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Female Ancestor Number: 105
Name: Parse, Elizabeth (Key) Grinsted
Dates: (c.1630 - by 20 May 1667)
Colonial Society: VA Date added to ROA: 2-12-2024
Service: Woman of Distinction: successfully sued for her freedom, 1656

Authority: Tarter, Brent, "Elizabeth Key (fl.1655-1660).” Dictionary of Virginia Biography, Library of
Virginia (1998-), published 2019
(http://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/dvb/bio.asp?b=Key_ Elizabeth fl 1655-1660, accessed February 8, 2024);
Billings, William M., ed., The Old Dominion in the Seventeenth Century: A Documentary History of
Virginia, 1606-1700, rev. ed. (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 2007), 195-199.

Biography:

Elizabeth was born around 1630 in Warwick County, Virginia as the daughter of an enslaved African
woman and Thomas Key, a married English planter and member of the Virginia House of Burgesses
representing Denby. Acknowledging his paternity, Thomas Key ensured Elizabeth’s baptism into the
Church of England and in 1636 arranged for six-year-old Elizabeth to serve a nine-year indenture under
Humphrey Higginson, stipulating her release at age 15. The terms also stipulated that if Higginson left
Virginia or died, that Elizabeth be given her freedom. However, Higginson transferred her indenture to

Colonel John Mottram, with whom Elizabeth served beyond her contracted term.

While under Mottram’s service, Elizabeth entered into a relationship with William Grinstead, a white
English indentured servant and trained lawyer. The couple had a son, John, but were prohibited from
marrying until Grinstead completed his indenture. Following Mottram’s death in 1655, his estate classified
Elizabeth and her son as enslaved. With Grinstead representing her legally, Elizabeth sued for their
freedom, arguing that her father was a free Englishman, she was a baptized Christian, and she had served

past her indenture term.

Elizabeth’s case progressed through various courts. Initially, a county court granted her freedom based on
her father’s status and her Christian faith. However, the Mottram estate appealed, and the General Court
overturned the decision, citing her mother’s enslaved status. Undeterred, Elizabeth petitioned the
Virginia General Assembly, which ultimately ruled in her favor on July 21, 1656, afirming her freedom and
that of her son.

After gaining her freedom, Elizabeth married William Grinstead, with whom she had another son and a
daughter. Following Grinstead’s death in 1661, she remarried John Parse (also spelled Pearce). Upon Parse’s
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death, Elizabeth and her sons inherited 500 acres of land, securing their socioeconomic status. Notably,
Elizabeth’s successful lawsuit prompted the Virginia House of Burgesses in 1662 to enact a statute
declaring that children’s legal status followed that of their mother, thereby entrenching hereditary slavery.

Elizabeth Key Grinstead’s courageous legal challenge not only secured her own freedom but also
influenced legal codes in the English North American colonies, in particular Virginia. The new laws
sentenced thousands of descendants of European men and women into a lifetime of slavery, as well as

thousands of men and women of African birth or mixed-race parentage.



