
NEGRO IMPORTS INTO PENNSYLVANIA,
1720-1766

By DAROLD D. WAX*

T HE study of Pennsylvania's colonial history has as yet revealed
little evidence suggesting any well developed trade in Neg o

slaves. In the magisterial four-volume compilation prepared by
Miss Elizabeth Donnan, Documents Illustrative of the History of
the Slave Trade to Amterica, only Delaware is treated more
cursorily than the Pennsylvania colony.' When Pennsylvania has
been brought into discussions of the early American slave trade,
it has been to note the existence there of a determined and in-
creasingly vocal opposition movement. 2 Home of the gentle and
humane Quakers, and the residence of other pietists, Pennsylvania
did mount a drive against the slave trade and slavery which in
time was successful. But even the Quakers participated in the
Negro slave trade, as buyers and sellers of human flesh. It is now
known that the Society of Friends presented no united front
against the Negro traffic, for it was forced to contend with indi-
viduals who for one reason or another found the trade to be a
worthwhile form of economic activity.3

As early as 1685 the Quaker merchant William Frampton re-
ceived six slaves brought from the coast of Africa. "Sir," wrote
Thomas Taylor, master of the Isabella and employee of a Bristol
firm, "I desire you to take into yr Custody ye six negroes wch

*Dr. Wax is assistant professor of history at Oregon State University and
is preparing a history of the slave trade in colonial America. A grant from
the General Research Fund of Oregon State University aided in the prepara-
tion of this article.

'Elizabeth Donnan, ed., Documents Illustrative of the History of the Slave
Trade to America (Washington: Carnegie Institute of Washington, 1930-
1935), III, 453-456.

'See, for example, Daniel Mannix and Malcolm Cowley, Black Cargoes:
A History of the Atlantic Slave Trade, 1518-1865 (New York: Viking,
1962), pp. 172-173, and John Hope Franklin, Froim Slavery to Freedomi:
A History of American Negroes (Second Edition, New York: Knopf,
1961), pp. 95-99.

'Darold D. Wax, "Quaker Merchants and the Slave Trade in Colonial
Pennsylvania," The Pennsylvania Magasine of History and Biography,
LXXXVI (1962), 143-159.
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NEGRO IMPORTS INTO PENNSYLVANIA

Vni in Haig has given you a bill of sale for to ye use of my Em-
pioyers Mr Charles Jones Junr & Company, dispose of & sell
th em to the best advantage...."4 From then until a decade before
tI e American Revolution, the Negro slave trade was a part of
Pennsylvania's commercial history. Thomas Riche, a leading
Philadelphia merchant who sold many Negroes both in the colony
and elsewhere, was but a few years premature when he remarked
in 1764 that "The time is over for the Sale of Negroes here [in
Pennsylvania]."' Negro cargoes were being sold until 1766 in
the vicinity of Philadelphia. Thereafter, however, the Negro
import trade declined rapidly, permitting Anthony Benezet, a
Quaker abolitionist, to write in 1773 that "the number [of
Negroes] Imported in this Province is so small, that the officer
tells me, more are sent off than are brought in."0

In the years between 1685 and 1766 the Pennsylvania Negro
trade underwent development and change. At times the trade
flourished, as large cargoes of slaves reached Philadelphia and
were sold there and in the adjacent countryside; on other oc-
casions the traffic in Negroes came near dying out. Nonetheless,
the slave trade in Pennsylvania falls into three distinct periods,
each with its own characteristics and features.

Until about 1729 the Negro slave trade in Pennsylvania was
dependent on small shipments of slaves from the West Indian
islands and South Carolina. The Negroes imported for purposes
of sale were shipped on consignment in groups of two or three.
Philadelphia merchants who handled the sale of these slaves, men
such as Isaac Norris, Jonathan Dickinson, and Samuel Hasell,
received for their efforts a commissionT Still others, ship captains
such as William Spafford, for example, accustomed to plying the

'Thomas Taylor's Instructions to William Fram[plton, July 2, 1685,
Early Letters from Bristol and Philadelphia, pp. 2, 17, Historical Society of
Pennsylvania (HSP).

"Thomas Riche to Gampirk (?) and Heyman, April 23, 1764, Thomas
RTcThe Letter Book, II (1764-1771), HSP.

Anthony Benezet to Granville Sharp, February 18, 1772 (1773), Gran-
ViIle Sharp Received Letter Book, Library Company of Philadelphia (LCP).
Inezet's report is borne out by existing statistical data. According to

-,ures compiled by Lawrence A. Harper, Pennsylvania exported twenty
- gro slaves in 1772, while importing none. See U. S. Bureau of the

(lSUs, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to -f957
vashingion: U. S. Department of Commerce, 1960), p. 769.

SIsaac Norris to Hugh Totterdill, November 22, 1702, Isaac Norris Letter
Book (1702-1704), HSP; Dickinson's slave trading activities can be followed

Janathan Dickinson Letter Book (1715-1721), LCP.
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seas between Pennsylvania and the West Indies, occasionally
brought Negroes on their homeward voyages. Under such condi
tions, the slave trade remained small, designed to supply the
limited market in Pennsylvania. Beginning about 1729, the slave
trade showed signs of expanding; the demand was increasing
and local merchants began now to import larger cargoes and to
sell them directly in the Philadelphia market. Such men as Robert
Ellis, William Allen, Joseph Turner, and John Inglis. all Phila-
delphia merchants, ordered Negroes from the islands and South
Carolina and then sold them in and around Philadelphia. This
type of trading was characteristic of the Pennsylvania slave trade
for nearly three decades, although during these years the traffic
ebbed and flowed to meet shifting demands. Following the out-
break of the Seven Years' War-a period of conflict between
France and England which saw hundreds of white indentured
servants enlisted into His Majesty's forces in Pennsylvanias-
the demand for Negro slaves grew rapidly and resulted in larger
cargoes of slaves brought directly from the west coast of Africa.
Thomas Ricle, Robert Morris, Thomas Willing, and Samuel and
Archibald McCall all sent vessels to Africa in quest of slaves. The
trade continued on a commercial basis until 1766, although hamn-
pered by a growing opposition and by an assembly which was
imposing higher duties on imported slaves.'

The material which follows is an attempt to shed light on Negro
imports into Pennsylvania in the years from 1720 through 1766,
and thus to provide information on a part of the slave traffic about
which, because of the absence of customs records, little is known.
This investigation of slave imports is based upon an examination
of contemporary newspapers and manuscript records. Because

s For the enlistment of many hundreds of servants, particularly in the
1760's, see Orders of Commissioners, Servants Time, Norris of Fairhill
Manuscripts, HSP.

'The colony of Pennsylvania passed thirteen major acts establishing duties
on newly-imported Negroes. Early laws were passed in 1700, 1706, 1711,
and 1712, the last of these providing for a duty of £20. From 1715 to 1729
a series of five acts set and then maintained the duty at £5. This rate was
lowered to £2 in 1729, although the £2 assessment was not collected after
1731. Between 1732 and 1761 Negroes entered Pennsylvania duty-free. In
1761 the rate was set at £10, where it remained under the terms of an act
passed in 1768. The last of Pennsylvania's Negro duty acts came in 1773
and required the payment of £20 for every Negro imported for purposes
of sale. See the well-indexed collection of laws edited by J. T. Mitchell and
Henry Flanders, The Statutes at Large of Pennssylvania from i682 to i8r
(Harrisburg: State Printer, 1896-1911).
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njewspapers were the basic research source, and because the
11,jnerican Weekly Mercury, the first Pennsylvania paper to begin
pIblication, dates from 1719, the imports are listed beginning in
t720. The American Weekly Mercury, the Pennsylvania Gazette,
and the Pennsylvania Journal all were carefully canvassed and
each provided information not found elsewhere. For all practical
purposes, the commercial import trade had ended by 1767, when
the Pennsylvania Chronicle, the only other English-language news-
paper printed before 1770 in Pennsylvania, began publication.'0

Among the problems confronting any effort to measure the
ruimber of Negroes imported into Pennsylvania, the most ubiq-
uitous and at the same time nebulous is that of smuggling. Eng-
lish colonials in North America never conscientiously and effec-
tively obeyed the English Navigation Acts or, for that matter,
even their own local commercial laws and regulations. Desire for
profit often outweighed the legal obligation to restrict activities
to the limits imposed by law, and clandestine trading was the re-
sult. The Negro slave, as an item of commercial exchange, was
not outside the realm of smuggling and illicit trading. Yet, this
having been said, little more can be added, except that the clan-
destine trade in slaves must be kept in mind when the import
figures are studied; there can be no measurement of this illegal
traffic. The best evidence that it existed on a sizable scale, how-
ever, is the provisions of the Negro duty statutes passed by the
Pennsylvania Assembly, whose purpose it was to discourage the
illegal entry of Negro slaves.'"

A further complication is the frequency with which new Negroes
were sold outside the colony. Residents of the Lower Counties,
WRest Jersey, and Maryland were purchasers of slaves handled by

"The German-language press in Pennsylvania reflected the views of the
German residents on the issue of the slave trade and Negro slavery. Al-
tUhough some Germans purchased and held Negro slaves, for most slavery
seas an evil institution and thus was to be avoided. The German-language
l ress did not generally carry advertisements of sales of Negro slaves;
lrtead, it was sometimes outspoken in its criticism of the slave trade
thereby setting it apart from the English language press. (See Pensnsyl-
zonlische Berichtc, February 13, 1761.) Only on rare occasions did the Ger-

an -language press print notices of runaway Negro slaves, and then these
-light be accompanied by critical editorial comment. (Penusylvanische
?.D.rihte, December 16, 1746, August 3, 1761.) For a discussion of the Ger-
r an reaction to the Negro slave trade in Pennsylvania, see Darold D. Wax
"The Negro Slave Trade in Colonial Pennsylvania," unpublished Ph.D. dis-

snrtation, University of Washington, 1962, pp. 166-173.
"~'See note 9.
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Philadelphia merchants. Both Isaac Norris and Jonathan Dick
inson discovered that oftentimes the best markets for Negroes e-
ceived from their West Indian associates were in neighbori
colonies. After selling outside Pennsylvania several slaves received
in 1715, Dickinson concluded that "Its but few people Care to
buy Negroes Save those that Live in other Provinces."1

1
2 Robert

Ellis sometimes sent new Negroes to friends and associates in
other colonies. Thus, sixteen of the many slaves he had on hanfd
in 1738 were shipped to "Lewis-town" in Sussex County and sold
by his son-in-law, Jacob Kollock.' 3 Philadelphia merchants circum-
vented payment of the £10 duty levied on new slaves in 1761
by landing their human cargoes in other provinces, usually in
West Jersey or the Lower Counties. It is therefore difficult to
determine where slaves imported after this date were actually
sold. Many, of course, were purchased by inhabitants of Pennsyl-
vania, although the evidence reveals that numerous others were
sold in bordering provinces. Thomas Riche landed his Negroes
outside Pennsylvania following enactment of the £10 duty act,
his correspondence showing that many of these slaves were taken
to Trenton in West Jersey and sold by Samuel Tucker.14 The
firm of Willing and Morris (Thomas Willing and Robert Morris)
not only landed its slaves outside Pennsylvania after 1761, but
also sold many to persons in these neighboring colonies.'5

It is certain, too, that not all the slaves who legally entered
Pennsylvania are known. Newspapers contain references only to
imported slaves being offered for sale, and, in most instances, no
record remains of Negroes imported for immediate use rather
than for sale. Robert Ellis placed six orders for Negroes in 1740,
yet there is evidence of no more than one being filled: near the
middle of August the sloop Charmning Sally returned from its
voyage to Antigua laden with "likely Negro Boys and Girls.""6

Similarly, Ellis's efforts in 1741 could well have resulted in the
receipt of more than the one cargo of slaves which arrived iln

" Jonathan Dickinson to John Lewis, May 2, 1715, Jonathan Dickinson
Letter Book (1715-1721), LCP.

" John Ryan to Jacob Kollock, January 25, 1739, Robert Ellis Letter Book
(1736-1748), HSP.

"Thomas Riche to Samuel Tucker, August 1, 18, 1761, October 18, 1762,
Thomas Riche Letter Book, I (1750-1764), HSP.

Pennzsylvania Gagette, September 1, 1763.
"Ibid., August 21, September 4, 1740.
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midsummer.17 Just one ship carrying Negroes from South Carolina
is 1-nown to have reached Philadelphia in 1740. These "Young
Ne' ro Slaves" came to port in September and were sold by Wil-
lia-.I Brisbane. Whether this was the same vessel visited by Dr.
Grolerne, appointed by the assembly some years before to inspect
unhealthy ships, cannot be determined. The records do reveal, how-
ever, that Dr. Graeme claimed in 1740 to have attended a ship
loaded "with Negroes from South Carolina."'8

Underlying all these complicating factors, and contributing to
the difficulty of measuring the Negro import trade, is the vague
terminology which was employed by contemporaries. The term
most often used in the eighteenth century when referring to a
group of Negroes was "parcel," a designation flexible enough to
describe as few as two or three slaves or perhaps as many as
seventy-five. Jonathan Dickinson never received more than two
or three Negroes per shipment, yet he wrote in 1715 of "a Pcel
of Negroes yt Lay on My hands a Yeare."'9 Newspaper announce-
ments usually referred to a shipment of slaves as a "parcel." When
the snow Martha arrived from South Carolina in 1737, the
Gafette stated that it carried "A PARCEL of likely Young Negro
Boys and Girls, to be Sold by Robert Ellis in Water-Street." In
a communication to an English friend, Ellis said this "Parcel"
actually consisted of "Fourty Odd Negroes."2' The seventy-five
slaves imported on the schooner Sally in 1762 were called a
"parcel" in the pages of the Pennsylvania Journal." When news-
paper announcements did not refer to a "parcel" of slaves they
used equally vague language: "several Negroes," "some likely
Negroes," or "a few likely Negroes."

Still another problem arises in determining when Negroes

American Weekly Mercury, June 25-July 2, 1741; Robert Ellis to Capt.
David Hall, November 22, 1740, Ellis to Joseph Wragg, April 17, 1741, Ellis
to Joseph Marks, May 12, 1741, Robert Ellis Letter Book (1736-1748), HSP.

"i Pennsylvania Gazette, September 25, 1740; Samuel Hazard, comp.,
"linutes of the Provincial Council of Pennsylvania, from the Organization
to the Termination of the Proprietary Government," Colonial Records of
Pc Ilusylvania (Philadelphia, 1851-1852), IV, 515.

'Jonathan Dickinson to John Bessiwick, April 26, 1715, Jonathan Dick-
n-on Letter Book (1715-1721), LCP.

Pennsylvania Gazette, June 23-30, 1737; Robert Ellis to Lawrence Wil-
Ii-Ms, November 3, 1737, Robert Ellis Letter Book (1736-1748), lISP.

~'Pennsylvania Journal, May 27, 1762; "Sales of 75 Slaves imported in
tri Schooner Sally from the River Gambia on Account of Owners of said
S' ooner," Society Miscellaneous Collection, HSP.
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advertised for sale in newspapers were newly imported and when
they were being sold from within the colony after earlier importa-
tion and sale. In the absence of information which would indica.te
otherwise, it has been assumed that all groups of slaves-most
often referred to as "parcels"-were recently imported, even if
the advertisement included no reference to the point of shipment.
Advertisements mentioning small numbers of slaves-one, tw;o,
or three-are less easily classified. In such instances it has
seemed reasonable to conclude that a merchant who frequently
sold slaves, though perhaps no more than one or two at a time,
was acquiring the Negroes from outside Pennsylvania. Slaves
sold by John Copson, therefore, are included in the list. On the
other hand, many Philadelphia merchants and firms sold a slave
or two at one time or another. But unless the merchant dealt in
the slave market frequently, it has been assumed that these Negroes
were obtained from within the colony.

RECORDS OF NEGRO IMPORTS

ABBREVIATIONS AND SYMBOLS

AWM-Anmerican Weekly Mercury
PG-Pennsylvania Gasette
PJ-Pennsylvania Journal
Ellis L.B.-Robert Ellis Letter Book (1736-1748), Historical Society of

Pennsylvania
Riche L.B.-Thomas Riche Letter Book, I (1750-1764), II (1764-1771),

Historical Society of Pennsylvania
Soc. Misc. Col.-Society Miscellaneous Collection, Historical Society of

Pennsylvania
*Indicates that the Negro slaves were probably obtained in the West Indies

since other island products (for example, rum, molasses, and sugar)
were offered for sale in the same advertisement.

# Indicates that the slaves were landed either in West Jersey, opposite
Philadelphia, or at Wilmington in Newcastle County, in order to
avoid payment of the £10 duty assessed after 1761.
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