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Prosopography, a byword of historiography in the 1980s, is the 
study of a discrete group of individuals through a period of time. 
The members of the group might be linked by geography, such as 
the inhabitants of one particular Tidewater Virginia county studied 
in Darren B. and Anita H. Rutman's monumental A Place in Time: 
Middlesex County, Virginia, 1650-1750 (New York, 1984). Members 
of legislatures are also good subjects for prosopographical studies, 
their common bond being their service as lawmakers. The compiled 
information required for a prosopographical study can be very 
useful to genealogists as well as to historians through its delineation 
of kinship networks among the group under study. Thus Bruce A. 
Bendler's Colonial Delaware Assemblymen, 1682-1776 held out the 
promise of usefulness to both historians and genealogists, two 
usually distinct and often mutually antagonistic groups of scholars. 
Unfortunately, the book does not live up to its promise. 

The introduction to the volume is a brief history of the Assembly 
of Delaware, known in the colonial period as the Three Lower 
Counties or the Territories of Pennsylvania, including the years, 
from 1682 to 1704, when Delaware was united with the Quaker 
colony in a common legislative assembly. The author provides some 
interesting comparisons of the assemblymen with their constituents 
in terms of wealth (as represented by tax assessments) and landhold- 
ing. He also addresses the religious make-up of the Assembly, the 
structure of the House, and the meaning of the term "party" in the 
colonial era. It is in the introduction, however, that the fatal flaw in 
this volume begins to become apparent: insufficient research. For 
example (p. vi), the tradition that William Rodney was speaker of 
the November 1704 Delaware Assembly, the first held separately 
from Pennsylvania, while plausible, has never to this reviewer's 
knowledge been definitively proved. Also (p. xvi), contrary to the 
author's assertion, the names of all the representatives elected in 
1702 have been preserved.' 
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The biographical notes on the assemblymen comprise the core of 
the volume. Each entry consists of the assemblyman's name and life 
dates if known; his county or counties and year(s) of service; 
biographical notes varying in length from a sentence or two (see, for 
example, Arthur Vankirk, p. 115) to several paragraphs; and a list 
of sources consulted. The sources are often only general (and 
therefore minimally useful) references, such as "Sussex County 
probate records"; they are never proper and complete reference 
citations. Here, in the heart of the book, the insufficient research 
becomes appallingly evident. 

As every genealogist and historian knows, it is theoretically 
possible to research a person, a family, or a topic forever and never 
have the research complete; a writer must, however, call a halt to 
the research process at some point. Because virtually no one has the 
leisure to research ad infinitum, in most cases it is possible to forgive 
or overlook a certain small amount of incompleteness. No forgive- 
ness is possible, however, in the case of Colonial Delaware Assembly- 
men, but not merely because diligent research in sources for 
Delaware, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia can and will yield 
much more information on many of the early Delaware legislators 
than is presented in this volume. No forgiveness is possible because 
so much of the material the author does provide is demonstrably 
wrong. The author is not invariably incorrect in his assertions, of 
course, but the volume is nevertheless so riddled with errors that 
under no circumstances should its statements of "fact" be accepted 
without independent verification. 

It is difficult to escape the conclusion that the author was careless 
in his research. Close examination of the biographical notes and 
their cited sources demonstrates the inaccuracy of so much of the 
material presented in the volume. Some of the errors are almost 
laughable; for example, Scituate, the home of Joseph Booth (p. 9) 
before he settled in Delaware, is in Massachusetts, not Rhode 
Island.' Others are far more serious. A case in point is the material 
provided on Luke Watson, Sr. (pp. 118-49). Although the author 
claims to have consulted Sussex County probate records for his 
material on Watson, he presents Watson's three wives out of 
chronological order, as is clearly evident from Watson's will. Again, 
while the author states that Peter Baynton (pp. 5-6) died in 
England in 1710, Baynton, in his will of 1 June 1710, describes 
himself as "now Resident in the City of Philadelphia," where 
Baynton was buried three days later.' Moreover, in his Baynton 
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notes the author incorrectly states (p. 5) that Mary, a daughter of 
Baynton's stepdaughter Catharine Sandelands and her husband 
Jasper Yeates, married Robert French. Yet in his notes on French 
(p. 46), he correctly identifies French's wife as Mary Sandelands, a 
sister of Catherine (Sandelands) Yeates.5  Again, the author gives a 
death date of 1694 for Peter Alrichs (p. 1), when in fact Alrichs was 
still attending the Provincial Council in May 1697. Incidentally, the 
author consulted C. A. Weslager's monograph on Alrichs but then 
unwisely rejected Weslager's carefully reasoned and well-supported 
argument establishing Alrichs's parentage in favor of a much less 
reliable claim.' The cumulative effect of these and other errors 
great and small is to destroy the credibility of the volume. 

While the out-and-out inaccuracies in the book are bad enough, 
the volume also, at times, evinces an unsophisticated, not to say 
naive, approach to sources. For example, John Moll (pp. 80-81), 
one of the most prominent magistrates of New Castle County in the 
Duke of York period, is described as a clock-maker. This astonish- 
ing assertion is based on a description of an old clock with Moll's 
name on it that "was sent to Holland to have the movements put 
in.' If, in fact, Moil really had any connection to the construction of 
the timepiece in question, clearly the source implies that he built 
the case, not the clock-works, perhaps qualifying him to be 
considered a cabinets-maker, if only in his spare time. Molt's 
principal occupation, as noted conectly (p. 81), was as a merchant. 
Also, in the context of the mid-eighteenth century, the claim that 
Samuel Johns (p. 64) was an attorney simply because he used the 
designation "esquire" after his name is dubious. Again, the author 
has taken the label "C," for "church," applied, in contradistinction 
to "Q," for "Quaker," to some signers of an Assembly document to 
equate to Anglican religious affiliation when the original meaning 
was most likely "non-Quaker." This has betrayed him into claiming 
that William Houston (p. 62) was an Anglican. Houston, however, 
was undoubtedly a Presbyterian; he bequeathed a 300-acre planta- 
tion as a glebe for the support of a Presbyterian minister in New 
Castle.' 

In addition to the multitude of other inaccuracies in the volume, 
the author frequently had difficulty differentiating between two 
individuals with the same name. For example, he has confused 
William Dyer (p. 36), who was elected to the Assembly from Sussex 
County in 1699, with his father, Major William Dyer (d. 1688), a 
former customs official, who was denied a seat on the Provincial 
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Council in 1687.9  The author seems to have found Kent Countians 
particularly troublesome to differentiate. He has failed to distin- 
guish between John Hillyard (d. 1726) (p. 57), who represented 
Kent County in the 1695 Assembly, and his father, also John 
Hillyard (d. 1684), who served in the Assembly in 1682 and the 
Provincial Council in 1683-84.10  Similarly, the author has the 
Richardson family hopelessly confused because of his failure to 
separate John Richardson (d. 1703), who served with the elder 
Hillyard in the Provincial Council in 1683, from his son John 
Richardson (p. 97), a delegate to the 1688 Assembly, who, it seems 
probable, was executed at New Castle for murder about 1692." 
That the author would find it difficult to differentiate among three 
Griffith joneses (pp. 65-66) is perhaps more understandable, but it 
was Daniel Jones (p. 65), not Griffith Jones, who represented Kent 
County in the 1682 Assembly.' Furthermore, the author has 
supplied notes on William Freeman (p. 44), who actually was not an 
assemblyman; William Freeland (p. 44) represented Kent the year 
attributed to William Freeman." 

After a two-page list of frequently cited sources, the volume 
concludes with an appendix, a collection of sessions lists from 1683 
to 1776. Although he has provided partial lists for other years when 
not all of the representatives are known, the author has not 
provided a list for 1682, even though he has supplied biographical 
notes for 15 of the 18 representatives known to have served that 
year." Apparently he simply forgot to include lists for 1686 and 
1716.15  

In the end, how does one account for this unfortunate volume? 
Plainly, the author undertook a task too large for one researcher. 
Legislative biographical dictionaries, such as those already pubir 
fished for Maryland' and South Carolina' 7  and the one currently in 
production for colonial Pennsylvania (which, for the period 1682 
1701, will include the representatives for the Delaware counties), 
are usually produced by teams of researchers. Compilation of 
accurate and adequate biographies of the legislators of even so 
small a colony as Delaware was simply too much for one individual. 

There is no reason to doubt the assertion, made in an ill-advised 
laudatory preface (p. iii), that Colonial Delaware Assemblymen was a 
"labor of love" for its author. Good intentions are nevertheless no 
excuse for shoddy scholarship. Although the inadequate reference 
notes provided in the volume can suggest avenues for further 
research, it cannot be overemphasized that, as noted previously, 
nothing in this book should be taken as "fact" without independent 
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verification. The volume deserves to fail on its own demerits. Its 
publication was a disservice to both history and genealogy. 

Jeffrey L. Scheib 
Biographical Dictionary of 

Early Pennsylvania 
Legislators 
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Hirsch, and Craig W. Horle, eds., The Papers of William Penn, Volume Three, 
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