New Castle’s Dutch Tile House of
168/: Fraud or Genuine?

W. BARKSDALE MAYNARD*

HE TILE HOUSE on the Strand in New Castle, Delaware, was de-

molished in 1884. With its passing was lost one of the most inter-

esting early houses of the Delaware Vallev, apparently a unique
survival of a seventeenth-century Dutch colonial town dwelling (Fig. 1).
While it stood, the Tile House offered an extraordinan window into the
past, a look back nearly to the first generation of European settlement in
northeastern America. But this building has dways been perplexingly mys-
terious, as conflicting and apparently irreconcilable accounts and depic-
tions of the lost structure have formed a fascinating series of puzzles to
challenge historians. For years these architectural mysteries have seemed
unsolvable.

Recent decades have brought increased scholarly attention to the his
tory of New Castle, but also deepening uncertainty concerning the Tile
House. In particular, investigators have come to doubt that the structure
originally bore the numerical irons that provided the date of construction,
1687. In his 1961 study of Front Street (another name for the Strand),
Robert Frank Brown first wondered "if they date from the erection of the
house." By 1986, skepticism had hardened into outright refutation, as the
registrar of the Historical Society of Delaware (HSD) wrote, "We believe
they are not original to the building." In her 1992 study of preservation in
New Castle, Deborah Van Riper Harper warned that "the date of the build-
ing's erection is conjectural, and the date irons may not have been original
to it." If the irons were added to the house as an early-nineteenth-century
exercise in spuriousantiquarianism—brought in from some other building
where perhaps they had even read "1768" or "1786" — then the date of the
building itself is called into question. According to HSD Registrar files.
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Fiaure 2. Tile House and vicinity, with the McCallmont House immediatdy

adjoining and the Thomas House at far right. B. Henry Latrobe and Robert Mills,
Survey 6 New Castle, 1805. (Courtesy df the Ddaware Public Archives Dover.)

landmark. Wasthe Tile House a kind of historical fraud?By considering all
known visua representations of the building, including severa that have
never been reproduced before, this essay seeks to answer this question as
decisively as possible.'

Many aspects of the Tile House havelong been mysterious, and even the
origin of the name is unknown. It waslisted as the dwelling "known by the
name of Tile House" when sold in 1803; B. Henry Latrobe and Robert Mills
labeled it "Tile House" on their 1805 survey of New Castle (Fig. 2); and in
1809 George Read 11 recorded a payment to "baker at Tile housefor 1 loaf
of bread.”® Clay pantile roofswere typical Dutch practice (seeFig. 12), and

! Robert Frank Brown, "Front Street New Castle, Delaware: Architecture and Building
Practices 1687-1859" (M.A. thesis, University of Delaware, 1961), p. 8; Thomas Beckman to
Roderic H. Blackburn, Jan. 3, 1986, in "Tile House—New Castle 1687 Date Irons." museum
registrar's folder, Historical Society of Delaware (HSD); and Deborah Van Riper Harper,
“'The Gospel of New Castle': Historic Preservation in a Delaware Town," Delaware History
25(1992-93): 79. For asomewhat anal ogous example of a colonial house known only through
nineteenth-century representations, see Margaret Henderson Floyd, "Measured Drawings of
the Hancock House byJohn Hubbard Sturgis: A Legacy to the Colonial Revivd," in Architecture
in Colonial Massachusetts (Boston, 1979), pp. 87-111. The Hancock House was built in 1736
and demolished in 1863.

‘Jeannette Eckman, "The Strand: Tile House Site," in "Report: New Castle, Delaware,”
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the building is commonly said to have "received its name from its steep
roof of Dutch tile"; but photographs show it to have been wood-shingled
following extensive alterations in the mid-nineteenth century, when the
entire facade was replaced. It was the bricksof the facade that attracted the
most comment. Historian John Fanning Watson described them in 1822:
"The bricks are vary small [and] yellowish." They resembled what were
called "Dutch tiles' in eighteenth-century England, where they were some-
times used to build chimneys. Probably it was these bricks, rather than the
building's roof, that suggested the name "Tile House.”®

Deed research by Jeannette Eckman (1882-1972) as part of a 1940s
survey of the town by the architectural firm of Perry, Shaw and Hepburn
did not revea a precise date for the building. Only "a small house" wes
standing when John Boyer bought the lot from Moses D’Gonne in 1678.
Boyer was not Dutch, and Dutch rule had ended in 1664 (except for
1673-74), but, as Eckman writes, "New Castle remained predominantly a
Dutch town with an admixture of Swedesand Finns' into the 1680s, which
might help explain the Dutch style of the Tile House. She speculates that
“Jan Harmensen, the carpenter, who lived next door. . . may have been the
craftsman engaged to build the Tile house; he was a prominent builder at
the time, and appraiser of property for the court, and he was Dutch.”
Boyer'sfather had worked for Stuyvesant and had once taken his family to
live in Manhattan, with its abundant Dutch townhouses. Boyer's daughters
sold the Tile House property toJoseph Wood about 1703, and a few years
later the first written reference appears to a "large brick house." The im-
posing Tile House faced the Delaware River in the block that historians
have called "the New Castle merchant district, where business wes done
and where the community's leaders had their residences' in the seven-
teenth century.”

1947-49. The report was a collaboration, its authors including Perry, Shaw and Hepburn,
Architects, with Pope and Kruse, Associate Architects; Anthony Higgins; and Eckman. Copies
in varying degrees of completeness are at HSD. New Castle Historical Society (NCHS),and
New Castle Public Library. Latrobe-Mills Survey of New Castle, 1804-05, Delaware Public
Archives, Dover; George Read 11 account book, 1809, copy in “Tile House—New Castle 1687
Date Irons,” HSD.
Old New Castleand Modern Delaware: The Tercentenary of the Founding of New Castle by the
Dutch (Washington, D.C.. 1951), p. 36. The building "was three stories high and its roof was
very steep and covered with tile brought from Holland" (J. Thomas Scharf, History of Delaware
1609-1888 [Philadelphia, 1888], 2:868). On Dutch roof tile, see Roderic H. Blackburn and
Ruth Piwonka, Remembrance of Patria: Duich Arts and Culture in Colonial America 1609-1776
(Albany, 1988), p. 126.John F. Watson, Aug. 5, 1822, in “A Trip to the Sea Shore 1822.” Col.
189, Watson Family Papers, Rox 1. Folder 1, ,Joseph Downs Collection, Winterthur Library.
"Duich tiles' in Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. "tile." Outside Philadelphia, John Moran photo-
graphed a colonial log-and-stone cottage he caled "Tile-roofed House Main St. Germantown
1867" (The Library Company of Philadelphia 1717. F. 125).
* Eckman; " The Strand: Tile House Site"; and Jeannette Eckman, ed., New Castle on the
Delaware (1936; 3 ed., New Castle, 1950), p. 34; on the Tile House, see also pp. 98-100. Boycr
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depiction of the Tile House would seem to be quite accurate, as it agrees
with Latrobe-Mills in subtle details (shape of the windvane and the crane
in the gable; lower steps on the right side of the gable in tuinous condition;
location of cracks in the stucco) as well as with later photographs (extra
door cut into thefirst story; a fieldstone side wall with windows; at rear, a
toped gable with a two-stepped decorative "spout" atop). As we shall see,
these details accord closely with known Dutch building practices, lending
further credence to the accuracy of Clay's depiction. Clay demonstrates
that some changes had occurred since Latrobe's day: the added doorway
(itssteps still unworn, unlike those of the 135-year-old original door) and
second-floor windows converted from old-fashioned casement to sash.

Clay shows the date irons in a different arrangement from Watson:
staggered, with 1 and 6 at the third floor and 8 and 7 at the second. Which
isto be believed, Watson's arrangement or Clay's?Both are plausible, given
the evidence of contemporaneous Dutch houses in New York, none of
which survives today (Figs. 12 and 13). Examination of the date irons
themselves resolves the matter: the 1 and 6 are backed with a 12 1/2-inch
rod, whereas 8 and 7 hake a rod of about 18 inches. Clearly 1 and 6 were
higher on thefacade— wherethe wadl was structurally thinner — than 8 and
7 were. Clay must be the correct version.

Robert Montgomery Brd

Thereis a close relationship between Clay and a watercolor of the Tile
House by artist and playwright Robert Montgomery Bird (1805/06-1854),
which came to scholarly attention about 1960 (Fig. 14). Bird was born in
New Castle, son of John Bird whose 1804 letter commissioned Latrobe's
survey. Hiswatercolor is undated but isone of aseriesof depictions that he
made of New Castle buildings and people, one of which reads “1826.”*7 It
would seem that Bird’s watercolor was inspired by Clay's, which it in many
ways resembles. It is less accurate in rendering details. the crane in the
gable is omitted; the cracks in the stucco no longer agree with Latrobe-
Mills; the topmost window in the gable is elongated; the rear "spout" be-
comes something like a chimney. Clay's date irons are drawn with consid-
erable accuracy, whereas Bird’s nurnber 1 is not. I n spite of showing several
more buildings, Bird should probably be regarded as a derivation frorn
Clay, more "artistic" and less realistic.

Watson's sketch (Fig. 11), for all itsslightness, is crucial in that it defin-

17 Bird’s watercolorsare in the possession of his great-grandson, Robert Montgomerv

Bird of Wilmington. Bird’s depictions of New Castle buildings include the Tile House; Green
and Immanuel Church, undated but showing the steeple of 1822; and Town Hall (1823),
dated 1826. His caricatures may have been inspired by Clay's. Several Bird paintings were
exhibited in 1996 at University of Pennsylvania Library Special Collections, Daniel Traister,
curator. Nancy Butfington, University of Delaware, is currently researching the life of Bird.





