John Allan was a successful merchant. Along with partner Charles Ellis, he owned a business
called the House of Ellis & Allan. The company bought and sold tobacco, which was a major product
in the region. But it also sold a variety of other goods, including books, frying pans, wine, and even
tombstones!
John had come to America from Scotland in the mid-1790s, when he was sixteen years old. Like
Edgar, he was an orphan. After crossing the Atlantic, he went to live with his uncle. William Galt
was a businessman and one of the richest men in Virginia. John was well taken care of. With his
uncle’s help, he started his company. But he never believed he had the same opportunities that other
wealthy young people in Virginia had had, such as a good education.
John wanted Edgar to have those opportunities. So he sent his foster son to private school when
the boy was only five. John bought him nice clothes and taught him to be a Southern gentleman:
courteous, with proper manners, and respectful of women. Edgar’s first schoolmaster in Richmond,
William Ewing, called him “charming” in a letter to John. Mr. Ewing said that Edgar was doing well
and that he liked school very much.
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