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The background
In “Murder by Arsenic: The Ill-Fated Greenleaf 
Children and Their Portraits, 1750–1751,” 
a chapter in my 2005 book, Witches, Rakes, 
and Rogues: True Stories of Scam, Scandal, 
Murder, and Mayhem in Boston, 1630–1775, I 
set out to investigate a longstanding mystery. 
I researched whether one or more children 
of Boston apothecary Dr. John Greenleaf and 
his wife, Priscilla Brown, had been poisoned 
and killed in the mid-eighteenth century—
something long rumored and even recorded 
in the 1896 Genealogy of the Greenleaf Family. 
Next to the names of three children in the 
family—Priscilla (b. 1746), Elizabeth (b. 1748), 
and John Greenleaf Jr. (b. 1750) author James 
Edward Greenleaf cryptically noted “Poisoned 
by a slave nurse.”1

Some thirty years earlier, the Greenleaf 
murder case had been discredited as a myth by 
others. My search, therefore, came in response 
to a question put to me by a curator from the 
Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum at Colonial 
Williamsburg. Since the Greenleaf children had not 
been murdered, she queried, what eventually became of 
them? Ominously, no records of their subsequent lives 
could be found.

I suspected there might be more to this peculiar 
story than previously published, but initially, the matter 
appeared to be settled. In the 1970s, the eminent Boston 
historian Walter Muir Whitehill and his colleagues at 
the Boston Athenæum weighed in on the matter: it was 

reported that not a single original record could be found 
to substantiate the Greenleaf murder legend. Whitehill’s 
associate, art historian Alfred Frankenstein, went fur-
ther, stating that the Greenleaf murder was “a complete 
fiction.” The “blood-and-guts of the Greenleaf story,” 
he asserted, was, in his view, “folklore that clings … but 
[is] considerably less reliable than the truth.” With this 
decree, the story of sordid murder in a family of Boston’s 
mercantile elite had, effectively, been debunked.2

“The Bitter Effects of Sin,” May 16, 1751. Courtesy of Nova Scotia Archives.
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The search
As recounted in two articles in New England Ancestors 
that preceded Witches, Rakes, and Rogues,3 I decided to 
see if there might be more information on the case. The 
murderer—if there was in fact a murder—was not iden-
tified in any of the few sources that alleged nefarious 
action had taken place. But through a series of clues, I 
found that the purported culprit was but a child herself. 
She was “Phillis” or “Phyllis,” an enslaved teenage Afri-
can American nursemaid of Dr. Greenleaf. Ultimately, 
the murder case was established by my discovery of the 
original court record which Whitehill and his associates 
had likely not located due to the oddity of its placement 
among the Suffolk County court files. The case was 
frustratingly short of detail. Phillis was silent during the 
interrogation. She had apparently already confessed her 
guilt and was subsequently executed in a public setting.

The discovery of the court record now allowed me 
to debunk the debunking. Even though my hunch was 
correct, and one or more murders were legally substan-
tiated, plenty of questions remained unanswered.

The epilogue
Phillis—now identified by her full name, Phillis Ham-
mond—did not speak in her own defense, and we are left 
with no firsthand accounts or testimony. We know vir-
tually nothing of Phillis’s life other than that she was en-
slaved by the Greenleaf family and that her mother died 
suddenly a week after Phillis was sentenced to death. 
Conversely, voluminous documentation exists for the 
Greenleaf family—a multitude of records and portraits of 
all the principals in the family—in stark contrast to the 
nearly total absence of records, or even words, for Phillis 
Hammond. We know her fate, but we do not know much 
more than that about her. Was she actually guilty of the 
crime for which she was executed? Was it an accidental 
poisoning? What was her experience in the Greenleaf 
household? In many respects, Phillis remains a mystery, 
and the lack of her narrative and her undeveloped story 
has always been a disheartening aspect of the case to me.

But, today, something more is now known about 
Phyllis—although, once again, through the words of others 
and not herself.4 A few years ago, a previously unknown 
1751 Boston printed broadside came to light in the Almon 
Family Fonds in the Nova Scotia Archives. The Bitter 
Effects of Sin: Verses on the Execution of Phillis Hammond 
at Boston, a Negro Girl, about Seventeen Years, May 16th 
1751, for Poisoning Her Master’s Child features a wood-
cut illustration of an execution and a narrative poem 
through the lens of contemporary Christian values 
provides an unidentified Bostonian’s reaction to this case.

The discovery of this broadside prompted a 2020 
study by Jennifer Harris, “Offering Nothing: Phillis 
Hammond and ‘The Bitter Effects of Sin,’”5 which 
provides an expansive inquiry into the issues around 
Phillis’s silence. In spite of these new sources, Phillis 
Hammond may herself remain biographically elusive, 
for as Harris puts it: “Barring the emergence of a cache 
of documents, we lack sufficient materials to mount a 
critical argument about or interpretation of her life.”

Nonetheless, gradual discoveries may continue, 
especially in the genealogical sphere. In particular, I 
hope that Phillis Hammond, her Boston connections, 
and her family network will be explored and examined 
by scholars connected to our 10 Million Names project. 
A massive but critically needed undertaking, 10 Million 
Names strives to tell the stories and identify the fami-
lies and descendants of the approximately ten million 
individuals enslaved in America from first settlement to 
Emancipation. I am hopeful that, in time, the family (or 
even collateral descendants) of Phillis Hammond may 
be identified and that more pieces of her story and this 
intriguing yet sorrowful case will emerge. 
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