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Walter Wood, sr.  Jacob Wood  parents of Jacob Wood were George Wood and Harriet Neiley.    Harriet Neiley was born in 
Pennsylvania in 1819.   Her father was Mathew Neiley who was born in 1793 in Chester County, Pennsylvania.  Her grandfather 
was Matthew Neiley who was born in 1754 in Northern Island.  Matthew and his two older brothers, William and James, came to 
America in 1758 with their father. William was 8, James was 7 and Mathew was 4. 



  

County Antrim in the province of 

Ulster in Northern Ireland 

Knowing that the Neiley family 

was Presbyterian from Ulster 

Province in North Ireland tells us 

that sometime during the 1600’s 

the family probably migrated 

from Scotland to Ireland and 

later to the English colonies.  

These people as a group are 

known in America as Scotch-

Irish. 



 

The family settled in Chester County, an area northwest of Philadelphia.  Although we know very little 

about Matthew, the father, records provide a few facts about what happened to the brothers.          

        

 

 

At the time of the Revolutionary War this area belonged to Rev. Simonton. 
  In 1798 it is listed as belonging to the estate of Mathew Neiley 

 
                                 Great Valley Presbyterian Church                                             Valley Forge 

 

                                                                                                            James and Mary Neiley’s home and linen shop   

 

    



 

James and Mathew grew 
flax which they used to 
make linen. Flax is a type 
of grass that has a strong 
inner fiber.  After 
removing the tough 
outer part the fibers are 
spun into a thread. The 
thread is then woven 
into a fabric that is used 
to make clothing and 
other types of useful 
fabric.  In the culture of 
the Irish, women spun 
the strands of fiber into 
thread and the men 
wove the fabric.  The left 
over seeds of the flax 
were sold to be processed into linseed oil.                                                                            Irish Linen Weavers  From postcard collection 

of Maggie Lee Black’s Family Genealogy website. 

While James and Mathew were establishing their linen business, family lore tells us that William was 

serving with the British military.  He was released in 1775 and went to spend some time with James.  After a 

few days he left to see Mathew.  Half way between the two homes William died of unknown causes.  Some 

speculate that the fact that he had been in the British military did not sit well with some Patriots and he 

was murdered but there is no proof. 

During the year 1775 James 

married Mary Roberts, a 

local girl from Upper 

Marion.  In 1781 he bought 

the home and the 

surrounding 4½ acres 

where he had been living.  

It was not only their home 

but a shop where they 

wove and sold the linen 

that they made. The home 

is located in Berwyn, south 

of Valley Forge.  The home 

stayed in the Neiley family 

for many generations.    

  Photo of Neiley home taken in 1903 

is from Tredyffrin Eastown Historical 

Society. History Quarterly, Vol 44, 

The Villages of Tredyffrin.                  



                                                        

 In 1778 Matthew married Jane Simonton and they had five children, Martha, Sarah, Mary, William and 

Mathew. Mathew was a founding member of the Great Valley Presbyterian Church where Jane’s father was 

the minister.  Reverend Simonton owned property near the church on Diamond Rock Hill .This hill can be 

seen from Valley Forge.  This is where Matthew and Jane lived and is probably the property where the 

brothers grew most of the flax.  In the records of land ownership in 1798 this property is shown as 

belonging to the estate of Mathew Neiley. 

During the Revolutionary War Matthew and James served briefly in the local militia.  As Presbyterians they 

had no religious objections to fighting but there are records that show that at least once they paid a fine 

because they did not serve when called upon. Mathew and James had farms that were in very dangerous 

positions with regard to the location of the opposing armies. In 1776 many of the surrounding farms housed 

British officers as the two armies faced each other across the Schuylkill River. The British eventually crossed 

the river and moved into Philadelphia.  Washington’s army camped at Valley Forge that winter and the next 

and many people were called upon to house the officers. The soldiers would often come to the local 

families in search of food.  To find out more about James and Mathew during the Revolutionary War please 

read the chapter on the Battle of Paoli. 

In 1793, twelve years after the end of the Revolutionary War, a Yellow Fever epidemic hit the Philadelphia 

area.  Almost a quarter of the population in the Philadelphia area died.  Among those were Mathew and 

Jane Neiley. Brother James and Mary adopted the orphaned children and were guardians of the estate that 

Mathew left for them.  The youngest child, Mathew, was a year old.  He would marry Catherine Freedley 

and have a child named Harriet that would marry George Wood. 

 

 

 The source of most information and pictures: Tredyfrinn Easttown Historical Society 

 A fantastic book about the Yellow Fever epidemic is called Fever  by Laurie Halse Anderson.  The 

well-researched story gives the reader a great understanding of what is was like to go thru this 

horrible time in Philadelphia. 

 


