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Friends of the Press
of the Maryland Historical Society

THE MARYLAND HISTORICAL SOCIETY (MdHS) is committed to publishing the
finest new work on Maryland history. In late 2005, the Publications Committee, with
the advice and support of the development staff, launched the Friends of the Press, an
effort dedicated to raising money used solely for bringing new titles into print. Re-

sponse has been enthusiastic and generous and we thank you.

The first Friends of the Press publication, Leonard Augsburger’s Treasure in the
Cellar: A Tale of Gold in Depression-Era Baltimore, is selling well. Mr. Augsburger has
been a featured speaker at several local events such as the American Numismatic
Association convention and the Baltimore Book Festival. Baltimore Sun columnisc Fred
Rasmussen wrote two columns on the famous “gold hoard” story and is planning a
third. Forthcoming books include Clara Ann Simmons, Chesapeake Ferries: A Waterborne
Tradition, 1632—2000 which will be available late spring 2009. This narrative history
of ferry boat cravel in the Chesapeake region includes dozens of old and rare photo-
graphs, maps, and manuscripts. Additional histories await your support, including
Joseph Sterne’s story of the Baltimore Sun’s correspondents in World War II, scheduled
for release next fall. These publications would not be possible without your generous
support of the Press.

We invite you to become a supporter, to follow the path firse laid out with the
MdHS’s founding in 1844. Help us fill in the unknown pages of Maryland’s past for
future generations. Become, quite literally, an important part of Maryland history.

If you would like to make a tax-deductible gift to the Friends of the Press, please
send your donation to Dan Gugliuzza, Development, Maryland Historical Society,
201 W. Monument Street, Baltimore, MD, 21201. For additional information on
MdHS publications, contact Patricia Dockman Anderson, Editor, 410-685-3750
X317, or panderson@mdhs.org.
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In 1923, A. Aubrey Bodine (1906-1970) worked as an office boy at the Baltimore
Sun. The editor of the Sunday edition agreed to publish the young reporter’s
pictures of the Thomas Viaduct at Relay and thereby launched the career of one of
Maryland’s most recognized and popular photographers. Throughout his career,
Bodine submitted pictorialist-style photographs to national and international sa-
lon competitions and consistently won top honors. (Maryland Historical Society.)
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Editor’s Notebook

The Maryland Historical Society lost one of its most dedicated supporters on
November 5, 2008, when Samuel Hopkins, past-president, former chairman of
the board of trustees, and longtime member of the Publications Committee
passed away at the age of ninety-five. Sam joined the society in 1956 as treasurer
and throughout his fifty-two years of service remained devoted to its mission of
preserving Maryland’s history. Beyond the MdHS, Sam enjoyed a long and suc-
cessful career with the Safe Deposit & Trust Company and later with Alex Brown
& Sons while serving multiple board positions, including the Sheppard Pratt
Hospital, the Baltimore City Board of Recreation and Parks, the Citizens Plan-
ning and Housing Association, and most recently the Friends of Clifton Mansion.

Sam Hopkins’s commitment to preserving the past through the written word
kept him an active member of the Publications Committee. Longtime members of
that esteemed group of volunteers will recall his reminders that the legacy of the
society’s founders extended beyond preserving artifacts and included researching,
writing, and publishing Maryland history. He also reminded us that our publica-
tions once drew the financial support of philanthropist George Peabody who, in
1867, endowed a publications fund, half of which supported the printing and distri-
bution of papers, pamphlets, and books. Sam’s belief in the value of the printed
word led him to fund the society’s history in 2006 and, when the development team
suggested organizing the Friends of the Press, he wrote the first check.

In addition to supporting our books, Sam actually read every issue of this
journal and often phoned to discuss the articles, particularly those that added to
our knowledge of abolition. Although he claimed descent from numerous early
Maryland families, and was a great grand nephew of philanthropist Johns Hopkins,
the work of abolitionist Elisha Tyson stood in the forefront of those family mem-
bers he most admired. And in the final accounting for Challenging Slavery in the
Chesapeake (2007), when it looked as if we might not have full funding, Sam
offered to make up the difference.

And thus he served, year after year, steadfastly promoting new work in local
history through our books, this journal,and beyond. Sam encouraged new projects
such as Kathy Sander’s biography of Mary Elizabeth Garrett, and expanding the
Baltimore philanthropy exhibition at Clifton, Johns Hopkins’s country home.
Those of us who had the privilege of working in Sam’s “magic circle” are the benefac-
tors of the joy he found in bringing another piece of the past into print. We are
also the caretakers of Sam’s belief in the power and importance of history, in basic
human “goodness,” and that knowledge of the past brings understanding of the
present and a better ability to plan for the future. Sam Hopkins—resolute, pas-
sionate, quiet, and kind—we will miss him.

PDA



Samuel Hopkins, 1913—2008
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The House at Mistake: Thomas Marshall
and the Rise of Genteel Culture in the
Eighteenth-Century Chesapeake

Reynolds J. Scott-Childress

homas Marshall became the last pioneer settler of the tidewater Potomac
I through a series of surveyor errors.'! Colonial surveyors, notoriously in-
exact in their measurements and boundary descriptions, often followed
traditional practices and used crude instruments ill suited to the geography of the
frontier Chesapeake. Even adequately trained surveyors could make significant
miscalculations in laying out the sometimes vast acreage of provincial patents. The
use of blazed trees, rocks, and other transient or difficult-to-interpret boundary
markers often left property lines vague or subject to the faulty (or highly biased)
memories of frontier neighbors who owned numerous widely scattered properties.>
Although conflicts over property boundaries often led to bitter feuds and violent
recriminations, surveying errors proved fortuitous for Thomas Marshall and his
descendents.

Long after settlers had patented most of the land in the tidewater Potomac
area, Marshall discovered that a prime section of shoreline on Pomonkey neck of
western Charles County (just across the river from the future site of Mount Vernon)
still lay unclaimed. In 1727, armed with information most likely gained through a
series of family relations, he began the process of procuring the land through a
patent. He named his new sixty-six-acre property, squeezed between several parcels
that had been patented more than six decades earlier, Mistake. Soon after gaining
title to the land, Marshall began to construct a house. And by the end of his life in
1759 he lived on his Mistake in one of the finest homes in the colonial Chesapeake
region (the house that would many decades later come to be known as “Marshall
Hall”). For the Marshall family the inconsistent practices of colonial surveyors
became the basis for the vast plantation and prominent family seat Thomas
Marshall’s descendents would control for over a century.

Marshall’s decision to build his house at Mistake was, of course, the result of
many more factors than a surveyor’s error. His evolving fortunes thrived on forces
that stretched beyond the Chesapeake region and the intimate bonds between

The author earned his Ph.D. at the University of Maryland College Park and is cur-
rently an assistant professor of history at the State University of New York at New
Paltz.
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Samuel Lewis, Map of Maryland, 1795. Thomas Marshall built the house at Mistake on the
Maryland side of the Potomac River. George Washington’s Mt. Vernon sat on the opposite shore,
just south of Alexandria.

brother and brother, husband and wife, parent and child. From booming and
busting European tobacco markets, to changing social norms about the pur-
pose of families, to the eruption of the “consumer revolution” in the colonies, to
evolving ideas about the social and cultural significance of land—Marshall’s
decision and its consequences reveal ways in which the Maryland gentry distin-
guished itself as a class at a specific moment in time. This story involves growing
numbers of Marshalls in succeeding generations, changing ideas about family
relations, and shifting ideas about the display of individual status in a growing
commercial world.

Thomas Marshall began his adult life as an artisan shipwright but transformed
himself into planter-merchant at an extremely opportune historical moment.
The 1720s were years of economic expansion in the Chesapeake, largely because of
events far across the Atlantic. Decisions made in London, Edinburgh, and other
European cities intimately tied the Chesapeake to European fortunes. The first
major development came with the end of Queen Anne’s War in 1713. Over the next
decade Maryland and other New World English colonies were able to rebuild
their decimated merchant marines.’ It is possible that Thomas Marshall, the young
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shipwright, profited from this change of fortunes, both as one who worked on
ships and as one who may have used his knowledge of shipping to take advantage
of the opening up of transatlantic trade in the new era of peace.

A second development had equally significant ramifications for Thomas
Marshall and the Chesapeake economy as a whole. A fifty-year period of prosper-
ity for tobacco planters began around the late 1720s. The spark came when Sir
Robert Walpole’s administration, realizing that the tobacco trade was languish-
ing, removed re-export fees in 1723. Soon after, the European market for tobacco
grew rapidly, encouraged by the French government’s bestowal of a monopoly on
a company whose directors chose to import Chesapeake tobacco through Brit-
ain. At this moment, Thomas Marshall began his search for land and transformed
himself from artisan to planter. For a man with ambition and some access to
economic resources, the 1720s and 1730s proved an ideal time to seek a fortune.*

A man intent on winning social status among his fellow provincials could also
succeed. The Tidewater Chesapeake underwent a simultaneous major social and
cultural transformation. The improving economy made it possible for growing
numbers of Maryland gentry to emulate the latest fashions and cultural mores
popular in the metropolis of London. The house that Thomas Marshall built for
himself, his family, and his descendants sumptuously reflected Maryland planters’
deep immersion in English consumerism and the behaviors and social organiza-
tion it engendered in the early and middle eighteenth century.

Thomas Marshall’s house and the goods he stored in it are testaments to the
rapid transformation of Chesapeake cultural ideals. The design of the house can
be read to give clues to the cultural aspirations of its builders. At the same time
situating the house and its goods in their cultural world offers insight into
Marshall’s choices and his family’s experiences as they rode the crest of a socio-
economic wave that swelled across the Atlantic Ocean from the churning eco-
nomic waters of Edinburgh and London. When it crashed on the Chesapeake, it
remade local culture, but the reverberations (in the flotsam of the tobacco trade
and the jetsam of new ideals of independence) had vast repercussions for Euro-
pean markets and ultimately for European politics. And just as Charles County’s
economy was closely tied to the fortunes of British merchants, so also was its
culture. The Marshalls and other members of the southern Maryland gentry used
non-essential goods bought from England to create a distinctly new culture of
their own.

Generations of Land

As a second son, Thomas Marshall faced a potentially daunting problem in his
teen years. This status could have tremendous ramifications on one’s inheritance
and future economic possibilities during the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries. In England the practice of primogeniture (devising virtually all of a
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father’s property on only the eldest son) often severely limited a younger son’s
access to family wealth.® And although growing numbers of American fathers
abandoned the practice of bestowing the bulk of their wealth on the eldest son,
they rarely divvied up their estates among all of their sons (much less daughters)
in equal amounts. In Thomas’s case, his father William Marshall II, died at age
thirty-nine or so in 1698, when Thomas was only three years old. William Marshall
I1 left just one hundred acres of land to his second son Thomas, while he gave more
than 500 acres to his first son, William Marshall III. Thomas’s grandfather, Will-
iam Marshall I, had amassed large tracts of land in the vicinity of the head of the
Wicomico River in eastern Charles County that included the six hundred acres.

Although the ownership of 100 acres of land represented a moderate amount
of wealth in 1700, Thomas Marshall’s inheritance came with several problems.
The land had been worked for more than sixty-five years, and although the soil
typically produced the best tobacco, it may have been exhausted after decades of
bearing the notoriously greedy crop. If the land did prove productive, the small
plot would not have brought much income. Nor did William Marshall leave his
son slaves to work the land. Moreover, the Wicomico property’s locale, lying
rather far inland, was not attractive enough to sell or trade in hopes of obtaining
better land elsewhere. From the moment of his birth, Thomas Marshall bore the
fate of a younger son.”

This accident of history left him in a precarious social and financial position.
Where William Marshall III began adulthood with enough land to establish a
plantation, Thomas could not simply assume that he too would become a planter.
He would most likely have grown up understanding that if he were to become a
planter like his brother, he would first have to raise capital through another occu-
pation. His early chances did not look bright.

Second sons, particularly those who grew up in the house of a stepfather,
often spent several years bound out to learn a trade. This is apparently what
happened to young Thomas Marshall. By about 1710 he was learning the skills of
a shipwright repairing and building boats. These skills, however, did not ensure a
successful future. Only about one in five Marylanders listed a boat of any sort in
the inventories of their estates. Additionally, most of Maryland’s sailing vessel
construction took place on the Eastern Shore, far from Marshall’s home.?

Craftsmen found it difficult to establish lucrative trade on the lower Western
Shore, particularly in the upper tidewater Potomac region. The area lacked ham-
lets and towns of sufficient size until well after 1730 and consequently the mecha-
nism to focus economic activity into a market. Sparse settlement of only about
seven settlers to the square mile in Charles County further diminished the possi-
bility of plying a trade, much less achieving wealth through artisan production.
The “open country” pattern of settlement and land use continually reenforced the
primacy of the plantation as the region’s sole means to economic wealth and
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social status. To make matters worse for unpropertied men, planters increasingly
consolidated land in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Land
prices doubled between 1680 and 1700, while tobacco prices stagnated at less than
a penny per pound. The long decline in tobacco prices throughout most of the
second half of the seventeenth century created a widening gap among land own-
ers. Those with greater amounts of land were able to procure more, while those
with smaller parcels found it difficult even to hold on to what they already had,
much less obtain additional acres.?

Such talk of plantations obscures one of the key developments of Thomas
Marshall’s lifetime. The very meaning of land underwent a far-reaching transfor-
mation. As the land filled up, immigrants found it increasingly difficult to obtain
land through the old headright and patent mechanisms.”® Attaining land shifted
from the quasi-feudal proprietary system to two other systems that did not al-
ways mesh well. First, the demise of the patent process closed the possibility of
finding land through connection to the Lord Proprietor. Land thereafter became
a commodity to be bought and sold in the market. This new system benefited
families that owned land by 1700 and created a growing disparity between landed
planters and subsistence farmers and laborers. Second, the establishment of fam-
ily ties to certain parcels of land led to a system of procuring land through inher-
itance. This method in turn led to a cultural shift in the way Marylanders thought
about their property, as a symbol of family status. Maryland settlers after the first
generations of immigrants created legal bonds and traditions and reorganized
their property holdings to give place to the ineffable feelings of family heritage.
Land became the testament to a family’s connection with past generations and its
promise to future generations. By the early 1700s, Thomas Marshall was able to
combine these two ways of thinking about land to deal successfully with a series of
demographic changes that ramified throughout eighteenth-century Chesapeake
society.

The lives of Chesapeake settlers underwent dramatic change in the years around
1700. The ratio of Maryland’s native-born (or creole) population to its immigrants
had begun to increase significantly. Immigration slowed, particularly as the prov-
ince shifted its labor force from white indentures to African slaves. Creoles began to
achieve natural increase and came to predominate in the lower Western Shore
throughout the eighteenth century. Along with natural increase, they experienced
longer life expectancy as more moved inland away from disease-ridden boggy
riverbanks and as they improved both diet and general living conditions.

Creole predominance, natural increase, and longer life expectancy, in turn,
altered marriage patterns. In the era of William Marshall I, people married later
in life, the high mortality rate left many spouseless, with fewer children, within a
short time. Men outnumbered women by a ratio as high as six to one. As immi-
grants who arrived as indentured servants, most of these women could not marry
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until their terms of service ended, at which time the majority had reached their
early twenties, a late age for the seventeenth century. Later marriages, with a life
expectancy as low as forty years in the Chesapeake region, meant small families due
to the squeeze on the wife’s fertile years. Short lives meant that numerous children
reached adulthood as orphans or with just one surviving parent. Still fewer knew
any of their grandparents. The children of the immigrant William Marshall, for
example, lost both parents before the eldest sibling reached fifteen. Fortunately, the
Charles County Orphan’s Court administered a portion of his land after his death.
As William and Katherine Marshall had both arrived as immigrants, it is unlikely
their children met their grandparents (still residing in England), with the excep-
tion of William 11, who did so during two years spent in school in England.”

Beginning with the native-born generation of William Marshall, however,
creoles experienced quite different circumstances. Creole marriages began to ap-
proximate the experiences of the home country after 1700. Natural increase re-
duced the ratio of males to females, although it was not nearly equivalent for
several decades. This increase widened the marriage pool for both men and women.
Creole women did not have to serve indentures, which lowered the average age of
marriage for women. Lower marriage ages and longer life expectancies made longer
marriages possible. In the middle third of the 1600s, marriages between immi-
grants lasted an average of only eleven years. But by the early 1700s the average
had increased to twenty-two years. Longer creole marriages, in turn, typically
produced more children than the marriages of immigrants. The marriage of Tho-
mas Marshall and Elizabeth Bishop Stoddert in Prince George’s County closely
reflected this change. Their marriage lasted almost twenty-five years and they
produced five children.”

Thomas Marshall, however, married rather late in life. His elder brother Wil-
liam Il married in his early twenties, but Thomas did not marry Elizabeth Stoddert
until he neared his thirtieth year. To a great extent, this disparity is explained by
the different stations in life of the two brothers. William III could attract a fine
marriage partner with his inherited wealth. Thomas, as a young man with no
significant inheritance and working as an artisan in a locale ill suited to his par-
ticular trade, would have had few prospects, particularly during a time when men
outnumbered women in Maryland by a ratio of three to two.*

For all of the ills associated with being born after the first son, Thomas
Marshall’s membership in the Marshall family gave him certain advantages. He
had his hundred acres. He also had a wealthy brother. Through the 1720s, Tho-
mas Marshall used these advantages to leverage his status from that coded in the
official records of the day as “Mr.” to that of “Gent.” First, he sought land near his
brother in the western part of the county along the Potomac shore. Next, he
married a well-situated widow, Elizabeth Bishop Stoddert. She brought into the
marriage a considerable amount of property in Thomas Marshall’s new neigh-
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borhood. Her deceased husband, James Stoddert, had played a major role in the
development of Pomonkey and surrounding locales as both a large land owner
and widely respected surveyor.” At his death, Stoddert left an estate of almost
£800 (including twenty-five slaves and a number of books) and nearly 7,000 acres
of land in Charles and Prince George’s Counties (much of it in the Pomonkey
Neck). Thomas Marshall, on marrying Elizabeth Stoddert, gained control of all
of James Stoddert’s property.

The House at Mistake

Randolph and Jacob Brandt, neighbors to Thomas Marshall, were worried in the
fall of 1731. They found themselves in a dispute over a piece of property called
Greenwich situated on the Potomac Shore a short distance above Pomonkey Creek.
Their problems had nothing to do with Marshall’s land. The boundary dispute,
however, is of great value, nonetheless, because the related documents provide the
first clear evidence of the construction of Thomas Marshall’s house at Mistake. In
trying to place the proper boundary of Greenwich, court administrators placed
the northern line one half mile below the “dwelling house of Thomas Marshall.”*¢

Thomas Marshall’s house, an impressive and imposing structure, would have
stood out not only to the court’s administrators but to anyone sailing the Potomac
or living in Charles County. The manse, with its steeply pitched roof, soared far above
the usual height of Maryland homes and gave the impression of a two-story house.
The double-pile brick construction offered a striking comparison to the rude, dilapi-
dated, wooden buildings that dominated the region.” The exterior design, rigorously
symmetrical with a five-bay fagade on both the lower and upper floors of the west side
of the house (facing the Potomac), echoed a similar design on the east side. Stylish
molded, double-ogee-lined arches crowned each of the first-floor windows.

The interior spaces created for public events would have awed visitors in a
place where many houses possessed only one or two rooms each of which had
multiple uses. Although small by later standards of mansion building, the origi-
nal Marshall house was one of the largest built in Southern Maryland before
1740, with nearly 2,000 square feet of living space. The main entrance of the
westward facing fagade opened directly into the house’s largest and most richly
decorated room. A visitor would have stepped directly from the outdoors into
a room adorned with floor-to-ceiling raised panels on all four walls, sumptuous
ceiling cornices, and a large, arched fireplace framed by complex bolection
molding. The panels were a marvel of carpentry—mortise-and-tenoned so care-
fully that they appeared to require no wooden pegs to fit together, clearly the
work of a joiner, such as a shipwright, who deeply appreciated the complexities
of wood joinery and fine woodwork in general (Figure 1).®

Marshall’s house introduced the style that dominated the homes of wealthy
Charles County merchant-planters throughout the rest of the eighteenth cen-
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Figure 1. Diagram of paneling in the
original Marshall house. (Susan Long,
“Historic Structure Report, Architec-
tural Date Section for Marshall Hall,
Piscataway Park” [Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Department of the Interior, 1983].)

tury, with basic floor plans of four rooms at ground level. Most often these houses
stood just one story tall. Some held a half floor above the first, but rarely a full
second story. In those homes that did have a second floor, one of the four ground-
floor rooms contained a stairway, giving it the feel of a closet rather than a usable
room. No fifth space existed for a dedicated central hall such as that which devel-
oped in later architectural styles popular in the Chesapeake region. Many origi-
nal features of the Mistake house are typical of the earliest datable examples in
Southern Maryland. These include the floor plan, the double-ogee designs above
the first-floor windows, the gauged and moulded brick pattern used on the bay
heads above all the exterior doors and windows, the arched blind panel located in
the east chimney, the flared roof eaves, and the one and one-half story construc-
tion."

The style of the Mistake house became so prevalent in Charles County through
the eighteenth century that it should perhaps be designated “Charlesian,” a form
to be emulated as a sign of the architectural ways of the wealthy. By the end of the
century, local authorities recognized the value, if not the architectural signifi-
cance, of Thomas Marshall’s brick house. In 1783 the usually taciturn Charles
County appraiser assigned the house his highest monetary and conditional rating
of “very good,” an opinion with which he flattered very few other houses. A 1798
assessor listed the house and its outbuildings among the ten most highly valued
properties in the county.

The building of the house at Mistake utterly changed the significance of the
land on which it sat. The problem for historians is to determine first why Thomas
Marshall built his house in 1730 or so, and second what he thought he was doing
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by constructing such an unusual and imposing structure. The dilemma in attack-
ing this problem is that, unlike a number of Virginia homebuilders of the same
period (such as George Washington and George Mason of Gunston Hall), the
Marshalls left no personal, written documents explaining their motivations, in-
terests, and desires. Yet the house can speak for itself. And there are also numerous
documents—particularly wills, inventories, and final accounts—that make it
possible to read the Marshalls’ decisions in the context of transatlantic and local
changes in economy, society, and culture.

Thomas Marshall built a house far different from those of his father and grand-
father, and even his elder brother. His house had to contend with the necessity of
displaying and protecting the new sorts of consumer goods, many of them fragile,
that became integral to the coalescing culture of Chesapeake gentility.>° Nondu-
rable underscored non-necessity and amply illustrated how such goods served as
material manifestations of the evanescence of the latest fashions. Correlatively, as
the rising Chesapeake elite invested social capital in fragile impermanent goods,
they simultaneously sought to build solid permanent structures to house their
delicate wares. Tidewater gentry, in the first glimmers of the consumer revolution
in America, needed more substantial homes in which to display their attachment
to the culture of gentility.

Thomas Marshall’s father, brother, and grandfather, as did planters at all points
on the economic scale, built largely impermanent structures that generally survived
ten to twenty years. Intent on developing both their land and labor on the higher
priority of turning an agricultural profit, housing ranked second. The immigrant
William Marshall and his son William II lived in houses that most likely used no brick
whatsoever in their construction, not even for the chimneys. With few exceptions,
houses such as these featured all wood construction, from the frame and the clap-
board siding to the shingles. The frames would have been anchored by posts set
directly into holes in the ground (i.e., “hole-set” posts) and these houses required
frequent maintenance during their brief life spans. Even with great care, they rarely
lasted more than three decades, less if a wooden chimney caught on fire, longer if the
collapse came from the slower devastation of rot and termites.*

Multiple housing styles, variations of traditional British models, dotted the Chesa-
peake landscape at the time immigrant William Marshall arrived in Maryland in the
1640s. Through the middle decades of the century the wide variations winnowed
down to a handful of standardized types. By the time William II constructed a home
for his new family in the 1680s, one type so dominated that it became known as the
“Virginia house,” although the style was prevalent on both shores of the Potomac.”

The Virginia house was characterized by a one or one-and-a-half story wooden
hole-set frame that created one or two rooms on the ground floor. Most Virginia
houses stood one story tall, yet those settlers who built houses with second floors
could only access the space by ladder (in effect, an attic used for purposes other
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than storage). The space did not have side walls, only the sloping ceiling on the
underside of the roof. There could be a window or two at the ends of the attic, and
perhaps a couple of narrow dormers as well. The ground floor of the two-room
Virginia house plan consisted of a large main room known as “the hall.” One
entered directly into this room from the outside through a modest doorway. The
smaller room, or “chamber,” could be entered only through the hall.*

During the period that the Virginia house became predominant, Chesapeake
home builders revised the standard elements used in British home building and
made extensive use of local building materials. The abundance of wood allowed
for easy construction, frequent and low-cost repair, and ultimately convinced
American builders to give up on thatch roofs altogether and replace them with
wooden shingles. Rising Chesapeake fortunes made it possible for greater num-
bers of home builders to replace oiled paper (or gaping holes) with glass win-
dows, and by the early eighteenth century brick chimneys had largely replaced
wooden ones. For all these adaptations the Virginia house remained quite mod-
est, even by late eighteenth-century standards.**

Into the early years of the eighteenth century, Marylanders of all economic
levels built houses primarily for shelter. Immigrant William Marshall, with his
lack of interest in making social distinctions when choosing friends, would have
cared little to make his house into a marker of his wealth and status. Wealthy
Tidewater planters of his and his son’s generations did not put much effort into
creating large, well-apportioned homes. As late as the 1720s, 85 percent of Virginia’s
wealthiest decedents had lived in Virginia houses. In Maryland housing up until
the early eighteenth century, “the principle differences between rich and poor lay
not in size and quality of housing, but in the number of structures.”*

By the early eighteenth century the gentry (and those who aspired to gentry
status) began to turn away from the old methods and styles (or, more accurately,
nonstyles) of building. Throughout the North American colonies the twenty-five
years between 1725 and 1750 brought an explosion of building mansion houses
using new styles, floor plans, techniques, and materials. These larger houses,
built in a style that starkly contrasted with those of the earlier era, reflected
Marylanders’ desires for larger houses in which they could enjoy and display
their non-essential, consumer goods. The tenets of gentility called for a separa-
tion of interior spaces into public and private venues, and planters thus began
to construct houses that were two rooms wide and two rooms deep, making a
total of four rooms on the ground floor. The greater number of rooms allowed
for increased specialization of function within each space. Soon, wealthy plant-
ers added second floors, also two by two. By the 1750s this new development had
blossomed into the full-blown Georgian style.?®

Georgian houses stood a full two stories high, had hipped or gabled roofs,
sashed windows placed symmetrically across the axial facades, and featured a
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Figure 2.. First floor layout of a typical Geor-
gian-style house. (Henry Glassie, In Com-
mon Places: Readngs in American Ver-
nacular Architecture [Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1986].)
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paneled, pedimented door squarely in the middle of the structure. Vital to the
Georgian house was a central passageway that made possible four of the key ele-
ments of the style. The central hall set rooms apart and allowed for a separate
entrance to each. It served as a greeting space where visitors could, in a sense, be
sorted and allowed to pass only into those rooms that their status or purpose
warranted. This central hall also complemented the elaborate doorway (and
likely porch) through which visitors entered the house.””

Lastly, the space housed the stairs that led to the upper chambers (for a typi-
cal Georgian floor plan see Figure 2). After 1750 or so, the Georgian design domi-
nated house architecture in Virginia. There, homebuilders increasingly followed
English models. George Washington’s father built the original Mount Vernon on
the Georgian plan, and George Mason employed the English builder William
Buckland as an indentured servant with the express purpose of creating his house,
Gunston Hall, in the latest English fashion.?®

Thomas Marshall’s Mistake house is neither Virginian nor Georgian. It
cropped up at a midpoint along the evolution from the former to the latter
style, then developed into the unique Charlesian vernacular style. Mistake’s
floor plan remained exceedingly popular in Charles County until the end of the
eighteenth century. Of the forty or so unaltered eighteenth-century houses in
Charles County, only three followed the Georgian plan of two-room depth
with central passage.? The rest were built on the Mistake house model, one that
represents something quite important in thinking about cultural influence—
the meeting of a transatlantic style with a local vernacular, the influence of
which can be seen in a variety of ways.

The turn to bricks is the key element of the Mistake house and separated it
from the vast majority of houses that preceded it in Charles County. The use of
bricks allowed for significant reduction of dry rot and termite infestation. With
the wood of the frame covered by masonry, the house could withstand centuries
rather than mere decades of use.
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Bricks account for the longevity of the house at Mistake and although they
had been available for some time as a building material, the cost of transport and
scarcity of skilled bricklayers proved prohibitive. Additionally, brick construc-
tion required far more bricks in building a masonry wall than can be seen from
the exterior.® Although numerous carpenters with the knowledge required to
build hole-set post structures lived and worked in the Tidewater, few brick ma-
sons found steady work until after the first third of the eighteenth century.

Bricks also carried cultural significance. For example, a Chesapeake homebuilder
used brick to signal two vital claims about his family: permanency and stability."
The durability of a brick structure suggested that the family living within had a long
heritage and expected the family line to continue far into the future. Moreover,
because masonry required an artisan of a rare sort during the first third of the
eighteenth century in the Chesapeake region, it also signaled a homeowner’s eco-
nomic ability to engage the services of a craftsman. Although most property owners
could afford hole-set post houses that could be built using readily available materi-
als, bricks signaled a homeowner’s vaunted level of taste. A house such as Thomas
Marshall’s, with its Flemish bond brickwork, displayed his aesthetic appreciation
and revealed his reinterpretation of the function of a house.3* No longer merely a
shelter, Marshall’s house made a statement about family status.

Exterior and Interior Design

This status function carried over into the design of the house’s exterior, and
Marshall built an intensely symmetrical dwelling. Visitors from the land side (or
eastern elevation) would proceed down a straight drive that bisected the house
and pointed directly at the rear door of the east side of the building (Figure 3).
There were two windows, one on either side, each equidistant from the centered
door. At the second level, three windows rested directly above each of the bays on
the ground floor. If one walked through the house with front and back doors
open, the line of the drive would continue right down to the Potomac shore and
onto the pier that carried the line of the drive out into the river. From the Potomac
side of the house (or western elevation), a visitor would again encounter the
structure’s symmetry (Figure 4). The only difference would be the five bays in-
stead of three as on the eastern elevation.

This rigorous symmetry was not simply a design motif. It was a cultural meta-
phor that expressed the occupants’ desire for a genteel social order.® This social
order—Ilike the relations of the family residing within the household—was based
on two sometimes confluent and sometimes conflicting principles at the heart of
genteel culture. On the one hand, the genteel social order, based in notions of
social division and hierarchy, was akin to the patriarchal division within the fam-
ily. The father ruled the household in the then-legitimate legal order that gave
him virtually all rights over his wife and her property, the couple’s children, and
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E _.j i ﬂ_ Figure 3. Mistake house, east

elevation, c.1725. (Long, “His-
toric Structure,” 113.)

all of the family’s servants and slaves. Conversely, gentility in the Chesapeake
hardly bespoke of naked power. Planters and elites legitimized gentility through a
rhetoric of love and family nurture.3* These two faces of gentility—patriarchal
power and familial affection—created a new need in Chesapeake homes, a distinc-
tion between public and private, clearly seen in various aspects of the interior of
Marshall’s house and its furnishings.

The interior layout of Thomas Marshall’s house suggests that it was an early
experiment in creating a home with both public and private spaces. Although the
first-floor plan lay rooted in vernacular English architecture, the design presented
a clear advance over the rough-hewn Virginia house of the seventeenth century.
The space held four rooms, but they were neither symmetrical in layout nor set off
from a central hallway (Figure 5). With no interior hallway, visitors entered di-
rectly into the “hall” (in the old sense of the term as a large room) just as they
would have in the homes of the first three William Marshalls, a continuation of
older layouts in which homes had only two rooms on the ground level. Lack of the
hallway eliminated the need for an elaborate entryway. Moreover, the stairs sat
tucked in a small room rather than in the center of the home.

The floor plan of the Charlesian house suggests how the genteel gentry of
Maryland thought about the interior spaces of their houses in a significantly
different fashion from their forebears. In the houses of the first three William
Marshalls, rooms had multiple uses. For example, a single lower floor room
simultaneously served as sleeping and eating quarters, work room, and ware-
house. Communal family and social activities such as sleeping, eating, and working
placed parents, children, other relatives, and visitors together in the same room.
The traditional Virginia house offered little differentiation between public and
private spaces.
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Figure 4. Mistake house,
west elevation, c. 1725. (Long,
“Historic Structure,” 112.)

The Mistake house floor plan, however, shows a sharp distinction in the use of
rooms. The hall has built-in cupboards, an indication that from its very inception
the hall would feature a display of consumer goods—logical in that the Marshalls
entertained other Charles County gentry with dinners, teas, or parties in this space.®
The use of the second main room on the first floor, with a most unusual feature, is not
so easy to decipher. Unlike the hall, which is but a doorway away from the outside, the
inner first-floor chamber was not easy to enter. One had to pass through another
room to reach it, yet the sumptuous decoration fully equaled that in the hall. Lavish
décor and privacy suggest that Thomas Marshall conducted business or public service
within these walls. Here he could have engaged in trade or other business dealings
relating to his plantations or the public ferry that connected his property to Captain
John Posey’s land across the Potomac just below Mount Vernon. Or he could have
performed his duties as a justice of the peace away from the more public hall.

The upstairs, constructed as a private realm (Figure 6), connected to the floor
below via narrow stairs that snaked around three walls. It is most likely that the
Marshalls slept in two of the front second-story rooms facing the Potomac. It is also
possible that they had servants sleeping in the back two rooms as these had less
square footage, fewer windows, and ceilings two feet lower than those in the front
bedrooms. One of these rooms may have been used for storage, a typical use of the
space. The few rooms dedicated to sleeping also suggest that the Marshalls would
have lived in cramped quarters when they entertained long-term or even overnight
guests, a distinct difference from the house of their neighbor across the way—George
Washington’s Mount Vernon has many guest rooms.

Thomas Marshall’s Social Transformation

When the economic fortunes of the Tidewater region brightened in the 1720s, the
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| Figure 5. Mistake house, plan of
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early eighteenth-century Marshalls had already begun constructing a kin network
and a new sense of historical heritage. These forms of community and family were
deeply tied to the demographic changes specific to the development of provincial
Maryland. Necessity drove Thomas Marshall’s Charles County forebears to cre-
ate neighborhood networks with those who lived in close proximity. The primary
social differentiation existed between servant and freeman and of the latter,
wealthier men evinced little compunction to display their wealth by means of
either special dress or grandiose architecture. Yet as members of the Marshall
family placed greater emphasis on their historical heritage and kin networks, they
simultaneously involved themselves in the new transatlantic cultural sensibility
of gentility and expressed their acceptance of this new sensibility through the
presentation of their home.

As the frontier gave way to settled communities, gentility distinguished
wealthier Marylanders from the “lower sorts.” The lifestyle involved the forma-
tion of cultural practices and the amassing of material goods. The tenets of gentil-
ity required that its adherents master new rituals of dining, entertaining, decorat-
ing, dressing, and interpersonal behavior with family and subordinates.?® These
rituals worked to demonstrate one’s mastery of social skills, had little or no con-
nection to the rigors of agricultural production or the crass bustle of commerce.
Although gentility entailed new modes of social relations and thought, it also
embodied a new form of economic enterprise—fashionable consumerism. In this
new world, consumer goods offered a vital means through which Chesapeake
elites could convey the transformation of their character. Items such as tea ser-
vices, elaborate dinnerware, richly decorated homes, and wigs allowed elites to
create a new identity that marked their social status. The existence of the Mistake
house derives directly from the new genteel culture of the middle decades of the
eighteenth century.

Exploring the construction and layout of the Mistake house enables the histo-
rian to conceptualize Thomas Marshall’s place in upper Potomac society although
his rise remains something of a mystery. As a shipwright he may have been involved
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in intercoastal or even transatlantic trade. As shipping returned to “normal” after
Queen Anne’s War (i.e. 1713, when Marshall would have been eighteen), a young
man involved with ships would have been closely attuned to the upturn in mer-
chants’ fortunes. Not an average artisan, he might be defined as “proto-gentry.” His
family connections may have allowed him opportunities to strike at the main chance
on first word that tobacco prices and the provincial economy in general were pick-
ing up. His brother William Marshall III may have been able to offer outright
economic assistance and their close relationship placed them in the ideal position
to create wealth in the Chesapeake, through planting and trading tobacco. The
combination of experience in shipping and a family heritage in planting placed
Thomas Marshall in an ideal position to become a merchant-planter.

Marshall’s decision to forsake artisanry for planting set the stage for trans-
forming the piece of land at Mistake into the center of a large plantation. The
changes that the house represented in Marshall’s life appeared in other families
as consumer goods became more prevalent throughout Chesapeake society. They
did so, as Lois Carr and Lorena Walsh have shown, without substantially alter-
ing general spending patterns.”” The key to turning the use and display of con-
sumer goods into a sign of genteel status lay in acquiring a profusion of them.
Reaching this goal, without altering the percentage of wealth one put into con-
sumer spending, meant improving one’s economic standing. Thomas Marshall trans-
formed himself from an artisan into a planter at a fortuitously opportune historical
moment, the significance of which is clear when one examines how he and his wives
turned the Mistake house into a home.

Consumer Society and Gentility

Cultural changes began infiltrating the top of Chesapeake society by the last quarter
of the seventeenth century. Estate inventories show the introduction of some of
the comforts of the genteel life. Twenty years later estates worth more than about
£500 generally contained a fair number of comforts and at least a handful of
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luxury items. By 1715 luxury items began to appear in a widening array of homes.
That is, there was a widening of consumerism among elites in general, not just the
very top of society. The improving economic conditions of the 1720s meant that
larger numbers of planters could buy more such goods while still spending the
same percentage of income on them. This expansion led in the 1730s to intense
competition among the growing number of stores that popped up in the Chesa-
peake. In turn, competition among merchants made consumer goods increas-
ingly available to the middling sorts. Such competition intensified due to the fact
that many planters also worked as merchants, a scenario that likely explains Tho-
mas Marshall’s story.3®

As a shipbuilder he would have been quite familiar with the vessels and the
cargoes they carried. He probably learned early in life the advantages of control-
ling one’s own economic destiny by refraining from falling into debt with eco-
nomic representatives of large tobacco merchants. This fear of debt is borne out
by Marshall’s final accounts, which showed little if any debt to merchants. More-
over, in the accounts of John Glassford and Company’s store at Piscataway (the
closest such store to the Mistake property it would seem), there is no mention of
Thomas Marshall I as customer, debtor, or seller of tobacco. Yet his son Thomas
Hanson Marshall frequented the store in the 1760s. Thus it seems quite likely that
by the 1750s Thomas Marshall I had become a well-established planter-merchant.
No matter the source of his consumer purchases, the inventory of his estate dem-
onstrates how enmeshed the Marshall’s were in the culture of gentility.?

Thomas Marshall built a lifestyle significantly altered from that of his grand-
father, his father, and even his elder brother. The distinction, neither minor nor
evolutionary, employed “different standards altogether” in evaluating status.+
The immigrant William Marshall not only lived in a wooden home that provided
temporary shelter, it is also highly likely that his family and friends drank from a
single tankard passed round the table, ate from his one “great meals tray,” and had
no experience with cutlery or individual plates or bowls. When they sat down to
a meal, they sat on the one or two chests in the hall as the first William Marshall
did not own chairs. When it came time to sleep, the family of the immigrant
unrolled their beds (they possessed no bedsteads) and slept together in a single
room, perhaps along with some of their servants who would have used the flock
(or stuffed woolen) mattress. The one luxury item in the immigrant’s inventory
was a looking glass.# The lack of material comfort in William Marshall’s home did
not reflect some personal eccentricity. Rather, he lived his life like the vast major-
ity of wealthy seventeenth-century Maryland planters, in strikingly modest cir-
cumstances.#

Some of the comforts of modern life appeared in the inventory of William
Marshall II. Family members could eat their meals sitting in chairs, using indi-
vidual plates. They slept off the floor on mattresses placed in bedsteads. They had
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a bit of earthenware and a bit of silver apparently deemed inconsequential by the
appraiser who simply noted a small “parcel” of the former and three ounces of the
latter, hardly enough to be considered integral to daily activities or appreciated
as symbols of status. The one item that set William II off from the vast majority of
his Tidewater neighbors was his parcel of books. His two years of education in
England continued to blossom in the succeeding Marshall generations, and the
immigrant’s foresight in providing his namesake with an education paid off hand-
somely. What he could not have foreseen was the rapid development of the con-
sumerist world of genteel culture that saw books not only as vehicles for intellec-
tual improvement, but also as object-signs of genteel status. The core of this ma-
terial gentility consisted of items such as dinner ware, silver, books, and pictures
that separated the genteel from the middling and lesser sorts. The numbers of
these accoutrements listed in an estate inventory can be used with the Carr and
Walsh “amenities index” to determine the decedent’s involvement in genteel con-
sumerism.®

Many of these pieces came into colonial society during the eighteenth century.
In the late seventeenth century the mean number of amenities owned by Tidewa-
ter planters was only two.* William Marshall the immigrant was thus below the
mean, owning only some bed and table linens. His son, William Marshall I1, fared
somewhat better in that he owned the small parcel of earthenware, the bit of
silver, two Bibles and some books (whether religious or secular is unknown), and
some bed and table linens. Yet these few possessions hardly set him high up on the
amenities index.

Against the same index, Thomas Marshall lived more deeply immersed in con-
sumerism than his forebears. Seventy years after the death of William Marshall II,
the mean amenities score for Chesapeake planters had risen to five and Thomas
Marshall scored far above this number. He owned nine of the items on the amenities
list, lacking only wigs, pictures, and spices (although the inventory of his widow,
Sabina Trueman Marshall, lists both pictures and spices as well—so it is entirely
possible that Thomas Marshall possessed eleven of the twelve amenities items).

Several of Thomas Marshall’s gentile belongings reveal how new ideals of
public and private selves had become integral to the lives of his family members.
The feather beds and five bedsteads indicate that each of the Marshalls could sleep
alone and did not have to share with others. Multiple place settings, knife and fork
sets, and numerous, specialized drinking vessels suggest that meals became less-
communal affairs than they had been in the days of his grandfather. The twenty-
three chairs suggest that the Marshalls could certainly sit separately at meals, as
could many guests at teas or formal dinners.%

Books and the Wider World

Two items above all others stand out as signs of the simultaneous rise of gentility



370 Maryland Historical Magazine

and consumerism among Maryland gentry—books and tea. The use of both re-
quired special training and involved Tidewater planters in cultural and economic
systems that stretched far beyond the shores of the Chesapeake. Moreover, each
served as an indicator of the depth of one’s commitment to the new culture.

Books became an essential element in the development of the Chesapeake’s con-
sumer society as the ability to read served as a gateway to gentility. Many of the early
eighteenth-century planters who owned books likely owned a diverse assortment of
consumer goods. And the ownership of books closely correlated with three of the
consumer goods most associated with gentility, silverware, objects that adorned
the household (including window curtains, china, pictures, clocks), and pieces
for personal adornment (such as shoe buckles, silver watches, wigs, canes). As
the century progressed a direct correlation developed between literacy and con-
sumption.4®

From the time William Marshall II went to school in England, books remained
part of the Marshall family’s world, listed in all of the inventories after the first
generation. Apart from the two Bibles listed in William Marshall II’s inventory, the
genre of the others is unknown. Thomas Marshall’s inventory allows a better under-
standing. His holdings included religious books, including a prayer book and al-
most certainly a Bible (though it is not explicitly noted). Some time after 1752 he
obtained the works of John Tillotson, the practical rather than theological Dean of
Canterbury from 1672 to 1689. But, more importantly, Thomas Marshall owned
secular books, extremely rare in eighteenth-century Chesapeake inventories, among
them John Quincy’s English Dispensatory, a medical book written in the 1720s that
went through multiple editions over the ensuing decades. It also seems likely that
Thomas Marshall knew of Don Quixote, as the four-volume edition showed up in
the inventory of his widow Sabina.#

Thomas Marshall, then, knew the world of books. There is no evidence that he
visited the famed Tuesday Club of Annapolis, although his neighbor John Addison
attended as an honorary member. It is easy to imagine them sitting in the hall of
the Mistake house discussing literary matters over tea. Marshall must have hired
tutors for his son as Thomas Hanson Marshall could read Latin and had an inter-
est in European history (as evidenced by his purchases of Voltaire’s History and a
book in Latin at the Piscataway store of John Glassford and Company in the
1760s).48

A Cup of Gentility

Carr and Walsh did not include tea or its equipage in their list of amenities, yet the
drink did become crucial to the development of the culture of gentility. Its grow-
ing popularity in the colonies wrought major changes in the Atlantic world. Tea
drinking stimulated a demand for sugar that increased the use of slaves on West
Indian sugar plantations. The custom also led to the development of cheap earthen-
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and chinaware, which in turn fostered the formation of integrated factories for
large-scale production.® These connections involved the Marshalls in transatlan-
tic networks of culture and trade through a set of practices somewhat different
from those related to books and that created a far more difficult method for
forming a status boundary between the gentry and those below.

Introduced in the early years of the eighteenth century, tea drinking func-
tioned as an integral part of American culture in the second quarter. Tea, per se,
did not change American life, but the manner in which people brewed, served,
seasoned, and enjoyed the beverage left its imprint on colonial culture. As a ritual,
tea drinking required the creation of numerous specialized items such as lidded
containers light enough to pour with ease and made of a material that would not
retain flavors and odors, cups with handles to hold hot beverage without burning
hands and fingers, saucers to catch overflow, containers for sugar, spoons for trans-
porting sugar from container to cup, and trays for carrying items from cupboards
to table. In turn, use of these items called for new modes of imbibing. The fragility
of the tea service (the china cups with their small handles, the china sugar bowls
and tea pots) required great gentleness in their use. The use of sugar implied that
each drinker had an individual taste—no more communal tankards—as he or she
seasoned the tea to individual standards. Individual taste in turn necessitated
individual utensils. The use of so many utensils required management, and man-
agement meant formalized training. Through the elaboration of a tea service in
the early eighteenth century, then, families such as the Marshalls learned how to
promote new social graces. As these became ritualized, they developed into prac-
tices that could be taught and criticized. In short, they became signs for judging
the level of one’s immersion in the culture of gentility.

Thomas Marshall and his wife Elizabeth introduced the rituals of tea into the
Marshall family. Thomas’s brother William, a middling and perhaps even moder-
ately wealthy planter, did not own any tea or its accompanying equipage at the time
of his death in 1734. Thomas’s estate however was awash in tea and its accouter-
ments. He owned a tea chest with numerous tea canisters, several china teapots (as
well as two metal ones), a tea kettle, a tea strainer, forty-four china tea cups with
thirty-eight china saucers, and various containers for holding milk and sugar. The
Marshalls had a penchant for tea and for entertaining others over tea. This pen-
chant placed them squarely in the transatlantic culture of gentility. Through taking
tea, they would have learned to think of themselves as individuals in ways quite
foreign to their forebears. In Kevin Sweeney’s apt formulation, they would have
developed “a cultivated individuation, not an unfettered individualism.”>°

By mid-century the Marshalls, with numerous Tidewater gentry, discovered
that tea drinking alone could not set them apart from the non-gentry. Unlike
books, which required literacy to master, anyone could unlock the mysteries of tea.
Although the drink represented the first inroads of gentility into Charles County (and
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throughout the colonies), it hardly ranked as a luxury item. As now, one could easily
find cheap ways to enjoy tea, without the expensive equipage. But tea drinking played
a crucial role in the ways the Marshalls and others thought about their own colonial
culture. This easy adaptation suggested that the tenets of gentility could also become
the province of all and represented two contradictory beliefs to families such as the
Marshalls. On the one hand, gentility in its consumerist mode was democratic, open
to any who chose to pursue it. Conversely, as a set of ritual practices, gentility could
create social boundaries that cordoned off the gentry from the lesser sorts.

Gentility required a set of ritualistic practices to solidify the gentry. One can see
the development of these codes in a list that one of Thomas Marshall’s young neigh-
bors, George Washington, copied in 1747. Washington, hoping to impress the wife of a
neighbor, took up and studied an old English book. He condensed Youth’s Behavior, or
Decency in Conversation among Men (published in England in the previous century)
into a battery of 110 manners to be employed in genteel company. Among the social
graces Washington learned to observe were rules such as, “29th, When you meet with
one of Greater Quality than yourself, Stop, and retire especially if it be at a Door or
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any Straight place to give way for him to Pass”; “33rd,They that are in Dignity or in
office have in all places Precedency”; “s2nd, In your Apparel be Modest and en-
deavour to accomodate Nature, rather than to procure Admiration keep to the
Fashion of your equals Such as are Civil and orderly with respect to Times and
Places”; and “99th, Drink not too leisurely nor yet too hastily. Before and after
Drinking wipe your Lips.”>* Washington’s rules offer insight into the type of
education gentility required. One had to train one’s emotions, body, and very
soul to act in certain ways in particular contexts. The specific details of what
Thomas Marshall taught his son about the social graces of gentility are un-
known, yet the evidence in the tea cups certainly suggests that the young man
learned the social graces Washington noted.

After Elizabeth Marshall’s death in 1749, Thomas Marshall married Sabina
Trueman Greenfield. Very little is known about her beyond the fact that she was
born in 1715 and lived as mistress of the Mistake house for almost a decade after
her husband’s death in 1759. Descended from two of Maryland’s early families,
the Greenfields and Trumans, she brought wealth to the marriage and left an
£800 estate at the time of her death. The very fact that she left a will shows that she
held some power and claimed rights that were exceedingly rare among colonial
Tidewater women.>?

Sabina Marshall began her widowhood well endowed with property. Thomas
Marshall left her the Mistake property, with several others, and slaves. But the fact
that he left Sabina with land and slaves does not necessarily indicate that he ex-
pected her to become a planter. He placed a strict limitation on the bequest—she
would lose it all if she married again. The slaves she inherited did not constitute a
healthy and productive work force. The inventory of her estate included enslaved
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people judged unfit for fieldwork, and although they undoubtedly tended the
land, this group could not contribute much wealth-producing income. More-
over, her stepson Thomas Hanson Marshall managed much of the land and reaped
the profits for himself, as indicated in the suit Sabina filed two years after her
husband’s death. Additionally, young Marshall, aged twenty-eight at his father’s
death, may not have felt great affection for his stepmother. Yet Sabina Marshall
generated wealth on her own, as indicated by numerous items in her inventory
that did not appear in her husband’s, including eight new leather chairs, paint-
ings, a large dressing glass with drawers, china, earthenware, kitchen utensils, and
more.? The enumeration also shows abundant supplies for a plantation tailor or,
perhaps, the itinerant tailors who wandered the countryside. The presence of
tanned hides and various buckles suggests that someone on the property worked
as a shoemaker. Whatever the source of Sabina Marshall’s income, she clearly
craved newer consumer goods.

Novelty remains a key component of consumerist fashion to this day. In the
eighteenth century, British factors often complained to their home offices that
they could not sell secondhand merchandise. This desire for “new” apparently
extended to houses.

In 1768, Thomas Hanson Marshall inherited the Mistake house upon his
stepmother’s death, yet he did not take up occupancy for another five years.
Three events influenced his decision to move into his father’s house. First, as
evidenced in Sabina’s suit against him, the tension between them may have
soured his desire to move into the house too soon after her death. Second, he
made major additions that he undoubtedly wanted finished before he moved
into the house. Lastly, his wife died in 1770, leaving him with five children. He
clearly had his hands full, as indicated in the advertisements for a “woman
qualified for managing a house and bringing up girls in a genteel way” that he
placed in the Maryland Gazette.>*

Thomas Hanson Marshall benefited much as his father had from a rising
economy. Britain’s prosecution of the French and Indian War increased gov-
ernment spending throughout the colonies, which led to increases in con-
sumer spending. Annual British imports nearly doubled in value in the de-
cade of the 1750s, rising from £1.1 million in 1750 to £2.1 million in 1760. In the
wake of this increase, a wave of competitive consumption blurred the fragile
lines between elites and lesser sorts. This in turn caused those who wanted to
claim gentry status to create new rituals (such as more elaborate dinners) and
new consumer goods and decorations (such as rugs and wall papers that spread
among elite homes just at this time) to distinguish themselves. These new
rituals and goods required larger houses.

By 1770 the requirements of gentility and higher status changed the look of
the house. Thomas Hanson Marshall’s two-story addition to the north side of



374 Maryland Historical Magazine

C_1
C100
I

Figure 7. West elevation, Mistake House, c. 1770. (Long, “Historic Structure,” 120.)

the house added 1,350 square feet for a total of approximately 3,350 square feet. On
the exterior, he kept the style of the fagade, but, preferring utility over design compro-
mised its symmetry (Figure 7). The addition of a porch, accessed by a large arched
doorway, altered the eastern elevation (Figure 8).5 Although the addition of new
windows and the arched doorway negated the symmetry, Marshall paid careful atten-
tion to the continuity of style and placed the same double-ogee pattern above the
windows.

The addition behind and above the porch—in effect an attached outbuilding—
must have been used as a kitchen and servants’ quarters as no interior passageways or
staircase to the rest of house existed on either floor. Servants would have climbed a
ladder to gain access to the second floor where they could store kitchen items and
perhaps sleep.

Thomas Hanson Marshall made other improvements to the property at this
time, such as a small brick dependency, a brick carriage house-stable, and probably
other buildings as well.® Once he decided to move to Mistake, he determined to make
it one of the finest properties in the county, and judging by the tax assessments of 1783
and 1798, he succeeded handsomely.

The Marshalls: Charles County Gentry

Thomas Marshall did not travel far across Charles County during his lifetime, yet
in social and cultural terms he stands as a veritable Christopher Columbus. Com-
pared with earlier Tidewater Maryland generations, Thomas Marshall developed
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Figure 8. Eastern elevation, Mistake House, c. 1770 (Long, “Historic Structure,” 121.)

a markedly different social sensibility. A shipwright intent on shedding his
workingman’s background, he took advantage of profitable trends and earned a
most favored status. The manner in which he built and furnished his home at
Mistake is clear sign that he intended to display the differences between the elite
and men of a lesser sort.

Far from idiosyncratic, Thomas Marshall sought to showcase his knowledge of
the new genteel culture through its accompanying rituals, signs, and behaviors. He
built the house at Mistake as a sign to others that the family who lived within could
purchase non-essential consumer goods, more specialized furniture, and dedicate
rooms to specialized private and public functions.

Thomas Marshall’s house remained a symbol, and a quite substantial one by
eighteenth-century Charles County standards. Few houses could compare in size,
style, or quality, to this example of the Charlesian type, a distinct vernacular form
that took elements of Transatlantic styles and molded them to local interests. Mis-
take stood as a fine model for others to follow. On the 1783 tax list the assessor
described the Mistake house as “very good” yet he labeled most houses as small, old,
or “very old.” Fewer than 5 percent of principle dwellings merited descriptions of
“good” or better. The 1798 assessment placed the Mistake house as the ninth most
valuable property in Charles County, where the federal assessor counted 2,500 houses
and valued 60 percent at less than one hundred dollars. Thomas Marshall, his wife
Sabina, and his son Thomas Hanson Marshall had transformed a landed “mistake”
into a commodity of high value in the Transatlantic economy and a symbol of
genteel status in the eighteenth-century consumer revolution.”
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The Potomac River Survey of 1822

Dan Guzy

n September 18, 1822, near the mouth of Goose Creek in Virginia, a joint

Maryland and Virginian survey party of five distinguished commission

ers, and at least three engineers and surveyors, halted what had been a
grueling seven-week boat trip down the Potomac River from Cumberland. Low
water levels during the trip forced them to drag their boats over shoals, rocks, and
ledges several times each day. A river-borne disease, however, forced them to stop
thirty-six miles upstream of tidewater, their destination—a disease that had de-
bilitated most of the party and would soon kill two of it members.

Three months later, a portion of the survey party, joined by new participants,
would complete their investigation of the upper (i.e., non-tidal) Potomac River.
The “joint commissioners” then issued the most damning report of the Potomac
Company’s attempt to make the Potomac and its North Branch navigable by in-
river improvements. This report would have a great influence in supporting the
movement towards building a continuous and independent canal alongside the
Potomac, eventually named the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal.

These joint commissioners did not create the first survey of the upper Potomac
River. In 1736 earlier commissioners and surveyors traveled up the river and its
North Branch, mapping them as the border between Virginia and Maryland.
George Washington canoed down the Potomac’s North Branch and main stem in
1754 and wrote subsequent letters proclaiming the river’s great potential for navi-
gation. Maryland colonial governor Horatio Sharpe and Sir John St. Clair made
a similar downriver trip in January 1755, but gave a more pessimistic view of
navigation. In 1770 future Maryland governor Thomas Johnson’s boat trip served
as the basis for his own plan to open the Potomac River to commerce. In 1783,
Normand Bruce and Charles Beatty assessed the river’s navigability at the request
of the Maryland legislature.

In 1785, under George Washington’s enthusiastic leadership, the Potomac
Company began “improving” the river for navigation. The company performed
its own boat surveys, including the work Washington and the company directors
performed in 1785 and George Gilpin and James Smith’s “leveling” (i.e., surveying
elevations and distances) of the river four years later.

By 1802 the Potomac Company had finished its major works, that is, the
skirting canals with locks at Great and Little Falls, and the long sluices at Seneca

Dan Guzy has done extensive research on the Potomac Company. He is a past con-
tributor to this journal and the author of Navigation on the Upper Potomac River
and Its Tributaries (Glen Echo, Md.: The C&~O Canal Association, 2008).
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The Potomac River above Hancock, Maryland. (Author photograph.)

Falls and the falls above Harpers Ferry. The company’s many smaller in-river
navigational works, among them stone weirs, “chutes,” and walls required con-
tinual maintenance and rebuilding. The toll revenues from the flatboats and batteaux
shipping flour, coal, and other goods downstream did not generate enough income
to cover costs. Consequently, many of the minor navigational works suffered ne-
glect. The commissioners discussed other structures as well, some of which had
faulty designs. By the 1820s, many of the Potomac Company’s in-river works had
failed to improve navigation.

The goal, as stated in the 1784 Potomac Company charters charged the group
with making the upper Potomac River navigable for boats with one-foot drafts
during “dry seasons.” Despite delays and difficulties in meeting this goal, the Mary-
land and Virginia state legislatures and the general public (if not the shareholders
who lost money), initially accepted the company’s approach and efforts towards
improving in-river navigation. Early acceptance of the proposal may have been
due, in part, to George Washington’s charisma and his involvement in the project.
Additionally, the region lacked alternative methods of transportation to the West
until the advent of better-quality roads and continuous independent canals that
revolutionized internal improvements during thee early years of the nineteenth
century. Independent canals, built off rivers, relied on locks to raise and lower
boats along their relatively still waters.*

The independent Erie Canal in New York, on which construction began in
1817, proved to be an instant success. Workers completed the first fifteen-mile
section of this canal, from Rome to Utica, in 1819. Isaac Briggs, from Sandy Spring,
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Thomas Moore (Courtesy of the Sandy
Spring Museum.)

Maryland, served as project engineer. Briggs, a business partner and brother-in-
law of Thomas Moore, would play a key role in completing the 1822 Potomac
River survey and writing its report.?

The Erie Canal threatened to take western trade away from Maryland, Vir-
ginia, and the new District of Columbia. Canal transportation proved cheaper
than hauling by road and renewed local interests in connecting the Potomac and
Ohio Rivers by a canal over the mountains and glades of the Allegheny Plateau. In
1820, Thomas Moore explored potential canal routes in the area.

Thomas Moore, a Quaker, self-taught scientific farmer, businessman, and in-
ventor from Brookeville, Maryland, also worked as a surveyor. John Mason, a
director and the last and longest-serving