HA-385 c. 1850

John A. Silver House Site and Outbuildings; Vignon

East side of Darlington Road (MD 161) near Harmony Church
Road intersection

Darlington vicinity

Private

The John A. Silver House Site, with the remaining outbuildings,
was the location of the largest of the Silver family houses
which clustered around this complex. The estate was called
"Vignon" and it stood near the center of the original Silver
plantation. In the late 19th century, at least four large
stone Silver mansions could be seen from Vignon and their
surrounding farmlands formed the visual character of the

Deer Creek valley near the Darlington road.
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DESCRIPTION o
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The John A. Silver House Site consists of the unexposed foundations and
root cellar of the main house, which burned in 1902, the large frame
barn, two frame wagon sheds converted to other uses, a frame tenant
house, and a second unoccupied, deteriorated frame tenant house. All
except the deteriorated house are grouped on a hilltop site in the center
of open fields south of Deer Creek, east of Darlington Road, and north

of Wilkinson Road. The deteriorated house is about 300 yards west of

the frame tenant house at the foot of the hill on which the site is
located.

The main house consisted of a ten-room stone original section, probably
built in the period 1840-1850, with a ten-room stone addition built
about 1870. This would have made the house one of the largest in the
county and certainly the largest of the Silver family houses. The
addition is said to have been panelled throughout with walnut, according
to Francis S. Silver, John A. Silver's grandson. (A Family Chronicle:
William Silver of John and Edith Wistar Stokes, his Wife, 1968, p.6).
No drawings or photographs of the house have been located. The stone
foundations are just below the grass about 150 feet west of the barn
near a fence line and an apple tree. About 50 feet north of the apple
tree is the entrance to the root cellar, with stone steps leading down
into the cellar, surrounded by stone blocks overgrown by weeds.

The barn is a large frame bank barn with two ramp entrances on the north
elevation. The exterior is board and batten siding with several boards
displaying arking holes. The sawn lumber was tied into rafts and piled
with goods to be sent downriver from ports on the Susquehanna River in
Pennsylvania. The interior framing is hand-hewn mortise and tenon posts
and beams. The slate roof has a louvred cupola with decorative eave
trim.

Two wagon sheds are located about 100 feet northeast and east of the
barn. These frame structures are also board and batten with slate

roofs. The northern shed was later converted to a corncrib; the southern
shed became a garage and shop.

The frame tenant house is located about 200 feet north of the barn.
It consists of 1) stories on a stone foundation with a two-story rear
wing. A small garage adjoins the west side of the house. The main
elevation faces south and has two dormers breaking the cornice of the
roof. A central chimney also breaks the roof. A shed roofed porch
shelters the three-bay main facade. The exterior is covered in
aluminum siding and the roof is composition material. The current
owner said the tenant house existed at the time of the 1902 fire and
was later moved about 100 feet north to its present location.

The deteriorated tenant house is separated from the rest of the out-
buildings at the bottom of the hillside to the west. It is a two-story

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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STATEMENT OF SIGN!IFICANCE

The John A. Silver House Site, with the remaining outbuildings, was

the location of the largest of the Silver family houses which clustered
around this complex. The estate was called "Vignon" and it stood near
the center of the original Silver plantation. In the late 19th century,
at least four large stone Silver mansions could be seen from Vignon

and their surrounding farmlands formed the visual character of the

Deer Creek valley near the Darlington road.

HISTORY AND SUPPORT:

. an A. Silver, brother of Benjamin, Silas B., and Jeremiah Silver,
probably built the original section of Vignon about 1850. It probably

sembled Benjamin's house (HA-398) or Jeremiah's house, Lebanon,
\HA-384). When John married his second wife Hanna Kennard about 1870,
he built an additional ten-room stone section on the original mansion,
which also contained ten rooms. Family geneaologies state that the
expanded mansion was furnished with silverplate, tapestries, and a
suit of armor obtained by Silver on his European honeymoon. The new
addition was said to have been panelled throughout with walnut. The
huge house was apparently the centerpiece of the Silver family estates
adjoining it, and a grandson of John A. Silver, Francis S. Silver,
relates a story that Silver would walk out on the hill and call to the
closest Silver farm (William F. Silver House, HA-389) to borrow a yoke
of oxen. Hanna Silver once asked her husband to build an arbor from
Vignon to Harmony Presbyterian Church about 1/4 mile west so that she
would be shaded from the sun when she walked to church.

On the death of John A. Silver, Vignon was inherited by his son William
Silver of John, but was for a few years farmed by Albert P. Silver,
Jeremiah's son, while William Silver lived in West Virginia. Returning
in the late 1890's,William Silver and his family occupied Vignon until
the fire of 1902 destroyed the main house. His son Francis S§. Silver
described the fire in his geneaology (see attached copies). Some of
the slate mantelpieces saved from the fire are stored in the barn or
+ -ve been installed in other houses by the present owner. The farm
itinued to operate as a dairy farm for many years after the fire.

“OTE: The number HA-385 includes two structures which formerly had
individual numbers in the original survey. These numbers are

-38 d HA- .
CONT ]3 (ZN @EagAnszTaél SHEAET3818F S})E?éE?SrSlfﬁYated tenant house).
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#7 DESCRIPTION--Continued

frame building with a hipped slate roof. The board and batten siding
shows evidence that a shed porch once stood on the main or south
elevation over the three-bay central entry facade. The porch apparently

collapsed and the debris remains on the ground in front of the house.
The window frames are plain and the interior shows the wall structure

to be plaster over lath. The house appears to date from the late
19th century.
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railrcad cars for shipment to market. The country was in a depression at that time --

.st prior *to the Spanish-American Var -- and white pine was selling for $12.00 per 1,200 ‘
feet and hemlock for only $6.00. Gilpin Wilson was manager of the Mill and Father's toes,
and (Z understand) gave Father who had lost all his money a very 'hard' time. [No doubt
this was lurgely the reason for Father's pulling out shortly after my birth and reToriiag
to tare over and run 'Vignon', the large farm inherited from his father. This wzs possi-
ble, for by this time, Cousin Will Bayless had paid off Father's endorsement debts in-
curred in the Paper Mill failure."

This farm had been operated by Albert P. Silver, son of Jeremiah. Record of the de-
tailed day to day operations are recorded in Albert's diaries, kept during this period. ‘
The most important entries can be found in Chapter 6, Section 3, Sub-section 7.

Trancis Silver's recollections of this farm are quoted below: "The farm was fertile,
the barn was tremendous, four - 100 ton mows for hay and one for straw. Father wzs a
splendid farmer and crops were good. I was told that he netted over $1,000 each yezr on
his wheat and cattle alone which would be the equivalent of $10,000 at today's values.

The farm had a splendid well-watered, tlue-grass meadow where the cattle were grazed
in spring and summer and a large double silo - one of the earliest to be built in Harfcrd
County - from which they were fed ensilage in winter.

There Were no tractors in those days, all work being done with horses, rules °r OXen,
and Father kept the best. The only 'power' equipment was the coal-fired steam-driven
"traction engines' with huge iron wheels which each year came by, drawing its thrashing
machine behind it to thrash our wheat and oats which were cut with a McCormick 'Reaper and
~inder' and hauled into the barn in the string-tied 'sheaves'. In those days, unlike
“ather, .many farmers, not having such a good barn, would stack their grain in the fiela
Jhere, in wet years, it would often "sprout' and so lose quality and value.

Oxen were used extensively in those days when labor was but $18.00 per month. Zatlier

.d an excellent 'ynke' driven by a faithful old colored man long employel on the Tarm.
ather was young and wanted 'action' and once chided 01d Jim to 'get a m.ve on those cxen' .
-0 which 01d Jim replied; 'Wow Mr. Willie, we'll get there little by degrees'; ub waich
‘"ather laughed and never again tried to speed the deliberate pace of team or driver.

We lived happily at 'Vignon' until June of 1902. Father farmed both our pizze ant
also 'Deerdale' where Aunt and Uncle Easter, then quite elderly, still lived.

The spring of 1902 had come and all hands were busy. Father with his crops and Mol.er
with the housekeeping and with us children (Billy and me). Father had driven over 1o "Ceer-
dale' two and one-half miles away. Mother was in the kitchen preserving strawberries :32
Rose, the colored girl from Baltimore, was ‘opening up' the front parlors which Lad teen
closed off all winter and removing the old tinder-dry decorations. Foolishly, and 282
tother's orders, she piled them in the large never-used parlor fireplace and set them zZf.re.
"Ley burned with a tremendous roar setting the third floor attic afire -- thru an open
'pipe hole' -- and the tinder-dry shingle roof. Slate to re-roof this wing which Father
had obtained for use after harvest that summer, unfortunately was not in place to protect

. e
L e

" the house.

I was playing in the kitchen, and Billy had been bathed and put to bed when hose Camf
sut of the parlor to tell Mother, 'Miss Silver, I think the chimney on fire!' At that
other ran out in the yard to see and, sure enough, sparks were roaring out of tre “°T b3 ¢
the chimney and spots on the roof had kindled. Mother then ran out on the hill in ircn” ‘
of the house and called 'Fire! Fire!' in her high clear voice. We were told later thzat zer
call had been heard at Jjohn Price's (now Iddings) one and one-half miles aistant =2cros: e
creek. 1In those days there were neither telephones or a fire company and only neightso
to be summoned in such an emergency.

The house, as I have said, had twenty rooms. It was built of stone ind even Tre Tar-

+ ey

itions were stone walls. The only water used in the house was pumped into a faznz In lze

attic by a 'ram' at a spring down in the South Meadow.

(er )97 3806
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’ Word spread fast and people came from far end near. Father was at Uncle Easter's
but the neighbors worked with a will forming a bucket brigade and carrying out furniture
:nd any thing movable. That the walls were thick and well built is =attested by the fact
that the huge house tock six hours to burn. The men would empty one room ani close the
heavy walnut door, then move to the next and next and so it went.
J The kitchen, too, with its groceries, had been emptied and to confound confusion,
B8illy and I got into the strawberry preserves and then into the cocoa and the resulting
'mess' was spectacular.
. ‘ The loss. other than furnishings most of which were saved, was total, the insurance
h far from adequate and we were without a home. We spent that night and sometime thereafte
: with Cousin Etta and Cousin Harry Silver (now Miss Jane Dewey's) while Father 'cleaned ur
the mess and prepared to move the family to 'Meadow Farm' four miles away above Darlingtc
where we were to live until the fall of 1905."
In September 1905 the family moved to Aberdeen.
) In 1903 William Silver entered into the canning business with Mr. Wright. Francis
Z,1rer describes this business venture as follows: "In 1905 he 'bought out' Steckel ana
Uewitt to form Strasbaugh-Silver & Company, a partnership. In 1911 he bought out Stras-
baugh to form the canned goods brokerage firm of William Silver & Company which he incor
porated and ran until the tremendous 'over -packs’ of 1925.

There were many 'packs' by his canner customers that he had helped finance or had er
dorsed at Baltimore or Philadelphia banks and the huge 1925 surplus 'broke the marrets' «
caused his financial failure in 1927, after a futile effort in both 1926 and 1927 to sal-
vage the business through a 'Bankers' Committee'’.

'~ During these twenty-five odd years, Father's influence and impact on the canned food
industry was spectacular. In 1908, at the National Convention in Buffalo, he helped for-
= the National Canners' Association with headquarters in Washington, D. C., with Frunk =.
. Gorrell, his personal friend, formerly of Bel Air, as its first Exeaitive Secretary. TL
Association was to become an organization of not only national but indeed world-wide rep:
tation and influence.
In 191k, I believe it was, Father for The National Food Brokers Association, and M:.
‘ Simms of Austin Nichols, New York, representing the Wholesale Grocers, established arbiz
[ tion as the accepted method of settling Canner/Buyer disputes. This was a great contric.
tion. Father Silver was a member of the important Industry Price Committee durln, Worlic
i War I and thereafter Chairman of the National Canners Cost Accounting Committee, ~f whi.
the Treasurer of The California Packing Corporation (Del Monte) and the Controller of th
liew Tork Canners and Charles McCarthy, foremost canner of Ohio, were members.
. Father was also Chairman of the National Tomato Section and Chairman of the .iationa
i ;omato Grade Committee of this great food association. In 1911 he built the cannery at
Colora to pack Fancy Cream-style Corn (Country Gentlemen) and imported experts from Mair
(Fritz Tyler of Bethel) to supervise the packing. This employment of specialists and p-
ing of fancy products was a policy he adhered to at subsequent corn factories at Georget:
in South Cecil County and at Henderson and Trappe, Maryland.
After World War I in 1921 (I believe) he reorganized the Tri-State Packers' Associ
‘ tion, formed of all canners of Maryland, Delaware and New Jersey, and employed Fr-nk Suc

.
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as first Executive Secretary with Easton as headquarters, and became the first President
this revitalized organization.

In 1923 he introduced Federal Grading and Federal Warehousing as a more reliable me-
of financing packs for sale 'as wanted', and commenced doing a large volume of financing
his own and his Commission Packers' output through the Philadelphia Warehousing Cumpany.
This was increasingly necessary as less and less 'futures' were soid and smail local ba:
vwere wnable to extend the large credits needed to carry the large proportions of the var

1 ' s tcks until consumer required - a function formerly performed by the great Wholesale
Jrocers but progressively abandoned by them to compete with fast-growing chains who pur-
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JOHN A. SILVER HOUSE (SITE)
HA-385
CHAIN OF TITLE (PARTIAL)

486/499 7 August 1957 Grantor: Zero, Inc.
Grantee: Howard N. & Dolores W. Moxley
Acreage: 160

486/497 ‘7 August 1957 Grantor: Howard N. & Dolores W. Moxley
Grantee: Zero, Inc.
Acreage: 160

314/535 3 May 1948 Grantor: Edith W. S. Silver, widow
Grantee: Howard N. Moxley
Acreage: 162 less 2.07 A. sold to William Dubree
13 November 1946 (301/101)
" . . . devised to Edith W. S. Silver by the last
will and testament of William Silver (see Will
Book AJG 19/209)." (William Silver, or William
Silver of John, was the only son of John A. Silver.)
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John A. Silver House Site
Harford County

Photo: Janet Davis
November 1982

Barn, North elevation

L

HA-385






John A. Silver House Site HA-385
Harford County

Photo: Janet Davis

October 1982

Tenant House, South elevation
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John A. Silver House Site HA-385
Harford County Photo: Janet Davis
October 1982

View, south across site;

entrance to reot cellar at left
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John A. Silver House Site HA-385
Harford County

Photo: Janet Davis

November 1982

Entrance to root cellar
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John A. Silver House Site HA-385
Harford County

Photo: Janet Davis

November 1982

View west from site (L to R) Deer Creek
Harmony Church, Silverton, B. Sl v e
House, William F. Silver House
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