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Introduction 

In an earlier paper published on this site by Bill Beck, a Fredericksburg, 

Virginia, antiquarian and antiques dealer, he described a heavily 

modified chest of drawers in his possession that was most likely the 

upper case of a chest-on-chest or chest-on-frame (Fig. 1, Beck chest of 

drawers {Courtesy: Bill Beck}).1  

 

Its primary wood was walnut and the secondary appeared to be tulip 

poplar. One of the peculiarities of the chest is that the dovetails of all the 

drawers were wedged, a technique often encountered in pieces by 

cabinetmakers trained in the Germanic tradition, although also seen on 

some British work (Fig. 2, Wedged dovetails on Beck chest of drawers 

{Courtesy: Bill Beck}). 

 

Aside from the construction details of the chest of drawers, Beck found 

that one of the most exciting things about it was an ink inscription on the 



back of the first full-width drawer that read: “Made by Geo. Eaton 

Fredericksburg" (Fig. 3, George Eaton signature on Beck chest of 

drawers {Courtesy: Bill Beck}). 

 

Figure 1 



  Figure 2 
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 Beck added that to his knowledge this chest is the only known piece of 

colonial-period furniture with a good Fredericksburg inscription. The 

only information provided in his paper about its maker, George Eaton, 

was gleaned from a May 2008, article in The Magazine Antiques by 

Robert Leath.2 Beck described Eaton this way: “He was an indentured 

servant of Thomas Miller, the chair maker in Fredericksburg, VA, and is 

described as a cabinetmaker, recently imported from London. 

Unfortunately, Eaton was a runaway, and I have found no other mention 

of him besides the Virginia Gazette ad that Leath references.” 

 



According to the Leath article, a Scottish-trained cabinetmaker named 

Thomas Miller, who had settled in Fredericksburg in 1765, placed an 

advertisement in the Virginia Gazette in the September 22, 1768, issue 

for “Journeymen Cabinet-Makers, well recommended”.3 In the same 

issue, Miller offered a reward of £3 for the return of a runaway 

indentured servant “George Eaton, born in London and imported last 

February in the Neptune, Capt. Arbuckle,” adding that “he is by trade a 

cabinet-maker, about 5 feet 3 or 4 inches high, 20 years of age, of a fair 

complexion, wears his own hair, which is short and fair, and sometimes 

wears a false curl, which a stranger would not know from his hair, being 

exactly of a colour”.4  

 

The information Leath provided about Eaton’s arrival in Virginia came 

from another advertisement in the Virginia Gazette (Fig. 4, Notice of 

arrival of Neptune in March 2, 1768 issue of the Virginia Gazette 

{Courtesy: Colonial Williamsburg}).5 It reads in part as follows: “Just 

arrived, the Neptune, Captain Arbuckle, with one hundred and ten 

healthy servants, men, women and boys; among them are many valuable 

tradesman, viz. tailors, weavers, barbers, blacksmiths, carpenters, and 

joiners, shoemakers, a slaymaker, a cooper, cabinet-maker, bakers, 

silversmiths, a gold and silver refiner, and many others. The sale will 

commence at Leed’s town on Rappahannock, on Wednesday the 9th of 

March. A reasonable credit will be allowed, giving approved security, to 



Thomas Hodge. Port Rappahannock. Permit Captain Arbuckle, of the 

ship Neptune, from London, having on board one hundred and ten 

convicts, to land them on this district, and to trade. . .” This 

advertisement reveals an important detail: the “servants” aboard the 

Neptune were not indentured servants, but criminal convicts. 

 

Figure 4 

 

There were three principal types of forced labor used in colonial 

America: African slaves, indentured servants, and convicts, who had 

been found guilty of some crime in British courts and transported to the 

colonies as punishment. Most convicts were banished for seven years, 



but some were banished for fourteen years, or even life. Once the 

sentence of transportation was handed down, the convict was placed by 

the court or sheriff in the charge of a local merchant, who agreed to 

provide the transportation in return for a fee. There might be only a 

handful of convicts on a given ship, but sometimes as many as 150 were 

loaded onto a tobacco ship returning to America. 

 

Once the ship carrying its human cargo arrived at its destination, the 

convicts aboard were auctioned off to the highest bidders to serve out 

their terms. While the literature is replete with investigations of fugitive 

slaves and indentured servants, runaway convicts like Eaton have 

received far less attention.6 In fact, during the eighteenth century, 

transportation of convicts to the American colonies became Britain’s 

foremost form of criminal punishment.7 While banishment had been 

utilized from time to time during the seventeenth century, it was the 

passage of the Transportation Act of 1718, that led assize and quarter 

session courts to make banishment the leading punishment for property 

offense, then the most common variety of crime.8 In some jurisdictions, 

“over half of all convicted criminals drew sentences of transportation, 

while at the Old Bailey, London’s chief criminal court, more than two-

thirds of all felons from 1718 to 1775, when the onset of the American 

Revolution put an end to the practice, were ordered for exile”.9 It did not 

take long following the passage of the Transportation Act for the 



shipping of convicts to the American colonies to become a big business 

despite the difficulties and dangers inherent in the convict trade, in part 

because it fitted so well with the established tobacco interests there. 

Ships laden with tobacco were already sailing from America with 

cargoes to be auctioned in London and Bristol, and then returning, but 

now loaded with felons to be auctioned off to plantation owners in 

exchange for more tobacco. It was this tobacco trade that made Virginia 

and Maryland prime destinations for the convict ships, and the bulk of 

those transported ended up there.10 The topic of convict transportation 

will receive additional attention later in this paper following a further 

discussion of George Eaton. 

 

Research has revealed that George Eaton was convicted of a felony of 

some sort in December 1767, at the Westminster Quarter Sessions of the 

Peace, a court that operated from 1619 until 1860, and as a result, he was 

sentenced to transportation on the Neptune and embarked in December 

1767.11 The Neptune, Captain James Arbuckle master, departed London 

in January 1768, loaded with 145 convicts, including Eaton.12 The actual 

court records with respect to Eaton’s conviction are held by the London 

Metropolitan Archives, but an effort to obtain them in order to learn 

more specifics about his conviction has thus far been unsuccessful.13  

 



The voyage of the Neptune to Virginia took five or six weeks, and upon 

its arrival, it landed at “Leed’s town on Rappahannock” in February of 

1768. Established in 1742 as a port on the Rappahannock River in King 

George County (now, Westmoreland County) and named for Leeds, 

Yorkshire, Leedstown, as it is called today, was a thriving center of 

commerce and trade during the colonial period. It boasted a racetrack 

and several taverns, including Morton’s Ordinary, which has been 

described as “the best in Town,” and its appearance “as elegant as any in 

the country”.14 The chairs, tables, etc. were of mahogany, and it 

contained a room containing “fine large glazed copper Plate prints,” and 

it had a “tolerable garden in as decent order as seen in America”.15 

Today, there is little evidence at the site to indicate that a town ever 

existed there. 

 

It has been seen that Eaton’s contract was purchased by Fredericksburg, 

Virginia, cabinet and chair maker, Thomas Miller. Miller, who was born 

in Stirling, Scotland, in 1748, may have immigrated to Virginia with his 

brother, John, in 1765, but the first documented reference to him is 

found in the accounts of Falmouth, Virginia, merchant William 

Allason.16 In May or June 1768, Miller “purchased goods pertaining to 

the cabinet trade under an account listing both him and his brother”.17 

Thomas Miller was only twenty years old at the time, about the same 

age as Eaton, and this could explain why his brother John’s name was on 



the entry.18 It may be of interest to note that Miller must have acquired 

the contract for Eaton’s services soon after Captain Arbuckle 

commenced the auction of the convicts on the 9th of March, 1768. That 

is to say before the May or June 1768, purchase by Thomas Miller of 

items pertaining to the cabinet trade, possibly suggesting he was already 

in the cabinet business at the time he acquired Eaton’s services. 

 

It has already been stated that Thomas Miller placed a notice in the 

September 22, 1768, issue of the Virginia Gazette stating that Eaton had 

run away and offering a reward for his return. The following is a 

transcription of the full notice that appeared. 

“FREDERICKSBURG, August 29, 1768. RUN away from the 

subscribers, on Saturday the 27th Instant, at night, two white, and one 

Mulatto convict servants. One of the white servants is named GEORGE 

EATON, born in London, and imported last February, in the Neptune, 

Capt. Arbuckle. He is by trade a cabinet-maker, about 5 feet 3 or 4 

inches high, 20 years of age, of a fair complexion, wears his own hair, 

which is short and fair, and sometimes wears a false curl, which a 

stranger would not know from his hair, being exactly of a colour. He has 

several marks on his left arm, letters being set in with gun-powder. He 

carried off with him an old mixed broad-cloth coat and waistcoat, of a 

chocolate colour; the coat has a velvet cape with mohair basket buttons, 



a pair of old buckskin, and a pair of old Nankeen breeches, a sailor's 

blue duffil jacket, line with white plaid, an old castor hat, 3 white and 

oznabrig shirts, two pair of oznabrig trowsers, 2 pair of yarn and a pair 

of old thread stockings, one pair of old shoes (new soaled) with yellow 

buckles. As he has been on board some of his Majesty's ships, he very 

likely will endeavour to get on board of some vessel as a sailor. The 

other named CHARLES DAVIS, a short squat fellow, about the height 

of Eaton, and about 18 or 20 years of age. He is of a fair complexion, 

with short curled hair, has a large scar or cut on his head, whereon the 

hair does not grow. He carried off with him sundry cloaths, among them 

a suit of Russia drab, of a lightish colour, a blue jacket with metal 

buttons, several oznabrigs and white linen shirts, an old castor and an 

old gold laced hat, 2 pair of boots, 2 pair of spurs, one of them silver, 

together with a saddle and bridle. The Mulatto fellow is named JACK, 

was born in the West-Indies, and imported in the Justitia in 1764 from 

London. He is about 5 feet 5 or 6 inches high, about 25 years of age, his 

hair or wool almost like a Negro's, and his eyes large and weak, and 

stammers in his speech; he carried with him, and might have on when he 

went away, a Monmouth cap, a brown linen shirt and trowsers, a red 

jacket with sleeves, or a white, or a green one, without sleeves, a pair of 

sagathy or Russia drill breeches, and country made shoes; he likewise 

carried with him a horse, betwixt a bay and a chesnut colour, hanging 

mane and tail, long backed, and we believe not branded, paces chiefly, is 



about 14 hands high, and about 8 or 9 years old. This fellow formerly 

belonged to John Briggs, deceased. Whoever takes up the said servants, 

and conveys them to the subscribers, shall have THREE POUNDS 

reward for Eaton and Davis, and reasonable charges; FORTY 

SHILLINGS for the Mulatto fellow, and TWENTY SHILLINGS for the 

horse. WILLIAM PORTER, THOMAS MILLER, JAMES LAVERTY. 

Davis is well known in most places on Rappahanock, having attended 

Mr. Porter as a waiting man, for upwards of 2 years. The three servants 

above-mentioned, were seen to pass by Todd's Ordinary, in Caroline, 

early last Sunday morning, and are expected to have gone towards James 

river, or Norfolk. All masters of vessels are desired, if they should offer 

themselves, to stop them.”  

 

The Todd’s Ordinary mentioned in the notice, also known in the day as 

Todd’s tavern, was operated between 1750 and 1781, by physician, Dr. 

George Todd, and was located on the stage road in Caroline County, 

Virginia, at the site of present-day Villboro (Fig. 5, 1865 photograph of 

Todd’s Tavern {Courtesy: Library of Congress Prints & Photographs 

Division}).19 This is on present-day Rt. 2, the old Fredericksburg 

Turnpike that connected Fredericksburg with Bowling Green, in 

Caroline County. During the colonial period, Todd’s tavern was a 

popular stop for those traveling to other locations in Tidewater Virginia, 

such as Williamsburg, Richmond, and Norfolk. George Washington’s 



diary shows that he paid a visit there in November 1771, while traveling 

from Williamsburg to his home, Mount Vernon: “Left Williamsburg on 

my return home, dined & lodged at Colo Bassetts. At Colo Bassetts all 

day. Colo Lewis & Mr. Mercer came here. Set out in Company with 

those Gentlemen. Dined at Todds bridge and lodged at Hubbards. Dined 

at Doctr. Todds and Reached Fredericksburg at Night. Got home about 

Dark”.20 
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In his paper, Beck commented that after the notice in the September 22, 

1768, issue of the Virginia Gazette, he could find no further mention of 



the runaway Eaton. Interestingly, it turns out that there was another 

notice placed in this same issue of the paper by Benjamin Elliott that 

almost certainly pertains to the three runaways (Fig. 6, Notice placed by 

Benjamin Elliott in September 22, 1768 issue of the Virginia Gazette 

{Courtesy: Colonial Williamsburg}).21  

  Figure 6 

This notice reads as follows: “Taken from two white men and a mulatto, 

on Friday the second inst. Two horses, viz. one bay, about 4 feet 10 



inches high, his right hand foot white, branded on the near shoulder IF, 

and he appears to be old; one grey, very low in flesh, branded on the off 

buttock [illegible mark], has a fore back, about 4 feet 7 inches high; also 

two saddles, both old, one of which is Philadelphia made. They also had 

a small bay horse, with a London made welted saddle; there is an owner 

for the said horse, but not the saddle; and two pair of new shoes, with 

merchants mark thereon, which they had in a wallet. The above-

mentioned horses, saddles, &c. are in the subscriber’s possession, living 

at Aylett’s warehouse, where the owners may have them on application 

and paying charges.” There is a map drawn by Thomas Kitchin in 1761, 

entitled A new map of Virginia from the best authorities, that shows a 

number of the roadways then extant in that colony.22 A detail from 

Kitchin’s map shows what is likely the route the three escapees took 

when they fled Fredericksburg (Fig. 7, Detail from A new map of 

Virginia from the best authorities {Courtesy: Library of Congress 

Geography and Map Division}). They almost certainly passed by New 

Post, where Business 17 out of Fredericksburg and Rt. 2 intersect today, 

and then down the Fredericksburg Turnpike (Rt. 2), past Todd’s Tavern, 

then on to what is now Bowling Green (shown as a small circle on the 

map near the letter “C” in Caroline), and thence on to Arnold’s Ferry on 

the Mattaponi River, where Aylett’s Warehouse was located. It was in 

that area where they were confronted by Benjamin Elliott, and possibly 

others.  
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The Tobacco Inspection Act of 1730, proposed by Virginia Lieutenant 

Governor Sir William Gooch, was an English law aimed at improving 

the quality of tobacco exported from Colonial Virginia. Among other 

things, it established a series of warehouses along the waterways in 



Tidewater Virginia, including one on the Mattaponi River in King 

William County, known as Aylett’s.  

 

The village that grew up there was originally part of the land holdings of 

the Aylett family, and they “owned the tailoring and millinery shops, the 

tavern, general store, carriage factory, iron foundry, harness, saddler and 

blacksmith shop” as well as the ferry that crossed the river there.23 The 

Elliott family was also well known in this area of King William, but the 

Benjamin Elliott that placed the advertisement cannot be definitely 

identified. In any case, it seems certain that the men he intercepted were 

the three runaways. The notice placed by Thomas Miller indicated the 

three had fled Fredericksburg on Saturday, August 27, 1768. Elliott’s 

notice mentioned that he encountered them on “Friday, the second inst,” 

or the second of September, approximately 5 or 6 days after they 

absconded from Fredericksburg. It seems unlikely that the three would 

have given up their possessions to Elliott if they had encountered him 

alone. However, if he had help in stopping them, and taking possession 

of the items mentioned in the notice, might he also have detained them 

and returned the three to their owners? Could this be the reason Thomas 

Miller did not run any subsequent newspaper notices seeking Eaton’s 

return? Unfortunately, there is no further information to help answer 

these questions. 



George Eaton: Possible English Origins and Training 

It has already been noted that Eaton was sentenced by a court in 

Westminster, England. In the eighteenth century, the County of 

Middlesex included all of London north of the River Thames, with the 

exception of the independent City of London and certain rural areas to 

the east, north and west of the metropolis. Although Westminster was 

governed by separate institutions of local government, it was part of the 

County of Middlesex. All of these are part of Greater London today, and 

the area that was Westminster is located in what is now known as the 

west end. That he was sentenced by a Westminster court suggests the 

possibility that Eaton may have lived and worked in the Westminster 

area of Middlesex. 

 

The British National Archives contains among its records a Register of 

Duties Paid for Apprentices' Indentures, 1710-1811.24 The collection 

contains a list of money paid by masters of a trade to have an apprentice; 

in essence, it was a tax collected by the British government on 

apprenticeships. Until 1752, the apprentice’s parents’ names were 

included but only rarely afterward. The register does include sums 

received, name of master, address of master, trade, name of apprentice, 

and date of the articles of apprenticeship. Masters were not required to 

pay stamp duty on apprentices assigned to them by the common or 



public charge of any township or parish, so the register does not include 

those apprentices in the records, and there are other gaps in its coverage. 

The payment of the tax by the master could be made at the start of the 

apprenticeship or any time up to one year after the expiration of the 

indenture. Interestingly, a search of this collection produced a 

cabinetmaker apprentice named George Eaton, and his master’s name 

was John Keir, also seen as Kier in some records. While no 

documentation has been found that would prove conclusively that this is 

the George Eaton under consideration here, the dates connected with his 

apprenticeship and the fact that he and his master were both residing in 

Westminster suggest the likelihood that they are one and the same. What 

can be said is that a search of this collection revealed the names of six 

apprentices that worked for John Keir over a period of several years, 

including Eaton. Their names are included in the following table along 

with the dates that the master paid tax on them. 

 

Master 

 

Apprentice 

 

Master’s address 

 

Date tax paid 

John Keir Marchant West Brownlow Street 24 Jan 1756 

John Kier Aaron Cross St. Giles, 

Middlesex 

10 Jul 1756 

John Keir John Dorman St. Giles in the 

Fields 

18 Mar 1760 

John Keir Will Berrisford St. Giles, 15 Aug 1761 



Middlesex 

John Keir George Eaton St. Giles in the 

Fields 

24 Oct 1764 

John Keir David Cheap 

Innes 

St. Giles in the 

Fields 

21 Nov 1765 

 

Keir is listed twice as a cabinetmaker in the Dictionary of English 

Furniture Makers 1660-1840.25 Under the spelling “Keir” the entry 

reads: “Keir, John, Milk Ct, Westminster, London, cm (1774). [Poll 

bk].” The reference is to a volume called A Correct Copy of the Poll For 

Electing Two Representatives in Parliament, For The City and Liberty of 

Westminster Taken Oct. 11, 1774 &c.26 The entry for John Keir in this 

book reveals that in 1774, his residence was listed as “Milk Court” (Fig. 

8, Listing for John Keir in A Correct Copy of the Poll For Electing Two 

Representatives in Parliament, For The City and Liberty of Westminster 

Taken Oct. 11, 1774 &c. {Courtesy: Hathi Trust Digital Library}). His 

name in this volume is included among those listed as living in the 

parishes of St. Clement Danes and St. Mary le Strand, Westminster.27 

Under the spelling “Kier” the dictionary entry reads: “Kier, John, St 

Giles Fields, London, cm [1754-60]. Subscribed to Chippendale’s 

Director, 1754. In 1756 took app. named Aaron Cross at a premium of 

£18 18s when his address was listed as Brownlow St. Took another app. 

in 1760 [S of G. app. index]”. The reference is to an index by the 



Society of Genealogists in London and their index of the register of 

duties paid for apprentices discussed earlier. It is interesting that Kier 

was one of the subscribers to Thomas Chippendale’s landmark volume, 

The Gentleman and Cabinet-Maker’s Director, published in 1754, and 

his name appears on page viii (Fig. 9, Page from Chippendale’s 1754 

Director showing John Keir as a subscriber {Courtesy: Libraries 

University of Wisconsin-Madison}). 
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  Figure 9  



The earliest date found for Keir as a master cabinetmaker comes from 

the register of duties paid for two apprentices in 1756. However, he was 

already in business as a cabinetmaker by 1754, and perhaps as early as 

the 1740s. One of these two entries gives his address as Brownlow Street 

and the other as St. Giles, Middlesex. As can be seen from a map of the 

parish of St. Giles in the Fields, Brownlow Street intersects Drury Lane 

and lies within that parish (Fig. 10, A Mapp of the Parish of St Giles's in 

the Fields taken from the last Survey with Corrections and Additions 

(BM Heal, Topography.200) {Courtesy: Wikimedia Commons}). 

 

Figure 10 



Whether Keir was still on Brownlow Street when George Eaton was his 

apprentice cannot be said based on available information. From this 

figure, it can also be seen that the parish of St. Giles in the Fields abuts 

those of St. Clement Danes and also St. Martins, where Thomas 

Chippendale worked on St. Martin’s Lane in the 1750s. 

 

As noted earlier, when Keir voted in the parliamentary election of 1774, 

his residence was given as Milk Court. The volume, Bowles’s New 

London Guide; Being An Alphabetical Index To All The Streets, 

Squares, Lanes, Courts, &., published in 1786, has this entry: “Milk 

court, Denzil street, Clare market”.28 Another reference, Topography of 

London, published in 1813 by John Lockie, has this: “Milk-Court, 

Gravel-Lane, Boro.—7 doors S. of Duke-st”.29 Although these 

landmarks help identify the vicinity in London where John Keir lived in 

1774, no map has yet been found that shows the precise location of Milk 

Court. One of the most detailed maps showing London at the close of 

the eighteenth century was produced by Richard Horwood between the 

years 1792 and 1799. It was called PLAN of the Cities of LONDON and 

WESTMINSTER the Borough of SOUTHWARK, and PARTS adjoining 

Shewing every HOUSE. After Horwood’s untimely death in 1803, the 

plates for his Plan were acquired by William Faden, a royal geographer 

to King George III, who published them in three revised versions in 

1807, 1813, and 1819. Matthew Sangster’s online research project, 



called “Romantic London,” is being used to explore life and culture in 

London in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries using 

Horwood’s Plan, and Faden’s 1819 revised version of Horwood’s Plan, 

and both maps can be viewed there.30 In a detail from this map, 

Brownlow Street can be seen in the upper left corner where it intersects 

Drury Lane. Closer to the large public park known as Lincoln’s Inn 

Fields, a part of which is shown in the upper right hand corner of the 

detail, Duke Street, Vere Street, Clare Market, and Denzell Street can be 

seen. All are in the vicinity of where Keir lived and worked from the 

1750s until at least 1774 (Fig. 11, Detail of William Faden’s 1819 

revision of Horwood’s map {Courtesy: The British Library Board and 

Matthew Sangster’s “Romantic London” Project}). 

 

Figure 11 



Apprentices, in order to induce a master to take them on for training, had 

to pay the master a so-called “premium”, and the amount varied over the 

years and according to the trade and other factors such as the expected 

duration of the apprenticeship, but the usual fee for most trades was 

about £5 to £10.31 A seven-year term was the most common and in the 

better trades apprenticeships usually started at the age of fourteen and by 

the “custom of London,” apprentices there had to be over 14 and under 

21 years of age. It is thought that only about 50 percent of apprentices 

completed their terms for a variety of reasons, e.g., ill treatment that led 

to the apprentice running away, illness or death of the master, his 

bankruptcy, etc.32 An apprentice who stole from his master might well 

abscond, and since he had not completed his term, he would not legally 

be able to work in a trade for another master. In such a case, a livelihood 

of crime was almost inevitable.33  

 

The Ancestry.com online version of the Register of Duties Paid for 

Apprentices' Indentures, 1710-1811, also contains information on the 

premiums paid by the apprentice and there is also an associated date. 

The two pages from the ledger for George Eaton are shown in Figures 

12 and 13 (Fig. 12, Page from A Register of Duties Paid for Apprentices' 

Indentures, 1710-1811 showing John Keir as master cabinetmaker and 

George Eaton as apprentice {Courtesy: Ancestry.com}) (Fig. 13, Page 



from A Register of Duties Paid for Apprentices' Indentures, 1710-1811, 

showing premium paid by George Eaton {Courtesy: Ancestry.com}).  

 

Figure 12 

 

 

Figure 13 



The record for Eaton shows a premium of £20.10 with an associated date 

of September 23, 1762. In the notice published in the Virginia Gazette in 

September 1768, Thomas Miller stated that Eaton was “20 years of age.” 

Assuming this is accurate, this would suggest Eaton was born around 

1748, and would have been 14 years of age in 1762, so the date 

September 23, 1762, may be when he began his apprenticeship. It is 

clear he did not finish an entire seven-year term as he was convicted of a 

felony in a Westminster court in December 1767, and sentenced to 

transportation to Virginia. The premiums and dates for the other five 

apprentices were as follows: Marchant West (23 Dec 1755; £0.5.1 ½), 

Aaron Cross (16 Jun 1753; £11.16. 9 ½), John Dorman (17 Mar 1760; 

£19.7.5 ½), Will Berrisford (31 Jul 1756; £12.17.4), and David Cheap 

Innes (23 Apr 1765; £21.0.0). There is no explanation why the premium 

paid by Aaron Cross shown here differs from the £18.18 mentioned in 

the dictionary of English furniture makers discussed earlier, or why the 

premium paid by Marchant West is significantly lower than the others. 

 

Some effort was made to locate other information about the apprentice, 

George Eaton, but nothing definitive was found. Searches of available 

volumes of Church of England baptisms in London, Middlesex, and 

Westminster, did not yield a George Eaton born or baptized in 1748. 

However, there were two such records for a child of that name baptized 

in 1747. One of these was a George Eaton, son of Thomas and Sarah, 



who was baptized November 5, 1747, in the parish of St. Martin in the 

Fields, Westminster.34 The other record pertains to a George Eaton, son 

of Thomas and Anne, who was baptized April 5, 1747, in the parish of 

St. George, Middlesex, also known as St. George in the East.35 

Interestingly, this record contains an image of the parish register itself, 

and it lists his father, Thomas, as a cabinetmaker  (Fig. 14, Page from 

register of parish of St. George, Middlesex showing baptism of George 

Eaton, son of Thomas and Anne Eaton {Courtesy: Ancestry.com}).  

  Figure 14 



It cannot be said with any certainty that either of them are the apprentice 

that served John Keir as master. In any case, if the George Eaton that 

apprenticed with Keir is the same individual that was sent to Virginia 

and went to work for Thomas Miller in Fredericksburg, it is likely he 

would have been trained in cabinetmaking techniques found in a London 

cabinet shop that operated in the mid-eighteenth century and that 

training could well have qualified him to make the piece now owned by 

Bill Beck. No information as to where the London cabinetmaker John 

Keir was trained has been found, but it might be he was exposed to a 

shop that used the wedged detail practice and passed it on to George 

Eaton. 

 

Some Closing Comments on the British Convicts Trade 

The focus of this paper is on the runaway cabinetmaker, George Eaton, 

and his possible British origins. However, before closing, it might be 

useful background to offer a few general comments on the convict trade 

between Britain and the American colonies. It has already been said that 

this trade had its genesis in the passage of the 1718 Transportation Act 

that led British courts to make banishment the leading penalty for 

property offenses. Ekirch has written extensively about the men, women, 

and children that were transported to the American colonies, and except 

as otherwise noted, the following information is taken from his papers 



on the subject, “Bound for America:  A Profile of British Convicts 

Transported to the Colonies, 1718-1775”.36 

 

Most felons were shipped to just two colonies—Maryland and 

Virginia—not because of penal priorities, but rather because of 

commercial considerations by those involved in the trade, a point 

touched on previously. The Chesapeake region had a limited demand for 

cheap white labor, but its plantations offered British merchants valuable 

cargoes of tobacco and grain to carry home.37 Citing work by Marion 

and Jack Kaminkow and Peter Wilson Coldham, Ekirch found that of 

7,010 criminals transported from London between 1718 and 1744, 

whose destinations could be determined, as many as 6,815 (97.2%) were 

sent to the Chesapeake.38 They came from all across the British Isles 

although Scotland contributed the smallest proportion because of its 

peculiar court system, perhaps only seven or eight hundred. Ireland 

contributed a much larger proportion. For example, from 1737 to 1743, 

it transported 1,938 men and women.39 The majority of British convicts 

transported were native Englishmen sentenced in English courts, and 

most were from London and nearby counties, which is not surprising 

considering that by the mid-eighteenth century London held eleven 

percent of the total English population.40 During the period from 1718 to 

1775, more than 30,000 felons boarded ships in England for 

transportation to American colonies and of these, approximately 18,600 



were transported from London and surrounding counties, while the total 

from England and Wales ranged close to 35,000.41 Adding 16,000 from 

Ireland and around 800 from Scotland, it is likely that more than 50,000 

individuals were transported during the entire period, so that convicts 

transported to America composed perhaps one-quarter of all British 

immigrants to America during the eighteenth century.42 Ekirch had the 

following to say about the crimes that led to a sentence of transportation 

or worse, hanging: “According to popular lore, the severity of British 

justice during the eighteenth century meant that petty offenders filled the 

ranks of transported convicts. While the country’s infamous ‘bloody 

code,’ containing upwards of 160 capital offenses by the 1760s, ensured 

that great criminals were hanged, minor ones—beggars, petty thieves, 

prostitutes—were exiled to America”.43 “Most transports had committed 

noncapital felonies and could therefore ordinarily escape hanging by 

claiming benefit of clergy. The Transportation Act empowered courts to 

banish such offenders for seven years. Nevertheless, a good many 

transports were serious criminals. Noncapital felonies included crimes 

ranging from manslaughter to bigamy, but the predominant offense for 

which felons were transported was grand larceny . . . defined as the theft 

of goods valued at a shilling and above, not including thefts exceeding 

4s. from shops or those exceeding 39s. from homes. For an unskilled 

laborer, whose daily income did not much exceed a shilling, the loss of 

that sum or more to a thief did not represent a trifling crime”.44 Ekirch 



also examined the social characteristics of those transported to find out 

whether they represented something like a cross section of the British 

population during that period, or a narrow segment. He found that a 

large majority (about 80%) were men and boys and that the typical 

transport was in his early twenties and that the bulk ranged from fifteen 

to twenty-nine years of age.45 The occupations of those transported 

covered a broad spectrum, but most were from the lower orders and 

represented unskilled labor. An analysis of occupations based on landing 

certificates for two convict ships, the Gilbert and the Jonathan from 

London to Annapolis, Maryland, in the 1720s, gave the following 

breakdown: Unskilled Laborers (49%); Low-skilled Laborers (21.4%); 

Skilled Craftsmen and Tradesmen (27.6%); and Wealthy Tradesmen and 

Professionals (2%). Young, male, and minimally skilled, a majority of 

transports belonged to that stratum of society most vulnerable to 

economic dislocation.46 One interesting point made by Ekirch is that the 

number of men transported with trades “may have been exaggerated 

since ‘fictitious handicrafts’ were sometimes attributed to transports in 

order to increase sales. Significantly, of 1,401 runaway convict servants 

from Virginia and Maryland during the mid-1700s, skilled trades were 

listed in only about a quarter of the cases, despite the fact that masters in 

search of skilled servants would more likely have invested in runaway 

advertisements”.47 The Virginia Gazette notice announcing the arrival of 

the Neptune, the ship that brought George Eaton to Virginia, described 



the human cargo as containing “many valuable tradesmen, viz. Tailors, 

weavers, barbers, blacksmiths, carpenters and joiners, shoemakers, a 

slaymaker, cooper, cabinet maker, bakers, silversmiths, a gold and silver 

refiner, and many others.” It is an interesting question as to whether 

Captain Arbuckle engaged in a bit of exaggeration himself to enhance 

the value of the convicts he landed at Leedstown. 

 

Very little research has been done on the subject of convict runaways, as 

most of the literature has dealt with runaway slaves and indentured 

servants. However, Morgan has studied the subject of convict runaways 

in Maryland during the period 1745-1775, utilizing advertisements from 

the two newspapers that survive in runs for late colonial Maryland: the 

Maryland Gazette and the Maryland Journal and Baltimore 

Advertiser.48 His analysis showed that male felons ran away more 

frequently than their female counterparts: only four percent of the 

runaways analyzed were women, whereas women convicts normally 

formed about 20 percent of the transported felons arriving in the 

Chesapeake, and most runaways were young adults in their teens, 

twenties and early thirties. Recall that Eaton was about twenty years old 

when he ran away from Thomas Miller in August of 1768, and Charles 

Davis was between eighteen and twenty.49 In some 57 percent (448) of 

the 786 male convict runaway notices examined by Morgan, there was 

no mention of an occupation although many of them went into great 



detail with regard to other attributes of the runaways, suggesting most 

represented unskilled labor. This was true of Thomas Miller’s 

September 22, 1768, notice in the Virginia Gazette as regards the other 

two who ran away with Eaton, Charles Davis and the mulatto Jack. 

Their height, the clothing they were wearing when they absconded, their 

hair color and appearances, what they took with them, etc., were 

described in detail, but no occupation was given for the mulatto, Jack, 

and Davis was described as only a “waiting man.” Of the remaining 338 

male runaways considered by Morgan, there was a clear indication of 

occupational standing, a relatively high proportion of the escapees, 

suggesting that owners often advertised for fugitives with definite 

skills”.50 Morgan’s analysis of the notices of runaways grouped them 

into several broad categories: Agriculture (11.2%), Food and Drink 

(3.0%), Metal and Wood (41.4%),  Clothing and Textiles (22.2%), 

Building and Construction (10.1%), Services (10.9%) and Miscellaneous 

(1.2%). The Metal and Wood category included the following 

occupations: ironworker, blacksmith, cooper, farrier, cabinet maker, 

miner, brazier and tinker, whitesmith, and gunstocker. Carpenters and 

joiners were included in the Building and Construction category.51 Only 

two cabinet makers were noted as runaway convicts in these data, while 

carpenters and joiners totaled only eight runaways. From his analysis, 

Morgan concluded that the chief motivation for a transported convict to 

runaway was “to escape their social position at the bottom of the pile, 



with all the stigmata of being exiled malefactors, thieves, and ne’er-do-

wells that were attached to it”.52 William Eddis, an Englishman living in 

Maryland in the 1770s, “considered that convicts groaned beneath a 

worse than Egyptian bondage, and that they were strained to the utmost 

to perform their allotted labor, and from a prepossession in many cases 

too justly founded, they were supposed to be receiving only the just 

reward which is due to repeated offenses”.53 There were of course other 

motivating factors such as brutal treatment by owners, a desire to see 

people they knew, or to hide in places familiar from past experiences. 

There is no hint as to what motivated George Eaton to flee Thomas 

Miller and Fredericksburg. It is known, however, that Eaton was not the 

only convict cabinet maker to run away from Miller. Four years after 

Eaton fled, another cabinetmaker named William Jenkins made his 

escape. The first notice placed by Miller seeking his return appeared in 

the June 25, 1772, issue of the Virginia Gazette: “THREE POUNDS 

REWARD. Run away from the subscriber, on Tuesday the 9th Instant 

(June) a Convict Servant Man named WILLIAM JENKINS, by Trade a 

Cabinet Maker, about forty-five Years old, five feet one or two inches 

high, of a fair Complexion, and wears his own short dark coloured Hair. 

He carried with him an old dark Kersey Coat, and an Osnabrug Shirt and 

Trousers. He very likely will endeavor to pass for a Sailor, as he has 

been on Board several of his Majesty’s Ships. Whoever takes up the said 

Servant, and conveys him to me in Fredericksburg, shall have the above 



Reward”.54 However, unlike the situation with George Eaton, Miller 

continued to advertise for the return of Jenkins, placing notices in the 

July 2, 177255 and July 9, 177256 issues of the Virginia Gazette, and in 

the August 13, 177257 and October 1, 177258 issues of the Maryland 

Gazette, printed in Annapolis. Could this be another indication that 

George Eaton was returned to Miller after the encounter with Benjamin 

Elliott? As stated earlier, that is a question without an answer. Perhaps a 

future discovery will shed more light on the George Eaton story and 

maybe even provide answers to these and other questions about his life 

and work. 

 

Endnotes: 

[1] Beck, Bill. “Fredericksburg, VA, Cabinetmaker, George Eaton,” 

Edenton Historical Commission, 2014. Available at: 

https://ehcnc.org/decorative-arts/furniture/fredericksburg-va-

cabinetmaker-george-eaton/.  

[2] Leath, Robert. “Servitude and splendor. The craftsmen and the 

carved furniture of the Rappahannock River valley, 1740-1780,” The 

Magazine Antiques, vol. CLXXIII, no. 5, May 2008, p. 99. 

[3] Virginia Gazette (Rind), September 22, 1768, p. 3. 

[4] Ibid. 



[5] Virginia Gazette (Purdie & Dixon), March 3, 1768, p. 3. 

[6] Morgan, Kenneth. “Convict Runaways in Maryland, 1745-1775.” 

Journal of American Studies, vol. 23, no. 2, August 1989, p. 254.  

Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/27555181. 

[7] Ekirch, A. Roger. “Bound for America: A Profile of British Convicts 

Transported to the Colonies, 1718-1775.” The William and Mary 

Quarterly, vol. 42, no. 2, 1985, p. 184. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1920427. 

[8] Ibid. 

[9] Ibid. 

[10] Ancestry.com. Bonded Passengers to America (Volumes I and II) 

1615-1775 & 1617-1775 [database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: 

Ancestry.com Operations Inc., 2006. Original data: Coldham, Peter 

Wilson. Bonded Passengers to America. Volume I: History of 

Transportation 1615-1775. Volume II: Middlesex: 1617-1775. 

Baltimore, MD, USA: Genealogical Publishing Co., 1983, vol. 2, pp. 38-

39. 

[11] Ibid., p. 86. 

[12] Ibid., p. 177. 

[13] London Metropolitan Archives Collections Catalogue, Westminster 

Sessions of the Peace, 1619-1860.  Available at: 



https://search.lma.gov.uk/scripts/mwimain.dll/144/LMA_OPAC/web_de

tail/REFD+WJ?SESSIONSEARCH.  

[14] Fall, Ralph Emmett. The Diary of Robert Rose: A View of Virginia 

by a Scottish Colonial Parson. Verona, VA: Augusta-Heritage Press, 

Inc., 1985, p. 121. 

[15] Ibid. 

[16] Chicirda, Tara Gleason. “The Furniture of Fredericksburg, Virginia, 

1740-1820. American Furniture, Luke Beckerdite, ed., Milwaukee, WI: 

Chipstone, 2006, pp. 114-115. 

[17] Ibid., p. 115. 

[18] Ibid. 

[19] Campbell, T. E. Colonial Caroline: A History of Caroline County, 

Virginia. Richmond, VA: The Dietz Press, Inc., 1954, pp. 411-412, 450. 

[20] “[November 1771],” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/01-03-02-0001-

0027. [Original source: The Diaries of George Washington, vol. 3, 1 

January 1771–5 November 1781, ed. Donald Jackson. Charlottesville: 

University Press of Virginia, 1978, pp. 67–71.] 

[21] Virginia Gazette (Rind), September 22, 1768, p. 2. 

[22] Kitchin, T. A new map of Virginia from the best authorities. 

London, England: London Magazine, 1761. 



[23] Hagemann, James. The Heritage of Virginia: The Story of Place 

Names in the Old Dominion. Norfolk, VA: The Donning Company 

Publishers, 1986, p. 9. 

[24] Ancestry.com. UK, Register of Duties Paid for Apprentices’ 

Indentures, 1710-1811 [database on-line]. Provo, UT.USA: 

Ancestry.com Operations Inc. This collection, indexed by Ancestry 

World Archives Project contributors, is derived from original data in 

Board of Stamps: Apprenticeship Books, Series IR 1: The National 

Archives of the UK (TNA), Kew, Surrey, England. 

[25] Beard, Geoffrey and Christopher Gilbert, eds. Dictionary of English 

Furniture Makers 1660-1840. Leeds, England: Furniture History 

Society, W. S. Maney and Son, 1986. Available at: http://www.british-

history.ac.uk/no-series/dict-english-furniture-makers. 

[26] A Correct Copy Of The Poll For Electing Two Representatives in 

Parliament For The City and Liberty of Westminster Taken Oct 11. 1774 

&c. London, England: Printed and Sold by Cox and Biggs, No. 405, in 

the Strand, near Southampton-Street, 1774, p. 140. 

[27] Ibid., p. 133. 

[28] Bowles, Carrington. Bowles’s New London Guide; Being An 

Alphabetical Index To All The Streets, Squares, Lanes, Courts, &c. 

London: Printed for the Proprietor Carrington Bowles At His Map and 

Print Warehouse, No. 69, St. Paul’s Church Yard, 1786, no publisher, no 



page number. Available at: 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Bowles_s_New_London_Guide_

etc/7hZbAAAAcAAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=%22bowles%27s+new+lond

on+guide%22&printsec=frontcover.  

[29] Lockie, John. Topography of London. London: Printed for 

Sherwood, Neely, and Jones, 20, Paternoster Row; And J. M. 

Richardson, Cornhill, second edition, 1813, p. 395. Available at: 

https://archive.org/details/lockiestopograph00lockiala. 

[30] Romantic London. A research project by Matthew Sangster 

exploring life and culture in London in the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries, using Richard Horwood’s Plan. Available at: 

http://www.romanticlondon.org/the-1819-plan/#13/51.5084/-0.0795. 

[31] FamilySearch Wiki contributors, "Apprenticeship in England," 

FamilySearch Wiki.  Available at: 

https://www.familysearch.org/wiki/en/index.php?title=Apprenticeship_i

n_England&oldid=2993491. 

[32] Ibid. 

[33] Ibid. 

[34] Ancestry.com. England, Select Births and Christenings, 1538-1975 

[database on-line]. Provo, UT, USA: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 

2014. Original data: England, Births and Christenings, 1538-1975. Salt 

Lake City, Utah: FamilySearch, 2013. 



[35] Ancestry.com. London, England, Church of England Baptisms, 

Marriages and Burials, 1538-1812 [database on-line]. Lehi, UT, USA: 

Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010. Original data: Church of England 

Parish Registers, 1538-1812. London, England: London Metropolitan 

Archives. 

[36] Ekirch, A. Roger. “Bound for America: A Profile of British 

Convicts Transported to the Colonies, 1718-1775.” The William and 

Mary Quarterly, vol. 42, no. 2, 1985, pp. 184-200. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1920427. 

[37] Ibid., p. 185. 

[38] Kaminkow, Marion and Jack, eds. Original Lists of Emigrants in 

Bondage from London to the American Colonies, 1719-1744. Baltimore, 

MD: Magna Carta Book Co., 1967, pp. 180-201; Coldham, Peter 

Wilson, ed. Bonded Passengers to America. Baltimore, MD: 

Genealogical Publishing Co., vol. 1, 1983, pp. 172-174. 

[39] Ekirch, p. 186. 

[40] Ibid., p. 187. 

[41] Ibid., p. 188. 

[42] Ibid. 

[43] Ibid., p. 190. 

[44] Ibid. 



[45] Ibid., p. 195. 

[46] Ibid., p. 197. 

[47] Ibid. 

[48] Morgan, Kenneth. “Convict Runaways in Maryland, 1745-1775.” 

Journal of American Studies, vol. 23, no. 2, August 1989, p. 254.  

Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/27555181. 

[49] Ibid., p. 255. 

[50] Ibid. 

[51] Ibid., p. 256. 

[52] Ibid., p. 258. 

[53] Ibid. 

[54] Virginia Gazette (Purdie & Dixon), June 25, 1772, p. 3. 

[55] Virginia Gazette (Purdie & Dixon), July 2, 1772, p. 4. 

[56] Virginia Gazette (Purdie & Dixon), July 9, 1772, p. 4. 

[57] Maryland Gazette, August 13, 1772, p. 3. 

[58] Maryland Gazette, October 1, 1772, p. 4. 


