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TH E G E 0 R G E RE AD, II H 0 u s E 
at New Castle, Delaware 

By HERBERT C.WrsE 

HEN the Swedish ships under the com
mand of Peter Minuit anchored in the 
Delaware in 1638 their company of 
families boughtfrom the Indians tracts 
whi ch included the present sites of 

I~ vVilmington andNewCastle,andNew 
Sweden wasfounded.Thesoil was ferti le,game was abun
dant, and the settlement prospered . Even the arrival of 
P eter Stuyvesan t in 1651 to claim the territory for the 
Dutch,-erecting Fort Casimir by way of emphasis,
and his naming the village New Amstel failed to shake 
the fortunes of the Swedes, for their individual holdings 
of land were not disturbed and they were allowed to 
continue their peaceful pursuits. 

New Ams tel was described as "a goodly town of about 
one hundred houses and containing a magazine, a guard 
house, a bake house and forge and residences for the 
clergymen and other officers ." T he settlement again fell 
into the hands of the Swedes and was again recovered 
by the Du tch ; but upon Penn'sarrivalin 1682,heclaimed 
the territory as a part of his Pennsylvania grant from 
the D uke of York, and thus terminated for all time the 
Swedish and Dutch authority upon the Dela ware shores. 

The town hall, the remains of the public market and, 
of course, the church and the court house can still be 
seen, as well as a number of delightful old residences . 
Of these may be mentioned the "Amstel'' House, the 
Kensey J ohns H ouse, the Van D yke House, the Church 
(or Thomas) House, but the largest and finest residence 
of the town is the Read H ouse, pictures of which are to 
be found on t hese pages. 

The house was commenced by George Read, II, in I 79 I 
and completed in 1801. The mansion of his father, the 
first George R ead, who was a signer of the Declaration 
oflndependence,stood to the south (or left) of the present 
Read House in what is now the garden, and fronted on 
"The Strand," as the street nearest the River is called. 
This house was destroyed by what the townsfolk call 
"The Great Fire" that swept New Castle in 1824 and 
destroyed some of the finest buildings. 

The present mansion, erected by the son, occupies 
the northeast corner of a plot of ground having a 

frontage of about 180 feet on The Strand. The depth 
of the property is about J 12 feet and extends to The 
Green . The walls are of brick, and it would be natural 
to suppose these were made at the southern end of the 
town long known as "Brickmaker's Point,"-where 
roofing tiles werealso made,- if indeed thefamil y records 
did not prove that they had been bought of J eremiah 
Hornkett, brick maker of Philadelphia, and transported 
down the river by shallop at the ra te of one dollar per 
thousand. The bricks are of a uniform rich dark red like 
the tradition al Philadelphia " stretchers.'' They measure 
8,% x 2 x 4,X inches which approaches the standard 
brick of this country rather than the shorter and higher 
bricks imported from England. Thomas Spikeman of 
Wilmington laid the bricks.James Traq uair of Philadel
phia was the stonecutter. The lumber was also bought 
in Philadelphia, and P eter Crowding of that city was 
t he con tractor for the carpenter work . 

A plot of well kept lawn stretches before the house 
and gives a broad outlook on the River. This space a lso 
gives a satisfactory view of the stately facade, disting
uished as it is by the simplicity of parts characteristic 
of the English Georgian style, t he finely wrought wood 
detail of the entrance, the P alladian window and the 
main cornice, the dormers of a form that rings tradi
tionally true, and above all the balustrade enclosing a 
"Captain's Walk." Examining the facade in detail, it 
is found to be 49 feet 2 inches in width. Granite s teps 
and platform lead to the front entrance with its door
way 4 feet 5 inches wide. T ogether with side lights and 
flu ted pilasters of wood, the en trance measures 9 feet 
wide over all. An unusual device is to be seen in the divi
sions between t he door and the side-lights. These are 
brought out to the face of the wall, thus recessing the 
door, as well as the side-lights, within deep panelled 
jambs and head of wood. The first story windows are 
4 feet J inches wide; and as the bricks are so laid that 
five courses occupy 12%' inches in height, the number 
of courses forming the jambs of the windows can be 
counted and the height of 8 feet J.% inches ascertained . 
The marble window heads are really li ntels wi th joint 
lines incised upon them to give the semblance of vous-
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soirs. The ironwork appears to be of later date than 
that of t he house i tself. 

The depth of the main or front body of the house is 
46 feet 8 inches. A hallway 8 or 9 feet wide traverses 
the center of the house from the front en trance to t he 
rear doorway opening upon the garden. T he parlour 
and Ii brary divide equally the space u pon the left of t he 
hall. That upon the right is occupied by a square stair 
hall at the center, in front of which is the dining room 
and behind is the breakfast room. Beyond the last named 
and extending 50 feet or so 
fur t her to t he rear is the 
kitchen and service wing. 
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and the second story hall are similar in treatment to 
the elaborate rooms of the fi rst floor, yet t hey are qu ite 
distinc t in detail. On t he second floor, too, is the draw
ing room which is quite the most elaborate room of all 
and again displays distinct differences of detai l. A fi ne 
om amen tal frieze in moulded plaster is an added touch of 
decoration which distinguishes this room. 

T he hardware throughout the main part of the house 
is quite original, the escutcheons being formed of inter
laced silver strands half round in section. I n one of the 
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second floor bedrooms there 
is a quaint arrangement of 
wires runn ing through pul
leys permitting the brass 
bolt of the door to be opened 
by a person lying in bed. 

T he interior doorways 
are provided with pilasters 
and entablatures in carved 
wood.Wi th apologies to th e 
editor of a journal once 
devoted to whi te pine, we 
re mark t ha t t he doors 
t hemselves are of mahoga
ny. Their surrounding de
tai l is of pine, however,and 
bears many coats of white 
pain t.The design is derived 
from classic forms but here 
used with a freedom lead
ing to an effect a modern 
architect might yearn in 
vain to realize, daring not 
to depart from his books. 
Should he do so his inno
vations wou ld be adjudged 
unpardonable. Yet similar 
crudities are present here 
and criticism is stilled . T he 
reason? Time has conse
cra ted them. T hen, too, the 
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Upon entering the house, 
if the weather be warm, 
one sees the garden beyond 
through a doorway elabor
ated with pilaste rs and 
semi-circular transom wit h 
fan light, and over all a 
horizontal corn ice. Here is 
a brick-paved space under 
a grape arbor, and beyond 
them are greenhouse, pot
ting house and tool house. 
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The garden was laid out 

in r 846 by Robert Buist. I ts 
front portion, extending a
bout 130 feet along T he 
Strand and equaling the 
depth of the house,islaidou t 
in three geometric parter
res. Beyond this is the por
tion laid out in serpentine 
paths between cedar trees, 
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touch of the hand everywhere noticeable on these mould
ings of long ago has laid upon t hem a pliancy and soft
ness which dwell not in t he products of modern planing 
mills and machinery. 

I n t he fr ieze and centerpiece of a mantel " French 
putty" ornaments are found depicting a gentleman-at
arms being driven in a lion chariot, preceded by a fl y
ingmessengerand followed by his armed retainers. Archi
traves, skir ting and chair rails have generous propor
tions and heavy projections. The ornament and decor
ation of the woodwork continue through the fi rst floor. 
In the. library it is as elaborate as in the parlour. The 
dining room is simpler, wit h a man tel from which all 
t he moulding decoration is omitted ; but the stairway 
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box bushes, balsam firs and a great maple . Further on is 
t he kitchen garden where at two corners stand English 
walnu t trees. An aged Balm of Gilead, a magnolia ma
crophyll a and a crepe myrtle are treasured landmarks. 

In I 845 the property was bought bytheCouperFami ly, 
of which a descendent, M iss H ettie Smi th, was long t he 
owner and occupant. Fortunately, the present owner, 
Mr. Philip Laird, is not only sensible of the arc hitectural 
treasure in his keeping, but delights in its possession. 
Upon acquiring it he had it restored as fa r as possible to 
its origina l condition. This work was done under the 
intell igent and sympathetic direc tion of Brown and 
W hiteside, Architects of \Vi lmington, who also added 
t he brick wall surrounding the garden and the gateway. 
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