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This year, one focus of the Penn and Slavery Project was to study the University’s early 

land holdings to try to ascertain whether any of the University’s early real estate investments 

depended on slave labor to turn a profit. Though the University did not own slaves, its numerous 

and intimate links to the reality of chattel slavery have been well documented by the Penn and 

Slavery Project. Understanding Penn’s early investments is thus critical in providing additional 

transparency vis-à-vis the University’s complicity in slavery. This investigation of land holdings 

focuses on two of the most significant properties held by the early University, the Perkasie 

Manor in Bucks County and the University’s Norristown property.  My own work sought to 1

explore Perkasie Manor, the context of the University’s administration of the property, and any 

possible connections between the property and the institution of slavery.  

The study of land holdings presents a logical and necessary step in any analysis of the 

University of Pennsylvania and slavery. Past research has articulated the clear link between the 

University’s fundraising and slave-ownership, a link that was most conspicuous in the form of 

Provost William Smith’s 1771 fundraising trip to South Carolina and Dr. John Morgan’s 1772 

follow up trip to Jamaica.  Given such context, the examination of land holdings represents a 2

continuation of attempts to map Penn’s investment strategy, and by extension, the relationship of 

enslaved people to the University’s finances. Furthermore, some of Penn’s peer institutions 

relied upon property made valuable by slave labor in order to endow academic operations. 

Historian Craig Steven Wilder, in Ebony and Ivy, his study of slavery and American institutions 

1 For additional details on the Norristown property and its links to slavery, see Dillon Kersh’s Fall 2018 Penn and 
Slavery Project report on the matter. Note, such research has concluded that there were in fact direct links 
between the University’s early land holdings and slavery.  
2 Alexis Broderick Neumann, “Penn and Slavery Project Findings Preliminary Report” (2018), 5-6.  
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of higher education, notes Dartmouth College founder “Eleazer Wheelock spent his early years 

in Hanover supervising the building of a sawmill, gristmill, and two barns to supply the campus 

and to generate income.”  Ostensibly, these facilities operated on the basis of the labor of 3

enslaved individuals. Similarly, “Yale and William and Mary also acquired tens of thousands of 

acres in the British colonies.”  The tenants who rented such land from Yale included 4

slaveholders.  In short, the real estate the University owned in its first decades is a major topic of 5

interest in any attempt to understand the relationship between Penn and slavery.  

The University’s land holdings date back to the February 1750 acquisition of land at 

Fourth and Arch street.  This would go on to serve as the nucleus of the original campus until the 6

University moved in 1801.   Perkasie Manor was gifted to the University by Thomas Penn in 7

1759, only a few years after this initial land purchase. It is key to note that some sources place 

this date later, in 1761.  However, the University’s trustee minutes dated October 9, 1759, record 8

Provost Smith returning from England with “a Deed of gift from the Honorable Thomas Penn 

assigning over … his fourth part of the Manor of Perkasie in Bucks County containing Two 

thousand five hundred acres.”  My research focuses on the early decades of the University’s 9

ownership of Perkasie Manor, primarily the 1760s and 1770s.  

 

3 Craig Steven Wilder, Ebony and Ivy: Race Slavery and the Troubled History of America’s Universities (New York: 
Bloomsbury Press, 2013), 135.  
4 Wilder, 117.  
5 Wilder, 340.  
6 “University Real Estate Title Papers, 1761-2006,” University of Pennsylvania University Archives, accessed 
December 3, 2018, https://www.archives.upenn.edu/faids/uph/uph500.html.  
7 “PENN’S FIRST CAMPUS, 1749-1801,” University of Pennsylvania University Archives, accessed December 3, 2018, 
https://www.archives.upenn.edu/histy/features/campuses/campus1.html.  
8 University Archives, “University Real Estate.”  
9 Thomas Penn’s donation of Perkasie Manor, October 9, 1759, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, 
Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 108, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
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Initial Questions and Secondary Literature 

The primary question at the outset of my investigation was straightforward: Was there 

any connection between Perkasie Manor and slavery? Were the tenants renting the land from the 

University using slave labor? If this was not the case, I wanted to understand why. Over the 

course of my research the question of who exactly these tenants were became more pressing as I 

initially found it difficult to discern the names of these individuals. Even once I found such 

information, it became critical to understand these individuals in the context of larger regional 

demographic trends in order to understand who owned slaves and who did not. Similarly, 

understanding the trustee’s attempts to sell the land also became important in trying to answer 

questions regarding Perkasie Manor and slavery.  

However, my initial questions stemmed from a claim made by Craig Steven Wilder in his 

aforementioned work, Ebony and Ivy. In discussing Thomas Penn’s gift of the 2,500 acres to the 

University, Wilder claims “Enslaved Africans had worked these holdings for decades.”  It 10

would seem at first that this statement is suggestive of a connection between the University’s 

land holdings and slavery. However, as J.M. Duffin of the University Archives has suggested in 

his analysis of the claim regarding Perkasie Manor, upon closer inspection, Wilder’s assertion is 

rather ambiguous. It is unclear whether or not “these holdings” refers to those properties the 

Penn family had previously held throughout Bucks County or specifically to Perkasie Manor.  11

Though this lack of clarity is undeniable, by discussing enslaved labor immediately after 

introducing the Perkasie Manor, without addressing any other land holdings, Wilder appears to 

10 Wilder, Ebony and Ivy, 119.  
11 J.M. Duffin, “Report No. 2: An Analysis of Wilder's claim regarding Penn's holdings of land in the Manor of 
Perkasie.” Duffin is a senior archivist at the University of Pennsylvania’s University Archives and his work 
regarding Wilder’s claims was a key jumping off point.  
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be suggesting a connection. Despite citing a number of sources in his endnote on the matter, not 

one of these sources substantiate the link between slavery and Perkasie Manor. That these 

citations fail to support the relationship between Perkasie Manor and slavery that Wilder appears 

to be suggesting is significant and means there is little basis for concluding that there were slaves 

at Perkasie Manor.  

It still worthwhile analyze the sources Wilder cites, even if they do not directly discuss 

the issue of slavery in relation to Perkasie Manor. Arguably the most important of these sources 

is Samuel M. Janney’s 1852 biography of William Penn, which only sparingly addresses the 

issue of the Penn family and slavery, and does not appear even to reference Perkasie Manor.  12

The section of Janney’s book that Wilder cites seems to refer to the Penn family’s Pennsbury 

Manor, rather than the Perkasie Manor site, given the reference to construction occurring in 

1682, the year construction of the Pennsbury Manor began.  Furthermore, this section deals with 13

seventeenth-century events despite the fact that Perkasie Manor was not “laid out and surveyed” 

until 1708.  J.M. Duffin’s analysis also mentions Pennsbury Manor as a possible candidate for 14

those Penn family land holdings that may have been worked by enslaved Africans.  Essentially, 15

it would seem that Wilder is conflating the Pennsbury and Perkasie Manors in an attempt to 

establish an association between enslaved African labor and Perkasie Manor. This makes it seem 

unlikely, given the lack of compelling evidence presented by Wilder, that there was in fact a link 

between Perkasie and slavery. It is key to note that Wilder’s lack of evidence does not in fact 

12 Samuel M. Janney, The Life of William Penn: With Selections from His Correspondence and Auto-Biography 
(Philadelphia: Hogan, Perkins, 1852), 184-5, https://archive.org/details/lifeofwilliampen1852jann.  
13 “William Penn,” Pennsbury Manor: William Penn’s Country Estate, accessed December 3, 2018, 
http://www.pennsburymanor.org/history/william-penn/.  
14 “Perkasie Historical Society local history collection,” Philadelphia Area Archives Research Portal (PAARP), 
accessed December 3, 2018, http://dla.library.upenn.edu/dla/pacscl/ead.html?id=PACSCL_HSP_PERK06.  
15 Duffin, “Report No. 2.”  
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prove there were no connections to slavery, but simply fails to make the case for such 

connections. Thus, my research sought to address this uncertainty and to provide a more 

definitive answer to the question of Perkasie Manor and its potential association with slavery.  

This is not to say the Penn family did not have connections to slavery beyond William 

Penn’s Pennsbury Manor. Thomas Penn, who donated his portion of Perkasie Manor to the 

University, records spending money on shoes for his slaves in his account books.  Furthermore, 16

John Penn and Richard Penn, who both served as University trustees, have previously been 

found to have held slaves.  However, there does not appear to have been a direct link between 17

the Penn family’s slave holding and their ownership of Perkasie Manor. 

 

Research Methodology and Findings 

I relied upon the University’s trustee minutes to highlight the course of the drama that 

unfolded following Thomas Penn’s endowment of the 2,500 acres to the University. Taking 

advantage of the fact that the trustee minutes were indexed, I focused on all the references made 

to Perkasie Manor, working though the minutes in chronological order. These references were 

sizeable in quantity and this focus on the trustee minutes proved to be a fruitful approach. This 

targeted approach was in part the result of discussions I had regarding Perkasie Manor with Mark 

Lloyd and J.M. Duffin of the University Archives. Additionally, with the assistance of 

genealogist Scott Wilds, I used various online sources to view wills and tax records that were 

relevant to a number of the individuals I was studying (for example, the tenants of Perkasie 

16 Edward Raymond Turner, “Slavery in Colonial Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography 35, no. 2 (1911): 148, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20085542.  
17 “Penn Trustees in the 18th Century” Spreadsheet. Penn and Slavery Project (2018). 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0ByhKPgmFDS9WSzh0S0E4dzVWcDdvRUppWmZjcWROSVdMN3hZ/view. 
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Manor and some of the contractors involved in its management) to assess whether or not said 

individuals had any connections to slavery. These resources included websites used for 

genealogical research, such as Ancestry Library and Family Search.  

As early as July 1760, the tension that would animate and dictate the course of the next 

few years was evident. Following the acquisition of Perkasie Manor, the trustees sent Francis 

Alison and William Coxe to assess the state of the land that had fallen under the University’s 

purview.  William Coxe was a University trustee from 1759-1771 and is known to have owned 18

slaves.  Francis Alison was the University’s Vice Provost from 1775-1779.  Based on my own 19 20

research, it would appear as though Alison was also a slave owner.  His will lists two “black 21

men” named Bob and Jim and a “black wench” named Rose.  It is key to note that it was in the 22

second half of the eighteenth-century, when Francis Alison’s will was drafted, that the term 

“wench” became associated with women of African-descent, rather than simply women of low 

socioeconomic status.  The prominence of both men speaks to the overall importance of 23

Perkasie Manor to the University in terms of its early finances. The report they provided back to 

the trustees was unfavorable, foreshadowing the sentiments that would be expressed by 

University appointed officials in the years to follow. Alison and Coxe informed the trustees: 

Upon the whole we conclude that it [Perkasie Manor] never can turn out to great Advantage to 
this Institution, while in the hands of Tennants, for they will destroy the Timber entirely, 
and wear out the Lands, and when they have done these Damages, if we sue them they 

18 Decision to send Alison and Coxe to examine Perkasie Manor, April 17, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of 
the College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 115, University of Pennsylvania University 
Archives. 
19 “Penn Trustees in the 18th Century” Spreadsheet.  
20 “Francis Alison (1705-1779),” University of Pennsylvania University Archives, accessed December 18, 2018, 
https://archives.upenn.edu/exhibits/penn-people/biography/francis-alison.  
21 Francis Alison’s July 1, 1777 will from the “Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, Will Index 1682-1819,” Ancestry 
Library, accessed December 3, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/yc3acajp.  
22 Alison’s 1777 will (see note #21).  
23 Sharon Block, Colonial Complexions: Race and Bodies in Eighteenth-Century America (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 100.  
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will probably run away, or remove their goods from these Premises and disappoint us; 
they will never improve the Meadow ground to the best Advantage; for in some place the 
Creek is apt to overflow and carry away their Rails; and when such [illegible] happen, it 
will be at our Expences, the Land will grow worse and worse, for they take no Care to 
save or improve it, and the Fences will soon be all, or great part of them to be removed, 
which will be at the Expence of the Landlord.  24

 
The report provided to the trustees presented the property in a state of disrepair. It would 

appear that Perkasie Manor was generally neither improved nor improvable. Even those places 

that had “been long improved” were “in general so much the worse.”  Not only had the tenants 25

mismanaged the land but there were certain natural features, such as the overflowing creek, that 

would appear to make Perkasie Manor unsuited to agriculture. This was reflected elsewhere in 

the report Alison and Coxe provided to the trustees, which noted the “Hilly ground” and portions 

which were “very Stony.”  There was even a sizeable, 333-acre section of the property with 26

terrain so difficult that it was deemed “unfit for settlement.”  Such records are extremely 27

relevant to any discussion of the potential links between Perkasie Manor and slavery. It would 

seem highly unlikely that land in such poor a condition would have been worked by slaves, as 

the lack of improved land means there would have been little land for a significant number of 

slaves to work. The poor financial position of the tenants as described in Alison and Coxe’s 

report is also significant. The investigators appear to assume that the University would be unable 

to recoup any potential losses from the tenants. This is certainly not suggestive of the tenants 

having had sufficient capital to own slaves or to use slave labor to improve the property.  

24 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 120, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
25 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 120, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
26 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, 120.  
27 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, 121. 
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Such a conclusion is seemingly bolstered by Alison and Coxe’s recommendation that the 

University sell Perkasie Manor as soon as possible, given the deteriorating condition of the land 

in question.  Part of the motivation to sell immediately also appears to have been the influence 28

of external political events, with the trustees concluding the University could fetch “a high price 

owing to the Abundance of money thrown into the Country by the army.”  Given such 29

discussions were occurring in the context of the Seven Years’ War, such a statement likely refers 

to the general rise in prices in Pennsylvania that resulted from the appearance of substantial 

numbers of British military forces in the region.  This immediate determination to sell the 30

property can therefore partially be understood as illustrative of how the wartime economy and its 

“higher prices offered new economic opportunities.”  31

Alison and Coxe valued the property at £3000, but made clear that such valuation would 

continue to decline as the land continued to be “abused by the Tennants.”  For context, past 32

research has established the 1771 and 1772 fundraising trips raised almost £2000, approximately 

14% of Penn’s financial worth at the time.  The Perkasie Manor, even in its poor condition, was 33

therefore worth a tremendous amount to the University in its early years. The perceived financial 

necessity of this sale is evident in the letter the trustees sent to Thomas Penn regarding the sale of 

Perkasie Manor. After thanking Penn for his generosity, the University bemoaned the crisis 

which they felt required the sale of Perkasie Manor given that the University’s “annual Expence 

28 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, 120. 
29 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, 122.  
30 Matthew C. Ward, “The ‘Peaceable Kingdom’ Destroyed: The Seven Years’ War and the Transformation of the 
Pennsylvania Backcountry,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 74, no. 3 (Summer 2007): 257, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/27778782.pdf.  
31 Ward, “The ‘Peaceable Kingdom’ Destroyed” 257.  
32 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 121, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
33 Neumann, “Preliminary Report,” 5.  
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is near £700, more than its income.”  The University was in such a dire financial situation that, 34

in addition to attempting to sell Perkasie Manor, the University concurrently sent Provost Smith 

on a fundraising trip to Britain and Ireland, foreshadowing his later trips to South Carolina and 

Jamaica.   35

However, the University was unable to sell the land and thus could not take advantage of 

this large potential financial windfall. Thomas Penn refused to allow the University to conduct 

such a sale, as he felt Perkasie Manor would be of greater value if sold in the future.  Instead, in 36

order to relieve the University of its financial difficulties, Penn donated £500 and offered to 

provide the University with an additional £50 annually.  Though this seemingly helped to 37

address the immediate financial difficulties, it is unsurprising that a decade later, in the early 

1770s, the University was once again in a precarious economic position.  As in 1761, the 38

University chose to fundraise outside of Philadelphia, this time sending officials to South 

Carolina and Jamaica on trips ostensibly designed to raise money from wealthy slave owners.  It 39

would appear as though the inability of the trustees to sell Perkasie Manor, and by extension, 

secure a more reliable long-term revenue stream for the University, later placed the trustees in a 

position where they decided to solicit money directly from slave holders in places characterized 

by pervasive and profitable slave holding. The events connected to the Perkasie Manor were not 

occurring in a vacuum and are thus intimately related to other events that connected the 

34 Trustees to Thomas Penn petitioning for the sale of Perkasie Manor, December 15, 1761, UPA 1.1, Minutes of 
the Trustees of the College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 155, University of Pennsylvania 
University Archives.  
35 Trustees to Thomas Penn petitioning for the sale of Perkasie Manor, 154-5.  
36 Thomas Penn’s response to the Trustees, November 9, 1762, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, 
Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 175, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
37 Thomas Penn’s response to the Trustees, 175.  
38 Caitlin Doolittle, “Findings of the Penn Slavery Project, Semester Two” (2018), 7.  
39 Neumann, “Preliminary Findings,” 5-6.  
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University to the institution of slavery. This therefore speaks to the overall environment of 

complicity inherent in a society in which slave ownership was ubiquitous.  

Considering Thomas Penn’s refusal to consent to the sale of Perkasie Manor, the 

University was faced with the question of what to do with the 2,500 acres that remained in its 

possession. The most immediate action taken was the hiring of a surveyor to assess the land.  40

The goal of this new survey was to establish, in light of the University’s continued ownership of 

Perkasie Manor, how to increase rent income.  The surveyor was Archibald McClean 41

(alternatively spelled McLean), who had done work for the Penn family and played a role in the 

survey that resulted in the Mason-Dixon line.  Based on his will, it would seem McClean did not 42

own slaves at the time of his death, though this does not mean he did not at any point in his life.  43

The trustee minutes even refer to McClean’s work on the Mason-Dixon project as delaying his 

survey of Perkasie Manor.  Given the role the Mason-Dixon line would play in later debates 44

about slavery, most notably in the Missouri Compromise, this is another reminder of the way in 

which these matters relating to Perkasie Manor did not occur in isolation.  One of the drafts 45

produced as a result of McClean’s survey of Perkasie Manor, a map which clearly demarcates 

the boundaries of the different tracts, remains available in the University Archives. In the midst 

40 Decision to hire surveyor, November 9, 1762, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy and 
Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 175, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
41 Decision to hire surveyor, 175.  
42 Robert M. Torrence, “The McClean Family and the Mason-Dixon Line,” The Pennsylvania Genealogical Magazine 
XX, no. 1 (1955): 203, https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/McClean-181.  
43 Archibald McClean’s 1785 will, from the “Pennsylvania, Wills and Probate Records, 1683-1993,” Ancestry 
Library, accessed December 4, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/ycqndw4d.  
44 Decision to hire McClean and Trump as managers, August 5, 1763, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the 
College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 223, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
45 John Mackenzie, “A brief history of the Mason-Dixon Line,” APEC/CANR, University of Delaware, accessed 
December 4, 2018, https://www1.udel.edu/johnmack/mason_dixon/.  
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of this survey, McClean’s son-in-law, John Trump, was appointed to manage the property.  46

Trump’s tax records would suggest that he was not a slave owner.  McClean and Trump noted 47

the “displeasure” and “grievances” of a number of the tenants and expressed the fear that the 

tenants “might injure us.”  Based on McClean and Trump’s work, the trustees decided upon 48

improvements to be made to the land and appointed a group of trustees to negotiate with the 

tenants.   49

So who were these tenants? I found two lists naming the individuals renting from the 

University in the early trustee minutes relating to Perkasie Manor. The first is from 1760 and 

appears in the context of Alison and Coxe’s initial report.  The second is from 1764 and details 50

the improvements the tenants were to make to their respective portions of the property following 

McClean and Trump’s work.  Though there are some differences between the two lists, many of 51

the names on both lists are the same, even if they are spelled differently. One of the most striking 

features is that the majority of these individuals have German names (Frederick Karn, Christian 

Karne, Frederick Sponomer, etc.).  This is unsurprising given the high volume of German 52

immigration to the region in the colonial era (there may have been as many 100,000 ethnic 

46 McClean’s report regarding the resurvey, July 12, 1763, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, 
Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 222, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
47 John Trump’s 1769 tax record, from “Pennsylvania, Tax and Exoneration, 1768-1801,” Ancestry Library, 
accessed December 4, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/ya8fmbaf.  
48 McClean and Trump’s letter to the Trustees, January 10, 1764,  UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, 
Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 236-237, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
49 Creation of committee to renegotiate with tenants, January 10, 1764,  UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the 
College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 238, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
50 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 122, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
51 Letter to McClean concerning Perkasie Manor leases, February 14, 1764,  UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the 
College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 240-3, University of Pennsylvania University 
Archives. 
52 Letter to McClean concerning Perkasie Manor leases, 240-1. 
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Germans in Pennsylvania by the time of the Revolutionary War).  Between 1732 and 1754, 53

German immigration to Pennsylvania was especially intense, meaning the decades immediately 

prior to the University’s attempts to sell Perkasie Manor were characterized by significant 

demographic shifts as German immigrants populated Pennsylvania.  54

The prominence of ethnic Germans in the tenant lists is extremely significant in any 

attempt to assess the links between Perkasie Manor and slavery. German farmers rarely relied 

upon labor from outside of the family, and even when they did, slaveholding was unusual.  55

Simply put, “Slaves were held mainly by the English and Scots-Irish settlers; the Germans 

generally held no slaves.”  The very phenomenon of German immigration in Pennsylvania helps 56

to explain why slavery was less prevalent in Pennsylvania than in other colonies, as these 

immigrants provided sufficient white labor to enable colonial settlers to avoid reliance on 

enslaved Africans.  Only with the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War in 1756 did the flow of 57

German immigrants subside, leading to “the onset of a decade in which slavery and slavetrading 

reached their height in colonial Philadelphia.”  By 1759 this resurgence of the slave trade in 58

Philadelphia translated into the importation of upwards of one hundred slaves.  Given that this 59

53 “German Settlement in Pennsylvania: An Overview,” The Historical Society of Pennsylvania, accessed December 
4, 2018, https://hsp.org/sites/default/files/legacy_files/migrated/germanstudentreading.pdf.  
54 Gary B. Nash, “Slaves and Slaveowners in Colonial Philadelphia,” The William and Mary Quarterly 30, no. 2 (April 
1973): 227, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1925149.  
55 John G. Gagliardo, “Germans and Agriculture in Colonial Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 83, no. 2 (April 1959): 194-5, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20089181.  
56 Ira V. Brown, “Pennsylvania’s Antislavery Pioneers, 1688-1776,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic 
Studies 55, no. 2 (April 1988): 60, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27773235.  
57 Alan Tully, “Patterns of Slaveholding in Colonial Pennsylvania: Chester and Lancaster Counties 1728-1758,” 
Journal of Social History 6, no. 3 (March 1973): 288, https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh/6.3.284.  
58 Gary B. Nash, “Slaves and Slaveowners in Colonial Philadelphia,” The William and Mary Quarterly 30, no. 2 (April 
1973): 227, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1925149.  
59 Nash, “Slaves and Slaveowners in Colonial Philadelphia,” 229-31.  

13 
 

https://hsp.org/sites/default/files/legacy_files/migrated/germanstudentreading.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1925149
https://www.jstor.org/stable/20089181
http://www.jstor.org/stable/27773235
https://doi.org/10.1353/jsh/6.3.284
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1925149


Penn & Slavery Project Samuel Orloff
  

shift occurred at roughly the same time as Alison and Coxe reported on the unimproved state of 

Perkasie Manor, it would appear unlikely this revival impacted the tenants of Perkasie Manor.  

More specifically, as J.M. Duffin has noted, in 1780, there would appear to have been no 

slaves held in Hilltown or Rockhill Townships, the parts of Bucks County where Perkasie Manor 

was located.  This would suggest that in the immediate years prior, there was likely not slave 60

ownership at Perkasie Manor. Nonetheless, I sought to use the names of the tenants I found in 

the trustee minutes to attempt to find additional records that could provide further evidence to 

corroborate these negative findings. One such source was the 1779 Bucks County tax list, which 

refers to Christian Kern, Ludowick Benner, and Peter Benner, individuals listed as tenants of 

Perkasie Manor in the trustee minutes.  In 1779 Kern owned five horses and five cattle while 61

Ludowick and Peter Benner each owned two horses and four cattle.  The number of acres 62

assigned to Christian Kern and Peter Benner according to the tax list is approximately the same 

as the acreage recorded in the trustee minutes. The discrepancy between the two sources 

regarding the size of Ludowick Benner’s plot is presumably explained by the fact that, in 1764, 

the trustee minutes speak of finding a new tenant for his portion of Perkasie Manor.  Regardless, 63

he was a tenant when the University first acquired Perkasie Manor and he thus remains relevant 

to any attempt to understand the property under the University’s ownership.   64

60 Duffin, “Report No. 2.” 
61 “Provincial Papers: Proprietary and Other Tax Lists of the County of Bucks for the Years 1779, 1781, 1782, 1783, 
1784, 1786,” Family Search, accessed December 4, 2018, http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by.  
62 1779 Bucks County Tax Records (see note #61).  
63 Letter to McClean concerning Perkasie Manor leases, February 14, 1764,  UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the 
College, Academy and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 241, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
64 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 122, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
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Each of these three individuals is listed in the tax records as not having any servants.  65

That this presumably refers to indentured servants rather than slaves does not diminish the 

importance of these tax records in providing an understanding of the financial position of the 

tenants of Perkasie Manor. In addition to the aforementioned overall lack of German 

slaveholding, it is critical to note that among German farmers, “redemptioners were more 

commonly employed than slaves.”  The term “redemptioner” refers to the employment of 66

Europeans (many of whom were German immigrants) as indentured labor in the colonial period.

 In other words, it is more likely a prominent German farmer would utilize the labor of 67

indentured servants than own slaves.  

Given that these three individuals are listed as not having any servants, I believe it would 

not be a stretch to conclude that these tenants were not the in the financial position to own 

servants, let alone slaves. I recognize there is a speculative element to this, but in light of the 

University’s assessment of the ways in which the tenants mismanaged Perkasie Manor, it seems 

clear the tenants were not in possession of significant wealth. Christian Kern and Peter Benner 

also rented two of the larger portions of Perkasie Manor, which would suggest that if they could 

not afford to own servants, neither could the other tenants who rented much smaller tracts of the 

estate.  The number of horses and cattle all three individuals are recorded as owning is also 68

smaller than that of many of the other inhabitants of Rockhill and Hilltown.  This too seems to 69

65 “Provincial Papers: Proprietary and Other Tax Lists of the County of Bucks for the Years 1779, 1781, 1782, 1783, 
1784, 1786,” Family Search, accessed December 4, 2018, http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by. 
66 John G. Gagliardo, “Germans and Agriculture in Colonial Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History 
and Biography 83, no. 2 (April 1959): 195, https://www.jstor.org/stable/20089181. 
67 Gunter Moltmann, “The migration of German redemptioners to North America, 1720-1820,” in Colonialism and 
Migration; Indentured Labor Before and After Slavery (Dordecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1986), 105-6.  
68 Alison and Coxe’s report to the Trustees, July 8, 1760, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the College, Academy 
and Charitable School Volume 1, 1749-1768, 122, University of Pennsylvania University Archives. 
69 “Provincial Papers: Proprietary and Other Tax Lists of the County of Bucks for the Years 1779, 1781, 1782, 1783, 
1784, 1786,” Family Search, accessed December 4, 2018, http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by. 
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support a conclusion that the tenants renting Perkasie Manor from the University were not 

wealthy. I would also argue the contempt with which the University officials spoke of the 

tenants, described above, speaks to the comparatively lesser class position of the tenants. In 

short, the mostly German tenants renting land at Perkasie Manor from the University almost 

certainly lacked sufficient capital to purchase enslaved Africans. 

 

Conclusion and Steps Forward 

There would appear to be little basis for the assertion of a direct link between Perkasie 

Manor and slavery during the time that it was owned by the University. The unimproved state of 

the land, as evidenced by the University’s attempts to sell it, the lack of slaves in Rockhill or 

Hilltown townships by 1780, and the financial position of the tenants makes it unlikely enslaved 

Africans ever worked Perkasie Manor. However, this does not mean Perkasie Manor was 

completely unconnected to slavery. The inability of the University to sell the land almost 

certainly contributed to the financial crisis it faced in the 1770s that led to the fundraising trips to 

South Carolina and Jamaica aimed at collecting money from slave holders.  

I found this conclusion rather unsurprising, as the staff at the University Archives had 

expressed numerous reservations regarding Craig Steven Wilder’s ambiguous claim in Ebony 

and Ivy. Though I cannot definitively address the first two decades of the University’s ownership 

of Perkasie Manor, I feel it is reasonable for the Penn and Slavery Project to close the book on its 

study of Perkasie Manor. This research should also serve as a reminder of the importance of 

negative findings, which, as my work regarding Perkasie Manor demonstrates, can further 

enhance the overall understanding of the University and its complicity in a world of slavery. 
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What was surprising was that my research was essentially entirely about the Penn trustees and 

the mostly German tenants of Perkasie Manor, leaving unaddressed issues relating to the actual 

lives of enslaved Africans. I believe that this was unavoidable given the nature of these negative 

findings, but it still speaks to an overall challenge of giving voice to the slaves themselves in a 

project whose focus, by virtue of the available records, is primarily on prominent white men.  

There is much further research to be conducted regarding the land holdings of the early 

University. Though the Penn and Slavery Project has now addressed the two most prominent 

land holdings (the Norristown holdings have been discussed elsewhere), Perkasie Manor and 

Norristown are not the whole picture. As a matter of fact, the trustee minutes, in 1785, refer to a 

number of other estates that had come into the University’s possession.  These properties need 70

to be subjected to the same level of analysis as has been applied to Perkasie Manor and 

Norristown. Studying real estate also generates numerous corollary questions. What links did the 

University have to the disposition of local Native Americans? Are there are any links between 

the University and Indian slavery?  

Beyond land holdings, I believe my research has also highlighted four additional areas 

that require attention from the Penn and Slavery Project. First, my findings regarding Vice 

Provost Francis Alison’s ownership of three slaves emphasizes the need to explore the professors 

and administrators of the early University and their links to slavery. If Vice Provost Alison’s 

slave ownership is indicative of a wider trend, this necessitates further analysis. Studying the 

relationship between faculty and slavery could also shine further light onto the presence of slaves 

on Penn’s first campus. Second, I believe further work should scrutinize the University’s early 

70 Discussion of other University estates, January 18, 1785, UPA 1.1, Minutes of the Trustees of the University of 
the State of Pennsylvania, Volume 3, 1779-1788, 196, University of Pennsylvania University Archives.  
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fundraising in Great Britain. I suspect that, like the investigation into the fundraising trips to 

South Carolina and Jamaica, this would provide crucial insights into the University’s early 

finances, and by extension, its links to slavery. Third, more work should be devoted to reviewing 

the contractors the University employed. Though McClean and Trump do not appear to have 

been slave owners, it would make sense that other contractors (such as those involved in 

construction) would have relied upon the labor of enslaved Africans. Lastly, it is critical that the 

Penn and Slavery Project continue to make its research more accessible to the greater public, as 

the findings thus far illuminate a critical chapter in the history of the University of Pennsylvania, 

the city of Philadelphia, and American higher education.  
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