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I. Preface 

In 1932, Burton Alva Konkle, a professor of history at Swarthmore College, 

published the first full-length biography of Pennsylvania Chief Justice Benjamin Chew. 

Restricted by his limited resources, Konkle’s research resulted in a study of Benjamin 

Chew’s political and social involvement in Philadelphia on the eve of the American 

Revolution. In 1982, half a century after Konkle’s publication, the Chew family 

transferred an extensive collection of its papers from Cliveden1 to the Historical Society 

of Pennsylvania. The original collection occupied 183 linear feet. Then, in 2000, 

researchers at Cliveden serendipitously discovered a wealth of 200,000 supplementary 

documents. These exceeded 80 linear feet. By 2006, the latter collection joined the 

former at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania. These recent developments, combined 

with the Historical Society of Pennsylvania’s receipt of a two-year grant from National 

Endowment for the Humanities to process the Chew Papers, opened new and exciting 

windows through which historians can study the Chew family in unprecedented detail. 

The abounding collection of Chew Papers provided the primary sources examined in this 

study. Fortunately for twenty-first century Chew scholars, the collection sheds light on 

the family’s provocative history of slaveholding, a significant area of scholarship entirely 

absent from Konkle’s 1932 publication.  

This paper bridges the gap between Konkle’s work and 81 years of subsequent 

research. Nancy E. Richards’ The City Home of Benjamin Chew, Senior and His family: 

A Case Study of the Textures of Life, and Cliveden: The Chew Mansion in Germantown, 

                                                
1 Cliveden, also known as the Benjamin Chew House, is a National Historic Landmark 
located in Germantown, Pennsylvania. 
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Kristin Leahy’s Invisible Hands: Slaves and Servants of the Chew Family, Phillip R. 

Seitz’s Tales from the Chew Family Papers: The Charity Castle Story, and Seitz and 

John Reese’s The Slaves of Whitehall Plantation: A True Story of Defiance and 

Resistance, supplied the secondary literature necessary for studying the Chew family as a 

case study. Moreover, Jean R. Soderlund and Gary B. Nash’s Freedom by Degrees, 

Nash’s Race and Revolution, William H. Williams’ Slavery and Freedom in Delaware, 

1639-1865, Sarah Fatherly’s Gentlewomen and Learned Ladies, Richard Allen’s The Life 

Experience and Gospel Labors of the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen, Frederick B. Tolles’ 

Meeting House and Counting House, the Quaker Merchants of Colonial Philadelphia, 

1682-1763, Cary Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert’s Of Consuming Interests, 

the Style of Life in the Eighteenth Century, Thomas M. Doerflinger’s A Vigorous Spirit of 

Enterprise, Billy G. Smith’s “The Lower Sort,” Philadelphia’s Laboring People, 1750-

1800, Smith and Paul Sivitz’s Philadelphia and Its People in Maps: The 1790s, and 

Grant Miles Simon and Harry M. and Margaret B. Tinkcom’s Historic Germantown 

provided the rich historical context in which this case study arose.   
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II. Introduction 

Despite previous scholarship dedicated to the Chew family and that to slavery in 

early America, it remains unclear exactly how the Chews, and more specifically, 

Benjamin Chew (1722-1810), cultivated relationships with their enslaved and indentured 

people and how those relationships offered insights into the motives of masters and 

slaves in general. The central question for this study is how did Benjamin Chew’s 

economic interests and racially charged attitudes render the Chief Justice and his family 

impervious to abolitionism despite the unrelenting defiance of their own enslaved 

people? If we understand the Chews’ motives for maintaining enslaved people in 

bondage, we would better understand how slavery remained, not a southern, but a 

national dilemma for the entire eighteenth and much of the nineteenth century. 

Furthermore, if we understand enslaved and indentured people’s motives for exercising 

defiance, we would better understand how slaves fought to control their own lives and 

that of their supposed masters. It appears that the Chews, and more specifically, 

Benjamin Chew, driven by a high demand for cheap labor, an appreciation for personal 

independence, a propensity for conspicuous consumption, and a prejudice that African 

descendants would not assimilate into the fabric of white society, resisted their enslaved 

people’s vociferous claims for freedom. However, the Chews’ enslaved people remained 

not quiet in their claims. Motivated by their own desire for personal independence, 

enslaved people exploited their master’s paternalism,2 fortified local and long distance 

relationships, attacked their overseers, refused to perform labor, and escaped from 

                                                
2 Paternalism characterized certain relationships between masters and slaves, particularly 
those in which masters expressed concern for their slaves’ well being.  



Hanley 5 

captivity—the sum of which challenged their master’s authority and renegotiated a 

vacillating balance of power.  
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III. Conspicuous Consumption 

What can be added to the happiness of a man who is in health, out of debt,  
and has a clear conscience? 

―Adam Smith 
 

After moving to Philadelphia in 1754, Benjamin Chew, a Quaker-born3 

slaveholder and shrewd legal scholar, emerged as one of the most important political 

figures in Pennsylvania over the next half century. Chew received his legal training from 

Andrew Hamilton and throughout his career communicated closely with the Penn family, 

George Washington, and John Adams. From 1774 to 1776, Chew served as the Chief 

Justice of the Supreme Court of the Province of Pennsylvania.4 Between 1791 and 1806, 

he presided over Pennsylvania’s first High Court of Errors and Appeals, making him, for 

almost twenty years, the leader of the state judiciary.5 

 As a leading public official and member of Philadelphia’s elite, Chew devoted a 

significant amount of time and money to cultivating his personal appearance. Chew 

regularly imported luxuries from London that were intended to convey his high social 

status and distinguish him in public as a gentleman. Chew’s mansion, Cliveden, reflected 

his pattern of conspicuous consumption. Over the last third of the eighteenth century, 

Cliveden gained dual eminence as both the site of the 1777 Battle of Germantown and the 

                                                
3 In 1758, Philadelphia Yearly Meeting suspended from meetings, but did not expel, any 
member who engaged in slaveholding (See Gary B. Nash and Jean R. 
Soderlund. Freedom by Degrees: Emancipation in Pennsylvania and Its Aftermath. New 
York: Oxford UP, 1991, 54). Not surprisingly, in 1758, Chew abandoned his Quaker faith 
and converted to Anglicanism.  
4 Joseph Dennie, A Biographical Memoir of Benjamin Chew, Esq., in the Port Folio, 
February, 1811.  
5 Dennie, A Biographical Memoir of Benjamin Chew, 1811.  
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refuge that sheltered the Chews during the yellow fever epidemics of the 1790s. Perhaps 

even more important to Chew’s public image, however, was his exploitation of enslaved 

laborers. The functionality of Chew’s households, including Cliveden, depended largely 

on the labor performed by enslaved and indentured servants. Moreover, Chew managed 

the Whitehall plantation in Kent County, Delaware. At Whitehall, enslaved people 

provided the workforce to cultivate commercial crops that undergirded Chew’s 

extraordinary fortune. But slaveowning earned Chew more than income and personal 

independence; it also bolstered his reputation as a wealthy and powerful individual. 

Chew’s patterns of advancing through exploitation and consuming conspicuously 

reinforced the asymmetrical distribution of wealth and power that crystallized in 

Philadelphia over the last third of the eighteenth century.  

Conspicuous consumption distinguished Philadelphia’s elite class from the city’s 

middle and lower sort in two ways—symbolically by emphasizing lines of social 

demarcation, and practically in the sense that carriages and countryseats facilitated their 

owners’ mobility in times of disease and armed conflict. In Gentlewomen and Learned 

Ladies, Sarah Fatherly attributes Philadelphia’s growing class structure to the 

conspicuous consumption of the city’s elite.6 As Philadelphia’s elite families grew 

wealthier, Fatherly argues, they acquired larger appetites for purchasing luxury goods. 

Frequently importing adornments from London, their consumption became both 

conspicuous and competitive, as the elite strove to cohere as a class while distinguishing 

themselves from those of the city’s middle and lower sort.  

                                                
6 Sarah Fatherly, Gentlewomen and Learned Ladies: Women and Elite Formation in 
 Eighteenth Century Philadelphia. Bethlehem Pa.: Lehigh UP, 2008, 14. 
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Chew’s manuscript Receipt Book, which recorded annual purchases for the Chew 

household, reveals that from 1770 to 1809, Chew made a series of large expenditures 

intended to enhance his personal appearance and thereby advance his social rank. His 

receipts consisted of 279 pages, beginning with the purchase from Samuel Taylor of the 

receipt book itself. Unfortunately, there were clear historical gaps in Chew’s receipts. 

Absent altogether were entries from 1780, 1781, and 1782, a period of self-imposed exile 

during which Chew maintained a low social and political profile in an effort to mitigate 

tensions spawned by the Revolution.7 Despite its incompleteness, Chew’s receipts trace 

his economic interaction with various artisans, vendors, and domestic workers. The 

receipts suggest but do not confirm the type of goods and services that Chew deemed 

valuable.  

  Chew’s pattern of conspicuous consumption was most evident in the wages and 

the provisions that he allocated to domestic laborers. Typically, both a laborer’s wage and 

clothing type reflected the degree of public visibility attached to the individual’s position 

and the market value placed on the individual’s skills. For example, Robert Burnett, 

Chew’s gardener, occupied a highly visible position with important responsibilities and a 

specific skill set. It was no surprise, then, that from 1771 to 1780 Burnett led the staff in 

compensation, receiving a salary of £35 as well as clothing, room, and board.8 A well-

groomed garden and a well-kept gardener were symbols of wealth and refinement and as 

such, proved important to Chew’s own self-image.  

                                                
7 Nancy E. Richards, Cliveden: The Chew Mansion in Germantown. Philadelphia: 
Cliveden of the National Trust, 1993, 21. 
8 N. E. Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book 1770-1809 (Philadelphia, PA: 
Cliveden of the National Trust, n.d. [1992]), 50.  
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In Big Wheels in Philadelphia: Du Simitiere's List of Carriage Owners, colonial 

historian Robert F. Oaks notes that a gentleman’s ownership of a coach or carriage 

signified that he had arrived in eighteenth-century high society. 9 In Meeting House and 

Counting House: The Quaker Merchants of Colonial Philadelphia, 1682-1763, Frederick 

B. Tolles compares the ownership of a carriage to the possession of a yacht or private jet 

in twentieth century society.10 In 1772, when Philadelphia’s population exceeded 20,000, 

a mere eighty-four gentlemen owned carriages; thus, the vehicles stood out as 

conspicuously as status symbols were intended to.11 Of the eight-four Philadelphians to 

own carriages, only ten of them, including Benjamin Chew, owned a coach.12 In fact, in 

1774, Chew owned both a coach and chariot valued at £359.13 The ownership of two 

extravagant vehicles proved noteworthy, even for a gentleman of Chew’s fortune. Not 

only was £359 a vast sum of money, but that estimate excluded the costs of maintaining 

sufficient horses and drivers.14  

  Chew’s extravagant coach and chariot, like his gardens, were symbols of prestige 

intended to impress his friends and business associates. Taxed as luxuries, Chew’s 

carriages conveyed the genteel ability to travel effortlessly.15 The carriages also served as 

important indexes of social class. In the words of one French visitor, Americans 

                                                
9 Robert F. Oaks, Big Wheels in Philadelphia: Du Simitiere's List of Carriage Owners, 
PMHB, XCV (1971), 351.  
10 Frederick Barnes Tolles, Meeting House and Counting House: The Quaker Merchants 
of Colonial Philadelphia, 1682-1763. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1948, 
130. 
11 Oaks, Big Wheels in Philadelphia, 351.  
12 Oaks, Big Wheels in Philadelphia, 353. 
13 Oaks, Big Wheels in Philadelphia, 359. 
14 Oaks, Big Wheels in Philadelphia, 356. 
15 Cary Carson, Ronald Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert. Of Consuming Interests: The Style 
of Life in the Eighteenth Century. Charlottesville: Published for the United States Capitol 
Historical Society by the UP of Virginia, 1994, 37.  
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“especially desire them [carriages] to a degree that approaches delirium; and a woman 

who owns one is very certain that no other woman who lacks a carriage will ever be 

considered, or ever become, her equal.”16 The ownership of both coach and chariot 

matched the needs of a genteel family with numerous marriageable children.17 Chew’s 

vehicles demonstrated his affluence and therefore played a significant role in securing 

suitable marriages for his daughters, which arguably became one of the Chief Justice’s 

top priorities.  

Naturally, Chew’s coachman occupied a particularly visible position in which his 

appearance and manners were under constant public scrutiny. Therefore, it was important 

that in public, Chew’s coachman appeared genteel. His compensation significantly 

mirrored his high degree of public visibility. William Watson was Chew’s coachman 

prior to 1772 and earned £30 a year.18 On average, the majority of Chew’s domestic 

servants received less than half the annual salary allocated to his coachman.19 Watson’s 

relatively large salary reflected the high cost of operating a coach and the tremendous 

value Chew placed on public displays of wealth and power.  

No wage allocated to domestic workers matched that consigned to John Maxfield, 

who, from 1770 to 1774, served as Chew’s clerk in the Office of the Register General of 

Pennsylvania and Delaware. Maxfield’s annual salary of £7520 was more than double that 

of Chew’s best-paid domestic servant, the gardener, Robert Burnett (£35). However, in 

addition to Burnett’s salary, the gardener also received clothing, room, and board. These 

                                                
16 St. Mery’s American Journal, 334.  
17 Cary, Hoffman, and Albert, Of Consuming Interests, 38.  
18 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 24.  
19 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 30. 
20 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 4.  
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accommodations proved important to Burnett, who, as a laborer, would have typically 

spent around £55 annually to feed, clothe, and supply shelter for himself and his family.21 

Presumably, Maxfield’s unrivaled income of £75 can be attributed to the fact that a legal 

clerkship required not only skills, but education too. It is also possible that Maxfield’s 

large income reflected the fact that as Chew’s clerk, he assumed a highly visible role in 

the workplace.  

Chew’s enslaved and indentured laborers, though chronically neglected, provide 

further evidence of the master’s conspicuous consumption. Chew purchased slaves for 

similar reasons that he purchased luxuries. The ownership of numerous slaves, like the 

ownership of a coach and chariot, symbolized wealth and power. Chew’s ownership of 

the Whitehall Plantation, for example, no doubt garnered respect from Kent County’s 

elite in much the same way that his carriages earned him kudos in Philadelphia.   

Chew neglected his enslaved and indentured laborers, conceivably because their 

conduct remained invisible to the public. Unlike his gardener and coachman, enslaved 

laborers performed their work behind the scenes and therefore, their appearances, with 

the exception of his manservant, required little to no attention. In 1722, Chew listed the 

“Rules for Cloathing and Feeding Negroes.”22 These rules served as Chew’s manual for 

accommodating, or not accommodating, enslaved people. Once a year, typically during 

the fall, Chew supplied each of his enslaved people with one set of clothes containing a 

                                                
21 Billy G. Smith, The "Lower Sort": Philadelphia's Laboring People, 1750-1800. Ithaca,  
NY: Cornell UP, 1990, 109. 
22 Kristin Leahy, Invisible hands: slaves and servants of the Chew House (Cliveden 
research paper, 2003), 10.  
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single pair of socks, shoes, trousers, a jacket, and two shirts,23 or at least this was Chew’s 

intention.  

       In 1762, when Chew hired out a slave named George to Lawrence Garrits, he 

insisted that Garrits, “find and provide for the said negro George good and sufficient 

clothing and apparel and suitable and convenient meat Drink Washing and Lodging, and 

will also within the said Term learn teach and instruct the said negro in the art and 

Mystery of a Farmer and will treat him with Humanity.”24 Chew’s concern for George’s 

wellbeing might be seen as paternalistic. Conversely, it might be noted that the slave’s 

welfare remained important to the master only because he remained the master’s 

property. Though Chew hired out George, the master no doubt expected the slave’s return 

at the end of the set term. Thus, while hired out, George’s welfare was Chew’s concern 

because the slave’s potential as a labor source remained an investment that Chew deemed 

valuable.  

On Chew’s own plantation, when push came to shove, he was chronically late in 

distributing the necessary supplies. A man too busy with his work to ever have his 

portrait sketched,25 Chew naturally became known for his lackadaisical approach to 

management, regularly neglecting even his enslaved people’s basic needs. In 1793, 

George Ford, the overseer of Chew’s Whitehall plantation, wrote to his boss: “if Mr. 

Chew pleases he may send down the linnen for the men and women [slaves]…and I hope 

all of them soon will git places to live at.”26 Supplying sufficient clothing and shelter, in 

                                                
23 Leahy, Invisible hands, 10.  
24 In HSP, Chew Papers, Box 8, Folder 14.  
25 Burton Alva Konkle, Benjamin Chew, 1722-1810 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1932), 230.  
26 In HSP, Chew Papers, Box 10, Folder 25. 
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addition to nourishment, were Chew’s only actual obligations to the enslaved people. 

And still, even that task proved too onerous for the master whose priorities lay scattered 

elsewhere.  

 Evidence that Chew neglected the needs of his enslaved people was reinforced by 

the bareness of Whitehall’s inventories. Typically, inventories listed the names, dates of 

birth, and death, if applicable, of the enslaved people. However, Chew's lists were 

entirely barren of other details. For example, in 1800, in the “List of Negroes at & 

belonging to Whitehall,” a slave named Lemon appeared adjacent to a single adjective: 

“Old.”27 Lemon’s birth date was not recorded. However, in 1800, overseer Joseph Porter 

notified Chew of the enslaved man’s death. Even then, Porter referred to him as “Old 

Lemon,” citing old age as Lemon’s likely cause of death.28 It was possible that Chew, 

now approaching 80-years-old, had Old Lemon in mind when, three years later, he wrote: 

“I cannot help pleading for every possible Indulgence, especially towards those, who 

seem as it were, to be just stepping into the silent grave, there to rest from their Labors.” 

29 

Chew’s only son, Benjamin Chew Jr., served as the executor of his uncle 

Samuel's estate. The younger Chew also recorded inventories that demonstrated a 

negligent style of management similar to that of his father. On one particular inventory, 

Benjamin Jr. wrote: 

                                                
27 List of Negroes of & Belonging to Whitehall, 1800. HSP, Chew Papers, Collection 

2050, Box 96. 

 
28 Leahy, Invisible hands, 10-11.  
29 Letter draft of Benjamin Chew, 1803. Cliveden Archives – NTARC.CL1.23, Box 1. 
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Eight single rose blankets, which as the black people on the Farms in Cecil were 

in want of bed clothing have been delivered unto those who needed it. (value: 

$16.00)"; as well as, "1460 lbs. Bacon Sent from Chester Town to the Farms in 

Cecil where the black people were out of meat except what was reserved for the 

use of the family remaining at Chester Town + Except 25 hams sent to the 

residuary legatees in Philadelphia (value: $183.50).30  

On the adjacent document, Benjamin Chew Jr. recorded details regarding the 

slaves’ illnesses and death: "For the Negro man named Dick, who being very sickly has 

been permitted under the discretion given to the Executor in the Will, to go at large, 

hiring himself when he is able to work & liable to be maintained out of the Estate when 

he shall be too infirm to take care of himself appraised at $75.00."31 Later, he wrote, "For 

a child Called Harriett who died $5 a grey horse that died early in Summer $70."32  

Benjamin Jr. presumably learned from his father that when dealing with the 

fragility of human property, it was often advantageous to detach from all emotional 

involvement. Benjamin Jr. and his father shared the prejudices common to slaveholders. 

They conceived of slaves, not as people, but as private property, inferior to and unworthy 

of the human status. On another document, Benjamin Jr. listed the slaves at Whitehall, 

their foot measurements, and corresponding shoe sizes.33 It was not surprising that 

Benjamin Jr. itemized his slaves as if quantifying his food supply. Benjamin Jr. was 

raised behind a lens of institutionalized prejudice, in an environment economically 

                                                
30 HSP, Chew Papers, Series 3, Section A, Samuel Chew’s Accounts, 1737-1809. 
31 HSP, Chew Papers, Series 3, Section A. 
32 HSP, Chew Papers, Series 3, Section A. 
33 HSP, Chew Papers, Series 3, Section A. 
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dependent on slavery. In such an environment, slavery appeared to be a natural and even 

necessary component of life for both the younger and elder Chew.  

  Benjamin Jr.’s lax style of management was not entirely unique to slaveholding 

but also characterized his approach to indentured servitude. The Chew family’s 

indentured servants received provisions of an equally negligible nature as its slaves. In 

1796, for example, Benjamin Jr.’s wife, Katherine Chew, hired Sydney, a thirteen-year-

old, indentured child to service the mistress’ needs. Though Sydney knew not how to 

write her name, the child signed an “X” in the appropriate spot of the indentured form. 

This contractually bound Sydney to serve Katherine for fifteen years, or until the child 

reached 28 years of age.34 The contract stipulated that Sydney must “faithfully serve and 

every where gladly obey,” and proscribed that she “absent herself neither night nor day 

from her said mistress’s service.”35 In exchange for the Sydney’s twenty-four seven 

service, Katherine agreed to sustain the child with “sufficient apparel and lodging,” and 

nothing more.36  

 Similarly, in 1810, around the time of the elder Chew’s passing, Benjamin Jr. 

employed Cynthia Ross as the family’s cook. Cynthia Ross’ contract instructed her to 

conduct labor “without making any other demand or claim than the usual cloathes 

[clothes] furnished to persons in that station.”37 Thus, from a utilitarian perspective, 

owning indentured servants was as advantageous for the Chews as owning enslaved 

laborers. In general, like enslaved laborers, indentured servants provided their masters 

                                                
34 Leahy, Invisible hands, 16.  
35 Leahy, Invisible hands, 16. 
36 Leahy, Invisible hands, 16. 
37 Indenture form between Cynthia Ross and Benjamin Chew, Jr., May 19, 1810., HSP, 
Chew Papers, Collection 2050, Box 87. 



Hanley 16 

with useful services and afforded them greater personal independence. Where the masters 

were concerned, neither indentured nor enslaved laborers required compensation for their 

labor aside from subsistence. And the services the unpaid people supplied were 

indispensable beyond measure.   

Frequent social engagement provided the stage on which Chew and his sizable 

family showcased their exceptional fashion and intellectual sophistication, at times 

entertaining audiences of Philadelphia’s wealthiest, most prestigious families, and 

earning, in the process, distinguished reputations as gentlemen and gentlewomen. One 

observer noted, “With what ease have I seen a Chew, a Penn, an Oswald, an Allen, and a 

thousand outhers, entertain a large circle of both sexes, the conversation, without the aid 

of cards, never flagging nor seeming in the least strained or stupid.”38 Chew had fourteen 

children, thirteen girls and one boy.39 He considered himself the family’s patriarch. 

During his 1777 house arrest, Chew found himself alienated from his wife and children, 

who, at the time, resided in Delaware. Distressed by the separation, Chew wrote to a 

friend anxiously, “My family consists almost wholly of women and children, who, in 

their present situation stand in need of that protection, care, assistance and advice, which 

they can only receive effectually from me.”40 As the head of a household with multiple 

marriageable daughters, Chew sought to provide each with the exquisite manners and 

grace that defined Philadelphia’s gentlewomen.  

Between 1773 and 1776, Chew hired the firm of LiBlank & Wagner to dress Mrs. 

                                                
38 John T. Scharf, and Thompson Westcott. History of Philadelphia, 1609-1884. 
Philadelphia: n.p., 1884, 903.  
 
39 History Hunters Youth Reporter Program, The History Hunters Youth Gazette, n.d. 
Web. 13 Dec. 2012. 
40 Letter in possession of Mr. Benjamin Chew, Radnor, Pennsylvania.  
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Chew and his daughters. Expenditures to this firm fluctuated from £10 to £18 a year, 

representing presumably only a portion of the total clothes purchased.41 It was also fair to 

assume that Mrs. Chew allocated funds from her own accounts. In any event, Chew’s 

purchasing records confirmed his commitment to upholding a certain self-image, one that 

his family would emulate, and high society would regard with veneration. 

For Chew, proper dress served as the key index of his high social status. As a 

public official, Chew devoted a significant amount of time and money to enhancing his 

personal appearance. Prior to the Revolution, Chew’s payments to his tailor, John 

Colling, ranged from approximately £30 to £80 a year.42 At a minimum, his wardrobe 

cost him as much as his coachman’s salary (£30). At a maximum, it cost more than his 

clerk’s (£75).   

Social dancing, in private parties and public balls, presented the opportunity for 

Chew and Philadelphia’s elite families to display their fine clothes, manners, and physical 

grace. To master the complexities of dance, an individual needed to dedicate time and 

painstaking practice to the art form. Given the fundamental role that dancing played in 

social functions and the increasing regularity with which the prominent Chew family 

engaged socially, it is fair to assume that all of the Chew children studied dance at some 

point. However, Chew’s receipt book contains only one record of dancing lessons. In 

1775, Chew paid Thomas Pike £3.8.0 for teaching his fifteen-year-old daughter Peggy to 

dance.43 In 1778, Peggy, accompanied by her stepsister, Sarah, showcased her dancing 

skills publicly when she attended the “Mischianza,” Philadelphia’s most elaborate ball 

                                                
41 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 75. 
42 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 2. 
43 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 73. 
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during the British occupation. 

Chew’s April 20, 1772, payment of £51.10.0 to James Reynolds corresponded to 

a pair of ornate looking glasses still on display at Cliveden,44 an expenditure largely 

consistent with Chew’s pattern of conspicuous consumption. Reynolds produced the 

highest quality looking glasses and picture frames in pre-Revolutionary Philadelphia.45 

Many of the city’s most affluent families commissioned his work. It was not surprising 

that Chew employed the city’s most talented gilder. Nor was it unusual that Chew 

allocated as much money for a pair of looking glasses (£51.10.0) as he did for his 

extravagant wardrobe (between £30 and £80 annually). His intent in adorning his home 

and his attire was one and the same. Chew strove to consume conspicuously, cultivating a 

sophisticated appearance both for himself and for his family. At the core of Chew’s 

efforts to appear refined was the unyielding desire to impress the distinguished members 

of his high social circle, and to distinguish himself from those of the middle and lower 

sort. However, to avoid a simplistic interpretation, it should be emphasized that behind 

Chew’s efforts were also motives to advance his career.  

As a result of his fastidiousness, Chew left historians a receipt book incredibly 

rich in content. This seems to contrast with Chew’s negligent record keeping of invoices 

discussed earlier. Perhaps this signified Chew’s desire to accentuate his record of 

fashionable consumption while minimizing that of slaveholding. In detailing major as 

well as minor purchases, Chew’s receipts traced decades of financial spending patterns. 

They provide important windows into Chew’s self-perception. It was reasonable to 

suppose, for example, that Chew valued the appearance of his wardrobe at least as much 

                                                
44 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 34. 
45 Richards, Benjamin Chew's Receipt Book, 20. 
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as that of his garden. Otherwise, he would not have paid more annually to his tailor (£30 

to £80) than to his gardener (£35). Of course, it is presumptuous to assume that Chew’s 

purchases directly correlated with his values. Nonetheless, his spending habits offer 

important insights into the goods and services that he deemed most important. In sum, 

they supported the assessment that by the end of the eighteenth century in Philadelphia, 

Benjamin Chew consumed conspicuously to distinguish himself and his family as sharply 

as possible from the city’s less prosperous in a determined effort to highlight and 

preserve lines of social demarcation. 

As a highly visible public official and gentleman with many marriageable 

daughters, Chief Justice Chew demonstrated a preoccupation with material wealth in its 

various forms. He adorned himself and his family extravagantly, as if to declare to 

eighteenth century high society: “we, the Chews, have arrived.” Chew purchased the 

finest luxuries available, including, but not limited to, a coach, a chariot, and a country 

estate with rich Chippendale couches. Working primarily behind the scenes, enslaved and 

indentured people provided the Chews with a cheap and constant workforce that scrubbed 

their chariot and cleaned their Chippendale couches. It was perhaps because enslaved and 

indentured people worked behind the scenes that the Chews neglected their needs more 

regularly than wage laborers.  

In a given day, enslaved and indentured people supplied a steady source of labor. 

They typically worked together to cultivate the Chew family’s commercial crops, cook 

and serve their meals, wash and dry their clothes, and care for the horses that so elegantly 
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carried their coach and chariot. 46 The Chews employed and hired out enslaved and 

indentured laborers, thus supporting the sum of their economic interests: to earn more, 

spend more, and do less. In fact, the majority of slaveholders shared similar ambitions. 

The slaveholder in early America exploited cheap labor to establish their economic 

vitality and to secure a considerable amount of personal independence.47  

As Leahy elaborates, the Chew’s income, combined with the money generated by 

Whitehall, reinforced the family’s affluence and allowed for the ownership of impressive 

properties such as Cliveden. 48 It was unsurprising that enslaved labor peaked in 

Philadelphia the same decade that the Chews began constructing Cliveden. 49 It was 

partially because the Chews exploited enslaved labor that they were able to amass a 

sizable fortune and the material wealth necessary to manifest it. Interestingly, the 

workforce that undergirded the Chew’s opulence also afforded them greater personal 

independence. With more money in their possession and more time to spend it, the 

Chew’s consumption patterns grew increasingly competitive by the end of the eighteenth 

century.  

It becomes important to clarify that Benjamin Chew’s enslaved workforce 

represented not only the means by which he amassed and made visible his sizable 

fortune, but in fact an end in itself. The more people Chew enslaved, the more status he 

was awarded. And because the law defined enslaved people as the property of their 

owner, Chew sought to widen his ownership, as if to occupy more social space and 

                                                
46 Gary B. Nash and Jean R. Soderlund. Freedom by Degrees: Emancipation in 
Pennsylvania and Its Aftermath. New York: Oxford UP, 1991, 142.  
47 William H. Williams, Slavery and freedom in Delaware, 1639-1865 (Wilmington: SR 
Books, 1996), 36-37.  
48 Leahy, Invisible hands, 7.  
49 Leahy, Invisible hands, 3.   
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project a greater social power. Chew exploited the institution of slavery not necessarily 

because it subjugated Africans but because it awarded him and his family wealth, status, 

prestige, and power. 

Chance ascribed Benjamin Chew a livelihood dependent on the peculiar 

institution. In 1743, after the death of his father, Samuel Chew, Chew inherited the 

Whitehall plantation and all of the enslaved people onsite. In 1747, his mother, Mary 

Chew, passed away, bequeathing to her son 54 enslaved people.50 In 1747, those 54 

people were valued at £1341.51 Chew’s position as slaveholder clearly was his ascribed 

status. That being said, Chew also acquired enslaved people throughout the duration of 

his adult life.  

                                                
50 Leahy, Invisible hands, 6.  
51 In HSP, Chew Papers, Box 1. 
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IV. Cliveden 

We have the record of kings and gentlemen ad nauseum and in stupid detail;  
but of the common run of human beings, and particularly of the half or wholly submerged 

working group, the world has saved all too little of authentic record  
and tried to forget or ignore even the little saved. 

―W. E. B. Dubois  
 
 

Chew’s impressive country estate, Cliveden, reflected his pattern of conspicuous 

consumption, and achieved double-pronged eminence in the last third of the eighteenth 

century: first as the site of a critical skirmish in the Battle of Germantown and later as the 

Chew family’s safe haven during the yellow fever epidemics. In Meeting House and 

Counting House, Frederick B. Tolles explains that by mid-century, Quaker merchants 

dominated the largest proportion of Philadelphia’s wealth, social prestige, and political 

power.52 In A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, Thomas M. Doerflinger agrees that 

Philadelphia’s distribution of wealth became increasingly unequal in the second half of 

the eighteenth century.53 One indication of the rising inequality, as Billy G. Smith argues 

in The “Lower Sort,” was residential segregation.54 The lines of demarcation between the 

homes of the rich and poor grew increasingly distinct as the revolution loomed near. 

During the summer months, for instance, when disease beleaguered inhabitants of urban 

Philadelphia, Chew and his elite counterparts had the immense advantage of escaping to 

                                                
52 Frederick Barnes Tolles, Meeting House and Counting House: The Quaker Merchants 
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country estates.  

 In the summer of 1762, yellow fever outbreaks plagued residents of urban 

Philadelphia. Dr. Benjamin Rush estimated that the disease killed approximately one-

sixth of the city’s population during the months of August, September, October, 

November, and December.55 Benjamin Chew at the time resided in one of the city’s most 

fashionable sections, in a town house on South Third Street. “Everybody of note has a 

residence in town,” noted one Scottish visitor. 56 

The epidemic proportions of the 1762 disease provoked Chew, the following year, 

to search for a summer retreat outside of the city, where yellow fever persisted. The 1762 

epidemic gave birth to countless real estate advertisements that festooned the headlines of 

Philadelphia’s newspapers. One advertisement in particular, featured in the Pennsylvania 

Gazette (April 7, 1763), enticed Benjamin Chew:   

TO BE SOLD. A Piece of Land at the upper end of Germantown, with two small 

Tenements thereon, containing eleven Acres; it is pleasantly situated for a 

Country Seat; and there is a good Orchard, Garden, and Nursery on the same, in 

which are a great Variety of Fruit Trees, of all Kinds....For Terms of Sale, enquire 

of EDWARD PENINGTON. 

Chew purchased the property in Germantown, Pennsylvania and soon began to 

build the Georgian style mansion that he later named Cliveden. Construction lasted from 

                                                
     55 Benjamin Rush, An Account of the Bilious remitting Yellow Fever, as it appeared in 
the City of Philadelphia in the year 1793, (Philadelphia: Thomas Dobson, 1794), 13. 

56 Quoted by Beatrice B. Garvan in Philadelphia: Three Centuries of American Art, 
(Philadelphia: the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1976), 59. 
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1763 until 1767. 57 The final cost of Chew’s countryseat was a staggering £4718.12.3, 

including about £1000 for the land. 58 For the considerable price that Chew paid to 

construct Cliveden, he could have instead enhanced his wardrobe dramatically, allocating 

£80 extra for more than 58 consecutive years. Or, for £4718.12.3, Chew could have paid 

his gardener’s annual salary of £30 for 157 straight years. By any standard of the day, 

Cliveden was a major expenditure. As such, it impressed even Chew’s most extraordinary 

visitors. 

 One Englishmen referred to Cliveden as "your Enchanted Castle...one of the 

finest houses in the Province.”59 According to Sam Bass Warner, Jr.’s analysis of tax 

records, in I774 in Philadelphia, only 19 percent of families owned houses while the 

wealthiest ten percent of taxpaying households controlled 89 percent of taxable 

property.60 Perhaps aware of Cliveden’s glaring conspicuousness, Chew ordered his 

English agent to ship earns with “little to no carve work as most suitable to the plainness 

of my building.” 61 Chew owned an impressive countryseat outside of a city where 81 

percent of families could not afford to own a primary dwelling. It took one quick glance 

to confirm that his property stood out.  

George Washington shared Chew’s appetite for erecting a personal monument 

that starkly contrasted with the residential structures inhabited by the middle and lower 

sort. Like Chew, Washington enjoyed the influx of eighteenth-century consumer goods 
                                                
     57 Historic Structures Report prepared by Martin Jay Rosenblum, R. A., & Associates 
(1992). 

58 Richards, Cliveden: The Chew Mansion in Germantown, 10.  
59 Letter from L. S. Ourry (Hammersmith, England) to Benjamin Chew (Philadelphia), 
June 3, 1767. HSP, Chew Papers, Box 2. 
60 Cary, Hoffman, and Albert, Of Consuming Interests, 190.  
61 Quoted in Raymond V. Shepard, ‘Cliveden and Its Philadelphia-Chippendale 
Furniture: A Documented History,’ American Art Journal 8 (1976), 2. 
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that only the upper 5 to 7 percent of society could afford.62 Also like Chew, Washington 

fashioned his mansion with extravagance in mind. Chew and Washington’s imposing 

buildings both reinforced their owners’ claims to power, prestige, and elevated social 

status.63 

More ostentatious than any neighboring mansion, Cliveden embodied the wealth 

and importance of a gentleman as highly respected as Chief Justice Chew.64 Upon 

entering Cliveden’s main doors, visitors admired a vast center hall with adjacent rooms 

equally impressive in size.65 Chew designed not only the most remarkable center hall that 

space afforded him, but in fact the most imposing hall in all of eighteenth century 

Germantown.66 

By carriage, Cliveden was about a two-hour commute from Chew’s Third Street 

townhouse. That two-hour journey, however, proved tiresome, often prolonged by 

unpredictable traveling conditions, including “clouds and whirlwinds [of dust]"67 as 

described by Mrs. Chew in a letter to her husband. Suffice it to say, Cliveden served its 

purpose effectively as the Chew’s countryseat—providing safety and comfort for the 

family in the summer months while simultaneously teaching visitors a thing or two about 

architectural taste. To this day, Cliveden continues to amaze a sea of visitors, 
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     67 Letter from Elizabeth Chew ("Cliffden") to Benjamin Chew (in New Jersey), 
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perpetuating its reputation as one of the most stupendous examples of Philadelphia 

Georgian architecture.  

When, in 1768, Chew signed the non-importation agreement,68 he publicly 

declared his sympathy for the American colonies. During the politically volatile decade 

that followed 1768, Chew regularly fraternized with prominent patriots such as George 

Washington and John Adams, men who rose as leaders of the new American government. 

It became clear that Chew occupied an unusual position in the transformative political 

culture of the 1770s. As Chief Justice of the Province of Pennsylvania, he represented the 

proprietary government. While trusted and revered by many notable patriots, Chew’s 

political position and longstanding connections to England rendered his allegiance to the 

American colonies inexorably precarious.  

The British occupation of Philadelphia in the summer of 1777 compelled the 

Executive Council to defuse Chew’s political authority, which the colonial government 

deemed a threat to public safety. On August 4, the Executive Council filed a warrant for 

Chew’s arrest.69 Upon reviewing the warrant, Chew demanded to know by what authority 

and for what cause he was charged.70  The warrant, Chew quickly learned, was issued on 

grounds of protecting the public safety. Later, Chew remarked in his notes that the 

unlawful arrest undermined his rights as a free man and "struck at the liberties of 

everyone in the community and [he believed] it was his duty to oppose it and check it, if 

possible, in its infancy."71 

                                                
68 The colonies’ non-importation agreements suspended trade with British Merchants.  
69 Richards, Cliveden: The Chew Mansion in Germantown, 18. 
70 Richards, Cliveden: The Chew Mansion in Germantown, 18. 
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By mid-August 1777, the colonial government ordered Chew and Governor John 

Penn to Union Forge, New Jersey, where the two men served an extensive house arrest. 

Chew and Penn remained in isolation until June of the following year, when British 

troops officially withdrew from Philadelphia. This detachment proved to be a time of 

great agony for Chew, a man accustomed to personal independence and the comforts of 

liberty. With the war intensifying, Chew became particularly anxious about the wellbeing 

of his family and property at Cliveden. A September 15 letter from his only son, 

Benjamin Chew Jr., presumably exacerbated Chew’s mounting discomfort: 

As our Army are in the Neighborhood of Germantown, Tenny Tilghman 

[Washington's aide-de-camp Tench Tilghman] has kindly sent to my 

Mother acquainting her that he will procure an officer of rank to take 

possession of Cliveden though I should not imagine that any of the private 

soldiery would be quartered there as my Mother has procurred [sic] a 

Protection for the House and Place from the Board of War.72 

 On October 4, Cliveden experienced everything but protection. Early that 

foggy morning, a barrage of musket shells and cannon balls swept ferociously 

across Cliveden’s front lawn, creating at once a harmony of murderous assault 

and retreat. Aligned in four columns, the colonial army bombarded British troops, 

who, under the command of Colonel Thomas Musgrave, were stationed in and 

around Chew’s mansion.73 In 1899, more than a century after the musket smoke 

                                                
     72 HSP, Chew Papers, Box 2. 

     73 David G. Martin, The Philadelphia Campaign June 1777 - July 1778, 
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had faded, Chew’s great, great-grandson William Brooks Rawle recounted the 

battle of Cliveden rather poetically.  

 At the period of the battle the family was away, but `Cliveden' was left in 

the charge of the gardener. At least one other person (if not more) was left 

there──a dairy maid, who of course with her pink cheeks and other 

fascinations was a beauty, as all such are. When the red coats took 

possession of the house, the dairy maid was much pleased and did not 

resent the tender familiarities of the soldiers. Seeing this the gardener, who 

also admired her, remonstrated with her, but without effect and a `tiff' was 

the result. When the musketry fire began, he said to her that the safest 

place for her was the cellar and told her to go there; but this she refused to 

do. They were standing at the head of the stairway to the cellar, quarreling, 

when a cannon ball came in through one of the windows, crashed through 

some plaster and woodwork, causing a great commotion; whereupon the 

gardener, without further argument, gave the dairy maid a push, sending 

her tumbling down the stairs, and then lock[ed] the door upon her. There 

she had to remain, during the entire battle, in safety, though without the 

attentions of her [red] coated admirers. What became of the gardener, and 

where he hid, as he probably did, is not related.74  

 The damage incurred to Cliveden received sufficient attention in the 

aftermath of the battle. Observer John Fanning Watson reported that "...Chew's 
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house was so battered that it took five carpenters a whole winter to repair and 

replace the fractures. The front door which was replaced was filled with shot 

holes...."75 At the time, Benjamin Jr., his sisters, and mother resided in their Third 

Street townhouse. In October 1777, Benjamin Jr. wrote to his father reassuring 

Chew that the wreckage described by many observers was largely overstated: "I 

have gathered strength enough to ride to Cliveden the damage of which will be no 

doubt exaggerated to you by the several reports you may hear of the late action."76  

 By Spring 1778, with the focus of war shifting away from the middle colonies, 

Chew appealed to the colonial government to be discharged from house arrest. 

Possessing no evidence that Chew ever supported the British cause, the American 

government had no choice but to satisfy the lawyer’s request. Chew’s demand for release 

was shortly granted, and in June 1778, he returned to Philadelphia. Attempting to avoid 

future conflict with the law, the astute Chew sought to limit his political presence until 

the wartime tensions subsided. Consequently, in 1779, he sold his Third Street townhouse 

to the Spanish Ambassador, Don Juan de Miralles, and relocated his family to Whitehall, 

the family’s plantation near Dover, Delaware. That same year, Chew sold Cliveden to 

Blair McClenachan for £2500, not including a mortgage of £3400.77 The sale of Cliveden 

marked for Chew the beginning of a period of self-imposed political exile that lasted for 

much of the 1780s.  
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 By 1790, however, Chew’s house arrest seemed a distant memory. Now in his late 

60s, he returned to Philadelphia and at once resumed his legal career. Chew’s remarkably 

keen legal judgment proved as useful to the new federal government in the aftermath of 

the war as it had to the British government prior to conflict. In 1790, the new government 

appointed Chew President of the High Court of Errors and Appeals of Pennsylvania. 

Chew honorably held that office until his retirement in 1806.  

In the summer of 1793, yellow fever returned to Philadelphia and appeared more 

lethal than it had in 1762 when the epidemic inspired Cliveden’s construction. 

Recognizing the severity of the epidemics, Chew searched for available countryseats to 

provide shelter for his family. There was little record of how or when negotiations 

between Chew and McClenachan occurred. Nevertheless, a letter from Chew to 

Benjamin Jr. dated April 15, 1797 read: 

  Mr. McClenachan having proposed the making of an allowance of £100 

for the deficiency of 1-3/4 acres, I closed with him yesterday. Humphreys 

is now preparing the Deeds and they will be executed this afternoon or on 

Monday.78 

Sometime around April 1797, Chew repurchased Cliveden from McClenachan for 

a whopping price of £8376.13.10.79 With what seem like mixed emotions, Chew wrote to 

his brother-in-law Edward Tilghman, Sr., "I have bought back Cliveden, but it is in such 
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dilapidated condition that it will take a small fortune to restore it." 80 Despite the money 

required to reclaim and restore Chew’s mansion, Cliveden proved critical to the Chew 

family’s survival during the yellow fever epidemics of the 1790s. Throughout the course 

of that decade, the Chews took shelter at Cliveden from early June to late October to 

avoid the terrible sickness that ravaged the city in the heart of summer. 

 In a letter dated April 15, 1797, Katherine Banning Chew wrote to her husband, 

Benjamin Jr., celebrating Cliveden’s tremendous health benefits:  

 With respect to Cliveden your Father writes all desired arrangements wait 

your return. If we make it a permanent residence I know that certain 

inconvenience will arise. All that may occur to myself I shall make light of 

so delightful will be its advantages, viz: Health, Peace & Competence! 

The first year no doubt may to you I fear bring some fatigue. Ever after I 

hope all will be made easy.81 

In a November 1, 1798 letter, Benjamin Jr. joyfully informed his friends in 

England that the Chews were happy and well:  

“Happily all my family are safe, having repurchased to the family a 

favorite seat built by my Father most healthily situated a little more than 7 

miles from the City and sold by him 20 years ago. I have occupied it since 

the Spring of last year and it has fortunately proved an asylum for my 

Father, Mother, sisters, and ourselves making up the daily roll call to our 
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different tables of 27 in number besides our visiting friends and occasional 

hirelings. No complaint has occurred among us but the keenness of 

appetite after our usual hour of meals was transgressed. ...The dear partner 

of my life is with me and that besides three glorious boys I am in daily 

expectation of the presentation of another. My Father, Mother, and my 

four unmarried sisters under my roof and in health, I now find abundant 

cause to call forth all my gratitude for the blessings I enjoy. They are 

manifold.82 

Chew and his family were among a minority of fortunate individuals to possess 

both the means of transportation and the adequate refuge to escape yellow fever’s 

ubiquitous reach. Chew’s 1797 repurchase of Cliveden marked one of his most strategic 

and sensible expenditures. When, on July 23, Yellow Fever returned to Philadelphia, 

Cliveden proved enormously useful as a safe haven for the family. In September 1797 or 

1798 at Cliveden—year not given—Harriet Chew wrote to her sister, Sarah Chew 

Galloway, at Tulip Hill, eloquently encapsulating the moroseness of the time: “The 

mortality in our city increases in so dreadful a degree that we hear and shudder at the 

account every succeeding evening brings of the extreme losses of the day, and no one can 

tell where it will stop or what remedies can be effectually adopted. Our principal hopes of 

relief rest in the blessing of a change in the weather and an early frost.”83  
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In Philadelphia and Its People in Maps: The 1790s, Billy G. Smith and Paul 

Sivitz illustrate Philadelphia’s residential patterns by socioeconomic class.84 

Philadelphia’s residents typically lived where they could afford to live, and therefore, 

living in a certain section of the city often indicated one’s position in the city’s 

socioeconomic structure. In Smith and Sivitz’s map, green dots represented the city’s 

merchants and red dots represented the city’s laborers. The former, wealthier group 

tended to settle on Market Street and along the wharves of the Delaware River, where 

commercial trade proved the most fruitful.  

The latter and larger occupational group of laborers often established homes in the 

northern, southern, and western parts of the city. Laborers typically rented small, 

inexpensive quarters, which they shared with their families. The city’s poorest 

individuals were likely condensed in Hell Town, an area notorious for its high 

concentration of fugitive slaves, servants, prostitutes, homeless, and the mentally insane.  

Unsurprisingly, when Yellow Fever epidemics erupted in 1793, 1797, 1798, and 

1799, affliction was class specific. The disease struck hardest where the city’s poorest 

people lived, especially near the northern wharves and in Hell Town. Philadelphia’s 

penurious neighborhoods provided ideal spawning places for the Aedes aegypti, the type 

of mosquitoes that transmitted Yellow Fever. Chew and his elite counterparts were 

fortunate enough to possess both vehicles that mobilized them and countryseats to house 

them. In 1794, publisher Mathew Carey wrote, “For some weeks, carts, wagons, coaches 

and chairs were almost constantly transporting families and furniture to the country in 
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every direction.” 85 Yellow Fever affliction, Carey continued, “had been dreadfully 

destructive among the poor. It is very probable that at least seven eighths of the number 

of the dead, was of that class.”86 Such was the case that as Philadelphia’s elite evacuated 

to their summer estates, the city’s laborers, homeless, handicapped, and mentally ill too 

often found themselves stranded in a muggy and morbidly urban jungle. Smith and 

Sivitz’s map illustrates the class specific nature of Yellow Fever affliction in dramatic 

clarity.   

Chew’s repurchasing of Cliveden was well worth the £8376.13.10 investment. 

The countryseat not only provided shelter for his family during desperate times, but also 

became immortalized in the wake of the Battle of Germantown. Cliveden, also known as 

the Benjamin Chew House, became the Chief Justice’s personal monument. It made 

sense that he reclaimed the house that he constructed, especially considering its 

newfound historical significance.  

At Cliveden, Chew employed a sizable staff to support the needs of his substantial 

family. Among the employees were a manservant named Will, his wife Dinah, and the 

enslaved couple’s children. This particular enslaved family was worth studying closely. 

Insufficient record keeping demonstrated how the lives of enslaved people could be 

easily forgotten.  

In 1772 in Philadelphia, the death of Charles Batho resulted in the sale of the 

gentleman’s estate. Included among Batho’s possessions were enslaved people, and 

among the people was a talented, young man named Will. Chew apparently recognized 

the potential value in Will’s specialized skills. They matched rather well the needs of a 
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wealthy household, and Chew decided to purchase the young man for £82. To be more 

specific, Chew spent £32 in cash and traded another enslaved man worth a supposed £50. 

Chew’s receipt book recorded this exchange: “Reced May ye 22d 1772 of B. Chew the 

Sum of Eighty Two Pounds for a Negro Boy named Will late the Property of Cha Batho 

deceas’d.”87 Will, by Chew’s calculation, was a strong candidate for the position of 

manservant. As such, Chew appraised Will at nearly twice the other enslaved man’s 

value.  

At Cliveden, Will and Dinah presumably worked side-by-side. When, in 1777, the 

colonial government placed Chief Justice Chew under house arrest, Will accompanied his 

master in exile.88 As the wife of a manservant, it was highly possible but unconfirmed 

that Dinah served as Elizabeth Chew’s personal maid during this time.89 From Chew’s 

standpoint, employing an enslaved family like Dinah and Will’s was clever. Legally, an 

enslaved woman’s offspring was also born enslaved, and so to invest in the enslaved 

couple was to invest in a growing source of property.  

Due to contradictory sources, the story of Will and Dinah can be told in different 

ways. According to the List of Chew’s Slaves, Dinah passed away in 177990 and her dear 

husband died in 1810, the same year as Chew, surviving 31 years as a widower.91  If this 

were the case, Dinah and Will were indeed unique in that they spent their entire adult 

lives servicing their master at Cliveden. However, this is only one of many possible 

retellings. 
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According to Benjamin Chew Jr.’s January 19, 1778 letter to his father, Chew’s 

manservant escaped a year before Dinah’s passing: "Will, I fear has made his Escape to 

some other Country but the Hardships he must experience from a different Way of living 

than that in your Employ, will sufficiently punish his Ingratitude".92  But in 1780, Will 

was the first name listed in Chew’s registration. And in 1789, to complicate the story 

further, Chew advertised for a runaway, presumably Will, who, dressed well, escaped 

Chew’s employ with an unidentified white woman.93 If Will escaped in 1778, did he 

return to Cliveden by 1780 only to run away again nine years later, or were these two 

runaways different men coincidentally named Will? Furthermore, if the Will who 

escaped in 1778 was Dinah’s husband, why did he abandon his wife during her final days 

on earth? Was Dina’s husband the same Will who fell in love with a white woman, and 

sought freedom in her company in 1789, or, did Will die in Chew’s employ, a widower in 

1810?  

Two primary factors complicated our search for the truth: insufficient record 

keeping and the commonality of enslaved people’s names. The most popular names 

assigned to Chew’s people were Dinah, Harry, Rachel, and Sal,94 but the name Will also 

appeared repeatedly. Naturally then, the presence of multiple Wills and multiple Dinahs 

hinders our ability to ascertain specific identities. While it was possible that Dinah’s 

husband escaped on numerous occasions, it was also possible that he never escaped at all, 

and that the rebellious Will was a man entirely unknown to Dinah and unrelated to 

Chew’s manservant.  
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It would have been unusual for Will and Dinah to remain at Cliveden until their 

deaths. The majority of Chew’s enslaved people moved around among owners quite 

regularly. Harry, for example, born in 1774 to Dinah, who may or may not have been the 

manservant’s wife, spent his life traveling by sea, cultivating commercial crops, and 

eventually escaping the claustrophobic confines of Chew’s ownership. If Harry was in 

fact the child of Will and Dinah, which, based on the year of his birth, makes perfect 

sense (considering that 1774 was two years after Will’s acquisition and five years before 

Dinah’s death), and Will had in fact twice run away, then the apple had not fallen far 

from the tree. Harry too would escape from captivity.  

 In 1805, Harry sailed on the Neptune, earning a wage of 12 dollars a month, and 

then in 1809, he boarded the Indostam, both times traveling from Philadelphia to San 

Domingo and back again.95 There is no evidence that Harry pocketed a portion of his 

monthly wage. Presumably, the money went, where it always went, to Chew. 

Nevertheless, Harry must have appreciated traveling independently from his master. At 

the risk of romanticizing his experience, Harry enjoyed more flexibility at sea than he 

would have as a laborer on Chew’s plantation. Laborers of the latter sort were constantly 

the subjects of physical violence.  

 Documenting his “freedom” to travel alone, Harry carried, at all times, a note 

written by Chew himself: “My Negro Man,” the note read, “aged about 30 years short in 

his stature but of strong limbs and square built Person. I certify that the said Negro Man 

Harry was born and bred up in my family and is now my Property and placed on board 
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the Indostam from the advantage of Sea Voyage instead of remaining in my family.”96 

Upon returning from his first voyage, Harry, by Chew’s orders, arrived at Kent County, 

Delaware, to join the rest of the enslaved workforce at Whitehall.97 Following Harry’s 

second trip, he returned once again to work on a plantation, however, this time in 

Maryland. In 1815, Harry, who had twice witnessed a world beyond the plantation, and 

more than twice conceived of a world without masters, made his great escape. Whether 

Harry finally found freedom or was recaptured remains pure speculation. But that Harry 

lived an awfully complex life, neither fully free nor enslaved, but somewhere in a gray 

area, was fact. 

John Badger was not a slave, but he too escaped captivity in the search of 

freedom. In 1776, Chew advertised in the newspaper that John, a 19-year-old white 

indentured servant, escaped captivity with an assortment of Chew’s finest clothing:  

Ran away on Thursday night last,...an English servant man, named John Badger, 

aged about 19 years, 5 feet 3 or 4 inches high, of ruddy complexion, his eyes grey, 

his face a little pock-marked, and his hair of a brown colour, curled behind, and 

turned up before; he had on a lightish coloured short cloth coat and waist coat, 

with white metal buttons, buckskin breeches, blue and white worsted stockings, a 

pair of new shoes, a white shirt and English cocked hat, with small gold twist 

around the crown, and pinchbeck shoe and knee buckles. It is probable that he 

will change his dress, having carried away with him a claret coloured superfine 

cloth coat and waistcoat, a whitish coloured cloth coat and waistcoat, and a dark 
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coloured ditto, several white shirts, a pair of English boots, almost new, a pair of 

speckled silk stockings, with linen soales [soles] to the feet, two pair of white 

thread ditto, a pair of black worsted ditto, as blue and white silk waistcoat, and a 

red and white linen ditto. It is thought he intends to inlist himself either in the 

army or on board some of the ships or gondolas. Whoever takes up the said 

servant, and secures him, so that his master may get him again, shall have a 

reward of three pounds, and if brought home, reasonable charges.98 

John’s escape marked an interesting intersection of captivity and consumption. 

Presumably discontented by the starkly contrasting lifestyles of master and captive, John 

stole those items of which Chew deliberately deprived him and the other enslaved and 

indentured people: comfort, luxury, and personal independence. Displeased to have lost 

both expensive garments and a valuable source of labor, Chew offered a reward of three 

pounds to anyone who might provide information regarding John’s location. Chew feared 

that John might hire himself out on a merchant ship or otherwise enlist in the military. 

The fact of John’s whiteness conceivably facilitated his escape into white society. A 

runaway, white servant was far less likely to be questioned and harassed than a lone 

traveler of African descent. For this reason alone, Chew favored enslaved labor over 

indentured servitude.99  
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V. Whitehall  

Suffering engenders passion; and while the prosperous blind themselves, or go to sleep, 
the hatred of the unfortunate classes kindles its torch at some sullen or ill-constituted 

mind, which is dreaming in a corner, and sets to work to examine society.  
The examination of hatred is a terrible thing. 

 
―Victor Hugo, Les Misérables 

 
 

As previously discussed, Benjamin Chew Sr.’s conspicuous consumption patterns 

intersected with his allocation—or lack there of—of wages and provisions to his laborers. 

His gardener’s fine clothing and wage of £35 starkly contrasted with that of his enslaved 

and indentured laborers. The latter group was unpaid and chronically neglected. 

Whitehall’s overseer George Ford once complained to Chew: "The Boys are so naked I 

Cant git much work out of them."100 The material difference between Chew’s gardener, 

for example, and his enslaved people boiled down to their public visibility.  

Chew conceived of his laborers as reflections of his own fortune and self-image. 

Laborers who interacted with Chew’s friends, therefore, required an appearance 

conducive to his own gentility. However, those whose labor went largely unnoticed 

remained irrelevant to Chew’s self-perception. He did not value the appearance or well-

being of his enslaved people, but merely their uninterrupted, cheap supply of labor. 

Chew’s pattern of neglect became a major theme where it related to Whitehall. Despite 

what the elder and younger Chew assumed about their enslaved laborers, the people 

yearned for a better quality of life, rejected enslavement on an ideological level, and 

openly tested the boundaries of their captivity.  
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In 1760, Chew took ownership of the Whitehall plantation. The 918-acre property 

contained farmland, tobacco houses, and “negroe quarters.”101 Chew’s Whitehall 

plantation in Kent County, Delaware was not the largest plantation in the history of the 

state, but it was the largest to be continuously worked by enslaved people.102 By the end 

of the eighteenth century, at least sixty enslaved people worked at Whitehall, cultivating 

a wide range of commercial crops.103 Whitehall’s vast enslaved population resulted in a 

dual reality: many enslaved people had worked there for a long time, and moreover, 

many of them were actually relatives of one another.104 

The fields of Whitehall produced tobacco, corn, clover, chicory, and marsh grass, 

but wheat was the plantation’s bread and butter.105 Chew employed the Philadelphia 

brokerage house Tatnall & Lea to sell his crops overseas.106 While certainly valuable to 

Chew’s net worth, the income generated from Whitehall’s cash crops was but a smidgen 

of his total financial investments. Consider, for instance, that in 1790, Whitehall 

generated only £310, or 4.4 percent of Chew’s £7,037 income.107 This would have 

important consequences for both Chew and his enslaved people. For Chew, Whitehall 

was one of a myriad of ventures, and therefore, its economic relevance was 

overshadowed by those of a more profitable nature. As Seitz and Reese explained, Chew 
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was content with his hands-off approach to management as long as Whitehall continued 

to generate income.108  

To Chew’s detriment, however, the enslaved people, many of whom were related 

to one another and had worked at Whitehall for the majority of their lives, began noticing 

his disinterest. For the enslaved people, the fact that Chew seldom visited the plantation 

emboldened their sense of agency. They recognized Chew’s laissez-faire approach to 

management and eventually began exploiting it. Much like their master, the enslaved 

people sought greater personal independence: the power to control their own lives. To an 

extent underrepresented by early Chew scholars, the enslaved people in Chew’s employ 

fought insistently to secure their own freedom, and in doing so, contested their master’s 

hegemonic position. 

On January 1, 1789, Chew hired George Ford to oversee Whitehall. Ford 

occupied that post until 1797. Though Ford’s early relationship with the enslaved 

population appeared to hang in a stable balance, relations began deteriorating within a 

few years. In 1792, the first altercation came to light. On June 11, fearful that his life was 

in immediate danger, Ford wrote frantically to Chew. 

 According to Ford’s letter, while “correcting” one of the community’s enslaved 

people, Ford experienced resistance from an enslaved man that resulted in a threat to the 

overseer’s life.109 Ford felt defenseless. His authority had been tested and his 

vulnerability exposed. More than that though, a member of the enslaved community, 

whether spontaneously or premeditatedly, observed behavior that he deemed 
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unacceptable and took matters into his own hands to avenge it. Ford never forgot the first 

time that Whitehall’s enslaved community asserted an unwavering will of its own. 

Chew’s response to Ford was enlightening for three reasons. First, it attested to 

his hands-off approach to management. Chew, unable to personally visit the plantation to 

reinstate order, sent in reinforcements in the form of James Raymond. Raymond was a 

neighboring planter and gentlemen whose skills Chew admired.110 Raymond helped 

Whitehall’s overseers discipline the enslaved people on numerous occasions. Second, the 

fact that disciplining the enslaved people now required additional manpower supported 

the argument that a single act of resistance from below served to rattle overseer Ford’s 

sense of control. Third, and perhaps most important, Chew began questioning Ford’s 

competence as overseer, and Chew’s uncertain opinion of Ford was exacerbated by 

Raymond’s 1795 letter stating that “The overseer drinks too much spirits at times for his 

good, or yours.”111 It was Ford’s behavior now under the master’s microscope, not that of 

the enslaved community. 

It was not long before the drunken overseer quarreled once more with the 

enslaved community. To Ford’s astonishment, sixteen-year-old Aaron and eighteen-year-

old Jim, armed with the support of their sixty-plus person enslaved community, 

audaciously stood their ground. Aaron and Jim wished to teach Ford a lesson and did so 

quite explicitly by beating him to a bloody pulp.112 Ford found himself wounded and 
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vulnerable, yet in control, at least for now, of the most powerful, most densely inhabited 

slave community in Delaware’s history.  

For obvious reasons, Ford begged Chew for immediate support. Under the 

impression that Chew would this time visit Whitehall, Ford entertained the idea that the 

master’s discipline might quell the enslaved people and relieve the overseer of his 

mounting anxiety. But once again, Chew was either too busy, fearful, or apathetic to 

make a trip to Whitehall. And once again, Chew called on Raymond to execute his dirty 

work.  

It was not that Chew tolerated the enslaved people’s defiance. He was unhappy 

with Jim and Aaron for lifting “their hand against their overseer” without first consulting 

their master.113 Chew, who cloaked his own practice of slavery with paternal 

euphemisms, preferred that enslaved people sought his guidance rather than take matters 

into their own hands. If and when enslaved people overstepped their boundaries, Chew 

believed that force was the only means by which an overseer could obtain order. The 

reality was, even if the enslaved people appreciated Chew’s paternalistic approach to 

slaveholding, the master was far removed from their daily lives, and in that sense, was 

deemed irrelevant. The actual authority that Chew occupied was distant and unclear, 

embodied only by Raymond and the other overseers. If the enslaved people were to 

provoke or resolve conflict at Whitehall, it would be on their own terms.  

It was not particularly surprising that the enslaved community grew restless when 

it did. Ford’s April 26, 1795 letter, sent less than one week after his last, emphasized the 

extent of Chew’s neglect and the suffering that it caused the enslaved community. 
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Writing to Chew to request additional supplies for the people, Ford complained: "The 

Boys are so naked I Cant git much work out of them"114 

Ford’s September 12 letter marked a pinnacle of the community’s, and 

specifically Jim and Aaron’s, barefaced defiance. Raymond readily assisted Ford in 

restraining the enslaved men for their whipping, yet, even with the Raymond’s physical 

support, the supposed masters struggled to subdue the insolent captives.115 In fact, each 

time that the disciplinarians struck the captives, the enslaved men grew increasingly 

angry, insubordinate, and hungry for revenge. By asserting a coercive will of their own, 

Jim and Aaron imposed limits of power that their captors would cross only at their own 

peril.116 What Jim and Aaron proved was quite simple. The enslaved community had 

established rules of their own, and there was a price to pay for violations. 

In Domination and the Arts of Resistance, James C. Scott differentiates between 

the public and hidden transcripts of power. The public transcript, according to Scott, is 

open discourse between power groups,117 which, upon initial analysis, provides evidence 

that slaves and other subordinate groups are complicit in their domination.118 In other 

words, at Whitehall, where bottom-up power was evident but seldom exercised, it may 

appear that slaves accepted the hegemony of the dominant discourse. However, the 

hidden transcript of power confirmed the contrary. “Offstage,” Scott explains, “where 

subordinates may gather outside the intimidating gaze of power, a sharply dissonant 
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political culture is possible. Slaves in the relative safety of their quarters can speak the 

words of anger, revenge, self-assertion that they must normally choke back.”119 Between 

the public and hidden transcripts of power exists no barrier, but a zone of ceaseless 

conflict. By announcing their interest in revenge, Jim and Aaron openly defied the 

dominant discourse, breaking through the public, and manifesting the hidden transcript of 

power. In this moment of blatant defiance, Jim and Aaron ruptured “the political cordon 

sanitaire (quarantine line) between the hidden and the public transcript.”120  

On August 26, 1796, Ford contacted Chew, apologizing for not writing to him 

earlier. A troublesome situation sent Ford chasing 

"down the Creek after Mr Samuel Chew negors that runway from him." In the 

same letter, Ford informed Chew of the stock of supplies at Whitehall: "the wheat 

that was left in the Barn I Sould for two dollars a bus marsh hay we have got 

about 30 stacks the sesson has been very much a gainst us or we Cold have got 

more our Corn is very good the back birds has bin very bad on it."121   

In Ford’s 1797 letter, he complained about the enslaved people’s indolence and 

again requested that Chew make his presence known on the plantation. Ford believed that 

Chew’s presence might correct the enslaved people’s behavior and establish order in a 

place where chaos ran rampant, “for our boys are running about knights [nights] and has 

unmanner wore out [their] shoes and are very stubbern [stubborn] and apt to give Lacy 
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languig [language].”122 This time though, Ford’s complaint was absent of threats made 

against his life. Instead, the efficiency of the farm’s labor supply was now in jeopardy. 

The enslaved people were allegedly dragging their feet and their labor was falling short 

of the expectations of Ford and Chew.   

Moreover, Ford’s 1797 letter shed light on the enslaved community’s invigorated 

sense of social cohesion. In Scott’s analysis, enslaved people seldom questioned their 

captivity openly. Offstage, however, the same people who acted submissive defend a 

social space that was critical to their expression of power.123 The fact that Whitehall’s 

enslaved men were spending an unfavorable amount of time with their wives behind 

closed doors suggested that the enslaved community began controlling its own workday, 

allocating time for fraternizing when it deemed appropriate, and occupying social space 

of its own! 

 As Scott eloquently explains, “the social sites of the hidden transcript are those 

locations in which the unspoken, riposte, stifled anger, and bitten tongues created by 

relations of domination find a vehement, full-throated expression.”124 Social space, Scott 

continues, is not to be taken for granted; it is an achievement and a reward for the people 

who struggled mercilessly to establish it.125 The actions taken by Whitehall’s enslaved 

community were by no means accidental, nor were they, for that matter, coincidental. 

The community recognized the power of defiance and utilized that power as often and as 

strategically as possible.  
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By dragging their feet, the enslaved people protested Chew and his overseer’s 

demand for a constant labor supply. By staying out late and spending increased time with 

their loved ones, the enslaved people not only strengthened their own social bonds, but 

also made manifest their collective power. If Ford were ever to crush this growing power 

source, he would have to act fast. The longer he waited, the bolder his enslaved enemy 

became.  

Fortunately for Ford, he never experienced the totality of the enslaved 

community’s power. He never endured the retribution that Jim and Aaron so vengefully 

imagined. For Ford, this last letter marked the conclusion of his tenure at Whitehall. 

Ford’s annual contract expired December 31, 1797, and Chew did not hesitate to find a 

more competent replacement. By no stretch of the imagination did Ford maintain control 

of the enslaved community at Whitehall. By and large, the community controlled him.126 

To add insult to injury: Ford, the drunken brute, now found himself unemployed and 

without a legitimate position of power. Possessing no better coping strategy, Ford stole a 

horse and fled the farm, leaving behind his wife and children.127 

On January 1, 1798, Chew hired Joseph Porter to replace Ford as Whitehall’s 

overseer. The plantation that Porter inherited in 1798 was far different from that which 

Ford had nearly a decade earlier. During Ford’s tenure, the enslaved community imposed 

limits on its overseer’s control. The community bought time, secured social space, and 

fomented a sense of camaraderie that it wished to uphold and assert in relations with 

Ford’s successor. It was not surprising that the community, according to Porter’s 
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February 9, 1798 letter, was quick to make both its presence and power known.128 Porter, 

like Ford, was in for a rude awakening at Whitehall.  

 It certainly must have shocked Porter when young Aaron drew a knife against his 

supposed master.129 The overseer probably asked himself: was there really a balance of 

power at Whitehall? In time, Porter knew exactly how to answer that question. On 

January 14, 1800, the community demonstrated its ability to resist authority 

systematically.130 

The conflict transpired in a single chaotic instance. Porter was disciplining Jim’s 

younger sister, Hannah, when Jim, now a twenty-three-year-old man, stepped in to 

defend his kin.131 Brimming with anger, Jim harassed the overseer’s wife, violating the 

thin margin of social space that separated the captors from the captives on the 

plantation.132 When Porter attempted to punish Jim, Yarm came to his older brother’s 

rescue.  

This scene was particularly revealing. To borrow Scott’s provocative language, 

Jim and Yarm’s “open declaration of the hidden transcript in the teeth of power is 

typically experienced, both by the speaker and by those who share his or her condition, as 

a moment in which truth is finally spoken in place of equivocation and lies.”133 It was 

Porter’s treatment of Hannah that provoked Jim, and Porter’s subsequent treatment of Jim 
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that incited Yarm. “It is only when this hidden transcript is openly declared,” Scott states, 

“that subordinates can fully recognize the full extent to which their claims, their dreams, 

their anger is shared by other subordinates with whom they have not been in direct 

touch.”134 Jim’s act of defiance was significant not only because it challenged Porter’s 

authority, but also, and more importantly, because it legitimized such challenges and 

inspired others to seek defiant ends. 

The last portion of Porter’s letter revealed a profound detail. Yarm threatened to 

kill Porter with an axe, but because Yarm apologized for his disobedience, Porter forgave 

the enslaved man. What else could Porter do but forgive? As Whitehall’s only 

disciplinarian, Porter, like Ford, was outnumbered by a ratio of about sixty-to-one. 

Naturally, he stood on the defensive. He wished more than anything to reinstate order, 

but how was one man to control a community of more than sixty slaves who had nothing 

to lose but their lives?  

 Upon receiving Porter’s January 14 letter, Chew grew suspicious of the overseer’s 

aptitude. While Chew never specifically took sides with the enslaved community, at the 

very least, he considered their point of view. Chew articulated his rationale to Raymond: 

“If the Boys are to blame, Porter must be supported…If Porter is unfit…the sooner I 

remove him the better.”135 Chew’s letter to Raymond confirmed that Porter, and not the 

enslaved community, was now the specimen under the master’s microscope.136 

The following letter from Porter to Chew was the last in the series from 

Whitehall. All of the preceding events culminated in a showdown for the ages.  
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According to Porter’s action-packed narrative, the trouble started when Porter ordered 

Yarm to start a fire and Yarm refused.137 Yarm and Porter exchanged blows. Yarm 

choked Porter, and then armed himself with an axe. Cato and Aaron then raced over to 

assist Yarm, armed with axes of their own. The showdown amounted to no casualties. 

But once it concluded, Yarm, under the mercy of Porter’s whip, suffered a sentence of 

twenty-six lashes. Yarm’s suffering would not prove meaningless, however. 

Upon reading it, Chew annotated Porter’s letter: “Dispute with Yarm,” and let it 

be.138 Chew knew all too well the source of Whitehall’s instability. Under Ford and 

Porter’s tenures, a considerable number of enslaved people, many of whom were related, 

established a community, took full advantage of their master’s neglect, and wrested their 

personal independence from an overseer and master who so obstinately denied it.  

Nevertheless, the income generated by Whitehall was still insignificant in the 

grand scheme of Chew’s financial investments. By the end of the eighteenth century, 

Whitehall became intensely disputed territory, and from a monetary standpoint, was no 

longer worth Chew’ trouble. However, when Chew attempted to sell the plantation—

including the enslaved people in the deal—buyers were skeptical.  

Isaac Davis, one potential buyer, considered the enslaved people “a Serious 

Incumbrance [Encumbrance],”139 and it was perhaps the community’s reputation for 

insubordination that rendered the investment precarious and undesirable.140 Chew found 

himself trapped in a conundrum. A 1787 Delaware law proscribed the sale of enslaved 
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people out of state, and because Chew’s in-state buyers remained reluctant, he was forced 

to settle at a loss.141 In the winter of 1802-1803, Chew sold Whitehall to George Kennard 

and the enslaved community was ultimately liberated.142 

The question remains: how did the enslaved people at Whitehall strategically 

exercise bottom-up power in the face of the overseer, master, and hegemony of dominant 

values that held the institution of slavery inexorably in place? The answer may be less 

practical than symbolic. As an actor, Benjamin Chew’s role of master required that he 

differentiated himself, whenever possible, from those subjects whom he deemed inferior 

and unworthy. In both his city and summer houses, Chew lived among slaves and 

servants, shared with them conversation and public space, but acted, in a deliberate 

manner, to remind them, daily, of their subordination. Interaction between individuals of 

different statuses was in fact intended to highlight and rigidify their differences by rules 

of language, dress, and gesture.143  

 Scott elaborates on this point: “As an integral part of their claim to superiority, 

ruling castes are at pains to elaborate styles of speech, dress, consumption, gesture, 

carriage, etiquette that distinguish them as sharply as possible from the lower orders.”144 

Chew’s propensity for conspicuous consumption served symbolically to remind 

subordinate groups of his hegemonic position and of their relative subjection. Chew’s 

top-down power of culture, however, had unintended consequences for the enslaved 

people whom he believed lacked agency and their own distinct culture.  
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Rather than interpreting this unequal social order as inevitable and natural, 

enslaved people fought, in most cases behind the scenes, to establish a subculture of their 

own, one that prevailed against the dominant discourse that Chew worked to perpetuate. 

“The same process that created an elite culture nearly impenetrable from those below also 

encourages the elaboration of a subordinate culture that is opaque to those above it.”145 

By applying Scott’s analysis, it appears that Chew’s top-down power of culture provoked 

a reciprocal degree of power from the bottom-up. “Isolation, homogeneity of conditions, 

and mutual dependence among subordinates favor the development of a distinctive 

subculture—often one with a strong ‘us vs. them’ social imagery.”146 According to Scott, 

slaves and other such “subordinate groups confront elaborate ideologies that justify 

inequality, bondage, monarchy, caste, and so on. Resistance at this level requires a more 

elaborate riposte, one that goes beyond fragmentary practices of resistance. Better put, 

perhaps, resistance to ideological domination requires a counterideology—a negation—

that will effectively provide a general normative form to the host of resistant practices 

invented in self-defense by any subordinate group.”147  

At Whitehall, the enslaved people survived slavery together, developing in the 

process a culturally rich, socially cohesive community. The large population and long 

tenure of the community resulted in strong family bonds. This effect proved problematic 

from Ford and Porter’s standpoints when enslaved brothers and sisters began standing up 

for one another. Isolated from the whole of the outside world, working without 

compensation from dawn to dusk, whipped and ridiculed regularly by an overseer on a 
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precarious power trip, the community looked inward for means of self-defense. The 

means were abundantly present. The enslaved community learned to combat Chew’s 

dominant ideology by creating a counterideology of their own. The latter ideology 

negated the former, and so what was once dominant, the enslaved people deemed 

obsolete. The community’s counterideology supported their acts of defiance, which 

negated any and all acts of control.  

In Invisible Hands: Slaves and Servants of the Chew Family, historian Kristin 

Leahy maintains that as master, Chew recognized the conflict inherent to enslaved labor. 

Chew’s awareness of the dilemma caused the master to adopt a paternalistic approach to 

slaveholding. The enslaved people noticed and took advantage of Chew’s paternalism—

by requesting relocation, complaining about ill treatment, and most dramatically, by 

running away. Enslaved people rejected their position in captivity. Moreover, they 

simultaneously controlled their own lives while subjected to Chew’s authority, and in that 

sense, they maintained a balanced relationship with their master.  

In this balance, Leahy contends, the enslaved people trusted the Chew family, and 

the Chew family, aware of its power, looked down upon the people but sympathized with 

their struggle.148 While Leahy supports her argument with sufficient evidence, she 

overstates the extent of Chew’s paternalism. In addition, by exaggerating Chew’s 

capacity for sympathy, Leahy argues that the enslaved people trusted their master.149 But 

how could the enslaved people truly have trusted their captor, a man who singlehandedly 

profited from their blood, sweat, and tears, a man who hired overseers to correct them 
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when they misbehaved, and sent their brethren to recapture them if they grew audacious 

enough to escape?  

On a similar note, in The Slaves of Whitehall Plantation: A Story of Defiance and 

Resistance, public historians Phillip Seitz and John Reese consider Chew to be deeply 

paternalistic, noting that the master often treated enslaved people in a lawyerly manner.150 

While Leahy, Seitz, and Reese are all correct—that Chew, by allowing enslaved people 

the privilege to write him letters, and refraining from the direct use of violence against 

them, demonstrated a conscience of some sort—they overstate the extent of Chew’s 

sympathy.   

When, in 1797, Chew employed Joseph Porter as the overseer of Whitehall, 

Porter agreed to “send for a Physician in due Season to such of the Black people as may 

be ill and require assistance,” and more importantly, “to treat the black people both young 

and old committed to his care with tenderness attention and Humanity that he will 

cautiously guard against striking any of them with an improper instrument or weapon,”151 

Chew stressed not that Porter avoid using physical violence altogether, but that he use the 

proper weapon when engaging in it! Chew did not object when, in 1800, Porter wrote to 

him: “I set aside the warrant and whipt them myself Jim I have 15 strokes only as he 

Confesed he did Rong and was sorry for it, but Yarm I gave 21 as it had not been the first 

time he Deserved it.”152   

When push came to shove, Chew’s pseudo-paternalism fell short of a reality. By 

playing the concerned father role, Chew cushioned his position atop a hierarchical 
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relationship and euphemized an institution under ideological attack. He regarded his 

enslaved people not with sympathy, not with compassion, but with his eye on the bottom 

line. His economic interests necessitated his dogged defense of slavery. And because 

slavery was under ideological attack, Chew paraded about his business with a 

paternalistic mask. A shrewd businessman through and through, Chew provided, but also 

regularly neglected to provide, his enslaved people with the adequate food, clothing, and 

shelter that they required—not because he cared for them as a father does his children, 

but because this type of management maintained a steady supply of labor.  

Chew’s relationship with his enslaved people can in fact be accurately defined by 

neglect. While certainly valuable to Chew’s net worth, the income generated from 

employing and hiring out enslaved people was but a portion of Chew’s total financial 

investments. Recall, for instance, that in 1790, Whitehall generated only £310, or 4.4 

percent of Chew’s £7,037 income.153 This would have important implications for Chew 

and his enslaved people alike. For Chew, Whitehall was one of many ongoing ventures, 

and its economic relevance became insignificant in relation to those of a more profitable 

nature. Chew was satisfied as long as Whitehall continued to generate a profit. But 

nothing about Whitehall contented the enslaved community. Whitehall’s people suffered 

under Chew’s neglect. But in time, they realized the value of their master’s hands-off 

approach to management. Chew was unwilling, for one reason or another, to visit the 

plantation, regardless of its state of pandemonium. Much like their master, the enslaved 

people at Whitehall yearned for greater personal independence; strategic were their 

calculations, as the people waited for the appropriate time, and began fighting for it.  

                                                
153 Seitz and Reese, The Slaves of Whitehall Plantation, 128.  



Hanley 57 

At Whitehall, the enslaved established a vivacious community. They worked 

together, experienced abuse together, and fought back together, forging, in the process, 

socially cohesive bonds. Aside from their ascribed position in the social order, there was 

nothing submissive about Whitehall’s enslaved people. They protested their overseer’s 

authority actively by taking up arms and passively by dragging their feet. By limiting 

their master's power, they earned more personal independence than their overseer.  

Yet despite the people’s defiance, Chew remained in control of the plantation. 

While wearing a mask of paternalism, he bought and sold slaves for the duration of his 

adult life. As Chew’s most celebrated former slave, Richard Allen, wisely noted, black 

slavery would continue forever if enslaved people waited on their masters’ paternalism 

for justice.154 Chew’s pseudo-paternalism was simply not enough for the enslaved people 

to depend on. If the people wanted personal independence, they had to win it for 

themselves. 

From a conflict perspective, Chew and his enslaved people engaged in an ongoing 

game of tug-of-war that endured until one side either collapsed or surrendered. Chew 

clenched the status quo by embracing his economic interests in cheap labor and  

conspicuous consumption. On their end, the enslaved people pulled back aggressively, 

desperate to wrest control of their lives from their master. The image of a vacillating rope 

represents slavery and its slow but gradual disintegration in early America. Soderlund 

and Nash agree that slavery came to an end “by degrees and amid feelings and interests 

that pulled incessantly against each other.”155 The relationship between slave and 
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slaveholder was much like a two-way street. Power flowed in both directions; and neither 

slave nor slaveholder would cross the line that separated them without risking 

punishment of the must vulgar sort.  

Without a doubt, Chew and his overseers occupied recognized positions of power, 

but when their authority was contested, or dismissed altogether, they appeared as 

vulnerable as anyone with something to lose. Suffice it to say, the relationship between 

Chew and his enslaved people hung in a delicate balance. While Chew hid behind a 

shield of pseudo-paternalism, his predominant economic interests unremittingly resisted 

not only antislavery ideology but a full-fledged war for freedom waged by the enslaved 

people themselves.  
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VI. Paternalism  

I am a true labourer: I earn that I eat, get that I wear. 
 

―William Shakespeare, Corin, As You Like It 
 
 

 We meet Richard Allen, Chew’s most famous enslaved person, courtesy of his 

autobiography. Allen once noted that slavery would continue eternally if blacks waited 

on white paternalism for justice.156 After buying his own freedom, Allen founded the 

African Methodist Episcopal Church. However, long before that, he belonged to 

Benjamin Chew. In the first sentence of Allen’s autobiography, he wrote: “I was born in 

the year of our Lord 1760, on February 14th, a slave to Benjamin Chew, of 

Philadelphia.”157 From Allen’s initial statement, he discussed the sale of his family—

mother, father, and three siblings—“into Delaware state, near Dover,” and then declared 

that he was one of “Stokeley’s Negroes.”158 Records confirmed that Chew sold Allen to 

Stokeley Sturgis, a struggling planter whose 200 acre farm sat about six miles northeast 

of Dover.159 Allen’s manumission papers, featured below, provided conclusive evidence 

that Stokeley Sturgis was his master.160   
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 It was unsurprising that Chew sold Allen to Sturgis in 1768. Sturgis lived no more 

than a mile from Whitehall, Chew’s 1,000-acre plantation in Kent County, Delaware. 

When Sturgis encountered financial trouble in the 1770s and 1780s, Chew loaned large 

sums money to his neighbor.161 And although Sturgis purchased his farm in 1754, the 

same year that Chew moved to Philadelphia,162 the two men presumably stayed in 

relatively close contact. Recognized in Kent County as one of the region’s most powerful 

planters, Chew continued to operate Whitehall for years, transporting slaves whom he 

bought and sold between his various properties.163 Sarah Chew’s April 22, 1786 letter to 

her husband, John Galloway, captured the routine manner in which her father exchanged 

human property: “one, two or three valuable negro men that he [Benjamin Chew] would 

wish to give if the laws of Maryland will admit of it.”164  

As previously mentioned, Whitehall’s enslaved people corresponded with Chew 

to complain about their wicked overseers and to request relocation. The enslaved 

people’s correspondences served as windows into their daily lives and offered important 

insights into their attitude towards and relationship with their master. According to 

Leahy, the fact that the people wrote to Chew suggested that writing to him might prove 

useful.165 Leahy described Chew’s relationship with enslaved people as protective, 

sympathetic, and paternalistic. 
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In support of her observations, Leahy cites two specific letters.166 In the first, from 

1803, Chew wrote to a gentleman whose identity remains unknown. The content of the 

letter concerned a slave named Mark, who allegedly failed to complete one of his 

assigned duties—feeding the cattle—and then visited Chew in hopes of mitigating his 

inevitable punishment. Chew presumably hired-out Mark to the unidentified gentleman to 

whom the letter was addressed. Sympathizing with Mark, Chew wrote to the gentleman, 

requesting that Mark’s blunder be forgotten, or at least handled nonviolently.   

While Chew’s language regarding Mark was patronizing, he nonetheless revealed 

a paternalistic attitude towards the enslaved man. “It is needless for me to repeat,” Chew 

writes, “how unhappy I am made by the conduct of their poor, wretched beings,” but 

“nothing short of self preservation would prevail me to lift my hand, against any human 

creature.” Demanding that Mark’s owner resolve the issue passively, Chew wrote, “I 

cannot help pleading for every possible Indulgence, especially towards those, who seem 

as it were, to be just stepping into the silent grave, there to rest from their Labors.”167 

This was one of Chew’s most revealing letters in that he articulated his sympathy for 

enslaved people while addressing the moral dilemmas associated with slaveholding.  

In the second letter Leahy mentioned, from 1804, a slave named Joseph wrote to 

Chew “from your plantation in Kent County,”168 requesting relocation. As Joseph 

explained, his wife has been sold to a master in Baltimore, Maryland, and while her new 

owner “has been so kind as to grant me the liberty to go and see her,” the distance 

between Baltimore and Kent County was too great for a “man and wife this Eleven 
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years.” Joseph conveyed to Chew that he desperately needed to be “more convenient” to 

his loved one. Appealing not only to Chew’s sympathy, but to the master’s economic 

interests as well, Joseph explained that a gentleman from Baltimore had already offered 

him employment. “If it was your pleasure to let me go over there for the ensuing year, 

they would allow you very generous wages,” Joseph wrote cleverly.  

Unfortunately, no additional documents offered a conclusion to Joseph’s 

complicated love story. But Joseph’s letter itself was important for multiple reasons. 

First, Joseph knew how to write. He no doubt received some sort of education while 

enslaved. Second, Joseph chose to contact Chew directly. Joseph assumed that by 

contacting the master himself, he might actually accomplish his intended goal.169 Third, 

Joseph shared that he and his wife were legally married. The couple was, under Chew’s 

employ, allowed to marry. This alone was rare for enslaved people. Generally, 

slaveholders forbade their enslaved people from consecrating a legal union.170 Fourth and 

finally, Joseph disclosed that he had already visited Baltimore. At some point, Chew 

allowed Joseph to leave Kent County. The fact that Joseph, an educated, enslaved man, 

wrote directly to his master to request permission to relocate so that he and his wife, 

whom he had already visited, can live and work close to one another, suggested that 

Chew afforded his enslaved people certain degrees of freedom that the people began 

recognizing and ultimately using to their advantage.  

Did Chew permit Joseph to seek employment with the Baltimore gentleman in 

exchange for allegedly generous wages, or did he insist that Joseph continue laboring in 
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Kent County? Unfortunately, we may never know what happened. But while we lack the 

evidence necessary to answer this question indefinitely, theorizing can bring us closer to 

the truth. This was a question of Chew’s economic interests. With his eye keenly fixed on 

the bottom line, Chew probably asked himself: what was more valuable, sending Joseph 

to Baltimore or keeping him in Kent County? We can assume, because Joseph wrote to 

his master instead of running away, that by writing to Chew, Joseph presented a case for 

Chew to judge, and had no reason to lie to the one master who controlled his fate. Thus, it 

is reasonable to believe that Chew accepted Joseph’s story about the Baltimore gentleman 

as fact, and agreed to the requested arrangement because the income generated by hiring 

Joseph out outweighed that produced by his labor in Kent County.  

Did Joseph and his wife of over a decade reunite at last, or did their long distance 

relationship remain complicated by time and space? Unfortunately we may never know 

what happened. But again, theory is on our side [unclear what this means]. While Joseph 

and his wife were the subjects of this question, the answer depended not on them, but on 

Chew, his sympathy, and so-called paternalism. Reading Joseph’s testimony, how could 

Chew side against the troubled man, who wrote solemnly, “I am uneasy in my mind 

being this far distant from my wife?”171 Chew was an 82-year-old gentleman when he 

received Joseph’s letter. Though it may have loomed distant in his memory, Chew, a man 

venerated for his superior recollection, once experienced a hardship not much different 

than Joseph’s.  

In 1777, Chew was in his fifties when the colonial government ordered him to 

Union Forge, New Jersey to serve an extensive house arrest. Chew found himself 
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alienated from his wife and children, who, at the time, resided in Delaware. Distressed by 

the separation, Chew wrote to a friend anxiously, “My family consists almost wholly of 

women and children, who, in their present situation stand in need of that protection, care, 

assistance and advice, which they can only receive effectually from me.”172 Like Joseph, 

Chew was uneasy in his mind. He felt powerless, incapable of protecting the one entity 

that required his support, his family. Considering the context in which Chew received 

Joseph’s letter—having experienced a painful respite from his own wife some thirty years 

prior—it seems logical to expect Chew to sympathize with the enslaved man. That, taken 

together with the argument that Joseph’s labor was worth more in Baltimore than in Kent 

County, provides one possible answer to the inconclusive story of Joseph and his wife.  

Certain historians would be correct to challenge the aforementioned argument. 

Speculation, even when supported by evidence, remains conjecture until proven 

otherwise. In fact, though it may appear probable that Joseph joined his wife in 

Baltimore, a rational counterargument would consider our speculation romantic. The 

reality was, most enslaved people were strangers to happy endings. The process of 

slavery erected numerous obstacles for the enslaved family unit. Only a tiny number of 

married enslaved men lived near and frequented their enslaved wives and children.173 

Most men, especially in Delaware, remained distant and generally out-of-reach from their 

family units.174 A logical counterargument would maintain that Joseph, if allowed to 

relocate to Baltimore, would deviate from the norm.  
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In 1807, an enslaved man named Tom Miller escaped from Chew’s plantation in 

Delaware, only to be recaptured and returned.175 Fearful of the retaliation from a white 

man he offended, Tom considered escape his only viable option.176 It was unclear exactly 

how Chew recaptured Tom, but in general, the master’s method for dealing with 

runaways was strategic and effective.  

First, Chew bought advertisements in the newspaper, a process requiring both 

time and money. In the case of Tom Miller, it was likely this method that proved 

successful in reclaiming the enslaved man. Shortly after Tom hit the hills running, Chew 

advertised a reward of $40 to whomever provided information regarding the man’s 

whereabouts.177 Second, Chew encouraged his friends, relatives, and neighbors to keep 

an eye out for the culprits. Third, Chew ordered enslaved people to travel in search of 

their missing counterparts and to return them unharmed.  

A letter from 1776 confirms Chew’s use of this third method. Chew allegedly sent 

an enslaved man named Michael to search for and to recapture runaway people. It was 

Chew’s promise to Michael that any person who returned to his employ “without 

subjecting me to further trouble and expense, all that is past should be overlooked, and 

they will be treated from the time to come with the kindness and humanity due to 

them.”178 It is important to pay close attention to Chew’s words here. While he expressed 

a paternalistic attitude towards runaways, Chew, in the aforementioned sentence, 

revealed something perhaps more important: runaways subjected Chew to trouble and 
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expense. Not to mention his loss on the investment of the person itself—advertising in 

newspapers was, by Chew’s account, an inconvenient expense. And what about the time 

it took for Michael to locate his fellow slaves? That task was about as wearisome as 

finding a needle in a haystack. Chew’s household and plantation required a steady 

contingent of labor, and the master could not afford his laborers’ absence as they 

searched for runaways.  

If runaways proved, from their master’s perspective, perhaps more burdensome 

than any other dilemma inherent to enslaved labor, and Chew regularly struggled with the 

trouble and expense of recapturing them, how did he nevertheless remain impervious to 

appeals for abolitionism? What, in the master’s opinion, made this messy business worth 

the excruciating headache that it inevitably caused? Considering the master’s emotional 

stability and economic interests as intersecting and not opposite forces, did slaveholding 

create more trouble than it was worth for Chew? 

Replacing a released, runaway, or deceased enslaved laborer was no arduous feat 

for a man of Chew’s astronomical wealth. A man who in 1790 earned over £7,000, Chew 

was one of Pennsylvania and Delaware’s largest buyers of enslaved people. Chew’s more 

than 60-person population at Whitehall alone was 50 percent larger than that owned by 

John Dickinson, Delaware’s second largest slaveholder.179 Though vast and densely 

populated, Whitehall’s enslaved population and its functionality required minimal 

operating costs. Therefore, although runaways subjected Chew to unnecessary expenses, 

they were insignificant for a man as wealthy as Chew. Veteran slaveholders like Chew 

probably even accounted for such expenses.  
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One of Pennsylvania’s most experienced slaveholders, Chew was accustomed to 

handling runaways and the paper trails that subsequently followed. Chew remained 

resistant to abolitionism despite the inconvenience that runaways caused him partially 

because he could readily afford to replace a missing laborer, and partially because he 

believed that enslaved people preferred the structure and benefits of his employ to the 

sheer ambiguity of the free world. Runaways, in his opinion, suffered a greater loss than 

he did as their owner. The end of Benjamin Jr.’s January 19, 1778 letter to his father 

supported this latter proposition.  

Ned arrived here…in Search of Mr. Bennet Chew’s Negroes. he came up by 

Permission from Col. Duff….he obtained most of the Negroes [and] has sent 

some of them to their Plantation, His Fortune was not single, your Man Aaron that 

went off from my Uncle Samls Tired of his Frolick came voluntarily [and] 

solicited for his Return to his Master—he was immediately upon my Application 

discharged from the Service in which he was employed and ordered into my 

possession, he now waits an Opportunity of going down—Will, I fear has made 

his Escape to some other Country but the Hardships he must experience from a 

different Way of living than that in your Employ, will sufficiently punish his 

Ingratitude.180   

Benjamin Jr. explicitly stated that the slave, Will, would experience greater 

hardships from the outside world than as a slave of Chew. Both Benjamin Jr. and Sr.’s 

philosophical and financial universes revolved around uninterrupted relationships with 

slaves that no doubt influenced their attitudes towards black people. La Rochefoucauld-
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Liancourt’s description of the elder Chew suggested that his racial attitude was less than 

tolerant. “He [Benjamin Chew] rather seems to me to have some of the prejudices 

common to owners of slaves.”181 This image of Chew contrasts starkly with that drawn of 

him in Joseph Dennie’s 1811 edition of The Port Folio, which considered Chew “a 

decided enemy of oppression in every form, and actuated by an unconquerable love of 

freedom.”182  

Raised behind a lens of institutionalized racism, Benjamin Jr. conceived of 

enslaved and indentured servitude as a necessary and natural component of life. Like his 

father, the younger Chew had difficulty imagining a world where slavery did not exist. In 

a world where slavery was not only expected but also essential, the younger Chew 

understood his position of power to be inevitable. Enslaved and indentured labor enabled 

both the elder and younger Chew to maintain their personal independence and in their 

minds, their ownership of human property provided a structure of control, which the 

enslaved people grew to accept and on which they ultimately depended. Exemplifying 

precisely this sentiment, in a letter to his mother, the younger Chew recalled an encounter 

with a former maid who deeply missed the Chews’ benevolence. 

[A] servant...broke in upon me with a message that a woman had called from the 

country and wished to see me. On her being admitted...no other than Roché our 

former maid, in tears, vastly agitated in the pleasure of seeing me--for which 

purpose she has travelled near sixty miles.... She was really so affected and spoke 

with so much repentance of her ever having left the Family, that she seemed to 
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consider her present situation as a punishment on her, accusing herself of 

ingratitude. Her affection however to the family is not abated and shewed itself on 

her producing a pocket book given her by Sophia with a lock of her hair [and] by 

her shedding a flood of tears. She looked somewhat old but not much wrinkled 

being twice as fat as when she left America. From her account, she has gone thro' 

many hardships and now lives at 8 Guineas a year, finding tea, sugar & something 

else, working much more severely than she was accustomed to with us, as indeed 

is the case with most of the Women servants here.”183  

Prior to the passage of the Pennsylvania Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery 

in 1780, numerous elite families in Philadelphia owned slaves and servants. Chew, 

however, surpassed his slaveholding counterparts both in the number of slaves he owned 

and in the duration of ownership. Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act failed to hinder 

Chew’s participation in the slave trade. In fact, the act had only two practical effects on 

Chew’s business. First, if he wanted to retain his enslaved property, he had to legally 

register each and every enslaved person. Second, in an effort to thwart entirely the 

possibility of abolitionism, Chew was forced to relocate all enslaved women of 

childbearing age and young men from Pennsylvania to Delaware.184 

In 1780, after the act passed in Pennsylvania, slaveholders registered or otherwise 

manumitted their enslaved property. The majority of slaveholders preferred the former 

option and Chew, no different from the rest, registered 14 people enslaved in 

Philadelphia alone—their ages ranging from two to 45 years old. The people included 
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Will (26); David and George (18-20), Enos and Dick (14-16); Rachel (35), Sal (40-45); 

Priscilla (22 or 23), Sarah (28-30); Sal, Bet, and Judith (10-12); Harry (6), and Jess 

(2½).185 According to Soderlund and Nash, in Philadelphia, more gentlemen and the same 

number of public officials owned slaves in 1790 as compared to 1780.186 But in 1790, 

Chief Justice Chew, who was both a gentleman and a public official, registered only three 

enslaved people, eleven fewer than in the previous decade. In 1800, he registered a single 

enslaved person. Thus, after the act passed, it would appear that Chew gradually 

decreased his ownership of enslaved people. But this appearance proves faulty.   

Considering, as Leahy does, that from 1780 to 1800, the number of Chew’s 

enslaved people in Delaware did not decrease at the same rate as in Pennsylvania, it is  

logical to conclude that Chew sent an increasing number of people to Delaware, thereby 

circumventing the act of 1780.187 In 1799, half a century after inheriting 54 enslaved 

people from his mother, Chew maintained 42 people at Whitehall. In 1803, Chew sold 

the plantation, but still remained reliant on enslaved labor, employing and hiring-out 

people in Delaware and Pennsylvania until his death in 1810.  

In Slavery and Freedom in Delaware 1639-1865, William H. Williams provides 

evidence supporting the argument that whereas Chew gradually diminished his ownership 

of enslaved people in Delaware, he did not manumit a single person and instead redefined 

the enslaved people as free blacks. As Williams demonstrates, the 1790 census of Kent 

County, Delaware listed 2,300 slaves and 2,570 freed blacks, while the 1790 census of 

the state reported 9,000 slaves and 4,000 freed blacks. The 1810 state census reported a 
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reduction in the enslaved population, roughly 4,500 slaves and 13,000 free blacks. Thus, 

in the 20 years from 1790 to 1810, the number of people enslaved in Delaware decreased 

drastically (from 9,000 to 4,500) while that of freed blacks rose even faster (4,000 to 

13,000). Strengthening the argument that Delaware slaveholders continued to benefit 

from cheap labor by employing and hiring-out freed blacks, Williams’ evidence also 

confirms that the number of enslaved people in Delaware decreased at exactly the same 

time as Chew’s own enslaved population.188   

Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act forced Chew, and other wealthy 

businessmen who depended on enslaved and freed blacks for a cheap source of labor, to 

relocate people from Pennsylvania to Delaware in an effort to salvage their 

investments.189 As slavery remained legal in Delaware after 1780, the southern state 

became the slaveholder’s check against Pennsylvania’s relatively progressive legislation.  
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VII. Charity Castle  

In effect, northern gradual-abolition laws have gotten the North off the hook, 
persuading historians who were educated and who taught in the North for more 

than a century that slavery was a southern problem rather than a national problem. 
 

―Gary B. Nash 
 
 

On the evening of January 20, 1810, Benjamin Chew died at his beloved 

countryseat, Cliveden. His tombstone stands erect at St. Peter’s Churchyard, 

commemorating in a succinct epitaph the legacy of an extraordinary individual: 

“SACRED to the memory of Benjamin Chew, ESQ. universally esteamed universally 

respected He died 20th Jan. 1810 Aged 87 years And 10 days.” During his professional 

life, Chew was honored to interpret Pennsylvania’s provincial and commonwealth 

constitutions. He made fundamental contributions to the political realm both before and 

after the American Revolution. His tremendous wealth, which derived partially from the 

exploitation of enslaved labor, enabled his fashionable consumption. Throughout his life, 

Chew expressed a lust for power through the direct ownership of both human and non-

human property. He regularly imported adornments from England to enhance his physical 

appearance and frequently purchased enslaved and indentured laborers to run his 

household, cultivate his commercial crops, and afford him considerable personal 

independence. Chew also raised 14 children with the help of his wife, Elizabeth, and the 

family’s sizable domestic staff. Benjamin Chew Jr. and Harriet Chew Carroll perpetuated 

their father’s practice of enslaved and indentured servitude well into the nineteenth 

century.  
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The story of Charity Castle is the most compelling and perhaps the most 

important to arise from the Chew Family Papers. Though he did not interpret them, 

public historian Phillip R. Seitz assembled the documents through which this epic and 

untold saga unfolds. Beginning in 1814, four years after Benjamin Chew’s death, the 

following events revolve primarily around an enslaved servant named Charity Castle, 

Benjamin Jr., his sister, Harriet Chew Carroll (1775-1861), her husband Charles Carroll 

Jr., also known as Charles Carroll of Homewood (1775-1825), and his father, Charles 

Carroll of Carrollton (1737-1832). The story of Charity Castle, though it transpires after 

the Chief Justice’s death, pertains to his children and their relationships with enslaved 

people, and provides the ideal case study for demonstrating exactly how restrictive 

Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act was, and how slavery, even in Pennsylvania, faded 

out more slowly and less completely than has generally been assumed. 

Critical to this story is the legal status of slavery in the state circa 1814. In 1780, 

the Pennsylvania Act for the Gradual Abolition of Slavery passed to the dismay of the 

state’s slaveholding families. Aimed at slowly but surely eradicating the number of 

enslaved people held in state, Section 10 of the act specified that enslaved people who 

entered and were retained in Pennsylvania for a period exceeding six months would 

immediately be granted their freedom.190 It was precisely the meaning of Section 10 that 

Charity Castle brought into question.191 While Charity Castle remains this story’s focal 

point, the protagonist is most definitely Benjamin Jr., whose concern about Charity 

Castle and the legal construction of Section 10 appeared stronger than any other 

individual involved.  

                                                
190 Phillip Seitz, Tales from the Chew Family Papers: The Charity Castle Story, 2008, 67. 
191 Seitz, Tales from the Chew Family Papers, 67. 
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Charity Castle was a 27 year old African American woman. She also was the 

legal property of Charles Carroll of Homewood, the alcoholic, abusive husband of 

Chew’s daughter, Harriet Chew Carroll.192 Signed on October 22, 1814, the Notarized 

Testimony of Ownership by Charles Carroll Jr. legitimized Charity as his legal property. 

The document stated: “Charity is about Twenty Seven Years of Age and has the Mark of 

a [Seall?] on the Breast.”193  

Charles Jr.’s alcoholism became the wedge that split apart his marriage with 

Harriet. This story begins as their marriage was ending. On May 16 or 17, 1814, Harriet, 

now separated from Charles, moved in with her family in Philadelphia. Joined by her 

servant, Charity Castle, Harriet presumed that her stay in Philadelphia would be short-

lived, but in that expectation, Harriet found herself gravely mistaken.   

On October 14, 1814, Benjamin Jr. wrote to his sister’s father-in-law, Charles 

Carroll of Carrollton. Like the younger Chew and his own father, Charles Carroll of 

Carrollton was a distinguished gentleman. Charles Carroll, however, in contrast to both 

Benjamin Jr. and Sr., frowned upon conspicuous consumption. He once wrote that “every 

Lady should strive to be, what the Spectator finely expresses, elegantly neat: 

magnificence and finery in Cloaths is neither mine not the lady’s taste: she would chuse 

them decent, handsome and genteel.”194 On the issue of fashionable consumption, 

Charles Carroll and the Chews obviously held conflicting opinions.  

In Benjamin’s letter, he acknowledged Section 10 and how it pertained to his 

sister, Harriet. “The Woman Charity that attended my Sister when she came to Philada—

                                                
192 Seitz, Tales from the Chew Family Papers, 66-67. 
193 Form Letter, HSP, Chew Papers, box 117. 
194 Quoted in Pauline Maier, The Old Revolutionaries: Political Lives in the Age of 
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Some time since my sister aware that after a certain period of Six months continuing her 

in this State would decidedly fix her emancipation.”195 Benjamin explained that his sister 

intended to send her servant out of Pennsylvania, to Maryland, before the six-month term 

expired. “My Sister by my desire decided on Monday last to send the Woman back to 

Baltimore…” However, upon receiving word that she would be removed from 

Pennsylvania and returned to Maryland, Charity protested. At Homewood under Charles 

Jr.’s employ, Charity reportedly experienced an event so traumatizing that she refused to 

ever return. While we never learn the source of Charity’s trauma, it was not uncommon 

for masters to rape nearly powerless enslaved women.196 

When a distressful occurrence took place discovering not only a reluctance but an 

absolute repugnance in the Woman against returning to Homewood, stating with 

great aggravation and many excuses for her declaration that was willing even to 

be sold or sent to any remote Distance rather than be placed where she had 

been—the Cause for such declaration being anxiously pressed for…brought forth 

a Tale which has so shocked my poor Sister that for Tuesday she was chiefly in 

her Chamber and has suffered a Conflict not easy to describe to you, leaving her 

in doubt what part to adopt…suffice it to say that from the woman’s account it 

would be improper to place her at Homewood where attempts have been essayed 

that Delicacy forbids me to particularise…My Object therefore is at my Sister’s 

request, knowing the Property of your Son, to ask the favor of you to exchange 

some one of the Women you may have on one of your Farms so as to place the 

Woman now here called Charity in the Stead of the one that may be sent to 

                                                
195 Draft of Letter, HSP, Chew Papers, box 72. 
196 Williams, Slavery and freedom in Delaware, 112. 
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Homewood—indeed from what I hear, I doubt whether Charity can be prevailed 

upon without a keeper to proceed to Baltimore to return to Homewood—it may at 

all events be advisable for you to send some person to accompany her from hence 

in the expectation of her being permitted to remain elsewhere than at 

Homewood…Something will be necessary without delay as my Sister’s arrival 

here was on the 16th or 17th of May…and Six Months will expire on the same day 

in Novr [November]” (Draft of Letter, Chew Family Papers, box 72).  

The urgency in Benjamin Jr.’s message was noteworthy considering what Section 

10 stipulated. Written in mid-October, by the time Charles Carroll received it, a single 

month stood between Charity Castle and her legal claim to freedom. 

In Benjamin’s October 25 letter to Charles Carroll, the story of Charity Castle 

took an unexpected twist. 

Mr Burgess arrived in Philada last Evening…I should have this morning 

dispatched him with the Woman Charity but for an unfortunate Accident which 

occurr’d to her on Sunday Night which for some time excited an apprehension of 

the most alarming nature—Having gone into the Yard for some small wood to 

Kindle up the Fire of your Granddaughter’s room in the evening she mounted 

over the outer tier to reach the smaller Sticks and fell with great violence striking 

her Side against a heavy Log and lay senseless it is supposed from 20 minutes to 

half an hour… another Servant was sent for wood who being more prudent took a 

Lantern and found Charity as I understand, apparently lifeless, much Blood 

having flowed from her Mouth—she was of course immy removed into the house 

and the Physician quickly obtained, she was recover’d and very soon bled it being 
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ascertained that there was no fracture of the Ribs or other Bones—the puking of 

Blood continued at times during the night…the Doctor pronouncing that there 

must have been a severe Contusion of the Lungs…a Fever however occurred 

which continued this morng and last night.197  

According to Benjamin, while collecting firewood for the family, Charity suffered 

a life threatening injury, thus delaying her removal from Pennsylvania. Had Mr. Burgess, 

the man assigned to remove Charity, arrived just moments earlier, the servant would be in 

Maryland and the entire problem solved. But the accident occurred in time to postpone 

Burgess’s errand. Postponed the errand would be, but certainly not forgotten. Racing 

against the steady clock, Benjamin planned to have Burgess remove Charity the instant 

the woman recovered. Charity was Charles Jr.’s property. And to set free his brother-in-

law’s property was to watch a valuable investment disintegrate into thin air. On 

Benjamin’s watch, Charity Castle would not walk free.  

All together that had a happy Effect and this Eveng the Patient appears better 

affording a well grounded expectation that altho’ much weakened she may 

perhaps by Friday or Saturday be removed by Water to Wilmington or New 

Castle which will be in time to avoid the expiration of the Six Months from her 

entering the State of Pennsylva—the immediate removal on Horseback would be 

out of the question but at the hazard of her Life… it has been particularly 

unfortunate that such an accident shd have happen’d at the present juncture but 

dispensations even of higher importance are daily experienced equally unlooked 

for and unavoidable—Had Mr Burgess earlier arrived his errand might have 
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succeeded without delay…I trust however that we shall succeed in Mr Burgess 

accomplishing his object so far as reaching Wilmington or New Castle.198 

Benjamin’s final sentences were worthy of scrutiny. He acknowledged the risks 

involved in removing Charity by horseback, and ultimately decided that sending her by 

boat was the most prudent course of action. In this acknowledgment, Benjamin 

demonstrated a concern for the servant’s wellbeing. However, his concern must be taken 

with a grain of salt. Charity was valuable to his brother-in-law only if she remained 

healthy and able to work. A dead servant was as useless to Charles Jr. as a free one. 

Benjamin’s priority in removing her carefully then, was not so much sympathetic to 

Charity’s health, but mindful of her value as an enslaved laborer. Benjamin’s intractable 

aim to remove Charity from Pennsylvania despite her fragile condition emphasized both 

his lack of sympathy for enslaved people and his imperviousness to abolitionism in 

general.  

The Deposition of Roderick Burgess, written on October 28, also revealed 

important details that deepened the story’s twist.  

When from new and severe Symptoms appearing more especially the throwing 

off much Blood from the Throat the attending Physician considers the Case as 

much more serious than at first apprehended and conseives that there has been a 

severe rupture if a Blood Vessel by which the Life of the said Woman would be 

imminently endanger’d by even the shortest removal from the House where she 

now is confined to her Bed—and that he this Deponent is informed by the said 
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Physician that there is reason to fear that the said Woman called Charity will not 

be in condition to admit of any removal for two months.199 

Charity received medical treatment from a talented physician, Dr. Nathaniel 

Chapman. Dr. Chapman was the first president of the American Medical Association and 

six-term president of the Philadelphia Medical Society.200 Dr. Chapman held a reputation 

for excellence throughout the Philadelphia medical community, and according to his 

prognosis, Charity would be bed-ridden for two months. Charity would remain in 

Pennsylvania until early January or late December at the soonest. Retained in 

Pennsylvania for more than six months, Charity would, by Section 10, be granted her 

inexorable freedom. Or would Charity’s freedom be denied still, refuted by a racially 

motivated interpretation of the law? 

In a letter dated October 29, Charles Carroll wrote to Robert Goodloe Harper 

(1765-1825), a distinguished lawyer and member of the U.S. House of 

Representatives,201 declaring: “I do not think it proper to let Charity to go to Homewood 

in the present condition of my son.”202 Evidently, Charles Carroll became aware of his 

son’s abusive behavior. Just as Chew had, Carroll deemed it inappropriate to return 

Charity to Homewood where “attempts have been essayed that Delicacy forbids me to 

particularize.”203  

On November 8, approximately one week before the official six-month mark, 

Charles Carroll contacted Benjamin to thank him for his assistance.  
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I am much obliged by the measures you have taken to bar Charity’s claim to 

freedom by her residence of 6 months in Pennsylvania; poor woman, it is 

probable from Docr. Chapman’s letter that death will relieve her from my son’s 

claim of servitude, and from all other calamities incident to life should she 

recover.204  

Writing with a hint of paternalism, Charles Carroll referred to Charity as a “Poor 

woman,” and appeared relieved that death would likely end her term of enslavement. 

What Charles Carroll failed to consider, however, was that Charity might actually recover 

from her accident, and that if she did, the servant would certainly expect emancipation. 

At some time between the last letter and the next, Charity Castle, according to 

Section 10 of the Gradual Abolition Act, earned her right to emancipation. But she was 

liberated in an abstract sense alone. The law had no bearing unless it was applied, and in 

Benjamin’s opinion, Charity Castle’s case proved an exception to the law. 

On November 29, Dr. Nathaniel Chapman wrote to Benjamin with somber news. 

According to Dr. Chapman, Charity must remain bed-ridden in Pennsylvania for the 

foreseeable future. “I doubt whether she could at present be removed, consistently with 

her safety. In pulmonary affections especially, the slightest exposure to cold, is apt to 

produce relapses, which commonly prove fatal, or at least, very difficult to manage.”205 

On December 14, William Lewis (1751-1819), a member of the Pennsylvania 

Abolition Society and distinguished lawyer who helped secure passage of the Act for the 

Gradual Abolition of Slavery, studied the case and published his written opinion (Seitz 

76). Lewis summarized the material facts, and sent Benjamin the following conclusion: 

                                                
204 In HSP, Chew Papers, box 57. 
205 In HSP, Chew Papers, box 117. 



Hanley 81 

“If the above Statement is correct I am clearly of opinion that Charity is free and that she 

cannot be legally sent to Maryland.”206  

Upon reviewing the aforementioned statement, Benjamin responded to Lewis in 

hopes of changing the latter lawyer’s opinion. “I take the opportunity more particularly to 

exhibit the circumstances of her Case than they appears upon the Statement on which you 

have expressed your Sentiments.”207 Benjamin understood Charity’s case to be more 

complex than Lewis acknowledged in his written statement. By describing the situation 

in greater detail, Benjamin believed that Lewis might reconsider his opinion that Charity 

had already earned her right to emancipation.  

However, to Benjamin’s disappointment, on December 16, Lewis replied, 

explaining that his position on the matter remained unchanged. “Indeed all the material 

facts mentioned in it, were known to me before.”208 Lewis also addressed the notion of 

paternalism, which became increasingly important as the Charity case unraveled. 

Benjamin firmly believed that his family’s relatively benevolent treatment of enslaved 

people justified their enslavement. Using Charity as an example, both he and his sister, 

Harriet, demonstrated affection during the servant’s time of need. In Benjamin’s opinion, 

masters who afforded their enslaved people “humanity” deserved not to be deprived of 

their well-treated property, but protected.  

However, legally, the Chews’ paternalism changed absolutely nothing. Whether 

nurtured or abused, Charity was retained in Pennsylvania for seven months, one more 

than was necessary to be emancipated under the law. “I have no doubt,” Lewis wrote, “of 
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her having been well treated, if the Case may appear to be a hard one on the part of Mr 

Carroll, I cannot but consider her abundantly more so, from her State of Slavery, & as is 

probably the case, accident made her a slave, accident has made her free, and it seems 

right that she should avail herself of it.”209 

On December 16, Benjamin, realizing that Lewis’ opinion was as fixed as his 

own, sought the opinion of lawyer William Rawle (1759-1836). Rawle, like Lewis, 

served on the Pennsylvania Abolition Society and in 1825, became the first president of 

the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.210 Benjamin described the case to his fellow 

attorney.  

It comes important to ascertain under the Circumstances of the Case whether the 

construction of the Laws of our State can support the Pretensions which are now 

professed to be entertained by the Woman that by her continuance in the State for 

a longer period than six months altho’ detained by a severe accident preventing 

her intended removal, she has become free from the further Claims of her 

Master.211  

Chew also enclosed a case study containing the material facts on which Rawle 

was to base his opinion. “Question—Under such Circumstances does the Woman gain 

her Freedom?”212 

On December 19, Rawle responded to Benjamin with his written opinion.  

The act of assembly for the gradual abolition of slavery—on that part of it which 

relates to the effect of a slave—the property of a non resident, continuing above 
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six months in the State—makes use of a significant & emphatical word—

“retained”—Provided such domestic slaves be not alienated &--nor —retained in 

this state longer than six months”—I do not recall any similar instance to that 

which is the subject of your letter and of course there has not to my knowledge 

been any decision on the true construction of this part of the law.213 

Lacking judicial interpretation of Section 10, Rawle proceeded to narrowly define 

"retention" in assessing Charity's freedom. “To my mind,” Rawle explained: “it is 

however exceedingly clear that we are to expound the word ‘retain’ as implying the 

voluntary act of the master. If by any casualty the master is obliged to submit servants 

continuing within the State longer than 6 months his is not in legal constructions a 

retaining master but by reason of the accident which the master did not cause & ought not 

to be answerable for… it appears to me that Charity has not acquired her freedom.”214 

In Rawle’s opinion, the fact that an accident hampered Charity's removal negated 

the fact that she was not removed before the required six-month mark. In Rawle's view,  

Section 10 applied only if the master intended to retain his or her property for more than 

six months. Because it was Chew’s intent to remove Charity before the six-month term, 

and because an accident, not the master’s own blunder, prevented the intended removal 

from occurring, Charity Castle, by Rawle’s logical interpretation of Section 10, remained 

a servant with no legitimate claim to freedom. Suddenly the Gradual Abolition Act 

appeared less than progressive. 

Opposed by Lewis and supported by Rawle, Benjamin prepared to remove 

Charity Castle from Pennsylvania. But something unexpected interfered. On December 

                                                
213 In HSP, Chew Papers, box 117. 
214 In HSP, Chew Family Papers, box 117. 



Hanley 84 

19, Benjamin contacted Charles Carroll, expressing disbelief. Once again, Charity Castle 

refused to leave the state.  

At my instance my Sister expressed her wishes to the woman that she would be 

prepared to proceed to your Farm at the Manor—It produced the answer that she 

did not wish to return to Maryland but that she wd speak to her Husband who the 

next day called upon my Sister and stated that he was informed that Charity by 

her continuance in this State had become free—My Sister sending for me I 

informed the Man that I apprehended he would find himself mistaken and 

recommended to him to be well advised before he set up his Claim…he claimed 

the freedom of his wife the expense of maintaining her whether in sickness of 

health would fall upon him—the following day he brought to Mrs Carroll the 

written opinion of Mr Lewis a counsel for the Abolition Society…Mr Lewis 

however adhered to the opinion which was contrary to my View of the Subject—

in consequence of which I stated the case and obtained the opinion of Mr Rawle 

who has concurr’d with the Statements I had given… Altho’ every attention 

which the Tenderness of Humanity could excite has been shewn by my Sister to 

the poor Woman.215   

Once more, paternalism played a significant role in Benjamin’s thought process. 

Throughout this ordeal, Harriet demonstrated tenderness to Charity, and still, the servant 

was reluctant to obey her mistress’ orders. Charity not only defied Harriet, but also 

sought her husband’s support in the matter, and now the Chews had a posse to appease! 

Lewis, Charity, and her husband, whose identity remains unknown, resisted the Chews’ 

                                                
215 Draft of Letter, HSP, Chew Papers, box 72.  



Hanley 85 

attempts to remove Charity all for the same reason—because, by their interpretation, 

Section 10 stipulated the servant’s emancipation. Benjamin, who inherited a livelihood 

dependent on slaveholding from his father, could not fathom the enslaved people’s 

“ingratitude.”216 After all the Chews had done for Charity, how could the poor woman be 

so ungrateful? Benjamin Jr., to whom slavery appeared the natural order, asked this 

question again and again throughout his life. Insensitive to the servant’s suffering, and 

blind to her lust for freedom, Chew remained unable to reconcile the reality of slavery 

with his badge of paternalism.217 

On December 21, joining the debate for the first time was Charles Jr., also known 

as Charles Carroll of Homewood, the rightful owner of Charity Castle. He wrote bitterly 

to his father: "Mr Chew’s and Mr Rawle’s against Mr Lewis, -- but Two to One, Justice 

would be set aside were I to attempt to litigate my rightful claim before a prejudiced Jury 

of Pennsylvania.”218 The “prejudiced jury” was a reference to what the younger Charles 

considered Pennsylvania’s radical population, one that he believed was pushing unfairly 

for abolitionism. He continued:  

But a Slave, whose malice and falsehood would proscribe Her from 

remaining one minute within any boundary of which I have controul… A Law 

Suit would probably be attended with many circumstances afflicting my Wife 
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and Children and perplexing to Myself by eventual disappointment and 

expense… I care not what become of the unhappy Wretch—I will give Myself 

no further pain about Her.219  

Agony accompanied each sentence that the abusive man scribbled. Charles Jr. 

apparently despised Charity. Not only did he deem the servant a “Wretch,” but also he 

considered it Charity’s “malice and falsehood” that rendered the chances of winning a 

legal battle against her largely improbable. Arguing a case against the servant’s claim to 

freedom in the “prejudiced” state of Pennsylvania would inevitably end in 

“disappointment” and many squandered “expenses,” by Charles Jr.’s calculations. 

Charity’s accident caused Charles Jr. enough anguish as it were. He wished nothing more 

than to forget entirely about the servant, the “unhappy Wretch,” who managed to 

sufficiently complicate his already troubled life. It was perhaps the trouble that Charity 

caused Charles Jr., more than the Gradual Abolition Act itself, that granted the servant 

her much deserved freedom.   

On December 22, Charles Carroll Sr. broke the news to Benjamin:  

Since it was written he [Charles Jr.] has determined to sell Charity to her husband 

for $300; on payment of which sum to Mrs Carroll she will give a bill of sale to 

her husband; if he refuses this offer, my son will sell his right to Charity to some 

person… I am much obliged for the trouble you have taken in this affair.220 

Charles Carroll’s letter presented the offer by which Charity could earn her 

freedom. For $300, Charity’s husband could purchase and emancipate her at will. If 

Charity’s husband refused this offer, however, the Carroll's would sell Charity to another 
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master out of state. But who would agree to purchase an enslaved woman who considered 

herself free? Who would pay $300 or anything close to it only to inherit a badly injured 

servant and a lawsuit from William Lewis himself? The legal dilemma combined with the 

precarious condition of Charity’s health undermined any monetary value that the servant 

might otherwise be assigned.   

On December 22, with the Charity case winding down, William Lewis contacted 

Harriet Chew Carroll. “Permit me to request that you will be pleased to inform me, 

whether your determination is to endeavor to detain Charity as a Slave, that I may know 

what Advice I am to give to her husband.”221 The following day, Harriet wrote her 

brother a succinct letter exposing both her vile racist attitude and her frustration over the 

matter. “I have just received the enclosed letter—and am desired by Mr./black/Lewis to 

give an answer tomorrow morning—Will you be so good as to write one for me as I do 

not wish to address Mr/white/Lewis.”222  

On December 24, heeding the request of an irritated Harriet, Benjamin wrote to 

Lewis as his sister. “It cannot be said that I have detained Charity at any time since her 

accident as her illness has until lately confined her to her chamber but have administer’d 

all the tender acts which Humanity called for in her delicate situation.”223 Before 

dropping the Charity conversation for good, Benjamin found it necessary to flash the 

family’s badge of paternalism once more, as if by demonstrating sympathy for enslaved 

people, he might deflect the possibility of future lawsuits and criticism.  
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  In the final letter of this saga, dated December 24, Lewis informed Harriet that: “I 

have advised the Husband of Charity to take her himself, and that Mr Carroll may have 

an opportunity of claiming her in such legal manner as he may think proper.”224 In the 

sense that this was the last letter to mention Charity Castle, her fate remains a mystery. 

Charles Jr. clearly expressed his desire to forget Charity Castle and to avoid legal 

expenses. Charles Jr. would not, according to his own words, claim Charity as his 

property in court. At the risk of romanticizing the experience of slavery, we are left to 

consider one of the more probable outcomes. Given Charles Jr.’s offer to sell Charity for 

$300, and Lewis’ advice that her husband accept that offer: Charity Castle was granted 

her freedom—not necessarily because of Section 10 and the restrictive nature of the 

Gradual Abolition Act, which made her exceptional case complicated to begin with—but 

because Charity protested returning to Maryland and because an inexplicable accident 

prevented her return.  

 However, for historians to accept this conclusion as fact would be to assume an 

ending without sufficient evidence. Speculation takes a treacherous path. Of course, it 

was possible that Charity remained enslaved. It was possible that Charles Jr., drunk when 

he wrote his last letter, changed his mind and claimed Charity as his legal property in 

court. But no evidence exists of a trial. It was also possible that Benjamin succeeded in 

removing Charity from Pennsylvania despite Charles Jr.’s instructions to sell her, but no 

evidence supports that theory either. We are left then with nothing but incomplete facts 

and how we choose to interpret them.  
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VIII. Gradual Abolition 

History repeats itself, first as tragedy, second as farce. 

―Karl Marx  

 

In 1847, a historian for the Pennsylvania Abolition Society described 

Pennsylvania’s Gradual Abolition Act as one “which for justice, humanity, and 

philanthropy, has seldom been equaled, and which raised the State of Pennsylvania to a 

high position amongst the nations of the earth.”225 But what this early historian forgot 

was that Pennsylvania’s act afforded the state's slaveholders “the opportunity to engage 

in philanthropy at bargain prices.”226 Pennsylvania’s abolition act was not only rivaled, 

but actually surpassed by similar acts of nearby states. In fact, compared to the five 

gradual abolition acts passed in northern states between 1780 and 1804, Pennsylvania’s 

was the most limited in scope.227 It liberated not a single individual, and choked out 

slavery only by degrees.228 

In 1811, Colonel Thomas Bull of Chester County, Pennsylvania, registered an 

enslaved infant named Haney.229 Under Pennsylvania’s abolition act, registering the 

infant permitted Bull to enslave Haney until the child reached 28 years of age. Bull, much 

like the elder and younger Chew, conducted his business in resistance to abolitionism, 

                                                
225 Edward Needles, An Historical Memoir of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the 
Abolition Society, Philadelphia, 1848, 23. 
226 Pa. Gaz., Feb. 2, 1780, for “Phileleutheros;” Robert William Fogel, and Stanley L. 
Engerman, Philanthropy at Bargain Prices: Notes of the Economics of Gradual 
Emancipation, Journal of Legal Studies 3 (1974): 377-401. 
227 Fogel and Engerman, Philanthropy at Bargain Prices: 380-381. 
228 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, 111. 
229 Nash and Soderlund, Freedom by Degrees, 3.  
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even after 1780. As Soderlund and Nash explain, it was for Bull, the Chews, and 

businessmen who shared their economic interests, that the Assembly passed an 

emancipation law that emancipated not a single individual.230 

The passing of Pennsylvania’s abolition act did not by any means guarantee the 

freedom of Charity Castle or any other enslaved person. Conversely, the Chews barred 

Charity’s claim to freedom in spite of what Section 10 required. Had Charity not refused 

to leave Pennsylvania, she likely would have remained perpetually enslaved. It was her 

defiance, and not the law itself, that made freedom a possibility. Charity’s unique case 

revealed the extent of the act’s restrictiveness. Her case also emphasized the reluctance of 

Pennsylvania’s slaveholders to acknowledge the state’s relatively progressive legislation, 

which they considered a violation of their property rights. Charity’s case demonstrated 

that even after 1780, slavery would not disappear altogether in Pennsylvania. 

Nonetheless, a seed for abolitionism had firmly been planted, and enslaved people, by 

testing the boundaries of their enslavement, cultivated that seed and watched it bear fruit. 

Little by little, piece-by-piece, the enslaved continued to push the limits of their 

enslavement until the institution itself began to buckle and perish within the state and 

beyond.    
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IX. Conclusion 

What can we learn from the Chew family, and more specifically, from Benjamin 

Chew’s pseudo-paternalism as it related to their resistance to abolitionism? And, perhaps 

more importantly, how can answering this question help us more clearly understand the 

motives of and relationships between slaves and their masters? In Slavery and Freedom 

in Delaware, 1639-1865, Williams argues that slaveholders tended to be simultaneously 

money-hungry entrepreneurs and paternalistically driven individuals.231 Both the elder 

and younger Chew no doubt fit this complex profile. The Chews did not invent slavery; 

they invested in it. As investors, they recognized the dilemma inherent in owning human 

property. Slaveholding was unpredictable, messy business. In 1775, Samuel Chew wrote 

to his brother rationalizing the execution of an enslaved man: “it would be almost 

humanity to hang him, rather than let him continue there much longer.”232 In 1794, 

Samuel wrote to Benjamin, this time contemplating the meaning of good and evil and 

pondering the brothers’ precarious state of morality:   

I observed to her that while I kept myself clear of crimes of a certain 

magnitude, I thought myself safe, in the mercy and goodness of God. She 

said in reply, remember it is your Duty, not only to abstain from Evil, but 

to do good. The remark made so deep an Impression, that I never shall 

forget it…I often ask myself the question, Have you not been guilty of 
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many sins? I will hope that you and I shall be found worthy of being 

purified and worthy of eternal Bliss.233  
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However, while the Chews contemplated the ethical dilemma inherent to enslaved 

servitude, they did little to resolve it. In The Unknown American Revolution: The Unruly 

Birth of Democracy and the Struggle to Create America, Gary B. Nash argues that moral 

reformers and natural rights pamphleteers failed to adequately convince Benjamin Chew 

that slavery was a debasement to human nature. In Race and Revolution, Nash provides 

both a social and an economic explanation for Chew’s resistance to the natural rights 

pamphleteers.234 Socially, Chew doubted that his enslaved people were capable of 

assimilating into the framework of free society.235 By structuring their lives around 

continuous labor, and allocating the essential resources on which their survival depended, 

Chew believed that he was doing enslaved people a service. The elder and younger Chew 

deemed runaways “ungrateful” of their masters’ service, and assumed that “the Hardships 

[they] must experience from a different Way of living than that in your Employ, will 

sufficiently punish [their] Ingratitude.”236 
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Economically speaking, Benjamin Chew refused to release enslaved people 

without compensation for his property.237 Even in 1796, when Chew commissioned his 

son “to sell & dispose of such of my Slaves in the State of Delaware or to manumit  & set 

them free for such Prices & on such Terms & Conditions as he may think proper & 

expedient,” he remained reluctant to manumit a single person without compensation.238 

Chew’s economically motivated, racially charged interpretation of his property rights 

clashed glaringly with the cause of abolitionism.  

 The Chief Justice’s clothes, carriages, countryseat, and rich Chippendale couches 

would not maintain themselves; their maintenance required a cheap and constant supply 

of labor. Thus, Chew’s propensity for conspicuous consumption necessitated a higher 

demand for enslaved labor. Still more important, the ownership of enslaved people, like 

the ownership of a coach and chariot, awarded Chew prestige and elevated social status. 

Chew’s massive enslaved population at Whitehall, for instance, earned the master kudos 

among Delaware’s rural, slaveholding elite.  

Although Chew, for his entire life, remained resistant to abolitionism, it would be 

simplistic to claim that he was unfazed by it. One effect abolitionism had on Chew and 

other non-manumitting slaveholders was that it gave birth to an attitude of paternalism. 

For instance, Soderlund and Nash show how Israel Pemberton, Sr., like Chew, never 

freed his slave Betty, but also like Chew, demonstrated concern for her wellbeing,239 

stating: “In Case it appears she is not able to support herself that then she would be 
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supplyed with such things as may be convenient & necessary for the making her Life as 

comfortable to her as the infirmitys of old age will admit.”240  

By the end of the eighteenth century, slavery was an institution under attack both 

ideologically and practically. In Chew’s own city, delegates to the Continental Congress 

deemed slavery “the opprobrium of America,” a disgrace to a nation that believed itself 

democratic.241 On his plantation and in his households, Chew encountered enslaved 

people who defiantly challenged their subjugation. Paternalism served as a self-defense 

mechanism for Chew and other non-manumitting slaveholders, their natural response to 

myriad appeals for abolitionism. Chew certainly was not willing to abolish slavery within 

his own household. Slavery produced profits that Chew admired as a businessman and 

personal independence that he appreciated as the patriarch of a large family. He would, 

however, adapt his style of management to better complement the abolitionist sentiment. 

If Chew treated enslaved people kindly, he could use that fact to rationalize enslavement. 

Chew provided the enslaved people with a structured workday and the necessities 

required to survive. In his mind, the people benefitted from their condition.  

In this complex relationship between master and slave, Chew exercised a twofold 

power. He acted as the paternal figure, but in practice, employed overseers to force his 

enslaved people to perform labor. He also held the responsibility of distributing scarce 

but essential resources such as food, clothing, and shelter. Force and the threat of force 

combined with the possession of indispensable resources were two of the methods by 

which Chew manifested immense power over his enslaved captives.  
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However, if Chew had the upper hand, power relations between master and slaves 

vacillated regularly. Driven by a high demand for cheap labor, an appreciation for 

personal independence, a propensity for conspicuous consumption, and a prejudice that 

African descendants would not assimilate into the fabric of white society, Chew resisted 

his enslaved people’s claims for freedom. His people, though, remained vocal and 

persistent in their claims. They too exercised power, more than has commonly been 

assumed. In Philadelphia, for example, between 1767 and 1775, the number of 

slaveholding individuals gradually decreased.242 Manumissions, however, accounted for 

only one-third of that decline, while two-thirds corresponded to a rise in deceased and 

runaway slaves.243   

Benjamin Chew manumitted not a single enslaved or indentured person. 

Consequently, countless individuals perished under the Chief Justice’s employ. To ignore 

their struggle was to ignore the malicious nature of slavery. Those unwilling or unable to 

escape from captivity typically died in the Chew family’s care. Others, primarily young 

men, but also a young woman named Charity Castle, hungry for independence, 

challenged their master’s authority—taking advantage of the Chew’s paternalism—and 

maintained local and long distance relationships, attacked their overseers with axes and 

clubs, refused to perform labor, protested leaving Pennsylvania, and broke free from 

captivity. In doing so, the enslaved people renegotiated a wavering balance of power and 

hammered away at an institution that not only ascribed their position but also denied their 

agency in a stratified social order.  
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