
Northern Terminus: The African Canadian History Journal/Vol.10/2013 
Old Man Henson’s Garrison Forest Home 

Peter Meyler 

4 

Old Man Henson’s Garrison Forest Home 
 

Peter Meyler 

 
To my surprise, the interlibrary loan request was successful. The notice from the 
Orangeville Library indicated that a copy of Broken Shackles had arrived. It was an 
original 1889 edition of the book which had been shipped from the Chatham library. The 
title page listed the author as Glenelg. Written in pencil below was “pseud. of J. W. 
Frost.” John Frost, Jr. was one of Owen Sound’s most prominent citizens and an 
abolitionist. 

The frontispiece 
contains a fine 
engraving of James 
“Old Man” Henson 
sitting on his 
wheelbarrow filled 
with the split logs that 
he had been chopping 
in the summer sun. He 
is pictured eating a 
watermelon. The 
caption reads, “A 
watahmillion,” said 
Henson; “an’ if I bust, 
you jes’ hol’ Mistah 
Fe’guson ’sponsible.” 
Frost wrote about 
Henson, “He has a 
wonderful recollection 
of names, dates, and facts, is possessed of good reasoning, ...”. 

In 2001, my updated version of the book was published as Broken Shackles: Old Man 
Henson, From Slavery to Freedom. I noted that, “Broken Shackles was not written as a 
history book… It is the personal and social chronicle of “Old Man” Henson, a collection 
of anecdotes… all set in an historical context.” There are a number of places mentioned 
in the stories of the former slave’s life. The first of these is Henson’s birthplace, the 
Garrison Forest plantation, near Baltimore, Maryland.  
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Garrison Forest, with its oak-lined laneway, was the plantation of one of Maryland’s 
prominent gentry, Richard Croxall. His holdings at one time included 1,200 acres in the 
Baltimore area. He was also the owner of Henson’s parents, Peggy and Sam Chance. 
Born as Charley Chance around 1798, Henson was one of eleven children in the slave 
family. Peggy’s African mother Chandesia completed the Garrison Forest household.  

The estate record created shortly after Croxall’s death in 1785 noted that there were 31 
slaves, 64 sheep, 143 hogs and pigs, 17 horses and colts and 66 cows, steers and bulls. 
The property which was over 900 acres included a main frame house of 62 x 18 feet 
with a piazza of 62 x 8 feet, a stone milkhouse, a frame smokehouse, a poultry house, 
two slave quarters, and at least twelve more buildings.  

Since there were no Croxall children, the entire estate was left to Richard's wife Eleanor. 
She was a daughter of Dr. George Buchanan, another of Maryland’s well-to-do citizens. 
Mrs. Croxall passed away almost 20 years after her husband. Her will names a number 
of the slaves on the Garrison Forest plantation who were being bequeathed to others. 
As shown below, the will also stipulated the terms for the freedom of many of her 
slaves.  

Cornelius, boy, age thirty-five and to be free  
Miriah, girl, age thirty-five and to be free  
Lucy, woman, to serve five years and to be free  
Betty, woman, to serve five years and to be free  
All children belonging to Lucy and Betty to serve until the age of thirty-five and 
to be free  
Jenny, daughter of Betty, to serve until the age thirty-five and to be free  
Fanny, girl, to serve until the age twenty-six and to be free  
Liddy, girl, to serve until age twenty-six and to be free  
George, boy, to serve until age twenty-eight and to be free  
Hannah, woman, given in trust  
Sampson, brother to Hannah, to serve until age thirty-five and be free  
Rachel, woman, to serve two years and be free  
Charles, boy, to serve until age thirty-five and to be free  
Poll, girl, was left by Aunty Caty to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free 
Joshua, boy, was left by Aunty Caty to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be 
free  
Jance, girl, to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free  
Sarah, girl, Peg’s daughter, to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free 
Chance, boy, to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free  
Will, man, to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free (infirm, wish him to 
be taken good care of)  
Peter, boy, to serve until the age of thirty-five and to be free  
Candace, old and infirm, to be taken care of out of the Estate  
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Little Daniel, old and infirm, to be taken care of out of the Estate  
Sam, being a faithful servant leave him free  
Little Peter, being a faithful servant leave him free  
Phil, to serve one year and to be free  
Robin, to serve one year and to be free  
Duke, to serve one year and to be free  
Dick, to serve two years and to be free.  

The will stated that “All the rest of my negroes that I have not devised in this my last will 
are to serve until they are thirty-five years of age and then to be free.” She added, “I will 
my negroes are not to be sold but to be kept under the care and direction of my 
nephew George Buchanan and their wages to be applied to the use of my Residuary 
Legatees.”  

Henson recalls a Christmas dinner with his family, with a turkey provided by “The 
Missis”, noted as Catherine in Broken Shackles. This is potentially Catharine Buchanan, 
Eleanor Croxall’s sister, and the Aunty Caty mentioned in the will. The names of the 
eleven Chance children are recorded in Henson’s Christmas story. They are Sam Jr., 
Helen, Pete, Poll, Phil, Tom, Charley, Cornelius, Sally, Fanny and Susy. Many of the 
names match those in the will.  

Garrison Forest was left to James Croxall, a nephew. He died in 1809 and his desire was 
that “all my personal property (except my negroes hereafter named)” be disposed. 
Those named in his will are:  

Judah and Sall, women, to be freed six months after my decease and to receive 
$50 each  
Charles, man, to be freed the first day of January, 1816  
Basil, boy, to be freed the first day of January, 1825  
Bett, young woman, to be freed at expiration of the term limited in her 
manumission recorded in the Land Records of Baltimore County.  

In December 1809, the Garrison Forest plantation was sold off in three large sections. 
There was one additional proviso made about the Garrison Forest property. The will 
stated that all of the property was to be sold “except for one-quarter of an acre of the 
Tract in Garrison Forest to be laid off in such manner as to include the family burying 
ground and also reserving at all times hereafter the free and unrestrained privilege of 
access to the said burying ground for the purpose of interring any of my family or 
connections and such other persons as they may permit to be buried therein and also 
further reserving in the sale of said tracts the right and privileges of my Executors or any 
heirs or any other person by them or either of them authorized to enclose the aforesaid 
quarter of an acre of ground by a good and substantial fence to be made of locust posts 
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The neighbour’s dog keeps 
watch 

The remaining Croxall Family Cemetery 

and chestnut rails and the same to be kept in good repair from time to time as often as 
the same may be necessary.” 

 

In 1984 a subdivision of luxury homes was planned for the forest. It was at this time that 
a local resident provided information about the family 
cemetery and indicated that it could not be part of the 
development. However in 1988, a bulldozer started 
destroying the gravesite. A neighbour called the police 
and the destruction was stopped. Set between suburban 
Pikesville, Maryland homes is the remaining section of 
the burial site, with a new memorial stone and seven 
remaining gravestones. Just south, under the large trees 
that echo the Garrison Forest, is said to be the remnants 
of the slave graveyard. 

Henson recalled his own father’s passing in Broken 
Shackles. The coffin, carried by four strong men, was 
“followed by most of the slaves of the immediate 
neighbourhood” to its final resting place in the slave 
burying ground. Later that night, “Charley returned to 
the grave, fell upon it, and found relief in crying aloud.” 
The accompanying dogs, “Upon hearing him…joined in a 
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loud and mournful chorus.” When I visited the Croxall family cemetery, the neighbour 
who had stopped the desecration came out to say hello. During our talk, she pointed 
through the large trees to the probable location of the slaves’ burial ground. Situated 
between two homes is the likely burial place of Sam Chance and his fellow slaves, 
almost forgotten and completely unmarked. 
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