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Ripley Slave Quarter 
Church Hill 
Private 

2nd quarter 19th century 

This small brick building is one of the most 
unusual in the county. Oral tradition suggests that 
it was built in the 1790's and was used as a slave 
quarter by the Brown family. Architectural evidence 
points to a construction date of circa 1840, but 

·remains ambiguous as to its use. The large cooking 
fireplace could mean it wis used as a summer kitchen, 
but the remote location from the main house makes this 
unlikely. As a convincing case cannot be made for 
either use, it seems best to rely on oral tradition 
until documentary evidence can be found to support 
or refute the slave quaiter tradition. 
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The slave quarter at Ripley is located 

several hundred yards to the northeast of the 

main house, directly adjoining a gravel driveway 

which leads to the tenant house and several farm 

buildings. 

The building is of brick construction, 22 feet 

long and 19 feet wide, with a gable roof and a 

single flush chimney centered on the west gable. 

The walls are laid in five-course bond, with a 

corbeled three-course brick cornice on the front 

and rear facade. The bricks vary in size and 

color, and the general character of much of the 

brickwork combined with the random appearance of 

glazed headers suggests that the building was 

probably built in the second quarter of the 19th 

century using salvaged 18th century bricks. 

The front (south) facade is almost completely 

hidden by a very low lean-to porch that extends 

across the entire facade. It is supported by 

hewn plates that are mortised into the tops of 

rough cedar posts which are set directly in the 

ground. The porch roof is simply a continuation 

of the main roof pitch, and therefore reaches to 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
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within about 4~ feet of the ground. Both roofs are 

corrugated tin. 

The only exterior door is located near the center 

of this facade, with a small four-light window located 

in the east bay. A single four-light window is located 

.in the east gable, and a pair of four-light windows 

flank the chimney in the west gable. All three of 

these windows are located quite high in the gable, but 

still provide light for the main floor inside. On 

the rear facade, there is a four-light window in the 

east bay and a wide, eight-light window near the 

center. The window and door openings on both facades 

have heavy exposed wooden lintels. The door frame is 

beaded, but otherwise there is little attention to 

detail. The rakeboards are not early, and the roof 

is 20th century. 

The interior is divided into three rooms. A 

vertical beaded board partitio~ to the right of the 

front door divides the space into a large common 

room/kitchen on the west, and two sraall, unheated 

sleeping chambers to the east. The partition between 

the two sleeping chambers is constructed of rough-sawn, 

unbeadcd vertical boards that do not extend all of 
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the way up to the ceiling. This wall is apparently 

later than the beaded partition, which in turn may 

not be original. The plastered ceiling passes above 

the top of the board partition suggesting it may have 

been added at a later date. The door to the northeast 

chamber appears to have been cut in later still, and 

the rough board partition installed to create two 

chambers. 

All three rooms have board floors laid on sleepers 

that are probably bedded in sand. The interior is 

plastered, applied directly to the inner face of the 

exterior brick walls. The ceiling is also plastered, 

but not to the ceiling joists in.the usual manner. 

Instead, there are just four joists, and these 

apparently serve little or no function, except to 

support heavy 17~ x 2 planks laid on top of the joists 

along the facade walls of the kitchen, apoarently 

serving as shelves. The joists may have been inten~ed 

to act as tie beams between the side wall plates, but 

they do not seem to fulfill this purpose. The 

plaster lathing is nailed directly to the inside 

face of the roof rafters and the bottom face of the 

collar beams. Where the lathing is visible, it is 
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clearly machine sawn and attached with small machine 

nails. There is no evidence of whitewash or any 

other previous finish on the roof framing, so the 

plaster can be assumed to be original. 

The interior partitions and two of the doors 

have been whitewashed. The front door is constructed 

of vertical random width beaded boards secured to 

three wide, beveled battens with wrought nails. It 

is hung on wrought strap hinges with both wrought 

nails and early machine nails. A number of the original 

leather washers remain in place. The inner face of 

the door is painted blue on top of a base coat of 

Spanish red. Ghosts in the paint show where a larger 

pair of strap hinges were positioned at one time. The 

absence of evidence of corresponding pintels on this 

door jamb suggest that the door was salvaged from 

another building at the time this structure was built. 

The door to the southeast room'is made of vertical 

boards beaded on both faces, and secured to three 

beveled battens with wrought nails. It is hung on 

H-L hinges with wrought nails and leather washers. 

The door to the northeast room is unusual in that it 

is constiucted of unu~ually thin boards, only 7/16 
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inches thick. They-are beaded and are secured to 

three beveled battens with machine nails. The hinges 

are H-L, but they are attached with machine nails and 

leather washers. 

Perhaps the most unusual feature of this building 

is the manner in which the front and rear windows are 

operated. A wooden frame on the interior face of 

the opening allows the single piece of sash to slide 

sideways on runners. Horizontal sliding windows of 

this type are extremely rare. The only other known 

example is the window in the upper rear wall of the 

original stair tower at Cloverfields (QA-2). This 

is different, however, in that it is simply a 

six-over-six window mounted sideways. The windows 

on the Ripley slave quarter are mounted in the normal 

vertical position, and were intended to work in this 

manner. 

The chimney has partially collapsed, but the 

curved iron lintel support remains among the debris, 

as does a very fine wrought iron trammel bar. 

The roof is of common rafter construction, 

37 degr~es in pitch. The rafters rest on too of 

a heavy top plate, and are half-lapped and pegged 
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at the ridge. The collar beams are half-dovetailed 

into the rafters and pegged. The four large joists 

mentioned earlier are mortise-and-tenoned into the 

side of the wall plates, but serve no real purpose 

other than as tie beams. 
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This small brick building is quite unlike any 

other surveyed thus far in Queen Anne's County. 

The general character of the brickwork and certain 

architectural details clearly date it to the second 

quarter of the 19th century, but the overall form, 

plan, and interior arrangement are quite unusual. 

The original purpose of the building is for this 

reason open to question. A strong oral tradition 

in the Brown and Bordley families identifies the 

building as a slave quarter, but architectural 

evidence is somewhat ambiguous and documentary 

evidence is lacking. Although numerous land owners 

in Queen Anne's County were slave holders, few 

buildings with a legitimate claim to being slave 

quarters have survived. Among this group, the 

building at Ripley is among the most acceptable, 

reinforced by 19th century tax records which 

confirm that the Brown family did own slaves. 

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY 
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The architectural evidence, as noted, is rather 

ambiguous. The plan has been modified somewhat, and 

probably originally consisted of the larger west room 

dominated by the fireplace and one smaller unheated 

room to the east. It has been suggested that this 

was simply a detached kitchen with a store room, but 

the distance seperating it from the main house argues 

against that solution. Conversely the high plastered 

ceiling in place of a loft seems unlikely in a slave 

quarter. As a convincing case cannot be made for 

either use, it seems best to rely on oral history 

until documentary evidence can be found to support 

or refute the slave quarter tradition. 

Architecturally, the building is of interest 

du~ to an unusual combination of plan and form. 

Also of interest are the horizontal sliding sash 

windows, the only recorded example of this type in 

Queen Anne's County. 

\ 
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