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JESSE KERSEY

Described as "a picturesque personality" and as "one of Chester Counties most dynamic, versatile, and gifted citizens," Jesse Kersey, though little known today, seems to me to be one of the most fascinating figures among the 19th Century Philadelphia Quakers. Part of this fascination (though not necessarily sympathy!) comes from the fact that his seems to have been an atypical life: unlike what tends to appear in the lives of other Friends of the period his career was marked with repeated business failures, disastrous financial decisions, bankruptcies, devastating personal losses and personal demons. His life and numerous writings present the historian with opportunities for several different kinds of studies; this first of what I anticipate will eventually be several different essays is designed to present a fairly detailed biographical sketch.

In the course of his long life he worked variously as a potter, teacher, merchant, pipefitter, farmer, surveyor, real estate developer (there is still a "Kersey Street" in Coatesville, Pennsylvania, named after him,) and postmaster. He was also, at various times, owner or part owner of a woolens mill, an iron foundry ("The Brandywine Iron Works and Nail Factory," better known today under its later name, "Lukens Steel Company,") and a coffee and tea shop. When he was not involved in the ministry, in writing, or in trying to earn a living his favorite pastime was fishing. 

He was born 8th month 8th, 1768 to William and Hannah Kersey in Yorktown, Pennsylvania.  Jesse took on an apprenticeship as a potter.  He finished his apprenticeship on his twenty-first birthday and, rather than returning home immediately, took a position as a school master in East Caln Township in Chester County, Pennsylvania. We do not know how successful he was in this position, but he was very successful in another venture: in the spring of the next year (specifically, 5th month 26th, 1790) he married Elizabeth Coates, daughter of Moses Coates, from whom the present town of Coatesville (which also contains a "Kersey Street," named after Jesse Kersey) is named.

He returned to York after his marriage to try to establish himself as a potter, but failed. In 1794, after meeting with no success in York he moved with his wife and first two children (there would ultimately be 11, only two of whom would survive him) to East Caln Township where he started another potting business, which also failed. It would during this time--ca. 1795--that one of the most disastrous of his many misfortunes befell him: during a period of major illness his doctor (who was also his brother-in-law, Jesse Coates) prescribed a mixture of laudanum and brandy. While Kersey recovered from the illness he did not recover as readily from the treatment, and was plauged with chronic alcoholism (which he kept under varying degrees of control) for at least the next thirty years.

Kersey became an eloquent and powerful preacher, particularly popular among young Friends who appreciated his decision to speak in a natural instead of affected voice, and he made a number of travels in the ministry. He travelled in England and Ireland,  he had a meeting with James Madison, then President of the United States, in which he discussed war and slavery; bought a farm (which failed in 1824) and began developing real estate, and produced the Treatise.

Jesse Kersey undertook his final journey in 10th month, 1845. He was then a member of Kennett Meeting, and was engaged in a concern to visit the families of the different branches of it (the first time he had ever been involved in such a work.) He began, but never completed this project: his remaining health and strength gave out on the 18th of the 10th month and he had to return home and be put to bed; he died quietly on the morning of the 28th, at the age of 78.

