
The Amazing Story of Jonathan Bovard, a ‘Free Colored Man’ and Carpenter 

Eusebius R Barnard kept a farm ledger listing various things related to maintaining the farm. The image above 
shows a notation on page 55 which reads “The western part of the spring house, cow shed, shop and ice house 
were built by Eusebius Barnard in 1856 also same year hen house. The carpenter was Jonathan Boughbard a 
colored man.” After researching and finding no historical records for Jonathan Boughbard, it was determined 
Eusebius meant Jonathan Bovard, which was suggested by the Chester County Archivist. Immediately records 
became available describing the amazing story of a ‘free colored man’ from Chester County. 

Jonathan Bovard was born on June 8, 1818 at the 
Chester County Poor House to 16-year-old Mary, who 
was admitted two months prior. Mary left the poor 
house in 1821 and was listed as “gone without 
permission.” Jonathan was discharged in 1822 with the 
note “a yellow negro” next to his name. During those 
days the term meant light skinned.  Jonathan’s name 
reappears in the 1840 census as residing in West 
Chester along with his young family.  

 

He was one of the founding trustees of the Ebenezer 
African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church in East 
Marlborough Township in 1839 (Photo 03). While living in 
West Chester, Bovard advertised a Wire Screen Business 
with ads that ran weekly from 1844 through 1845. The 
1850 Census lists Jonathan Bovard residing in East 
Marlborough with his wife Ann and their four daughters 
(Photo 05).  

 

During the 1850s, Jonathan worked as a laborer, concentrating on carpentry as noted in the farm ledger for 
1856 and subsequent documents. He most likely was aware of Eusebius Barnard’s activity with the 
Underground Railroad and could have worked beside freedom seeking slaves as they passed through the area. 
Due to the number of free black men living in Pocopson Township and Chester County at the time, it was 



common to hide freedom seekers ‘in plain sight’. Of all the Eusebius Barnard structures he worked on in 1856, 
only the workshop remains today. It is the stone structure at the left end of the Ell. 

 

Most people are familiar with the Freemasons, George Washington was a prominent member, but did you 
know that it was common for black men to be Masons? Black Freemasons, known as Prince Hall Freemasonry, 
was a parallel group who practiced the same core values as the mainstream Freemasons. Jonathan Bovard, a 
Black Freemason, was elected to be the representative for the Chester chapter during the December 1855 
Pennsylvania Grand Lodge meeting in Philadelphia. 

Bovard joined the 32nd Regiment of the US Colored Troops (USCT) on Feb 29, 
1864. His military record lists his occupation as carpenter and notes his 
promotion to Sergeant April 20, 1864. He fought at James Island, South 
Carolina on Feb 10, 1865.  

 

Jonathan resided in 
Philadelphia after his 
discharge from the 
USCT and passed 
away on February 13, 
1869. Whoever raised 
Jonathan Bovard is 
unknown, but clearly 
they did a good job. 


