
Jefferson’s Broken Promise 
to Kosciuszko

by Stas Kmiec

     Tadeusz Kosciuszko was one of the fi rst 
European volunteers to aid the American 
revolutionary cause in 1776. A brilliant Polish 
military engineer, he designed and constructed 
fortifi cations to help defeat the British, most 
notably at Saratoga and West Point in New 
York.

 In March 1798, Kosciuszko and Thomas Jefferson, Vice President 
of the United States, huddled in a cramped second-story room in 
Philadelphia to make a pact of honor centered on the Pole’s sizable 
American estate. They constructed a will to dispose of $15,000 
(overdue back pay from the American Revolution) after his death. 
The two men labored together to produce a document with the 
potential to alter American history.

 This unconventional but emotion-packed will, drew upon 
Kosciuszko’s long-standing belief that the downtrodden could 
prosper – peasants, as well as slaves, if given their freedom under 
favorable conditions.  With this noble effort, he tried to promote 
universal liberty and give Jefferson the opportunity to lead 
Southerners in a quest to remove the stain of slavery from the 
new nation. 

 Taking a lead to abolish slavery, the will states, “I hereby authorize 
my friend, Thomas Jefferson, to employ the whole [bequest] in 
purchasing Negroes from his own or any others and giving them 
liberty in my name.” Giving Jefferson power of attorney, he asked 
to use his American estate, upon his death, to free as many slaves 
as the money would allow and provide the funds to educate, give 
land and cattle, and emancipate enslaved African Americans.  Giving 
Jefferson power of attorney Jefferson even had the right to “buy” his 
own slaves and free them. It was a solemn pact between two noble 
men.

 Kosciuszko died on October 15, 1817.  The estate’s value was 
now nearly $20,000, the equivalent today of roughly $280,000. After 
several years of vacillation, Jefferson withdrew from his pact of honor 
by pleading in a Virginia court in Charlottesville that he could not 
serve as executor of his friend’s estate. Why did Jefferson, while 
throwing himself energetically into the creation of the University of 
Virginia, plead that he was too old and tired to carry out Kosciuszko’s 
will and betray the trust of his Polish compatriot?

 As Kosciuszko’s will made its way through the courts, many 
complications arose. The estate was fi nally awarded by the Supreme 
Court in 1852.  Americans never carried out his desire to use his 
legacy to liberate American slaves.  Though the will was never carried 
out, its legacy went to found an educational institute for African 
Americans in the Newark, New Jersey in 1826, bearing Kosciuszko’s 
name.

 For years in Poland, Kosciuszko’s countrymen held the view that 
the American Civil War could have been averted if the Polish
hero’s philanthropic, abolitionist plan had been implemented.

 Friends of Liberty: A Tale of Three Patriots, Two Revolutions, 
and the Betrayal that Divided a Nation: Thomas Jefferson, 
Thaddeus Kosciuszko, and Agrippa Hull (Basic Books, April 2008) 
tells the remarkable story of three men whose lives were braided 
together by issues of liberty and race that fueled revolutions across 
two continents. Jefferson’s betrayal of a loyal friend Kosciuszko is at 
the center of this book written by Gary P. Nash and Graham Russell 
Gao Hodges.

 Agrippa Hull, a freeborn black New Englander, volunteered at 
eighteen to join the Continental Army. During the Revolution, Hull 
served Kosciuszko as an orderly for seven years, and the two became 
fast friends. Kosciuszko’s abhorrence of bondage shaped his thinking 
about the oppression in Poland.

 Hull, lived a life far less grand than Jefferson and less adventure-
packed than Kosciuszko, but he earned an honorable place in his 
small Berkshire society, becoming known as a model citizen and a 
kind of village sage, always ready to tell tales of his wartime service.
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Kosciuszko Day in Philadelphia - February 1, 2014

Polish Americans Salute
General Thaddeus Kosciuszko

 On a beautiful perfect weather day, Saturday, February 1st, 
historic Philadelphia was fi lled with Polish American pride as 
people gathered to recognize the accomplishments of General 
Thaddeus Kosciuszko, American Revolutionary War hero, at the 
Tribute ceremony at the Kosciuszko House, 3rd and Pine Streets in 
Philadelphia.  Michael Blichasz, President of the Polish American 
Congress (PAC), Eastern Pennsylvania District, joined with the 
PAC Offi cers, in extending a THANK YOU to everyone who attended 
the ceremony to mark another memorable day in Polish American 
history and the City of Philadelphia.  

    The ceremony continued with the presentation of the American 
and Polish fl ags by the Polish Army Veterans Post #12 ( Marion 
Szumal, Commander), Frankford High School U.S. Army JROTC 
Battalion (Joe Fraioli, First Sergeant Ret.) and the Polish Scouts 
“Harcerstwo” Port Richmond (Kasia Przybycien, Director).  Maria 
Koleda, along with the St. Adalbert Polish Language School, led 
the singing of the American and Polish national anthems.  Rev. 
Jan Palkowski, pastor of St. Adalbert Church in Port Richmond 
Philadelphia, presented the invocation.  Greetings were extended by
Philadelphia Councilman Bill Greenlee, Chris Pienkowski, Director of
Legislation and Communications for Councilman David Oh and 
Cynthia MacLeod, Superintendent of Philadelphia’s Historic National 
Park which administers the Kosciuszko House.  Park Ranger 
Joseph Jay Hinesley gave a beautiful presentation about Thaddeus 
Kosciuszko and his residence at the Kosciuszko House.

 A luncheon followed at the Polish American Cultural Center 
Museum, 3rd and Walnut Streets in historic Philadelphia.  The 
luncheon program was conducted by Theresa Romanowski, Vice 
President of the Polish American Congress, Eastern Pennsylvania 
District, and Fr. Jan Palkowski offered the invocation.  Wesley 
Musial, Chairman of the 2014 PAC Annual Meeting, introduced the 
PAC offi cers for 2014, and the swearing in ceremony of the offi cers 
was conducted by Councilman Bill Greenlee. The luncheon program
concluded with a choral presentation of Polish songs by the children 
of St. Adalbert Polish Language School (Danuta Eichler, President) 
and the Polish Scouts “Harcerstwo” Port Richmond, directed by 
Maria Koleda, music teacher.

 Special thanks to all the fi nancial sponsors and patrons as well as
special thanks to Theresa Romanowski and the volunteers: Caroline 
Ciesielka, Jean McCloskey, Dorothy & Stephen Skorczynski, along 
with their sons, Christopher and Anthony, Peter Groch, Henry 
Cieplinski, Josie Moskal, Stephen Smolczynski and Dayna Breccia, 
who worked together to make this event outstanding.

 Thank you, Dziekujemy!  “The Polish American Heart Continues
To Beat Proudly”!

Group photo in front of the Kosciuszko House, 3rd and Pine Streets in Historic Philadelphia, PA.

You can learn more about General Thaddeus Kosciuszko when you visit the Kosciuszko House, Third and Pine Streets, or the Polish American 
Cultural Center Museum, 308 Walnut Street, both in historic Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

St. Adalbert Polish Language School and the Polish Scouts “Harcerstwo” at the 
Polish American Cultural Center Museum in historic Philadelphia.

Guests enjoying the Kosciuszko Day Luncheon at the Polish American Cultural 
Center Museum in historic Philadephia.


