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This review was prepared for a Heritage Foundation project evaluating more than 100 American
historic sites, including battlefields, museums, and homes of prominent public figures. A shorter
version is posted at The Heritage Guide to Historic Sites.

Introduction:

John Dickinson Plantation is a lovely, carefully maintained property from America’s founding
period. But it is a small, remote site and is devoted more to the lives and daily routines of
plantation slaves and other workers than to John Dickinson himself. Plantation life is more fully
recreated at more prominent sites such as Mount Vernon and Monticello, and Dickinson was a
pivotal, uniquely interesting American Founder. He merits much more attention at his only
national memorial. Visitors should do a bit of homework on Dickinson’s life and deeds before
journeying to his ancestral home.

Location:

340 Kitts Hummock Road, Dover, Delaware, six miles south of the Delaware capital, near Dover
U.S. Air Force Base. The site is owned by the State of Delaware, operated by the Delaware
Division of Historical and Cultural Affairs, and receives about 10,000 visitors per year.

Significance:

The Plantation was the boyhood home and country estate of John Dickinson (1732—-1808), one of
the most erudite, influential, and controversial of our Founders. As a legal scholar, popular
writer, and political leader, he made path-breaking contributions to American nationhood and the
drafting and adoption of the Constitution. Although he is less well-known than other leading
Founders, and was cast in an unfavorable light in the 2008 television series John Adams and the
1972 movie musical /776, recent scholarship is reviving his reputation and enlarging our
understanding of the politics of his tumultuous era.

Fun Facts:

John Dickinson was the only Founding Father who freed his plantation slaves during his lifetime.
He was the great-grandson of an indentured servant, Walter Dickinson, who landed in Virginia
from England in 1654. After completing his labor contract in 1659, Walter established himself as
an independent farmer, joined the Society of Friends, and purchased land on the eastern shore of
the Chesapeake Bay, eventually accumulating 1,200 acres. In three generations, Walter’s
descendants were among the colonies’ wealthiest families, largest landowners (more than 9,000
acres), and most successful farmers (shifting from tobacco to corn, wheat, and flax).

Recommended Readings:

Jane E. Calvert, Penman of the Founding: A Biography of John Dickinson (Oxford 2024), is the
definitive work. It is both scholarly and engrossing, and shows how Dickinson’s political career
was guided by deeply considered principles of individual justice and social conciliation. Readers
who are new to Dickinson may wish to start with Professor Calvert’s summary account prepared
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for The Heritage Foundation. Her opus received laudatory online reviews; two that are
instructive in their own right are at Law & Liberty and The Wall Street Journal.

An earlier, shorter biography is William Murchison, The Cost of Liberty: The Life of John
Dickinson (Regnery Gateway 2013) (216 pages versus Calvert’s 448). It is written with a
journalist’s flair for propulsive narrative and is filled with astute insights and interpretations.

Many of Dickinson’s copious writings are available online and eventually all of them will be.
Professor Calvert’s “John Dickinson’s Writings Project” currently posts three volumes, with
more to come. In the meantime, Dickinson’s famous Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to
the Inhabitants of the British Colonies are are posted in their entirety; reading just a few of them
will give you the gist of his rousing arguments for “no taxation without representation.”

Websites:

The Plantation website is spare, disparaging about its namesake, and forthright about its larger
purposes. Here is its introduction:

The John Dickinson Plantation was home to a variety of people. We share the stories of
the tenant farmers, indentured servants, free and enslaved Black men, women, and
children who lived, labored, and died on the plantation. John Dickinson was a framer
and signer of the U.S. Constitution and was known as the “Penman of the Revolution.”
He was an American founding father, who wrote of freedom and liberty for all while
holding human beings in bondage.

The Plantation did produce a professional 22-minute video on Dickinson’s life and career in
2011 that is posted on YouTube. The video is shown at the plantation’s Visitors’ Center but is not
included among the digital links on its website.

A private group, The Friends of the Dickinson Mansion, has a much more robust, interesting, and
balanced website.

The National Park Service websites are here and here. The Wikipedia entry is here.
Site Offerings:

The Dickinson Plantation spanned several thousand acres in John Dickinson’s time. Today it is a
450-acre National Historic Landmark and part of Delaware’s First State National Historic Park
(which preserves unconnected colonial-era sites). About a dozen acres are tended and available
to visitors. Adjacent land-and-wildlife conservation areas lead to the nearly Delaware Bay.

The site features a Visitors’ Center; the Dickinson Mansion and surrounding outbuildings; and
several acres of lawns, gardens, and walkways bounded by woods and agricultural fields.

The Visitors’ Center is a simple wooden board-and-batten structure with the site’s only public
restrooms. It is where plantation tours begin, with the excellent video of Dickinson’s life and
career which generally begins on the hour. Other than the video, John Dickinson does not loom
large. The displays are about the lives and relationships of his family members and particular
tenants, indentured servants, slaves, and black freemen. In contrast to most historic homesteads,
there are no books or pamphlets about Dickinson himself.
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Following the video and opportunity for questions, visitors are invited to walk to the Dickinson
Mansion, about 100 yards away, for a guided tour.

The Mansion is a handsome brick Early Georgian residence built by John’s father, Samuel, in
1729, with two wings added in the 1750s. While called a “mansion,” it is unimposing, with four
modest first-floor rooms in the main structure (vestibule, parlor, study, and office) plus dining
room and kitchen in the wings. Reflecting the Dickinsons’ Quaker sensibilities, it is much
smaller and plainer than the grand homes of the Virginia Founders and even John Adams’s New
England clapboard house. It features original paintings of Dickenson family members and an
array of personal items and mostly original furniture. Facsimiles of first-edition Letters from a
Farmer in Pennsylvania are everywhere. The rooms are enlivened by four realistic mannequin
figures—John Dickinson plus three African servants who were major players in plantation life.

Visitors arriving at the Mansion from the Visitors’ Center are greeted by a guide for a 40-minute
tour. This reviewer’s tour, in July 2025, was guided by an expert, enthusiastic 20-year veteran:

e The Mansion may seem isolated today, but in the 1700s it overlooked the St. Jones
River. Long since redirected, the St. Jones was at the time a busy thoroughfare of
transportation and commerce to and from the Atlantic Ocean. Original office maps
illustrate the river’s centrality to plantation life.

e A family portrait reveals Samuel’s firm defiance in supporting his daughter Betsy
(John’s half-sister) when she married outside the Quaker meeting. The Quakers called
Betsy’s marriage to an Anglican a “disorderly marriage,” and Samuel withdrew from
the meeting, never to return. The father’s costly stand on principal was a family trait,
presaging his son’s declining to sign the Declaration of Independence.

e John took pains to keep slave families intact. His manumission of his slaves involved
transitional complications for all concerned, in part because several of his tenant
farmers continued to own slaves.

The others on my tour were interested in Dickinson—an older couple, one of them a retired
guide at another historic site, and a young couple, one of them a Quaker. Our guide
answered questions about Dickinson’s writings and political career in detail, with subtle,
informed interpretations.

Following the Mansion tour, visitors are invited to explore the surroundings, which include
several original outbuildings (barn, stable, corn crib, granary, smoke house) and a synthetic
cabin and garden representing the plantation’s slave dwellings. Short walks lead to what was
once the St. Jones riverfront and to an African Burial Ground identified in 2021 (currently
marked only by stakes, but with a memorial plaque on the way).

Accuracy and Comprehension:

The Plantation’s exhibits and presentations are factually accurate about the historic property and
buildings and about Dickinson and his family and the others who lived there. The Visitors’
Center’s narrative plaques feature original letters and business documents. They tell of John’s
father Samuel and wife Mary, of an enslaved woman named Dinah Patten, and of four tenant
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farmers—slaveholders William and Deborah White, and free blacks John Furbee and Peter
Patten. Peter married Dinah several years after John freed her. William killed a man in a fight
and the jury found him not guilty of manslaughter. And there are many quotidian details of lease
arrangements and quantities of harvests shipped and wool spun.

The Plantation is careful to note uncertainties, even when aiming for a superlative. The
welcoming sign announces that Dickinson “may have been one of” the largest slaveholders in
Delaware (a tiny Northern state). On this point and others, including the African Burial Ground,
the historical record is evidently thin. Efforts are afoot to thicken it. The young woman managing
the Visitors’ Center was absorbed in her laptop, cross-referencing plantation letters and
documents to better identify and chronicle its inhabitants. The published results to date are bare-
bones. The site’s online “Plantation Stories Project” lists 131 “Enslaved, Indentured, Freedom
Seeking, and Free Black Individuals,” but most of the listings include little more than name,
rank, and dates of life and (where pertinent) enslavement.

The site’s failing is not accuracy but omission. The site should certainly pay ample attention to
the world of the plantation and its everyday denizens—but that world is not why it is a National
Historic Site. John Dickinson’s career was centered in Philadelphia and Wilmington—but he
grew up at the plantation and owned and managed it and visited frequently throughout his life.
The neglect of the most interesting and consequential person to have lived there is striking and
strange, and will come as a disappointment to visitors who are seeking to learn more about him.

Ideological Bias:

The Plantation site is free of the racialist ideology and political hectoring that infects many of
today’s histories of the American Founding. Its accounts of slavery are matter-of-fact, with
sympathetic understanding for all concerned including the Dickinsons. It is not currently a
politicized, history-twisting site such as James Madison’s Montpelier.

But the Plantation website, with its emphasis on Dickinson the hypocritical enslaver, is a
different matter and likely portends changes coming to the plantation proper. The website reports
that its “Plantation Stories Project” is part of a larger initiative that includes “Descendant
Community Engagement” and “Ending Erasure: Recognizing African Americans in the Cultural
Landscape”—initiatives for “putting DEAI goals [diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion]
into action.” They employ a “rubric,” developed by James Madison’s Montpelier, that identifies
the descendants of a site’s enslaved people to include those from “the surrounding region and
anyone who feels connected to the work the institution is doing, regardless of genealogical
connection.”

A new Visitors’ Center (estimated completion July 2026) is part of a site expansion that will
include several additional features. Postings by the State of Delaware and its contractors suggest
that they will shift the site’s emphasis further, and dramatically, to slavery and its injustices. For
example, a “Memorial Wall” and a “Circle of Remembrance” will encourage “visitors to
remember, reflect, heal, and gather in honor of the enslaved individuals at the John Dickinson
Plantation.” There are no evident plans to similarly remember and honor John Dickinson.
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Historical Significance:

John Dickinson was a leading Founder for nearly 50 years. He was first elected to the Delaware
colonial assembly in 1759, at age 27, and was chosen as its Speaker a year later. Thereafter he
served in the Delaware and Pennsylvania assemblies in the 1760s; in the Continental Congress in
the 1770s; as President (the initial term for Governor) of Delaware and of Pennsylvania in the
1780s; as delegate to the Constitution Convention in 1787; in various official capacities in the
1790s (judge, President of the Delaware Constitutional Convention, and member of the Delaware
Senate); and as elder sage and statesman until his death in 1808.

Dickinson’s historical significance, however, is due not to his impressive résumé but to his
singular role in shaping American nationhood. His 1767 Letters from a Farmer set forth carefully
reasoned arguments that Parliament’s taxes and other measures were unconstitutional violations
of colonial liberties. They were immediately reprinted and debated throughout the colonies (and
in Britain and Europe)—with galvanizing results. For the first time, the inhabitants of Britain’s
North American colonies understood themselves to be a distinct polity, with common interests
and a common destiny.

The Letters made Dickinson a celebrity—America’s first public intellectual. But they were
moderate in tone, advocating reconciliation with Britain through civil resistance and negotiation
of a new colonial concord. And they warned of the dangers of violent revolution. Dickinson held
to this position as violence ensued at Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill, and colonial
sentiments shifted strongly in favor of national independence. In the Second Continental
Congress of 1776, Dickinson pleaded against the Declaration of Independence even after a clear
majority favored it, making himself the odd man out among other leading Founders such as John
Adams and Benjamin Franklin.

Whereupon Dickinson abstained from voting—so that the Declaration would be unanimous—
and enlisted for military service in the war he had counseled against. Following victory, he
played leading roles in national and state politics under the Articles of Confederation, in
convening the Constitutional Convention, in drafting and ratifying the Constitution, and in
supporting the rise of Thomas Jefferson’s Republican Party.

Today, Dickinson’s legacy is claimed by both progressives and conservatives. He was a peacenik
who championed the interests of slaves, free blacks, women, and the poor, and who came to be
an exemplary abolitionist. At the same time, he was a firm traditionalist, declaring at the
Constitutional Convention that “Experience must be our only guide. Reason may mislead us.”
He valued, above all, incremental reform and conciliation among those of opposing views. When
he found his own positions to be athwart a political consensus, he withdrew them or settled on a
compromise—but he never abandoned his political activism and belief in the possibilities of
social improvement. His life and works hold many lessons for today’s fractured politics.



Considerations for Visitors:

The Plantation is open Wednesday—Saturday, 10 a.m.—4 p.m., and Sunday, 1:30 p.m.—4:00pm.
There is no admission charge. Cars go no further than the Visitors” Center parking lot. The
facilities are “disability accessible” except for the second floor of the Mansion (which is
currently closed).

Visitors are welcome to bring picnics and enjoy them on the lawns. The exhibits are appropriate
for all ages but may be of limited interest to youngsters. The Plantation website lists group tours
on distinct subjects, some with guides in colonial garb, designed for age groups as young as K-3.




