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The Ocean Hall site (18ST71) consists of a large masonry structure with construction phases in the 18th, 19th, and early 20th centuries. The overall 
occupation at the site in the historic periods (and more recently) spans nearly 280 years starting in the 17th century. It is located at Bushwood, in St. Mary’s 
County. The structure is situated along the Wicomico River on Bushwood Cove. Soils at the site are Othello silt loam. The site area encompasses 
approximately 109 m X 46 m. 

The first historical reference to the area of Ocean Hall was John Smith’s map of 1607 that showed a large prehistoric village at the location. In 1639, Dr. 
Gerrard received a grant to a large parcel of land that included the Ocean Hall tract. Dr. Gerrard sold the portion of the land on which Ocean Hall now stands 
to his son-in-law, Robert Slye, in 1654/55. Slye was a wealthy tobacco merchant and planter in the 17th century. At his death in 1670, Slye’s estate reverted to 
his widow and son, Gerrard Slye. A description of the estate included several structures: 2 major dwellings, 4 quarters, a kitchen, a boat house, a stable, a 
carpenter’s shop, a dairy, a store and a ‘pott house’. The potter Morgan Jones was indentured in 1661 to Slye. It has been suggested that Gerrard Slye, Jr. 
built Ocean Hall ca. 1703. Ocean Hall is a 1 1/2-story brick structure, which has undergone numerous structural changes since being built.  The south and 
eastern walls were laid in Flemish bond, while the others were laid in English and haphazard bond.  The "cruck" roof construction is a Late Medieval English 
architectural technique used to achieve greater building height without sacrificing head room to crossing beams. A plat dated 1711 shows that Gerrard Slye, 
Jr. owned the parcel where Ocean Hall now stands. When Slye, Jr. died in 1733, the property converted to his widow and to his son George who owned 
Ocean Hall until his death in 1773. The property passed to Slye’s nephew, Edmund Plowden, in 1780 and remained in the hands of his son (Edmund Jr.) until 
he sold the property to James Gardiner in 1813. The Plowden’s apparently treated Ocean Hall as a tenant property. Gardiner owned the tract until his death in 
1831 and his son-in-law, John Blakistone, had gained control of the property by 1836. In 1853, Blakistone sold the property, then known as “Lower 
Bushwood”, to Richard Miles who in turn sold it to Catherine Burch. 

The subdivision of the estate in 1870 is the first written reference to the name Ocean Hall. A report to county commissioners in 1870 described the main 
structure and indicated that a kitchen was attached by a hyphen to the south gable end. Catherine Burch’s son sold the land to his brother-in-law, William 
Blakistone, in 1883. Early 20th century references to the main dwelling refer to it as “Old Blakistone House”. When Blakistone died in 1890, his widow 
inherited the house and lands known as “part of Ocean Hall”. Alice Blakistone lived in the house until her death in 1972. Her sons then sold the property in 
1973. In 1977, the Boyd’s purchased the property including the house and approximately 11-acres of land. 

In 1934, architectural historian Dr. Chandlee Forman surveyed the structure and described Ocean Hall as ‘built about 1684 by the Gardiners and as the home 
of Nehemiah Blakistone when he was President of the Council in 1690’. However, the Gardiners came into possession of the property well after the original 
construction of the main dwelling as did Blakistone. More intensive study of the architecture of Ocean Hall started in 1971 and continued through 1976 when a 
Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) study was completed. Investigations at the site were resumed in 1979 at the request of the building’s owner, Dr. 
Boyd.  That research phase included the removal of late alterations to the structure that facilitated documentation of previously unexposed features. Also at 
that time, samples of the wood taken from the structure were subjected to dendochronological analysis. The samples yielded a date of 1703 for construction 
of Ocean Hall. 

Archeological research was conducted in 1973 by a St. Mary’s County archeologist. Artifactual evidence was collected from the plowed fields around the 
structure. Prehistoric artifacts dating from the Early Archaic period through the Late Woodland period were recorded. Historic material included 17th-, 18th-, 
and 19th century remains. It was at that time that the site number was obtained for the area. Concentrations of artifacts were identified to the north and west 
of the main structure. A plow-disturbed prehistoric shell midden extended from near the main house to the river shoreline. Excavations in the northern portion 
of the site revealed a refuse-filled pit feature that measured from 3.35 m to 4.57 m (11’ to 15’) in diameter. The fill contained architectural debris dating to the 
late 17th and early 18th centuries. It was determined that the assemblage represented domestic debris that was the result of the demolition of a structure off 
the north end of the main house, possibly the original kitchen of Ocean Hall. The artifact inventory was not available for inclusion in the synthesis. 

Additional research was conducted in 1980 and 1981 to clear the way for the construction of a proposed new addition to the main house. The research goals 
of the mitigation were to address the patterning of activity areas, to retrieve architectural information that can be used in house renovation, and to explore 
methods of investigating a standing structure. Although the main house and the surrounding grounds encompass the site area, in 1980/81 the archeology was 
to take place within the gutted shell of the 20th century kitchen addition. The proposed area of impact was about 83.61 square meters (900 square feet). It 
became apparent that the addition was not structurally sound; therefore, the structure was disassembled with minimal impact to subsurface features. The field 
methods employed was not detailed in the original report. It appears that large areas were excavated, the equivalent to a Phase III undertaking. The 
construction sequences were designated by Phase, with Phase I denoting the earliest period of occupation and Phase III the latest, and sub-phases were 
designated with letters (e.g. Phase Ia). 

Results of the 1980/81 exposed several superimposed architectural features and cultural deposits. Feature 1 (Phase III) consisted of a chimney base laid of 
brickbats on fieldstone and cement filled foundations. Feature 2 (Phase II) was a clay cap around a stone footing. This probably represents an intentional 
filling to level the area – possibly as a floor for the stone-footed structure, which preceded the extant frame structure. The feature dates to the first 30 years of 
the 19th century and the materials appeared to be a mixed-in yard midden. Feature 3 (Phase II) consisted of the fill beneath the stone footing. Feature 4 
(Phase Ib) was identified as a burned level beneath a clay level (Feature 2) described above. Most of the material from this stratum dated to 1720-1780. The 
feature was tentatively interpreted to be a mixed demolition level. Feature 5 (Phase Ib) was the occupational level. It had a similar distribution to Feature 4 
immediately above it. The stratum goes into subsoil with no clear break and probably represents yard midden and occupation debris mixed together and 
leached down during the first structure’s life span. Feature 6 (Phase Ib) was defined as the fill beneath the cobble-bedded walkway. Since no ceramics post-
dating 1760 were identified, it was postulated that this deposition probably dates to before that time. Feature 8 (Phase Ib) was comprised of block holes 
adjacent to the brick chimney footing. Only secondary and re-cut piling holes contained any artifacts, the date of which suggested that the enlargement and 
repair of the frame structure was tentatively associated with the cobble walkway. The other piling holes probably relate to the original structure (Phase Ia) ca. 
1703. 

The Phase Ia structure was of undetermined size, with the gable end 8.229 m (27’) from the south gable end of the main house. It was parallel to the main 
house, but inset 0.609 m (2’) from the eastern façade. It was a box-framed timber structure, probably a single story, and heated by one chimney. In Phase Ib, 
the Phase Ia structure was modified and enlarged in 1750. A second cell was added to the chimney-gable end. The structure measured roughly 5.48 m X 4.26 
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m (18X14’). The area between it and the main house was covered with the cobbled pathway and it was suggested that the southeastern gable door was cut 
into the main house at this time. The dating and spatial modifications indicate this may have been a kitchen. In Phase IIa, the detached Phase I structure was 
attached to the main house by a hyphen. This structure was apparently built after the Phase Ib kitchen was demolished or burned ca. 1820-1830. It was 4.26 
m X 4.87 m (14’X16’) in size. It appeared that the dairy was also built during this time. Siding was added to the structure in Phase IIb. The Phase II kitchen 
was used until ca. 1880-1890 when it was demolished and replaced by the Phase IIIa structure. The Phase IIIa kitchen wing was aid to be a relocated smaller 
dwelling characterized as a ‘slave quarter’. The relocated dwelling abutted the dairy. The structure measured 4.87 m X 3.65 m (16’X12’) and was of frame 
construction, probably one story with an attic. A chimney was centrally located on the southern wall. The eastern south-gable door of the main house 
continued to provide access to the kitchen. Phase IIIb was an L-shaped enlargement that wrapped around the Phase IIIa kitchen and abutted the main house. 
This created a wing 9.44 m X 7.31 m (31’X24’) and was a story and a half. Access was gained through doors in the southern end of the main house, a door 
facing the driveway, and a door in the western end of the south wall. The final modification of the outside of the structure occurred some time after 1923 when 
the small porch over the east entrance of the house was built. By 1934, it was replaced by a full wrap-around porch. 

A total of 1,858 historic artifacts were reported from the 1980/81 archeological investigations. There were 9 activity items (5 terra cotta flower pot fragments, 1 
glass bottle seal, 1 lead bale seal, 1 fragment of a possible kiln prop used for separating earthenware during firing, and a brass leather harness decoration). 
There were 2 architectural items (ceramic tiles). There was 1 furniture item (a brass escutcheon fragment from a furniture pull). There were 1,758 kitchen-
related items (142 tin glazed earthenware, 42 porcelain, 113 white salt-glazed stoneware, 130 creamware, 1 Whieldon-type earthenware, 33 Rhenish blue and 
gray, 16 English brown salt-glazed stoneware, 16 thin brown stoneware, 12 Manganese mottled earthenware, 60 Staffordshire slipware, 6 red pasted slipware, 
67 Buckley ware, 11 Buckley-like ware, 4 Morgan Jones type, 10 Baker type, 118 redware, 44 buff-bodied earthenware, 5 other earthenware, 277 pearlware, 
435 whiteware, 14 Rockingham/Bennington, 127 late porcelain, 7 semi-porcelain, 2 yellowware, 15 Bristol stoneware, 39 gray salt-glazed stoneware, 1 brown 
salt-glazed stoneware, 2 red pasted salt-glazed stoneware, 9 other stoneware). There were 87 tobacco items (white clay pipe fragments). There was 1 
personal item (a brass book clasp). 

Middle Archaic through Late Woodland artifacts have been retrieved from the site area and are in the possession of private collectors. No prehistoric materials 
were noted in the original report from the 1980/81 investigations. 

The Ocean Hall site (18ST71) is a good example of 17th-20th century vernacular architecture in Southern Maryland. With its four heated chambers, formal 
symmetrical eastern façade, and solid construction of brick and oak, Ocean Hall was an exceptionally high quality structure when constructed in 1703. Further 
systematic surface collection and excavation would help to identify loci of activities around the main house. Mitigation is recommended whenever earth 
moving activities occur at the site. The site offers unique opportunities for research due to the long-term, continual occupation of the area.


