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Complicity
Kəmˈplisəde ̄
noun

Complicity does not speak to the University’s active and persistent 
ownership of enslaved persons.

Complicity does speak to the many ways in which colonial universities 
relied on and contributed to America’s slave society in the years prior to 
the Civil War.

COMPLICITY



PREVIOUS FINDINGS



Spring 2018 Findings 

- George Whitfield, Robert Smith, and the building of the early 
campus

- Early fundraising activities of the University 

- The use of enslaved labor on Penn’s early campus

- Faculty and University influence on pro-slavery rhetoric

- Penn Medical School and the rise of pseudoscience/dual race theory 

- Early Penn Trustees’ personal ties to slavery



Fall 2018 Preliminary Findings

- Penn Medical School and the rise of pseudoscience

- Penn Medical School’s use of anatomical specimens

- Penn Medical School graduates’ careers after Penn

- University land holdings

- Antebellum students’ ties to slavery

- Early Penn Trustees’ personal ties to slavery



UNIVERSITY LAND HOLDINGS



Wilder, Craig S. Ebony and Ivy: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America’s Universities (119)

“Governor Thomas Penn gave the College of Philadelphia 

(University of Pennsylvania) his twenty-five-hundred-acre Perkasie 

estate in Bucks County. Enslaved Africans had worked these 

holdings for decades. Hannah and William Penn kept slaves as 

personal servants and laborers, and they had even punished one of 

their enslaved women by selling her to Barbados.” 



Perkasie Manor 
- Donated by Thomas Penn to the University in 1759 

- 2,500 acres in Bucks County valued at £3000 in 1760 

- Investigated by slave owners William Coxe and Francis Alison 

- Coxe and Alison recommended the sale of the property 

- Thomas Penn refused to allow the sale of the property 

- Thomas Penn’s refusal to allow the sale of the property likely contributed to later 
financial difficulties, leading to fundraising from slave owners 

- Tenants were mostly ethnic Germans and were likely not wealthy enough to own slaves

- Ethnic Germans generally did not own slaves 

Trustees’ Minutes Vol.1. Francis Alison’s will from Ancestry Library’s “Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, Will Index 1682-1819.” Research regarding ethnic Germans from 
John G. Gagliardo, “Germans and Agriculture in Colonial Pennsylvania,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 83, no. 2 (April 1959): 192-218.



“Upon the whole we conclude that it [Perkasie Manor] never can turn out to great Advantage 

to this Institution, while in the hands of Tennants, for they will destroy the Timber entirely, 

and wear out the Lands, and when they have done these Damages, if we sue them they will 

probably run away, or remove their goods from these Premises and disappoint us; they will 

never improve the Meadow ground to the best Advantage; for in some place the Creek is apt 

to overflow and carry away their Rails.”

From the Trustees’ Minutes Volume 1, 120. 
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1779 Bucks County Tax Records for Hilltown Township: 

Acres Horses Cattle Servants

“Provincial Papers: Proprietary and Other Tax Lists of the County of Bucks for the Years 1779, 1781, 1782, 1783, 1784, 1786,” Family Search, accessed December 4, 2018, 
http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by. 

http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by
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“Provincial Papers: Proprietary and Other Tax Lists of the County of Bucks for the Years 1779, 1781, 1782, 1783, 1784, 1786,” Family Search, accessed December 4, 2018, 
http://tinyurl.com/y94q62by. 
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Norristown Farm and Mill
- Provost Smith purchased Norristown for Penn in 1776 for £6,000

- John Bull sold the Norristown farm and mill to Penn, and he stayed on for two years as a 
tenant on part of the land after the sale 

- In 1774, taxed for 2 negros and 1 servant

- Dr. Robert Shannon leases part of Norristown for next ten years

- In 1774, taxed for 2 negros. From 1785-88, taxed for 1 negro.

- In 1784, the Trustees considered moving Penn to Norristown. Decided against moving 
out of Philadelphia.

- Penn sold the farm and mill (excluding the town of Norristown) to Provost Smith and his 
son, William Moore Smith, for £4,300 in 1791

- Penn sold the rest of the lots in Norristown over the next 23 years

Sources: Trustees’ Minutes Vol. 2, 3, and 6. Tax Records from Ancestry Library’s “Pennsylvania, Tax and Exoneration, 1768-1801.”

https://search.ancestrylibrary.com/search/db.aspx?dbid=2497


Further Land and Finance Questions

- Who were the enslaved people working at Norristown?

- Besides Perkasie and Norristown, did other University real estate 
investments have ties to slavery?

- What other investments was Penn engaging in at this time?

- Who did Penn fundraise from in Great Britain? 

- Who were other contractors employed by the University at this 
time? 



MEDICAL SCHOOL



BENJAMIN RUSH





Washington Post
Penn Today

The Wall Street Journal



Benjamin Rush (1746-1813)
- Professor of Chemistry, Theory and 

Practice of Medicine, and the Institutes 
of Medicine and Clinical Practice 
1769-1813

- Signer of the Declaration of 
Independence

- Founded Dickinson College and Franklin 
College (now Franklin and Marshall)

- Treasurer of the U.S. Mint 1797-1813

- President of the Pennsylvania Society for 
Promoting the Abolition of Slavery 
1803-1813 (University Archives Biography)



Context

- Samuel George Morton 

(professor from 1839-1843)

- Josiah Clark Nott 

(MD 1827, lecturer 1827-1829)

An image from Nott’s book Types of Mankind



Known Links to Slavery and Racial Pseudoscience

-  Held an enslaved man named 
William Grubber (Teach Me 
Dreams: The Search for Self in the 
Revolutionary Era)

- “Observations Intended to Favour 
a Supposition That the Black Color 
(As It Is Called) of the Negroes Is 
Derived from the Leprosy”

- Believed black people were 
immune from yellow fever 
(Forging Freedom)



Research

- Originally looked into what Rush was learning at the University of 
Edinburgh while he was a medical student

-
- Then changed direction to look into what he was teaching Penn 

medical students  
○ Looked at lecture notes of his medical students 



Findings

● Significant findings 
came from the 
notebook of Samuel 
Poultney

● Rush taught his 
students that different 
diseases were confined 
to certain races, saying 
that black people were 
immune to yellow fever



Findings

● Evidence that Rush 
dissected a black girl who 
was possibly enslaved

● Unlike with other bodies, 
the girl is not named and 
neither her social context 
nor consent is discussed



Further Questions

- Who was the girl that Benjamin Rush dissected?

○ Who was “Mr. Jones”?

- When exactly did Rush hold William Grubber?

- When did he manumit him?

- What was Grubber’s life like? 



WILLIAM HORNER





Who is William Horner (1793-1853)?

- Dean of the Medical School 
(1822-1852)

- Professor of Anatomy (1831-1853)

- From Virginia, apprenticed to VA 
physician, attended Penn Med

- Started as “Dissector” for Caspar 
Wistar in 1816

- Medical collection of specimens



What was the Wistar and 
Horner Museum?

- Valued at $53,000 in 1853
- Anatomical models of humans and 

animals
- Wet and dry preparations
- Skulls, diseased bones, wired animal skeletons 

(crocodiles, possums), Egyptian mummies, 
organs

- Penn Museum, Wistar Institute, Mütter 
Museum

- Specimens important to changing 
medical practices



Where did specimens come from?
- Brought by other doctors in the 

Philadelphia area/Penn faculty

- Horner himself disinterred body of a 

Cherokee man from grave in Virginia

- Dr. Fred Schafhirt

- German physiologist

- Was shipped human specimens 

from KY and MS (Washington 

Medical Annals, V. 15, A History of 

the Army Medical Museum) 

- From dissecting room - Shippen





Modern Gynecology 

● Americans generally behind 
European medical schools on 
general anatomy

● Birth of American Gynecology
○ Owens, Medical Bondage
○ Southern hospitals and enslaved women
○ Relationships with colleges in the North

● Large collection of reproductive 
organs in Horner Museum 
catalogues

○ “Anomalies” and “models”
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