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The St. Matthew’s Racial Justice and Reconciliation Committee (RJRC) recommends that the 
name of Thomas Ruffin Sr. be removed from the building. 

Why now? 
Recent events have placed the continuing impact of systemic racial injustice under strict scrutiny 
in our nation and around the world. All over the country and beyond, monuments to those who 
upheld racism are being removed or renamed, including monuments in our state capital and in 
Richmond, the capital of the Confederacy. This is the right time to take a stand against honoring 
individuals who have practiced racism and white supremacy.  

Right here in Orange County other institutions have re-evaluated whether they should continue 
to elevate Thomas Ruffin Sr. in a place of honor, resulting in the removal of his portrait from the 
Courthouse in Hillsborough, and the renaming of a residence hall at UNC Chapel Hill, where he 
was a member of the Board of Trustees.  (see Appendix) 

Naming a building for an individual is intended to honor the contributions of that person. In the 
case of Ruffin, his donation of land to St. Matthew’s is worthy of recognition, but does not 
outweigh the harm he did to enslaved people of African descent in North Carolina, many of 
whose descendants no doubt still live in Orange County.  

The Ruffin House at St. Matthew’s was constructed in 2001, so it is not itself an historic 
building. Our Rector at the time, Brooks Graebner, has commented that had he known what was 
later discovered about Thomas Ruffin, he would not have named it for him. (see Appendix) In 
2007, Sally Greene, a member of St. Matthew’s, wrote and lectured about Ruffin’s promotion of 
slavery both as a slave-owner and a jurist.   

To retain Thomas Ruffin’s name, knowing now what we did not know in 2000, when the name 
was chosen, would be its own “statement” and one that does not  reflect well on who we profess 
to be. Recall the Baptismal Covenant, when we affirm that we will seek and serve Christ in all 
persons, love our neighbors as ourselves, strive for justice and peace among all people, and 
respect the dignity of every human being. 

Ruffin’s Involvement in Slavery 
Ruffin may be best known for his infamous Ruling in favor of the limitless authority of the 
master over the people he enslaved  (meaning that they could be whipped and otherwise abused) 
in the case of State vs. Mann (13 N.C. (2 Dev.) 263 (1829). In this ruling, Ruffin declared that 
“the power of the master must be absolute to render the submission of the slave perfect.” Even 
among jurists who upheld the legality of slavery, this was considered a harsh ruling, and yet it 



was included in manuals for slave owners, widely spreading the justification for violence to 
control enslaved people. 

In addition, Ruffin himself was a brutal master. (see as Muller, Judging Thomas Ruffin and the 
Hindsight Defense, attached) Muller documented Ruffin’s battering of the people he enslaved , 
sometimes just because he didn’t like them. Muller also shows that Ruffin was a speculating 
slave trader at a time when that trade had become disreputable, and was a serial breaker of  the 
families of enslaved people. 

Ruffin’s treatment of the people he enslaved and his involvement in the slave trade reveal that his 
statements deploring slavery were insincere. This “Hindsight Defense,” still often invoked, 
claims that someone acted appropriately according to the customs and morality of their times. 
This defense assumes that morality was monolithic, which is hardly ever the case. Indeed, by the 
time of the State v Mann Ruling in 1829, the Transatlantic Slave Trade was over.  New York 
State had abolished slavery the year before. The abolitionist movement began shortly afterwards. 
The trade from which Ruffin profited involved selling enslaved people, especially children, from 
the northern slave states to the newer ones in the Deep South.  Thus, white men made fortunes 
from breeding the people they enslaved and selling their children “down the river.” 

Ruffin also maintained conditions close to slavery on his plantation even after Emancipation. 
(excerpt from dissertation by John Chapman attached).  Ruffin’s son was cited  for paying his 
employees literally less than slave wages (See letter from Sally Greene.) 

Ruffin and St. Matthew’s 
The names we choose to place or keep on our buildings make a statement about St. Matthew’s 
today, in this time. Removal of the Ruffin name would declare the seriousness with which we 
take the ongoing legacy of slavery and its current impact on our country. If we want to be in a 
better relationship with the Hillsborough community, and all who are a part of it, we can begin 
with removing the name from the building. If we choose NOT to remove the name, that makes 
its own statement; is that the statement we want to make? 

It’s important for the members of St. Matthew’s to make this change ourselves, in a climate 
where, if we don’t, pressure will likely come from outside the parish. And if so, then what reason 
would we give for choosing not to change it? What reasons would we give for why we chose not 
to change it… and what would those say about St Matthew’s? 

As long as racism still exists in this country, it is wrong to honor those who perpetuated it. When 
we talk about the monuments representing “history,” we should bear in mind that racism and 
white supremacy are not only history, but still exist today.  

Monuments also serve to recognize, celebrate and protect the stories we choose to tell ourselves 
and our children of what made us who we are.  How much longer do we wish to continue 
celebrating racism and white supremacy? 



Just as it’s wrong to have a portrait of a racist hanging in a courtroom, where equal justice is 
dispensed, it’s wrong to have a building named for a man deeply embedded in upholding slavery 
on the grounds of a Christian church.  

Since the RJR Task Force was established a few years ago, we have provided education to the 
parish about the legacy of slavery for the African American community, and for our nation, a 
legacy that continues to this day as systemic racism.  Now a permanent committee, the RJRC 
will continue to reach out to the community, raise awareness of systemic racism, and work 
towards the Beloved Community. This is a life-long endeavor endorsed by Bishop Curry at the 
national level of the Episcopal Church and by Bishop Sam here in North Carolina. 



Appendix to RJRC Statement on Ruffin House 

1. There is a website, Names in Brick and Stone: Histories from UNC's Built Landscape 
(unchistory.web.unc.edu/). On the page devoted to Ruffin Residence Hall, there is a brief 
biography: 

Thomas Ruffin Sr. was born into the plantation elite of southeastern Virginia and studied 
in New Jersey and Virginia before entering the bar in 1808 in Hillsborough, NC. He 
represented Orange County in the House of Commons for three terms between 
1813-1816, and then began his judicial career as a justice of the North Carolina Supreme 
Court. 

He served as the Chief Justice from 1833-1852, with his most well-known case being 
State v Mann. In this ruling, Ruffin declared that “the power of the master must be 
absolute to render the submission of the slave perfect.” In recent times this ruling has 
caused much controversy, with some declaring Ruffin a white supremacist while others 
argue that he was simply operating within the legal system of the time. Legal scholar 
Alfred Brophy, for instance, has argued that “Ruffin policed the boundary between cold 
legal logic and the warm sentiments of the heart, which might have yielded a more 
human result for the slaves.” 

2. The Ruffin House at St. Matthew’s was built in 2000, so is not itself a historic building. 
Brooks Graebner has admitted that had he known what he knew then about Thomas Ruffin 
he would not have named it for him. There is a statement in the building and on the St. 
Matthew’s website describing Ruffin’s involvement in State vs. Mann” 

 
Ruffin is notable in North Carolina history for his career as a lawyer, planter and 
jurist. He distinguished himself in American jurisprudence during his long tenure 
as Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of North Carolina prior to the Civil War. He 
is perhaps best known for the opinion of the Court which he wrote in the case of 
State v. Mann (1829). In this opinion the Court sanctioned the rights of a 
slaveholder to absolute power over enslaved persons as chattel property, and 
decided that these rights extended, with impunity, to the point of inflicting 
physical injury through violence upon enslaved persons. This provocative 
decision became a central text in the abolitionist argument against slavery. In the 
introduction to her novel Dred, Harriet Beecher Stowe acknowledged Judge 
Ruffin and the Court’s opinion, which she incorporated verbatim in the novel. 
Naming this building for Thomas Ruffin is intended to serve as recognition of his 
stewardship in bestowing the gift of property which continues to serve for the 
benefit of the parish today. It does not reflect tacit approval of his views on race 
and slavery, which we acknowledge as a matter of historical fact but repudiate. St. 
Matthew’s today is bound by our shared baptismal covenant of “seeking and 



serving Christ in all persons, striving for justice and peace among all people, and 
respecting the dignity of every human being.” (BCP, p. 305) The parish actively 
seeks opportunities to foster racial reconciliation and nurture its inclusive 
relationships with others without regard to race or color. 

  

3. A quotation from the Chapman dissertation: 
He kept his former slaves on as laborers, but paid them so poorly and abused their freedom to 
such an extent that the Freedmen’s Bureau intervened on their behalf. Ruffin’s policy of 
maintaining conditions as close to slavery as possible on his plantation were made clear in a 
letter from his overseer. He wrote, “I have driven off 2 since Christmas for neglect of duty 
and what is left no very well that have got to work and act slave fashion or they can’t stay. 

4. From the Ruffin Papers, Vol 4 (Letter from Sally Greene): 
Ruffin's son was cited the Freedmen's Bureau for paying his employees (literally) less than 
slave wages. That's documented in Vol. 4 of the Ruffin Papers. In the third generation, a 
grandson who owned a mill on the Dan River in Rockingham County (that's where Ruffin's 
father settled) testified before Congress *against* child labor laws. He had employed 
children age as young as 13, even though that was against the law in NC (14 was the limit). 
He said the law was never enforced. 

5. Excerpt from Brooks 27 views of Hillsborough farewell talk he gave at retirement in 2017: 
A new look at Thomas Ruffin, April 2001.  Along with my own new-found enthusiasm for 
parish history, I enlisted parishioner Sally Greene to make a study of Judge Thomas Ruffin, 
for whom we’d just named our newly-completed parish house.  I tapped Sally because she 
had done scholarly writing and research in the field of English Literature, and because she 
had a law degree, so she’d be able to make sense of Ruffin’s legal opinions.  She was the 
perfect choice. Not only did she accept the assignment, but she also responded to it with her 
own sense of mission and urgency, making it the subject of adult education presentations at 
St. Matthew’s and scholarly papers and symposia at UNC and beyond. What so occupied 
Sally and many other legal scholars was one particular court case, known in legal shorthand 
as “State v. Mann.”  It is the most cited case in the whole corpus of slave law, and what it 
says about the nature of slavery—and about Ruffin himself—is, quite frankly, deeply 
disturbing.  I heartily wish I’d known what Sally uncovered before we named a building after 
him.  But we needed to know the truth and speak it forthrightly, and I’m grateful to Sally for 
doing it so clearly and compellingly. 

5. From an Email from Brooks to Margaret Brill in 2018 (when Judith Reece was Interim.) 
As for the Ruffin House name, this has been a source of consternation ever since Sally did her 
pioneering work and shared it with me and the parish.  The choice of name came about because 
1. The working names of ‘parish house one’ and ‘parish house two’ which we used through the 
planning and construction phases clearly wasn’t going to be practical.  2. The naming of the 



Hayden building for its benefactor was an obvious choice and a plaque crediting Elizabeth 
Hayden for her largesse was already there.  3. Therefore we (principally Page Fisher and I) were 
looking for a suitable ‘benefactor’ to name the new building after—and Ruffin seemed an 
appropriate choice because of his donation of the land.  4. At the time, the most recent 
scholarship on Ruffin and the antebellum Episcopal Church in North Carolina was Richard 
Rankin’s Ambivalent Churchmen and Evangelical Churchwomen—which praised Ruffin for his 
piety.  
Since Sally did her work, and I began to do my own work on the racial history of our parish and 
diocese, we’ve been committed to telling the truth about Ruffin and slavery in parish programs 
and in print.  And when the Fine Arts and Furnishings committee compiled a detailed description 
of all the art and furnishings of the Ruffin House, we crafted a statement about Ruffin and the 
naming of the building in which we expressed our repudiation of his views on chattel slavery and 
our ongoing commitment to the baptismal covenant. 

Attachments: 
 
I. A PDF containing more items, all from Vol 4 of the Collected Papers of Thomas Ruffin: 

First is part of a long letter to a state senator who was working on the 1866 NC Constitution. At 
issue was how to count people. Ruffin wanted all the blacks counted even though they would 
(and should in his opinion) have no right to vote or any other political right.  

Second is a letter from a Freedmen's Bureau official castigating Ruffin's son for running a 
business on less-than-slave wages. This was in Hillsborough in 1868 so there is no reason to 
presume the father didn't know and approve. 

Third is the entire speech he made in 1855 to the state Agricultural Society, and Sally Greene 
highlighted a few of the more outrageous passages re slave labor. By this point, 1855, he's 
worried about mounting abolitionism in the North and is putting on a full-tilt defense of slavery, 
which, by then, he had decided was probably instituted by God. This makes it clear that for 
Ruffin it was all about "the profit of the master."  

State v. Mann wasn't just something he *had* to do. He manipulated the law for the outcome he 
wanted. (Letter from Sally Greene.) 

II. BLACK FREEDOM AND THE UNIVERSITY OF NORTH CAROLINA, 1793-1960 by 
JOHN K. (YONNI) CHAPMAN, 2006, pp 78-80 

III. Eric Muller Article  
https://scholarship.law.unc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=4364&context=nclr 

IV. Address by Sally Greene to the Adult Forum about Thomas Ruffin, Sr. on February 17, 2019 



(There are also 2 academic articles by Sally Greene that Margaret Brill can send to anyone who 
is interested) 


