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38. WILLIAM HENRY HARRISON R.oss 
June 2, 1814 - June 30, 1887 

Ross was so outspoken in his attitude toward the Union in the Civil War 

he found it necessary to get out of town and go to Europe, once in the early 

part of the war and a second time in 1863 until the end of the conflict. 

. He served as governor during the 66th and 67th General Assembl ies, from January 21, 1851 
until January 16, 1855. Ross was a Sussex County Democrat, a plantation owner, and a Methodist. H; 
became governor at the age of 36. 

Oil portrait of Governor William H. H. Ross at Legislative Hall was painted 

in 1898 by artist J. Paul Brown. It was presented to the State of Delaware that 

same year by the governor's widow ( courtesy of the Delaware Division of His

torical and Cultural Affairs). 
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J 
. Ro s w TH FIRST MEMBER OF THE Ross 

family to settle in what i n w Delaware, when 
be put down roots in Northwest Fork Hundred 
near lhe present-day t wn of Seafi rd in 1730. 
That area was then considered to be pa1t of th 

colony of Maryland and remained o until 1775. 

James Ross's brother William was Governor Ross's 

grandfather. William's son, Caleb Uved in Laurel and 

married Letitia Lofland. Go emor Ro mother was 

a stepsister to Dr. John Lofland the "Milford Bard. ' 
William, the future governor, was born on June 

2, 1814 in Laurel, nine month after General William 

Henry Ha1Tison soundly defeated the British in Canada. 
Caleb obviously thought enough of the future president 

to name his son after him. Two locations in Laurel 

are associated with the Ross Family. One was a home 

that once stood on the lot now occupied by the Bank 
of Delmar, and the other is the old Henry Clay Lewis 

home on the Sycamore Road, just opposite Lakeside 

Manor. 
First educated at the local Laurel Academy, 

Ross moved on in 1832 to the classical Claremont 

Academy in Rising Sun, Pennsylvania. One of the 
most cosmopolitan governors, Ross accompanied his 

father on a trip to the British Isles in 1836. A year 

later, they traveled to Adams County, Illinois.. Caleb 

owned interests in land, saw and grist mills, and other 

businesses around Laurel. William followed in his 

footsteps by embracing the new peach industry. As 
Caleb was a director of the Farmers Bank of the State 

of Delaware, so also was William after the Civil War. 
William's sister, Sally Ann, married Governor 

Paynter 's son, Samuel R. Paynter, in 1830. In the 

Paynter file at the Delaware Historical Society, there 

is a cryptic notation to the effect that Ross's brother, 
James, was murdered in Monticello, Georgia in 1833.1 • 

Never serving in the General Assembly, Ross 
Was a delegate to the National Democratic Conventions 

of I 44, 1848, J 856 and 1860. Militarily, he was 

~ead of a local cavalry company which was disbanded 
In 1849 afler Lhe Mexican War. 

In 1850, Ross was ready for political office and 
Was selected as the Dem cratic candidate for governor. 

rhe Whig Party was in a shambles and in its absence 
came fo1th a Temperance Party, whose candidate was 

Thomas Lockwood of Frederica. The temperance 

issue had been building gradually in the state and was 
reaching its peak. George Read Riddle, a descendant 

of George Read, was running as the Democratric 

candidate for U.S. Congress. The campaign was 
heralded by the Democrats with the slogan "Ross

Riddle-Reform." Riddle was elected and Ross barely 

squeaked through in the closest gubernatorial election 

ever. Out of the total of 11 ,979 votes cast statewide, 

Ross won by only 23 votes. In addition, at age 36, 

Ross became the youngest governor ever to be elected 

to the office in Delaware. Democrats made a clean 

sweep of both the governor's office and the legislature. 
On May 12, 1851, the new U.S. President, 

Millard Fillmore, stopped over in Wilmington on his 

way to New York with his entire cabinet. A reception 
was held for them in City Hall. At 2:00 p.m. , the 

Prei,ident's party left for Philadelphia on the steamer, 

Roger Willidms, 2 No' record has been found to indicate 

that Governor Ross met with the Whig President on 

that occasion. 
Delaware 's fledgling oyster industry was having 

its problems again. Demand was outstripping supply, 

so laws were passed banning oystering from May 1 

to August I 0. Boat licenses were required for out-of

state oyster boats and dredging was prohibited. The 

new laws provided the impetus for the establishment 

of a celebration at Bowers Beach on the Delaware Bay 

on the second Thursday in August each year in honor 

of the resumption of oyster season. People would 

come from all around to celebrate oystering after the 

end of each banned season. 3 

Demographically, the 1850s were years 

of immigration into Delaware by Germans from 

Philadelphia and Baltimore looking for jobs. The year 

1852 was most eventful, for it made the long-sought 

goal of a railroad downstate a reality. Talked about 

since June 1836, the charter was revived and in 1852 

the state subscribed to 5,000 shares to be paid from 

proceeds of the sale of the New Castle-Frenchtown 

Railroad. Though John M. Clayton was still avidly 

interested, the president of the railroad, and its prime

mover, was now Samuel M. Harrington, Sr. Plans 

proceeded, but one other momentary obstacle stood 

in the way-the issue of whether the railroad should 

l"' Note: Th following information WC/S taken from James Ross s tombstone: "James Jefferson Ross, born 1809, a native of 
rm,:el D I • 

TGe . ' . _e awar ,, who was murdered on the night of October 8, 1833, aged 24 years, 19 days, at the theatre in Monticello 

otte ~'raj, wlze, • h , had resided for rhree years. Beloved b all who knew him (his murderer excepted), his memory will be 

cern" s ied, hi.\·fwne cun never die." (found on the website: http://files .usgwarchives.net/ga/jasper/cemeteries/cml 55ross-
e.txt, 2013) . 
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The Ross Mansion, built between 1854 and 1860 on the extensive plantation of former Governor William Henry Harri
son Ross north of Seaford. The structure, now maintained as an historic site by the Seaford Historical Society, is one of 
the finest examples of Italianate architecture in the State of Delaware and one of Sussex County s most beloved historic 
landmarks (photo by Dick Carter). 

follow the creeks and rivers in the downstate coastal 
area near Milford or run in a more westerly fashion 
near the Maryland border. Finally, Andrew Gray of 
New Castle came forth with the present north-south 
alignment along the western corridor. With the 
controversy settled, construction on the project began 
at last. Isaac Trimble, West Point-educated engineer 
from Virginia, did many of the surveys of the railroad 
sites.4 

On July 15, 1853, Wilmington received another 
president as he made his way through the state. 
Franklin Pierce and his Secretary of War, Jefferson 
Davis of Mississippi, spoke at City Hall. 

The two decades between 1830 and 1850 were 
years of conflict between downstate agricultural inter
ests and upstate industrial interests. Social and po
litical demands were made on state government for 
prohibition of alcohol, abolition of slavery, and, most 
importantly, more equitable representation for New 
Castle County in the General Assembly. For the first 
and only time in Delaware history, a proposed con-

stitutional revision was submitted to the populace in 
1853 and it was soundly defeated.5 Despite the grow
ing mistrust, it would be more than 40 years before 
a serious attempt at constitutional revision would be 
tried again. 6 

On Thursday morning, May 30, 1854, just be
fore noon, three five-horse wagons filled with five tons 
of gunpowder were en route to the wharf from the Du 
Pont Powder Works. As the wagons rumbled along 
14th Street in downtown Wilmington between Tatnall 
and Market Streets, an horrendous explosion of un
known origin sent the drivers, horses, and wagons into 
oblivion. Hundreds of window panes in the neighbo~
hood were shattered, with considerable damage to pn
vate homes. While the owner" paid the lo e . WiJm
iogtonians had second thoughts about allowing the 
transport f ucb cargoes again through their streets .

1 

Public education continued to grow, though 
slowly, with 236 school districts in the state. 

When Ross left the governor's office, he re
tired to a private, but certainly not an inactive life. Be 
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continued to experiment with peaches and other new 
crops and to promote the expansion of the Delaware 
railroad. In 1859, he built one of Sussex County's 
finest homes an ornate Italianate mansion on his ex
tensive plant~tion north of Seaford, one of the largest 
in southern Delaware. More than perhaps any other 
Delawarean of his day, he wa a true embodiment of 
the "Old South" aspect of life in the First tate. 

WiLh the c ming of the ivil War Ross, one of 
Delaware largest slave-owners, became the gadfly to 
lho e in the slate who feared for Delaware's position 
in the Union. Ross trod a very thin line and was seen 
by many as a southern sympathizer, especially after 

J 

one of his sons joined the Confederate Army in 1861. 
At the time, Ross had written to a friend: 

... My son, Caleb, left home yesterday ... he 
intends to join the Confederate Army ... Of 
course I shall be charged with having sent 
him ... For that reason I had better leave the 
country for a while .... 

In early 1 61 Caleb Ross did go uth and 
enlisted in the C nfed racy. Within the year the 
20-year-old was dead of typhoid fever in Big Spring 
Virginia. hortly after his son left home Ross went to 

Europe. 
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In the meantime, Federal troops raided his home 

near Seaford in October, 1861. When he returned a 

year later, he found Federal troops at the polls in Sea

ford on Election Day, 1862. He tried to reason with 

the commanding officer, old General John Wool from 

Baltimore, but all his arguments came to naught. Ross 

left the country again from 1863 until the end of the 

war. While in exile, he wrote few letters except to his 

wife, to whom he wrote the following: 

... Not that I am guilty of any act against 

the government of the US but I am 

considered to entertain opinions which are 

pronounced by some people as disloyal. 

For that reason I remain out of the 

country, hoping that the American people 

may some day return to their reason 

when I may return in safety to spend the 

remainder of my days in a country ruined 

by the madness and fanaticism of its own 

people.8 

When the war was over, Ross paid a dear 

price for his posture during the war years. For one 

thing, he had invested $62,000 in border-state bonds 

which eventually became worthless. This did not 

prove to be a terrible financial calamity for Ross, 

for he was extremely industrious. After he returned 

home, he resumed cultivation of his extensive lands 

and attended to his agricultural interests. Ross was 

instrumental in having the railroad extended down 

the Delmarva Peninsula and through Seaford. He had 

his own whistle-stop on the edge of his estate, named 

Ross Station. 
To some, Ross 's actions during the war were as 

worthy of condemnation as had, perhaps, been those 

of Thomas Robinson, the Sussex Loyalist leader of 

the Revolutionary War era, who eventually escaped t 
. 0 

Nova Scotia. Yet, to assume that such men were voices 

in the wilderness houting out their personal feelings 

as olitary voices of protest would be a mistake. Many 

of their _peers and neighbors felt exactly as they did 

but did not feel so free to express their true feelings. 

Such is the dichotomy of Delaware politics that has 

attended major issues since the foundation of the 

Delaware State and even before. Downstate is one 

thing; upstate is another, and vice versa. Perhaps it is 

true that never the twain shall meet. 

After quietly tending his lands for some years, 

Ross went in the last year of his life to live with his 

daughter, Sarah, and her husband, Dr. S. R. Skillern, in 

Philadelphia. Ross died in that city on June 30, 1887, 

at 73 years of age. He was buried in the cemetery of 

St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Seaford. At his death, 

the value of Ross 's estate was estimated at $200,000 

(equivalent to a sum in excess of $5 million in 2013 

dollars), mostly in stocks and bonds. 
His wife, Emeline, daughter of George K. Hall 

of Concord, whom he had married in 1840, lived until 

June, 1909. She was a distant relative of Governor 

John Wood Hall and the granddaughter of General 

Jesse Green, a Delaware militia officer of the War of 

1812 and a direct descendant of the Lords Baltimore 

of Maryland.9 The Ross Mansion still stands today a 

short distance north of Seaford, where it is maintained 

as a historic museum by the Seaford Historical Society. 

A fine example f the Italianate style, it remains one 

of Sussex County's most important and beloved 

historical landmarks. 10 * 
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Governor Ross's great-grandson, James Ross, was still 

living in Seaford as of 1984. 

10. "Seaford's 12th Annual Towne & Country Fair," 2005, 

Morning Star Publications. 

* NOTE: The Governor Ross mansion is located on a tract 

of / mtl once known as Grape Vine Th icket, whi h was, 

1;,.;or to 1775, part qf Dorchester Coun(v. Mc11:vland. John 

Tennent purchased the property in 1776. He married Sally 

Hooper, a member of one of the first families to settle in the 

Seaford area. Caleb Ross purchased the 1,398-acre estate 

in J 83 6. After his death in 1841, the property devolved upon 

his son, William, the future governor. William and his wife, 

Elizabeth Emeline Hall, lived in Laurel until 1845, when 
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they moved into the 18th Century Tennent farmhouse on the 

estate Caleb Ross had purchased. Ross started construction 

of his Italian Villa style mansion in 1854, as he neared the 

end of his term as governor. The house was completed in 

1860. Half of the original frame house remains attached 

to the rear of the mansion. The other half was moved to 

serve as a summer kitchen, but was later demolished. The 

mansion was purchased by the Seaford Historical Society 

in 1976. The society has carried out extensive restoration 

and renovation of both the mansion and other structures on 

the property, including a complex of agricultural buildings 

and an ornate gatehouse. In recent years, they have also 

acquired one of the original Ross slave quarter structures 

and have moved it back to the estate. 

) 
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RErvIBMBERANCES OF PLEASANT DAYS AT THE 
ROSS MANSION 

When I was old enough to ride my bike, I rode out to the Ross Home 
to play with Anne Ross almost every Saturday morning after I had 
finished my chores at home. I did not see very much of her brother 
Jim who was older and away at school. At the entrance road to the 
Ross Estate was the Gate House. It was built on the right side of the 
road. Some of the servants lived there and they were always happy 
to see you. I would stop and chat with them before going to the Ross 
Home. Out-of-town people who came to call on the Ross family 
would stop here and leave their names. A runner then took this 
information and was sent to the house to get permission for them to 
visit. The first Mrs. Brooks Ross_, was living then and was very 
gracious to Anne's friends. Many times she would have the maids 
take a linen cloth outside and serve a.> picnic lunch under the many 
trees which covered the yard at that time. Sometimes I was invited 
for dinner. I can remember Mr. Ross standing up at the head of the 
table carving a huge prime rib roast. 

They had many animals in the big barns back of the house. Their 
horses were beautiful. Anne had her own horse and was an 
accomplished rider. One day, Mrs. Ross took us into Seaford in the 
prettiest tan buggy with a large beige umbrella over us. The buggy 
had rubber wheels and we quietly trotted along. That ride I will 
never forget. Mrs. Ross didn't live very long after the ride. When I 
would go out there, we tried to be real quiet with our laughter as we 
knew she was very ill. She died with cancer when Anne was about 
fourteen years old. 

When wheat thrashing day arrived, the yards were full of farmers 
and workers. This was a big day in the lives of the members of the 
Ross family. 

.. 
The ball room was used for · parties and dances entertaining • the 
friends of Mr. and Mrs. Brooks Ross as well as Anne's friends. Their 
servants always made everyone feel so welcome. Anne used to ask 
me if I would like to go down in the cellar and see where the slaves 
used to be kept. I never went, as it was too scary for me. 

The second Mrs. Brooks Ross was also a lovely lady and was so nice 
to Anne and her friends. They all moved to West Seaford after this 
marriage. Later, Anne went into nurses training at Jefferson Hospital 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 



FATHER AND SISTER OF BROOKS ROSS 

In a big country house across the road and the railroad tract lived 
Mr. James Ross, his daughter Mrs. Ethel Graham, and her daughter 
Sara Catherine Graham. Anne and I would go over there sometimes 
to play with Sarah Catherine. Mr. Jim Ross was Mr. Brooks Ross's 
father and Ethel Graham (we called her "Miss Ethel") was Brooks 
Ross's sister, and Sara Catherine Graham was his niece. l'hey were a 
lovely family and always welcomed us. Ivory was their black 
servant and was a joy to know. I can see us out playing now in their 
big yard. 

On Sunday morning the train would go by and the train men would 
throw out the Sunday papers. We would all run down to the station 
to pick them up. We were given the ·funny papers to devour. At that 
time there was a station called the "R9J;s Station". It was a small 
structure situated on the north side over the rails. We used -to play 
on the station run way. It's too bad that the station was torn down. 
The Ross family would have the trains stop there so that they would 
board and travel to the cities. They used a red flag to flag down the 
train. Of course, one of the Ross's was chairman of the Pennsylvania 
Railroad Board. He was one of the leading backers who had the 
railroad come down to Sussex County. This made a big change in 
southern Delaware financially and socially. 

Later, another exciting happening was to go down to the Seaford 
Railroad Station to see the train come in every Sunday afternoon 
after church. There you would see half of Seaford's people talking 
and laughing. I do remember the sailor boys in their uniforms on 
the train coming up from Norfolk, Virginia. They were on their way 
to visit their homes in the north. This was during the first world 
war. The Ross Family were the ones who made it possible for the 
railroad line to go to Cape Charles, Virginia, and also to Cambridg,e, 
Maryland. It brought prosperity to our community. 

"Miss Ethel" drove a large black touring car and what a treat it was to 
be asked to ride in it. I can remember when I was about twelve 
years old, she invited my mother, Mrs. Sallie Robinson, and me to go 
on a picnic to Old Christ church near Laurel, Delaware. The church 
was opened for Whit Sunday Service. After the service the children 
were glad to get out of the church as the seats were so hard for 
sitting to hear the long sermon. The children played around the 
church yard. One of the Reverend Darbie's sons named Leonard 



.-

Darbie, found a grave which had caved in. We looked in and saw a 
skeleton head. One look was enough for me! We had a lovely picnic 
of fried chicken, potato salad, cold drinks and my first taste of a jelly 
roll which "Miss Ethel" had made. 

Another day with the Ross family which I will never forget was the 
ride in the touring. car with the top down. It was a big treat! Not 
many cars were owned in Seaford at that time - 1917. 

COUSINS 

Nfr. Edward Ross and his wife Miss Radie lived m the brick home on 
the main street in Seaford (now, High Street). This house is now 
called "The Sugar Shell", an antiques h~siness. My father, Walter B. 
Robinson, was mayor of Seaford at this time. He and Mr. "Ed" Ross 
(he was often called "Colonel Ross") were best of friends and I would 
go calling with my Father and Mother at their home. They had three 
chL\dren, Calhoun, Elizabeth, and Clara "Tids". I was invited to all of 
their weddings and receptions with my family. Elizabeth Ross 
Claiborne, and Clara "Tids" Ross Gage were beautiful girls. They were 
cousins of Mr. Brooks Ross and "Miss Ethel"; Elizabeth had one child -
a son named "Charles" . 

In those days there were big fourth of July parades in Seaford. I 
always went to their home with my family and sat on the porch to 
watch the parade go by. Black Fad Deshields always threw brick ice 
cream bars to those watching the parade. This treat was given by 
Ira Wright's Men's Clothing Store. He had a soda fountain in the rear 
of his store. This was a yearly treat especially for the children. 

When the circus came to town, the madman of the circus had to meet 
with my Father to make the arrangements. Of course, my Father 
would be given quite a few free tickets. He would give them to all 
his relatives, which were many, and the rest to friends. At that time, 
the circus looked as big to me as the Barnum and Bailey looks now. I 
was sure that when I grew up, I wanted to be one of the pretty 
ladies riding on the elephants. This was another time we would sit 
on Mr. Ed Ross's porch and enjoy the circus parade. 



I remember when the show boat came up the river to Seaford. To 
me, the boat looked then like the Queen Mary did in New York 
harbor when I saw it later in life. The show boat had a real lion in a 
cage. The show the night my Father took me was "Ten Nights in the 
Bar Room" which I have never forgotten. 

Letitia Ross, Eleanor, and William were all beautiful and attractive 
children of Mrs. Harry Darbie whose first husband was ,Caleb Ross. 
Later, she married Mr. Harry Darbie. One day Letitia Ross (called 
"Tish" by everyone) sent word for me to come down to the Sussex 
Hotel owned by her Father, Caleb Ross who had passed away. Her 
family was getting , ready to live in a new home with her new Dad, 
Mr. Harry Darbie. When I arrived, Tish's beautiful bisque doll was 
standing on the floor. After a minute, Tish informed me that she was 
giving me the doll. I was spell ·' bound and she knew I would 
appreciate it. My thank you's wefo ma_9y. Later, I realized that Tish 
was getting older. Dolls were out of fashion for her and boys were in 
fashion. Tish was about ten years my semor. 

Mr. and Mrs. Harry Darbie and the family lived in a house on the 
corner of High Street and Pine. They had a large front porch which 
was right on the street. We children would love to walk by there at 
night and look through· the windows We could see the girls with 
their dates in the well lit parlor. One day, Eleanor was sitting on the 
front porch when Frederick Marvil, from Laurel, parked his car in 
front of the house. He got out of the car, walked to the porch, picked 
Eleanor up in his arms and walked back to his car putting her in the 
front seat by his side and drove off. We children thought that was so 
romantic! They were married soon after and lived in Laurel. They 
had one son, Frederick, Jr., and she has a grandson also named 
Frederick. 

Tish married a Lt. Kaufman in the Navy. They has one child nam~d 
Anne. Later in their lives they settled in California. I was invited 
with my family to her wedding which was beautiful. The reception 
was in their home. William Ross was the nicest fellow and so good 
looking!. He developed tuberculosis and had to live in Colorado. He 
never married. 



SEAFORD 

Seaford was a pretty little town. Beautiful trees lined the streets 
until the highway coming through Front Street had them torn down. 
The other streets being paved followed suit. It was such a damage to 
the town's beauty a long time ago; 

I 
Seaford was always known for being one of the most hospitable 
towns in Delaware. The people used calling . cards, served beautiful 
teas, and danced at lovely balls held in Colboum's Hall. When I was 
young, I had the pi:ivilege of taking a corsage from my brother to his 
date, Lillian Anthony (Mrs. Gilbert Frederick) so she could wear it at 
the dance that night at Colbourn's Hall. . My mother was a patroness 
at these affairs. She was in the receiving line with about eleven 
other Seaford ladies. The <lancets al~~ys spoke to them and shook 
hands with the patronesses. At the end of the line, they were given 
dance programs so that names could be listed for the exchange of 
dances with their friends. The dance cards were numbered from 1 to 
12. The ladies always danced the first and last dance with the 
partner they arrived with. The ball was beautifully decorated and 
the girls wore beautiful formal gowns. The music was provided by 
orchestras from the big cities. During intermission, platters of 
chicken salad, pickles, olives, home-made rolls, and coffee were 
served. The dances were beautiful and exciting affairs - the end of 
the Victorian Era. 

Once when I was a child, I was allowed to attend the dance to sit and 
watch until after the Grand March. What a treat! When I was older 
(age 5) I took dancing lessons from Cousin Mary Martin. Much later, 
I gave dancing lessons to Seaford, Federalsburg, Preston, and Easton 
teens which I very much enjoyed. 

These memories are very dear to me. I have tried to record them • as 
well as I could for the Seaford Historical Society in 1991. 
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- Governor Ross Mansion (c. 1859) is a brick Italian Villa 
style structure featuring a 3-story center entry. 

- Once part of Maryland, the original 1,398 acre tract was 
known as "Grape Vine Thicket." In 1836, owner James 
Tennent (whose family's 18th-century farmhouse was 
incorporated into _the Mansion) sold the property to 
Caleb Ross, who later willed it to his son, William. 

- William Henry Harrison Ross was born in 1814 in 
Laurel, Delaware and died in 1887 in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. He was • a Democratic governor of 
Delaware from 1851-1855. 

- This Sussex Countian was a leader in agriculture, 
politics and business. He was instrumental in having 
the railroad extended south from Dover to Seaford. 

- Ross was a "Southern Sympathizer" who aided the 
confederate army and fled to England during the 
height of the Civil War. Ross had 14 slaves. 

- Owned and operated by the Seaford Historical Society, 
this 20-acre property includes a granary, stable, 
corncribs, smokehouse, and Delaware's only 
documented log slave quarter. 

Open for tours: Every Saturday 1 to 4 p.m., 4th Sunday of 
every month 1 to 4 p.m. or anytime by appointmenl.:2,_ 

Admission a per person. Members and students 11 years 
and under admitted free. 

Visit the Seaford Museum on New Street. Open every Sunday 2 
to 4 p.m. or by appointment. 

For information or appointment, contact: 
Seaford Historical Society 

Rt. 1, Box.393 
Seaford, DE 19973 

302-628-9500 Fax (302) 6~8-9501 





Thh ltalian-scylc man~[on, huilt in 1850, wru. the principal place of rc:.1Jencl' for William Henry Harml>n Ros . R11,;,~ hccamc rhe governor of Dcl:iware in 1850 :mJ was rcsponsihlc for bringing innnvai ion in ,1griculwre and a railroad line to Sea(mJ. T hb pkture of rhc Man~ion wns rnken amunJ 1905. The home still srnnJs in 1ts original location in Sc,1fnrd. 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

I have spent the past seventeen years working for the Delaware 
State Museums, Division of Historical and Cultural Affairs, Delaware 
Department of State, and learning from its varied properties and projects. 
As a resident of Seaford, Delaware, I have been a member of the Seaford 
Historical Society for the past seven years, and its President since 1991. 
My deep interest in the history of the State of Delaware extends especially 
to this small comer of western Sussex County, and the property that 
reflects the life of one of its antebellum Governors, William Henry Harrison 

Ross. 

Several years ago, an old house hidden in the woods adjacent to the 
Governor Ross Plantation, with a log structure as its core was brought to 
the attention of Dr. Bernard Herman, lJniveqity of Delaware. After an 
initial visit to the site by Dr. Herman; his enthusiasn1 grew when an 1860's 
map of the property showing the size and location of the slave "Quarters" 
was found. This structure was determined by the College of Urban Affairs, 
University of Delaware, to be the only documented slave dwelling standing 
in Delaware. The Ross Mansion Quarter Committee was appointed by 
President David Roselle of the University of Delaware to review the 
architecture and historical documentation of the Ross Mansion Quarter, and 
to formulate an historic structures report. Fieldwork on the Ross Mansion 
Quarter was supportec oy a state Historic Preservation fund subgrant 
awarded to the Center for Historic Architecture and Engineering. 

OBTECTIVES 
Local interest in the Quarter led the University to give the building to 

the Seaford Historical Society for restoration and interpretation as part of 
the Governor Ross Plantation. As a first step towards this, the Seaford 
Historical Society applied for and received a grant from the Historic 
Preservation Fund to produce historical background information. The Ross 
family and property in relationship to other Northwest Fork Hundred 
farms was the focus of this research with an emphasis on the history of 
slaves and associated free blacks. It attempts to place their history within 
the broader context of the African-American history of Sussex County in 
the mid-19th century, and Delaware in general. 

This project attempts to inform the surrounding community of the 
unique opportunity that the Seaford Historical Society has to incorporate a 
multicultural interpretation of this structure in the context of the Ross 
Plantation. It involved the community through the presentation of public 
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talks, and solicited input through the distribution of questionnaires. These 

suggestions were gathered to help determine appropriate interpretation of 

the structure and African-American history during the Civil War era. 

Additionally, this research serves as a link in the Delaware State 

Preservation Plan: 

Zone: 
Period: 
Themes: 

Lower Peninsula, Cypress Swamp 
Industrialization and Early Urbanization: 1830-1880+/
Major Families; Agriculture; Settlement Patterns and 
Demographic Change 

Finally, a plan of action for dealing with the relocation of the 

structure, subsequent restoration, and interpretation is presented in this 

document, which is publicly available through the Seaford Historical 

Society. 
_) 

METHODS 
Research was conducted on many primary document sources located 

in the Delaware State Archives. These included the Assessment Records 

for Northwest Fork, Seaford, and Laurel Hundreds; U.S. Census Records; 

Legislative Papers, Petitions, Negroes and Slavery; and Governor's Papers. 

The account books of Dr. John R. Sudler, Bridgeville, DE, and the Burton -

Wootten Papers belonging to-the Historical Society of Delaware were also 

researched. The Hagley Museum contains the only surviving farm account 

book belonging to William Ross. Secondary sources of published materials 

were found in the following libraries: University of Delaware, Delaware 

State University, Salisbury State University, Delaware State Archives, 

Maryland State Archives, Historical Society of Delaware, Delaware State 

Museums, Hagley Museum, Winterthur Museum, Seaford Historical Society, 

and the Dover and Seaford Public Libraries. 

Slides and script were organized for a forty-five minute presentation 

on Governor William Ross and life in antebellum Sussex County. Statistics 

of African-Americans in Delaware in general, and the discovery of the 

slave quarters in particular were included. This slide show was advertised 

and open to the public. It was presented at the Seaford Public Library, the 

Governor Ross Mansion, and Delaware State University. A questionnaire 

was distributed to all individuals who attended each presentation with the 

request that it be returned for compilation in the final report. 

EXPECTED RESULTS 
This project was begun with a general expectation for success 

because of the Rosses standing as a wealthy and prominent family with 
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known existing records. All published sources dealing with the Seaford 
area included information on this family. It was expected that there would 
be extensive documents of a political nature generated by William Ross as 
a Delaware governor. In addition, it was hoped to establish a direct link 
between the slaves once owned by William Ross, and the African-
American Rosses still residing in the Seaford area. 

j 
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THE ROSS MANSION SEAFORD, DELAWARE 

The Ross Mansion, property of The Seaford Historical Society, is listed 
on the National Register of Historic Places. It was built about 1859 by 
Governor William H. Ross. It is a brick Italianate style villa with three 
main two-story blocks of the house forming an H shape plan with a three-story 
tower in the center space. The round headed windows in this structure are 
varied in width. The main entrance is in the tower which faces south. A 
large veranda once faced the west; it has now been ~eplaced by a concrete 
slab porch with an iron railing. The canopy ~ver the first floor windows, 
the balcony over the front door entrance, and the cover over the balcony have 
been removed as has the scrollwork spire which once topped the tower. At the 
rear of the house is attached a frame win& which predates the main house. 
The inside of the house retains the plaster mouldings and the ceiling medal
lions, its Victorian trim doors and the original inside shutters. The original 
mantel remains in the ballroom. This style of architecture is unique in rural 
Sussex County and is often used as an important example to illustrate this 
type of architecture. The mansion is situated in a park laid out in the 
picturesque style popular during the middle of the 19th century. To the rear 
of the property are several farm outbuildings. 

William Henry Harrison Ross, son of Caleb Ross (1784-1841) and Letitia 
Lofland Ross (1787-1832), was born June 2, 1814. He attended the schools in 
Laurel until 1832 when he was sent to study for two years at Claremont Academy, 
a Friends'·School in Pennsylvania. He returned to Laurel and became a clerk 
for his father who was engaged in a large mercantile and grain business. He 
and his father traveled throughout Europe in 1836. In 1837, he spent the year 
in business in Adam's County, Illinois. On his return to Laurel from 1840-1845, 
he engaged in milling, tanning, and merchandising. Purchasing the Tennent 
farm near Seaford, he moved there and improved and enriched his land and became 
a very successful farmer. On June 7, 1840, he married Elizabeth E. Hall of 
Middletown. In 1846, he was elected captain of a Cavalry Company which was 
organized in the vicinity of Laurel and Seaford. They furnished their own 
horses, equipment, and uniforms. This troop was disbanded at the close of the 
Mexican War. He was always a Democrat, as was his father. At the age of 36, 
he was elected Governor of Delaware and served from 1851-1855. During the 
Civil War, he lived in Europe to avoid words with his contemporaries over his 
pro-South sentiments. His son, Caleb, died while serving the Confederate cause. 
William H. Ross promoted the growth of the railroad on the Delmarva Peninsula, 
and was the founder of the first agricultural society in 1849. He was the 
senior partner in ~he business of importers and manufacture of fertilizer 
and agricultural supplies. He died in 1887 and is buried in the churchyard 
of St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Seaford. A pastel portrait of Governor Ross 
by J. Paul Brown hangs in The Hall of Governors, Sussex County Court House, 
Georgetown, Delaware. 

Compiled by Madeline Arnold Dunn 
Compliments of The Nylon Capital Shopping Association 
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