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Today, traces of Christiana, Delaware, are difficult to discern amongst the welter of new town houses, shopping centers, “industrial parks”, and other components of modern industrial sprawl (Figure 1).  Before the “bypass” was built, a tremendous volume of automobile traffic passed through Christiana.  All these automobiles converged at a traffic light, which ruled without mercy over the central intersection of Christiana.  But today, thanks to the bypass, it isn’t necessary to wait, and wait, at that light in the center of Christiana anymore.  Today, it’s difficult to find a road into Christiana at all.


What was Christiana?  The standard histories of Delaware refer to Christiana’s importance as a “great river port located at the head of the navigable extent of the Christiana River.”  Today, only a handful of buildings of any architectural/historical value are in evidence.  The most dominant structure in the center of Christiana is a huge, modern firehouse.  The remains of two large old inns, one deserted and falling into decay, and one substantially altered, sit diagonally across the intersection from each other (Figure 2).  A vacant lot occupied the remaining corner.  Houses, a few old and a few new, trail away from that central intersection.


Where is this famous river, the Christiana, that was capable of handling large volumes of river traffic?  The river is there, but you have to look for it.  It is surprisingly inconsequential in size; its sluggish, muddy waters flowing between the banks so overgrown with thorns and underbrush that it is, for the most part, hidden from view.


Just as physical evidence of Christiana as a great river port is lacking, documentary evidence is amazingly ephemeral as well.  Finding traces of Christiana’s part is like  viewing early moving-pictures: the images flicker, are disconnected, and it seems that many are lost altogether.


Given this paucity of concrete evidence of Christiana’s past, it becomes necessary to look at parallel regional historical events to put Christiana in perspective, and try to comprehend the various processes: geographic, economical, political and human; which were at work in the Delaware as a whole.


First mention of the Christiana River valley was made in 1654, by visiting Peter Lindstrom who described it as:


“suitable for all kinds of agriculture and the cultivation of all kinds of  rare fruit-bearing trees.”  The river itself was deep “rich in fish” and could “be navigated with sloops and other large vessels a considerable distance.”  Lindstrom also wrote, “the pen is too weak to describe and extol it…on account of its fertility it may well be called a land flowing with milk and honey.” (Williams 1985:23-26)        


Peter  Lindstrom’s description of the Christiana River Valley was written 16 years after the Swedes had made the first serious attempt to establish a colony in the Delaware River valley region.  On March 15th, 1638, two Swedish ships under the command of Peter Minuit, representative of the New Sweden Company, sailed into the Delaware Bay.  Vast, flat tidal marshes lined both sides of the Bay (Figure 3).  Sailing north, up the Delaware River, they at last arrived at the foot of the piedmont plateau, the first land with any elevation, rising on the west side of the bat.  Here too, was the mouth of a river flowing from the west, into the Delaware River.


This river actually represented the confluence of two rivers; the fast flowing waters cascading down from the piedmont plateau to the northwest, was later to be called the Brandywine.  The second, slow, meandering river flowing across the flat lands to the south was named the Christiana River.


The two small ships sailed into the mouth of this river and landed at a “wharf of stones” near the confluence of the two rivers.  This place would be the future site of the city of Wilmington, Delaware.


Minuit, with some of his men, sailed a sloop several miles up one of the two rivers, and even explored some of the woods on foot, but saw no evidence of “Christian people” (Williams 1985:23-26).  It is likely that the branch of the river that Minuit explored, its banks lined with pine, oak and hickory forests (Brown and Basalik 1983:56), was the Christiana River, as it was navigable for several miles, while the northern branch was not (Williams 1985:23-26).


The Swedes built a fort at the “wharf of stones” near the confluence of the Christiana and Brandywine Rivers (Williams 1985:23-26).  They had arrived at this particular section of the east coast of the New World in order to exploit its abundant natural resources (Williams 23-36).  The land was rich with wild game: deer, turkey, water-fowl and most importantly, beaver (Brown and Basalik 1983:5-6).


The fort and settlement were well situated to trade for furs brought down the Christiana River by the Minquas Indians.  The Swedish settlement also shipped tobacco from the English colonists on Maryland’s eastern shore.  That product had most likely been transported on part of its journey, down the Christiana River as well.  Early transportation routes were the waterways (Williams 1985:23-26).


Soon, most of the beaver were exterminated.  To survive, the small colony had to shift its economic base.  In 1641, a ship arrived with a carefully selected number of colonists with the skills essential for the economic shift that would allow the colony to endure.  Included were carpenters, agriculturists, farm animals and other provisions.  Thus the nature of the colony changed from a trading post dependant on the trade for raw materials from the New World in exchange for finished products from the Old World.  The colony became agrarian with the primary crops grown being rye and barley (Johnson 1973:9).


During this early period, the Dutch and Swedish settlement pattern of population clusters in and around the newly discovered villages (often with fortifications) continued (Figure 3), and as water continued to be the chief mode of transportation, settlement on a waterway was preferable to that inland (Custer and Bachman 1986:16-18).  By the middle 1600’s, Swedish and Dutch settlements had moved well up the valley of the Christiana  River toward the drainage divide that separated it from the Elk River, which flows west into the Chesapeake Bay (Scharf 1888:350).


Around 1660 sources first mention a settlement at the navigable limit of the Christiana River (Coleman et al, 1984:18-19).  By 1686, a bridge had been built there and the place was know as Christiana Bridge.  Later, the first road in Delaware, running west from New Castle, located on the shore of the Delaware River, to the Elk River passed through Christiana Bridge.  Later still, the “King’s Road” extending south from Upland, in Pennsylvania, passed through Wilmington and intersected at Christiana Bridge as well (Ward 1968:133).


Clearly, Christiana owed its birth to its geographically strategic position at the intersection of both overland and riverine transportation routes.  This factor alone is enough to explain its prominence during the colonial period.  It was indeed, an integral part of the colonial trade network of the mid-Atlantic region.  But the indigenous nature of the growing New World colonies was determined not only by geographical position and/or economic base.  Often political events in Europe had repercussions in the New World.  Thus, during the 1600’s the Delaware Valley was governed by one European power after another; Sweden, Holland and Great Britain.  Each group left its mark on the colonial Delaware Valley; the Swedish and Finns their tradition of building log houses; the Dutch the judiciary configuration of present day Delaware’s three counties; the British their laws, language and heritage (Figure 4).


Friction amongst colonists of the same political persuasion was present as well.  Following British supremacy in the mid-Atlantic region in 1664, there was a great deal of confusion as to who had been granted which lands (Reed 1973:14).  The two major contenders in the Delaware Valley were Cecilius Calvert, the second Lord Baltimore, and William Penn.   Both Penn and Calvert had received land grants at different times from King Charles II. Penn, though wealthy and though a Quaker, lived beyond his means. In order to raise some funds he called in a debt owed his father by Charles II. On March 4, 1681 he obtained the charter for Pennsylvania, [and in August 1682 he gained the rights to Delaware from his friend James, the Duke of York.] Penn planned to make money by selling tracts of land, and although he was able to attract a good number of investors he never realized the profit he imagined. However, he saw this venture as more than a money-making exercise; it was, in his famous words to his friend and land agent for Pennsylvania, James Harrison, a "holy experiment." This experiment would become, as he confidently predicted, "the seed of a nation."  Penn imagined a "free. .sober and industrious people" living by their own laws.  In 1682 he sought to delineate these laws in the First Frame of government; and though somewhat less liberal than his New Jersey bill, it provided many of the same rights. 


Subsequent to British sovereignty in the colonies, the Dutch settlement of New Amstel, clustered around its Fort Casmir, was renamed New Castle.  This settlement also owed its existence to its geographical position right on, and, commanding the Delaware River.  At this time New Castle was the most important town in the region.  Besides its location making it to be the primary entrepot at the time, it also was the center for trade, commerce, and government in the region.


For this reason, William Penn landed at the town of New Castle in 1682 to formally accept his grant (Reed 1973:14).  But Penn wished to establish his own city from which he would administer proprietary authority.  Penn regarded his grant as his own personal property, and exempt from over sea authority.  Thus, the same year he took possession of his grant, he chose the site of his “Great Towne” further up the Delaware River, named it Philadelphia, and laid out his plan (Godcharles 1933:351).  Philadelphia, destined to be the most important city in all the colonies, owed its birth to political considerations, regardless of its geographic position or its economic base.   


But there was still Lord Baltimore to contend with.  In 1683, to substantiate his claim, Lord Baltimore sent his cousin, Captain George Talbot, to establish settlements in the lower three colonies along the Delaware (Conrad 1908:89).  Land along the seaboard was offered at bargain prices: “up to 500 acres per settler at 50 lbs. tobacco for 50 acres, plus 1 shilling per 50 acres annual quitrent (Conrad 1908:89).

Talbot was also instructed to lay out 1,000 acres around the small settlement at Christiana Bridge.  A fiery, headstrong man, Talbot took control of the upper Christiana watershed and erected a small log fort near Christiana on land belonging to widow Ogle.  Talbot threatened to oust her if she did not acknowledge the authority of Lord Baltimore and pay him a quitrent.  When the sheriff of New Castle County arrived with questions about this small fort which was garrisoned with four men, Talbot threatened him in the same way he had a settler named Joseph Bowles who lived near Iron Hill.

“Dam you, you Dogg, whom doe you seat under here, you dogg!!  You Seat under noe body; you have noe Warrant from Penn, no my Lord; therefore, get you gon, or Else Ile sent you to St. Mary’s…You Brazen faced, Impudent Confident Dogg, Ile sharten Penn’s Territories by and by” (Conrad 1908:99).


Despite agents of Lord Baltimore continued harassment of other settlers in like manner, Penn’s claims to the region held.


The safety of a nearby fort became less of a factor in the settlement patterns during the late 1600’s (Munroe 1954b:19).  Thus, the British settlement pattern of dispersed farmsteads located along the Delaware River and its tributaries gradually appeared (Custer and Bachman 1986:16).  William Penn granted tracts or parcels of land to settlement on an individual basis; they usually ranged in size from 100 to 500 acres per family (Myers 1912:263).  The cost of land was relatively inexpensive, about 3 shillings per acre (Catts and Coleman 1986:5).


At this time, first mention of a family named Lewden began to appear in the records of New Castle County.  The Lewden Family were important in the history of Christiana.  Not only did they live there during the 18th and 19th centuries, but they became prominent citizens of the place, founding and conducting businesses, thereby playing an important role in the very shaping of Christiana.


John Lewden, progenitor of the family, was an English Quaker (Elmer 1943).  In 1695 he purchased a piece of land from John White at Christiana Bridge known as the “fishing place.”  This land was located on the south side of the Christiana River, and along the New Castle to Elkton Road.  Lewden purchased the land from John White, who had acquired the land from John Ogle in 1684.  Ogle, in turn had gotten the land from William Penn (New Castle County Deed Book 1695, B1:177).


The Lewden did not immediately occupy their land at Christiana Bridge.  They lived in the vicinity of present day Newport during the 1700’s, further down the river, on a parcel of land called “Lewden’s Island” (Scharf 1888:848).  In his will John Lewden I, left the Christiana land, known as “the meadowland” to one of his sons, John Lewden II (New Castle Register of Wills, 1744, Miscellaneous 1:305).  


Water remained the major mode of travel during the late 1600’s, most farmsteads and land grants had frontage on a stream or watercourse to ensure access to local markets (Hoffecker 1977).  The area’s major overland transportation route, the road from New Castle to Christiana Bridge, was described as being in horrible condition (Catts and Coleman 1986:5).  It is estimated that over one-half of the area’s farms were within eight miles (half a day’s journey) of a mill or shipping wharf (Walzer 1972:163).  Hamlets, such as Christiana Bridge (Christiana) became centers for shipping grain and other agricultural products from the surrounding country (Coleman et al 1984:20).


Wheat had quickly replaced the rye and barley grown by the earlier Swedish settlers, both due to its ease of cultivation and, more importantly, the marketability of wheat.  Consequently, the economy of the area, very early, converted from a purely subsistence system to a market-oriented one.  This regional specialization was already apparent by the end of the 1600’s and northern New Castle County became part of the regional hinterland centered on a growing Philadelphia.   Farmers sent their grains to local milling centers, from which flour was shipped to Philadelphia for export (Lindstrom 1978; Welzer, 1972).


Another marketable product during the 1600’s was lumber.  A sawmill was present in New Castle County on Bred and Cheese Island, in 1679.  The lumber mills in New Castle County provided much-needed building materials for a growing population (Catts and Coleman 1986:7).


As wood building materials became scarce, brick manufacturing developed (Catts and Coleman 1986:7).  Christiana is known to have a brickyard on the north side of the Christiana River that operated well into the 20th century (Rappelye 1985).


Tanneries were established in the region when it was still New Sweden.  These tanneries were usually located on the peripheries of urban areas “ in localities best suited to the combination of the [raw] material.”  William Penn was delighted to find that his grant contained “plenty of bark” necessary in the tanning process.  In addition, before the end of the 1600’s, Kent and Sussex Counties were considered “chiefest and most commodious places…for the Breeding and Improving of all Sorts of Cattle.”  Delaware thus has all the raw materials essential for tanning (Welsh 1958:130).  The hamlet of Christiana had a tannery in the first third of the 1800’s, and they may have existed there much earlier (Lewden Business Papers: Ledger E).


In summation, it may be said that by the end of the 1600’s, the colonization of the Delaware Valley as well established.  The region remained primarily rural.  The colonists raised their own vegetables, grains, fruits and livestock; flax was grown, sheep sheared and animal hides treated, providing them with the means to supply their own clothing (Williams 198540-41).  Mills had been established to process locally grown products, and building materials were available.  The Colony was virtually economically self-sufficient and with the arrival of William Penn independence as reinforced politically.  Penn established a General Assembly to govern his grant and regarded Pennsylvania, as afore mentioned, as his own personal property, independent of Great Britain’s authority (Hanna 1917:262).  


The Reverend George Ross, writing in 1727, portrays the conditions and the lives of colonial settlers in the vicinity of the town of New Castle, then still the most important urban center in the region.  Reverend Ross describes the inhabitants of New Castle as: 

…generally low in their Condition but not indigent; having wherewithal to Support themselves but little to spare; The Employ and business of such of them as lived in the Town was the retailing of Goods, Rum, Sugar and Molasses together with some European goods, some enjoyed posts in Government and others got their Living by their handy Crafts, as Carpenter-Smiths and Shoemakers; those of them that had their residences in the Country were occupied in clearing and grubbing of land, in Raising Grain, as Wheat, Rye, Indian Corn, Oats and Barley; in improving their Stock such as Horses, Horn Cattle, Sheep and Hoggs, few or none of them had Estates to support them, without being obliged to their Trade, Labor and Industry… Most of them lived together like Townes in England while others who manured the ground lived dispersed up and down a large Compass of Ground;  All of them so far distant from any other Church that the healthyest and strongest of them could not without great application and going on horse back, attend Divine Service there…Traveling is easy in these parts…What renders traveling so easy here, besides the Serenity and Agreeableness of the Climate, that the people generally make use of pacing horses and the Roads are far from better than those in England (Hancock 1973:30).


By the time Reverend Ross wrote the above, some rather notable changes had occurred in the Delaware Valley since the beginning of the 1700’s.  Probably most obvious was the separation of the lower three counties along the Delaware from the rest of Pennsylvania.  The final severance of the lower three counties occurred because of the basic political, economical and religious differences with Pennsylvania proper.  Essentially, from this time on, Delaware operated as a separate colony (Williams 1985:32). 

Another important change was in the nature, function and size of colonial centers of settlement.  Sue Henry, in her  “…Draft Toward Historic Research Design” (1981) stratifies, or categorizes, different types of settlements according to their (1) original reason for establishment, (2) physical attributes, and size, (3) functions and services offered.  These models of settlements are useful when compared and contrasted to actual settlements, to help explain not only what stage they are in, but why they are, and in which direction on the scale, they may be predicted to go.

The smallest of these settlement types is the “homestead”, made up of a unit of land, a house with assorted outbuildings, occupied by a small number of people, usually related to each other.  

The next unit is the “hamlet”; or unplanned settlement, made up of a number of homesteads.  They may grow up around some center of activity such as a transportation depot, mill, tavern or even a crossroads; and there may be a few specialized craftsmen, such as a blacksmith present.

The next largest is the “village” with a higher population than a hamlet.  It may have begun as a planned or unplanned settlement, but one which serves as a local commerce center, and may provide more community services and have a church, school and/or a post office which administer minor governmental and social.

“Towns” are defined as planned communities, with regularly laid out streets and blocks.  Towns are usually founded with some sort of special purpose in mind.  They may be transhipping depots, provide the  products of specialized craftsmen or function as markets in which the products of the surrounding area are sold.  Additionally, small manufacturing activities may be present.  Moreover, a town may provide the political center from which policies are decided and the management of its domain is conducted.

“Cities are the largest, most diversified units, and yield the most power over a well-defined region.  They may start out unplanned, like the hamlet or village, but as they grow in size, planning becomes necessary.  Cities usually have some attribute that accounts for their superior status.  In the case of Philadelphia, for instance, it was the greater port facilities from which ocean-going ships could deliver and pick up large amounts of cargo.  Larger scale manufacturing may be present.  Cities are dependent on a “hinterland” or an outlying region, for subsistence items.  Cities are also capable of performing political, judicial, and social functions for the region in which they dominate.

During the early 18th century, Christiana remained a very small hamlet, whose only real function had to do with its geographical location at the juncture of main trading routes, as stated before.  The Lewden Family was still living elsewhere, their land is yet described as the “meadowland”, but now a “house wherein John Clarke now resides” is mentioned. (New Castle Register of Wills 1744 Miscellaneous 1:305 and 1754 1:316.), thus suggesting the typical practice (then and now) of leasing land to tenants.

But, as road conditions improved in the early 1700’s, small hamlets began to appear at crossroads and around mills and taverns.  Ogletown, Red Lion, Aiken’s Tavern and Middletown all appeared at this time on crossroads of major overland transportation routes (Catts and Coleman 1986:8).

New Castle had already begun a period of stagnation about 1679, having lost its status as a commercial center on the Delaware River (Cooper 15,16, 24).  Neither did it possess any special mercantile or manufacturing importance.  It did retain its status as the governmental center for the colony of Delaware until about 1777, when the capitol of Delaware was moved down-state to the more central location of Dover (Cooper:16-17).  New Castle never progressed beyond the classification of a “town” as defined above by Henry.   

The second phase of urban growth defined by Lemon, between 1730 and 1765, was the result of growing internal trade networks (Figure 5).  Some of the towns that were founded or grew during this time period include Wilmington, Newport, Stanton and  Newark (Catts and Coleman: 8-9).

But, Christiana is described as having “a growth so feeble in 1737 there were but ten houses in the place.”  However, the effects of trade from Maryland and the Susquehanna River Valley that passed through Christiana and on to Philadelphia, “began to build up the village” so that by the end of the century it had 50 or 60 houses and several taverns (Conrad 1908 II:495); Acomb 1958:124).  It was at the end of this time, in 1763, that the first Lewden settled in Christiana.

John Lewden (IV) was a tanner.  In 1763 he lived in Nottingham, Pennsylvania (Elmer 1943).  Following his marriage, John Lewden IV came to Christiana  and in 1770, built a brick house near Christiana Bridge.  This is the Lewden-Green House that still stands today.  He continued to operate the tannery until the late 1700’s (Scharf:850).

Wilmington, located at the confluence of the Christiana and Brandywine Rivers, was founded in 1731 and by 1736 had 30 or 40 buildings (Cooper 1983:31-32).  It was a planned settlement, over a well-defined hinterland.  With the addition of political and judicial functions on a county level, it may be ranked as a “city” (Henry 1981:10).

Wilmington was destined to become the largest and most important urban center in New Castle County (Catts and Coleman 1986:10).  Wilmington owes its status to its geographical position, plus the availability of power (water) to run manufacturing establishments.

The fast-flowing Brandywine had become the site of the largest concentration of mills in New Castle County.  By 1770, for example, there were eight large commercial mills along a quarter-mile stretch of the lower Brandywine River (Williams 1985:40-41).  The pattern became one in which the grains were shipped down the Christiana, processed in the mills on the Brandywine and then taken to either Philadelphia or Wilmington for transshipment (Williams 1985:41-42).

Newport, on the Christiana River between Wilmington and Christiana, was founded in 1736 and rivaled both settlements for a while, as a flour milling and grain shipment center (Catts and Coleman 1986:9).  Newport was the closest shipping point for farmers and millers on Red and White Clay Creeks.  Besides grain and flour, woven goods from woolen and cotton mills were shipped from Newport (Johnson 1963:30-31), (Figure 6).  Newport had an advantageous geographic location, power (on a lesser scale than the Brandywine) was present in its hinterland making manufacturing possible.     
  

Lemon’s third period of urban growth, 1766-1800, is marked by erratic economical patterns, and less evident urban growth.  Political upheaval that occurred during the last quarter of the 1700’s probably accounts for this.   Still, Delaware remained overwhelmingly rural throughout the 1700’s.  It is estimated that 9 out of 10 families lived on farms.  Although these farms varied in size, in New Castle County they averaged slightly more than 200 acres.  Land values also varied according to soil fertility and the ease of access to markets.  Consequently, farms in New Castle County were more valuable than those in more southern Kent or Sussex counties (Williams 1985:40-41). The cash crop of the lower two counties of Delaware was initially tobacco, which quickly depleted the soil and was replaced by corn. In New Castle County, wheat had been the cash crop almost from the beginning, and its fine quality brought higher prices than wheat grown elsewhere (Williams 1985:40-41).

The town of New Castle was still a major port on entry because of its geographic position as the first port encountered by ships from overseas.  In the first quarter of the 1700's many of the Scotch-Irish disembarked at the town of New Castle, gradually altering the ethnic profile of the area. A flourishing trade had grown up between Delaware and Ireland. As Irish immigrants disembarked at New Castle, colonial grown flax seed was sent on the return voyage to Ireland (Williams 1985:35-40: Cooper 1983:30).

Although many of the new immigrants were poor and arrived as indentured servants, they were still, on the whole, better educated than the colonists of Delaware. "Let us go and buy a school master" was said to be a remark heard among Delaware farmers whenever they saw an immigrant ship coming up the river (Williams 1985:35-40; Conrad 1908:189).

The village of Christiana Bridge erected a schoolhouse in 1757 at a cost of over 100 pounds. Most small communities did have a school of some sort by the end of the 1700s, although the quality of the educational system was poor. An Anglican missionary, the Reverend John Andrews, writing in 1768 from southern Delaware lamented:

There is not a Grammer school within the County. . . and it is extremely rare to meet with a man who can write a tolerable hand or spell with propriety the most common words in the English language" (Munroe 1954a:202).

The newly arriving, better educated Scotch-Irish disliked the English intensely. Their attitude probably influenced colonists in the Delaware Valley and helped place the mid-Atlantic region in the forefront of rebellion against the crown to come (Williams 1985:35-40).

During the 1700's, smuggling was a rampant economic activity throughout the colonies. One study of smuggling activities divides the colonies into "trade boundaries." One of these, the "Delaware District," had Philadelphia as its nucleus; one of the most flourishing ports on the eastern seaboard (Hanna 1917:242). The port of Philadelphia was the only one in the area of sufficient size to handle ships of 80-90 tons (Hanna 1917:244). The illicit trade of the Delaware District included portions of Pennsylvania, the three lower counties which comprised Delaware, and a large section of southwestern New Jersey (Hanna 1917:242).


The purpose of smuggling activities was to avoid paying import and export duties, trade tariffs and taxes. This evasion of law was not only directed at Great Britain but at colonial governing agencies as well. Taxing trade was one of the most important ways of generating revenue in the colonies. The only other means was by licensing public houses, marriages, peddlers and ships, or by collecting fines for offenses (Hanna 1917:245-246).


For a number of reasons, nowhere in the colonies was the practice of smuggling greater than in the Delaware District.  First, the geographic makeup of the region with the Delaware Bay River with their numerous small tributaries, afforded excellent opportunities for smuggling.  The vast coastal marshes afforded ideal locations in which to lie in wait for vessels, capture them, and off-load their cargoes on Reedy island (in Delaware Bay), or some other place.  From there cargoes were smuggled in and out of Philadelphia (Hanna 1917:245).  A pilot who had served for thirty years said:

…and there on the west side of the said bay Prince Book Bay [Prime Hook Bay?] and on the west side of the said St. George's Creek, Christiana Creek, and Schuykill[sicl River . . ." [occurred the most smuggling?] (Hanna 1917:267).


Christiana's rapid growth in this period may be due in part to smuggling activities. The usual practice was to ship goods in and out of Christiana by shallop, a shallow drafted craft capable of being manned by one man and a boy.  At Christiana, the shallops were unloaded and either portaged to the head of the Elk River by teams of horses and wagons, to continue their journey by water from there, or transported by inland roads to their destination. (Hanna 1917:245).


Another motive for illicit trade in the Delaware District can be found in the political, social and economic attitudes of the colonists. As previously mentioned, the primarily Scotch-Irish population, who were predominately Presbyterian, had no love for the English, nor were they very fond of Quaker Philadelphia and Pennsylvania (Williams 1985:56-68).


Yet another reason for illicit trade was New Castle County's primary export product, wheat, placed the colony in direct competition with the mother country (Hanna 1917:247-248). Therefore, trade in the Delaware District was mainly with the French West Indies, supplying their demand for flour, bread, grain, meat and timber. In return, the Delaware District wanted sugar, rum, molasses, coffee and tea (Hanna 1917:262).  Evidence of this practice is seen in the shipping manifests of the "Speedwell" and the "Lydia", two ships that picked up and delivered cargo to Christiana during the years 1781 and 1782 (Delaware Shipping Firms 1781-2), and in the account books of another Lewden, Jerimiah Lewden, son of John Lewden (IV) (Lewden Business Papers).

The small amount of revenue collected in the Delaware District between 1733 and 1750 also reflect the extent to which the Delaware District was in involved illegal trade with the French (Hanna 1917:245).


The colonists wanted a free trade policy. However, free trade was not advantageous to either Great Britain or to the colonial assemblies, who relied upon revenue generated by taxes and tariffs. No amount of legislation, British or colonial, was able to curtail the illicit trade. The British found themselves spending enormous sums of money to reorganize their entire protective trade system. They expected the cost of this to be paid for by import/export taxes and trade tariffs. The colonists were unwilling to pay for a system that they felt was detrimental to them. in the end, the British were forced into making a decision either to abandon its protective system altogether, or enforce its laws by military means (Hanna:333).


The following account of Delaware during the Revolutionary War was larger taken from History of Delaware, by Munroe (1979:73-76).


During the Revolutionary War, the British blockaded the Delaware Bay, forcing trade to follow inland routes.  Trade and traffic consequently increased at the inland port of Christiana Bridge.


General Howe, on his way to capture Philadelphia decided on an approach from the Chesapeake Bay side of the Delmarva Peninsula rather than to try sailing up the already heavily fortified Delaware Bay.  Howe sailed up the ''Bay with a fleet of 250 ships and disembarked on the Elk Neck Peninsula with 15,000 troops.  They marched from there towards Christiana.  Along the road, they met a force of just under 1,000 American troops.  This skirmish, known as the Battle of Cooches Bridge was easily won by the British and they went on north to defeat Washington at the Battle of the Brandywine.  Washington expected the British to march through Christiana and then moved toward Wilmington, and he had kept his troops on the Brandywine between Wilmington and Philadelphia. Howe's army took Wilmington without resistance but only occupied it for about one month. (Munroe 1979:73-76).


From the above account Christiana's importance at this time is clear.  Washington feared that the British would take the village on their way to Philadelphia, shutting down this major trade network.  This would have crippled trade between the coastal cities.


Christiana was to be the site of more war activity in 1781.  According to Eberlein and Hubbard (1963:149), General Lafayette enroute to Virginia, landed 1,500 troops there, with cannon, stores and ammunition, March 2. 1781.  The council of Maryland issued warrants to impress carriages, teams and drivers for his use at Christians Bridge and vessels and hands at the Head of the Elk. Evidence of Lafayette's presence in the vicinity of Christiana Bridge is also to be found in the shipping manifests of the "Speedwell" and "Lydia".  This record of trade up and down the Christiana River commences in June of 1781 and continues to December 14, 1782.  Specific entries for the months of October, November and December 1781 refer to supplies shipped to the “French Army”. Materials shipped to the French Army included: “French Hospital Stores, Irish Brandy, Beer, Queen's Ware (an expensive and coveted earthenware at the time), vinegar, molasses, sundries, tin cups, 15 seats, boxes, a trunk, leather, candles, 2 beds, 17 bales of cotton, tents and tent staves, 24 cedar buckets, nails, flour, rods [sic] iron, 25 “barrs iron” and “22
soldiers with officers and ... a number of sailors"  The following year the French army trade fell off considerably, though there were still entries up to November 12.  Drink continued to be shipped: “one tierce of wine” (42 gallons), 1 chest, 1 barrel, 1 keg, 12 sythes, 20 coils of rope...”  (Shipping Firms 1781-2).


Trade on the Christina continued to be vigorous during the last decades of the 1700's. Flour and tobacco head the lists of products shipped from the region, along with a substantial amount of iron.  Presumably this iron was mined at Iron Hill, a geological anomaly containing quantities of iron, at the end of the Christiana River. Bundles of leather and hides were often included as well(Shipping Firms 1781-2).


Freight shipped up to and through Christiana was slated for many destinations, some as far away as Virginia. During 1782, Baltimore increasingly mentioned as the destination of much of the freight, with fewer small towns mentioned than in 1781.


This freight, shipped up to and through Christiana was very
diversified.  Tea, coffee, sugar, molasses, dry goods, leather, farming implements, whole wagon loads of furniture, earthenware, tierces of wine, umbrellas ... almost anything imaginable including passengers (one with a bird) disembarked at the wharves of Christiana, were loaded onto wagons and sent on there way to the “head of the Elk” and beyond. (Shipping Firms 1781-2).


Consequently, a number of shipping companies in the town prospered, including the Hollingsworth Brothers and the Lewdens.  The Hollingsworth Brothers, Levi, Henry and Jacob, along with other businessmen, had built wharves on the Christina River. They also operated a line of “State Boats” between Christiana Bridge and Philadelphia around 1785, making stops at Newport and Stanton along the way (New Castle County Regional Planning Commission 1967:14; Johnson 1963:30-31).


Jerimiah Lewden was an important business man. He ran a store which sold items such as soap, cloth. coffee, rum, farm tools and the like, and was repaid about half of the time by cash, and the other half by labor or barter.  There was at least one tavern in town, run by a woman, and Jerimiah carefully recorded the number of drinks he had there against the items she purchased in his store (Lewden Business Papers, Ledger C).


Jerimiah also acted as a money lender and a landlord. One whole Ledger is devoted to his activities in that area (Lewden Business Papers, Ledger E). Once again, he was paid through a combination of cash and barter.


Furthermore, the Lewdens were involved with the West Indian trade through the firm, Lewden and Duhamel from the late 1700's into the early 1800's (Lewden Business Papers: Lewden and Duhamel Ledger A). Unfortunately, this ledger is very unclear as to whether Lewden was administrating the business or patronizing it.


Finally, Jerimiah Lewden owed livestock and 100 acres of improved land which was farmed by tenants and other workers (Lewden Business Papers: Receipt Books 1815-1840).


Economic prosperity steadily increased in Christiana during the last years of the 1700's until “in the first part of the last century 4 packets ran semi-weekly to Philadelphia, and for many years the wharves of Levi Hollingsworth, Levi Adams, Sylvester Welsh and Solomon Maxwell presented a lively scene of commercial activity” (Conrad 1908:496). Hollingsworth and Maxwell are listed many times in the records of the “Speedwell” and “Lydia”. By the end of the 1700s, Christiana had grown to a town of between 50 and 60 houses (Conrad 1908:495; Acomb 1958:124).


“As Christiana was located on the heaviest traveled road between Philadelphia and Baltimore, many well known men passed through the village or stopped at local inns for the night just to dine and ‘bate’ their horses” (Ward 1968:133) (Figure 7).  The Shannon Hotel, built before the Revolution (an advertisement in the Pennsylvania Chronicle indicates the availability of inns in 1767) was so popular that it was said that patrons would travel 25 miles out of their way just to stop there.  Lafayette, Mason and Dixon and Benjamin Latrobe in addition to George Washington were known to have stayed at inns in Christiana.  George Washington, who often used the route through Christiana, carried a diary with him, mentions three times that he stopped in Christiana:

July 16, 1795:

Breakf. at Christiana Del., dined at Elkton and lodged at Susq. One of my horses overcome with heat.

Nov. 8, 1798:

Breakf. at Susq., escorted by the Hartford horse, dined at Elkton, and lodged at Christiana Bridge.

Dec. 15, 1798:

Bread. at Wil, bated at Christiana, and dined and lodged in Elkton." (Ward 1968:135).


Another Inn was the Christiana Inn, diagonally across the street form the Shannon Inn. The Christiana Inn had an old livery behind the inn built in the early 1700s (Ward 1968:137).


There was a steady increase in maritime commerce following the Revolutionary War, with overseas trading dominating the economy between 1790-1807. Although trading with the West Indies continued, the new United States was now free to trade with Europe as well, where the demand for flour remained strong (Welsh 1973:93).


Christiana was at the height of its prosperity in the years between 1770 and 1810. It was a bustling town with wharves, boats, teams of horses and wagons, warehouses, inns, 2 churches and a school.  Vigorous trade in a variety of goods.  The West Indian trade, of rum, sugar, molasses, coffee, cocoa, and cotton continued.  In addition there was a large amount of trade with the states along the eastern seaboard and Nova Scotia. Trade items included plaster of paris, potatoes. smoked salmon and fish from the north, while trade with the Carolinas brought tar, pitch, turpentine, hides and tallow. Moreover, in exchange for flour and other products from Delaware, trade with Ireland brought back Irish linen, window glass and other glassware (Weslager 1909:129). A report in 1791, comments that the “Christiana is by far the most productive and probably many times as much so as any creek or river of like magnitude in the union” (Hancock 1947 as quoted in Catts and Coleman 1986:12).  It was around this date that the town of Christiana Bridge reached its pinnacle.


Several important changes occurred during the 1800's. These changes would have far reaching affects throughout the United States. Once again, the importance of a geographic location, economical factors, political considerations, were to undergo shifts in their importance. The first change was the alteration in the demography of Delaware. The second factor to undergo a dramatic alteration, was transportation, and finally there was the beginning of the industrial revolution.


During the early years of the 1800s, Delaware's population as s whole stagnated (Cooper 1983:60). During the 1820s and 1830s there was actual outmigration of a large portion of the population to better lands to the west. As immigrants continued to arrive, rural Delawareans were forced to use more marginally productive farm lands (Catts and Coleman 1986:13) thus the inclination to leave for better lands was understandable.


In northern Delaware during the 1800s industrialization and urbanization continued. Population began to increase after 1840 for the state as a whole, while the decline in the number of people engaged in agriculture continued (Catts and Coleman 1986:13). Clearly, urban centers provided more opportunities for employment. In 1801, 1 in 15 Delawareans lived in Wilmington.  By the end of the century, 5 in 15 lived :n Wilmington (Williams 1985:73).


Although the number of mills had increased only slightly, the variety of nonagricultural milling had risen so sharply that one author stated in 1849, “the manufacturers of Delaware are more extensive than its commerce” (Myers 1849:40).


Census Records, begun in 1790 and taken each subsequent decade, did not record information from which it is possible to build any meaningful correlations or draw any intelligent conclusions about Christiana.  Information concerning many of the smaller towns of Delaware, was not always separated out from the larger regions of which they were apart.  In the case of the town of Christiana, only the censuses of 1800, 1810, 1820 and 1870 are comparable. 


Even here, only the half of the village on the White Clay Creek Hundred side of the river is mentioned (United States Population Census 1790-1900).  In brief, the comparable censuses do collaborate with the period of stagnation in Delaware's population during the first decades of the 1800's:


1800, Christiana Bridge……………..289 total persons


1810, Village of Christiana………….299 total persons


1820, Village of Christiana………….147 total persons


1870, Town of Christiana……………443 total persons


The location and growth of towns in New Castle County had always been closely tied to transportation routes and agricultural production. In the late 1700s it could still be said that all roads in Delaware, as well as all rivers, and combinations there of, led to Philadelphia.


However, as agricultural products slowly were replaced by industrial products in economic importance, and transportation networks began to evolve in different ways, towns such as Christiana Bridge maintained their prominence in the market system for only for a brief part of the 19th century. In the early years of the 1800's the Lewdens continued to prosper. Records indicate the Lewdens were involved in a number commercial ventures other than the tannery and shoe shop that stood on their property.  Also present on the property was a large brick building, two large wooden buildings; probably tenants (Lewden Business Papers: Day Book December 31, 1811), a brick stable, a smoke house, a milkhouse, a large brick tanhouse, a tanyard which included a beam house and bark shed, and a cooper's shed (New Castle County Tax Assessments 1816-1817;Ackerman 1986). These were all in addition to his store and other business activities previously mentioned.


The store, in the early 1880's still operated on a part cash, part barter system. However, by the 1830's there were more cash sales indicating the changing nature of both local and national economics (Lewden Business Papers: Ledger C).


As early as 1808 Christiana Bridge was reported to be “formerly, important of all towns across the peninsula,” but was in decline due to extensive milling on the Elk River, the rise of Baltimore as a transshipment center, and more convenient overland transportation routes (American State Papers 1808, Misc. 1).


Other river towns and villages along the Christiana began to decline as well. Stanton, with its small manufacturing center consisting of 7 grist mills, 6 saw mills, 2 cotton mills, among others, had peaked by 1814 Cooper 1983:108) Newport had served as a grain shipping port that served both local and southeastern Pennsylvania farmers, had seen its day about 1825, when it sent daily packett boats to Philadelphia with unmilled grains (Cooper 1983:107-108).


Construction of numerous turnpikes in the area accelerated.  The New Castle and Frenchtown Turnpike Company 1809, the Elk and Christiana Turnpike Company, 1813, and the Wilmington and Christiana Turnpike Company in 1815, among others  (Catts and Coleman 1986:15). The construction of the New Castle and Frenchtown Turnpike connecting New Castle and Elkton. contributed to the decline in Christiana's fortune.  This turnpike was met at either ends by ships contributing to the obsolescence of the Christina River trade route (Weslager 1947:135).

Moreover, in the first decade of the 1800’s several bridges were proposed across the Christiana River.  In 1807, Wilmington had plans for a drawbridge across the Christiana at the foot of Market Street.  This quickly brought strong objections from everyone up river, for they feared it would further interfere with river traffic which was dependent on the tides already (Memorialist’s Petition c. 1807).  However, the residents of Wilmington prevailed and the first bridge across the Christiana River was completed in 1808 (Ferris 1846:241), it having been determined that Christiana River traffic would not be interfered with “except at some seasons like the breaking up of ice (Munroe 1954b:253).


Following this development the town of Newport decided it also needed a drawbridge across the Christiana River to replace the ferry boat system that it had at that time.   Again, cries of protest were heard upstream, and the proposal did not pass until 1813 when the Newport Bridge Company was incorporated (Monroe 1954b:254).


Plans for a canal across the Delmarva Peninsula had been spoken of as early as the 1600’s.  The most favored route would run from Christiana to Elkton, eliminating the portage system between the two towns (Brown 1985a:2).  There was further discussion in 1797, but most people of both Christiana and Elkton were opposed to the canal plans “because they had a lucrative trade route from Christiana by a great number of horses to the head of the Elk River” (Monroe 1979:136).


Notwithstanding, the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal Company was formed and actually commenced work on this route in 1804.  However, the Canal Company soon found the route too expensive to complete.  Thus, no further progress on a canal across the Delmarva Peninsula was accomplished for another 18 years.


In 1822, new plans were formulated for a canal that would bypass both Christiana and Elkton, thus isolating Wilmington from the commerce it now enjoyed. Philadelphia businessmen choose the site of the canal and placed its Delaware Bay terminus at Reedy Point in Delaware, miles south of the mouth of the combined Christiana and Brandywine Rivers (Brown 1985a:4)


By 1829 the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal was completed.  It was 13 and 5/8 miles long and was constructed at a cost of $2,250,000 (Weslager 1947:129).  Plans for two new towns were begun, one at the Reedy Point where the east end to the canal and the Delaware River met that was named Delaware City, suggesting that the founders of this town expected it to reach the size of a city due, once again, on this major new trade route. Another town was founded at the point where the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal entered Maryland. This new town was named Chesapeake City. The Canal did connect with the Elk River, but miles down steam from Elkton (Brown 1985a:2-3).


The Chesapeake and Delaware Canal provided an all-water-route from Philadelphia to Baltimore, bypassing Wilmington altogether.  Wilmington managed to survive because it still retained its shipping and manufacturing businesses and its political administrative functions as well (Proctor and Matuszeski 1978:246).


During the same period, the members of the Christiana community, in an effort to compete with the main canal, formed the Christiana Canal Company and shortened one of the meanders of the Christina River, just downstream from the town (Catts 1987).


Residents of the town of New Castle, reacting to the C. & D. Canal, commenced plans to build a railroad from New Castle to Frenchtown, Maryland.  One rail line had been laid by 1832, but the steam engine that they had ordered from England had not yet arrived. Nevertheless, the railroad commenced to transport passengers in railed cars drawn by oxen. Even after the new engine arrived, oxen continued to be used for a time until the fear of running the steam engine subsided (Brown 1985a:19-20).


Naturally, The Frenchtown railway further harmed those towns dependent on water transportation for their very existence.  The railway even harmed the new towns on the Chesapeake and Delaware Canal, severely cutting into their passenger trade (Figure 8). The Railway could transport passengers in much less time than could the canal. However, the Canal continued to transport great amounts of freight, and still does to this day (Brown 1985a:20).


In 1838 the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad was completed, and quickly became the major transportation route across the Delmarva Peninsula (Dare 1856). Throughout the remainder of the century, rail lines continued to be built in northern New Castle County, such as the Baltimore and Ohio, the Wilmington the New Castle, Western Railroads. The towns of Newark, Stanton, and Newport benefited from their proximity to these railroads, staving off the economic stagnation and decline that were experienced by Christiana, Ogletown, and Glasgow (Custer and Cunningham 1986:16).  Christiana stands stranded between the new routes.  “Already [1831] the once thriving upstream villages of Newport, Stanton, and Christiana were developing a pallor from being neglected by shippers.” (Weslager 1947:136).  The Price and Rea Map of 1850, clearly show the network of roads and railroads that now crossed, and recrossed northern Delaware (Figure 9) making riser transportation virtually obsolete.


By 1840, Jerimiah Lewden had died.  It seems with his passing that most, if not all, the commercial endeavors he was engaged in ceased to exist. The tannery seems to have ceased operations as entries in his receipt books for hides and bark are no longer found after 1817 (Lewden Business Papers: Receipt book April 17, 1817).  He left behind an estate worth just over $1,000 in goods, mostly furniture and farm implements. His descendants after this time are recorded as farmers. They persisted, with lower and lower crop yields per acre until the last Lewden died in 1895.


The Beers Map of Christiana in 1868 offers a good illustration of the town at that time. The growth stagnation is evident in that it still has about the same number of houses that it had during the pinnacle of its activity at the beginning of the century, i.e. about 60 structures.
A new road is visible, connecting the main roads, called Maguire Street (Figure 10). Christiana was still providing a number of goods and services to its inhabitants and those in its general vicinity. Walter F. Southgate is listed as a “Dealer in General Merchandise,” while George W. Huddlers is listed as a “Physician and Surgeon.”  A.P. Shannon (possibly a descendent of the Shannon who owned and operated the Shannon Hotel during the Revolutionary war) owns a number of properties, including a store house near the Christina River.  There is an Episcopal Church, a Presbyterian Church, and possibly a Methodist Church at the western boundary of the town.  There are many service industries located in Christiana, including stores, blacksmiths, workshops, store houses, and S. King's Hotel.  Finally, school house number 44 is located in the northern section of town.


The Beers map reflects the change in the Christiana's economic base from a transportation center to an economy focused on supplying and servicing the townspeople and the occasional trader or traveler.  Now it now can only be called a village, performing only as a local commerce and small scale trading center.  It still has maintained a few minor governmental and social functions with its churches and school.  Clearly, Christiana, once a busy, thriving transportation center, has begun its long decline which is still going on today.


As a final note, Conrad, writing in 1908 says of Christiana: “Now, an occasional boat to or from Philadelphia at its wharf, is all that remains of its once stirring water traffic.  It has two churches, a school house, a post office established at 120 years ago, two blacksmith shops and about 400 inhabitants.”
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