
4k-u. Extent and Signif icance of New Car t la  
Davs 

By a se r i e8  of mirfortunes which resu l ted  i n  t he  l o s s  of 

many colonial  record8 concerning New Cast le  and because of the 

l ack  of h i s to r i ans  with the f inancia l  h o k i n g  t o  do tha  necersary 

in tans ive  and wid@-upread research from rca t ta red  sources, New 

Cast le  has been deprived of i ts r i g h t f u l  a t t en t ion  i n  the admirable 

h i s t o r i a r  of American colonial  l i f e ,  I n  raeent yearm a number of 

h i s t o r i c a l  books and pamphlets about the  t o m  have baen publishad*. 

Much addi t ional  research in  or ig inal  sources has been done f o r  

t h i s  study and repor t ,  which fu r the r  eatabliehes the importance 

of the  preservat ion of and replacing of or ig inal  fea tures  of 

those dwellings and other buildings tha t  hava been remodeled i n  

a s t y l e  out of keeping with the general unspoiled eurvival of t h e  

old town. 

Among t h e  choice places f o r  settlement along the  At lant ic  

seaboard during t h e  seventeenth century, the  uandy point t h a t  

. ju t t ed  out i n t o  the  gpeat and beautiful  Delaware River a t  the s i t e  

of present  New Cast le ,  was e landmark fo r  Dutch explorers who were 

the  first Europeans t o  discover it, according t o  such records a s  

survive. Soon it wes a regular  por t  of c a l l  for  Dutch trabrs, 

who loaded i n t o  t h e i r  ships  r i c h  harvests  of beaver sk ins  providad 

by the  Indianr,  After  the Swedes had made the  first permanent 

~ e t t l a m e n t  on the  r i v e r  i n  1638, a t  the  s i t e  of Vilmington and 

abova, the Dutch racognlzing ,eo the "key to  tha eimwW the ~ i t e  
.' 



of New Cas t le iwi th  its ju t t ing  point and i t s  miles of unobstructed 

view north and south, b u i l t  here in 1661 t h e i r  For t  Casimlr, 

m e n  the  Dutch f i n a l l y  wrested the Delaware River from the  

Swedes i n  1656, they strengthened Fort Caeimir , sending so ld i e r s  

and an increasing number of s e t t l e r s  and supplies  from t h e i r  main 

s i t e  of government a t  New Amsterdam on the  Hudson and from Hol- 

land. Through t h i r  settlement they control led  and governed the 

whole of the Delaware River val ley ,  

During the Dutch period from 1651 t o  1664, verrsele from New 

Amsterdam and d i r e c t l y  from the Netherlands i n  Europe stopped a t  

t h i s  port ;  English merchant ships  from New England, Maryland, and 

- Virginia, and English an rench vessels  from the ' lest  Indies,  aleo 'f 
etopped here  t o  trade. The Dutch provided warehouses f o r  the 

supplies  of the  merchants and,endeavored t o  l u r e  and hold tho 

Indian fur t rade from the  Susquehana region, 

Small as the por t  mas from a modern viewpoint, i ts existence 

i n  t h i s  loca t ion  served t o  hold together  the whole At lan t ic  sea- 

board t e r r i t o r y  and t o  prevent the  dr iv ing of a wedge between 

~ n g l a n d ' s  northern and southern colonies along the coas t ,  which 

the  French might well have done, had tho r i v e r  been undefended, 

When the Dutch colonia l  hold upon the extenrrive t e r r i t o r y  

from the upper Hudson t o  the  seacoast south of Delaware Bay was 
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surrendered t o  the  English James,Duke o f  York i n  1664, the  Duke 

recognized t h e  importance of the New Cas t l e  se t t lement  and region 

and gave epecia l  i n s t r u c t i o n s  t o  h i s  r ep resen ta t ive6  that the  

Delaware River  t e r r i t o r y  be secured f o r  h i m  aga ins t  t h e  claimr 

of t h e  p ropr ie to r  of Maryland, Lord B a l t  inore. 

The Duke of York i n  grant ing  Penneylvania's t e r r i t o r y  t o  

W i l l i a m  Penn i n  1681, at first held  on t o  New Cas t l e  and t h e  ad- 

jacent  r eg ion  from twelve milee above t h e  town t o  t h e  seacoas t  

below t h e  bay, Only by a p e r s i s t e n t  and s k i l l f l t l  campaign did  

Penn ga in  t h e  Delaware t e r r i t o r y  as hi6 agatenay t o  t h e  seaa.  

Under Penn, New Cas t l e  remained the c a p i t a l  of his  lower province: 

t h e  Three Counties on the  Delauare, For the  l i f e  of Her Cas t l e  

and t h e  Delaware t e r r i t o r y  a t t ached  t o  it wee too well ee teb l i shed  

as a separa te  e n t i t y  t o  be succesrf 'blly r eo r i en ted  about the  new 

c a p i t a l  of  Phi ladelphia ,  

Throughout the colonia l  period, New C a s t l e  had an individual  

and cosmopolitan q u ~ l i t y .  It6 few hundred houses, its publ ic  

bui ld ings ,  churches, taverns,  shop6 and wharfs, i t s  few tanner-  

i e s ,  smithies, and brick k i l n s  beyond t h e  t o r n  s t r e e t r ,  together  

with t h e  p lan ta t ions  of r i e h  cropland end f o r e s t  that extended 

inland and up  and down t h e  r i v e r ,  embodied a c i v i l i z a t i o n  and 

a cul t t l re  that came from no one nat ion,  HOUSOB, language, cus- 

toms, and b e l i e f s  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  var ied  cha rac te r  of  the  population: 
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Swedes and Finns who were ardent  Lutherans, Dutch from Holland 

and o ther  Netherland provinces who were c h i e f l y  Dutch Reformed 

i n  f a i t h ,  though some wera Lutherens; R e n c h  Hugenots who had 

.sought r e l i g i o u s  freedom among the.  Dutch and some French from 

the  West Ind ies ;  ahureh of England and Quaker English and a few 

Cathol ic  English from Maryland, a few Qermans from t h e  lowland 

d i s t r i c t s  of the Rhine, a few Welsh, Danes, Norwegians; severa l  

Jewish t r a d e r s ,  negro s laves ,  Here i n  miniature was a drese- 

rehearea l  of t h e  melting pot that America has become. 

With t h e  e s t a b l i e h m n t  of W i l l i a m  Penn'e c ap i t e l  a t  Phi la-  

delphia  i n  the 1680'6, that c i t y  soon became t h e  major fast-growing 

p o r t  on the Delaware ; but  i n  the minds of  severa l  o f  Penn's deputy 

governors, who, f roah  from Europe, surveyed t h e  advantages and 

promise of t h e  Delaware region,  New C a s t l e  ms the  indica ted  p o r t  

of t h e  fu tu re .  Great plans of development of p o r t  and a u r r a n d i n g  

oountry were nurtured,  and boldly o r  e e c r e t l y  begm. Bxpansion 

and growth i n  competition w i t h  t he  Quaker c a p i t a l  was no t  permitted,  

however, and by t h e  17SOtr, po r t  a c t i v i t y  and the p rosper i ty  of 

the  town had decl ined,  Wilmington had begun t o  develop both ar 

t o m  and harbor on t h e  Chr i s t ina  and drew both farm and r i v e r  

t r a d e  from New Castle, But sti l l  through th i s  po r t  came a l a r g e  

p a r t  o f  t h e  immigration from Europe t o  t he  e a s t e r n  colonler .  

The p o l i t i c a l  importance of  New Cas t l e  grew as Its t r ade  de- 

c l ined ,  The three  countles  of Delaware, having s u c c e s r f t ~ l l y  es tab l l rhed  
e 
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i n  1704 a l e g i s l a t u r e  separate from t h a t  of Pennsylvania, held 

t h e i r  annual assembly a t  New Castle. A s  c ap i t a l  of the colony and 

county s e a t  where t he  courts  met, the town was a l i v e l y  p o l i t i c a l  

center. 

The bent and impetus toward p o l i t i c a l  independence inher i ted  

from s e t t l e m a i t  days and kept a l i v e  by contention with the  propri-  

e t a r y  government of Pennsylrania, matured dur ing the  pre-Revolutionary 

struggle8 w i t h  England, -and i n  the Revolution i t s e l f .  New Cast le  

sent  t o  the con t inen ta l  c o n g r r s ~  and .to Washington's w, men who 

l e d  i n  the  dec la r ing  and making of independence; and i n  the  d ra f t -  

ing of the c o n s t i ~ t i o n  of the United S t a t e s  when independenae was 

won. 

Rew Castle f lour i shed  again ae  a por t  town following the  Revo- 
I 

l u t i on ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  the eap i t a l  of the country wae moved from 

Philadelphia t o  Washington. Through N e w  Cast le  across the  peninsu- 

l a  t o  the Chesapeake flowed a grea t  t r a f f i c .  Packetsrl+r-9. from up 
%IPS 

t he  r i ve r ,  e loops  and ocean going sakaeRePQ from North At lan t ic  o r  

Buropean p o r t s  discharged and took on passengers and goode a t  the  

wharves along m e  lew Cast le  Stpand. Stages and ca r t8  ca r r ied  

them t o  Frenchtorn near  the head of Elk River. There other 8a i l i . g  

sh ips  took tha to Maryland porte o r  on t o  Virginia and porte fur-  
a 

t h s r  south. lkring the  resu l t ing  proeperity i n  the l a t e  1700's 

and e a r l y  1800'8 a number of f i n e  aeorgian houses and the  t o m  

w h a l l  replaced m l i e r  dwellinge and buildings . Theee enriched the  

general a r c h i t e c ~ l  t reasure  of the town a s  an authent ic  p a r t  of 
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it. tradltlon, and detracted nothing from the appeal of o1d.r 

and simpler 'buildings. 


