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Celebrating the Ladies: Remember the Researchers 

No, not those ladies!  We do a lot of focusing and celebrating the Seven Founders of the HSF, but to-

day, as we look to new stories to tell at the DH, it is important to know how we got here ð museum 

speaking ð and the people who made our stories happen. On March 9, the Museum turned 55.  In 1963 

Mrs. Ethelyn Nightingale McKinnon was the legendary first volunteer director and collections 

chairman.   She ably oversaw the house creating a showplace from almost nothing until 1977, when she 

retired.   Since McKinnonõs time the DHõs story has evolved from a showcase of the early 19th century 

through antiques and decorative arts to a more fully fleshed-out story of how people actually lived here 

when the house was first built.  This push for greater accuracy began in 1985, when an expert made a 

site visit to examine how the Museum stacked up professionally.  She wrote, ò[While] the house is 

clean, well-maintained and a stunning site. . . . One of the first questions I had after touring the house, 

ôWhy arenõt the rooms used for their original purpose?õ  If everyone is concerned about authenticity, 

this should be a significant consideration.ó (Linda Ellsworth, MAP Assessment).    

This concern for a more accurate and true depiction of life eventually put the DH on the path it contin-

ues to follow.  In 1991, the DHõs then director Janet Waters (Hunton ) hired a consultant, Susan M. 

Mays, through funding from the Georgia Association of Museums and Galleries Muse Program to 

develop an interpretive plan. Both Mays and collections consultant Mimi Rogers, recommended that 

our Museum focus on the life of Isaiah Davenport.  òIn reviewing the historical materials currently 

available about the family and the furnishings, my recommendation would be to focus on the period of 

Isaiah Davenportõs life from 1820-27.  This would not exclude mention of the time after his death, but 

would center the interpretation on the time for which 

the most documentary evidence is available.ó  In addi-

tion to making this crucial recommendation, Mays wrote 

òIsaiah Davenport:  A Biography,ó a thirty page mono-

graph with extensive footnotes, in 1992, which has been 

the cornerstone of the Museumõs story ever since.    

To further this quest for authenticity, scholar Rogers 

was hired to write a furnishing plan which has guided 

Museum leaders in creating the period rooms which 

constituted the Museum experience.  Roger writes, òAs 

defined by the mission statement, the goal of the Daven-

port House is to recreate interiors which reflect the peri-

od when Isaiah Davenport lived in the house, that is 

1820-27.  Fortunately, the estate inventory and sale doc-

uments for Mr. Davenport exist, providing invaluable 

Itõs not too late to be a DH Friend!  See the list of current Friends of the Davenport 
House Museum within.  If you do not see you name, know your museum needs you! 

òOld Schooló DH Documentation.   
1992 notecard box containing Isaiah Davenport  
biographical information, DH Interpretive Plan 

Notebook and 1994 DH Furnishing Plan. 

 



 

information upon which to base the furnishing 

plan.ó  Good house museums have furnishing 

plans as foundation documents which basically tell 

staff òwhere to put the furniture and why.ó  Rog-

ersõ 180-page plan provided us ample rationale for 

making the decisions on how the rooms should 

look.   

The plan was controversial for Savannah at the 

time because the prime tenet was òTo recreate ac-

curately the ambience of the 1820s, one must 

avoid the impulse to clutter a room with decorative 

objects.ó  This stuck like a dagger in the heart of 

those who loved the portraits, silver, furniture and 

curtains that the Davenport House had accumulat-

ed and exhibited over the years.  In fact, the deci-

sions were so provocative (for us!) that Rogersõ 

work was put in a drawer for several years until a 

group of community-spirited individuals hoped to 

give the DH òcredó by embarking on its award 

winning reinterpretation.    

At that time, 1999-2002, DH folks acquired the 

input of noted interiors scholar Page Talbott, who 

assured the DH Committee that they already had 

good scholarship in Rogersõ report and to use this 

work as the basis for decisions.  What Talbott did 

was put Davenport House people in contact with 

vendors and provided choices for fabrics, wallpa-

pers, etc.  She also helped leaders execute the Rog-

ersõ furnishing plan.  

The reason I am recounting what is probably old 

news to you is that we now have a whole new set 

of information which broadens our story and pro-

vides insights into the lives of twelve people who 

lived and worked in the house in the early 19th cen-

tury.  The scholarship on the enslaved workers 

owned by Isaiah Davenport provided by graduate 

student Kelly Westfield takes its place alongside 

the work of Mays and Rogers as stepping stones to 

greater understanding of our site.  Besides Isaiah, 

Sarah and their children Isaiah, Jr., Henry Kol-

lock, Hugh McCall , Benjamin Rush, Archibald 

Clark, Cornelia Augusta and Dudley, now we 

have details about  Nancy, Bella, Jack, Jacob, 

Isaac, Polly, Ned, Davy, Mary, Ann, Tom and 

Deeping.  Through thoughtful scholarship, our 

story keeps getting richer and more precious!   

Thank you, ladies!   JC 

 

Westfieldõs Work:  Building on our  
Foundation of  Historical Research 

In the fall, Kelly Westfield, a graduate stu-

dent at GSU-Armstrong Campus, presented 

the DH with her òA Report on the Daven-

port House Bondpeople:  A Review of 

New and Old Sources and a Reconstruc-

tion of their Pre-Davenport Lives.ó  This 

was not an unexpected gift as she had been 

working on it through the summer, but its 

quality and comprehensiveness were an un-

anticipated revelation.  The Museum often 

cultivates and receives wonderful student 

work, but usually its creation is an academic 

exercise and not always something that has a 

life once the work is turned in.  As Kelly searched for a project to 

fulfill graduate credit, she had hoped to find descendants of the 

Davenportõs enslaved workers and to bring their story into the 

present.  Not having a background genealogical research and hav-

ing limited time, she decided to look in another direction.  Sensing 

her keen research skills would be better used combing repositories 

and record centers both online and in person, she found a wealth 

of new information tracing the lives of the Davenportõs enslaved 

back in time from the 1820s, and then following their chain of sale 

and their documentary footprint as far back as the records would 

take her.   From this work, which she continues to refine, she pre-

sented three different training sessions in the winter ð each to a 

capacity crowd of DH docents listening with eagerness and hang-

ing on her every word.  

She launched her work checking and adding to Davenportõs prop-

erty information gathered by Susan M. Mays in the early 1990s.  

Following this, Westfield exam-

ined cemetery records, ship 

manifests, jail records, newspa-

pers, personal correspondences, 

tax and land records, as she 

chased down information about 

Davenportõs chattel property ð 

his enslaved workers.  This 

work is remarkable and rare for 

a house museum.  Important 

new themes will be incorpo-

rated into our story because of 

this research, including the in-

terconnectedness and mobility 

of slave families between coun-

try and city and between 

squares and neighborhoods; 

use of chattel property as col-

lateral in financial dealings of 

 

Inventory of John Rentz (c. 1795) listing two 
girls named Peggy and Nancy.   

Nancy was later the property of  I. Davenport. 

Continued from p. 1.  Researchers. 

 



 

the household; enslaved young people and children within the household; long 

term service (some domestics remained with Sarah Davenport for decades ñ

Mary, Ann, Bella, Isaac and Jacobñwhile others were sold); enslaved workersõ 

spirituality and religious life (some enslaved workers lived for a time with the 

Salzburgers and Nedõs family has connections to Brampton Plantation where 

George Leile preached and baptized Andrew Bryan); freedom seeking, re-

sistance, and family separation; and occupations within the household.  This 

research provides new mysteries and questions which will be fodder for future 

research.  We are grateful that Kellyõs work has pulled back the curtain on the 

lives of half the household giving us many new stories to tell and lives to ex-

plore. 

Here is a smattering of new material to ponder. 

-  Nancy originated in Ebenezer and was sold five times before she was pur-

chased by Davenport.  Her original home in Savannah was with the Salzburgers, 

German-speaking Lutherans,  in the rural area of Vernonburg/Whitebluff/

Skidaway Island.  Nancy could speak German.  She ran away and through the 

runaway ad placed in the local newspaper, we know details about her physical 

appearance.  She traveled to New York in 1816 and we donõt know what hap-

pened to her after that.   

-  Bella was from the Beaufort/Hilton Head Island area and was owned by a 

large plantation owning family, the Baldwins. Prior to her sale to Davenport, 

she spent her life in the area of the Lowcountry known for the cultivation of 

rice, indigo and cotton.  She was sold to Davenport along with her four chil-

dren. Her family remained in tact for a number of years, but eventually her son 

Jack died or went to live elsewhere as did her daughter Polly. Bella and her twin 

sons Isaac and Jacob remained the property of Sarah Davenport for at least 31 

years.  

-  Mary, Ann and Deeping were purchased by Isaiah Davenport and then sold 

to his mother-in-law, Susannah Clark.  In the sales records, Mary is listed as 

being òyellow.ó  Because they were owned by Clark, they were not subject to 

the sale of Isaiahõs property in 1828.  On Clarkõs death Mary and her daughter 

Ann became the property of Sarah Davenport and remained with her until the 

1860s.  Either Mary or Ann or both had a number of children in the 1830s, 40s 

and 50s born into servitude and became Mrs. Davenportõs property.  Mary and 

Ann were seamstresses.  Ship manifests show that Mary made at least three trips 

to New York City during her life as Sarah Davenportõs servant. 

-  Nedõs family was owned by Jonathan Bryan of Brampton Plantation and 

was listed with Andrew Bryan, Savannahõs pioneering religious leader.  Ned was 

a carpenter as was his father who was also named Ned.   

-  Dave, like Nancy, was a freedom seeker.  He was once the property of Isai-

ahõs brother Samuel and was a wagoner. He, like Ned, was not repurchased 

following the sale of Isaiah Davenportõs property in 1828.  At that time he was 

purchased by Aaron Champion and remained his property until 1856 when he 

died of òold age.ó  He is buried in Laurel Grove South. 

REFINISHING  THE   

STAIR  HANDRAIL  

Take a look at the 

DH stair handrail in 

the hall the next 

time you are in the 

house.  It was refin-

ished during Annual 

Cleaning Week by 

Chuck Heydinger 

with Jane Crawford 

of Frank Furniture Studio.  After five 

days of their labor, it looks beautiful.  

Heydinger and Crawford took off the 

top layer of residue, did a minimal 

amount of sanding and applied a layer 

of shellac.  Prior to refinishing, DH 

maintenance committee members, 

David Bloomquist and Tom Hoff-

man, along with Heydinger, removed 

the pin at the newel post to see what 

was inside in order to address the 

looseness of the rail and posts.  The 

pin and newel post hold the key to 

much of the stability of the stair railing 

and banisters.  Inside the pin was a 

wooden washer that we guess Isaiah 

put in place.  

Heydinger 

tightened the 

central sup-

port spindle 

within the 

newel post 

and all ap-

pears to be as 

stable as ever.  

We ask our docents to tell our visitors 

to treat the railing and stairs as our 

premier artifact, as well as access to 

the bedroom level.  

Thank you to Ann Lytle who funded 

this important preservation work. 

FYI ð The railing is made of Hondu-

ran mahogany.  One wonders how it 

was acquired for the home.  One can 

imagine a shipment coming into the 

port and Isaiah choosing it for his 

home and showplace.  

  Laurel Grove South Interment Report from January 1860 show Isaacõs death. 
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Recently, Hugh Golson donated this 
1965 booklet on Savannahõs squares, 
which once belonged to HSF founder 
Anna Hunter and was a gift to her 

from preservationist Stella Henderson.  

Corneliaõs Album Takes a Trip 

Last summer DH volunteer archivist Sherry 
Cortes recommended that the Museum send 
òCorneliaõs albumó to get evaluated for conser-
vation.  Similar to 
Sarah Davenportõs 
album on exhibit in 
the second floor 
hallway, Corneliaõs 
is a multipage 
memory book from 
1839-40 filled with 
girlhood memen-
toes including 
leaves and flowers, 
locks of hair, exam-

ples of penmanship and poetry, sheet music, 
and calling cards from her time at Hartford 
Female Seminary in Connecticut.  Although 
one of our most precious artifacts, it is filled 
with what a curator calls òinherent vice,ó 
which is òa natural characteristic that causes 
some goods to be spoiled or become dam-
agedó and has been a problem to care for.  
The binding is gone and many of the items 
encased are no longer held in places an slide 
to the center when the books is picked up.   

In February, Frances Harrell, senior 

preservation specialist with the Northeast 

Document Conservation Center in Ando-

ver, MA came to the DH to pack the book 

for shipping.  It arrived successfully at its 

destination.  The evaluation will be free of charge but any solution to its 

conservation and preservation will  incur a fee.  So we wait and hope for 

solutions to preserve the album and maybe also methods to exhibit it on 

occasion.  If we are satisfied with the work on Corneliaõs album, we will 

need to think about the same for Sarahõs! 

Below is a transcribed treasure of a letter from Algebra class 1840 
contained in Corneliaõs Album :  

I Elisabeth Terry of Hartford, Conn. Do faithfully promise, that one of my 
daughters (should heaven kindly grant me any) shall be called Cornelia or 
Augusta Davenport, in honor of my dear friend & school mate C.A. Daven-
port of Savannah Georgia, & I hereunto do I annex my name and seal. 
Algebra class 16th day of June 1840 
L.L.S.   Elizabeth Terry 
In presence of  Maria E. Collins 
   Theodoria C. Eckley 
And may she posses the inward and outward adornings of that conscientious 
conqueror.  Completely complaisant Carefully compounded of courage convivial-
ity, courtesy, comeliness.  Not continually colloquial, conceited, comic, cold, 
close, complaining 
Her complexion clear.  Contour comparatively congmous. Conduct commenda-
ble constantly correct. 

Last spring The Decorative Arts Trust held 
its conference in Savannah.  The results of 
the visit are reflected in its summer publica-
tion with the cover story being about wallpa-
per discoveries at the Major John Berrien  
House.  The DH is mentioned in the story 
with photos of its Entrance Hall wallpaper 
òBerrien Ribbon Trellis.ó   

Cornelia  
Davenport School 
Album 
1839-40 
Marbleized paper 
cover 
8 1/8ó X 6 Ĳó X 1 Ĳó 
Approximately 80 
pages (many unfilled) 

 

Calling Cards 

Jeff Freeman with the 
album ready to be shipped 

 


