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The website, www.blackloyalist.info is the central digital repository of an international project that aims to undertake a 
long-overdue interrogation of one of the most significant sources on the slave experience in early American history: the 
Book of Negroes. The Book of Negroes is a meticulous record of the personal details of 3,000 runaway slaves whom the 
British evacuated from the United States to settle as free people in various parts of the Atlantic world at the end of the 
American Revolution.  For the first time, the invaluable information in the Book of Negroes will be comprehensively and 
systematically researched in the pre-revolutionary archives of America to explore aspects of the slave experience in the 
eighteenth century, about which historians know frustratingly little: patterns of slave family formation; kin networks; 
geographic mobility; naming protocols; religious affiliation; interconnections between the enslaved; and complicity 
between slave and master. 

In 2006, Pybus was awarded a visiting fellowship at Rockefeller Library in Williamsburg, Virginia to undertake research 
into a group of about 300 people named in the Book of Negroes who had run away from three counties around the town 
of Norfolk, Virginia. The Book of Negroes reveals a web of interconnections between the enslaved that indicated 
unexpected patterns of slave family formation and kin networks, geographic mobility, naming protocols, and religious 
affiliation. Even more unexpected, were the networks and interconnections which linked slave and master to suggest 
elements of white complicity in the defections. This pilot study highlighted the limitations of the written text in 
conveying the complexity of the many interconnections. The problem was resolved by the development of a prototype 
web-based interactive digital visualisation to provide an interpretative tool for the complex data to support the historical 
analysis contained in an article submitted to the William and Mary Quarterly.

Figure 1: Screen Grab of the interactive visualization

The new web-based digital repository is being developed in 2009 as part of an ARC Discovery Project being undertaken 
at the Department of History, University of Sydney. The digital repository will enable researchers to search,  explore and 
reconfigure the stories of the runaway slaves through maps, timelines and visualisations.  

Within this paper, we will identify both the current and emerging aspects of the 2009 project that are relevant to 
eResearch in the Humanities. In particular, we will discuss the following aspects: 
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• The usage of existing web development frameworks to accelerate the development, and the gains and constraints 
which these entail 

• The development of REST API’s for the database to allow for open access to data for reconfiguration and reuse in the 
future

• The limitations of the written text in conveying the complexity of the many interconnections between the slaves, and 
the use of visualisations to convey this complexity 

• The extent and barriers of those visualisations to give specific and detailed information 
• How eResearch is affecting the methodology of the researchers in terms of taking fragmented, incomplete archival 

sources and structuring these into a database
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