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CONTACTS 
 

 

Wake County Register of Deeds 
 

 

• Location 

o 300 S. Salisbury St., Suite 1700 

Raleigh, NC 27601 

 

Monday–Friday, 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m. 

 

 
 

• Contact Information 

o Phone: 919-856-5460 

Fax 919-856-5467  

 

o Email:  rodinfo@wakegov.com 

 

o Website:  WakeGov.com/deeds  

WakeGov.com/enslavedpersons 

 

o Tammy Brunner, Wake County Register of Deeds 

tammy.brunner@wakegov.com 

 

o Roxanne Buzille, Project Coordinator 

roxanne.buzille@wakegov.com 

 

 

 

             @WakeRegisterofDeeds                     @WakeNCRoD 
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Wake County Enslaved Persons Project  
in partnership with Shaw University 

 
The Enslaved Persons Project is a collaborative endeavor between the 

University of North Carolina Greensboro Libraries, North Carolina Division of 

Archives and Records, Wake County Register of Deeds and Shaw 

University. The goal of the project is to create a centralized database of 

information about formerly enslaved people contained in bills of sales 

from Wake County. 

 

When complete, the project will include robust metadata, high-resolution 

images, and full-text searchable transcripts. 

 

Slave deeds are bills of sale, deeds of gift, wills, and other documents that 

record the transfer of ownership of enslaved people. For the purposes of 

this project, we are considering those documents included in deed books 

at the Wake County Register of Deeds office. Later phases may expand 

to include documents from other sources. These documents sometimes 

contain very little information, referring to the enslaved people only as 

“slaves” or “negroes.” Other deeds, however, include the names, ages, 

and even occupations or special skills. Because enslaved people were 

excluded from the kinds of historical records that are used in historical and 

genealogical research (such as birth and death certificates, marriage 

licenses, and detailed census information), these documents are some of 

the only written records of their lives. Transcribing and indexing these 

thousands of documents will make it much easier for historians and 

genealogists to find this information. 

 

The North Carolina Slave Deeds will form one part of the larger Digital 

Library on American Slavery (DLAS). The DLAS is an expanding resource of 

various independent online collections related to race and slavery in the 

United States, made searchable through a single, simple interface. 

Although the current focus of DLAS is sources associated with North 

Carolina, it contains considerable data related to all 15 slave states and 

Washington, D.C., including detailed personal information about slaves, 

slaveholders, and free people of color. The other components of the DLAS 

are currently: the Race and Slavery Petitions Project, the North Carolina 

Runaway Slave Advertisements Project, and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 

Database. 
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Participating Counties 
 

 

Alleghany, Beaufort, Brunswick, Buncombe, Chowan, Craven, Duplin, Guilford, Halifax, 

Haywood, Iredell, Madison, Martin, New Hanover, Orange, Perquimans, Person, 

Richmond, Robeson, Stanly, Stokes, Surry, Union, Wake, Washington, Yadkin 

 

The ultimate goal of the project is to digitize slave deeds across the state of North 

Carolina. Surveys about participation were sent to all 100 counties in the state, and the 

twenty-six listed above responded favorably to the survey and have relevant records. 

Other counties either did not respond to the survey or do not have records going back 

that far. This may be due to the destruction of records by flooding/fire or, in the case 

of Western counties especially, the late date of establishment as counties. 

 

Different counties are at different stages of the indexing and digitization process, 

which means there are different needs in each county. Of the counties listed above, 

Buncombe, New Hanover, Surry, Iredell, Stanly, Guilford, and Orange Counties have 

already indexed and digitized the slave deeds in their records offices. Yadkin, Person, 

Perquimans, and Washington County have indexed slave deeds but have not yet 

digitized them. The counties of Halifax, Beaufort, Union, and Wake have had their 

records digitized by Family Search, but they have not yet indexed their deeds, and will 

need onsite volunteers to assist with this element of the project. 

 

The counties of Alleghany, Brunswick, Craven, Duplin, Haywood, Madison, Martin, 

Richmond, Robeson, and Stokes have digitized all of their historic deeds, but have not 

identified and indexed the ones that pertain to slavery. 

 

 



Opportunities for Volunteers 

 
There are several things volunteers can do to contribute to this project, and most of 

them can be done from any computer with an internet connection. When you sign up 

as a volunteer, you have the option of locating and labeling deeds or indexing them. 

 

 

1. Locating and labeling deeds 

 

The first step in the process is identifying records in the county deed books that include 

information about enslaved people. In deed books, these records are mixed in with all 

kinds of other deeds – mostly land deeds – and we need volunteers to help locate and 

label the deeds that are relevant to the project. This involves looking through deed 

books online, identifying passages about enslaved people, and giving each document 

a unique identification number. We recommend that most volunteers start here. 

 

2. Indexing 

 

Indexing involves locating and labeling deeds plus recording the detailed information 

in the deed in a spreadsheet. Indexing is more complex and time-consuming process, 

but it makes the documents searchable by names, dates, and other data. Volunteers 

who have more experience with historical documents and/or with data-entry may 

want to begin with indexing. 

 

3. Transcribing 

 

Transcription, or typing out the content of the deeds, makes them fully searchable. This 

is the final phase of the project, set to begin in early 2021. Through Family Search, a 

specially designed website, volunteers can log on to the site and complete 

transcription from any computer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Getting Started 

 
To get started as a volunteer, you just need to register online 

WakeGov.com/enslavedpersons. The Project Coordinator will then send you a set 

of practice deeds to index. You will be asked whether you would like to “Locate 

and Label” or “Index” deeds, so please read the descriptions on the preceding 

page before you register, and decide which you would like to do. 

 

1. Locating and labeling deeds 

 

The first phase of the project is to locate and label all of the deeds in county deed 

books that mention enslaved people (usually referred to as “negro” “slave” or 

both). Slave deeds are mixed in with many other deeds, mostly land deeds, in the 

deed books, so you generally have to read over many land deeds before you 

come across a slave deed. Examples of slave deeds are given on pages 11-17 

and a guide to historic handwriting can be found starting on page 18. When you 

locate a slave deed, you will record the county, book or volume, and page 

number and assign a document ID number to the deed, following the instructions 

below. 

 

You will read through digitized deeds on the FamilySearch website and record the 

deed information in the Google spreadsheet that we provide. 

 

You will be assigned one book or set of pages at a time. The “County” and 

“County Code” columns will already be filled in for you. Each time you locate a 

slave deed, enter the Book or Volume (this will be a number or a letter), and the 

page number located at the top of the page. This is a handwritten number, not to 

be confused with the “image number” shown by Family Search. 

 



Using the County Code, Book/Volume, and Page information, you will construct a 

unique Document ID for the first page of each deed. If the deed covers several pages, 

the Document ID will reflect only the first page. The image below shows how a 

Document ID is composed. In the example below, the deed found in Guilford County 

deed book 9 on page 340 has been given the document identifier: “GUI.9.340.1.” 

 

If there is one slave deed on the page, the end of the ID will be “.1”. This will be the 

case most of the time. If there are multiple slave deeds on the page, the ID will be “.2, 

.3” and so on. Do not count deeds that do not pertain to enslaved people. 

 

 

 

If you are Locating and Labeling, you will assign and record the ID number and move 

on to searching for the next slave deed. If you are indexing, you will proceed to the 

steps described in Section 2 below. 

 

2. Indexing 

 

If you are indexing slave deeds, you will be provided with a more extensive 

spreadsheet. You will begin with locating and labeling slave deeds as described 

above, and then proceed to enter more detailed information for each deed as follows. 

There will be a column or columns in your spreadsheet for each of the categories 

described below. 

 

Document type 
Once you have completed the reference information and assigned a document 

identifier, your first goal when reading through the document will be to determine 

whether or not each entry mentions an enslaved or free person of color. When you find 

a document that does, the next step is to determine the document type. The types are: 

bill of sale, deed of gift, deed of trust, deed, apprenticeship bond, will, partition in kind, 

partition by sale, emancipation of slave(s), and other. The most common documents 

you will come across are bills of sale and deeds of gift, followed by partitions in kind and 

deeds of trust. 

 

Below, each type of document is defined, with examples of common phrases that 

might aid in identifying them. 

 

 

 

 



Bill of sale: a bill of sale documents the sale of property by one individual (the grantor) 

to another individual (grantee) for a specified sum of money. Phrases commonly used 

in a bill of sale include “for and in consideration of the sum of ____ to me/him in hand 

paid” and “I have granted, bargained and sold and do grant, bargain, and sell.” 

 

Deed of gift: a deed of gift documents transfer of legal ownership from one person 

[grantor] to another [grantee] as a gift, usually from one family member to another. A 

deed of gift will commonly use the phrase “for and in consideration of the natural love 

and affection” and not list any sum or amount of money. The words “do give and grant 

and have given and granted” often appear, without any mention of selling. 

 

Deed of trust: a deed of trust is used as security for money owed. In it, the individual in 

debt [grantor] sells property to another individual [grantee] for the nominal sum of one 

dollar. The property only changes hands if the grantor is unable to pay his debts, in 

which case the grantee takes the property and settles the debts of the grantor. The 

people to whom the money is owed are also listed in the deed, but will not be entered 

into the spreadsheet. Deeds of trust can be identified by the phrase “held and firmly 

bound in the sum of” or “stands lawfully indebted to” indicating that one person is in 

debt to another. The date by which the debt must be paid is also frequently listed. 

 

Partition in kind: partitions are documents that legally divide inherited property 

between multiple heirs. A partition in kind allots each heir a certain amount of that 

property (acres of land or, in this case, individual slaves). In a partition in kind there will 

be one grantor (the individual whose estate is being partitioned) and multiple grantees 

(the heirs). In this case, each heir or set of heirs (such as a husband and wife) will get a 

unique entry in the spreadsheet. Because they are all listed in the same document, the 

document ID will the same for each entry. 

 

Partition by sale: a partition by sale also divides inheritance between heirs, but by selling 

off the property in question and distributing the proceeds between the heirs. In this 

case, the grantor is the person whose estate is being partitioned, and the grantee is the 

person who purchased the slaves, if s/he is named. Because we are interested in 

tracking the movements of enslaved persons, the names of the heirs are not relevant 

during the indexing phase, because they are receiving money, not enslaved persons. 

They will appear in the final transcript. 

 

Apprenticeship bond: Apprenticeship was a common fate for fatherless children, 

children of mixed race, and children from poor families. An apprentice is bound to a 

tradesperson (master) until they reach adulthood, and during this time is fed, clothed, 

and housed by the master. At the completion of the apprenticeship term, the 

apprentice is released from his/her bond. Apprenticeship bonds make direct mention 

of the apprenticeship being either entered or released. In this case there will be no 

grantor and no grantee, entered as “none.” 

 

 

 

 



Will and Testament: a last will and testament is a legally binding document that 

provides for the division and inheritance of property. These documents will generally 

make reference to “the uncertainty of this mortal life” and to the mental state of the 

grantor being “of sound mind and body” or “weak of body but of sound and perfect 

memory.” The will may also “revoke and disannul all former wills heretofore made.” It 

will also list the heir(s) and executor/executrix. 

 

Emancipation of slave(s): in rare cases a slaveholder decided to manumit, or free, an 

enslaved person. These proceedings were usually entered in court records and not in 

deeds, but notes about manumission may appear in wills or partitions. 

 

Marriage contract: under the law, a single woman could own property but a married 

woman had very few property rights. In order to protect the property she brought into a 

marriage, a woman and her family might create a special type of deed of trust in 

which the woman sells her property to a trusted man (usually a relative) for a very small 

fee. This property then stays in her family to be inherited by her offspring, and is 

somewhat better protected from sale by her husband. For the purpose of the project, 

we classify such deeds as “marriage contracts.” The husband is often listed or 

mentioned, the grantor is the wife, and grantee is the relative or trustee who 

“purchased” the property. 

 

Other: If the document does not fit into any of these categories, select “other.” 

 

Recorded Date 
There are sometimes multiple dates listed in a deed, and the date you should record 

here is the date the deed was executed. That is to say, the date that the agreement, 

sale, or gift was made. This will usually be the earliest date listed in the deed. Deeds 

were often entered into the county deed book at a later date and the date of entry 

often also appears. This date will not be recorded at this time. 

 

You will select the month from a drop-down menu and enter the day and year in the 

next two columns. Below is an example of four deeds with the identifying information, 

document type, and date information entered. 

 



Grantors, Grantees and Slaves 

 
Deeds may list numerous individuals, including the people involved in the transaction, 

the witnesses, and officers of the court. The aim of indexing is to collect the most 

relevant information to tracing the histories and movements of enslaved people. 

Therefore, at this phase we will be recording the names of individuals who fall into 

three categories: grantor, grantee, and slave. 

 

Grantor: the grantor is the individual deeding the enslaved person to the grantee, and 

is usually the first name to appear in the deed. The grantor will be listed as LastName, 

FirstName. In the case of multiple grantors, separate the names with a semicolon [;], as 

follows: Jefferson, Thomas; Washington, George. 

 

Grantee: the grantee is the individual to whom ownership is transferred in the deed. 

Grantees should be listed as LastName, FirstName. If there is more than one grantee 

listed, and they are not a married couple, each grantee will receive a separate line in 

the spreadsheet. This is to ensure that the names of the enslaved persons are 

registered with the correct slaveholder. 

 

Slave(s): in most cases, enslaved individuals are listed only by first name. Because the 

number of slaves listed in a deed can vary, their names are entered in a single 

column, separated by semicolons [;]. In the final database, they will be separated into 

individual entries. 

 

The next two columns list the number of enslaved individuals mentioned in the 

document and their listed ages. If there is no age listed, use “0”as a placeholder. 

Separate the ages with “;” and list them in the same order as the names. Based on this 

order, the names will be reconnected with the individuals in the end database. 

Below is an example of a spreadsheet with the Grantor name(s), Grantee name(s), 

slaves listed, number of slaves, and age(s) filled in. 



Additional Information on Enslaved Persons 

 
There are five columns for entering additional information on the enslaved persons 

named in the deed: family, gender, age circa, age, and color or race. 

Family: you may select from the options individual, group, mother and child(ren), and 

family other. 

 

Gender: you may select from the options male(s), female(s), mixed group, and not 

stated. If the gender is not specifically stated (man/boy or woman/girl), please select 

“not stated” and do not make inferences based on names. The genders associated 

with names can change over time, and some names may be gender neutral. 

 

Age circa: you may select adult(s), child(ren), both, and not stated. For the purpose of 

this database, children are classified as 15 years of age and younger. 16 years and 

older will be entered as adults. Be aware that the terms “boy” and “girl” do not 

necessarily refer to children, as these terms were frequently applied to adults by slave-

holders. 

 

Color or race: you may select here the color or race as listed in the deed, from the 

options negro, white, mulatto, mustee, Native American (or Indian), griffe, other, and 

not stated. The terms “mulatto, mustee, and griffe” were terms used in various ways 

throughout history to refer to people of mixed race. 

 

Finally, there are columns for amount and currency. This is the amount paid for 

enslaved persons or the amount they were valued at (in the case of deeds of trust and 

partitions). Currency might be dollars, pounds, or proclamation money. 

 

If the deed is a deed of trust, enter the amount paid (often $1 or another small 

amount) under “amount” and “debt” under currency. If it is a gift, enter “0” as the 

amount and “gift” as the currency. 

 

 

 



Anatomy of a Slave Deed 
 

The following slave deeds have been annotated and color-coded as examples of the 

structure of historical deeds and the information in them that should be recorded in the 

indexing phase. Below each deed is a transcript of the text. At the end of this section, 

these four examples are indexed. 

 

Example 1: Deed of Trust 

 

Transcription: “Thomas Godsay to William C. Love – This deed executed this 25th day of 

March 1808 between Thomas Godsey of the one part of the County of Guilford & State 

of North Carolina & Wm. C. Love of the County & State afsd. of the other part Witnesseth 

that whereas the Sd. Thos. Godsay Stands Lawfully In debted to Robert Lindsay 

Merchant of the County & State afsd. Namely in the sum of 250 Dollars Money of the 

United States & being desirous to secure to him the same with the Lawfull Interest which 

May arise thereon in Consideration whereof & the sum of five Shillings to hum in hand 

paid by the Sd Wm. C. Love he the Sd Thos. Godsey Bargained Sold &n Delivered& by 

these presents doth Bargain Sell & Deliver his Negro Woman Chany & her two Children 

James and Charles to the Sd. 

 



William E. Love his Heirs & assigns in Trust to and for the following uses & purposes that is 

to say that if the said Thomas Godsey Shall fail to pay the Sd Sum of Two hundred and 

fifty Dollars with the Interest arising thereon from the Date of this Deed on or before the 

fifteenth of October next ensuing the Date of this Deed it shall & may be Lawful for the 

Wm. C. Love his Heirs after giving Ten day publick Notice to Sell and Despose of for 

Ready money the aforesaid Negroe woman Chaney & her Children to pay the money 

so raised unto the Sd. Robt. Lindsay or Soe much as will be suffiscuent to satisfy the 

Before Mentioned Debt of $250 with the interest arising thereon & the Remainder if any 

their be Shall be Returned to the Sd. Thomas Godsay after deducting the Attorneys fee 

and…” 

 

Example 2: Bill of Sale 
 

 

Transcription: “Know all men by these presents that we the undernamed John Gordon, 

William Gordon and James Gordon of the Hawfields in the county of Orange in the state 

of North Carolina for and in consideration of the sum of two hundred and twenty 

pounds  

 

 



Good and Lawful money of the above state to us in hand paid by William Wilson of the 

same place and County aforesaid whereof we do acknowledge the receipt and 

ourselves there with fully and intirely satisfied have bargained and sold set over and 

delivered and by these presents in plain and open market According to the due form of 

Law in that case made and provided do bargain set over and deliver unto the said 

William Wilson one negro Woman Named Let one Negroe boy five years old named Rey 

one Negroe Girl two years old named Hannah of which negroes we have given him the 

said William Wilson by these presents the said negroes to have and to hold to the proper 

use and behoof of him the said William Wilson his Heirs Exs. admn. and assigns forever 

and we the said John Gordon, William Gordon & James Gordon for ourselves our Heirs 

Exs. admn. and assigns the said Bargained Negroes unto the said William Wilson his Exs. 

admn. and assigns against all and all manner of persons shall warrant and forever 

defend by these presents in witness where of with the delivery of those negroes we have 

here unto set our hands and seals this 18th day of april in the year of our Lord one 

thousand seven hundred and ninety eight …” 

 

 

Example 3: Last Will and Testament 
 



Transcription: “In the name of God amen, I, William Bradley, being weak in body, but 

of sound and perfect memory, thanks be to Almighty God for the same; and 

considering the uncertainty of this mortal life, do make this my last will and Testament 

in manner and form following. First, I leave and bequeath to my dear wife Rachael 

Bradley, my two negro slaves Viz. one man and one woman, with all my goods and 

chattels, Lands, Houses, Tenements and Hereditaments, with all my real and Personal 

estate of what kind or nature soever which I die possessed of or I’m in any wise Intitled 

to, hereby revoking and disannulling all former will or wills by me heretofore made; 

and lastly, I do nominate and constitute my said wife Rachael Bradley my sole heir 

and Executrix of this, my will and testament. In witness whereof I have hereunto put 

my hand and seal this sixth day of December, in the year of our Lord, one thousand 

seven hundred & sixty three- 1763. …” 

 

Example 4: Apprenticeship bond 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transcription: These are to Certifie that Hugh Sparrow a molato fellow aged about 

thirty three years was the base son of Mary Sparrow of Linhaven Parish in the County 

of Princes Ann in Virginia and was there bound an apprentice by Antho. Walke and 

Frances Land Church Wardens of the above said Parish in the year 1729 Until he 

should reach the age of thirty one as the Acts of Assembly there requires, and this is 

further to Certifye that he was first Bound to John Sanders and by several 

Indorsements assigned over to Sundry Persons but Lastly to the Subscriber where he 

hath finished & Completed the said Apprenticeship and is now a free man. Given 

under my hand and seal at Brunswick this 9th day of April 1756 Richard Quince J.P. 

 



 

Example 5: Partition in Kind 
 

 
Transcription: “We the commissioners appointed August Term 1841 So lot and lay off 

and divide the negroes belonging to the Estate of James Clark (Decd) among his 

heirs, Report that we have attended to the duties enformed upon us in Said order and 

made the following division (Vis) To David Clark, Andy Susan and Child Phonso 

Augustus & Adaline Valued at two thousand dollars. 

 

To John Clark Reuben Margaret Adam and Rosy Valued at one thousand nine 

hundred and sixty four dollars 

 

To James Clark Charles Mary & Child Tilley Alford and Nelly Valued at one thousand 

nine hundred & forty dollars 

 

To Jane Clark Peter Fanny Natus Sila and Milla Valued at Two thousand & thirty five 

dollars 

 

 

 



To Alexander Clark, Felix and Miley, also Jo and Jude, advanced to him by his Father 

James Clark decd Valued at One thousand nine hundred & fifty two dollars. 

 

To Robert Knox by right of his wife Catherine Nelson also Feb & Child, Susin Jinny & 

Sindy advance to him by James Clark decd. Valued at one thousand nine hundred & 

fifty five dollars. These being thirty seven negroes in all Valued by us to be worth 

Fifteen thousand nine Hundred & twelve dollars” 

 

 

The Example Deeds Indexed 
 

 

 

A note on none and not stated: not all deeds provide information in all of the 

categories in the indexing spreadsheet. “None” means that the item referenced does 

not exist. For example, with the apprenticeship bond, “none” is entered in the grantee 

column because there is no grantee. “Not stated” means that the item exists, but is 

not specified in the document. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

16 

Guide to 18th and 19th Century Handwriting 
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Historical trauma: 
Emotional and psychological impacts of slavery 
 

Confronting painful histories, no matter how distant, can stir up difficult or 

unpleasant emotions. While it is the goal of the Project to restore 

humanizing details to enslaved peoples of the past, the process of doing so 

can be deeply distressing and disturbing. Some individuals are able to 

engage with these histories without suffering personal distress, but others 

may find that delving into these histories has unexpected personal 

consequences. Having a vocabulary for these effects and knowing how to 

recognize them can help people to work through them. To this end, we 

provide some terms and resources below that we hope will be helpful for 

volunteers as they engage with this deeply disturbing chapter of American 

history. 

 

Awareness of historical trauma and its effects has been growing in recent 

decades, especially in circles of academics, social justice activists, mental 

health professionals, and community advocates. It is important for 

volunteers and community members to be aware of historical trauma, how 

it is understood, and how it may impact them and others connected to the 

Project. In short, historical trauma is the cumulative, collective effect of 

physical and psychological violence that affects the survivors of traumatic 

historical events such as slavery, genocide, and persecution. 

 

Dr. Joy DeGruy has written extensively about the effects that the traumatic 

history of slavery has had on contemporary African American communities 

using the term Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome, or P.T.S.S. This refers to the 

cumulative and collective effects of multigenerational oppression and 

violence under slavery, predicated on a belief of African American 

inferiority, later continued under the policies of the Jim Crow era and into 

the forms of institutionalized racism that exist today. Those interested in a 

more detailed discussion of this topic may want to read Dr. DeGruy’s book, 

Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome: America’s Legacy of Enduring Injury and 

Healing. 

 

Historical trauma is a complex topic, and the aim of this section is to 

provide some terminologies and resources so that participants can seek 

out additional information and the resources that may be right for them. 

Some of the emotional effects of post- traumatic stress, including historical 

trauma, can be feelings of sadness, hopelessness, fatigue, irritability, 
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numbness. Difficulty sleeping, nightmares, heightened sensitivity, feeling 

jumpy or easily startled can also be effects of trauma. Participants in the 

project should be aware of these potential impacts as they engage with 

this traumatic history.  

 

If you notice some of these effects, it may be helpful to know that they are 

legitimate and completely normal reactions to confronting historical 

trauma. There are a number of things that may help you to work through 

them, such as: 

 

• taking breaks from the research work, whether it’s a few hours or a 

few weeks 

• talking to friends, family, religious or spiritual advisors, and other 

volunteers 

• exercise, meditation, prayer, or other activities that you find calming 

 

For many, confronting these histories and contributing to a project that 

sheds light on this dark past and reclaims the names of victims and survivors 

can be a powerful step toward healing some of that trauma. 

 

 

Thank you for taking an interest in this important work. We hope that at the 

end of this project, we have contributed to an honest story telling about 

our past and have given descendants of formerly enslaved persons the 

ability to find and trace their ancestry. 

 

We look forward to working with you! 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


