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The “Welsh Tract” was an area of close to 100,000 acres west of the Schuylkill River. It encompassed today’s 
townships of Lower Merion, Haverford, Radnor, Tredyffrin, Whiteland, Willistown, Easttown, Goshen, and parts 
of Upper Merion and Westtown in southeastern Pennsylvania. Within its boundaries, the area’s Welsh heritage 
is almost revered. After all, the Welsh were the first large wave of Europeans who came into this area and began 
the process of building the thriving communities here today. But along with those Welsh, and soon British, Irish, 
German and individuals of other European origins, were the African Americans. Even before the inhabitants of the 
Welsh Tract reached its western end, slaves had been brought into the area.1

In 1696, Cadwalader Morgan, a Quaker minister in Lower Merion, wrote a paper about his personal decision two 
years before to relieve himself of the slave he had purchased some time earlier. From his paper, we can infer that the 
holding of slaves was not unique to him. He says in part, 

...friends, There was something before me concerning the buying of Negroes. (First the scarcity of hands 
here, and those difficult to be had) I thought If I bought such of them as were good, It would be some help 
to me, and I could with more ease leave my calling to go to Meetings, and I had been enquiring for some, 
and did send for one... I can say that I have nothing in my heart against any particular that buys them...2

While we do not know the names of these early slaves, or, for the most part, the names of all of those who 
possessed them, we do know they were here: men doing the backbreaking work of felling forest and planting life 
sustaining crops and women transforming those crops into meals and clothing. Yet there is little reference to these 
early African Americans in our records and in our histories. Not until the 1760 tax returns do we begin to have a 
concrete community and individual wide evidence of their presence. Before, and even after that date, references 
to specific individuals are sporadic—a will here, a story there; a scrap of paper preserved by fate, a reference in an 
old account book; a courthouse record which suggests but does not clarify. In 1780, when the “Act for the Gradual 
Abolition of Slavery” in Pennsylvania required all those holding slaves to register them to protect their right to 
continue to claim them as property, we have a fairly concise record of individual slaves and their owners. Even 
this list is somewhat incomplete as many owners registered individuals by sex, age, and the status (slave for life for 
years) only, with no name, and some were not registered. When a name was recorded, only rarely was a surname 
supplied and the given name was most likely that given to the individual by the slave owner, and might not have 
been the name by which he or she identified themselves, then or later.3
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In this 1780 registration, 20 slaves are listed in Tredyffrin Township by name, and another 3 by gender and age 
only. These individuals, and those who registered them, are listed in the following table.4

Individual Registered by Individual Registered by

Freeman, age 35 Richard Britain York, age 32 Lewis Gronow
Lilley, age 34 Richard Britain Aaron, age 14 Lewis Gronow
Robin, age 5 Richard Britain Moses, age 12	 Lewis Gronow
Dinah, age 7 Richard Britain Simon, age 10 Lewis Gronow
Mulatto woman, 25* John Cloyd Amos, age 3 Lewis Gronow
Mulatto girl age 7* John Cloyd Esther, age 21 Thomas Waters	
Dick, age 24 Benjamin Davis Phillis, age 18 months Thomas Waters	
Negro man 50-60 years Dr. John Davis Quash, age 20 John Williams
Violet, age 15 William Dewees Phillis, age 27 John Wilson
Judith, age 20 Ann Havard Cate, age 13 John Wilson
Jeffrey, age 27 Sarah Havard Nance, age 6 David Wilson
Dorothy, age 17 Sarah Havard

*From John Cloyd and his wife Sarah’s wills, we know their names to be Nell or 
Ellen Nash, and her daughter Judith Nash. 

The 1780 listing of slaves in Tredyffrin is only part of the story. We know of others, both free African Americans 
and slaves, in the area around this time who do not appear in this listing. Among them were Phineas, Binah, Quan, 
Ishmael, Cato, Glascow, Deb, Dinah, Hector Mullin, Venus and Phillis. A closer look at these individuals who do 
not appear on the register (and a few who do) shows a diversity of histories and circumstances. 

Phineas
The decision of Quakers at the start of the American Revolution to force an end of slavery among their members 
resulted in the freedom of at least three individuals in Tredyffrin shortly before the 1780 registration occurred. On 
July 28, 1776, Quaker Abijah Stephens, who lived in the Northeastern corner of Tredyffrin Township, signed the 
manumission of Phineas when he reached age 21, about five months later. In his The History of Valley Forge, Henry 
Woodman says that during the British invasion of Tredyffrin, his grandfather’s slave called Phin took a family gun 
and ammunition and secreted himself in a cave or hollow in the ground during the day to defend himself against 
the British. The story suggests that Phineas remained for some time with Abijah Stephens after his manumission 
as he would have been a free man by the time the British arrived in September 1777. The last reference to Phineas 
found is in the 1783 Upper Merion tax list in which he is shown as a free negroe taxed on his occupation (which is 
not shown).5

Binah, Quan, Harry; Ishmael, Sill and Jordan; Judith, Jeffrey and Dorothy— the Havard slaves
In the North central part of the township, another Quaker, David Havard, gave Binah, age about 54, and Quan, 
age about 60, their freedom on May 11, 1778. The membership of David’s brother Samuel in the Valley Friends 
Meeting was disowned because he would not release his male slave, then about age 40. Though his name does 
not appear in the Quaker Meeting’s records, it would seem that this was the same Harry who had run away from 
Samuel Havard before then, and was about 24 years of age in 1764. Samuel Havard told the Quaker Meeting that 
his slave had left with the British and he was concerned about future financial liability if he manumitted him at 
this time. When the records of losses during the British invasion of Tredyffrin were filed in 1782, Samuel Havard 
claimed a loss of £100 because his slave ran away to the British. How successful Harry was in his bid for freedom 
this time is not known. We find no further record of him in the township.6

Also in this area may have been Ishmael, in his late twenties, in the household of another Havard brother, John 
Havard, (junior). Ishmael is listed in the inventory of John Havard (senior)’s estate at his death in 1771 as “a Negro 



6
Copyright © 2025 Tredyffrin Easttown Historical Society. All Rights Reserved. Authors retain copyright for their contributions.

This publication or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher.
Contact the Society for permission to use any content in this publication.The Society does not accept responsibility for the accuracy of the information herein.

Excerpted from Vol. 50 No. 1 of the Tredyffrin Easttown History Quarterly

boy” (i.e., not yet age 21), along with Sill, “an old Negro woman,” and her child Jordan (probably under 6). Nothing 
is known of Sill and Jordan following the death of John Havard (senior). In November, 1778, the Quaker Meeting 
wrote of John Havard in respect to his holding a male slave, then about 27 years of age, that “he has owned the 
Practice to be wrong in general yet Continues therein, and offers some weak Exercises for declining to grant Liberty 
to this Person. John’s wife has heretofore United with her husband in Refusing to Manumit him.” In the following 
month, the Valley Friends Meeting disowned the membership of John Havard (junior) and his wife because they 
would not free their slave. In 1780 John Havard registered no slaves, there are no “non-white” persons listed in his 
household in the 1790 Federal census, and there were no slaves in the inventory of his estate when he died in 1797. 
When and how Ishmael left the Havard household is not known, but he was likely there in 1779. It is possible that 
John Havard may have considered the practice of owning a slave further and chose to simply not register Ishmael, 
thereby making him a free man. It is also possible that Ishmael died or was sold before the registration deadline.7

The Havard sisters, Ann and Sarah, also owned slaves and had their membership in the Valley Friends Meeting 
disowned in 1779 because they refused to give their slaves their freedom. These unmarried sisters, along with their 
sister Hannah for whom there is no record that she owned slaves, lived with their brother Samuel most of the time. 
In her will dated July 2, 1784 and probated two years later, Ann Havard gave Judith her freedom if it could be done 
at no expense to Ann’s heirs saying:

first as a Legacy to my Negro Slave named Judith for her faithful attendance on me during my ill state 
of Health my will is that she be Manumitted Immediately after my Decease if the Laws of the state of 
Pennsylvania will admit of such Manumission without embarraghing [embargoing] my Sister Sarah 
Havard her heirs Executors Administrators or assigns with any expense or Trouble on her account and 
in case such Manumission is admitted to be Legal on the Terms above mentioned my will is as a further 
acknowledgement of the fidelity of the said Slave that my Executors or assigns shall pay or cause to be paid 
to my said Slave the sum of Twenty pounds within the space of one Year after my Decease.8

What happened to the slaves registered by Sarah Havard in 1780, Jeffrey and Dorothy, is unclear. In the 1790 
census, Samuel Havard, with whom the sisters generally resided, is shown with one slave and two free non-white 
individuals in his household. It is possible that Jeffrey was recorded as a slave and that the two free persons were 
Dorothy and Hannah’s maid, Nelly Ramsay. In 1800, the Havard household is shown with no slaves and two free 
non-white individuals. When Hannah died in 1805, she left her maid, Nelly Ramsay, £10 when she reached age 
21. Samuel left Nelly Ramsay, his maid, £50 pounds when he died in 1808. There is no evidence to indicate Nelly 
Ramsay’s heritage and no further information is known about her. When Sarah Havard wrote her will on January 
29, 1809, she made no mention of any slaves or servants. Looking at the wills of these household members together, 
it seems that Dorothy and Jeffrey were free (or deceased) by 1800. Whether or for how long they remained in the 
Havard household after they were free is unclear.9

Cato
Another young man, Cato, age 23 in 1778, had been a slave of Joseph Mitchell for just a few months when the 
British and American armies moved into the area. He, like Harry, took advantage of the opportunity to try to obtain 
his freedom through the British. An ad placed in the Pennsylvania Packet by Joseph Mitchell on August 25, 1778, 
says that Cato “went with the British, when they left the Valley in September last.” From the ad we learn that Cato 
had been captured by an American lieutenant who took him to Philadelphia to find his master, but he ran away to 
the British army again that evening. Mitchell says that Cato left Philadelphia before the British did, which seems to 
be why he felt Cato might still be in the Philadelphia area. We do not know if Cato was successful in maintaining 
his freedom, but he was not registered as a slave by Joseph Mitchell in 1780.10

Glascow and Deb
Glascow and Deb were in the Tredyffrin area from at least the 1750’s. Whether Rev. William Currie, minister of 
the Anglican (Episcopal) Church, brought them with him when he first purchased land in Tredyffrin in 1751, or 
acquired them later, is not known. In July, 1754, Currie tried to sell his slaves, Glascow (21), Quaco (36), Deb (24) 
and her 8-month old child, and Moll (40) and her 4+ year old child, along with the remaining time of “a Dutch 
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servant lad,” because he intended to quit farming. It appears he sold Moll and her son around that time, but not 
the others. Seven years later, he again advertised for sale his livestock, with a note appended that “He also has two 
able bodied Negroe men to dispose of, and a Negroe woman, compleat hands on a farm; the man and his wife are 
33 years of age each, and the other 50.” These ages generally agree with those of Glascow, Deb and Quaco in the 
earlier ad. Currie continued to show 2 slaves (Glascow and Quaco?) in his tax records through 1772, and then 
1 (Glascow?) through 1779. It is unclear if Quaco died, was sold after 1772, or was no longer reported in the tax 
return because of his age. No slaves were registered by Currie in 1780, nor is there any record of his manumitting 
any slaves, so at some time he must have let them go free. It appears likely that Glascow and Deb remained in the 
area, possibly in Currie’s employ. In the 1790 Federal Census, the only household in Tredyffrin with an African 
American at its head was that of Cole Glasgow with a family of 3. While it is not known that Cole Glasgow, and 
Glascow who had been Currie’s slave are the same person, that does seem possible.11

Dinah
In 1779, when Elizabeth Davis wrote her will, she wrote that she left to her daughter Elizabeth “a Negro woman 
called Dinah.” It is hard to know what happened as a result of her will when Elizabeth died in 1781, as Dinah had 
not been registered in 1780. It would seem she could not have been “given” to anyone at that point. Slaves not 
registered by November 30, 1780 were, by law, free after that date. Unfortunately, then as now, individuals often 
were not sufficiently aware of their rights and/or were not in a position to pursue them in the courts although 
evidence clearly suggests that some and perhaps most African Americans were very well aware of their rights, 
limited as they were.12

Hector Mullin

Another individual, Hector Mullin, must have been freed sometime before 1780 if local traditions are correct. 
Local stories tell of Hector Mullin, then a boy, described as a black child of Samuel Jones, who held the horse of 
General Howe when he was at the Jones home during the British invasion of Tredyffrin in September, 1777, a 
service for which the general gave him a coin. The many descendants of Hector Mullin in census and other records 
through the years attest to his continued presence in the area. Neither Hector Mullin’s nor Samuel Jones’ names 
appear in the 1780 register, so we must assume that Hector Mullin was free by at least 1780.13

Venus

Venus, who was a slave of John Cloyd, is not listed in the 1780 register. It seems that this was a deliberate omission, 
giving Venus her freedom, but this is not entirely clear. John Cloyd, in his will written in 1781, seems to understand 
himself possessed of Venus, saying: “And it is my Will and I order That my Negroe Wench Venus, in case of her 
Being rendered incapable by age or accident of subsisting herself by labour shall be maintained and supported by 
my Executor herein after named.” His estate did provide financial support to Venus beginning in 1787 until her 
death on August 24, 1801.14

John Cloyd, says of Nell and Judith, whom he did register in 1780, in his will: 

I likewise give and Bequeath to my said Wife, My Mulattoe Wenches Nell and Judith under the following 
restrictions and Conditions (that is to say) the said Nell to serve and be at the disposal of her said Mistress 
until Judith shall arrive at the age of Fifteen Years, and to be then set free and at her own Disposal, and 
the said Judith to serve her said Mistress, during the term of her Natural life and at the Decease of her 
said Mistress to be free and at her own disposal. 

The fact that John Cloyd specifically provided for the freedom of Nell and Judith, but not Venus, seems to support 
the idea that he considered Venus free by virtue of his not having registered her in 1780 even though he referred 
to her as “my Negroe Wench.” John Cloyd’s widow, Sarah Cloyd, died in August 1784. At the end of her will, she 
adds: “Before Signing and Sealing, I hereby order and direct that my Muluto named Ellin to be free at my death.” 
It seems clear that Sarah Cloyd also understood Venus to be free at that time. By 1784 Venus, her daughter and 
granddaughter, a relationship made clear in the accounting of John Cloyd’s estate, were all free. These accounts also 
show that Nell’s surname is Nash.15



8
Copyright © 2025 Tredyffrin Easttown Historical Society. All Rights Reserved. Authors retain copyright for their contributions.

This publication or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher.
Contact the Society for permission to use any content in this publication.The Society does not accept responsibility for the accuracy of the information herein.

Excerpted from Vol. 50 No. 1 of the Tredyffrin Easttown History Quarterly

Based on subsequent census lists and other sources, it seems likely that many of these freed individuals remained 
with or near their former “owner.” This could have been so for several reasons. The area had been the home of 
many of them from birth or early childhood. It was an area they knew, both in terms of its physical attributes 
and in respect to the character and proclivities of the people they would encounter day to day—they knew who 
likely employers might be, from whom sources of support might come in times of trouble, and who might best be 
steered clear of. The continued enslavement or indenture of other family members in the area would also provide 
compelling reason to stay. It is also probable that opportunities for finding some means of supporting themselves as 
free individuals were greater in areas where they, and their work habits, were known. Others likely became part of 
a trend for freed African Americans to move to Philadelphia. The already large and growing free African American 
population there offered, among other things, an enlarged social circle.16

During the period of 1775-1785, at least 35 African Americans can be identified in Tredyffrin Township. In 1780, 
when the implementation of the Act to Abolish Slavery in Pennsylvania was put into effect, 23 persons were 
registered as enslaved for life, 8 were free, 2 had left the area with the British, and the status of 2 is unknown. Five 
years later, in 1785, 28 people of African descent can be identified in the township: 14 were enslaved individuals (of 
which three—Aaron, Moses, and Simon Highgate—had provisions for future freedom in place), 12 were free, and 
the status of two is unknown.

A lack of information during this time period makes it impossible to say with any certainty where many free 
African Americans were at any given time. Until 1780 we had few names to identify members of the African 
American community. From 1780 until 1850 when the names of all individuals in a household began to be 
recorded in the Federal Census, the majority of African Americans were “hidden” in the census records. They were 
included numerically in the household of the individual by whom they were employed and/or lived, with only a few 
African American head-of-householders named. For example, the 1790 census shows 28 “non-white” individuals in 
the township (25 free, 3 remained slaves), but the name of only one African American appears in the record, that of 
Cole Glasgow, the head of a household of three. By 1800, the census counted 46 African Americans in the township 
but none of them appear by name. In 1810 this began to change, but still only 28 of the 61 African Americans in the 
township were in the eight households headed by African Americans.17

Because few in the African American community were land owners, they rarely appear in early tax records, deeds, 
or had wills or estates probated. Finally, the frequency with which former slaves changed their given names to 
names of their own choosing when they became free to do so, and began to be routinely identified by settled 
surnames, creates added difficulties in following the transition of individuals from slave to free. The result of all 
these factors is that we are left with attempting to interpret limited data more on the basis of what we understand as 
“probable” than on concrete evidence, and acknowledge that we may at times be considerably off the mark in this 
endeavor. 

It is not known where any of these individuals were before they appear in Tredyffrin Township. By 1780, it is 
most likely that many — perhaps most —were the second or third generation of their family in America. By 1780, 
there had been people of African descent in the general Philadelphia area for over a hundred years. Looking at 
the Philadelphia Gazette advertisements during the 1730’s through 1760’s, it is clear that most of the slaves sold or 
advertised for sale in Philadelphia (the slave trading center of the area) during these years were born in the West 
Indies or the American mainland colonies. Some individuals of African descent living in Tredyffrin in 1780 were 
born in Tredyffrin or nearby townships.18

Phillis
Phillis, the focus of this article, is one of these nearly anonymous individuals. There are only two documents which 
contain Phillis’ name—the will of John Gronow and that of his son Lewis. As a result, there is considerably more 
that is not known about Phillis than what is known. Much of her story comes from evidence surrounding her. 
The first record we find of Phillis is in John Gronow’s will dated October 9, 1775. That will establishes the fact that 
Phillis came to Tredyffrin Township as a slave.19
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John Gronow was the son of Lewis Gronow whose will dated March 15, 1747, shows his residence as Cumru, 
Lancaster County (now Berks County). John Gronow’s marriage to Bathsheba Morgan on November 17, 1741 
is recorded in Christ Church, Philadelphia. We next find him in tax records as John Gronous in Whiteland 
Township in 1747/48 and in 1749/50 he is listed as a tenant (John Grons) in Tredyffrin Township. Thereafter, he 
appears regularly in the tax records of Tredyffrin as a landowner until his death. He purchased a tract of land in 
Tredyffrin Township in 1753. John Gronow and his wife, Bathsheba, had two children, Sarah and Lewis. Bathsheba 
died March 20, 1763. It is likely that John Gronow purchased Phillis near or soon after the death of Bathsheba to 
provide the domestic support the family needed at that time. In the 1765 tax records, he is shown with “1 Negro 
boy, a girl,” and in 1767 he is shown with “1 Negro man, 1 Negro wench.” It is likely that the “girl” and “Negro 
wench” in these reports refer to Phillis. Her first son, Aaron, was born about 1766. If these records refer to Phillis, 
they support the idea that Phillis was quite young when her first child was born, and suggest that she herself was 
born around 1750. John Gronow married again, this time with Isabel Shields who was his widow when he died.20

It is not known how John Gronow came to own Phillis. Precisely where Phillis began her life is not known. It is 
quite possible that she and her family are related to “Negro Hygate” who was an adult in Cheltenham Township in 
1739 with a 21 year old son, James, and perhaps other children.21

John Gronow writes in his will: “I order my Negro, or Molatta wench, named Phillis to have her bed & bedding, 
wearing apparel & to be with her Mistress Six months after my Decease, And after to have her freedom & be at 
liberty.” It is an interesting coincidence to note that Phillis’ freedom coincided almost to the day with the signing of 
the Declaration of Independence. Despite receiving her own freedom, it must have been heart breaking to her that 
John Gronow did not provide for the freedom of her sons. In his will, John Gronow says: “also I give to my wife 
my Negro Boy called Simon During her natural life, and after her death I give ye said Negro Boy to my son Lewis 
Gronow.” In the inventory of his estate recorded January 3, 1776, two lines in the valuation of John Gronow’s estate 
command our attention:

To a Negro Boy Called Moses £30
To a Negro Boy Called Simon £25.

Moses was then eight years old, and Simon six years old. No mention is made in John Gronow’s will, nor in the 
inventory of his estate, of Aaron, also Phillis’s son, then about 10 years of age. As will be seen, he had most likely 
been given (or sold) by John Gronow to his son Lewis sometime before the will was written. Moses became the 
property of Lewis as part of the “residue” of John Gronow’s estate.22 

John Gronow’s son, Lewis, appears in the tax record for the first time in 1770 as a “freeman”, suggesting that this 
is likely the year after he became age 21. The following year Lewis purchased two adjacent properties neighboring 
his father’s and is shown as a landowner with 120 acres (shown as 116 acres in subsequent years). In that year, he 
is also shown with 1 “servant” and in 1778 he is shown with “1 Negro.” This was likely York. Sometime before his 
father’s death, Aaron became the property of Lewis. At his father’s death, Lewis also became the “owner” of Moses, 
and ultimately Simon. It was probably at the time Phillis became free in early July, 1776, that she also became a part 
of Lewis Gronow’s household as a domestic servant.23

Lewis Gronow registered five slaves in 1780: a negro man named York, aged thirty two years and a slave for life; 
a negro boy named Aaron, aged fourteen years and a slave for life; a negro boy named Moses, aged twelve years 
and a slave for life; a negro boy named Simon, aged ten years and a slave for life; and a negro boy named Amos, 
aged three years and a slave for life. Although he was still a young man (in his early 30’s), Lewis Gronow died in 
1782 and left a considerable estate, much of which had come to him from his father. He made some provisions for 
Phillis, Aaron, Moses and Simon in his will.24 
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Lewis wrote “I give and bequeath to Phillis a Mulattoe wench, now Living with me, the Sum of thirty pounds.” 
He made provision for Aaron and Moses to be free at the age of 25 (four years hence for Aaron and six years 
for Moses). Until the designated times had been reached, Aaron and Moses were to be “under the direction 
and control” of Lewis Gronow’s executors, John Beaton and David Davis. Lewis noted the status of Simon as 
“belonging” to his stepmother during her life time, and provided for his freedom at her death, still under the 
direction and control of his executors, “as in the Case of his two Brothers,” by which we assume he left Simon in an 
indentured status until he reached the age of 25.25

Because of his provision that his estate not be settled until his nephew, John Gronow Bull who would inherit the 
bulk of it, became 21 years of age, final accounting for Lewis Gronow’s estate was not completed until 1794. In the 
accounts submitted at that time, an expense of 3 shillings, 8 dollars to “Andrew Garden, schooling for Aaron” is 
noted. There is no indication of when this expense was incurred. Because it is included in the final accounting and 
not in the first inventory of debts and assets, we can assume the debt was incurred sometime between 1782 and 
1791 when Aaron became 25 years of age and free. There is no indication if the other Highgate children were given 
any education , but it is most likely they were. In general, the provisions for the future freedom of Aaron, Moses 
and Simon followed the pattern of the day for provisions made for indentured children when they became of age, 
and there is no reason to assume that they would be treated differently than Aaron in this respect.26

There is no mention of Amos, then five years old, in Lewis Gronow’s will or the accounts of his estate. If the age of 
three for Amos in the 1780 register is correct, as well as our assumption that Phillis is his mother, he would have 
been born after Phillis was a free person and he should not have been listed as “a slave for life” in the 1780 register. 
It seems likely that a realization of that fact by Lewis Gronow (or someone pointing that out to him) is why there is 
no further mention of Amos in Gronow’s will or estate papers. It appears that, despite his name appearing on the 
1780 register, it is most likely that Amos was legally free from birth. The fact that both Moses and Amos are known 
to have been millers later in life suggests that they were both apprenticed, or at least sent to work for, local millers, 
of which there were many nearby. There were eight mills in the 1783 tax assessments for Tredyffrin Township.27

In her will dated July 29, 1788, and proved August 27, 1788, Isabel Gronow made the following provisions in 
respect to Simon: “Simon My Mulatto boy is free at my Decease I give him all wages in John Browns hands, also 
a Colt of Mine now at Jno Browns. All the wages in Peter Bones’ hands also two sheep I have. The Money to be 
put in use by my Executors for the boy (now age 18) and he to receive the annual Interest and he to be under their 
particular care.” There is no indication when Simon was intended to receive the principal and/or to cease to be 
under their “particular care,” but it can be assumed these would occur at least by 1805 when he became 25 years of 
age.28

That Phillis was the mother of Aaron, Moses, Simon and Amos is supported by several factors. John Woolf Jordan 
wrote in Genealogical and Personal History of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania in 1913, probably based on Bull 
family stories, “The Gronows were slaveowners, but freed their slaves before the revolution. Two of these, Black 
Phyllis and Aaron, would not accept freedom, and remained in the Gronow family as long as they lived.” County 
and Family histories are generally not considered very reliable sources, and indeed, some of the details of Jordan’s 
version of this story are factually incorrect based on wills and other early records. He says, for example, that the 
Gronow’s “freed their slaves before the revolution”, implying before the start of the revolution, which we know to 
be correct for Phillis only. Based on Lewis Gronow’s will, Aaron, Moses and Simon were freed considerably after 
the revolution, and York in the middle of the revolution at Lewis Gronow’s death. The inclusion of “Black Phyllis” 
in this account, however, and the general thrust of the story, is convincing oral history because it accords with all 
the other verifiable facts of the case in respect to Phillis’ relationship to Aaron, Moses, Simon and Amos. It seems 
obvious that it was not that Phillis “would not accept freedom” so much as she refused to leave her children who 
were still all in Gronow’s possession at the time she was given her freedom, and would remain so for nearly another 
19 years. There is no reason to assume that Phillis did not consider herself to be a free woman. The fact that she 
chose to remain in Lewis Gronow’s employ does not alter her “free” state. 
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According to Jordan’s account, and a similar account given in the Bull family history, Sarah Gronow Bull’s daughter 
Mary moved to Allegheny County sometime after her marriage to Richard Robinson in March, 1794. Both of these 
accounts say that Aaron went with Mary and Richard when they went to Allegheny County. It would appear that 
this is essentially correct as Aaron Highgate subsequently appears in Federal Census records in Allegheny County. 
However, contrary to the allegation that he remained with the family “all his life,” Aaron Highgate is shown by 
census records to have left the Bull-Robinson family sometime after their arrival in Allegheny County. He took up 
residence in Pine Township, and the family of Mary Bull Robinson in Pittsburgh.29

That Aaron, Moses and Simon were brothers is documented by Lewis Gronow’s will which specifically states this 
to be so. The fact that Aaron, Moses, Simon, Amos and their descendants all carried the surname of Highgate 
(often spelled Hygate and other phonetic variations), suggest that Amos, the youngest of Lewis Gronow’s registered 
“slaves,” was a member of the same family. And, as noted above, the initial inclusion of Amos as a registered slave 
coupled with the lack of any mention of him in the will or accounts of Lewis Gronow, supports the belief that 
Phillis, a free woman, was his mother. There is no known document showing Highgate as a surname for Phillis. 
(Nonetheless, this paper will, from time to time, refer to her as Phillis Highgate for the sake of clarity.) Whether she 
was a member of the Highgate family by birth, marriage or assumption of the surname is not known. 

Lewis Gronow, as noted above, also had a slave York. It is unknown if York was the father of Aaron, Moses, Simon 
and Amos. It is possible that he was, but the fact that they were all members of Gronow’s household does not, in 
itself, lead us to that conclusion. If it is true that the two slaves of John Gronow in the 1765 and 1767 tax records 
refer to York and Phillis, this might support the possibility that York was the father of Phillis’ children as they 
would have been members of the same household nearly all of their adult lives. Lewis Gronow left £30 pounds to 
Phillis, probably to provide for her in her old age. He made provisions for his estate to provide for York should 
he become unable to work to sustain himself in his old age. If they were a married couple, it is unclear why he 
would treat them differently in this respect. Lewis Gronow’s slave York may be York Hanley who appears in the 
1810 Tredyffrin census. If so, this would mitigate against his being the father of the Highgate brothers. The scant 
evidence we have suggests that married slaves were as likely not to be members of the same household as they were 
to be members of the same household.30

It has been suggested that Phillis’ children were fathered by Gronow men, or other men of European ancestry in 
the area, particularly as her children are most frequently referenced as “Mulattos” in later life, but there is nothing 
concrete to support that supposition, or to disprove it. If Lewis Gronow were their father, he clearly felt no paternal 
instincts toward them as evidenced by the terms of his will which explicitly limited their inheritance to their 
freedom at age 25, and which makes no mention of Amos. Because no surnames are provided for the slaves listed 
in the 1780 register in Tredyffrin and the surrounding townships, it is impossible to know if the father of Phillis’ 
children was the slave of a nearby resident. Evidence does show that slave couples often lived at great distances 
from one another, so it is possible that their father lived at some distance. The only other place where we find 
Highgates in the early and mid-1700s is in Philadelphia (now Montgomery) and Bucks counties. It seems likely 
that there was a connection between this Highgate family in Chester County and those in Montgomery and Bucks 
counties, but precisely what that relationship might be is not known.31

Because Phillis left no records of her own, the major clues we have to what life was like for Phillis in Tredyffrin 
Township are to be found in the stories of the Gronow family and their neighbors, and what we know of life in 
this area at this time in general. Lewis Gronow, and his father before him, lived in the northwestern corner of 
Tredyffrin, west of what is now Valley Forge National Historical Park. It is interesting to note that most of the slaves 
in Tredyffrin were in this northern half. Estates were larger there, probably indicating both greater wealth and 
more land to be worked, requiring a larger workforce, than in the southern half of the township.
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Phillis was not isolated from other African Americans. We can assume that her primary social contacts were other 
African Americans in the area, slave and free. Below is a map, created for this writing by Mike Bertram, based on 
his 1777 map of property owners in Tredyffrin Township, showing the residence of the African Americans known 
to be in the township around this time. In addition to those shown on the map to follow, by the end of the 18th 
century, three children born to individuals shown on the map were registered with the court house: London born 
in 1789, son of Cate; Peroe (born 1796); and Julie (born 1798), probably children of Nance.32

African-American Community in Tredyffrin Township around 1775 - 1785

*indicates the property of Rev. John Simonton who is known to have slaves up to about 1780. He did not register any slaves in 
1780, but still had African Americans in his household in the 1790 Federal Census. The names of his slaves or the free African 
Americans in his household are unknown to us. Also in the township in unknown locations were: Freeman, Lilley, Robin, Dinah 
(registered by Richard Britain) and Quash (registered by John Williams).33 Illustration courtesy Mike Bertram

In looking at this map, we see that around 1780, Phillis’ next door neighbor was Nell Nash, nearly Phillis’ own 
age, along with her seven year old daughter, Judith, and her mother, Venus. We imagine that the relationship 
between the families of Phillis and Nell was close. It is possible that one of Phillis’ sons, Aaron, married a daughter 
of Nell. Moving eastward, are the Wilson farms where another Phillis (again, around the age of Phillis Highgate), 
Cate, a teenager, and Nance were in residence. It is possible that Cate later married Phillis Highgate’s son Simon. 
We must assume that Phillis knew well, and was in communication with, to a greater or lesser extent based on 
personal preferences, all members of the African American community, not just in Tredyffrin Township, but in the 
bordering Willistown, East Whiteland, and Charlestown townships as well. We imagine it must have been a diverse 
and solid supportive network of individuals.34
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In 1993, local historian Sue Andrews wrote about excavations done on her family’s property which had once 
belonged to Lewis Gronow. Her findings give us some suggestion of how this home may have looked at the time 
Aaron was a slave in Lewis Gronow’s households. Shown below are Sue Andrew’s sketches of the house and farm as 
they appear to have been in the eighteenth century.35

The house at that time was a two-story structure 
with both a cellar and attic. When the farm was 
sold after Lewis Gronow’s death, it was described 
as “containing 200 acres, whereon is a large Stone 
Dwelling House and Kitchen, also a Stone Spring 
House over a never failing spring of excellent 
lime-stone water. There are on the premises a large 
quantity of good meadow, watered by a stream 
sufficient for water works, a large young bearing 
orchard of excellent fruit, barn, stables and other 
out houses. The arable land is very fertile, and may 
easily be, manured, as there is a lime kiln, limestone 
and sufficient timber on the premises.” 36

Excavations and now-existing structures, as well 
as the advertisements referred to above, suggest 

a fairly large number of outbuildings, on the property, but exactly when each of them was built is not known. Of 
particular interest to us is the exterior kitchen which Sue Andrews estimated to be about fifteen square feet. This 
kitchen would have been typical 
of the area in which Phillis spent 
much of her time, preparing meals 
for Lewis Gronow, York and her 
sons. Among Sue Andrews’ findings 
are shards of Rhenish ware (shown 
at right), probably from the early 
1700’s. These remains are probably 
typical of the vessels Phillis used 
to serve these meals. It is also 
likely that Phillis prepared meals 
for any number of visiting local 
gentry, especially around the time 
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of the American Revolution when Lewis Gronow was one of the sub-Lieutenants for Chester County. Phillis likely 
also had a large responsibility, with the help of the younger sons, for the care of the barnyard animals, milking, 
planting and tending vegetable and herb gardens, harvesting and preserving vegetables for winter use, cleaning and 
laundry.37

Jordan’s account of Phillis and Aaron quoted in part above continues that, during the Revolution, she shouldered a 
rifle to protect the family and farm from marauding soldiers. The Bull family history says it was Aaron who took up 
the rifle to defend the family. Considering that there were large numbers of soldiers in the area in 1777 and 1778, it 
is quite possible that both undertook this task at one time or another during those years. In 1782, when claims for 
reparation of damages done by the British during their brief campaign in the area were made, there is no record of 
claims filed by or on behalf of Lewis Gronow. Although he died in 1782 and may not have been in a position to file 
a claim himself, other claims were filed on behalf of deceased individuals’ estates, so it is reasonable to assume that 
a claim would have been filed had there been substantial damages. If the stories of Phillis’ and/or Aaron’s defense of 
the Gronow family farm are correct, it appears they did a good job. It is also reasonable to assume that the offer of 
freedom by the British and the flight of Cato and Harry to the British during the British invasion was the subject of 
much discussion among York, Phillis and her family. It is not difficult to imagine that they too weighed the pros and 
cons of making a similar attempt for freedom, and it must have been an agonizing decision to make.38

There are no other documents which can be identified as referring specifically to Phillis in the historical records. It 
is possible that she remained with the family of Lewis Gronow’s sister, Sarah Gronow Bull most of her remaining 
years. Jordan’s history says she lived with the Bull family the rest of her life. Support for that assumption is mixed 
in Federal census records. The 1790 federal census record lists Sarah Bull in Tredyffrin Township with one white 
male and three white females in her household: herself, her daughter Mary, her daughter Isabelle, and her son, John 
Gronow Bull. However, that census shows no “non-white” individuals in her household.

By the 1800 census Sarah is no longer listed, but her son John is now of age and is listed as a head of household. His 
household includes both a white male and female over the age of 45 which may be his parents. He also shows in 
his household at that time three “non-white” inhabitants. Whether this includes Phillis and any of her sons is not 
known. No gender or age is shown for these individuals so we have no clues to their identity. In 1810, John Bull’s 
household includes one “non-white” individual, again with no identifying information given.39

By 1820, John Bull has four “non-white” inhabitants in his household: two males age 14-26, one female age 14-26, 
and one female over the age of 45. This older woman could be Phillis. Sarah Bull died February 27, 1827, and it 
seems possible that Phillis also died sometime before 1830, at which time she would have been around 80 years 
of age. In 1830 there are two “non-white” individuals in John Bull’s household, one male aged 55-99 and a female 
aged 24-35 who would be too young to be Phillis but could be the female listed in the 1820 census as being between 
the ages of 14-26. The older man may be York (then age 82 based on his age of 32 in the 1780 register) who Lewis 
Gronow charged his inheritors to care for in his old age if necessary. As noted earlier, York Hanley appears in the 
1810 census, but he is in no longer listed in 1820.40

Just as we have no clear indication of when Phillis died, we also have no indication of where she was buried. The 
close of Phillis’ life remains as much a mystery to us as does its beginning. But the reality of her existence is attested 
to today by those who can trace their ancestry to her. 
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Vol. 3, No. 3, 1973, show they were not. Cezar, Tom and Judy were each married, but none of them were 
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Garden in the 1730-50 tax records, and his son Peter Hiatt in New London whose name shows up as Highgate 
some years 1729-1734, along with a David Highgate in Fallowfield in 1739. “Highgate” in these records seems 
to be a misspelling of the name Hiatt, the one most frequently used. Even if they were known to some as 
Highgate, there are no Highgates or Hiatt’s in the Chester County tax record indexes during the years in which 
Phillis’ sons were born so while some have suggested a link between these two families it does not appear that 
there is one. 
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