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“Objects of Distress”: Inequality and
Poverty in Early Nineteenth-Century
Prince George’s County

STEVEN SARSON

County, Maryland, died. A prosperous planter, owner of 1,045 acres of land

and fifty-eight slaves, he was the nineteenth wealthiest head of household in
the county tax lists taken the previous October.! He had lived in a fifty-by-thirty
foot framed house with a piazza “on each side” and with a twenty-four-by-sixteen
foot kitchen adjacent. Within two acres of the big house were a meat house, milk
house, lumber house, carriage house, and two slave cabins. Farther away were
nine tobacco houses, two cow houses “with eight foot sheds,” five more “small”
slave cabins, and two tenant houses. The value of the land and buildings was
$10,435.25, according to the Federal Direct Tax of 1798, although its market value
would have been a little higher.?

An inventory taken in January 1801, following the preacher’s death, estimated
the worth of his personal estate at $14,405.54, probably very close to its market
price. Most valuable were fifty-eight slaves, worth $9,346. Other saleable or work-
ing capital, worth $4,346.97, comprised forty thousand pounds of crop tobacco,
260 barrels of maize, twenty thousand pounds of timothy hay, “A Quantity of
Corn fodder,” “5 pounds Cotton in Seed,” ten horses, forty-seven sheep, seventy-
two swine, six bee hives, “3 old Cyder Mills press and trough,” “3 handMills,” a
millstone, “Shoe Makers tools,” “Carpenters & Cooper tools,” various casks, and
sundry items such as wagons, saddles, branding irons, guns, hunting nets, hoes,
and so on, all testifying to a variety of supplements to tobacco staple agriculture.
The remaining $712.57 in personalty consisted of household items, many of them
luxurious. Clothes and a library were respectively worth $100 and $200, fifty-six
items of gold and silver (including dinnerware, jewelry, and sartorial adjuncts
such as cuff-links) were worth $109.75, and the rest comprised scores of other
items of comfort such as mahogany, cherry,and walnut furniture, “6 feather Beds,”
and “13 Rose Blankets.™

Charles Jones died a year after Clement Brooke, but his sparse estate provides
a stark contrast with that of the planter-preacher. He owned no land or slaves, just
“one Old horse,” “one Cow and Calf,” “one Sow,” two feather beds and bedsteads,
two tables, “4 Old Chears,” and “1 Old Chest,” altogether worth $60.50. Priscilla

I n the winter of 1800-1801, the Reverend Clement Brooke of Prince George’s
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Brooke family coat-of-arms. Reverend Clem-

ent Brooke (1730-1800) descended from one f
of Maryland’s wealthy founding families. On

his death, the appraisers valued his estate at p
$14,405.54. (George Norbury MacKenzie, f
Colonial Families of the United States [New '\L k\'
York: The Grafton Press, 1907].) e

Howington, who died and whose property was inventoried two months after
Jones’s, was even poorer. She owned “one Old horse. . .. One Cow and Calf. . ..
three piges,” twenty-one ounces of “Old Pewter. . .. one Old Table. . .. One Old
Cupbord. ... two Old Beds and Bedsteades. . . . two old pots and [an] oven. ... Old
Lumber,” and “Nine pounds of old iron and Skillet,” worth $42.54.°

The kinds of inequalities represented in the respective properties of Clement
Brooke, Charles Jones, and Priscilla Howington are perhaps not surprising, given
what colonial Chesapeake historians have found about rising socioeconomic dif-
ferentiation and the growth of a propertyless sector of the free population in the
eighteenth century.® And yet they are surprising in light of what early national
historians generally say about rural society in the early republic. While colonial
historians have relied on sources such as wills, inventories, and tax records for
their socioeconomic analyses, usually of particular localities in depth, the cur-
rently dominant “republican synthesis” school of early national historical thought
is influenced by the philosophical-epistemological premise that social realities are
intellectually or linguistically constructed. The methodological corollary is that
these historians rely heavily on literary sources, especially the writings of contem-
porary agrarians, for their socioeconomic analyses, usually abstract ones of soci-
ety in general. Consequently, like those agrarians, they tend to see society in the
early republic as roughly egalitarian, at least in as much as the large majority
owned land and thus possessed economic independence and self-sufficiency.’

This article challenges the “republican synthesis” conception of early national
rural society, at least for the Chesapeake tobacco-slave-plantation region, em-
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ploying the same sorts of methods and sources used by colonialists. It explores
inequality, focusing on the existence of poverty in the free population, using Prince
George’s County on Maryland’s lower western shore as a test case. Studying a
single county risks producing unrepresentative results, although the findings here
make sense in the light of colonial Chesapeake historical development and are
similar to the few early national studies of tobacco society which have used the
same kinds of sources but which have not received the attention they deserve.® The
benefits of the local approach lie in the opportunity for closer analysis of the
socioeconomic conditions of individuals and groups than is afforded by the more
impressionistic generalizations of contemporary writers. Indeed, a local analysis
based on county property records shows that agrarian writers were selective to the
point of distortion, for it reveals the existence of a large and growing section of the
population which was materially poor and was excluded from agrarian discourses.
These poorer people were able to make a living as tenants and wage laborers as
long as times were generally good.” But their economic position was precarious,
and when faced with economic crisis, as they were in the late 1810s, many found
themselves dependent upon county alms, being, in the levy court’s words, “such
objects of distress as to require immediate relief.”'?

Table 1 allows us to place Clement Brooke, Charles Jones, and Priscilla
Howington in the context of the whole Prince George’s population. Clement Brooke
was toward the top of the richest decile—nineteenth from the top in 1800—with
total taxable wealth of $8,695.50, according to annual county assessments which
rated property at much less than market value. Members of this group, which
owned over two-thirds of taxable property, were almost four times richer on aver-
age than those in the second decile and almost sixty times richer than the poorest
taxpayers. Charles Jones and Priscilla Howington, however, were among 782 Prince

Table 1: Distribution of Total Wealth among Percentile Groups of
Resident Household Heads, 1800

%/no. of Value % of Cum. % Mean
householders value value
10 171 819,236.82 67.5 67.5 4,790.86
10 171 209,247.45 17:2 84.7 1,223.67
10 172 101,605.03 8.4 93.1 590.73
10 171 52,219.43 43 97.4 305.38
10 171 26,221.91 2.2 99.5 153.34

4.3 74 5,939.84 0.5 100 80.27
45.7 782 0 0 100 0

Total 1,712 1,214,460.48 100 100 709.38
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Table 2: Distribution of Total Wealth, 1810

%/no. of Value % of Cum. % Mean
householders value value
10 162 1,151,024.19 70.3 70.3 7,105.09
10 162 269,933.02 16.5 86.7 1,666.25
10 162 124,741.07 7.6 94.3 770.01
10 162 57,969.06 35 97.9 357.83
10 162 25,296.01 1.5 99.4 156.15

9.3 150 9,923.35 0.6 100 66.16
40.7 660 0 0 100 0
Total 1,620 1,638,886.69 100 100 1,011.66

Georgians, nearly 46 percent of county household heads, who owned less than
£40, or $106.80, in total and were thus exempt from local taxes. Poverty such as
theirs, then, was widespread.'

The inequalities apparent in Table 1, furthermore, were growing over time.
Table 2 shows that the gap between the wealthiest and the rest had grown by 1810,
with the richest decile owning over 70 percent of taxable wealth. The number of
nontaxables, however, and their proportion in the population, had declined, al-
though, as we shall see, this had much to do with disproportionate outmigration
by the poor. By 1820, moreover, after outmigration had declined and once the
population of household heads had risen again, both inequality and the extent of
poverty had increased. Table 3 shows that in 1820 the richest decile owned over
three-quarters of taxable wealth, while nontaxables had grown in number to over
a thousand and had become a majority of household heads.

For various reasons, however, these figures understate the extent of inequal-
ity. Some of those reasons have to do with tax assessment practices, such as rating
property at considerably less than market value. In 1800, for instance, assessors
valued prime-aged male and female slaves at $120.15 and $80.10, respectively, yet
they sold for two to three times those sums: Reverend Brooke’s slaves, children and
the elderly included, were worth over $160 each, according to his inventory. Rural
land without taxable built improvements was assessed at an average of $1.63 per
acre, yet usually sold for between $5 and $25, or even more with particularly high
quality soil and farm improvements. When county officials doublehe assessed
value of land in 1801, taxable values were still well below market values.

Aswell as under-assessment, under-reporting also minimized apparent differ-
entials between rich and poor. Assessors only updated their records by visiting
households once every several years, while in the meantime property owners were
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Table 3: Distribution of Total Wealth, 1820

%/no. of Value % of Cum. % Mean
householders value value
10 180 1,230,732.69 76.1 76.1 6,837.40
10 179 246,684.43 15.3 91.4 1,378.13
10 180 96,031.60 5.9 97.3 533.51
10 179 36,095.53 2.2 99.6 201.65

4 71 7,055.28 04 100 99.37
56 1,006 0 0 100 100
Total 1,795 1,616,599.53 100 100 900.61

supposed to inform the levy court when they acquired new property or when
slaves crossed age barriers. This they manifestly failed to do, for recorded prop-
erty holdings invariably remained static for unfeasible periods of time until sud-
denly increasing dramatically. Thus, assessments in 1800 recorded 10,830 slaves
while the census-takers found 12,191, and there were over 400,000 acres ofland in
the county, rather than the 330,000 and declining number recorded for the levy."
Most of the missing thousand-plus slaves and 70,000 acres would more likely have
belonged to wealthier rather than poorer people.

Another factor leading to under-representation of gaps between rich and poor,
as derived from local tax lists, is that up to 30 percent of property (in addition to
that accounted for in the Tables) was recorded as being owned by people who
either lived in a household in which someone else was deemed by census-takers to
be the head, or resided somewhere other than Prince George’s County, or had died
and whose property had not yet been divided among creditors and heirs. It seems
likely that wealthy nonhousehold heads would have lived in households headed
by someone wealthier rather than someone poorer, in which case some of the rich
households were even more opulent than figures based on household heads alone
will show. Absentee-owned property in Prince George’s raises questions about
Prince Georgians owning property elsewhere. It seems safe to suppose that those
who held large properties outside the county were among the wealthier residents
within the county, and that perhaps many of the county’s richest people held some
property elsewhere. The Calverts of Riversdale, for example, had taxable wealth of
$13,951.38 in 1800, including 3,325 acres of land and seventy-six slaves, and were
Prince George’s seventh wealthiest family (and would eventually be its wealthiest
by far). In addition to their Prince Georgian holdings, though, the Calverts also
owned, at various points in the early 1800s, 875 acres of land in neighboring Mont-
gomery County, plots of land in Washington, D.C., and Alexandria, Virginia,
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Table 4: Frequency of Land- and Slaveownership, 1800, 1810, 1820

Group 1800  %of 1810 % of 1820 % of
No. 712 No. 1,620 N1 1,795

Landed taxables 524 30.6 551 32.8 462 25.7
Nonlanded taxables 406 23.7 429 26.5 327 182
Nontaxables 782 45.7 660 40.7 1,006  56.0
Total landless 1,188 69.4 1,089 67.2 1,333 743
Slaveowning taxables 652 38.1 589 36.4 539  30.0
Nonslaveowning taxables 278 16.2 371 229 250 139
Nontaxables 782 45.7 660 40.7 1,006 56.0
Total nonslaveowners 1,060 61.9 1,031 63.6 1,256  70.0

stocks in various banks and in a Georgetown manufacturing company of which
George Calvert was a director, and government bonds."” One might assume that
the eventual disposition of property from the estates of the deceased was ulti-
mately a socioeconomic leveler, but inheritance was the principal means by which
wealthier people acquired property in the early nineteenth century, and, besides,
as we shall see, life-cycle mobility made little difference to general inequality."*

Prince Georgians were differentiated by what kind of property they owned as
well as by how much. The 782 nontaxables obviously owned no land or slaves, nor
did a good many of the taxables. Indeed, as in Table 4, 406 taxables were
nonlandowners, leaving a total of 524 landowners and 1,188 nonlandowners out
of 1,712 household heads: a nonlandownership rate of 69.4 percent. Furthermore,
although landlessness fell to 67.2 percent by 1810, it rose to 74.3 percent by 1820.
Surprisingly, perhaps, Table 4 also shows that slaveholding was more extensive
than landownership, although nonslaveholding still encompassed a majority of
61.9 percent in 1800 rising to 63.7 percent in 1810 and 70 percent in 1820."

The decline in landholding in the early nineteenth century represented the
continuation of a process in which ownership rates in the tidewater Chesapeake
had fallen from 70 percent in the late seventeenth century to 50 percent by the time
of the American Revolution. The decline in slaveownership between 1800 and
1820, however, was a reversal of expansion throughout the eighteenth century. It
is worth suggesting, then, that the late 1850s fall in slaveownership represented a
return to downward trends, or was at least symptomatic of fluctuation, while
stability in slaveownership rates at about 30 percent from the 1820s to the mid-
1850s was aberrant.'®

Not all the landless and slaveless were poor. Mary Wootton, for instance, had no
land to her name but owned over £2,000 in personalty in 1800, including sixty-one
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Above, Montpelier, home of the Snowden family (Maryland Historical Society). Below, Samuel
Snowden (1732-1801) freed his slaves in 1781 and then relied on wage workers. (Maryland
State Archives.)

o

slaves, and certainly had use of over 1,500 acres of land recorded in the name of
“Turner Wootton heirs.”"” In all, 239 nonlandowners, over 20 percent of the landless,
were slaveholders. Most—145—were small-scale owners of fewer than five slaves,
but eight others besides Mary Wootton held twenty slaves or more. Samuel Snowden,
on the other hand, third largest landowner in the county in 1800, freed his seventy-
one slaves in 1781, relying on wage workers and tenants to tend his 5,703 acres
thereafter. Of sixty-nine planters with over eight hundred acres in 1800 (landhold-
ings which could sustain twenty laborers or more), Snowden was one of only three
nonslaveholders.” Like Clement Brooke, most large landowners were large
slaveholders, and vice versa. Most people, however, owned neither slaves nor land,
numbering 949 and forming 55.4 percent of householders in 1800. One hundred
sixty-seven of them owned some taxable property, but the rest, Charles Jones and
Priscilla Howington included, owned none. Those without the two principal forms
of capital in this plantation-agricultural county in 1810 and 1820 respectively num-
bered 884 and 1,143, and formed 54.6 and 63.7 percent of householders.
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Table 5: Upward Mobility among Nontaxables, Nonslaveholders, and
Nonlandowners, 1800—-1810-1820

Group No. survivors No./% No. survivors No./%
to 1810 upwardly mobile  to1820 upwardly mobile

Nontaxables 217 121 55.8 78 38 48.7
Nonslaveholders 347 74 203 135 41 30.4
Nonlandowners 396 74 18.7 158 46 29.1

The existence of slavery reminds us that the figures given so far actually tell us
less than half the story of inequality and poverty in this tobacco county. In 1800,
12,191 people, 57.6 percent of Prince Georgians, did not even own themselves.
There were 8,984 free people in 1,712 households, a rate 0of 5.25 persons per house-
hold: if we assume the same average household size among slaves, then we can
extrapolate another 2,322 household heads from the enslaved population. If we
count slaves as potential property owners and subtract the value of slave property
from the figures given, then $771,020 divided among 4,034 households represents
a per capita wealth of $191.13, considerably less than the $709.38 per capitain the
free population, making Prince George’s County seem somewhat less opulent than
mean property ownership in Table 1 suggests. It is interesting to note, moreover,
that an emancipation in 1800 would have left Prince George’s County with 930
taxable and 3,104 nontaxable households, or 23 percent taxable and 77 percent
nontaxable."

The free population of 8,984 in 1800 also included a disproportionately poor
group of 648 free African Americans in 123 households. Only eight black heads of
household qualified for the local levy. The free black community, 7.2 percent of the
free population, altogether held $2,028.91, or 0.2 percent of taxable property.
Mean taxable wealth among all free black households was $16.50. Including the
estimated 2,322 slave households, average wealth among 2,445 African-American
heads ofhousehold was eighty-three cents. The white population, 8,336 people in
1,589 households, 39.4 percent of all households and 92.8 percent of free house-
holds, owned $1,212,431.57, or 99.8 percent of the wealth and $763.02 per house-
hold. But, while 115 of Prince George’s 782 nontaxable householders were black,
another 667 were white. With 42 percent of white householders nontaxable, pov-
erty in the white population was pervasive.”

Some of these poorer people were eventually able to obtain property. Table 5
reveals extensive mobility among those who remained in the county to 1810 and
1820. Over half of the nontaxables of 1800 became taxables by 1810, and just under
half of those who survived and stayed in Prince George’s did so by 1820. Also, just
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Court clerks recorded alms dispensed to the local poor in this second Prince George’s County
courthouse (1801-1881). (Prince George’s County Historical Society.)

over one in five erstwhile nonslaveholders became slaveholders over the course of
one decade, almost one in three over two decades. The numbers of hitherto land-
less householders who became landowners was the same and slightly higher over
one and two decades respectively, although they formed slightly smaller propor-
tions of the erstwhile nonlandowning population.

These figures give a somewhat deceptive impression of high mobility, how-
ever. First, mobility took the form of small steps, not large leaps. Forty-eight,
almost 40 percent, of the nontaxables who became taxables by 1810 remained
tside the wealthiest half of the free population, and another thirty-five, close to 30
percent, only aspired to the fifth decile. Fourteen of those who subsequently sur-
vived to 1820 moved another rung or two up the ladder, but seventeen returned to
the nontaxable category. Similarly, eight of the new slaveholders of 1810 fell back
into nonslaveholding by 1820, as did five of the new landowners. Also, although
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Table 6: Disappearance Rates, 1800—1810—1820

Group No.in  No. gone % No. gone %
1800 by 1810 by 1820

Taxables 930 460 49.5 740 79.6
Nontaxables 782 565 72.3 704 90.0
Slaveholders 652 312 47.9 517 79.3
Nonslaveholders 1,060 713 67.3 926 87.4
Landowners 524 233 445 415 79.2
Nonlandowners 1,188 792 66.7 1,029 86.6

the records do not permit systematic analysis of how all the upwardly mobile
acquired their new property, evidence from wills suggests that inheritance was the
main means of doing so, and there is little in the land records to indicate that
poorer people were especially active in slave or real estate markets.

Furthermore, the survivor figures above account for a relatively small pro-
portion of the population, and one which probably had a higher level of upward
mobility than the rest. There is no way of counting exactly how many of those who
disappeared from the census did so because they died, abdicated the headship of
household, or migrated. Yet it appears from Table 6 that the poor must have
migrated disproportionately, suggesting that many of those who stayed behind
expected to gain by doing so, while the poor in many cases migrated because they
had no such expectations but thought they might gain by moving. Almost three-
quarters of the nontaxables of 1800 disappeared from the record by 1810, com-
pared to half the taxables, and nine of ten nontaxables disappeared by 1820, com-
pared to eight of ten taxables. The disappearance rate was lowest at the top end of
the scale, with seventy-four, or 43.3 percent, from the wealthiest decile absent by
1810 (although 136, or 80 percent, disappeared by 1820—probably because they
tended to be older and thus died more frequently). Fewer than half of slave- and
landowners disappeared over one decade, compared to two-thirds of non-owners.
Eighty percent of slave- and landowners disappeared over two compared to 90 per-
cent non-owners. If wealthier people were older on average and thus disappeared
more frequently from the record through death, as is likely, then these figures under-
state the differential between migration and persistence based on wealth.?!

Bayly Ellen Marks made similar findings about migration from St. Mary’s
County, discovering that between the 1790s and 1830s 67 percent of outmigrants
were nontaxables, 55 percent were slaveless, and 90 percent were landless. She also
found that about 13 percent of migrants moved to other Maryland counties, 5
percent to Virginia, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania, and the rest further
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The levy court paid John Hall (above) and Charity Lowe (below) for their care of abandoned
children. (Maryland State Archives.)

afield, including 72 percent who moved to Kentucky. We can make some supposi-
tions about the likely fate of these various migrants based on other people’s schol-
arship. Marks herself shows that socioeconomic conditions in St. Mary’s County—
where, in 1800, 5 percent of taxables owned a third of taxable wealth, 40 percent of
free householders were nontaxables, and 65 percent were landless, rising to 75
percent by 1840—were similar to those in Prince George’s. According to Jackson
Turner Main, landlessness rates were as high as 75 percent in some late-eighteenth-
century Virginia tobacco counties. It seems unlikely, then, that local migration
within the tidewater tobacco region benefited people much.”

The same goes for most of those migrating farther afield. Lee Soltow, Fredrika
Teute, and Elizabeth Perkins found extensive inequality of condition and opportu-
nity in the tobacco west. In 1792, 65 percent of residents of the new state of Ken-
tucky were landless, as were as many as 84 percent in certain districts. Land prices,
beginning at $1 per unimproved acre, rising to $2 for improved acres and up to
$60 for prime riverbank land, were too high for many poorer migrants to buy
farms. Although speculators inaugurated a deferred payment practice in 1797,
and prices fell to $20 per hundred acres, landlessness still stood at 52 percent in
1802. When the government discontinued a credit scheme in 1806, many lost their
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newly acquired land, and in 1821 a third of Kentucky realty remained in the hands
of out-of-state banks and speculators. It is more difficult to arrive at the likely fate
of migrants to the wheat regions of Maryland, Virginia, and further north, or of
those who moved to cities. It may be that poorer people who moved to more
egalitarian non-plantation farming areas prospered more often than others. It is
probable, however, that those who swelled the ranks of the rapidly growing urban
industrial workforce of the early nineteenth century did not.”

Some people may have escaped propertylessness, then, but many died as poor
as Charles Jones and Priscilla Howington. Moreover, there is evidence that signifi-
cant numbers lived close to destitution and sometimes suffered subsistence crises
from which only public assistance could rescue them. Some people’s need for poor
relief arose from tragic personal circumstances. In July 1801, Prince George’s Levy
Court paid the splendidly named Charity Lowe “Twenty dollars for the purpose of
supporting and maintaining an Infant found by the said Charity for Twelve
Months.” The following year the court gave John H. Hall “Two Dollars for one
Weeks support of Sauncy Swann, a young Child whose Mother has left it — and
for sending the Child to the Poor House.” While Sauncy Swan went to the “Poor
House,” there is no record of what became of the child Charity Lowe found. Nor is
it known what caused the parents of these children to abandon them, but we can
fairly suppose that those parents also suffered terrible privation.”

Although such starts in life were inauspicious, children sent to the almshouse
were taught trades and thereby equipped to make a living. The Orphans’ Court
proceedings and land records contain numerous instances of young boys and girls
apprenticed to learn various crafts. For some people, though, life ended in pov-
erty-stricken circumstances. In 1803 the levy court paid Dr. Alexander Mitchell
$12.25 for “nursing and burying” Martin Murphy, “a poor travelling man.” Rather
than having been forced into vagrancy, it is possible that Murphy chose the free-
dom of peripatetic poverty over the confinements of other lifestyles. Whatever the
case, he seems to have had no family or friends to rely on in his time of greatest
need. He died, though, in the care of the community in the form of alocal physi-
cian who was compensated by the public purse. In this last respect he was luckier
than some. In 1805 Joseph Schofield received $8 from the levy court “for digging
[a] grave .. .and making a coffin” for James Fletcher, “a Mulatto Man . . . found
dead on the public road.” James Fletcher appears to have died homeless, possibly
of exposure, perhaps unnoticed by anyone until someone had to bury him.

The county provided a rudimentary safety net for the extremely poor, not-
withstanding that Martin Murphy, James Fletcher, and others occasionally fell
through it. The levy court annually paid the county almshouse trustees sums which
normally ranged from $500 to $1,500, although no other records survive to en-
lighten us about the people housed there. The court also provided money, usually
$10 to $20, to patrons for the support of individual almshouse outpensioners.
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Rosalie Stier Calvert (1778-1821), wife of
George Calvert (1768—1838) of Riversdale, de-
scribed the hardship she witnessed among the
county’s poor in letters to her family in Bel-
gium. (Maryland Historical Society.)

There were only two such Prince Georgian recipients of levy court poor relief in
1800, although more might have needed or wanted it. In 1805 there were four
outpensioners, and in 1808 there were twenty-four. It appears, therefore, that a
flood in 1804, a drought in 1806, and the trade embargo in 1807 rendered a small
but growing number of people unable to make their own subsistence.?

The long years of trade interruption from the embargo of 1807 through the
War of 1812 were disastrous for large numbers of people, and a wheat crop failure
in 1816 was for many the final straw. On January 30 next, responding to grain
shortage, the Maryland Assembly passed an “An Act for the temporary relief of the
poor in the several Counties in this State” requiring levy courts to provide an
emergency dole. The justices of Prince George’s Levy Court acted quickly, meeting
on February 21 and appointing eighteen of the county’s most prominent citizens
“to enquire into the situation of the Poor in their respective Neighbourhoods and
... toreport to the Court on Saturday the first of March next the names of all those
whom they may discover to be such objects of distress as to require immediate
relief” On March 1 members of the court procured an immediate loan of $1,500
and authorized themselves to obtain a further $1,000 “as soon as circumstances
will admit of it” The same day, the court gave several benefactors no less than
$2,175 to distribute among no fewer than 139 people. It also provided another
$675 for the aid of forty-four more people on March 17, $255 for thirty others on
May 19, and $35 for another four on July 7. In addition to this total of $3,140 for
217 people, the court allocated $500 for the almshouse on August 6.

Although there were no doubt philanthropic motives for the 1817 dole, its
administrators were not averse to making a little profit from it. The loan which
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Doctor Joseph Kent (1779-1837). The court
appointed Kent and twelve influential resi-
dents to investigate the worsening conditions
of the county’s poor in 1817. (Courtesy of the
Maryland Commission on Artistic Property
of the Maryland State Archives, MSA SC 1545-
1009.)

the justices raised was obtained from John Read Magruder Jr., the levy court’s
clerk. This may have been expedient—an important consideration under such
urgent circumstances—but it is notable that the justices and clerk arranged an 8
percent interest rate, 2 percent higher than planters normally expected from in-
vestment in land, stocks, and bonds.”

More significantly, perhaps, the manner in which the money was supposed to
be given reflected planters’ sense of social superiority. In the first place, wealthy
men were asked to “enquire into the situation of the Poor” and then report back to
the court; it was not intended that the destitute should define their own needs or
claim alms as of right. Also, as with outpensioners in other years, money was not
provided directly to those in need but given to a patron “to be applied in such a
manner as he may judge most effectual to relieve the said out Pensioners from
Suffering.” Beneficence, then, was tempered by the court seemingly depriving the
needy of their freedoms as consumers and rendering them beholden to wealthy
patrons. Despite these provisions, though, it is probable that in practice some sort
of dialogue occurred between patrons and benefactors in which the latter’s views
on their own needs and how they should be accommodated may have been both
aired and respected. Because the court directed its patrons to “enquire into the
situation of the Poor in their respective Neighbourhoods,” they would have been
familiar with the individual needs and wishes of their particular charges, and
taking those wishes and needs into account would probably have been the “most
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effectual” way “to relieve the said out Pensioners from Suffering.” If so, then alms
recipients were not mere “objects,” as the levy court described them, but to some
extent agents in the provision of their own welfare, even if there is no doubt that
they were in distress and required immediate relief.”

However large or small a role recipients played in the distribution of the dole,
most of them were already among the most economically vulnerable of Prince
Georgians before the wheat crop failed. Of those identifiable in the censuses or tax
records, forty were nontaxables in either 1800 or 1810 or both. Of those who were
taxables, most owned only a small amount of “other” property. A few had once
been quite well off but had fallen on hard times by 1817. Among them was Eliza-
beth Hill, who had owned $1,963.73 in 1800 and $2,887.95 in 1810, including 382
acres of land and fifteen and eighteen slaves in the respective years.* Another was
Elizabeth Eastwood, who had owned one hundred acres in 1800 and 1810, respec-
tively worth $60.08 and $153.53.°! Patrick Sim also received alms in 1817, although
he had been in dire straits for some time. He was once fairly prosperous, probably
an artisan, with $1,108.85 to his name in 1800, including two acres of land in Beall
Town, worth $203.88, and eight slaves, worth $488.61. He was a nontaxable by
1810, however, and in January 1812 John Hodges of Thomas received $40 from the
levy court for past and future “support of Patrick Sim who is in very indigent
circumstances.”*? Charles Proctor and his wife (she was unnamed in the list) were
members of Prince George’s materially poor free black community. So, probably,
were Esther Churb and Kitty Gray, both surnames belonging exclusively to ex-
tended free black families in Prince George’s in the early 1800s.”

Of those who cannot be traced, many must have been widows left without
means of support. This appears to have been the case with “Tobias Belts Widow,”
whose husband had once owned $2,829.21, including 590 acres of land and four-
teen slaves, but who had perhaps died indebted, and with “Benjamin Jones Wife &
Children,” whose husband and father had been a nontaxable.** Many other women
were not noted as someone’s wife or widow, such as “Elizabeth Stone her Daughter
Eliza Thompson & child” but may also have been widowed, divorced, or sepa-
rated. Some of the young people on the list of 1817 were apparently orphans, such
as the “Children of Thomas Littleford,” whose father had been a nontaxable in
1800 but had owned $200.25 in “other” property in 1810.” All told, 65 men, 127
women, and 24 children received alms under the 1817 Act for the Temporary Relief
of the Poor (one first name is indecipherable and the person’s sex is thus not known).
Clearly, a large number of Prince Georgians were, for various reasons, too poor to
cope with economic emergency.

There was, then, great inequality of wealth distribution in early national Prince
George’s County. Most significantly, large numbers of free people depended on
others for a living, and many of them were unable to support themselves in times
of economic crisis. These people and their predicaments did not feature in agrar-
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ian discourses about the predominance of the independent husbandman in the
early republic. And they have rarely featured in historical renderings of early
national rural society because “republican synthesis” historians have tended to
rely on those discourses as the definitive intellectual or linguistic “constructions”
of reality at the time. Many colonial and a few early national historians have done
things differently, though, and reached different conclusions. Rather than relying
on such texts, which perhaps say more about the often elite writers than about the
subjects and society they purported to describe, they have used locally based,
often quantifiable sources which allow a close-up and detailed view of people and
their social and economic circumstances. This essay has tried to do the same, and
perhaps the cumulation of knowledge from such sources will eventually help us
more fully to appreciate the extent of poverty and the conditions of the poor in the
early national tobacco plantation South.

Yet the line between quantifiable and literary sources is perhaps not as clear as
we sometimes think. The measurable data contained in tax lists and inventories,
for instance, was often accompanied by qualitative information, such as the de-
scription of many of Priscilla Howington’s possessions as “old.” Indeed, quantifi-
able evidence can itself sometimes be read as a kind of text. The appendix, a tran-
scription of the lists of patrons and outpensioners, and the amount of money
allocated for each outpensioner (or group thereof), made by the levy court be-
tween March and July 1817, is an example. In a most basic sense, it is a table of
names and numbers which quantifies economic dependence and at least tempo-
rary destitution. But it is also a kind of text which, by revealing people and priva-
tions overlooked by agrarian writers, argues powerfully against yeoman-republi-
can discourse and warns us not to be seduced by it.

Appendix

Recipients of Poor Relief and their Patrons
March to July, 1817

The levy court gave money to patrons of the poor on four different days in
1817. The dates, names of patrons (italics) and recipients, and the allocation (in
U.S. dollars) for each recipient (or group thereof) are listed below. Spelling, capi-
talization, and punctuation are as in the original document. Prince George’s County
Levy Court, Proceedings, February 21, 1817, 603; March 1, 1817, 604—16; March
17,1817,621-24; May 19, 1817, 626-29; and July 7, 1817, 639—40.

March 1, 1817

Josias Jones: Elizabeth Stone her Daughter Eliza Thompson & child, 30, Ed-
ward Welsh & Wife, 20, Ruth Hinton & her children, 25, Elizabeth & Ann Cross,
20, James White & his four children, 20, Margaret Miller, 15, Mary Hyatt, 15; Dr.
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Samuel Franklin: Sibby Felton & her two Daughters, 15, Sarah Mitchell & Eliza-
beth, 30, Charlotte Baldwin & her three children, 20, Jacob H. Waters & his Sister
Rachel Donnison, 25, Uriah Mitchel & his Daughter & her child, 20, Isaac Clark,
15, Mary Brashears, 15, Nancy Hinton & her two Children, 25; William Dudley
Digges and Jasper M. Jackson: Jane Thompson, 15, Mrs Haywood, 25, Thomas
Baldwin, 10, Mrs Magee, 30, Henry Fowler & five children, 20; William Hebb:
Mary Ridgeway, 20, Jemima Allen, 20, Jacob King, 30, Thomas Cook, 15, Lenna
Hurley, 30, Mrs Locker, 15, Susanna Tenby, 15; Thomas Mundell, Horatio McEldery,
William Marshall: John Thorn, 20, Ann Thomas, 10, Mrs Tracy, 15, Theodore
Glasgow, 20, Thomas Barton, 15, Milly Thompson & Daughter, 15, Jeremiah
Ivington, 20, Miss Knotts, 20, Miss Gregory, 10, John Martin, 20, William Rowe,
10, Osborn White, 15, Hannah Lucas & her Daughter, 10, Joseph Gales, 20, Lewis
Dent, 15, Thomas Underwood, 15, Levin Webster, 30, Mrs Boswell, 15, Luke Day,
15, Mrs Richards, 20, Basil Talbot, 15, James Atchison, 15, Mary Short, 15, Luke
Thompson, 15, Mrs Howard, 20; Francis Magruder and Edward Henry Calvert:
Caroline Mullikin, 20, Henrietta Thompson, 15, Elizabeth Price, 20, Priscilla Ver-
million, 20, Mary Fowler, 20, Ann Beckett, 15, Ruth Brown wife of M Brown, 20,
Druscilla Mitchell, 15, Elizabeth Free, 15, Patrick Sim, 20, Lydia Clereland, 15;
Francis M Hall: Mrs Ryon Widow of Thomas Ryon, 25, Samuel Mockbee, 25,
William Russell, 10; Richard W West: Jonathon White, 30, Thomas Fry, 25,
Archibald White, 20, Margaret Winkler, 30, George Winkler, 30; Edward Henry
Calvert and William Marbury: James Carroll, 30, Sarah Sansberrie, 15, Aquilla
Wilson, 20, Lydia Kidwell, 20, Zachariah Scott, 15, John King, 20, Francis Walker,
20, Joseph Barrott, 15, Hilleary Piles, 15, Zadock Reston, 15; Thomas Somerville:
Ann Richards, 20, Elizabeth Eastwood, 20, Elizabeth Richards, 20, Priscilla Collins,
20, Elizabeth Carrico, 20, Elizabeth Devan, 20, Sarah Cooksey, 20, Ann Williams,
20, Monica Carrico, 20, Rebecca Lynch, 20, Mary Bedds, 20; Robert Bowie and
Edward Henry Calvert: Ann Tarvin, 15, Ann Gardiner, 25, Mary Venables, 25, Eliza-
beth Venables, 15, Mary Magruder, 25, Sarah Linthicum, 25, Elizabeth Nowell, 25,
Elizabeth Worrell, 25, Mrs Crook, 15, Mrs Hazard, 25, Mrs Mobberly, 15, Joanna
Retter, 15, Dennis Curton, 20; David Craufurd: Sarah Ryan, 15, Sarah Burgess, 30,
Esther Churb, 20; Samuel Clagett: John Garner, 20, Rebecca Dorsett & her three
Sisters, 60

March 17, 1817

Henry A Callis: Charles Tenbys Widow, 25, Mrs Ralph, 15, Thomas Biggs, 15,
Mrs Summers, 15, Kitty Gray, 10; William Hebb: Richard Ridgway, 15, William
Palmer, 20, Henry B Thorn, 20; Francis Magruder: John McDowell, 15, Ann Keadle,
15, Elizabeth Arnold, 15, Ann Hay, 10, Rachel Hunter, 10, Benjamin Cooke, 15,
Esther Stone, 15, Ann Webster, 15, Eleanor Summers, 15; Dr Joseph Kent and Wil-
liam A Fitzgerald: Mrs Hinton, 30, Sarah Barron, 20, Rachel Deakins, 25, Catherine
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Medcalf, 20, Mary Danford, 15, Ann Onions, 10, Julia Neal, 15, Benjamin Jones
Wife & Children, 25, Jacob Brown, 20, Tobias Belts Widow, 30, Sarah Riddle, 15,
Rebecca Brashears, 10, Eleanor Clarke, 10, John Brashears Wife and Children, 20,
Oliver B Suit, 30; Edward Henry Calvert: Elizabeth Swann and Daughter, 15, Eleana
Burgess and Daughter Priscilla Day, 15, Mary Barklay, 15, Thomas Mullikin, 30,
John Sansberrie, 15; Trueman Tyler: Henrietta Young, 15

May 19, 1817

Thomas Mundell: Elisha Arvin, 10, Thomas Arvin, 10, Price Collins, 10, Eliza-
beth Hill, 8, Luke Windsor, 5, Edward Curtain, 5; Francis Magruder: Mary Roby,
15, Ann Weaver, 10, Elizabeth Weaver, 8, Sarah Allen, 5, Ann Vermillion, 8, Letty
Day, 5, Mary Willing, 15; Dr Joseph Kent: Nathaniel Hall, 10, Hetty Brashears, 10,
Clary?] Vermillion, 8, Lucy Vermillion, 8, Fielder Hays, 8, Richard Martin, 8,
Zachariah Halsall, 10, Lucy Hinton, 5; Edward Henry Calvert: Charles Proctor &
wife, 16, Elizabeth Griffin, 8, Elizabeth Power, 10, James Mobberly & wife, 10;
David Craufurd: the Children of Thomas Littleford, 20; Dr Samuel Franklin: Allen
Harvey, 10

July 7, 1817
Thomas Mundell: Nehemiah Kidwell, 5, James Hill, 5, Mrs Wood, 5; William
Dudley Digges: Thomas Baldwin wife, 10
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