
“A Report of a Comittee from an Assembly Concerning the freedome of Elizabeth Key” 
(1656) 

Elizabeth Key was a principal in one of the important early court cases that shaped the 
evolving law of slavery in seventeenth-century Virginia. Born to a mother of African descent and 
her white owner, Thomas Key, she was transferred to another owner in 1636 for a designated 
period of nine years. She remained in service for well beyond that period, marrying a white man 
in the meantime and converting to Christianity. Upon the death of a third owner, Key sued for 
her freedom, citing the 1836 agreement. She won in Northumberland County but the General 
Court overturned the ruling. Key appealed to the General Assembly of Virginia, which found that 
the status of the father determined the status of the child, that her faith supported her freedom, 
and that she deserved to be free. The county court subsequently freed her with compensation. 
 

It appeareth to us that shee is the daughter of Thomas Key by severall Evidences and by a fine 
imposed upon the said Thomas for getting her mother with Child of the said Thomas That she 
hath bin by verdict of a Jury impannelled 20th January 1655 in the County of Northumberland 
found to be free by severall oathes which the Jury desired might be Recorded That by the Comon 
Law the Child of a Woman slave begott by a freeman ought to bee free That shee hath bin long 
since Christened Col. Higginson being her God father and that by report shee is able to give a 
very good account of her fayth That Thomas Key sould her onely for nine yeares to Col. 
Higginson with severall conditions to use her more Respectfully then a Comon servant or slave 
That in case Col. Higginson had gone for England within nine yeares hee was bound to carry her 
with him and pay her passage and not to dispose of her to any other For theise Reasons wee 
conceive the said Elizabeth ought to bee free and that her last Master should give her Corne and 
Cloathes and give her satisfaction for the time shee hath served longer then Shee ought to have 
done…. 

Charles Norwood Clerk Assembly 

James Gaylord hath deposed that this is a true coppy 

James Gaylord 

 
 
Source: Warren M. Billings, ed., The Old Dominion in the Seventeenth Century: A Documentary 
History of Virginia, 1606–1689 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1975), 
197–198. 
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