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SUMMIT HALL: 230 YEARS FROM LOGTOWN
TO SUMMIT HALL FARM PARK
by Anne W. Cissel

In its 230-year history, Summit Hall, a ridge-top estate in the heart of Gaithersburg, has been the scene of
significant events associated with the pioneer settlement of Logtown, the Civil War, and scientific advances in
astronomy and agronomy. Thetopography of the land called Summit Hall made it a desirable locationfor early settlers.
At an elevation of 500 feet it commands a panoramic view of the countryside. Its eastern border on the historic main
road of settlement and commerce influenced its rich history. Today the city-owned Summit Hall Farm Park assures
the future of a house which features architectural elements from three different periods of ownership, several out-
buildings, landscaped grounds, rolling lawns, and ancient trees.

Inthe 1750’s, the area that encompasses Summit Hall was one of a string of tobacco plantations owned by
Thomas Lamar and his family. In 1755, Thomas Clarkson paid Robert Lamar 20 pounds “sterling money of Great
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Britain” for 100 acres of “Robert's Delight.”" Clarkson also purchased 12 acres of “Deer Park” from Jeremiah Crabb.2
The deed from Crabb specifies that this piece of land was “over the main road on the west side.” By the main road
is meant the road between Frederick town and George Town, ortoday’s Route 355. This well-traveled route connected
the county seat at Frederick with the lowerpart of (then) Frederick County and apparently predated the arrival of settlers

for when Ralph Crabb had Deer Park surveyed in 1722, the beginning point was “in a glade of the Muddy Branch, a
little to the eastward of the Indian Path.”™

In 1769, Gerard Briscoe of Charles County purchased Clarkson’s land plus parts of “Oronoco” and “Belt's
Desire.” Onthe eastern part of Robert’s Delight and Deer Park and bordering on the main road, Gerard Briscoe laid
out streets and lots for a settlement he called “Germanburg” but which was commonly known as “Logtown.” The
handful of Frederick County German families he recruited for his settlement were artisans connected with the
manufacture of leather. Most of the activity at Logtown surrounded the tannery which Gerard Briscoe and his son
Robert, who was himself a saddler, owned. The formal name of the settlement reflected the nationality of the settlers;
the nickname probably arose from the cluster of log buildings. Since log dwellings were the norm rather than the
exception in eighteenth-century Maryland, it conveniently described the site.

The lots laid out by Briscoe, which were approximately 1/3 to 1/2 acre, were few. Evidence points to their
location as havingbeen clustered between the front pond on present Summit Hall Farm and Gaithersburg High School.
Howeverthe upper half of the 12-acre Deer Park tract which adjoined the Logtown lots on three sides was also thought
to be Logtown and that acreage extended to just past the later Summit Avenue. A road petition in 1806 requested that
a road be laid from the Barnesville Road past MacCubbin’s Mill (Clopper) to intersect the main road “at or near Log

Town.” Until it was moved in 1857, the Barnesville Road (present Route 117) intersected Frederick Road just north-
west of later Summit Avenue.®

By 1773, the first lots were owned by Baltus Fulks, a shoemaker. Later his son William also owned lots. On
these lots were log dwelling houses with gardens, outbuildings, and small orchards. Baltus and William outlined their
lots with stones inscribed with theirinitials. However many of the lots were leased rather than sold. When William Fulks
leased another two and a half lots in 1789, his lease was to run “99 years, renewable forever.”

The owners of the tannery, which later included Robert Briscoe’s son-in-law Alexander Willson, appear to
have prospered. Inthe 1780 census, the tannery is reported as employing 20 slaves in additionto the Logtown families
who processed and manufactured the finished leather goods. Given the noxious odors of atannery, it is not surprising

that Logtown was never a town per se but a manufacturing center. The tannery ceased operation some time before
1810.

When Montgomery County was formed in 1776, Gerard Briscoe was one of its first justices. His relative wealth
is documented by the assessment levied against him in 1777 for building the courthouse. In all of Seneca Hundred,
only one landowner, his neighbor Joseph Wilson (one of Lamar's sons-in-law), had a higher assessment. Baltus Fulks
was assessed only one-twelfth of Briscoe’s tax, but the Fulks had also prospered. William Fulks owned several
hundred acres near Muddy Branch before he moved his family to Virginia. Baltus Fulks’s daughters married either
fellow Logtown lot owners or the sons of neighboring planter families. The descendants of the Fulks family would play
important roles in the development of the area and would later figure in the history of Gaithersburg.

' Frederick County Land Records, Book E, p. 787.

2 lbid., p. 732.

3 Maryland Land Records, Book IL A, p. 355.

4 Frederick County Land Records, Book M, p. 589.

5 Montgomery County Land Records, Book G, p. 163.
& Ibid., Book D, p. 212.
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When Gerard Briscoe decided to sell his lands, he advertised 1000 acres in two parcels in the Maryland
Journal. His house was described as “elegant and convenient for a large genteel family.”” The house was further
described in the Chancery Court records as a “commodious brick dwelling house.” Gerard Briscoe’s house lay on
the grant called Belt’s Desire, part of which is now the site of the National Institute of Standards and Technology (until
recently the National Bureau of Standards).

In the meantime, Robert Briscoe was marrying again. His new wife was the widowed Sarah Willson. A
Briscoe-Willson pre-nuptial agreement made provisions for Sarah’s welfare and also included provisions for her son
Alexander Willson to assume ownership of the tannery.® Robert and Sarah had their own farm, but the buyer of the
senior Briscoe’s 1000 acres insisted on a new survey to separate the nuptial fands and clear up the boundaries of
several overlapping lands. The survey was made in 1783, and the property was found to contain 1238 1/2 acres. 1t
was patented under the new name of “Zoar.™?

A dispute between the Briscoes and the buyer, Roger Ponsonby, resulted in the land being assigned by
Ponsonby to Edward Burgess while the suit wound its way through the local and Chancery courts. The 1783 tax
assessment records clearly show that Colonel Burgess was then already in possession of the assigned land, including
the later site of Summit Hall, the unsold Logtown lots, and Gerard Briscoe’s house on Belt's Desire. Robert and Sarah
Willson Briscoe retained their 200-acre dwelling plantation. Robert left his property to Sarahin his will, awillwitnessed
by Baltus and William Fulks of Logtown.!" Sarah outlived Robert by only a year.

Onthe Deer Park land near present Summit Avenue Colonel Burgess built a store that appearsona 1791 road
survey.’? Logtown is not shown on the survey, and records indicate that the name Logtown devolved only to those
contiguous lots fronting on present Summit Hill Farm, with the scattering of buildings 1o the northwest reverting to their
original land-grant names. Burgess was a fellow justice, a state legislator, and one of the most prominent men in the
county. However he lost his land to his creditors in 1792-1793. Acting forthe creditors, Thomas Plater sold 300 acres
“above the courthouse on the main road leading from said courthouse to Frederickiown and adjoining Logtown...”
for 1255 pounds sterling in late 1799, evidently to Thomas Beall.®

From 1799 to 1828, nominaltitle to the property which was to be the site of Summit Hall was vested in Thomas
Beall of George, wealthy merchant, land speculator, and mayor of Georgetown. However, after 1807, he was not
assessed for this land. Instead Baltus Fulks’s son-in-law Jacob Swamley was assessed for 242 acres of Zoar.™ No
deeds to or from Swamley for this land are recorded. Swamley and Beall died in 1827 and 1828, and the land was
sold by Thomas Beall's executor to James DeSellum (another Fulks son-in-law). In 1828, DeSellum is assessed for
the same 242 acres that Swamley had. It can be theorized that, through some unrecorded agreement, Swamley was
a share-owner or tenant-partner with the absentee Beall (or at least William Holmes, the tax assessor, neighbor, and
relative of Briscoe thought so).

7 Baltimore Advertiser and Maryland Journal, September 186, 1777.

& Chancery Court Records, Case No. 4096, Maryland Hall of Records.
®  Frederick County Land Records, Book BD 2, p. 492.

% Maryland Land Records, Book IC G, p. 259,

" Montgomery County Wills, Book VMB 1, p. 404.

2 Montgomery County Land Records, Book F, p. 195.

s bid., Book H, p. 655.

Montgomery County Tax Assessments, 1804-1820, Montgomery County Historical Society.
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The earliest firm date that can be given to Summit Hall from this evidence is 1807 to 1812. These dates are
reinforced by Swamley’s 1808 tax records showing slave ownership for the first time,’® and his election as constable
of Seneca Hundred in 1808. This responsible position required evidence of assets and posting of a large surety bond.
Before 1808, Swamley’s only known land was the 2 3/4 acres he owned at Logtown, including the old tannery lot, no
longer in operation.

Since the tax assessment records for Swamley show an increased valuation for an improvement in 1813, it
canbe assumedthat this increase represents the building of a house onthe property. The earliest section of the house,
on the south or rear side, is constructed of hew, squared logs; some plastered chinking is still in evidence in the cellar
stairwell, the only place where the original construction materials are visible. The foundations are of random coursed
fieldstone laid nearly 18 inches thick; they are probably not original to the building. This original section is two stories
in height and three bays wide with one room on each side of a center hall. Its lines and utilitarian design are typical
of vernacular architecture during the Federal period.

The most noteworthy original architectural features are the massive chimneys at the gable ends. These
chimneys are uncommon and unusual, distinctive in the use of flattish stone laid length-wise but braced at irregular
intervals by larger squared stones at the corners. The chimney stacks have now been raised above the later higher
roof line by brick additions. Inside the house the thick tongue and groove plank flooring, original hearths, and doorways
of various heights but uniformly much lower than later Victorian or twentieth-century door openings can be seenin the
upper rear rooms.

Jacob Swamley’s wife was Eleanor Fulks. Her married sisters continued to live in the area, and one of them
became the second mistress of Summit Hall. Elizabeth Fulks married Thomas Rawlings; they lived on the adjoining
farm “Rawling’s Rest.” Catherine Fulks married James Dezelm (later spelled DeSellum). The DeSellums purchased
her father’s old log house at Logtown at his death in 1806 and lived there until their purchase of Zoar or Summit Hall
in 1828.1

Increases intax assessments in 1842 and again in 1848 may reflect improvements to the Summit Hall house.
These improvements included the present one-room kitchen building with dormered servants’ loft at the east end of
the house and an addition onthe front. The kitchen wingwas built 4 to 5 feet below the floor level of the house, allowing
double use of the east chimney. The kitchen side of the chimney had a 7-foot opening for cooking while the other side
of the stack continued to warmthe first-floor parlor. The addition of four rooms and a center hallto the front of the house
doubledits size. This change is most evident inthe increased height of the ceilings and the smallersize ofthefireplaces
whichused brick stacks (now gone). The roof and attic structure was completely rebuilt with the addition of three gabled
dormer windows on the front facade. These dormers are partially visible in photographs taken after the later Victorian
three-sided bays were applied, a further argument to date this change to the period of DeSellum’s ownership. itis not
likely that the subsequent Fulks owner would construct a new front addition and enlarged roof with three dormers and
then incorporate the dormers into bays.

A few feet southeast of the present house is a windowless log building. Consistent with the Fulks-Swamley
heritage, the building is an example of German style design and log construction methods in its use of unsquared
notched logs with mortared chinking, topped with horizontal weatherboarding above the eave line. This upper framing
as well as rafters, roof, and floor have all been replaced. While the building cannot be dated precisely, it is probably
contemporary with the earliest sections of Summit Hall, or it may even predate the farmhouse. It has been used as
a meathouse-storehouse and was known to have been a smokehouse in the late nineteenth century.

5 Ibid.
' Montgomery County Land Records, Book BS 1, p. 619.
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When James DeSellum died in 1847, he left his widow Catherine and two grown, unmarried children, John
T.and Sarah. He was 74 years of age and left an estate of seven slaves, livestock, and a scanty inventory of personal
furniture which listed one item as a “beaufat” (buffet?). His possessions also included an old shoemaker's bench and
(shoe) lasts, reminders of the leather industries of early Logtown.

The DeSellum children inherited the farm upon James’s death and applied for a patent to resurvey and rename
their acreage. The patent for 251 acres of Summit Hall was granted in 1857."7 It included the site of the original
occupied lots of Logtown.

Catherine DeSellum died in 1858 and was buried alongside James in the family cemetery in a forest grove
approximately 300 yards southwest of the house. Later John T. and Sarah DeSellumwould be buried there also. The
four graves with granite headstones are extant although vandalism and natural deterioration prompted the recent
removal of the headstones for restoration and protection.

At about the same time that John T. DeSellum became the master of Summit Hall, several changes were being
made in the surrounding farming community. With the disappearance of the old Logtown settlement, the commercial
center had shifted a half mile north of his farm. Although the first post office of 1856 was dubbed “Forest Qak,” a road
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7 Montgomery County Land Records, Book EBP 2, p. 554.
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plat of the period showed the village was already known as “Gaithersburg.” This plat showed the changed location
of the Bamesville Road from just above Logtown at present Summit Avenue to the area shown as Gaithersburg (later
Diamond Avenue). One of the reasons for the road change was to circumvent the steep grade of DeSellum’s Hill.*®

DeSellum became a prosperous and respected member of the Gaithersburg farming community. He was
active in the County’s Agricultural Society and was secretary of the local Grange. Although a pillar of the Presbyterian
Church, he donated land forthe Ascension Episcopal Church. His interestin education included service as the County
Commissioner of Education.™ The local schoolhouse was built on DeSellum Iand on the east side of the Frederick
Road. This schoolhouse had deteriorated by 1882 and was demolished to extend Goshen Road (renamed Summit
Avenue) 1o intersect the main road and to provide access to the railroad depot.

The terrible passions aroused by the Civil War put DeSellum on the wrong side in the view of the mostly pro-
Southern neighbors in Montgomery County. Although a slave owner himself, DeSellum believed in the preservation
of the Union, by force if necessary. His beliefs and activities during the war years are contained in a 52-page
handwritten narrative that also gives a brief overview of the batiles,campaigns, and personal impact of the war activities
inthe Virginia-Maryland area. With his appointment as Enroliment Officer of the hated Union draft, he was “vilified from
pulpit to grog shop.” His outspoken support, along with more covert activities to aid Union troops, earned him the
retaliation of the Confederate forces when they conirolled the area.

During June 1863, Jeb Stuart’s cavalry forces occupied Rockville for a day. Armed with a list of the pro-
Unionists, the Confederate forces arrested DeSellum as he left the Presbyterian church services. Enroute to
Gettysburg, Stuart’s forces also “relieved” him of horses, forage, and food supplies at Summit Hall.

The following summer General Jubal Early’s army aimed for the Capital City. The night before the attack on
Washington, Early’s forces encamped around Summit Hall and vicinity. Early made his headquarters in the DeSellum
home. Early’s staff referred to “going into camp at Summit Point.”? In the process of this hostile occupation, DeSellum
lost his remaining livestock, corn, hay, meat supplies, and fencing. When DeSellum protestedthe plundering, General
Early leftanorderto leave DeSellumtiwo barrels of corn. The house was searched forweapons, butthe soldiers missed
the $3000 in cash and bonds hurriedly concealed under Sarah DeSellum’s voluminous skirts. When the ordeal was
over, DeSellum recorded his acts of private revenge, which included directing many of Early’s men “toward the North
Pole” and risking his life “by hiding three of Early’s best soldiers in the marsh... and affected their final escape.” After
the war DeSellum applied for compensation, but the archives do not show that he received any money for his losses.

With the end of hostilities the DeSellums replaced the fencing and livestock and made other improvements
in the farm, among them the two-story frame tenant house (now stuccoed) built near the main house.

The size and comfort of Summit Hall is reflected in the inventory of Sarah DeSellum’s estate at her death in
1885. Included in her personal inventory were: four bedsteads, two lounges (sofas), mirrors, tables, 22 chairs, and
two stoves (heating). One sausage stuffer and two spinning wheels were also mentioned. Her half interest in the 190-
acre farm was valued at $10 per acre, with sheep, horses, hay, carriage, wagon, and oxcart all appraised.2

'® Montgomery County Land Records, Book JGH 8, pp. 163-164.
'° Gaithersburg the Heart of Montgomery County (Gaithersburg, MD: The City of Gaithersburg, 1978), Chapters 3, 6, 9, 10.
20 John T. DeSellum, "Journal of Civil War,” Gift Collection G-884, Maryland Hall of Records.

' Charles T. Jacobs, Civil War Guide to Montgomery County, Maryland (Rockville, MD: The Montgomery County Historical
Society and The Montgomery County Civil War Round Table, 1983), p. 13.

2 DeSellum, op.cit., pp.48-51.
2 Montgomery County Inventory Records, Book RWC 17, p. 80.
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By the time of Miss DeSellum’s death, Gaithersburg was well on its way to becoming an important market
and transportation center. The railroad had arrived in 1873; it cut across the northeast portion of Summit Hall. The
Goshen Road from the depot was cut through DeSellum land to become Summit Avenue. Mr. DeSellum invested in
a number of successful business enterprises in Gaithersburg. He was a director of both the Gaithersburg Milling and
Manufacturing Company and the Gaithersburg National Bank.

Mr. DeSellum gave up housekeeping after his sister’s death. In 1886, he sold Summit Hall to Ignatius Thomas
Fulks for $10,000, reserving the use of one room in the house and firewood for heating. The deed also exempted the
family burial ground in the forest grove west of the house. 2 One of Mr. DeSellum’s activities after his “retirement”
from farming was as a volunteer observer for the War Department Signal Service. His meteorological observations
werethe initial phase inthe laterdecisions to set up a programthat would locate an astronomical observatory at Summit
Hall, one of four built world-wide to study the wobble of the earth. Mr.DeSellum’s log of weather information is dated
May 1888 to September 1891. He died before the newly formed U.S. Geodetic Survey built the Summit Hall
observatory on his grounds. Today DeSellum Avenue in the suburban development “Observatory Heights” ends in
apath leading to the old observatory, a National Register of Historic Places site now owned and being restored by the
City of Gaithersburg.

Ignatius Thomas Fulks, the new owner of Summit Hall, was a prominent Gaithersburg merchant, a fellow
“biack Republican,”and a cousin, a member of a collateral Fulks line. He was a great grandson of Baltus Fulks, the
eariiest Logtown owner. His grandfather William Fulks, a brother of Catherine DeSellum, had owned several hundred
acres of land west and south of Zoar and Logtown, at Hunting Hill and near the Muddy Branch before his move to
Virginiain 1814. L.T. Fulks was born in 1832 in Warrenton but returned to the area where his family operated a store.
I.T. taught school in Neelsville and then joined the family firm Ward and Fulks, one of the first and largest mercantile
establishments in Gaithersburg.?® Fulks married another cousin, Elizabeth Gloyd, the daughter of Samuel and
Rebecca Swamley Gloyd, a great granddaughter of Baltus Fulks.

Mr. Fulks modernized Summit Hall shortly after his purchase. A new facade and more fashionable detailing
successfully disguised the simple lines of the Federal-style farmhouse. Photographs of the house during this period
show its appearance between 1887 and 1937. Twin, three-sided bays were attached to the facade. These bays were
cut-away and rose three full stories to end in a rather top-heavy pedimented gable. This particular feature was a local
favorite, probably the handiwork of one of Gaithersburg’s own builders. A number of other nineteenth-century
Gaithersburg houses show this design: the Gloyd mansion, the Trundle house, formerly located on Diamond Avenue
on the present site of Barrons Gaithersburg Lumber, the old Gaither/Walker/Magruder farmhouse where the main
building of Asbury Methodist Village is located, and the house at 106 Chestnut Avenue.

The entryway between the bays was decorated with a one-story porch with spindle-work frieze and jigsaw
bracketing. The Queen Ann/Eastlake use of “picturesque” detailing was also present in a decorated eyebrow window
installed onthe lower roof betweenthe bays. These changes were limitedto the front of the house, andthe old massing,
fenestration, and chimneys remained intact.

2 Montgomery County Land Records, Book JA 1, p. 221,

# Portrait and Biographical Record of the Sixth Congressional District (New York, NY and Chicago, IL: Chapman Publishing Co.,
1898), pp. 681-682,
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During Mr. Fulks’s ownership the already large complex of outbuildings was increased with the addition of a
barn to the southwest of the house. This board-and-batten-clad building had a granary on the top floor, corn cribs on
both ends, and an openwagon shed inthe middle. Inthe mid-twentieth century arear addition and a greenhouse were
incorporated to make this a massive and highly visible example of a farm building.

I.T. Fulkswasinstrumental in obtaining the new town charterfor Gaithersburgin 1898. Elevenacres of Summit
Hall were located within the boundaries of the town. Fulks remained active in town affairs until his death on August
27,1931, at the age of 99. Fulks willed his estate to his five children, but his creditors forced a court-ordered sale of
his property which was described as “one of the old historic estates of Montgomery County,” containing 135 1/2 acres
of which 15 1/2 acres were timberedwoodland. “The property isimproved by a 15-room frame dwelling house, 4 tenant
houses, granary, wagon shed, stable, henhouse, about 22 x 60 hay barrack and other necessary outbuildings.™®

Atthe estate auction, the heirs were, at first, the successful bidders. However, the creditors objected, and the
case was returned to the courts where, on April 4, 1936, it was sold to Frank and Nettie Wilmot for $13,500.

The Wilmots of Bethesda rented out the farmland to share farmers, while they set about renovating and
rehabilitating the old home. Architect Volmey Chase of Montgomery County restored the facade to the more classical

Summit Hall Today

% Montgomery County Equity Case 7533.
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architectural motifs of its beginnings. The 1886 “Victoriana” of its twin bays, ornamental gingerbread porch, and
eyebrow window were removed, while the new Colonial Revival design incorporated as many of the original
architectural features as feasible. The new facade restored the simplicity of the original lines, with focus on a portico
entry with classical columns and full entablature surrounding the fan- and side-lighted central entrance. The three front
gableddormerswere revealed, and the east-side kitchen wingwas modernized. The exterior of the house was covered
with stucco.

After World War I, Summit Hall turned in a new direction, William H. Wilmot perceived the need for
scientifically grown, dependable turf grasses on a commercial bases. Experimentation and research by Mr. Wilmot
and the Department of Agriculture resulted in such important lawns as those at the White House and other government
buildings. But the Summit Hall Turf Farm received its greatest publicity with the Wilmot's successful commercial
development of a grass called Meyer Z-52 or zoysia. This grass, planted in plug form, was recommended by radio
legend Arthur Godfrey on his nationally broadcast show, and the orders poured into Summit Hall. The volume of mail
was so great that the Gaithersburg Post Office was elevated to first-class status. The lawns around several of the
monuments of Washington and in the Arlington National Cemetery are examples of the Summit Hall Turf Farm’s
product.

Here at the first commercial turf farm in the United States the Wilmots continued to experiment and invent
better alfalfa grass strains, and Mr. Wilmot and his children patented machinery to harvest grass crops. A 900-acre
turf farm on the rich bottom land bordering the Potomac River has supplanted the original Summit Hall. Mr. Wilmot
died in 1981 at the age of 56.

The City of Gaithersburg purchased 57 1/2 acres of Summit Hall in 1982. Frances Wilmot Kellerman and her
husband are life tenants of the one-acre site of the old house and outbuilding complex. The green lawns, ponds, and
woods of the estate are used as a recreational area by the city and are now dedicated as the Summit Hall Farm Park.
Shaded by century-old trees and decorated by magnificent boxwood bushes, holly trees, and otherflora, the old house
on the ridge summit will be preserved and adapted to continue its long history.
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