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​Frederick County, Maryland
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While Frederick County, Maryland, is still the largest county by land area in the state, it used to be even larger. It comprised all of Western Maryland and then some.

The county was formed in 1748 from Prince George’s County and Baltimore County. It is not known for certain who the county’s namesake was. 

It is generally believed to be Frederick Calvert, the sixth and last Lord Baltimore, who was the Proprietor of Maryland from 1751 until his death in 1771 in Naples, Italy. Maryland was formed as a proprietary colony, and proprietors were essentially colonial governors. As a former Proprietor of Maryland and a member of the founding family of Maryland, this makes for a strong case in his favor as Lord Baltimore as the namesake. He did not become Proprietor of Maryland until three years after Frederick County was formed, however.

It has also been suggested that the county might have been named after Frederick, Prince of Wales. Frederick was the eldest son and heir apparent to King George II. However, he did not have a good relationship with his parents, King George and Queen Caroline. He never became king because he died before his father. Frederick’s eldest son became King George III when King George II died.

Frederick, Prince of Wales, has a number of places named in his honor, including Fredericksburg, Virginia; Prince Frederick, Maryland; Fort Frederick, Maine; Fort Frederick, South Carolina; Fort Frederick, New York; and Fort Frederica, Georgia; Fort Frederick, Maryland; Point Frederick, Ontario; Fort Frederick, Ontario; and Fort Frederick, New Brunswick.

Daniel Dulany the Elder also used the prince’s name, not so much in a strategic way, but to attract Germans to Frederick Town, which he founded. 
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Frederick Calvert

Sixth Lord Baltimore

“Daniel Dulany’s desire to attract Germans to settle his town (and later county) most certainly lends credence to ‘Frederick’ being a highly attractive name choice. Prince Frederick Louis had remained a favorite among his kinsman, and in 1745 was still heir to the throne once his father passed. Dulany was in the position to have a double victory once King Frederick became a reality,” Chris Haugh wrote is his article, “Frederick, Maryland’s Forgotten Frederick.”

While the State of Maryland lists Frederick Calvert as the namesake of the county, it also notes that he is “probably” the person after whom the county is named.
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Frederick, Prince of Wales

The definitive answer appears to have been lost to history.

For the next 18 years after its founding, Frederick County made up present-day Montgomery, Washington, Allegany, and Frederick counties. In 1776, Montgomery County formed from Frederick’s southern portion and Washington County formed from the western end of Frederick County. Then, in 1837, an eastern portion of Frederick County combined with part of Baltimore County to form Carroll County. The remaining 667 square miles form modern Frederick County.

Frederick County has a rich history as the home to Founding Fathers, Civil War battlefields, and the presidential retreat.

Today, it continues to straddle two worlds with growing urban centers, in particular, the City of Frederick, and strong agricultural areas. 

And between the two are where the secrets lie.
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​Interesting People
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​Finding the Lost President
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While it’s not so much a secret that John Hanson, a resident of Frederick Town, was the actual first President of the United States, what was literally a secret for decades was where his final resting place was located.

Most people consider George Washington the first President of the United States, and he was. He was elected the first president of the country governed by the U.S. Constitution in 1789.

However, between the signing of the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and ratification of the Constitution in 1788, our brand new country was governed by the Articles of Confederation. It was the colonists’ first attempt at creating a national government that would govern over the states in a fair manner.

Once in place, the Articles of Confederation showed its shortcomings, such as creating a weak federal government that interfered with states’ abilities to conduct foreign diplomacy. This led to the Constitutional Conventions and the creation of the Constitution.

The head of the government under the Articles of Confederation was also called the president, although he was actually the president of Congress, which was largely a ceremonial position, according to the National Archives. However, he was the person who had to sign the official documents for the country.

On November 15, 1781, a small notice ran in The (Annapolis) Maryland Gazette that read, “On Monday last, pursuant to the articles of confederation, a sufficient number of delegates for the States having met, the United States in Congress assembled proceeded to the choice of president for the ensuing year, and the ballots being taken, the honourable JOHN Hanson was elected.”

[image: image]


John Hanson, first President of the United States. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.



Although Hanson was the first leader of the United States, his office was so weak that this announcement wasn’t even major news. It ran at the bottom of page 2 of the newspaper.

Hanson was born in Port Tobacco Parish, Charles County, in 1715, but he moved to Frederick Town in 1769, to work as a deputy surveyor. He lived at a house near the intersection of Patrick and Court streets. In 1771, he also became the sheriff of Frederick County, according to the MD Two Fifty website. He chaired the Frederick County Committee of Observation and was also elected as the county treasurer.

He was a delegate to the Continental Congress from 1780 to 1782. It was during this time that he signed the Articles of Confederation as part of the Maryland congressional delegation. This led to his election to the office of president in November 1781.

“One week later he considered resigning from this position because of poor health, family responsibilities, and the ‘irksome’ qualities of the ‘form and ceremonies’ required as president,” according to the MD Two Fifty website. 

He was convinced to remain and serve out his term until November 4, 1782. During his time in office, a consular service was established, a post office department created, a national bank chartered, a uniform coinage system adopted, established Thanksgiving Day as the fourth Thursday in November, and made movement toward taking the first national census, according to the Architect of the Capitol.

Hanson died on November 15, 1783, at the age of 68, in Oxon Hill, Maryland.

And this is where the mystery begins. 

Following Hanson’s death, his body was interred in a crypt on his nephew, Thomas Hanson’s Oxon Hill Manor. In 1808, the Addison Family created its cemetery just 400 feet from Hanson’s crypt at Oxon Hill Manor. Two years later, the Addisons sold Oxon Hill Manor to the Berry Family, though they retained the rights to continue using the cemetery, according to johnhansonmemorial.org. The last known burial in the cemetery was made in 1871.

When Oxon Hill Manor went into receivership in 1878, the four bodies in the crypt were moved to the Addison family cemetery.

According to johnhansonmemorial.org, by the 1930s that reinterment was forgotten since it had been done privately, and Hanson’s gravesite was unknown. For decades, Hanson remained the only American president whose final resting place was not known.

In 1985, according to johnhansonmemorial.org, a state survey located the crypt where Hanson had originally been buried. The survey noted it was intact and sealed. However, two years later, an archeological survey found the crypt empty.

Not knowing the bodies had been moved a century earlier, the initial belief was that the graves had been robbed and that John Hanson’s body had disappeared.

Oddly, the crypt even disappeared. A 1993 photo of the property where the crypt should have been didn’t show it.

Then, in 2017, all the remains from the Addison family cemetery were re-interred at St. John’s Episcopal Church graveyard in Fort Washington, Maryland. This proved lucky because the Smithsonian Institution took the opportunity to do a forensics examination of the remains.

According to johnhansonmemorial.org, “[Peter] Michael’s records of Smithsonian Institution 2017 forensics examination of 40 sets of remains from Addison Cemetery reveal a solitary unidentified elderly male who can only be John Hanson.”

Further, Peter Michael and Mark Kennedy pooled their research on Hanson in 2024 and used a chain-of-title for the land records of Oxon Hill Manor to rediscover that Hanson had been re-interred to the Addison family cemetery in 1878.

The lost president had been found.

Today, a reconstruction of Hanson’s house can still be found at 100 W. Patrick Street in Frederick. The original building had been listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1971, but it was demolished in 1981. It was removed from the National Register of Historic Places and the reconstructed building was added.

A national memorial statue of Hanson stands outside of the courthouse on West Patrick Street.
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The John Hanson National Memorial Statue in front of the Frederick County Courthouse. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons.
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​Born a Slave, “Miss Ruthie” 
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Became  Living History
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To most people, Ruth Bowie, or “Miss Ruthie” as she was called, was just a friendly old lady with a warm sense of humor and a sweet tooth. What they didn’t realize was that she was also a historical figure in Frederick County.

When Miss Ruthie died in 1955, she not only was the oldest person in Frederick County (anywhere from 105 to 110, depending on which account was used), she was also the last person in the county who had been born into slavery.

As old as...

No one made an official record of Ruth Brown’s birth in the mid-19th century. The 1900 U.S. Census listed her as 40 years old, but by the 1920 census, she had aged 25 years.

“Nobody knows just how old Miss Ruthie is, least of all Miss Ruthie herself,” Betty Sullivan wrote for The Frederick Post. Sullivan also noted that Ruth couldn’t remember ever celebrating a birthday as a child.

She is believed to have been born on the Asbury Mullinix Farm in Montgomery County. However, Kay Mehl wrote in The (Baltimore) Sun Magazine in 1955 that Bowie was born elsewhere and “‘just a toddler’ when sometime before the war she was sold in Montgomery County to a family named Mullinix.”

The Asbury Mullinix farm was located on Long Road off Long Corner Road in Damascus. It was part of a small community called Mullinix Mill, but the buildings burned down long ago.

Ruth’s parents were Wesley and Letha Brown. 

Marilyn Veek, a research assistant at the Maryland Room in the C. Burr Artz Library, found the description of Asbury Mullinix’s slaves in the 1850 and 1860 Slave Schedules. In these documents, slaves are listed by their description and owner rather than their name. 

In 1850, Mullinix owned seven slaves, including females aged 28 years, 14 years, and 6 months. On the 1860 Slave Schedule, he owned nine slaves, including three females ages 11, 8, and 4.

“Since Ruth Bowie’s obituary indicates that she may have been born between 1845 and 1850, it is theoretically possible that she could be the female slave aged 6 months in the 1850 Slave Schedule and the female slave aged 11 years in 1860,” Veek wrote in an e-mail.

Veek also noted that Ruth’s parents were listed in the regular 1860 census, which implies that they have may have been freed. That census also only lists them as having a single daughter, 1-year-old, named Ann.

“One possibility is that they had been freed by Asbury Mullinix, but that their older children had not, and remained as slaves on his farm,” Veek wrote.

Bob Hilton, a great-great-grandson of Asbury Mullinix, suggested another possibility. The Browns may have been freed slaves who still worked for the Mullinixes.

“Asbury had a habit of freeing slaves at 30 years old,” Hilton said. “They just never left the place.”

This had to do with Mullinix’s view of slaves. Hilton has a set of letters exchanged between Mullinix and a doctor in Virginia. In the letters, the doctor argues that slaves aren’t even human while Mullinix says that, yes, they are human, but they are like children who need to be taken care of.

The Browns were still living in the same area in the 1870 U.S. Census. They are listed as having three daughters, Ellen, Mary and Susan. Ruth Brown doesn’t appear in the 1870 census associated with them.
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Miss Ruthie in an old newspaper photo.



Slave life

Letha Brown was a house servant and cook for the Mullinixes while Wesley was a field hand.

“Well she remembers the days of her slavery when custom permitted owners to wield the whip ‘for the least little thing’ and little Ruthie often felt the sting of the switch,” Sullivan wrote.

However, Ruth’s experience with this came from her interactions with Asbury’s wife, Elizabeth Mullinix, whom she called “Ol’ Missy.”

Hilton said he had no doubt that Ol’ Missy beat Ruth. “She treated everybody like that not just Ruth,” Hilton said. “Family stories say she was a crazy woman.”

For the most part, Ruth worked in the main house. She was brought up to be a house servant like her mother. She would wash and iron clothes, clean the house, and take care of the Mullinix children.

“Often she would sit on a three-legged stool, crooning to the baby while her mistress in long hooped skirts worked a spinning wheel across the room,” Mehl wrote.

During Ruth’s childhood, the Mullinix farm switched from growing tobacco to general farming. This meant that fewer slaves were needed to handle the workload.

“Tobacco had blighted the land and general farming wasn’t as labor intensive as tobacco farming,” Hilton said.

So Mullinix reduced the number of slaves he owned. The ones he freed and who chose to remain on the farm help with the raising of corn, wheat, and cattle.

The Civil War

In her old age, Ruth still had memories of soldiers riding along the country roads in Montgomery County during the War Between the States. Some of the soldiers would camp near the Mullinix farm, steal horses, or just generally frighten people.

Nearly 100 years after the fact, Ruth still remembered the day soldiers broke into the main house looking for food. She heard them coming and hid behind a sugar barrel.

One of the soldiers found her and yelled, “I’m hungry!”

“They’s meat in the pot an’ bread in the box,” Ruth whispered in fright.

The soldiers took the meat and bread and left without causing any more problems except that the family went hungry that night.

Though Ruth could remember the incident past her 100th birthday, whether the soldiers had been Union or Confederate escaped her.

Another day that Ruth never forgot was April 14, 1865, the day Abraham Lincoln was assassinated.

What’s less certain is whether she attended the Gettysburg Address two years prior.

“Now she doesn’t know, but young friends say years ago she used to talk about that great day in Pennsylvania and they’re prone to believe that she was there,” Sullivan wrote.

Ruth stayed with the Mullinixes until she married Charles Bowie in 1880. He had fought in the war on the Union side. After the war ended, he had returned to Frederick County to work for Dr. T. E. R. Miller until he fell off a wagon, injuring his right arm so badly that it had to be amputated.

Growing old

By the turn of the 20th century, the Bowies were listed as living in log home along Lewistown Pike in Lewistown, which is where they would call home for their rest of their lives. They had had four children together, but none of them lived to adulthood and then Ruth had to deal with the loss of her husband in 1920.

The (Frederick) News reported that Ruth was over 100 in 1946. The newspaper ran a short article noting that Ruth’s doctor had decided that she was too old to continue living alone. Her sight and hearing were still considered normal, but she had hurt her hip shortly after she had turned 100 a year earlier. The doctor wasn’t sure that she could continue caring for herself.

“The first hundred years aren’t the hardest. It’s after the first hundred years that things begin to get tough,” she told the newspaper.

The Frederick Emergency Hospital, which is now the Montevue Assisted Living Center, became Ruth’s new home. She became a fixture there sitting in her low, broad-armed chair and relating her quickly fading memories to her friends, who would come to visit her. 

“For a woman who has had only one day’s schooling in her life, she is remarkably discriminating in her choice of words. There was almost a wink in her smile when she related that she had not gone back to school after her teacher had whipped her on the first day because she was so ‘full of devilishness,’” Mehl wrote.

When her friends visited, they would often bring her treats of chicken, sugar cakes and peppermint candies, which were Ruth’s favorite foods.

“I like peppermint candy best,” Ruth told The (Baltimore) Sun Magazine.

According to Diane Grove, administrator at Montevue Assisted Living Center, Ruth was discharged from the emergency hospital on May 22, 1955, at the age of 107.

When Ruth died later that year on November 23, she was the oldest resident of Frederick County. She had also been readmitted to Montevue because of her deteriorating health. The Rev. Charles Corbett officiated at her funeral when she was buried at Creagerstown Lutheran Church Cemetery.

“Every life is important and every story has its place in history but it’s what you do with that life that’s important,” said Dwight Palmer, president of the Frederick County NAACP.

Though Bowie was not a civil rights icon, she represented the goals of the civil rights movement. She had risen from slavery to make a life for herself. She was well loved in the community by people of all colors. Despite the fact that she had no family to care for her, friends had visited Ruth frequently during her time at Montevue. Also, at a time when segregation still existed, Ruth’s pallbearers were all white men who considered themselves her friends.
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​Patsy Cline: A Frederick County Music Creation


[image: ]




[image: image]

The legendary country singer, Patsy Cline, was born in Frederick County.

Before you scream, no, she was born in Winchester, Va., hear me out.

Virginia Patterson Hensley was born in Winchester in 1932, but it wasn’t until she started performing in Brunswick and married Gerald Cline from Frederick that Patsy Cline was born.
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