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I. INTRODUCTION






EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY

Abstract

This historic structure report on the
historic Shelton House at Rural Plains
provides a chronology of its historical and
physical evolution, describes its
architectural elements, identifies
character-defining features, evaluates the
integrity of the house for the 1864 period
of significance, and provides general
treatment options.

The Shelton House is a brick, 1-%

story house that was constructed circa
1725, according to the findings of a
dendrochronlogy (tree-ring) study
undertaken in 2006-07. Physical
investigation for this report found that
except for its structural components, little
remains from that time. The house today
is an assemblage of materials dating from
many episodes of repair, remodeling, and
updating. These were identified as circa
1785, 1835, 1864, 1915, 1948, 1965, and
1980. Nevertheless, the house retains a
good degree of historic integrity for the
year 1864, thanks to the devoted
stewardship of the Shelton family.

The Shelton House is the only surviving
structure of a larger plantation, which was
known as “Rural Plains” by the mid-19™
century. The property remained in the
Shelton family for almost 300 years, until
the death of William R. Shelton, Jr., in
2006. Among the family members
associated with Rural Plains was John
Shelton, whose daughter Sarah married
Patrick Henry in 1754. Research for this

report found documentation suggesting
that the Shelton family was living
elsewhere in Hanover County at that time,
making it unlikely that the marriage took
place in the parlor at Rural Plains.

The Shelton House served as the
headquarters for Union troops during the
Battle of Totopotomoy Creek in May 1864.
During that engagement, Union General
Winfield Hancock’s Second Army Corps
entrenched near the Shelton House, facing
General Robert E. Lee’s forces on the
opposite banks of the creek. Union
infantry launched repeated assaults in a
failed attempt to carry the Confederate
lines. Two signal officers posted on the
roof of the house counted 51 artillery
strikes by Confederate troops, the damage
from which can still be seen in the attic
today.

William R. Shelton, Jr., and his wife Hollie
B. Shelton conveyed the property to the
Totopotomoy Battlefield at Rural Plains
Foundation, subject to their life interest, in
2000. Rural Plains became part of
Richmond National Battlefield Park in
2006.

Research Methodology

Research for this project commenced in
2009, was interrupted in 2010, and
resumed in 2011. The approach was to
evaluate the Shelton House by studying
both surviving archival documentation
and the physical evidence of the house
itself. To this end, six site visits were made
to Virginia in 2009 and two visits in 2011.

The Shelton House is one of Virginia’s
revered historic buildings. As such, it has
generated many legends about its
construction and the family whose careful
stewardship spanned seven generations.



The challenge of this project was to
separate the myths from the facts to learn
the true story of the Shelton House.

Architectural Investigation

The Shelton House at Rural Plains has
been recognized as a structure of historical
significance since at least the 19" century.
A sketch of the house by Alfred Waud,
illustrating the battle of Totopotomoy
Creek in the June 25, 1864 issue of
Harper’s Weekly, described it as “a
mansion nearly two hundred years old.”!
Handwritten family correspondence from
1896 attributed the date of construction as
“ab[out] the yr. 1680.”* A construction
date of 1670 was assigned by another
family member in an article published in
The New York Times Magazine in 1928.°
The date 1670 is also on a historical sign
erected on the property in 1932 by the
Association for the Preservation of
Virginia Antiquities (APVA), along with
mention of Patrick Henry’s marriage to
Sarah Shelton in 1754.

A 17™-century construction date for the
Shelton House was challenged in the
National-Register nomination of the house
in 1975, which suggested a “date in the
middle of the 18" century at the earliest,”
based on building techniques and
materials.* More definitive was a 2006-07
dendrochronology study of the building’s
wooden framing members that determined

! “General Grant’s Great Campaign,” Harper’s
Weekly, June 25, 1864, 410.

? Letter dated Apr. 27, 1896, from R.J. Shelton
to Walter M. Shelton, Shelton Family Papers,
Maggie Walker NHS, NPS.

> William H. Shelton, “A Mansion Rich in
Virginia’s History,” The New York Times
Magazine, 19 Aug. 1928, 18.

* “Rural Plains,” National Register of Historic
Places Nomination #75002021, 5 June 1975.

the house “was probably built during 1724-
26.” A date of ca. 1725 is used for this
report.’

Because of its renown as a historic site,
there has been much interest over the
years in documenting and studying the
Shelton House. Frances Benjamin
Johnston photographed the exterior in
1935, as did the Historic American
Buildings Survey (HABS), and the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) in 1936.
Articles on Rural Plains have appeared in
various publications on historic Hanover
County. More recently, a detailed
examination of the house was undertaken
during a site visit by architectural-history
professors and students from Colonial
Williamsburg and William and Mary in
2007, resulting in an unpublished report
on file at Richmond National Battlefield
Park (NBP).¢

Despite this scrutiny, many unanswered
questions remained about the Shelton
House, such as: “Is it true that Patrick
Henry and Sarah Shelton were married in
the parlor?” “Is there any visible damage
remaining from the Civil War battle of
1864?” “How old is the existing metal
roof?” “How much, if any, original
woodwork trim survives from 1725?”
“How old is the cornice?” “Where are the
exterior window shutters and what color
were they painted?” “Why is there no
stairway in the wide center hall?” “What
are the dates of the various doors?”
“When were the windows enlarged to their
present size?” These, and other questions,
were addressed by studying archival and
photographic documentation, along with

° Dr. Edward R. Cook, William J. Callahan, Jr.,
& Dr. Camille Wells, “Dendrochronological
Analysis of Rural Plains, Mechanicsville,
Hanover County, Virginia,” Jan. 2007, 3.
°*Edward A. Chappell, “Rural Plains,” July 18,
2007. Site-visit report on file at Richmond
National Battlefield Park (NBP).



the physical architectural evidence of the
house itself.

Documentary research focused on the
Shelton House at Rural Plains and the
family it sheltered. Also explored were
broader subjects of Virginia architecture,
local history, and significant events, to
provide an understanding of context and
place. See the following section,
“Documentary Research,” for more
complete descriptions of sources.

Physical investigation of the Shelton
House was primarily non-invasive, except
for temporary removal of floorboards in
the second-story hall in search of the
missing stairway. The existing appearance
of the house was documented with
measured drawings, molding profiles,
photographs, and written notes. Building
materials were closely examined for
stylistic and manufacturing clues. Samples
of paint, plaster, and mortar samples were
removed and analyzed at the laboratories
of the Northeast Regional Office in Lowell,
Massachusetts. Infrared thermography,
commonly used in energy audits, also
provided information on the configuration
of the chimneys behind the plaster walls
and framing of the interior walls.

Documentary Research

Archival records and artifacts were
examined for this project at the following
institutions in Virginia:

Library of Virginia
800 East Broad St.
Richmond, VA

Library of Virginia

State Records Center
Archives Reading Room
1998 Charles City Rd.
Richmond, VA

Maggie Walker NHS
600 North Second St.
Richmond, VA

Pamunkey Regional Library
7527 Library Dr.
Hanover, VA

Hanover Circuit Court
7515 Library Dr.
Hanover, VA

Hanover Historical Society
Hanover, VA
http://hanoverhistorical.org

Hanover Tavern
13181 Hanover Courthouse Rd.
Hanover, VA

Page Memorial Library of
Local History and Genealogy
17193 Mountain Rd.
Montpelier, VA

(Patrick Henry’s) Scotchtown
16120 Chiswell La.
Beaverdam, VA

The Library of Virginia has a wealth of
both primary- and secondary-source
information on Hanover County in the
Local History Collection, Archives and
Manuscripts, and Microfilm Records.
Specific Shelton-family materials are
cataloged in the Shelton-Winn-Oliver
Family Papers, 1763-1965. Original land-
tax records and personal-property tax
books dating to 1782 were viewed at the
State Records Center, also under the
jurisdiction of the Library of Virginia.

Maggie Walker National Historic Site in
Richmond is the repository for boxes of
materials that were removed from the
Shelton House upon possession by the
National Park Service in 2006. Within this
collection are the “Shelton Family Papers,”
which include original correspondence,
wills, photographs, bibles, ledger books,



and a first-hand account of the 1864 Battle
of Totopotomoy Creek by Walter M.
Shelton (1849-1932). Selected pieces of
furniture purchased from the family by
NPS are also stored at the Maggie Walker
site.

The Pamunkey Regional Library has many
volumes relating to the local history of
Hanover County and its residents.

The Hanover Circuit Court holds property
deeds, survey maps, wills, marriage
records, and some property tax records for
Hanover County. Most court records
predating 1865 are unfortunately missing,
having been burned in April of that year in
Richmond, where they had been moved
for safekeeping. Only two early volumes
of deeds survive, covering the years 1783
to 1792.

No materials relating to the Shelton Family
and/or Rural Plains were found at the
Hanover Historical Society, the Hanover
Tavern, or the Page Memorial Library of
Local History and Genealogy. Very few
paintings, photographs, or other images
are known to exist of Shelton family
members who were associated with Rural
Plains. Folk paintings of more distant
relatives (Shelton siblings and cousins) can
be seen at Patrick Henry’s Scotchtown in
Beaverdam, Virginia.

Digitized resources posted on the internet
also provided a wealth of information for
this project. Web sites that were
particularly helpful are listed below.

Ancestry.com (www.ancestry.com)

The Artillery Reserve, Inc.
(www.artilleryreserve.org)

Colonial Williamsburg
(www.colonialwilliamsburg.org)

Cornell University Library, Making of
America Collection
(http://digital.library.cornell.edu)

Google Books (http://books.google.com)

JSTOR (Available through the Boston
Public Library, www.bpl.org)

Library of Congress (www.loc.gov)

National Archives (www.archives.gov)

University of William and Mary,
Department of Historic Preservation,
Resources
(http://hisp.umwblogs.org/resources)

USGenWeb Archives
(www.usgwarchives.net)

Virginia Center for Digital History
(www.vcdh.virginia.edu
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Background
Information

The Name “Rural Plains”

“Rural Plains,” was the name of the
Shelton-family’s plantation in Hanover
County, Virginia. This appears to have
been assigned by owner Col. Edwin
Shelton, who followed his signature with
“Rural Plain” [sic] on a handwritten note
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dated November 15, 1842 (fig. 6). Col.
Shelton later submitted a claim for war
damages to his fencing at “Rural Plains” in
1862. In the 20" century, the name Rural
Plains also became associated with the
house. For the purposes of this report,
“Shelton House” is used when referring to
the building, and “Rural Plains” when
describing the property/farm. Hence the
title “The Shelton House at Rural Plains.”

Hanover County and its
Parishes

Knowledge of the early history and
development of Hanover County and its
jurisdictions is necessary to understanding
the early locations and land holdings of the
Shelton family. Rural Plains today is
located in Hanover County in the
Commonwealth of Virginia. Hanover
County was created in 1720 from the
western portion of New Kent County, also
designated as St. Paul’s Parish.” The parish
was divided in 1727, with the western
portion (west of the South Anna River and
Stonehorse Creek) becoming St. Martin’s
Parish. The westernmost portion of
Hanover County later became Louisa
County in 1742. St. Martin’s Parish was
thus divided between Hanover County on
the east side, and Louisa County on the
west side.

The parishes of Colonial Virginia were
affiliated with the Established Church, also
known as the Anglican Church. They
provided both spiritual guidance and
authority in social and civic matters. St.
Paul’s Parish is one of only a few whose
early vestry book, covering the years 1705

7 St. Paul’s Parish had previously been
established from St. Peter’s Parish in New Kent
County in 1704.

through 1786, has survived.® It provides
some of the earliest documentation of the
Shelton family in Kent County and
Hanover County.

Processioning

The most frequent early references to the
Shelton family are found in the
processioning records of St. Paul’s Parish.
Processioning was the process of
assembling with adjacent landowners for
the purpose of resurveying, and agreeing
on, property boundaries. Because the
physical features used in describing these
boundaries, such as natural landmarks and
roadways, changed over time,
processioning was instituted in the 17*
century to reduce boundary disputes.
Legislation in 1705 directed that this be
performed every four years under the
direction of Parish officials. Landowners
were grouped into numbered precincts,
with two persons appointed as overseers
who reported the results of their precinct.’
These included two generations of
Sheltons who owned several properties
that were recorded in processioning
records for the years 1711 through 1779.
The exact locations of these properties are

® Churchill G. Chamberlayne (ed.), The Vestry
Book of St. Paul’s Parish, Hanover County,
Virginia, 1706 [sic:1705]-1786 (Richmond: The
Library Board, 1940).

® For a detailed description of processioning,
see Chamberlayne’s introduction to The Vestry
Book, xv-xx. The earliest surviving
processioning returns for St. Paul’s Parish date
to 1709. Note that these records are
incomplete, with gaps caused by missing
returns for selected precincts or missing
records for an entire year. Also be aware that
precinct numbers routinely changed, making it
necessary to carefully check the names of
landowners and abutters when researching a
particular property.



unfortunately not known, as no precinct
maps, or other historic period maps, are
known to survive.

18th-Century Dates

In the British Julian calendar before 1752,
the first of the year was March 25, with
January and February the last months of
the year. This was changed by the British
Calendar Act of 1751, which decreed a
year to begin in January, beginning
January 1, 1752." So as to avoid confusion
in this report, dates before 1752 for the
months of January, February, and March
1-24 are cited with both the historical and
the revised designations. For example,
March 1, 1740 would appear in this report
as March 1, 1740/41.

Recommendations

Treatment Options

Three treatment options for the Shelton
House are presented in the “Conclusions”
section of this report: preservation,
restoration, and rehabilitation. Treatment
will ultimately depend on how Richmond
National Battlefield Park intends to use the
house, which has not yet been decided.
The Park’s current General Management
Plan was issued in 1996, and therefore
does not mention Rural Plains. The
default management category is therefore
“must be preserved and maintained,” as
noted in the List of Classified Structures
for the Shelton House. An updated

'° For information on the British Calendar Act
of 1751, see the following web site:
http://www.webexhibits.org/calendars/year-
text-British.html.

General Management Plan should provide
guidance on the use and treatment of the
Shelton House and Rural Plains.

Update National Register
Documentation

The existing National Register nomination
for the Shelton House (called “Rural
Plains”) is dated 1975 (#75002021). The
documentation for this nomination should
be updated to correct inaccuracies and
incorporate new scholarship on both the
Shelton House and Rural Plains
plantation. This updated nomination
should also clarify the site’s period of
significance, which is identified in the
current nomination as generally
encompassing the 18" and 19" centuries.
For more information on the National
Register nomination, see the
“Administrative Data” section of this
report.

Modify References to Patrick
Henry Marriage

Research for this report provides updated
scholarship on Patrick Henry’s marriage to
Sarah Shelton in 1754. The myth of this
marriage taking place in the parlor of the
Shelton House at Rural Plains first appears
in the 1920s. In fact, the Shelton family
was then residing in an area called “the
Forks of Hanover,” according to Patrick
Henry’s biographer and grandson, William
Wirt Henry." “The Forks” was an area in

" William Wirt Henry, Patrick Henry: Life,
Correspondence and Speeches (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1891), 16-17. Henry
notes in his preface that he had access to “a
mass of matter” not previously available to
other writers, including “the private papers of



Hanover County located northwest of
Hanover Courthouse, at the confluence of
the Pamunkey, North Anna, and South
Anna Rivers. Who was living in the
Shelton House at Rural Plains in 1754 is
not known. For more details, see
“Developmental History, Historical
Background: John Shelton II, Ca. 1759 to
1769.”

Additional Research

Future work on the Shelton House has the
potential for revealing additional physical
evidence of its historic appearance. For
example, scraps of Civil-War-era
wallpapers may be preserved beneath the
existing wallpapers, and additional
scrutiny may reveal more about the main-
stair railing. Any future work on the house
should therefore be carefully monitored
and documented.

Mr. Henry” and “considerable
correspondence.”



ADMINISTRATIVE
DATA

General Information

The circa-1725 Shelton House at Rural
Plains is located at 7273 Studley Road,
Mechanicsville, Hanover County, Virginia,
in the Totopotomy Creek Unit of
Richmond National Battlefield Park. The
house sits on a 124-acre parcel conveyed
from the Totopotomoy Battlefield at Rural
Plains Foundation to the United States
Government on November 30, 2005. The
conveyance was subject to a life estate for
the use and occupancy of a 20-acre portion
of the site by William R. Shelton, Jr., the
last private owner of the Shelton House.
Final transfer to the United States
Government followed the death of Mr.
Shelton on May 5, 2006. The house and
site were formally open to the public for
weekend tours on September 10, 2011.

Richmond National
Battlefield Park

The United States Congress established
Richmond National Battlefield Park on
March 2, 1936 (49 Stat. 1155) to
commemorate several U.S. Civil War sites
in the vicinity of Richmond, Virginia.
Richmond served as the capital of the
Confederate States for most of the war,
1861 to 1865. One of these recognized
sites is northeast of Richmond, where
Confederate and Union troops clashed on
May 29-30, 1864, in the Battle of
Totopotomoy Creek. The Shelton House
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was of strategic importance in this battle,
serving as the U.S. Army headquarters of
Union Major General Winfield S.
Hancock. It sustained 51 shots from
artillery fire and other incurred damage,
according to official records in the Library
of Congress.

National Register of
Historic Places

“Rural Plains” was listed in the National
Register of Historic Places in 1975 (NR
#7500201). Itis significant under
Criterion A for political and social
distinction and under Criterion C for
architecture. The period of significance is
broadly defined in the nomination as
encompassing both the 18" and 19*
centuries. The summary statement of
significance states:

Rural Plains, situated in a sparsely
settled area of Hanover County, is a
handsome specimen of a substantial,
non-academic rural Virginia
farmhouse. It is noteworthy both for
its splendid mid-eighteenth-century
brickwork and for its long—nine [sic:
seven] generations--tenure in the
hands of the Shelton family. It was
reputedly in the parlor of Rural Plains
that Sarah Shelton was wed to Patrick
Henry in 1754.

The nomination does not mention the role
of the Shelton House in the 1864 Battle of
Totopotomoy Creek. Itincorrectly
describes a later, one-story, wood framed
wing on the back side of the house as a
“porch.” It also disputes the “popularly
assumed” construction date of 1670 and
proposes a more likely construction date
of circa 1750, based on brickwork, window
sizes, and the gambrel roof.



List of Classified
Structures

The Shelton House is included in the
National Park Service List of Classified
Structures as structure number 101758 and
LCS number 651113. The management
category is “Must be Preserved and
Maintained.”

Related Studies

Several other studies have been
undertaken since acquisition of Rural
Plains and the Shelton House by the
National Park Service in 2006. These
include the following:

Historic Preservation Training Center
(HPTC), “Treatment Report, PMIS
#131134, Stabilize Interior Brick
Masonry Foundation Walls at Rural
Plains Estate, Richmond National
Battlefield” (Frederick, MD: National
Park Service, Jan. 3, 2008).

HPTC, “Treatment Report, PMIS
#131143, Exterior Brickwork Repairs at
Rural Plains Estate, Richmond
National Battlefield” (Frederick, MD:
Dept. of the Interior, National Park
Service, FY 08).

Dutton + Associates, “Overview and
Assessment as well as Archeological
Identification Study at the Shelton
House, Rural Plains Unit, Richmond
National Battlefield Park” (Richmond:
Prepared for the National Park Service,
July 31, 2009).

Tonia W. Horton, Project Manager,
and Lauren F. Noe, Intern Landscape
Architect, “Rural Plains/Totopotomoy
Creek Battlefield Cultural Landscape

11

Study” (Richmond: Richmond National
Battlefield Park, Aug. 2009).

Dutton + Associates, “Cultural
Landscape Report, Part I,
Totopotomoy Creek Unit, Richmond
National Battlefield Park” (Richmond:
Prepared for the National Park Service,
Aug. 15,2010.)

Copies of these reports are in the files and
archives of Richmond National Battlefield
Park.

Archival
Recommendations

Research materials and notes generated in
the preparation of this Historic Structure
Report are in the files of the Historic
Architecture Program, Northeast Regional
Offices, in Lowell National Historical
Park; Lowell, Massachusetts. Paint and
mortar samples removed from the Shelton
House are archived in the paint laboratory
in the same location.






II. DEVELOPMENTAL
HISTORY

13






HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND

Introduction

This section briefly describes the
historical background of the Shelton
House at Rural Plains and the family that
built and inhabited it. Seven generations
of the Shelton family have been
associated with this house, including
three named “John.” Although not
historic, the three John Sheltons have
been designated in this report as I, II,
and III, so as to avoid confusion:

John Shelton I (unknown-1725)

John Shelton II (ca. 1713-ca. 1769)
John Shelton III (ca. 1750-1798)

17% Century

Shelton family lore contends that the
Shelton House was built about 1670-80
on a grant of 5,000 acres given to John
Shelton of England. However, “there is
no present day record in America or
England of an original grant from the
crown of 5,000 acres,” according to
family genealogist, Victoria Toms.
Rather, Toms’ research suggests that
John Shelton “purchased or received the
land from someone else.”"?

 Victoria Toms, “Brief Genealogy of the
Shelton Family of Rural Plains, Hanover
County, Virginia” (Kill Devil Hills, NC: 1
Aug. 2005 - Revised May 22, 2006). Copy on
file at Richmond NBP.
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The earliest known reference to a 17*-
century construction date for the
Shelton House is an article published in
Harper’s Weekly in 1864, following the
battle of Totopotomoy Creek, which
described a sketch of the battlefield as
having been “taken from the Sheldon
[sic] House, a mansion nearly two
hundred yearsold ....”"

In 1896, J.R. Shelton shared the
family’s early history with his distant
cousin, Walter M. Shelton of Rural
Plains.

Agreeably to your request, I hereby
send you some statistics of the
Shelton family. The first of the name
in Va. and, believed to be the
common ancestor of every Shelton,
living or dead, in the south & south-
west . . . was John Shelton of pure
English stock who settled in your
co.[unty] on the waters of
Totopotomoy creek & built the old
mansion of brick imported from the
mother country—this was abt. the yr.
1680—he also held extensive
possessions of lands on Owens creek
in this co[unty] obtained by patent
from the crown, which lands or a
part of them are yet, & have
constantly been in the family ever
since—He died abt. 1730 ....”"*

Mildred Campbell Whitaker, an
antiquarian who conducted genealogical
research on several families, including
the Sheltons, published her findings on
the early Shelton family in 1927.

John Shelton, eldest son of James,
born 1650, married Jane (?). He
built “Rural Plains” in 1670.. ..

® “General Grant’s Great Campaign,” 25
June 1864, 410.

“R.J. Shelton to Walter M. Shelton,
handwritten letter dated April 27, 1896, in
the Shelton Family Papers, Maggie Walker
NHS.



The name of James is in an old
book at “Rural Plains,” with date
inscribed 1663.%

The early story of the Shelton family and
house was further embellished by a
William H. Shelton in 1928.

The oldest house in Virginia . ..
was built in 1670. ... Today, only
seven miles from Richmond, that
house, Rural Plains, stands under
its great elms and locusts ... with
tottering doorsteps and cracked
walls, a shining automobile
adding just a touch of modernity
to the antiquated building . ...

The house was built by John
Shelton—John of Hanover—of
English brick brought as ballast
in his trading ship, which carried
tobacco and furs from Hanover
to London and brought back
indentured slaves and cloth and
wine to the colony. The house
was built on a royal grant made
to the father of John of Hanover,
whose name is lost in the vague
panorama of Virginia Colonial
history. Unfortunately, the
family records were either
destroyed by the explosion of
Confederate shells or stolen by
Union soldiers. A self-respecting
old house, bowed down by the
weight of its 250 years, would be
ashamed, perhaps, to have its
early history exposed with all the
nakedness of precise and

* Mildred C. Whitaker (Mrs. Alexander
Edward Whitaker), Genealogy of the
Campbell, Noble, Gorton, Shelton, Gilmour
and Byrd Families (St. Louis: Daughters of
the American Colonists, 1927), 63. The
findings of Mrs. Whitaker have largely been
discredited due to her assumption that
Shelton was also spelled Chilton, Chelton,
and Skelton in the historical records. Also
see Whitaker, “The Shelton Family,” The
William and Mary Quarterly, Second Series,
Vol. 9, No. 3 (July 1929), 201-08.
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unblushing fact. There is
sometimes comfort and even
distinction in uncertainty, and
the story of the old house is a
wonderful story of riches and
poverty, romance and tragedy;
even the gaps provide an
enchanting quality of mystery.. ..

Perhaps one of the indentured slaves
brought over to Virginia in John of
Hanover’s ship was a Dutch architect
who had committed some offense in
London, and perhaps he was
employed as the architect of the
house, for the motif is distinctly
Dutch and not at all that of an
English house. '

A construction date of “1670” for the
Shelton House at Rural Plains was
commemorated by an embossed sign
placed on the property by the Hanover
Branch of the Association for the
Preservation of Virginia Antiquities in
1932 (fig. 18). Thus has the early history
of the Shelton family and house at Rural
Plains evolved from unsubstantiated
story to popular myth.

' Shelton, “A Mansion Rich in Virginia’s
History,” The New York Times Magazine, 19
Aug. 1928, 18.



John Shelton I
Ca. 1704 to 1725

John Shelton I is the first Shelton
associated with Rural Plains who appears
in the historical records. We know from
these records that John Shelton was
involved as early as 1704 with the
business of St. Paul’s Parish in New Kent
County, which became Hanover County
in 1720. He had acquired two parcels of
land by 1711, one in the vicinity of
Totopotomoy Creek. No information is
available regarding his place of
residence, nor his occupation, although
surviving records suggest he was a man
of means with stature in the community.
By the time of his death in 1725, John
Shelton had amassed an estate that
included both land and negro slaves.
This suggests involvement with tobacco
cultivation, a common cash crop in 18-
century Tidewater Virginia. Shelton also
left nine minor children, including his
eldest son and heir, John Shelton II.

Glimpses of John Shelton I are found in
the Vestry Book of St. Paul’s Parish. No
Shelton was included in a 1704 listing of
tithables “on topottomys [sic] Creek”
dated September 7, 1704. The following
year, Jno [John] Shelton was owed
compensation for his services as a
“Reader 12 months” in an entry dated
October 9, 1705. Almost 10 years later, a
“Vestry” (business meeting of the parish)
was “held at Mr. Jno Shelton’s March
29" 1714.” No other details regarding
the location of this meeting are
provided."’

7 Churchill G. Chamberlayne (ed.), The
Vestry Book of St. Paul’s Parish, Hanover
County, Virginia, 1706 [sic: 1705]-1786
(Richmond: The Library Board, 1940), 2, 7
and 64.
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The earliest reference to John Shelton I
in the vicinity of the plantation later
known as Rural Plains is found in a land
patent dated 1719. In this grant,
conveyed from the Sovereign of Great
Britain to George Wilkinson of New
Kent County, John Shelton and the
Crenshaws are listed as abutters of 1,120
acres on the north side of Totopotomoy
Creek.'”® That John Shelton had been in
possession of this property for some time
is suggested by the processioning records
for precinct #24 (later renumbered as
#23) of St. Paul’s Parish for the years
1711, 1715, and 1719." Processioning,
the practice of confirming property
boundaries within designated parish
precincts in colonial Virginia, was done
every four years.”® Landholders in this
precinct were John Shelton, George
Wilkinson, and William Crenshaw, to
name a few. Itis not known if Shelton
resided on this parcel, since he was also
in possession of another property in
precinct #7.%' The exact location and
extent of Shelton’s two holdings are
unknown, lacking land grants, deeds,
Virginia Land Office surveys, or period
maps.

That John Shelton I had status in his
community can be ascertained by his
appointment as one of two overseers of
his precincts for the processionings of
1711, 1715, and 1719. This position was:

*® Land Office Patent No. 10, p. 435, Library
of Virginia. This was a resurvey of land
previously granted to George and John
Wilkinson in 1703, in which no abutters were
mentioned (Land Office Patent No. 9, p. 570,
Library of Virginia).

¥ Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 242, 254 and
262-63.

** For a more detailed description of
processioning, see page 7 of this report.

*! Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 224-25, 236,
248, and 258.



... open only to freeholders and
‘men of considerable importance
within the parish,” who were charged
with the responsibility of surveying
and renewing property boundaries
and adjudicating the border
disputes.*

Shelton also appears to have been a
person of means, based on his additional
acquisitions of land in 1723 and 1725.
On September 5, 1723, John Shelton “of
Hanover County” was granted 1,198
acres in New Kent [sic: Hanover] County
“on both sides of Owens Creek, and one
corner joining the South Anna [River] of
Pamunkey [River].”*This property was
located in the western portion of
Hanover County, northwest of
Totopotomoy Creek. One final grant of
400 acres in Hanover County, acquired
on August 17, 1725, was described as
“adj. [adjacent] Robt. Clopton in Mr.
Shelton’s line.”**

John Shelton died intestate (without a
will) in 1725, according to later court
documents filed in 1734. These indicate
that in addition to his extensive land
holdings in Hanover County, Shelton left
negro slaves and nine minor children
under the age of 21. Their names are
preserved in the court documents, as
follows:

? Rodger M. Payne, "New Light in Hanover
County: Evangelical Dissent in Piedmont,
Virginia, 1740-1755," The Journal of Southern
History, Vol. 61, No. 4 (Nov. 1995), 675.

» Land Office Patent No. 11, p. 232, Library
of Virginia. Note that the reference to “New
Kent County” is an error, since this portion
of Hanover County had been subdivided
from New Kent County in 1720. The western
portion of Shelton’s property, west of the
South Anna River, was partitioned as St.
Martins Parish in 1727.

** Land Office Patent No. 12, p. 245, Library
of Virginia.
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John Shelton his eldest son and
heir[,] David Shelton, Joseph Shelton
... William Shelton, Samuel Shelton
and Thomas Shelton and three
Daughters[,] Anne Shelton, Mary
Shelton and Elizabeth Shelton, After
whose Death the right and property
of the negro slaves aforesaid did
decend [sic] to the said John
Shelton.”

Estate of
John Shelton I
1725 to Ca. 1759

In addition to nine minor children, John
Shelton I appears to have left a widow,
Elizabeth, who served as administratrix
of his estate. This is from judgments
filed in 1728 by attorney Thomas Prosser
and Elizabeth, his wife (fig. 1). Court
records further reveal that Thomas
Prosser had assumed guardianship of
sons Joseph and William Shelton by
1734.% Eldest son, John Shelton II,
became the ward of Allen Howard of
Goochland County.”

% “Goochland County Chancery Papers,
Case 1735-002, W. Shelton etc. vs. J.
Shelton,” and “Case 1735-003, J. Shelton vs.
J. Shelton,” both filed 20 Aug. 1734, Archives
and Manuscripts, Library of Virginia.
**Ibid., and “Prosser vs. Dendy,” Goochland
County Judgments, May 1729, N-R,
December Court, Archives and Manuscripts,
Library of Virginia.

#’ Hanover County Record Book, 1733-1735,
193.



Figure 1. Excerpt of a Goochland County Court document dated
December 16, 1728, describing Thomas Prosser and his wife
Elizabeth Prosser as the “Administrator/rix” of the estate of John
Shelton, late of Hanover County.

Plausible speculation suggests that life
interest in the Totopotomoy Creek
property passed to widow Elizabeth
Shelton as her dower in 1725. Elizabeth
had married Hanover attorney Thomas
Prosser by 1728, who served as guardian
of two of her five sons, Joseph and
William. Processioning records for St.
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Paul’s Parish list Thomas Prosser as the
property owner in 1731, 1739 and 1743,
and “Widow” Prosser in 1751. Elizabeth
Prosser may have died sometime before
1759, as her name is replaced by that of
her eldest son, John Shelton II, in the
processioning for that year.*

% There is a gap in the processioning records
for the years between 1719 and 1731. That
the parcel held by “Thos. Prosser,” and later
by “Widd. Prosser,” was the Totopotomy
Creek property is suggested by the names of
abutting neighbors, such as “Crenshaw” and
“Sims.” The precinct number in 1731 was
#12,in 1739 #23,in 1743 #23, in 1751 #22,
and in 1759 #20. Reference: Chamberlayne
Vestry Book (1940), 278, 300-01, 311, 321-22,
and 389-90.



Figure 2. Sign of questionable provenience, now in a museum in
Georgia, is said to have come from John Shelton’s tavern at

Hanover Courthouse.

John Shelton I1
Ca.1759t0 1769

John Shelton II (ca. 1713-ca.1769) was
the eldest son of John Shelton I. Upon
the death of his father in 1725, John
Shelton Il became the ward of Allen
Howard of Goochland County. Howard
was released from his responsibilities as
legal guardian in 1734, presumably when
his ward reached the age of his majority
(21). John Shelton married Eleanor
Parks, the daughter of printer William
Parks of Williamsburg, around 1735.
Together they had four children: Eleanor
(ca. 1736-75), Sarah (1738-75), William
Parks (____-1778), and John III (ca.
1750-98).* John Shelton II is best known
as the father-in-law of Patrick Henry,
American patriot and Governor of
Virginia, who married Sarah Shelton in
1754.

* Toms, “Brief Genealogy of the Shelton
Family.”
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The release of John Shelton II from his
guardian is recorded in a court
document dated June 19, 1734, which
also describes Shelton’s receipt of money
from his father’s estate.’® As the eldest
son, John Shelton inherited real estate in
addition to money.*" This included the
property later known as Rural Plains,
which appears to have been held by John
Shelton’s mother and new husband,
Elizabeth (Shelton) and Thomas Prosser,
until sometime after 1751 (see previous
section for details). The property next
passed to “John Shelton,” according to

**Source: Hanover County Record Book,
1733-35,193. John Shelton received £74 s14
and £6 p1/2 sterling money of England, and
£70 518 p11 current money of Virginia from
his father’s estate.

*' While primary documentation of this
inheritance is lacking, two later deeds
mention 400 acres on Owen’s Creek that had
been conveyed by “John Shelton Gent., late
of Hanover County, dec’d” to “John Shelton,
son and heir of sd. John Shelton, dec’d,”
which were subsequently conveyed to
brother Samuel Shelton in 1736. Source:
Rosalie E. Davis, Louisa County, Virginia
Deed Books A and B, 1742-1759 (Bellevue,
Washington: 1976), 105-106.



Figure 3. Excerptofa 1755 map of Virginia annotated with the known
locations of John Shelton Il in Hanover County: near Newcastle before
1738 (1), near or in Hanover Court House in 1739 and 1751 (2), and at
“The Forks” in 1754 (3). No primary records place Shelton’s residence
at the plantation later known as Rural Plains (4).

processioning records of St. Paul’s Parish
for the years 1759, 1763, and 1767.°*

There is no conclusive evidence that
John Shelton II ever resided at Rural
Plains, despite the popular story that
Sarah Shelton married Patrick Henry in
the parlor of the house in 1754.%
Processioning records indicate that John
Shelton also owned another property in
St. Paul’s Parish during the years 1755-
1763, where the family may have lived.**

32 Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 389-90, 426-
27, and 464. The precinct number was #20 in
and 1763, and #21 in 1767.

* The earliest mention of Patrick Henry’s
marriage taking place at Rural Plains is in an
article by Charles A. Storke, “Old South is
Loyal to Core,” published in the Santa
Barbara Daily News, 13 Oct. 1924.

** Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 345-46, 382,
and 417-18. The precinct number was #9 in
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The exact location of this parcel is not
known. In addition, Shelton's wife,
Eleanor, inherited all her father’s estate
upon his death in 1750. This included
550 acres at Hanover Courthouse, where
the courthouse for Hanover County was
located.” The processioning returns for
this property are unfortunately missing
for the years 1755 and 1759. John
Shelton is said to have maintained a

1755 and 1759, and #8 in 1763. Note that the
return for 1767 is missing for this property.
»«Will of William Parks, The First Printer in
Virginia," The William and Mary Quarterly,
Second Series, Vol. 2, No. 2, Apr. 1922, 92.
John Shelton was the executor of the estate
and in that capacity posted several ads in the
Virginia Gazette for the sale of real estate in
Williamsburg, Newcastletown, and Hanover
County.



tavern at Hanover Courthouse ca. 1750-
63, although no historic records of this
venture have yet been found (fig. 2).*¢
The parcel was later sold to Paul Tilman
around 1763, based on the processioning
return for that year that described one of
the precinct members as “John Shelton,
now Paul Thilmans [sic],” and a deed
dated 1764.%

Other clues as to the whereabouts of
John Shelton’s residence are found in
both primary and plausible secondary
sources. Ads in the Virginia Gazette
describe John Shelton in 1738 as
formerly keeping a store in Hanover
County “near Meriwether’s Warehouse”
[in Newcastle Town]. A reward of 20
shillings was offered for a missing horse
returned to either William Shelton “at
Owen’s Creek” or John Shelton “near
Hanover Court-house” in 1739. A pistol
was the reward for two runaway slaves
returned to John Shelton at his “House,
in Hanover County,” also in 1739.
Finally, another owner beseeched the
return of his missing horse to one of
several persons in 1750/51, including
“Mr. John Shelton at Hanover Court-
House.”*

** The earliest known reference to Mr.
Shelton’s “tavern at Hanover court-house” is
in William Wirt’s Sketches of the Life and
Character of Patrick Henry (Philadelphia:
James Webster, 1817), 18-19.

*” Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 428-29
(precinct 23). Deed dated 15 Oct. 1764, from
John Shelton, Eleanor Parks Shelton and
Eleanor Parks of Hanover County to Paul
Tilman in the Shelton Family Papers, Maggie
Walker NHS. That Paul Tilman was a tavern
keeper is documented by ads in the Virginia
Gagzette. The existing tavern at Hanover
Courthouse dates to 1791, based on
dendrochronology.

*® Adsin the Virginia Gazette: 17 Aug. 1738,
10 Aug. 1739, 2 and 9 Nov. 1739, and 17 Jan.
1750/51.
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Figure 4. Framed sketch said to
be Sarah Shelton and an 1888
print of Patrick Henry in the
first-story hall of the Shelton
House, 2009.



A biographer and grandson of Patrick
Henry wrote in 1891 that John Shelton
was living "at the Forks of Hanover" (at
the confluence of the Pamunkey, North
Anna, and South Anna Rivers) when
Henry married John Shelton’s daughter,
Sarah, in 1754.% Earlier biographies of
Patrick Henry had described this
marriage, but not its location. The first
mention of the ceremony taking place at
the “Old Shelton homestead” at Rural
Plains is an article by Civil War veteran,
Charles Storke, published in 1924.* This
reference has been subsequently
repeated by many sources, the most
elaborate appearing in an article
published in The New York Times
Magazine in 1928.

On a certain Winter evening in 1754
Patrick Henry was married in the old
south parlor to Sarah, the daughter
of another John, the grandson of
John of Hanover. The bridegroom
was only 18 and the bride 16. The
old parlor was lighted at the time of
the wedding by the original little
windows, but the curtains were
drawn for the firelight and
candlelight. There were powdered
wigs and high stocks and patches
[sic], and hoops and furbelows, and
silk stockings and shoe buckles, and
feasting and dancing in the great
basement dining room, with the
negroes crowding about the
doorways or holding horses outside
by torchlight. There was doubtless

* William Wirt Henry, Patrick Henry: Life,
Correspondence and Speeches (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1891), 16-17. Henry
notes in his preface that he had access to “a
mass of matter” not previously available to
other writers, including “the private papers
of Mr. Henry” and “considerable
correspondence.”

“* Storke, “Old South is Loyal to Core.”
Storke, who visited and corresponded with
the Shelton family, also described the
wedding in an undated (ca. 1920s) memoir.
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an abundance of eggnog and mint
juleps in the basement dining room, a
room 17 feet wide and 24 feet long,
which was to make a dramatic
interlude in the story of the old
house.*

Patrick Henry himself later provided
legal services to his father-in-law, John
Shelton, and made notations regarding
business dealings with him in two
ledgers, covering the years 1758 to 1763,
and 1762 to 1770.** Henry documented
the status of these dealings in a lengthy
note that included a description of land
promised to him upon his marriage to
Sarah Shelton in 1754.

4 Negroes & 100 acres han[over].
Land at piny slash [two illegible
words] yet being promised but never
delivered as my wifes marriage
portion ... The land & negroes that
Mr. Shelton obliged himself to give
me on marriage were 10 negroes &
400 acres land joining him in
hanover. He gave me only six
negroes & 300 acres of land. The
deficiency will greatly over balance
any claim against me.*

Exactly which one of John Shelton’s
holdings in Hanover adjoined the “piny
slash” property is not known for certain,
as no property deeds documenting the
transaction have survived. Despite this
lack of information, it is nevertheless

*! Shelton, “A Mansion Rich in Virginia’s
History,” (1928), 19. That much of this story
was fabricated is admitted by the author,
who averred in the same article, “There is no
family tradition as to the details of the
wedding, or any description of it in the
histories.”

* Bound copies of the Patrick Henry’s
ledgers are in the Business Records
Collection of the Library of Virginia.

“ Entry for 2 June 1768, Patrick Henry
Ledger: 1762-1770, Library of Virginia.



commonly believed that the property
abutted Rural Plains.*

Towards the end of his life, John Shelton
was “greatly distressed for money” and
“his estate [was] like to be seized and
sold for a trifle,” according to another
1768 entry in Patrick Henry’s ledger.
Henry assisted with a loan and by
purchasing some of Shelton’s land in
Augusta County. John Shelton appears
to have died shortly thereafter at the age
of 56, although no records of his death
have been found.

Joseph Shelton
Ca.1769to 1784

John Shelton II left a widow, two
daughters, and two sons upon his death
circa 1769. No will or other records
documenting the disposition of his estate
have survived. Itis therefore not known
why the Totopotomoy Creek plantation
(Rural Plains) in Hanover County next
passed to younger brother Joseph
Shelton (ca. 1714-84). A plausible
explanation is that John Shelton’s
impoverished estate was indebted to
Joseph Shelton, a successful planter who
was described in a court document after
his death as a “rich old bachelor.”®
Conveyance of the Hanover County
property to Joseph Shelton is clearly

* “Pine Slash,” National Register of Historic
Places Nomination #87001946, 1987. The
property includes a mid-18™-century
overseer’s house, said to have been occupied
by Patrick Henry and Sarah Shelton after
their house was destroyed by fire in 1757.

* «“David Shelton, William Shelton & Samuel
Shelton, Executors of Joseph Shelton,
Deceased, against John Shelton, June 1792,”
Reports of Cases Argued and Determined in
the Court of Appeals of Virginia, Vol. 1, 1798.
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reflected in the processioning returns for
Saint Paul’s Parish for the years 1771 and
1779.% Itis doubtful that this was Joseph
Shelton’s principal plantation, however,
since he had several holdings by the time
of his death in 1784, including his “home
house” in Louisa County. ¥ More likely,
Shelton moved among his various
properties to supervise plantation
activities.

The earliest known description of Rural
Plains and its structures dates to the time
of the American Revolution (1775-83).
This is an advertisement posted by
Joseph Shelton in the Sept. 19, 1777,
issue of the Virginia Gazette.

For sale, in the county of Hanover,
on Totopotomoy creek, a valuable
TRACT of LAND containing about
six hundred acres, whereon is a
commodious brick dwelling-house
with four rooms and a passage upon
the first floor, and the same above
stairs and in the cellar, with all
convenient outhouses necessary for a
family, and cleared land sufficient to
work eight hands, with a barn and
tobacco houses. Itlies on the main
road from Richmond town, at the
falls of James river to Hanover town,
about twelve miles from the former
and six from the latter, and about
eight miles from Hanover
courthouse. Itis remarkable for its
being healthy, owing to its pleasant,
high, and dry situation. Itis
convenient to several valuable mills,
and to churches and meeting houses.

** Chamberlayne, Vestry Book, 487 and 555-
56. The precinct number was 14 in both 1771
and 1779.

* Will and Inventory of Joseph Shelton, 1780
and 1785, Louisa County Will Book 3, 29-32
and 95-101, Louisa County Microfilm, Reel
No. 21, Library of Virginia.



Figure 5. Annotated detail of a map of Virginia dated 1770 showing the
approximate location (at star) of the property in Hanover County later
known as Rural Plains.

The terms may be known by applying to
the subscriber, on the premises.
Joseph Shelton*®

No buyer appears to have materialized,
since Joseph Shelton of Louisa County
was listed as the owner of record of this
plantation in the land and personal
property tax records of Hanover County
for the years 1782-84. The property then
comprised 500 acres and was worked by
10-12 slaves managed by overseer
Stephen Hunter. Of the 12 slaves listed
in 1784, three were females and four
were males over the age of 16.*

* Virginia Gazette, 19 Sept. 1777, Purdie: p.
2, col. 3 (Colonial Williamsburg:
http://research.hisotry.org/DigitalLibrary.
cfm).

* An act passed by the General Assembly of
Virginia revised the tax laws in 1782,
requiring annual county enumerations of
both land and personal property. These
records are in the State Records Center,
maintained by the Library of Virginia. The
names of Joseph Shelton’s slaves in Hanover
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Little is known of Joseph Shelton’s
involvement during the American
Revolution, except for some supplies
that he provided to the armed forces
from his Hanover plantation between
1780 and 1782. These included 500
pounds of fodder, 25 bushels of corn,
and one beef.”

Joseph Shelton of Louisa County was
about 65 when he penned his will on
September 20, 1780. He had acquired
five plantations by this time, which he
bequeathed to his three surviving
brothers (Samuel, William and David),
and the sons of his deceased brother,
John Shelton II. These included two
plantations in Louisa County: the manor

in 1784 were Dick, Frank, Jinny, Milley,
Charles, Shadrack, Billey, Ned, Nat, Dave,
Sarah, and Sam.

**Janice L. Abercrombie and Richard Slatten
(eds.), Virginia Publick Claims, Hanover
County (Athens: The Iberian Publishing Co.,
n.d.), 12, 71 and 87.


http://research.hisotry.org/DigitalLibrary�

plantation on Owens Creek, referred to
as “Homehouse” in a later inventory, and
another called “the Horse Shoe.” Two
tracts of land were in Goochland
County: one on Licking Hole Branch, the
other called “Wild Boar Creek.” Only
one plantation was in Hanover County,
which was described as follows:

I give to my brother Johns son, John
Shelton, Jr. after my decease and the
decease of my sister Mary Truehart
my tract of land in Hanover County
on Totapotomoy [sic] creek to him
and to his heirs forever with all the
cattle, horses, hogs and all other
utensils and appurtenances thereto
belonging.’

Further instructions were also given
providing for sister Mary Truehart, then
residing at the Hanover plantation.

I give Sister Mary Truehart the last
above mentioned tract of land in
Hanover during her widowhood or
during her natural life with twenty
head of cattle, and twenty head of
hogs, two good plough horses and
the following Negroes; Viz. Henry
[illegible] and his wife Sary and her
increase Bristol Parker a young
fellow, Jane Solamon [illegible]
Moses, and the children of Sarah
above named. But if my Sister
Truehart shall marry then
immediately the above tract of land
with all the cattle, horses, hogs and
other appurtenances thereto
belonging shall belong to my
brothers son, John, and to his heirs
forever.’

Otherwise, Joseph directed an equal
division of “all my Negroes young & old
at all my plantations” to be among his
three brothers. Joseph Shelton had

*! Will and Inventory of Joseph Shelton, 1780
and 1785.
* Ibid.
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acquired another plantation in Louisa
County, called “Williamsons,” and more
slaves by the time of his death in
September 1784.” An inventory of his
estate completed in January 1785
calculated the total value of his real and
personal property at £7,800 S11 p21. Of
this, amount, the Hanover plantation
was valued at £650 S16 p6, itemized as
follows:

- Negroes Dick, Frank, Charles, Milly,
Jenny, Shadrak, Nat, Billy, David

-1 Bay Horse 1 Sorrel mare

-2 Sows & Pigs 7 Hogs

- 3 Shoots 1 Cow & Calf

- 8 Cows 4 Shoves [sic]

-1 Bull 11 Yearling cattle

-1 Wheat fan

- 1Pr. Cart wheels & [Gin?] 1 pr. Do. &
Harness

- 1 Grind stone, 6/pot & 2 pr. Hooks
- a parcel plantation tools

- 2 cow Hides & 6 casks

- 2 Brass Locks

-1 Walnut table

- 9 picture Gilted frames

-16 common do.

- 6 Maps different kinds

- 123 1b of seed Cottin

- 133 Barrels of Corn

- 106 feet of Tops [sic?]

- 4 Large casks Fodder @ 400 Ib.

- 2 small ditto 800 Ib.

- a quantity of shocks™

** The disposition of these slaves was
disputed by Joseph Shelton’s nephew and
heir, John Shelton III. A final ruling in 1791
decreed that the surplus of the estate go to
the executors, who were Joseph Shelton’s
three brothers. Source: Reports of Cases
Argued and Determined in the Court of
Appeals of Virginia, Vol. I, 1798.

** Will and Inventory of Joseph Shelton, 1780
and 1785.



Joseph Shelton was presumably laid to
rest near his Homehouse plantation in
Louisa County. To date, the exact
whereabouts of the graveyard remains
unknown.

John Shelton 111
1784 to 1798

John Shelton III (ca. 1750-98) inherited
Rural Plains from his Uncle Joseph
Shelton in 1784. The Hanover County
plantation in St. Paul’s Parish then
encompassed 500 acres and had 9 negro
slaves and assorted livestock.” John
Shelton was established at this time at
another plantation in Hanover County
with his new wife Ann (also known as
Nancy) Southall and three young
children from his previous marriage to
Nancy Williamson. This 635-acre
plantation was in western Hanover
County in St. Martin’s Parish, in the
vicinity of the South Anna River, Cedar
Creek, and the Groudsquirrel Bridge.*
Six more children, two daughters and
four sons, were born to John and Anne
Shelton between 1785 and 1798.”"

** Land and Personal Property Tax Records
for Hanover County, St. Martin’s Parish,
1782-98, are in the State Records Center,
Library of Virginia.

*® Ibid., and later deeds dated 1788, 1791, and
1792, Hanover County Circuit Court,
Hanover, VA.

*’ The children of John Shelton IIT and Nancy
Williamson were Robert (1774-___ ), Walter
Parks (1777-___ ), and Eleanor (1779-___ ).
The children of John Shelton III and Ann
Southall were John Southall (1785-___ ),
Alexander Barrett (1787-1806), Phillip
Turner (1791-1821), Harriet Ann (1794-
1826), Polina (1796-97), and Edwin (1798-
1874). Source: Toms, “Brief Genealogy of
the Shelton Family,” 2005-06.
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John Shelton most likely provided for his
family by working his two Hanover
County plantations, which he held from
1785 through 1796, according to land
and personal property tax records for
those years. He appears to have
relocated to the Rural Plains plantation
in St. Paul's Parish as early as 1786, based
on the personal property taxes for that
year that described the plantation in St.
Martin's Parish as his “quarter” with no
free adult males in residence. Personal
property taxes also record a reduction in
the number of slaves at Shelton's
plantation in St. Martin's Parish and an
increase in slaves at the plantation in St.
Paul's Parish in 1787. John and Ann
Shelton sold parcels of the St. Martin's
plantation in 1788, 1791 and 1792. The
latter two deeds confirm that the
Sheltons were then residents of St. Paul’s
Parish.”®

The size of the Hanover plantation in St.
Paul’s Parish (Rural Plains) remained at
500 acres until the sale of 56-1/2 acres to
John Parker in 1794. This is the earliest
surviving deed relating to Rural Plains.
Several landmarks are mentioned in this
deed, including “Sheltons Spring
Branch,” the “bridge across
Totopottomoys [sic] Creek,” and “the
old [grist] mill formerly belonging to
Wm. Winston dec'd.””

*® 1788 deed, conveying 50 acres on the
waters of Cedar Creek to William Wingfield,
Deed Book 1783-92, Part 2, p. 355; 1791 deed
conveying 75 acres near “Ground squerall
road” and “South branch of Pamonkey river”
to John Crenshaw, Deed Book 1783-92, Part
2, p. 525; and 1792 deed conveying 330-3/4
acres “on the north side of the south fork of
the Pamunkey River [i.e., South Anna River],
Deed Book 1783-92, Part 2, p. 567. All
references are at the Hanover County Circuit
Court, Hanover, VA.

*®1794 deed conveying 56-1/2 acres to John
Parker, handwritten document in the
Shelton Family Papers, Maggie Walker NHS.



Personal property tax returns for the
years 1785-98 (1786 is missing) give a
glimpse of John Shelton’s plantation in
St. Paul’s Parish (Rural Plains).
Unnamed male and female “blacks” were
as few as eightin 1785 and as many as 18
in 1797. Overseers were identified for
two years only: William Gilman in 1785
and Richard Gilman in 1787. Cattle
numbered 26 in 1785 and 30 in 1787;
they were no longer enumerated after
1787. The Sheltons also kept between
two and six “horses,” which included
mares, colts and mules.

John Shelton III died October 31, 1798,
at the age of about 48.%° He left a widow
and six minor children.

Estate of
John Shelton 111
1798 to 1840

Widow Ann Shelton

John Shelton III bequeathed “the
plantation whereon I now live,” to his
wife, Ann Shelton(1760-1830), during
her lifetime in the will that he prepared
eight days before his death in October
1798.%! However, it was not until 1800
that the transfer of the 500-acre [sic]
plantation from John Shelton's estate to
Ann Shelton was recorded in the
Hanover County Land Tax Records.

For unknown reasons, the 1794 sale was not
recorded in the Land Tax Records until 1801.
*® The grave of John Shelton III has not been
found in the family cemetery at Rural Plains;
his burial place remains unknown.

*' The handwritten will of John Shelton III,
dated Oct. 23, 1798, is in the Shelton Family
Papers at Maggie Walker NHS.
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The previous transfer of 56 /2 acres to
John Parker was finally recorded in the
land tax records for 1801, correcting the
holding to 443 2 acres. Personal
property records indicate that Ann
Shelton had 14 slaves during the years
1800-04; the notation "B. House" penned
next to her name in 1804 may have
meant "Brick House.®

Captain Peter Foster

Ann Shelton next married widower
Captain Peter Foster (1758-1833) of
Hanover County on December 15,
1804.% Land tax records for 1805 note
the change by the substitution of Peter
Foster’s name for Anne Shelton’s 443 V%-
acre parcel in St. Paul's Parish. By 1811
the acreage had been reduced to 393 2
acres, with no notation or surviving
deeds to indicate the disposition of the
missing 50 acres.

Personal property taxes for 1815 were
the most detailed to date, recording the
value of the house at $1,800, and
itemizing selected furnishings within i
These included “2 tables, 1 mirror 1-2 ft.
long, 2 portraits or prints under 12 in., 2
B[ooKk] case[s], 2 C[hests] of drawers,”
and “1 C[lothes] press.” Also listed were
1 white male tithe above 16 years; 13
“blacks”; 6 horses, mares, colts and
mules; 19 cattle; a wheeled riding

t64

® Land and Personal Property Tax Records
for Hanover County, St. Martin’s Parish,
1798-1804, are in the State Records Center,
Library of Virginia.

* Shelton family bible, Shelton Family
Papers; and notice in the Virginia Argus,
Wed., 19 Dec. 1804. Peter Foster had one
son, Thomas Jennings Foster (1783-1795).
* Note that personal property taxes were not
examined by this researcher for the years
after 1815.



carriage valued at $25.00; and 1 silver or
pinchbeck watch.® Beginning in 1820,
the assessed value of Peter Foster’s
buildings was $2,000, as recorded in the
land tax records.

Information on Peter Foster’s household
is provided in the U.S. Census records
for the years 1810, 1820, and 1830.
Individual names, other than the head-
of-household, were not recorded in
those years, but it is possible to identify
family members based on their
approximate ages (see Appendix A,
Shelton Family Genealogy). In 1810,
seven “free white” persons were counted
in the household of Peter Foster (52).
These were most likely wife Ann (50),
and five Shelton children including
Edwin (12), Philip Turner (19), John
Southall (25), Harriet (14), and Eleanor
(31). By 1820, there were only five
members in Peter Foster’s household:
Foster himself (62), his wife Ann (60),
sons Edwin Shelton (22) and John
Southall Shelton (35), and an
unidentified female between the ages of
10 and 16. The 1830 census suggests that
Edwin Shelton remained at home
following his marriage in 1827. Four
family members were enumerated in
1830 in addition to Peter Foster (72): his
wife Ann (70), son Edwin Shelton (32),
Edwin’s wife Sarah Oliver (20), and their
daughter Harriett (1). Also counted in
the U.S. Censuses were the male and
female slaves owned by Peter Foster,
which numbered 22 in 1810, 27 in 1820,
and 31 in 1830.%

® Hanover County Personal Property Tax
Records for St. Paul’s Parish, 1815, State
Archives Center, Library of Virginia.

% Third, Fourth, and Fifth Censuses of the
United States for 1810, 1820, and 1830. Note
that neither the First nor the Second
Censuses of 1790 and 1800 have survived for
Hanover County.

Peter Foster continued to be listed as the
responsible party for the Hanover
plantation in the land and property tax
records until the death of his wife, Ann
Foster, at the age of 70 on June 8, 1830.
The property then reverted to the estate
of Ann's deceased husband, John
Shelton III. An excerpt from Ann
Foster’s will, prepared the preceding
year on September 18, 1829, gives some
additional information on their home at
Rural Plains.

It is my wish and request that my said
husband [Peter Foster], should he
survive me spend the remainder of
his days with my son Edwin

Shelton. . ..I give to my son Edwin
Shelton the land that I purchased of
Walter Shelton it being the one sixth
part on the tract on which I now live
to him and his heirs forever. Ialso
give to my son Edwin my negros
Isabel, Cloe, Patty and her children,
Richard and Garland, one featherbed
& furniture in addition to the one
already given him, nine table[spoons]
and nine teaspoons and one ladle all

of silver to him and his heirs forever.
67

As directed in John Shelton's will of
1798, his plantation (Rural Plains) was
advertised for sale upon the death of his
widow, with the intention of dividing the
proceeds among the surviving children.
The property was described in an 1831
newspaper ad as containing 393 [sic]
acres and including “a barn and the usual
out houses and a comfortable two story

* Death and will of Ann Foster recorded in
Toms, “Brief Genealogy of the Shelton
Family.”
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Figure 6. Signature of Edwin Shelton at “Rural Plain,” Nov. 15, 1842.

brick dwelling house.” The ad was
posted by Edwin Shelton, youngest son
of Ann and John Shelton III, who
described himself as the administrator of
his father’s will. He also noted, “The
Subscriber now resides upon the above
farm, and will take pleasure in showing it
to persons disposed to purchase.”®®

Peter Foster remained in residence with
Edwin Shelton until death in March
1833. Foster’s obituary was published in
the Richmond Enquirer.

Died, at the residence of Capt. Edwin
Shelton,® in Hanover county, on
Monday the 11" ult., Capt. Peter
Foster, aged 74. The disease which
terminated his existence was Asthma,
in its most distressing form. Capt. F.
bore a part in the American struggle
for independence—and was for many

% «Valuable Real Estate for Sale,” Richmond
Engquirer, 17 June 1831, Vol. XXVIII, Issue
11, 1. The notice also ran in issues dated
June, July, and August.

* Edwin Shelton was appointed as Captain in
the 74™ Regiment, Second Brigade, 4™
Division of the Virginia militia by Governor
John Floyd in 1831, and was later promoted
to Lieutenant Colonel in 1833. The
commission papers, found in a hall desk at
Rural Plains, are now in the Shelton Family
Papers, Maggie Walker NHS.

years an Elder in the Presbyterian
Church.”

Edwin Shelton’s School at
Rural Plains

John Shelton III’s youngest son, Edwin
Shelton, eventually acquired his father’s
plantation at Rural Plains, although no
record has been found documenting this
transaction. Land tax records for
Hanover County continued to record the
owner as “John Shelton's Estate”
through 1839. During that time, two
new buildings were constructed on the
property, according to land tax records:
one valued at $196.75 in 1835, the other
valued at $147.57 in 1836."" Additional
information is provided by a
handwritten receipt dated 183[?] in the
Shelton Family Papers.

Col. Edwin Shelton to Anthony
Street commissioner of the revenue

’® Obituary of Peter Foster, Richmond
Enquirer, 22 Mar. 1833, Vol. XXIX, Issue
104, 3. Peter Foster’s will, dated 10 Mar.
1833, is in the Shelton-Winn-Oliver Family
Papers, Library of Virginia.

"' Land Tax Records for Hanover County, St.
Martin’s Parish, 1831-40, State Records
Center, Library of Virginia.



in Hanover County. To assessing
new building on the land charged to
the estate of John Shelton but which
you own and possess and for making
the necessary alteration in the land
account. A. Street, Comr.”

These new structures may have been for
a school that operated for several years
at Rural Plains. Edwin Shelton’s interest
in education is documented by his
position in 1835 as one of 13 trustees for
the Washington Henry Academy in
Hanover County.” Two years later, he
placed a newspaper ad announcing the
opening of a school at his residence.

SCHOOL FOR YOUNG LADIES
The subscriber will open a school for
young ladies, at his residence in
Hanover county, about 10 miles from
Richmond, on the 15" of January
next. He has procured the services of
Miss Abigail M. Converse, an
approved Teacher, to give
instruction in every department of
study usually taught in the best
female seminaries, excepting Music.
The subscriber can receive a few
additional scholars as boarders in his
family. The character and state of
society in his neighborhood, renders
his situation an eligible one for those
parents who wish to send their
daughters abroad to school.
Terms.—Board and Tuition,
including lights, washing, & c.,

$100 for the scholastic year of 10
months. Edwin Shelton™

That Edwin Shelton was successful in
recruiting students for his school is
suggested by the U.S. Census of 1840 that

’2 Shelton Family Papers, Maggie Walker
NHS.

”® Advertisement for the Washington Henry
Academy, James M. McKenzie schoolmaster,
in the Richmond Enquirer, 20 Nov. 1835, Vol.
XXXII, Issue 57, 4.

’* Richmond Enquirer, 30 Dec. 1837, Vol.
XXXIV, Issue 68, 3.
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enumerated 21 “free-white” persons in
his household. In addition to the
Shelton’s eight immediate family
members, this represented a surfeit of 10
females between the ages of 5 and 30.
The school appears to have remained in
operation for a few years, based on
another ad for a “Female School”
penned by Edwin Shelton at “Rural
Plain” on November 15, 1842 (fig. 6). As
before, the school for young ladies was
described as being “at my residence.” It
was then under the direction of Miss
A.T.[F?] Barnard and cost $105.00 for
board and tuition, with extra charges for
“French, drawing, worsted and wax
flowers, and needle work.”” The school
appears to have been discontinued by
1850, based on the U.S. Census for that
year.

Tax records indicate the Rural Plains
property was finally transferred from
John Shelton's Estate to Edwin Shelton
in 1840.

Edwin Shelton
1840 to 1874

Introduction

Edwin Shelton (1798-1874) was the
youngest son of John Shelton III and his
second wife Ann. He appears to have
spent his entire life at the plantation that
he officially acquired by 1840 and named
“Rural Plain(s)” by 1842 (fig. 6). Edwin
Shelton married Sarah Eliza Oliver
(1810-1887) of Hanover County on
Tuesday, September 4, 1827. Together

> Handwritten advertisement for a “Female
School,” dated 15 Nov. 1842, in the Shelton
Family Papers, Maggie Walker NHS.



they had nine children between the years
1828 and 1849.7 Shelton was appointed
by the governor as Captain of the
Virginia militia in 1831 and Lieutenant
Colonel in 1833.”” His interests included
both education and farming. It was
during Edwin Shelton’s lengthy
ownership that the Civil War battle
named for nearby Totopotomoy Creek
took place in May 1864.

Shelton Household

The household headed by Edwin Shelton
was noted in U.S. Census records to be
less crowded in 1850, 1860, and 1870,
than in 1840, suggesting that Shelton’s
Female School (mentioned in the
previous section) had closed by 1850.
Nine family members and 34 slaves were
listed in 1850, five family members and
31 slaves in 1860, and five family
members and one “black domestic
servant” in 1870. A separate “Schedule
2” in 1860 listed not only the number of
slaves but also the “No. of Slave Houses”
(8) that housed them. ™

’® The children of Edwin and Ann Shelton
were Harriet Ann (1828- 64), Mary Eliza
(1830-1902), Frances Foster (1832-1904),
Edwin Turner (1834- 1882), Sarah Ellen (1836-
___),John Southall (1838- 48), Rosa Isabella
(1841- 43), Emma Edwina (1843- 1903), and
Walter Mitchell (1849-1932).

7 Commission papers found a hall desk at
the Shelton House, 2009. Edwin Shelton was
appointed to the 74™ Regiment, Second
Brigade, 4™ Division of the Virginia militia.
He was known thereafter as “Col. Shelton.”
Shelton Family Papers, Maggie Walker NHS.
’® Seventh, Eighth, and Ninth Censuses of the
United States for 1850, 1860, and 1870. The
names of the slaves were not recorded in the
1860 census.
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The year 1850 was the first time actual
names of household members were
recorded in the U. S. Census. Family
members listed in Edwin Shelton’s
household for that year were himself,
then age 50; his wife, Sarah E. (age 39);
daughters Harriet A. (21), Mary E. (19),
Frances F. (17), and Emma E. (7); and
sons Edwin T. (14), and infant son
Walter M. The census of 1860 lists only
three children then at home with their
parents: Frances (26), Emma (16), and
Walter (10). The same three children
were still at home in 1870.

Of Edwin and Sarah Shelton’s six
children, two died at a young age: Rosa
Isabella in 1843 (about 2-years old), and
John Southall in 1848 (about 10). Four
children married between 1852 and
1860, and settled in nearby homes,
according to the 1860 census.” Two
later marriages took place in 1876 and
1880.%° Children who remained at Rural
Plains were Walter M. Shelton, who wed
Roberta W. Winn in 1876, and Frances
Foster Shelton, who never married.

Landowner and Farmer

Edwin Shelton was best known in later
years as a prosperous landowner and
farmer. He was listed as a “farmer” in
the U.S. Census records of 1850, 1860,
and 1870. A rare surviving certificate in

’® Marriages included Mary Eliza to John G.
Lumpkin in 1852, Harriet Ann to Dr. William
Southall in 1854, Dr. Edwin T. Shelton to
Mary E. Hamlet in 1858, and Sarah Ellen to
Turner H. Southall in 1860. Harriet and
William Southall had moved to Smithfield,
Isle of Wight County, Virginia, by the time of
Harriet’s death on October 29, 1864.

% Walter M. Shelton wed Roberta W. Winn
in 1876; Emma Edwina wed John B. Oliver in
1880.



the family papers identifies Edwin
Shelton as a member of the Virginia
Central Agricultural Society.®

Under his direction, the physical
landscape of Rural Plains swelled from
393 Y2 acres to 893 Y4 acres by 1857.
Edwin Shelton acquired 50 acres in 1841,
370 acresin 1843, 67 Y2 acresin 1847,2 1
acres in 1847-48, and 10 acres in 1856.%
A parcel of 77 2 acres was transferred to
son Edwin T. Shelton in 1860-61,
reducing the size of Rural Plains to 815 %
acres. Edwin Shelton had also acquired a
second nearby plantation of 145 % acres,
named "Oakwell," by 1858, which he
owned until his death in 1874.%

Land Tax Records document the
assessed worth of Edwin Shelton’s real
estate holdings. The total value of his
initial 393 Y5-acre parcel was $4,722 for
the years 1840 to 1856. Additional
acreage purchased between 1841 and
1856 was finally combined into one 893
Ya-acre parcel in 1857, valued at $10,719
from 1857 to 1860. This was later
reduced to 815 % acres, assessed at
$9,789 for the years 1861 to 1870. The
buildings on the property were
collectively valued in 1840 at $2,500,

®! Shelton Family Papers, Maggie Walker
NHS. The certificate is dated 1858-59.

® Property deeds exist for some, but not all,
land acquisitions by Edwin Shelton. The 50
acres acquired in 1841, 67-1/2 acres in 1847,
and 10 acres in 1856, are documented by the
Land Tax Records for Hanover County. For
deed citations of the other transactions, see
the Bibliography.

® The transfer of acreage to Edwin Turner
Shelton, and acquisition of “Oakwell”
plantation, are both documented by the Land
Tax Records for Hanover County. No deeds
were found for these transactions. Shelton
may have acquired Oakwell for his married
daughter, Harriet Southall, based on a note
in the Land Tax Records for 1858: “H.D.
Southall to pay taxes.”
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which remained unchanged for thirty
years, through 1870.

Additional information on Edwin
Shelton’s farm is available from the
agricultural schedule of the 1860 U.S.
Census. This records the cash value of
Edwin Shelton’s farm in Hanover
County as $18,800, with 488 improved
acres and 400 unimproved acres.
Livestock included horses, mules, milk
cows, oxen, swine and sheep. The fields
were cultivated with wheat, Indian corn,
oats, tobacco, and an orchard. Other
products of the farm were peas, beans,
potatoes, butter, hay and 40 lbs of

wool. ¥

Civil War, 1862-63

As early as 1862, Edwin Shelton
supported the war effort by supplying
the Confederate Army with various
provisions, including corn, fodder, and
oats.® His properties also sustained
damage and loss, most likely incurred
during The Seven Days’ Battles that took
place in the vicinity June 26 through July
2,1862. A claim dated September 20,
1862, was for $750 of damages to “the
property of Col. Edwin Shelton
destroyed by the Confederates while in
this county,” including his home
plantation (for fodder, $350) and

# U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1860
Agricultural Schedule, Library of Virginia,
microfilm reel VA 197. For descriptions of
crops grown at Rural Plains, see the
“Cultural Landscape Report, Totopotomoy
Creek Unit, Richmond NBP,” by Dutton +
Associates, 15 Aug. 2010.

® “Confederate Papers Relating to Citizens
or Business Firms, 1861-65,” M346, National
Archives, Washington, DC.



Figure 7. Photographs of Major General John C. Breckinridge, Confederate Army (left),
and Major General Winfield Scott Hancock, U.S. Army (right), ca. 1861-65.

Oakwell Farm (unspecified, $400).%
Another claim, dated October 3, 1862,
was for “damages done by the Federals,
assessed at $5,544, including 12 acres of
oats; 15 acres of clover; 120 barrels of
corn; 250 barrels of corn (crops still
growing); 30 baskets of wheat; 6 hogs;
carriage, buggy, and harness; cart,
harness, halter and saddle stirrups;
“fencing at Rural Plains;” 1 slave Frank,
and 1 slave Billy.*”

»

The following year, on May 4, 1863, the
U.S. Cavalry took two of his horses
valued at $3,000, one working horse

% «“Confederate Papers, 1861-65,” M346,
National Archives, Washington, DC.

¥’ “Claims for Damages by Federal Troops,
1862, 1864,” Shelton-Winn-Oliver Family

Papers, Box 8, Folder 30, Library of Virginia.

34

(8550), and one fine mule ($800). In
exchange, two inferior horses valued at
$450 had been left “at the fence of Col. E.
Shelton.”%®

Battle of Totopotomoy Creek,
1864

The damage previously sustained by
Rural Plains was minor compared to the
devastation wrought by a battle that
centered on Rural Plains and nearby
Totopotomoy Creek in 1864.% The

* Ibid.

* A dispatch from Maj. Gen. Hancock on
May 29 reported, “A negro tells me to-night
that the stream in my front is called Swift




three-day clash commenced on Sunday,
May 29, and ended on Tuesday, May 31.
Detailed descriptions of the events are
preserved in military reports, diaries,
and later remembrances of the
participants.” Mentioned in many of
these accounts was the strategically
centered Shelton House that served as a
battle landmark and headquarters of the
Federal Army.

Confederate and Federal Armies

The Battle of Totopotomoy Creek was
one of a series of battles fought in
Virginia in May and June, 1864, known
as the Overland Campaign. Entrenched
on the west side of the creek was a
division of the Confederate Army,
commanded by Major General John C.
Breckinridge, reporting to General
Robert E. Lee, Army of Northern
Virginia.” Confronting them on the east
side of the creek was the Second Army
Corps, Army of the Potomac,
commanded by Major General Winfield
Hancock, reporting to Ulysses S. Grant,
General-in Chief of the Union Armies.
Serving under Hancock were Brigadier
General Francis Barlow with the First
Division, Brigadier General John Gibbon

run; the white people tell me it is the
Totopotomoy.” The War of the Rebellion: A
Compilation of the Official Records of the
Union and Confederate Armies, Series I, Vol.
XXXVI, Part III—Correspondence, etc.,
1891.

*® Most surviving records and remembrances
relate to the Union Army and troops.

** Gen. R.E. Lee was then located at
headquarters in Atlee, Virginia, about six
miles from Rural Plains. Source: Douglas
Freeman and Grady McWhiney (eds.), Lee’s
Dispatches: Unpublished Letters of General
Robert E. Lee, C.S.A., to Jefferson Davis and
The War Department of the Confederate
States of America, 1862-65 (New York: G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, 1957), 202-05.
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with the Second Division, and Brigadier
General David B. Birney with the Third
Division.

Most of the descriptions that follow are
excerpts of original records written at
the time of, or shortly after, the conflict
at Totopotomoy Creek. Others were
written many years later in memoirs.
These excerpts were chosen for their
vivid descriptions of Rural Plains and the
Shelton House.

Sunday, May 29, 1864

Confederate troops had already
assembled on the far side of
Totopotomoy Creek when the Federal
troops of Maj. Gen. Winfield Hancock
arrived at Rural Plains on the evening of
Sunday, May 29, 1864. Official
dispatches sent from the Rural Plains
estate of Col. Edwin Shelton by Maj.
Gen. Hancock are in the official records
of the Union Army. A more descriptive
account is found in the diary of
Lieutenant Robert S. Robertson of the
93" New York Infantry, serving in the
First Division Brigade under Col. Nelson
A. Miles.

... The road we were on led directly
to Richmond and we were 11 miles
from that place . .. a short distance
on we came to a large brick house on
the left of the road with a large
wheatfield on the left and rear of it
and a level ploughed field extending
about half a mile toward the Cold
Harbor Road.

The men on the skirmish line
knocked the palings off the garden
fence to pass through and as a
number of them stopped in the
garden, I rode there to learn the
cause, and found they could not
resist the temptation offered by a
large bed of ripe strawberries, and



Figure 8. Detail of a circa-1864 map showing the property of “Col. Shelton” by Jeremy
Francis Gilmer (1818-83) from a collection entitled “Battlefields of Hanover County,

Virginia.”

were busy eating them, unmindful of
the bullets which were flying around.
We halted the line just past the house
to reconnoiter the position. Col.
Miles, Hallenbeck, Church, and
myself passed through the large hall
to the rear of the house® seeing no
one till we got outside, where, at the
basement door, we found a group of
five women and some children, in the
greatest conceivable terror,
screaming and crying, and frantically
beseeching us not to harm them.
One, with a small child in her arms,
held it up to me saying—"You will
not harm my little darling—will
you?" We succeeded after some time
in soothing them with assurances
that we would protect them instead
of harming them, and got from them
the information that it was the house
of Mr. Shelton, who was away from

%2 The “rear of the house” in this account was
the east side, where the basement doorway
was located. Note that soldiers’ accounts
described the west side of the house as the
“front” because it faced the battle.
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home, and that Totopotomay Creek
ran through the ravine just in front of
us and a large rebel force was on the
other side of it.

We then went up stairs & from the
windows saw a large body of
[Confederate] infantry. Towards
evening General Hancock came up to
the house to get some information
from the inmates, and urged Mrs.
Shelton to go to the rear [of the
Union lines] with her family, or else
go into the rebel line if they preferred
but they would not do either,
preferring to stay at home, although
we assured them that a battle would
probably be fought here tomorrow.
They consented though, to remain in
the basement which had thick walls.

We picked a quantity of strawberries,
and as the family had no coffee, tea
no[r] sugar, we procured some for
them, and had a fine supper at a
table, like civilized beings, and
treated them kindly but we found
them rank rebels. The house was




built more than 150 years ago of
imported bricks.”

A slightly different version was
remembered more than 20 years later by
Francis A. Walker, who served as
Lieutenant Colonel under General
Hancock in 1864, in his History of the
Second Army Corps published in 1886.

General Hancock, after deciding to
attempt the passage of the creek, had
instructed me to write to the ladies of
the house, immediately at the
crossing, who, as he had learned,
were there unprotected, informing
them that their estate was likely to be
the scene of a severe conflict the next
day, and offering them
transportation to the rear. This was
done, and to save time an ambulance
was sent along. In reply to the letter
was received, an hour later, a very
courteous appeal from the ladies not
to make the house the scene of
conflict; stating that one of the
members of the household was sick
and could not be moved, and
requesting that the Second Corps
would take some other route. It
being not altogether convenient to
alter the plans of the Army of the
Potomac at so short a notice, it was
necessary to reply that the Second
Corps could not well change its line
of march, and that if they valued
their lives they would retire. I not
only sent the ambulance a second
time, but requested the able and
humane medical director of the
corps, Dr. Dougherty, to visit them
and see that the sick member of the
household suffered no harm. Dr.
Dougherty went, but speedily came
back. He had pronounced the sick
lady to be in a condition to move

» Robert S. Robertson; Charles N. and
Rosemary Walker (eds.): “Diary of the War
by Robert S. Robertson,” Old Fort News, Vol.
28 (Fort Wayne, IN: Allen County-Fort
Wayne Historical Society, 1965), 197-99.
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without the slightest danger; but his
opinion had been received with
indignation not of the speechless
variety. I myself received a letter, in
which the opinions of the household
concerning the Congress, President,
people, and army of the United States
were set forth with the utmost
distinctness. The epistle closed with
informing me that if any of the family
were killed on the morrow their
blood would rest upon my soul
forevermore. Inasmuch as the only
possible chance of their being injured
was by shots from cannon manned
by Confederates, it was difficult to
apprehend the logic of this
denunciation. The upshot was that
the ladies, sick and well, stayed in the
house, having moved down into the
cellar.... The house was repeatedly
struck, but none of the family in the
cellar were hurt.”

One of the Shelton family members who
took shelter in the basement was the
youngest child of Edwin and Sarah
Shelton, Walter M. Shelton, just days shy
of his 15" birthday. Walter later related
his remembrances, which were recorded
in a handwritten transcription. Walter
identified the other family members with
him that day as his mother (age 54), and
spinster sisters Fannie (32), and Emma
(20), and married sister Sarah Ellen
(28).” He also clearly recalled the
appearance of Rural Plains before the
battle.

Rural Plains was a beautiful place
when the federals got there, all of the
place was fenced in & cross fences.
Dwelling House & out houses in fine
condition nice fence around the yard

** Francis A. Walker, History of the Second
Army Corps in the Army of the Potomac (New
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1886), 500-
502.

% Sarah Ellen, who married Turner H.
Southall in 1860, may have had her children
with her at Rural Plains.



Four fine orchards. One Apple
orchard just a cross the main road
and another across the swamp that
leads to the ice pond. Just to the left
of the back of the garden was a fin[e]
peach orchard. Higher up in the
field was another fine peach orchard.
There was but little fighting at Rural
Plains that evening. That night the
cannonading was heavy at times. My
Mother Sisters Fannie [Sarah] Ellen
& Emma & my self were in the
basement we staid in the dining
room. The federal officers maid my
mother have supper for them that

Figure 9. Photograph of Fannie F.
Shelton by C.R. Rees & Co., Richmond,
Virginia, 1869.

night. I think there were
about 20 or 25 of them.’

%®«Walter M. Shelton Remembrances,” an
undated (ca.-1928), unsigned, handwritten
account of the Battle of Totopotomy Creek
found in a closet of the Shelton House in
2009. Original document is in the Shelton
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Col. Edwin Shelton himself may have
also made a brief visit, as noted in the
later remembrance of Union Capt.
Nelson Ames, who recalled this
unusual sighting following initial
skirmishes with the Confederate
Army.

Just after the firing ceased we noticed
a gentleman coming from the Shelton
House, who was dressed in the very
height of fashion, white trousers,
spotless coat and vest of white linen,
and carrying a cane. He advanced
toward the battery as if to pay his
respects to someone, but before he
had proceeded far, the provost guard
had halted him and marched him off
to corps headquarters.”’

On the other side of the creek
Confederate soldier John W.F. Hatton
also remembered the gentleman, whom
he described as follows:

At this critical moment [about 3 PM],
an old Citizen came running to us,
beseeching us not to fire into his
house, which was in range of our
guns, as his family was sheltered
there and too sick to be moved away.
The old man pleaded with tears in his
eyes, and did not fail to touch a
sympathetic cord in the hearts of the
stern soldiers; but no promises could
be made as the direction of the fire
would depend upon the locality of
the enemy. The old man sorrowfully
departed, but with what fate
attending, these pages cannot
record.”

Family Papers, Maggie Walker NHS; a
transcribed copy is on file at Richmond NBP.
*” Capt. Nelson Ames, History of Battery G,
First Regiment, New York Light Artillery
(Marshalltown, IA: Marshall Print Co.),
1900.

* John W.F. Hatton, “Papers of John William
Ford Hatton, 1861-1865.” Hatton was with a
company of Maryland artillery. Microfilm of
original in private hands is at the Library of



That evening, General Hancock
conveyed orders to the chief of artillery:

... to have epaulements for his guns
thrown up during the night on a
crest on right and left of Shelton's
house, and to be connected by rifle-
pits, but by some error the works
were placed nearly one-fourth of a
mile in rear of the Shelton house
and were useless.”

Monday, May 30, 1864

Fortifications erected during the night by
the Union troops altered the landscape
around the Shelton House. Walter
Shelton expressed his surprise in his
later memoir.

The next morning when I looked out
I did not know the place. There was
aline of fortification extending
through the place all fences gone
some of the out houses pulled down
and put in the fortification. They
used the fences Houses the fruit trees
plows cultivators & all kind of farm
implements in building the
fortification. They left a few Apple
trees on the road. The fighting
commenced early the next morning
and continued most of the day.'®

Exchange of fire commenced around
8:00 AM, according to two Union signal
officers posted on the roof of the Shelton
House. Shelling continued throughout

Congress, Washington, DC. The memoirs
were “based on a diary that Hatton kept.”
Transcribed copy of memoir is in the files of
Richmond NBP.

99Daily memorandum for May 30, 1864, in
The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the
Official Records of the Union and Confederate
Armies, Series I, Vol. XXXVI, Part I—
Reports, Entry for 1891, 325.

19 «walter M. Shelton Remembrances,” ca.
1928.
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the day, some no doubt aimed at the
signalmen. An early dispatch sent from
this lofty perch reported the following to
General Hancock:

May 30, 8:15 AM. Enemy have one
"light twelve" at present bearing on
this point. They are engaged at
present in completing works on their
right (as visible), but very few show
themselves above their works,
although their sharpshooters are
busy firing on our skirmishers. One
gun just opened on this point, firing
on our working parties, doing no
damage.

May 30, 3:30 PM The Shelton house
is riddled by shot of enemy. Our
batteries and mortars in front of the
house have silenced for the present
enemy's guns, our batteries doing
splendid work, almost every shot
striking where aimed. Slight
skirmishing going on now. '*!

General Hancock noted the bravery of
the signal officers in a dispatch sent that
evening to General S. Williams,
reporting that “the house was struck by
51 artillery shots” and that “both the
officers were struck and bruised by
shell.”'* The signalmen were also later
commended in the following report
submitted to Secretary of War Edwin
Stanton:

' The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of
the Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies, Series I, Vol. XXXVI,
Part III—Correspondence, etc., 1891, 325
and 327.

' Ibid., 331.



Figure 10. Detail of 1867 map of “Totopotomoy” showing the Shelton property,
from surveys under the direction of But. Brig. Gen. N. Michler, Maj. Of Engineers.

First Lieut. J.E. Holland and first
Lieut. W.H.R. Neel were directed to
occupy a station at Shelton house,
where our batteries were established,
to direct their fire and give the
commanding general any
information of the enemy's position
and movements they might observe.
The enemy's batteries were posted
on the opposite side of a creek not
more than 700 yards distant from
ours, and kept up a fire during the
entire day. Lieutenants Holland and
Neel remained on duty at this station
when every person around them had
left, and sent frequent reports for the
information of the commanding
general, besides directing the fire of
our batteries.

Fifty shots from the enemy's batteries
passed through the house, upon the
roof of which Lieutenants Holland
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and Neel were stationed, and solid
shot cut down trees all around them;
yet they remained firm at their posts
of duty. General Hancock on
hearing of their behavior on this
occasion sent at once a special
dispatch to General Meade
commending his signal officers for
great gallantry, mentioning the
names of Lieutenants Holland and
Neel.'”®

Another perspective of the battle is
provided by Lieutenant Robert
Robertson, who described his
experiences that day in a lengthy diary
entry.

' The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of
the Official Records of the Union and
Confederate Armies, Series 111, Vol. IV, 1900,
833.



[The Confederate troops]
commenced shelling us, and two of
their guns were turned on the
Shelton house, from the roof of
which our Signal officers were taking
observations and signaling. They
kept up a heavy fire on the house for
more than an hour, and it was
completely riddled, the women in the
basement shivering and almost
fainting from terror. About noon as
a group of us were sitting under the
front of the house'™ eating lunch a
shell came through the wall and
exploded in the room over us,
blowing out the windows, and filling
our lunch basket with broken glass
and mortar, effectually ruining our
dinner.

As the room remained full of smoke
we feared the house was on fire, and I
crawled through the basement
window and went up stair to see, but
found no fire. Nearly every article in
the room was shattered except a
large mirror which strangely
remained whole. The bed curtains
were torn in shreds, and the walls
were filled with fragments of the
shell.

I stopped a moment in the basement
to quiet the alarm of the family, and
returned to the outside, where I felt
safer. The trees in the yard were
broken, and fragments of shell and
balls from spherical case shot were
whizzing all around us, and [one] of
them struck my saber at my side.
Liet. Hunt of Arnold's battery was
wounded in the foot with a piece of
shell and [was]brought to the portico
of the house, but had been there but
amoment when a shell came through
shattering the door casing and one of

Walter Shelton remembered the terror of
that day in the cellar with his mother and

the pillars near his head, and he was
quickly removed.'® Some cows were
killed by shells in the barnyard .. ..
One of the ladies at the house was
found to be in a dangerous condition
from the effect of fright, and Dr.
Wisheart was called upon to attend
her. '

sisters.

The cannonading was very heavy
most of the day & night. The house
was struck by a good many shells &
right many exploded in the house
when a shell would strike the
chimney or near by it the dust + soot
would be so great that we could
hardly breathe. Could not see their
hands two inches off. Three shells
went through one hole....Could see
in the room where each shell went in
& then exploded in the room. A
good many exploded in the house.
My Mother had a large clothes chest
abot 4 feet wide 6 feet long & it was
full of sheets blankets & a shell
struck it at one end & went through
the other end. It wound the clothing
like one had twisted them with the
hand. The officers were very kind to
us during the hardest part of the
fighting they would send their men in
the house when shells exploded to
put out the fire. The house and
things in it was on fire several times.
Gen. Hancock was in command of
the forces at Rural Plains. He was
very kind to us. Tried to get my
mother & all of us to leave the house.
Sent [?] to move us during the
hardest part of the fight. But my
mother would not move. Gen.
Hancock Head Quarters was in the
Entry leading from the front [of] the
house in the dining room. Isaw a

1% «Under the front of the house” was most
likely in the southwest corner room of the
basement. Soldier’s accounts most likely
described the west side of the house as the
“front” because it faced the battle.

1% 1t is not known if the wounded Union

troops were attended to in the Shelton House
or somewhere outside the house.
1% Robertson, “Diary of the War,” 201-202.
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curear coming through the front
yard his horse in a run. Just as he
turnt the corner of the house a shell
struck him in the breast he fell right
at the window. Isaw a sentinel as he
got in front of the window a shell cut
his leg off. The front yard at times
was covered with dead & wounded.
The back yard had right many in it.'"’

An explosive accident near the house
was recounted by several sources,
including General Hancock in his daily
memorandum for May 30.

A most singular incident occurred
here to-day. We had several guns in
position behind a rifle-pit which ran
through the yard of the Shelton
house, occupied by the troops of
Brooke's brigade. These guns were
firing rapidly at some batteries of the
enemy placed on the other side of
Swift Run [i.e., Totopotomoy Creek].
In the Shelton house were several
ladies who had refused to leave,
notwithstanding the danger; they
had taken refuge in the cellar and
had with them a negress, who, when
the fire was about the hottest,
became delirious from fright, and
picking up a fire shovelful of live
coals from the hearth, rushed out
into the yard and threw the coals into
one of the gun-limbers, exploding
the ammunition it contained, killing
2 men I believe, and burning the eyes
out of one or two others. The
negress, who was unhurt, ran into
the house again as if the devil was
after her and nearly scared to death
by what she had done. Colonel
Brooke, Fifty-third Pennsylvania
Volunteers, witnessed this affair with
many other officers. I myself arrived
on the ground just as the men whose
eyes had been burned out were being
taken off the field. It was not
supposed that the negress had any
intention of doing such mischief.

17 «“Walter M. Shelton Remembrances,” ca.

1928.
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She was so crazy that none believed
she knew what she had done.'*®

Robert Robertson also mentioned the
incident in his diary.

One of our caissons which stood by a
negro shanty exploded, by one of the
negro wenches carelessly throwing
out a shovelful of coals & ashes,
wounding about 20 men, some
seriously, and blowing the shanty in
pieces.

Another diarist, Capt. Augustus C.
Brown, recounted the following version,
including descriptions of the house and
nearby outbuildings:

Immediately in the rear of my
company as it was at work on the
breast-works, stood a fine large brick
or stone house with a slate roof,
known as the Shelton House, which
was said to belong to a rebel Colonel
then in the works in front of us, and
was occupied by some ladies of his
family, who had, however, very
properly taken refuge in the cellar.
Between our works and the house,
which stood with its rear towards us,
was a semi-circle of negro quarters,
and in front of these little frame and
log houses the artillerymen had
backed up their caissons and
ammunition wagons to conceal them
as much as possible from the enemy.
At the door of one of these cabins
was a large pile of ashes, where the
old ‘mammy’ who lived there had
emptied the contents of her stove for
years, and as the men took out the
ammunition from the chest on a
limber, considerable powder was
sprinkled on this dumping ground.
Not long after the rebels had
commenced firing, and after they
had sent several rifled projectiles
through the main house and its roof,

' The War of the Rebellion, Series I, Vol.
XXXVI, Part I—Reports, 1891, 365.
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Figure 11. Detail of the “Map of the Battlefields of The
Totopotomoy and Bethesda Church” published in 1891 and 1895
to accompany the Official Records of the Union and Confederate

Armies.

and had split some of the great trees
standing close by, the old darkey
woman came to her door, cool as a
cucumber, and apparently oblivious
of the danger of her act, threw a
shovel full of hot ashes and coals just
out of her 