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This tour will provide you with an overview of Patrick Henry’s life
and the history of the house. You may follow the tour in any order
that you like, just look for the blue signs around the property. We
hope that you will also join us for a guided tour of the inside of the
house during normal operating hours.

To learn more about Preservation Virginia, the nation’s oldest
statewide historic preservation organization, please visit
www.preservationvirginia.org.

Thank you for visiting and please enjoy the tour!

Welcome!

http://www.preservationvirginia.org/


Scotchtown is best known as the home of Patrick Henry: lawyer, orator, revolutionary leader, and
Virginia Governor. His story, however, is only one of the many that unfolded in this place.
 
Around 1720 Charles Chiswell had the first part of this structure built in the center of his 10,000 acre
land grant. Chiswell rose to become part of the Virginia planter elite by using enslaved labor to grow
tobacco here, and to run an iron manufactory nearby.
 
Charles and his wife Esther passed the property to their son, Colonel John Chiswell, in 1737, who in
the 1750s gave it to his son-in-law John Robinson. Robinson was the treasurer of the colony of
Virginia. Both he and the colonel died in 1766; the Colonel died while awaiting trial for murder, and
Robinson’s death was clouded with scandalous misuse of government funds. Scotchtown, and the
enslaved community that lived there, was sold to help pay back some of his massive debt.
 
The eventual buyer of the property was Patrick Henry. From 1771 to 1778, this was home for the
statesman, his growing family, and a community of enslaved African Americans. While at Scotchtown,
Patrick rode to Richmond in 1775 to give his famous “liberty or death speech.” He also attended the
first and second continental congresses in Philadelphia, strengthening relationships between the
thirteen colonies. During these turbulent times, the Henry family would suffer a tremendous loss when
Sarah, Patrick’s wife, died at Scotchtown after battling a long illness. The Henry family left
Scotchtown shortly after Patrick was elected the first governor of the commonwealth of Virginia.
 
After passing through the hands of several other owners, Scotchtown was purchased in 1801 by the
Sheppard family. The Sheppard family owned the plantation for multiple generations and used
Scotchtown as the center of an agricultural business built on slavery and ran a boarding school. There
were marriages here, deaths, births, and finally goats. When Preservation Virginia (then called the
Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities) purchased the property at auction in 1958, the
first order of business was to evict the four legged residents that called this place home. After
restoration, Scotchtown was opened to the public, and has welcomed visitors ever since.

1: The History of Scotchtown



Scotchtown was built using methods much different than we use today. The
bricks for the foundation and chimneys were hand-pressed in molds and likely
fired in temporary kilns built on site. The wood framing that supports the
structure of the building is much larger and rougher than in modern buildings.
The pine and poplar logs the framing is made from were hewn with axes and cut
with large two-man pit saws to form the roughly squared framing members.
These timbers are generally joined without nails using mortise and tenon joints
secured with wood pegs. Nails were used in other parts of the building like the
siding, trim, and flooring. In these instances, each nail was individually forged by
enslaved blacksmiths. 

Scotchtown was considered “elite architecture” by 18th century standards and
was consciously designed that way to reflect the gentry status of the owners. In
contrast to the grandeur of Scotchtown, the majority of Virginians at the time
lived in small one or two room structures made entirely out of wood. Even the
brick used for the foundation and chimneys at Scotchtown was an uncommon
feature that most Virginians did not have the wealth and status to obtain. The
size of Scotchtown is also a reflection of the elite status of the occupants. The
84 by 38 footprint made it larger than 95% of contemporary Virginia buildings. In
fact, of 245 houses listed for sale in 18th-century Virginia newspapers that
specifically mention the number of rooms, Scotchtown is the only one with 8 on
the first floor. 

2: The Architecture of Scotchtown



Preservation Virginia acquired Scotchtown in the 1950s and immediately began a large-scale
restoration. The most intensive part of the project was rebuilding the two central chimneys,
which had been replaced with four smaller stacks in the 19th century. Thankfully, the
foundations of the original chimneys survived, and along with evidence from early drawings, the
chimney stacks could be accurately rebuilt.

Inside, preservation specialists closely examined the building in order to restore sections of
paneling and flooring that had been altered since the 18th century. The overall configuration of
the rooms was largely in-tact other than an added partition wall in the dining room and a small
shed addition on the east end of the building, both of which were removed.  

In the attic and cellar, nearly all of the original poplar and pine framing timbers were still in place
– though some were in poor condition due to termites. Restoration efforts in these areas
consisted of adding extra support where necessary and splicing in new sections of wood where
damage was more severe. Extreme effort was taken to replace as little material as possible and
any wood that was added was cut and sewn using 18th century techniques to perfectly match
the original wood.

The exterior of Scotchtown required some restoration work as well. A 19th-century metal roof
was removed and replaced with a cement shingle roof designed to imitate the wood shingles
that would have been used in the 18th century. Sheltered underneath the eve of the roof, the
modillion block cornice is entirely original and required no restoration other than paint. Roughly
half of the yellow-pine siding boards survived and are still in place today. The central porches on
either side of the house are both reconstructions that replaced 19th-century porches put in well
after Patrick Henry’s lifetime. The reconstructions are based on period examples and on
surviving physical evidence in the woodwork.

3: The Restoration of Scotchtown



Henry’s life and career embodied the full chronological and ideological sweep of the
Revolutionary Era. Patrick Henry was born in 1736, not far from here at Studley plantation.
He was educated at home in classics and theology and as a boy enjoyed exploring the
Virginia countryside. 

In 1754, Henry married his childhood sweetheart Sarah Shelton. He tried his hand
unsuccessfully at raising tobacco and running a shop before turning to the study of the
law. In 1760, he received his license to practice law and five years later was elected to the
Virginia House of Burgesses.

By the time Patrick Henry moved to Scotchtown in 1771, the fiery orator had already made
a name for himself arguing against what he saw as a tyrannical monarchy in the Parson’s
Cause case of 1763 and successfully persuading the members of the House of Burgesses
to pass the Virginia Stamp Act Resolutions in 1765.

Henry’s years at Scotchtown were important for his career and his country; his influential
“Give Me Liberty” speech, made before a rapt audience at St. John Church on March 23,
1775, played an important role in moving Virginia towards joining the Revolutionary War. 

Henry left Scotchtown after he was elected the first Governor of Virginia in 1776, an office
in which he served five terms. Later, he was a delegate to both the Virginia Convention and
the Virginia Constitutional Ratification Convention. Patrick Henry died in 1799 at Red Hill
Plantation in Charlotte County, Virginia, at the age of 63. 

4: Patrick Henry



Scotchtown was an active place, filled with the chores and responsibilities of the Henry
family and enslaved African Americans. In the early days of her tenure at Scotchtown,
Sarah Henry was likely overseeing the work of the household, managing food stores,
planning meals, purchasing fabrics and other necessary household objects from local
merchants and from abroad, and probably supervising the education and health of her
children as well. In later years, her daughter, Patsy, and Patrick’s mother and sister took
over many of these duties for Sarah.

Patrick Henry’s ever-increasing responsibilities as a lawyer and revolutionary leader meant
that he was frequently absent from Scotchtown. When at home, he may have spent his
time reading from his library and managing the operation of the three outlying farms on
the property where enslaved workers farmed tobacco and wheat under the administration
of the white overseers he employed.

Henry and his household were known for their simple tastes. His son in-law, Samuel
Meredith, observed, “His furniture was all of the plainest sort, consisting of necessaries
only - nothing for show or ornament.” This was in keeping with the prevalent fashion in
Virginia for well-crafted but conservative design. 

The Henry’s were also known as genial hosts. The large center passage might have been
used for dancing and there was plenty of room for guests. It is even possible that young
Dolley Payne (who would later become Dolley Madison) and her family lived with the Henry
family, who were distant cousins, for a period of time when she was a young child. 

5: Daily  Life at Scotchtown



Patrick Henry’s first wife, Sarah Shelton Henry, was born in Hanover County in 1738. The
two married in 1754. John Shelton, Sarah’s father, gave the newlyweds eight enslaved
African Americans and a 300 acre tobacco farm called Pine Slash. Sarah quickly became
pregnant with their first child, a daughter named Martha, or Patsy, as the family called her.
In 1771, the Henry family, which had grown to include five children total, moved to
Scotchtown.

That same year, Sarah gave birth to her last child, Edward, known as “Neddy.” By 1774,
Sarah’s health was in decline with her sister-in-law Anne Christian writing from Scotchtown
that Sarah was “extremely ill.” 

Sarah Henry died in early 1775, though no exact date was recorded. Some historians have
speculated that her condition, or her recent death, may have influenced Patrick Henry’s
most famous “Liberty or Death” speech, which he delivered on March 23, 1775. There has
been significant speculation surrounding Sarah’s life and death at Scotchtown, focusing
on her possible battle with mental illness. Sixty years after her death an account published
by the son of the Henry family doctor stated that Sarah had “lost her reason” while at the
home and had to be restrained. This tale grew and by the 1900s, some stories made
mention of a room in the cellar in which Sarah was confined. It is impossible to know
exactly what Sarah suffered from but it does seem likely that she battled some type of
mental illness while here at Scotchtown. It is worth noting that it is also impossible to
determine to what extent mental illness may have impacted her life. Regardless, while at
Scotchtown, Sarah hopefully had many happy moments and led a fulfilled life here during
times of good health.

6: Sarah Shelton Henry



On a plantation the size of Scotchtown, all of the meals would have been prepared in a
freestanding kitchen by an enslaved cook. Although we do not know for certain which enslaved
individuals  cooked for the Henry household, we think it may have been a woman named Dinah,
who is listed on a 1768 tithable list from Roundabout Plantation, Patrick’s home immediately
prior to Scotchtown. An “old woman” named Dinah is even listed on Patrick Henry’s probate
inventory in 1799, and we assume this is the same person who was at Scotchtown. On the
same probate inventory is a woman named Beck, yet another familiar name to Scotchtown.
Because Dinah and Beck are both recorded at Patrick’s home at Red Hill after his death, we can
be fairly certain that they were both enslaved by Patrick Henry continuously between 1768 and
1799. Beck even had a daughter of her own named Dinah by 1799, suggesting a possible
familial relationship between Beck and the cook at Scotchtown.
 
In 18th century Virginia, kitchens were generally located in a building separate from the main
house. Removing service activities, like cooking, from the main building is part of an earlier
trend in which landowners sought to isolate themselves from a labor force increasingly made
up of enslaved African Americans. In addition, a freestanding kitchen reduced the chance of fire
and allowed for polite living spaces to be distanced from the heat, smoke, smells, and noises of
the kitchen. This kitchen is a 20th century reconstruction of a 19th century kitchen building at
Scotchtown. 

To the left is the well, which was an essential part of any 18th century plantation. All of the
water used for cooking, bathing, drinking, and cleaning would have been drawn up by hand from
the well. 

Today, all that remains of the well at Scotchtown is a brick-lined well shaft. During the early 19th
century, this shaft was covered with a small building enclosed on three sides that protected the
well and perhaps provided additional covered storage space.

7: The Kitchen



A house and plantation the size of Scotchtown required a great deal of skilled labor to
maintain. In 18th century Virginia that labor was most often provided by enslaved African
Americans. 

When Patrick married Sarah Shelton, her father gave the newlyweds eight enslaved African
Americans. By 1768, there were 10 enslaved people laboring for Patrick Henry: Dinah,
Beck, Jenny, Ben, Dick, Ben, Isaac, Pedro, Will and James. While records are not clear as to
their specific duties, a letter from Patrick to his daughter, Patsy, does refer to Ben as
“serving at table.” Patrick Henry also acquired at least 4 more people after 1768 and
before leaving Scotchtown: Hannah, Lucy, Betty, and Jessee. While some of these 14
individuals would have been working in the house or outbuildings, most individuals
enslaved at Scotchtown would have been tending to the cash crops at the property,
primarily tobacco and wheat. 

We are fortunate to have several letters from Patrick Henry addressing slavery. Most
famously, Patrick Henry responded to Quaker abolitionist, Robert Pleasants’ in 1773: 

“Is it not amazing that … in a country above all others fond of Liberty [in which]… we find
men professing a religion the most humane… adopting a principle so repugnant to
humanity as it is inconsistent with the Bible and destructive to liberty? Would anyone
believe that I am Master of Slaves of my own purchase! I am drawn along by the
general inconvenience of living without them; I will not, I cannot justify it.”

Continued, part II . . .

8: Slavery at Scotchtown (Part I)



Patrick Henry was clearly aware of the contradictions between the ideals of liberty that he
aspired to within Virginia, and the realities of the institution of slavery. Even with this
awareness, he consciously continued to enslave people throughout his entire life, and also
worked diligently to recover those who had escaped or attempted to run away. Patrick
Henry might have recognized the atrocities of slavery, but he never made any attempt to
bring an end to slavery, personally or as a politician.

Historians and researchers at Scotchtown have found only a few inventories, tax records
and family letters that reveal some of the stories of the hundreds of people who were
enslaved by the people who owned Scotchtown over the centuries. 

We are only just beginning to connect with descendants whose ancestors were once
enslaved here. We are dedicated to continuing our research and to honoring the ancestors,
ensuring that the memory of those once enslaved here go unknown no longer. Please
reach out to us for more information and if you have a family connection to Scotchtown. 

8: Slavery at Scotchtown (Part II)



Icehouses were used to store and preserve ice for use throughout the year. Large blocks
of ice would be cut from nearby water sources, placed into the shaft, and covered with
straw for insulation. Physical labor was a year-round requirement for enslaved individuals
atplantations like Scotchtown, with winter work like this assigned outside of the growing
season.

During the summer, individual blocks would be removed and chipped into smaller pieces
to provide the white inhabitants of Scotchtown the luxury of cooled desserts or drinks. The
icehouse could also be used for cold storage of meats, vegetables, and some dairy
products. 

In this regard, icehouses in 18th-century Virginia were prestigious structures that were
generally only constructed by the wealthy elite who controlled large quantities of enslaved
labor necessary to harvest ice in the winter and maintain it throughout the year. This
icehouse remained in use into the 20th century. 

The aboveground portion of this icehouse at Scotchtown is a reconstruction built over the
remains of the original brick-lined shaft. The design is based on a drawing of the structure
made around 1820. 

9: The Icehouse



A common feature on 18th century Virginia plantations is a freestanding laundry building
where an enslaved laundress would wash the family’s clothes. This kind of work may have
involved the assistance of young girls such as Hannah and Lucy here at Scotchtown. 

Without electricity or modern detergents, laundry was an enormous task that required
hours of labor. The laundress would have first soaked the clothing and linens, then boiled
them in large kettles, and finally laid everything out in the sun to bleach and dry. 

Each bucket of water used in the wash had to be drawn from the well by hand. All of the
soap and other cleansers were made by hand from lye, fat, and other natural ingredients.

Although we do not know with certainty if there was a laundry building at Scotchtown
during the time the Henry household lived here, by 1802 a one story laundry stood on the
site of what is now our museum shop.

10: The Laundry



Preservation Virginia, a private, non-profit organization, is the Commonwealth’s
historic preservation leader. Founded in 1889, we are dedicated to ensuring that
historic places are integral parts of the lives of present and future generations. 

We own and operate Bacon’s Castle, Smith’s Fort, Historic Jamestowne, Cape
Henry Lighthouse, the John Marshall House, and Patrick Henry’s Scotchtown. All
of these sites are open to the public and we hope that you will have the
opportunity to visit.

Preservation Virginia works with community partners to save, manage and
protect historic places by developing preservation policy, programs, and
collaborative strategies with local, state and national partners. 

If you are not yet a member, we hope that you will consider joining! As a member,
you can enjoy free visits to our historic sites, discounts in our museum shops,
special access to events, and updates on historic preservation initiatives across
the commonwealth. To learn more about Preservation Virginia, please talk to an
interpreter on-site or visit our website to see our calendar of upcoming events
and join at: www.preservationvirginia.org.

THANK YOU for visiting Patrick Henry’s Scotchtown!

About Preservation Virginia

http://www.preservationvirginia.org/
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