
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Exploring Local Voices of Slavery and Freedom 

Saturday, June 16, 2018  
 

Whitted Human Services Center, Meeting Room 230 | 300 W Tryon St, Hillsborough, NC 27278 
 
 
9:00 – 9:30 Registration & Coffee  
 
9:30 – 10:00 Welcome & Introductions 
  Christie Norris, Director | Carolina K-12 at UNC-Chapel Hill 
 
10:00 – 10:35 Elizabeth Keckly: From Slavery to Celebrity  
  Sylvia Hoffert | Professor of History Emerita, UNC-Chapel Hill 

 

Elizabeth Keckly, born into slavery in 1818 near Petersburg, Virginia, serves as a compelling, 
local voice that illustrates both the cruelty of slavery, and the ways in which enslaved people 
persevered in the face of extreme adversity. During her thirty years as a Burwell slave, six of 
them spent living in Hillsborough, Keckly learned to sew from her mother, an expert 
seamstress also enslaved by the Burwells. Keckly managed to purchase her and her only son's 
freedom and went on to become a celebrity dress designer for political elites, including First 
Lady Mary Lincoln. She documented the story of her life and her association with the Lincolns 
in her memoir, Behind the Scenes, or Thirty Years a Slave and Four Years in the White 
House published in 1868. Dr. Hoffert will provide an overview of Keckly’s incredible life and 
highlight primary source documents that can be used to convey her experiences in the 
classroom. 

 

10:35 – 10:45 Break 
 
10:45 – 11:45 1865, The First Year of Freedom in North Carolina: “Pursuing Freedom with the Hoe and the 

Sword, the Book and the Lord" 
 Reginald Hildebrand | Adjunct Instructor, Durham Tech   
 

Using first-hand accounts, this talk will illustrate some of the ways in which freedom was 
actually experienced by the people who had been enslaved in North Carolina until 1865; 
including the accounts of black soldiers coming into Wilmington in February, the first 4th of 
July celebration of the freedpeople, the Colored People's Convention held in September, and a 
"Watch Night" service held at an African Methodist Church in Raleigh to mark the beginning of 
a new year, and the anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. 

 
11:45 – 12:15 Lunch 
 
12:15 – 1:45 Teaching Slavery Through Primary Sources 

Susanna Lee |Associate Professor, NC State University 
 

According to SPLC’s 2018 “Teaching Hard History” report, it is crucial for educators to “expand 
their repertoire of historical documents beyond the usual narratives to represent the diverse 
voices and experiences of enslaved persons.” Examining such primary sources gives students a 
powerful sense of history and the complexity of the past, guiding them toward better critical 



thinking and analysis skills. In this session, Dr. Lee will explore the myriad of ways to integrate 
primary sources when teaching about slavery and the experiences of enslaved people.  

 
1:45 – 4 :00 Tour of Burwell School and the Coachman House  

The Burwell School preserves the setting for one of the state’s earliest schools for girls, The 
Burwell Academy for Young Ladies. From 1835 - 1841 the Burwell household was also home to 
Elizabeth Hobbs (Keckly), a Burwell family slave sent from Virginia with Robert and Anna 
Burwell to work for them in Hillsborough. Required by Mrs. Burwell to do "the work of ten" in 
her own words, and despite very harsh years living in Hillsborough, she became a talented 
seamstress, purchased her freedom, became a successful businesswoman, and was a 
confidante of First Lady Mary Todd Lincoln. 
 

The Coachman’s House not only tells the story of Jesse Ruffin, the enslaved coachman (driver) 
for Supreme Court Jurist Thomas Ruffin – it tells an American story and the role that historic 
Hillsborough played in the making of America. Learn how the discovery of a brick inscribed 
with “Dec 5, ’65,” the day after North Carolina ratified the 13th Amendment, led to the 
discovery of the incredible history of the home. 
 

4 – 4:30 Break & Refreshments | St. Matthew’s Episcopal Church (210 St Mary’s Rd, Hillsborough, 
27278) 

 
4:30 – 5:30 PUBLIC PERFORMANCE:  From Slavery to Freedom   

Mary D. Williams, Performer & Adjunct Professor | Duke Center for Documentary Studies 
 

African-American spirituals emerged from a mix of the brutal institution of slavery, African 
culture and Christian influences. The powerful songs expressed everything from a yearning for 
a better life to an identification with community and codified protest, while often naming the 
slave owner's deceit and hypocrisy and emphasizing the enslaved person’s hope for freedom 
and the future. Mary D. Williams will expose us to one of the most significant forms of 
American folksong through her voice, and yours! (Listen to Mrs. Williams on NPR here.) 

 
5:30   OPTIONAL:  Self-Guided Tour of the Poet’s Walk at Ayr Mount  


