
Equally Free With 
Myself:

Slavery, Manumission, and Indentured 
Servitude in Kingsessing Township, 1780-1850

Introduction:


A study of African-American history at Bartram’s Garden and the surrounding community presents a picture of a community that offers a glimpse into the black experience in America. Legal status aside, the experiences of the Kingsessing community have stood the 
test of time and are largely still relevant today. By examining documents from the period of 1780 to 1850, three major themes run through the history of this community: Slavery, Manumission, and Indentured Servitude. These themes impacted not only the Kingsessing 
neighborhood, but also the Bartram family. An example of slavery and manumission impacting the Bartram family would be the freeing of Ann Bartram’s slaves.




Manumission document of Mary 
Clark, owned by Ann Bartram, 1792

Ann Bartram’s Slaves. (She lived closer to NJ...NOT Kingsessing). She lived in Philadelphia on 2nd Street between Chestnut and Walnut Streets. Ann Bartram freed two slaves on November 26, 1792. Mary Clark purchased her freedom from Bartram for 54 pounds. 
Then Grace Clark was freed for 30 pounds, but made an arrangement to pay 12 pounds, 13 shillings, and 5 pence at that time and the rest within one month. The cost of Bartram’s slaves was relatively low considering some in the area paid as much as $250 (it took 
him 12 years).



Back of Clark Manumission doc.



	 •	 Manumission. Manumitting slaves after the 1780 law mandated gradual manumission in Pennsylvania had a huge affect on African-American population growth. The Kingsessing area, like most parts of Philadelphia, was no exception.  

	 ◦	 The community contained free and enslaved people. Most of the African-Americans in the area in the 18th century were manumitted (as opposed to free born). Manumission happened two ways: either a slaveholder signed papers relinquishing 
their rights to the slave and granting their freedom OR a slave purchased themselves.  

	 ◦	 Thomas Shipley, orphaned at the age of 6 and raised by his older sister Sarah and her husband, Isaac Bartram Jr. Shipley worked for and later became president of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society. He frequently helped African-Americans gain 
their freedom, particularly free people victimized by slave related laws. Christopher Elliott story, based out of Kingsessing. Bequeathed 4 women, ordered to free each woman at the age of 30. The law prevented him from selling the women across state lines to avoid 
freeing them. Total, the women birthed 13 children. The whereabouts of 9 can be constructed through research…4 had been sold to farmers in Chester County, 5 were registered to Elliot as slaves. PAS was able to have 3 released and sent back to their parents and 6 
were signed into indentured servants contracts.  

 



Black people manumitting other black people. Family mostly, but some cases such as Caesar Hodge. He was a gardener that owned 4 slaves, the closest in relation was his son-in-law. In his will he free his son-in-law and his slave woman, Quashaba. He bequeathed 
his slave boy, Pompey to his son-in-law, and bound Quashaba’s son into an apprenticeship.


	 •	 Slavery. A discussion of slavery and the Kingsessing area lends itself to issues of the economic impression left on people who were the products of slavery, those whose labor was used, and those who used the labor of others. And examining the 
African-American community of Kingsessing leads to one indelible thought: slavery and poverty/wealth are inextricably linked. 

	 ◦	 The census of 1847 conducted by the Society of Friends was an invaluable tool. They recorded occupations, wages, rent, and many other details that help build the narrative of the community. Many African-American men worked as laborers and 
farm hands. While most women were domestics, seamstresses, and took in laundry. The average wage for women was around $3 per week, and for men, it was over $5. The circumstances that led to wealthy African-Americans, such as Caesar, were the same 
circumstances that led to people raising families in poverty: slavery. African-Americans already faced limited economic opportunities in an atmosphere clouded with discrimination and racial tension. But manumitted slaves had an even more difficult time because their 
resources were limited coming out of slavery.  

	 ◦	 Agnes Hill lived on Darby Rd. and earned $2/wk as a washerwoman supporting 5 children. Hill is supporting her home (3 children are in school, 2 looking for work) while saving to purchase the freedom of her husband who is still enslaved in 
Virginia. $8/month in 1847 = $217.95 in 2014. 



Banneker School
Darby Road (now Woodland Avenue), built in 1789

 
Organizations like the PAS and the local church thought that education would improve the conditions of African-Americans. While the rationale was sound, many African-Americans in this area found themselves prioritizing education and basic survival. Despite the 
existence of the Banneker School, majority of the African-Americans in the area were unable to read or write, and even fewer could do both. Using Darby Road as an example...there were 12 African-African households containing a total of 69 people. 38 of them were 
children, the Banneker School’s attendance was 15 students on average. Many of the parents could not afford to let children old enough to earn money attend school.



	 •	 Indentured Servitude (slide seven). The process of indentured servitude tended to be a more controllable form of unfreedom. Around the same time of gradual emancipation, white servants were in great decline, and being replaced with newly 
emancipated African-Americans. In the Kingsessing area, indentured servitude was a common option used to navigate poverty.  

	 ◦	 Though both were a form of bondage, many African-Americans preferred indenture contracts to slavery for the simple fact that an indentured contract had an end date. Slavery was for life. Also, entering into an indenture agreement came with the 
ability to negotiate. The person agreeing to the contract was able to ask for provisions beyond food, clothing and shelter. We saw this most often in cases where parents indentured their children and stipulated that the child be taught to read. Anges Hill indentures 2 of 
her children in an effort to circumvent poverty.  

	 ◦	 Indentured servitude was an extremely gendered process. African-American women were signed into contracts longer than men. And were only to be apprenticed in housewifery, while men were taught trades that would allow them to not only 
become employable after their contracts ended (in a trade far more profitable than domestic work), but entrepreneurs if they chose to create business based on the skill they acquired.  

	 ◦	 The schooner Phoebe case added a great number of indentured servants to the Kingsessing and Darby area. The PAS members who took guardianship of the Africans from the schooner Phoebe were able to place many of them with indentures on 
farms around the garden. Again, I was not able to confirm if any of them were placed at Bartram’s Garden but that’s more an issue of having run out of time towards the end of the project, not a lack of evidence. Out of 15 documents, about 7 people are indentured in 
this area, and there are tons of documents available to be reviewed. This will determine if there were any indentured servants at the garden, and how many lived in the area in general. 



The End

Emphasize the rarity of the documents found during the research process. Many communities aren’t able to hold up to the process of historical scholarship because there’s simply not enough surviving evidence to draw conclusions. Kingsessing and Bartram’s Garden 
stand as a great example of how complicated slavery truly was. Not just as an institution, but in the ways slavery is taught in the present. The garden and the community also show us the long reaching effects of human bondage. 


