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Overview of the Research that’s Been Done on the FauquierCo DENNISON s

In the dozen or so years since I started researching the DENNISONS of Virginia, I've covered them
all pretty exhaustively through about 1800, and in many cases for decades beyond, and I've published
many of my abstract compilations under the head “DENNISON Genealogical Resources & Evidence”
on my DENNISON surname umbrella page.

The following analysis of the DENNISONs of FauquierCo is based primarily on my compilation
of abstracts of DENNISONSs in the series of annual Virginia county Personal Property Tax lists
(PPTs) that begins in 1782, and extends well into the 19" century—though I, myself, have abstracted
the records for FauquierCo DENNISONSs and certain other relevant families just through 1796.

The only other primary records research I've done on the FauquierCo DENNISONs myself, is
my abstracts of two FauquierCo chancery court suits involving the James DENNISON who has
appeared until now to be the first and only representative of his line to immigrate to America—and
the father, presumably, of all the other DENNISONS of FauquierCo. That, at least, seems to have
been the presumption of the two major published books on these FauquierCo DENNISONs:!

Betty J. Dennison Haught, My Branch of the Dennison Family Tree, Volume 1 (1995)
K.C. Priest, Baptized on the 4th of July: the Elder Edmund Dennison Story
(SouthCharleston WV, 1995)

However, the abstracts of the FauquierCo PPTs I've compiled argue otherwise, though they also
provide support in the main for Haught’s data on the children of ]amesz[z] of FauquierCo, most of
whom had migrated to HarrisonCoVA by 1810.

As with many amateur family genealogies that are replete with more claims than citable evidence
to back them up, there’s a suggestion in Haught that the author had access to other important private
primary records, including gravestone inscriptions in obscure private cemeteries, and many tend to
give unsupported claims in such books the benefit of the doubt. However, I am of a more rigorous
cast of mind, and I note that despite the many putative children of ]ames2 that Haught provides data
for, and even follows some ways downstream, there is nonetheless precious little evidence to link
them to ]ames2 in particular, beyond the blanket presumption that since some of the FauquierCo
DENNISONS, and several of their known in-laws there, are known to have migrated west to
HarrisonCo, probably all the DENNISON of HarrisonCo had a FauquierCo origin.

While this is a reasonable presumption, it rests also on the implicit assumption that ]ames of
FauquierCo was the only DENNISON of his generation to settle in FauquierCo and have children
there. Since I've discovered otherwise in my PPT research, the implicit father-child relationship
attributions in Haught (which are nowhere gathered up into a comprehensive reconstruction of
]amesz’s conjugal family) require somewhat more careful scrutiny, and a major goal of the analysis that
underlies this report has been to bring to bear all the existing (if still partial) evidence that pertains to
the FauquierCo DENNISONES, in order to make the reconstruction of James”'s conjugal family that
I've posted to the DENNISON Patrilineage 5 Project web page as accurate as possible. In doing this,
I've interleaved the postings with brief comments that note the evidential factors behind my thinking

! Additional commentary on these sources will be found in the DENNISON Patrilineage 5 Project Bibliography.

By ]ames I mean the senior James DENNISON of FauqulerCoVA I’'m using 2 as his generation number because
there’s a fairly strong possibility that his father, perhaps named John', was the earliest immigrant ancestor of this
DENNISON patrilineage. I will be presenting the evidence for this later in this report, and I've adjusted the indented
descent tree posted on the DENNISON Patrilineage 5 Project page accordingly.
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about dates, and with convenient page references to evidence gleaned from Haught (a book that is
somewhat organizationally challenged) as well as a few references to Priest’s book.

I want to make it clear that this analysis, and my reconstruction of the conjugal family of James
is based on incomplete research. To my knowledge, no one has yet made an entirely thorough canvass
of the FauquierCo records and abstracted them all carefully with adequate specific citations to the
source. This should be considered a work in progress—progress that must necessarily be delayed until
the libraries and archives currently locked down by COVID-19 are opened up.

The FauquierCoVA Courthouse Evidence: Probate, Deeds, Court Order Books, etc.

There were probably no probate records involving DENNISONSs of FauquierCo before 1800,
because there are none in the Torrence index."”’

We are in better shape with respect to deeds, as DENNISON Patrilineage 5 Project member Terry
Dennison has forwarded to me images of several FauquierCo deeds involving DENNISON:S, and I
wouldn’t be surprised if they were comprehensive for the county. None of these indicate that either
James, or his son Thomas, who remained behind in FauquierCo when all the others left for points
west, ever owned any land in the county, nor do they even involve leases. Many, if not most of those
who possessed and worked land in Fauquier held that land by long term lease—sometimes the classic
leases on three lives that were commonplace in Britain.

As the chancery suits that I've abstracted show that ]ames2 and family lived for much of their time
in FauquierCo on a 138a leased tract in the Manor of Leeds, and in “Where the FauquierCo
DENNISONS Lived”, below, I’ve approximately located the area where they lived and provided a
pointer to a topographic map that shows the area. But the chancery suits also show that James was
perpetually in debt, and that he never actually secured title to the lease, even though he had a claim
to it. Instead, the first deed that Terry found, dated 2Jul1772, finds James selling all of his personal
property (including livestock, farm tools, and “every other article now in my possession”) for £20 to
one Leven Powell—probably to satisfy a debt, either to Powell or to someone else. There is a similar
bill of sale dated 6Mar1784 in the papers of one of the chancery suits (though it apparently was never
registered in the county deed books): once again James is selling all of his personal property to John
Morehead, his adversary in both of the two chancery suits, in partial satisfaction of his debts to
Morehead. In the second deed found by Terry, dated 1Aug1802, James is again conveying away, not
quite all of his personal property, but all of his livestock, and all of his household furniture, but this
is a deed of gift to “my loving son Thomas Dennison”. Lest it be thought that this necessarily marked
James’s departure from the county (thought my Haught and others to have occurred in 1803), note
that James was apparently on hand on 1May1806 when judgement was finally rendered in the second
of the two suits—one that he had brought against Morehead himself in the hope of securing title to
his lease; however, the judgement went against him, and he was not only now awarded title, but was
judged to still be indebted to Morehead, and it was likely these circumstances that drove him and his
family to finally leave the county for good about 1807.

It doesn’t appear that son Thomas, who remained behind in FauquierCo, was able to make much
headway there financially either, because the final DENNISON deed that was given to me, finds
Thomas mortgaging all of his personal property to one William Payne, for $192. The date of this deed
is clipped off, but it was acknowledged in court by Thomas on 30May1821, and he had only until
1Augl821 to pay it off; probably this was a lease on his crops, and, not atypically, the deed books
don’t record the resolution of this mortgage, “deed of trust”.

? Clayton Torrence, Virginia Wills and Administrations, 1632-1800 (1930; reprint Baltimore, GPC 1965)
By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020
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There is actually one more FauquierCo deed involving DENNISONS that I've passed over for
now: on 23Dec1793, one Jonathan Dennison of MiddlesexCo and wife Jane sold a 200a tract in
FauquierCo to Martin Pickett. T'll discuss this item below in the section titled, “The Other
DENNISON:Ss of FauquierCo”.

Besides the probate and deeds records of the county, and the marriage records (which Haught’s
research seems to have covered) there are also the county court order books, and a thorough job of
research would page through these books looking for references to DENNISONSs and the surnames
of in-laws or associates. In fact, given the important questions raised by the FauquierCo PPTs, that
show that there was a second, neighboring DENNISON family in FauquierCo besides the family of
James, there’s need to sometime undertake this tedious, and typically unrewarding task.

The most important piece of FauquierCo research that remains to be done, though, is to complete
my compilation of the PPTs for the years 1797-1798, and 1800-1810. It wouldn’t hurt, either, to
canvass the corresponding FauquierCo land tax records, just to see whether James or any other
DENNISON:Ss appear there, whether as lessees, or absentee owners. These tasks are going to have to
wait, though, until the COVID-19 mess is resolved and the libraries and archives open up again.

The Fauquier County Personal Property Tax Records

My interpretation of the FauquierCo PPT evidence, insofar as I've been able to abstract it from the
primary records (that is, only for the years 1782-1796, and 1799) is based on my in depth knowledge
of the Virginia legislation governing tax collection for this period; on my extensive experience
working with the PPTs of dozens of Virginia counties; and on my analysis of the particular way in
which the FauquierCo taxing authorities interpreted and implemented their taxing mandate. I've
included the gist of PPT interpretation for FauquierCo in the sections that follow, and more
background on VA taxation will be found here. It will be helpful to bring up my actual abstracts of
the DENNISONS of FauquierCo while reading through this PPT analysis, which includes on the first
page a summary (with links) of the abstracts for each of the DENNISON:S in each of the many
Virginia counties whose PPTs I've abstracted.

The FauquierCo PPT Lists of 1782-1786

Beginning in 1782, the new Virginia Commonwealth pre-empted the previous county taxing
process, and in addition to taxing land, horses, cattle, and certain other items of taxable personal
property, to defray the accumulated debts of the Revolutionary War the authorities levied a 10 shilling
poll tax—meaning not a tax on voting, but a tax per capita (on the head) of each taxable person.
Taxable persons were all free male citizens aged 21 or over, and all slaves, unless specifically exempted
by the county courts on application due to “age [not specified] or infirmity”. It was also required that
all taxable persons, and (even though not taxable) property owners, be listed by name.

In practice, the resulting lists for 1782-1786 had an entry for each owner of taxable personal
property (including non-taxable females or other householders), and then the taxable property
belonging to that person or their household. In cases where a household harbored more than one
taxable person, whether an additional male family member or hired man aged 21+, or slaves of any
age, these were all supposed to be listed by name, with their tax presumably chargeable to the
householder. All the PPT lists from this period that I've seen also include a tally of the total number
of persons tithable—the number for the vast majority of listings being 1, for the adult male himself.

The FauquierCo authorities cut corners on the lists from 1782-1786 and only listed by name the
householders responsible for the tax—merely tallying the number of other taxable free males and
slaves (including the male householder), but not listing them by name.

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020
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James Dennerson appears on the first two PPTs for FauquierCo, on the lists of 1782 and
1783, and then not again until 1787, when he is joined by Henry Denison and John Denison.
However, because of the deficiency in these FauquierCo lists, we cannot conclude that James was
the only DENNISON present in Fauquier during the period 1782-1786, nor that James too was
missing from 1784-1786: James or other DENNISONs might have been employees (laborers) for
others, as the chancery cases I've abstracted tell us James was for the years 1773-1774.

The FauquierCo PPT List for 1787

The PPTs of 1787 are a different story. By then, the Commonwealth authorities had realized that
administration of the taxation system at the county level, though directed and mandated by the
legislature, was in many cases lax, and in 1786 they enacted sweeping reforms that prescribed specific
procedures and forms that were to be used by all. They also made the sheriff personally liable for
collecting and returning all the tax money due, to the limit of his personal fortune, which gave him
a strong incentive to supervise the commissioners and make sure that they followed the new
procedures correctly.

Thus, the PPTs for 1787 are particularly accurate, and also standardized.

One of the key mandates for the new system, was that the several newly appointed tax
commissioners for each county (FauquierCo had three, each responsible for one of the county’s three
geographic districts) systematically canvass their districts door to door, and note on their lists the date
upon which they gathered the tax information for each household and/or each person chargeable for
the tax. Although the canvassing process was supposed to start on March 10, it typically took from
2-4 months before everyone had been accounted for—in part, because there might be no one home
when the tax commissioner called. Thus when householders were visited on the same or nearby dates,
it’s a strong indicator that they were close geographic neighbors—how close being a function of the
number of different gathering dates scattered across the list (a few commissioners made heroic efforts
and covered their whole district on just a handful of dates, though these might be spaced over several
months).

The lists for 1787 were also supposed to indicate explicitly when additional taxable free males aged
21+ were residents of another person’s household, by listing them in a second name column for the
same household entry, and the number of younger “tithables” (males aged 16 or over who were subject
to county labor levies, militia, and other duties and fees) in the household aged 16-20 were also
supposed to be tallied.

The FauquierCo lists for 1787 followed the prescribed format fairly closely, except that they listed
in the second name column the “Names of Free Males above 16 and under 217, instead of listing only
free males aged 21 or over as the legislation required. They also included separate tally columns for
white male tithables aged 21+, and aged 16-20.

For 1787 there were three DENNISONS, in two sets—all on the same county list: James and
Henry, who had separate listings but whose tax information was gathered the same day; and
John, whose information was collected six days later, and who was therefore probably a fairly
close neighbor.

There are interesting, and probably significant, features for all three of these listings. In the first
place, although James and Henry had separate listings, they not only shared the same tax gathering
date, but were also what I call “bracketed” together—listed adjacent. And where James owned all the
cattle (4), Henry owned the two horses—which immediately suggests that these two constituted a
single family, whether father and son, or brothers.

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020
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However, typically a settled married man, as we know James was, owned both horses and cattle,
the former to attend to his business, whether as a farmer, a laborer, or an artisan (a horse was like a
car today), and latter to sustain his family with milk, and/or occasional beef.

The two chancery cases I've abstracted involving James suggest a possible explanation for this
anomalous distribution of livestock: they show that James was chronically in financial difficulties, and
it may be that by lodging his more valuable personal property, his horses, with his son (or brother)
Henry, he was aiming to make himself more judgement proof. If this was a factor in 1787, though,
it was temporary, as James was the owner of a horse or three for most of his subsequent tenure on the
FauquierCo PPTs

Bet that as it may, we know from these presumably accurate 1787 records that both James and
Henry were aged at least 21, and that they likely shared the same household or at least lived on the
same land. And since Henry married later that year, he was presumably James’s son, not his brother
(or father). This conclusion is also consistent with the fact that 1787 was Henry’s first appearance in
the county tax records, suggesting that he had recently turned 21, while James was present as early as
1782 and again in 1783.

That there were no DENNISONs on the FauquierCo PPTs for 1784-1786 fuzzes the issue
somewhat, but as I've noted above the FauquierCo authorities failed to list by name all the white
males aged 21+ in the PPTs from 1782-1786 as they were required by law to do: thus James or any
other adult males who resided in the households of others, as, say employees, would not have been
listed by name. And since the number of tithables in James’s household for 1782-1783 was one, it’s
highly unlikely that if Henry was his son (as I'm arguing he was), that Henry would have been born
before 1763. Note also that in 1787 James had no other males in his household aged 16-20: this is
consistent with the wide gap without sons that I've postulated for James’s conjugal family—from
Henry’s birth about 1766 to the birth of James’s second son John about 1772. T've specified Henry’s
birth year as about 1766 (i.e. between 1765-1767) rather than more loosely “say 1766”, because he had
an older sister Mary, who was born say 1764, since she was able to marry about 20Sep1785 without
needing her father’s consent, and was thus aged 21+ by then. I should perhaps note also, that in the
centuries before effective birth control, children came along in most families every 18-24 months.

The 1787 listing for John Denison is also extremely interesting, and on its interpretation rests my
whole theory of the relationships between John and James.

In the first place, I note that the tax information for these two was gathered just six days apart, and
as my abstracts of this 1787 lists show, the information for John Morehead (whom, the chancery cases
show was a close neighbor of James) was collected in between that of the two DENNISON:S.
Therefore, and given the relative rarity of this surname, these two were almost certainly closely
related, whether as father and son, brothers, or (least likely) cousins.

The second interesting fact about John’s 1787 entry is that he is, in effect, listed as exempt from the
10 shilling poll tax that applied to all white male tithables aged 21 or over, since both of the tithable
tally columns for his entry (the number of tithables age 16-20, and the number aged 21+) are blank.
In fact, the only reason John is listed at all this year, is that he owned a taxable horse.

The Commonwealth taxation Act of 1786 specified that for 1787 and beyond all white male
tithables aged 21 or over were to be listed by name as subject to the poll tax, unless exempted (upon
application to the county court) for reasons of “age or infirmity”. County officials were also by
tradition automatically exempt as tithables. Thus, unless John was a county official he was most likely
being exempted because he was old enough to be infirm, which usually implied an age of over 60.

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020
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An examination of this 1787 PPT list shows that there were a number of other exempts, like John,
none of them noted as such explicitly, but merely with their WMT21+ tithables column left blank.
Most of these are females—presumably widows—but there are a number of other males as well.

The possibility that John was a county official could be eliminated by scanning the county order
books, but that’s not possible right now with all the libraries and archives locked down.

Given just this evidence, that leaves us with the likelihood that John was a man in his old age, and
therefore probably the father of James (born, I've guesstimated, say 1740) and not his brother. In fact,
this is an hypothesis that cannot be ruled out, though I've put it aside for now and theorized instead
that John was James’s brother, and the descendancy I've posted to the DENNISON Patrilineage 5
Project page reflects this latter theory.

One would suppose that if John was old enough to be infirm and unable to pay the poll tax in 1787
that he would have continued so in subsequent years, and his tallies do show that he was considered
to be exempt in 1789, though not, apparently, in 1788, or in the years from 1790 on—supposing that
the John who continues to appear in the FauquierCo lists through 1796 is this same John. But the
subsequent PPT evidence is equivocal, and suggestive instead that this 1787 John was much younger,
and exempted only temporarily. But I am getting ahead of myself.

The FauquierCo PPT Lists for 1788-1796

Supplementary legislation enacted in late 1787 eliminated the onerous 10 shilling poll tax
retroactively, and going forward relieved the tax commissioners from the requirement that they
include the second name column for household dependents. The same legislation also gave the county
authorities discretion as to when they would list white male tithables by name—whether they would
continue to list only adults (WMT21+), or whether they would list them as early as age 16—whether
or not they were also deemed to be the owners of taxable personal property.

The FauquierCo authorities went their own way again for the lists from (at least) 1788-1799. To
the great benefit of genealogists, they continued the second name column for household dependents,
and they continued to list young men just as they reached the county tithables age of 16. That this
was their continued practice becomes evident only if you examine the columnar titles of all three lists.
The second name column for the list of Commissioner Edward Hunston, who was the commissioner
for the DENNISON’s lists from 1787-1799, is titled just “Names of Free Male Tithables”, but the
same column for the list of his fellow FauquierCo commissioner, Travers Nash, is titled “Names of
Free Males above the age of 16”.

In 1788, we again find James, Henry, and John Denison on Hunston’s list, with James and
Henry bracketed together, and John with a different tax gathering date; however, now one Isaac
Denison is listed as a household dependent of John. Since Isaac wasn’t listed by name in this
column for 1787, or tabulated in the 16-20 column, the logical inference is that he turned 16 about
1788, and was thus probably born about 1771." Also of note: this 1788 household of John consists
of two white male tithables aged 16 or over—ostensibly John and his son Isaac.

The lists for 1789 differ from 1788 primarily in the fact that Henry is gone, though he reappears
later, in 1794 and 1799—most likely he remained in FauquierCo, but given the changes in the law that
eliminated the poll tax on WMTs21+, and if an employee or resident in a non-DENNISON

*In general, minors were not treated as persons chargeable for personal property taxes, because under the common law,
they were unable to make binding (enforceable) contracts. Thus, they might promise to pay the tax, but then renege.

> I generally allow an extra year in these approximate birth year calculations because the commissioners didn't always
pick up new additions to the list in the first possible year.

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020
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household and also not the owner of any taxable personal property (chiefly horses) he needn’t ave
been listed by name.

By the way, my theory that James in 1787 may have conveyed his horses to Henry to protect them
from judgement, while keeping the cows, can’t really be followed up on because the legislation of 1787
also exempted cattle from taxation. However, I note that in 1788 James owned two horses, and Henry
one, while in 1789, when Henry had departed, James then owned three horses.

As noted above, the PPT list of 1789 is of interest also because it indicates that John was once again
exempt: his household, including Isaac, is listed as consisting of just one WMT16+, not two.
Interestingly, it appears that “2” was originally written (probably carried over from the list of 1788),
but then rubbed out and rewritten “1”. If Commissioner Hunston had continued to treat the
household of John thus, it would probably tip the balance n favor of his being the father, not the
brother, of James, but he didn’t, as we shall see.

In 1790, though Henry has gone missing, the household of James has a new addition: one
John Denison—presumably James’s son who has just reached the county tithables age of 16. That
James in fact had a son named John is made explicit much later, in 1794, when James and “John, son
of Ja[me]s” are bracketed together on the same list. In 1791 and 1792, this John is again listed as a
household dependent of James, but in 1793 the two are listed separately, though again bracketed
together, suggesting that John had turned 21 by that year, and if John was born about 1772 as I've
estimated, he would have turned 21 by 1793.

To return to the lists of 1790, there is no other John DENNISON (besides the one in James’s
household, but there is a John Dennis, yet no such person in the years before—it’s possible that this
is a copying mistake and that John Dennison, the other FauquierCo family head, was meant, but there
is also no Isaac in 1790, so more likely this other DENNISON family was just passed over this year.

For the lists of 1791, James and his son John, are once again joined by the other John, whom
I’ll henceforth call JohnX. This time JohnX’s putative son Isaac is bracketed with him, rather
than listed as of his household, and a Jonathan Denison appears for the first time in JohnX’s
household. Presumably, Isaac is JohnX’s son just turned 21 in 1791, while Jonathan is a second son
who has recently reached the age of 16, so, born, one would suppose, about 1775—but see my
comments in the next two paragraphs.

These inferences are strengthened by the fact that the same tax commissioner, Edward Hunston,
was responsible for all these DENNISON lists from 1787-1799, and he presumably followed a
consistent pattern in recording tithables. However, there’s always a little slop in picking up young
men just reaching age milestones, especially if their birthday fell during the months of when the tax
information was being gathered, so the most one can do when calculating birth years from appearances
in the records is to postulate “about” dates, which might be off by a year (or possibly two) either way.

There’s nothing much new in the lists for 1792, but in 1793, when James’s son John is for the first
time listed separately (though still bracketed with his father), probably because he has just come of age,
James’s household acquires a new listed member: Thomas Denison—presumably James’s next son
Thomas, just reaching the age of 16, so born about 1777.

Meanwhile, both of the sons of JohnX, Isaac and Jonathan, are also listed separately in 1793, though
still bracketed with JohnX. I've guessed, therefore, that Jonathan was probably born about 1773, and
picked up for the first time somewhat late (aged 17-18) on the 1791 list.

In 1794, Henry appears again for a year, with a tax gathering date not particularly near either his
putative father, James, nor the family of John Sr. The most arresting development of 1794, though,
is the emergence of a third John (JohnY) on one of the other county tax lists—the list of John

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020



The DENNISONSs of Fauquier County, Virginia 9

Fishback—this new John being, in addition to JohnX (putative father of Isaac and Jonathan), and John,
son of James (who is identified as such on this 1794 list).
This JohnY appears just once more, on Fishback’s 1795 list.

The FauquierCo PPTs for 1799

I skip over the lists of 1797-1798 as I don’t have access to them at present.

The major development by 1799 is that JohnX and his putative sons, and JohnY are all gone,
leaving the field entirely to James and his putative sons.

Also in 1799, yet another son of James emerges: “James Jr”, who is bracketed with “James Sr”
{] amesz) and Henry. Because James Jr is bracketed with James Sr and not listed as a resident of the
latter’s household, Jr has presumably just turned 21, and was thus born about 1778. The other two
DENNISON:S on the list are Thomas and John, and they too are bracketed together. There are thus
two separate bracketed sets of DENNISONSs, who appear to be (given what has gone before) the
original father James, and his four sons, Henry, John, Thomas, and James, all at that time over the age
of 21. T've estimated that James™s last known son Elisha, was born early 1783, because, according to
Haught, 47, citing HarrisonCo Deeds 12:118, he purchased land in HarrisonCoVA on 18 Apr1804,
and would have to be of age to do that. Even though Elisha may have been born, say, in Feb1783, it’s
quite likely that his turning 16 in time to make the 1799 PPT would have been overlooked by the tax
commlss1oner and the commissioner may even have visited the James Sr household in 1799 before
Elisha’s 16" blrthday

Developments after 1799

As noted, I am unable at this time to continue abstracting the FauquierCo PPTs beyond 1799, but
I expect them to show various DENNISONS departmg for Harr1sonCo, though not for permanent
settlement until about 1806—the year that Edmund’ J ohn’ , James ) claims that his father settled in
HarrisonCo. The first piece of actual evidence of DENNISONS in HarrlsonCo that I know about
(from both Haught and Priest) is that purported 18 Apr1804 deed to ]ames s youngest son Elisha—
though I haven’t seen the original of that myself. The next DENNISON item for HarrisonCo (as far
as I know) isn’t until the Nov1807 deed by which ]ohn (James ) acquired some land there. Yet I've
abstracted the HarrisonCo lists through 1807 and the only possible DENNISON that appears through
that date is a John Dinson on the 1798 list, who is probably completely unrelated.

By the 1810 USCensus there are DENNISON households in HarrisonCo—headed by two Jameses,
two Elishas, and one by a “Henry Dennus” who lived not far away, and whom I suspect was the
Henry Dennison who appears as early as 1787 in the FauquierCo PPTs. However, I find no 1810
census household in Harrison for the John who was purchasing land in Harrison in 1807.

Meanwhile, back in FauquierCo, in 1810 we find a lone DENNISON household headed by
Thomas Denniston aged 26-44, with four children under 10. Curiously, this is only evidence
regarding James™s son Thomas that I've been able to find—no census records for him for 1820 or 1830,
and (according to Haught, who corresponded with the FauquierCo clerk) no FauquierCo marriage
records for him either. Based on the structure of his family in 1810, though, he probably married
shortly after 1800.

The FauquierCo PPTs for 1797-1810, which I’'m unable for now to access, should allow us to
tighten up the migratory timeline, and strengthen the evidence that DENNISON:Ss of certain names

found in Harrison, and perhaps other far western VA counties, came originally from FauqmerCo
But what about the other DENNISONSs of FauquierCo? Are they related to ]ames ?
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It would be helpful at this point to try to localize the two (or three) DENNISON family clusters
within FauquierCo.

Where the FauquierCo DENNISONSs Lived

We can reliably infer from the chancery suits with which James® was involved, and from the PPTs
for him and his sons, that he resided for virtually the whole time from 1773-1806 (or whenever he left
for points west) in the northwestern areas of FauquierCo that was constituted primarily by a large
(120,000a) land grant called the Manor of Leeds™.

More specifically, we are told in the autobiography of Edmund” ] ohn’, James ) {see Priest,203}
that his parents, John & Sarah (Norman) Dennison lived within a half mile of Thumb Run Baptist
Church, and since ]amesz’s son John was always bracketed with him on the PPTs, the two were
presumably close neighbors—if, indeed, they didn’t mostly share the same household.

This map shows the area of FauquierCo occupied by the Manor of Leeds. On it you can readily
find Leeds Manor Road, which runs right through the middle of the Manor, from near the head of
Crooked Run and Highway 17 near the LoudonCo border, first SW, then S, then SE, until it
converges on Waterloo near Fauquier’s border with CulpeperCo to the south. The Manor reaches
over the Blue Ridge Mountains to the west (off map) to the south fork of the Shenandoah River, and
some land grants I've found in the Library of Virginia database appear to locate it’s eastern boundary
more or less coincident with Thumb Run and Big Cobbler Mountain.

According to various internet sources, the current Thumb Run Primitive Baptist Church (of which
Sarah Norman’s people were charter members in 1772) lies just east of Thumb Run near the junction
between Highways 732 and 733, not far from a dot on the map called Vernon Mills, and. it’s said that
the original log building that housed this church lay not far away. If the James DENNISON family
lived within a half mile of Thumb Run church that would place them right around the eastern border
of the Manor of Leeds, and between 3 and 5 miles from Carters Run to the east—a major stream in
these parts that runs, roughly N to S and empties into the Rappahannock River near Waterloo.

The Other DENNISONSs of FauquierCo—JohnX & sons, and JohnY

Who were these other DENNISON of FauquierCo and how do they relate to ]ames ?

Unfortunately, the evidence accumulated so far is too partial and too equivocal to justify more than
judicious speculation upon these questions.

The JohnX whose tax gathering dates were sometimes rather near those of James” and sons, and
sometimes months later, was identified on Commissioner Edward Hunston’s tax lists of 1795-1796
as being John of Cl[arters] Run, to differentiate him from the two other John’s then on the
FauquierCo lists—one of them James’s son, and the other JohnY of Commissioner Fishwick’s tax
district in 1794-1795. Thus, both the tax gathering dates, and the geographic analysis above indicate
that JohnX was a reasonably close neighbor of ]ames (living between 3-5 miles away, or half an hour
on horseback), and he may also have been a fairly close neighbor of JohnY on the other county list,
since Carter’s Run runs right through the middle of the county.

Just as it’s overwhelmingly likely, given their propinquity and their shared surname, that ]ames2
and JohnX were closely related, so it’s also highly likely that JohnX and JohnY were related. In fact
I suspect that these two Johns were one and the same, that JohnX moved to a nearby area and became

® The PPTs of 1787 and other years show that James Dennison (D), and his adversary in the two chancery suits, John
Morehead (M), were close neighbors, and that M’s land also lay within the Manor is implicit in the contexts of the suits.
In Chancery 1791, images 9-10, M states (and D elsewhere reaffirms) that from 1773-1774, D worked for M as an overseer.
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JohnY while the John who is bracketed with Isaac and Jonathan on the 1794 list was a third son of
JohnX who had recently reached the age of 16—either that, or JohnY of 1794-1795 was a third son of
JohnX gone off on his own: but since 1794 marked the first appearance of a third John, and the tax
lists generally picked up young men as they reached the age of 16 or so, it would seem highly unlikely
that he would have had an independent listing and been taxable for two horses, as JohnY was. As for
the dlsappearance of this JohnY after 1795, if he was indeed also JohnX, and if JohnX was after all the
father of James” and born say 1715, it wouldn’t be surprising if he had died about 1795, aged 80 or so.

That JohnX was the father of ]ames2 is a plausible interpretation of this partial evidence, and is
especially attractive given that JohnX was recorded as exempt from the poll tax in 1797. However,
I've opted instead, in my DENNISON Patrilineage 5 Project web page postings, for the theory that
JohnX was instead a brother of ]amesz—mostly because he appears to have been fathering Isaac and
other children starting about 1770, some 30 years after I've estimated that James” was born. It’s
possible that a father John could have embarked on a second marriage very late in life, just less
probable than that JohnX’s exemption from the poll tax in 1787 (and apparently also in 1789) could
have been for reasons other than age, or (probably more likely) that his continued exemption after
1787 just wasn’t consistently renewed, or noted by the tax commissioner, Edward Hunston.

Besides the conundrum of whether JohnX was more likely the father or the brother of James” (and
of course there are other, less likely possibilities), we are left with the mystery of what became of these
other FauquierCo DENNISON:S after 1796. Even if JohnX himself died about 1796 (and if he did
there ought to be traces of this in either the currently inaccessible PPTs for 1797-1798, or in the court
order books), that leaves at least a young Isaac DENNISON and a young Jonathan DENNISON with
distinctive names that ought to turn up in the subsequent USCensuses. Virginia and Kentucky’s first
surviving USCensuses were the ones for 1810, and pretty much all the states were online by 1820.

There were, in fact, both other Isaacs and other Jonathans of this surname in the USCensuses of
1800 on, but most of them resided in New England, where the given names Isaac and Jonathan were
much more common. The only southern Isaac DENNISON I've found was an Isaac (aged 26-44) of
1820 HartCoKY, where DENNISON:S of the completely unrelated Patrilineage 2 settled.

The only other southern Jonathans I know of are a Jonathan (aged 16-25) in the 1810 USCensus
of FloydCoKY, but he belongs to an entirely different DENNISON patrilineage that I've pretty
exhaustively researched for Virginia and Kentucky.”

The other southern Jonathan is Jonathan of MiddlesexCoVA, in the VA tidewater area, whom
we’ve met above, as a seller in 1793 of 200a in FauquierCo to one Martin Pickett. I've now compiled
all the tax records for this MiddlesexCo Jonathan from 1782 through 1800, and I've got an abstract
of his will somewhere in my less organized paper files. It appears that this MiddlesexCo Jonathan was
born say 1755, was married to Jane ? , and resided in MiddlesexCo until his early death in 1808,
when he left a will naming a single son Hugh. Obviously, this Jonathan cannot be the putative son
of JohnX of FauquierCo, who was born, the tax lists indicate, about 1773. But although the land that
MiddlesexCo Jonathan sold was not in the Manor of Leeds, there is an intriguing fact about it: he sold
this tract to Martin Picket, who, ]ames s chancery suits show, was one of ]ames2 s creditors! Even
supposing that this Martin Picket was a capitalist and man of affairs who had dealings with many
people, this is rather an extraordinary coincidence, and given the comparative rarity of the given name

"Tknow that these other DENNISONGs are of unrelated patrilineages because descendants of them or of their collaterals
have been yDNA tested, and belong to other DENNISON patrilineage project that I administer. I’ve also researched these
other patrilineages quite extensively.
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Jonathan in these parts, it raises the question of whether Jonathan wasn’t the brother of JohnX,
and/or even of ]amesz.

This still leaves us in the dark about what happened to the putative sons of JohnX, or for that
matter to JohnX himself. Unfortunately, there is no comprehensive index of the Virginia PPTs, and
I’ve by no means covered all of the possible counties (though my collection of DENNISON abstracts
is very extensive, and sporadically growing), so it’s possible that these missing DENNISONSs will turn
up later somewhere in Virginia. And because the trickle of westward migration of the 1780s had
become a flood by the late 1790s, there are plenty of other places where they and their putative father
and/or brother John might have gone—and gone missing, because the early records of KY and OH
are rather sparse. In the meantime, the best bet to pick up clues regarding all the DENNISONSs of
FauquierCo is to make an exhaustive canvass of the remaining PPT lists and the county order books,
as I've suggested above.

James2 Dennison of FauquierCo: A Summing Up

What can be said about James in FauquierCo? The two FauquierCo chancery suits that James was
involved with, show that for most of his 37+ years in the county, his life there was intertwined with
a man named John Morehead, who (the PPTs show) was Dennison’s close neighbor, for a while his
boss, and throughout his financier.

The papers in the two chancery cases provide snapshots of James’s life in FauquierCo, and shed
some light on his character. I've abstracted and analyzed these chancery cases elsewhere , and as they
are complex, I won'’t attempt to summarize them here, where I merely mean to focus on some of their
biographical implications.

James Dennison worked for John Morehead from 1773-1774 as an overseer of “six hands”. To
verify that this meant slaves, I abstracted Morehead’s personal property tax records for 1782 (the first
year they’re available), and again in 1787. Morehead was the only white male tithable of his 1782
household but he owned 18 slaves, and by 1787 he owned 30. By 1782, about half the householders
of FauquierCo owned at least a few slaves, but Morehead owned many more than most, and
presumably much land to boot. James Dennison never owned any slaves, and the other index of his
prosperity, the number of his horses, fluctuated from 1 to 3. Morehead, in contrast, owned 16 horses
in 1787.

The crop that Dennison worked for Morehead in 1773-1774 was tobacco, and he did it for a
percentage of the crop; thus he was a kind of sharecropper.

James, it seems, was always in debt, always on the verge of insolvency. County deeds and James’s
chancery suit papers show that he was obliged periodically to discharge his debts by selling all his
personal property, then building it back up again by laboring for others. It appears that for much of
his time in Fauquier, which begins at least as early as 1770 (the date of his first account with
Morehead), James and family lived on a good sized leased parcel of land (a 138 acre tract in the Manor
of Leeds in west central FauquierCo) for which he nominally owned the lease. But Morehead gained
physical fossession of the lease papers, through finagling of the semi-literate Dennison (a grandson,
Edmund” (] ohn’, ]amesz) says that his paternal grandparents were both illiterate), and was able to
maintain that possession even in the face of James’s 1793 law suit (not resolved until May1806)
through the leverage that Morehead had over Dennison due to the latter’s debt. In fact, the outcome
of this suit was a judgement in favor of Morehead, the defendant, and an order to Dennison to pay
Morehead the £30/10/9 he owed him—roughly the equivalent almost two years wage paid to a
minimum wage worker today. I suspect that the disappointing outcome of this suit was what finally
put James and all but one of his grown sons on the road west to HarrisonCoVA.
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All during Dennison’s tenure on his lease, says Morehead, he paid the rents and taxes on
Dennison’s land, but he presumably more than recouped this outlay by profiting on goods and
services that he sold Dennison (e.g. shoes, whisky, sharpening plows), and by the labor he probably
extracted from debtor Dennison and his sons. It was the classic “company store” exploitation, and
also the standard means by which British landlords back in the old country in effect reduced their
tenants to serfs. Nothing like this occurred west of the mountains, where virtually anyone who was
able to put by some savings by through his labor was able to obtain outright title to as much land as
he could work.

The predicament of this Dennison family of Fauquier, like the vast majority of the white laboring
underclass in the Virginia Tidewater and Piedmont regions east of the mountains was exacerbated by
the wide spread of slavery there by the late 1700s; in fact, slavery had even spread considerably over
the Blue Ridge Mountains and into the broad Valley of Virginia by then. That’s probably why, when
the family finally made their move, they continued on into the still sparsely settled and rugged
Appalachians where HarrisonCo was located.

James Dennison and his family made the mistake of settling in and sticking too long with Virginia’s
filled up inner frontier where the well-capitalized large plantation economy was already entrenched.
This may have seemed to James a comfortable and familiar system and the path of least resistance, but
I’m sure that he and his several grown sons would have done much better economically if they had
taken up the challenges of the western frontier (the need to clear raw land and cope with occasional
Indian predations) in the first place.

I don’t mean to imply that there’s any reason to suspect James” of cowardice—merely a certain lack
of the enterprise that was one of the chief differentiators between the Scotch-Irish and Germans who
settled early on the Valley frontier, and the Irish-Irish immigrants to America, most of whom have
tended to prefer the towns and cities and in general, the more settled and predictable areas. One of
the items of evidence that descendant Terry Dennison forwarded to me, is a May1777 payroll for a
unit of the 11" Virginia Continentals, that includes a Private James Dennison. While there were at
least five different, mutually unrelated DENNISON patrilineages represented in Virginia, and many
James Dennison’s, there’s not much doubt that this is ]ames2 of FauquierCo, as the regimental
commander, Col. Daniel Morgan, was presumably also the Capt. Daniel Morgan, who, a few months
earlier had organized the FauquierCo Independent Rifle Company. Although all able-bodied males
served in the Virginia militia at times during the war, and virtually all were called up for the final
Yorktown Campaign, the Continentals were men who Volunteered for three years or the duration
of the war, and were General Washington’s mamstays The 11' V1rg1ma (later the 7' V1rg1n1a) was
part of Washington’s successful guerrilla resistance in New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, and participated
in the Battles of Brandywine, Germantown, and on 28Jun1778 the Battle of Monmouth, where the
Continentals stood up the British in a pitched battle, from which the British chose to retreat.”

8 This Wiki article provides a brief summary and a couple of references. Mark V. Kwasny, Washington’s Partisan War,
1775-1783 (1996) details the active role Col. Daniel Morgan’s regiment of light infantry played as advanced skirmishers
harassing British troop movements.
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Appendix: Additional Gleanings From the PPT Evidence

If James2 Married one Nancy [ANDERSON?], who was her father?

Haught, and others after her, have reasonably conjectured that ]amesz’s wife Nancy was an
ANDERSON, given that their son John2 named a son Anderson DENNISON. I have therefore
abstracted all the ANDERSON:Ss on the lists for both 1782 (the first that James appears), and for 1787
(the first year for which tax gathering dates are provided). There were five chargeable ANDERSONs
in 1787, but only John Anderson was a close neighbor to James and Henry. However, since James
most likely married between 1763 and 1772, and may have lived in a different place during his early
years, this data may be too stale to be relevant. Still, it would be worth learning something about the
ANDERSONSs of Fauquier, Wlth a special focus on this John who was a neighbor of ]ames in 1787.
If John ANDERSON was ]ames s father-in-law, it would be consistent with the latter’s naming a first
or second son John—the usual practice of Virginians of the Chesapeake tidewater and Piedmont
regions.

Henry DENNISON of Fauquier County: Son or Brother of ]amesz?

Just considering the evidence of the PPTs, the Henry DENNISON, age 21 or over, who appears
in the 1787-1788 lists could just as well be a brother of James2 as a son, and Haught presents no
compelling evidence or argument that he was, in fact, a son. All the other FauquierCo DENNISONS
emerge onto the PPTs in a familiar pattern that strongly suggests they were sons of James, but the
PPT evidence for James and Henry is more complicated, and more interesting.

We find in 1787 not only that the tax information for James and Henry was gathered on the same
date, but also that James was taxed for 4 cattle (but no horses), while Henry was taxed for 2 horses
(but no cattle). This in an era when practically every man with the wherewithal to support a family,
usually through farming, owned at least one horse and one cow. It would seem that these two adult
DENNISONS decided for 1787 to pool their taxable property and allocate the taxes between them
in their own way, while in the next year, 1788, when they were again visited on the same date, their
pooled property has been unscrambled. Only very close relatives would feel comfortable doing this,
but a brother might be just as inclined to do so as a son recently come of age. After 1788, Henry then
disappears from the FauquierCo lists through 1796 except for the years 1794, when his tax gathering
date is widely divergent from that of ]ames2 and 1799 when he’s bracketed with James but no tax
gathering dates are given. Bottom line: while this is strong evidence of a close relationship between
Henry and James1, the evidence is equ1vocal with respect to their exact relationship.

Haught appears to be quite sure that ]ames had an oldest son named Henry, though she makes no
attempt to systematically reconstruct the conjugal family of James, or provides any explicit argument
that Henry was a son rather than a brother. However, she does say {on p7} that Henry is found in
the tax records of HarrisonCo (providing no dates), and that he purchased land there in 1818. Even
if Henry had been a much younger brother of James, born say 1750, it’s unlikely that he would still
have been actively purchasing land in his late 60s.

Haught has also transcribed {p56} a 21Mar1787 marriage bond she found for Henry in Fauquier
County, for his intended marriage to Jenny Dixon. Henry’s security on the bond is William T. Jett.
Since it’s typical for the groom’s cosigner on the bond to be the father or guardian of the bride (if not
the father of the groom himself), Haught suggests that Jenny may have been a widow, and a daughter
of Jett. But it’s just as likely that Jenny was an orphaned Dixon, as a Dixon widow, and that Jett had
merely been her guardian, so this can’t be considered evidence in favor of a Henry who was much
older than 21 in 1787. The 1786 PPTs for FauquierCo have just one entry for DIXON—for a Turner

By John Barrett Robb; published 8Jul2020


http://www.johnbrobb.com/Content/TheChesapeakeTidewaterOnomasticPattern.pdf

The DENNISONSs of Fauquier County, Virginia 15

Dixon who had apparently just died leaving a large estate: most likely Jenny was his daughter who
had recently come of age, and Jett was an executor or administrator of Dixon’s estate.

The FauquierCo PPT evidence is somewhat equivocal on the question of Henry as a son or a
brother, but it favors the son theory. The fact that James and Henry were not only bracketed
together in 1787, but also apparently shared a household, strongly favors a father-son relationship,
over one between a long married man with many children (James) and an unmarried brother, and the
fact that there is no Henry in the county until 1787 argues that he had recently come of age, just like
his bride of 1787.
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