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A.  NEW CASTLE COUNTY RETAIL STORE 
LICENSES AND TAX RETURNS, 1822-1835

Research was initiated with a review of the archival 
materials related to retail store licenses and tax returns 
at the Delaware Public Archives and the records of 
the New Castle County Clerk of the Peace for the 
years from 1822 to 1835 (Record Group 2525). These 
materials consist of two principal types of records.  
The first is list of the names of retailers issued licenses 
to sell foreign goods on an annual basis (Figure 6.1).  
The second is a separate list of taxes paid by retailers 
on the value of their foreign goods (Figure 6.2).

The retail license and tax on foreign goods were 
a requirement of an act passed by the Delaware 
General Assembly on February 7, 1822 and titled A 
Supplement to the Act Laying Duties on Licenses to 
Retailers of Foreign Goods, Wares and Merchandise. 
Per this act, it was the duty of the county clerk of the 
peace to make a list of every retailer identified as tak-
ing out a license to sell foreign goods, and the duty 
of the local tax collector to collect a tax of 25 cents 
on each one hundred dollar value of foreign goods. 
The value was to be based on the prices at which the 
goods were purchased by the retailer as reported in a 
sworn statement (Figure 6.3). The state attorney gen-
eral was to compare the two lists and prosecute any 
retailer who did not comply with the law. Such taxes 
and tariffs on foreign goods, designed to raise revenue 
for the government and encourage domestic manufac-
tures, were politically controversial, usually drawing 
support from the more industrial and urban regions of 
the state and nation.  As early as 1823, one year after 
the passage of the act, Delaware’s governor advo-
cated repealing the tax on retailers of foreign goods. 
The General Assembly did in fact eventually repeal 

it, but not until February 1843 (Laws of the State of 
Delaware 1829: 464; Laws of the State of Delaware 
1843: 531; Hasse 1910: 98).

The historic background of the tax on foreign goods 
is important to an understanding of the nature of the 
archival records, their original purpose, and what the 
data contained within them was meant to convey. The 
store licenses are not a comprehensive list of stores 
from 1822 to 1835, but only those stores that were 
licensed to sell foreign goods. Arguably, this would 
have been most retail stores, but there are many indi-
cations that the licensing and tax collection process 
was irregular, perhaps indicative of the controversial 
nature of the law. The New Castle County records end 
abruptly in 1835, eight years before the repeal of the 
tax on foreign goods in 1843. Either the records from 
1836 to 1843 are missing or perhaps the tax was not 
collected for those years. There are also numerous 
gaps in the licensing for individual stores, such as 
John Price’s store in Port Penn, which held licenses 
for the years 1823 to 1825, 1827, and 1832 to 1833, 
but not the intervening years. A similar pattern is seen 
in the majority of stores, even larger stores where 
purchase of foreign goods presumably was an annual 
occurrence, suggesting that compliance with the law 
was sporadic and perhaps dependent on the vigor-
ousness of local officials in collecting the tax or the 
voluntary cooperation of the retailers.  The value of 
foreign goods reported by retailers for purposes of 
paying the tax is also apparently based on estimates, 
not the actual account-book value of the foreign goods 
purchased by the retailers. The evidence for this is 
that the values reported on tax lists are rounded fig-
ures, usually in the hundreds or thousands, obviously 
reflecting an estimate not an actual accounting of the 
goods purchased by the retailer during any given year.
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Figure 6.1. Store Keepers in New Castle County returned by the Collectors, n.d. Source: New Castle Clerk of 
the Peace, List of Store Keepers, Merchants and Manufacturers, Licensing: Business with Store Lists, Record 
Group 2525.2, Delaware Public Archives, Dover, Delaware.
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Figure 6.2. A List of Retailers of Goods, Wares and Merchandize [sic] in the County 
of New Castle who have taken out License for 1828.  Source: New Castle County 
Clerk of the Peace, Merchants and Manufacturers, Licensing: Business with Store 
Lists, Record Group 2525.2, Delaware Public Archives, Dover, Delaware.
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Figure 6.3 Affi rmation of John R. Boyd attesting to value of foreign goods on hand, 1828. Source: New Castle 
Clerk of the Peace, List of Store Keepers, Merchants and Manufacturers, Licensing: Business with Store Lists, 
Record Group 2525.2, Delaware Public Archives, Dover, Delaware.
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B. ANALYSIS OF RETAIL STORE LICENSES 
AND FOREIGN GOODS TAX RETURNS IN 
ST. GEORGE’S HUNDRED, 1822-1835

Store licenses and tax returns for St. George’s Hundred 
were compiled to create a list of retailers active in the 
hundred from 1822 to 1835.  The compilation yielded 
a list of 59 retailers receiving licenses and/or paying 
taxes on foreign goods (Table 6.1). Curiously, not all 
of the retailers receiving licenses paid taxes, which 
speaks to the process by which licenses and taxes paid 
were reported separately. Some of the inconsistencies 
appear to be attributable to retailers whose businesses 
were short-lived or to business partnerships where one 
partner took out a license and another partner paid the 
tax.

The number of stores licenses issued on an annual 
basis ranged from a low of 10 in 1826 to a high of 
21 in 1827 (Table 6.2). The average number of stores 
holding licenses to sell foreign goods in any given 
year was 15 stores. Overall, the number of stores 
active in the hundred remained relatively constant 
over the study period except for the slight increase 
in 1827-1828. Hypothetically, this might represent an 
increase in activity surrounding the construction of the 
Chesapeake & Delaware Canal from 1824 to 1829.

The licenses appear to provide some rough indica-
tion of the rate of business turnover during the study 
period.  The average annual rate of turnover is approx-
imately 25 percent from 1822 to 1835, although any 
conclusions that might be made are tenuous at best 
because of the gaps in individual store records and the 
uncertainty of whether the reason for a store disap-
pearing from the list is business failure, new owner, 
inconsistency in reporting, not purchasing foreign 
goods, or avoiding the tax. A pattern that emerges is 
that the number of stores taking out licenses exceeded 
those actually paying taxes on foreign goods.  On 
average, about three out of every four retailers receiv-
ing a license to sell foreign goods actually paid a tax 

on those goods in the same year, but again the data 
is insufficient to make any conclusions about the 
cause of the pattern, although it does appear to be 
consistent with an irregular pattern of compliance. An 
area of research that was not investigated due to time 
and budgetary constraints was whether court records 
document any prosecutions brought under the foreign 
goods tax act.

The store licenses provide some general information 
on store locations, which combined with additional 
primary source materials such as deeds and maps, 
and secondary histories, allow for some conclusions 
to be made about the geographic distribution of stores 
within St. George’s Hundred (Figure 6.4).  Of the 59 
licensed storekeepers, 12 can be specifically located 
to the level of a street or intersection.  An additional 
34 storekeepers can be located to the level of a town 
or village.  The remaining 13 stores cannot be located 
any more specifically than St. George’s Hundred with 
the available data.  The actual number of physical 
store locations is estimated to be 40 since licensing of 
stores was based on the name of the proprietor not the 
physical location of the store.  The licenses include 
partnerships such as that of Odessa’s Charles Tatman 
who was listed as having a license in his own name 
in 1825 and from 1829 to 1834, but was listed as a 
partner in Tatman & Hayes from 1822 to 1825 and as 
a partner in Thomas & Tatman in 1828.  During all 
of these years, Tatman was operating a store on Third 
Street in Odessa. Deed searches were undertaken to 
locate more stores precisely but this yielded very few 
deeds matching the names of the retailers in which the 
deed specifically mentions a store for the period of 
the study. In many instances, it appears that the retail-
ers did not own property in St. George’s Hundred. 
Additional research beyond the time and budget 
constraints of this project would be required to locate 
more of the stores.
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Storekeeper Location
No. of Licenses

Issued
Middletown 17
Cantwell's Bridge (Odessa) 16
Port Penn 5
Summit Bridge 4
St. Georges Village 2
Boyds Corner 1
Trap (McDonough) 1
Unknown 13

Table 6.3. Storekeeper Locations in St. Georges
Hundred Based on New Castle County Licenses,

1822 1835
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The majority of stores selling foreign goods were 
located in towns and villages (Table 6.3).  Seventeen 
of the storekeepers were located in Middletown, 16 
were located in Cantwell’s Bridge (Odessa) and five of 
the stores were located in Port Penn.  Both Cantwell’s 
Bridge and Port Penn were long established popula-
tion centers, with stores dating to the colonial period 
and having transportation advantages based on their 
access to navigable waters.  Middletown was the hun-
dred’s “up-and-coming” community of the early 19th 
century growing from a crossroads village of several 
buildings in 1816 to a town of over 300 population by 
1850 (Scharf 1888: 994). The large number of stores 
choosing to locate to Middletown during the 1820s 
and early 1830s is an indication of the town’s boom-
ing status during the second quarter of the 19th cen-
tury. The concentration of stores in Middletown and 
the apparent entry of new shopkeepers into the ranks 
of the town’s retailers in the 1820s and 1830s led to 
the development of a proto-commercial main street.

The aggregate value of foreign goods purchased by 
St. George’s Hundred retailers from 1822 to 1835 
as reported in tax returns was $196,500 (Table 6.4). 
The 2010 equivalent would be $4,470,000 using the 
Consumer Price Index method to calculate the rela-
tive value. The dominance of Cantwell’s Bridge and 
Middletown as commercial centers in St. George’s 
Hundred is borne out by the aggregate value data. 
Cantwell’s Bridge accounted for $82,980 or about 
42 percent of the value of foreign goods reported as 
purchased by retailers in St. George’s Hundred from 
1822 to 1835.  Middletown was a close second with 
$66,725 or 34 percent of the value of foreign goods 
purchased.

Another distinct geographic pattern that emerges from 
the licenses is the establishment of new stores along 
the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal, which opened on 
the northern border of St. George’s Hundred in 1829.  
Store location and value of foreign goods purchased 
before the opening of the canal and after its opening 

were compared (Figures 6.4 and 6.5). The principal 
finding was that a handful of canal-side stores began 
appearing on the lists in 1829 or later. Two stores sell-
ing foreign goods on the south side of the canal were 
Andrew Nielson’s store at Summit Bridge, which 
received its first license in 1829, and Henry Peckard’s 
store in South St. George’s, which received its first 
license in 1833.  The canal-side stores, however, did 
not result in a measurable shift in the pattern of retail 
commerce with Cantwell’s Bridge and Middletown 
retaining a primacy both before and immediately 
after the opening of the canal. An examination of the 
store licenses on the north side of the canal not in St. 
George Hundred would be necessary to more fully 
analyze the impact of the canal on local commerce.

Rural crossroads stores like Boyd’s Store stand out 
as an anomaly in the geographic pattern identified 
through analysis of store licenses.  The only other 
crossroads store definitively located in St. George 
Hundred is the store of John McCunchay[?], which 
was located at Trap, later known as McDonough,  a 
crossroads to the south of Boyd’s Corner near the 
present-day intersection of Dupont Highway and 
Bayview Road. There is insufficient data to compare 
McCunchay’s store with Boyd’s since the only record 
for McCunchay is a single license issued in 1832 and 
no associated tax return. Boyd’s is the only identi-
fied rural crossroads store in the analysis that has a 
significant run of licenses and tax returns from 1822 
to 1835. It is distinctly possible that other rural cross-
roads stores existed within St. George’s Hundred and 
are among the stores that could not be located with the 
available data, but the pattern is nonetheless strongly 
suggestive that crossroads stores like Boyd’s were 
much less common in St. George’s Hundred than were 
stores in villages and town centers.

The value of foreign goods reported on the tax lists 
may also serve as a proxy for the volume of trade 
and the relative size of stores located in St. George’s 
Hundred (Table 6.4). Annual values range from a 
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Merchant Name Location
Total Reported Value of
Foreign Goods, 1822 1835

Lockwood & Garretson Middletown $25,300
William Polk Cantwell's Bridge $17,500
William S. Boulden Unknown $13,000
Samuel & A. H. Pennington Middletown $12,600
Kean & Oliver Cantwell's Bridge $12,000
Charles Tatman Cantwell's Bridge $8,400
John Ginn Cantwell's Bridge $8,300
William & Robert Polk Cantwell's Bridge $8,000
John Ginn & Company Middletown $7,500
Samuel Biddle Cantwell's Bridge $7,500
Levi Boulden & Son Unknown $6,250
Andrew Neilson Summit Bridge $5,400
Jacob A. Stanart Middletown $5,300
David Wilson, Jr. Cantwell's Bridge $5,000
Richard Lockwood Middletown $5,000
Tatman & Hayes Cantwell's Bridge $4,500
Joseph Cleaver Port Penn $4,400
Manlove Hayes Cantwell's Bridge $4,400
Fields & Whitby Cantwell's Bridge $4,000
John P. Cochran Middletown $3,900
Rebecca Gordon Unknown $3,000
Hudson & Cochran Middletown $2,800
John Boyd Boyd's Corner $2,700
Robert B. Pennington & Son Unknown $2,600
William Hudson Middletown $2,500
John Clement Unknown $2,000
William C. Thomas Cantwell's Bridge $2,000
David Daniel Port Penn $1,850
Diehl & Daniel Port Penn $1,500
Lambert D. Nowland Unknown $1,500
James Townsend Cantwell's Bridge $1,380
William Pennington Unknown $1,325
Andrew Dill Middletown $1,000
John Burnham Middletown $550
John Price Port Penn $500
Henry L. Peckard South St. Georges $400
William & J. McCounaughey Unknown $300
Catharin Naudain Middletown $200
Hannah Lethebury Middletown $75
Sarah Skillington Port Penn ? $70

Table 6.4. Value of Foreign Goods Purchased as Reported by St. Georges
Hundred Retailers on Tax Returns, 1822 1835
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high of $8,000 in goods purchased by Lockwood & 
Garretson of Middletown in 1829 to a low of $25 
purchased by Hannah Lethebury of Middletown in 
1831, 1832, and 1833.  This wide range of values is 
suggestive that the hundred had relatively large stores 
with extensive inventories and capitalization at one 
end of the spectrum and very small stores with small 
inventories or specialized product lines with little or 
no capitalization at the other end of the spectrum. The 
median value of foreign goods reported by individual 
stores over the entire study period was $4,950 with 
a maximum value of $25,300 for the Lockwood & 
Garretson store in Middletown and a minimum value 
of $70 for the store of Sarah Skillington in Port Penn.  
The Lockwood & Garretson store reported by far the 
greatest value of foreign goods, surpassing its nearest 
competitor by nearly $8,000. Boyd’s Store ranked 
in the lower third of stores in St. George’s Hundred 
based on the value of foreign goods purchased from 
1822 to 1835. 

Women-owned stores accounted for four of the 55 
stores on the St. George’s lists.  A significant pattern 
is that three of these four stores had the lowest total 
aggregate value of taxed foreign goods of all the stores 
in the hundred. This is a strong indication that the for-
eign goods carried in stores operated by women were 
differentiated from stores operated by men.  Reasons 
could be lack of access to capital to purchase foreign 
goods, smaller inventories or specialized product lines 
such as millinery goods.  At least two of the stores 
were operated by widows.

C.  STORE INVENTORIES

1. Store Inventory of Robert Gordon 1821

Orphans Court records yielded one inventory dated 
1821 for Robert Gordon’s store, which was operated 
by his widow, Rebecca, from at least 1822 to 1827 
according to store licenses.  Unfortunately, the inven-

tory and license records do not locate the Gordon 
store within St. George’s Hundred.  No deeds cor-
responding to the store were recorded in the Gordon’s 
names. Rebecca Gordon paid taxes on foreign goods 
from 1822 to 1826 valued in amounts ranging from 
$1,500 in 1822 to $500 in 1824 to 1826.  The foreign 
goods value is greater than the $200-400 annual value 
reported by John Boyd from 1822 to 1831, but it is 
an exceptional inventory for its detail and may offer 
points of comparison (See Chapter 7).  A transcription 
of the Gordon inventory is presented in Appendix D.

The inventory lists approximately 340 items that 
appear to have been located within the Gordon’s store 
at the time Robert Gordon died. Approximately one-
third of those items are textiles of a variety of com-
mon types from the common (muslin) to the luxurious 
(silk). The store inventory consists mostly of goods 
commonly found in households of the period includ-
ing ceramics, spirits, staple foods, tools and hardware, 
kitchen utensils, spices, personal items (razors, combs, 
brushes, etc.), books and paper, and many items used 
for storage (barrels, boxes, tubs etc.).  There is also a 
surprising amount of ready-made clothing for the time 
period. The only furniture specifically mentioned are 
a desk, counter with drawers, and a scale and weights.

The Gordon inventory suggests that Gordon was 
prosperous, although perhaps not rich, with many 
fine pieces of furniture.  Like Boyd, Robert Gordon 
also operated a farm, which was growing a variety of 
grains (corn, rye, oats) and hay, had an apple orchard, 
and a goodly number of livestock (cows, pigs, ducks 
and geese) and working draft animals including a 
yoke of oxen and a mare.
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2. Store Inventory of David Wilson, Jr., 
1828

The story inventory of David Wilson, Jr. of Cantwell’s 
Bridge is contained within the Wilson Business 
Papers collection at the Delaware Historic Society 
in Wilmington. Wilson was a dry-goods merchant, 
real estate speculator and grain merchant with a 
mansion house, brick store, outside kitchen, smoke-
house, stable, a tenement house and garden on Main 
Street.  He also owned several town lots and gra-
naries in Cantwell’s bridge, a farm of 924 acres in 
Appoquinimink Hundred and a farm of 750 acres in 
St. George’s Hundred. As compared to John Boyd, 
Wilson was of a higher socio-economic class, as 
reflected in his two working farms and his status as 
a leading merchant trading in grain, lumber and farm 
produce (Pulinka 1984: 53-73).

By the mid-1820s, Wilson was one of the richest busi-
nessmen in Cantwell’s Bridge, but due to a compli-
cated series of financial transactions and investments, 
he faced a credit crisis and was unable to raise cash 
to pay off his creditors. In 1828, they forced him into 
assigning his property for liquidation to pay his debts. 
The store inventory records the proceeds from sell-
ing the contents of the store on September 1, 1828. 
For a full account of Wilson’s life and the series of 
events that forced him to sell his property, consult 
the article Success and Failure in Cantwell’s Bridge, 
Delaware:  David Wilson, Jr.’s Lifestyle, Status, 
Business, and Assignment, 1828-1829 by Steven M. 
Pulinka. The inventory lists approximately 1,070 
items that were located within the Wilson’s store at 
the time of the sale (Appendix D). There also appear 
to have been two subsequent sales of a small amount 
of un-itemized stock. Wilson’s inventory is remark-
ably similar to Gordon’s inventory in the scope of 
its content, although Wilson’s store had about three 
times the stock as Gordon’s. The Wilson inventory 
includes large amounts of cloth and related items such 
as buttons, ribbons, thread, etc. Wilson also sold 

ready-made clothing for men, women and children, 
from head to toe. Household goods, mostly ceramics 
and glass, were sold along with a variety of hardware, 
books, tools, and staple goods such as tea, coffee, rice, 
sugar and tobacco. Further analysis of the inventory 
in comparison with the data from Boyd’s Corner is 
presented in Chapter 7.

D.  STORE ARCHITECTURE

As an outgrowth of the store licenses analysis, addi-
tional research was undertaken into the architectural 
development of the store building in St. George’s 
Hundred.  This work focused on identifying surviv-
ing examples from the study period of 1822-1835 and 
archival information, most notably orphan’s court and 
probate records, in the names of St. George’s Hundred 
storekeepers mentioned in the licensing records. 

Four surviving examples of stores in St. George’s 
Hundred were identified, and these are already docu-
mented as stores by prior architectural surveys (Table 
6.5).  Three of the four examples are substantial two-
story brick stores with attached dwellings located 
in town centers. Both the Davis House and Store in 
Odessa (Plate 6.1) and the Cleaver House and Store 
in Port Penn (Plate 6.2) illustrate a pattern of Federal-
style brick town home construction with an attached 
store, functionally separating the store from the resi-
dential areas of the building.  The Lockwood Store in 
Middletown (Plate 6.3) has been significantly altered 
and the division of the original space presumably 
between store and residence is no longer clearly evi-
dent. The vernacular, two-story, four-bay, clapboarded 
frame Tatman Office in Odessa (Plate 6.4) is reported 
as having been built circa 1840 although Charles 
Tatman purchased this lot in 1825.  The building is on 
the same lot but physically separate from the Tatman 
House, also reported as built circa 1840 (Plate 6.5). 
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Plate 6.1.  The Davis House and Store, Main Street, Odessa. (Photographer: Patrick Harsh-
barger, November 2010) [HRI Neg.#10014/D1:012].
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Plate 6.2. The Cleaver House and Store, Route 9, Port Penn. (Photographer: Patrick Harsh-
barger, November 2010) [HRI Neg.#10014/D1:017].
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Plate 6.3. The Lockwood Store, Southeast corner of Main Street and Broad Street, Middle-
town. (Photographer: Patrick Harshbarger, November 2010) [HRI Neg.#10014/D1:003].
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Plate 6.4. The Tatman Offi ce, Corner of Main Street and Third Street, Odessa. (Photogra-
pher: Patrick Harshbarger, November 2010) [HRI Neg.#10014/D1:011].
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Plate 6.5. The Tatman House, Corner of Third Street and High Street, Odessa. (Photogra-
pher: Patrick Harshbarger, November 2010) [HRI Neg.#10014/D1:008].
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None of the surviving examples is comparable to the 
post-in-ground construction and architectural evolu-
tion identified by archaeology at Boyd’s Store.

Information in the archival record yielded no addi-
tional data on the architecture of St. George’s Hundred 
stores. A review of deeds and orphan court records 
yielded two pieces of data.  The first was Samuel 
and A.H. Pennington’s store (non-extant) located at 
the northwest corner of Broad and Main streets in 
Middletown was a two-story brick store house adjoin-
ing the dwelling house (New Castle County Orphans 
Court Case Files, 1824-1833). The second piece of 
data was that the Diehl and Daniel Store in Port Penn 
was a wooden dwelling (Tax Assessments, 1816-17). 
In general, this line of research did not yield sub-
stantial new data about the architecture or patterns of 
evolution of store architecture.




