
Elizabeth “Betsy” 
Van Cleaf,  circa 1865

Beneath the Floorboards:
Whispers of the Enslaved at Marlpit Hall



Telling the Narrative, at Marlpit Hall and beyond…

Bill of sale for “negro man Thomas, negro woman 
Jude, and child” Cornelius Covenhoven, 1752

(It Happened Here??)

1855 Map showing community of “Africa” in 
Matawan, NJ. 



(Teaching Tolerance – Southern Poverty Law Center), 2018

Slavery is hard history. It 
is hard to comprehend 
the inhumanity that 
defined it. 

- Dr. Hasan Kwami Jeffries



High School Students Struggle on even the most basic 
questions about slavery in America. Of 1,000 seniors 
polled…

• 32% recognized the 13th amendment as a formal end to slavery in the 
U.S. 

• Less than half realized that slavery was legal in 13 colonies prior to 
the Revolution

• Few identified slavery as a principal cause of the Civil War. (Almost 
half of the respondents - 48 percent - said tax protests were the 
cause)

• Highest percentage of correct responses for any question was 67%



What are the Key Issues?

• Slavery Taught without Context

• American enslavement as an exclusively 
southern institution

• Rarely make connections to the present

• Even the history of slavery centers on 
the white experience

Family leaving Florida during the 
Great Migration, 1940





Forging Lives & Identities:
“Everyday” Resistance & Resilience 

v Cultural Expression: Language, Song

v Raising families

v Retained Religion & Spirituality

v Learning to read and write



Using Primary Source Documents to…

• Admit Limitations
- Using the silence as a lesson
- Not every story has to be groundbreaking

• Identify People
- Names accentuate humanity
- Emphasizing universals: love, loss, family, tradition

• Layer the narratives
- Looking at objects and events from all perspectives

Taylor Family Inventory of 
Marlpit Hall, 1818







The Seven: The Mannequin 
Component of Beneath the 
Floorboards: Whispers of the 
Enslaved at Marlpit Hall



…A Pair of purple colored trowsers…



From Scrap to Garment: Tom’s Knee Breeches



Assembling the Garment Kits



Dressing Day
Saturday, October 16, 2021



Finishing Touches



The Seven: from left to right, Tom, William, Hannah, 
Ephraim (seated), York, Elizabeth, Clarisse



Members of the Monmouth County 
Historical Association Sewing Group



Shards of Jacob’s Ladder: 
The Quilt by Michelle 
Lewis and Gloria Douglas


