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small courthouse hamlet called Charles Town in Prince George’s County, Maryland
from 1684 to 1721. The dissertation argues that the meaning of early towns like
Charles Town were generated through material culture and human agency enacted on
the local level. The actions of those who used and sustained the town are examined
to create a model for understanding the precise ways that small hamlets served local

communities.



Court cases, land deeds, archaeological data and other records are used to
show the central role material culture played in the interaction between people at
Charles Town during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. The primary
forms of material culture used in this exchange were alcohol, food, and lodging
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town, and a variety of manufactured goods purchased from merchant stores.

This investigation makes four contributions to the study of colonial
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demonstrates the central role of material culture in the physical and social
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our understanding of colonial Chesapeake towns by stressing the importance of

triangulating between a variety of primary historical and archaeological data.
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Chapter 1: “These Ancient Vanished Towns”: Introduction
and Overview

Introduction

Historian J. Thomas Scharf was perhaps one of the first to consider the history
of early towns in colonial Maryland. Writing a mere fourteen years after the end of
America’s Civil War, Scharf’s comments convey the essence of what still drives
historical and archaeological research on colonial towns today. Scharf wrote:

Some of these towns grew and flourished, in their simple fashion for a while,
then, as if stricken by a blight, they perished away—in some cases so utterly
that their very existence is only revealed to us by ancient records. . . That
uncertainty exists as to the sites of some of these ancient vanished towns, is
less surprising when we consider the imperfection of the topographical
knowledge of the province, and the way in which they were described, which
was usually “on such a river,” or “creek,” “on Mr. A’s land,” or “near Mr. B’s
plantation.” Since then the land has passed to other owners, the stream has
changed its name, perhaps its course, or has disappeared altogether; the harbor
has been choked up, and we cannot even conjecture the spot on which once
such hopes were built.'

One hundred twenty years later Washington Post journalist Raymond McCaffrey
remarked on the public fascination, not merely in towns, but with ancient and lost
things in general. Writing about the search for the seventeenth century town of
Warrington in Calvert County, Maryland, McCaffrey claimed that, “Perhaps . . . in
the end, its not quite so important if the long lost town was to the south—or
anywhere, really. What matters is that Warrington firmly exists in many people’s

)’2

minds.” © Hundreds of towns were created by the Maryland and Virginia legislatures

' J. Thomas Scharf, History of Maryland from the Earliest Period to the Present Day.
Vol. 1, (Hatboro, PA: Tradition Press, 1967), 411.
? Raymond McCaffrey, “Intrigue Builds Over ‘Lost’ City; Md.’s Land Deal Revives a
Mystery,” The Washington Post, August 5, 2000.



between 1660 and 1710, but many of these legislated towns were either never built or
simply vanished after becoming economically, politically, or socially inconsequential.
The fact that some of these early towns have “vanished,” the uncertainty of their
former locations, their rarity, and the potential for rediscovering them are all
contributing factors driving the search for their stories. Even with the extensive
catalog of historical and archaeological research on places like Williamsburg and
Jamestown in Virginia, and Annapolis and St. Mary’s City in Maryland, there is still
much we can learn about the histories and material culture of the smaller and more
ephemeral places noted by Scharf nearly 130 years ago. It was the allure of “finding”
these “ancient vanished towns” that led me to the following historical and
archaeological study of colonial Chesapeake towns.

The study of towns in the early Chesapeake is complicated by confusion over
definitions. The Acts for Advancement of Trade passed by the Maryland General
Assembly in the 1680s attempted to create “Townes Ports & places” indicating the
somewhat ambiguous form of these locales.” Some may indeed fall under the town

heading depending on the definition, even as the usefulness of “town” as a

meaningful unit of inquiry is debated.* The two definitions of towns that best

3 Archives of Maryland, Volume 7, Page 609.
http://aomol.net/megafile/msa/speccol/sc2900/s¢2908/000001/000007/html/am7--
609.html (Accessed, November 5, 2007).

* For discussion of community and kinship networks in the Chesapeake as a
framework for analysis see Allan Kulikoff, Tobacco and Slaves: The development of
Southern Cultures in the Chesapeake, 1680-1800 (Chapel Hill: Published for the
Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the
University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 205-260; Lorena S. Walsh, “Community
Networks in the Early Chesapeake.” in Colonial Chesapeake Society, ed. Lois Green
Carr, Philip D. Morgan and Jean B. Russo (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of
Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North



describe the Chesapeake situation are: 1) “A (small) group or cluster of dwellings or
buildings; a village or hamlet with little or no local organization”; and 2) “...small
inhabited places below the rank of an “urban district’ or its equivalent, which are not
distinguishable from villages otherwise, perhaps, than by having a periodical market
or fair (‘market town’), or by being historically ‘towns’.”> Historians and
geographers have offered other definitions of a town in the early Chesapeake.
Historian Allan Kulikoff describes the threshold for a Chesapeake town as “a place
with a resident population that has three or more activities or five or more businesses
within its town limits.”® Geographer Ronald Grim defined a town as “a nucleation of
houses representing two or more households or extended families and in which a

»7 Grim’s less

livelihood is gained from service activities as well as from agriculture.
rigid definition more accurately describes most early Chesapeake towns.

Geographer Joseph Thomas pointed out a central contradiction in the
scholarship on colonial town research. Well over a century of scholarship tells us that
towns failed to develop in the Chesapeake region before the mid-eighteenth century.

Yet, we also know that many of the towns created in Maryland and Virginia did

develop. Thomas confronted this contradiction in his dissertation on town

Carolina Press, 1988), 200-241. Joseph S. Wood, “Village and Community in Early
Colonial New England” Journal of Historical Geography 8, no. 4 (1982):333-346,
argues that the concept of community provides a more forceful framework for
analysis than the often used nucleated settlement model.

> Oxford University Press. Oxford English Dictionary Online

http://www.oed.com (Accessed, January 9, 2008).

% Allan Lee Kulikoff, “Tobacco and Slaves: Population, Economy and Society in
Eighteenth-Century Prince George’s County, Maryland” (PhD diss., Brandeis
University, 1976), 341, n.26.

" Ronald E. Grim, “The Absence of Towns in Seventeenth-Century Virginia: The
Emergence of Service Centers in York County” (PhD diss. University of Maryland,
1977), 12.



development on Maryland’s lower eastern shore.® He views the problem as poorly
conceived notions of urbanization when applied to the Chesapeake and the colonial
South in general. Colonial Chesapeake towns are difficult to define and contextualize
because they had different meanings to those who used them. At the core these towns
were public meeting places. When used to describe colonial Chesapeake towns
“public” is even more polysemus than “town.” But it is within the framework of
public space that towns are best understood as meaningful places.

Public places like towns, churches, courthouses, ordinaries, and stores were
constructed to serve the needs of English colonists. Official proclamations by the
colonial and county government in Maryland were regularly posted in these “Publick

places of meeteing.””

These proclamations were posted for consumption by white
citizens and particularly landed and literate members who served on the court, but
they were guidelines for all citizens including bound labor. Towns and other public
places were spaces for white citizens to carry out their English customs and laws and
in the process reaffirm their privileged whiteness. Enslaved Africans who became the
economic labor base in the Chesapeake at the end of the seventeenth century were
present in early colonial towns but carried out their own rituals and created counter
public spaces beyond the boundaries of towns, churches, and courthouses through

their combined knowledge of the landscape. Ironically, they gained this knowledge

in part because the wealthy slaveholding grandees who dominated Chesapeake

¥ Joseph B. Thomas, Settlement, Community, and Economy: The development of
Towns on Maryland’s Lower Eastern Shore, 1660-1775. (PhD diss. University of
Maryland, 1995).

? Archives of Maryland, Volume 202, Page 521.
http://www.msa.md.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc2900/sc2908/000001/000202/html/a
m202--521.html (Accessed, January 15, 2008).



society would “send the Negro men and Boys about the Country, when they have
Business; and they commonly wait on them to all publick places: So that by these
means they know not only the publick, but private Rodes of the Country, &
Circumstances thereof.”'" The public landscape of slave gatherings contradicted the
one created by white society and, as a result, large slave assemblies were severely
restricted by the late seventeenth century. Many studies over the past several decades
have contributed to our understanding of colonial Chesapeake town development, but
several key elements are underrepresented or entirely missing including material
culture, multiple agencies, and the role of towns in the construction of race relations
and chattel slavery.

Town studies have grossly underestimated, ignored, or dismissed the active
role of material culture in the process of town building and the relationship between
individual actions evident in the historical record and material culture recovered from
archaeological excavations. Thus, the central goal of this dissertation is to illustrate
the relationship between material culture and human action in creating and sustaining
towns. Town planning and design, commodity exchange, and object use all represent
social relationships and should be interpreted as such in order to fully understand the
function of towns in the colonial Chesapeake. Historical archaeologists working on
the problem of these early towns have asserted that, “cities are among the most
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complex human creations.”” This complexity extends well beyond the static form of

19 Archives of Maryland, Volume 23, Page 499.
http://www.msa.md.gov/megafile/msa/speccol/sc2900/sc2908/000001/000023/html/a
m23--499.html (Accessed, January 14, 2008).

""Mark P. Leone and Silas D. Hurry, “Seeing: The Power of Town Planning in the
Chesapeake” Historical Archaeology 32, no. 4 (1998):59.



town design and layout. Towns were the result of a series of constantly changing
social relations played out at a particular locale not only through the use of
architectural form but also through the exchange, use, and discard of material objects.
This study defines the place of towns within the Chesapeake by examining the
emerging social, political, and economic relationships, as they existed in a single
town in early Prince George’s County, Maryland. Historical and archaeological data
from the seventeenth-century port of Mount Calvert Town (1684-1696), later named
Charles Town (1696-1721), are used to demonstrate how individuals took advantage
of the locale for political, economic, and social gain or simply as public spaces where
the mundane events of everyday life unfolded. This process is interpreted through the

use and exchange of material culture.

Overview and Justification

The Maryland General Assembly established Mount Calvert Town in 1684
through a supplemental bill to the 1683 Act for Advancement of Trade. Mount
Calvert was laid out on land occupied by Native Americans for at least 7,000 years
and later established as a 1,000-acre manor granted to Philip Calvert in 1658. Prince
George’s County was formed in 1696 and Mount Calvert was renamed Charles
Town.'? Charles Town was the first county seat of Prince George’s County and

remained so until it was moved to Marlborough (now Upper Marlboro) in 1721.

12 Historical records refer to the town both as Mount Calvert and Charles Town. The
name Charles Town is used in this dissertation to describe the town between 1696 and
1721, Mount Calvert Towne between 1684 and 1696, and Mount Calvert as a general
term for the property.



Between 1684 and 1721 a courthouse, jail, Anglican church, ferry, and numerous
stores and ordinaries (taverns) were constructed in the town. It is difficult to
accurately determine the resident population of the town but it was probably no more
than a few ordinary keepers, their family members, servants, boarders, and perhaps
slaves. A few lawyers, sheriffs, carpenters, and merchant politicians kept offices or
dwellings in or very near the town. The greatest traffic occurred on court days and
Sundays. The importance of court days throughout the Chesapeake is well-
established'” and Charles Town was no exception. Citizens came to town to attend
court and religious services and while they were in town they ate, drank, and slept at
the ordinaries and purchased goods at stores in the town.

Its location along the deep-channeled Patuxent River at the mouth of the
Western Branch enabled Charles Town to serve as a primary entry point for consumer
goods distributed throughout the interior of the county. Goods continued to enter the
colony at the landing and people still retained lots at Charles Town well into the
1740s but its function as a central public meeting place ended with the removal of the
court in 1721. The only physical traces of Charles Town today are the archaeological
remains located along the Patuxent River in eastern Prince George’s County. The
Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission purchased the site of

Charles Town, commonly known as Mount Calvert, in 1995 and the property was

BA.G. Roeber, “Authority, Law, and Custom: The Rituals of Court Day in
Tidewater Virginia, 1720 to 1750 William and Mary Quarterly 3" Series 37, no.1
(1980): 29-52; E. Lee Shepard, “‘This Being the Court Day’: Courthouses and
Community Life in Rural Virginia,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography
103, no. 4 (1995): 459-470; Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, 1740-1790
(Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture,
Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North Carolina Press, 1982), 88-94.



officially dedicated as Mount Calvert Historical and Archaeological Park in May
2005. The Natural and Historical Resources Division, Archaeology Program
currently manages the park as a center for archaeological research, education, and
public outreach.

Historian Louise Joyner Hienton completed the first and only detailed analysis
of Charles Town in the late 1960s.'* In her well-researched article on the town, she
asked the simple question, “Who were the people one might meet on the streets of
Charles Town?”"> The author succeeded in identifying many of the individuals
directly involved with Charles Town, but provides very little about the subtleties of
interaction between these individuals or the material conditions of their existence.
This dissertation expands on the question that Hienton asked nearly forty years ago
by exploring the use and exchange of material culture in the regulation of
relationships between those who lived in and used the town. What were the
relationships between those who actively supported and used towns and the local and
regional power structures? How did individuals and groups benefit or suffer by the
presence of towns? How did these individuals help sustain a particular town through
the active construction of place? What role did material culture play in social,
political, and economic exchange at the town?

I argue that the fate of Charles Town and other colonial Chesapeake towns
rested largely in the hands of ordinary (tavern) keepers, ordinary and store patrons,

carpenters and other tradesmen, a small group of powerful merchant politicians, and a

" Louise Joyner Hienton, Prince George’s Heritage: Sidelights on the Early History
of Prince George’s County, Maryland from 1696 to 1800. (Baltimore: Maryland
Historical Society, 1972), 11-25.

" Ibid., 17.



shifting bound-labor force used to provide the labor muscle and wealth base
necessary for sustaining towns. The specific strategies of material culture use and
exchange at the town are analyzed as a method for determining the meanings
associated with the locale. This dissertation provides a detailed analysis of the
actions of individuals that both enabled and were enabled by the ideological and
material creation of Charles Town. The biography of the town created through this
analysis makes four contributions to the historical and archaeological scholarship on
colonial Chesapeake towns.

First, the study explores the role of human agency on the local scale as an
explanation of why towns developed and why some survived while others faded or
were abandoned. This approach differs from purely macro-level views that only
consider systemic mechanisms, such as regional economy, or political upheaval as the
primary agents of change. The premise here is that the fate of towns may have
ultimately hinged on colony-wide conditions but the way they played out was
ultimately focused through the prism of local actions. For example, towns were
established throughout the region but the particulars of why or when they failed or
survived was a matter of local politics and economy. The second contribution made
by this dissertation is the study of the relationships between ordinary keepers,
carpenters, merchant politicians, the free citizens who supported their businesses, and
the bound-labor that supported the system of commodity exchange. The relationships
between these groups were a vital component of colonial Chesapeake towns, but the
details of these relationships are poorly understood. Ordinary keepers, for example,

seldom emerged from the economic margins, especially during the late seventeenth



and early eighteenth centuries. Nevertheless, towns represented an economic, social,
or political opportunity for each of these groups not available at private plantations.
This study will help clarify the relationship between individuals including the
wealthiest merchants, poor ordinary keepers, indentured servants, enslaved persons,
small planters, and tradesmen and their relationships to the construction and use of
towns.

The third and fourth contributions are largely methodological. This study will
demonstrate the central role played by material culture in the construction and use of
colonial Chesapeake town space. Material culture, including buildings, objects, and
spaces were constructed, used, re-used, and discarded or abandoned on a continual
basis. This circulation of material goods defies empirical quantification and
classification at times, but exists nonetheless in the physical traces left in the
archaeological record and written about in historical documents. This investigation
asserts that the ways towns were used is represented materially through discarded
artifacts left behind, not just how they were architecturally configured. Finally, this
dissertation contributes to the study of early colonial Chesapeake towns by stressing
the importance of comparing and contrasting a variety of historical and
archaeological data. A multidisciplinary approach is essential for studying small

Chesapeake towns that left little trace in either the historical or archaeological record.

Project Boundaries and Scope

This study consists of two bounded contexts: One is temporal and the other

spatial. Temporally, this dissertation considers the context of town development
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between 1680 and 1720. The few steps taken to develop towns in the Chesapeake
before 1680 were generally unsuccessful as regional phenomena. Unprecedented
steps to develop towns in the region were taken by the Virginia and Maryland
legislatures between 1680 and 1710. The “mass” town legislation passed during
these years resulted in hundreds of named towns. Some of these towns were titular,
others realized limited development, and some still exist. After about 1730 and
especially by the mid-eighteenth century, towns throughout the region began to
develop more rapidly. Town development in the Chesapeake, or the perceived lack
thereof, has been a necessary component of scholarship since historians, geographers,
and archaeologists began studying the region. The period between 1680 and 1730 is
especially sensitive to the development of towns because most Chesapeake towns
were created during this time. Also, this was the proving stage where towns either
failed or survived past the American Revolution. This threshold of survival played
out on the local scale according to political, economic, and social circumstances and
the actions of individuals.

The second project boundary is spatial. The primary physical boundary of the
site is the one hundred-acre Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning
Commission property known as Mount Calvert Historical and Archaeological Park.
The site is situated at the convergence of the upper tidal Patuxent River and the
Western Branch on the eastern edge of Prince George’s County, Maryland (Figure
1.1). The physical terrain of Mount Calvert includes approximately thirty acres of

tidal marsh and seventy-six acres of upland situated between about twenty and forty
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Figure 1.1 1861 Simon J. Martenet Map of Prince George's County,
Maryland Showing the Former Location of Charles Town.

Source: Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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feet above sea level. The soils at Mount Calvert are mostly well-drained sandy loams
ideal for growing tobacco. The upland is mostly level with the exception of a slight
rise cresting at the north central property boundary 900 feet from the point at the
junction of the Patuxent and Western Branch terraces and another more abrupt rise
located along the western edge of the property beginning 1,700 feet from the point
(Figure 1.2). This hill has been bisected by a deep sixty-foot wide cut made in the
1890s for the Chesapeake Beach Railway bed. Both natural hills are fifteen to twenty
feet above the level of the Patuxent River terrace. The terrace along the Patuxent
naturally drops abruptly toward the river in most areas except for a gradual slope
located approximately 600 feet from the point (Figure 1.3). There is also an ancestral
drainage channel meandering through the center of the property.

Figure 1.2 1995 Aerial Photograph of Mount Calvert Historical and

Archaeological Park Showing Colonial Site Locations. Photograph Courtesy
of the Maryland-National Capital Park and Planning Commission.
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Another important natural feature of the property is the springhead locations.
There are at least three springheads located on the property. Two are found along the
Patuxent terrace and the other on the Western Branch side. The Western Branch
springhead is about one hundred feet north of the north-central hill previously
described. The Patuxent River springheads are located at the edge of the terrace
approximately 700 and 1200 feet from the point.

The remnants of human occupation are visible on the landscape today. The
most obvious changes to the physical appearance were made between the late

eighteenth and early twentieth century. A 1780s brick plantation house still stands at

Figure 1.3 1995 Aerial Photograph Showing the Patuxent River Terrace at
Mount Calvert. Eighteenth Century House and Western Branch in the
Background. Photograph Courtesy of the Maryland-National Capital Park
and Planning Commission.

the point; the only other standing structure on the property is a twentieth-century barn

located 1,250 feet west of the house. The ruins of a nineteenth-century tobacco barn
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located just east of the twentieth-century barn were dismantled in 2005.
Approximately forty-five acres of the property have been cleared for agriculture and
subjected to modern plowing. A one and a half-acre yard area extending 250 feet west
of the eighteenth-century house has not been cleared. The remaining portion of the
site is wooded. The only trees remaining on the interior of the property were planted
and include a large linden tree near the SW corner of the main block of the
eighteenth-century dwelling, two large holly trees, a magnolia tree, a row of walnut
trees west of the house, and numerous cedar trees placed throughout the property.
Terrace falls were constructed on the southern side of the eighteenth century
brick dwelling to accentuate the appearance of the structure from the Patuxent River.
The existing farm roads were constructed and graveled during the early twentieth
century. Two former road cuts are also evident. One of these cuts leads down the
Western Branch terrace to the springhead mentioned earlier. This access road was
probably created during the early twentieth century. Another road cut is located
1,700 feet southwest of the house and represents the nineteenth-century lane leading
to the house. Evidence of human occupation before the late eighteenth century is not
readily apparent in the aboveground landscape. The archaeological record contains

the only remaining physical traces of Charles Town.

Method, Theory, and Approach

Several assumptions guided this study. The first assumption is that micro-
level analyses of social, political, and economic phenomena and individual actions

are viable starting points for studying colonial Chesapeake culture. Second, these
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actions are undertaken at the local level but may in fact be meaningful on larger
scales. Third, that action is never entirely free from social context and involves the
exercise of power. Fourth, actions are not always strategic and even deliberate acts
may result in unintended consequences. Fifth, material culture enables, produces, and
reflects action. And finally, colonial Chesapeake towns are a form of material culture
intentionally and unintentionally created through the interaction of people, built
environments, and objects. These six interrelated assumptions are addressed via a

rich history of agency theory coming primarily from the social sciences.

Agency Theories

Agency has been commonly applied as both a practical and theoretical term in
the social sciences and humanities. Agency is a deceptively simplistic term at first
glance. Usually agency is associated with the ability of individual actors to express
their free will in the world. When analyzed critically, agency is usually compared,
contrasted or reconciled with the term structure. Questions of human agency versus
social structure have been central components of the social sciences from the
beginning. Structure and agency were long theorized as binary opposites. Theorists
began working to bridge the divide between agency and structure in the 1970s. Pierre
Bourdieu and Anthony Giddens are the chief protagonists in this theoretical pursuit.

Bourdieu devised a theory of practice to explain everyday actions that
involved the concept of habitus. Habitus is comprised of the unconscious
dispositions learned in early childhood that guide but do not strictly determine
everyday behavior. Bourdieu situates these dispositions within class boundaries. He

notes that:
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“Because different conditions of existence produce different habitus...the
practices engendered by the different habitus appear as systematic
configurations of properties expressing the differences objectively inscribed in
conditions of existence in the form of systems of differential deviations which,
when perceived by agents endowed with the schemes of perception and
appreciation necessary in order to identify, interpret and evaluate their
pertinent features, function as lifestyles.”'

Structuralism is at the heart of Bourdieu’s theory. He affords some freedom for

individual choice but this freedom is limited by class boundaries.

Giddens tried to bridge the structure-agency dualism by offering his
structuration theory of social formation. In Giddens’ structuration theory “the
structural properties of social systems are both the medium and the outcome of the
practices that constitute those systems.”'” Giddens sees agency as a “continuous flow
of conduct” rather than a disparate set of acts.'® Human agents are simultaneously
enabled and constrained by social structures, and in Giddens’ view, social structures
are continuously being created and reproduced through agency.

The concept of habitus within Bourdieu’s general theory of practice and
Giddens structuration theory laid the ground work for much of the scholarship on
agency theory beginning in the 1980s. American material culture studies have also
grappled with the concept of agency, though less heavily influenced by Bourdieu and

Giddens. Agency has become a common expression within the fields of material

culture studies and archaeology and classifying the term is difficult because of the

16 pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste,
Translated by Richard Nice, (London: Rutledge, 1984), 170.

7 Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure and
Contradiction in Social Analysis. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979),
69.

"® Ibid., 55.
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many definitions currently in use. My usage of the term is influenced by scholars,
particularly archaeologists, who have attempted to use abstract theories of agency and
practice to explain material culture of the past.

The past two decades have produced a wealth of scholarship on the topic of
agency in archaeology.'® Most of this scholarship draws heavily on the work of
Anthony Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu. Yet, there remain a wide range of
perspectives on agency. Some historical archaeologists in the United States embraced
“agency” during the 1990s as a reaction to what they saw as an over-determined
structuralist view of the past, attacking the critique of capitalism mounted from the
left as not allowing for agency and multiple interpretations.”” Many historical

archaeologists continue to empower individuals as knowledgeable and capable of

¥ For a review see Marcia-Anne Dobres and John E. Robb, eds., Agency in
Archaeology (London: Routledge, 2000); John Moreland, “Restoring the Dialectic:
Settlement Patterns and Documents in Medieval Central Italy”, in Archaeology,
Annales, and Ethnohistory ed. A. Bernard Knapp (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992): 112-129; Andrew Gardner, “Agency”, in Handbook of Archaeological
Theories, eds. R. Alexander Bentley, Herbert D. G. Maschner, and Christopher
Chippendale (Lanham: AltaMira Press, 2008): 95-108; Andrew Gardner, editor,
Agency Uncovered: Archaeological Perspectives on Social Agency, Power, and
Being Human, (London: UCL Press, 2004); Jennifer L. Dornan, “Agency and
Archaeology: Past, Present, and Future Directions”, Journal of Archaeological
Method and Theory 9, no. 4 (December 2002): 303-329.

20 ¢ £, Mary C. Beaudry, Lauren J. Cook, and Stephen A. Mrozowski, “Artifacts and
Active Voices: Material Culture as Social Discourse”, in The Archaeology of
Inequality, eds. Randall H. McGuire and Robert Paynter (Oxford: Basil Blackwell,
1991): 150-191; Laurie A. Wilkie and Kevin M. Bartoy, “A Critical Archaeology
Revisited,” Current Anthropology 41, no. 5 (December 2000): 747-777; Matthew H.
Johnson, “Conceptions of Agency in Archacological Interpretation” in Interpretive
Archaeology: A Reader, ed. Julian Thomas (London: Leicester University Press,
2000): 211-227; Ian Hodder, Reading the Past: Current Approaches to Interpretation
in Archaeology, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 66-72. For a
discussion of interest in agency see Marcia-Anne Dobres and John E. Robb, “Agency
in Archaeology: Paradigm or Platitude?” In Agency in Archaeology, eds. Marcia-
Anne Dobres and John E. Robb (London: Routledge, 2000): 3-17.
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making their own social worlds beyond confining state level structures. There are
few, Marxist or otherwise, who would argue with this assumption. The constitution
of society is and was made of individual actions, but actions carried out under social,
political, and economic constraints.

Several themes in the archaeological use of agency theory apply to material
culture studies in general. Most studies consider (or should consider) problems of
group versus individual, intentionality, power, action, and artifacts as agents.”'
Jennifer Dornan suggests that the three central issues faced by practitioners of agency
theory are determining the proper unit of analysis, questions of rationality and
resistance, and framing intentionality versus unintended consequences.”> Andrew
Gardner frames the specific problem of the “structurationist” approach forwarded by
Giddens and Bourdieu around three central themes of the role of the individual, how
agency relates to power, and the implications of agency for definitions of humanity.*

The interrelated problems surrounding the use of agency framed by Dornan,
Gardner, and others are applicable to the study of colonial Chesapeake towns. There
are many ways that agency theory can, and should, be applied to colonial town
research. My thoughts in this dissertation are most closely aligned with those who

realize agency as historically situated and embodied.** That is, actions that involve

I Dobres and Robb, “Agency in Archacology,” 10-13; Andrew Gardner,
“Introduction: Social Agency, Power, and Being Human”, In Agency Uncovered:
Archaeological Perspectives on Social Agency, Power, and Being Human, ed.
Andrew Gardner, (London: UCL Press, 2004): 1-15; see also Gardner, “Agency”;
Dornan, “Agency and Archaeology”.

*2 Dornan, “Agency and Archaeology”, 314-324.

* Gardner, “Introduction: Social Agency, Power, and Being Human”, 3.

4 John C. Barrett, “A Thesis on Agency” In Agency in Archaeology, eds. Marcia-
Anne Dobres and John E. Robb (London: Routledge, 2000), 62; Mustafa Emirbayer
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material culture should always be interpreted in relationship to the historical
conditions and access to resources that both allow and limit the power people have to
shape their physical and social worlds. Sociologists Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann
Mische provide a useful definition of agency for this study. The authors define
human agency as, “the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different
structural environments—the temporal-relational contexts of action—which, through
the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgment, both reproduces and transforms
those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by changing historical
situations.”*

Drawing on the scholarship above I have framed the theoretical contours of
this dissertation around three guiding principles. First, the central units of analysis
are individuals and artifacts, but this dissertation is not a study of individuals and
artifacts. Individuals and artifacts are the base level where action occurs, but artifacts
and individuals are significant as agents only in that they are socially and historically
constituted. In other words, individual actions and material culture cannot be
disarticulated from their social context. Countless individual actions created,
sustained, and gave meaning to colonial Chesapeake towns, but these actions were the
result of context-bound relationships. In Andrew Gardner’s view, “what allows
humans to fulfill their capacity for agency is their relationships (involvement) with

9926

other people and objects.””” In this sense, the use, construction, and demise of towns

like Charles Town were complex expressions of agency through the use and exchange

and Ann Mische, “What is Agency”, The American Journal of Sociology 103, no. 4
(January 1998): 962-1023.

*> Emirbayer and Mische, “What is Agency,” 970.

?® Gardner, “Agency,” 96.
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of material culture. This dissertation considers agency the primary apparatus of
social change.

The second guiding theoretical principle relates to the role of power. Power
can be expressed as the capacity individuals and institutions have to do something
(make a decision, build a shed, or carry out a plan of action). Power can also be seen
as a relationship between people and institutions. These two expressions of power are
often referenced as “power to” and “power over.”®’ Any individual has the power to
act, but the capacity to carry out that act is restricted by access to resources. To
paraphrase the often-used expression from Marx, people are free to make decisions
but those (socially meaningful) decisions are constrained by conditions that are not of
the agent’s choosing. Individuals may act willfully but the “capacity of some with
more power to sanction others limits the agent’s freedom of action.”*® Actions are
also carried out by rote, but even routine acts are situated within a social context of
power. These actions are always “situated,” and are carried out according to the
agent’s relationship with and capacity to control resources.” In the case of
individuals at Charles Town, this is their relationship to legal and trade language,

their economic capacity to purchase and sell goods, and their ability to construct

27 Robert Paynter and Randall H. McGuire, “The Archacology of Inequality: Material
Culture, Domination, and Resistance”, In The Archaeology of Inequality, eds. Randall
H. McGuire and Robert Paynter (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991), 6; Gardner,
“Introduction: Social Agency, Power, and Being Human,” 5.

28 Kenneth H. Tucker, Jr., Anthony Giddens and Modern Social Theory (London:
Thousand Oaks, 1998), 85.

%% John Barrett makes the distinction between structural conditions and structuring
principles. Structural conditions are the historically constituted conditions in which
an agent exists, while structuring principles are the agent’s abilities to work on these
conditions to transform their own identities and conditions of existence, “A Thesis on
Agency,” 65.
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social relationships through material exchange. My emphasis on power here is not to
accentuate the winners and losers of history per se, but rather to demonstrate how the
course of town building was shaped through the social context of power relations.
Primary structural components of these power relations include chattel slavery, the
Anglican Church, and the Court. Each of these institutions is discussed in this study.

Finally agency theory considers questions of intentionality and the outcome of
action. This debate centers on whether agency is the intentional action of goal-
oriented and knowledgeable agents or if the term should be applied to the unintended
consequences of action.”” I believe a meaningful study of past action must analyze
both the intentional actions of socially and historically constituted individuals as they
attempt to negotiate their positions in society and the intended and unintended
consequences of those actions. Action in this sense “expresses the social context, the
identity and the capabilities of the agent, and the consequences of action range from
consequences which were intended to those which were unintended.”*' Intentionality
is often impossible to demonstrate through the historical or archaeological record, but
the consequences of human action is more demonstrable. Therefore, a more fruitful
interpretation is possible by considering the full compliment of intentions, or simply
reflecting on consequences in composite form (the spatial arrangement of buildings or
the discard of objects) as productive place-making.

Colonial Chesapeake towns are marginalized when viewed only from the

study of trade systems. By contrast, I argue that towns were extremely important

3% Dobres and Robb, “Agency in Archacology,” 10; Dornan, “Agency and
Archaeology,” 319-320.
3! Barrett, “A Thesis on Agency,” 66.
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elements of society as material settings for negotiating the conditions of everyday
life. I agree with Matthew Johnson’s assessment that more theorizing on the subject
of agency is not necessary, but rather what is needed are more concrete case studies
that ask how agency can help us gain a fuller appreciation and understanding of the
past.”> This study attempts to articulate a more complete understanding of the role of
towns in the Chesapeake by focusing on the interrelated actions of individuals and the
real social, political, and economic limitations and possibilities they encountered

within a single town.

Methods

The primary data gathered for this investigation is drawn from a variety of
historical sources and the archaeological record. Primary historical sources were
selected based on the anticipation of what those sources might contribute toward
understanding the material culture and actions of individuals at Charles Town. This
scrutiny drew on a wealth of primary research completed on the region. Much has
been written on colonial Chesapeake society since the “new” social history began to
reconsider the region in the 1970s. These foundational studies, and many that
followed, used staggering amounts of data from a variety of abundant primary
documents to form composite macro analyses of the region. In so doing these studies
contributed to our knowledge in many previously understudied areas including

enslaved Africans, indentured servitude, and the role of women in Chesapeake

32 Matthew Johnson, “Agency, Structure, and Archaeological Practice,” in Agency
Uncovered: Archaeological Perspectives on Social Agency, Power, and Being
Human, ed. by Andrew Gardner, (London: UCL Press, 2004), 246.
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society.”® Recently Douglas Bradburn and John Coombs suggested that long-held
conclusions about the Chesapeake economy based on composite data need to be
scrutinized with sub-regional data.** The authors also point to the need for a better
understanding of trade between the Chesapeake colonies and the Caribbean when
making conclusions about the region-wide economy. Of particular interest to this
dissertation were two foundational studies that used sub-regional data from Prince
George’s County, Maryland, as their primary source of data. Lois Green Carr’s
dissertation on county government in Maryland and Allan Kulikoff’s dissertation on
Chesapeake society were invaluable reference sources for the present study.””> Both
of these dissertations are recognized as seminal works in colonial Chesapeake history.
My work departs from this form of inquiry in that I begin with a micro-analysis of
Chesapeake society that focuses on a single locale rather than the region or county in
particular. My analysis of early Prince George’s County would not be possible
without the thorough pioneering work completed by Carr, Kulikoff, Russell Menard,

Gloria Main, and many others. Also, Louise Hienton’s excellent article on Charles

33 For a review of the literature on colonial Chesapeake history see Thad W. Tate,
“The Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake and its Historians,” in The Chesapeake in the
Seventeenth Century: Essays on Anglo-American Society, eds. Thad W. Tate and
David L. Ammerman (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American
History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North Carolina Press,
1979), 3-50; “Introduction,” in eds. Lois Green Carr, Philip D. Morgan, and Jean RB.
Russo Colonial Chesapeake Society, (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North
Carolina Press, 1988), 1-46; also Debra Meyers and Melanie Perreault,
“Introduction,” Colonial Chesapeake: New Perspectives, eds. Debra Meyers and
Melanie Perreault (Lanham, 2006), xi-xxiii.

** Douglas M. Bradburn and John C. Coombs, “Smoke and Mirrors: Reinterpreting
the Society and Economy of the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” Atlantic Studies
3, no. 2 (October 2006): 131-157.
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24



Town written for the Maryland Historical Magazine in 1967 and later reproduced and
expanded in her 1972 book entitled Prince George’s Heritage was an important
starting point for compiling the names of individuals and businesses associated with
Charles Town.®

As outlined in the theory section above, the micro-level actions analyzed in
this dissertation are situated within society-wide structural conditions that act to
temper individual decisions and choice. The methods used here analyze Charles
Town through the actions of those who built and used the town. This method draws
from historians who use an action-oriented approach to research that borrows from
the ethnographic methods of anthropology. In this approach social and historical
phenomena are best understood by analyzing the details of what happened on the
ground. This approach is sometimes called “performance theory.” Two examples
have influenced my methodological approach. In her analysis of planned suburban
spaces, Mary Corbin Sies interprets the suburban world created by upper-middle-
class Americans during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a series of
discourses leading to a consensus about the ideal planned suburban environment.*’
Sies uses a tri-part methodological approach to analyze the development of suburban
environments, namely individual lot histories, community level factors, and finally

the buildings and lot layouts as they were conceived and constructed (the artifacts).

3% Louise Joyner Hienton, “Sidelights: Charles Town, Prince George’s First County
Seat”, Maryland Historical Magazine 63, no. 4, (December 1968): 401-411; Hienton,
Prince George’s Heritage, 11-25.

37 Mary Corbin Sies, “Toward a Performance Theory of the Suburban Ideal, 1877-
1917”7, In Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, IV, ed. Thomas Carter and
Bernard L. Herman, (Columbia, MO: University Press for the Vernacular
Architecture Forum, 1991), 197-207.
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By triangulating between these three levels of information, Sies is able to reconstruct
the contours of debate about what the suburban ideal should look like. Each of these
focal points of fieldwork could be interpreted as interrelated expressions of agency
(individuals constrain and enable artifacts, artifacts constrain and enable communities
and so on).

One of the most detailed examples of ethnographic history is The
Transformation of Virginia by Rhys Isaac.*® Isaac’s method weaves the mundane
historical events of everyday encounters into an interpretation of early Virginia by
using a dramaturgical model. In Isaac’s analysis, the actions of individuals are
meaningful in terms of their social and historical context. He argues that the
historical record can be interrogated to unfold the rich tapestry of meaning that
involved all members of society from slaves, to large planters, to landless tenants.
These individuals were situated in relationship to one another by their position in
society and the resultant patterning of their interactions can be viewed as constituting
that society. In this way, the methods employed by Isaac and Sies act as a guide not
only for understanding social patterns but agency as well.

In the case of Charles Town, I have deliberately chosen to look at historical
sources that would elucidate the role of the individuals who had the greatest impact
on the daily operation and survival of the town. The courthouse and church at
Charles Town were at the center of Prince George’s County society, but I have
chosen not to write a history of the inner workings of either. Rather, the court

proceedings and scant records of the church are important and were read with an eye

38 Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia.
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to what they could tell about the lives of those who took an interest in the town rather
than the importance of these institutions to early Chesapeake society. Others have
adequately taken on this task especially in Virginia.* Tam primarily interested in
how these institutions enabled or constrained individual actions outside the court.
The same is true of my analysis of the ordinaries and stores, I am most interested in
the agency produced through the interaction between individuals (keepers, customers,
and merchant politicians), objects (artifacts and buildings), and the enabling and
constraining conditions of the institutions themselves, rather than a disembodied
approach to either institution alone.

To this end, the most useful primary historical sources available for my
investigation were court records, inventories, wills, administrative accounts, and land
records. Prince George’s County is an excellent setting for micro analyses because
the majority of official county records have survived, unlike many more jurisdictions
where primary records have perished. The court record provides hundreds of cases
involving individuals directly associated with the events and daily operations at the
town. Land records, rent rolls, and wills establish ownership, kinship relations, and
land conveyance in and around Charles Town. Inventories provide valuable
information about material culture ownership, use, and exchange. Administrative
accounts provide information on local economic exchange networks.

Archaeological data is the second set of primary source material used in this

dissertation. Three shovel test pit surveys, two controlled surface collection surveys,

3% See, Carl R. Lounsbury, The Courthouses of Early Virginia: An Architectural
History, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2005); Carr, County
Government; Roeber, “Authority, Law, and Custom”.
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and excavations at four colonial sites have been completed since 1996. Data from
these surveys and excavations are combined with the primary historical sources to
present a material biography of Charles Town. Artifacts and subsurface features are
presented here as the accumulated detritus of agency. The techniques used to gather
and analyze the data, including shovel test and plow zone sampling, stratigraphic
excavation, and artifact distribution analyses, are standard procedures in the field of
historical archaeology. This study relies heavily on the analysis of artifacts and their
distribution rather than features and their spatial organization.

What objects remain? What objects are absent in the archaeological record?
Questions like these are so basic to archaeological inquiry that they are rarely
considered. The archaeological record is pieced together and accepted as fragmentary
evidence. Archaeologists are generally comfortable dealing with archaeological data
as intentional episodes. For example foundation walls are good data for showing
architectural process or the construction of space, while ceramics discarded in a
builders’ trench or post hole can help us date the structure, but what about the original
use of those ceramics? Their archaeological provenience is secure but their social or
economic provenance is entirely ambiguous. Rearticulating this context requires
detailed analysis of both archaeological and historical data. In this dissertation, I
speculate that it is the discarded everyday objects, prosaic and ambiguous as they may
be, and their associated spatiality that offer the best potential for demonstrating
individual and group action when compared, contrasted, and combined with the

historical record.

28



Archaeological data provided three key pieces of information to this study.
First, the artifacts recovered provide a composite image of the types of material
culture used and ultimately discarded intentionally or unintentionally at Charles
Town. Objects like tobacco pipes and ceramic mugs were used and reused
innumerable times before being broken and entering the archaeological record. And
artifacts recovered from the field are interpreted within these contexts of use.
Second, artifact distributions show where the core activity areas were located in the
town. These artifact distributions do not necessarily represent the exact location of
buildings but they do represent individual and collective action on the landscape.
Finally, artifacts provide the means for dating individual sites from Charles Town.

Archaeological and historical data are inherently fragmentary but together
they offer a promising, if still incomplete, composite picture of the past. There are
several excellent sources of material culture data available. Probate inventories for
one have proven invaluable to scholars studying the material culture and society of
the seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Chesapeake.*’ Inventories are most
commonly used in aggregate form to either explain broad social patterns or as support
data for the presence of individual things. Garry Wheeler Stone has argued that

archaeologists need to incorporate a variety of historical data on a wide range of

%0 For excellent examples from historians and archaeologists see Gloria L. Main,
Tobacco Colony: Life in Early Maryland, 1650-1720, (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1982); Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, “Changing Lifestyles
and Consumer Behavior in the Colonial Chesapeake”, In Cary Carson, Ronald
Hoffman, and Peter J. Albert, eds., Of Consuming Interests: The Style of Life in the
Eighteenth Century (Charlottesville, 1994), 59-166; Paul A. Shackel, Personal
Discipline and Material Culture: An Archaeology of Annapolis, Maryland, 1695-
1870, (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1993); Garry Wheeler Stone,
“Artifacts are not Enough,” in ed. Mary C. Beaudry, Documentary Archaeology in the
New World, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 68-77.
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material culture in order to better interpret the past.*' Archaeological and historical
data are combined in this dissertation as complementary rather than independent
sources. Historians and archaeologists are hard pressed to find direct empirical links
between the archaeological and historical record. Weaving these sources together
through a careful interpretation of context, rather than simply stacking them on top of
one another as supplementary data, provides a solution to this problem of
disconnect.*> The result of this triangulation of sources is an interpretation of how

actions were materially represented.

Organization

This dissertation is organized in seven chapters including this introduction and
the conclusion (Chapter 7). Chapter 2 provides a review of the most salient literature
in history, archaeology, and geography on the topic of town development in the
Chesapeake during the last quarter of the seventeenth and first quarter of the
eighteenth century. This chapter reviews the state of town research including sections
on environment, economy, politics, society, and town planning, outlining the contours
of the research and providing the scholarly context for the data chapters that follow.
Chapters 3 through 6 synthesize the primary archaeological and historical data on
Charles Town. Each of these chapters analyzes the collective actions of individuals
and explores the construction and use of material culture in the formation of Charles

Town.

“ Stone, “Artifacts are not Enough,” 77.
2 See, Mary C. Beaudry, Findings: The Material Culture of Sewing, (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2006), 7.
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Chapter 3 summarizes the actions of local merchant politicians to control the
actual and symbolic landscape of Charles Town. Many wealthy individuals benefited
from land speculation in the Chesapeake region during the seventeenth and early
eighteenth century. This land speculation included purchasing land near developing
towns or landings and taking up and improving town lots. A small group of powerful
Protestant elites controlled much of the land in and around Charles Town. Most of
these grandees were also merchants and held positions in the colonial government
after the Protestant rebellion of 1689 and in Prince George’s County government after
1696. Enslaved Africans and European indentured servants provided the necessary
labor to sustain the economic fortunes of these merchant politicians. Historical data
presented in this chapter illustrate that the vast majority of enslaved Africans were
owned by a small group of elites in Prince George’s County before 1730. Merchant
politicians were at the top of most of these large slave holding estates. This enslaved
labor force was largely situated on plantation holdings outside of towns but filled a
crucial role in sustaining merchant wealth and their stores at towns like Charles Town
and Marlborough by the first decades of the eighteenth century. The purpose of this
chapter is to demonstrate how this group of merchant politicians acted as agents to
control where Charles Town was located and examine why it failed to survive as the
seat of government.

Chapter 4 provides an interpretation of ordinary keeping in Prince George’s
County and Charles Town. Ordinaries were the single most important business in
early colonial towns. Towns simply did not function without ordinaries. Data

presented in this chapter show that most ordinary keepers were issued licenses for
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businesses located in towns. These businesses were a necessary component of social
and economic interaction in towns. Ordinaries were social arenas but they were not
open to all people in Prince George’s County. Indentured servants were restricted
from entering without their master’s permission and enslaved Africans were
forbidden from entering. This chapter explores the lives of individual ordinary
keepers at Charles Town and nature of their business including patronage, activities at
the ordinaries, and the exchange of goods and services. The chapter also examines
the tension between the actions of keepers and their patrons, and merchant politicians
on the county court who attempted to restrict gaming, drinking, fighting, and ordinary
accommodations by enacting and enforcing statutes regulating these activities. The
end result of this chapter is a demonstration of how ordinary keepers and their patrons
were active agents in the construction and maintenance of Charles Town and how this
patronage served as a proving ground for solidifying class and racial boundaries.
Chapter 5 examines the supply and exchange of goods through the stores at
Charles Town and Marlborough. The viability of towns rested largely on the success
or failure of stores. These stores were often the physical point at which people
acquired goods. This chapter looks at the merchant owners and their clientele
through debt cases and inventories to construct a profile of the type of economic
exchange that took place between merchants and patrons at the point of purchase.
The system of stores also helped define the boundaries of race and class in early
Prince George’s County. Free citizens with available capital were active participants
in this economic web. Class boundaries were created and sustained through material

culture and exchange to be sure, but the sliding scale of status was embedded within a
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social and legal system of codified whiteness. The system of distribution and
acquisition is explored as well as the types of goods that were exchanged within this
context.

Chapter 6 presents an interpretation of how the town was constructed by the
cumulative actions of individuals from all classes of society. Historical sources are
used to build a case for the location and physical construction of the courthouse,
Anglican church, and associated buildings in Charles Town. Archaeological data is
used to show where much of the social and economic exchange took place, rather
than how the town was abstractly conceived and laid out on paper. This composite
view also suggests how people moved through the landscape rather than simply
where they constructed buildings.

Artifacts recovered from archaeological excavation are also compared with
historical data to suggest the activities that took place at each of the Charles Town
sites. Many common activities at Charles Town were enacted through material
culture including sleeping, eating, drinking, smoking, self-presentation, and the
performance of cultural beliefs. These activities occurred within towns, on
plantations, and many other settings. I argue that the public context of actions at
towns is an important factor to consider when interpreting the meaning of an
otherwise ambiguous archaeological record. For example, bottles and tankards
functioned as vehicles for exchanging alcohol at the ordinaries. These vessels were
also used by the ordinary keepers who lived at the ordinaries. Ordinary keepers and
their patrons were the primary inhabitants and users of Charles Town and the artifacts

recovered are interpreted within this context of object use. Most, if not all, dwellings
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at Charles Town also doubled as ordinaries. It is possible that the artifacts recovered
from domestic sites simply represent household refuse, but it is more likely that
artifact assemblages from these sites represent combined household and ordinary
refuse.

It is equally important to understand that participation in public action and
spectacle through the use of material culture at towns was regulated within the
boundaries of race, class, and gender. Enslaved Africans and indentured servants
worked and stood before the court at Charles Town but their presence is muted in the
historical record and often unclear in the archaeological record. These individuals
helped create Charles Town by transporting goods and hogsheads of tobacco to and
from the town and by working in the local stores and ordinaries. In the case of
enslaved Africans, they were forced to live within a system of proscribed legal
identities but in the process created their own configuration of public space. Part of
this configuration of space was the creation of meeting places at large plantations and
in remote locations that at times required traversing a landscape of roads and paths
that were created for white dominance but were well known by enslaved Africans.
This peripatetic landscape provides a counterpoint to the formal and informal spaces

at Charles Town.
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Chapter 2: Scholarly Context of Colonial Chesapeake
Towns: History, Archaeology, and Geography

Introduction

English and Chesapeake elites often complained about the scarcity or outright
absence of towns in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century tidewater Maryland and
Virginia. This group had the most to gain economically and politically from the
construction of a network of stable market towns in the region and they knew and
controlled the apparatus of both transatlantic trade and the legal system. It was the
frustration of a few powerful elites that fueled the many legislative efforts to create
towns and ports in the Chesapeake between about 1660 and 1710. And, it is the paper
trail left in the wake of this frustration that has guided much of the scholarship on the
subject for at least the past 125 years. The “absence” of towns has become a standard
character defining element of colonial Chesapeake scholarship. The following
arguments by one early proponent of towns illustrate this all-too-familiar terrain.

In 1705 an outspoken proponent of towns named Francis Makemie published
A Plain and Friendly Perswasive to the Inhabitants of Virginia and Maryland, for
Promoting Towns and Cohabitation. * This document was one of the most detailed
arguments about the benefits of towns in the Chesapeake and articulates many of the
related social and economic concerns circulating in the colonies and in England at the

turn of the seventeenth century.

* Francis Makemie, A Plain and Friendly Perswasive to the Inhabitants of Virginia
and Maryland for Promoting Towns & Cohabitation. (London, 1705) reprinted in The
Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, Vol. 4 no. 8 (1897): 255-271.
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Francis Makemie, was a well known Presbyterian minister and merchant in
Virginia and Maryland during the late seventeenth century. Makemie established the
first Presbyterian church in the colony Shortly after his arrival in Somerset County,
Maryland, in 1684. He later moved to Virginia where he had some impact on the
deliberations by colonial officials concerning the Act of Toleration passed in 1699. **

Makemie addressed what he saw as the chief concerns regarding towns
expressed by colonial officials in Maryland and Virginia. Driving his pleas to
establish towns was a conviction that the Chesapeake colonies would only advance
socially and economically through cohabitation in towns. No fewer than eight
advantages of towns are listed in Makemie’s “Perswasive.” The author claimed that
towns would reduce the costs of shipping by centralizing trade thus reducing the
number of stops ships had to make on their way along major waterways. Prices for
goods would correspondingly decrease making items less expensive in towns than
they were on plantations.*> Makemie also argued that centralized ports would reduce
fraud by providing better regulation of the quality of tobacco within towns. *

Some argued that part of the problem in the seventeenth century was the fact
that large numbers of unskilled recently freed servants were entering the Chesapeake

economy as small planters. With few outlets for applying or gaining other skills, they

often turned to planting tobacco in hopes of reaping what little profit they could.*’

* Barton H. Wise, “A Perswasive to Towns and Cohabitation,” The Virginia
Magazine of History and Biography 4, no. 8 (1897): 252-254.

*> Makemie, A Plain and Friendly Perswasive: 261, 263.

*® Ibid.: 263-264.

47 Carville Earle and Ronald Hoffman, “The Urban South: The First Two Centuries,”
in The City in Southern History: The Growth of Urban Civilization in the South eds.
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Makemie and others were convinced that the construction of towns in the region
would alleviate the problem of overproduction by offering a framework whereby
freedmen could find work as blacksmiths, carpenters, or other occupations besides
tobacco cultivation.*® Makemie further argued that jobs would be provided for the
poor in fishing and other industries centered in towns.* In essence Makemie argued
that towns remove poorer small planters from the trade who were flooding the market
with poor quality tobacco.” To this issue is added the notion that towns would aide
in the organization of home and foreign trade.”’ Finally the author insisted that
without towns and cohabitation a needed supply of “Artists and good Tradesmen”
would never exist.”> Social and spiritual concerns were also expressed in the debates
over towns.

Religion and education were among the chief social benefits discussed by
Makemie.”® Poor attendance at religious services was perceived to be a persistent
problem in Virginia and Maryland, though there is compelling evidence that this
perception was incorrect.”* Makemie believed that cohabitation in towns would

remedy the situation somewhat by providing a ready congregation living near a

Blaine A. Brownell and David R. Goldfield, 28. (Port Washington: Kennikat Press,
1977), 30.

* Makemie, A Plain and Friendly Perswasive, 261, 264.

* Ibid.: 261.

> Ibid.: 266.

>! Tbid.: 267.

> Ibid., 266.

> Ibid., 264-265.

>* See Patricia U. Bonomi and Peter R. Eisenstadt, “Church Adherence in the
Eighteenth-Century British American Colonies,” The William and Mary Quarterly 3"
Series 39, no. 2 (April 1982): 245-286.
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church. Schools would benefit for the same reason. Also, by locating schools in
towns, the number of scholars available would increase correspondingly.

Makemie concludes his argument for towns by addressing some of the
objections raised by town opponents. One concern was that a stable network of
towns and a decreased reliance on English goods would cause the colonies to cast off
their allegiance to the mother country. A second concern was that the tobacco
economy would be hurt by the reduction of planters thus causing a shortage of
tobacco. Correspondingly, many were concerned that planters would be presented
with a hardship when forced to bring their tobacco to towns, as was instructed by
most of the legislation to create towns by the Virginia and Maryland legislatures.
Finally, Makemie’s “perswasive” attempted to douse the fears of some who believed
that town inhabitants would squander their earnings at local taverns.

One glaring omission from the “perswasive” is the institution of slavery.
Makemie was writing when slave labor was the dominant mode of production in the
Chesapeake region. Much of his argument centers on the problem of opportunities
for servants when their terms had expired.

Writers like Makemie were primarily interested in towns as functioning units
within expanded economic and socio-political networks. They were not interested in
the development of isolated towns. Essentially, Makemie, like so many others during
the period, was interested in the stabilization of the tobacco economy first followed
by the advancement of society through job diversification, enhanced opportunities for

freed servants and the poor, and the promotion of education and religion. Many of
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Makemie’s arguments restated central components of the seventeenth- and early
eighteenth-century canon on town development.

Makemie’s thoughts would have resonated with several powerful Presbyterian
planters and merchants in Prince George’s County, Maryland including Robert
Bradley, Ninian Beall, and James Stoddert who were involved in the early
development of Charles Town and the Presbyterian church at Marlborough in 1704.
Land speculation and the influence of these powerful merchant politicians and others
guided the location of towns in early Prince George’s County and elsewhere in the
colonial Chesapeake. These grandees also consolidated their mercantile interests at
central locations, some of which would eventually become towns. But understanding
those with the greatest political and economic power with the exclusion of all others,
important as they were to the process of town founding, provides a grossly
incomplete story of early towns on the Chesapeake and departing from an exclusive
focus on the grandees necessarily broadens the story and thickens the plot.

Three hundred years have passed since Makemie drafted his arguments and
the historiography of the region still echoes those colonial elites who lamented the
slow development or outright “absence” of towns in the Chesapeake. Fifty years ago
Arthur Pierce Middleton wrote: “The peculiar property of the Chesapeake tidewater--
the land’s extraordinary accessibility to sea-borne traffic--that facilitated the rapid
development of the two colonies and made possible the adoption of tobacco as a

staple, had an adverse effect in discouraging the growth of towns.”> And though

>> Arthur Pierce Middleton, Tobacco Coast: A Maritime History of Chesapeake Bay
in the Colonial Era, (Newport News, Va: Mariners” Museum, 1953), 382.
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Middleton’s thesis on the Chesapeake was penned over a half century ago, I argue
that his statement has remained a powerful element of the Chesapeake historical
narrative as discussed in the literature review below.

It is well established in colonial scholarship that the production and exchange
of tobacco permeated every aspect of life on every social scale in colonial
Chesapeake society. The physical geography of the region combined with tobacco
cultivation created a distinct regional settlement landscape dominated by widely
scattered tobacco plantations and slow town development. In the 1930s, historian
Carl Bridenbaugh summed up the prevailing view on the settlement of the region that
would last for decades to come. He wrote, “From Boston on the north to Charles
Town on the south stretched eleven hundred miles of wilderness, broken only by rare

and occasional settlements.” ¢

However rare and occasional they may have been,
numerous towns did exist in one form or another along the shores of the Chesapeake
Bay during the colonial period. These “rare” settlements include capitals like
Annapolis, St. Mary’s City, James Town, and Williamsburg as well as economic
success stories like Baltimore during the late eighteenth century.

Colonial capitals in the Chesapeake have been the topic of intensive historical
and archaeological research. They are in fact valued, preserved, and studied in part
because of their rarity. Yet, smaller gathering points, frequently called towns, became
ubiquitous features of the Chesapeake landscape. It is the inner workings of these

small scattered hamlets that barely register on regional maps that we know so little

about, but may hold the key to better understanding the local character of the region.

°% Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in the Wilderness: The First Century of Urban Life in
America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1964), 4.
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I believe that there is a need to redirect the scholarly focus on colonial towns from
macro to micro analyses. Fitting these small towns within the well-ordered system of
regional or transatlantic trade will not result in a better understanding of early
Chesapeake towns. Such analyses may situate towns in a regional focus, but will fail
to capture the nuances of everyday experience. A goal of micro analyses should be to
explore the meaning of these rare and occasional settlements to those who made,
used, sustained, and abandoned them by comparing the historical and archaeological

traces they left behind.

Literature on Colonial Chesapeake Towns

Many historians and geographers generally accept three broad conclusions
about pre-1740s towns in the tidewater Chesapeake. First, although many towns were
created through legislation, urban growth was slow to develop during the seventeenth
century and the first few decades of the eighteenth century. Numerous causes are
cited for the slow development of towns in the region including the abundance of
available lands, the existence of many deep-channeled waterways where plantations
and wharves could be constructed, and the overall nature of the tobacco economy in

the region.”” As historian John C. Rainbolt points out, “no textbook on early

°7 Glenn T. Trewartha, “Types of Rural Settlement in Colonial America,”
Geographical Review 36, (1946): 591; Edward M. Riley, “The Town Acts of
Colonial Virginia,” Journal of Southern History 16, (1950): 307; John C. Rainbolt,
“The Absence of Towns in Seventeenth-Century Virginia,” in Cities in American
History eds. Kenneth T. Jackson and Stanley K. Schultz, 50. (New York: Knopf,
1972); Lois Green Carr, “‘The Metropolis of Maryland’: A Comment on Town
Development along the Tobacco Coast,” Maryland Historical Magazine 69,
(1974):139; Earle and Hoffman, “The Urban South”, 28; Kevin P. Kelly, “‘In
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American history is complete without reference to the absence of towns in Virginia

»3% This statement also applies to Maryland

during the Tidewater period of its history.
history. Second, in his pioneering work on colonial town planning in the Chesapeake,
historian John Reps illustrates that most town plans in the Chesapeake were platted
using simple grid designs.” Reps also concludes that “their simple and
straightforward gridiron schemes symbolized the lack of sophistication of a frontier
society, which remained unconvinced that the creation of towns would bring
substantial benefits and which, even if the will had been present, lacked the necessary
skills and knowledge to lay out communities on any other pattern than the most

% With the notable exceptions of the layout for the regional political centers

obvious.
of St. Mary’s City, Annapolis, and Williamsburg this conclusion has stood largely
unchallenged as representing the many smaller organized places throughout the

region. Finally, there is a prevailing undercurrent in the literature that the

significance of towns to the development of economic, social, religious, and political

dispers’d Country Plantations’: Settlement Patterns in Seventeenth-Century Surry
County, Virginia,” in The Chesapeake in the Seventeenth Century eds. Thad W. Tate
and David L. Ammerman, 183-205. (Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early
American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North
Carolina Press, 1979); Walsh, “Community Network”, 200-201; Lois Green Carr,
“Rural Settlements in the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake,” in ed. Ralph Bennett,
ed., Settlement in the Americas: Cross-Cultural Perspectives, (Newark: University of
Delaware Press, 1993): 175-196; James Horn, Adapting to a New World: English
Society in the Seventeenth-Century Chesapeake (Chapel Hill: Published for the
Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the
University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 140-141; Anthony S. Parent, Jr., Foul
Means: The Formation of a Slave Society in Virginia, 1660-1740, (Chapel Hill:
Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture,
Williamsburg, Va., by the University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 97.

>% Rainbolt, “The Absence of Towns”: 50.

> John Reps, Tidewater Towns: City Planning in Colonial Virginia and Maryland
(Williamsburg: Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 1972).

“Ibid., 116.
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institutions in the region before the second quarter of the eighteenth century was
dubious.

A familiar composite image drawn of the Chesapeake is a rural landscape of
dispersed plantations and occasional unsophisticated and inconsequential towns.
Unfortunately, conclusions about the form and function of towns as they fit in the
overall settlement pattern of the region during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries serve to dismiss the relevance of what existed in smaller locales and what
meanings were attached to these landscapes through their layout and eventual
construction. Archaeologist Henry Miller is right in his judgment that towns should
be assessed within their own historical contexts.®’ Much scholarship has been
produced on the subject of towns in the Chesapeake in spite of and at times because
of the difficulty in contextualizing these locales. Historical geographer Joseph
Thomas recently expressed the need for scholars to understand how colonial
Chesapeake towns developed over time rather than simply how they were initially
planned.®® Studying lot histories, as Thomas has done, clearly demonstrates the
potential for diachronic analyses of colonial Chesapeake towns.

Most scholarship supports the notion that town development in the colonial
South did not come until the 1730s or 1740s. The development of permanent public
and private architectural forms corresponds with the development of stable towns.

Carville Earle and Ronald Hoffman suggest that the development of towns in the

%! Henry M. Miller, “Baroque Cities in the Wilderness: Archaeology and Urban
Development in the Colonial Chesapeake,” Historical Archaeology 22 (1987): 69-70.
62 Joseph B. Thomas, “One Hundred Lots Make it a Town: Four Surveys of Early
Oxford,” Maryland Historical Magazine 94, no. 2 (1999):175. In his study Thomas
uses lot histories in combination with a plat to describe the internal development of
Oxford on Maryland’s eastern shore from 1668 to 1707.
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colonial American South can be divided into three general time periods or stages.
Town development was slow during the seventeenth century due to a variety of
existing geographic, economic, and social conditions. The authors identify a second
period of slow town growth beginning around the turn of the century to about 1740
followed by a proliferation of towns and a rapid acceleration of growth for the
remainder of the eighteenth century.®

The following discussion examines the development of towns in the context
of Chesapeake society during the formative stages of town development from about
1680 to 1740. Poor economic conditions and political instability greatly affected the
growth and development of towns during the period. The towns that did exist were
often enterprises carried out by the wealthiest segment of the population. But their
staying power within the hearts and minds of those who built and used them and
those who write about them today clearly suggests that the significance of colonial
towns lies in the interplay between the past and its reading. History, geography, and
archaeology have developed diverse strategies for understanding seventeenth-century
Chesapeake towns. It is the goal of this chapter to introduce the literature on colonial
towns in the Chesapeake to evaluate the broad contours of how the story of

Chesapeake towns has been told and to propose areas of future research.

Natural ““Advantages” of the Chesapeake and European Settlement

Dramatic changes in climate following the end of the last ice age shaped both

the natural environment and the cultural traditions in the Chesapeake region. **

% Earle and Hoffman, “The Urban South”: 48-51.
% For detailed discussion of changing climate see Richard J. Dent, Jr., Chesapeake
Prehistory: Old Traditions, New Directions (New York: Plenum Press, 1995).
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Human settlement in the region adapted to changes brought on by the creation of the
Chesapeake Bay and the filling of its major tributaries. Native Americans near the
bay became more sedentary as population increased and available food supplies and
procurement technologies changed.

The Chesapeake Bay was formed during the Pleistocene period by rising sea
levels beginning about 18,000 years ago® assuming its present form approximately
13,000 years later. A vast drainage system feeds the Chesapeake Bay extending from
southern New York to southern Virginia and encompassing several major waterways
on the western shore including the Susquehanna, Patuxent, Potomac, Rappahannock,
York, and James rivers. This environment would have a profound impact on the
Europeans arriving in the bay centuries later.

Tidewater Maryland and Virginia relied on a tobacco-based economy
throughout the colonial period. Planters generally constructed plantations near one of
the many navigable waterways located in the colonies. Rich tobacco soils located
along these rivers were an added enticement for planters to settle there and export
their tobacco from private landings.

These environment and physiographic conditions helped foster a dispersed
settlement pattern. Yet, too often in the past the relationship between the
environment and settlement pattern is characterized as a one-way determined result.
An over reliance on and uncritical assumptions about statements made in travel

accounts and by other contemporaries may have guided scholarship, especially in the

% George W. Fisher and Jerry R. Schubel, “The Chesapeake Ecosystem: Its Geologic
Heritage,” in Discovering the Chesapeake: The History of an Ecosystem, eds. Phillip
D. Curtin, Grace S. Brush, and George W. Fisher (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2001), 9.
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early twentieth century, toward a focus on the environment.®® Strict environmental
determinism has been discarded by many geographers and historians in favor of
cultural and ideological factors influencing the development of towns.®” The most
useful approach describes a reciprocal relationship between people and their natural
environments placing sources in their proper context.®

The pattern of European settlement in the Chesapeake region has been studied
extensively and some general conclusions are widely accepted. Vast areas of land
were available in the region for much of the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries. The first areas settled were those along major waterways where access to
shipping lanes was abundant and soils were nutrient rich. Colonists then patented
interior lands after riverside parcels had been claimed. Patenting interior lands was
by no means the inevitable next step following the exhaustion of lands along major
waterways. For example, settlers took up cheap interior lands in Surry County,
Virginia lower tobacco production costs and cushion the blow of the collapsing

tobacco economy during the seventeenth century.®

% For a critique of the use of colonial travel accounts see Joseph A. Ernst and H. Roy
Merrens “‘Camden's turrets pierce the skies!’: The Urban Process in the Southern
Colonies during the Eighteenth Century,” The William and Mary Quarterly 3™ Series
30, no. 4 (October 1973): 549-557.

%7 Grim, “The Absence of Towns in Seventeenth-Century Virginia,” 4-11; John C.
Rainbolt, “The Absence of Towns”.

% See Jeremy Korr, “A Proposed Model for Cultural Landscape Study”, Material
Culture 29, no. 3 (Fall 1997): 1-18; Also Donald W. Linebaugh combines a variety of
contemporary accounts with other historical and archaeological data to assess the
effect that the environment had on the construction of outbuildings during the
seventeenth and early eighteenth century, “‘All the Annoyances and Inconvenie