
CHAPTER I1 

THE HOUSE 

I 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  2 .  Front view of The George Read (11) 
House, New Cast le ,  Delaware. 

I n  1971 the  George Read (11) house looks much 

a s  it d id  soon a f t e r  i t s  completion i n  t he  f i r s t  years 

of t h e  nineteenth century. ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  2 ) .  I n  1804, 

Benjamin Henry Latrobe depicted it i n  h i s  survey of the  

town of New Cast le .  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  3 ) .  A t  t h a t  time 

it was s e t  between two houses of a  smaller s ca l e  a n d  

of an e a r l i e r  date ,  one of which, a br ick  house with 

a  pent eave, had been owned by George Read ( I ) .  Both 

2 2  



Illustration 3. Section of Front Street, 1804, Detail of Survey of 
New Castle, Delaware by Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 
Delaware State Archives, Dover, Delaware. 
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of t h e  e a r l i e r  houses were l a t e r  destroyed. I n  Lat robe ' s  

survey, t h e  house looked, a s  .it does today, ac ross  a  green 

meadow towards t h e  Delaware River, and i s  a  rec tangular ,  

five-bayed, b r i c k  s t r u c t u r e ,  topped by a  ba lus t raded 

"widow's walk" with double square chimneys a t  t h e  gable  

ends. Se t  on a  r a i s e d  c e l l a r  b u i l t  of f i e l d s t o n e ,  the  

main body of t h e  house i s  of b r i ck  l a i d  i n  Flemish bond. 

' Designed i n  t h e  manner of a  Phi ladelphia  town 

house, present ing  a squar ish  appearance t o  t h e  f r o n t ,  

but  having an extension a t  t h e  r e a r ,  unseen from t h e  

s t r e e t ,  t h e  Read House was b u i l t  on a  r e l a t i v e l y  narrow 

l o t  of for ty-e ight  f e e t .  I t  i s  reasonable t o  assume 

t h a t  Read, having spent  cons iderable  time i n  Phi ladelphia ,  

would want t o  b u i l d  a  house much l i k e  those  fashionable 

i n  t h e  l a rqe  c i t y  up t h e  River. m e r e  i s ,  moreover, 

ample documentation of  o t h e r  Delawareans modeling t h e i r  
1 residences a f t e r  those seen i n  t h a t  place.  

The e x t e r i o r  of  t h e  house e x h i b i t s  soph i s t i ca ted  

d e t a i l s .  The molded marble window frames and keystones 

of t h e  f i r s t  two f l o o r s ,  with s l i g h t l y  p l a i n e r  ones re-  

served f o r  the  c e l l a r ,  supply an elegance r a r e l y  found 

i n  New Cas t l e  houses. ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  4 ) .  The c e n t r a l  

s e c t i o n  of t h e  facade i s  ornamented by a  l a r g e  arched 

doorway surmounted by a  Pa l lad ian  window, l a r q e  enough 

t o  reach from f l o o r  t o  c e i l i n g  i n  t h e  second-floor h a l l -  

way. ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  5 ) .  The sur faces  of t h e  woodwork 

i f  t h i s  window and doorway a r e  sof tened with gouge carv- 

ing  on t h e  arches,  although t h e  jambs and l i n t e l s  a r e  

severe ly  simple p i l a s t e r s  a n d  en tab la tu re  of a  modified 

Doric Order. ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  6 ) .  The facade of t h e  house 

i s  f u r t h e r  l ightened by t h e  use of a d e l i c a t e  i r o n  bal-  

cony, i n  f r o n t  of t h e  c e n t r a l  window. ( ~ l l u s t r a t i o n  7 ) .  

This r a i l i n g ,  long thought t o  be a  l a t e r  add i t ion ,  can 

be seen i n  La t rohe ' s  drawing of 1804,  and i s  documented 



I l l u s t r a t i o n  4. P h o t o g r a p h  of 
f r o n t  w i n d o w ,  T h e  
G e o r g e  R e a d  (11) 
H o u s e .  

I l l u s t r a t i o n  5. P h o t o g r a p h  of en-  
t rance,  T h e  G e o r g e  
R e a d  (11) H o u s e .  



~ l l u s t r a t i o n  6. Photograph of doorway d e t a i l ,  The George 
Read (11) House. 

i n  l e t t e r s  w r i t t e n  during t h e  cons t ruc t ion .  The marble 

entrance s t e p s ,  which blend wel l  with t h e  r e s t  of the  

house, a r e  a twentieth century add i t ion .  

On t h e  i n t e r i o r ,  following t h e  arrangement common 

t o  many Phi ladelphia  houses, t h e  George R.ead (11) House 

i s  composed around a c e n t r a l  h a l l ,  which l eads ,  through 

a s e r i e s  of a rches ,  t o  the  l a r g e  ga-rden door. Gouge 

work carving decorates  t h e  arches,  a s  wel l  a s  t h e  deep 

en tab la tu res  which top the  entrances t o  t h e  two p a r l o r s  
9' 



I l l u s t r a t i o n  7 .  Photograph of Pal ladian window and 
i r o n  r a i l i n g ,  second f l o o r  f r o n t ,  
The George Read (11) House. 

and o f f  i ce .  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  8) . The c e n t r a l  a r e a  of t h e  

h a l l  h a s  a  plasterwork c e i l i n g ,  decorated with a  c e n t r a l  

medallion surrounded by widely spaced f ive-pointed s t a r s .  

A p l a i n  molding a t  t h e  edge separa tes  a  simple border 

of r o s e t t e s  from a t r a i l i n g  v ine  of leaves  and b e r r i e s .  

T h e  p l a s t e r e r  f i l l e d  empty spaces between t h e  v ine  and 

t he  s t a r s  with sprays of leaves  and acorns.  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  

9 )  - 
The rooms on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  c o n s i s t  of a  l a rge ,  

plainly decorated room t o  the  r i g h t  of the  f r o n t  door, 

a n d  two l a rge  rooms t o  t h e  l e f t ,  with e l abora te  a rch i -  

t e c t u r a l  woodwork and mantelpieces.  The room t o  t h e  



I l l u s t r a t i o n  8. Photograph of i n t e r i o r  archway carving,  
f i r s t  f l o o r ,  The George Read (11) House. 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  9 .  Photograph of c e i l i n g  d e t a i l ,  f i r s t  
f l o o r  hallway, The George Read (11) 
House. 



r i g h t  i s  today used a s  a d in ing  room; i t s  wall8 decorated 

with modern murals of New C a s t l e  scenes. When t h e  house 

was b u i l t ,  however, t h i s  room apparent ly  wae intended 

f o r  use a s  George Read's law o f f i c e ;  it w a s  designated 

a s  such on t h e  plans (See Chapter III), and  i t s  r e s t r a i n -  

ed woodwork, q u i t e  unl ike  t h a t  i n  o the r  p r i n c i p a l  rooms 

of t h e  house, supports  t h i s  theory.  

The two p a r l o r s  on t h e  l e f t  s i d e  of t h e  hallway, 

en tered  from t h a t  passage, a r e  connected by a p a i r  of 

wide mahogany doors, over which r i s e s  an i n t e r i o r  fan- 

l i g h t ,  spreading from a small sunburst  a t  t h e  cen te r .  

( I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 0 ) .  Papered wal l s ,  o r i g i n a l l y  pa in ted  

white,  surround deep p l a s t e r  cornides of f r u i t  design, 

a gouge-carved archway, doorway e n t a b l a t u r e s  of t h e  same 

work, and e labora te  app l i ed  plasterwork and gouge-carved 

mantels.  ( ~ l l u s t r a t i o n s  2 4 - 2 8 ) .  The c e i l i n g s  of t h e  

room a r e  a l s o  decorated with plasterwork. Heavy beading 

forms a border around t h e  room's per imeter .  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  

11). French windows (an innovation of t h e  period) open 

onto t h e  t e r r a c e .  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 2 ) .  

Other rooms on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  inc lude  a small 

room behind t h e  o f f i c e ,  then used a s  a pantry.  To the 

r e a r  of  t h e  house, connected with it and on t h e  same 

f l o o r  l e v e l ,  a r e  t h e  k i tchen and laundry o r  washhouse. 

Over t h e  ki tchen a r e  rooms which were o r i g i n a l l y  t h e  

se rvan t s '  q u a r t e r s ,  reached by an enclosed s t a i r ,  between 

t h e  k i tchen wing and t h e  main p a r t  of t h e  house. 

The main s t a i r c a s e  of  t h e  house leads  from t h e  

cen te r  h a l l ,  where it i s  s e t  behind the  o f f i c e ,  and cannot 

be seen from the entrance door. I t  has  turned wooden ban- 

n i s t e r s  and a molded mahogany handra i l ,  which ends i n  

a s c r o l l  a t  the bottom. The s t a i r s  r i s e  i n  a s t r a i g h t  

l i n e ,  b u t  turn  t o  the r i g h t  a t  t h e  landing, where a 1arg.e 



I l l u s t r a t i o n  10. Photograph of i n t e r i o r  archway, f i r s t  
f l o o r ,  The George Read (11) House. 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  11. Photograph- of c e i l i n g  d e t a i l ,  f i r s t  
f loor ,  back par lo r ,  The George Read 
(11) House. 



I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 2 .  Photograph of French window, f i r s t  
f l oo r ,  back par lo r ,  The George Read 
(11) House. 

Pal ladian window l i g h t s  not only t he  s t a i r s ,  but  t h e  

h a l l s  below and above. 

The main p a r t  of t he  second f l o o r  conta ins  th ree  

bedrooms. Like t he  pa r lo r s  below, t he  two rooms on t he  

south s i d e  of t h e  house a r e  connected with a  mahogany 

door. Mahogany doors are ,  i n  f a c t ,  a  f e a tu r e  through- 

out  t h e  house. The woodwork on t he  second f l o o r ,  while 

l e s s  e labora te  than on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r ,  has soph is t i ca ted  
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d e t a i l  i n  t h e  t r i m  around t h e  f l o o r  length  Pal lad ian  

window a t  t h e  e a s t  end of t h e  hallway. ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  

1 3 ) .  The doorways have l e s s  carving than those on t h e  

f i r s t  f l o o r ,  and t h e  c r o s s e t t e d  corner  of t h e  frames, 

while decorated with c l a s s i c a l  mot i fs  ( I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 4 ) ,  

a r e  inf luenced by woodwork i n  e ighteenth  century  houses. 

Two of t h e  bedrooms have mantels carved with 

gouge work, which today bear  no t r a c e  of t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  

ornament of p l a s t e r  f i g u r e s .  The t h i r d  bedroom's mantel 

was removed i n  t h e  e a r l y  twen t i e th  century.  An e l a b o r a t e  

p l a s t e r  c e i l i n g  of f l o r a l  design g ives  an e legant  appear- 

ance t o  t h e  back bedroom, and i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e  room 

may have been o r i g i n a l l y  planned a s  a  second f l o o r  s i t -  

t i n g  room. 

Re la t ive ly  unusual f e a t u r e s  of t h e  bedrooms a r e  

t h e  l a r g e  f u l l  length c l o s e t s ,  b u i l t  i n t o  t h e  f i r e p l a c e  

wal l s .  These were appa.rently o r i g i n a l .  Another 

~ l l u s t r a t i o n  I:. , t a i l  of Pal ladian window woodwork, 
Sccond f l o o r  hallway, The George Read 
(11) House. 



I l l u s t r a t i o n  14. D e t a i l  of  doorway, second f l o o r  
hallway, The George Read (11) House. 

I l l u s t r a t i o n  1 5 .  Detail of panel ing on s t a i r  l anding  
between second and third f l o o r s ,  me 
Gcorqe Read (11) House.  



p e c u l i a r i t y  a r e  the  b r a s s  s l i p  locks on two of t he  bed- 

room doors, which, when fastened,  can be opened by a 

s t r i n g  ca r r i ed  along t h e  c e i l i n g ,  t o  a  pos i t ion  beside 

t h e  bed. 

Over t h e  ki tchen,  bu t  severa l  steps lower than 

t h e  second f l oo r ,  i s  a  s m a l l  room with f i e lded  paneling 

and an unfinished f l oo r .  Behind t h i s  room, but  not 

connected with the  f r o n t  of t he  house were t he  servants '  

rooms. 

From t h e  second f l o o r ,  t he  main s t a i r c a s e  con- 

t inues  t o  a  f in ished t h i r d  f l oo r .  A t  t h e  landing of t he  

s t a i r s  i s  a  t a l l  sec t ion  of f i e l ded  paneling, decorated 

with a  bead, and topped by a  s t r i p  of running scrollwork. 

( ~ l l u s t r a t i o n  1 5 ) .  The t h r ee  small rooms under t h e  eaves 

have simple woodwork, and open onto a  l a rge  landing a t  

t h e  t o p  of t h e  s t a i r s .  A sho r t  f l i g h t  of ladder- l ike 

s t eps  reach t o  a t r a p  door, which opens onto t h e  f l a t  

deck a t  t he  t op  of t h e  house, framed on t he  e a s t  and 

west s i de s  with an urn-supported balus t rade ,  and on 

the  north and south, by double chimneys. 



FOOTNOTES 

CHAPTER I1 

' ~ o h n  A.H. Sweeney, Grandeur -- on the Appoquini- 
mink (Newark, D e l . ,  1959) ,  p. 39. 

' ~ c c o u n t  Book 1814-1818, George Read (11). E n t r i e s  
f o r  September 8, 1814, RSR, RSD. 

' ~ f f o r t s  t o  l o c a t e  t h i s  mantel  on  Manhattan I s l a n d  
have n o t  been s u c c e s s f u l ,  

4The inventory of George Read (11), taken on Octo- 
ber 15, 1836, g i v e s  no l i s t i n g  o f  wardrobes o r  o t h e r  
p i e c e s  of  f u r n i t u r e  u s e f u l  f o r  t h e  s t o r a g e  o f  c l o t h i n g .  
See Appendix E. 




