
Introduction

On July 18, 1846, twenty-nine-year-old merchant George Long Brown 
wrote from Newnansville, Florida, to his artist brother, Mannevillette 
Elihu Dearing Brown, in Paris, France, “I am still in business at this vil-
lage, and have slowly, but I hope surely, prospered. My trade is large, 
though of a small kind. My customers are a curious sort of people, very 
different from the close-calculating folk of New England. My receipts 
are mostly in raccoon hides, and ‘sea Island’ cotton.” Brown had shipped 
about two hundred bales over the past year, and as he explained to his 
brother, “I purchase it in the seed from the plantations, and grow it on my 
own. . . . Although I have much to be glad for, and much to complain of, 
still being of a contented sort of a disposition, I live on without a murmur, 
and manage to enjoy myself. I keep an old Bachelor’s establishment, no 
woman as yet having touched my tender spot. I . . . am much addicted to 
pets—a tame raccoon, and tame parakeet being part of my household—
most gladly would I welcome your face within my house.”1

 When George Brown came to Newnansville in 1840, he established 
a business partnership with his sister’s husband, Dr. Edward Aldrich. 
Brown’s seventeen years in Florida brought him wealth and a happy mar-
riage to Matilda Stewart, who bore him three children. Brown’s letters to 
his brother, sisters Corinna Aldrich and Ellen Anderson, and other family 
members and associates shed light on southern business practices and so-
cial mores of the time and place. Even so, as a native of Portsmouth, New 
Hampshire, Brown would have been very much the “Yankee Merchant” 
to his neighbors, even as he adjusted to his new surroundings. The letters 
narrate George’s daily activities in the isolated Alachua County seat. At 
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the same time, they provide a vivid picture of life on Florida’s antebellum 
frontier through the eyes of a transplanted New Englander in a southern 
community. Before this work, we have published articles and a mono-
graph using George Brown’s sisters’ letters.2 The purpose here is to use 
George’s letters to tell his story.
 George was born to Captain Elihu and Elizabeth Dearing Brown on 
November 1, 1817, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the youngest of seven 
children. Only two years old when his father, a ship designer and captain 
of the privateering vessel Fox and other ships, died in a prison in Cádiz, 
Spain, George grew up in a large comfortable house in Portsmouth with 
his mother, three aunts (Delia, Mary, and Ann), and six siblings.3 George’s 
life changed dramatically in 1832 when his mother died and the family de-
cided to leave Portsmouth. The next year, sixteen-year-old George joined 
brothers Mannevillette and Charles in Philadelphia as the family began to 
settle the Portsmouth estate.
 Details about George’s early education are unavailable, but according 
to Michael Hugo-Brunt, Portsmouth set “an example to other New Eng-
land towns in the development of its cultural activities . . . [including] 
constant attempts to develop the educational facilities of the city.”4 The 
Brown family placed strong emphasis on education: reading, writing, and 
education were regular topics in family correspondence written during 
George’s teens when the family was still mostly together in Portsmouth. 
In 1831, George’s mother wrote a letter to her son Charles, who was with 
his brother Mannevillette in Philadelphia, thanking Charles for writing to 
her recently but chastising him for poor spelling and urging him to use a 
dictionary.5 In a letter two months later, she praises Charles’s wording in 
his letters but again criticizes his spelling and adds that she would mail 
him a dictionary. In the same letter, she comments that George, age fif-
teen, was doing well in school.6 Although Charles was enrolled in writing 
school by February 1833, George’s formal education apparently had ended 
by the time of his mother’s death late in October 1832. 
 Of the four Brown siblings who survived into adulthood in the 1840s 
and 1850s, the other three—Mannevillette, Ellen, and Corinna—were 
literary and artistic, but their talents should not overshadow those of 
George, whose energy was channeled into business; their abilities suggest 
that all the children shared a cultured upbringing. Hundreds of letters 
by Mannevillette, Corinna, and Ellen survive, and they often run to four 
detailed pages, whereas most of George’s seventy or so letters are shorter.7 
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Figure 0.1. Elizabeth Dearing Brown of Portsmouth,  
New Hampshire, circa 1820s, painting from memory  

by Mannevillette Elihu Dearing (M.E.D.) Brown.  
Courtesy of Jane and Raymond Gill.

Still, George’s letters reveal the mind of an educated man with consider-
able composition and narrative skills, and he represents the typical letter 
writer of his day, the man of business.8

 George’s training as a clerk during his late teens and early twenties in 
Boston, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and Charleston would have reinforced 
his earlier education and further strengthened his writing. In addition to 
leaving a detailed account of the economic, community, and social affairs 
of mid-nineteenth-century Newnansville, George occasionally took time 
out from his business affairs and correspondence, showing a more con-
templative character in his reflections on his own situation and interests. 
When discussing business in his letters—notably those with his partner, 
Edward Aldrich—George employs a direct, clear, and straightforward 
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style quite different from the more relaxed and descriptive style he uses 
in personal correspondence with his siblings.9 
 George’s Aunt Delia Dearing had migrated to the Florida Territory in 
the fall of 1833. Not long after establishing a millinery shop in St. Augus-
tine, she married Dr. James Hall, an elderly, well-to-do planter from Man-
darin on the St. Johns River.10 The seventy-four-year-old Hall (also a New 
Hampshire native) was one of the most substantial planters in the area, 
having come to the region during the Spanish period. Delia Hall soon 
welcomed other family members to her new home. The first to join the 
Halls was George’s sister Adelaide, but she died only months after arriving 
in the territory on October 10, 1833.11 Undaunted, other family members 
migrated to Florida. By November 1835, George’s brother Charles (nine-
teen), sisters Corinna (twenty-three) and Ellen (twenty), and Aunts Ann 
and Mary had homesteaded acreage adjacent to the Halls. 

Figure 0.2. Mannevillette Elihu Dearing Brown, self-portrait,  
as a young man during his years in Europe.  

Courtesy of Jane and Raymond Gill.


