The Webbs

A Tompkins County Family



In honor of our county’s bicentennial The History Center is celebrating
one long-established family from Caroline, the Webbs and their
descendants, who exemplify the strength, character, and dedication to

family and community that highlight the best of Tompkins County.






Buying Freedom: Peter Webb and His Descendants

The first enslaved people in Tompkins County were brought here by families moving to new
farmlands in central New York. A number of families from England had settled in the James
River and Roanoke River country of Virginia and nearby colonies. When lands in central New
York became available after the American Revolution, groups from those parts “prospected”
this area for possible settlement. Dr. Joseph Speed and others of his family were interested.
John James Speed purchased 1,875 acres from Samuel W. Johnson in the town of Caroline,
which was then part of Tioga County, in 1804. The Speed family moved here in 1805,
bringing with them four enslaved people, registered by the Tioga County Clerk’s office as
Ezekiel, 19, Fanny, 15, Peter, 13 and Maria, 12. John J. Speed had been a merchant, buying

and selling slaves in Virginia.



Peter and Phyllis Webb

Peter and Phyllis Webb were both born into
slavery sometime in the 1790s and brought
to New York as children. Phyllis (her last
name is unknown) was born in North
Carolina. Peter Webb, who was born around
1792 in Virginia, was brought here when he
was about 13 by slave merchant John James
Speed, who settled in Caroline on Level
Green Road. When he came of age, Peter
made an arrangement with Speed to enable
him to earn money to purchase his freedom
for the price of $350.00 plus $34.00 in
interest. Webb did lumbering work in
Harford Mills and then worked as a hostler
in Ithaca. In 1818, nine years before slavery
ended in New York State, Peter Webb paid
Speed the full $384.00 and became a free
man. Phyllis would be freed in 1827, when
the law abolishing slavery in New York State
went into effect. Peter and Phyllis married
in 1819 and had 11 children, only a few of
whom survived to adulthood.
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Mabel Webb Van Dyke was the youngest
child of Frederick and Lucina Barton Webb.
She is shown here as a young woman in
the parlor of her home. She studied voice
at the Ithaca Conservatory of Music and
later became a music teacher, mother of
two, foster mother of 21, Sunday School
superintendent, quilter, and more. Her
cemetery marker attests to her long and
illustrious life, much of which was spent

living in the home in which she was born.
n.d./GPF D5.13



Mabel Webb Van Dyke is shown here on
her 92nd birthday, May 19, 1962. She is
examining quilt blocks that she is piecing.
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Mabel Webb Van Dykes memorial stone
erected by The Caroline Bicentennial
Committee in year 2000.






