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Female Ancestor Number:  084 

Name:  Masters, Sybilla Righton  

Dates:  Born c. 1676, died 3 Sep 1720, Philadelphia, PA. 

 Colonial Society:  PA                                                                       Date added to ROA: 10-1-2023 

Service:  Inventor; first American Colonist granted an English patent (No. 401) held under 
her husband's name, Thomas Masters, 25 Nov 1715. Second patent (No. 403) granted 18 Feb. 
1716. 

Authority: : Needles, Samuel H. and Sibila Masters. "The Governor's Mill, and the Globe 
Mills, Philadelphia." The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, Oct 1884, Vol. 
8, No. 3, pp. 285-286 with illustration; Edward, James T., et. al., ed., Notable American 
Women 1607-1950: A Biographical Dictionary, vol. II (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press 
of Harvard Univ. Press, 1971), 508.  

Biography: 

 Sybilla was born to Quakers William and Sarah Righton, either in Bermuda (from which her parents 
emigrated), or in present day Burlington, New Jersey, on her father’s plantation called Bermuda. Before 
1696, she married Thomas Masters, a prominent Quaker merchant and widower who had arrived in 
Philadelphia from Bermuda sometime around 1685. 

 By 1702, the couple was living in a stately house on the Philadelphia waterfront where Sybilla raised her 
children, Sarah, Mary (Mercy), Thomas, and William. While her husband maintained a high-profile career 
holding various offices from Alderman, Mayor, and Provincial Councilor, Sybilla found time to “tinker” 
with several mechanical inventions.  

On June 24, 1712, Sybilla obtained a certificate of good standing from her Quaker meeting after she 
notified them of her intention to travel to London to secure two patents. She would leave her family 
behind, spending several years in London, before she was finally granted patent No. 401 under the Privy 
Seal of King George on Nov. 25, 1715. Coverture Law meant that the patents were granted under her 
husband’s name, but he made no secret that the inventions were of his wife’s creation. Patent No. 401 was 
the first patent granted to any Colonial American, and it’s sometimes been called the “first American 
patent medicine.” Sybilla’s invention was a means of cleaning and curing Indian corn to produce 
something she named “Tuscarora Rice” otherwise known as corn meal or hominy. Sybilla had hoped it 
would be a useful preparation for the recovery of consumptive and sickly persons. Her husband would 
purchase a mill from William Penn to produce this product.  
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Before she left London, she was granted patent No. 403, on Feb 18, 1716. The second was for a new means 
of working and staining straw and palmetto leaves for use in hat making. She also obtained a monopoly 
for the importation of palmetto leaves from the West Indies. 

Four years after Sybilla’s death, her husband Thomas followed, leaving their children a vast estate which 
included the mill, real estate in Pennsylvania and Bermuda, both indentured and enslaved servants, 31 
casks of rum, and a stake in the brigantine “Dove.”  


