


The Life & Library of 
Robert Morris, America's 

Second Black Lawyer



OUR VALUE PROPOSITION
AALL is dedicated to supporting the career development needs of law librarians through quality 
educational programming and events designed specifically for legal information professionals. 

AALL embraces law librarians in all stages of their careers to provide exceptional experiences, tools 
for success and premier services to support professional growth.



Our Team

Laurel Davis (she/her)
Teaching & Research Librarian 

and Curator of Rare Books,
Boston College Law School

Avi Bauer (he/him)
Digital Initiatives & Scholarly 

Communication Librarian, 
Boston College Law School

WITH THANKS TO

Mary Sarah Bilder
Nick Szydlowski
Stephanie Farne



Introduction
● Basic plan for the session

○ Intro to Robert Morris
○ The Morris Library
○ Why & How of a Digital Exhibit
○ Web tools
○ Impact



Contextualization

● Jesuit Catholic school
● Founded in 1863
● Student body: children of Irish 

immigrants
● Mission 
● Broadening the narrative



Robert Morris
June 8, 1824/5–December 12, 1882

• Born in Salem, MA
• Apprenticed with Ellis Gray Loring
• Admitted to Mass Bar on Feb. 2, 1847
• Early antislavery & civil rights activism
• Married wife Catharine in 1846
• Robert Jr. (1848-1882) became a lawyer

Social Law Library, Boston



A Community of Activists: Abolition & Beyond



Equal School Rights: 
Roberts v. City of Boston

• Filed one year after admission to bar
• Hired to represent 5-year-old Sarah Roberts
• Worked on school desegregation in Salem
• Hires Charles Sumner to help on appeal
• Loss at MA Supreme Judicial Court
• Connections to Plessy & Brown v. Board
• Eventual success with legislature

From the Roberts Writ, 
SJC Archives



The Rescue of Shadrach Minkins

• Fugitive Slave Act of 1850
• Fugitive from slavery in Virginia
• Arrested by Feb. 15, 1851
• Morris & others go to courthouse
• Escape followed by multiple indictments 

& trials
Boston Public Library



To the books!

https://johnjburnslibrary.wordpress.com/2015/05/11/robert-morris/


Morris’s Library
• One of the only extant, 

antebellum African 
American-owned libraries

• Most law books not found (yet)
• Giving & receiving books
• Wide variety of topics

https://cdm.bostonathenaeum.org/digital/collection/p16057coll52/id/236/
https://cdm.bostonathenaeum.org/digital/collection/p16057coll52/id/236/




Robert Morris Papers, Boston Athenaeum 



The Irish Lawyer
• Morris eulogy: about 75% of 

Morris’s clients were Irish
• Joining the Catholic Church





Recovering the 
Morris Library
● How big was it?
● Continuing the search at BC
● Account book
● LibraryThing Legacy Library

https://www.librarything.com/profile/RobertMorrisLibrary


The WHY and HOW of a 
Digital Exhibit



Robert Morris: Civil 
Rights Lawyer and 
Antislavery Activist
https://bc.edu/robert-morris

https://bc.edu/robert-morris


Why a Digital Exhibit?
Physical Exhibit Digital Exhibit

Physical 
Accessibility

Limited access on-campus in 
Newton, MA. Unlimited free access online.

Assumed 
Audience

Assumed legal & historical 
background.

Developed for a 
secondary-school audience.

Content 
Breadth

Generally limited to BC or 
other local collection items.

Able to draw from multiple 
geographically-distributed 
collections.



MARY SARAH BILDER

Content Expertise

LAUREL DAVIS

Content Expertise

Writing

NICK SZYDLOWSKI

Project Management

AVI BAUER

Page Building

Front-End Coding

Team Roles

COLLABORATIVE

Information Architecture

User Experience Design
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TOOLS

University Platforms

Adobe Experience Manager

Open Source Software

Timeline JS (Knight Lab)

StoryMap JS (Knight Lab)

STRATEGIES

Using Pre-Made Tools

Building on Prior Experience

Collaborative Research

Website-Building: Tools & Strategies



Tools: 
Adobe Experience 
Manager (AEM)

• Content Management System (CMS)

• Drag-and-drop components

• Provides space to store files (images, 
documents, etc.)

• Same software used for the Law 
School and Law Library websites



Strategies: Adapting Existing Components

https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/careers/alumni.html 

https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/speci
al-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston.html   

https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/careers/alumni.html
https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston.html
https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston.html


Tools: 
Timeline JS

• Open source interactive timeline

• Available via 
timeline.knightlab.com

• Images and text pulled from a 
Google Sheet

• Minimal coding required

<link rel="stylesheet" type="text/css" 
href="https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/bc1/schools/law/js/l
ibrary/morris/timeline.css">

<link rel="stylesheet" type="text/css" 
href="https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/bc1/schools/law/js/l
ibrary/morris/morris-fonts.css">

<script type="text/javascript" 
src="https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/bc1/schools/law/js/li
brary/morris/timeline-min.js"></script>

<div id='timeline-embed' style="width: 100%; height: 650px"> 
</div>
<script type="text/javascript">
    var options = {
        default_bg_color: 'white',
        initial_zoom: 2,
        timenav_height: 200,
        marker_height_min: 35,
        zoom_sequence: [0.5, 1, 2, 3, 5],
        hash_bookmark: true
    };
    var timeline = new TL.Timeline('timeline-embed', 

 'https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/15YRj9fRgCvyYA8  
 F1yn3oPrRh_E7z2il_IX8FT8pf9l0/pubhtml', options);

</script>

https://timeline.knightlab.com/


https://www.bc.edu/robert-morris  

https://www.bc.edu/robert-morris


Strategies: Building on Existing Skills

Past projects allowed 
library staff to develop 
relevant skills, including 
familiarity with HTML, 
CSS, and JavaScript.

https://github.com/BCLawLibrary

https://github.com/BCLawLibrary


Tools:
StoryMap JS

• Open source interactive, 
map-based slideshow

• Available via 
storymap.knightlab.com

• Intuitive interface (fillable fields, 
drag-and-drop location pins)

• Zero coding required

https://storymap.knightlab.com/


https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-
collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html 

https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html
https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html


https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-
collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html 

https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html
https://www.bc.edu/content/bc-web/schools/law/sites/students/library/special-collections/robert-morris/morris-in-boston/storymap.html


Strategies: 
Collaborative 
Investigation

1. Laurel identified locations of interest.

2. As a group, cross-referenced locations 
between modern Boston maps and 
contemporary historical maps.

3. Made use of collective & individual 
familiarity with Boston’s history and 
geography as well as Boston Public 
Library resources.

https://www.atlascope.org/

https://www.atlascope.org/


Impact



Since launch in Nov 2021, 
we have had approximately:

● 11,000 total page 
views

● 8,000 total visits 

(That’s an average of about 
280 visitors per month!)

https://www.tableau.com/community/public 

https://www.tableau.com/community/public


Distribution of users in the 
past year (Feb 2023 to Feb 
2024):

US Users: 1,683

Non-US Users: 144

https://www.tableau.com/community/public 

https://www.tableau.com/community/public


Not the end…



Questions and Answers 
Laurel Davis
davislp@bc.edu

Avi Bauer
bauerac@bc.edu

The digital exhibit: 
bc.edu/robert-morris

mailto:davislp@bc.edu
mailto:bauerac@bc.edu
https://bc.edu/robert-morris


Thank You




