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MORE THAN WHISKEY AND FLOUR:

Shopping in an 1850s Canal Town

In the museum collection of the C&O Canal National Historical Park is a 

shop ledger from a Williamsport merchant. 

It lists purchases made between1856-1858, providing tantalizing glimpses 

into the everyday lives of its customers. 



Image of downtown Willliamsport, MD, taken from the corner of  West Potomac 

Street and Conococheague Street looking west. The brick building on the right 

is the Taylor Hotel, which can be traced to 1865. It later became a storefront 

and was demolished in the 2010’s. This image is circa 1900.

NPS file photoThe C&O Canal is just over the hill beyond the trolley. 
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What’s the one huge piece of information we don’t have?



What’s the one huge piece of information we don’t have?

The name of the shop. 



What’s the one huge piece of information we don’t have?

The name of the shop. 

So this is not just a story of shopping, it’s also a mystery story! 



1860 CENSUS: MERCHANTS

• Grocery:

• William Stuckel

• Dry goods:

• Alfred Snibley

• Joseph Zeller

• John R Wilson

• William H Wilson

• Merchant:

• E G W Stake

• Adam Shoop (Lumber)

• Jeremiah Patterson

• Samuel Lefever (Coal)

• James Lemaster (Fanarding)

• William B Kennedy

• James E Hawkins

• Lewis O Downs

• Charles Downs (also clerk)

• Christ Downs

• Saml Culbertson (Drug Serre)

With thanks to Ancestry.com



Huber Lemaster

July 24, 1858

FLOUR, FLOUR, FLOUR
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• Coffee

• Sugar

• Tobacco

• Matches

• Whiskey

• Blacking 

• Whiskey

• Cheese

• Flour

• Mustard

• Molasses

• Syrup

• Broom

Edward G. M Herr

WHAT ELSE WAS PURCHASED?
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• Tobacco

• Whisky

• Whisky

• Whisky

• Bottle

• Whisky

• Whisky

• Candle

• Onions

• Coffee

• Whisky

• Whiskey

John McKinney

WHAT ELSE WAS PURCHASED?

BUT ALSO -
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CHOCOLATE, OF COURSE.

John McKinney
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FANCY!

• Spices: 

• Pepper

• Nutmeg

• Cinnamon

• Mace

• Allspice

• Imported tea

• Water crackers

BUT ALSO -



INDIGO

Hamilton Downs was the first customer listed in the ledger. He 

also purchased the most merchandise. The 1860 census lists his 

profession as transportation.
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• May 18, 1856

• May 20

• May 22

• May 26

• May 28

• June 2

• June 5

• June 24

• July 16

• But then not again until October 6. 

John Ardinger

HOW ABOUT WHISKEY
(OR IS IT WHISKY*)?

*Generally, the American English version is “whiskey,” while the Irish version is “whisky.” 

Many of the people who built the canal and lived alongside it were from Ireland. 

But if there is someone here with greater knowledge, I welcome correction.
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Watson Goodrich

He paid $13.63 ½ on July 28, 1856  “By Amt of Work 

done on Boat.” 

• Did the shopkeeper own a boat? 

• Was it a canal boat?

HOW ABOUT PAYMENT?
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But who was this merchant?



Joseph Zeller, identified in the 1860 census as a dry goods merchant, shopped at the store. 

We can probably eliminate his store as a potential owner of the ledger. 



But wait! The back of the ledger book shows tax assessments and collection of payments. 

Does that give us another clue?



But wait! The back of the ledger book shows tax assessments and collection of payments. 

Does that give us another clue?

We have one more hint.
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CREDIT FOR RENT PAYMENT

Mrs. Parker 

On July 1, 1858, her account was credited “By 1 

quarter’s rent up to July 1st, 1858.

• Was she the owner of the building that housed 

the shop?



Here’s the 1850 census showing a “Catharine Parker” whose profession is listed as “Grocer.” She lives with “John Parker,” whose 

profession is listed as “Clerk.” Did we find relatives who operated this establishment together in a building they owned?



Resources like this ledger give us brief but intimate glimpses into the 

everyday life - the material culture - of everyday people. 

This presentation is only a tiny snapshot into the lives of hundreds of people 

who passed through or lived in Williamsport, MD between 1856 and 1858. 



Resources like this ledger give us brief but intimate glimpses into the 

everyday life - the material culture - of everyday people. 

This presentation is only a tiny snapshot into the lives of hundreds of people 

who passed through or lived in Williamsport, MD between 1856 and 1858. 

What else can we learn?



QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU


