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THE LIFE AND LOVES OF S.T. SUIT:
A JUG-FILLER'S STORY

by Jack Sullivan
Special to Bottles and Extras

Samuel Taylor Suit, who hobnobbed with
presidents and founded a city that till bears
his name, earned fame and prosperity by
filling brown jugswith whiskey. But despite
hismany successes, hewas haplessly unlucky
inhislovefor threewomen. Thisishisstory.

Suit was born in Bladensburg, Prince
George's County, Maryland, in 1830, the son
of Fletcher Suit, an innkeeper. At 14 years
old heleft school towork asan errand boy in
adry goods storein Washington, D.C. Heand
his father are said to have clashed over the
refusal of theelder to pay for hisson'sfurther
education. Young Suit thereupon left homeas
ateenager and struck out for himself in the
American MiddleWest.

He settled firstin Keokuk, lowaand then
moved to Louisville, Kentucky, where he
foundwork at adistillery. Evenatthisearly
age he showed extraordinary businessabilities
and beforelong bought hisown distillery, one
that boasted the largest liquor warehouse in
town. In Louisville, Suit found hisfirst love,
Sarah Ebenezer Williams, and married her
when he was about 25 and she was still a
teenager. She borehim onechild and then at
the age of 20, after only afew monthsas his
wife, shedied.

Sarah'sdeath appearsto have affected Suit
deeply and shortly after he migrated to New
York City. There he became involved in
securitiesmarkets, eventually obtaining aseat
on the New York Stock Exchange. Despite
his lack of education, his business acumen
brought him to the notice of important people.
One of them wasArthur Wilmarth, president
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of theHome Life Insurance Company of New
York, awealthy and important figure in the
city. Through him, Suit met hissecond love,
Wilmarth’s daughter Aurelia. Eleven years
his junior, she was known more for the
finenessof her needlework than of her 1ooks,
which pictures of her bear out. Whether his
motivation was love or money or both, Suit
married thewedthy Aureliaat Dr. Thompson's
ChurchinNew York in December 1859, and
thereby took agiant step up the social ladder.

Though this marriage officially lasted 20
years and produced one son in 1861, it
apparently was contentious almost from the
beginning and the couple spent long periods

Flgure 1. The young ST Suit

NET e BTLIGMNES L&EJ3W.

5 LallT
Fruit Grower and Digtiller,
_J{'f L/%ﬁ?rs-rprf_, *'-'.-'.'-"'EJ' 'ru.m:_ Mharlmu{f@-‘f"ﬁ 15H2.

Il.

/{I{J’-ﬂu}'é!r fjmﬂ:

{ ETAsLEsdED

ETRELERED et
} KRETLRHRL, 160,

=1
KENTIELT. 1%

s soene ot Lot

a/‘m totthi o/ ot 4. o Lo iraiir
bt #rm-hunf( );’flyfﬂ& u"fm-m" aﬂ-ﬁ;;,/ Jsf "

-:' 4"-* wdds Ad ety Fe-d .d'.:{-r -r.-ﬂ..:'-u:r.?r'_

& frﬁ?&r rﬁ};ﬁ.’} f it j‘;n ﬁf{-*f.ﬁc!ﬂ FFEF,

1 ﬁﬁﬁ:« fﬂf’f&m@ @;:f’*;ir;.ﬂf P v fffa—-f

1 thettts (e Gl ﬁfm{} wtt Gy
£ ffdﬁf-ﬂfﬁ* l@ﬂ" Ef-.pfjlt:#. _‘p‘?-:.-:a o

weloe Lotth Z. o, A
(ﬁ ?f&@—g_ i‘ﬁ{{-fj -.4"}.

] ﬂtfﬁ-‘ﬁ-’

ablos é’é" i
mf’ﬁzﬁ ad A A, }Hﬁfmaf Feers M. -ﬁ.&m ;/'—f
fp",l}r.-tl".'{.-' Fi e (fneff{*ﬂ el
;uﬁ‘.{ ) S .ﬁip"" ey -E-s:'"Er.r."'-’ 'ﬂ;‘#" et

s zf,.;.-_,fj j{.m..g_f PRy A ﬁtﬁ-{ ﬁu& e .r.,‘f’a";:’,-:-tﬁc-éf-
.if :wﬁa#ﬁf .,FI jtr.at.-f J-?r%-rw re

':__r)f{,i'. Itr?.(.;f.u' & ﬁ:ﬁr;% ‘E Fra T Zﬁ.'ﬁﬁtﬂf
of - A il it i B rve B e -

Mt-te:xg;ﬁ; "--t'?i-.'-:a:'fj -‘H#Wé Lo dedtvene:
ﬁ@""“r" Fﬂf""‘i"‘""'} fibtf-;r:ftg'_..EM Mp{ otz i i

[ L =
Figure 3: Suit's promotion letter - - S A'J
!




Bottles and Extras

Figure 4: A Suit jug with impressed |abel

apart. Suit apparently wasintheUnionArmy
for atimeduring the Civil War. Hewascalled
"Colonel” thereafter but that title seems to
have been nothing more than a Kentucky
honorific.

After the war, about 1867, Suit, wife
Aurelia, and their son migrated back to Prince
George's County. He now had the money to
purchase large tracts of land throughout the
area. Among them were 450 acres at the
periphery of the Digtrict of Columbia. Hebuilt
amansion there and called the place, "Suit
Land." A small community grew up around
the estate. Today, Suitland, Marylandisa
bustling community of morethan 30,000, the
siteof anumber of U.S. government agencies,
and adjoins sprawling Andrews Air Force
Base.

In 1870, this Maryland entrepreneur
opened a distillery near his home under the
title, "S.T. Suit, Fruit Grower and Distiller."
He produced rye whiskey and a range of
brandies using apples, peaches and cherries
from hisown orchards. Hisletterheads and
advertising also cited an earlier origin in
Kentucky, withthedate given as 1839 -- when
thedistiller himself would havebeenonly nine
yearsold. Suit may have been claiming the
founding date for the distillery he bought in
Louisville, a practice not uncommon in the
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whiskey business.

Apparently because sales in the initial
yearswere slow, Suit determined that selling
hisproductsby mail wastheanswer. But he
needed a gimmick. In 1875, using his
considerable political clout, he was able to
get the chief health officer of the District of
Columbia, Dr. PT. Keene, to certify inthat he
had visited Colonel Suit'splantation distillery
at Suitland to examine his various brands of
liquor. Dr. Keenethen providedthefollowing
testimonial:

"For Medicinal Purposes, itsreliability
as to strength and purity make it very
desirable. Physicianswill appreciate how
important it is to their success in the
treatment of diseases, as well as to the
patient, that the stimulantsthey prescribe
should be of a standard and unvarying
quality, which desideratum Col. Suit's
liquorsappear tofulfill."

Armed with thisringing endorsement and

an official looking certificate from the D.C.
Board of Health, Suit initiated an advertising
campaign. It featured chromolithographed
trade cardsand carefully crafted form letters.
Shown here is an 1882 lithographed sales
letter in Suit'shandwriting to S. G. Patterson,
"thinking you would like a few bottles for
privateand medicinal purposes.” Thedistiller
goesonto say hewill sell and ship 12 bottles
of variousliquors, including six of "Old Rye
Whiskey, Distilled 1869,” for $15. The same
goods bought at retail, he says, would cost
threetimesmore. Heendsby citing his"hill
of health” from D.C. The letter endswith a
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Figure 5: A Suit stenciled jug.
Photo courtesy of Dan Knode.

flourish: "l amrespectfully, S. T. Suit."

The mail order campaign paid off. Suit
had been successful in obtaining his own
fourth class post office and had installed a
relative, George T. Suit, as postmaster.
Compensation for the postmaster was
dependent on the amount of business.
According to federal records, in 1875 the
Suitland postmaster earned just $17. But by

Figure6: Mipviewsof ijug. -
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Figure 7: A Suit fancy decanter.

1879, the amount had jumped sharply to $705
and by 1882 was $1,091. According one
report, the dramatic increase in postal
revenues was largely due to the burgeoning
mail order business for S.T. Suit's liquors,
generated by hispostal promotions.

Suit sold hiswhiskey almost exclusively
in stoneware jugswith arange of glazesand
labels. Somehad yellow-orange bodieswith

Figur 8: he ature S.T. Suit.
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lettering impressed into the glaze; othershad
black letters transferred by a roller onto a
cylindrical body and then glazed over. But
the Colonel'smost distinctive containerswere
his brown jugs, in which the only the top
portion of the stoneware, including thehandle,
was glazed with Albany slip. The dlip then
was painted on a stencil that held the label.
Thefinal effect isboth distinctive (almost no
one else used it) and crudely attractive. At
auction today, Suit jugs command anywhere
from $80 to $400.

To a contemporary, critical eye, Suit’'s
|abels seem deceptive. For yearsthey read:
"Whiskey in thisjug was distilled in 1869,"
indicating aconsiderably aged product. Later
hewould revisethemessageto: "LittleBrown
Jug...Whiskey in thisjug was madein 1869
and jugged by me, 1879" (or "1880"). Given
theamost two decadesinwhichthedistillery
existed, itisinconceivablethat al thewhiskey
sold was distilled in a single year. This
Maryland entrepreneur was not adverse to
cutting cornersto make adollar.

Whatever the drinking public thought it
washbuying, S.T. Suit'swhiskey and brandies
proved popular. Hisbrown jugs are said to
have accompanied hard-drinking pioneersas
they traveled west. He also distributed fancy
glass decanters bearing the Suit name and
whiskey. Theseitemshave shown up all over
America indicating their widespread
distribution through themails. Suit continued
to grow in wealth and prestige and began to
look outside thewhiskey tradefor outletsfor
hisbusinessenergies.

In time the whiskey maker owned and
operated the Spa Springs Hotel in
Bladensburg, Maryland, and was acting
president of theAnacostiaWharf & Docking

T & @ A,
Figure 9: Rosa Pelham Suit.
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Figure 10: The castle today.

Co., theWashington & Chesapeake Railroad,
and the Washington City & Point Lookout
Railroad. As a baron of industry, Suit
constructed a mansion appropriate to his
wealth and power. Patterned after an English
manor house, the structure had afashionable
mansard roof and amultitude of rooms. Here
is historian Morris Fradin's description of
Suit'shouse and grounds:

"The wine cellar was well stocked with
products from his distillery nearby. A red
sandstone archway from the same quarry that
provided the stone for the White House and
many other government structures graced the
garden entrance. The graceful driveway to
the Suit mansion wound through a private
park dotted by sundia sand birdbaths, where
deer grazed and pheasants hid among exotic
shrubbery and elaborate landscaping. The
road curved past statuary imported from Italy
andtwo artificial lakeskept stocked with fish;
it passed outbuildingsand carriage housesand
stablesfor thoroughbred horses. Thesewere
cared for by an English coachman who even
had abilliard tablein hisquarters!"
Suit’'shouse and groundswerewell appointed
for entertaining. The Colonel had been the
driving forcefor the construction of anew road
through forestland to connect the District of
Colombiawith his Suitland, Maryland. The
road conveniently ended at hisestate. That
madeit easy for theWashington gentry tovisit.
Among themwere President Ulysses S. Grant,
soon-to-be President Rutherford B. Hayes,
and Supreme Court Justice Samuel F. Miller.
When a British High Commission came to
Washingtonin 1871 to negotiate a Civil War
claims settlement, the Englishmen and other
dignitarieswere entertained at Suitland with
arideto the houndsand afancy ball at which
theU.S. Marine Band played.
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Suit continued his business activities, but also became interested
in politics and served one term in the Maryland Senate from 1873-
1877. "Help me and | will help you.," was his campaign theme.
According toreports, hisinfluential friendsalso selected himfor certain
diplomatic appointments, including reputed ambassadorships in
England. Our 14-year-old runaway had donewell for himself.

In 1876, however, while Suit was serving asajudge of agriculture
at the Centennial Exposition in Philadel phia, the Suitland mansion
burned to the ground. The Colonel never rebuilt. Onereason might
have been the break-up of hissecond marriage. After yearsof conflict,
Aureliahad left him about ayear earlier, formally divorced himin
1879 and later remarried.

Before the divorce became final, Suit had met and fallenin love
for thethird time. Her name was Rosa Pelham, the daughter of an
Alabama congressman. Shewas 17. Hewas42. All hislifethe
Colonel had asoft spot for young people. Heraised aspecial breed
of white ponieson hisestateto be given as giftsto the children of his
friends. Contemporaries portrayed him asvery sentimental and loving.
Heparticularly loved Rosa.

Because of thedifferenceintheir ages, theAlabamabelleinitially
refused him. In 1883, after fiveyearsof Suit's pursuing her, thetwo
met in Berkeley Springs, West Virginia. When Rosamentioned that
shehad alwayswanted to livein acastle, Suit pledged to build onefor
her if she would marry him. She agreed and three days later they
werewed in Washington, D.C. In quick succession Rosa bore Suit
three children.
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At thistimethe Colonel was being drawn away from Suitland and
his distillery by prospects for developing businesses at Berkeley
Springs. For years the hot springsin that locale had drawn therich
and famous because of the reputed therapeutic qualities of the water.
Three large hotels already graced the site but Suit envisaged even
further development. Hisdream wasto make Berkeley Springsaspa
torival any onthe East Coast.

Thushe chosethat localein 1885 to create for Rosa her promised
castle. An eminent American architect, Snowden Ashford, was
commissioned to build the 13-room structure to the designs of A.D.
Mullett, noted asthe designer of the State, War and Navy Building on
17th S. inWashington -- now the Executive Office Building. Mullett
designed it to be one-half scale of Berkeley Castle in England, the
place where King Edward Il had been murdered in 1327.  The
structure cost $100,000 -- awhopping amount for thosetimes -- and
stood on Warm Springs Ridge, high abovethetown.

Crews of workmen, making 8 cents an hour, toiled for more than
three yearsto put the giant blocks of granitein place asthe structure
gradually took shape. Thelocal pressreported that Suit had intended
to move his family into the castle during the late summer of 1888.
But suddenly on Sept. 1 of that year he died at his residence at 228
New Jersey Ave,, N.E., at thefoot of Capitol Hill inWashington. His
gravestone says he was 58, but his death certificate gave his age as
"B6 years, one month, and 18 days."

Rosa, now a very wealthy 27-year-old widow, saw the castle
finished and moved in with her threefatherless children, the youngest
only oneyear old. Shewas an attractive woman, slender and blue-
eyed. With the trappings of royalty, she became a noted giver of
lavish parties. Her socialite friends called her, perhaps with some
sarcasm, "Queen Rosa."

Although shehad many suitors, Rosanever married again, reputedly
because of a stipulation in Suit's will that if she did she would lose
everything he had bequeathed her. That did not prevent this merry
widow from spending nightswith her men friendsinthecastle. One
evening, following an argument with her, one of them fell -- or was
pushed -- from the roof to hisdeath. Legend saysthat ashefell he
cursed the heiressand that he has haunted the castle ever since. Rosa
herself eventually lost her money and her mind. Inthe 1920sshewas
evicted from the castle, went west with ason, and died there.

Meanwhile, with no one to tend his whiskey business, S.T. Suit
Distillery went out of business well before Prohibition. One date
givenforitsdemiseis1888. Samuel Taylor Suit himself isburiedin
St. Barnabas Church Cemetery in Oxon Hill, Maryland., not far from
Suitland. The little brown jugs that gave him fame and fortune are
foundin collections nationwide. Suit'scastle, still highly visible as
oneentersBerkeley Springson U.S. 522, remainsatourist attraction
-- afamously haunted one-- to thisvery day.

Reference Notes: Some of the material contained here appeared
in my earlier article in the Potomac Pontil, the newsletter of the
Potomac Bottle Collectors. Thequotefrom Historian MorrisFradin
isfromhis"Mystery, History, and Romanceof aWest VirginiaCastle,"
publication unknown, from the archives of the Prince George's
Country, Maryland, Historical Society. Materia linking postal
revenues with Suit's liquor sales is based on an article by Diane
DeBlois & Robert Dalton Harris called "Rural Maryland
Entrepreneur.” Again the publication, from the Historical Society, is
not identified. Other material wasfound on ageneal ogical "Person
Sheet" about S.T. Suit created on the Internet by ChrisDunmore, dated
Dec. 2003.



