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The introduction of negro slavery into Indiana came dur- 
ing the years of the French occupancy and continued for many 
years after the English and the United States came into con- 
trol.2 It might naturally be expected that Vincennes, county 
seat of Knox county, the oldest settlement in the state, in- 
habited largely by French people who had held slaves before 
the Revolution and prior to the passage of the Ordinance of 
1787, would be the center of slave-holding in Indiana during 
the territorial period and the early years of statehood. An 
examination of the Knox County Will Record A,  the first vol- 
ume of probated wills, going back to the opening of the nine- 
teenth century, reveals the following cases where negro slaves 
were disposed of by will. 

The will of Hugh McGary, admitted to probate in the May 
term of 1806, after providing for the division of land between 
the three sons, further declares : 

I also give to my Wife Mary Ann, my Black Mare, to hold as her 
own Property, also one half of all my sheep, also one half of my house- 
hold furniture t o  hold as her own property. I also desire that  my two 
Negro women, Tenar and Poll, bound to me by indenture, shall be the 
Slaves of my Wife Mary Ann during the term of seven years to assist 
in Supporting my young Family and at the Expiration of said term of 
seven years I desire that  they shall be free, and their indentures given 
up to them, But if my Wife Mary Ann should not continue to hold pos- 
session of the land above mentioned and Support my young Family on 
the same, it is my will that  she shall be deprived of all the benefits 
arising from, or interest in, said land, also of the two Negro Women 
Tenar and Poll, but the same shall be left to the discretion of my Execu- 

1 The quotations appearing in the following pages have been copied from early 
wills of Knox County. An attempt has been made to retain the exact spelling and 
punctuation found in the records. The writer wishes t o  express his appreciation for 
the assistance rendered to him by Mr. J. L. Blaize, Clerk of the Knox County Circuit 
Court at Vincennes, who made the records available. 

2Harris. Negro Servitude in Illinois, PP. 6-7; W. H. Smith, Historv of Indiana. 
I. pp. 131-132. 
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tor. . . . I also leave my Negro girl Charlotte to my daughter Eliza- 
beth, until she, said Charlotte, attains her freedom by law.3 

The will of James Ledgewood, written and witnessed in 
1806, admitted to probate in the March term of 1807, provided 
that “the negro girl Nancy my Wife is to have.” It was signed 
and sealed by Ledgewood in the presence of John Haddan and 
In Ackiltree. 

Jonathan Lathrom provided in his will, which was drawn 
in 1809 and admitted to probate the same year, that  “my Ser- 
vant Jacob [is] to serve the five children one year a piece . . . 
and if the said Jacob is not willing to serve with any of them 
that in that case they shall hire him out, and them that don’t 
see cause to keep him may have the same privilege. After 
five years is out, my Servant Jacob to go free.’’4 

A clause in the will of William McClure, which was writ- 
ten in 1811 and admitted to probate the next year, states : “But 
may it be well understood that my youngest daughter Caroline 
Jane-being a Tender Child shall receive over and above her 
divide two young Negroz Known in my family by name Char- 
lotte and Abraham.”5 

Jacob Warrick’s will of the same year, 1811, also probated 
in 1812, declared that ^‘It is to be particularly understood that 
my Wife has possession of the farm on which she now lives, 
and that my Negroes be sold and the money laid out in land 
for my children.”6 

John McClure, who drew his will in 1813, disposed of his 
negroes according to the following items : 

Item 2nd. It is my desire that my beloved wife Jane McClure have 
my Negro man Aaron and my Negro woman Sarah . . . . It is my 
desire that Elizabeth McClure my third daughter have one Negro girl 
named Esther, and one Negro Boy Named Harry . . . . Item 4. It is 
my desire that my youngest son John McClure have my farm . . . two 
Negro Boys known by Names Edmon and Will . . . . Item 5th. It is my 
desire that my Negro Man Frank be sold immediately after my decease 

The territorial law of. 1807 provided that negro slaves could be brouxht into Indiana 
and “indentured” for any definite term of service. The indentures must be recorded 
by the clerk of the common pleas court. Children of such negroes were to  serve to the 
age of thirty-five or thirty-two. according to whether male or femalc. See Territorial 
Laws of 1807 or Hurd, Law of Freedom and Bondage, 11, pp. 124-125. 

4 K n o r  Count?! Will Record A, p. 20. The witnesses to  this will were James and 
Ralph Shetton (Shelton?). 

6 Zbid., p. 46. The witnesses were Dan McClure, James Scott and Charles Scott. 
‘Zbid., B. 46. Reuben Alsop and John Warrick witnessed this will. 
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and the money arising therefrom to be applied to the payment of my 
debts.7 

In 1813 the will of Henry Vanderburgh, who had been 
one of the Superior Judges in the Indiana Territory, was ad- 
mitted to probate. The will, drawn in 1804, contained the fol- 
lowing provision : 

I then give and bequeath unto my Wife Francoise my house in Vin- 
cennes . . . . and the use of all furniture therein-with the four lots 
of ground thereunto belonging, my two slaves Daniel and Peg, my two 
Indented Servants Morday and Sam . . . .* 

The will of William Embry, written in 1815 and probated 
the same year, was unusual : 

I give and bequeath unto my Negroes the Balance of my property 
[not otherwise disposed of], each one to have the property now in their 
possession as alloted to them by a Divislon by me formerly made, fur -  
ther it is my will and desire that  the Two Hundred and Seventeen Dol- 
lars by me devised to my Brother Henry Embry, my Negro Man Cesar 
have until demanded by my said Brother or his Legal Representative.9 

The last will disposing of negro slaves in Knox County 
before the adoption of the State Constitution was that of Tou- 
pant Dubois, Sr. It bears date of June 5, 1815, and was ad- 
mitted to probate in April, 1816. In it the following item 
occurs : 

I will and it is my desire that  my wife have the services of one 
Negro Man named Gabriel and Anne his wife until the youngest child 
named Jepse Hilgore Duboiz arrives at the age of twenty years-and 
then in the opinion of my said wife (and the custom of the country 
permit) that  the said People of Colour is able to make a Comfortable 
living they are to be free-if not they are to be assisted out of my prop- 
erty during their life time. . . . It is also my desire that  none of the 
Negroes now in my family be sold so as to be obliged to serve out of 
the family unless for criminal conduct.10 

Disposal of negro slaves by will continued after the or- 
ganization of a state government in 1816. The will of John 

7 Ibid., p .  61. The witnesses to this will, which was probated in 1814. were Samuel 

8 Ibid.. p .  65. The witnesses were John Rice Jones, Christopher Wyant, and He. Hurst. 
Slbid. .  p. 71. In this instance the witnesses were William Polke, Richard Cox, and 

‘OZbid., p. 75. The witnesses were Bobt. Baird and William Barnes. The name of 

Emison and Dan McClure. 

David Chambers. 

the maker of this will was probably “Toussaint Dubois”. 
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Johnson, written and admitted to probate in 1817, contains 
the following provision : 

I give to my black boy named Nero, the like sum of eighty dollars, 
when he arrives at the age of thirty-three years, which is the time he is 
bound to serve by the law of the late Indiana Territory, under which he 
was brought here by my father-which bequest to my said black boy 
Nero is only upon the express condition that he continues with my wife 
Peggy Johnson, and shall be to her a true and faithful and obedient 
servant until he arrives at the age of thirty-three years as  aforesaid 
and providing his conduct during such servitude shall be perfectly satis- 
factory . . . . . 11 

Another will drawn in 1817, but not admitted to probate 
until 1821, was that of John Small. It contained the following: 

It is further my will that  my Negro women Judah and Nancy with 
my black boy George and Negro Girl Queen Ann should continue for 
the support of the family and be disposed of for their equal advantage. 
I will and bequeath to my daughter Angelina Small my Negro Girls 
Mary J. [&I Sarah.12 

The will of Nancy Jennings Withers was drawn and ad- 
mitted to probate in the year 1823.13 The following provision 
does not make clear whether the slave mentioned was actually 
in Knox County or in Virginia: 

The property above alluded t o  consists of the right title interest . . . . . . t o  a certain tract . . . . . of ground, Situate in . . . . . Vir- 
ginia near the village of Salem, also the right title or claim to a Negro 
Man called James which formerly belonged to the Estate of my reverred 
Grandf ather.14 

The wills above listed mention twenty-eight slaves or in- 
dentured servants in the plural number, but without definite 
statements as to names or numbers. It may be fairly assumed 
that these wills do not give an account of all the slaves in Knox 
County, inasmuch as some slaveholders, in all probability, died 
intestate. According to one writer, the last slave in Indiana 
died in the year 1843.15 

l1 Ibid., p. 92. This will was signed in the presence of Patrick Simpson, Abram 

Ibid.. p. 116. The witnesses t o  this will were John Black. William SDencer. and 
Rodarmely, and E. McNamee. 

James Hcdgens. 
13The writer believes this will to be the last will drawn in Knox County which 

disposed d a negro slave, thollgh he has not gone through the wills admitted to Dro- 
bate after 1830. 

l4 Ibid.. p. 158. James and George Scote (Scott) were witnesses to the will. 
Smith, History of Indiana, I. pp. 131-132. 




