Hall was occupied 

by the British in 1778 and used to store military goods and as a makeshift hospital for 

wounded soldiers. Original chairs from the Continental Congress, old carpentry tools, and 

the Hall itself, are the artifacts that are showcased at Carpenters’ Hall.139 Staff at 

Carpenters’ Hall is in the process of creating an audio tour that will discuss historical 

themes absent from current interpretation, such as the unjust exile of twenty 

Philadelphians to Virginia in 1777, or contextual information about the slave trade in 

1774.140  

Private public history institutions where aspects of the American Revolution are 

examined, such as Carpenters’ Hall or the APS, often do not take on regular 

interpretation about race and slavery. These sites now have a heightened responsibility to 

include pertinent information about slavery and race within daily programming because 

slavery and race are inseparable from Philadelphia colonial history. On the contrary, the 

interpretative programming at the nearby African American Museum in Philadelphia 

(AAMP) spans from the American Revolution to today, however, the museum is not 

                                                 
138 Interpretation also examines how prominent learned institutions such as the American 

Philosophical Society or Franklin Institute rented space in Carpenters’ Hall during the eighteenth 

century.  
139 Prior to occupation, the chairs were sent with the Liberty Bell to Allentown. Additional 

programming includes special First Friday events, such as “Tales and Ales,” where patrons 

enjoyed free beer and conversations with costumed interpreters. "Old City District," Old City 

District, accessed January 04, 2017, http://oldcitydistrict.org/events/tales-ales-of-the-

revolution1#.WGfz1PkrLb0.   
140 I conducted the research and helped write the script for the audio tour.  

http://oldcitydistrict.org/events/tales-ales-of-the-revolution1#.WGfz1PkrLb0
http://oldcitydistrict.org/events/tales-ales-of-the-revolution1#.WGfz1PkrLb0
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singularly focused on the Revolution like the APS, Carpenters’ Hall, or INHP buildings, 

and thus not as responsible as other sites to examine the Revolution and occupation.  

The African American Museum in Philadelphia opened in 1976 as part of the City 

of Philadelphia’s celebration of the Bicentennial. The AAMP is one of the first museums 

founded and built by a municipality to interpret African-American history.141 In 2009 the 

AAMP unveiled the exhibit entitled “Audacious Freedom,” which examines the history 

of black Philadelphians from 1776- 1876.142 The exhibit highlights the “trailblazers from 

18th century Philadelphia,”143 specifically Octavius Catto, Richard Allen, and Frances 

Ellen Watkins Harper. The exhibit asserts that ideals from the American Revolution 

influenced gradual emancipation; however, there is no examination of the lives of less 

prominent black men and women from the Revolutionary Era, nor any acknowledgement 

of the history of black Philadelphians prior to 1776. Starting interpretation with 1776 

suggests that the Declaration of Independence had a significant effect for black 

individuals, other than ultimately preserving slavery for another eighty-six years. Failure 

to acknowledge black flight to the British missed an opportunity to connect the museum 

to the interpretative themes of other institutions that make up historic Philadelphia, to 

educate unaware tourist about American slavery, and bring compelling peripheral 

narratives into focus.  

                                                 
141 Andrea A. Burns, From Storefront to Monument: Tracing the Public History of the Black 

Museum Movement, (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2013). 
142 Melanie R. Holmes, "'Audacious Freedom' Exhibit Tells a History Seldom Heard," 

Philadelphia Tribune, Jun 21, 2009, Web.   
143 “Exhibitions,” African American Museum Philadelphia, accessed on January 15, 2017,  

http://www.aampmuseum.org/exhibitions.html  
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Within the Philadelphia public history establishment the history of black men and 

women from the Revolutionary Era is absent. The recent inclusion of slavery narratives 

into interpretation at Independence Hall, the Graff House, Liberty Bell Center, the 

President’s House Site, and the Museum of the American Revolution, is a positive sign, 

however, there is much work to be done. INHP administration should focus more-so on 

the fugitive slave hearings that were held in Independence Hall and on the enslaved men 

and women who lived with Thomas Jefferson while he wrote the Declaration of 

Independence or with George Washington while he was President. These juxtapositions 

present a complex and more accurate depiction of the American Revolution while compel 

visitors to acknowledge the limitations of the Revolution. In addition, INHP 

administration needs to update the walking and self-guided tours to include the history of 

more black men and women and to minimize the pro-Patriot bias. Outside of INHP 

owned sites, the lack of black men and women in interpretation is more glaring. Public 

historians at most privately owned public history sites in Philadelphia need to incorporate 

slavery narratives into the sites permanent programming. These sites offer antediluvian 

interpretations of the American Revolution that are narrowly focused on elite white men, 

architecture, antiques, and military engagements. One possible avenue to incorporate the 

history of slavery into interpretation at these sites is to discuss the history of occupation 

and the influx of free and enslaved black men and women to Philadelphia during that 

time.  

Public history practitioners are beginning to realize that the occupation of 

Philadelphia is a story that needs to be told. The upcoming Museum of the American 
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Revolution includes galleries about the occupation and black flight to the British during 

the Revolution, and the NPS provides a self-guided walking tour about the occupation. 

Given that many historic sites in Philadelphia are associated with the occupation 

(including Independence Hall, Carpenters’ Hall, the President’s House, Franklin Court, 

Christ Church, the Powel House, Cliveden, and others), there is great potential to 

interweave the occupation narrative throughout Philadelphia. In Forging Freedom, a 

book almost 20 years old, Gary Nash highlights how most enslaved Philadelphians aged 

between seventeen and forty-four, evacuated with the British.144 Nash notes that many 

African Americans were employed to clean the streets, provide labor for the Meschianza, 

or were costumed as “oriental slaves” for the entertainment.145 This certainly suggests 

that British views on slavery and the African and African Americans who joined their 

ranks were not ideal, but most of Philadelphia’s enslaved population chose to join the 

British rather than enslavement among the Patriots. Acknowledging the occupation 

presents an opportunity to create a compelling narrative about black men and women 

during the Revolutionary Era. Confronted with the choice between slavery and freedom, 

the answer was obvious. Interpreting this narrative fits the Revolutionary ideal of 

pursuing freedom at any cost that Americans expect and desire to find in interpretations 

about the Revolution. Current interpretations in Philadelphia about the American 

Revolution are shallow, yet millions of historically curious tourists visit Philadelphia 

each year to learn about the American Revolution.   

                                                 
144 Gary B. Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia's Black Community, 1720-

1840, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988,) Online, 58.  
145 Ibid, 57.  
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 Historic Philadelphia is considered by some to be “the most historic square mile 

in the United Sates” and boasts 4.3 million annual visitors.146 In April, 2017, the Museum 

of the American Revolution will open, and 2026 is the 250-year anniversary of 

Independence, both of which will heighten visitation to Historic Philadelphia. 

Consequently, Philadelphia is in the unique position to educate and inspire millions of 

people through interpretations about the American Revolution. To do so effectively, 

however,  public historians must engage recent studies about the best practices to 

interpret slavery at a colonial public history site. 

                                                 
146 Robert Strauss, "In Philadelphia, George Washington Slept Here — and Here." The New York 

Times, March 16, 2016, http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/in-philadelphia-george-

washington-slept-here-and-here.html?_r=0.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/in-philadelphia-george-washington-slept-here-and-here.html?_r=0
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CHAPTER 3 

PUBLIC HISTORY AND SLAVERY: LEARNING FROM EXAMPLES 

 

If institutional racism is the force behind contemporary racial injustices, then 

slavery always warrants greater consideration at public history sites— especially those 

that deal with the colonial period, British occupation, or other aspects of the 

Revolutionary War. As James Oliver Horton claims, “It is not practical to believe that we 

can realistically address our society’s most vital contemporary concerns about race while 

ignoring the institution that has been so central to American race relations.”147 Public 

historians working at colonial history sites are responsible to provide programming, 

wherever applicable, that promotes conversations about the long-lasting impact of 

American slavery. In order to succeed, public historians should consider being creative, 

collaborating with artists, employing dark humor, or using blunt programming that forces 

the individual to grasp the realities of American slavery. The 2013 web series, “Ask a 

Slave,” created by Azie Mira Dungey, or “Follow the North Star” immersion program at 

the Conner Prairie Interactive History Park in Fishers, Indiana, are two creative ways to 

engage the history of slavery. Before such complex connections can be fostered, 

however, interpretation must explain basic information about the breadth and long-lasting 

impact of American slavery. This chapter will outline the guidance that public history 

practitioners have developed about the interpretation of slavery, and will review the 

                                                 
147 James Oliver Horton, “Slavery in American History: An Uncomfortable National Dialogue,” 

in Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, edited by James Oliver 

Horton and Lois E. Horton, (New York: New Press, 2006), 55.  
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books and other scholarly work that concern the public history of slavery. In addition, 

this chapter will highlight the best interpretations of slavery (from a wide variety of 

places, sites, and media) that Philadelphia might use as models for how to meaningfully 

engage this topic. 

Overcoming the average visitor’s lack of knowledge about slavery is the first 

obstacle to interpreting race and slavery at a public history site. Although the history of 

slavery is slowly being included into school curriculums, for years it was neglected, 

which has resulted in a lack of knowledge about the history of slavery among many 

Americans.148 According to a study of public school history teaching in the mid-1990s 

conducted by the United States Department of Education, “[o]ver half of all public school 

students enrolled in history or world civilization classes in grades 7-12, or about 

4,330,000 of 8,030,000 students, were taught by teachers who did not have at least a 

minor in history.”149 Evidently, the history of slavery is not an educational focal point at 

many schools, thus exhibits about slavery need to provide basic information about the 

prevalence of slavery, and how slavery influenced the development of contemporary 

American racial identities. Horton agrees that “the vast majority of Americans react 

strongly to [the history of slavery], but few know much about it.”150 In Philadelphia, 

visitors need to know basic information about the history of slavery, for instance that it 

                                                 
148 Horton, 42-43.  
149 Richard M. Ingersoll, Out-of-field Teaching and Educational Equality, Washington, DC: U.S. 

Dept. of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement, National Center for 

Education Statistics, 1996, Online, x, accessed February 9, 2017, 

http://diamond.temple.edu/record=b2401550.  
150 Horton, 37.  
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existed in the city well into the nineteenth century, in order to grasp the complexity of 

slavery in the Revolution.  

During a 1998 conference on interpretations of slavery in classrooms and at 

historic sites, historian Jeffery J. Crow claimed that inclusiveness is one of the main 

principles necessary to effectively interpret slavery in public history.151 Although it may 

seem obvious, many sites fail to properly acknowledge the lives of the enslaved. Until 

recently, many of Philadelphia’s most popular house museums, including the Powel 

House and Cliveden, did not acknowledge that prominent Philadelphians who were 

engaged in supporting the Revolution also owned enslaved people who worked in and 

outside of the houses and estates that they open to the public.152 Even this country’s most 

popular colonial destination, Colonial Williamsburg, did not include any black characters 

in their living history interpretation until the 1980s, even though almost half of the 

population of Williamsburg in 1775 was African or African American.153 Scholars 

Jennifer Eichstedt and Stephen Small argue that public history sites that fail to include 

narratives about black men and women, when there is clear evidence and research to 

support doing so, actively participate in as symbolic annihilation and erasure of that 

                                                 
151 Jeffery J. Crow, "Interpreting Slavery in the Classroom and at Historic Sites," Speech, 

Conference on Interpretations on Slavery, Somerset Place State Historic Site, Creswell, February 

1998, https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/march-

1998/interpreting-slavery-in-the-classroom-and-at-historic-sites. 
152 To glimpse how slavery is interpreted at Cliveden, see David Young, “Touring the museum,” 

Cliveden, Inc. accessed January 04, 2017,  http://www.cliveden.org/touring-the-museum/ ;  The 

discovery that the Chew family held many enslaved men and women see, Robert Hightower, 

"Activists Want Regulations on Cliveden House History," Philadelphia Tribune, Aug 14, 2009, 

https://search-proquest-com.libproxy.temple.edu/docview/337866963?accountid=14270 ; I 

witnessed this tour programming first hand when I visited the Powel House in Fall, 2015. 
153 Richard Handler and Eric Gable, The New History in an Old Museum: Creating the Past at 

Colonial Williamsburg, (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997,) Online, 116. 
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https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/march-1998/interpreting-slavery-in-the-classroom-and-at-historic-sites
http://www.cliveden.org/touring-the-museum/
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history.154 Any institution that interprets American colonial history is inherently 

associated with the history slavery and should acknowledge it. 

Although the inclusion of African American history has improved since the 

1980s, a different problem persists in the northern United States where interpretations are 

often focused on northerners’ abolitionist roots and not that “the northeastern United 

States wasn’t just complicit in slavery: this part of the country played a leading role in the 

economic system based on slavery.”155 Many visitors to the 2005 exhibit, “Slavery in 

New York,” held at the New York Historical Society, admitted that they did not realize 

that New York City was one of the larger slave holding cities during the eighteenth 

century.156 The chief historian for the exhibit, James Oliver Horton, claimed that 

“[s]lavery was not a side-show. It was the main event.”157 Likewise, in 2001 at the John 

Brown House in Rhode Island historians and management agreed that interpretation 

should acknowledge John Brown’s involvement in the slave trade and began discussing 

ways to include this narrative in the museum’s permanent exhibits. Soon discussions 

became heated, however, because one historian wanted the focus of the tour to be on 

slavery, while others wanted focus to remain on the decorative aspects of the house.158 

Indeed, emphasis and inclusion of slavery determines if such interpretation becomes a 

                                                 
154 Jennifer L. Eichtstedt and Stephen Small, Representations of Slavery: Race and Ideology in 

Southern Plantation Museums, (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Books, 2002,) Online, 2.   
155 Katherine Kane, “Telling Slavery's Story in the Land of Abolition,” in Interpreting Slavery at 

Museums and Historic Sites, edited by Kris Gallas and James DeWolf Perry, (Lanham: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2014,) 47.    
156 “Home,” New York Historical Society, accessed on January 20, 2017, 

http://www.slaveryinnewyork.org.  
157 Rabinowitz, "Eavesdropping at the Well," 10-11.  
158 Joanne Melish, “Recovering (from) Slavery: Four Struggles to Tell the Truth,” in Slavery and 

Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. 

Horton, 110.  
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key element of the narrative, becomes trivialized and marginalized, or if it falls in balance 

within the boundaries of historical accuracy. 

 Maintaining historical accuracy is another key principle when interpreting slavery 

at public history sites.159 Sometimes museums promote a celebratory narrative about 

emancipation that reinforces misconceptions. Eichstedt and Small define this practice as 

trivialization or deflection from dealing with the real difficulties of slavery.160 Exhibits on 

slavery should shatter common misconceptions about slavery such as the ‘good master’ 

or that slavery was isolated to the south, while influencing visitors to consider how 

slavery impacted the way Americans understand racial identities today. For instance, 

Carpenters’ Hall in Philadelphia could acknowledge that many delegates to the First 

Continental Congress owned slaves, yet during that meeting they attempted to abolish the 

slave trade. This narrative unveils the overt contradiction at the heart of the Revolution 

and helps explain the complexity of slavery and race during that time.  Many sites may 

not have the money, or administrative support, to implement changes that would require 

the institution to re-envision its identity and culture.  

Sometimes such change requires staff to re-think a site’s entire mission plan to 

reflect new interpretations. The Royal House and Slave Quarters in Massachusetts used 

to be a traditional house museum that exhibited the history of the Royal family and the 

generals who occupied the home during the Revolution. Behind the house, however, was 

the last remaining slave quarters in the northeastern United States. Until the twenty-first 

century, the slave quarters were never mentioned throughout interpretation of the house. 

                                                 
159 Crow.  
160 Eichtstedt and Small, 2.  
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When museum managers in the 1990s decided to revamp programming to pursue new 

audiences, the organization entered a different niche outside of the traditional colonial 

mansion museum. In order to undergo these changes, staff decided they would have to 

rewrite their entire interpretative plan and mission. The change was successful, and has 

resulted in more members for the museum from outside the ZIP code, more black 

visitors, an updated website, group tours, and additional foundational support.161  In 

Philadelphia, most public history institutions that interpret the American Revolution 

could incorporate narratives about slavery and race without forsaking their primary focus. 

Indeed, incorporating these narratives would only deepen and improve the narrative. 

Unfortunately, resistance to changing the celebratory narrative of the Revolution is 

common. While the Royal House did not have to face such resistance, many institutions 

do.  

One illustrative example of an institution resistant to change is My Old Kentucky 

Home in Bardstown Kentucky. A museum was designed to interpret the life of U.S 

senator John Rowan, who lived at the house during the nineteenth century, and Stephen 

Foster, who was inspired by the house to write the Kentucky state song.162 Eric 

Browning, a docent at the museum, approached the administration with a request to 

update the house’s tour script to acknowledge that slaves worked at the house. The 

assistant director of historic sites for the Kentucky Department of Parks asked him to 

“say something positive” about slavery at the site. Browning responded to that there were 

no positive aspects about slavery, yet management at My Old Kentucky Home worked to 
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include a shallow, trivialized interpretation of slavery that would not change or interfere 

with the over-arching narrative of the site: to interpret and preserve the legacy of Rowan 

and Foster. After further negotiation, the resulting tour script now includes one new 

paragraph, which is only to be recited by docents while patrons pass through the dining 

room. The paragraph briefly states that the family owned slaves who built and maintained 

the house.163 Meaningful interpretations of the history of slavery should influence the 

audience to imagine the realities of life for enslaved individuals and paragraphs like this 

fail to do that.  

Staff at Colonial Williamsburg sought to take on the interpretation of slavery in 

1994 with staged a reenactment of a slave auction.164 When the staff announced the 

reenactment, they met resistance from community members as well as their local chapter 

of the NAACP.165 Critics worried that the reenactment would trivialize slavery or be 

misconceived as entertainment. The reenactment, organized by Colonial Williamsburg’s 

African American Department, was designed to teach the history of slave auctions and 

confront the reality that slaves were viewed as commodities rather than as humans. Staff 

was well aware of the sensitivity of the task and took that into consideration during all 

stages of the reenactment. The planners approached management with a clearly 

delineated plan for the performance, ample historical evidence, and confidence in their 

ability not to let the performance be misconstrued as entertainment.166 Despite of the 

meticulous preparation and the powerful and informative performance, the event was still 
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considered controversial and has never been repeated. This suggests that even when 

public historians undergo thorough preparation, the heightened emotions intertwined with 

the history of slavery can result in controversy.  

Independence National Historical Park staff confronted controversy over the 

planned construction of the Liberty Bell Center in 2002. The original design for the new 

Liberty Bell Center was to be built over the foundations of a house in which both George 

Washington and John Adams lived during their presidencies.  But the plan did not 

acknowledged the site’s connection to the enslaved people that George Washington held 

there. In an article summarizing the controversy surrounding what would become the 

President’s House Site, Jill Ogline Titus highlighted that within the NPS decisions about 

planning and interpretation are usually made by regional representatives. This was the 

case for planning the President’s House Site, when many people blamed former 

Superintendent of INHP, Martha Aikens, for inciting the controversy. Indeed, in a letter 

responding to complaints by the Independence Hall Association in 2001, Aikens claimed 

that interpretation of the President’s House site would “create a design dissonance 

between the two features, potentially causing confusion for visitors.”167 Dissonance at a 

historic site, however, according to Titus, Conny Graft, and Julia Rose, should to a 
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degree be encouraged, because dissonance signifies that the visitor is digesting the 

information and figuring out how to comprehend it.168 According to Titus, 

Not only acknowledging the Liberty Bell’s proximity to a site upon which 

enslaved people toiled, but actually integrating that story of enslavement into the 

bell’s narrative of freedom might possibly be the greatest dissonance ever to be 

interpreted at a national historic site.169   

 

While Aikens predicted that interpreting the President’s House could cause dissonance, 

she was mistaken to believe that dissonance could not be used to facilitate deeper 

understanding of the content. In addition, Chris Schillizzi, former Chief of Interpretation 

and Visitor Services at INHP, claimed that the plan was too far developed for significant 

changes, and that interpreting slavery at the site of the President’s House could 

overshadow the symbolic story of the Liberty Bell.170 Aikens and others clung to this 

mindset despite the 2001 NPS Advisory Board recommendation that historic sites 

“should be not just recreational destinations, but springboards for personal journeys, of 

intellectual and cultural enrichment.”171 Officially, park historians advocated for an 

“American story [that] is told faithfully, completely, and accurately.” 172 In Philadelphia, 

Gary Nash, Randall Miller, and NPS Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley led a 
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collaborative effort between the community, historians, and national representatives of 

the NPS to challenge INHP’s plan.173  

Eventually staff at INHP did decide to interpret the President’s House and the 

nine enslaved men and women who lived there with George Washington. Today, visitors 

to the President’s House are compelled to question how George Washington, the 

champion of liberty and equality, not only held slaves, but pursued them with vigor when 

they escaped. This complex contradiction is the crux of what interpretation about the 

American Revolution hopes to achieve. The controversy at the President’s House site 

reflects that public historians must be prepared to face controversy when interpreting the 

history of slavery due to the sensitive issues and emotions intertwined with the history of 

slavery.  

Another challenge when interpreting slavery and race at colonial public history 

sites is that there is minimal margin for error because of the powerful emotions that the 

history of slavery evokes. This difficulty is heightened with interpretations about the 

American Revolution because of the symbolism of democracy and liberty intertwined 

with the Revolutionary Era and Founding Fathers.174 This is evident in the example of the 

resistance to interpret the President’s House. Yet providing “a historical perspective that 

denies the interconnection of issues and experiences provides poor preparation for life in 

a complex and contradictory present.”175 Historian Harvey Neptune claims, 

While politicians with their minds set on winning elections might often feel 

compelled to pander to ‘the people,’ scholars should feel no such compulsion… 
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To the contrary, we have a professional obligation to address the public with the 

best of our critical knowledge.176 

  

At the President’s House planners themselves were consumed by that “racial baggage,” 

which led to critical mistakes.177  

Front-line interpreters interact with “racial baggage” directly. In her role 

interpreting Lizzie Mae, a character based on an enslaved woman at Mount Vernon 

owned by Marth Washington, Azie Mira Dungey sometimes dealt with angry visitors 

who were unwilling to accept slavery at the home of Founding Father.178 Some visitors 

refused to acknowledge that the Washingtons held slaves, or wanted the interpreters to 

talk positively about the Washingtons as “good masters,” and reacted angrily. On the 

other hand, Dungey admitted that sometimes she became unhappy when visitors left 

distraught and downtrodden after they interacted with her. Dungey’s experiences reflect 

the “racial baggage” associated with interpreting slavery, which is heightened whenever 

first person impersonators or living history is involved.  

Context is important as we interpret slavery and race. Michel-Rolph Trouillot 

highlighted that poor context was a flaw in the 1993 planned Disney America theme park 

focused on American History. Trouillot argued that patrons would not experience an 
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“appropriate reaction” to slave impersonators while in an amusement park setting.179 

Likewise, critics of the Colonial Williamsburg slave auction shared many of the same 

fears as Trouillot. Interpreter Rex Ellis experienced this problem directly when he 

impersonated a slave in a procession that marched through a nearby shopping mall. While 

he was initially excited to be a part of the event, once the procession began he felt he was 

playing a slave for white on-lookers who were unaware of the context or history or 

desired mission of the event. Ellis admitted that tourists consuming cinnamon buns and 

General Tso’s chicken is not the best atmosphere for a slave reenactor to march through. 

Practitioners need to be aware, and plan accordingly, to relieve as much as possible the 

emotional toll interpreting slavery has on front-line interpreters.180  

Consequently, front line workers responsible for interpreting the history of 

slavery to the public should undergo considerable training to be comfortable with the 

material and their own racial perceptions and emotions.181 More sites are starting to 

follow the lead of Monticello, where staff members explain the importance and 

requirement of interpreting slavery to all applicants prior to hiring them.182 Nonetheless, 

many sites will avoid interpreting race and slavery because docents are not passionate 

about the topic and a passionate docent provides a better tour. Many public history sites 

rely on volunteer labor in order to survive, and thus, instituting these changes without 

causing some volunteer to leave can be difficult. Nonetheless, if the institution is 
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committed to interpreting the history of slavery, staff will either hire employees and 

docents passionate about the topic, similar to Monticello, or create incentives for 

employees to be more passionate about interpreting slavery.  

Heeding sensitivity is instrumental to all aspects of interpreting slavery and race. 

Cliveden, or the Benjamin Chew House, is a historic site owned and operated by the 

National Trust in Germantown, Pennsylvania, where today interpretation covers the 

history of the Chew Family, the enslaved men and women who lived there, and the role 

of the estate in the Battle of Germantown. When hosting “Cliveden Conversations” in 

2015, Executive Director David Young attempted to understand the thought process of 

those who challenged his push to incorporate the history of slavery into Cliveden’s 

interpretation and tours. Young claims that determining the thought process of attendees 

was instrumental to convincing them of the importance of including slavery narratives at 

Cliveden. Young argues that slavery and race evoke strong emotions, and that institutions 

must plan accordingly to handle them among volunteers, staff, visitors, and other 

stakeholders.183  

According to Director of the West Baton Rouge Museum, Julia Rose, in her 2006 

dissertation, “Rethinking Representations of Slave Life at Historical Plantation Museums: 

Towards a Commemorative Museum Pedagogy,” planners tackling difficult histories 

must incorporate the Five Rs: receive, resistance, repetition, reflection and 
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reconsideration.184 Museum professionals should provide introductory spaces or 

disclosure statements to introduce the visitors to information and to prepare them for the 

upcoming experience. Resistance occurs when patrons resist the tough material because it 

challenges their current understanding. Resistance to a certain degree, however, is a 

normal reaction for many learners and can be the first step towards understanding. 

Repetition is another response that signifies the visitors are attempting to digest the 

material. According to Rose, a learner repeating the story, re-reading the text, or asking 

the same question is part of the process of understanding new and difficult information. 

The final two Rs are reflection and reconsideration. Planners must create an atmosphere 

in which visitors feels free and have time to ask questions. With proper time for reflection 

and reconsideration the visitor will be better able to better comprehend the information. 

Sometimes the visitor simply needs a moment of reflective silence.185 Resistance from an 

audience should not influence an institution’s decision to take on a topic, but rather 

change how staff presents it. As historian David Blight claims, it is our duty not to 

trivialize the information, but to expose “the deep complicity of the United States 

government in [slavery’s] growth and power, and the legacies that persisted and poisoned 

our national memory for so long.”186   

Blight participated in a discussion about the creation of National Underground 

Railroad Freedom Center in Ohio, where most participants were “black and very 
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prominent in American business, law, and life” and clearly favored creating a museum 

about slavery.187 Those participants, however, wanted the museum to have a whiggish 

thrust that would uplift patrons and instill feelings of pride. To Blight, this focus risked 

trivializing the history they hoped to present. Fred Shuttleworth, a Baptist minister from 

Alabama, spoke up during conversation about interpretation and argued, “if you don’t tell 

it like was, it can never be as it ought to be.”188 Although interpretation can never be 

perfectly “as it ought to be,” if public historians incorporate the Five Rs, provide 

contextual or basic information about the material, and intertwine the history of black 

men and women throughout the institutions interpretation, they can take a step in this 

direction. 

Museum professionals who interweave elements of the history of slavery and 

black history throughout their sites’ both permanent regular interpretation and 

programming set an example of good practices to interpret slavery. According to Joanne 

Melish, the question of whether or not separate, but focused, programming is sufficient to 

interpret black history is currently a matter of debate.189 At the John Brown House in 

Rhode Island, staff incorporates the topic slavery into tours by adding a paragraph that 

explains John Brown’s involvement in the slave trade with another paragraph that 

contextualizes northern complicity to the slavery economy of the early nineteenth 

century.190 The ideal goal for most museums and historic sites is not to merely create 

“add-on” information about African-Americans and slavery, but to intervene in the 
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narrative throughout the site. For instance, representatives from the Newport Historical 

Society note that there is an ongoing, statewide effort to acknowledge Rhode Island’s role 

in the slave trade. “Slavery in New York” is an example of a successful exhibit, however, 

the New York Historical Society could have used it to incorporate some elements on the 

history of slavery into the permanent collection or into the new exhibit on the Battle of 

Brooklyn.  

The museum consulting group People, Places, and Design conducted a study to 

see what topics would entice visitors to the African Burial Ground National Monument in 

New York City. Eighty percent of African-Americans reported high interest in site and 

story, while forty-five percent of non-African Americans reported high interest in visiting 

the site, but only sixteen percent of all surveyed reported as highly interested in African-

American history.191 President of a research and evaluation company, Conny Graft, 

claimed that “the non-African American respondents were more interested in how the 

history of the site would expand their knowledge of New York City and colonial history 

in general.”192 These responses may reflect the knowledge gap among white Americans 

who do not realize that black history is as important to understand colonial and New 

York history as any other narratives they regularly encounter in public spheres. 

Nonetheless, the report showed that visitors are largely eager to learn and discuss the 

stories of enslaved people and the legacy of slavery.193  

Returning to “Ask a Slave,” the web series created by Azie Mira Dungey, the 

series features a fictional character Lizzie Mae, a slave who worked at Mount Vernon.  In 
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the series Dungey, as Lizzie Mae, fields ignorant, and often anachronistic, questions from 

twenty-first century “callers” who call in to her series. These questions are based on the 

real questions that Dungey encountered from Mount Vernon visitors while she was a 

front-line costumed interpreter there from 2010 to 2012. However, Dungey’s blunt 

answers introduce viewers to aspects of history they probably never thought about before. 

Part of the success of “Ask a Slave” has been due to Dungey’s ability to maintain humor 

in the series without trivializing the subject matter.194 For instance, one caller asked 

Lizzie Mae what her favorite part of the planation was, to which she replied “my bed.” 

Featuring twenty first-century “callers” is an effective method to help contemporary 

audiences understand the nuances of slavery, and highlight how very little many 

Americans know about it.  

The Conner Prairie Interactive History Park in Fishers, Indiana, also has a creative 

living history program, “Follow the North Star,” about the history of slavery. The 

immersion program confronts visitors directly with the horrors of American slavery.195 

Visitors reenact the role of a runaway while staff chase after in the role of slave-owners. 

Although it is an elaborate program, the experience forcefully requires that visitors 

consider not just slavery but the living conditions of those who were willing to risk their 

lives by running away.  

At the Whitney Plantation Museum, beginning in 1999, financer John Cummings 

transformed the traditional architectural and decorative tours at the Whitney Plantation 

Museum into a tour that primarily interprets the lives of the enslaved men and women 
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who worked there. General information about slavery in Louisiana, the slave trade, slave 

revolts, and the economy of sugar plantations, is provided throughout the tour. In 

addition, the museum has a website that helps educators know how to approach the 

difficult material exhibited and afterwards how to foster understanding about how slavery 

shaped American racial identities.196 

Public history practitioners in Philadelphia should follow the lead of these 

successful programs and center slavery narratives from the Revolutionary Era in the sites 

interpretation. In Philadelphia, we need to include and acknowledge the history of black 

men and women from the Revolution. Administrators should choose a slavery narrative 

that fits their sites’ current interpretive scope so that the narrative can be smoothly 

incorporated into interpretation. Finally, the interpretation should include basic 

information about the history of slavery so that visitors will understand and draw 

practical lessons from the more complex narrative of black flight to the British. If 

orchestrated properly, interpreting occupied Philadelphia will appease these principles 

without significantly altering the mission or identity of the institution. Further focus on 

occupation and black men and women pursuing liberty at any cost will attract more 

diverse visitors, and help foster connections between the institution and the surrounding 

community.  

A study conducted in 2002 entitled “Recapturing Erased Histories: Ethnicity, 

Design and Cultural Representation—A Case Study of Independence National Historical 

Park,” highlights that many black Philadelphians currently feel that there is minimal 
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representation of African-Americans throughout INHP.197 In addition the study claims, 

the “[t]he majority of the African-Americans consulted know that there is a history of 

African-Americans that is associated with the park; they just do not know what it is.”198 

Consequently, fostering connections to the local community should be a focal point for 

public history sites in Historic Philadelphia. Furthermore, interweaving the history of 

black men and women alongside traditional interpretations about the American 

Revolution will help clarify that the history of African Americans is inseparable from 

colonial American history.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION: BEST PRACTICES AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 

INTERPRETING SLAVERY IN PHILADELPHIA 

 

Over the last ten year, scholars have expanded research on the best practices to 

interpret the history of slavery at colonial public history sites.199 These studies highlight 

the recommended practices that public historians should follow to create meaningful 

programming about the history of slavery and race. While some practices are debated, for 

instance if separate but focused programming about slavery is adequate, others have 

become widely adopted. Acknowledging the history of slavery, including introductory 

information, overcoming the lack of material culture directly associated with enslaved 

men and women, maintaining historical accurately, including public input throughout the 

process, providing additional training to staff, and incorporating the history of slavery 

throughout the site, are best practices to interpret the history of slavery.   

 

Best Practices in the Interpretation of Slavery in the United States 

A challenge to interpreting slavery is that the average visitor lacks knowledge 

about the history of that institution.200 Consequently, programming should include basic 
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information about slavery, in that way any visitor, albeit a child or amateur historian, can 

comprehend and appreciate the complex history. The practice of creating introductory 

materials is an important especially when the interpretation of slavery will be a new 

theme at a site. James Oliver Horton highlights that a general lack of knowledge about 

slavery influenced his work with the New York Historical Society to create “Slavery in 

New York.” With that in mind, designers of “Slavery in New York” included an 

introductory video with basic information and statistics on American slavery before the 

viewers enter the main galleries.  The statistics, such as “the Atlantic Slave Trade was the 

largest forced migration in the world,” shocked patrons and immediately alerted them 

about what to expect with the rest of the exhibit. 201 Likewise, in her chapter, “Telling 

Slavery’s Story in the Land of Abolition,” Katherine Kane, Executive Director of the 

Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, highlights that many people associate slavery with the 

Southern United States. Northern public history sites where interpretation often focuses 

on emancipation and the Civil War, but rarely acknowledge that slavery existed in the 

North well into the nineteenth century or that many northerners opposed emancipation, 

further this misconception.202 In Philadelphia, historic sites should contextualize these 

issues within the broad and local history of slavery in Philadelphia.  
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A second challenge to interpret the history of slavery is the lack of artifacts 

directly associated with African-American culture during the eighteenth century. Thus, 

interpretive programming that compels the visitor to perceive the displayed object, or 

history in general, from the perspective of an enslaved man or woman, is another best 

practice to interpret the history of slavery. One display within “Slavery in New York,” 

showcases a couple ornate items associated with high class colonial society with the title 

“Everything was touched by slavery.” A video panel explains what each item is, such as a 

fancy chair with the caption “One could relieve oneself at such a comfortable chair,” 

then, after a moment, “At dawn, enslaved men and women carried off the pans of human 

waste to the river.”203 “Slavery in New York” also influenced, then Director of Education 

at the Rosenbach Museum and Library in Philadelphia, Bill Adair, to create the exhibit at 

the Rosenbach “Look Again: African American History Is American History.”204 Adair 

and cultural historian Diana Turner displayed objects and antiques through the 

perspective of the enslaved. For instance, “Look Again” featured a complete collection of 

autographs from all the signers of the Declaration of Independence that were grouped 

based on the signer’s attitudes towards slavery. Consequently, visitors see that only two 

signers were directly opposed to slavery.205 Likewise, at the Royal House “Digging for 

History” contrasts the fragments of artifacts recovered from an archaeological dig with 

the antique household items found within the Royall family home. Although still in the 
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planning phase, at the Old Exchange Building there are plans to include the perspective 

of the slaves who witnessed the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence 

off the Old Exchange Building balcony while they waited to be sold at a neighboring 

slave auction site.  Perhaps the planners were influenced by the work of Fred Wilson, 

who claimed that “[j]uxtaposition is king. Context is king.”206  

A third challenge that interpretation often faces is the impulse at historic sites to 

provide an uplifting or inspiring message, or at least pressure not to relay a depressing 

message. To do so without trivializing content is difficult for any historian. David Blight 

reflects that the celebratory impulse always jeopardizes the credibility of the exhibit.207 

Indeed, critics believe that exhibit designers for BHS’s “Pursuit of Freedom” exhibit as 

well as the Presidents House Site instilled a celebratory thrust instead of presenting the 

facts truthfully.208 

Toward putting these changes in place at a historic site or museum staff should 

undergo special training that will help them both learn the material to be presented and to 

gauge and delicately deal with any uncomfortable situations that may arise. Therefore, 

the employee will be able to provide an informative and compelling tour in unfortunate 

situations where a visitor is unwilling to accept the content. For instance, they must be 

willing to accept that the British had marginally better ideals concerning emancipation 

than Patriots. While the British offered protection to enslaved people who escaped and 

                                                 
206 Found in Ken Yellis, "Fred Wilson, PTSD, and Me: Reflections on the History Wars," The 

Museum Journal, 52.4, (2009): Web, 335.  
207 Blight, “If You Don’t Tell It Like It Was…” 32.  
208 Edward Rothstein, “To Each His Own Museum, As Identity Goes on Display,” The New York 

Times, December 28, 2009; Michael J. Lewis, “Trashing the President’s House,” Commentary 

Magazine, April 11, 2011; Rothstein, “When Slavery and its Foes Thrived in Brooklyn: Review.”  



74 

 

joined the British to undermine and punish the Rebels, refusing to return them back to 

their Rebel masters after the war complicates the conclusion that the British did not offer 

protection out of idealism. If the institution is committed to interpreting slavery, staff 

must either hire employees and volunteers passionate about the topic, as Monticello has 

recently done, or entice employees and volunteers to be more passionate about 

interpreting slavery.209 If the interpretative staff is free to improvise, they will improve 

visitor experience by intelligently incorporating the history of slavery throughout the site. 

Isolated interpretative programming about slavery is better than exclusion, however, 

optimally, slavery history will be intertwined throughout the site’s programming.  

Incorporating the history of slavery and contextual information throughout the 

site’s public interpretation, what Crow calls “tailored interpretation,” is another practice 

that public historians working in Philadelphia should follow.210 In addition to the tours 

about slavery at Monticello and the Hemings family, which are mainly focused on the 

planation grounds outside of the home, administration at Monticello are currently 

restoring the room that was likely Sally Hemings’ to overtly interpret the relationship 

between her and Thomas Jefferson inside the house.211 Unfortunately, there are still many 

sites where the history of slavery is restricted to certain area. Joanna Melish witnessed 
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/for-decades-they-hid-jeffersons-mistress-now-monticello-is-making-room-for-sally-hemings/2017/02/18/d410d660-f222-11e6-8d72-263470bf0401_story.html?postshare=8281487527699418&tid=ss_fb&utm_term=.4c77e6643bab
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/for-decades-they-hid-jeffersons-mistress-now-monticello-is-making-room-for-sally-hemings/2017/02/18/d410d660-f222-11e6-8d72-263470bf0401_story.html?postshare=8281487527699418&tid=ss_fb&utm_term=.4c77e6643bab
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/for-decades-they-hid-jeffersons-mistress-now-monticello-is-making-room-for-sally-hemings/2017/02/18/d410d660-f222-11e6-8d72-263470bf0401_story.html?postshare=8281487527699418&tid=ss_fb&utm_term=.4c77e6643bab
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this problem when she worked with administration at My Old Kentucky Home. At My 

Old Kentucky Home, the history of slavery was only interpreted by a docent when the 

tour proceeds through the dining room, and even that brief mention was the result of a 

lengthy arguments among historians and administration.  

The need for incorporating the history of slavery is heightened at public history 

sites that are dominated by a single historical period, for instance in Boston and 

Philadelphia the American Revolution dominates historical interpretation. In Boston, 

public historians argue that having two separate trails, the Black Heritage and Freedom 

Trail, suggests a lack of cohesion and promotes the misconception that black history is 

apart from the history of the American Revolution.212 Likewise in Philadelphia, there is a 

plethora of information about Benjamin Franklin because of longstanding public interest, 

yet very little information about his involvement in returning fugitive slaves to their 

owners or that the Franklins’ held enslaved peoples at their home in Philadelphia. Public 

fascination with certain historical figures and events at the expense of others is due to the 

lack of quality history classes in the American public education curriculum, nostalgia in 

American popular culture, and improper interpretations and management of public 

history sites.213 Consequently, millions of people visit these heritage sites annually where 

                                                 
212  Phone conversation between Dr. Sheidley and author on 4 November, 2016; Alfred F. Young, 

"Revolution in Boston? Eight Propositions for Public History on the Freedom Trail," The Public 

Historian 25, no. 2 (2003): 35, accessed February 20, 2017, doi:10.1525/tph.2003.25.2.17.  
213 In her book, Pennsylvania in Public Memory, Carolyn Kitch defines “heritage sites (and 

stories)” as “a range of local history and tourism initiatives that are meant to restore local pride 

and create a new kind of revenue in struggling towns and cities.” In Philadelphia and Boston I 

argue that the Freedom Trail and INHP should be considered national heritage sites designed to 

restore national pride while capitalizing on increased tourism. Carolyn L. Kitch, Pennsylvania in 

Public Memory: Reclaiming the Industrial Past, (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2012,) Print, 3-4.  
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they experience “feel good-history” instead of “past realities.”214 Instead of “feel good-

history” about the American Revolution, interpretations should acknowledge the history 

of slavery during that Era. 

Perhaps the most adopted practice when incorporating the history of slavery into 

interpretation is that staff at a historic site simply acknowledge and include the history 

into interpretation. Jeffery J. Crow names this “inclusiveness,” while Gallas and DeWolf 

Perry call it “comprehensive content.” Such practice helps to overcome exclusive content 

that has led to symbolic annihilation and erasure of African American History.215 While 

in recent years more historic sites included slavery history in interpretation, at places such 

as the President’s House Site or Davenport House, there are still historic sites and 

museums, many in Philadelphia, where the history of slavery during the Revolutionary 

Era is strangely absent. Among these, Carpenters’ Hall, the New Hall Military Museum, 

Franklin Court, and the Betsy Ross House, give no or limited mention of slavery in 

permanent exhibits or standard tour scripts. At these sites, among others, including the 

history of black men and women during the Revolutionary Era would improve 

interpretation in multiple ways. Indeed, the Savannah History Museum and Old Stone 

House have enjoyed heightened success after administration instituted interpretive 

programming about the history of occupation in their respective cities.  

Looking to attract more women, families, and African-Americans, staff at the 

CHS, led by Emily Beck and Ray Christie, decided to expand interpretation at the 

Savannah History Museum to include “perspectives of African Americans and women 

                                                 
214 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1998), 12. 
215 Eichtstedt, 2; Crow, "Interpreting Slavery…” ; Gallas, location 147, preface.   
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who were here in the city during the siege of Savannah and leading up to the battle that 

happened.”216 Staff included introductory information about the history of slavery in 

Savannah as well as interactive programming based on the personal stories of people 

involved in the Siege of Savannah. One such was that of Quamino Dolly, who, in 1778, 

provided the British Lieutenant –Colonel Archibald Campbell with concrete information 

that exposed the vulnerable state of the Patriot defense at Savannah. Subsequently, Dolly 

physically guided the British through swamps and bogs into Savannah where the 

defenders were blind-sided and routed.217 Staff also incorporated artifacts recovered from 

an archaeological dig performed in 2008. The goal of the dig was to unearth common 

artifacts and items associated with soldiers and citizens present during occupation, such 

as ceramics, pipe stems, buttons, gun flints, as well as animal bones likely from leftover 

meals.218 Through this ‘stuff,’ visitors get a glimpse of the occupation. In addition to 

incorporating the history of slavery in daily programming, Beck lead the creation of a 

new living history event that examines black and white soldiers who fought on both sides 

at the Battle of Savannah. 

Audiences are eager for more living history programs.219 Beck admitted that “it is 

important to have a human connection with people who are speaking to you and who 

                                                 
216 Beck, "The Diverse Stories...”  
217 Lockely, ‘“The King of England's Soldiers’: Armed Blacks in Savannah and Its Hinterlands 

during the Revolutionary War Era, 1778-1787,” 2.  
218 Chuck Mobley, "Savannah’s Revolutionary War History Heritage Society Lecture Series 

Begins Tuesday Archaeologists Rita Elliot to Discuss Just-Found Evidence of 1779 Battle That 

Took Place In Downtown Savannah," Savannah Morning News, Sep 12, 2008.  
219 Drexel University Business Consulting Heritage Tourism Project, 2014, 9. Another successful 

living history program is “The Choice: Risking your Life for Freedom,” at the Sotterly Plantation 

in Maryland. In this program, attendees role-play as an enslaved man or woman, who, in 1812, 
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can converse with you and go back and forth and talk about different elements of the 

history of all the sites that we have.”220 More use of interpreters and guides allows 

visitors to ask questions and better understand the content.221  

Since the 1980s, CHS staff participated in the popular annual reenactment of the 

Franco-American forces march through Savannah, however, at these events many 

attendees admitted to knowing nothing about the occupation, Battle of Savannah, or black 

flight to the British during the American Revolution. Therefore, one of the goals for the 

exhibit was to inform the local community about the history of the Revolution in 

Savannah. Likewise, one of the influences that led to the creation of “Witness to War” at 

the Old Stone House was to clarify the misconception that slavery was not purely a 

southern institution. 

 “Witness to War” includes multiple best practices to interpret the history of 

occupied New York and history of slavery. The name of the exhibit shows that the 

perspective of civilians, or the witnesses, will be interpreted alongside of the Battle of 

Brooklyn’s participants. The designers included statistics and information about slavery 

in Brooklyn, such as “one out of three individuals living in Brooklyn were enslaved 

between 1776 and 1783” or that enslaved men and women lived in attics similar to the 

one in the Old Stone House, alongside media and games that explore the military history 

of the battle. In addition, staff commissioned various artists to create artwork that 

explored how symbols from the American Revolution can be appropriated to address 

                                                                                                                                                 
had to choose between running away to join the British, who again offered emancipation to any 

enslaved men or women, or remain loyal. 
220 Mobley.  
221 Rose, “Rethinking Representations of …”  
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contemporary problems.222 According to Executive Director Kim Maier, inspiring the 

audience to connect lessons from history to contemporary problems was the intended 

goal for the exhibit.223 Maier hopes that by blurring the lines between who was a Loyalist 

or a Patriot, the programming will inspire visitors to consider how progress can be 

attained when people look past faction affiliations. 

Well done public history projects center peripheral histories to deepen 

interpretation, inspire visitors to draw sustenance and lessons applicable to contemporary 

society from history, clarify common misconceptions about American history, and 

connect the site to the surrounding community. In Philadelphia, there are adequate 

interpretations about the history of slavery at the Presidents House Site, Liberty Bell 

Center, African American Museum of Philadelphia, Museum of the American 

Revolution, and at the Graff House. Unfortunately, interpretations at other Philadelphia 

sites are limited or non-existent, which promotes an obscured version of the past and 

seems to make the history of slavery feel out of place where it is interpreted. Moreover, 

the lack of African -American history in the Philadelphia public history institutions deters 

black Philadelphians from relating to the history of the American Revolution and 

discourages people from visiting the museums and sites. Further focus on the tension 

between slavery and the American Revolution, which peaked within occupied cities, will 

                                                 
222 “Exhibitions,” Old Stone House and Washington Park, accessed on February 20, 2017, 

http://theoldstonehouse.org/exhibitions/. Curator of the exhibit “From Banneker to Douglass: The 

Quests for Freedom and Equality” at the Banneker Historical Park and Museum in Catonsville, 

Maryland, Willa Banks, claimed that collaborating with artists was essential to the exhibit 

because there are no known images of most of the people profiled. Erin Carlson Mast, "Exhibit 

Review: From Banneker to Douglass: The Quests for Freedom and Equality," The Public 

Historian 37, no. 2 (2015): 167-71. doi:10.1525/tph.2015.37.2.167.  
223 "Exhibition Review: 'Old Stone House: Witness to War' Eloquently Blends Digital and Analog 

Elements," Bklyner, August 27, 2016.  

http://theoldstonehouse.org/exhibitions/
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incorporate the history of black men and women alongside traditional narratives in a 

truthful, informative, and entertaining way, which compels visitors to apply lessons of the 

past to cotemporary problems. 

 

Recommendations for Philadelphia 

Before delving into the more complex stories about slavery and the occupation of 

Philadelphia, any interpretation should include basic information about slavery. While the 

viewer is exposed to infrequent information about slavery at locations in Philadelphia, at 

the New Hall Military Museum, Carpenters’ Hall, Franklin Court, the Betsy Ross House, 

and Christ Church, there is minimal if any information offered. Even though these sites 

are not generally associated with slavery, they do interpret colonial American history, 

which is inseparable from the history of enslaved peoples and free blacks, and should 

acknowledge how slavery impacted the site. Indeed, administration at these sites should 

follow the lead of the Rosenbach’s exhibit, “Look Again: African American History Is 

American History.” Philadelphia has an assortment of historical sites already committed 

to interpreting the Revolutionary Era through the history of trade, politics, military 

engagements, and social events. Thus, each institution is in the position to create 

programming that explains an aspect of slavery that is specifically tailored to their current 

public interpretation.  

One method to center the history of black men and women during the Revolution 

is to interpret the history of the occupation of Philadelphia for the public. Because the 

British army occupied buildings throughout Philadelphia, from Germantown to present 
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day South Philadelphia, there are many different sites where this history could be easily 

incorporated into the current interpretation. Even the streets of Philadelphia were cleaned 

and maintained during occupation by the Black Pioneers, who likely lived with their 

families, as well as the runaways who worked as servants for British officers, within or 

near the British barracks and large colonial homes in Old City.224 For instance, the Morris 

family home, now known as the President’s House, was occupied by General Sir William 

Howe who, along with other British officers, likely employed runaway slaves as servants 

while he lived there.225 During occupation those same officers prayed at Christ Church, 

frequented the City Tavern, punished British soldiers who employed black men to 

scavenge and pillage for them, and purchased and sold enslaved Africans as servants, 

some of who ran away.226 Administration at the Arch Street Meeting House could create 

programming about the destitute runaways who stayed at the Quaker Alms House during 

occupation until the British kicked them out and converted the building into a hospital. 227  

Considering there is already programming about abolitionist ideals among 

colonial Quakers at Arch Street, as well as an online walking tour about Quakers and 

slavery, discussing the Alms House would not be an interpretive stretch.228 Interpretation 

                                                 
224 Braisted, “The Black Pioneers…” 12.  
225 Braisted, “The Black Pioneers…,” xvi.  In addition, multiple enslaved men and women owned 

by the Morris family escaped bondage during occupation. Their names are included in the Book 

of Negroes, which includes the names of three thousand black men, women, and children who 

were evacuated from New York by the British between April and November 1783. The Book of 

Negroes can be found in the Carleton Papers PRO 30/55/100, NA, or online at 

https://www.fold3.com/image/6602563/#6602540    
226 Nash, Forging Freedom, 49.  
227 After being kicked out of the Bettering House the residents were moved to the Free Mason’s 

Lodge, the Friends’ Meeting House, and Carpenters’ Hall. Sullivan, 192.   
228 “Walking Tour,” Monthly Meeting of Friends of Philadelphia, accessed on January 16, 2017, 

http://www.archstreetfriends.org/tour/index.html.  

https://www.fold3.com/image/6602563/#6602540
http://www.archstreetfriends.org/tour/index.html
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at Arch Street could also discuss that living under an occupying military force was 

perhaps the deciding factor that inspired non-Quaker Philadelphians to join the Quaker 

cause for abolition after white Philadelphians experienced a taste of what it was like to 

actually be oppressed and regulated.229 This history could be also incorporated at 

Carpenters’ Hall, one of the meeting places of the Pennsylvania Assembly, or at 

Independence Hall, where many slave owners were delegates to the Second Continental 

Congress while Philadelphians gradually abolished slavery. The history could be further 

interpreted at the NCC, where programming might discuss how other colonies passed 

gradual abolition acts more similar to the Pennsylvania Act than the Massachusetts 

immediate abolition act passed in 1783. 

Because of the widespread philosophical impact of occupation, interpreting its 

history expands a site’s interpretative scope considerably. For instance, after examining 

occupation and the Gradual Abolition Bill, a site could focus on how those events 

encouraged black men and women to move to Philadelphia. Prior to occupation there 

were 1,400 slaves and 100 free African Americans living in Philadelphia. By 1783 the 

Philadelphia black population was the largest and most active in the country with 1000 

free black men and women and 400 slaves.230 The meaningful local and national history 

of this free black community is under-acknowledged at the Philadelphia public history 

institutions. There are many ways to incorporate the history of occupation into public 

programming at sites in Philadelphia. 

                                                 
229 Nash, Forging Freedom: The Formation of Philadelphia's Black Community, 1720-1840, 58.  
230 Nash, Forging Freedom, 38.  
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 Including public input throughout the exhibit planning process, acknowledging 

the role of black men and women during the Revolution, and informing visitors about the 

history of slavery in Philadelphia, are the best practices public historians should follow to 

create interpretations about the history of slavery in Philadelphia. To institute these best 

practices in Philadelphia, a collaborative and systematic approach between peer 

institutions is necessary. 

 One solution would be the creation of a working group of representatives from 

Philadelphia public history sites and local community leaders with the long-term goal of 

updating permanent programming to include the history of slavery in Philadelphia and 

the role of black men and women during the Revolutionary Era. INHP should lead this 

group, but it may not have as much flexibility or power to institute these changes as in 

previous years due to the current political climate. Nonetheless, INHP is still in the 

strongest position to lead the group because of the work its staff have already done to 

interpret slavery at the Presidents House Site, Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell Center, 

and the Graff House. Other institutions that should be a part of the group include the 

African-American Museum, Museum of the American Revolution, National Constitution 

Center, Carpenters’ Hall, the Betsy Ross House, Franklin Court, the Library Company of 

Philadelphia, Arch Street Meeting House, and the American Philosophical Society. These 

organizations should be represented by employees who work with the interpretative 

strategy at their respective sites. 

 Such a group might be able to identify a shared interest in creating a digital 

walking tour or guide of Philadelphia public history sites with interpretive programming 



84 

 

about the American Revolution, Slavery in Philadelphia, and the British Occupation. 

Unlike the many walking tours and guides already available, this one would emphasize 

slavery. The group might also organize to attend or promote scholarly lectures about 

African American history, to broaden their public work to include regular outreach on 

these topics to the staff of historic sites in the city.  

Another benefit for the working group will be exposing the various 

representatives to current programs and projects in Philadelphia about African-American 

history. For instance, the Library Company of Philadelphia’s online exhibit entitled, 

“Black Founders: The Free Black Community in the Early Republic,” or the McNeil 

Seminars and various Library Company events about African-American history. 231 

Exposure to these projects will highlight that there is much about African-American 

history that is not interpreted. For instance, there is a little interpretation of the black 

women, like the Douglasses, Fortens, and Purvises, in Philadelphia who advocated for 

abolition and women’s rights during the nineteenth century. Indeed, meaningful local and 

national history of African-Americans can be traced back to American Revolution, the 

occupation of Philadelphia, the Gradual Abolition Act of 1780, and how all those events 

formed the largest and most active black community in the infant United States. 

Regardless of outcome, forming the group should foster more partnerships and 

                                                 
231 “Black Founders” explores the activities of newly-freed African Americans in Philadelphia. 

Philip Lapsanksy, “Black Founders: The Free Black Community in the Early Republic,” Library 

Company of Philadelphia, 2012, accessed on March 1, 2017, 

http://www.librarycompany.org/blackfounders/index.htm# ; “Past Conferences, Programs, and 

Exhibitions,” Program in African American History, Library Company of Philadelphia, accessed 

March 1, 2017, http://www.librarycompany.org/paah/pastprograms.htm ; “Conferences,” McNeil 

Center for Early American Studies, University of Pennsylvania, accessed March 1, 2017, 

http://www.mceas.org/conferences.shtml .  

http://www.librarycompany.org/paah/pastprograms.htm
http://www.mceas.org/conferences.shtml
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collaboration between individuals at Philadelphia public history sites and help public 

historians think systematically about our shared interpretative work.  

The Philadelphia public history establishment includes many peer institutions 

with varied backgrounds who share a common goal of interpreting the history of the 

American Revolution for the public. Regardless of the similarities, there are few 

instances of collaboration and little communication between the larger organizations, 

such as INHP or the NCC, and the smaller sites, such as Carpenters’ Hall, Christ Church, 

or the Arch Street Quaker Meeting House. At this moment, however, there is momentum 

for representatives from the overseeing intuitions to meet.  For instance, the INHP Long 

Term Interpretation Plan and consensus report following the President’s House Site, 

advocates for collaboration with other sites to incorporate the history of slavery into 

permanent programming.232 In addition, INHP staff compiled a brief history of slavery at 

sites in Historic Philadelphia for the 2000 National Register Amendment.233 In a recent 

article about the opening of the Museum of the American Revolution (MoAR), the NCC 

President, Vince Stango, and INHP Superintendent, Cynthia McLeod, claimed that the 

MoAR will increase the need for collaboration between peer institutions so that visitors 

                                                 
232 “INHP Long-Term Interpretation Plan,” (INHP Interpretation and Visitor Services, 

Philadelphia, PA: INHP, 2006, originally accessed on 21 October, 2016,)  

https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf ; Doris Fanelli, “Consensus Document From The 

President’s House Roundtable,” (Philadelphia: Division of Cultural Resources Management for 

Independence National Historical Park, November 2013.)  
233 In this report, there is information about the history of Carpenters’ Hall, Independence Square, 

Independence Hall, Congress Hall, Old City Hall, Franklin Court, Christ Church, St. Georges 

Methodist Church, Quaker Schoolhouse site, The Liberty Bell, and Independence National 

Historical Park Portrait Collection at the Second Bank.  

https://www.nps.gov/inde/upload/LRIP.pdf
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do not experience the same history at different sites.234 Similarly, Clivden’s David Young 

has highlighted that the success of the 2002 collaborative project History Hunters that 

brought together many historic sites in Germantown, and helped Young and other 

intuitional leaders realize that success at neighboring institutions benefits each site. 

Indeed, Young claimed that his experience working to create what became Historic 

Germantown taught him that the “whole is greater than the sum of the parts.”235 Findings 

from the 2009 Technical Development Corporation report, Building a Sustainable Future 

for History Institutions, corroborate this philosophy. The report claims, “by raising the 

level of conversation from the institution (and the individual leader) to the system as a 

whole, we could reframe the problem to enable the system to more effectively tell the 

American story and care for their collections.”236   

Within this context, leaders at smaller institutions will learn more about each 

site’s unique place within the region, be exposed to the best practices at other sites, and 

have an opportunity to seek beneficial partnerships with peer sites, while larger 

institutions, such as INHP, will have the opportunity to work with other sites to achieve 

their long term interpretative goal of connecting the history of slavery during the 

Revolution to non-INHP sites.237 A greater understanding of their own strengths and 

                                                 
234 Robert Strauss, “In Philadelphia, George Washington Slept Here — and Here,” The New York 

Times, March 16,2016, accessed January 10, 2017, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/03/17/arts/design/inphiladelphia-george-washington-slept-here-

and-here.html?_r=0.  
235 David Young, “Not Dead Yet: Historic Sites Providing Community Leadership,” 5.  
236 Elizabeth Cabral-Curtis and Susan Nelson, Building a Sustainable Future for History 

Institutions: A Systemic Approach, (Philadelphia: TDC, The Pew Charitable Trusts, and the 

William Penn Foundation, 2009), Online, 6. 
237 “INHP Long-Term Interpretation Plan,”; Doris Fanelli, “Consensus Document From The 

President’s House Roundtable.”   
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weaknesses allows the smaller sites to concentrate on what they do well and identify 

where there is room for improvement. Indeed, many of the smaller sites in Philadelphia 

have public programming that could be improved by incorporating the history of slavery 

to supplement current and neighboring interpretative themes. Smaller institutions can also 

be more flexible and institute interpretative changes more easily than larger institutions. 

For instance, in 2015, Arch Street Meeting House, which only employees two people to 

oversee interpretation of the building, was awarded a $60,000 grant to “evaluate which 

interpretive stories, themes, and methods most successfully engage today’s audiences 

with the Arch Street Meeting House.”238 With an avenue of communication in place, 

representatives can begin creation of the digital project and formulating solutions to 

update permanent programming to broaden interpretation of the American Revolution to 

attract more diverse visitors and better connect the public history sites to the surrounding 

community.  

Many of the smaller Philadelphia public history sites do not have the funding to 

undergo any proposed interpretive changes. In 2009 the Technical Development 

Corporation conducted a research project, entitled Getting Beyond Breakeven, that 

analyzed the financial health of 158 Philadelphia arts and culture organizations. The 

report stated that seventy-seven percent of the organizations reviewed had weak financial 

                                                 
238 "An Exploration of Interpretive Approaches to the Arch Street Meeting House," Grants & 

Grantees - The Pew Center for Arts & Heritage, 2015, accessed February 28, 2017, 

http://www.pcah.us/grants/9815_an_exploration_of_interpretive_approaches_to_the_arch_street_

meeting_hous .  
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health and are incapable of taking on any additional costs.239 When those changes include 

introducing the history of slavery there are necessarily additional costs that other 

interpretive changes may not entail. For instance, special training for employees and 

meticulous planning with heightened public input to ensure that the programming is 

relevant, effective, and credible. Optimistically, the smaller sites without sufficient 

funding could form beneficial partnerships with other sites, which together, could 

undergo a successful fund raising effort. Prior to determining funding to make 

interpretive changes, however, there needs to be administration support.  

Administrative support can be difficult to obtain when the proposed changes 

involve including the history of slavery. As this study has shown, however, sites that 

want to maintain relevance to younger and diverse audiences are incorporating the history 

of occupied cities and black flight to the British. Indeed, focusing on occupation garnered 

new popularity for the Savannah History Museum, Old Stone House in Brooklyn, and the 

Wanton-Lyman-Hazard House in Rhode Island. In addition, general information about 

the experiences of black men and women during the Revolutionary Era is currently on 

display or will be soon at, the Davenport House, the Old Exchange Building, the 

Middleton Place, the President’s House, and the MoAR. Administration at sites with 

consistent visitation and strong financial health may be more difficult to convince.  

Nonetheless, interpretations about the history of the American Revolution that do 

not include the history of black men and women reinforce the misconception that 

African-American history and American history are not intertwined, which leads to 

                                                 
239 Susan Nelson, Getting Beyond Breakeven: A Review of Capitalization Needs and Challenges 

of Philadelphia, (Philadelphia: TDC, The Pew Charitable Trusts, and the William Penn 

Foundation, 2009,) Online, 6.  
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symbolic annihilation and discourages black men and women from visiting public history 

sites. Indeed, Joanne Melish claims, 

While it is the histories of people of color that are missing or distorted and need to 

be acknowledged and restored to the historical record, in a very real sense it is 

American history as a whole that is ailing as a consequence of their absence and 

needs repair. One of the most important aspects of the notion of reparations, then, 

is its promise of restoring completeness to everyone’s American history.240  

 

Likewise, Simon Schama claimed that recent historical studies about black men and 

women during the Revolution “transformed what was once a marginal curiosity in the 

history of the American Revolution and Great Britain into something approaching a 

paradigm shift.”241 In his review of literature by Schama and Pybus, David Waldstreicher 

agrees that “[t]hese powerful, beautifully written, accessible books tip the balance. The 

paradigm shift has occurred.”242 Now, public historians are responsible for expanding this 

new history of the American Revolution out of academia and into public spheres. Indeed, 

in the conclusion of The Revolution Reborn, Michael Zuckerman admitted that his 

biggest fear is that the new American Revolution history will be isolated to academia.243  

Almost thirty years ago, Roy Rosensweig and David Thelen brought to our 

attention that many Americans trust the information found in museums and public history 

sites more than that gathered from high school teachers, history books, or movies. Thus, 

public history sites are perhaps the most effective medium to further discourse about 

                                                 
240 Melish, 133.  
241 Schama, 449.  
242 David Waldstreicher, Cassandra Pybus, and Simon Schama, The American Historical Review 

111, no. 5 (2006): 1504-505, doi:10.1086/ahr.111.5.1504.  
243 Michael Zuckerman, “Beyond the Rebirth of the Revolution,” in The American Revolution 
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race.244 According to Ken Yellis, there are only three reasons to create a new exhibit or 

interpretation: 1) there is a new story to tell, 2) there is a new way of telling an old story, 

or 3) there has been a change in culture significantly altered the memory of a story.245 

Visitor studies, trends in academic history, the instant success of the Smithsonian 

Museum of African-American History, or the President’s House Site controversy, suggest 

that we are amid a slow-moving cultural shift concerning our memory the American 

Revolution. Yet, reports about black Philadelphian’s indifferent attitudes towards 

Historic Philadelphia, white New Yorkers voicing interest about the history of colonial 

New York but not the history of black New Yorkers, the Gallup national survey that 

concluded most white Americans believe that racial discrimination is no longer a barrier 

to achievement, and the lack of public history programming about black men and women 

during the American Revolution, demonstrate the need to have more critical discourse 

about race within public history sites. What better place to further this discourse then the 

“birthplace of America,” the City of Brotherly Love and Sisterly Affection? 

  

                                                 
244 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in 

American Life (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1998,) 21.   
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