Primary Document Activity

Objectives for this lesson

· Using Primary source material understand more about life at Hampton in the 19th century.

· Using Primary source material highlight an example of two perspectives of life at Hampton in the 1800's

Configure the students into small groups to read and discuss the diary entries.

Eliza Ridgely, known as Didy, was the oldest daughter of John Carnan Ridgely and Eliza Ridgely, the third master and mistress of Hampton (owner and wife). She was born on October 28, 1828 and documents turning 13 in this diary. She is also kept a yearly list of Christmas gifts given to the slave children. She died in 1894, living through the Civil War and the changes it brought to her family. 

Questions for students:

1. From the entries, can you determine how many places Didy lived?

Suggested responses: Didy lived most of the year in their large townhouse in Baltimore. On weekends, holidays, and during the summer, she and her family often returned to Hampton. She also boarded at Madam Bujac's school.

2. From the entries, what are some of the similarities and differences between your life today and Didy's life of the 1840's? 

Suggested responses: 
Similarities: Didy went to school, had French lessons and dancing lessons. She played with her friends, enjoyed toys like hoops and Ball Graces, and threw snowballs. She bought gifts for her relatives.  A doctor gave her pills and other medicines for an illness. She teased her friends about girls. The family had a pet.




Differences: Didy boarded at Madam Bujac's school in Baltimore. Didy and her family lived with enslaved African-Americans. While she played games, some may be unfamiliar today, such as Ball Graces (an 18th century game). Her birthday was only mentioned in the last line of her diary entry for October 28. Didy's pet was a squirrel, but there were also dogs at Hampton. The types of medicines and treatment of illnesses were different from what we are used to today. Illness was a constant worry for parents in the 1800's. Didy's parents had five children. Only two lived to adulthood, little Julia Maria died shortly after the period covered in this diary.

3. Didy grew up with an enslaved African-American workforce. What can one tell about her attitude towards slavery from her diary entries? Explain.

Suggested responses: The servants (as the Ridgelys called the people who worked for them) were part of Didy's life. She grew up with the expectation that she would be in charge of people. On October 25 "Tom the servant" carried a basket with her books. The entry of June 12 demonstrates Didy's idea of how to dispense justice. Hampton's documents and records are from the Ridgelys and their family.  Most of the enslaved workforce could not read or write, therefore they were unable to record events in their lives. This diary is from a child's perspective and could change, as the child grew older. We may never know the answers to some questions about slavery.

4. How may the entries of January 2 and June 12 be examples of two different perspectives of the same event?

Suggested responses: At Hampton, there are not many documents that illustrate the life of enslaved African Americans - we can only try and look at the materials available and realize that there may be many different interpretations. On January 2, some of the children may have liked to have the Lord's Prayer explained to them, some may have been intimidated by Didy and her friends, some may have felt resentful and condescended to, while others may have been pleased and proud of their thoughtful mistress. In the entry of June 12, we have no idea if Didy actually explained the "rules" before the children were punished for breaking them.
Didy's Diary

Didy was thirteen years old when she wrote this diary. It is a window into the lives of the family that owned Hampton as well as a peek at the lives of the people who worked here.

Read these selections from Didy's diary and answer the questions below.

1. From the entries, can you determine how many places Didy lived?

2. From the entries, what are some of the similarities and differences between your life today and Didy's life of the 1840's? 

3. Didy grew up with an enslaved African-American workforce. What can you tell about her attitude towards slavery from her diary entries? Explain.

4. How may the entries of January 2 and June 12 be examples of two different perspectives of the same event?
Selections from Didy's Diary




Monday 25th October 1841 [Baltimore House]


I got up early as this was the day I was to go to school and stayed in the parlor writing until breakfast was ready.  After breakfast Aunt Henrietta Matilda put up my hair and then Aunt Eleanora and Aunt Maria went up to Madam Bujac's [the school] with me.  Tom the servant went too carrying a basket with my books.  We went in and Madame Bujac took me into the school room and Miss Thayer asked me what books I had learnt in.  I showed her and she gave me some grammar to learn…Then I went back to the schoolroom and a little while afterward I went with the other girls up stairs to take lessons in drawing and when this was done, school was out but I went down into the schoolroom and went on learning my lesson as I did not know any of the girls… I went into the dining room to Madam Bujac who heard me my phrases and made me read French and translate.  Then I went back to the schoolroom and soon afterwards school was out.  I began to run in the garden after Blance Bujac and Agnes Riddle and while we were running about Tom came and told me that the carriage was waiting for me.

Thursday 28th October 1841 [Baltimore house]

[My friend Lizzy] came out and said her mother had given her permission for her to walk with me.  Brother Charles and Lewis Wilson came with us too.  We went up to a toyshop up market street and bought a tiny doll for my little cousin Mary Ridgely.  When I came home I had a lecture from my aunts Julianna Henrietta and Eleanora for walking so late in the streets.  They said that drunken people might insult us and told us a story of some ladies that were walking in the streets at night and some men insulted them.  Then Miss Priscilla Pue who 

spent the evening with us said a few things to us about it.  After a while we had supper and after 

supper went to bed.  This day I am thirteen years old.

Thursday 4th November 1841 [at school]

I was awakened by Miss Thayer who got up earlier than any of the girls.  I rose and dressed and went down to the schoolroom where I read and learned my lessons until breakfast and then the lessons passed as usually and we took a dancing lesson today.  Out of school hours I trundled hoop and wrote.  After dinner we had a very long [time to] play and after that we finished our French lessons and then school was out and I began to play and write.

Sunday 2nd January 1842 [at Hampton]

Today I did not go to Epson Chapel on account of my cold and Lizzy Evans did not go either but Mary and the boys went.  While they were gone, Lizzy and I went all about and stayed some time in the two greenhouses where we got some oranges and lemons.  When Mary and the boys came home we had a great deal of fun in the hall with snowballs…. After dinner we finished our sermon and we then had ten of the colored children, namely Joe, Jem Pratt, Jem Gully, Alfred, Hester, Caroline, Eliza, Amanda, Priscilla, and little Harriet Harris brought up into the ladies room where we taught them to say the Lord's Prayer after us and heard those that knew it, say it and then explain it to them all.  After their dismision [sic], we went down to tea.  After prayers we went to bed.

Selections from Didy's Diary

Thursday 20th January 1842 [at Hampton]

In the morning I had a fever and all night too and little Julia Maria was discovered to have the hooping [sic] cough.  Mrs. Brown came in and said after looking at me that I had the scarlet fever.  Dr. Marsh came and gave me a dose of rhubarb and magnesia.  I stayed in bed all day.  Aunty read to me and I had an orange and some grapes.

Monday 31st January 1842 [at Hampton]

I came downstairs early after breakfast and Dr. Marsh when he came to see me as usual, said that as my cough continues so long I must be leeched and take some pills.  Soon after he had gone I finished the first volume of the Scottish history.

Sunday 12th June 1842 [at Hampton]

I did not wake early this morning nor did Lydia, but when we dressed we went down stairs, and after breakfast we went over to Towsentown's little Chapel to church in the carriages.  When we cam back we went for Bunny [the pet squirrel] and brought him down stairs after playing with him till dinner bell  After dinner we all set out to the cherry trees to see which were ripe.  There were none ripe but Kentish and white cherries so we got Harriet Hester, Caroline, Eliza, Augustus our little colored servants down to the trees and made Caroline and Eliza pick up the cherries while Harriet, Hester, and Augustus climbed the trees and threw them down to us.  We put the cherries in little Johnny Hughes' hat and then divided them between us four, giving some to the little servants.  We had made it a rule that whoever of them thought proper to eat cherries up the trees or on the ground should be sent up to the house without any afterwards so I having caught Eliza, and Johnny thought he saw Harriet eating, so I punished them afterward by 

not giving them but half as much as the others when we divided them.  We then employed 

ourselves running about till it was too late to be out and eating different kinds of fruit strawberries raspberries gooseberries cherries and black and white currants at night we staid [sic] in the hall and sitting on the leopard skins we discussed a great many things and had a great deal of fun plaguing Johnny about Pussy otherwise Fanny Evans, who he was not even acquainted with.

(Ridgely-Stewart Papers, MS.716 Box 6. Manuscript Department, with permission from Maryland Historical Society Library.)

