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Poplar Hill Mansion

he history of the African-American experience on the lower
Eastern Shore of Maryland,
spanning close to three-and-a-half
centuries, consists of a complex
fabric of written fact and oral
traditions tied to numerous sites
scattered across the rural and
urban landscapes of Somerset, Worcester, and Wicomico
counties. This brochure
is designed as an effort to
explore prominent themes
within African-American history and present in a brief,
accessible way the meaning
and contributions that many
properties have in the overall
history of the lower
Eastern Shore.
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Joining the first generation of Anglo-American
settlers who took up patents along Somerset
County’s rivers and creeks were AfricanAmericans, Anthony and Mary Johnson of
Northampton County, Virginia, who as a free
black couple, immigrated into Maryland around
1676 with their son John, his wife, Susanna,
their children and the family servant John
Castor. Upon arrival Anthony Johnson negotiated a long-term lease for a 300-acre tract
known as “Tonies Vinyard,” located on the
south side of Wicomico Creek in the vicinity
of Polks Road northwest of Princess Anne.
Although the exact site of the Johnson plantation has not been excavated or researched in
depth, the couple’s material wealth is evident
from land and livestock ownership in Maryland
and Virginia, which attests to remarkable successes the Johnsons enjoyed as a black planter
family in a white dominated society.

John Wesley M. E. Church

Merrill Farm slave quarter

Free black planters were a small minority of the lower Shore
population during the 17th and 18th centuries; by 1755 the
population of free blacks had risen to 243 for Somerset and
Worcester counties, while the numbers of slaves had grown to
4,175. During the 17th, 18th and early 19th centuries, slaves
worked and lived within the rural plantation and small town
environments as they evolved over the course of the first
century and a half of Anglo-American settlement and cultivation. The most tangible link to these past landscapes are the
plantation dwellings that have survived to modern times, which
include a small collection of brick or brick and frame structures dating from second and third quarters of the 18th century.
Enslaved blacks typically occupied portions of these structures, whether in the cellar, attic, or
in detached kitchens or purpose-built
housing adjacent to the plantation
yard or along field edges.
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History of Slavery and the
Slave Trade (1860)

O

pened for settlement to colonists looking
to start anew in religiously tolerant Maryland during the mid 17th-century, the lower
Eastern Shore was populated initially by a diverse
group of immigrants that included mostly white and
a few free black planters, indentured white and black
servants, and slaves of African, South American, or
Caribbean origin. Within the context of plantation
agriculture as it evolved in the Chesapeake region,
indentured white and black servants, and after them,
imported slaves, performed a multitude of arduous
tasks, from backbreaking daily labor in tending fields
of tobacco or corn or other field crops to the wide
range of diverse plantation duties that demanded
constant attention. Slaves as well as the limited number of free blacks worked as laborers and trained
artisans as well; the construction of the region’s
elaborate 18th- and early 19th-century dwellings
were due in large part to their talents and labor.

• Calvin B. Taylor House Museum Berlin 410-641-1019
• Frederick Douglass Library - University of Maryland Eastern Shore
410-651-6622
• Julia A. Purnell Museum Snow Hill 410-632-0515
• Maryland State Archives Annapolis 800-235-4045
• Edward H. Nabb Research Center For Delmarva History
& Culture - Salisbury University
410-543-6312
• Wicomico County Library Salisbury 410-749-5171
• Worcester County Library Snow Hill 410-632-2600
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For Further Reading: Sources Consulted

• Along the Seaboard Side: The Architectural History of Worcester County,
Paul Baker Touart, Worcester County Commissioners (1994)
• Bound for the Promised Land: Harriet Tubman, Portrait of
An American Hero, Kate Clifford Larson (2004)
• Maryland in Africa
• My Business Was to Fight the Devil: Recollections of Reverend Adam
Wallace, Peninsula Circuit Rider, 1847-1865, Joseph F. DiPaolo (1998)
• Myne Own Ground, Race and Freedom on Virginia’s Eastern Shore,
Breen and Innes (1980)
• Slavery & Freedom in Delaware, 1639-1865, William H. Williams (1996)
• Slavery & Freedom on the Middle Ground, Barbara Fields (1985)
• Somerset: An Architectural History, Paul Baker Touart (1990)
• The Free Negro in Maryland, 1634-1860. James Wright (1971)
• The Underground Railroad, William Still (1872)
• Unlocking the Past: A History of Poplar Hill Mansion, 1795-2005, Master’s
Thesis, Salisbury University, Jason Illari (2006)
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John Wesley M. E. congregation. Due to
emberton Hall stands on the western
hard work and perseverance, Levin Huston
periphery of Salisbury along the
accumulated enough cash to purchase his
Wicomico River. Its surrounding
wife, Esther and daughter from George
fields, orchard, outbuildings, cellar and yard,
Parsons in 1849 for $550.
as well as the plantation wharf at Mulberry
One of the most elaborate Federal style
Landing on the Wicomico, comprised the
dwellings built on the lower Eastern Shore
working and living domains of 17 slaves
is Teackle Mansion in Princess Anne.
during the ownership of merchant-planter
Erected in stages between 1802 and 1819,
Isaac Handy, who financed the construction of
the two-story, five-part plan brick dwelling
Pemberton Hall in 1741.
outdistances most other structures of its
Beverly, located on the Pocomoke River,
time for enclosed space and attention to
stands out as one of the region’s most elabohigh-end architectural finishes. Financed
rate and best preserved late colonial dwellings.
by Littleton Dennis and Elizabeth Upshur
Erected during the 1770s, the large Georgian
Teackle, the couple occupied this exstyle brick house is distinguished by many
pansive house and town estate with their
unusual features. Attached to the south end
only child, Elizabeth Anne, and a score of
of the Flemish bond brick main block are
black servants who worked in and around
the kitchen and colonnade; spaces where
the house or at large agricultural holdings
the Dennis family’s domestic slaves
Pemberton Hall
across the lower Shore. Tax assessments
worked dawn till dusk in the prepararecord the ownership of 20 servants who
tion of the daily meals as well as a
are recorded by name, age and value, while personal letters and
host of other chores. One of the most distinguished arother documents shed light on the work they performed day-to-day.
chitectural features is the wrought-iron arch that accents
Two female servants, Nanny, aged 38 and probably her daughter,
the riverside entrance. Dennis family tradition holds that
Sally, aged 10, were brought up from Accomack County, Virginia
the decorative iron archway, incorporating hand-hammered
when the Teackles relocated to Princess Anne; the documentation
griffin heads, was crafted in part by Haitian slaves in an atfor which was recorded in the Somerset County land records. The
tempt to ward off evil spirits that would
construction of Teackle Mansion was an immense undertaking
endanger the plantation family.
divided into two principal construction programs. The center twoDuring the last decade of the 18th
story temple-front house, started in 1802, took dozens of skilled
century, Poplar Hill Mansion was
workers and laborers to build; Elizabeth Teackle wrote to her sister
erected by Colonel Levin Handy on the
Anne Eyre in Northampton County that “the greatest part of this
northeast side of Salisbury. The finely
summer we have had from 23 to 24 white persons in family &
appointed two-story Federal style frame
very nearly as many blacks in the kitchen.” Once the house was
plantation house, centerpiece to a sevcompleted in 1819, the complex included one of the largest kitcheral hundred-acre property, was started
ens of its time as well as a complex of support buildings. The
in 1795, but at the time of his death
Teackle’s family servants lived in various spaces inside and outside
was incomplete. The next owner, Dr.
the house, and four partitioned rooms in the main attic were clearly
John Huston and his family, finalized
intended for servant occupation. Two front houses marking the
the finishing of the house. He owned 19
entrance to the estate as well as frame or log “quarters” were used
slaves who worked the plantation fields
for servant housing as well.
or accomplished domestic chores in and
Emerging as an increasingly important part of the lower Shore
around the dwelling. Both the cellar and
populace during the first half of the 19th century were free blacks.
attic were spaces clearly used and probNumbering 1035 for Somerset and Worcester counties in 1800,
ably occupied by John Huston’s slaves.
the population of free blacks had expanded over 8 times that total
Unusual to the floor plan of Poplar Hill
by 1860. While a few free blacks living on the lower Shore could
is a segregated staircase that rises from a
trace their ancestry back to free black colonists, the larger part
rear service hall which joined the origiPoplar Hill Mansion, rear staircase
descended from ex-slaves who had been freed during the years
nal kitchen to the second floor drawing
between the American
Revolution and the
Civil War. Pressure from
anti-slavery societies in
the North and Methodist
and Quaker congregations throughout the
country encouraged the
manumission of slaves
at increasing rates during
the 1850s.
Despite the overwhelming odds against
them, a few former
slaves were able to establish remarkably large
personal estates during
the first half of the 19th
century. As tensions
surrounding the issue of
slavery escalated during
James Brown free negro from Betsy Dutton free negro
the 1840s and 1850s, free
Somerset County Land Record, 14 April 1829
blacks were viewed with
suspicion as natural allies of the remaining slave population. As
room or chamber, thereby
a result, the decades leading up to the Civil War found free blacks
alleviating the need for slaves
across the region segregating themselves in distinct communities
to enter the more formal
with the obvious plan that strength in numbers would offer some
center passage and staircase.
measure of protection. In northern Somerset County, later WicDr. John Huston died in
omico, the village of Santo Domingo surfaced during the early to
1828, and the following year
mid 19th century as a free black community that developed largely
his wife, Sarah, manumitted
Teackle Mansion,
on the land of a relatively wealthy free black landowner, James
their servant Levin, who at
staircase to attic
Brown and his wife Lydia. James Brown’s first recorded purchase
the time was around 39 years
of land in this area dates to October 1820. In October 1855,
old. Levin Huston continued
Brown and his wife sold a small parcel to trustees, Robert Twilley,
to reside in the neighborJohn Melson, Hiram B. Cooper, John Robinson, James Robinson,
hood, and his name surfaces in 1838 as
Robert C. Windsor and Levin Wright, colored members of the
one of the trustees purchasing land for
Methodist Episcopal church.
the Hill Church, which later became the

For more information about accommodations,
activities and attractions contact:
Lower Eastern Shore Heritage Council
410-677-4706
www.skipjack.net/le_shore/heritage
leshc1@aol.com
History of Slavery and the
Slave Trade (1860)
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Fairmount District, Lake, Griffing, and Stevenson Atlas, 1877

The Village Herald, 18 November 1832

Crisfield District, Lake, Griffing, and Stevenson Atlas, 1877

The Village Herald, 18 November 1832

The Village Herald, 8 December 1835

Pocomoke River swamp
(Gerlitzki Design)

Delaware Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church and
the Centenary Biblical Institute of Baltimore, the University of
Maryland Eastern Shore in Princess Anne was started as a black
oriented school of higher learning. Shortly after its inception,
the Princess Anne Academy, as it was known, was designed as
part of the state land-grant educational system in order to comply
with a federal mandate requiring college level education for black
students. The institution continued as a private school until 1926
Sturgis One-Room School,
when the State of Maryland purchased the property outright. It
school group c. 1910
was not until 1970, however, that it became a bona fide branch of
the Maryland college
sometimes hiring on as
system and named the
sharecroppers for their forUniversity of Marymer masters or in other cases
land Eastern Shore.
acquiring enough capital
Segregation perto purchase a small farm or
vaded
most aspects of
house lot. Tenant houses
Dusting potato fields in Worcester County c. 1925 (Worcester County Library)
early
20th-century
life
were erected on many large
Glass Hill School, Pittsville
for
African-Americans;
Princess
Anne
Academy
campus,
1916
farms to house a new genera(Jackson Davis Collection,
visits to the ocean or
tion of field workers. Following the Civil War the
University of Virginia
bay resorts or
emergent canning and seafood industries drew many
Library)
going to the
black and white workers to field labor or lives on and
moving picoff the bay harvesting oysters, crabs, terrapin, and
tures were
assorted Chesapeake bay fish. In the large seafood exporting towns
separately
such as Crisfield, or on large farm acreages with significant seastructured
sonal labor needs, the black and white labor forces occupied houses
UMES
Campus,
Princess
for
or dormitory style dwellings especially for the seafood workers or
Anne
migrant field hands and their families.
The free black communities and villages that surfaced in the
region before the Civil War grew in gradual ways as the lower
blacks.
Shore population expanded overall. Particularly emblematic of
Ocean City was
these communities are the Methodist Episcopal, African Methodist
strictly segreEpiscopal, or Baptist churches that formed the central religious and
Princess Anne Academy, 1916 (Jackson Davis
gated during the
social institution for most of these places. During the late 19th and
Collection, University of Virginia
early
20th
century.
early 20th centuries, these churches were erected mostly in various
Library)
Reserved periods, known
interpretations of the Gothic Revival, which was advocated by the
as “Colored Excursion Days,”
mainstream white Protestant church hierarchy. With accumulated
were limited to weeks after the principal summer season. Forprofits and often donated labor and materials, black congregations
merly known as “Henry’s Colored Hotel,” the prominent threebuilt Gothic Revival inspired churches across the three lower Shore
story shingled frame structure survives as one of the oldest hotels
counties, and these buildings are cherished by lower Shore Afriin Ocean City today. Charles T. and Louis Henry bought the
can-Americans as emblems of tremendous accomplishment and
hotel in 1926. Duke Ellington, Cab Calloway, Count Basie and
religious devotion in the
Louis Armstrong were guests of Henry’s Hotel in the days when
post Civil War decades.
black entertainers could perform in major hotel ballrooms, yet not
In the decade followsleep in the hotels themselves.
ing the Civil War, the
The lack of a place where black entertainers could perform on
African-American villthe
bay side of the peninsula led Lorraine Henry and her husband
ages and communities
George,
a distant cousin of Charles and Louis Henry, to establish
were usually the locaHenry’s
Beach
in 1952. Located in the vicinity of Dames
tions for the one-room
Quarter,
Somerset
County, the waterfront property was a popular
Wetipquin
School
schools erected for the
place of entertainment and relaxation for thirty years.
Entertainment in the form of motion pictures was obtainable in
local theaters in the principal towns, although seating was segreJohnson, and Dennis families can trace ancestors who made the
gated between the main auditorium and the balcony for white and
segregated eduW. T. Handy Packing Company
trans-Atlantic trip to Liberia; voyages for which were subsidized by
black ticket holders.
cation of black
Worker Housing (Library of Congress)
the American and Maryland Colonization Societies, its branches as
The Mar-Va Theater in
youth across the
well as other organizations. One local chapter, the Salisbury Colonislaves were provided
Pocomoke City, built
state. Post Civil
zation Society, met for the first time at St Peter’s P. E. Church in
refuge and protection from
in 1927 and redecWar state legisGermantown School
July 1832. Princess Anne’s Village Herald announced,
wrathful owners. Eviorated ten years
dence of the enlistment of
later, survives
slaves as federal recruits
with a separate
The Church, though large, was filled to overflowing. The Rev. S.
appeared in the lower
staircase, ticket
Wilmer opened the meeting by divine service. The Rev. Joshua
Shore
newspapers.
The
booth, bathroom,
Henry’s Hotel, Ocean City
		
Moore then read an address,
Snow
Hill
Shield
stated
on
and
concession
stand
		
published by the Board of ManKing’s Creek Canning Company,
November 7, 1863:
in the divided balcony
July 1940 (Library of Congress)
		
agers of the Maryland State 		
where the black movie goers sat.
		
Colonization Society, and directed
Santo Domingo School, restoration
The steamer John Tracey, reached the wharf at Snow Hill on
In Snow Hill there is Outten’s Colored
		
to the Reverend Clergy of the State,
elevation, Paul Baker Touart
Saturday last, having on board Colonel Birney and a negro brass
		
after which the Rev. S. McElwee, 		
Theater in a converted Quonset hut,
band, and some negro soldiers. She left on Monday morning with
		
who had been appointed for the
which was a facility for blacks to
lation mandated the
		
purpose, delivered an able address,
almost 200 slave negroes who flocked on board from all parts of
view movies separate from the main
construction of pub		
in which he presented the subject
the county, some owners losing every one they had….The most
Outtten Theater on Washington Street. Henry’s Beach, Dames Quarter
lic schools for white
		
and system of colonizing the free
utterly obnoxious thing of the whole business was the parading
As this brochure clearly reveals, the
children, but only
		
people of color on the Western 		
of our streets day and night of negro soldiers with fixed bayonets,
Santo Domingo School classroom interior
lower
Eastern Shore’s African-American
limited funding was
		
Coast of Africa….he then
crowding white people off the side walks at night…
population
can claim many contributions,
applied for the construction of black schools until the state passed
		
adverted to the grandeur of the 		
accomplishments
and traditions
legislation in 1872 requiring at least one school in each election dis		
enterprise, the difficulty of the 		
The
infusion
of
hundreds
of
thousands
of
new
black
recruits
into
key
to
the
historical
development
trict for the education of the African-American population. Single
		
task, and the means on which to 		
the
federal
army
and
navy,
as
well
as
the
concurrent
freeing
of
slaves
of
this
tri-county
region.
story, one-room plan gable roofed frame structures were common
28. St. Peter’s Church,
depend for the accomplishment of
lithograph c. 1850
in the rebellious states, aided significantly in ending the conflict a
its objects & c.
for both white and black schools, and the Sturgis One-Room School
At the close of the address a
year-and-a-half later in April 1865. Although slaves were freed in
in Pocomoke City is representative of this type of structure. Dating
public collection was taken up. An opportunity was then given to
the rebellious states through passage of the Emancipation Proclamaaround 1900 and known at the time as the McMillan School, the
the colored people present to make known their wish to go to Libetion, the neutral states and territories and some
weatherboard frame structure was used for elementary education on
Outten’s Colored Theater, Snow Hill
ria, when 23 gave their names for that purpose.
counties in Virginia—including Accomack
its original site on Brantley Road until 1937 when the Stephen Long
and Northampton—were exempted
School was erected in Pocomoke City. In Pittsville, the old Glass
With its closeness to Virginia and the deeply-entrenched plantafrom the terms of the act. Slaves
Hill School was relocated from its original site west of town when
tion society characteristic of the South, the lower Eastern Shore
were not freed officially in Maryland
deterioration threatened its future.
populace was bitterly divided on issues surrounding slavery during
for another year, and some slaves
In several dozen African-American communities across the lower
Mar-Va Theater,
the second quarter of the 19th century. Abraham Lincoln’s elecin Delaware had to wait until the
Pocomoke City
Shore, improved schools for black youths were built in cooperation as president in 1860, and the perceived threat to institutional
conclusion of the war.
tion with the Julius Rosenwald Fund, a philanthropic organization
slavery as a result, precipitated a series of events that culminated
Following the Civil War, lower
While a comprehensive
associated with the Tuskegee Institute during the first quarter of the
in the Civil War. The federal government’s recruitment of free
Shore black residents returned
history of the African20th century. Julius Rosenwald, president of the Sears, Roebuck &
blacks and fugitive slaves in 1863 was a serious blow to lower
to livelihoods
American experience on
Co., promoted the improvement of educational facilities for AfriShore plantation agriculture as it was elsewhere throughout the
they had known
the Eastern Shore has yet to
can-American youth across the Southern states. Surviving schools
South. As steamers made their way up the lower Shore rivers,
before the war,
be researched and written,
include those at Santo Domingo and Wetipquin in Wicomico
St. James Methodist Church,
it is a sincere hope that this
County, and at Germantown in Worcester County. The prototypical
Oriole
brochure may inspire others
school took different forms according to the needs of
to learn more about their
each community. More generously dimensioned,
own place in the complimulti-room designs, banks of windows flooding
cated series of historical
the classrooms with light, folding doors to convert
events and social traditions
separate rooms into larger spaces, and built-in cloak
that have contributed to the
rooms were some of the main features advocated
complex and interwoven
within the Rosenwald Fund’s school building
multi-cultural fabric that
program.
distinguishes the Delmarva
Higher education was segregated as well.
St. Paul’s Methodist Church, Berlin
peninsula.
Founded in 1886 under the auspices of the
Mar-Va Theater, Segregated Entrance and

he black neighborhood on the southwest side of Snow Hill
is historically identified as “Freetown,” and several dwellings, including the Harmon House, date before the Civil
War. Southeast of Berlin is the community of Germantown,
which was settled by a group of free black families during the
second quarter of the 19th century. Distinguished as one of the
oldest African-American congregations in Worcester County, the
New Bethel Methodist Church in Germantown traces its organization back to 1855. Other free black communities are scattered
across the lower Shore counties. In Somerset County, Upper Hill,
originally known as Upper Freetown, is located near Upper
Fairmount, Freemantown, is situated east of Crisfield, and
Greenwood and Bowland’s Hill are located on the south and
west edges of Princess Anne respectively.
Even though the free black population had grown significantly
during the first half of the 19th century, there remained well over
8,000 slaves in bondage in Somerset and Worcester counties in
1850. Complicating the hardship and
uncertainty for slaves during the mid
19th century was the dramatic increase
in their value in the deep South compared to their worth on the Eastern
Shore. The explosive growth in cotton
production after Eli Whitney’s 1793
invention of the cotton gin, and the
cash crop’s high value and marketability in Europe, convinced
Metropolitan United
many Eastern Shore planters
Methodist Church
to sell their slaves individually
or in family groups. Plenty
Littleton Dennis Teackle Somerset County Tax Assessment, 1817
of incentives were close at hand in the local newspapers.
Repeated notices and offers for slaves appeared in the
local newspapers such as the Village Herald or Worcester
Banner. Selling slaves publicly was an ordinary practice
in the courthouse towns of Princess Anne and Snow Hill.
In 1893, Methodist minister, Reverend Samuel Pancoast
(1819-1893) wrote of his experience witnessing the
auction of several slaves in Princess Anne in 1851:
I visited Princess Anne….in the company with Josephus
Humphriss, and on our way he told me there was to be a public
sale of slaves, in the court house. It was an administrator’s sale,
and the slaves were to be sold for the debts of their master. They
were brought from an old jail to the court house, ten or more of
them, men, women and children, some in their mother’s arms, and
sold separately; the mother first and then the child. There were two
classes of bidder’s, one wishing to buy them for their own use, and
other as speculators, to secure them for the more southern market. I notice the slaves watched the bidders anxiously; and when
the speculators were successful, I could see the large tear drops
roll down their dusty checks, and when the sale was over, I saw
them bid each other farewell at the jail door, doing so with great
lamentations…The harrowing scene was not allowed to continue
but for a few minutes; those who were to go south being ordered to
pass into the jail, and the others to go to the homes of their new
owners. I never witnessed a scene that stirred my emotions of pity
more deeply than that. I have learned since that since those days
of bondage have been succeeded by the day of freedom, the colored
people have purchased that old jail, and erected on its site quite a
large and elegant church, in which they now worship.
While some slaves were manumitted by their owners or purchased
by ex-slaves when enough money accumulated, others chose alternative routes to freedom with attempts to escape. William Still (18211902), writing on behalf of fugitive slaves heading north through
Wilmington, Delaware, Philadelphia and into upstate New York
and finally Canada, authored a volume, The Underground
Railroad, in 1872, documenting the harrowing experiences
many escaped slaves had in finding their freedom. He wrote
of Henry Cotton, who hid out in the Pocomoke swamp after
fleeing from the plantation of his master, Nathaniel Dixon.
Dixon’s residence in Brinkley’s Election District had a
long exposure on the Pocomoke River. At the time, Cotton
hid in the hollow of a tree to avoid capture. Aided by his
brother, he spent twelve months in the dense Pocomoke
swamp, after which he made his way north to Philadelphia
and ultimately to Canada.
As well, free blacks were not without worry during the
early to mid 19th century; the illegal trade in kidnapped
free men and women was practiced by the notorious Patty
Cannon, her son-in-law Joe Johnson, and their gang in
adjacent Sussex County, Delaware and Dorchester and
Caroline counties, Maryland. The gang evaded capture
at times by crossing back and forth over the MarylandDelaware border according to which sheriff was in pursuit.
Ultimately Patty Cannon was caught in 1822.
Fearing for their freedom many
free blacks sought refuge in distant
places by leaving the peninsula
for points north or even across
the Atlantic to new settlements
in Africa. Members of the
Bowen, Fooks,
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