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The nature of building is letting dwell. ... 
Only if we are capable of dwelling, only th en can we 
build. Let us think for a while of a farmhouse in the 
Black Forest, which was built some two hundred 
years ago by the dwelling of peasants. Here the 
self-sufficiency of the power to let earth and heaven, 
divinities and mortals enter in simple oneness into 
things, ordered the house . It placed the farm on the 
wind-sheltered mountain slope looking south, 
among the meadows close to the spring. It gave it 
the w1de overhanging shingle roof whose proper 
slope bears up under the burden of snow, and 
which, reaching deer down, shields the chambers 
against the storms o the long winter nights. It did 
not forget the altar comer behind the community 
table; it made room in its chamber for the hallowed 
places of childbed and the 'tree of the dead' . . . and 
in this way it designed for the different generations 
under one roof the character of their journey 
through time .. .. 

. . . Our reference to the Black Forest farm in 
no way means that we should or could go back to 
building such houses; rather it illustrates by a dwel-
ling that has been how it was able to build . . . . 

. . . The real dwelling plight lies in this, that 
mortals ever search anew for the nature of dwelling, 
that they must ever learn to dwell . . .. 

-Martin Heidegger 
"Building Dwelling Thinking" 
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The Conservation of Place 

This book's ultimate goal is the conservation of 
things and buildings and places . It seems appropriate at 
the beginning of such a book to inquire why we should be 
interested in the conservation of buildings and things and 
places, especially in an age so characteristically devoted to 
growth and change and bigness that an urge to conserve 
anything would seem to be both ethically and intellec-
tually irrational. 

The conservation and preservation of buildings and 
artifacts have always seemed to those in charge of our 
political and economic life to be an irrelevancy; at best a 
frill to be pursued and enjoyed by individuals of means, 
good education, and exquisite tastes . Concern about the 
conservation of place is a relatively new phenomenon 
lying principally in the domain of theorists and 
academicians-not yet even of general concern or interest 
to those groups and individuals who labor in the tradi-
tional "preservation" vineyard . A shared characteristic of 
both groups, however, is a pervasive defensiveness and 
self-consciousness in speaking about why they even 
bother. Generally they can do no better than to speak 
vaguely about motivations having to do with patriotism, 
the importance of recreation or tourism, "economic bene-
fits to the community," and the like. 

To the contrary, I believe that the aggressive pursuit 
of a firm public commitment to a new conservation ethic 
is no longer a matter of luxury or self-indulgence. In these 
closing years of the twentieth century, it has become a 
matter of urgent social necessity which is essential to the 
survival of the human spirit and personality. 

For most of us , there are obvious justifications for 
conservation that cannot be denied. The threshold level 
of understanding would be that no civilized person , 
educated or not, would wish that any object or place of 
beauty or significance should be destroyed for any 
reasons other than compelling ones-whether the thing 
be a painting, a beautiful landscape, or a bit of architec-
ture . But we have arrived at a time when the need for 



conservation has passed beyond mere civility or ap-
preciation . The basic need springs from a fundamental 
human requirement to be able to reach out and to be able 
to touch and feel and see those things that provide hard 
physical evidence of our passage in the stream of tradi-
tion. It is a need that transcends social organization or 
geography. 

All old things and places, and some new ones, give 
meaning to our daily lives in ways we rarely consider 
except when they are gone. It is the shock of experiencing 
the voids they leave behind that raises the fact of their 
disappearance to a conscious level. In this day and age, it 
is a new kind of human shock, one more shattering than 
ever before in its impact because the pace of change has 
accelerated and the scale of new things and places has 
grown vastly larger, ever more domineering and threaten·· 
ing. For most of us, it is no longer merely a matter of 
adapting to new images and experiences. It is a matter of 
hiding, for safety's sake, from places and environments 
that somehow seem to continually threaten us and which 
make us feel more vulnerable and naked . 

We must accept, of course, that change is inevi ta-
ble, even good for us; for without change, as a British 
friend of mine has put it, there is no tradition . Tradition, 
it is asserted, is essentially the result of an evolutionary 
process in which new customs, ideas, artifacts and 
places are grafted onto accepted life-styles . And it is, at 
heart, the feeling of being a part of the continuum of 
tradition that gives us our psychological sense of secur-
ity and well-being-of "knowing our place" in more 
than the accustomed social sense. Of course we must 
lead our lives in our own time and place as individuals . 
~ut in doing so we require the security of knowing that 
in acting out our lives we may be able to perform on a 
stage that maintains the links with those who lived and 
acted out their lives before us . We also require , like all 
others of our species, that the configuration , boundari es 
and props which constitute that stage be not so altered in 

Robert Stipe 

mid-play that we drop our lines . Remove the buildings, 
artifacts, landscapes and places that provide the memory 
of our earlier lives and we pay a price . Sometimes it is a 
small price and the inconvenience is a fl ee ting one . At 
other times, the price is high and the results are perma-
nent and scarri ng . 

Often we are confronted with the chall ng : Why 
save a townscape, a landscape , or even a building when 
the book, the photograph, or the film will do? It is not the 
same. As my friend puts it, there are certai n experiences 
in our lives which we cannot recall except by keeping the 
surroundings and circumstances in which those memo-
ries were grounded . The shadow does not capture the 
substance . It is both physi ca lly imposs ible a nd 
psychologically undesirable that we should at tempt to 
return to the womb of time, but "choosing a past," as 
Kevin Lynch has said , "helps u to cons truct a futur ." 

Wi lmington :,, frag ile is l.lnd . 
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In his biography, Carl Jung wrote of a difficult time 
in his life when he was at the mercy of his unconscious self 
and in a psychotic state. What kept him together was that 
which remained of his conscious being, telling him that 
he was indeed an individual, that he had a family, and that 
he occupied a particular house in a city that was recogniz-
able to him. Because he was able to hang onto these 
reassuring thoughts that gave meaning and continuity to 
his life, he was able to resist going completely to pieces. 

The same equation may be put with respect to a 
larger society of individuals: we have not a mere whimsi-
cal, exquisite need, but a compellingly human and, more 
likely, a biological need to have around us some of the 
places and environments and artifacts to which we can 
cling, if for no more than measuring sticks against which 
the calculus of our humanity can be subconsciously 
figured. 

I believe, when all is said and done, that the central 
problem of conservation may be stated rather simply. That 
is that a gigantic, increasingly depersonalized industrial 
society, operating for more than a century to serve the 
requirements of growth, change, and profit has produced 
an ethic grounded in both economics and law that places 
the burden of proof for conservation on the wrong parties. 
Those who would conserve a place or a thing, our social 
institutions tell us , must provide compelling reasons why 
a thing or a place should be saved. To the contrary, it seems 
to me that the life-stage of our environment has intrinsic 
value for us by virtue of the simple fact of its existence. Social 
health-even survival-requires that this burden of proof 
should one day shift, and that the change, redevelop-
ment, or destruction of existing environments should be 
tolerated only when there are urgent reasons for such 
change . 

Such a bold assertion raises more questions than it 
answers , of course. What artifacts and places are impor-
tant, and to whom? When resources for conservation are 
scarce, what choices are evaluated, and how should re-

' 



sources be allocated? Who should pay? 
Other contemporary issues important to the conser-

vation of place are more difficult to define. One serious 
problem stems from a human tendency toward intellec-:. 
tual partisanship on the part of individuals and bureau-
cracies in the conservation movement itself. For example, 
some of the custodians of the existing protective machin-
ery would insist that the "lessons of history" must always 
be manifest in the object to be preserved. Others tend to 
be specially preoccupied with styles in architecture or 
building-notwithstanding that "fashion" in anything is 
an intrinsically impermanent value. Recently, in some 
circles, there is an insistence on the recognition of "link-
ages" and "ethnicity" as essential determinants of what is 
important. 

The net result of disparate philosophies concerning 
what is important to preserve has in many instances been 
legislation that throws a protective cloak around period 
buildings and history to the comparative neglect of other 
aspects of milieu which are equally important to the ac-
complishment of a humane existence, such as urban and 
rural landscapes. This is not to suggest that one or another 
approach to "value" is more or less important than 
another-merely to indicate that pluralism in conserva-
tion and the raising of many voices has tended to divert 
attention from the more basic problem, which is that the 
need for conservation springs more fundamentally from 
biological urges than cultural ones . 

To date the conservation effort overall has placed a 
premium on three criteria of value : age, scarcity, and 
quality. "The oldest .. . " "The best example .. . " "The 
only surviving . . . "Perhaps at this moment in time these 
crude judgments about wh~t should survive are the best 
we can do. But the contemporary resurgent interest in 
place, the human stage, as a thing having value and 
meaning in itself, and giving emphasis to biological 
necessity, genetic memories, and a wider variety of 
human motivations and experiences, seems to me to 

point a way out and a way forward. It recognizes man's 
animal nature as well as his cultural needs . The next step 
will be to begin to discern the outer limits of individual 
and social tolerances for the accommodation and assimila-
tion of change . 

My British friend has said that conservation, in and 
of itself, will not insure the survival of societies or indi-
viduals . It cannot promise anything. But to emphasize the 
conservation of place as well as things , at least returns our 
attention to the fundamental importance of retaining that 
larger stage on which we act out our lives . That is why it 
seems important to me to begin this book in an optimistic 
and even aggressive way, for there is, as we instinctively 
understand, a universal and deep-rooted urge to know 
"where we are ." To be lost is to forsake one's place in the 
structure of the environment. 

Raleigh: th e eclipse of the pas t . 

My British friend is Graham W. Ashwo rth, fom1er Pres i-
d ent of tl1e Royal Town Planning Institute and presentl y Profes-
sor in the Department of C ivil Engineering a t the University of 
Salford. Fo llowing upo n a decad e of friendshi p and overseas 
coll abora tion on a variety of envi ronmental conserva tion en-
deavo rs, we are by now mutually indebted to one ano the r fo r the 
essence of some of the ideas and examples mentioned in this 
Introduction . Profesor Ashworth lectures a t the Schoo l of Design 
on hi s occas ional v isits to America. 
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Editor's Introduction 

Carolina Dwelling is a collection of essays that de-
scribe, analyze, trace the history and suggest the possible 
meanings of various features of the North Carolina ver-
nacular landscape. The book's purpose is to provide a 
basis for collective reflection upon both the particularity 
and the process recorded in that landscape. The book was 
incited by a felt need to tend to what is here . 

All along we have said that our purpose is ultimately 
the conservation of the qualities that our environment 
exhibits as a special place-"special" not in the sense of 
exceptional or surpassing, although it is certainly that in 
ways both good and bad, but rather in the sense of 
unique . Not better-just different. As I sit down to write 
this introduction, though, I am struck-particularly today, 
October 30th-by the carry of our natural setting in pro-

viding that particularity. Once again the autumn color in 
this forested land is incredible . Sure, the oaks, those that 
have turned at all, are going straight to brown to remind 
us of a bone-dry summer, but the dogwood and red maple 
have been stark against the pine, and the yellow maple 
outside my window has passed from bright rain-slicker to 
a modest apricot glow. With these amazing signs to re-
mind me how nature always turns around this place-and 
with my friends making the ritual journey to the moun-
tains to see it fuJI tilt reminding me of our cultural embed-
dedness in the natural cycle-how can I long remain upset 
that the peculiarity of this place is about to fade! 

But then I also remember the discouragement of a 
flight over the Piedmont in a small plane with Project 
Director Shun Kanda. Looking for patterns in the spread 
of the small towns we chose to fly above, we were struck 
instead by their formlessness and, especially-and this is 
what I am reminded of now-by how few real forests 
actually remained below. From two thousand feet a good 
portion of the North Carolina Piedmont landscape 
appears-and I hate to say it-rather like the coat of a 
mangy hound. Scatterization has all but erased our wood-
lands. The "forests" that appear so deceptively pervasive 
from the ground are actually ragged strips between what 
is truly rampant, the small clearing. "Entropy upon the 
land ," I remember thinking at the time. 

Those who have flown to Virginia at low altitude tell 
me that a change in this pattern in the landscape is obvi-
ous once you cross the border. And a little research shows 
that in contrast to North Carolina, early Virginia had a 
stable government that encouraged aristocratic planters to 
assemble vast estates . In North Carolina, under the Lords 
Proprietors, not only was the future uncertain but also 
early law prohibited the " taking up of tracts larger than 
660 acres without special permission ... . " 1 What a dis-
couragement that law must have been to those seeking to 
secure aristocratic dreams upon the soil of the "new dis-
covered Summer Country" to the south . And thus the 



land and its climatic delights were left largely to " the dregs 
and gleanings of all other English Colonies, " who were 
quite content to become solidly middle class claiming it 
piece by piece. 2 

So history is read on the land at two thousand feet 
and in the statistics that tell of a large rural population still . 
And the descendants of non-aristocrats continue to carve 
upon their small holdings . In fact, most of our land has 
been cleared, or at least "harvested," several times during 
the relatively brief history of settlement here . From the air, 
again, the vestigial geometries of property line and aban-
doned field show clearly in the patteming of our young 
woods . What's more, whereas our ances tors found mixed 
pine and hardwood forests predominating in the Pied -
mont, our continual trading of clearing and growth has 
allowed the faster grow ing pine to gain ascendency-so 
much so that the stabili ty of much of our woodlands is 
called into question. 

Every given natural region has a potential top 
situation where all of the plants that will grow there 
have grown up now and all of those that will push 
out something else have pushed out something else, 
and it reaches a point of stability. If you cut all the 
forests and you wait many hundreds of years, it'll 
come to something again . . . . 

This condition, called "cl imax, " is an optimum 
condition of diversity-optimum stabili ty. When a 
system reaches climax, it levels out for centuries or 
millennia. By virtue of its diversity it has the capac-
ity to absorb all sorts of impacts. Insects, fun gi , 
wea ther conditions come and go; it's the opposite of 
monoculture. If you plant a forest back into all white 
pine, one of these days the white pine blister comes 
along and kills all the white pine. If you have a 
natural mixed fores t, the white pine will be hi t a 
little by blister rust but they won' t be in a solid 
stand , they'll be broken up . .. 3 

This train of thought began w ith m y celebrating the 
contribution our natural setting m akes towards establish -
ing the particularity of thi s place. What I have arrived at is 
a realization that our manner of dwelling has not only 

Doug Swaim 

The Piedmont sou th of Raleigh. 
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significantly changed that setting-that is to be ex-
pected-but also that the alteration commonly threatens 
the continued existence of an important element of that 
setting as a sustaining and place-making ground . Let 
those who doubt this conclusion check today's lumber 
yard prices on our once common hardwoods as well as the 
quality of the local pine that is available, and let him visit 
the remote Joyce Kilmer "tree museum" for a remem-
brance of what time is capable of gathering into wood . Of 
course it hardly needs mentioning that this is merely one 
local example of the dysfunction that pervades our con-
temporary way of life. 

Ecology-the science of organism's relationship to 
environment-of necessity begin~ with the natural 
ground. In the case of man, however, if it is to consider all 
that significantly affects the organism's well-being, it 
must quickly expand to include the cultural setting. At 
once the human disease and glory, culture is inevi tably 
our mediating context. Optimally our cultural extensions 
provide both the why and how of material progress . 
Through symbol systems we establish meaningful inten-
tions; with tools we seek to execute our desires. The more 
tightly wound the dialectic of symbol and tool the more 
harmonious the dwelling that results. Furthermore, un-
less life is to be a careening exploration of simple material 
possibility-hardly dwelling-the symbol, the why, must 
always remain primary. Symbol systems provide direc-
tion and nourishment to the dwelling urge . 

Of course compared to nature's massive stay, our 
symbolic cultural ballast is light-especially in Amer-
ica-and vulnerable to change . Or, put another way, our 
cultural topsoil is thin and vulnerable to the bulldozer 's 
blade. Evidence suggests that human societies have the 
capacity to mature in much the same manner as forests-
that their natural evolution flows in line with a tendency 
towards maximum diversity and stability. Our modem 
western civilization, however, is like a piece of ground 
that is annually scraped back so as to produce maximum 

new growth of a few species-monoculture. The energy 
feeding this new growth, as we are so painfully aware at 
present, comes not from the rich humus of recycled CUl-
ture past but from the recently discovered, soon to be 
exhausted, purely instrumental petroleum fix . And ou.r 
present vulnerability to a whole range of existential as-
saults results largely from monoculture's consequent lack 
of diversity and resilience and especially from its lack of 
symbolic depth-its lack of a why. The tool has taken 
charge and knows only how to make more of the same. 
Like a scrawny pine overgrowth monoculture gathers lit-
tle into it that can sustain the human spirit and it is highly 
susceptible to a variety of plagues. Continuous rapid 
growth and innovation give it-in contrast to the scrawny 
wood-the illusion of health, but when its cmde oil 
"stash" is depleted or cut off, withdrawal will likely be 
cataclismic, the illusion banished, and a paucity of reaJ 
culture left behind to support corporate America's adver-
tised meanings. 

With neurotic attachment to a pioneer mentality, we 
continue to drive back-"expand"-the frontier of our 
economy. Our civilization has substituted a dreamy orien-
tation towards future satiety for the primal dwelling expe-
rience of being in place . Ever inclined towards more, we 
scarcely notice the centered sufficiency of the present. 
And whenever growth's momentum flags , we "stagnate" 
in utter displacement. Furthermore, our abstract orienta-
tion is embarrassingly evident in the environments we 
build : in the bland or brutal instrumentality of what di-
rectly supports production; in the tacked-on image's ap-
peal to our sham fantasies; in the destruction and neglect 
of existing cultural forms and spaces along the way to 
profits or an imagined better; and in most new form's 
complete ignorance of the history and the particularity of 
its place in time and space. For those of us who cannot 
muster connecting faith with this current flowing end-
lessly toward a receding future-as well as for the mul
titude of economic misfits the current has left behind-



these environments fail to place us meaningfully in the 
world. And for revolutionaries of all stripes (many of 
whom I must quickly disavow any sympathy for) the only 
meaningful posture is one that actively resists the flow. 

One does not have to agree completely with this 
critique to share our concern for place conservation . That 
we need a coherent and stable setting upon which to act 
out our lives meaningfully, as Robert Stipe maintains in 
his essay on "The Conservation of Place," is realization 
aplenty. Nor does the critique deny the existence of a rich 
countercurrent doing a dance of opposites with mass pro-
duction's monoculture . Indeed, a whole syndrome of 
movements now advocate the cultivation and preserva-
tion of local environments, natural and man-made. Hope-
fully our own effort will positively and significantly rein-
force the public's already considerable agitation. 

Initially I said that this book's purpose is to provide 
a basis for collective reflection upon both the particularity 
and the process recorded in North Carolina's vernacular 
landscape. Restated in terms of the organic analogy that 
purpose is to "compost" some of the cultural debris that is 
around us so that ultimately we can nourish new growth 
in "the rich humus of recycled culture past." Since our 
contributors were not asked to employ a standard defini-
tion in determining their subjects, we can also stand back 
and look at the variety of their approaches as an explora-
tion of the meaning of the concept of "vernacular" itself. 
And because the affective character of our environment 
has historically been so grounded in the vernacular land-
scape, we can take the occasion of that landscape's discus-
sion to reflect upon the concept of place-meaning. Both 
these related secondary themes are introduced here at the 
beginning of the book and carried throughout in brief 
editorial prefaces to each article. 

Professional designers and design educators gener-
ally look upon the traditional design with unabashed 
admiration . In Notes on the Synthesis of Form Christopher 

Alexander celebrated the ability of "unselfconscious" 
cultures to produce artifacts that harmonize with their 
environments. In House Form and Culture Amos Rapoport 
limited his search for meaningful form determinants to 
vernacular or folk houses. A slew of books tend toward 
celebration and admiration of what Rudofsky termed "ar-
chitecture without architects ." The common theme in 
much of this work is : modem self-conscious design is 
doing worse. We would do well to look to the more primi-
tive designer for guidance and inspiration . 

To a degree Carolina Dwelling follows in the tradition 
of these books . It could even be considered something of a 
test of the more romantic notions they have sponsored . In 
the following essays a picture of traditional design is 
collectively drawn that is at once less exotic, more subtle, 
and hopefully at least as informative as the usual model. 
Significantly, this book leaves the reader who is familiar 
with the territory covered in a position to evaluate for 
himself the relative "success" of the process and its prod-
ucts on this soil. 

Yet we are also here trying to do something quite 
different. In calling for essays on the vernacular landscape 
the intention has been to highlight the place-making as-
pect of traditional design . In its usual sense, vernacular 
means the locally or regionally idiosyncratic speech of 
ordinary people-place-rooted speech. The term has 
often been applied to architecture but seldom in a precise 
way and consequently seldom making good use of the 
opportunity to clearly name something new. 

Architectural historians often call unsophisticated 
translations of high style form and ornament vernacular. 
In their view vernacular form always exists in relation to 
higher culture which it apes- usually clumsily, some-
times wittily, but never with intended irony. For them the 
individual example is the vemacularization; it does not 
have to be one case of a local or regional practice. 

Vernacular is also commonly used rather inter-
changeable with "folk ," as in Rapoport's House Form and 
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Culture, to name "the direct and unselfconscious transla-
tion into physical form of a culture . . . . "Rapoport does 
go slightly further in distinguishing vernacular building 
within the larger domain of folk tradition by stating that it 
is the product of tradesmen as opposed to nonspecialized 
folk. 4 This is about the extent of the term's specificity as it 
is employed by those architectural historians who 
specialize in astylistic buildings. 

Obviously the concept could stand clarification. 
Returning to the original meaning of vernacular we recall 
that there is the sense that something widespread-a 
language-has become local, has become vernacularized. 
There is the sense that a vernacular is not a whole thing 
that appears in one place and no place else, but a local hue 
or coloration given to something that exists, or has 

Duplin County "coastal cottage" type hall -and-parl or house. 
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existed, elsewhere as well. If we intend this sense when 
applying the term to the built e_nvironment, we find that 
we are not naming something as complete and tangible as 
an object, but rather the peculiar shift that culture takes 
when it becomes rooted in a place . Vernacular can best be 
understood, then, as the place-related inflection of culture. It 
has both its conservative aspect-as when a folk survival 
contributes to the sense of a place-and its progressive 
aspect- as when adaptation of a folk tradition produces a 
locally idiosyncratic building vocabulary. A hall-and-
parlor type "coastal cottage" in eastern North Carolina 
exhibits both aspects : its basic two-room plan is continu-
ous with a seventeenth century (or older) English folk 
tradition, while its porch and raised open foundation are 
adaptations to its New World context. 

Vernacular as local inflection also encompasses the 
architectural historian's usage that I first mentioned-
unsophisticated interpretation of high style . However, 
whereas the local adaptation of folk form often becaJne 
local practice, the carpenter 's rendering of high style or-
nament was likely a one-of-a-kind attempt. Because it 
constituted a place-making act of possession , I would Still 
consider it essentially vernacular. 

Historically the.great majority of houses built in this 
state have been neither purely folk nor purely high style. 
Most typically the basic plan of a house conforms to local 
folk tradition while any ornament, inside or out, at least 
pretends to fashionable style. The ideas for these tradi-
tional house plans persisted through time and were rather 
fixed in space-in their region . The changing current of 
fashion , on the other hand , fixed each architectural style 
in a "period" in time. Thus, considering both aspects, we 
can imagine our typical old house as frozen in a space-
time grid which to a considerable extent determined the 
terms of its existence . I would propose that such a schelll.a 
provides a vernacular matrix that can identify the particu-
lar intersections of atemporal traditions and historical 
styles upon this landscape . The matrix generates highly 



vernacular forms because every intersection within it 
shows the inflection of its place in space and time. Reflect-
ing this state's "middling" past, every formulation is 
uniquely oriented towards a current outside itself. 

So, in brief summary, I would maintain that "ver-
nacular " should frame the peculiar coloration, or inflec-
tion, given to culture in a place-and that such coloration 
can be given to any non-vernacular culture. Popular cul-
ture is even potentially vernacular. But if there is nothing 
identifiably unique about the culture of a locale, it is not 
vernacular and the locale could hardly hold much mean-
ing as a place. 

Robert Venturi speaks of the strip as the "current 
vernacular of the United States ."5 He has framed America 
and asked what is particular about our national material 
culture . And he comes up with car culture's strip. liue 
enough. But I find his statement laden with irony. The 
United States is not one big place, for we are too easily lost 
within it . The strip is, instead, monoculture and although 
it does serve a function, as well as provide a clear counter-
point against which to shore up the particularity of locale, 
it is by and large a blatant symptom of our civilization's 
tendency to disease. 

All of the currents that flow through this book are 
united in the one river: dwelling. Most of the connections 
should be rather evident-one, however, may not. That is 
our desire to celebrate what we find here . The source of 
tha t desire is revealed in Heidegger 's etymology: 

. . . But in what does the nature of dwelling consist? 
Let us listen once more to what language says to us. 
The Old Saxon wuon, the Gothic wunian , li ke the old 
word bauen, mean to remain, to stay in a place. But 
the Gothic wunian says more distinctly how this 
remaining is experienced . Wunian mea!'ls:. To be at 
peace to b e brought to peace, to remam m peace. 
The ....:ord for peace, Friede, means the free , das Fn;e, 
and fnJ means: preserved from harm and danger, 
preserved from something, safeguarded. To free 
really means to spare. The sparing itself consists not 
only in the fact that we do not harm the one whom 

we spare. Real sparing is something positive and 
takes place when we leave something beforehand in 
its own nature, when we return it specifically to its 
being, when we "free" it in the real sense of the 
wonf into a preserve of peace. To dwell, to be set at 
peace, means to remain at peace within the free, the 
preserve, the free sphere that safeguards each thing 
in its nature. The fundamental character of dwelling IS 
this sparing and prese rving. 6 

We celebrate, then, for two reasons: first, to memorialize 
the dwelling that has preceded us upon this land- then, 
we celebrate because, as dwellers ourselves, it is we who 
are freed into the same preserve that we have offered to 
safeguard what surrounds us . It is we who, as dwellers, 
are set at peace. Not that it needs any explanation or 
justification: we are celebrating life. And I admit no conflict 
between this jubilation and the all- too-necessary critique 
we have already unfurled . "That the world can be 
improved and yet mus t be celebrated as it is are 
contradictions . The beginning of maturity may be the 
recognition that both are true. " 7 

Footnotes 
1. Historical and Architectu ral Resources of th e Tar-Neuse 

River Basin (Raleigh, N.C. : North Carolina Division of Archives 
and History, Survey and Planning Branch, Feb. 1977), 10-11. 

2. Harry Roy Merrens, Colonial North Caro lina in the Eight
eenth Centun; (Chapel Hill : University of North Carolina Press, 
1964), 34. 

3. "The Original Mind of Gary Snyder," East/West June, 
1977, 36 . 

4. Amos Rapoport, House Form and Culture (Englewood 
Cliffs , N.J. : Prentice-Hall , 1969), 2. 

5. Robert Venturi , Denise Scott Brown, and Steven 
Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas: The Forgo tten Symbolism of 
Architectural Form , rev. ed. (Cambridge, Mass : MIT Press, 
1977), 52. 

6. Martin Heidegger, "Building Dwelling Thinking" in 
Poetry, Lang uage , Thought (New YorK: Harper & Row, 1971), 
148-149. 

7. William Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties 
America (New York Oxford Univ. Press , 1973), 314. 

SWAIM 19 



20 

Toward a Theory of Place Meaning 

Most of us are vaguely aware that our physical sur-
roundings affect our moods and actions in some way. Our 
continuous interaction with the environment is so com-
monplace, however, that we hardly stop to think about it. 
Once reflected upon, it is certainly obvious that some 
places may offer us greater or lesser comfort and enjoy-
ment, that they may facilitate or obstruct the tasks we try 
to accomplish, and that they may be more or less visually 
appealing. Less obviously, they may remind us of places 
we have been before, for example the town or house in 
which we grew up . From a broader perspective-and less 
obviously still-because the built environment serves as 
the physical framework for our social existence, we can 
sometimes find in it a reflection of our cultural values, our 
collective view of the world and man 's position in it . 

If we are to understand the significance the built 
environment holds for us, we must begin to look at the 
process by which we interact with it . Above all we must 
address the question of how and to what extent the envi-
ronment holds meaning for us. One approach to the sub-
ject of meaning has been to view it as the product of an 
interaction between our flow of present experience and 
things which act as symbols to signify and recall past 
experiences. 1 Experience may be viewed as the medium 
that grounds both our "inner" consciousness and our 
sensed contact with the "outer" world in one continu-
ously changing, on-going organismic process . Within this 
process we become focally aware of certain phenomena 
and isolate them as objects (things, ideas, events) which 
come to stand for, and to an extent recall, some aspect of 
our experience . We call these reminders "symbols ." It is 
only by means of symbols that we have access to experi-
ence in any kind of conceptual way. Through this interac-
tion between symbols and experience we find and give 
meaning to the world. 

The on-going dialectic of experience and symboliza-
tion of experience produces a cognitive residue, a linger-
ing image of the world, which we take with us through 

time and apply to new experiences and objects. 2 This 
image acts as a lens through which we focus on the world . 
Thus it may be said that we never deal with our physical 
environment directly "out there" but only through our 
image of it. This image as it relates to some specific part of 
the environment can be called the sense of place. 

We participate in the process of symbolization and 
image-making not voluntarily but unavoidably at every 
moment. What is more, the physical environment does 
not play a passive role in the process . It can encourage us 
to associate and identify with it in particular ways, and 
similarly it can discourage us . The sense of place is simul-
taneously dependent upon both the individual with his 
own unique h is tory and his surroundings. The sense of a 
particular place may differ between individuals, reflecting 
different images of the world, and it may vary through 
time for a given individual reflecting his constant cycling 
through different levels of awareness. 

Beyond the variations in our individual perceptions 
there is also a shared sense of place circumscribed by 
cultural values . This shared image of our environment 
may be seen to operate on various levels and includes 
cultural, social, psychological, and functional as well as 
physical dimensions. In an abstract sense we might refer 
to a shared image that is a subset of each individual's 
whole image structure. On the basis of what is shared in 
any particular situation it becomes possible to talk about 
the place qualities of a physical setting as if it had an 
existence independent from us . With these shared values 
as criteria, places become good or bad, strong or weak, 
interesting or dull , appropriate or inappropriate. It is 
shared or collective values that are at the core of the idea of 
place. 

Only certain values , however, are relevant to the 
idea of place. Here we shall attempt to define a strategy for 
getting at these values by first positing four basic aspects 
or categories of place meaning. Then , by investigating the 
relationships between these four categories, we shall try 



to elaborate the nature of meaningful places in terms of 
the experiential qualities they might exhibit. By this 
means we can begin to establish a framework for evaluat-
ing particular places and for determining the particular 
values they may or may not reflect. In terms of environ-
mental design, any particular building task might be ap-
proached and evaluated in light of this framework. 

Aspects of Place Meaning 

We would define four aspects or categories of mean-
ing which the concept of place must respond to: posses-
sion, identification, wholeness, and orientation . 3 

Possession refers to the sense of belonging in or 
having some claim on a place . To possess a place is to make 
it your own, not simply in the sense of legal ownership, 
but in the sense of mutual empathy, whereby the place 
becomes part of you and you become part of it. In this 
there is a sense of indwelling. Possession has to do with 
the degree to which a place can personify (symbolize) our 
emotions and accomodate our feelings. Through posses-
sion we relate to places on a very personal level. 

Identification refers to the sense that a place reflects 
the social milieu within which we share a common world. 
It is a process of recognizing the familiar symbols and 
settings within which we carry out our daily activities. To 
identify a place is in a sense to name it by reference to past 
experiences. It is identification of the physical world with 
an acculturated world view. In terms of identification, the 
built environment represents "an ethnic domain made 
visible, tangible, and sensible. "4 

Wholeness refers to the sense that a place is a discreet 
entity, complete in some respects in itself. Wholeness in a 
place refers to how we perceive its internal relations. It 
need not relate to us or the world in any direct way. 
Wholeness is dependent on a sense of completeness, 
uniqueness, balance, and legibility, and while it may refer 
to place qualities other than the physical, these must be 
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evidenced in the physical reality of a place. 
Orientation refers to the sense that a place is related 

to and part of a larger whole, and also that it is itself a 
larger whole within which we relate its parts. As we 
participate in a place, this sense of its orientation gives 
rise to a locational sense of our own being in the world . 
There is the sense that a place is part of a continuum at a 
number of different levels of scale and resolution . Orien-
tation within a place must always be perceived in rela-
tionship to something else either inside of it or outside of 
it. There is a sense of organization, structure, order, and 
connectedness . 

In terms of a particular place, the distinction of any 
one of these aspects is a fragmented abstraction of the 
reality. And likewise, to fully realize its potential a place 
must manifest each of these four levels of meaning in a 
co-ordinated and integral fashion . Nevertheless, the at-
tempt to make distinctions and to define a subject matter, 
and then build a theory upon that definition, is an essen-
tial step towards understanding in any field . It should be 
recognized that there is nothing absolute about these 
terms . It should also be recognized that the validity of 
such a theory is determined on the basis of utility (how 
useful is it to our understanding) rather than some notion 
of absolute truth . Underlying any such theory are as-
sumptions, attitudes, and value judgements about what 
is important to consider and what is not that arise out of a 
subjective view of the world. 

In order to further elaborate our definition of place 
meaning and to develop the relationships and distinc-
tions between the four aspects , we will use the conceptual 
model illustrated in Figure 1. With this word diagram, 
concepts which distinguish these terms may be repre-
sented opposite each other, in respective quadrants . Con-
cepts which tie these terms together may be placed be-
tween them, along the lines of division . In this way we 
will try to associate each pair of terms, somewhat 
metaphorically, to a pair of polar concepts, in order to 

possession identity 

orientation wholeness 

Figure 1. The four aspects of 
place meaning. 
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distinguish them , and to a unifying concept within which 
they may be seen to relate . The elaborated "place dia-
gram" that results is illustrated in Figure 2 below. 

With each pair of terms we w ill also try to describe 
the experiential qualities of "good" places through which 
these categories of place meaning may be reflected in the 
surrounding environment. By "good" places we simply 
mean places which are more meaningful-which provide 
us greater opportunity to find and give meaning to the 
environment. 

Possession - Identification 
Self- Persona 
Hum an Interaction 

The distinction between these two aspects may be 
seen metaphorically in terms of Jung's distinction be-
tween a self, which is our inner being, and a persona, 
which is the face we show to the world and which clothes 

the self and protects it.S Through posession we relate to 
places in terms of our inner self. Through identification 
we relate to places in terms of our persona . One is not 
better than the other, they are just different and places 
need to respond to both aspects. There is a dimension of 
everyday human interaction wh ich seems to determine 
which way we relate to places . In response to this we 
alternate between self and persona. The same distinction 
is often made in terms of a private realm and a public 
realm . We are all involved in a communi ty which sets the 
limits to and relates these two realms. 

Good places are more meaningful in this sense be-
cause they allow us to relate to them as ei ther self or 
persona as we need to or choose to. This suggests places 
that offer us an appropriate range of choice. We can Pos-
sess and identify places more if we can change them or use 
them in accordance with our changing needs and moods 
and if we are allowed to participate at a variety of levels 
between the public and the private. This sugges ts a bal-
ance between designated spaces intended for specific 
purposes and undesignated spaces that may be used in a 
variety of ways as circumstances demand. This also 
suggests a balance between how familiar or s trange a 
place may seem to us. There must be something comrnon 
and fam iliar otherwise we cannot identify a place. If it is 
also strange or mysterious in some way it may challenge 
and stimulate us to get into it and lead to a sense of 
possession. 

Possession - Wholeness 
I - It 
Archeh;pes 

While possession has to do w ith place qualities that 
are perceived almost as an extension of our inner selves, 
wholeness refers to place qualities that are perceived as 
quite distinct and separate from us . The polar distinction 
between these might be expressed in terms of an l - it 



duality. One concept which seems to relate this distinc-
tion specifically to the subject of place meaning is the 
concept of archetypes. 6 This is another of Jung's theories. 
J ung postulated that there is a collective unconscious 
shared by all members of a culture. Within this collective 
unconscious reside a set of timeless symbols, images, and 
meanings-archetypes-which are passed on tacitly 
through a culture, but which have great significance for us 
personally and collectively. When a place manifests these 
archetypal meanings to us there is a unity of the l-it 
duality. Possession and wholeness are brought togethe1~ 

Good places are more meaningful in this respect 
because they express metaphorically a fundamental unity 
that each of us seeks between himself and the world . Such 
a sense of unity must be perceived through the sugges-
tiveness of physical symbols that allows us to personify 
them and go beyond their physical existence as objects 
into the realm of archetypes. Examples of this are aedicu-
lated spaces which seem to center us in the universe, 
hearths which symbolize a life force , rooms which in their 
cave-like qualities symbolize the womb, and houses that 
may symbolize persona on the exterior and self on th e 
interior. 

Wholeness - Orientation 
Figure - Ground 
Sys temic Behavior 

Wholeness in a place has to do with qualities of 
uniqueness and completeness which set it apart as dis-
tinct from its surroundings. Orientation in a place has to 
do with qualities of connectedness and with the relation-
ship of parts to each other and to the surrouriding context. 
As polar concepts, wholeness and orientation might be 
made analogous to the idea of figure and ground. In terms 
of place qualities the relationship between these two can 
be associated to the idea of systemic behavior. A particular 
sys tem may be defined by specifying a set of elements, the 

specific relationships between these elements, an external 
environment or context, and las tly some wholistic be-
hav ior which is not pred ictable from exa mining the rela-
tionships of the parts and which distinguishes the sys tem 
from its environm ent. Place qu alities of wholeness and 
orienta tion might be bro"ught toge ther and exa mined as a 
sys tem. 

Good places are more meaningful because they 
sugges t not only wholeness in themselves as physical 
entities but also wholeness in rela tionship to their exter-
nal environment in as man y ways as poss ible. Beside 
bei ng whole in itself a plac may sugges t wholenes w ith 
respect to such things as its orientation to th e su n and 
other natural energies , its respect for th e site conditions, 
and its complimentary relationship to surrounding 
places. As our environm ent has become more urbanized 
these external relationships have become more complex 
and urban places must respond to more complica ted rela-
tionships and constraints. In good places th ere is a sense 

I 'I ··· 
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of coherence and order on the one hand , and of complex-
ity and ambiguity on the other as it relates on a variety of 
levels simultaneously. Good places are also more mean-
ingful in this respect because their wholeness emerges at 
an appropriate scale with respect to the environment. 

Orientation - Identification 
Space - Tim e 
Determinism 

Orientation has to do with a locational sense of the 
relationship of a place to an existant three-dimensional 
world . Identification has to do with a historical sense of 
the relationship of a place to a social milieu which has 
been carried on and constantly changed over time . As 
polar concepts these terms might be related metaphori-
cally to the opposites of space and time . Through orienta-
tion we extend our understanding of a place laterally to 
other places and physical phenomena. Through identifi-

cation we extend our understanding of a place vertically 
through time in accordance with our beliefs about what 
has preceded us in this world. Orientation and identifica-
tion might be looked at together in terms of the notion of 
determinism. Every place is locked into this space-time 
grid in which its meaning has largely preceded it; that is 
its meaning for us has been predetermined by our collec~ 
tive values and world view. 

Good places are more meaningful in this sense be-
cause they confirm, in a positive way, our existence in a 
culture and the continuity of our present condition with 
the past. They fix our position and show it to us and in 
doing this they distinguish our culture from other times 
and cultures . In this there is a sense of maintaining useful 
stereotypes and of revealing the values implied in them to 
us. There is also a sense of the historical connectedness of 
a place to the past. This can be related to the allusion to an 
historical or vernacular style that relates to the contextual 
circumstances of a place . 

Identification - Wholeness 
Function - Object 
Activity Setting 

We come to identify a place in large part by recogniz-
ing the functions it is intended to serve; that is, we recog-
nize it only as a response to our needs and actions. In an 
opposite vein we may sense its wholeness simply in terms 
of its abstract form and spatial arrangement as an object 
apart from any worldly use or purpose. These two opp0 . 

sites, function and object, may be related in terms of the 
idea of activity settings. This simply expresses the idea that 
there needs to be a correspondence between human ac-
tivities and the physical form of the environment. 

Good places are more meaningful in this sense be-
cause the physical setting harmonizes with our activities. 
There is a sense of good fit between the two. However, 
while it is possible to specify and designate many ac-



tivities, there are also many activities and events that it is 
not possible to designate but which should be allowed to 
happen . Good places must provide for these undesig-
nated activities and encourage people to participate. Simi-
larly, there must be a balance between what is fixed and 
what is left changeable in our buildings so that they may 
respond to the many changes of use they must undergo. 

Possession - Orientation 
Inside - Outside 
Bounding Fram t:work 

We possess places by being able to put ourselves 
inside of them in a metaphorical and actual sense. There is 
a sense of indwelling when we possess a place. We orient a 
place to ourselves and the world by putting ourselves 
outside of them in a metaphorical and actual sense. We 
understand them by circumscribing them with our 
knowledge of other places in the world . The relationship 
between these poles can be associated to the idea of a 
bounding fram ework which creates and media tes between 
inside and outside. 

Good places are more meaningful in this sense be-
cause they convey where we are with clarity and strength . 
There is a sense that within a particular place we are 
encouraged to relate to the world in a particular way. We 
orient physically in a place by moving through it and by 
being in it . Good places suggest a sensitivity to the way 
we enter and leave them and to the selective views they 
allow us to, from, and within them . This has to do with 
the way a place bounds and frames our experience, and 
the more vivid and ambiguous this framework is in 
bounding our experience and showing us many different 
w ays to orient and possess a place, the more meaningful 
the place becomes . 

Figure 2 summarizes the constructs presented in the 
preceding discussion. The framework should be seen as a 

beginning attempt to construct a th eory of pl ace m anin g. 
It sugges ts th at th rela tionship betw en the ph ys icai 
form of th e env ironment and our shared valu e can onl y 
be drawn in certain way . So me of these ar describ d 
here in term s of th e dimensions of place meaning th at 
relate th e four primary terms. A theory of pl ace would 
seem to hold particular rei va nce for the field s of en-
vironm ental des ign and architec ture. 

Architecture As Place-Making 

By now it seems apparent th at th Mod rn move-
ment has fa il ed to provide architects with an ad qu ate 
theoretical base from which to practice. Th e a ttempt to 
deploy architec ture as th e fl ag bear r of a n w age vapo-
rated as th e v ision of that age fa iled to materi ali z . The 
slogans and manifes toes th at announc d th mov m nt 
are now seen to conceal a very tenu ous set of as um ptions 
about the rel ationship of people to their environm ent. 
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figure 2. The elaborated place diagram. 
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The whole belief system and behavioral pattern of ar-
chitectural practice has been called into question. 

In the wake of this disintegration, various attempts 
have been made to construct a theory of architecture. As a 
rule such attempts have looked to other fields for their 
generative concepts in the hope that some new hybrid 
approach will rejuvenate the profession. The problem 
with each of these is that they seem only able to respond to 
the discipline of architecture in some partial way. On the 
one hand we find elaborate formalistic exercises that do 
not even pretend to relate to a building task; and on the 
other hand there are intricate strategies for setting out the 
building task which carry with them not the slightest 
formal implications. Nowhere is there a satisfactory at-
tempt to address architecture in a direct and complete 
way. 

The proponents of these approaches seem to have 
distorted the purpose of theory. As we said above, under-
lying any theory are assumptions, attitudes, and value 

judgments about what is important to consider and what 
is not. In architecture, these attitudes should follow from a 
synthetic understanding of the architectural act that in-
forms theory, and they need to be explicitly present in any 
discussion of theory. When they are not, as in the present 
situation, theory serves more to confuse rather than 
clarify the problems of the profession. In short, a theory 
needs to address what is unique and fundamental to 
architecture. 

Perhaps the most obvious and distinguishing fact 
about architecture, whether it is approached as an art or a 
science, is that it is lived in by people . The built environ-
ment is the physical framework for our lives, and the 
purpose of architecture is to first abstract the meaningful 
relationships involved in this and then give them concrete 
form. Any theory, if it hopes to adequately address the 
architectural totality, must begin with this concern about 
how the environment frames our lives individually and 
collectively-how it places us . Place-making, then, is not 
the whole of architectural activity but the essence, that 

. which makes it unique and separate from other disci-
plines. This attitude is seen as crucial in view of the trend 
toward a multi-disciplinary approach to design . There 
must be some special skill which architects contribute and 
that is the ability to define and create place in the envi-
ronment . 

The concept of place addresses the question of how 
the environment has meaning for us, and each culture has 
expressed in its architecture and city planning its own 
unique definition of place which reflected a collective 
view of the world and man's position in it. As each culture 
has evolved , this place-making aspect of architecture has 
been more or less a spontaneous process as the same 
world view was universally and tacitly held within the 
culture. 

With the advent of our so-cal led "modern" culture 
this situation may no longer hold true. Today there is no 
universally accep ted value structure to organize a collec-
tive experience of the world. In fact , it is strikingl y charac-



teristic of our age that we are offered a host of schemes 
with which to organize our experience. When these are 
taken together, they confront us with a relative and con-
tradictory picture. This has contributed to the increasing 
dissolution of our collective life and with it has gone the 
spontaneous quality of place-making. If architecture is to 
remain relevant, architects must begin to address this 
process of place-making explicitly by investigating how 
and by what process places have meaning for us. 

Conclusion 

As far as the theory goes it can provide us with a 
definition and a conceptual overview of the subject of 
place meaning and with a checklist of experiential consid-
erations. Beyond theory there need to be techniques for 
place-definition and place-making. The purpose of such 
techniques would be to operationalize this theory so that 
it may be applied to particular situations. Implicit in such 
techniques are skills that can only be gained by doing-by 
analyzing existing places, by attempting to build conserv
ing the place qualities that are found, and by attempting to 
make new places. 

Vernacular studies hold particular relevance for the 
development of the ability to define and create places in 
the environment. The positive value of recognizing the 
vernacular context was mentioned in connection with the 
dimension of "historical determinism ." The importance 
of vernacular studies may also be seen on a more general 
level. The degeneration of the spontaneous quality of 
place-making has engendered a sense of placelessness 
about our new environments: commercial strip develop-
ment, urban sprawl, anonymous housing projects . More 
often than not it is difficult to find a strong sense of place 
in these environments. If we are to relearn the art of 
place-making we must be able to study examples. In 
America with its short history the only direct, generally 
accessible source of places generated spontaneously and 
unselfconsciously may be in our mixed vernacular tradi-
tions. 
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North Carolina Folk Housing 

Folk tradition was the major source of basic house form 
upon the historical vernacular landscape. The reason for this 
is quite simple: folk traditions evoked the same forms , or 
form-giving construction principles , in the same geographical 
locations continuously for many, many years. What is more, 
the vast majority of the thousands of houses constructed in this 
state during two hundred years of vernacular building can all 
be sorted into a mere handful of folk house types. Although 
most of these house types are not indigenous in the sense of 
having originated here, they can be said to constitute a domes
tic vernacular both because their distribution is geographica lly 
fixed and because locally standard modifications usually 
evolved which better fitted them to their North Carolina con
text. Through these houses generations of colonists and early 
Americans identified, no doubt prereflectively, with tradition 
and local precedent and oriented themselves with respect to 
their natural and social settings. 

1725 

Figure 1. The development of the North Carolina frontier (adapted 
f rom the North Carolina Atlas , Chapel Hi// , 1975). 

This land called North Carolina has been lived upon 
now by Euro-Americans for more than three centuries in 
its eastern parts and for at least two in all but its remotest 
west. For most of that time-until around World War 1 
-most of those who lived and died here chose their 
dwelling forms from a mere handful of alternatives 
presented them by conservative tradition and slow-
moving Southern rural fashion . In many cases, perhaps 
the majority, even "chose" is too willful a term for what 
surely was an act largely predetermined by the accident of 
their passage in a certain space and time . Even the "finer " 
houses of North Carolina's rural past seldom violated the 
narrow lexicon of traditional folk forms, as signs of wealth 
and sophistication were simply draped upon the more 
egalitarian frame . 

The folk house is primarily a mental fact, the em-
bodiment of a slowly and collectively wrought idea of 
houseness. Once that idea is performed it is also , though 
somewhat secondarily, a geographic fact . The dwelling 
that results is located for good, or at least until man or 
decay removes it. The folk house is thus a record of mind 
in place. 

Most change in traditional house form is doggedly 
slow. The massive mental fact only slowly turns to ac-
knowledge w hat can be a rather fast changing geographic 
context. Consequently, we can often trace the European 
roots of early Americans in the forms of their houses , and 
we can trace their settlement patterns in the distribution 
of these forms upon the landscape . The thorough 
vernacularization-making local- of transported Euro-
pean notions of dwelling form took generations. When 
major changes occurred in the folk repertoire-as occa-
sionally they did-we can be certain they correlated with 
equally major, less visible alterations in the dwelling con-
text, be it social, economic, or ultimately psychological. 

Since an anthropological concept of culture first 
gained currency in America during the early decades of 
this century, a call has repeatedly gone out for scholars to 



mine the rich bed of cultural data fixed in house form and 
deposited so conveniently-and tellingly-along the by-
ways of past and present habitat. Despite a few truly 
seminal and genuinely important studies, however, the 
response to this call has been to date quantitatively 
meager. 1 Given the vast territory over which the pattem of 
American folk housing is spread-the hundreds of 
thousands of miles of country road along which data is 
s trung-the few serious students oc the subject have man-
aged only to sample the field . Naturally they have sam-
pled in some promising spots, so that they often appear as 
solitary prospectors making repeated, and suspiciously 
successful , sojoums into unknown parts mys teriously 
close at hand . That there has been no "rush" after them 
must be attributed to a pervasive, but no less curious, 
blindness for the ordinary. And the result, as one geog-
rapher put it, is that "the genetic study of America's 
common architecture is currently [1971] in about the state 
that geology was in the early nineteenth century: 50 per-
cent intelligent guesswork, 40 percent mythology, and the 
remaining 10 percent split between alchemy and hard 
facts. " 2 

North Carolina folk housing studies today stand on 
only slightly firmer ground . Though no one has yet 
completed a thorough inventory of what is here (un-
fortunately, since the older of these old houses are fast 
disappearing from the landscape), the state has been in-
cluded in s.everal broader studies, and a few counties have 
been painstakingly scrutinized. 3 Still, any attempt to 
present an overview of folk housing in this region neces-
sarily calls for considerable extrapolation from the known . 
For clarity's sake-and because so many impressions re-
main untested and unassimilated-it also requires that 
much be ignored. 

What have been the major folk building traditions to 
have given form to North Carolina's domestic architecture in 
the state's three hundred year history? The picture I shall 
offer in answer to this question will be broadly painted. In 

Doug Swaim 

the main , it will be a d isti llation and su mmary of the 
published works referred to above (the "broader stud ies" 
that include thi s region) . Where possible and appropriate 
it will, of course, make use of information genera ted and 
held more loca ll y. 

There will be a measure of irony evoked in our 
approach to the task : the goal is to write the story of the 
common house; ye t, as in most democratic ventures, the 
particular, even exceptional individual case must here be 
subordi nated to the general current. Our discus ion 
necessarily will rely heavily upon the conve nience of 
types. According to Henry Glassie, the nation's leading 
theorist on these matters, " the primary characteristics of a 
usual American folk house type ... would be height and 
floor plan ... . "Although cons truction (material) and u 
should be brought out in any compl te d cription of a 
material folk object, typologies must be based on form, for 
form "is the mos t persistent, the least changi ng of an 
object's components . "4 In general then, the methodology 

Figure 3. The Wi lkins Place, a square on -room hou e north of 
Rocky Mount. 
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Figure 2. The one-room house 
typ . 
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employed by students of folk housing has required that · 
myriad dwelling forms discovered in the field be sorted 
into types based principally on floor plan and height-
and then that those types be "read" as carriers of cultural 
information. Where we begin, the difficult task of deter-
mining types has already been addressed. 

A measure of order can be brought to our typology 
of North Carolina folk houses by dividing it broadly into 
three categories based on a qualitative assessment of the 
forms involved: pioneer types, Old World types , and 
Georgian-plan types. These categories follow very 
roughly the order in which the various house types first 
appeared in this state. It is important to remember, however, 
that once a type was introduced, it became a part of the local 
builder's repertoire and could-and often did-appear much 
later, after the rise and fall, so to speak, of other types . 

Figure 4. Rectangular one-room log cabin in Madison County. 
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Pioneer Types 

The North Carolina frontier was first pushed ahead 
over three hundred years ago by Anglo-Virginians from 
the relatively populous Chesapeake Bay region Who 
moved south looking for open land. Substantial numbers 
of these Virginia emmigrants settled in the area north of 
the Albemarle Sound beginning around 1660. By 1700 
colonists arriving directly at North Carolina ports-
especially at the mouth of the Cape Fear River-had 
joined the Virginians in advancing the frontier inland 
some sixty miles . Around 1750 Hillsborough and Salis-
bury were founded as settlers from both Pennsylvania 
and South Carolina, as well as from the coastal east and 
Virginia, began to stake out the fertile soils of the central 
and western Piedmont. 1800 saw the frontier following 
ancient Indian trails upon the slopes and into the broad 
valleys of the Blue Ridge. Some of North Carolina's moun-
tainous back country remained essentially frontier until 
after the Civil War (Fig. 1) . 

Of the various dwelling forms that housed these 
earliest settlers no doubt the elemental one-room struc-
ture was most common (Fig. 2) . All along the frontier 
pioneers took shelter around its all-purpose hearth. In the 
typical cabin, a small second-story loft made headroom 
scarce below but added precious space and a dry floor for 
the older children to sleep upon. Either a ladder or a 
narrow, boxed-in stairway provided access to this second 
floor. 

So primary and second-nature is the one-room en-
closure that one might doubt it is form enough to carry-
or be carried by-a building tradition. Yet in North 
Carolina two such traditions can be identified in these 
basic structures. In the east and Piedmont the English 
who lacked a significant log building tradition, built 
square cabins out of sawn lumber5 (Fig. 3) . The usual 
dimensions of sixteen by sixteen feet-which constitute 
the standard bay in so much traditional English 
architecture-are said to have possibly derived a millen-



nium ago from the "stabling requirements of oxen," or as 
the maximum size room comfortably warmed by a single 
fireplace. 6 

In the upland Piedmont and west settlers from 
Pennsylvania conformed to a Scotch-Irish form-giving 
tradition and constructed rectangular cabins approxi-
mately sixteen by twenty-two or twenty-four feet (Fig. 4) . 
Although sometimes frame built, more often than not 
these rectangular cabins were constructed of logs using 
techniques brought to America by the Germans. 7 These 
log building techniques had come to predominate in 
Pennsylvania-where the Germans were known as 
"Pennsylvania Dutch" -and were carried south from that 
area by both German and Scotch-Irish settlers and their 
descendants beginning in the second quarter or the eight-
eenth century. 8 Spaces left between the logs were 
"chinked" with small bits of wood or stone and daubed 
with mud . Frequently the logs were covered with board 
siding. 

The critical element in horizontal log construction is 
the corner joint. In North Carolina both major types of 
cornering techniques introduced by the Pennsylvania 
Dutch, V-notching and half-dovetailing, are well rep-
resented-as well as other related types including one , 
diamond notching, invented by English settlers after con-
tact with the more traditional German methods9 (Fig. 5) . 
Long after it was discontinued for homebuilding, log 
construction survived, especially in the west, as accept-
able for barns and other outbuildings. (Whether the re-
cent revival of traditional log building techniques in 
North Carolina, primarily in the vacation home industry, 
represents a continuation of folk practices, is a question I 
will leave to the experts.) 

Following English precedent, exterior gable-end 
chimneys heated one-room houses across the state . In the 
east brick was the preferred material- in the west, 
"rock."10 

Of course there were early settlers-many of them 
genuine "pioneers" at that-who built larger homes 

saddle 

square 

diamond 

half dovetail 

full dovetail 

Figure 5. o rne r timbe ri11g 
teCh niqu e found ;, North 

arolin a(nrlnptcrl f rom K11i[je 11 nnrl 
Glnssie, "Builrli11g i11 Wooif i11 the 
Enstem U11it erl Stales: A Tim e
Pla ce Perspective ." 1966! . 
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single pen double-pen 

saddlebag d ogtrot 

Figure 6. Standard methods of adding on to the single pen. 

Figure 7. Saddlebag tenant house east of Raleigh . 
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straight away. Usually though, logically enough, the one-
room cabin served as the settler's "first house," in the 
beginning sheltering all activities. Typically it was soon 
surrounded by a variety of outbuildings including a sepa-
rate kitchen . And eventually it was either replaced out-
right, and often converted to an outbuilding itself, or 
integrated into a larger structure . 

Given the simplicity of the situation, several stan-
dard methods evolved for adding onto the original single 
"pen," as it was called (Fig. 6). A saddlebag house Was 
created by adding an equal room to the chimney end of 
the cabin. A double-pen house resulted when the addi-
tion was made to the chimney-free end. If a floored pas-
sageway was left between the two pens, then you had a 
dogtrot, or possum trot, house-so named by the writers 
of travel guides who thought the purpose of the passage-
way was to shelter various family beasts in indernent 
weather. Actually, it was used simply as a hallway. 11 AU of 
these twice-as-large houses eventually became recog-
nized as types in their own right. and were commonly 
built all-at-once, of sawn lumber instead of logs, well into 
this century. Saddlebag and double-pen structures serve 
as standard tenant housing in much of eastern North 
Carolina to this day (Fig. 7). 

Admittedly, calling all these structures "pioneer" 
begins to stretch the associative potential of that term, for 
they are by no means the exclusive property of that era of 
our history. Yet the connection remains appropriate, for 
they all share not only the single pen's legacy of frontier 
usage but also elemental qualities derived of the shelter-
ing need directly confronted. Specialization of spaces is 
minimal; growth is simply additive. Although we do find 
culture and tradition in them , the veneer is relatively thin. 

Undoubtedly this kind of structure is a strong Pres-
ence in our rural landscape today. What it contributes is 
very much a part, for we have traditionally been not a 
culture source, but a culture fringe- a land of small 
acreage farmers who value. the direct and expedient. Early 



on, this bare instrumentality in dwelling form was passed 
on to the noncitizen slave who, severed from black his-
tory, embraced it as his own. To this day these dwelling 
forms are readily associa ted with tenancy upon the land or 
with what is often the same, rural poverty. Occasionally 
the classic intercourse of minimum need minimally met 
produces a dwelling of simple beauty. More often the 
offspring are grey, raw, and fragile . In either case the 
shelter provided marks the frontier of our economy. 

Old World Types 

Quite often the provisional single room cabin was 
replaced wi thin a few years by a more spacious hall-and-
parlor house (Fig . 8) . The idea for the hall-and-parlor 
house was brought to North Carolina by both English and 
Scotch-Irish colonists. Hall-and-parlor plan dwellings 
were common in sixteenth and seventeenth century rural 
England and Ireland and represent the domestic architec-
ture of those countries prior to the assimilation of Renais-
sance ideas. One source traces the plan as far back as 
thirteenth century England. 12 

Again, English settlers from Virginia spread into 
northeast North Carolina during the late 1600's. North 
Carolina continued to receive these second-hand col-
onists throughout the following century. In addition, sub-
stantial numbers of English entered the colony directly 
during the same period by way of North Carolina ports . 
Then , between 1750 and 1800, thousands of Scotch-Irish 
entered the central and western portions of the colony by 
traveling long distances overland from Charleston and, 
especially, Pennsylvania. Reflecting the domain of the 
English and Scotch-Irish , hall-and-parlor houses were 
eventually built over most of the state (Fig . 9). 

The plan is basically two rooms: the square "hall," 
entered direct) y from outdoors with a fireplace centered in 
the end wall, was where most domestic activities oc-
curred; sleeping, formal entertaining, or both took place 

Figure 8. The hall -and -parlor house type. 

Migration of English 
and Scotch - Irish 
to North Carolina 

Figure 9. Pa ths by which the hall-and-parlor type was introduced 
into North Carolina. 
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Figure 10. Boxed-in stairway in an eastern North Carolina tenant 
house . 

Migration of Germans 
to North Carolina 

Figure 11. Path by which th e Con tinen ta l plan type was introduced 
into North Carolin a. 

in the smaller "parlor." Usually a narrow, boxed-in stair-
way (Fig . 10)-of late medieval origin and spirip3_ 
ascended in a tight, steep tum from the hall to either a 
sleeping loft or, especially in the region settled by Scotch-
Irish from Pennsylvania, a full second story. In North 
Carolina , hall-and-parlor houses were regularly built 
with shed rooms appended to the rear and a large POrch 
either appended to or "engaged" into the front of the 
structure . 

The only non-English-speaking group that made a 
significant contribution to our domestic building vo-
cabulary was the Germans . Beginning in the second quar-
ter of the eighteenth century thousands of Germans-
Lutheran, Moravian, and reformed Protestants of diverse 
European origins-began making the long journey over-
land from Philadelphia where they landed in America, or 
from the Pennsylvania countryside where their families 
had settled a generation or so before, down the Shenan-
doah Valley and the Great Valley of Virginia to the sparsely 
populated rolling hills of North Carolina's western Pied-
mont (Fig . 11). In 1753 the Moravians, a tightly-knit com-
munal sect within this larger migration, founded the toWn 
of Salem. Most of the Germans, however, settled in more 
informal groups scattered farther west and south. It has 
been estimated that "in 1775, in the western counties of 
North Carolina, Germans probably constituted some-
where between 10 percent and 30 percent of the total white 
population ."14 

These German settlers-along with Scotch-Irish 
who lived beside them in Pennsylvania-brought to 
North Carolina the idea for a two-story three-room Plan 
dwelling called the Continental plan house since it can be 
traced back to a medieval German building tradition 1s 
(Fig. 12). This same house type has also been called the 
Quaker plan because it was thought that William Penn 
encouraged its use in Quaker Pennsylvania . Although 
variations on the Continental plan have turned up in 
scattered examples in North Carolina 's northeast, the 



type's primary distribution is limited to the central and 
western Piedmont. 

The three-room plan farmhouse of medieval Ger-
many had a large central chimney which by the time the 
idea reached North Carolina had been replaced by more 
fashionable exterior gable-end chimneys. Comer fire-
places, a traditional Pennsylvania Dutch feature, often 
allowed one chimney to service both smaller ground-floor 
rooms . The log building skills imported by German 
settlers were occasionally employed in North Carolina in 
the construction of the early Continental plan dwellings. 
A preference for stone and brick as well, rather than the 
sawn lumber used regularly by the English, reflects the 
persistence of traditional Continental notions concerning 
the character of dwelling places (Fig 13) . Conserving a 
traditional German building element well-suited to the 
Piedmont terrain, some early Continental plan houses 
were sited on hillsides with semi-subterranean cellars 
entered through the exposed downhill foundation . A 
wide front porch and shed rooms-sometimes with 
another chimney and fireplace for cooking-were often 
added to the North Carolina versions of this traditional 
dwelling type . 

Far removed from their widely separate origins 
these Old World house types came to share a particular 
New World context. What they came to share in terms of 
form is an index to the regional building vocabulary of the 
times . 

Only a few of the very earliest hall-and-parlor 
houses built in North Carolina were porchless (Fig. 14) . 
Porches were first consistently added to English dwellings 
when they were built by colonists in the British West 
Indies . The West Indies shed porch soon became a stan-
dard addition to hall-and-parlor houses constructed on 
the coastal mainland, including eastern North Carolina .16 

Now and then a hall-and-parlor house was built with the 
porch structurally integrated-fully "engaged"-a solu-
tion which simultaneously allowed an increase in the size 

Figure 12. The Contine ntal pla n house ty pe in North Ca rolina . 

Figure 13. The Mi chael Bra un House, or "Old Sto ne House," in 
Rowa n Count y, built arou nd 1770. 
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Figure 14 . Variations o n a 
theme : hall -and -pa rlor houses in 
North Ca rolina . 
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(Considered an !-house s ince it is 
two s tories) 

Figure 15 . Duplin County "coastal co ttage " type hall -and-parlor 
house. 

of the second-story loft. More common, however, is the 
so-called "coastal cottage" whose picturesque double-
pitched roof serves as a reminder of the amended status of 
that house form (Fig. 15). Occasionally an end bay of the 
shed porch was enclosed to form a "porch room." Of 
course porches were added to both Old World tyPes 
wherever they were built in the state . The lineage of those 
added to structures in the Piedmont and west is , however, 
more difficult to trace. Inasmuch as they were derived 
from the shed appendage, likely they are distantly 
English. 

A feature so elementary and pervasive as the shed 
room resists any attempt to identify its origin . According 
to one source, though, it is "distinctly English. "17 

Throughout the state, but particularly in the southeast, 
the shed stands out as a standard and often well-
articulated component of the folk building vocabulary. In 
Duplin County, for instance, most nineteenth century 
dwellings were constructed with rear shed rooms har-
moniously incorporated as a part of the original plans 
(Fig. 16). In Duplin these narrow spaces were typically 
used as sleeping chambers . Every house type mentioned 
in this essay, save one, was commonly constructed with a 
shed appendage. 

The common context shared by hall-and-parlor and 
Continental building traditions in North Carolina held for 
them a common fate: to be superseded in the folk imagi-
nation by symmetrical forms born of the Georgian "revo-
lution ." Before they fell from favor these assymmetricai 
Old World plans were both given balancing face-lifts-
through the treatment of fenestration , entrances, and 
chimney stacks-which extended their popular accep-
tance until about 1830. Except in the mountainous West 
where the hall-and-parlor plan remained a housing 
staple, they survived as less utilized dwelling options 
throughout the nineteenth century. 



These Old World houses, the few of them that re-
main, add surprising depth to our cultural landscape-a 
dimension I am inclined, perhaps hastily, to call "a 
touchstone with medievalism ." I have been warned, 
however, that the hall-and-parlor plan, although defi-
nitely pre-Renaissance, is not medieval. 18 Likely the stout 
Continental plan dwelling has only slightly more legiti-
mate claim to that legacy. So be it. Nonetheless, what I am 
so inclined to name remains clearly present in these silent 
forms and, particularly, in their relationship to the world 
around them: the workings of mind both strange and 
deeply comforting-a manner of dwelling long forgotten . 

The mind that found meaning in- these building 
traditions generally took pains to site its house taking full 
advantage of terrain . Of course ample good sites were still 
available in the relatively open eighteenth century land-
scape . The significant fact , however, is that in strong 
contrast to the houses of the next century these dwellings 
were usually located away from the road with their 
parched facades facing south. They were placed in relation 
to the land and the sun . Although "society" had yet to tum 
the head of dwelling, it was by no means absent from the 
cultural landscape . Style cloaked many an Old World 
interior and managed to explode the single Continental 
chimney into "balanced" Georgian duality. But for awhile 
at least, the public was received only across the space of a 
robust New World in-between . Eventually, though, the 
new American society pressed its demand for a gen-
eralized "good form"-as well as for a formal presentation 
of that standard-and managed to upset towards sym-
metry the flawed geometry of the perfectly fitting, fragile 
Old World web . 

Figure 16. Two-story hall -a nd -parlor pla n hou e w ith hed rooms, in Duplin o unty (a l o conside red a n 
!-house s ince it is two s to ries) . 
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Figure 17. Central-hallway !-house type. 

Figure 18. Class ic colonial Georgian and central-hall way !-house co mparison. 

38 

Georgian-Plan Types* 

Renaissance ideas spread to England in the seven-
teenth century and were the inspiration for a new ar-
chitectural style called Georgian after the three English 
King Georges . Following the classical aesthetic, Georgian 
architecture usually displayed, both in plan and eleva-
tion, a strong central feature around which other elements 
were balanced symmetrically. This style first appeared in 
the English colonies in the late seventeenth century and 
was popular until after the Revolution . Beginning about 
1750, and for almost one hundred and fifty years after-
wards, North Carolina folk architecture was strongly in-
fluenced by the Georgian model. By 1850 American folk 
Georgian had all but replaced the Old World building 
traditions that the earliest settlers had brought over frorn a 
Europe less affected by the Renaissance wave. 

The central-hallway I-house (so named for rather 
obscure reasons 19 although it does appear rather tall and 
thin from the side) is perhaps the most common folk 
house type in the eastern United States (Fig. 17). When 
compared with a classic Georgian dwelling, it is easy to 
see it as a simplification of the Georgian idea (Fig. 18) . Its 
central hallway, symmetrical plan, and paired chimneys 
all echo the English Renaissance spirit, here greatly re-
duced in the alembic of the folk mind. Whether the fully 
resolved plan first appeared in the English or American 
folk repertoire is not clearly known . Likely it emerged 
more or less simultaneously upon the two continents . If 
any trade of ideas did occur within the folk domain, 

*The term "Georgian" has been used variously to narne 
either the decorative and stylistic fea tures of eighteenth century 
English and English colonial architecture or the basiC forrnal 
grammer-ultimately classical-introduced in England and 
America via that style and evidenced in building plans and 
facades even after its decorative vocabulary was abandoned. 
In order to clarify my usage, which is the latter, I have gen~raUy 
employed the ra ther un ga inl y co mpound descnptor 
"Georgian-plan." 



however, it doubtless flowed principally from England to 
the colonies. 

The house's one room depth, a reduction of the 
classic Georgian" double pile," allowed for ample ventila-
tion and well suited the form to this region's summers. In 
North Carolina central hallway I-houses were commonly 
built with shed rooms or, later, with ells added to the rear. 
Ofcourse they almost always had a full front porch, some-
times two stories high. The addition of a rear ell allowed 
another-"back" -porch which usually faced east or 
south (Fig. 19). 

This Georgian-plan folk type was first built in North 
Carolina around 1790 and is today common across the 
state. For most of the century and a-half of its popularity it 
symbolized agrarian prosperity and respectability. 20 No 
doubt it was the strength of the form as a symbol that 
brought its remarkable success. 

The essence of the I-house is its facade (Fig. 20). 
With rare exception, it was built facing a roadway regard-
less of solar orientation. And its four rooms could not have 
been arranged to create a larger looking structure. Com-
pared with a four-room "shotgun" house, for instance, the 
form is maximized profile. Like the defensive cat present-
ing the dog with an arched and exaggerated broadside, 
the I-house sits commanding its surrounding acreage. By 
the beginning of the nineteenth century an elaborated 
social order was emerging over much of the state's rural 
countryside. No doubt this newly arrived formality to 
life made welcome both the Georgian facade and the 
central hallway with its implications for reception and 
separation . 

ntral-ha ll wil 
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Figure 21. O ne-s tory Georg ian-plan hou se type. 

Figure 22. One-story Georgian-plan hou se in Fra nklin Co un ty on a ra ised foundati on and with Italianate 
ana Greek Revival decorative elemen ts . 
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A second North Carolina type that speaks its ver-
nacular with a formal Georgian accent is the one-story 
Georgian-plan house (Fig 21) . Its plan is classic: central 
hallway, two rooms deep with embedded chimneys . Its 
one room height and three-bay facade, however, leave it a 
reduced version of the finer Georgian mansions . This is a 
later, more urban type than the central hallway 1-house, 
first appearing in the state around 1850 and strongly as-
sociated with the Italianate style current about that time. 
Although occasionally constructed with a gable roof, the 
hip roof was much more common. A shallow hip and 
brackets were employed when the Italianate image was 
desired (Fig 22). In later examples, especially tum-of-the-
century, the hip was so steep as to become pyramidal, the 
enlarged attic perhaps helping to make up for the loss of 
ventilation suffered in the two-room deep plan. Porches 
often wrap around two or more sides of these later struc-
tures . One-story Georgian-plan houses were eventually 
built in most parts of the state but early on were more 
common in the southeastern Piedmont and Coastal Plain . 



The most popular house type in much of eastern 
North Carolina during the post-Civil War nineteenth cen-
tury was a one-story structure with the same basic plan as 
the central-hallway I-house (Fig. 23) . It seems quite telling 
that when reconstruction economies dictated a reduced 
building program, instead of reverting to the tidy hall-
and-parlor idea, the folk builder generally chose to stay 
within the vocabulary of his more recently acquired com-
petence. Apparently the needs that first drew elements of 
Georgian formality through the native sieve were still at 
large in rural North Carolina society. Either that or the 
house simply makes pretense-which it does anyway-to 
being the same kind of dwelling as the I-house of the more 
prosperous farms . Regardless, this , the quarter 
Georgian-plan house, is the most reined-in version of the 
Georgian idea to be found in our landscape (Fig. 24). 

Quarter Georgian-plan houses commonly received 
shed or ell appendages. When "living rooms" became 
fashionable early in this century, the owners of many of 
these houses removed one of the interior partitions, de-
stroying the hallway and creating a hall-and-parlor plan 
with an oversized hall. Apparently an elongated space 
better squared with the "living room" image. 

Figure 23. Quarte r Georgian-plan hous ty p . 
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The deployment of balanced symmetrical forms 
upon the nineteenth century rural North Carolina land-
scape cons titutes regional evidence of a more extensive 
revolution that influenced American domestic architec-
ture for over a century. In the cultural backwaters (of the 
fo lk landscape) this revolution rode a wave of redis-
covered classicism initiated long before in the Italian Re-
naissance and first encountered in colonial Georgian 
forms. Ironically this primary wave was eventually rein-
forced by the classical revivals of the nineteenth century 
cultural mainstream . The buildings created in its wake go 
a long way towards establishing the character of our rural 
landscape today. 

Considering the folk designer's keen appetite for 
certa in elemen ts of classical building's grammar, one 
must wonder at the nature and cause of his hunger. It was 
as if, as Henry Glassie maintains, the Georgian model's 
"perfect symmetry ... crystalized an old wish .... "21 

According to Glassie, "thi s bilaterally symmetrical, tripar-
tite design [which the folk mind distilled from Georgian 
composi tion] was the perfect end to the builder's search 
fo r architectural order." 22 Hence, the "old wish" was to 
control reality. In hi s Folk Housing in Middle Virginia, 
Glassie correlates thi s desire for control to a whole gamut 
of threats upon the late eighteenth century Southerner's 
security. Beyond practicality (th e central-hallway 
]-house's suitability to the climate of the Upland South) 
and fashion (the utility of its image in gaining and main-
taining status), he posi ts fear and insecurity-and thus, it 
seems, a rather desperate desire for control-as factors 
critical to th e form's success. "Bilaterally symmetrical, 
tripartite s tructures mark wes tern quests for control. "23 

Perhaps. As dwellings upon the middle North Carolina 
landscape, however, these structures exhibit other di-
mensions as well . 

Glassie, especially, would see a great gulf separating 
these "anonymous masks," set so "repetitiously" and "ar-
tificially" upon the land , from the humanistic Renais-
sa nce traditi ons that ultimately bore them . As they were 

manifested upon the North Carolina landscape for over 
one hundred years, I would not. Granted, the facade is the 
essence of all three Georgian-plan types discussed here. 
As Glassie notes, "the mask is a face, bilaterally symmet-
rical, with its entrance at the lower center ... It is a 
projection of the human shape-the ultimate para-
digm-but it is a negation of sel£."24 Here, I believe, 
Glassie misses the point. Facade as face is less "paradig-
matic" than "archetypical" -and, consequently, in it there 
is potential for accessing, rather than negating, the dif-
ficult self. Admittedly, for that potential to be exploited, 
the relation of persona to archetype must be drawn out-
" individuation," to stay within a Jungian vocabulary, 
must occur. And no doubt this is where Mr. Glassie found 
his middle Virginia landscape wanting. 

If I were to narrow my vision to a small sample of 
what is here, I might be likewise discouraged. However, 
looking at the performances of the central-hallway 
I-house that span its popularity across the time and space 
occupied by this state's cultural landscape, I see ample 
variation and elaboration upon its basic form (Fig. 25) . 
Paradoxically, in this land so very middling between the 
centers of fashion, the rendering of a standard house in a 
popular style-and most examples encountered at least 
suggest style- likely resulted in a uniquely personal in-
terpretation . At such a remove from sophistication-
lacking savoir-faire-the risk involved in every "stylish" 
performance was maximized. And the "highly vernacu-
lar" products that resulted were keenly personal 
presentations, if not expressions. 

Every art, especially the building art, claimed 
Geoffrey Scott in The Architecture of Humanism, "needs a 
theme to vary, a resisting substance to work upon, a form 
to alter and preserve, a base upon which, when inspira-
tion flags, it may retire ."25 As archetypical form-or even 
simply as projected human form-the central-hallway 
!-house provided such a theme in a very special way. 
Fledgling American society may have at first demanded a 
mask-that is society's best role-but in doing so, thanks 



Figure 25 . Three North Ca rolina central-hallway 1-houses.(from top 
down) in Ashe, Duplin , and G ranville Counties. 
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If we were to iden tify and frame "the typical folk 
dwelling" cons tru cted in North Carolina each year of the 
ni n teenth centu ry, and then view all one hundred frames 
in seq uence cinematica lly, we would likely see the follow-
ing scene unfold : a hall -and-parlor house set in the land-
scape would turn from the south and face a di s tant road-
way, soon to be repl aced by a central-hallway !-house 
which over the yea rs would slowly move toward that 
roadway; for awhile after th e Civil War a quarter 
Georgian-plan house would take the I-house's place, still 
fac ing the road now not so far away; and late in the 
century the central-hallway I-house, again, would march 
up to the roadside as if to ca tch a glimpse of the noisy 
carriages making their way curiously, horselessly along it 
a few y ars later. All along the roadway the scene would be 
repeated- houses lining the roadway, many of them by 
1900 nontradi ti ona! or assymmetri cal variations and com-
bi nati ons of traditional forms. Thus the scattered society 
became the linear society.26 And down the roadway and 
down the railroad tracks criss-crossing the countryside 
came the printed page- the farmers' magazines, carpen-
ters' guides, and plan books that put an end to the age of 
traditional dwelling . The transformations wrought on the 
carpenter 's stock of ideas- transformations that pro-
ceeded slowly enough during the nineteenth century for 
the homeostatic fi xing of practices and products that we 
have refered to as "types"-were soon to accelerate and 
make utterly fluid that stock. 

The record of man 's traditional dwelling is not easily 
analyzed. Despite dwelling's conservative inclination 
and artifactual expression, it is in the long run as organic 
as the play of mind can be . The simple picture I have 
painted here- dividing our regional folk traditions into 
pioneer, Old World, and Georgian-plan types- slights the 
complexity and subtlety of both the process and its formal 
products. Tiy to fit the house forms you see along any 
country road into the simple typology I have presented 
and its shortcomings will quickly become obvious . 

Although the picture is crude, one hopes its outlines 
hold true. The three broad categories represent unmistak-
able landmarks in our cultural space: the imprint of the 
frontier experience, the surviving elements of traditional 
European culture, and the synthetic tide of a new Ameri-
can order somehow culminating a culture drift-or 
"wave"-that began in the Renaissance. Whether the in-
dividual types belong where I have put them or whether I 
could have selected more representative types are both 
points that warrant contention. If the debate has been 
initiated, we are making progress. 
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Figure 1. The Albemarle. 
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The Development of Domestic Architecture 
in the Albemarle Region 

While conducting the field studies upon which this arti
cle is based, Carl Lounsbury sought out and recorded some of 
the oldest existing architecture in the state--architecture that 
reflects the earliest extension of Anglo-American domain 
south from Virginia during the second half of the seventeenth 
century. In sharp contrast to the preceding article's broadly 
painted picture of folk housing across the state, Mr. 
Lounsbury's description of the domestic vernacular of the 
Albemarle is rich with detail. Rather than focusing narrowly 
on "types" he manages to keep the continually emergent vari
ety of house forms in the Albemarle in view and finds major 
building trends within it. Mr. Lounsbury considers all of the 
houses in his study "vernacular" based on architectural histo
rian Cary Carson's definition of vernacular structures as those 
built " according to local custom to meet the requirements of the 
individuals for whom they were intended." The article is illus
trated by an exceptional series of measured drawings executed 
during the course of Mr. Lounsbury's extensive fieldwork. 

This is a revised version of an article that appeared in Th e 
North Caro lina Historical Review, UV (January, 1977). 

The counties north of the Albemarle Sound and east 
of the Chowan River comprise a distinctive geographic 
region that has been known since the mid-seventeenth 
century as the Albemarle (Fig. 1) . Historically, the move-
ment of people, commerce, and culture into the region has 
come from the north, from the lower Chesapeake area of 
Virginia. 

A traveler coming from Virginia to the northern 
shores of the Albemarle Sound in the early eighteenth 
century would have observed similarities between the 
farmhouses on the tobacco plantations he saw there and 
those he had seen along the banks of the James River in 
Virginia. These Albemarle houses had the familiar charac-
teristics of the "Virginia house," a house type that de-
veloped in the Chesapeake tobacco-growing region in the 
latter half of the seventeenth century. 1 The Virginia house, 
a one-story dwelling with gable-end chimneys and either 
a one-room or a two-room, hall and parlor plan, was the 
first distinctively native style of domestic architecture to 
emerge in the English colonies. 

The antecedents of the Virginia house are not clearly 
known . It has been suggested that the cross-passage 
house (Fig. 2, A.), a house type found primarily in the 
West Country and highland region of England and Wales 
may have been the progenitor. 2 By the late sixteenth cen-
tury the configuration of a cross-passage house consisted 
of three rooms. The principal room, serving a variety of 
functions, was the hall, heated at one end by a massive 
fireplace. The hall was flanked on one side by an inner 
room which served as either a parlor or service room and 
at the other end by a kitchen or parlor. Chimneys were 
often inserted at the gable ends of the house, permitting 
all three rooms to be heated. A cross passage, providing 
the only access to the entire house, divided the hall and 
inner room from the third room. 3 

The cross-passage house was one of many vernacu-
lar architectural forms familiar to the first Chesapeake 
settlers in the seventeenth century. They were also ac-



quainted with house types popular in southeastern Eng-
land. In this lowland region of England, the cross-passage 
house had been superseded by the beginning of the sev-
enteenth century by house types organized around an 
interior fireplace (Fig. 2, B.) . The fundamental feature of 
these lowland house types was the omission of the cross 
passage and the placing of the entrance on a long wall of 
the building opening onto a small lobby at the side of the 
axial fireplace . The elimination of the cross passage meant 
that lobby-entrance houses were not divided between an 
upper and lower end. 4 

Since Virginia's early population was a mixture of 
people from several different regions in England, the early 
architecture held to no one particular house type . Houses 
of both the lobby-entrance and cross-passage variety 
were erected by the first generation of colonists . Eventu-
ally, however, the variety of competing building tradi-
tions imported from all over England gave way in 
Virginia , as in New England, to standardized types of 
dwellings which answered local needs more exactly. By 
the second half of the seventeenth centmy a new climate, 
the seemingly unlimited supply of timber, and a scarcity 
of stone had begun to transform many of the traditional 
English building practices. Perhaps the greatest influence 
upon vernacular design, however, was the emerging pat-
tern of plantation society. 

When planters began growing tobacco, they needed 
a large labor force. Indentured servants from England and 
Ireland and, later, slaves provided that labor. The laborers 
who worked for the small planter no doubt often lived in 
the same cramped quarters as their owners. The large 
planters, seeking to segregate their laborers from their 
family, found that, architecturally, West Country and high-
land cross-passage houses , rather than lowland lobby-
entrance houses, best suited this purpose. The living 
quarters of the servants and slaves could be placed be-
yond the cross passage in the loft over the kitchen . T,he 
domestic activities of non-family members of the house-

Carl Lounsbury 
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Figure 3. Pear Valley, Northampton County, Virginia. 

On the eas tern shore of Virginia , in orthampton 
County, stand s a rare surviving example of what should 
be regarded as the simplest form of the Virgin ia house, 
Pear Valley, a one-story frame house (Fig. 3). The exact 
date of its construction is unknown but is usually placed 
between 1660 and 17006 Characteristic seventeenth cen-
tury features of this one-room house are the massive end 
chimney, chamfered tie beams exposed outside along the 
eaves and indoors across the ceiling, and the diagonally 
se t false plates. The glazed header pattern in the 
chimney-end brick wall and a common rafter roof are 
fea tu res in this cottage which are associated with the 
development of the Virginia house . 

Perhaps one of the earliest extant houses which has 
all the a ttributes of the larger two-room Virginia house is 
loca ted in Charles County, Maryland . Sarum, before alter-
ations , was a one-story frame dwelling which was co-

vered entirely with riven clapboards. Originially, there 
were two main rooms on the ground floor, a hall and 
parlor, with a small porch tower projecting forward frorn 
the center of the building. Each room was probably 
warmed by a large ga ble-end fireplace. The attic chambers 
were lighted by narrow dormers and were, perhaps, also 
heated wi th a fireplace at the ga ble ends. Sarum, like Pear 
Valley, has a common rafter roof, a characteristic feature of 
these house types . 7 

As the first substanti a l number o f se ttle rs were es-
tablishing themselves in the Albemarle region after 1660, 
the Virginia-style farmhouse was reaching full maturity in 
the Chesapeake area . It is unfortunate that no houses have 
survived from the first hal f century of se ttlement in the 
Albemarle. Since the majority of seventeenth century 
em igran ts to the area came fro m Virginia, however, it is 
like ly that they broug ht thi s new style with them, build-
ing dwellings similar to Pear Valley and Sarum. The early 
North Carolina written records offer only a tenuous guide 
to the housing standards and house types of this period. 

The earliest Albemarle houses must have been of 
very modest proportions, se ldom larger than two rooms 
and a loft. In the 1650's, Nathaniel Batts built a house "20 
foo te square with a lodging chamber, and a Buttery, and a 
chimney . ... "8 Considering the size of this frame dwel-
ling, the buttery, or storage room, must have been par-
titio ned off from the main room, the lodging chamber. 
Batts probably not only slept in the chamber but carried 
ou t his trad ing activities and did his cooking in the same 
room . 

Log houses or log cabins built in the Swedish or 
German style were not unknown to English settlements in 
the seventeenth century. There are some records which 
indicate the early existence of log houses in the Al-
bemarle. During the 1677 disturbances known as 
Culpeper 's Rebellion , Thomas Miller was taken to the 
northern part of Pasquotank precinct and there "enclosed 
in a Loghouse about 10 or 11 foot square purposely built 



for him ... . " 9 It may have been constmcted with hewn 
logs, a method similarly employed in the constmction of 
blockhouses in several other English colonies . In 1683 
Governor Sothel had a log house "such as the Swedes in 
America ... make" constmcted on his plantation. 10 This 
log house was used as a storehouse and a trading post 
with the Indians. Log houses such as these , foreign to the 
English manner of building, seem to have emerged by the 
early eighteenth century as a prevalent dwelling type in 
the back regions of the colony along the Virginia border. 
Log houses were, howeve1~ a comparatively late arrival in 
the Albemarle region and never gained widespread popu-
larity in the older coastal and river areas of settlement . Log 
constmction was used there primarily for inferior out-
buildings such as cornhouses, meathouses, kitchens, and 
in some instances for slave quarters. This general absence 
of log construction distinguishes the Albemarle from 
much of the rest of the North Carolina vernacular land-
scape. 

Since a small but representative number of houses, 
some of them dating from the second quarter of the eigh-
teenth century, have survived, it is possible to obtain a 
clearer picture of housing conditions in the eighteenth 
century in northeastern North Carolina than for the 
preceding period. Although some of the established sev-
enteenth century floor plans-the one-room and the two-
room, hall and parlor, plan-still suited many of the 
farmer's needs, several new ideas regarding the arrange-
ment and function of rooms began to emerge in this 
agrarian society-ideas which slowly transformed the 
traditional patterns of domestic architecture. As we 
examine the remarkable developments that occurred in 
Albemarle farmhouses over the next 150 years , gradual 
changes in the domestic habits of the Albemarle family 
are noticeable. Two primary concerns that shaped the 
development of the new house types were the need for an 
expanded number of specialized rooms and the conscious 
desire for privacy. Such concerns reflected, in part, a 
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provements over the Old Riddick House . In both of these 
houses the chimney was placed on the outside of the 
gable-end wa ll , and a stairway instead of a ladder con-
nec ted the loft with the room below. Th.ese two changes 
provided more space downstairs and upgraded the status 
of the loft above. 

Houses with two rooms downstairs (usually a hall 
and a parlor) not only provided more space but allowed 
domestic ac tivi ties to be divided between the rooms in a 
variety of ways . Isaac Ottwell's house consisted of a hall , 
closet, parlor, cellar, and a room above the sta irs. Meals 
were prepared and ea ten in the hall. Cooking utensils 
such as pot hooks, grid irons, frying pans, and an assort-
m ent of pots were loca ted by the large fireplace . Ottwell 
and hi s family sa t at a large table for their meals and ate 
from wooden bowls, earthenware dishes, and pewter 
plates . Also sca ttered about the room were several sad-
dles, co llars, chai rs, a pair of scales, and three guns. The 
parlor was the entertaining and si tting room. Such 
ameniti es for socia l entertainmen t as glass tumblers , wi ne 
flasks , a sugar box, and a teapot and cups were located on 
a bureau in the room. Several chairs , a few books, a map, 
spectacles, co tton , cali co, and other cloth attest to the fact 
that the parlor was used by the Ottwell family as the 
primary si tting room. The presence of a featherbed and a 
trundle bed indi cates that the room , like the "room above 
stairs ," was a sleeping chamber as well. 12 

The parlor, like the hall , was used for a variety of 
domestic activities . In Daniel Dupee's house it fu nctioned 
as the principal ea ting room and the main si tt ing room. 
The parlor in John Clark' s house was used for three pur-
poses: as a dining, sitting, and sleeping room. 13 Although 
the domestic functions of the parlor and hall often over
lapped , it appears that some di stinction was made in 
e ig hteen th century in ventories between the two names. 
In estate inventor ies which mention two or more rooms 
downstairs, the term " parlor" was rarely a pplied to a 
room where cooking acti vities occurred . 
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Figure 5. Newbold -White House, Hertford vicini ty, Perquimans 
County. 

In the early eighteenth century, meals could be pre-
pared in the hall of a hall and parlor house, in a detached 
ou tbuildin g, or, less frequently, in a room in the cellar. The 
Sumner-Winslow House, originally a one-story dwelling 
w ith a hall and parlor plan , has a large fireplace in the 
south room of the cellar which was probably used at one 
time for cooking. More ofte n cooking activiti es were re-
moved from the dwelling house to a separate outbuilding. 
This dependency was usually built of wood and wa 
about twelve feet long and sixteen feet wide. The advan-
tage of loca tin g many of the service facilities away from 
the main dwelling was readily appreciated by many co]-



Samuel Nixon House. 

onists in the South . Robert Beverly wrote in 1705 that " All 
their Drudgeries of Cookery, Washing, Daries, etc. are 
performed in Offices detacht from the Dwelling-House, 
which by this means are kept more cool and Sweet . "~~ 

A major change in the traditional house types occur-
red in the region in the early eighteenth century with the 
development of the hall- passage- parlor arran gem en t. The 
central passageway developed as the concern for privacy 
grew. For example, to modernize the floor plan of the 
Newbold-White House in Perquimans County (Fig. 5) 
one of the eighteenth century owners inserted a partition 
wall in the larger south room and thus created a narrow 
four and one-half foot center passageway. The old stair-
case in the corner of the north room was removed and a 
new stairway was built. It opened off the new center 
passage and rose through the north room . The flow of 
domestic traffic was then regulated between the two 
rooms rather than through one room to the other. 

'F 

~~ ____ ....... 
~ 

~ 

OAOU NO FLOOR PL AN 

UPIITAIA I PI., AN I 

F 

I= 

I • 
10 I t .. 

BUR 51 



WEST ElE'IAllON 

PRE5EN1 Uf>ST41RS PLAN 

0 

PRESENT GROUND FLOOR PLAN 

ll 

C:::r==liiiO:::::Jiiiio::::::==::=lfJ 
GROU ND FLOOFI PLAN , 1~0 
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In some of the early center-passage house types the 
full measure of privacy the plan might have afforded was 
not entirely realized. The demolished Theophilus White 
House, a one-story frame house built in Perquimans 
County in the early eighteenth century, had a rudimen-
tary center passageway, scarcely four feet in width, 
which was flanked by two rooms of unequal size. Since 
the stairway was not located in the center passage, but in 
the larger room, it was still necessary to pass through the 
room in order to gain access to the upstairs chambers. 
The next logical step in creating two entirely private 
rooms downstairs was to place the stairway in the center 
passageway. In the fully developed center-passage plan, 
the passageway was widened to incorporate the initial 
run of the stairs. In the Whedbee House, a late eigh-
teenth century frame dwelling, two equal-sized rooms 
flank a center passage nine feet wide. A closed stringer 
sta ir ascends along the east wall of the passage. 

A second significant change in the regional house 
plan came with the introduction of a double depth of 
rooms . The desire for more space led many farmers to 
add a lean-to or shed extension to the back or side of their 
houses . In many instances, the shed rooms provided an 
extra bed chamber or additional storage space. Samuel 
Nixon, a prominent merchant in Perquimans County in 
the late eighteenth century, had three shed rooms added 
to the west side and rear of his house (Fig. 6). In this 
altered frame dwelling fireplaces were built in two of the 
three shed rooms. The west shed room was used for 
dining. 

The integration of shed rooms with the existing 
hall and parlor plan created a new unified double pile 
floor plan which became very popular among the more 
prosperous farmers in the second half of the eighteenth 
century. In plan, a center shed room opened onto the 
larger front room and served as a stair passage. The 
stairway ascended from this back room toward the front , 
projecting through the smaller front room. The shed 



rooms usually opened onto the stair passage rather than 
the main rooms. Because a gambrel roof was an accom-
panying fea ture of this type, greater space was allotted in 
the second story level. The status of the upstairs rooms 
also improved with the provis ion of fireplaces . The ear-
liest example of this house type is the Myers-White 
House in Perquimans County which was built shortly 
before 1730. The Riddick House (Fig. 7) in Gates County 
and the Sanderson-Sutton House, White- Nowell House, 
and Sumnerville in Perquimans County are la ter eigh-
teenth century representatives of this house type . 

The logical progression in the development of the 
double pile house was to enclose the back rooms with the 
front ones under one roof. The Albertson House (Fig. 8), 
built in the late eighteenth century, incorporates a double 
depth of rooms under a gambrel roof. The ground-floor 
plan of this frame dwelling, two uneven front rooms and 
three unheated back rooms , is the same as that of Sum-
nerville or the Sanderson-Sutton House. The improve-
ment in the plan came upstairs where, taking advantage 
of the space created by the new roof alignment, five rooms 
were provided. The back chambers , like the rooms below, 
remained unheated. 

From the existing evidence it is apparent that the 
b ack rooms did not attain equal status and size with the 
front ones until late in the eighteenth century. This de-
velopment occurred , however, only in th e largest 
houses. Buckland (Fig. 9), a two-story frame house in 
Gates County, is the only surviving late eighteenth cen-
tury example of the mature double-pile center-passage 
plan in the three counties surveyed. Four equal-sized 
rooms flank a broad central passageway in which a 
closed s tringer stair ascends from the front. Chimneys at 
each gable end serve each of the four rooms. On inspect-
ing the plan it is difficult to discern a specific function for 
any of the ground floor rooms. The physical distinctions 
among hall, parlor, and inferior rooms have been erased 
by the imposition of this symmetrical arrangement . As 
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the structural differentiation between rooms disap-
peared, room functions also underwent change. The in-
creased number of rooms meant that those domestic 
activities which had been confined to the old hall or 
parlor- eating, sleeping, reading, entertaining, or 
sitting-were dispersed to a number of rooms , each with 
a specific purpose: the dining room, master bedroom, 
library, formal parlor, or sitting room . When the 
downstairs rooms attained essentially the same si ze and 
appearance, such as those at Buckland, one room could 
as easily be designated a formal parlor or library as 
another. This development, confined to the larger house 
types in the eighteenth century, began to filter down into 
the smaller house types in the next century. 

An unprecendented surge in building activity oc-
curred during the first four decades of the nineteenth 
century and transformed the Albemarle landscape. The 
variety and scale of houses built during this period accen-
tuated the discrepancies in wealth and status in this agra-
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Figure 9. Buckl and , Buckl and vicinity, Gates County. 
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rian society. The relative homogeneity of the earlier ver
nacular landscape disappeared. A number of wealthy 
planters who were ambitious to display their wealth most 
conspicuously built large houses along the banks of the 
Perquimans River. Many smaller planters adopted a more 
modest house type which afforded new comfort and 
space. Most small farmers continued to build in the ver
nacular traditions of the region . 

The building boom produced a number of changes 
in the character of the regional farmhouse. A significant 
difference between the farmhouses of the early nine-
teenth century and their eighteenth century predecessors 
was the scale of building. Houses moved away from the 
old low and rectangular dimensions to squarer, box-like 
proportions . Rooms expanded in size as well as in 
number. The full two-story farmhouse, no longer as-
sociated with the large and wealthy plantations, became a 
standard size dwelling on many farms. The symmetrical 
arrangement of window and door openings in the facade 
developed not only from new aesthetic sensibilities but 
from practical considerations for light and ventilation . In 
the hot summer weather, the need for cross-ventilation in 
a house was of primary importance. Most of the new 
houses were built on pier foundations of from one to three 
feet in height. The space created beneath the house pro-
vided added ventilation. As settlement spread into the 
low-lying swamp areas , the digging of a full cellar proved 
to be impractical , and the practice was abandoned. 

Several new plan types appeared in the early nine-
teenth centUJy. The most popular type in the Albemarle 
area was the side passage plan. Unlike the narrow propor-
tions of its city cousin, the mral version of the side pas-
sage plan was as broad as it was deep. In plan, two large 
rooms fl anked a passageway running the length of one 
s id e of the house . The stair could be placed in various 
positions in the side passageway. There are over twenty 
examples of the side passage plan in Gates, Perquimans , 
and Pasquotank Counties dating from about1810 to 1840 . 



In lower Pasq uotank County this type of house don1ina tes 
the landsca pe. The side passage plan appears to have 
suited the domestic requ irements of the small planter, the 
man wh o owned about two hundred and fifty to fo ur 
hundred acres of land and fro m four to ten slaves. 

By the second decade of the century the rural si de 
passage ho use had reached full maturity. The plan of these 
ho uses presented a unifi ed balance and coordin ation 
amo ng the th ree m ain downstairs elements. The side 
passage ex tended the length of the house uninterrupted . 
In th e Th omas Shannonhouse Hou se in Pasquotank 
Coun ty and the Mi tchell-Ward House in Perq uimans 
County (Fig. 10), the side passage exceeds eleven fee t in 
w idth . In mos t houses it ranged from nine to about thir-
teen fee t in wi dth. 15 The two well-pro portioned rooms 
were warm ed by separate ga ble-end fire places. Both 
rooms co mm u nicated w ith the side passage by separate 
e ntrances a nd wi th each other by a door in their partitio n 
wa ll. The back room in many of th ese houses had an exit 
alon g the back wall. In these cases, the room pro bably 
functioned as a dining room, the door prov iding easier 
access to the kitchen de pendency. The front room primar-
i Iy served as a parlor. Upstairs, the side passage house had 
fro m th ree to five rooms whi ch were used a lmost exclu-
sively as bedrooms. In the Thomas Shannonhouse Ho use 
there are fo ur rooms upstairs . O nly the two rooms on the 
chimney side were hea ted. 

Since the side passage plan was conce ived as a co m-
p le te unit, it was rarely changed la ter to incorporate com -
p limentary roo ms on the other side of the passageway. 
The Carter Farmhouse (Fig. 11) and the H unter House in 
Gates County are the only extant rural exa mples of the 
expanded side passage p lan in the three co unti es. 

Two houses, the Morgan Ho use in northern Pas-
q uotank Co unty and the Whit Stallings Ho use in Ga tes 
County, are varia ti ons of the si de passage ho use. In both 
houses the main entrance was shi fted to the center of the 
ga ble end. Thi s reor ienta ti on, however, did not disturb 
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the essential elements of the old plan. Two rooms still 
opened onto a broad· passageway which runs parallel to 
the front elevation rather than perpendicular. In the Stal-
lings House, the heated downstairs room was the formal 
parlm~ and the unheated room served as a dining room . 
There were four bedrooms and a sitting room located 
upstairs . 16 

If the first half of the nineteenth century was a 
period of innovative development in new building forms, 
it was also an era which saw the persistent continuation of 
traditional house types. In many areas plan types com-
mon to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries held on 

with tenacity. The old house types, in many instances, 
could not offer the modern nineteenth century standards 
of comfort and privacy. In smaller houses a person seldom 
enjoyed the privacy of a separate bedroom . Often these 
houses were poorly constructed, providing inadequate 
protection from inclement weather. Slave houses , particu-
larly, showed very little improvement over earlier one-
room or two-room houses. 17 Among the free population 
the plan of the one-room house expanded to include shed 
rooms in the rear or grew to a full two stories. The Jessup 
House in Perquimans County has one large room with 
two shed rooms in the rear. The shed rooms were proba-
bly used for sleeping since there was no stair to the tiny 
loft over the front room. 

The traditional hall and parlor plan was still favored 
by many fam1ers in the nineteenth century despite its 
antiquated layout. The Billups-Delaney-Ward House (Fig. 
12) in Perquimans County and the Norfleet and Elbert 
Riddick Houses in Gates County initially had a two-room 
arrangement. The inherent problem of the hall and parlor 
plan, the absence of a cross passage, led to the insertion of 
a partition wall in the larger room by the owners of the 
Norfleet and Bill ups-Delaney-Ward Houses. In both 
houses the improvement seems to have been made 
shortly after they were built. 18 

Despite their formal facades and architectural em
bellishments, most of the larger Albemarle houses re-
tained traditional floor plans. A common type throughout 
the nineteenth century was the frame two-story dwelling 
with one room on either side of a center passageway. 
Although the size of the center-passage farmhouse grew 
to generous proportions, the number of rooms remained 
the same as in the eighteenth century prototype . In many 
instances additional rooms were made possible by the 
construction of a two-story wing perpendicular to the 
back of the house . When the rear wing was placed in the 
middle of the house at the end of the center passage, a "T" 
plan was formed . The Jones House in Perquimans County 



had a two-story wing added in 1836, giving the house a 
"T" configuration. In the Savage and Thomas Nixon 
Houses, the rear wing was added to one side of each 
house, creating an "L" layout. After 1830, in some houses 
such as the Edmund Skinner House (Fig. 13), the rear 
wing was built as a part of the original plan. 

The inspiration for the largest plantation houses did 
not come from traditional house types but derived from a 
conscious emulation of national tastes and styles. Two 
imposing mansions along the Perquimans River, Lands 
End and Cove Grove, accompanied by a sophisticated 
interpretation of Federal and Greek Revival details , are 
virtually outside the pattern of traditional domestic ar-
chitecture in the Albemarle. These houses , with pattern-
book designs and a double-pile center-passage floor plan, 
could have been found in many parts of the country. 

In the second half of the nineteenth centUJy the 
vernacular tradition in domestic architecture ended . It 
was supplanted by an architecture whose plans and or-
namentation derived ultimately from sources outside the 
native tradition . The Civil War and Reconstruction proved 
to be important catalysts in this change, for these events 
disrupted the economic .and social foundations of the 
region, which , in turn , altered the traditional building 
patterns. The Albemarle, building in a mann~r and scale 
which reflected the social and economic realities of the 
postwar South, became more receptive to imported tastes 
and new techniques . 

Even before the war the demise in tradi tiona] 
domes tic architecture had already begun . Technologically, 
innovations such as the invention of balloon framing in 
the 1830' s and improvements in the manufacture of cut 
nails meant that houses could be built much faster and at a 
reduced cost. By taking advantage of these improvements 
more people could afford to build a house, although many 
of these houses were smaller in size and poorer in ar-
chitectural quality than the traditional house types. The 
introduction of the stove just before the war modified 
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Figure 13. Edmu nd Skinner House, Perquimans Coun ty. 
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traditional room functions. In later years the chimney 
gave way to the stove flue. To a few the consequence of 
thi s technological change appeared catastrophic. They b e-
lieved that the "banishment" of the open fi re place sig-
naled the end of dom estic felicity. In a popular poshvar 
journal, Paul H . Hayne lamented: 

Where, in the absence of the frank-hearted 
flames, is a family to assemble in evenings, to ex-
change those charming confidences, which are the 
soul of household life and affection? 

With no bright centre of domestic enjoyment 
and compan ionshi p, the ti es of family are first 
loosened and then broken. People learn to depend 
upon outside exc itement, to seek- each accord ing 
to sex- the billiard table or ballroom. The juvenile 
community is neglected by its proper teachers and 
protectors, in a word , the entire household becomes 
disjointed and disorgani zed, and finall y, for all we 
can teU, the "domesticities" wi ll vanish altoge ther, 
and the idea of the "family" be ranked among the 
fossi l conceptions of a long-forgotton age. 19 

Perhaps the g rea tes t factor in the d ecline of vernac u -
lar architecture was the di splacement in popular esteem of 
the traditional types of dwellings by ones taken frorn 
patterns in builders' handbooks. There was a popular 
fee ling among some reformers at mid-century that the old 
architec tu re was inadeq u ately mee ting the requirement 
of the ordinary citizenry. The ho uses of most North 
Carolinians, many of the m beli eved, were general] 
"pla in and cheap" and tha t "sanity of mind and moral i 
almost impossi ble without s uitab le ha bita tion. " 20 Bett r 
architec ture, it was assu med , would produce an im -
provement in the morality of the people. In a le tter to 
Raleigh newspaper in October, 1853, Professor William H . 
Owen of Wake Forest College, decry ing the shortcomin g 
in trad i ti o na! domestic architec ture, s ugges ted tha t th 
s ty les in pattern books such as A. J. Downing's The Ar
chitecture of Country Hou ses and Cottage Residences (Fig. 
14) were better suited to the needs of the people. H 



Figure 14. "An Ornamental Farmhouse" from A.j. Downing's Co t
tage Residences, published in 1847. 

remarked that: 

The co ttage style of building is becoming fashiona-
ble, and deservedly so, as it combines more of the 
requ iTements of comfort, taste, beauty and van ety 
than any other. I~ JS also mless danger fro m storms, 
Ii ghb1ing and fires, particularly the last, wh1ch 
frequen tly breaks out in the second sto.ry. The co t-
tage style, however, does not always reJeCt the sec-
ond story. 21 

As the nineteenth century progressed and com-
munications improved, differences in regional styles 
te nd ed to lessen . Traveling carpenters, working with pat-
tern books under their anns, repeated popular design s 
wherever they went. Later in the century sawmills pro-
duced s tandard moldings, doors, and other woodwork. 
By the time m ail-order catalogs advertis ing a complete 

line of building mat r ial arriv din th AI 
the vernac ular trad i ti n in d m 
all but fo r tten . 
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North Carolina Coastal Vernacular 

If vernacular culture is place-inflected culture, then 
one would naturally expect the most extreme places to produce 
the most striking of vernaculars. At Nags Head on North 
Carolina's Outer Banks-an extremity if ever there was 
one-such an expectation is confirmed by the structures of the 
Historic Cottage Row. At the same time, however, it is some
what denied by traditional dwellings at Kitty Hawk Village. 
Here Steve Arnaudin offers his observations on this seeming 
paradox as he surveys these and other elements of the coastal 
vernacular mix. 

Diverse dwelling forms rest on the sands of North 
Carolina 's Outer Banks often in village-like clusters, each 
composed of dwellings of similar character and each clus-
ter being dissimilar in character. Though different, each 
group seems to be at home on the Outer Banks. Each has 
its own reasons for its existence, location, and appear-
ance. 

I examined the dwellings in an area reaching from 
South Nags Head northward to Duck (Fig. 2). Though 
Nags Head existed as an active resort area over a century 
ago, no architectural traces of that era remain. The storms 
of the Banks have claimed them completely. What we are 
able to examine today includes a rich series of late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century resort homes, perma-
nent resident dwellings , and an abundance of later resort 
development. 

Much of the present development has gone to small, 
box- like structures with gable roofs and cut batten 
plywood siding. Larger vacation homes are also included 
in the present development although they appear less 
frequently than the smaller dwellings. In the late 1950' 
and early 60's a series of flat-roofed , white, concrete block 
and stucco houses were built predominantly in the 
Southern Shores area (Fig. 3) . Kitty Hawk Village hosts a 
generous grouping of permanent residents' homes, the 
majority of which appear to date from the 1940's back to 
the late nineteenth century. They include common ver-
nacular house types of mainland North Carolina and other 
stereotypical rural and small town forms of that period 
(Fig. 4). 

The real gift to the Outer Banks beachscape is the 
row of weathered shingle cottages on the Nags Head 
shore . Most of them date from the early part of this cen-
tury. I suppose I am biased in favor of these houses due to 
their visual appeal individually and as a group. My re-
spect also rides with these structures for having withstood 
so man y years of the wild storms that batter the Outer 
Banks . In 1976 the North Carolina Division of Archives 



Figure 1. Nags Head's irregular row of traditi onal beach cottages. 

and History nominated the Nags Head cottage row fo r 
inclusion on the National Register of Hi storic Places. 
Ca therine Bishir 's nomination read: 

The Nags Head Beach Cott~ge Row Historic 
District, located on North Carolinas O uter Banks, IS 
one of th e fe w areas of la te nineteenth to early twen-
ti e th cen tury resort development along the eas tern 
seaboa rd that retains essentia lly its ori ginal charac-
ter. Along the ocean front beach, facing the Atlantic, 
stands an irregu lar row of frame cottages whose 
shapes, texture, co lor, and detad are express1ve of 
thei r fun ction and the d emands for su1-v 1val on the 
wea ther- tortured Outer Banks . The regular rhythm 
of one and two-stOJy units, the somber gray- brown 
co lors, the ro ugh texture of the wood shingled walls 
and roofs, and the repe titi on of sweep ing gable 
roofs and ex pans ive porches relate 111 an almost or-
ga ni c fas hio n to the slope of th e beach , to the sea, 
and to the li ght sand and the gray and blue water of 
the chang ing ocean. 

Witl1in the unit of scale and shape, several 
varia ti ons occur. Probably the most common house 
type, dating from the 1910-1940 era, is the large bun-

Steven Arnaudin 
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Figure 3. A typical late SO's "cottage" in the Southern Shores area. 

Figure 4. A familiar rural North Carolina house type at Kitty Hawk 
ViiTage . 

bu tes much to the architectural unity of the 
district- as well as to the comfort of the residences. 
Cottages are consistently placed high on open foun-
dations of timber pilings . The pilings place the 
houses high enough to be above low waves in case 
of storms, as well as making the houses more acces-
sible to breezes. The height of the foundation varies , 
but it is often high enough to sling hammocks for 
sleeping and to hang up wet gear. Some of these 
foundations are screened with latticework, origi-
nally meant to keep pigs and cows h-om straying 
under the cottages. Until the mid-1930's there was 
no fencing and the locally owned livestock roamed 
at will. 

Intersecting angles of wooden members make 
up the porches of the cottages as well. Nearly always 
roofed and supported on simple posts, the porches 
also feature enclosing balustrades of different, sim-
ple kinds . A particufarly handsome and functional 
feature of Nags Head cottages is the ubiquitous 
porch bench (Fig. 9). These are benches built into 
artd extending out from the porch balustrade, with 
the base beginning flush with the balustrade and 
the back sloping outward from the porch. This 
catches breezes and provides adequate porch seat-
ing without cluttering the porch with furniture. 
These benches are seen in the early documentary 
photographs of the tum of the c;entury or so and 
continue to be used on new construction. A com-
paratively new addition to these covered porches is 
the sun deck, usually appended to the protected 
southwest comer of the cottage porch and encircled 
by lean-out benches. 

Heavy seas and strong winds that blow sand 
into the cottages are plagues during the off-season. 
To protect against this nearly all cottages feature 
similar door and window treatments. Most doors 
have normal inner doors and outer screen doors, 
useful during the season. Outside the screen door, 
though, is a sturdy wooden batten door which is 
kept open during most of the season, but which is 
secured when the cottages are closed up (Fig. 10.) 
Also of wooden batten construction are the window 
shutters. Each is a single leaf, hinged at the top and 
held open with a prop stick. Open, the diagonal 
awning-like angle of the shutter provides shade and 
closed-, shelter from storms. In winter, the 
boarded-up look of the windows and doors em-
phasizes the stern dignity of the waiting 
cottages-which look, as one visitor remarked , "like 



a bunch of haughty old ladies." 
In the early co ttages, the kitchen was sepa-

rated from the li vi ng area by a porch and often the 
ice box stood on the porch. Many of these porches 
have been enclosed. With few excep ti ons, the rear 
e ll of the cottage projects from the north portion of 
the rear elevation . Many houses have porches on a ll 
fo ur s ides. If, howeve1~ porches occu r on but three 
s ides , it is generally the north side that lacks a porch. 
Th1 s arrangement takes advan tage of prevai ling 
breezes. 

The interiors of the beach houses are fini shed 
as simply as the exteriors. Generally, there were no 
firep laces originally, a lthough some have been 
added. Walls are ei ther covered with simple shea-
thing 01~ in most cases, left unfini s hed , with the 
studs and exterior coveri ng visible . Partition walls 
are typ ically of a single thickness of wood sheathing . 
Doors are of whatever type was popular at the time 
of constmction. Interior wood is generally left un-
painted. Floor plans vary, but all are simple and 
fu nctional. The typical1910-1940 floor plan is a varia-
tion on the center-ha ll plan two rooms deep, excep t 
that the chief front room, the li vi ng room, is no t 
parti tioned from the hall but includes space nor-
mally a llotted to the hall ; this produces a plan with 
two rooms across the front and two rooms divided 
by a hall at the rear. To the rear of the mai n block is 
the ell , often separated from the mai n block by a 
breezeway. Th is space usually contains servants' 
quarters, ch ild ren 's rooms and/or ki tchen . 

Tt should be noted that nearly all the cottages 
are virtually wi thout the usual trappings of architec-
tural "style" inside and ou t, but rely on the simple 
expression of functional forms , materials, and plan 
for the ir character. This is particu larly interesting 
since many of those for whom these houses were 
built e ither built or lived in some of the grandest and 
most fas hionable houses of the Albemarle. (Refer
ences to illustrations ndded.) 

Increasing ease in tran s portatio n has played a key 
role in the rate a nd type of development on the Outer 
Banks. In the beginning and continuing to the early 
1930's, the Outer Banks was "wa terlocked." Th e o nly way 
to get there was b y boat . Practically the o nly people who 
had the ir fee t on the sand s were the permanent residents 
a nd the wealthy folk who could afford to b oa t over and 
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Figure 7. A two-story, two-room deep hou se with hip roof at Nags Head . 
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Figure 8. A "coastal cottage" at Nags Head , showing its characteris-
tic multi-slope gable. 

stay for extended holidays. The majority of these affluent 
vacationers were eastern North Carolinians. They wer 
the people who owned the houses of the Nags Head row. 
The en tire· household including domestic servants would 
venture on these vacation trips to Nags Head and stay for 
months at a time. These old houses (new then) were larg 
enough to accommodate everyone. 

Nags Head remained this type of geographical! 
exclusive summer resort community until the early 1930' 
when the Wright Memorial Bridge on Highway 158 was 
completed making the Outer Banks accessible by car. 
Now a different class of people could enjoy the Bank _ 
Automobiles were becoming plentiful and practically an 
middle-class man could take his family on a trip to th 
beach and stay for a day or so. Slowly more houses ap-
peared, scattered along the coast, and hotels increased in 
popularity. I would imagine a vacation in a cottage or hot 1 
at that time would have been an enjoyable, leisurely expe-
rience in a quality environment-architecturally and in 
terms of landscape . Later, in the early fifties: the bridge 
connecting the mainland with Roanoke Island and 
Roanoke Island with the Outer Banks were erected. About 
this time the rate of construction of vacation homes accel-
erated considerably. Almost every fam.ily had at least on 
car and if their values included love of the Outer Banks, 
they could purchase a plot of sand, have a cottage built or 
buy one already built, and visit periodically throughout 
the year. Others desiring to make a less permanent in-
vestment could rent a cottage or be accommodated in a 
hotel. The concrete block and stucco structures at South-
ern Shores were probably the first products of large seal 
modern-type development. What the Outer Banks build-
ing trade has finally become is a speculative operation 
catering to the dreams of almost any man. 

As could be expected, sea-related occupations tradi-
tionally provided the income of the folks who lived on the 
Banks throughout the year. Their homes are congregat d 
primarily around Kitty Hawk Village, which was fir t 



se ttled before 1790 and takes its name from an Indian place 
name. Today some of these year-round residents still live 
off the sea while others profit from serving the locals and 
the tourists . 'fransportation has changed the permanent 
residents' communities little . Some growth has occurred, 
but rapid growth has not . And the newer structures gen-
erally merge fairly well with the community settings. 

The Nags Head historic cottage row made its home 
directly on the beach front- an appropriate location since 
the owners of these dwellings came to the Banks to be 
with the ocean (Fig. 11). On the ridge of the ir1eline leading 
into the Atlantic these homes have the sight of sky and 
water, the sound of surf, the breeze, and imm edi ate acces-
s ibility to the ba thing pleasures of the beach. Much of the 
pre-1950 d evelopment also claimed prime spots immedi -
a te ly behind the primary dune. Only a few bashful cot-
tages found their hosting spots further off the beach front. 

In contrast to th e ocean sites of the vacationers, the 
prime loca tion for the permanent dwellings is on the 
sou nd side such as at Kitty Hawk Village or Duck. The 
o nes who live on the Outer Banks choose these spots 
because the destructive forces of storms are not as se riou s, 
the ocean does not pose such a threa t, and the vege tation 
is different. TI·ees grow here (Fig. 12). Accessibility to the 
water is mai ntaine d but for occupational more than recre-
atio nal reasons. 1'he sound side provides an excell ent 
community env{ronment. One could hardly guess that the 
Atlantic is only a few miles east when he is in Kitty Hawk 
Village or Duck proper. 

Those white co ncre te block buildings (hardly cot-
tages) have chosen an appropriate siting, also. The mass 
of them lie a considerable dis tance off the beach in the 

outhern Shores area. At th e time these structures were 
built Southern Shores was fairly wide open to new de-
velop ment . Since they are not s ituated on raised pilings, it 
was probably wise to loca te farther from the poss ibility of 
a wave straying too far west. The white block structures sit 
generously spaced. They appear as strange forms on th e 

Figure 9. 
tages. 
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sand after seeing hundreds of pitched-roof houses. The 
only explanation for them I have come by is that they are 
derived from a Floridian house and construction is inex-
pensive. They introduce a totally different vocabulary on 
the Banks; material, color, and roof form are all in contrast 
to practically everything else (Fig. 13). 

The recent development has taken much of the land 
that is left. The newest hou ses are usu ally built several 
rows off the beach w here the land is cheaper. Actually it is 
th e only place they could afford to be. I am sure most of 
them would rather be sitting on the front row. This con-
temporary development appears almost as a line of dog 
kennels when viewed down its roads. One house is barely 
distinguishable from the next . Only the group has charac-
ter. The frailty of construction on some of these 1s m 
character with the cluster 's image as a whole. 

Figure 11. Early Nags Head cottages sited directly on the beach front. 

Together as well as individually the old Nags Head 
cottages are a fine sight. Though they have all been moved 
several times to escape receding beaches, and some wer 
moved from the so und si de , I think they remain in a 
group for my visual pleasure. The row appears as a very 
humble and harmonious environment. 

Kitty Hawk Village and Duck present themselves a 
fairly typical community settings in that homes are clus-
tered for common interest and neighborliness . There i , 
howeve1~ a distinct difference in the place as compared 
with an inland town. I suppose it has to do with one' 
unforge ttable awareness that this is all connected with th 
sea . 

A great contrast in form and character existed be-
tween the Nags Head historic cottages and their original 
owners' fashionable homes on the mainland . Another 



contrast still exists between the vacation homes and the 
village homes only several miles apart. The village homes 
and the mainland homes must represent "home" and life 
as it is. Cottage forms represent a symbolic dissociation 
with homelife. If the village homes were subject to the 
same mistreatment of storms as the cottages, it is possible 
they would have taken on quite different forms and mate-
rials. But the milder weather of the sound side allows 
them to conform to traditional standards. 

The success of the Nags Head Row cottages as beach 
s tructures is demonstrated by the fact that many of the 
newer cottages borrow elements from them (Fig . 14) . 
Their roofs, full-length dormers, and shingle siding have 
been repeated in scattered cottages, but the comfort fea-
ture of the porch has appeared almost everywhere. 

Figure 12. Trees shelter the permanent dwellings at Kitty Hawk 
Yi!fage. 

rom the b h. 

Figure 14. A n w ttng i n rp r, tlng mnn of th t' trildt ltonill 
cottage fea tures . 
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The 1-House as a Carrier of Style in 
Three Counties of the Northeastern Piedmont 

Th e basic form of the typical eighteenth and nineteenth 
century vernacular house-its plan and height-was deter
mined by local folk tradition . Its proportions and decorative 
features, however, generally depended upon the latest popular 
architectural style to arrive in the countryside. Thus we can 
to day read in these houses inflections towards both time and 
location . And thus they placed their original inhabitants in a 
present made more meaningful by its identification with a 
known past and by its orientation towards admired, though 
perhaps distant, contemporary culture. In this article Michael 
Southern describes the modifications wrought upon a single 
folk house type during the century of its popularitlj in the 
northeastern Piedmont . 

There appear to be two distinct schools of observers 
of old houses. One might be called the folkloristic or 
"culturogeographic" school, which was born in the 1930's 
with the work of Fred Kniffen and his studies of American 
folk housing types and their geographic distribution . 1 

This approach is focused largely on traditional building 
forms and plans, their ethnic points of origin, their persis-
tence through time, and their distribution through space . 
The second approach is that of academic architectural 
history, with an emphasis on the aesthetics of architec-
tural style and its changes through time. Until recently the 
paths of the two groups rarely crossed. The objects of the 
architectural historian 's study have generally been the 
finest, most prominent buildings- those produced to a 
great extent by wealth and power-considered to give 
expression to society's highest ideals, aspirations, and 
abilities at a given point in history. Lesser buildings such 
as the apparently numberless farmhouses, when noticed 
at all, have been seriously interpreted by architectural 
historians only insofar as they have some recognizable 
stylistic treatment, are interesting vernacular interpreta-
tions of academic architecture, or are extremely old . Th 
folkloristic approach sees the great monuments as excep -
tions , even aberrations, and looks to the ordinary as ex-
pressive of the muscle of society, its character, its move-
ment, and its subtle changes through history. 

At times these two schools observe the same hous 
and describe it with different vocabularies , each em-
phasizing its own angle of approach . In a poke at thos 
accustomed to seeing a house only in terms of its style, 
Henry Glassie speaks of style as "the plastic projections o f 
a bourgeois identity crisis. " 2 Meanwhile the architectural 
historian may consider the folk house typologies mislead-
ing groupings of buildings that do not belong together in 
any meaningful way- in terms of their historical setting 
or architectural sophistication . 

Actually, both groups could probably stand to gain 
at least a little from an open look at the work of the other. 



Most houses were built neither purely in a folk tradition 
nor purely in a fashionable style. There was communica-
tion, however tenuous, between the rural hinterlands and 
the coastal towns from the earliest times, and changes in 
architectural fashion taking place in the nerve centers of 
popular culture- Philadelphia, Boston, New York, and 
Charleston-were eventually carried, in modified form , 
to more remote areas where building traditions were 
firmly entrenched. In the North Carolina historic built 
environment we find a few houses of a totally traditional 
form, such as the one-room log house, fashioned again 
and again over a long period of time, and utterly without 
s tylistic considerations. And we find an occasional aca-
demic building, such as the State Capitol , fully rendered 
in a specific historical style. Most older houses in North 
Carolina lie between the two, reflecting the pull of both 
traditional and popular culture. 

Here we shall attempt a combination of both ap-
proaches with a simple exercise of looking at one 
"folkloristic" house type in a particular region in terms of 
its various stylistic manifestations . The house type und er 
scrutiny will be Fred Kniffen's "I-house"3- the two-story 
house at least two rooms wide but only one room deep, 
with the main entrance on the long side (Fig. 1) . This 
house type originated in the English folk culture. Tt has 
been identified as the dominant folk house type through-
out the Upland South from the late eighteenth century to 
the early twentieth century, and as the symbol of eco-
nomic achievement and social respectability in a demo-
cratic agrarian society. Its popularity has been attributed 
to the fact that it presents to the viewer on the road the 
largest, most impressive facade possible for a house of 
only four rooms. In addition, its good ventilation proper-
ties make it especially suitable for a hot, humid Southern 
climate. 

The region we shall examine is the Granvill , 
Franklin , and Vance County area in North Carolina's 
northeastern Piedmont, a region rich in houses of thi 

Michael Southern 
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THE I-HOUSE IN THE 
GRANVILLE-FRANKLIN-VANCE REGION 

The Granville-Franklin-Vance region was settled in 
the first half of the eighteenth century largely by Virgin-
ians of English descent. The economy has always been 
based on agriculture, chiefly tobacco . While nowhere in 
North Carolina did the plantation system develop to the 
level of opulence that it did in parts of Virginia, in this 
region there were a number of planters and farmers of 
moderate means-with sizeable holdings of land and at 
least a few slaves-who built solid and comfortable, if 
rarely extravagant, dwellings for themselves and their 
families. Though the I-house was apparently not the first 
type of dwelling in the area, it appeared by the late eigh-
teenth century and became dominant in the early nine-
teenth century. The earliest permanent houses were prob-
ably one- or one-and-a-half-story hall-and-parlor plans 
with gable or gambrel roofs. Among the earliest two-story 
houses were other forms besides the I-house, including a 
small number of double-pile (two room deep) plans, and 
occasional plans that appear to be complete anomalies for 
this region, including one Quaker plan. The first !-houses 
appear to be simple upward extensions of the one-story 
hall-and-parlor plan. The center-hall plan appeared be-
fore 1800 in I-houses as well as other types, but was not 
common until after 1820. By the mid-nineteenth century 
the symmetrical center-hall arrangement was the strongly 
favored plan for houses of both one and two stories, both 
single and double pile. Wealthier planters in the decades 
before the Civil War built large, double-pile houses , 
though the single-pile I-house form was the more com-
mon . After the Civil War the center-hall 1-house domi-
nated at least until the turn of the century 4 

Almost all of the I-houses of every period received 
rear additions at some time, and unlike the rear shed 
additions commonly found farther east, these were usu-
ally in the form of a one- or two-story ell. In some cases 
these ells appear original to the house, and perhaps such 
houses should be given a separate typological designation 
or be considered an I-house subtype. For the purposes of 
this discussion, however, all will be considered !-houses. 

THE STYLES 

It should be noted here that remote areas experi-
enced a kind of culture lag in the appearance of every 
architectural style. Forms that were common in urban 
centers became popular much later elsewhere, and once 
popular in the countryside, they tended to linger long 
after they had been superseded in the centers of fashion . 
Thus many of North Carolina's Georgian style buildings 
are considered retarditaire ; they were "out of style" before 
they were built. At times certain elements, such as the 
Georgian raised panel door, remained in use so long as to 
appear to be part of the folk building tradition. As a result 
of this durability of accepted forms, many houses contain 
elements of two or more styles, and others are said to be 
"transitional," as if the builder was giving recognition to a 
new fashion that had come to his attention while simul-
taneously working within the bounds of a stylistic, or 
traditional, vocabulary familiar to him. 



Georgian * (before ca. 1810) 

The Georgian style acquires its name from the En-
glish kings George I, II, and III, who ruled during its 
ascendancy in the eighteenth century. In the late seven-
teenth and early eighteenth century, English architecture 
changed dramatically under the influence of the Italian 
Renaissance and Baroque. During this period medieval 
forms gave way to a new formality and an interest in 
features of ancient classical architecture. This was the 
beginning of a trend that would affect Western architec-
ture for over two centuries . 

The features of the new English architectural fashion 
found their way to the colonies by way of pattern books, 
English-born craftsmen, and, in some cases, English-
trained architects. In the larger urban centers and on the 
wealthier plantations, efforts were made to closely repro-
duce the characteristics of the English models . The most 
spectacular example of such an effort in North Carolina is 
New Bern's liyon Palace (reconstruc ted in the 1950's), the 
design of English architect John Hawks . The grandest of 
these buildings display a strong, formal symmetry, and 
interiors that are lavishly paneled and molded. In most 
areas, however, the pattern book models were adapted to 
suit local tastes, needs, finances, and craftsmen's abilities. 
Often, simplified Georgian motifs were applied to houses 
of ancient, traditional English form. 

The I-houses built in this region before about 1810 
reflect, in varying degrees, the character of the Georgian 

*A problem arises over the application of the tenn "Geor-
gian." Some writers use the tenn to refer to a particular house 
plan- the symmetrical, two-room deep, center-hall plan- that 
appeared as a feature of the formal Georgian architecture of 
England and the colonies. In the vernacular landscape of North 
Carolina, this plan did not find broad acceptance until well into 
the nineteenth century, long after the Georgian era, as a historical 
and even stylistic period, was past. As a result the same term is 
being applied by different writers to houses that have no relation 
in form , plan, period, or style. Here the tem1 will be used in the 
stylistic and historical sense, that is, in reference to houses built 
before about 1810 that have Georgian stylistic elements regard-
less of plan. 

U H ·RN 7 



Figure 5. Georgian-type w in -
dow. Nine-over-nin e sas h , 
three-part molded and mitred 
fram e, and molded window si ll. 
Note bead ed weatherboard. 
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Figure 3. McLemore-Canady House, Franklin County, late eigh-
teenth century. With the raised foundati on and steeply pitched roof, 
the facade of this house is so vertical in proportion as to be a rectangle 
set on end. Here the builder showed no concern for the symmetrical 
placement of windows and doors. Each room of the hall -and-parlor 
first fl oor has a separate entrance . Note the mass ive, double-shoulder 
chimney; the shoulders a re paved smooth . The roof has been rebuiltto 
ex tend over the gable ends. 

Figure 4. Young House, Vance County, early ninetee nth century. 
Th1s is probably the larges t ea rl y !-house surv iving in the reg ion. In the 
mid -nineteenth century it received a two-story rear shed addition , 
making it a double-pile house. The ex terior is in the Georgian tradition 
and has the "Georgi an symmetry" except for the p lacement of the 
second -s tory central window. The interior is a curious blend of Geor-
gian and Federal elements with Greek Revival touches dating from the 
time of th e rear addition. 

models, both in their specific features and general 
"spirit." These Georgian I-houses vary in some respects. 
Facades may be three, four, or five bays wide, and while 
the symmetrical five-bay, center-hall plan often associated 
with the Georgian is represented (Fig. 2), other examples 
show less regard for symmetry (Fig. 3; Fig. 4), and those of 
the hall-and-parlor plan sometimes have separate front 
entrances for each of the two rooms (Fig 3). Among the 
common features are proportions that emphasize the ver-
tical dimension, so much so that the facade appears al
most as a square or even a rectangle-on-end where the 
house is only three bays wide . Windows are tall and 
narrow with small panes, always nine-over-nine sash on 
the first story and nine-over-nine, nine-over-six (or vice-
versa), or six-over-six on the second. Window sills are 
usually molded (Fig. 5). Chimneys are massive, most 
often with double, paved shoulders and free-standing 
stacks (Fig. 3; Fig. 6), usually built of brick laid in Flemish 
bond, though cut stone blocks were also used in the early 
period . On the gable end the roof is flush with the wall 
(except where later rebuilt). The cornice is boxed with 
pattern boards applied to the ends; sometimes the cornice 
is treated with modillion blocks or rows of dentils (Fig. 6). 
All these houses are of heavy timber, using mortise and 
tenon frame construction. Where the original weather-
board survives, it is molded or beaded (Fig. 5). 

Interiors have a robust, simple finish. A common 
feature is the raised panel, found on doors, wainscots, 
mantels, and overmantels. Doors are six-panel hung on 
HL hinges and set in three-part molded frames (Fig. 7) . 
There is always a wainscot of sheathing or of flat or raised 
panels. Most h ave enclosed stairways. Sections of 
Chinese Chippendale ballustrade are found on the stairs 
of two of these houses (other examples appear in the 
region in non-I-houses). Only one house has an open 
stair; it is a superb closed-s tringer stair with heavy turned 
newel , balu s ters, and handrail. Mantels are either ver-
sions of pattern book models or are simple compositions 



Figure 6. Georgian -type cornice. The cornice is boxed , and here 
trea ted with ornamental modillion blocks. The sawn patte rn board at 
th e end is a cross-section of the cornice and its moldings. TI1e roof is 
flu sh with the gable end . Note the free-standing stack of the chimney. 

of raised or flat panels (Fig. 8), sometimes with a heavy 
molded shelf. These are solid, well-crafted houses , built 
with a sense of permanence. Most of these Georgian 
J-houses are still inhabited. 

As noted earlier, there was a good deal of ex-
perimentation in two-story house forms in the Gran-
ville-Franklin-Vance region before 1810. Of the fifty-odd 
known early houses with Georgian-related features, most 
are one or one-and-a-half stories. As planters began to 
build larger houses, a variety of new forms were attemp-
ted . Only about a dozen or so of these fit the f-house 
definition, and even these show the variation mentioned 
above. But the form was born in this period, and in the 
early decades on the nineteenth century began to 
domina te. 

Federal (ca. 1800 - ca. 1840) 
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Figure 9. Mitchell House, Franklin County, ca. 1820 . The exterior 
form of this house differs little fro m its predecessors. It originally had a 
two-ti e red porch. Wind ow sills a re unmolded. Note the mass of the 
chimney and its concave shoulders; com pare with the chimney of 
F1gure 3. 

Figure 10. Federal mantel. Flat surfaces and delicate reeding and 
carving . Thi s is the " three-part" format with a center plate here reeded 
in a he rring bone pattern. 

simple vernacular buildings that structurally vary little 
from the earlier houses. The hall-and-parlor is still often 
found, though the center-hall plan gained a wider accep-
tance, making a transom, and sometimes sidelights, nec-
essary features for the front entrance to provide light in 
the hall. Facades are three or five bays and symmetrical . 
Windows retain nine-over-nine sash in the first story, 
though the molded window sill was usually abandoned 
for a plain one . Local builders began by this time to find 
the good native stone at least as acceptable as brick for 
chimney construction , and there are many examples of 
fine stone masonry Brick was of course still used, though 
chimneys may be somewhat smaller in proportion and are 
often single-shouldered . The chimneys at the Mitchell 
House in Franklinton (Fig. 9) , with their graceful concave 
shoulders, are a clear departure from the massive 
double-shoulder chimneys of earlier houses . Generally, 
however, the exterior appearance of the vernacular house 
changed very little from Georgian to Federal. 

Major differences are seen inside. The robust, plas-
tic moldings of the Georgian give way to flatter surfaces 
and thin moldings. A focal point for change is the mantel. 
The three-part mantel is a major feature of the Federal 
style, sometimes reeded or adorned with sunbursts at the 
center plate or end blocks, or given other carvfug (Fig. 10) . 
Doors remain six-panel, though the raised panel disap-
pears or is relegated to a secondary position on the un-
finished back side of the door; the flat panels of the front 
are trimmed with a narrow applied molding . The 
wainscot is also of flat panels, sometimes with a touch of 
reeding or carving; sometimes it is simple sheathing. 
Where there is a center-hall stairway, it has open stringers, 
sometimes with sawn brackets, and the balusters are thin 
and stick-like. 



The Romantic Revivals (Mid-nineteenth Century) 

The second quarter of the nineteenth century saw 
major changes in architectural forms throughout the 
country. For one thing, those of the mature, ruling genera-
tion were born after the Revolution as American citizens, 
and the influences of the mother country were less and 
less in evidence. Builders and craftsmen trained in the 
English traditions were dead. The Industrial Revolution 
brought changes in the methods of building production 
that permanently altered construction techniques and 
subsequently the character of form and ornament. 

Concurrent with the spread of industrialization 
came waves of romantic revivals in literature, art, and 
architecture. To some extent this romanticism was a reac-
tion to the threat of dehumanization inherent in the 
machine age . In architecture, ironically, this romanticism 
was in turn encouraged by the presence of the machine 
and the new possibilities of form and ornament it 
brought. 

The nation was self-consciously feeling its rise as a 
powerful democracy of international stature. Architects 
and builders began looking directly to Greece, Italy, and 
medieval Europe for formal vocabularies to give expres-
sion to the nation' s emergent self-image and ideals . In 
some respects it was indeed a period of crisis in identity; 
through much of the nineteenth century popular build-
er's guides displayed plans and ornament for houses in 
Greek, Italianate, and Gothic styles, each touted as the 
form appropriate for the ideal American dwelling. 
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The Greek Revival (ca. 1830 - 1865) 

The most widespread and enduring of these revival 
styles was the Greek Revival. In North Carolina little was 
built after 1830 that was not at least touched by its influ-
ence, from the proud new State Capitol, completed in 
1840, to the privy at Burleigh Plantation in Person County, 
adorned with Ionic pilasters. Vernacular housing was no 
exception. While in North Carolina there are few of the 
grand temple-form edifices common in the northeast, 
major Greek-influenced changes took place in the general 
conception and execution of houses throughout the state. 

An examination of the mid-nineteenth century 
!-house in the Granville-Franklin-Vance region immedi-
ately shows this change. The form of the house almost 
melts, as it were; facades become lower and longer, now 
consistently with symmetrical three-bay divisions (Fig. 
11; Fig. 12). Windows become squarish with larger panes 
of glass set in six-over-six sash. The low, flat hip roof 
becomes the norm. Weatherboard is plain, and sometimes 
the house is framed with wide corner boards and exterior 
baseboards. These elements only faintly suggest the form 
of a Greek temple; a much clearer reference to the Greek is 
seen in the hip roof or pedimented porches with 
classically-derived columns or square posts, sometimes 
fluted (Fig. 11). 

Interiors follow a symmetrical, center-hall plan al-
most without exception, and the rooms are spacious and 
simply finished, again with moldings derived from popu-
lar pattern books. Front doors are generally double-leaf 
and flanked by sidelights and a transom to light the hall. 
Gone is the two- or three-part molded door frame; in its 
place is the symmetrically molded frame with square 
blocks set in the upper corners, sometimes treated with 
roundels. The doors themselves become two, or some-
times four, long vertical flat panels, trimmed with a wide 
applied molding (Fig. 13) . Wainscot usually disappears, 
replaced with a wide baseboard. Occasionally the 

baseboard and the risers of the steps are painted to re-
semble marble, sometimes expertly, sometimes crudely. 
Mantels take on a post and lintel form in a simple mimicry 
of Greek construction, occasionally with the flat pilasters 
fluted, supporting a wide lintel and a simple shelf. One of 
the most interesting mantels in the region is at the Marcus 
Carpenter House. Here the maker applied knob-like pro-
trusions at the tops of the pilasters in a final vernacular 
abstraction of Ionic volutes (Fig 14). Its maker had a faint 
awareness of the distant Greek precedent and a feeling for 
its appropriateness for a Franklin County farmhouse. 

A number of houses in the region are transitional 
from Federal to Greek Revival, retaining the older form 
but embellished with the Greek moldings; occasionally 
the reverse is true-Federal details are found in houses of 
the Greek form. There are many more of the variety de-
scribed above, about ninety or so identified thus far, and 
again about half of I-house form . Others include a few 
more spacious double-pile houses and a large number of 
one-story Greek cottages . 

Figure 14. Vernacular Greek 'manteL A simple post-and-lintel com-
position , with knobs a t th e tops of the plias ters represent1ng the volutes 
of the capitals of the Ionic ord er. 



Italianate Revival (ca. 1850 - 1860) 

The Italianate Revival enjoyed a popularity nation-
wide roughly corresponding to that of the Greek, and in 
variations persisted well into the Victorian era. In North 
Carolina the best known collection of buildings in this 
style is found at Wilmington. In the Granville-Franklin-
Vance region it flourished briefly before the Civil War, 
with the only real difference between the Greek and 
Italianate Revival being in the application of ornament. 
Cornices are bracketed, and porches and mantels receive 
curvilinear ornamental detail. Most of the few Italianate 
houses in this region are the work ofJacob Holt, a Warren-
ton contractor who specialized in the style in the decade 
before the Civil War. Most of these are double-pile houses 
built for wealthier clients . One single-pile 1-house excep-
tions is Pool Rock Plantation (Fig. 15), where an Italianate 
block has been attached with a hyphen to an earlier hall-
and-parlor 1-house. These two houses placed together 
graphically demonstrate the major di_ffer~nces between 
house construction of the early and mtd-nmeteenth cen-
tury. 

Figure 15. Pool Rock Plantation, Vance County. The mid-nineteenth 
century Italianate front block is probably the work of jacob Holt, a 
contractor of neighboring Warren County. The two-story portion of the 
rear section is much older. 

The Gothic Revival 
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Figure 16. Benjamin Wyche House, Vance County, ca: 1870. An !-house with a specific reference to the Gothic 
Rev zva l wzth the po znted-a rch second s tory centra l wzndow. The center gable, in various forms , becomes a 
common fea ture of la ter nzne teenth century houses (Figures 1 and 17) . 
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lary familiar both to conservative farmers and the locally-
train ed build ers who tend ed to perpetuate traditional 
boxy forms established by the limitations of heavy timber 
frame construction . The absence of clear Gothic ideas in 
dwellings also reflects something of the way people dis-
tinguished between what was appropriate for secular as 
opposed to sacred space. One domestic example in our 
region, an !-house with a clear, if superficial , reference to 
th e Gothic, is the Benjamin \t\lyche House in Vance 
County (Fig. 16) . Here the builder placed a Gothic win-
dow a t the central bay of the second story; a second, 
smaller window appears directly above in a steep gable 
se t into the roof. 

Late-nineteenth Century 

With the Benjamin \t\lyche House we see a new 
element-the addition of a third gable placed centrally on 
the facade-which in one form or another became a regu-
lar feature of !-houses and related types constructed from 
the decade following the Civil War to the early twentieth 
century. Occasionally it was added to older houses as roofs 
needed replacement, or simply to make the house appear 
"up-to-date ." It occurs so frequently in the Granville-
Franklin-Vance region that one Franklin County native 
with an interest in old houses coined the term "'liiple-A" 
(derived from the three gables or .A:s of the house) to 
distinguish the type from older houses having only the 
two end gables. Actually the feature was not unknown in 
the eighteenth century. One of the oldest houses in the 
state, the Cupola House at Edenton, has a small center 
gable, and the most academic of North Carolina' s Geor-
gian buildings-the Chowan County Courthouse, Bellair 
Plantation House (Craven County), and the reconstructed 
'liyon Palace in New Bern- all have pedimented central 
pavillions that at first might seem related. But these build-
ings were certainly the exceptions; nothing comparable 
was ever built in the Granville-Franklin-Vance region. As 
the feature disappeared for nearly a century, the prototype 
for the central gable is not to be found in these early 
buildings. More likely, the idea was taken from the Gothic 
Revival. 7 Another possibility is that it was derived from 
pattern book plans of Italianate or Tuscan villas, the best 
example of which in our region is the Foster House in 
Franklin County, a mid-nineteenth century house with a 
low pitched center gable that repeats the end gables 
precisely. 

The center gable thus appears to have arisen out of 
pattern books and standardized plans displaying roman-
tic Gothic cottages and Tuscan villas. The one feature that 
could be taken from these plans without disturbing the 
requirements of the accepted house form was the decora-



tive gable set at dead center on the facade. 'fradition was 
maintained while a certain concession was made to fash-
ion, and a balance was achieved between the two . Once 
the center gable was accepted in the local building 
vocabulary, it took a life of its own unrelated to the Gothic 
or Tuscan models. The gables vary widely in proportion 
and steepness of pitch, and often were given all sorts of 
machine-made, sawn, turned, and shingled ornament as 
the nineteenth century wore on (Fig. 17). 

The 1-house was built in great numbers in this re-
gion in the late nineteenth century, often in the "'friple-A" 
form . These houses vary from awkward, cheaply made 
versions to the proud, richly ornamented farmhouse that 
is now an American classic. Though the 1hple-A 1-house 
is a direct descendant of the early 1-house down the road, 
it is not the same house. First there are the differences in 
proportion, craftsmanship, and stylistic orientation. The 
later house generally retains a more horizontal facade 
introduced in the mid-nineteenth century. Squarish win-
dows are treated with fewer and larger panes per sash, 
reflecting changes in the technology of glass making. 
Windows and door frames are often plain boards, and 
weatherboards are plain. The roof overhangs at the gable 
ends . Chimneys are smaller and thinner, with brick laid in 
common bond with single, stepped shoulders, or else 
they are brought completely inside the gable end. Con-
struction shifts from heavy mortise and tenon framing to 
light nailed frames. Components such as doors, mantels, 
stairs, and ornament are machine made at local mills , or 
shipped by rail from distant millworks specializing in 
architectural accessories, rather than prepared by the 
builder on the site or by craftsmen in the locality. 

Besides these physical differences, later houses have 
a different social and historical meaning. The occupant of 
the early I- house in the Granville-Franklin-Vance region 
was, relatively speaking, a well-to-do man; though his 
lifestyle should not be falsely characterized as one of gen-
teel antebellum elegance,8 he probably owned a few 
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slaves, and his house was the best that could be produced 
for its time and place. The "friple-A !-house is a more 
democratic house. Its occupant, while no pauper, was 
more likely a smaller, independent farmer who with his 
family did much of his own labor in the fields. His house 
was by no means the vanguard of local architecture; as the 
later nineteenth century brought economic recovery to the 
region, successful merchants and professional people in 
Oxford, Henderson, Louisburg, and Franklinton were 
building large, fashionable houses in the Second Empire, 
Queen Anne, and later Neo-classical and Colonial Revival 
styles. For so long the mark of economic success and social 
respectability, the I- house receded to second rung status. 
By the First World War it generally died out as a viable 
building type, replaced by a variety of popular house 
forms that brought a permanent break with a long-lived 
building tradition. 

Conclusion 

The !-house was the principal domestic building 
form in the Granville-Franklin-Vance region for about a 
century-and-a-half. After initially sharing the landscape 
with a variety of experimental house forms, it eventually 
emerged, in symmetrical, center-hall plan, to dominate 
that landscape. One might wonder why builders did not 
take the same materials and come up with a greater variety 
of building types, and why this form was chosen again 
and again. The idea mentioned earlier, that it presents the 
most impressive facade possible for a house of its floor 
space, is a very attractive one. Independent farmers in an 
agrarian democracy thus gave expression to their social 
and economic standing with a two-story house proudly 
facing the road; its meaning was clearly understood by the 
community and its tradition was continually reinforced . 
Its interior spatial organization and its suitability for the 
Southern environment were also factors contributing to 
its popularity. 

While the basic formula remained the same, 
through time the I-house went through a variety of trans-
formations in proportions, construction methods, and 
stylistic treatment. Each generation of houses absorbed 
changes in the means of building production, and how-
ever faintly, the reverberations of changes in architectural 
fashion that were occurring in distant urban centers . The 
occupants of these houses were not living in a cultural 
vacuum. They read, they traveled , and they received 
travelers. The coming of the railroad in the mid-
nineteenth century opened up cultural as well as eco-
nomic and technical possibilities . These people and their 
houses were touched first by the English precedents, then 
the romantic classicism, the industrialization, and the 
eclecticism that pervaded the whole of American culture. 
All these changes and influences eventually found their 
way, in a locally interpreted form, down the dusty roads 
and into the traditional houses of this quiet tobacco coun-
try. These houses cannot be understood solely in terms of 
style, but neither should style be ignored as superficiality. 
It is one of the many subtle ways these houses speak to us 
about the culture that produced them. 
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The Montmorenci-Prospect Hill School: A Study of 
High-Style Vernacular Architecture in the Roanoke Valley 

Historical vernacular form had its sources in two widely 
divergent cultural streams: folk tradition and high style ar
chitectural fashion. The vernacular landscape drew from the 
high style stream in at least three different ways: first, that 
stream provided rather" correct" ornament for otherwise tradi
tional structures; second, it provided the initial inspiration for 
more personalized, idiosyncratic-sometimes crudely un
sophisticated-local experiments in ornament; and third, it 
provided the original model for a series of folk house forms 
widely used in North Carolina during the nineteenth century. 
In this article Catherine Bishir focuses exclusively on the 
second of these three branches of influence. 

High style vernacular ornament begins with the iden
tification of the fashion that is to be emulated. Usually the 
fashionable model remains the builder's orientation no matter 
how unsophisticated his actual performance of it. Occasion
ally, as in the case of the Montmorenci-Prospect Hill school, 
the desire and ability to express transcends the desire to possess 
and forms result that shade the distinction between a vernacu
lar and an original art. One can well imagine how such 
"exuberant" decor could place those who commissioned it in 
their own splendidly exclusive version of a known and admired 
cultural domain . 

The energy and variety of nineteenth century Amer-
ican vernacular architecture are expressed not only in th 
unpretentious , astylistic structures of indigenous and 
ethnic cultures, but also in the more ambitious buildings 
of the increasingly sophisticated but still provincial plant-
ers and merchants who grew in wealth and numbers in 
the early years of the century. The interaction of a regional 
clientele, local craftsmen, and traditional technology with 
current architectural fashions produced a high-style ver-
nacular architecture of lively individuality intensely ex-
pressive of the culture that produced it. 

In the period following the Revolution, American 
architectural fashion still followed English models. Clas-
sicism was sti ll predominant, but the decorative innova-
tions of the brothers Robert and James Adam had intro-
duced a new lightness and delicacy and a greater variety 
of motifs, derived from discoveries in newly dug Roman 
ruins . Garlands, swags, sunbursts, flowers, urns, and 
wreaths applied in sprightly abundance, plus a general 
flattening and attenuation of forms, changed the aspect of 
English and hence American classicism. The Adamesqu 

Figure 1. Mantel design by the brothers Adam, from a pattern book 
puolished in London. Such compositions inspired the Federal , or 
"Adamesque," style in America. 



mode was dominant during the Federal period in 
America (ca. 1780's-1820's) and hence often carries the 
name Federal. 

In urban trade centers like Philadelphia, Boston, 
Charleston, and New York, the Federal style caught on 
quickly and was executed expertly. Pattern books were 
published by the brothers Adam and by other English 
and American architects and designers , which communi-
cated new fashions to builders and clients (Fig. 1). 

In rural areas and provincial towns, new styles 
found expression less quickly, and were usually inter-
preted to suit the tastes and resources of the locality. 
Pattern books were a major source of inspiration, but 
many local craftsmen produced their own versions of 
academic motifs. Departing from bookish Adamesque 
examples, these regional craftsmen created identifiable 
localized pockets of architecture that are as vernacular as 
they are Federal. 

Outstanding among the examples of high-style ver-
nacular architecture in North Carolina is a group of late 
Federal style plantation houses located in a small area of 
Warren and Halifax counties. This group of houses, while 
s haring many of the characteristics common to vernacular 
Federal architecture, is distinguished by certain highly 
personalized and unusually elaborate detail. Mantels, 
doorways, windows, stairs, and other elements are 
treated in a distinctive fashion whose individuality sets 
off these houses as an identifiable entity unique in the 
s tate. 

The catalyst for their construction was evidently 
a si ngle great seminal house, Montmorencj1 (Fig. 2). 
Probably the most ambitious house of the region, 
Montmorenci was a spectacular blend of vernacular 
energy and Philadelphia elegance. It was built, probably 
abou t1820, for William Williams, a Warren County planter 
of unusual wealth and urbanity. His house, grand and 
novel, was at once representative of the plantation culture 
of the region and foreign to it, bringing both a stimulus 

Catherine Bishir 

5 



86 

for change and an affirmation of the society. 
The body of architecture associated with Mont-

morenci is expressive of a broader culture, that of the 
prosperous plantation society of the Roanoke Valley; an 
understanding of this regional culture is vital to the study 
of the architecture it produced. Located in the northeast-
ern Piedmont, the present counties of Warren and Halifax 
were settled chiefly from Virginia in the mid-eighteenth 
century. By the post-Revolutionary era the region was 
dominated by large planters, in marked contrast to most 
of North Carolina. By the early nineteenth century, own-
ership of two thou sand acres or more, and more than fifty 
slaves, was not unusual for the planters of the Roanoke. In 
1790 Warren County was the only county in the state with 
more slaves than free citizens, and as time passed and 
agricultural technology changed, planters accrued more 
acres and more slaves to till them. Socially and econom-
ically the region was oriented toward Virginia. Cash 
crops, not subsis tence farming, was the basis of the 
eco nomy, and tobacco was sold by the planters in Virginia 
markets, usually Petersburg. With wealth and established 
family came political power; in the late eighteenth and 
ea rly nineteenth century the Roanoke planters provided 
the s tate with many of its most powerful politicalleaders 2 

Prosperous as the region was, it was nevertheless 
shackled by the bonds that made North Carolina in the 
early nineteenth century the "Rip Van Winkle State" and 
the "Ireland of America ." The Roanoke Valley was acces-
sible only by miserable roads and inadequate waterways, 
so that contact with other areas was difficult. There were 
no large cities, for the profits of agriculture went not to 
local towns like Halifax and Warrenton, but out of state to 
Petersburg and Norfolk. The economy of th e region was 
agrari an , with nearly every person engaged in some as-
pect of agriculture or related trade. There was little cross-
fertilization of population: with few exce ptions people 
ca me from families long es tablished in the region, living 
near where they were born. 3 Marriage for the upper 

classes and the less affluent alike was usually with folk of 
similar standing within the region . For the proportion-
ately small planter gentry, marriages were within a small 
population from the immediate vicinity or from compati-
ble families from nearby areas. This pattern reinforced the 
sense of intimacy and insularity. 

Within the isolated rural context, the planters of the 
early nineteenth century Roanoke Valley achieved a level 
or prosperity and sophistication seldom rivaled in the 
state, a lifestyle described as the "most refined type to be 
found in rural North Carolina. "4 Building on the planta-
tions and fortunes established by their grandparents' 
pioneer generation, these planters had the money and th 
desire to seek learning, pleasure, and fashion beyond that 
found in most of rural North Carolina. 

The planters' wealth enabled them to provide their 
children with the classical education their cultural aspira-
tion deemed necessary. Families sent children north to be 
educated, hired private tutors, or formed private classical 
academies. Warrenton, the county seat of Warren, wa 
noted for its fine academies, one established as early as 
1788 headed by an Irish scholar. Teachers from the north or 
from Europe provided instruction in Latin, Greek, com-
position, mathematics, and English literature, with 
music, painting, and the like added for girls. Many plant-
ers a ttended colleges and universities, with the Univer-
sity of North Carolina, William and Mary, and Princeton 
being favored. The result of this education was evident in 
the gracefully written letters containing frequent class ical 
allusions and in the richly stocked libraries of the planter 
families. 5 

Despite bad roads, travel was a vital part of th 
planter life, private carriages providing some compensa-
tion for miserable roadways. Visits for weeks to planta-
tions or town homes of friends and relatives were com-
mon . Planters seasonally met their fellow and their factor 
on business trips to the markets at Petersburg, Norfolk , 
and beyond. Occasional journeys were made to the great 



northeas tern commercial and cultural centers-Baltimore, 
Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. Here at the foun-
tainhead of culture one could find fashionable goods, 
manufactured items, a fine education, and sparkling soci-
ety, all of a quality impossible in rural North Carolina. The 
influence of these cities, particularly Philadelphia, upon 
the plantation culture of the Roanoke Valley is inestima-
ble. Wrote one descendant, "There is no question that for 
an tebellum Warrenton, the omphalos was in Philadel-
phia. Even after the war, with [the plantation] lost, my 
Grandmother somehow managed to make the trek to 
Philadelphia. "6 

Newspapers of the day in the Roanoke Valley dem-
onstrate the attitudes about these cities as well. Adver-
tisem ents of hotels , bookshops, and manufacturers from 
P hiladelphia, Baltimore, and Norfolk appear reg ularly; 
beside them run the advertisements of local tradesmen 
who declare that the ir own local goods are as fine and as 
fas hionable as those of northern cities. One Warrenton 
ca binetmaker advertised in 1811 that his locally made fur-
niture was "executed a Ia mode New York or Phi lade l-
p hi a."7 

The breeding and racing of thoroughbred horses 
was the focus of community social and recrea tional life. 
Many planters expended much time and money in main-
taining fine s tables which rivaled those of Virginia in the 
a rl y nine teenth century. Seasonal races, cockfights, and 

card games were, along with taverns and hotels, among 
the enterta inments of Warrenton and Halifax. 

The social life of the region was widely known for 
occas io ning e laborate ball s and sumptuo us dinners. Add-
in g pice to thi s social life were the mineral springs resort 
of Warren County, Jones's Springs, and Shocco Spnngs, 
whi ch were es tablished in the early nineteenth century 
and a ttrac ted thron gs of the fashionab le as well as the 
fevered each season . At resort and ba ll alike, fas hion was 
perhaps as important as soc ial intercourse: "A t a dance or 
on a vi s iting party the dress of the gentry co nformed to the 

dictates of fashion fr m ha rl t n, P tcr 
phi a , and N w )1 rk .... Th 
had definit id a a t·o wh 
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before his death in 1832. 9 

"Pretty Billy," as General William Williams was known, 
either for his beauty or for his lack of it, possessed a 
fortune in land and slaves exceeded by few men in the 
prosperou s Roanoke region. Much of his estate was inher-
ited before 1820. Warren County tax lists of the 1820's show 
him with nearly six thousand acres in that county (valued 
at $32,545 in 1828) and as many as sixty-six slaves. At his 
death in 1832 William Williams owned five far-flung plan-
tations: the home plantation (Montmorenci) of 1,600 to 
1,700 acres on Shocco Creek, the Gunter Creek plantation, 
the Union Hill plantation, and another plantation , all in 
Warren County, plus his father 's plantation in Halifax 
County. More than ninety slaves, among them several 
craftsmen including a carpenter named Wiley, were also to 
be divided among his heirs. l O 

Williams 's broad acres and scores of slaves sup-
ported a lifestyle that mirrored his milieu but on a grander 
scale. Hint;; of the way of life at the Shocco plantation 
(Montmorenci) are provided by the household goods Wil-
liams owned at his death. His "horse and carriage and 
chamber furniture" were left to his wife Delia, and the 
inventory of goods to be sold included quantities of furni-
ture and a wide range of kitchen and farming equipment, 
stock, provisions (including nine hundred pounds of 
pork and many bushels of wheat) , lot after lot of books, 
much silver, demijohns of wine and whiskey, and dozens 
of wineglasses and accompanying decanters. More per-
sonal possessions included a backgammon box, a writing 
desk, a spy glass , and "one old peacock." Two objects of 
special significance vividly define Williams's lifestyle as 
expressed at Montmorenci: the volume of Lafayette's 
li'avels and, bequeathed in his will to his nephew and 
executor Joseph John Williams, the latter's "sister Betsey's 
portrait which was presented to me by her."11 

The Lafayette volume recalls an event singled out in 
family memory, the visit to Montmorenci in February, 
1825, of " the Nation's Guest," the Marquis de Lafayette, 

Figure 3. Montmorenci , drawing room mantel , in situ. The elaborate 
decoration, of molded composition material , is thought to be the work 
of Philadelphia ornament manufacturer Robert Wellford. The central 
panel is decorated with a scene of the Battle of Lake Ene (1814). The 
carved rosettes and garlands around the fire opening are similar to 
patterns found in other related houses. 

savior of the American Revolution and the ultimate em
bodiment of aristocratic elegance. 12 

The portrait of William's niece Betsey, so carefully 
bequeathed in his will, is especially eloquent of Wil-
liams's lifestyle, for it is an icon not only of close family 
connections but also of the fine and fashionable goods 
Williams obtained during his visits to Philadelphia . 
Frequently in the city on business, WilliarilSWaS well 
acquainted with its fashions , its shops, its craftsmen, its 
grand houses, and its prominent people. On a visit in 1822 
he commissioned the portrait of Betsey to be painted by 
Charles Willson Peale, the eminent painter whose sub-
jects had included George Washington, Benjamin 
Franklin, and many others of the young nation's social 
and political leaders. On other visits, Williams ordered 



fashionable gowns for his wife Melissa and other novel-
ties of dress, and commissioned a gleaming yellow 
custom-made coach. 13 

William Williams's most impressive Philadelphia 
purchases, however, were no doubt those for his new 
plantation house which rose on an imposing site on the 
Shocco Creek plantation near the Shocco Springs resort. It 
is not known whether Williams employed a Philadelphia 
craftsman or designer for the planning and constmction of 
Montmorenci, or whether (as seems likely) he used ideas 
gathered from grand houses he had seen, plus decorative 
elements obtained in Philadelphia, and worked with a 
local builder to create a mansion with all the grandeur 
local resources could m uster.14 

A Philadelphia origin for the elegant, academic 
composition ornament is generally accepted. One study 
has suggested as a source Robert Wellford's firm in 
Philadelphia which produced such ornament during the 
early nineteenth century. Comparison of Wellford's 
known work seems to confirm this. 1s 

Surprisingly little is known with certainty of the 
date of constmction of Montmorenci or of its local builder. 
The presence of a mantel decorated with a composition 
scene of the Battle of Lake Erie, which took place in 1814, 
suggests the earliest limit (Fig. 3). Enduring family tradi-
tion holds that Williams's daughter Melissa (1820-1902) 
was the first child born at Montmorenci and so indicates a 
later limit. 16 Correspondence between Williams and his 
wife Melissa in 1814 and 1819 is to and from their home at 
the Union Hill plantation, implying that Montmorenci 
was not yet their home. 17 Thus the years 1819-1820 seem to 
be the most likely for the constmction of Montmorenci . 

1radition identifies a Mr. Burgess of Virginia as the 
builder of Montmorenci. 18 Existing documentation, 
while not solidly confirming the tradition, is in harmony 
with this attribution. A James Burgess took an apprentice 
to the house carpenter's trade in 1824, and othe1wise 
appears in Warren County records in the 1820's. 19 More 

wonder of th 
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Figure 4. Montmo renci, s tair, in situ. The elegant sp ira l stair was 
cons tru cted _in a tria l-a nd -erro r fashion , rec rea ting th e gra ndeu r of 
some of the ftnes t ho uses of the easte rn seaboard . A mod ifi ed re plica o f 
the sta 1r, w1th a d1ffe rent curve, w as install ed at Win terthur. The carved 
de ta il of the tread s is repea ted in o the r regiona l hou ses . 

tradictory character of the house (Fig. 4). Such a splendi d 
free-s tanding spiral stair was fo und in only the fin t 
hou ses of the seaboard states, and that William William 
should insist on hav ing one is indica tive of his ambition 
for h is house. Yet the grand sweep of the sta ir was pro-
duced not by an expert designer con fident of his engineer-
ing but rather by the local technology w hich ga thered it 
best powers of improvisa tion and rose to the occas ion . 
This "not inconsiderable" stmctural fea t was the product 
of " trial and error, as during demoli tion it co uld be seen 
that the carr iages had been reinforced again and again , 
until the stair became steady." Thus was the soaring el -
gance of a spiral stair b rought to reality at Shocco Creek . 
The tr im of the s ta i1~ apparently uniqu e to the region, i 
beautifully responsive to the curving form: the treads ar 
trea ted w ith "single, concave scroll s, edged with a serie 
of tiny, reeded scallops,"22 punctuated with rose ttes. 

This di stinctive stair decora tion , plus several oth r 
clearly identi fiable and seemingly original motifs , occur 
in their earliest fo rm at Montmorenci. These, not th 
imported Philadelphi a elements, were to be the hallmark 
of th e high-s tyle vern acul ar oeuvre th a t rose i n 
Montmorenci 's wake. It is interesting to note that, unli k 
most of the state's fine vernacular Federal architectur , 
where simple, traditional exteriors g ive li ttle hint of th 
fu ll -blown interior trea tm ents, m uch of the dis tinctiv 
character of the Montmorenci school is ex terior. The mod-
ishness and indivi du ality of the house is th us readi l 
apparent to all , no t hidden with in- a n expenditure of 
detai l more than coi ncidentall y expressive ofth e cl ientel . 

Four very particul ari zed exterior motifs are repea ted 
aga in and aga in . Each derives from the stand ard classical 
voca bul ary, bu t is here re interpreted wi th a uni que ac-
cent . A Palladian entrance is changed slightly in pro por-
tion, w ith sidelights shortened by the very dee p en tabla-
tu res carried on pilasters or colonnettes, and elements ar 
outlined by a curious band of highly unusual turn d 
mold ing resembl ing a fa t bead and reed or string of 



pools, augmented with gouged and molded decoration. 
The Palladian motif is given another form in the flanking 
triple windows with their "curious, baroque entablature 
s upporting fanlights, [which] though they had leaded 
radii and concentric lines, were false, and were glazed 
with glass painted black."23 An archless version of the 
window appeared at the second level. A motif which 
cannot be made out in photographs of the original house 
but seems to have existed is the variation on the spool 
molding which occurs on the long pilasters at the corners 
of the house . Also not visible in photographs but occur-
ring in the Winterthur installation (see footnote 1) is a 
sprightly reinterpretation of the classic Doric entablature: 
in an otherwise sober treabnent, the standard guttae at 
the lower edge of the triglyph are replaced by a delight-
fully unexpected inverted, fluted fan. 

Within, the decoration of the stair is complimented 
by the woodwork throughout, where formally propor-
tioned mantels, chair rails, door and window frames are 
richly worked with reeding, gougework swags and scal-
lops, rosettes, and the like, all following identifiable 
patterns. 

These motifs-seen first at Montmorenci and found 
nowhere else in North Carolina outside this regional 
chool- were the hallmarks of a highly personalized style 

popular in the immediate cultural area for about a decade . 
Perhaps craftsman Burgess himself- if tradition is correct 
in recalling him as builder-and perhaps a wider group of 
craftsmen influenced by Montmorenci and Prospect Hill 
( ee below) found these motifs flexible enough to be 
applied with grace to a variety of houses and to accommo-
date the first hints of the coming Greek Revival style in the 
ea rly 1830's. Exterior details repeat the motifs introduced 
at Montmorenci rather literally. The interiors of the related 
houses, however, show great individual variation . At 
Montmorenci vernacular Adamesque motifs were han-
dled with restraint as background to a collection of expen-
ive imported elements, but in the region 's related houses 

the vernacular th m 
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Dr. So lomon Willi<Hns (m ltl 19) Cilroline Alston 
( 1794-?) 

MOUNT PETROS 

/ Henry G. Williams (m 1793) Lucy Tuns tall 
/ ( 1765-?) (1 775- ?) 

/

Solomon WitliMns (m t7M)Tcmpic

7
Boddic John A llen Wi lli ilm!. (rn 1816) 1. Charil y Als ton 

SHADY G ROVE 3. Caroline Irwin 
(?- 1794) ~ (1 796- 1882) 2. Mrs. Ba rcl •y 

Samu el Wdhams (m) Elizabe th Als ton Samuel \Villinms (m) Mary Eaton 
---(ca 1698- 1754) 

Willi am Willi ams (m) Mary -

/

Will ia m Williams Tho rne (m 1820) Tempe r.mcc Davis 
(1798-1838) (1804-1854) 1 
PROSPECT HILL I 

M;utha \'\1illi.1ms (m)l Henry Hill E 
(ln H S27) ----2. Or. Samuell11ome S 

(1767- 1838)---_ I 

/

Eiizilbcth Alston \'\'i lliams (Bctsey)(m 1823) I. Henry Hill Thome 
(1603·1830) (m 1828) (1792·1823) 
OAKLAND 2. N icholas Drake 

(?-1831) 

f
j oseph john \'\'i ll iams II (m 1797) Elizabeth Norfleet H unter 

1
1 

( Jn8-c,, . 18.!_4) (?-c,, . 1864) 
WHITE JlOCK I 

~joseph John Wi lliams Ill (m 1820)Mary K. Dav is 
(1800-18331 (1802-1887) 
WHITE ROCK REMODELING 

Joseph John Williams (m) I. Ros.1nnilh Connor 
(1723·1818) ~ 2. Ell zobclh AISion 

Will iam Wilt iiims (Prcuy Billy}(m) / 'I. Eliza beth Alston 
(m lBI0)_....-2. Elizabeth Alston 
m by 18H) 3. Melissa Bu rgess 

(1797- co. 1823) 
(m 1826) 4. Dc)ia H>ywid 

Silmucl Alston Willi ams I 
Melissa Wi lliams ('1820-1902) 
Eleanor Williams / 

../' Wi ll inm Als ton (m) Morthn H rdcc Joseph John Willi ams (1826-?) I 
~ om- J8JOI 

~ ('-1783) ~ (1806- 1860) (1814 -1897) • 
../PIHhp Alston (m 1746) Wm1frcd W

7
humcl amucl T Alston (m 1831) Ruma Wdhams J 

John Als ton (m ) Ma ry Clnrk ~ T USCULUM 1 
~~~~~f~;ston (rn} ~~~~th Fa ulcon / 

~C.wlonc AISion (m 1819) 0' Solomon W' JJ """ / 
(1800-') I 
MOUNT I'ETROS I 

Ji;~;'1•;1~7~on (m 1786) Lucy Fo ulron I 

Martha j.1ne Al ston (m 1824) John Burges/ 
DALKEITH 

Phi lip Guston Als ton (m ca. 1784) Mary Williams Harris 
(?-1819) '-..._,_ 

~Elizabeth Norflee t Alston (unmarried) 
MYRTLE LAWN 

Genealogical chart relating houses of Montmorenci-Prospect Hill school built for members of Alston-Williams 
fami ly. This chart was e,~ tracted from a more extensive "Unwieldy Chart, showing identity of houses in the 
Al ston -WJ!hams famdy, by Edgar Thorne, 1976. Family members not associated with hou ses are generally 
om itted . 

A half dozen major houses bespeak Montmorenci 
connections clearly and abundantly; as many more 
houses employ some of the same motifs . All are within 
thirty miles of Montmorenci (see map) and many have 
close family connections (see chart). Technology and fonn 
remain traditional. All are of heavy, timber frame con-
struction of medieval origins using hand labor (probably 
slaves). Foundations of most are of great cut blocks of local 
stone, and chimneys are exterior brick stacks skillfully laid 
in Flemish bond. With slight exceptions, house forms and 
floor plans are of the types usual in the Virginia-North 
Carolina area. Only in their decoration are these house 
extraordinary 

Perhaps the most intimately related to Montmorenci 
in some respects yet most antithetical in others is Prospect 
Hill, located near Airlie in Halifax County (Fig. 5). It was 
built for William Williams Thorne, a young nephew of 
William Williams . Thorne married Temperance Davis in 
1820. Thorne's ledger of 1825-1828 documents the con-
struction of the house, recording a total cost including 
materials , labor, and architect, of$3,545.30. The exterior of 
Prospect Hill has a sense of proportion and unity perhap 
exceeding that of Montmorenci 24, with a small, graceful 
entrance portico and a dramatic rear loggia . Harmoni-
ously incorporated into the whole, the characteristic Pal-
ladian entrance, spool moldings, fan-edged cornice, and 
elaborate window treatment here occur in their fulle t 
combination of the entire group (Fig . 6); if documented a 
the work of builder Burgess, they give Prospect Hill a 
central place among all of his creations. 

Within, however, with the exception of a quiet and 
lovely curving stair (Fig. 7), grace is overwhelmed in the 
welter of intensely vernacular ornament that is applied 
with almost obsessive extravagance to every possible sur-
face (Fig. 8) . Here, it seems, perhaps no longer playing 
second fiddle to imported elements, or to compensate in 
sheer quantity for their absence, the craftsman attack d 
the task with more gusto than taste . Yet, though lacking in 
the suavity that is the spirit of the Adamesque, the work at 



Prospect Hill has a vibrant energy and passion that defies 
condescension. 

Suave restraint is serenely present, however, at the 
Coleman-White House in Warrenton- the only surviving 
house of the three known to have had the curious 
Palladian-derived windows (Fig. 9) . Not related to the 
others by family ties, it was built for Dr. Littleton H . 
Coleman between 1821 and his death in 1825, 25 and is thus 
probably among the earliest in the group. The exterior, 
though lacking the rear loggia, is similar to Prospect Hill, 
and the characteristic Palladian doorway is enhanced by 
delicate tracery. Missing, however, is the fanciful fan en-
tablature and spool corner molding. The center-hall plan 
interior seems almost severe in its simplicity, with orna-
ment reduced to graceful incised swags and quiet reed-
ing. Somewhat more elaborate is the fine plaster work of 
the ceilings. The stair is a simple one with no reference to 
the grandeur of Prospect Hill and Montmorenci. 

Figure 5. Prospect Hill , Halifax Co~nty. Many of the details of the 
exterior of Montmorenci are seen agaw at Prospect H11l , a house also 
dismantled . Door and window details are similar, and the porch, 
roofline, and comerpost treatments are characteristic of the related 
houses. 
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Figure 7. Prospect Hill. The graceful s tair, while not freestanding as 
at 'Montmorenci , featured the same delicate scroll brackets on the 
treads , plus an interlaced guilloche molding . 

Figure 8. Prospect Hill. Carved , reeded, and molded ornament in 
profusion bespeak the woodworker 's enthusiasm and a vernacular 
approach to Adamesque decorative mo tifs. 



Figure 9. Coleman-White House, Warrenton . The d etail of the win -
dows is sli ghtly s impler than at Prospec t Hill and MontmorenCI , but 
the trea tment is essenti ally the same. 
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In two other houses of the group, however, the 
detail if not the soaring grace of those stairs is recalled. 
The only house known to be remodeled in the Mont-
morenci mode was, appropriately enough, White Rock, 
longtime plantation seat of the Williams family. 26 It is 
believed to have been modernized for Pretty Billy's 
nephew Joseph John Williams III about the time of his 
marriage to Mary K. Davis in 1820, the year William Wil-
liams Thorne of Prospect Hill married her sister (William 
Williams may have owned the plantation at this time). 27 

Young Joseph John Williams's estate inventory of 1833 
expressed a typical planter lifestyle, with two carriage 
houses, one riding horse, seventy-six slaves, ample 
supplies of provisions and stock, mahogany and walnut 
furniture, and a library of more than one hundred thirty 
volumes; Wesley's works , a prayer book and bibles, 
Roman History, Aristotle and Natural Philosophy, Pilgrims 
Progress and Paradise Lost, History of America, one volume 
of American Revolution and a five-volume Life of 
Washington, Advice to Young Ladies and The Female Spec
tator, and Gibson on horses and Mills on cattle-these 
were but a sampling of the subjects of interest to a family 
of this milieu .2s 

At White Rock a traditional Georgian house was 
updated with modish elements: the vertical proportions 
of Adam-derived mantels are stretched to accommodate a 
broad early fire opening, and the three short, utilitarian 
flights of the stair are adorned with the graceful scalloped 
scroll and guilloche band (Fig. 10). 

A similar treatment to the initial flight of an en-
closed stair was executed at Mount Petros (since demol-
ished) located near Inez in Warren County, and probably 
built for Dr. Soloman Williams and Caroline Alston who 
married in 1819. At this house, the entrance motif and the 
overdoors and mantels were handled with restraint and 
feature intricate geometric moldings- without the usual 
rather feminine flowers, swags, and garlands. 

Mount Petros was one of several Montmorenci-

Figure 11. Oakland , Halifax County. The pedimented, gable-end, 
temple-form house was well suited to the Montmorenci-school wood -
work. The porch has been reconstructed . 

Figure 12. Dalkeith , Warren County. The temple-form house With 
characteristic cornice treatment; the porch is of a more typically cla i-
cal character. The four-bay width and simply trea ted entrance are 
unusual. 



Figure 13 . Elgin, Warren County. Beautifully sited , this te~ple- fo~m 
house has unu sually elaborate and comple tely preserved flm sh; Its 
flanking pedimented porches are hidden behmd the trees. 

Fi re 14. El in . As is so often the case, the front portion of El ~i.n 
hif! an earlier ~ouse to which the front sectiOn was appe nded . In t IS 
case, th e "Tidewater " house, one and o~e-ha lf ston es with tmy .dorm-
ers and full porch , is typical of the late eighteenth centu ry dwellmgs of 
the substantial planters of the Roanoke -valley. 
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Figure 15. Elgin. Fan-edged 
triglyphs here occur on the cor-
nice of the pedimented porch as 
well as on the mai n roof pedi-
ment. Simple entablatures over 
the windows are typical of the 
Montm o renci - related temple-
form hou ses. 

Figure 16 . Elgin. Spool mold-
mg co mbines with colonnettes 
and delica te tracery in thi s Palla-
dian doorway. 

Figure 17. Oakland . The blind 
fan is a departure from the usual 
fanlight , but the "spool" edging 
and garlanded motif are typical of 
th e regi onal group . 
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the house is believed to date from that time. 31 Shady 
Grove is believed to have been built for John A. Williams, 
who married Charity Alston in 1816. It is not certain when 
the house, located near Dalkeith and Montmorenci, was 
built. 

Elgin, though perhaps the most representative of 
the pedimented group and most closely related to 
Montmorenci and Prospect Hill, was not connected with 
them by family ties (Fig. 13; Fig . 14). Located near Warren-
ton, Elgin was built during the years 1827-1832 for 
Elizabeth Person and Peter Mitchel. Elizabeth was the 
daughter of old school planter William Person, who 
typified the proud Roanoke gentleman. Family tradition 
recalls that he had denied his daughter's hand in marriage 
to an earlier suiter, saying, "My daughter is for no damned 
poor Virginian. I have quite other plans." The prosperou 
Scots merchant, Peter Mitchel, several years her senior, 
evidently suited Person's requirements, and the couple 
married in 1824. Person settled upon the couple a rich tract 
near Warrenton, which became part of their extensive 
plantation of two thousand acres. Her husband's long 
illness and death in 1846 left to the well-read, intelligent 
Elizabeth the role of managing the vast plantation. 32 

All four houses share the distinctive Burgess-type 
fan-edged cornice and spool-lined corner pilasters (Fig. 
15), some having fans atop the pilasters as well . Only at 
Elgin, however, is the beautiful Palladian doorway re-
peated (Fig. 16); at Oakland a broad blind lunette occurs 
over the door (Fig. 17). Oakland 's pedimented front leaves 
little room for the Palladian window treatment, which i 
replaced by a simple entablature. Within, all but one of 
these houses follows a similar plan, with a front lateral hall 
and two main rooms to the rear. 

The familiar motifs enrich the formally handled 
doors, windows, mantels, and wainscots, but in each 
house the distinctive elements are selected and varied in a 
quite different way, providing great individuality of char-
acter within overall unity. Dalkeith, recalling Mount 



Petros, has a masculine directness stemming from the 
introduction of some Greek Revival motifs and the ab-
sence of flowers and swags. At Oakland , a restrained 
elegance is combined with almost playful inventiveness 
in th~ handling of reeding, gouged scallops, and cables. 

·The fine parlor mantels in particular possess much of the 
finesse of the simpler mantels of Montmorenci, as do the 
swags and flowers of the chair rail. Elgin's interior, on the 
other hand, achieves a satisfying blend of Oakland's re-
straint with a discreet spicing Jf the flowers, sunbursts, 
rosettes, and abundant reeding of Prospect Hill (Fig. 18; 
Fig. 19). For none of these houses is a builder known, 
though the Burgess attribution is appealing. 

Still more houses testify.to the pervasiveness of the 
Montmorenci-Prospect Hill influence, combining the 
oeuvre's distinctive elements with other details typical of 
later styles of the period around 1830, or incorporating 
isolated but identifiable "Burgess" elements into an 
otherwise traditional house. Here, of course, the question 
of authorship and influence becomes still less clear. 

Tusculum near Arcola was built for Samuel T. Alston 
and Ruina Williams, who married in 1831. The Palladian 
entrance, entablature, windows, and spool moldings 
occur on a house of severe dignity on land Alston inher-
ited from his father Samuel's great Gunter Creek planta-
tion. The interior, featuring a handsomely treated stair, is 
a late expression of the mode with strong suggestions of 
the coming Greek Revival. 

The distant Woodlawn in Halifax County, known as 
the 1833 home of political leader Mason Wiggins, is an 
intriguing late adaptation of many of the familiar motifs, 
highly personalized by the subtle and inventive use of a 
lifelike acorn motif, handled in a way reminiscent of the 
earlier fan motif. 

The fan-edged cornice, spool-edged corner po t, 
and a limited assortment of interior decoration are 
applied to an Alston House in Halifax County and the 
house called Grove Hill in Warren (Fig. 20; Fig. 21)- both 

Figure 18 . Elgin . Mant I cArving is typi 
idiom . 
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Figure 20 . Grove Hi ll , Warren 
Cou nty. A much simpler house in 
the n e ighbo rhoo d of Mont-
mo renci and Dalkeith . 

Figu re 21. Grove Hil l. The ha ll -
mark corni ce trea tme nt dresses up 
a s imple fa cade . 
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otherwise res tra ined traditional ho uses w hich received a 
so u p~,;o n of high s tyle by association. An espec iall y vivid 
motif fo und among the extravagances of Prospec t Hill-a 
florid m an tel w ith pi las ters fea tur ing a guilloche natu-
rali zed into an entwi ning vine pa ttern-crops up in mor 
than one ho use in the region . A t the Shady Oaks south f 
Warrenton , the vine man te l is part of an elaborate decora-
t ive program for the chief room of an intriguing tripartit 
house, riva led only by the demonstra tion of the wood 
carver 's inven tio n on the stair. The mantel is em ployed 
also on a Fran klin Cou nty house on the mai n road from 
Warrenton to Raleigh . 

Great in itself, ye t perhaps grea ter in its role a 
catalyst for a free-w heeling, highly crea tive body of r -
lated ho uses, Montmorenci combined vernacular inven-
tion with high-style sophistica tion in a way peculiar! 
appropria te to the larger-than-life man who built i t. Weal-
thy beyond his compatr io ts, accus tom ed visitor t 
Philadelphi a, the source of urbani ty and culture, and ho t 
to Lafayette, "Pretty Billy" Williams brought to the rollin 
fields of the remote mral p lan tation region a house f 
grandeur and panache never seen there before. Here, in 
peculiarly sa tisfactory fo rm, P hiladelphia classical propri-
e ty join ed w ith the inventions of local craftsman in 
h ouse that captured the imagi na tions of a generation an d 
thus stimula ted a craftsm an 's more inventive potentia l. 

In these houses the contradictions of the aspirin 
but provincial planter eli te were embodied in an unself-
conscious expression of ethnic domain that tran scend 
the ve1y self-co nsciousness w ith w hich these houses wer 
so carefully built . It was a cultu re w here earthiness an d 
gus to still underlay careful decorum and classical ed uca-
tion , where an entrenched economy and traditio nal 
technology was the backgro und for an increasi ngly lei-
sured , fun-loving, and fas hi on-consc ious lifesty le, an d 
where sa tis factions of the bottle, cockfight, and rae 
course were esteemed along with those of a well -stock d 
library, poli shed m anners, and well-ordered planta tio n . 



This culture was forcefully expressed in vernacular 
architecture, in which slave labor and local materials and 
expertise could produce buildings whose modishness 
was announced in every lavish detail. Fashionable, classi-
cal motifs were admired and copied, not slavishly or liter-
ally, but with a joy in inventiveness that took none too 
seriously the dictates of classical propriety. Anti the tical in 
every detail to the present world, here was a tightly uni-
fied and traditional agricultural community with a power-
ful sense of family and place whose aspiring expression of 
ethnic domain created an oeuvre at once unified and 
bursting with exuberant individuality. 

Afterword 

Not the Civil War but the changes it brought have 
destroyed most of this world and many of its monuments. 
Irony abounds. The region remains agricultural within an 
industrializing state, and population figures, black and 
white, remain little changed . Figures for poverty and 
outmigration of the young and talented whisper of the Rip 
Van Winkle years the region once escaped. The great man-
sions are carried off to be installed not far from the north-
eastern cities that inspired them. Descendants of the 
s laves who made the culture possible are tenants in many 
of the great houses, but leave when the places fall further 
into decay, to be replaced by stores of the other great 
resource that built these houses- tobacco. 

Too slowly, nearly too late , and for far too few, real-
ization is dawning that in this small region there survive 
vivid vestiges of a material culture unique in the world, 
which gives to a region now struggling for a positive 
identity a potential that can be gained in no other way. 

Footnotes 
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9. Genea log ica l materia l from Edgar Thome and Mary 
Hinton Kerr, and see chart. Also marr iage bonds (Warren 
County), wills, estates papers. 

10. Wa rren Cou n ty Tax Records, 1824-1828, N.C. Archi ves. 
No Hali fax County tax records fo r the peri od are ava ilable to 
show Will iams's hold ings in that county. Willi am Wi lliams's w ill 
(Warren County Will Book 33, p. 443) and es tates papers (N. C. 
Archi ves), plus a n ad verti sement of a sa le of h is property in the 
(Hali fax) Ron11oke Advocate of November 1, 1832 (prov ided by 
Henry Lewis of Chapel Hill to Edgar Thorne and thence to 
auth or in 1976), iden tify Williams's rea l estate . Wi lli am Wil-
lia ms's rea l estate in 1828 in Warren Cou nty was second in value 
only to that of Willi am Eaton , whose 7,750 acres were valu ed at 
$44,665, and who owned n ine ty-fo ur s laves . These were the only 
two persons in the county at thi s time with land va lued at more 
than $20,000. Few ho useholds, even in the planter class, he ld 
land va lued at more than $10,000 or $12,000 an d thirty to fifty 
slaves. The wea lth of the Roano ke planters, however, seems 
never to have been in the same league as the grea t e ighteenth 
century esta tes of Virgini a or the antebellum spreads of the 
cotton planters o f the Old South wes t. 

11. William Williams's will (Warren County Wi ll Book 33, p . 
443). 

12. Fa mily and loca l h·ad ition s tate th a t General William 
Willi a ms escorted Lafayette d uring hi s North Carolina tour and 
took h im to Mon tmorenci to spend the ni ght before escorting 
him to Raleigh . Though the v isit to Montmorenci is not 
documented, known fac ts of the tour are not incons istent w ith 
such a visit . General Willi a ms was among th ose offering toas ts at 
the elaborage dinner at Hali fax held February 27, 1825 after 
Lafayette arrived in North Carolina- Williams toasted "The r is-
ing generati on- may they fo llow the exa mples of Was hing ton 
and Lafayette." When the Na ti on's guest and hi s party departed 
Ha lifax, th ey proceed ed to Raleigh , spending one night on th e 
road. Si nce the road fro m Halifax to Raleigh passed w ifhin a very 
few miles of Willia ms's grand and luxurious new house, a s tay 
there, in vi ted by a member of th e escort group, seems most 
credi ble. "The Roa noke Va ll ey," an account of"General Lafayette 
visi ts Hali fax." 

13. Melissa Will ia ms to Willi am Williams a t Philad elphia, 
June 8, 1819, "If Mowhare Caps are worne Mary wis hes you to 
bri ng her one .... there is two small tapes w ith a hook and eye 
sowed in th e back of th e Frock you carri ed , ri p them off as they 
would no t mee t and proba bly they will guess at my size by tha t if 
you have a d ress made." (courtesy, Joseph Downs Manuscri pt 
Coll ection , Hen1y Fran cis Du Pont Winterthur Museu m ). E. A. 
(Betsey) Willia ms to Melissa, from Ph iladelph ia to Warren 
Cou nty, Apr il 13, 1819. Polk Fa mily Papers, N.C. Archi ves. 
Charl es Coleman Sellers (Pea le biographer ) to author, Augus t 5, 
'1977. Charles Pea le letters of June 9, 14, and 25, 1822, concerning 

porb·ait commiss ioned by Willi ams of Betsey, American 
Ph ilosophica l Society Li!Jrary, Philadelphi a . 

14. Peggy Burke, "The Montmorenci Sta irway: A CultLU·a t 
Study," Sep tember 1, 1972, unpubli shed term paper for Win-
terthur Summer Institute, copy a t Winterthur Museum . An e -
cellent study of the house and cultural background . Ms. Burk 
sunn ises tha t Willi ams, " havi ng seen such elaborate staircases in 
so phis ticated urban areas and desiring one for hi s soon-to- be-
constnJcted fas hio nable residence, commiss ioned a local War -
rento n area craftsman , w ho reli ed upon a bu ilders' guide as h i 
primary source for cons tructio n details," p. 8. 

15. Wellford is suggested as a source by Burke, p .6. Further 
investiga tion and comparison with a known Wellford ma~1te l 
seem to support thi s. A Wellford mantel. In the Metropolita n 
Muse um of Art indicates strong sumlantJes to work a t 
Montmorenci, w ith both featuring a scene from the Batt! e. of 
Lake Erie (1814). Robert Wellford sold plas ter or composition 
ornament which was to be attached to mantels and other ele-
me nts. Further study of Wellford and his impact in North 
Caro lina is needed . 

16. Letter from Henry Lewi s, Chapel H ill, to Edgar Tho.rn 
(1976), and informati on obtained fro m Hea t.h Long Beckwith , 
descendant of Meli ssa Willi ams, by Mary Hmton Kerr. 

17. Willia m Williams (Rale igh) to Meli ssa Williams (Warr n 
County), Dece mber 2, 1814, and Meli ssa to WiiJiam, December 1, 
1814, and June 8, 1819; the name Union Hill is cons istently used t 
refer to the couple's home. 

18. Frances Benj amin Johnston and Thomas.T. Wa ~erm~n , 
The Early Architecture of No rth Carolma (Chapel H1ll :. Un1v~rs1 ty 
of North Carolina Press, 1941, 1947), 40-41, offers a di scussiOn of 
these houses. Waterman notes in hi s account that "these house " 
are a ttributed to "Burgess, a builder of Boydton, Virginia," but i t 
is not certa in if " these" include Montmorenci or on ly Prospect 
Hill and related houses. Waterman suggests possible Virginia 
work by Burgess as well. Waterman also notes a. t Montm~renci 
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19. James Craig, The Arts a/7(1 Crafts of No rth Carol111n , 
1699-1840 (Winston-Salem : O ld Salem, Inc., Museum of Early 
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20. William Williams Thorne's ledger of the 1820's is owned 
by a descendant, and has not been accessible to this author. 
Several years ago, notes were made from the ledger by Annie B. 
Thorne of Li tt1eton, and a transcription of these notes was 
supplied to the author by Edgar Thorne. When T. T. Waterman 
reco rded Prospect Hill for the Historic American Buildings Sur-
vey in the 1930's, he too made notes on the ledger records; there 
is a variation between the two sets of notes, for Waterman gives 
dates for entries and adds information about plaster decoration . 
Both sources cite Burgess as builder, but it is not clear if thi s is 
actually in the ledger. Other pages from Thorne's ledger (not 
mentioning construction of the house) include entries under the 
name James Burgess and have been copied from the original 
ledger and provided to the au thor by the owner of the ledger. The 
wood work at Prospect Hill was removed to Connecticut and the 
hou se taken down. 

21. Victoria Pendleton's unpublished memoir (written in 
the ea rly twentie th century to record her recollections of antebel-
lum Warrenton) states that "This house was built by a Mr. 
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owned by Dr. Coleman." Documentation indica tes that the 
hou se was built for Coleman between 1821 and 1825, but the 
traditional Burgess association is of interest. 

22. Waterman, The Early Architecture of North Cn roli11n , 40. 
23. Waterman, The Early Architecture of North Cn roli11 n, 39. 
24. Edgar Thorne to author, November 30, 1976. 
25. Coleman-White House, a nomination to the National 

Registe r of His toric Places, copy. in Survey and Planning Branch 
files , N. C. Archives (as are cop1es of all other NatiOnal Regis ter 
no minations hereinafter cited); research by Charles Blume. 

26. Histories of houses are from Edgar Thorne unle 
otherwise noted , augmented by resea rch from estates pape rs, 
wills, marriage bonds, deeds, etc.. Contemporary accounts, cor-
r spondence, estates papers, wills, etc., indicate that th name 
White Rock, Union Hill, Prospect H1U, and Oakland were u ed 
as ea rly as the 1820's and 1830's. Tusculum and Dalkeith areal o 
believed to be early na mes . Montmorenci was pro.bably. so ca ll ed 
by Williams, but the first known use of the na~11e IS dunng ~ary 
K. William s 's residency there 111 th e early 1840 s. In no cas 1 the 
na me of the plantation a recent glamori za tion. . 

27. Jose ph John Williams will , proved 1818, Hali fax ounty 
Will Book 2, p . 615. 

28. Joseph John Williams estates papers, 1833, Halifax 
ounty Es ta tes Papers, N. C. Archives. . 

29. See Carl Lounsbury's essay 011 the rlomesttc vcmacttlar of 
th e Albemarle for rlowmentation of the appearance of tlt isltouse type 
in an arliacent area of the state. Ed. 
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The North Carolina Porch: A Climatic and Cultural Buffer 

House plans brought to North Carolina from Europe and 
from the Northern colonies were commonly adapted to the 
Southern climate by the addition of a "functional sitting 
porch." This traditional means of inflecting building form 
toward the regional environment pervades our vernacular 
landscape . Here Ruth Little-Stokes identifies the influences 
upon traditional porch form and presents a thorough typology 
of traditional North Carolina porches. 

The porch is the quintessential "in-between" element
a kind of architectural feature that is continually being redis
covered for its ability to establish and articulate spatial rela
tionships , in this case the very basic relationship between 
inside and outside . In addition , the traditional porch is usually 
oriented so as to establish a relationship between house and 
sun-or, alternatively, between house and public byway. 

Th e North Ca ro lin a po rch, popular late- nin e tee nth century ve rsion . This example is just east of Raleigh . 
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One of our most enduring images of Southern small 
town life is the family sitting in porch swings and rockers 
on the front porch after supper, exchanging pleasantries 
with passersby. The "sitting porch" is an appendage no 
genteel house in the pre-World War I South would be 
caught without. The porch is perhaps the most valuable 
Southern contribution to vernacular American domestic 
building. This claim might be disputed by those familiar 
with the exuberant porches of Victorian residences built 
throughout the United States in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. However a comparison of eigh-
teenth century regional house types indicates that the 
functional "sitting porch" occurs only on Southern 
houses , and only within a subregion of the South of 
which North Carolina is the northernmost state. The Up-
land South, Middle-Atlantic States, and New England 
have only stoops (small entrance shelters). The presence 
of a porch is perhaps the most distinctive feature of South-
em eighteen th century architecture, and the early North 
Carolina porch has a special significance as an expression 
of a climatic and cultural buffer element in the vernacular 
landscape . 

During the Victorian period, when such eclectic re-
vival styles as the Greek Revival, the Downing or Gothic 
Cottage style, and the Italian Villa style replaced local 
vernacular traditions, porches became common through-
out the United States. These styles demanded portico , 
porches, and piazzas as elements within the overall dec-
orative scheme of the historical form. These spaces 
functioned primarily as decoration and only secondarily 
as sitting areas. Prior to the Victorian era, the porch as a 
functional sitting room between the indoors and out-
doors, and as an exterior corridor between rooms, existed 
only in those regions of the United States with a subtropi-
cal climate. The porch as a functional appendage, rather 
than a stylistic necessity, is one of the most fascinating 
elements of early Southern domestic architecture. 

The apparent correlation of the cultural South with a 



humid subtropical climatic region has long provoked 
comment. The area traditionally defined as the South in -
cludes a subregion-a narrow coastal strip from North 
Carolina to the Georgia-Florida border and including the 
Sea Islands-which is decidedly Southern in flavor, yet 
s tands apart self-consciously in terms of overall cultural 
character from other parts of the South. Though colonized 
directly from Great Britain, it also had significant connec-
tions with the West Indies (the Caribbean islands south-
eas t of Florida which were colonized by England and 
France in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries). This 
subregion is dominated by the cities of Charleston and 
Savannah. 1 The eighteenth century porch is such a direct 
outgrowth of climate that it is not surprising that its 
boundaries of earliest development coincide with this 
subregion . In the temperate Piedmont and Mountain re-
gions of the Southern colonies, settled predominantly by 
ScotLh-Irish and German colonists who came via the 
Middle Atlantic States, a more urban, communal, Ger-
manic building tradition shaped the eighteenth century 
built environment. The eighteenth centUty sitting porch 
is not an element in this tradition. 

North Carolina occupies a unique buffer position 
wh re ecological and cultural elements of the Deep South 
and Middle Atlantic States intermingle. The state marks 
the boundary between the upper reaches of subtropical 
plant and animal species and the lower reaches of temper-
ate species. The greatest single influence on North Caroli-
na 's eighteenth century built environment was the build-
ing tradition of the Upland South of which Virginia was a 
part. Yet the presence of the porch links the state with the 
Lowland (Deep) South. Thomas Waterman, a noted s tu-
dent of Southern architecture, states unequivocally that 
North Carolina is the northern terminus of the functional 
porch, and that there is an "almost complete lack of 
porches of the sort above the border. "2 

What is the precedent for the Southern porch? It is 
generally agreed that, throughout the Old South, th 

Ruth Little-Stokes 
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Figure 3. "Clear Spring," in Craven County, ca. 1740, with original 
porch foundation . 

elevations, and the sub-gallery, or paved basement porch . 
North Carolina has examples of each form . The earliest 
known porch in North Carolina, a one-story gallery, is 
nearly coeval with the earliest extant buildings in the 
state. Although the very oldest known dwellings-the 
Newbold-White House in Perquimmans County, Cupola 
House in Edenton, and "Sloop Point" in Pender County, 
all built around 1725-were not constructed with 
porches, "Clear Spring," built about 1740 and believed to 
be the oldest dwelling in Craven County, does have an 
originaJ porch (Fig. 3). The superstructure of the porch has 
disappeared, but the coquina (marl) foundation , an ex-
tension of the main foundation , still exists . The porch 
extended completely across the front elevation. A Victo-
rian era photograph shows "Clear Spring" with a simple 
classical porch which is probably original (Fig. 4). 

The double-tier porch, engaged beneath the main 
roof and extending the length of the main facade, and 
often along the rear elevation as well, becomes a typical 
feature of pretentious late eighteenth century North 
Carolina houses, whether rural or urban. Among the out-
standing examples are the Burgwin-Wright House, Wil-

Figure 4. Victorian documentary of "Clear Spring" in Craven Count)( 
showing the porch superstructure before destruction . ' 

mington, ca. 1771, the "Homestead," Edenton, ca. 1775 , 
"Ashland" (the John Skinner House), Perquimman 
County, 1775, "Somerset" (the Josiah Collins House) , Tyr-
rell County, ca. 1800, and the Purdie Place, on the Upper 
Cape Fear River, Bladen County, 1803-1809 (Fig. 5). North 
Carolina has no existing tradition of urban housing, and 
no evidence exists to show whether North Carolina ' 
coastal towns ever developed an urban townhouse idiom 
such as those which characterize Charleston, Savannah, 
and New Orleans. This is one of the most perplexing 
mysteries of North Carolina urban history, for every other 
Southern coastal state contains at least one city with pre-
twentieth century row housing. Most of these cities a1 0 
developed a typical urban porch which is a variation of 
the double-tier gallery. 

The most distinctive of these is perhaps the Charles-
ton porch . The dense urban development of Charleston 
necessitated placement of the narrow end of dwellings t 
the street, thus utilizing valuable street frontage rnor 
efficiently. A double-tier porch extends the length of th 
side flank, a placement which not only affords greater 
privacy since it is hidden from the street but also acts a a 



Figure 5. Purdie Place, Bladen County, 1803-1809. 

wind tunnel, channeling the prevailing breeze from the 
harbor through the porch length. The street end of the 
porch is weatherboarded and contains the only street 
entrance, although the entrance into the house itself is 
usually located in the center bay of the flank . 

Wilmington, the major deep water port in North 
Carolina, located just north of Charleston, was perhaps 
the most likely area for development of the Charleston 
porch idiom. Howeve1~ the city suffered a series of disas-
h·ous late eighteenth and early nineteenth centmy fires, 
and its present fabric dates from the mid-nineteenth cen-
tmy. A 1757 description of Wilmington dwellings by Peter 
Dubois notes: " ... Many of Brick, two and three Stories 
High with double Piazas which make a good appear-
ance . " 3 Perhaps Wilmington had an urban residential 
fabric with Charleston type porches in the eighteenth 
century The oldest known building in the city, the 
Smith-Anderson House, ca. 1745, has been remodelled 
but apparently had an original engaged dowble ga llery 
along th e side flank. The house is placed with the narrow 

nd to the street and is located just a few blocks from the 
ape Fear River. It may be the last remaining example of a 
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Fi gure 8. Pa rti a ll y e nclosed 
porch stair o f the Purdi e Place, 
Bladen Count y. 
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Figure 7. Doubl e gallery of "Piney Pros pec t," Edgecombe County, 
w1th Cha rles ton-type porch wa ll s. 

traditional center bay entrances to the main blocks. 
Both one-story and two-story galleries often func-

tion as exterior stair halls in early coastal houses in North 
Carolina. This placement of the stairway outside the 
hou se, accessible only from the porch, is a typical feature 
of mild climates, and occurs not just on modest farm-
houses but on pretentious plantation houses as well. The 
most common arrangement consists of a recessed (in antis) 
porch , usually in th e rear, with the stairs ascending from 
the porch floor in a single flight, the upper half of the flight 
enclosed within the main block of the house. Examples of 
this stair porch are found at "Millprong" in Hoke County 
and at the Van derVeerHouse in Bath. In another common 
arrangement a stairway, usually partially enclosed, is lo-
cated on the gallery itself leading from one porch level to 
another. Typical of this arrangement are the stairs at Har-
mony Hall , built in the 1770's and the stairs at the Purdie 
Place, early nineteenth century (Fig. 8), both located on 
the Cape Fear River in Bladen County. 

The third major porch form , the gallery which ex-
tends around two or more sides of the house, providing 
an exterior passageway identical in function to the colon-

Figure 9. Bellamy Mansion , Wilmington , 1859. 

nade inside the Roman atrium house, is a distinctively 
Deep South porch form. The earliest known example of 
this peripteral form in North Carolina is the "Homestead" 
in Edenton, ca. 1775. The double gallery originally ex-
tended around the front and side elevations, but the side 
galleries are now enclosed as rooms. The most famous 
example of a semi-peripteral gallery is that of the Bellamy 
Mansion at Wilmington, built in 1859, which has a mas-
sively scaled Classical Revival portico extending around 
the front and side elevation (Fig. 9). In general, however, 
North Carolina porches do not begin to turn corners until 
the late Victorian era. During this period, throughout th 
United States, the picturesque Queen Anne Style trans-
formed the relatively staid porch into a limber acrobat 
which performed gymnastic stunts all over the house. 
This flamboyant Victorian porch is beyond the scope of 
our present study. 



The last major porch type, the paved sub-porch, 
developed in the coastal subregion as a logical outgrowth 
of the raised basement house, a climatic necessity in areas 
with high water tables . This form was a continuation of 
the piano nobile building tradition of European cities, 
where principle living spaces were located at the second 
story level above the unsanitary, noisy street environ-
ment. The first story was reserved for service activities, 
including food preparation and storage, and was gener-
ally the domain of the servants. When a porch was 
wrapped around a raised basement house, a basement 
gallery was created . Often these were paved and 
functioned as circulation corridors and sitting areas for 
the basement. The only examples of such sub-porches in 
North Carolina are in Wilmington and date from the 
mid-nineteenth century. Beneath the wrap-around galle1y 
of the Bellamy Mansion is an excellent example of a slave 
gallery (Fig. 10). 

North Carolina antebellum porches have many in-
teresting construction features which reflect both practical 
and aesthetic concerns. Flush sheathing was often used 
instead of lapped siding on the wall area protected by a 
porch, and the porch ceiling was often plastered, giving 
the porch the app.earance of an interior room. The most 
popular paint color for porch ceilings was sky blue, a 
tradition common to many subtropical and h·opical re-
gions of the world. Many porches were built with free-
standing porch supports resting on masonry bases, with a 
separate foundation recessed behind the posts to support 
the porch floor. This retarded floor rot since water drip-
ping from the roof was carried out beyond the porch floor. 
The Humphrey Williams House in Robeson County, 
which dates from the mid-nineteenth century, has such a 
porch. Another example is the Dennis Lennon House in 
Columbus County, also mid-nineteenth century (Fig. 11). 

Double and triple leaf doors which could be folded 
back allowed the interior hall of some antebellum homes 
to be co~verted into a recessed porch. One of the best 

Figure 11. Detail of the fr-o nt p ' h , nn is L nn n Hous , alum-
bus County, mid -nine te nth ntl•ry. 
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Figure 12. View of four-panel door which closes off one arm of the 
wiae cruciform ha ll of the Buckner Hill House, Duplin County. 

found in North Carolina porches is the primitive air con-
ditioning sys tem which occurs in a group of late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth century houses in Beaufort, a 
port town founded about 1713. Southern antebellum 
houses utili zed a variety of ingeniou s methods of ventila-
tion , all dependent upon orientation toward prevailing 
winds and adequ ate air flow to living spaces. The 
Beaufort porches, characterized by Thomas Waterman as 
being very closely related to the West Indian porch, are a 
homogenous group of one and two-story porches covered 
by shed extensions of the main roofs. Instead of ventilat-
ing the attic space with dormer windows which are 
exposed to the full sun and consequently cause glare, 
ventilation is provided by a system of openings in the 
porch ceiling. Typical examples are found at 817 Front 
Street and 119 Ann Street, s tory-and -a-half cottages whose 
porch cei lings contain trapdoors which open to floor level 

Figure 13. Attic ventilation window above the cei ling joists of the 
Jesse Piver House porch in Beaufort. 

wall openings in the attic (similar to air ducts in an au-
tomobile dashboard) to allow for full cross-ventilation in 
the attic space. A variation on this system is found at th 
Jesse Piver House, 125 Ann Street, another story-and-a-
half cottage built in 1791 (Fig. 13). The front porch has no 
ceiling, and at the floor level of the attic story are small 
casement windows which open to ventilate in the sam 
manner as the first examples. The only example of thi 
ventilation system occurring outside of Beaufort known to 
the author is at "Sloop Point" in Pender County. The front 
porch, added in the late eighteenth century, has small 
square boxed openings in the ceiling through which air i 
channeled to the loft rooms (Fig. 14). This system wa 
probably a common feature of early coastal houses, but 
only rare examples have survived. New Orleans shotgun 
houses of the late nineteenth century contain a mor 
sophisticated version of the same system, consisting of 
factory made cast-iron ventilators located in front porch 
ceilings. 



Figure 14. Ventilation chutes in front porch ce iling, "Sloop Point," 
Pende r County, late eightee nth centu 1y. 

Within the realm of the built environment, North 
Carolina's early porches are the state's most distinctive 
link with the Deep South. The informal, close-knit society 
of the "parched South" was dependent upon the casual 
atmosphere of these in-between living spaces. Special 
care should be taken to preserve these early North 
Carolina porches which carry such a significant geo-
graphic and cultural message. 

Footnotes 
1. "United States of America," Encyclopedia Britannica, 

15th ed ., Vo l. XV fii , 924. 
2. Thomas T. Waterman and Frances B. Johnston , The 

Early A rchitecture of North Carolin a (Chapel Hill : Uni vers ity of 
No rth Caro lina Press, 1947) , 42. 

3. Janet K. Seapker, Wilmington Historic District Nomina
tion . An unpublished report prepared fo r th e Nationa l Register Office 
(Ra leigh, 1974). 

4. Waterman and Johnston , 41. 

Duplin County house in ruin . 
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Carolina Tobacco Barns: Form and Significance 

It is difficult to imagine rural North Carolina without 
tobacco barns coming to mind. Th e following two articles 
provide an opportunity to move beyond stereotypical notions 
in our understanding of these structures commonly identified 
with the regional vernacular landscape. Here Ligon Flynn and 
Roman Stankus consider the barns as most of us usually see 
them, simply as fo rms and as fo rms drawing signif icance from 
their contexts. 

--------------

Toba cco barns south of Ra leig h in Wake Co un ty. 
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Whe n co n s ide rin g vern ac ul ar d esign of th 
Caro linas, one cannot overlook the presence tobac 
barn s co mm and in the land sca pe. Through the years th 
have endured successfully. Tobacco barns are picturesqu , 
always d ifferent fro m one another, yet always immedi-
a tely ident ifia ble for what th ey are. These are qualiti 
mos t peo'ple value, admire, and fi nd intrigu in g in thing , 
so an understanding of tobacco barns may be of som 
importance to designers and those interes ted enough t 
look at the enviro nm ent in w hi ch we live. 

To unders tand tobacco barns in a w holisti c sen , 
we would have to look at them in all of their di fferent 
aspects . Tobacco barns could be dealt with in at leas t four 
di ffe rent ways, altho ugh all fo ur are not of equ al im por-
tance to us. Firs t we might look a t barns as functional 
th ings-a view that would seek to understand them 
shells that p lay host to a given activ ity, the process ing and 
curing of tobacco leaves. Th e physical reali ty of the barn 
in this case would be unders tood as a resultant of sa tisf -
ing certain functi ons tha t need to take place in and around 
barns. Many ad voca tes of modern archi tec ture wo uld hail 
th is si mplisti c view. On the other hand , we could try t 
un ders tand the tobacco barn as the vehicle for an exp ri
ence. Thi s kind of understanding, however, would b 
much more appropriate fo r a gothic cathedral than a t -
bacco barn or group of barns. It is on e of the barn ' 
weakes t aspec ts, exce pt d uring tha t time of year w hen th 
smell of tobacco curing in a barn is a sensa tion assoc ia t d 
with the curing process. 

We m ight also seek to understand tobacco barns th 
way most people unknowledga ble about their workin 
see them fro m the roa d, as a special w orld of forms, or a 
forms in the landscape . In the former case, what goe n 
within the barn an d the barn 's intimate relati onship with 
the socio-economic world is overlooked. The barn , 
themselves, crea te a world of things with a languag 
their own that can be dealt with solely in formal term 
The fo urth aspec t, that of the barns' relation to thei r c n-



tex t, e ncompasses much of their meaning to us. Q ui te 
o bvio us ly, the to bacco barn sig ni fies more than is broug ht 
to li ght by co nsidering it simply as a variable fo rm or as a 
func ti o n ing ac tivi ty setting . The to bacco barn w ith its 
own id e nti fiable trai ts has embedded itse lf into many 
trave le rs' mind s so tha t at a glance we can identi fy it as we 
r ide down th e road . The words "to bacco barn" cannot 
h lp b ut brin g into mind an image embodying the qu al-
ities a nd affec tio ns we have subconsciously lea rned to 
assoc ia te w ith all to bacco barns. 

In the fo llowi ng we w ill be looking at tobacco barns 
fro m these two aspects tha t we consi der most important to 
the person outside the tobacco culture: their relation to the 
worl d - their meaning- and their form and its varia ti ons . 
Both of these aspec ts are of grea t interes t in tha t the firs t 
dea ls wi th the very essence of barns, w hat gives them 
the ir ide nti ty and m akes them unders tanda ble forms in 
the ir context, while the second might be especia lly in-
triguing to designers as an example offormal var ia tion in 
a se t o f th ings with a given language having i ts own 
grammer. The firs t aspect deals wi th barns and how they 
rela te to the world of other things, the second dea ls w ith 
the in finite varie ty possible u sing a number of sim p le 
rules wi th in a sin gle world of things. 

A cl ose examinati on of tobacco barns reveals tha t 
the features w hich make them most intriguing were 
proba bly not a t all intentional. To those who use barns, 
they are simply things necessary for curing tobacco, noth-
ing more; to the person not acquainted or parti cularly 
interes ted in tobacco curing, barns are an important part 
of the world in quite a different way. To the viewer outside 
the to bacco culture these barns represent a form type 
whose possibilities have been explored unco nsciously 
and made m ani fes t throughout the environment . To ta lly 
d iffere nt meanings can be derived fro m one barn to the 
next beca use of slight formal differences or di fferences in 
the rela ti onship to the environment . In architecture we 
commo nly con front the simple notion tha t if we change a 

Ligon Flynn and Roman Stankus 
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Two barns connected by a shed , Smithfield-Newton Grove vicinity. 

thin g, wea l change the way we perceive the thing. This 
i obv i usly tru , but we often fail to see what is eq ually 
tn1 , that objects change identity in different contexts. 
Tw id nt ica l things mean different thin gs in two differ-

nt nviro nm nts. Tobacco barns present us w ith a mul-
ti tude of exa m p ie both of a thing changed ex tensively in 
form and f imila r thing placed in a var iety of contexts . 

W generally a crib hum an trai ts to no n-anim ate 
thing , and t bacco ba rns a re no different in thi s respect. 
Th way a ba rn "sits," "rests,"" tands," o r " huddles" on 
the land cap dep nd on a vas t number of variables, 
b th form al and co nt xtual. 

The forma l va ri a tion in tobacco barns are simply 
ught. Th major I ments th at cha nge perceptably are 
haft of the barn, the roof, and the ad joining sheds. 

a r thr s im p le lements, ye t eac h small change in 
th ir g m tri c or mate rial trea tment affects the way we 
p rc iv th e ba rn as a whole . The shaft can vary from 
h rti h and q uat to tall and slende r, but th e eye ca n 
a ily di sc rn th range of s izes und ers tood to be barns. 

Th ma t ri al tr atment of the shaft, a well as the s hed s 
a nd r f, change the im age of the barn . From well-
g r med, to hab by, to f arso m , each tobacco barn s its 

nth la nd cap with uniqu pos ture. The shed is signif-
icant in th at it i an add iti on which revea ls itse lf w hile 
hid in th r things in var io u way . Sheds vary tremend-

A similar form seen in a different context, Smithfield-Newton Grove 
vicinity. 

ously depending on their size and pitch and their rela tion 
to the ground and shaft. They range from a si ngle sid 
a ttachm ent to the complete surrounding of a barn an d 
from nearly horizontal to stee per than the pitch of th 
roof. They conceal as little as a portion of o ne side of th 
barn or as much as the entire central core. A shed m 
appear to be an element se parate from the barn or it m 
ta ke on proportions such tha t it overpowers and obscure 
the s haft and endows the barn w ith an unmi stakabl 
monum enta lity. Easily manipul a ble and unders tand abl 
variables here g rea tly affect the nature of the thing. 

The contextual relationships which give barn th ir 
particular, so metimes powerful, attributes are again ba 1-

caiiy s imple. Barns norm all y relate to a small number f 
things in a few ways. Im portantl y, they usuall y have a 
s trong and imm ediate ly perceived rela ti onship to a road . 
When thi s primary relationship is broken , a differ nt 
meanin g can be read. The barn also has certain usu I 
relationships to fields (within , adjacent to , far from), oth r 
fa rm buildings, and hou ses. The barn normally sits ~111 -
ceremoni o usly o n relat ive ly undi sturbed ground with it 
base and a ny shed supports d ying into the ground un -
ventfully. The barn may be oriented to other tobacco barn 
or possibly o therfann buildings but is never near a ho u 
Very often because of the flatness of a field and the way th 
s heds will o bscure the lower parts of the s haft, the barn 
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Formal range due to variations in shed attachments. 

Robeson County tobacco barn as fonn . unty barn with mate. 
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seem to hover over cultiva ted fields in the distance. Oth r 
times barns without sheds jut up like crystaline growth 
on a treeless hor izon . Each of these images- drawn fron1 
associations that usually swirl jus t out of co nsciou -
ness- depends on the particular relationship of the barn 
to its surroundings more than its particular form. 

Often tobacco barns will be clustered or sca tter d 
about so tha t some relationship is present fro m one tm -
ture to ano th er. While only functional requirements Ia 
behind th e intentional grouping of these barns and th ir 
sheds, the · passing viewer is often s truck more with th 
sculptural form th a t results. In a sense, we find the u ual 
relationship between building and person- such as hold 
between house and person, for example- reversed in th 
case of tobacco barns. The ho use's purpose is to accom-
modate and please people, while the barn does so on! 
incidentally. Its only purpose is to cure tobacco and in thi 
respect people are obliged to accommodate the barn. Th 
barn does not " need" people. People are only in strum n-
tal in the barn 's "desire" to cure tobacco. The pass rb 
does not feel the same bond of a person to thin g tha t h 
senses in a home; the relationship is more one of person t 
manipulated materia l, a notion much closer to sculptu r 
than to architec ture. Fascinating variations of rhythm and 
form can be seen in clusters of barns. With each di ffer n t 
rela tions hi p of barn to barn, a different visual impact i 
felt . Some groups of barns seem to be carrying on informal 
conversations, while other groups seem to overwhelm b 
their m ggedness, proportions, the distance between in -
dividual barns, and relationship to the surro unding fi ld 
and roads. De pending on the physical attributes of th 
barn and one's point of view, barn clus ters can appear t 
be docile and hum an or, at the other extreme, monum n -
tal and overbearing. 

It is important to remember how our apprehen i n 
of somethin g is biased by our point of view- literally th 
posi tion from which we look at the thing. In theca e f 
tobacco barns , I have spoken of formal and co ntextu I 



Pyra midal barn in Bladen County. 

Canti levered shed near Tabor City. 
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Carolina Tobacco Barns: History and Function 

Here Laura Scism considers the history and the function 
of the tobacco barn- and specifically, how North Carolina's 
flu e-curing barns differ from those in other parts of the coun
tn;. Significantly, the form of the typical North Carolina barn 
is found to derive both from the particular curing process 
associated with the kind of tobacco grown in this region's soil 
and from the traditional sixteen-foot square building unit 
employed by English settlers in the construction of one-room 
cabins . 

While variations in form, materials, and methods of 
construction do give many tobacco barns a local flavor, their 
presence is undoubtedly more commonly perceived as a re
gional phenomenon . For the rural dweller they may well have 
place-making identity, but for the traveler who lacks direct 
involvement in the tobacco culture they serve more to establish 
a definite context against which particular places stand out. 



Each summer, from mid-July to the first or second 
week of September, North Carolina tobacco farmers are 
busy harvesting and curing the crop for which the state is 
known throughout the world. The tobacco barn , where 
the recently harvested green leaves become the crisp, 
aromatic golden leaves of tobacco warehouse fame, plays 
a central role in all these activities . Most importantly, the 
tobacco crop is cured at the barn. Often, the tobacco is 
strung here. In fact, the barns are so essential a part of the 
tobacco culture that in years past the construction of one 
was a major event, calling for a social gathering of local 
far m families. 

A distinctive landmark in all tobacco-growing reg-
ions, the tobacco barn is an especially common sight 
a long country roadsides in North Carolina, the nation's 
lead ing tobacco-producing state. On a forty-six mile 
stretch of N . C. Highway 86 from Hillsborough to Dan-
vi lle, Virginia, for instance, 209 tobacco barns are vis ible 
fro m the road. In one six-mile stretch , thirty- six barns 
w recounted . 

The modern tobacco barn has evolved quite a bit 
ince 1611, when John Rolfe imported Amer ica's first to-

bacco eeds from the Spanish-American coloni es. The 
Jamestown growers air-cured their crop-known a~ Bur-
ley tobacco-and this method called for a well-ventilated 
barn. In fact, these early barns ofte n had only three en-
cl sed sides, and tobacco growers of the seventeenth cen-
tu ry d eliberately left several inches between each log to 
insu re be tter ventilation . 

As tobacco's popul arity increased , so did the 
number of states where the leaf was grown . The spread to 

11 
w s tates a nd new soils mea nt hybridiza tion and the 

development of new varieti es. Today, twenty-s1x different 
ty of tobacco are grown 111 twenty-two states. Al-

thpes 1, a ll tobacco barns a re bas ica ll y ali ke inside, the ir 
oug · · d d ' · I xteriors vary from reg ion to reg ion, e pe~1 m g mam y 

on the curin g method used, which 111 turn IS de termmed 
by the type of tobacco grown.' 

Laura Seisin 
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Tobacco Barns in the United States 

Tobacco barns in the United States (Reproduced by pemzission from the Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, Volum e 51, 1961 , Hart and Mather). 
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sawd ust. 
The Burley barn is the archetype of air-curing barn , 

and is fou nd , in add ition to Kentucky and Tennessee, in 
western North Carolina , southwestern Virginia , southern 
Indi ana, and Ohio. The width of the frame structure i 
between twenty-eight and forty feet, its length between 
thirty-six and seventy-two feet (a lthough it may be as Ion 
as three hundred feet) and its height to the eaves is be-
tween s ixteen and twenty-four fee t. Hinged vertical 
sideboards provide ventilation, and every third board can 
be opened and lifted out for air. Wagon-si zed doors ar 
located at each end of the barn, and a stripping shed i 
usually attached to the middle of one side. In the Blu -
grass country of north-central Kentucky, air-curing barn 
are painted two colors, the ventilators contrasting with 
the rest of the barn. Popular combinations are white with 
black or green ventilators. In less prosperous Burley-
g rowing areas, the barns are smaller than in the Bluegra 
and remain unpainted. In some areas, the grower cannot 
afford a special tobacco curing barn, so he cures his crop in 
one that can be put to other uses in other seasons. Shap 
and s izes of these barns vary greatly. 

The air-curing barns of southern Maryland , south-
eastern Pennsylvania, southern Wisconsin, and the Con-
necticut River Valley resemble in general those of th 
Burley area, but each has its own peculia rities. In south-
ern Maryland, for instance, the barns are seldom painted , 
and in older barns, loose boards and access doors provid 
ventilation. Modern barns rely on top- or side-hinged 
vertical s ideboards. A semi-basement stripping room i 
sometimes part of the barn. 

Folks in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, call their 
tobacco barns "sheds," although their average size is a 
rather large thirty-two feet by fifty-four feet. Usuall 
painted white, these sheds have top-hinged vertical ven-
tilators and special stripping cellars below. In southern 
Wisconsin, where cigar binder tobacco is grown, one barn 
houses a farmer's entire crop, and the barns, usual! 



twenty-eight feet wide and fifteen feet to the eaves, are as 
long as necessa ry to hold the crop. Unlike most other 
air-c urin g barns, ventil ati on is throug h round metal roof 
ventila tors rather th-an hinged sideboards. The barn are 
u ually red with wagon-sized white doors at each end and 
in the middle if practical. Connecticut Ri ver Va lley far-
mers wh o raise shade-grown cigar wrapper tobacco 
house it in whopping barns that are forty fee t by o ne 
hundred feet and eighteen to twenty-two feet to the eaves. 
Ve ntil a tio n is throug h top-hin ged hori zontal, rather tha n 
ver ti ca l, sideboards, which are attached to verti ca l poles 
o tha t all can be opened a t one time. 

In s ize and constructi on techniques, the flue-cured 
tobacco barns of North Carolina are very similar to the log 
cabi n homes of the early co loni sts. Like all exa mples of 
trad i tiona! architecture, the barns are built without bene-
fit of fl oor plans. The fundamenta ls have not cha ng d 
ignificantly since around the Civi l War period , when 

metal flu es were -first introduced. 2 

Size is one of the most striking similarities betw en 
log cab ins and the flu e-cured barns. Most single-room log 
cabi ns a re sixteen foot squ ares, as are the popu lar s iz d 
ba rns. In add ition, the space betwee n the logs of bo th the 
cabi n and the barn is fi lled with mud or mortar chinking. 
Both struc tures have gable roofs, and the walls at the gable 

nds are often built of vertical or horizontal timbers. The 
fro nt door in a log cabin is a lmost always in the cente r~ as 
a re those in most flue-cured barns. 

Similar notching techniques are used in both to-
bacco barns and log cabins. The notching in to bacco barns 
may range from the simple square or saddle notch to the 
more elaborate half-dovetai l. Sometimes the logs in to-
bacco barns are hewn; other times, they are flat on two 
ides and round on the others. And sometimes the logs 

are round altoge ther. 
The measurements of a tobacco barn are de term in d 

by the number of "rooms" in the barn . A room is the spac 
fro m the top to the bottom of the barn that lies be twee n 
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much as five to ns of to bacco when it is freshly hung. 7 For 
added support in larger barn s, supporting posts and cross 
beams extend le ngthwi se and crosswise inside the build-
ing, usually a t intervals of sixteen inches or some other 
multiple of four. The barn must also be soundly con-
stru cted to assure that air enters only through the ven
til ato r open ings. There a re two or more of these loca ted 
sli g htly below gro und level in the fo und ation wall itself. 
These base inle ts usually open directly under the flues. In 
gas-curin g barns, top ventilation is by mea ns of a vent 
along the roof peak. Boa rd s cover th e opening and can be 
ra i ed or lowered by mea ns of ropes and pulleys to in-
crease or decrease ve ntila tion . 

The door to the tobacco barn mu st likewise be well 
co nstru cted to prevent und es ired ventila tion and to with-
stand th e hi gh temperatures required by the curing pro-
cess. Usuall y five-a nd -a- half by three-and-a-half feet, the 
door may be loca ted on th e shed s ide of the barn . If it is 
here, the person who s leeps a t th e barn overnight during 
th e curin g process will not have far to go to check the barn 
temperature, and , if it is ra inin g, he will not ge t wet. If the 
tobacco is s trun g a t the shed , th e s ti cks will be laid near 
th e door so they will be easy to pass in side. But if the door 
is not on the shed side, _ a tractor with a flat trailer can be 
parked right o uts ide th e door, thus shortening the dis-
tance th st icks of to bacco mu st be carried when being put 
in s id e or taken o ut of the barn. 

So me fa rm ers have solved th e question of where to 
put the door by havi ng two. Thi s makes cross-ventilation 
durin g th e ho using process po sible.H 

Th e sh d , a lmost a lways loca ted at the furnace end 
of the ba rn and sometim es ex tended to two or more sides, 
se rve three majo r purpo es. It provides a shad y place for 
th e s trin g ing operat ion, protects th e furnace from the 
ra in , and shelte rs th e atte nd a nt when he sleeps at th e barn 
overni ght during th e curing process. 

By th e e ighteen th century, curin g with sm all ope n 
fir son the barn 's dirt floor had rep laced the a ir-curin g o f 

seventeenth century Jamestown . Using the open-fir 
method entailed setting nine to twenty fires and watchin 
them closely day and night. By 1820, a method of curin 
that involved the use of flues to distribute heat through-
out the barn was introduced in Piedmont Virginia. In th 
flue-curing process, the fire was kindled outside the barn, 
and flues carried away the smoke and fumes . This n , r 

method reduced fire hazards , required less fuel and mo r 
accurately regulated the curing process . By the 1830's mo t 
growers used thermometers, which also improved regula-
tion of the process, although some farmers insi sted th 
could judge the state of the cure by simply feeling th 
lower tier poles. 9 The flue-curing method was wide! 
adopted after the Ci vil War. Its increased use paralleled th 
development of Bright tobacco , a low nicotine content I a 
that earned its name because of its bright canary yello'"' 
color. 

In Caswell County, where my research centered -
and where Bright leaf was, in a sense , "discovered" 10 -

four- and fi ve-room barns are a common sight . To m y 
knowledge, no three-room barns have been built in th 
co unty. The average height appears to be around fifteen r 
sixteen feet, although this varies considerably. And al-
though the barns are supposed to be sq uare, this i n t 
always th e case . One barn m eas ured n ine tee n b , 
twenty-one feet inside; another was twenty by twent -
three fee t. The barn s are often constructed of pine log , 
but many in recent years have been covered with fram , 
stucco, or some o ther material for be tter insula tion . 

The fanner who flu e-cures his tobacco ca n cho 
from wood , coal, oil, or liquid pe troleum gas as hi s fu 1. 
Wood was the most common choice until after World ar 
II because of its cheapness and easy ava ilability. Tod ay, il 
and gas are the most pop ular fuels. 

A furnace was an essential part of any coal - r 
wood-burning l;>arn. The size of the barn de tennin 
whether one or two furnaces would be used. Two t 
more initially, but th ey are lon ger las ting and pro id 



more even distribution of heat than one . Two furnaces 
also would speed up the heating process. 

Located at one end of the barn, the furnace, usually 
constructed of stone or brick, extended about one foot 
through the barn wall at ground level. The inner end of the 
furnace was attached to a flue. Early flues were made of 
mud and stone or by cutting trenches in the barn's dirt 
floor and covering these trenches with sheet iron . 
Twelve-inch sheet metal pipes were introduced around 
the Civil War, however, and it was then that flue-curing 
became the most popular method of curing leaf. 

If the barn has only one furnace, it will be located 
near the center of one wall. If there are two, they will be 
found at opposite ends of the same wall. In a single-
furnace barn, the flue extends from the furnace across the 
center of the barn. At the opposite wall, it connects with a 
flue laid parallel to the four walls of the barn and con-
nected to either side of the furnace . The flues in double-
furnace barns extend from each furnace to the opposite 
wall, where they turn at right angles and then stretch back 
towards the barn door. The flues may be joined to lead 
outside or there may be two smokestacks . The flues 
should be at least eighteen inches from the barn walls to 
prevent fire hazards. Most Caswell County barns have (or 
had) two furnaces with a central door between them. 

When a barn is converted to either gas or oil, the 
furnace js no longer necessary and the farmer's first step is 
to block up the outside openings, using rocks, bricks, 
mud , or even cement. Oil or gas burners were then 
installed, one near each corner of the barn . The old flues 
were removed and new ones installed, extending from 
each burner to the corner of the wall and on up the wall 
through the roof. 

Although some authorities claim farmers stopped 
building the mud-daubed log barns to av~id .an earthy 
odor during the rainy season, my research md1cates that 
wooden frame barns became popular mainly because of 
the scarcity of suitable logs. The frame barns are not 
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Duplin Cou n ty bam with hip roof. 

Sru ccoed barn in aswell County. 
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hea t required durin g the curing process tend to dry th 
mud chinking a nd cause it to fall fro m between the log . 
The eas ies t, mos t perm anent meth od of righting the situa-
tion is to plank over th e e ntire barn or the offend~ ng part 
wi th e ither wood s id ing or some other material. InCa -
well Co unty, s tucco was used as an exterio r insulator 
about twelve years ago, but thi s material proved unsati -
fac tory because it prevented moisture from escaping th 
barn and ca used the co ll apse of many barns. 

Qu ite a few barns are "planked over" when they ar 
converted fro m wood-cur ing to oil- or gas-curing. Th 
siding is used to prevent hea t loss, whi ch is particula r! 
importa nt w hen working with expensive fu els such as oil 
or gas . 

The impor tance of ti ght barn co nstmction beco m 
a pparent when one understand s the flu e-curing proce 
When a tobacco leaf is first put into the barn , 80 percent of 
its we ight is wa ter. After it is cured , only 20 to 25 percent f 
its we ig ht is water. There is also a loss of as much a 20 
percent of the dry matter of the leaf during curin g. Th 
fl ue-curing process is basically a two-part drying-out pr -
cedure in w hi ch the leaf is fi rs t yellowed at a mode rat 
(ninety to one hundred degrees) temperature and a hi h 
relati ve humidi ty (80 to 90 percent), an d the we b and st m 
are th en dried by gradu ally increasing the tempera ture t 
the 160 to 180 degree ran ge and lowering the humidity 
no discolora tion w ill occur. Dtyi ng the lea f too fas t will 
resu lt in a mudd y, dark discolora tion of the lea f know n a 
scaldin g. Dryin g too slowly w ill cause sponging, the a p-
pearance of red or brown spo ts on the leaf. The absence f 
these fa ults mean s a hig her grade of leaf, which w ill 
co nsequently command a higher price on the tobacc 
market. 

The construction of a tobacco barn was occasion f r 
a socia l ga thering of neighborin g fa rmers and th ir 
fa milies, just as the building of a log ca bin also ca lled f r 
celebrati on . Bose Layne, seventy-eig ht, a Caswell Coun t 
to bacco farmer for almost sixty years, noted in an int r-



view tha t a barn- ra is in g was an all day a ffair, ca pped with 
a b ig dinner a t the barn ow ner 's home afterwa rds . Layne, 
w ho reca ll ed a ttendin g his las t barn- ra ising twelve or 
fou rteen years ago, sa id twelve to fifteen men built the 
ba rn together. So me, beca use of special tale nts, would be 
ca lled o n to perform specific tas ks. Layne, for exa mple, 
was a notcher of logs . Two men, us ing ro pes and poles, 
rai ed the logs to the des ired barn heig ht, which Lay ne 
sa id was fourteen or fi fteen fee t. When the logs were at 
lea t s ix or seven fee t hig h, the men began putting ti ers in 
a bou t every three logs. By dinnertim e, the core of the barn 
was comple ted . The next day, the barn-owner chinked 
and da ubed hi s new outbuilding, adding the rafters and 
heet in g for the roof himself. If he wanted, he mig ht a lso 

p la n k over the logs for be tter insula tion . 
Beca use logs are thi ck, they prov ide good insula-

tio n , a requis ite for tobacco barns. Layne noted tha t frame 
barns a re "a ll rig ht" for curing tobacco, but logs are na tu-
ra ll y better insula tors . Nevertheless, logs were pro bably 
used as much out of con veni ence and financial neces i ty 
as any other reasons. Logs were usually cut from trees on 
the fa rm er 's own land, trees whi ch would eventu ally be 
des troyed anyway to m ake room for a new tobacco field or 
home or b arn . One's own timber was always chea per than 
m iII ed I umber. 

When harves ting begins, the days start early. Mrs. 
Layne said she rises a t 4:30 a.m . and prepares brea kfa t 
for he r husband . While he is in the field primin g the 
tobacco, she ge ts dinner ready, cooks bread , churns but-
ter, and milks the cow. Then she hurries to the barn , w here 
he helps her hu sband by str in ging tobacco. Until re-

centl y, the Layn es strun g tobacco by hand at a wooden 
strin ger, a waist-hi gh, t--i - s ha ~ed pla tform about the 
size of a sawhorse . The tobacco sti ck was la id across the 
top, fitting into the V -no tches at each end . Women 
and children usually did most of the stringing and " hand-
ing leaves," the process of hand i_ng a bundle of three to 
fo ur leaves to the s tringer, who 111 turn loops the light-

Th 

a pprox imately how ma n 
barn w ill hold , and kn 
be h us d a l 

an ho ur." 
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process . It's a lot more relaxed, " he explai ned. 
The curing process begins as soon as the barn is full 

and the door is shut . For the fa rmer who still cures with 
w d, li ke Bose Layne , flu e-curing means a constant 
vig il. "No ick child demands more constant and careful 
watch in g than a barn of the golden leaf when it is being 
cured by the flu e process," a North Carolina editor wrote 
in 1888 . For the gro wer who cures with oil , the process is 
not q uite so arduo us: a carburetor can be se t to allow a 
certa in amou nt of o i I to enter the burners , which therefore 
means the temperature will rem ain co nstant. "Wi th 
wood -curin g, a fa rm er didn ' t ge t a lot of slee p," Scism 
reca ll d . "You co uldn ' t co ntrol the temperature unless you 
were th re. The furnace was like a fireplace: yo u had to 
k ep wood on it to keep the fire up ." 

Layne, the on ly Caswell County fann er to m y 
knowledge who still wood-cures hi s crop, checks the barn 
ev ry ho ur or hour-a nd -a- ha lf to add more wood to the 
fire. If the fire wer to di e o ut or the temperature to 
decrease, th lack of hot a ir in the flue would have an 
adverse effec t o n the dryi ng process . 

During the day, the farmer co uld m ake periodic trips 
to th barn to s toke th e fire. In fac t, th e ba rn was usuall y 
loca ted nea r th e fie ld so he cou ld pull (or prime) tobacco 
and cure hi s crop s imultaneously. But at nig ht, it was more 
prac ti ca l to sleep a t the barn, under the protectio n of the 
hed . " I d id some of my bes t sleeping at tobacco barn s," 

Lay n sa id, not in g that he split the ni ght shift wi th hi s 
fathe r a a boy. " Unless you 're a mig hty sou nd slee per, 
yo u' ll have yo ur mind o n it !stoking the fire]," he added. 
" You' ll wake up. I don' t know what it is, but you' ll wake 
up . I' ve never used an alarm clock. " But a lo t of farmers 
d id re ly on a la rm clocks . 

" heckingon th e barn is a lo t of trouble, and I don ' t like 
t g out and tend to it," Layn e a id . " I 've been thinking 
about changin g to oil. But I was t-a ised with the wood. It's 
jus t natu ral to me." 

For some, s taying a t the barn overni g ht co uld be-

"Bulktobac," wave of the futu re. 

come a minor social event . Scism recalled goi ng to th 
barn aro und dusk to kee p the person responsible for th 
curing company. During August when the apples beg n 
to ripen , Scism said , people would take those to the barn 
and roast them at the furnace. Corn and potatoes were a l 
often roas ted th ere. 

Times are changing in the flue-curing region f 
North Carolina's tobacco country. Electric s tringin 
machines are fast replacing the once familiar wood n 
strin gers, and eventually even the harves ting process m 
become mechani zed . While the old log tobacco barn will 
not disappear fro m the land sca pe any time soon, it may b 
obsolete in a few years. Already, rows of bulk barns d t 
the hi ghways . Bulk curing requires less la bor and result 
in a be tter, more desirable cure . For th ose w ho ca n afford 
them ($8,000 each), they are the wave of the future. 

Men like Bose Layne who adhere to the old w a 
partly beca use "i t's natural to me" are rare. In the toba 
industry, where fa rm help is difficult to find, an atti tu d 
like Layne's is espec iall y unique. He remarked o nce dur-
ing the inte rvi ew, " It was a hard life, but we lived throu h 
it ." Tobacco fanning is a hard life, and the ru gged toba 
barn serves as a symbol of th at. 
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The Creation of a Vernacular Townscape: 
A Case Study of Spring Hope 

Acco rding to the North Carolina Atlas this state is an 
"urban anomaly," ranking forty-fifth in the nation in degree of 
urbaniza tion. The contemporary pattern of rural dwelling on 
small landholdings has its roots in the history of earliest settle
ment when both law and unstable government discouraged the 
amassing of large es tates . During the nineteenth century an 
even smaller percentage of the population lived in towns than 
today. So saturated was the co untryside that when railroads 
were laid through it during the decades before the Civil War 
and again during the last quarter of the century, commercial 
centers precipitated at practically every highway crossing like 
beads on a string. And thus were born the sleepy Southern 
railroad towns-farmers' markets----f;o central to the region's 
image in fac t and f iction. 

Today North Carolina 's railside villages typically appear 
as underemployed anachronisms, with depots standing vacant 
or converted into warehouses or, lately, public libraries and 
community centers. By the yardstick of commercial expansion 
that our society uses to measure municipal health , these small 
towns are usually doing poorly. And, like everyplace else, 
they have become prey to car culture's dissociative influence. 

With justifica tion , Bob Klute considers the railroad vil
lage a "vernacular townscape ." Recognizing that it is today 
highly vulnerable to change, he sets out to determine what 
elements of one such small town are worth.saving if the town is 
to retain its identity and strong sense of place in the minds of its 
inhabitants. For the most part what he finds are definite 
distinctions between traditional town features that "belong" 
and the more contemporary development that could be 
"anyplace ." 

On the road from Raleigh to Rocky Mount, thirty-
th ree miles from Raleigh on that road, the road becomes a 
road and ceases to be a highway. Until then, the highwa 
runs two lanes in each direction, the Janes separated by a 
wide median and sunk between grassed embankment 
on ei ther side. Along most of the way, a line of wood 
marks the edge of the highway right-of-way and block 
the view of the driver out into the countryside. At mile 
thirty-three, the eastbound lanes curve to the left, climb a 
slight rise, and join the westbound Janes at a crossroad . 
After the crossroads, there are two lanes separated by a 
yellow line, with gravel shoulders. There are trees and 
fields on either side. 

At mile thirty-five, the small blue hemisphere of a 
water tank is visible, rising behind a line of pines ahead . 
The road reaches the pines and bends left to run through 
them. They are high on either side. Underneath them ar 
brick ranch houses with carports and garages. Paved 
drives go from the carports through the wooded yards to 
the road. The road turns another curve. Now it is out of 
the tall pines, and on the right is a low and intermittent 
screen of young conifers. Beyond this the land is flat an d 
bare. But it is green, even in the summer, and the green i 
that of suburban lawns, mown flat. In the middle of each 
green lawn is a brick ranch house which faces across a 
street to one like it. The houses, separated by the street 
and the wide lawns, stretch back in foreshortened row 
from the main road to the large round bulk of the blu 
water tower. 

This is mile thirty-six from Raleigh, and it is th 
town of Spring Hope, North Carolina. Past the water tank 
and ranch houses the road turns back to the right and run 
up the side of a small ridge. At the top there is a car sal 
lot and a gas station to the right, a Tastee Freeze and a mill 
outlet store to the left. From here the road runs straight 
down the other side of this ridge and up the side of th 
next where the tops of large hardwood trees are visibl 
above the crest. At the bottom, between the two hill , 



there are dilapidated frame houses and a railroad siding 
with a cluster of sheds. 

Going up the further rise there is a glimpse of the top 
s tory of a face of storefronts to the south and right of the 
road over the backs and roofs of one-story buildings. If the 
driver turns his head as he nears the hilltop, the store-
fronts are in view face on and are a block-long unbroken 
line . There is a traffic light in the road at the hilltop. A gas 
s tation and stores face the intersection. But this is not the 
center of town. The center of town is the line of storefronts 
two blocks south. In the morning it is this line of store-
fronts which is first lit by the sun while the lower build-
ings are still in the shadow of the hill. 

On the other side of the light the road goes straight 
on under huge old street trees, past a brick church, and 
then past houses. The houses are under the trees and are 
close to each other and close to the road which is still, 
however, a road and not a street. The yards of these houses 
are planted with smaller ornamental trees and shrubs, and 
the houses themselves are of different styles and types of 
construction . Some are made of brick and have light green 
shutters; some are frame houses, and whether one-story 
or two, they are painted white with black shutters. The 
road runs between them and the big, close-set street trees. 
Where the trees and houses end, the road turns left past 
fi elds and a few buildings and passes on to the next town. 

Spring Hope is described by the people who live 
there as a "small town. " In comparison with Raleigh and 
Rocky Mount it is small : it has a population of no more 
than 1600 people, aboutl/lOOth the size of Raleigh. Spring 
Hope was, and is, a farm center. At one time the railroad 
played the major role in its emnomy; it brought in farm 
equipment and supplies, and took out farm produce. It is 
of lesser importance now, but its physical presence is still 
very much apparent in the town. The railroad tracks split 
the town in half, running in from the east right through 
the central business district. The town center, in fact, is 
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orga ni zed around th e railroad. The line of storefronts 
vis ible from th e main road fa ces across Main Street to the 
rai lroad tracks and the old wooden frame depot (which is 
no longer used as such and is being converted into the 
town library). The Sq uare formed by the tracks, the depot, 
th e blocks of storefronts, and the section of Main Street 
adjacent to them is th e heart of the downtown business 
district. 

Jus t to the eas t of the downtown is the area of old 
residential homes and tree-lined streets through which 
the m ai n road, "Highway 64," runs. These two areas, the 
downtown and th e older residential streets, are instru-
mental in making Spring Hope the kind of place it is. They 
also form th e basis for the s tudy which this article 
describes . 

Spring Hope was selected for study because it is a 
typi cal small town in North Carolina. By typical I mean 
two things. First, it is typical in population size. I found 
that, with its population of about1600 people, it was well 
within wha t I identifi ed statisti ca lly as the range for small 
towns in North Carolina: from a population ofl,OOO to one 
of 2,500. 

Second , Spring Hope is typical of small towns in one 
region of North Ca rolina, and typical in the sense that it 
em bodies features of town form characteristic of towns in 
that area. The region embraces part of the Coastal Plain 
and Pi edmont of North Carolina. The town form reflects 
th e economic importance of the railroads, dating from the 
time of th eir ex tens ion westwa rd from th e eastern part of 
the s tate in th e last half of the nineteenth century and the 
first part of the twenti eth . The railroad characteristically 
runs th ro ugh the center of town, right down the main 
s treet, with th e stores along Main Street facing it in an 
unbroken line of fronts as in Spring Hope. A small rail-
road depot next to th e tracks is also typi ca l. Adjacent to 
this central business district there is usually a res idential 
ar a of older homes and s treets with trees. 

I maintain that these elements of the townscape 

exemplify a vernacular town form, one that is a respon 
to the conditions of a particular area, represents a tradi-
tion derived from these conditions, and is created by th 
people who inhabit or use the town. It is, then, a creation 
of what Amos Rapoport calls the "folk tradition," defined 
as being "much more closely related to the culture of th 
majority and life as it is really lived than .. . the grand 
design tradition .... " 1 Rapoport equates this folk h·adi-
tion with the creation of vernacular artifacts, primaril 
houses. I extend the definition of artifacts to include town 
form. My usage also embodies the dictionary definition of 
vernacular, as "belonging to, developed in, and . 
used by, the people of a particular place, region, or 
country. ... "2 

There are other elements of town form typical of 
small towns, and typical within the last few years. The 
are associa ted with the hi ghways which increasing! 
bypass the towns and draw an assortment of busin 
enterprises such as fast-food restaurants, gas stations, car 
sa les lots, convenience stores-in essence, strip d -
velopment-out to the edge of town . This development 
may be a kind of popular architecture or urban form, but it 
is not really vernacular as I define it here. It is deriv d 
from a popular culture that is nationwide, and is n t 
related to any particular region .3 

All of the typical elements which I have b n 
discussing were observed and catalogued during a tw 
day survey by car of about a dozen small towns. A a 
result of this survey Spring Hope was chosen for thi 
study. Spring Hope h as very good examples of the typical 
downtown and older residential area, but it does not y t 
have much of the type of development associated with a 
bypass. Currently a bypass is being constructed aroun d 
the town to th e south , from the crossroad west of Sprin 
Hope where highway 64 becomes a two lane road t a 
point eas t of the town . In oth er small towns in thi s area f 
North Carolina the completion of a bypass has serv d a 
an instrument for change, bringing the older and th 



newer types of town form into conflict. The outcome of 
this process is usually a deteriorating and lifeless 
downtown which is no longer competitive with the new 
section of strip development out on the bypass. 

Although not directly associated with a bypass, 
suburban housing developments and new industrial 
plants located outside the town are also examples of this 
conflict between an older town form , associated with the 
economic history of the area, and a newer form, as-
s ociated with changing economic conditions and a na-
tional car-culture. 

However, the bypass around Spring Hope is not yet 
finished, and there is no development along it. While 
some highway development exists along U.S. 64 going 
through town, the downtown is still viable, and it is still 
the main business area. 

Spring Hope is thus an excellent candidate for a 
town conservation program which seeks first to assess the 
possibly destructive effects of change and then to find 
w ays of adjusting to it or guiding it. Two types of planning 
programs, historic preservation and revitalization, are 
u sed by professional planners to address these problems. 
His toric preservation seeks to ameliorate the effects of 
change by preserving those elements in the town env~
ronment which are critical to the sense of the place as 1t 
has existed in times past. Towards that end the preser-
va tionist selects those structures or areas which are 
exemplary of important architectural traditions and 
periods and which form an important link with the past. 
By maintaining this link a continuity is established from 
th e past through the present and i~1to t~e future. While 
preservation is applied to bot~ r~sJ~enti~I and commer-
cial s tructures and areas, rev1tahzatwn 1s more usually 
aim ed at the downtown business area of a city or town . It 
attempts , through the renovation and reuse of e~isting 
fac ilities, to make an aging downtown area compehhve 111 

the present. When applied to small towns, both of these 
p rograms would come under th e rubnc of town 

station and the mill 
town . 
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Figu re 4 shows an example from each of the two version 
of the questionnaire: A. reproduces the pair of reside ntial 
c nes from the first version, and B. reproduces the indi -

vid ual residential elements from the second version. 
The residents of Spring Hope who filled out th e 

qu tionnaire were told , in the case of the first ve rsion , to 
choos one of each pair of pictures in response to each of 
thr questions . For the second version, respond nts 
ranked each of th e individual elements displayed, also in 
r span e to three questions. The questions were: "Which 
a r most (and least) typical of Spring Hope?"; "Whi ch are 
mo t like (and least like) the way Spring Hope should 
be?"; and "Which are most (and least) worth preserving in 

pring Hope?" The first question is aimed at eliciting 
information about th e things the residents fee l typify 
ma ll towns and compri se their vernacular; the second 

h·i to determine how they value these elements; and th 
third takes the general statement of the second and 
a ppli s it to a specific purpose, that of preservation 
plann ing. . . 

For people filling out the hrst verswn of th ques-
tion naire, answering the questions involved choosi ng 

n picture as "most .. . "-the other picture becoming, 
by defa ult, " least . . . . " For the second version. respon-
d nts had to rank elements along a range mnmng from 
" mo t . .. " to "least .. . . " Respondents for both versions 
w re also instructed to put written comments next to their 
choices, explaining th e reasons for their selection . 

Questionnai res were dish·ibuted to more than a 
third of the households in Spring Hope. Of the 201 ques-
tionnaires delivered, 89 were filled out and returned. 

The majority of people filling out the questionnaire 
felt that the scenes showi ng the older residenti al area and 
the older comm ercial area, the downtown, were mo t 
typica l of Spring Hope .. The majority al.so fe lt that th se 
two scenes were most hke the way Spnng Hope should 
b and most worth preserving. The written comm nt 
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Figure 3 . Co mmercial: 
A. The commercial s trip on H ighwav 64. 

B. The o ld downtown business dis trict. 
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sh·eets and the large lots, the cookie-cutter sameness of 
those lots and the identical siting of the identical houses 
stimulated comments about its sterility and barrenness. 
Th e way that the individual elements are related functions 
here to convey a " sense of no-place"-a place like any 
o ther suburb. 

The same pattern of evaluation prevails for the 
commercial scenes and elements . The line of storefronts 
downtown is the business district of Spring Hope. The 
old e r stores along Main Street are the focus of the 
downtown's identity. There are three reasons why this is 
o. First, the way the stores are related to each other 

contributes to this identity: they do not stand singly but 
together. Because they stand toge ther they create a 
downtown greater than the sum of the individual stores. 
By contrast, the highway development along U.S . 64 does 
no t possess this identity as a particular place. The indi -
vidua l businesses were not perceived as compri si ng a 
sin gle entity, like the downtown, but were variously de-
cribed as being spaced far apart or placed haphaza rdly. 

Seco ndl y, the id entifica tion of the downtown with 
th e ntir town of Spri ng Hope is related to the centml 
locat ion of the stores and what that im p li es: 

ll ea rt of the town's li fe . 
. . . nucleus of the town . 
Spring Hope wouldn' t be the sa me w ithout Main 

treet. 
T hi is our town . 
O nly one place in the world looks li ke th is: pring 
Hope. 

By co ntras t, aga in , the hi g hway development lac ks thi 
i d n ti ty. It co nveys a se nse of every place, or no pl ac at 
all : 

Look l ike every other place . .. 
. . . doesn' t fee l like it belongs in the tow n . 
. . . cnn fi nd it il lmost nnywhere . 

0 

0 

0 
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These bus ine ses a re "out on the hi ghway," and w hile 
th ey lin e the hi ghway wh ich passes throu g h town, they 
arc not of the town itse lf. They are peripheral, and the old 
downtow n is central. When Spr ing Hope res idents 
eva luate the ir town, cen trality seems to equ ate with a 
high id entifi c<lt ion with the town , whi le a peripheral 
loca tion equates with a lower degree of identification . A 
figure-ground effec t is evident here, with the dense town 
center as figure and the loosely built periphery as ground 
or a merg ing into th e gro und of the co untry surrounding 
th e tow n. 

Of co urse more goes into the maki ng of a place than 
the orderin g of its compone nt e lements or its location 
rela ti ve to other places- memories, for one thing. The 
third reason for th e downtown's identity is that its stores 
and buildings a re rich w ith memories: 

This speaks of our past . .. 
Let our great-grandchi ldren ee what a town depot 
looks like. 
O ur first tor s are on this street. 

To be more precise, these things carry a shared 
mea ning- a sense of history and tradition and the "con-
tinuity with the past" which I mentioned earlier. The 
newer developm ent has not been around long enough to 
have anything li ke thi s accrue to it, irrespective of its 
shortcomings in the way it is put together. What this 
means is that the downtown's his torical associations 
make it a particular place, rather than just a kind of place 
like th e highway strip development. 

What goes for the downtown also goes for the old 
residenti al area. Its central location and historical associa-
tions give it a grea ter value than the su burban develop-
ment. Thus, three factors which foster a sense of identity 
and place are found in both the old downtown and the old 
res idential area: first , the physical nature of these areas 
(the actual elements found in them, and the way these 
elements are put together); second, the central location of 

these areas; and third , the meaning which these place 
have for the residents through shared associations . 

I have not discussed the responses for the industrial 
scenes and elements . The older sewing factory possesse 
the three attributes which I just mentioned above, and it 
is clearly identified by the respondents with Spring Hope 
- the majority judged it as being most typical. However, 
the industrial plant outside of town rather than the sew-
ing factory is valued as being most like the way Spring 
Hope should be and most worth pr~serving . There are 
two reasons for this . First, the respondents do not want 
industry, with its connotations of noise, dirt, pollution, 
and so on, to be identified with their town, especially not 
right downtown where it is very visible. Second, the new 
industry means higher wages, better jobs, and a better 
standard of living. 

" Hea rt of the town 's life . 



. li ke every o ther pl ace . 

A vernacular town form, as it is defined here, is 
derived from the conditions pertaining in a particular 
area. It in tum creates a particular place in the minds of the 
people who use it on a daily basis. The economic history 
of the area which includes Spring Hope fosters a particu-
lar pattern of town form . The continued usage of this town 
form by generations of residents engenders many associa-
tions with the past through personal experiences. A sense 
of place is created. Vernacular form thus lends itself to 
creating a sense of particular place .. 

On the other hand, the contemporary popular form 
of the highway strip, the suburbs, and the industrial plant 
create a sense of a kind of place. It is possible that with the 
passing of time, and with use, this new development will 
accumulate its own set of attachments and associations 
and will be remembered nostalgically by the residents of 
Spring Hope as a particular place. I doubt it, simply be-
cause the downtown and the old residential street with 
trees were there first, and the primary identity of the town 
is invested in them . For this reason, if no other, vernacular 
townscapes are important to save-for when they go, so 
goes the town . 
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Southern Mill Hills: Design in a #Public" Place 

Th e Sou thern mill village is one feature of our ve rnacu
lar landscape whose place-making contribution cannot be 
celebrated without an attendant critique. For some the mill 
village is a symbol of agrarian displacement and in
stitutionalized marginality. Its instrumental basis is undeni
able. At the same time, it has filled a necessary role and has 
tempered industrialism's harsh demands with a good measure 
of common-sense humanism. The mill village has acted as a 
buffe r between the machine and the rural personality of the 
Sou thern working public. Due to the preserving control of the 
mills, many mill villages retain much of their original flavor 
today, carn;ing nineteenth century forms into the last quarter 
of this century. 

Here Brent Glass , who directed an inventory of North 
Carolina historic engineering and industrial sites in 1975, 
presents an informed view of the Southern mill village . 

- . -· * 

In many parts of Piedmont North Carolina, taking a 
job in a factory has been known for generations as "public 
work." Long before government employment programs 
made this expression popular during the New Deal , 
thousands of rural North Carolinians migrated from farm 
to factory in search of a job in the "public," a job that 
would pay a weekly or monthly wage. 1 It is a simple 
expression yet it captures an important historical experi-
ence. The movement into "public work" transformed the 
social structure and cultural landscape of the Piedmont. It 
began slowly in the 1830's and 1840's, accelerated in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, and mushroomed 
dramatically between 1900 and 1925, especially during and 
after World War I. The implications of this movement were 
not lost upon contemporary obseiVers . By 1906, one jour-
nalist noted that "when a state ... builds almost two 
hundred cotton mills within twenty years ... evidently a 
great economic change is indicated. When, with almost 
imperceptible immigration, from 150,000 to 200,000 per-
sons are transferred from the country-perhaps from the 
very farms where they and their ancestors have lived for 
more than a century-to live in towns or factory villages, 
and receive their pay in wages rather than in com-
modities, the social changes must be equally important. "2 

a . I 85 le tterhead forth Gle ncoe Mi ll s, sho wing the mill and adj acent power plant. 

It is not the purpose of this paper to evaluate the 
social and economic ramifications of industrialization in 
the Piedmont. It is my intention, instead, to examine the 
physical environment of "public work." What were the 
constituent elements of North Carolina's most traditional 
working places? What was the function of these elements? 
How did they change either in form or function over time? 
To address these questions, I will 1) describe two nine-
teenth century cotton mill villages along Haw River; 2) 
analyze the evolution of the mill village as a building form 
through the 1920's; and 3) suggest the historic function of 
the mill village and its contemporary function in provid-
ing a sense of place. 

The first "public jobs" were found in cotton mill 
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villages. This is essentially an ironic development be-
cause a less public place could hardly be imagined. Mill 
villages were isolated communities situated along the 
major rivers of the Piedmont. The riverside location of-
fered waterpower to drive machinery and humidity for 
cotton threads. Up until the early 1890's most mills built in 
North Carolina were situated atwater power sites. Typical 
of the nineteenth century villages were Glencoe and 
Bynum along Haw River. 

Glencoe was one of several mills built by the Holt 
family of Alamance County. Edwin M. Holt and his sons 
pioneered in the manufacture of textile products begin-
ning in 1837 and introduced one of the South's first brand 
name fabrics-"Alamance Plaids." Around 1880, James 
and William Holt organized a small mill three miles north 
of what was then called Company Shops (now Bur-
lington) . Until the mid-1950's Glencoe Mills operated a 
manufacturing plant of about four thousand spindles and 
two hundred looms. Since that time the mill building has 
been used for storage and as a mill outlet for carpet and 
other fabrics. 

Most of the mill population has died or left the 
village. Glencoe is essentially a ghost town. What re-
mains, however, is a classic representation of the "mill 
hill." A stone dam across Haw River is located some four 
hundred yards west of the mill. The mill race is lined with 
stone retaining walls and runs into the wheel house where 
a turbine is in situ. The wheel, gear fittings, governor, 
main shaft, and flywheel are in place. An electric 
generator also remains. Thus the entire power system, as 
well as evidence of the development of water power in the 
small mill village, is clearly visible. The mill building itself 
is virtually unaltered except for a one-story addition (ca. 
1950) in front. The three-story brick mill with its stair 
tower, corbelled cornice, quoined stucco corners, and 
heavily stuccoed window labels is typical of dozens of 
small Piedmont mills built in the latter half of the nine-
teenth century. It is a simple structure, yet its ornamenta-

An early twe ntieth 
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church , lodge hall , barber shop, and garden space. The 
older mill houses are surprisingly well-built. In fact they 
are identical to the superintendent's house except for the 
extended porch . About two dozen of these frame houses 
are two-s tory "I" structures-four rooms with brick nag-
ging and hand-sawn timbers. Several houses have their 
original separate kitchens of board and batten construc-
tion at the rear. There is no indoor plumbing and each pair 
of houses shares a well (with wood winches) and outdoor 
bathroom privees. 

The church stood (until winter, 1976) in the middle of 
the residential section. It was a one-story frame structure 
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Site plan of Glencoe village. 

with a steeple projected from its stair tower. The other 
structures-the barber shop and lodge hall-are similar! 
situated in the center of the residential area . They ar 
undistinguished frame structures. Taken together with 
the church, however, they form a social unit within th 
village as a counterpart to the managerial and commercial 
buildings at the south end. 3 

The southernmost mill village along Haw River is at 
Bynum in Chatham County. Cotton manufacturing began 
there in the mid-1880's under the management of Luth r 
Bynum and other local merchants. In the late 1890's J.M. 
Odell of Concord purchased the mill property and it ha 



operated under his name to the present. Bynum, or 
Bynum's Mill as it was called in the nineteenth century, 
was a more self-contained commercial and industrial 
center than Glencoe. A grist mill and cotton gin shared the 
race with the cotton mill. Several commercial establish-
ments lined Bynum's main street. A public school stood 
east of the village . In this respect Bynum stooq one step 
closer to the economic and social realities of the twentieth 
century. Yet its physical form differed only slightly from 
G lencoe's mill hill. 

Bynum is today actually a second generation mill 
village. The mill, commercial properties, and many resi-
d ences have been built in the twentieth century, often on 
the site of their nineteenth century predecessors. The mill 
building, for instance, is a two-story brick structure built 
in 1916 after a fire destroyed the original three-story frame 
mill. Much of the housing was constructed after World 
War I. This new construction, however, is located within 
th e nineteenth century village. 

Consequently, Bynum derives its form from the 
nine teenth century model of which Glencoe is perhaps 
North Carolina's best example. The mill is built into a 
steep bank along Haw River. A warehouse stands just east 
of the mill. Directly north is the Methodist Church (ca . 
1890) , frame with brick veneer. The dwellings nearest the 
church and mill are large two-story structures . In them 
lived the minister, merchants, and mill managers . The 
mill hill gently rises to the east and contains a village of 
forty-four houses laid out along a truncated figure-eight 
stree t pattern. A playground, ball field , and garden space 
are within the village. One nineteenth century store-
Atwater-Lambeth-stood beside the church. The remain-
ing commercial properties are located within walking dis-
tance just north of the village but not on mill hill . 
Nevertheless, these stores have always maintained a close 
relationship with the mill. Bynum's largest store is oper-
ated today by a former mill worker whose parents took up 
"public work" in the 1890's.4 

• 

Site plan of Bynu m. 
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' . Over haU of the mill houses are one-story three-
room buildings with porches, some having one-room 
extensions a t the rear. There are a few scattered two-story 
dwellings built in the nineteenth century. The other resi-
dences are one-story with four or five rooms . They follow 
the basic plan of Bynum's predominant house type with 
extensions added at a later date. All s tructures are frame . 
There is no indoor plumbing. What is most striking about 
the entire plan is that the "new" construction (ca . 1920) not 
only follows as a group the pattern laid out in the nine-
teenth century but also individually reproduces the one-
s tory, three-room house type developed before 1900. 

The villages at Glencoe and Bynum are repre-
sentations of a nineteenth century vernacular form . The 
persis tence of the nineteenth century form is perhaps the 

single most significant contribution of the Southern mill 
hill. It has dominated the built environment of three gen-
erations of Southern workers . The setting, scale, and 
structure of the mill hill grew out of conscious design as 
well as the functional need for motive power, labor, 
and raw materials. Another, perhaps secondary, consider-
ation was the welfare of the labor force and the need for 
churches and community services. By the last decade of 
the nineteenth century, this form had become ubiquitous 
on the Piedmont landscape . 

Who built the mill villages? More importantly, did 
these communities evolve from a standard or model? The 
principles of planning and design as applied to industrial 
communities were well-established by the time construc-
tion began at Glencoe and Bynum. Robert Owen 's village 
New Lanark in Britain and the Lowell community in 
Massachusetts were well-known efforts to provide an or-
derly working environment. 5 With the influx of Northern 
machinery and machinists into the South, the notion of 
factory housing and community services was also intro-
duced . William Gregg of Graniteville, South Carolina , 
was among the first to integrate the functions of manufac-
turing, housing, and management. In North Carolina's 
Piedmont, the physical development of public working 
places does not appear to follow any particular model. The 
appearance of the mill village resulted from individual 
choices made by individual mill operators . Standards for 
design were dictated by environmental and economic 
factors , not through former models or guides . Slowly a 
communications network seems to have developed in 
which operators shared information on management, fi -
nance, and technology. Edwin M. Holt of Alamance 
County, for example, established a close relationship with 
Francis Fries of Salem and exchanged information 
through correspondence and personal contact. Their as-
sociation no doubt influenced the industrial design ele-
ments in their respective regions .6 

The concerns and collective wisdom of Southern 



industrial pioneers later found written expression in trade 
journals and technical manuals. One popular journal, the 
Manufacturer's Record of Baltimore, published a vast array 
of news for Southern industrialists including de-
velopments in textiles, iron and steel, railroads, and 
building technology. It offered advice on political 
economy, machinery, and labor. An issue of 1888, for 
example, recommended "Cheap Homes for Workmen" : 

Good dwellings at low rents is one of the essential 
features of a prosperous manufacturing town, as the 
better class of mechanics will not put up with in-
ferior accommodations nor with exorbitant rents 
. . . Contented laborers, well housed and well fed , 
are essential to the prosperity of any industrial en-
terprise . Cheap homes but good homes will attract 
good laborers who can afford to and will work for 
much lower pay than where houses are scarce and 
rents high. 7 

Most influential of all publications in this period 
were the textbooks of Daniel A. Tompkins, engineer and 
mill operator of Charlotte. Tompkins began to systemati-
cally analyze the technology, financing, and marketing 
activities of the cotton industry in the 1890's. In 1899, he 
produced a volume called Cotton Mill : Commercial Features 
for the "use of textile schools and investors." Over the 
course of seventeen chapters, Tompkins prescribed stan-
dards for raising capital, bookkeeping, power, machinery, 
and fire protection. He also included sections on "Labor " 
and "Operatives' Homes" in which the specifications for a 
typical mill house were set forth as follows : 

FOUR-ROOM MTLL H U • 
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"Four-room Gable House, ost $400 ," from Tompkin s' Co tto11 Mill , 
Co mmercial Fea trm s, published in 1899 . Thi s des ign for a small mill 
house utili zes a tradi tional nineteenth century regional pl an type. 

3-1/2" butt hinges and furnished with good knobs 
and locks with brass or wrought iron keys . Closet 
doors to be hung with not less than 3" butt hinges 
and furnished with good locks and good keys. 
Closet walls to be lathed and plastered same as room 
walls . Closets to contain shelves. 

(11) All windows except that in pantry to have 
good substantial frame of sufficient size to hold two 
sash of six 10" x 14" lights each, and are to be fur-
nished with a suitable catch to lock and hold sash. 

(12) All interior walls, except those of rear hall 
to be plastered, with three coat work, including 
skim coat. Picture moulding to be placed around top 
of walls . 

(13) Two fire places are to be built in houses, as 
shown on plans, each to have neat and substantial 
mantle. Chimneys to be built of brick on a good 
solid foundation. Fire places to be 3' wide at front 
and 30" wide at back; 30" high and 14" deep, and 
flues to be of sufficient size to give a good draft. 
Hearths to be laid with hard burnt brick and 13" 
wide from jams or face of chimney. Chimneys to 
extend at least 4-1/2" above comb of roof. All chim-
ney flues to be cleaned down and plastered inside. A 
flue of sufficient size is to be provided in room back 
of front hall for stove pipe connection. On top of 
kitchen a flue of safe fire height is to be built to 
receive stove pipe . 

(14) Piazza to be built in front of house as 
shown on drawing, sills to be 4" x 6" set on brick 
pillars not more than 8" square. Sleepers 2" x 8" joist 
2" x 4", width of porch to be 5 feet, and to be covered 
with beaded ceiling and then shingled same as 
house roof. Flooring to be the same as in house. 
Porch roof to be plain shed roof with pitch enough to 
give good drain . Pitch of main roof on house to be 
about 40 degrees or one foot lower than a square. 
Porch column to be 4" x 4" with central portion 
turned to some neat pattern, and brackets of suitable 
design placed on each side of columns at top. Back 
porch is to be latticed as shown on drawing. Steps of 
sufficient height and width.are to be placed at front 
and back porches. 

(15) Lumber to be good second grade, not ab-
solutely free from knots but no large or loose knots, 
and no piece wholly knotty 

(16) Studs to be not more than 20" centers . 
Sleepers and joists to be not more than 24" centers. 
Blinds to be placed on all windows. They are to be 
two piece blinds with adjustable shutters, and are to 



be hung with substantial catch hinges, and to have 
catches on inside. 

(17) Houses to be painted with two coats paint 
on outside, including steps and all exposed wood, 
except shingle roof. Also two coats inside on all 
exposed wood surfaces. All paint used to be of good 
quality. The houses may be painted with two or 
three different colors; the colors and trimmin~s to be 
selected by the President or his representative. 

(18) The contractor is to take the ground as it is, 
and deliver a tum key job, following the specifica-
tions and also the drawings attached. The intention 
is that the contractor shall make a complete job. If 
any details are omitted in this writing, the contrac-
tor shall furnish such details nevertheless without 
extra charge. All work to be done in a substantial 
and workmanlike manner. 8 

Tompkins carefully prescribed the necessary com-
munity facilities for each village including a half-acre lot 
for each home. He encouri-ged home gardening "as being 
conducive to general contentment among the operatives 
th e mselves" and emphasized the central fact of industrial 
life in the Piedmont: 

The whole matter of providing attractive and com-
fortable habitations for cotton operatives . . . be 
summarized in the statement that they are essen-
tially a rural people. They have been accustomed to 
farm life ... . While their condition is in most cases 
decidedly bettered by going to the factory, the old 
instincts cling to them. 9 

What Tompkins was writing was hardly a revelation 
to his colleagues but instead a codification of the nine-
teenth century industrial experience. His book brought 
together the essential knowledge that had been mostly 
acquired by oral tradition, trial and error, and economic 
reality. Its publication in 1899 introduced planning and 
design elements into the construction of mill villages . 
What had been chiefly a vernacular and spontaneous form 
in the nineteenth century would become a conscious crea-
tion in the twentieth. Mill engineers, manufacturers, and 
even landscape architects devoted much time, energy, and 

In fact, the mill is int gra t d 
Draper 's plans that it is no long r th 
community. It is as if the villag might 

E. 5. Draper 's plan for the mill t 
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mill. In other words, the functional derivation of the mill 
hill is erased. The plans are typical of the conscious, even 
self-conscious, efforts of designers to develop a standard 
for the mill hill and to include those elements characteri -
tic of the nineteenth century form. The first quarter of th 
twentieth century saw leading textile men like Stuart 
Cramer (Cramerton), James W. Cannon (Kannapolis), and 
Julian S. Carr (Carrboro) competing to create "model mill 
villages" replete with welfare activities and even forms of 
participatory government. (In Carrboro, for instance, th 
Durham Hosiery Company established a workers govern-
ing unit called "Industrial Democracy" which provided a 
system of representation for grievances and work regula-
tions. Here a New England village concept was trans-
ported to the Southern mill hill setting.) 

The central contradiction of these early twentieth 
century villages was that while they followed the basic 
nineteenth century form, they were now set in an urban 
environment. The use of steam power in North Carolina 
mills became widespread by the late nineteenth century 
and was universal by the time Tompkins wrote hi 
textbook. Electric powered mills were already com-
monplace by 1910. A sophisticated rail system was finally 
in place in North Carolina by 1900. These factors mad 
possible the selection of cities and small towns for mill 
construction rather than water power sites. Stripped of it 
riverside moorings, it might have been logical for the mill 
village to also shed its rural appearance. Yet an analysis of 
the work of Draper, Cramer, and their contemporari 
reveals an effort to make the urban mill hill as rural a 
possible and in some ways more rural than its country 
cousin. Tompkins' observation that "the old instinct 
cling" to the mill population seems to apply to their vil-
lages as well . There was little reason to retain the nin -
teenth century form but it was precisely this form tha t 
prevailed in virtually every village constructed between 
1900 and 1925. The community design that develop d 
along the rivers of the Piedmont dominated industrial 



North Carolina. Industrial centers like Greensboro, Char-
lo tte, Gastonia, Concord, and Roanoke Rapids were not 
really cities but instead a loose collection of mill hills 
connected by a central business district. Rail lines and 
major highways form boundaries for the village . To a large 
extent their pattern can be traced today. The evolution of 
these urban districts and their origin in the nineteenth 
century mill village design has important implications for 
urban planners as well as students of vernacular design. 

The question remains about the purpose of the mill 
village . The central physical elements of the nineteenth 
century mill hill-the mill, company store, workers' hous-
ing, the church-shaped its character. Here was a working 
place . It was also a walkingplace. lts scale was such that all 
goods and services, and all social interaction could be 
reached without public or private transportation. The 
textile industry traditionally employed men, women, and 
children. Therefore, the village offered family units rather 
than individual apartments or row housing. Open 
space- gardens and grounds-was another characteristic 
of the village to accommodate the rural background of the 
workers. Therefore, Even as the design served the values 
and concerns of mill operators, the early mill villages were 
equally attractive to farm families who desired to live and 
work together as they had always done. There was the 
additional benefit of neighbors nearby and essential 
community functions like the church within the village . 
The purpose, then, of the nineteenth century mill hill was 
to provide a constant supply of inexpensive laborers for 
the mill operator. It was also designed to provide a transi-
tion for the worker coming off the farm into "public 
work." In oral interviews conducted throughout the 
Piedmont the sense of security and community found in 
villages like Glencoe and Bynum is widespread . In small 
towns and urban centers as well there is obvious affection 
for neighbors and places within the existing mil~ district. 
One oral history interviewee in Carrboro, for mstance, 
has told of moving out of the village to the countryside 

l l7 
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Regardless of location, there was a parallel between 
the increasingly self-conscious village design and the less 
personal management style of the new generation of mill 
owners who dominated North Carolina's textile industry 
following World War I. Furthermore, an important part of 
this pattern was the growing alienation of the worker in 
his work and within his community. Perhaps no observer 
has better captured this phenomenon than W.J. Cash in 
The Mind of the South: 

. . . the physical and social gulf which we have 
se n already opening appreciably by 1914, was now 
widening a&a m, ana more signally and rapidly. If 
the hous s m the multiplying new suburbs were 
sti ll not often really grand by Yankee standards, they 
were a good deal grander than the South had ever 
known on any extensive scale before and far more 
num rous. Lifting proud faces, freshly white and 
r d and yellow, from a semi -forest of cool green 
foliag and ov r wide lawns, trim hedges, and 
SpaCIOUS, winding avenues, they rointed the con-
trast with the parehed dinginess o the mill villages 
... And in the streets ana upon the new concrete 
highways, v r more sleek and splendid au-
tomobil s w r thronging, to inflame the mill work-
r's nvy. 

1h.J , as I have said, his own housing had 
sometim s improved . And in many cases, particu-
larly if his family were large, he would be able to 
hold on to an automobile of sorts ... [but] the 
automobile our mill-hand held on to would com-
monly b a limping old jalopy, fit to incite titters 
downtown. 

But if the physical gulf was growing wider, the 
social gulf was opening even more broadly. As the 
towns expanded, the b1g-house people in the larger 
places no longer knew even the lesser burghers or 
anybody at all save his own immediate business and 
social associates. In such a place the mill worker 
might wander the streets all day now without ever 
receivin$ a nod or a smile from anybody, or any 
recognition of his existence other than a scornful 
glanc from a shop-girl. 15 

The scene Cash described explains in part the bit-
terness and frus tration that produced the strikes of 1929 

and 1934. These struggles explicitly revealed the depth of 
the worker's resentment toward his condition and a major 
part of this condition was the mill hill itself-his physical 
environment. Not the sale of mill housing in the 1939's 
and 1940's nor small wage increases nor better working 
conditions could erase the memories of the village as an 
agent of social control. These feelings have lingered to the 
present. For some, persistence of the nineteenth century 
form is synonymous with second-class citizenship. 

On the other hand, there is something compelling 
and rich about the mill hill in its contemporary form . 
Perhaps it is as an alternative to the plasticity of the 
suburbs. Mill villages do provide housing for large seg-
ments of lower and middle income North Carolinians 
who cannot purchase or rent what today's market pro-
duces. There are lessons for modem living here . Here are 
examples of people living closely together and cases of 
mixed-use where different activities occur within the 
same geographic location. In the mill towns are lessons 
about how we can live in smaller houses, consume less 
energy, and produce less waste. First-rate home garden-
ing can be found here. And in the mill hill with its walking 
space and openness, we find a pattern of living less de-
pendent on the automobile. There is also the positive 
associated values residents sustain through generations . 
In spite of or perhaps because of the years of hard work 
and struggle, there can be found a sense of identity and 
pride in Piedmont mill communities. It can be found in 
the neatness of the homes and in the well-kept gardens. It 
can be found in the memories of the mill workers and in 
the recollections of their sons and daughters. One 
Carrboro resident articulated this feeling during an oral 
history interview: 

I think I'll always have a really strong feeling about 
the mill because my granddad always worked the~ 
and my aunt and uncle lived over in some of the mill 
houses for years. Behind the mill there used to be a 
big resevoir with a big fence around it, and my 



granddad always used to fish in there, and we loved 
to go with him . .. I think some of my happiest 
times, really .. .. There was a grassy hill all around 
the resevoir and we spent hours rolling, running up 
and down that ... slope , you know, in the evening . 
. . . I learned to roller skate on the sidewalks at the 
mill , and rode my bike on the sidewalks at the mill , 
walked with my boyfriends under the trees at the 
mill and it will always be a really memorable place. I 
explored it, I wandered around it, you know, every-
thmg. 

Recognition of the Piedmont mill and mill village as 
an object of serious consideration for conservation has 
come slowly. Yet within the past few years attention has 
been focused upon the possibilities of the built environ-
ment in these "public" places. After years of neglect, the 
mill in Carrboro has been recycled as a small shopping 
village, once again a site of economic and social impor-
tance . A grant from the Department of Housing and 
Urban Development has allowed progressive housing of-
ficials in Chatham County to rehabilitate the Bynum mill 
village and sell the homes to former workers at subsidized 
rates. Even in Glencoe, where nearly three quarters of the 
housing stock is abandoned, there are plans to nominate 
the village to the National Register of Historic Places and 
to stabilize the existing buildings for future use. In a 
word, the mill hill has proven its resiliency as a vernacular 
design . It has survived the migration to the cities in the 
early twentieth century and the migration to the suburbs 
in the 1950's. It has been refined over the years but retains 
its essential nineteenth century form. It is this form that 
allowed for the basic needs of a rural population. These 
needs have proven to be universal . Proximity to work-
place, easy access to community services and open space, 
avenues of social interaction-these are qualities of any 
well-balanced living space. The mill hill has provided this 
balance in its design. In this sense, it remains North 
Carolina's first and most authentic "public" place. 

Footnotes 
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Guilford County: The Architectural rraditions 
in an Exclusively Vernacular Landscape 

Wh n McKelden Smith says that the antebellum domes
tic land cape of Guilfo rd ounty was "exclusively vernacu
lar," he means tha t eve ry house buill in that part of the state 
before 18 0- with a sin le exception- was either an improvi-
alion or a product of a locally-held building tradition . Specif

ically, he m ans that there was no sophisticated high style 
archile lure in th co unh;. With surprisingly few qualifiers the 
sam auld be said of most other sections of the state at that 
lime. Unforluna lely, w learn , most of Guilford's historical 
vernacular landscape has been "obliterated." In Greensboro , 
for exampl , less than a doze n buildings stand today that are 
over on hundred years old. And the surrounding countryside 
ha fared only sli hl!y be ller. In contrast to high sty le architec
lll re, the hi lory I hal is recorded in the vernacular landscape is 
not likely to be fo und wrillen in books as well, so when the 
physical r cord is gone-"oblilerated"-that history is lost 
forev r. Obviously it does lillie ood to despair at this loss of 
ultural "memory, " except to hi hlight the present need for 

cons rvalion . ur loss stands as all the more reason to cele
bral bo th wha t remains of our traditional vernacular land
cap and the !forts of those who, like Mr. Smith , are seeking 

to in lerpr I the puzzlin piclur that it presents. 

The survi vin g a rch itec tural artifacts o f th 
lum do mes ti c la ndsca pe of Gu ilford County a r , with n ly 
o ne except ion , exclu s ively vernacu la r. Compar d t th 
a rchitec ture the eas tern p art o f North Caro lina pr du d 
in its re la ti vely v igo ro us m e rca ntil e cente r and 
m o re p ros pero us pla nta tio ns, G uil ford County (lik 
a rea of the Pi edmo nt) was a nothe r wo rld. Form r 
a hundred yea rs, fro m the ea rli es t d ays o f se ttl m 
the mid -e ig hteenth ce ntury until the Ci vil Wa r, th a t 

m ajo ri ty of peo p le in rura l G uilford County e k d ou t 
s ubs istence level liv ing o n sm all farms with fe w if n ' 
s laves, opera te d s ma ll cot tage-sca le indu s tri e , a nd built 
ho uses that re fl ec ted the ir modes t econo m y, impl li f -
ty les, a nd the di ff icu lti es o f iso la ted back-co untry li ing. 

Mos t of modern G uil fo rd County, o n the o ther hand, 
w o uld be unrecogni za ble to the fa rm ers a nd mo d t n-
tre prene urs who esta b li s hed sm all farm teads a nd m II 
communiti es in the ro llin g co untrysid e of th e " w t," a 
th e ante be ll um Pi edmo nt was the n kno wn . Today uil -
fo rd is N orth Ca rolina's second mos t populo u and indu -
tri a li zed co un ty. It conta in s two m ajo r u rban nt 1"' 

( r e ns bo ro a nd Hi g h Po int) a nd a large di sper d p pu -
la ti o n th at occupi es a ty p ica ll y an o n ymo us, spraw lin 
la nd ca pe o f industri a l p lants, co mm ercia l tr ip , n 
t n ive s uburb . Th me rits a nd deficie ncie of m d rn 
g rowth a nd d ve lo pm e nt no twiths tanding , the m d rn 
c ity, its uburbs, and pre entday rural e tt le m nt pa tt rn 
have no t, it mu s t be admitted , co-ex is ted cornpatibl 1 i th 
the v rn ac ula r a ntebellumlandsca pe. The s itu a tion in thi 
county, increas ing ly mo re criti cal, epito mi zes th pr b -
le ms fac ing th e s tude nt o f ve rn ac ula r architectur a nd th 
pres rva ti o ni s t . 

An yo ne inte res ted in closely desc ribing th h i t ry 
of bu il d in g in G ui lfo rd County us ing ex isting tru tur s 
a docum ent w o uld find it ha rd going. In te rpr tin th 
da ta fo r thi s co unty (a nd o the r s imila rl y urbani z ·d a r a.) 
i ex trem ely di ff icu lt b caus the d e tructi o n o f a rl r-
hi t cture due to the pr ssur s o f comm e rcia l d I p -



m nt a nd industrial expansion has been and continues to 
b i m m nse . 1l1e main obstacle facing the histor ia n in the 
fi Jd i not tha t the evidence remains unexamined or 
u ndi covered , but tha t it has been to a shocking exte nt 
o blite ra te d . In her 1975 survey of Greensboro, for exa m-
p i , Ruth Little-Stokes was a ble to find only sixteen build-
in g bu ilt before 1879, a nd a four th of these have bee n 
d troyed since her inventory was published . ' The dif-
fic ulties of drawing co nclu sions a bout the early arch itec-
tur of the ci ty are o bvious. For example, a s tudy of 
m d rn Greens boro would indi ca te that Blandwood (see 
Fig . 13 below), a vi lla-s tyle hou se built in 1848, had no 
ff ton arch itectural taste in th at city. Actuall y, the sev-
ral ho uses subseq uently built in that sty le have bee n 

d moli hed , leav ing only the prototype and , a t fi rs t 
g la nc , a fa lse impress ion of thi s ph ase of Greensboro' 
, r hit ctural hi s to ry. 

In th e rural a nd s uburba n areas , this problem is only 
lig htly I ss evere and somewha t more difficult to dea l 

wi th , b ca u e there are fewer readily ava il a ble so urce of 
d um nta ry m a terial to sugges t the qua nti ty and type of 
Jo t bu ildings . Genera li za tions abo ut the ve rnac ular a r-
hit c tu r of the early Gu ilford Co unty la nd ca pe mu t 

Jn v itably be propped up by qu ali fie rs, such as "judg ing 
r m th d is tributi o n of s urvi ving exa mples ... " or " the 

on ly uch buildin g re m aining in the county . .. . " The 
nu mb r f refe re nces to s ig ni ficant rural s tru ctu res that n 
1 n g r xis t, a fe w of whi ch are illu s trated by doc ume n-
ta ry pho tographs , m ake it perfectl y clear th a t de ta il ed 
co n lu s io ns abo ut the a rchitec tu ra l hi s tory o f the co unty 
M imp s ibl e to make. Qua lifi ed gene ra li za tion mu t 
ub titut fo r q ua n tita ti ve a nd definitive d escriptio ns f 

a r hit ture an d e nvironme ntal co ndit ion in the co un ty ' 
ant b llum y a rs . 

A ge ne ra li zatio n th at everybody ag ree o n is th at 
th a r a d cribed by the county's present-day bound -
ari was ttl ed pr im a ril y by people mov ing south alo ng 
th Phi lad e lp hi a Wagon Road and the pa th s throu g h th 
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Figure 2. john Ha ley House, 1786 . Th is ex tensively "res to red" 
museu m house was p robab ly the largest and certai nly the most sub-
s tan tia l dwelling of its day in G uil fo rd Co un ty. 

va ll eys beginnin g in the 1740's and cont inuing until th e 
outb rea k of th e Revoluti on . By th e 1780's a traveler to the 
North Carolina Pied mont fo und "thi s part of the coun try 
... very th ickly inhabi ted . .. . " 2 It was an eth nically 
di verse group of people that included Quaker se ttlers of 
Engli sh and Welsh extrac ti on, Sco tch-Iri sh Pres byteria ns, 
and Germans of the Luth eran and Reformed Chu rches . 
Thou gh d iffi cult to visuali ze today, as it happened the 
Qu akers tended to gath er in th e western part of what la ter 
beca me known as Guil ford Co unty, th e Germans made 
the ir homes in the eas t, and the Scotch-Irish settled in-
between . 

Though the penetra ti on of th e area by pioneers 
rnovi ng ou th do rni nates th e settl ement pa ttern (a pene-
h·ation reflected to some extent in the la te eightee nth and 
ea rl y n ine teenth century architec ture of th e regio n) th ere 
was, of co urse, some d rift of settlers from the eastern part 
of the s tate. Some settlers co nstmcted coas tal- type build -

ings such as the Georg ian style , ga mbrel- roofed Mania 
Wheeler House (des troyed) built in the western part of th 
cou nty (Fig .1) . In the early n ineteenth centu ry a one-stor , 
coas tal- type co ttage with engaged porch and Federal st I 
details was built on the eas tern side . These buildings and 
others (if any) like them , however, appear to have h 
littl e in fl uence on other Guilford County architecture . 

Unfor tunately for historians, no body of archit 
ture da tin g fro m the fi rst fi fty years of se ttlement exis t t 
give an accura te p ictu re of living conditions, architec tural 
express ion, and arti stic acco mplishment in earl y Guil f rd 
Coun ty. O nly one docum ented bu ilding, the John Hal 
House in present day High Point, survives (Fig . 2) . 
Haley' s house , im portant and d istinctive enough to a p -
pear on the Price-Stro ther map of 1808, was constmcted in 
1786, a date the builder co nveni ently recorded in the gabl 
end . The one-story Flemish bond brick building can n t , 
howeve1~ be sa id to typify the eighteenth century Guilf rd 
settler 's house. Only one other eighteenth century bri 1,_ 
house is known to have been built in the county. Pre tun-
ably most people l ived in si mple one- room log house and 
worshipped in log churches, bu ildings appropriate to th 
subsis tence economy and the general di ff iculties of li fe n 
the fro n tier (Fig . 3). Eli W. Caruthers , writing in 1 ·L , 
s tated that David Ca ldwell' s bro ther 's house (destroyed), 
a two-room log house, was " like most others in the cou n -
try at that time. "3 The relatively e phemeral quality of I 
bu ild in gs a nd the grea t di fficulties of dating them c r-
rec tl y impede accura te es tim ates of the popularity of l 
houses. There is good evidence, however, that even p 
pie of means built with logs cleared from the fi elds . Th 
McLean House near Sedalia (destroyed and partially r -
moved to the Museum of Early Southern Decorati ve Art 
in Old Salem) was an impor tant one-room log house with 
a massive stone end , clearly built as a permanent hou . 
The McLean family l ived in it well into the twe nti th 
century. The so-called Smith House near Whitse tt, prob _ 
bly th e home of a German se ttler, is a two- story log hou 



fea turin g Georgian sty le mantels and six panel doo rs 
ugg ti ng a perm anent house of substance and some 

pr tensio n. 
G uil ford's ea rli es t body of archi tecture dates from 

th ea rl y nin e tee nth century. Tho mas Waterma n's 
g nera li za tio n that the nati onality of se ttlers was not usu-
a ll y re fl ected in architectural forms and styles holds tru e . ~ 
The Q uakers and other se ttle rs in the vicini ty and at least 
o n fa mily of Germ an descent did , however, build a dis-
tinctive and durable co llec tion of brick buildings surviv-
ing pr im ar ily in the james town and north central area of 
th co unty- a co llecti on signi fica nt not so much fo r the 
obvio us antiq uarian charms for w hich it is chie fl y va lued 
today but for its ethni c cohesiveness and fund amental 
co n is tency in fo rm , plan, and materials, and fo r i ts vivid 
ill u tra ti on of a changing architec tural vocabulary within 
th contex t of a rela tive ly autonomous, Piedmont cultural 
tradit ion . 

Thirteen domesti c buildings, o ne building thoug ht 
to have bee n a meetin g house, and another ori ginally 
u ed as commercial proper ty survive fro m an un know n 
qua nti ty o f br ick buildings con structed from .the late e igh-
te nth century until the 1840's when the trad1t10n a ppea rs 
to have died out . The immediate sources for th e earli es t 
houses o f thi s type alon g w ith a number of s imilar struc-
tures of fra me construction, were the Middle Atlantic 
Sta tes, par ti cularly Pennsylvania and New Jersey. Among 
the su rviving examples, the Haley House and the Me n-
denhall House Oames town, ca. 1819) are the mos t tra nspa-
rently deri va tive of mid-Atlantic m odels-th e former 
proba bly because the men~ory of ~ennsy lvama or New 
Jersey architecture, or arc.h1tecture mfluen~ed by that re-
gion , was fresh in immigrant Haley's mmd , the l ~ tter 
beca use Richard Mendenhall, though several generatiOns 
removed from his fam ily's Pennsylvania origins, was sent 
back to Chester County, Pennsylvania, to learn a trade, 
and he re turned with a renewed knowledge of Pennsyl-
va nia architecture. 
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a nd th ir xpos ure to de velopm ents elsewher e . 
House pla ns, fo r exa mple, we re vari a ble but were 

d erived fro m a fe w w ell -de fin ed choices . Frequ e ncy of the 
ha ll a nd pa rl or and Q ua ke r p lan s is a bo ut even . Three o f 
the larger exam ples f a ture o ne- s to ry, o ne-room wings 
attach d to the la rges t room . Richa rd Mend enh all' s s to re , 
w h ich r se mbles a dom es ti c buildin g, fea tu res a heavily 
m odified Q uake r p la n , in w hi ch the entra nce o pens into 
th cha m be r a nd the ha ll is redu ced in width (F ig . 4) . The 
Ste ph n Gard n r Ho use (Jam es to wn vicini ty, 1827) be-
lo ng to th e r g io nal school of brick co ns tructi o n b u t 
f a tur sa fo ur- bay facad e and a ce nte r ha ll re presentin g a 
tran iti o n be tween the trad iti o na l pla ns a nd the full y de-
velo ped c nte r ha ll p lans th a t a ppeared regul arly in the 
c un ty in the m id -nine teenth century. 

a i ly obse r va b le c h a n g s in co n s tru c ti o n 
t chni qu occu rred over tim e as fo rms becam e ad a pted 
t n viro nm e nta l co nd iti o ns. End chimneys, fo r exa mple, 
integra t d into the w all of the ea rli es t brick ho uses, uch 
a th H aley a nd Me nde nha ll Ho us s, becam e ex te rio r. 
Bri ck bo ndi ng moved fro m Fl 111 ish to commo n, as o ne 
mig ht xp t. ne tra n itio na l exa mple i the Stu art 
Ho u e (d a te uncerta in , H igh Po int vic ini ty) where the 
bui lder la id th facad e in Flemi s h bo nd and the s ides a nd 
r a r in co mmo n . T he te nd ency fo r wind o w d es ig n w as 
away fro m the arch d ope nin g to the fl a t ope ning . 

It e m clear tha t b u ilde rs of bri ck ho uses a nd 
ind ed ho u s of m o t type du ring the p ri o d de tailed 
th ei r w rk with an ye to ty l us in g o rnam e ntal de ta il s 
fr m w h i h m uch ca n b learned . The Haley Ho use con-
ta in a full , if s im p! , progr am of s ta nda rd Georg ian- ty pe 
o rn a m nl. Richa rd M nd e nh a ll b ro ug ht back a rene w ed 
int r t in Georg ia n de ta il fro m Pennsylva ni a a nd , 
th ugh spar e ly di s tr ibuted , d e ta il s co nta ining som e 
ri h ly r ta rdita ir , ve rnac ul ar e le m e n ts s urv ive . 

Tho ug h h o u e fo rm rem a ined trad iti o na l, a te n-
d n y in the la rg r a nd la te r b ri ck ho use wa s to w ard 
a bando n m nt f th p la in a nd re ta rdita ire hom espun d e-

Figure 4 . Mendenhall Store, ca. 1820 . Th is reasonably undamaged 
commercial building was constructed on a domestic plan and featur 
retarditai re stylisti c elements and irregular makeshift deta ils. It is th 
county's ea rli est surviving commercial structure. 

tai l a nd acce pta nce o f s tyli s ti c tra ppings m ore in keep in 
with the architec tu ral m ainstream o f eas te rn North 
Caro lina a nd th e rest of the na tio n . T he Beeson Ho u 
(Hi g h Po int vi cinity, d a te uncertai n ) wi th its orig in al r 
ea rly w ing, is a mo ng the best examples o f a vernac ular 
Federal s ty le inter ior in a brick ho use. Wainsco tin g, m an-
te ls , door a nd window surrounds, and other de ta ils ha 
ty p ical Federal forms a nd mold ings w ith so m e Ieft-ov r 
la te Georgia n fl avor ing . Its consis te ncy (more rem arka bl 
than the des ig n itself) indica tes that residents o f ea rl 
nine teenth centu ry rural G uilford w ere interested in and 
a bl e to a bsorb chan ging tastes in architectural de ta il wh n 
they cou ld a fford it, and ac ti vely soug ht out these fa sh-
io ns. The Charl es Benbo w Ho use (sa id to have been b uilt 
a bo ut 1820) near O ak Ridge in d ica tes a simila rl y s tro n 
inte res t in s ty le (Fig. 5; Fig. 6). Benbow 's appli ca tio n f 
d e ta il was the leas t inhibited o f any builde r. He comb in d 
Georg ian , Federa l, and G ree k Reviva l e lem e nts in th 
sa m e d esig n , crea ting a d ecora ti ve program th at wa 
dividu ali sti c and innocentl y crea tive. 



Figure 5; Charles Ber:tbow House, ca .l820. Constructed b¥ one of 
the co un ty s most prom ment and fmanctally successful famth es, this 
hou se displays elements of typi cal reg ional brick construc tion and 
design as well as so me details fro m emerg ing na ti onal styles. 

Frame buildings of the first rank built by Quakers 
d id not differ substantially in plan and form fro m brick 
houses beyond the inherent differences between wood 
a nd masonry. The so-called Hunt House, a late Georgian 
ha ll and parlor frame building with a w ing, is similar in 
man y respects to the Richard Mendenhall Hou se. The 
larges t houses were of two stories with hall and parlor or 
three-room plans and si mple s tyli stic detail. Some period 
de ta i I was found in many of the smalles t and most unpre-
ten tious. O ccasio nally de tail was exceptional, s uch as at 
the Mark Iddings House (J ames town vicinity, ca. 1825), a 
building di s ting uish ed by indi v idu ali s tic , possibly 
uniq ue, lozenge-s haped lock rails , a rare surviva l of spa n-
tan ous, vernacular ar ti s tic creativity in the county (Fig 7; 
Fig. 8) . 

Until about th e la te 1830's, Guilford County res i-
dents continu ed to construct the one- or two-room log 
ho use (the largest exa mples of which occas ionall y rose to 
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. Mark Iddi ngs House . De ta il of d or shows loze nge-
ck ra il. 

two s tor ies), the sad dle bag p la n log house, and the tw - r 
th ree-room fram e and bri ck ho uses. John Low, a fa rmer f 
Germ an descent w ho built a brick house so me time in th 
1820' s in the W hitse tt vicinity, opted for the center hall , 
s ing le pile, symm etri ca l, five- bay d esign he h ad heard f 
or seen e lsewhere (Fig. 9). It was a highly unusual depar-
ture fro m th e typ ica l G uil fo rd County house, a nd thou h 
it must have been an o bj ect of some local fa me evid ntl 
di d not have m uc h, if a ny, immedi ate effect on oth r 
building during the period in its v icinity. Interior detail 
are a striki n g combina ti on of sophi s tica ted , la te Fed r I 
moti fs tha t were prob ably not m ad e loca lly, and plain , 
p ictu resqu e d esign s of fo lia ted patterns, a fea ture one i 
tem pted to a ttribute to the area's Germ anic fo lk trad iti n 
(F ig. 10). 

Re lated to the Low Ho use is the Mar ti n Hou e in 
Summerfield . Built ab out 1840, the two-s tory brick hou 
is a nearl y m atu re h·ansiti onal house between th Gardn r 
Ho use a nd the full y deve loped center hall p lan . Martin' 
b uilder design ed a center hall , dou ble p ile p lan hou 
one of the largest and most ambitious domes ti c proj 
undertaken in the co unty to th at da te, bu t placed corn r 
fire places in the rooms remini scent of trad itional fir pia 
design in the earli es t of G uilfo rd Coun ty brick hou 

Anteb ellum arch i tectu re in G uil ford Coun ty fr m 
the early days of se ttl em ent until the 1830's is reflectiv of 
socie ty tha t was iso la ted culturally, economically, a nd p -
litically fro m the eastern part of the sta te. Arc hi tectu r wa 
roo ted p rincipally in the trad i tion s of the Middle Atlanti 
States, and thou gh influenced to some degree by fa hi n 
popular in the east, rem ained provin cial, persi t ntl 
trad itional, and ri chly vernacular. Poor road s, the d iffi ul-
ties of commu ni ca tion , lack of trade advantages an d capi-
tal, re ti cen ce of the p olitically dominant east to spon r 
internal improvem ents, and ethnic di fferences b tw n 
the regions (m a ni fes ted, for example, by the Q uaker in-
teres t in m anumission and p ac ifism and the persis ten f 



G rma n linguistic traditions in the eas tern part o f th e 
co unty) ke pt Guilford County apart from developments 
I where. The appela tion "Ri p Va n Winkle Sta te," as 

contemporary hi storians referred to early nineteenth cen-
tury North Carolina, w as particularly apt fo r the Pied-
mo nt. 

As co nditi ons began to improve in the twenty or 
thi rty yea rs preceding the War, however, architectu re 
b ga n to dr ift toward the mainstream . During this period 
of increasing pros perity and modes t urban growth, tradi -
tio na l fo lk pa tterns disa ppeared among the larges t and 
fi n t houses : These absorbed the center hall plan and 
w r re ple te with a ppropriate styli stic detail. As in the 
Fed raJ ho uses, qu ali ty in eclec ti c designs ran the gamu t 
fro m the crea ti ve , indi vidu alisti c vernacular patterns to 
clu nky co pi es of the national models . The ada ptati on of 
la rg r, more standardi zed patterns by the wealthies t buil -
d r du ring the immedi ate antebellum period was a fu nc-
tion of the rela ti ve increase in affl uence illu strated by the 

ta blishment of fledgling tex tile and mining industr ies 
and the co nstructi on of the North Carolina Railroad in the 
1 SO' connectin g the east with the west. 

In the county's western region , the Greek Rev iva l 
wa the most popular choice of sty le among the bes t 
inform d. The Elihu Mendenhall and Isaac Benbow 
Houses were plainly deta iled , center hall plan houses but 
were the largest constructed in the area to th at date. The 
mo t sophi sticated Greek Revival style building was the 
Shubal Coffin H ouse (ca. 1840) in James town , a plain 
c nter hall plan building that featured showy Gree k Revi-
va l deta ils on the exterior that were remarkably modern 
for the region (Fig. 11). The Italianate was most popular in 
th as tern part oft he county, where a number of large and 
rela tive ly w ell-detailed structures were built. Most nota-
bl is the Ing le- Kraus-Hodge House, with a particularly 
ignificant porch fea turing highly unusual d~ ta il s and 
om tri m typical of the w ork of Warrenton architect Jac?b 

Holt or an unide nti fied pattern book used by h1m (F ig. 
12). 

I 
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Figure 12. lngle-Kra us-Hodge House, ca . 1850. In additi n t i ts 
remarkable porch , the house contains a range of stylisti element , 
incl uding ltali ana te and Greek Revival motifS . 

du trialization. Vernacular d es ig n trad itio ns quick! di d 
o ut- a familiar pattern observable just a bo ut v rywh r . 
The body of architec ture th a t was added to, a nd in man , 
cases replaced, ex isting buildings, was often of hi gh n 

cca ionally exceptio nal quality, but the attitud and 
ambitio n of la te n ine teen th and twe nti eth centu ry buil -
ders in th citi es, a nd the changing lifes ty les a nd in r il -

ing affl ue nce of rural dweller resulted in th di p I f 
the ante bellum la ndscape to a n extensive d g re 
heart of the problem fa c ing preservationi t in uilf d 
Co unty is that th e loca l hi s tory of th area ( pt f r 

vents of tra nscendant s ignifi cance) is no long r of r at 
va lu e to mos t peop le. That no county hi to ry h a b n 
writte n sin ce1902 isi ndi ca tiveofthegeneraldi int r tin 
hi tory in the a rea. The vernacular building f th an-
tebellum la nd scape a re no longer representati f th 
ta te , lifesty les, eco nomi c s ta tu s, and ambitio n 
ford County citi zen s. Th e a rti ficia ll y r co n 
mus um "villages" conta ining buildings mov d fr rn 



o ther ites and the house museums are the only expres-
ion of serious interest in old buildings in the county 

and, th ir merits and faults aside, are illustrative of the 
n a rly comple te detachment of modern li fe from its folk 
o rigins. There is not much reason to be optimistic a bout 
the fu ture of vernacular architecture in rapidly urbani zi ng 
a r a like Guilford County; nonetheless, a reevaluation of 
th grea tly diminished stock of vernacular building is the 
tandard ized landscape's last hope for architectural dis-

tinc tion . 

Footnotes 
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Continuity and Change in lladitional Architecture: 
The Continental Plan Farmhouse in Middle North Carolina* 

Variou urrent of tradition and of fashion crossed one 
noth ron our hi toricnl land cape. At their intersections 

mal rial cultur wa often pre ipitaled that fixed both in fo rm 
and pine lh parli u/ar mix of the hi lorical moment. Most 
o I n if wa th pro r iv , mula/in demand of stt; le played 
again I con rva tiv folk tradition that be ame thus recorded 
in on /ru ction. !nth a of early Americans of non-English 
to k tradition wa a/ o ubjecl to the accultura tive draw of 

tlr dominant An lo-Ameri an environmen t, which contri
bul d a i nifi an / third /em nt to the mix. 

In !hi articl Mr. H rman draw on his considerab le 
p rien e bo th in th fi ld and in academia to read in "a single 

early nin le nth c nlury farm hou e/' built by a German
Am ri an , infl clion toward thee three contending currents 
that brou ht " ontinuity and chan e" to the vernacular /and-

ap . Mr. H rman aptly term the re ultant of these currents 
th "r ion ally indi nou architectu ra l compromise," giving 
imultan 0 11 r co nilion to lh dynam ic a well as its geog

raphi a/ ground. Tn hi "emblematic" xnmple of that com
promi h find evidence of identification with Old World 
G rman fo lk tradition, with New World G or innization, and 
with elem nl of An lo-Am rican buildin practice. Im por
t ntly, in fo u ing on a " in le ma l rial statement" he is 
brought in the nd to ref/ t upon th vernacular builder's 

1i i of fr will inlh per onalization and po es ion of the 
idea nd valr1 at far e in hi day. 



o n th e early se ttlement of Rowan County is intro-
d a t thi s p oint. Up to the period of 1730 to 1750 the 

maj r proportio n of settlement in North Carolina was 
ntered in the eastern reaches of the colony below the 

natu ral barri er of the fall line. The popula tion , and by 
t n ion th e social customs and material cultu re, of this 

ar a was p redomin antly English in ori gi n . From about 
1740 to 1750, however, North Carolina was subjected to 
on of the la rgest cultural migrations in eighteenth cen-
tury Ame rica as more than sixty thou sand se ttlers moved 
1nto the piedmont reaches of the colony. While some of 
th s se ttlers came from the eas tern areas of North 
Ca roli n a, the vas t m ajority had started in southeas tern 
p nnsylvania and trekked down the long Valley of Vir-
gi nia a n d into the op en pi edmont of North Carolina. 
, um rically, the large majority of these se ttlers were 

cotch-Irish , but several thousand were a lso Pala tina te 
G rmans representing the thi rd wave of a mass emigra-
tion from the Continent tha t had begun in the mid-

v nt enth centu ry. 5 

It was during this p eriod tha t Rowa n County re-
c iv d its fi rs t substanti al influx of se ttlers composed 
mai nly of Scotch-Irish and Germans. O ne of the principal 
act r contributin g to the heavy se ttl ement of Rowa n 

unty a t thi s time was its position a t the juncture of 
tw vital wagon routes: 

... Rowan Coun ty was made access ible by a net-
work of two grea t thoroughfa res, one running eas t 
and west and the other north and sou th. Thell·ading 
Path stre tched from Fort Henry (Pete rsb urg, 
Virg inia) westward into Rowan County where it 
cross d the Yadkin River at lhding Ford and con-
tin u d on ... The other highway extended south 
through the Shenandoah Valley. of Virginia,. into 
N rth Carolina as fa r as the 1i·ading Path , which It 
joined just east of the Yadkin River6 

From 1750 on into the fo urth quarter of the eigh-
nth c ntu ry settl ers continued to pour into the Rowa n 
unty r g io n . Between the period of 1750 and 1770 the 
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Figur 4 . Pott Log House, vic inity of Lobachsvi lte , Berk unt , 
Pcnn >y lvan ia, bui lt mid-eighteenth ce ntury. In min , the P tt H u 
prov id e a ra re cross se t·io n of the formal fea ture of a ontinental pl. n 
ho u e including a two, ra ther tha n three , room p lan a nd la rg cnt r.l 
fire pla e . 

i typ ica lly a three-room plan dwelling arra ng 
larg centra l chimney pile with a gr a t co kjn 

p ningintoakitchenrunningthedepthofth h u 
gen rallycontainingastairtoth secondfl ororatti I 
(Fig.4) . Behindthekitch nonth o th rsid fth nt r, l 
chimn ey ar on or two rooms. The larg r of th 
parlor whi h wa comm only hea t d by mean of a r mi 
til or five- p lat cast- iron s tove fueled fr m th kit h n 
thr ugh an op ning in the r ar wa ll of th h h 
third and sm allest room i a narrow down tair 
Th hamber was fr quently left unh a t d , a lth 
ar indications in xtant hou s s tha t th partiti n 
dividing th ch amber and parlor cou ld traddl th t 
thu providing hea t for both ro ms. 12 

Europ an ant c dents for th c nt r himn 
thr - room ha ll - kitchen plan ar pa n-Cerma ni in di -
tribution. 13 Known a th e Flu rkuchenhnus thi dw llin 
typ ha b n r cord d in variou for m s fr m th upp r 
Rhin Vall y north to the Baltic Sea and ea tint M r 



igure 5. Cont inental plan log house, vicin ity of Hosensack Station, 
'llfontgomery County, Pennsylvani a. 

· 6 Continental p lan log house, Newmanstown, Berks Count y, 
• Jgur~ · ·a Sim ilar small scale ha ll -kitchen plan houses compnse a 
Pen~:>' vat"~;rti on of eighteenth centu ry village architecture 111 o ther 
'>rgnrbrcatn ., s such as Klei n fe ltersv ille and Schaeffe rtown . near y owr 
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hearth in th e parlor. The downstairs chamber continu d 
to remain unheated. With the central chimney pil r -
moved, the facade was rearranged into a center door, th r 
or four bay front (Fig. 9, A. and B.) . Where the front of th 
dwelling wa s four bays across, the center frequently c n -
ta ined two doors to heighten the illusion of a form I 
symmetry which did not exi s t. 'TI-aditional builders w r 
simply reluctant to comple tely s u rrender old and famil iar 
notions of house form and compromised by accomod t-
ing the traditional hall-kitchen plan in seemingly up-t -
date facades. 

Identifying this compromised hall-ki tchen plan in a 
dressed up facade as the "Pennsylvania farmhou ," 
H enry Glassie summarized the situation : 

The plan is like tha t of peasant dwellings in Switzer-
land and the Rhine Valley. Its depth and propor-
tions, products of the late Medieval Continent, ar 
not completely incompatible with the Georgian in-
tent; its plan is not wholly unli ke the two-thi rd 
Georgian house sub type. This similarity surely 
supported acceptance of the new Georgian form, 
and it fac ilitated the merger of the old and new fo rms 
into the type most common in the heartl and of th 
mid -A tlantic area from Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, to 
Frederi ck, Mary land. The fl atti sh roof and external 
quasi-symmeh·y of the common house type fool 
scholars into assigning its origin to England and 
neoclassicism. But that shell masks an aged Conti -
nental interior. 17 

It is precisely the dynamics of continuity and chan 
in traditional architectu re that led Thom as Waterman int 
assigning the hall-kitchen plan house as it appear din th 
North Carolina pi edmont to an Anglo-American point f 
ori gin. 1s Waterman recognized the vita l he terogen i ty in 
architectural form s built in th e culture hearth of th i h -
teenth centu ty Delaware River Valley, and in o ther writ-
ings is cognizant of the three-room Continental pi n 
house, its European origins, and its diffusion into th 
Valley of Virginia and North Carolina piedmont. till, 
citing an essay by William Penn, he chose to ascrib th 



thr -room hall-kitchen plan to multiple ethnic roots 
w hil naming the Quakers as the key bearers of thi s 
tra dition. 19 In deference to Waterman, it should be noted 
that in southeastern Pennsylvania, especially in Chester, 
B rks, Montgomery and Bucks counties, there is a "Penn 
plan " house type (Fig. 10, A. and B.). In elevation and plan 
th e dwellings are quite different from the Continental 
plan house and seem to be drawn from urban antece-
d nts . The Penn plan house is characterized by a hall-
parlor or three-room plan where a board partition wa ll 

parates a small parlor from a narrow passage containing 
a stair to the upper floors of the house. The gable follows 
the long side of the dwelling with the principal entrance 
in to the hall located on the short lateral facade. The Penn 
plan house then, is two rooms deep with a single large 
in t rior end chimney pile containing either two corner 
fir places or a large cooking hearth abutted to a smaller 
h a ting fireplace. Examples of this plan type are com-
mon ly of stone or log fabric in Jural areas and of brick 
construction in urban situations. The formal influence of 
the Penn plan house, however, does not appear to have 
pread much beyond the parameters of its original occur-

r nc in sou thea stern Pennsylvania where it remained a 
via ble plan alternative well into the nineteenth centLlly. 20 

Part of the basis for Waterman's logic in attributing 
th hall-kitchen Pennsylvania German farmhouse as it 
appears in North Carolina to English Quaker origins may 
li in the breaking up of the massive center chimney pile, 
a feature held by many folk architectural historians to be a 
dominant and necessary characteristic of this plan type. 
With the central stack exploded into smaller end chim-
neys, the hall-kitchen plan ceases t.o ~e as strikingly 
Conti nental in origin and representative mstead of more 
ethnically anonymous late eighteenth and early nine-
t nth centUiy formal conceptions in American vernacu-
lar building. 

The transformation of the Continental plan house 
into the Pennsylvania farmhouse noted by Glassie and the 
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Figure 11. Red Hill , first noor 
plan. The plan of Red Hill and the 
Wal li s Hous , which fo rmerly 
stood in Mecklenburg County, 
No rth arolina, show th e final 
int rior balance wrought in the 
ha ll -kitchen plan house. Instead 
of a disproportionate parl or and 
chamb r arrangemen t, two di-
men ionally equal rooms have 
b n partitioned aga inst the hall . 
The hall is also consi derably en-
larged allowing fo r th e accommo-
dation of a balanced three-bay 
facade. 

Figure 12. Red Hill , vicinity of Lexington, Rockbridge County, Vir-
ginia, built late-eighteenth century. 

Fig ure 13. john Sti gerwalt House, gable end showing patterned brickwork. 
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plan house. The same shattering of the central chimn 
pile as in the Pennsylvania farmhouse type and its South -
ern analogs is evident in the Stigerwalt House; howev 1~ 
the removal of the central blockage is not accompanied b 
a corresponding effort at creating a symmetrical and ba-
lanced bay system. Instead, the fenestration heark n 
back to eighteenth century two-bay facades of Contin n -
tal plan houses in the Valley of Virginia. Visually a third 
bay is introduced on the facade of the Stigerwalt Hou 
through the application of glazed header brick diap r 
work framing an inset stone sundial , but the fenesh·ati n 
still echoes a century old Pennsylvania-German buildin 
tradition. 

Constructurally, the Stigerwalt House represent 
both the maintenance of and departure from the mode f 
building associated with the Continental plan dwellin . 
In the earliest examples of this type log and stone were th 
favored materials, but with the Georgianization of th 
plan in the early nineteenth century brick and frame a! 
began to b e widely used . In the region of the Delawar 
River Valley, though, where the Pennsylvania farmhou 
was constructed of brick, the masonry was typically laid 
in either Flemish or common bond with little or no eff rt 
at ornamentation save an occasional date board pia d 
high up in one gable end . Patterned brickwork employ in 
glazed or vitrified headers laid in Flemish bond to creat a 
checkerwork effect-or more complex bonds produ in 
tightly knit diaper or lozenge work, chevrons, zigzags, r 
dates and initials-were employed in many eighteenth 
century buildings. For the most part patterned brickw rk 
in the mid-Atlantic region was part of an Anglo-Am erican 
decorative tradition reaching from southern New J r 
west to York, Pennsylvania , and scattered throughout th 
tid ewater and pi edmont zones of North Carolina, Vir-
ginia, a nd Maryland 22 (Fig. 14). In Rowan County th 
figured end chimneys of the Alexander Long House (Fi . 
15) and th e John Stigerwalt Hou se exhibit the continua-
tion of this tradition, while the gable end of the Bo 
School in Old Salem illus trates its acceptance by ei h -



teenth century North Carolina German builders. 23 

The use of patterned brickwork in the Stigerwalt 
House enhances both gable ends and the principal 
facades of the dwelling. Laid in Flemish bond the glazed 
headers are arranged in stacked lozenges on each end 
chimney (Fig. 16) and as a figured framework for the 
sundial set in the facade (Fig.17). The use of glazed header 
brickwork in the Stigerwalt House is not incompatible 
with the Germanic origins of the plan . Rather the formal 
and decorative constructural features represent the accul-
turative melding together of varying architectural charac-
teris tics in the production of a house that is the extension 
of a decidedly Continental formal tradition and, at the 
sa me time, an impressive statement of considerable afflu-
ence and prestige. The logistics of laying a two-story brick 
wall in evenly executed Flemish bond are difficult enough 
and required the skills of an accomplis.hed mason. 
Accordingly, the working in of patterned bnckwork only 
rendered construction more laborious, time consuming, 
and expensive. In some extant eighteenth century build-
ings the difficulties besetting the masons "'.'ere so ov.er-

helming that they simply abandoned the1r decorative 
wfforts halfway up the face of the structure and finished 
;he wall in as simple a manner as possible. 24 The pat-
terned sections in the brick fabric displays considerable 
om petence on the part of masons at a period in American 
~uilding where such decorative practices were rapidly 
disa ppearing from the vast body of vernacular 
architecture. 

In the roof framing of the John Stigerwalt House 
tructural features more closely identified with DeJa-

cons River Valley folk building reappear (Fig. 18). Built on ware f . . . d . 
a principal rafter system, the roof rammg IS mtact esp1te 
h damage caused by fire when the house was struck eavy . . 1 a£ · · d by lightning about 1?72. The pnnopa r ters are JOine 

b b tt purlins wh1ch are further supported by short 
y u . h '1 ' down braces . The common rafters, carrym~ t e na1 mg 

strips to which the shingles were fast:ned, he across the 
back of the purlins. All rafters are morhced and tenoned at 

Figure 15. Alexander Lon& Hous , vi init f oli bur , R ,, .1n 11111 • 
exterior end chimneys beanng initial , nd h r·ts . 
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first half of th nineteenth century. Examples of principal 
raft r roof framing xhibiting the broad continuity of this 
con tructural fea ture ca n be locat d from Pennsylvania to 
Virgi nia and North arolina. 

Becaus of th n cess ity of modern changes, the 
int ri or of the Stigerwalt House retains comparatively 
little of its early trim . On th e ground floor a simple molded 
chair rail , vertica l bead d plank partition walls, and a 
sin g! Federal period mantel remain . The plastered walls 
of th first floor and th e unfini shed walls of the second 
fl oor have b n panel d over within th e present occup-
ant's life tim . Significantly, none of the surviving original 
trim reveals any decidedly e thnocentri c characteri stics . 

Figure 16. Sti g rwal t Hous , detail of lozenge work in the east gable 
enCl . 

The use of beaded partition walling is common to mu h 
eighteenth and nineteenth century vernacular hou in 
throughout the breadth of the mid-Atlantic region . Th 
mantel and chair rail display popular, rather than f II... , 
antecedents stemming from the stylistic affectati on 
Federal period American architecture. 

In the sum of its decorative, constructural, and f r-
mal features the John Stigerwalt House represent th 
continuity of particular folk building tradition an 
abandonment of others . The Stigerwalt House is a synth -
tic expression reflecting at once multiple ethnic trait 
an underlying Germanic basis for the three-r 
Carolina plan house type found throughout the region . 

Figure 17. Stigerwalt House, detail of inset stone sundial fram d by 
glazed header arch . 



A .~ 
B. 

c. 

Fi_gure 18 . Roof framing: A. Butt purlin , principal rafter roof, john 
Shgerwalt House; B. Through. purlin, common rafter roof, Snapp 
House Shenandoah County, VIrgm1a; C. Through purhn, common 
ra fte r ;oaf, jesse Home House; vicinity of Applebachsville, Bucks 
County, Pennsylvania. 

the nineteenth century advanced in the southern North 
Carolina piedmont many of the Germanic features which 
distinguish the Stigerwalt House were generally aban-
doned. The three-room hall-kitchen plan with its 
ffinities to the Georgian derived double-pile, side-hall 

alan was retained, but its p roportions were altered in 
~ther contemporary dwellings to bring it more into accord 

ith the Georgian ideals of balance and symmetry. Thus, 
;e two-bay Gennanic fenestration of the Stigerwalt 
House is lost in favor of three and five bay, center door 
facades (Fig. 19; Fig. 20). 

Keith Otterbein, in il recent monograph on the ver-
nacular arch itecture of an island ~o~munity in the 
Bahamas, attributes change in folk butldmg to two needs, 
that of prestige and that of convenience: 

II • lA 



igur 19. Matth ias Phifer L g 
H us , vi ini ty of hird r k 

hur h, R wan o unt y, orth 
ar !ina, built about 1806. 

T his small on tin ntal plan dwe ll -
ing display a tran sitional t w -
bay nd fl oo r, t hr e-bay 
ground flo r ombina tion . Th 
sh d I m nt with ind pend nt 
himn y is o nginal and mm n 

in th lo al . 
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factor be labeled "workmanship of risk"29 or "uncon-
scious process,"30 it is the final exercise of individual fr 
will that differentiates one material expression fr m 
another. Within this conceptual framework the John 
Stigerwalt House can be viewed as the continuation and 
extension of commonly shared notions of Continental and 
American building traditions in the middle North 
Carolina landscape, and as the subtly personal reworkin 
of these ideas through the realization of a single material 
statement. 
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The North Carolina Courthouse Square: 
Particularizing Time and Place 

As we have seen, this state's tradition of rural dwelling 
holds many implications for the vernacular landscape. One is 
that co unties, county sea ts, co unty courthouses, and court
house sq uares have all played an unusually important role in 
the region's historical development. Relative to the rural 
dweller's sense of place- his image of his landscape-the focal 
position of the county seat and co urthouse is undoubtedly 
critical. Here Paul Hayn es traces the traditions and symbolism 
embedded in the courthouse square and describes the evolution 
of five typical squares in North Carolina . 

The courthou se sq uare at Burgaw, No rth a rolin a. 

17? 

A square, the courthouse in its grove the center; 
quadrangular around it, the stores, two story, the 
offices of doctors and lawyers . .. each in its ordered 
place; the four broad diverging avenues .. . becom-
ing the network of roads and byroads ... But above 
all the courthouse: the center, the focus, the hub; 
sitting looming in the center of the county's circum-
ference .. . protector of the weak, judiciate and curb 
of the passions and lusts, repository and guardian of 
the aspirations and hopes . 

-William Faulkner 
Requiem for a Nun 

The courthouse square pervades the North Carolina 
townscape, forming the core of most of the state's on 
hundred county seats . Since the state's beginnings on th 
shores of Albemarle Sound more than three hundred 
years ago, the judicial setting has been the treasur d 
possession of its parent county, distilling notions of com-
munity and authority into tangible form . North Caroli-
na's colonial settlement provided a diverse context forth 
early development of the courthouse square. Ascendent 
with the rise of the county unit, the square has been an 
evolving entity, reflecting state, county, and community 
development. This article examines the ancient legac , 
historical role, and evolution of the North Carolina court-
house square . 

Any discussion of the courthouse square in North 
Carolina must begin with its close relationship to th 
county unit. In North Carolina the county forms the mo t 
significant political subdivision below the state level. Th 
county unit is employed throughout the country; ho _ 
ever, it bears special significance for North Carolina and 
much of the South dating from the region's colonial h i -
tory. English settlers in North Carolina introduced th 
county unit as early as the late seventeenth century. 

Predominantly rural in makeup, with 55 percent f 
the population still classified as nonurban, North Caroli-
nians have traditionally identified most strongly with th 
county. It forms the territorial basis for representation in 



the General Assembly and the localized administration of 
state Jaw. An elected board of county commissioners, by 
au thority of enabling state legislation, performs impor-
tant administrative duties at the county level. Com-
prehensive in scope, these responsibilities range from 
taxa tion and zoning to law enforcement and justice. 
Within limits set by the legislature each county functions 
as an autonomous entity. 

As settlers moved westward across the state during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries new counties 
were formed to provide more locally responsive units of 
government. The location of the county seat became a 
major point of contention in emerging counties, at stake 
both economic and political power. Due to the semi-
autonomous nature of the county government and its 
ability to tax and finance the courthouse and related 
buildings, the county seat tended to act as a magnet for 
businesses, attracting people from all comers of the 
county In western counties the county seat, containing 
courthouse and square, was often the marker in the wil-
derness by which a newly formed county gained identity. 
In order to maintain their dominance in the legislature, 
political forces in the eastern part of the state insisted time 
and again when western states were created that a corre-
sponding county be form~d in ~heir region ~y subdivid-
ing an existing county. This tac.hc both contri?uted to the 
proliferation of co~nties.and remforced the ~nr:'acy of the 
county during this peno~ of N?r~h Carohna s growth . 
The administration of justice, offiCially conducted for the 
state by the county, has historically- until the late 
1960's-been largely in the hands of county employees. 
AI though judges, district attorneys, and clerks of court are 
today state employees, they are still elected by local popu-
lar vote (a recent amendment to appoint judges on the 
basis of merit was defeated in the General Assembly) . The 
county courthouse is built and maintained solely by the 
county This strong county tra?ition. ~nd th.e county's 
important position in the states pohhcal heirarchy are 

two major reason for th 
rate squares built during 
state's his tory. 

HISTORY 

Paul Haynes 

Pl,,o ul tlw l~um.\o, I Oi<llt ' '"o ,r •m •. ,J ,h''"'m • tlw , otr.,JI 
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Plan of th e Place Roya le a t Rouen 
in ighteenth ce ntury France. 
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interaction was evident in the forums oflater Roman cities 
and colonial towns. The forum was the site for marketing 
as well as judicial and public business. The Roman 
basilica, a court of civil litigation and house of public 
meeting, commonly stood fronting on the forum, 
emphasizing the relationship of the government to the 
public. 

In medieval Europe the town market square encour-
aged contact primarily through trade. li'ade was the life-
blood of medieval towns and people regularly came from 
the surrounding areas to the square to market their goods 
and to obtain necessities . 

The Renaissance and Baroque periods provide the 
fi rs t instances of squares specifically designed to accom-
modate governmental edifices . The axial plans of Baroque 
ci ties created vistas along broad avenues, ultimately 
focusing on the elaborate palaces of ruling monarchs. 
Although colonists in the New World were influenced by 
th is tradition , their early towns were rarely as ambitious 
(Philadelphi a and Savannah, with their main avenues 
regularly punctuated by squares, are notable exceptions). 
The English settlers in North Carolina brought with them 

images of the grandiose as well as the common from 
which they constructed their towns and squares. Whil 
the image of a square was often grand, the surroundin g 
town context was usually by economic necessity and hi _ 
torical reality more common and utilitarian. 

The designation given to a square in the colonies, a 
in the Old World, frequently referred to its primary us . 
While most squares containing a courthouse were known 
simply as "courthouse square," the term "town common " 
was once used in several locations . The term "common, " 
of English origin, traditionally referred to communall 
owned, fenced open areas used for grazing and storin g 
cattle at night. Any common containing a courthou 
doubtless never accommodated cattle; still the name u n-
derscores the concept of the courthouse setting as com-
munally held property. Courthouse squares at Murph 
and Hillsborough were formerly known as commons. 

The courthouse "green" is a less frequent type f 
courthouse square . It bears a close relationship to theN w 
England town green, a grassy area which faced or con-
tained important buildings. The green at Edenton, a larg 
grassy rectangle lying between the Chowan Coun 
Courthouse and the Albemarle Sound, is one of the old t 
courthouse squares in the state . The square is still known 
as "courthouse green ." 

The courthouse square is predominantly a small 
town phenomenon; it seldom survives as the town cent r 
in communities grown beyond twenty-five thousand . In 
North Carolina small towns comprise the majority f 
county seats, many having populations of less than fi 
thousand. In these tow_ns the courthouse square serv 
numerous needs for different people. Most basically th 
square provides a place for county government. Besid 
the courthouse, the square may contain the jail and oth r 
related county administration buildings . The desire of th 
county to locate additional facilities on the square has I d 
in several counties to the expansion of the courthous t 
the limits of the square and has dictated the constructi n 



of a new courthouse elsewhere. The square has similarly 
been by tradition the commercial center of the town. 
Business of all types was conducted on the square and in 
some counties the market stood adjacent to the court-
house. Until the mid 1800's, the market house stood next 
to the courthouse on the town common at Hillsborough. 
The commercial function of the square has declined in 
recent years concurrent with the growth of suburban 
shopping sites easily accessible by automobile. 

At another level the courthouse square has histori-
cally provided a crucial element for social interaction. 
Geographer Edward Price writes: 

The square brings together those who work there, 
those who come to do business, and those who 
come merely to visit and loaf. The square p~ovides 
more room for socializing and a more attractive set-
ting_ than a downtown devoted only to ~usiness .and 
traffic. And it belongs to everybody. Different s1des 
of the square became the meeting places for differ-
ent social groups on court and market days .2 

The courthouse square in the county seat is rife with 
symbolism. Both the square's form and ornamentation 
(trees, monuments, etc.) supply~ rich store of meanin~s 
to the residents of the encompassmg county. The square IS 

usually both the literal and symbolic center of the ~ounty. 
The square and courthouse are often the county s most 
oppulent manmade forms. The ~ourthouse sq~are 
psychologically anchors the county m space an~ hme. 
Through its primal geometry the square constitutes a 
symbolic mandala. The significance of the man~ala form 
in architecture is noted by Carl Jung and Aneha Jaffe: 

Every building, sacred or secular that has a m~ndala 
nd plan is the proJection of an archetypal Image 

r:~~ within the human unconscious onto the outer 
world . The city, the fortress and thde. temhple become 
s mbols of psych. ic wholeness, an m t IS way exer-
crse a specific influence on th~ person who enters or 
lives in the place .... Such thmgs cannot be thought 
up but must grow again from the forgotten depths 

TYPES 
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sli ce out of the middle of the block . Partial block squares 
are present in ano ther third of the counties. 

The second and more dramatic type of courthouse 
square occurs at the intersection of the county seat's main 
streets . This type of square is known as the Lancaster 
square, after its first documented use in this country at 
Lancaster Pennsylvania. In early North Carolina towns, a 
square of one acre was typically provided at the meeting 
of these streets by notching out the comers of the adjacent 
blocks. The courthouse was placed in the center of the 
sq uare, with streets skirting its edges. The Lancaster 
square, although the most striki ng, is also the least resis-
tant to traffic congestion by virtue of its being "in the 
road ." Conseq uently few of these once common squares 
remain in the s tate today. Existing examples are at 
Pittsboro, Whiteville, Graham, Carthage, Mocksville, and 
Lincolnton- small islands centered in busy intersections . 

A common alternative to the Lancaster square places 
the courthouse on one com er of a primary intersection. 
Such a courthouse, close to the street, usually has little or 
no grounds of its own . This arrangement is common in 
coun ty seats like Murphy where the courthouse has been 
moved from an earlier square. The comer site combines 
the positive feature of prominent location with a minimal 
land requirement where real esta te is costly. One quarter 
of the counties have courthouse settings of this type. 

Some counties, such as Davidson and Cleveland, 
have never defined a courthouse square . Others, such as 
Currituck and Stokes, have remained too rural to enclose a 
square but have placed their courthouses in prominent 
roadside settings. The Stokes County Courthouse stands 
on the brow of a hill ; the Currituck Courthouse stands 
with its back to the sea surrounded by open fields . 

CASE STUDIES: FIVE COURTHOUSE SQUARES 

The histories and descriptions of the five squar 
that follow are not intended as thorough and exactin 
records. They illustrate, as would brief walking tour , 
these courthouse squares as evolving and significant f 
tures of their respective townscapes . These squares ha 
been chosen because they represent a range of situation , 
because historical material for them was available, and, 
significantly, because they seem to embody the concept f 
a particular place marked for a special purpose. 

Winston-Salem - Forsyth County 

Winston-Salem's history is the record of two w t-
ern Piedmont towns founded side by side geographicall 
but totally apart in terms of purpose . The Moravian toWn 
of Salem began as a well-planned religious communi . 
Winston, established in 1849 as the county seat, grew up 
as an industrial boom town based on the manufactur 
tobacco products . 

Unlike its neighbor, early Winston possessed littl 
that was "planned." The only order in the new town 
derived from the laying out of a certral square for th 
courthouse and the incorporation of two streets, Salt an 
Main, extended from Salem. The city's central block-typ 
courthouse square consisted of a large, slightly rai 
rectangular dais bounded by a low brick retaining wall . 
Beginning in 1850, three successive courthouses occupi d 
the square . The second courthouse, built in 1892, wa 
notable example of Romanesque Revival architectur . 
After barely twenty years, the building was demolish d 
and a new courthouse built in the more current Classi 1 
Revival Style. Practical necessity did not call for a n w 
building-only fashion . The newer structure was built n 
the foundations of the previous courthouse. 

For the first seventy-five years, the courthou 
square was the literal as well as the social center of the i '· 
A survey of Winston just prior to its merger with Sal m 



showed most of the city's businesses clustered a few 
blocks deep on all sides of the square. The square was the 
focus for numerous public ceremonies. On July 4th, the 
annual parade originated at the square and moved south 
along Main Street. According to Adelaide Fries, an histo-
rian writing on Winston-Salem: "During court week 
everybody in the county came to town and everybody in 
town went to courthouse square, not so much for the 
purpose of attending to legal affairs as to mingle with the 
crowds and have a general good time." 4 0ver the years a 
distinction arose between courthouse square and the ear-
lier Salem Square. Winston Square became the site of 
festivities and parades while Salem Square, befitting its 
more ecclesiastical past, became the site for more solemn 
ceremonies. 

By the late 1960's i.t became clear to the county that a 
new court facility was needed. The existing courthouse 
had been added to until it filled the square. A new court-
house, the Hall of Justice, was built one block south of the 
previous courthouse on the edge of the busy downtown. 
The new seven-story Hall of Justice stands to one edge of 
its site across a multi-level plaza . Although more re-
stricted in function than the previous square, the elevated 
tree-plan ted plaza forms a pleasant urban space raised 
above the busy street level. The plaza is a popular lunch 
spot, well used during the week. To the east and west of 
the Hall of Justice are two similar open plazas in front of 
the neighboring Federal office building and a modern 
bank building. These three visually linked plazas have 
es tablished a new scale of public open space in the 
downtown area. They lack the intimacy of the older city 
fabric but collectively reflect the increased scale and com-
plexity of our institutions. 

The evolution of the courthouse setting at 
Winston-Salem illustrates the impact of county and city 
growth on the form of the traditional courthouse square. 
Faced with burgeoning space requirements, high land 
costs, and ever-present congestion, county commission-
ers are often forced to seek a suitable courthouse site away 
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(lop lefi) The one-a.cre square fo rm ing th e Commons at Murph y, as it appea red in the mid-1920's. (lop right} Plan 
of Murph y denot•ng the square, from an 1838 survey by James Wh itaker. (boll om) The sq uare today, in view of 
the prese nt co urtho use. 
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Murphy - Cherokee County 

Cherokee County owes much of its heritage to th 
Cherokee Indians who inhabited the mountainous we t-
ern region of the state. The county seat of Murphy began 
in the late 1820's as an Indian trading post sited at th 
confluence of the Hiawassee and the Valley Rivers. In 183 
the Indians were removed west by troops in accord with a 
treaty and the county was established the following year. 

The original square in Murphy was created by th 
convergence of what would become the town's four main 
avenues. The comers of the blocks overlooking this int r-
section were notched out to provide a one-acre squar 
known as the Town Common. The square, of the Lanca _ 
ter type, was sited with views into the surroundin 
mountains. The former trading post contained little in-
dustry and after the departure of the Cherokee it saw onl 
as much commerce as the courthouse and related la\ 
offices could support. 

The first courthouse, a temporary wood structur , 
was built in 1840 on a corner of the square. A more perm _ 
nent brick building was built in its center four years lat r. 
A succeeding courthouse was built in 1868 on the sam 
site. The third permanent courthouse, built in 1891, w 
located on a comer site one block away from the squar . It 
was replaced in 1926 by the present courthouse. The on 
acre square, a grassy area bounded by its encirclin 
streets, received a large confederate monument and foun -
tain flanked by cannons which still existed as late as 193 . · 
Subsequently the square was removed and paved over a 
an intersection. Although the intersection is still referr d 
to as "the commons" by local citizens, all that remain f 
that former public space are its extensions-th 
"notches"-into the surrounding blocks, today used f r 
parking. The old site of the courthouse, the city's center, i 
today layered with asphalt and busy with traffic. 



Warrenton- Warren County 

The northern Piedmont town of Warrenton was 
founded in 1779, the same year as the formation of Warren 
County. The only building then on the town's future site 
was a granary where grain was collected to finance the 
Revolution. Warrenton was laid out by William Christ-
mas, who would later lay out the State Capital of Raleigh. 
The first courthouse was built in 1783 on the central square 
which had been set aside in the original platt. The block 
square was large enough to accommodate the prison and 
stocks in addition to the courthouse. 

After the Revolution Warrenton emerged as a prom-
inent town in the northern, tobacco-rich region of the 
state. For more than half a century preceding the Civil War 
the town was known as a center of culture where men 
"prominent in the state and nation made their homes and 
where numerous private schools and academies 
flourished." Before 1860 well-to-do plantation owners 
found life in Warrenton gay, "with elaborate dinners and 
balls, horse racing, card playing and 'cocking mains' be-
tween prize birds. "6 

It was within this context that the square was en-
larged in the early 1850's to form a larger block and a new 
courthouse built occupying the place of honor in its 
center. "free-shaded walks provided an inviting setting for 
court, commerce, and socializing. After the Civil War, 
however, Warrenton lost its special gleam, its hotels and 
its gay plantation-based life, and reverted once more to a 
typical, quiet North Carolina small town . 

The courthouse square has changed little during the 
past century. Today the square is a spacious, verdant space 
still crisscrossed by tree-shaded walks . People fill the 
square during pleasant weather, occupying the benches 
along Main Street and lounging against historic markers 
on the grounds . Drawing the life of the town into itself, 
the square functions both as a social center and as a 
dignified judicial setting. 

Warrenton's cas is a rar 
enlarged over its history. D pi tin n fflu nt 
tuency's grand intention frozen by w r, th 
tangible evidence of Warr nton' pa t. 

ltop lt•ft n.1111 l'iglttl Th · WMre nt o n qu are pr ior to thee i tin" t 
(bottom nglt tl Pla n of th e squ ar t·oda . n 08 wurt hou~ t i~•IIMtlt/1 1 lw •quM tuJ,, 
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Hillsborough - Orange County 

The Piedmont town of Hillsborough, the seat 
Orange County, is set in the fertile Eno River Valley ju 
east of the low Occoneechee Mountains. The town dat 
from 1754 when it was platted by William Churton, 
surveyor for the Lord Proprietor of the region, Lord 
Granville. Subsequently known as Orange, Corbinton , 
and Childsburg, the town received its present name f 
Hillsborough in 1766. 

During its early years Hillsborough provided n 
unusually urbanized setting for its courthouse and 
square. Its streets had been paved in 1781 by order of Lord 
Cornwallis who, anticipating a British victory, sought t 

establish the town as an urban cultural center. From th 
beginning, the courthouse square occupied a promin nt 
position . Known as the Town Commons, it was the sit 
the courthouse as well as the market house, jail, pill rv 
and stocks . In 1846 the grounds gained notoriety by th. 
addition of a gallows. The courthouse and accompanyin 
buildings ringed the perimeter of the square, which pr ~ 

vided a spacious lawn. The square was the setting f r 
judicial activities as well as the conduct of busines an 
public gatherings. 

A later courthouse was built on the same site and th 
market house next door demolished. Around the sam 
time the size of the square was reduced by half with th 
introduction of a street through the middle of the squar , 
parallelling Main Street. The form of the square remain 
essentially the same today. This historic courthouse build~ 

ing still stands and serves as a museum. 
The present and larger courthouse, built in 1952 in 

response to increased space needs, is sited on a quiet id 
street behind and below the courthouse square. Th 
newer building, with its entrance facing along the axi 
the older courthouse, utilizes the existing square a its 
own, integrating practical considerations with est b~ 
lished tradition. The square itself remains an active an 
well-maintained public space-a link with history and 
valued public artifact. 



Wilmington - New Hanover County 

The coastal county of New Hanover was formed in 
1729, making it one of the oldest in the state. The county 
seat of Wilmington, located near the mouth of the Cape 
Fear River, officially dates from 1739 when it was granted 
incorporation by the General Assembly's Wilmington 
Town Act. Actually the city was begun six years earlier by 
friends of Governor George Burrington who sought to 
move the county seat from Brunswick, sixteen miles to the 
south. Plans for the disposition of the new town were 
completed in April of 1739. The town was subsequently 
laid out by a surveyor, William Gray, with a spot desig-
nated for "the townhouse" at the center of the original 
stree t grid. The settlement was known consecutively as 
New Carthage, New Liverpool, and Newton before its 
incorporation as Wilmington. The 1739 Town Act also 
authorized the completion of a temporary courthouse 
begu n in anticipation of the town 's establishment as the 
county seat. 

The original courthouse stood in the middle of its 
square, an open area formed by the intersection of Market 
and Front Streets, the town's major avenues. F~om its 
inception, the square was a focus for community ac-
tivi ties. Public meetings were held there and the area 
under and around the raised courthouse, known as the 
"shambles," was used for marketing meat and produce . 
Andrew J. Howell, an historian writing on early Wil-
mington, portrays the square as a bustling hub of com-
munity life. 

In the early days, many of the leading citizens of th.e 
community lived,. not m the town, b~t o.n the1r 
extensive plantatwns nearby. . . . W1lmmgton, 
however, was the center of their business and _public 
interests, and here they met to d1scuss questions of 
ovemment and matters of general mterest. The old 

~ourthouse, located a block from Market Street dock, 
as the gathering place of the men of affa1rs, and 

;ere transfers ofland and slaves were made. 7 

1 1 
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was built in 1893 on a corner site two blocks away from the 
original courthouse square. Although a prime location 
and a heavily trafficked intersection, the site has not 
gained the significance of the former square. 

Exchange Corner in Wilmington illustrates a typical 
progression in the history of a courthouse square. The 
early square, increasingly congested and too small for an 
expanding courthouse is vacated for a larger, less traf-
ficked site nearby. As is often the case, the later court-
house occupies a prominent corner site. The older square, 
even though paved over, retains much of its image as a 
significant place in the town . 

The courthouse square in North Carolina has histor-
ically supported a rich diversity of uses and meanings . 
rraditionally a gathering place, the square, through the 
facilitation of human contact, has manifested the social, 
cultural, economic and judicial life of the community. As 
community life has changed, the courthouse square has 
evolved in answer to its users' changing needs. Early 
nineteenth century Warren County required a square in 
keeping with the splendor of its surrounding plantation 
life . Counties across the state constructed court settings 
reflecting their affluence, or aspirations , and strove to 
maintain them as visible examples of community pride. 
The past fifty years, however, have wrought significant 
changes to certain aspects of the traditional courthouse 
square. 

With respect to its functional aspects the courthouse 
square remains much the same as it did in colonial times. 
It still contains the courthouse, grown larger and more 
complex. If anything the functions of the county are more 
consolidated today. The jail, formerly located a respectable 
distance from the courthouse, usually shares the same 
roof, as do county administrative offices . As always, to be 
functionally adequate the square must, most basically, 
provide needed space. Squares that were intitially given 
generous areas have accommodated numerous additions 
to the courthouse without harm to the quality of the 

public space. The large square at Warrenton contains tw 
county administration buildings in addition to the en-
larged courthouse, yet remains green and spacious. 

The focal point of the county and a place tradition-
ally marked with the county's most ornate building and 
monuments, the square is often still the hub about which 
county life symbolically revolves. Civic pride, in-
stitutionalized and enduring, is vested in the square, i 
scrupulous maintenance standing as a testament. Th 
residents of a county identify strongly with their squar , 
especially in the smaller, more closely-knit communiti 
Local opposition to a proposed alteration of the squar 
usually runs high . "We want the square the way it is, " i 
the common response. 

Over the years the most significant change has 
curred in the courthouse square's role as a setting f r 
social interaction. The past fifty years have witness d 
radical changes in both our social norms and our method 
of communication. Until recently, human communicati 
was dependent upon face to face contact which nece 
tated public places where interaction could occur. Bu i-
ness of all kinds as well as ceremonies, addresses, and 
every type of public interaction was common on th 
square. The histories of the squares discussed above a 
colored largely by the social activities for which they pr _ 
vided the stage. 

The social function of the courthouse square ha 
declined in importance at the same time that remote form 
of communication have proliferated.lt is no longer nee 
sary to go to the square to do business, converse with 
friends , or view public meetings or addresses. Through 
the telephone, radio, and television and other forms f 
remote communication we can attend to these activiti 
from the comfort of our own homes or offices. Edward 
Hall has remarked on this tendency: "The Spanish plaza 
and the Italian piazza serve both involvement and pol _ 
chronic functions whereas the strung out Main Street 
characteristic of the United States reflects not only our 
structuring of time but our lack of involvement in others. 



The diminishing social import of the courthouse 
square is evident in large cities and small towns alike; 
however, small county seats still retain vestiges of social 
functions once common. In Haysville, Clay County, Sat-
urday is market day, with farmers selling produce on the 
square and townspeople buying and visiting with their 
neighbors. Local craft fairs are held on the courthouse 
square at Wilkesboro. 

The automobile has similarly had a strong impact on 
the courthouse square as well as on downtowns in gen-
eral. The square has historically been the most easily and 
commonly accessible point in the county. This attribute 
held true so long as most roads led to the county seat and 
slower modes of transportation made a central location a 
necessity. With the advent of the automobile, however, 
ease of access became a relative matter, and the centrality 
of the courthouse square becomes almost purely symbolic 
as many points are now as easily accessible. 

Several cities in North Carolina have made recent 
attempts to utilize the concept of the square in their new 
courthouse settings . Mecklenburg and Guilford counties, 
two of the most urban in the state, have built new court-
houses near the existing ones, leaving large public 
spaces-squares-between the old and new buildings. 
The new Guilford courthouse square features terraced 
planting and convenient underground parking. Attempts 
such as these reflect the continuing popular appeal of the 
courthouse square. 

Despite the dissipation of historic social functions , 
the square continues to be a pervasive element in the 
North Carolina townscape, embodying traditions of cen-
tral county government and community identity. It is 
obviously not possible to reinstate the square's lost social 
function-functions better suited to another era. The de-
sire for county identity which contributed so heavily to 
the ascendancy of the square in the beginning remains 
the force responsible for the square's persistence today. 
Stripped of most ancillary functions the courthouse 
square retains its original and most fundamental role as 
the symbolic heart of the county and physical core of the 
county seat. 

Footnotes 

Hall , The Hirlrlc 11 Dimc11 io11 ( nrd n it , 
o. In ., 1 6), 10 . 
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North Carolina Country Churches: 
Explorations in the Mountains and the Tidewater 

Some aspects of culture are less likely candidates for 
vernacularization than others . The ch urch is one example. Its 
11 niversal language basically res ists local inflection. At the 
same time, however, that language has been faceted into 
multiple denominational dialects. During her studies of North 
Carolina country churches Eliza Davidson fo und that denom
inational affiliation was a much stronger determinant of 
church form and character than was locale. Hence, though her 
thorough inventory did reveal the sub tle influence of local 
environments, it brought more clearly to light the pattern of 
religious preference on the back roads of this state- and how 
nuances of conviction can be read in their physical expressions 
upon our vernacular landscape. 

Th e sacred place is the archetype of all places- where 
order was first created amidst chaos . Rural dwelling has tradi
tionally oriented itself by such clearings in the wilderness, be 
they the sacred hearth or the founding church. In North 
Carolina where rural dw elling yet thrives, country churches 
remain the stays of a conservative brand of belief that brings 
fundam entalist order to the land. 

Orga ni zed religions are uni versa l and fu ndamental 
cu ltural phenomena bearing the marks of the parti ul r 
societi es in which they are born and of all the oci e ti e in 
which they subsequently live. Expressions giv n t 
Christianity in both architecture and worship hav vari d 
considerably th rough hi story and among cu lture . In th 
America n past, Christiani ty assumed new forms and al 
ex tended traditional forms es tab li shed in the countri 
from which the settlers came. 

In North Carolina one finds transplanted church , 
indigenous Ame ri can churches, and more promin nt 
than either of these, churches like the Baptist and th 
Methodist which germinated abroad but matur d a 
legi tim ate denominations in this country. This diver it 
has spaw ned a rich but extremely complex architectur I 
inheritance, fur ther complicated by continuous xpa n-
sion and transformation of Protestant sects. 

The North Carolina countrys ide abou nd 
churches varying widely in age, scale, and expr 
but together bearing witness to a pervasive Prot tant 
tradition and a heritage of rural living. Next to dwellin 
and fann structures, churches are the most frequ ntl 
found buildings in th e rural la nd scape. Becau th 
majority of North Carolinians still live in rural ar a , 
co untry churches remain an ongoing contemp rat 
phenomenon as well as the traditional rural focus forb th 
social and spiritual life. 

In addition to their sheer ab undance, church s m-
body especial ly strong cultural significance. B cau 
church forms emerge from th e spiritual core of man, p r-
ticularly from group consciousness, they constitute a ri h 
and extremely challenging category of vernacular stru -
tu res to explore. The potential scope of a study of count1 
churches, then, is tremendous. Windows open to grou p 
meaning, custom and symbology, to social and archit -
tural histmy, and most important, to the relation hip 
between culture and form exhibited in the sanctuari 
themselves. 



Th e explorations su mmarized in th e following 
pages genera ted both detailed fac tual in for mati on and 
v iv id firsthand experience. My initial intention was to 
assess th e physical character of rural churches in all th eir 
existin g forms , omi tting none on th e grounds of age , 
aesthetics, or den omination. My goal was to obtain a 
compreh ensive, unbiased image of North Caro lina's 
count1y church es today, based not on stereotype or per-
sona l tas te, but on concre te experience . 

To es tabli sh an infonnation base I surveyed every 
rura l sanctu a1y in two complete coun ties. I selected coun-
ties w hich were consistent in possessing an untainted 
ru ral character but contras ted in loca tion, topography, and 
cu ltural h eritage. The counties were Alleghany, which lies 
in the Blue Ridge Mountains, and Hyde, which borders 
Pa mlico Sound . At each site I ske tched a roughly-scaled 
s ite plan, no ted exterior fea tures on a standard form , and 
photograph ed the building, its d etails and surroundings. 
Whenever possible I n oted interior features, diagrammed 
sanctu ary arrangements, and took interior photographs . I 
foc used upon documenting the country churches as phys-
ica l entities, although cultural and spiritual dimensions 
s trongly influenced my experience of th e physical. 

I b elieve that this in-depth, comparative approach 
has gen era ted a more complete picture of North Carolina 
cou ntry churches than could have been glean ed from a 
more gen eralized, topical examination. The human eye is 
selective; the memory, subjective. The portraits which 
follow present the most important findings to emerge 
fro m my inventory. A multitude of specific topics also 
presented themselves for possible subsequent inves ti ga-
tion. The content here presented is more descriptive than 
interpretive, this initial study for me having been intro-
duc tory rather than conclusory in nature, focusing on 
exploration rather than explanation of church patterns 
within th e rural landscape. 

Eliza Davidson 

Findings: Alleghany County 

All ghany ounty' 
e ighte n d iff rent r li g iou 
foun d in a 1929 
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Since 1929 the growth of churches has far outstrip-
ped population growth , brick has replaced wood as the 
dominant construction material , and multi-room struc-
tures on the whole have superseded single-room build-
ings . In 1929, one-room frame churches were almost 
uni ve rsal. Obviously, many additions and replacements 
have occurred since then; in fact, four out of ten Alleghany 
County churches postdate World War II, and two-thirds of 
existing sanctu aries replace earlier buildings. 

Alleghany's rural churches express strong denomi-
national characteristics, yet also reflect the era of their 
individual construction . This influence transcends secta-
rian bounds. I found recent churches generally to be larger 
and more complex than older churches, using more mod-
ern , more expensive materials for their construction . Iron-
ically, these subs tantial s tructures for the most part serve 
dimini shed congregations, square footage expanding as 
if to compensate for los t members hip. 

A painful example of this phenomenon exists in a 
homely modern brick church which stands in front of a 
g raceful fram e predecessor. The new building has over 
two-a nd -a- half times the area of the old . Given a congre-
ga tion of only twenty-five , howeve1~ one must ask why 
the original one thousand squ are foot sanctuary was not 
considered adequ ate. The new facility must engulf the 
wors hippers and preclude intimacy. Although congrega-
tions traditionally have tried to give to "God 's house" 
the ir bes t, recently more and more emphasis seems to 
have fall en upon express ing devotion and church strength 
through physical faciliti es. 

Protestantism provides a sometimes slender unify-
ing thread among the church designs: the Missionary and 
Primitive Bapti s t sects, for example, embody in the scale 
and deta il of the ir respective facilities strongly contrasting 
a pproaches to worship. Primitive Bapti st congregation s, 
traditionally abhorring Sunday Schools, church societies 
and dom estic or foreign missionary work, maintain sim-
ple, un embellish e d church buildings. The older 

sanctuaries in particular impress one with their great 
spareness, purity, and uniformity. Natural light gives th 
interiors a luminous and peaceful quality. 

The Missionary Baptist churches represent a pros-
lytizing, expansive tradition oriented toward emotional 
experience and religious conversion . Their sanctuaries 
thus are embellished by extroverted steeples, pointed 
windows, and lateral extensions for Sunday Schools and 
social activities, with colored glass, organs, and religiou 
images within to enhance the inspirational atmosphere. 
To discuss the generation of church form independent of 
denominational differences clearly is impossible . 

Very few of Alleghany County' s country churche 
are abandoned or completely disused. Six had additions 
or renovations underway when I visited them, and sev-
eral others showed evidence of recently completed work. 
In every church I witnessed efforts by members to 
maintain or upgrade their facilities . In Alleghany "im-
provements" frequently take the form of razing an old r 
sanctuary and replacing it with a more modern on . 
Neither adaptive use of other buildings nor moving 
churches themselves is popular. 

Over half of the structures surveyed have under-
gone exterior alterations in the form of renovations or 
additions, and 57 percent of documented interiors hav 
been changed through remoqelling or refurnishing. Only 
one-fifth of the inventoried buildings have remained to-
tally unaltered, the majority of these having been built 
since 1960. Small-scale changes predominate, reflecting a 
frequent desire to update sanctuaries despite a lack of 
major resources or a compelling practical necessity top r-
form alterations. Subjective motives seem to generat 
most renovation and replacement activity. 

Nearly three-quarters of Alleghany County' 
churches are Baptist, reflecting the fact that Bapti t 
churches were the first to take root in the county, around 
1793. Because Baptist congregations could act autonom-
ously and ordain clergy from within, the sect became a 



lf-p rpe tu a ting, g rassroo ts m ovem e nt w itho ut n 
tra ined mini te rs or external o rga ni za ti o n . Th a b nc of 
hi e rarchi ca l contro l did , howev r, I ad t multi p l 
chi sm s within the bo d y: Primiti v , Mi s io na ry, Uni o n 

(a bo litio ni st), N ew Covena nt, and Regula r Bap ti t 
em erged thro ug h the yea r . A ltho ug h Southe rn (Mi i -
nary) Bapti sts form the la rges t Prote ta nt deno mina ti o n in 
bo th the U nited Sta tes a nd No rth Caro lin a, in All g ha n y 

o unty the ir churches are o utnumber d fo ur to n by 
tho e b lo ngin g to o th er Ba ptis t cts. 

Methodi ts arri ved in th co unty oo n aft r th B p-
ti t , but never ga ined g rea t stre ng th . lbday th ir 
chu rc hes co n titute o nly 9 percent of the to ta l. e rm an 
Ou nka rd s (now Church of th e Bre th re n ) and co tch-Tri h 
Pr sby te ri ans wh o entered All g han y af te r 1 5 tod ay 
mai nta in m all fo llow ings despite the fac t tha t m o t of 
All g ha n y's pop ula tio n a re Germa n or co tch- lri sh in 
d c n t. Sev n m o r de no mina ti o ns, a lll at co m r , hav 

ing l church s in th county. Hi stori c church buil d in 
r d i tributed am o ng the o lder r li g io us gr u p . n i -

te n t wi th thi s finding, th e a rl ies t urviv ing anctu ary i a 
mod t, a rche ty pal Primiti ve Bapti st h u r h , built in J875 . 

burch na m in Allegh an y o un ty fo il w a d i -
tin tiv pa tt rn . No churche a re na m d f r a in t , a nd 
f w utili ze ove rtl y C hri ti a n r fe r n e . El v n hav 
dop t d p lac names fro m the a nc i nt Nea r Ea t, o me of 

w hi ch have s t ro ng Bibli ca l co nnec tio n (M t. in a i, Z io n), 
o m no t (S hilo h , Macedo ni a). The fac t th at ha lf of th 

nam refe r to mou nta ins ugge tsad ir - o n th part of 
th se Blu e Ridge co ng rega ti o n to ide nti fy th e ir h m e 

111 u nta ins w ith a nc i nt ho ly pea k . 
T he la rg t numb r of ch urche , howev r, take 

na m e fro m natural e le m nts in the imm di at n v iro n-
111 nt . Ref re nee to p lants, mou nta in , va ll y , and vvc t r 
b d i a bo und, w h reas rcfe re nc to hum an ctt l m n t 
, nd in d iv id uals a re ex trem ely rare. The pi tureb 
b a u ty of All g ha n y o unty s e m t have m ad it m a rk 
upo n those w ho o rga ni z d a nd na m d the bu rch . . 

It Vt ' \' ' R~ •ulM B.lptl•l hu ·h 
•l lu rill allumtn.lll n ·"' :l b~rl' 

lu rna-h an , , cr,' .H <' ·' ''' r~ tl<' t ,llh· 
·,•nJ,•n t.ll .Hm "P"•' , 
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(top) P le~sa ntGrove Reg ular Baptist Chu rch . Identifi ed by white walls visi ble afa r, by ga ble end fac ing the road , 
and by light and sign above the door, th is church in its se tting is typi cal of Alleghany 's isola ted old er frame 
san c,t u a~I es. (bottom left) P~ne Fork Mi ssionary Baptis t Church exp eri ences its third additi o n since the late 
1950 s; light-up crosses on sign and steeple say "Jesus Saves ." (bo ttom right) New Home Mi ssionary Baptist 
Church . Church a nd cemetery uph ill to one side command a fine vi ew of the Blue Ridge landscape. 

~ 00 

Whe n read together, the church names sound lyrical and 
evocative , recallin g images of idealized pastoral seen 
(Laurel Glenn , Mou~tain View, Glade Valley). 

Throu ghout hi story church architecture has aspir d 
upward , as if reaching heavenward. That high spots are 
favored as church settings in Alleghany County, then , 
should be no surprise. A large majority of sanctuari 
comm and hilltop sites; only a few are situated in vall y . 
Most are vis ibl e afar as landm arks, quietly asserting God' 
suprem acy over the landscape. 

For all but the brick churches, white is the univ r a l 
ex te rior color, suggestin g purity and also hig hlighting th 
sa nctu ari es against their na tural surroundings. The build-
in gs are se t a part further from na ture through car ful 
a ttention to s ite control and order. Woods are pull d ba k 
fro m the churches and open lawn s maintained. lfe 
rare ly are allowed to gro w in front o f the line of the mai n 
facade, a lthoug h symm etricall y planted shrubbery i n t 
uncomm on . Mos t of Allegha ny's churches face a road 
sho rt di stance, with symm etrica l entry facade , a i 
walks and s te ps. Nearl y half address inte rsec tion . 

Form ality and order a lways characteri ze the fron t 
vi ew , wh ereas th e si des and rear frequ ently give way t 
mo re inform al, nonrec tilinea r definition. Open grove ar 
common , o ften sheltering lon g pi cni c ta bles at s ite wher 
churches ho use only the worship space. Vehicular a 
exists on nearl y a ll the church s ites; often it is trea t d a an 
additi onal fo rm al e lement. 

Ceme teries are found at ove r two-thirds 
church s ites in Allegha ny County. The majority ar I -
ca ted uphill fro m the sanctu ary (closer to heaven?), clea r! 
d emarca ted by fe nces. Most are large, lying bes id th 
chu rch but occas io nall y be hind or fac ing the church aero 
a roa d . None are und efined , and none s urround the an -
tu ary on multiple s ides. The graveyards are trea t d a 
distinct, formal elements re in fo rcing the general orderli -
ness of most church sites. The deliberate isolation and 
s trong order charac terizing Alleghany's rural church t-
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Finding : Hyde County 

f und in H yde County today. 
o unty ha no inco rp rat d towns, 

m all , poor, or both m all a nd 
a fact born low 

in -
a re 

in 
t

e lf 

and phys ica ll y sou nd. Numerous o ther sa nctuari a -
pea red to h ou e infreq uent acti vity, thei r posted nr U-
me nts averag ing abouttwe nty. The grea t majority of H d 
Coun ty churches are at leas t margina lly a li v , th ir 
fac iliti es embodyi ng decades of growth and ch ang . 
ta lly una lte red sa nctuaries are rare . Of chu rches for whi h 
J obta i ned both exterior and interior in form ation o n! n 
in ix appeared comple te ly unchanged . Remarkabl y, f ur 
of th e una ltered s tructu res dated fro m the nine t nth n-
tury. The o nly unaltered black church , built in 1945, w 
a band oned two decades after its construct io n . 

O n the whole , exte rior c hanges were more pr val nt 
than inte ri or cha nges- amo n g black ch urch s, over twi 
as commo n. White churche revealed exter io r renova ti n 
or add itio ns o nly ha lf as frequently as black church , but 
mor of these cha nges w e re m ajor in seal . Th p rc n-
tages of re m odelled or refurni shed interiors f ll mu h 
clos r toge ther for the two groups. Altogethe r, n rl 
thre -quarters of ex teriors and 60 percent of docum nt 
interiors have bee n subj ec ted to physical tran form -
tions, both fi gures hi g he r than in Alleghany Coun t . 

A hi g h replacement rate among the mountain un-
ty ' churches- three time that of Hyde- s m to ha 
pr eluded a certa in measure of renovation a nd pan i n 
activity. Over ha lf of Hyde's black church , how 
replace earlier sa nctuaries, s uggest ing tha t th origin I 
stru ctu re were insub tantial or functionally and ym 1-
ica lly inadequ at . Becau Hyde is cons id rably p 
a nd le s populous than Alleghany but supports n arl 
a me number of churches, increm e ntal a ltera tion 

comes more economically feasible than replacem nt . 
only o ne s ite in the county did I witne s con tru ti n 
activ ity of a ny kind. 

For s imilar reason s, moving sa nctua.ri sand adapt-
ing existing surp lu s tructu r s proved to be much m r 
common practices in Hyde County than in Allegha ny. At 
leas t four, perhaps nine, H yde County church ar 
adapted schools or dwellings- a ll but one of the b I n 
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Antcb llum Amity M th odis t 
hur h is Hyde o unty's o ld s t, 

p rhaps a l o its larges t, mos t 
lcg.m t, and b st pr rvcd anc-

tu ary. It congr galion dcpl et d , 
the church is on ihe verge of clos-
ing it doo rs . 

All Sain ts pi opa l hurch, un -
u d fo r ov r ad ca d , s tands un -
lock d facing the road in th 
co mmunit y o f F, i rf i ld : th 
building a nd its tting d is till 
rudim ntary church -defining 
elem nts . 
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County's total sa nctuaries. Half of the black congregati n , 
in Hyde are Chri stian , half Bapti s t. Christian bodi ar 
most numerous among whi te co ngrega tions, fo il w d 
closely by Method is t churches, then Miss ionary Bapti t 
Epi sco pal, and Primitive Bapti s t churches. Other sect 
thinly represen ted in the county today; none were hi t 
cally prom inent. 

The oldest chu rch standing in Hyde Coun ty i pr 
ably Amity Methodist Church, a beautiful Greek R viv 1 
s tructure with a slave ga llery, dating from1852. Beth! h 01 
Primitive Baptist Church, a 1799 Quaker meeting h u 
renovated or else replaced in 1854, may predate Amit . In 
addition, St. John's Epi scopal Church, rebuilt in 1 75 , 
probably reused the form and materials of an eight nth 
century An glica n ch ap el. Two more anteb llu 111 
sanctuaries, also Methodist but smaller than Am ity, till 
survive. The majority of the historic church buildin 
belong to Hyde County's earlier denominations. Ai m 
60 percen t of Hyde's church buildings predate 1920, 
though over 40 percent o f black sanctu aries po tdat 
World War II and only three black churches are known t 

date from the nine teenth century. Overall, Hyde C un t\' 
possesses fa r more historic and fa r fewer m d r~ 
churches than Allegh any. 

Swa mps, p ine forests, dark fi elds planted in o n :i 
corn, and half-decayed , time-worn settlements ch ara _ 
terize the Hyde County countryside . Lacking e levati n 
changes, the county gains strong physical definition fr rn 
the marsh-frin ged sound and from centrally-located Lak 
Ma ttamuskeet with its cypress islands and myriad fl l...s 
of wild birds. The landscape is unique and inh·iguin , but 
not arche typically picturesqu e like Alleghany C untv. 
Perhaps this unu sual character, combined with long t-
tlement, accounts for the lack of natural allusions and th 
preponderance of human and community referenc in 
the nam es of the county's churches. 

Community names identify one-third of th 
churches in H yde County, and human names identif tln 



add itional quarter of the total. References to natural e le-
m nt appear in few of the church names, most of these 
be ing included in place names . These proportions illumi-
na te a strong contrast with Alleghany County, where 
identification with the na tural environment is over-
whelming. Another contrast lies in the fact that four times 
a many Hyde County churches have adopted overtly 
r tig ious names, close to half of the total. A great number 
of the sanctuaries, particularly black churches, bore no 
identifyi ng sign on ei ther building or site, necessitating 

condary research to discover names. 
The preceding general statistics obscure the fact that 

black and white churches follow very different naming 
pa tterns . On the whole, black church names have a more 
poignant, personal qualit~ than whi~e. church names 
which are simple and exped1ent, or trad1t10nal. Half of the 
white churches but only one of the black churches are 
named for local communities . Religious allusions enter 
nea rly two-thirds of black church names, contrasted with 
fewe r than one-third of white church names. Most saints' 
names adopted by black congregations commemorate 
aintly people rather than official saints; w.ords like 

"faith" and "pilgrim" are recurrent. These emohon-laden 
church names indicate to me an emphasis on religious 
experience rather than institutional identity among black 
congregations . 

Hyde County's ph ysical char.acter creates an en-
ti rely different typical church sett1~g ~rom Alleghany 
County. Hills, so heavily favor~d as ~1tes m Alleghany, ?o 
no t exist in Hyde, and impress1ve v1stas are rare. Desp1te 
the contras t in environments, a number of prevalent s1te 
fea tures are repeated including the presence of lawns, the 
fo rmality and axial symmetry of front yards, a~d the pat-
te rn of churches facing the road squarely at relahvely sh?rt 
d . t Besides prevailing topography, the most stnk-tS ance . . 
ing differences in Hyde County's church settmgs com-

d t Alleghany County's are the prevalence of 
~re o . . 
h I ·n populous rather than 1solated surroundmgs, c urc 1es 1 
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Mi ss ionary Baptist and Disciple-type sanctuaries 
appea red s imilar, with simple but well-finished shells 
conta ining comfortabl e manufac tured furnishings consis-
te nt within individual sanctuaries but varying in age 
among churches. Im ages of Christ usually occupied the 
ax ial front wall , other wall decorations being few. Choirs 
were usually prominent and pulpits always focal in the 
arran gement of the sa nctuaries. 

Black church interiors resembled their white Baptist 
and Chri sti an counterparts in both layout and furnish-
ings. A few very humble black sanctuaries echoed Primi-
ti ve Bapti st interiors, their spareness and reduction to 
essenti al features generating an intensely moving atmo-
sphe re. One sensed, however, that much of this austerity 
was not the chosen so much as the possible form of ex-
press ion for impoverished congregations . Decoration 
otherwise abounded inside black churches, in the form of 
devotional images, plastic flowers , and fabric covers, pil-
lows and railing curtains. Piano tops often assumed a 
shrinelike appearance. 

The furnishings were less consistent in age and style 
than in white sa nctuaries, old handbuilt pews frequently 
being retained in remodelled interiors. Major, unilateral 
renovations probably are beyond the means of most black 
congrega tion s. Often a few impressive looking new items 
were featured (preacher 's chairs, carpeting, lighting fix-
tures). Choirs figured especially prominently in these 
sa nctuar ies, signaling the importance of music to worship 
among the black congregations. 

One final point about black church interiors is that 
very few were accessible . Of the active black churches I 
visited, only three were left open, while thirteen were 
locked. At four more sites a church member unlocked the 
building for me, one apologetically expressing fear of 
fugitives, vandals, and thieves. By contrast, well over 
two- thirds of white churches were left open . This discre-
pancy is ironic but understandable . Many open white 
sa nctuaries contained antiques and other furnishings of 

considerable monetary value, whereas the locked bla 
sanctuaries with visible interiors seldom appeared to c n-
tain expensive furnishings . Obviously, value is defined t 
a large extent by the possessor. Blacks, who historical! 
have had far Jess material wealth than whites, in H d 
County attentively protect what is theirs. 

In addition to Hyde' s black sanctuaries, a high 
proportion of all Alleghany County churches survey d 
were locked. The frequent isolation of both group f 
churches makes close surveillance an impossibility. C n-
versely, the presence of most white Hyde Coun t 
churches in settled areas assures a certain inherent se ur-
ity for the facilities. Perhaps in locking their sanctuari 
black congregations also are expressing deeper alienati n 
and distrust of an often hostile dominant culture. To d _ 
sire to protect one' s most intimate and cared-for in titu -
tions from threats- real or sensed-is understandabl 

Concluding Thoughts 

Vernacular forms, like genetic traits, sur iv 
through inheritance and alter through mutation . In i
vidual building acts - each part imitative , p rt 
adaptive-together form cumulative patterns record in 
shifts in hi storical, cultural , and geographical influ n . 
We read these patterns most clearly in groups of fun ti n-
ally kindred structures (houses, barns, mills , etc.). 

In n1ral North Carolina, practical living r quire-
ments flavored by ethnic traditions have generated a r-
nac ular typology of dwelling and working place . ith 
country church forms, the additional, complicating ari-
able of denominational character enters the equati n . 
This factor plays a pivotal role in rural church con tn.1 --
tion , but fi gures little if at all in the evolution of s ubr 
structures. Some sects adhere so closely to de nom ina-
tiona! trad ition in determining church form that littl 
room is left for grassroots influences. Industrial pr s 
with its capacity to generate simultaneous multipl -



without human intervention, also in many cases has re-
duced the role of vernacular process in church design. Not 
a ll co untry churches, then , can be considered truly ver-
nacular s tructures. 

Patterns in the form s of country churches which I 
s urveyed a ppeared extremely simple in outline but com-
plex and subtle in detail. Protestantism and basic Chris-
tian ri tualunified the des igns and determined fundamen-
tal sanctu aty form, a fac t alluded to earlier in relation to 
the uni form natu re of interior plans. Many elements ca n 
be traced back as far as the earlies t basi lican churches. 
Universa lly ide nti fied characteristics like horizontal spa-
tial seq uencin g (symboli zing progress ions from profane 
to sacred zones) and vertical hi erarchy (symbolizing 
tran cenden ce and honori ng the divine) date from pre-
Christia n hi story. In the bui lding of churches hum ans 
rep a t universa l form s and thu s crea te the image th at 

t rna! forces both o utlive and overpower the transitory 
a nd the unstable. 

Overlayi ng th e nearly immutable phys ical frame-
work o ne fi nd s s trong denominational elements interwo-
ven wi th historical, e thnic, and geographi cal influences. 
O nly by breaking apart th ese intertwi ned threads can 
mea ningfu l vernacular, rather th an universal, patterns be 
d cr ibed . The formal language of churches-even Pro-
testant a lo ne- includ es a multi tude of vernac ular di alects 
w hich do not easi ly yield to analys is and description. I 
have he re in described m any of the commo n phrases in 
th e dia lects. A mo re com ple te cod ifica ti o n might logi-
cally be the next s tage of resea rch. I have tried to convey in 
my fi ndings the r ich ness and a little of the detail of the 
cultura l record left by North Caro lini ans pas t and prese nt 
in their co untry chu rches. 

1 5 
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Site Selection of Pre-1940 Mountain Houses 

Tradition -oriented societies adjust their designs incre
mentally to successfully mediate behueen their needs and re
sources. The mature solution to a task supports a stable 
equilibrium behueen culture and its context . Inno vation is 
brought to bear only as changing needs or resources suggest 
the potential for an improved situation . Inasmuch as the 
mediating design reflects its location in the world-and tradi
tional designs usually do since their location was a primary 
reso urce-we are calling it "vernacular." As outsiders , the 
vernacular landscape allows us to read the conformity geogra
phy requires-or once required- of culture. Conversely it 
places the insider-resident in systemic orientation to his natu
ral se tting. Here geographer Robert Keber makes a case for 
looking at the site selection process once commonly used upon 
demanding Appalachian terrain as an instance of place
related folk design. 

Before the advent of technology enabling ext n iv 
alteration of a building site, houses built in Appala hia 
were constructed on a carefully selected site . Many fa t r 
were considered in the site selection process includin 
availability of potable water, accessibility of roads, rni -
croclimate, and availability of building material . Th 
selection process resulted in placement of the hou r 
other structure in a manner minimizing disruption to th 
environment of the site and maximizing the utility of th 
topographic characteristics. Such careful placement p r _ 
duced stable man-land relationships and contained l 
sons on energy conservation which can be applied tod 
The purpose of this paper is to argue that the vernacul r 
des ign process includes a site selection procedure whi h , 
at least in the case of Appalachia, forms a legitimate f lk 
art. Although well-sited structures can be found throu h -
out Appalachia, examples shown here are drawn fr 111 
northwestern North Carolina . 

Unselfconscious Architecture 

Christopher Alexander divides all cultures into tw 
categories, selfconscious and unselfconscious. 1 Un 1 _ 
conscious cultures are those where form-makin 
learned informally through imitation and where sue 
ful forms persist through slow stages of incremental alt r-
ation . By operating within tradition's framework- b y 
using native materials, tools, and form-making t h·-
niques-unselfconscious cultures can produce f rm. 
which are in equilibrium with a dynamic environm nt. 
That is, the vast network of subsystems which mak Uf 
their environment's ecology are stable and the m n -
produced form does not act as an external force impin in 
on that stability In the case of dwellings , the person \ h 
makes the structure usually Jives in it. Modification t i\ 

traditional form which do not "work" are corrected im-
mediately. Via a process resembling natural selecti n 
dysfunctional elements are simply not repeated . Ov ran 



xtended period of time the total design adapts to th e 
environment finding an equilibrium without misfits. 

In a selfconscious culture design becomes a disci-
pline where principles are taught in a classroom rather 
than on the job. Buildings are constructed by non-users 
with materials and techniques that are not readily "at 
hand." Within such a context serious misfits between 
ma terials and the local environment, or between intended 
and actual use of interior space, can, and do, develop. 
Change in fmm is not evolutionary, but sudden, as a 
designer "learns from his mistakes" and produces a sec-
ond structure different in form from the first without 
correcting the original. 

The early settlers of Appalachia could not tolerate 
many such misfits. They were moving into a region hav-
ing a rugged tenain and relatively harsh wint~rs. Survival 
demanded that misfits between form and envuonment be 
made minimal or be eliminated. By attending to the build-
ing traditions that grew out .of succ~ssful homesteadin.g 
around him, by using matenals ava1lable on or near his 
site and by "fiddling with" the structure that he built and 
Jived in over the years, the Appalachian builder adapted 
the form of his dwelling to the demanding local environ-
ment. Jn other words, within the context of an unselfcon-
scious culture, he produced a form which satisfied his 
needs yet sat in harmony with the topography of the site. 

Physiology of the Blue Ridge 

The physiography of Appalachia varies widely pro-

d i numerous environmental contexts for man-land uc ng 1. . 1 · h . 
relationships. Western North Carolina 1es entue y Wit m 
the Blue Ridge Province. Westward into Tennessee and 
K ntucky, the Ridge and Valley Province and th e Cumber-
land Plateau are met. 2 Much of the research on folk 
architecture in Appalachia has focused m: the Cumber-
lan d Plateau. Site selection criteria appropnate to that area 
are not identical to criteria in other physiographic regions 

Robert Keber 

sequent ge neration wer 
stream onto more rugged, I produ tiv 
sequence played a major role in th 
inhabitants. 3 

Conditions in th Btu Ridg 
Althou gh portions of th r gi 
i.e., the Smokies- oth r ar a 
flat. The Ash eville Ba in , f r 
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Plateau. By the ea rl y nin eteenth century, however, most 
tillable land in the Blue Ridge had been claimed, prompt-
ing the second wave of settlers to move furth er west. 

Figure 1 shows a house in Watauga County, North 
Carolin a, bu ilt someti me before 1900. The alluvial area in 
th e foreground is app roxi mately 2000 feet long (18.4 
acr s). In th e portion where the hou se si ts, Riddle Fork 

Fi gure 2. a. 1920 ho use a lo ng Elk ree k, Wa ta uga County. 

Creek has a gradient of less than four percent. Figur 
and 3 show houses situated along Elk Creek in Ashe nd 
Watauga Counties, North Carolina . The valley fl 
ranges between 500 and 600 feet wide and ha 
downstream slope of one percent in a section 8000 f 
long. 

Row crop agriculture is not only possible in the Blu 
Ridge, but for many yea rs provided the basis forth I 1 
econom y. 4 A primary factor in selecting a house site und r 
such circumstances was to insure that it was compati bl 
wi th farming practices. Easily worked alluvium i n t 
plen tiful ; th erefore a minimum of infringements 
made on it. Note that in each exampl e the house is pia 
at the point where the alluvial flood plain yield to th 
mountainside. 

Factors in Site Selection 

Num erous fac tors are considered in the verna u la r 
site selection process. These are subsurface water, I p 
surface water, location rela tive to workab le land, soi I tYPe 
vegeta ti on cover, substrata characteristics, rock out r p . 
erosion areas, aspect, prevailing winds, visual ttra _ 
tions, and accessibility to roads. Of course, ideal n di -
tions of all thirteen factors are seldom, if evet~ f u n d . 
Compromise among factors often in conflict was n 
sary. The fact tha t so many houses built prior to 1940 r 
well sited is a tribute to the builders' skill in evaluatin 
site features. 

In western North Carolina six factors predominat 
as requirements in a good h ouse si te. They are proximit\· 
of gravity flow sprin g water, aspect, protection from ·t 
and northwest winds, accessibility, easy slope requirirp 
little preparation or excavation, and location adjac nt t 
tillable land . Potable water is necessary not on! f r 
household consumption, but also as a coolant for f rrn 
produce, especially milk. Most often springs wer th 
source of thi s water. Ideally the water would flow thr u h 



a cooling house near, or attached to, the main structure. 
The house in Figure 2 has a cooling pantry directly off the 
ki tchen. If running surface water (location on ponds was 
not favored) was not present, spring water would be 
im pounded for use by livestock. 

Prior to 1940 wells were not common in Appalachian 
orth Carolina . The abundance of reliable springs and 

the difficulty of digging through rock often found near the 
su rface precluded most wells . Mobile drilling rigs are a 
post-1945 phenomena. Table 1 indicates the heavy reliance 
on springs and, to a lesser extent, streams in 1940.5 The 
small number of houses having indoor running water 
were located in the towns of Boone, Blowing Rock, West 
Jefferson, and Jefferson. In Watauga C~un_ty 78 percent of 
fa rms had no indoor running water while m Ashe County 
90 percent had none. The ability to drill to potable 

Table 1. Source of Household Water, 1940. 

Ashe Co. Watauga Co. Total 

Dwelling units l s233 1 4146 19379 

RunnJng wa ter in 
13.7% I 716 33.9% 11408 22.6% 1 2124 

dwell ing unit 

Running wa ter 
wt th in 50 fee t 36.5% 1 1906 24 .9'lu lto34 31.4 % I 2940 

Other wa ter su pply 
22 .3% l m1 '16. 5% I 682 19.7% 11853 

wo th!O 50 feel 

Other or not 27.5% I 1440 24 .7% 1 1022 26.3 % I 2462 
reporting 

groundwater at any depth altered r Ii ane on pring and 
dramatically changed the impact of this fa tor in .it 
selection. 

·6 ·R 1 
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tec ti on from the su mmer sun was often provided by 
nearby decid uous trees but such shading is not manda-
tory in th e cool mountains. The house in Figu re 1 faces 
eas t but because th rea r no east-wes t ridges nearby it is 
open to the fu ll exten t of the w inter su n. The house in 
Figure 3 faces northeas t. Moun ta in fo lklore mai nta in s 
sna ke are seldom found on the north slope of a moun-
ta in . How ve t~ th is ta le does no t seem to direct many 
house to that slope . The house is protected fro m prevai l-
ing winter wind s, a t least partly, by a cedar windbreak. 

/ 
wint·cr sun 

>I rca 111 

al luviJI flood plai n 

Accessibility to roads is requi red but a loca tion 
cent to a main road is not prized . A bu ffe r of n l 
hundred fee t crossed by a d riveway is preferred . u ·ad iti n 
holds that the front entrance to a house should n t 
hidden by h·ees, so d is tance, no t vegeta tion, insur pri-
vacy. Isolation from th e road network is not sough t 1: • 
cause, as one pe rson w ho moved to the roadside aft r 7 
years in an isola ted house said , "I got ti red after tot in • 
million tons of s tuff si nce I was a ki d." 

To the traditional bu ilder, a good site req uire lit tl 
if any, alteration to its "lay." That is, removal of dir t n :i 
rock or fill req ui rements were minimized. Throu h u 
western North Carolina, bedrock is covered by a th in 
layer of soil and vege ta tion . Until recently excavation w, 
done by hand labor. To avoid such a di ff icul t ta k, th 
structu re was usu all y eleva ted above the grou nd , \ h i ·l 
also served to prevent entry by rodents and snak an j t 
prevent accumulation of wa ter during heavy rain . 

A much favored site, as Figures 1 and 2 att t, i: •1 t 
the point where the alluvial floodpla in meets th hill i :i 
Here springs often percolate from the ground, tillabl I n 
is not dis tu rbed, the hillside provides protection, a nd th 
front po rch petmits a view over fie lds and pa tu r . 
loca tion here also indica tes an awa reness of th da m , 
soil creep could inflict on a structure placed furth ,. Uf . 
slope. Thus, the "ideally si ted" Appalachian hom \-\1( Ltl i 
appear much as illu strated in Figure 4. 

Of course, the site selection process, li ke oth r f 1 
arts, allows varia tion w ithin a se t of rules. Oft n pa tt rn 
of land ownershi p, the aes th e tic a ttracti on of a parti u l, r 
s ite, o r the idiosyncracies of people lead to el ction t • 
homesite which meets few of the cri teria li ted b , . 
Figu re 5 is a house in Ashe County, Nor th Carolin a. 
around 1870, th e house faces eas t from a narrow 
Outbuild ings lie near the house w hich si ts w ith in 
of a paved road that fo rmerly was a ra il road track. In f itl 
of th ese obstacles, the at traction of th e New Riv r (f r 
ground) was sufficie nt to outwe igh any nega tiv a p ·t 



Conclusion 

The vernacular landscape in western North Carolina 
cannot be understood without analyzing th e factors de-
te rmining site selection of mountain homes. The si te 
election process results from a more or less unselfcon-

scious tradition which valued utility over aes thetics . 
Well-s ited structures, especially houses, used natural fea-
tures such as slopes, springs, and aspect to conserve 
en ergy and harmonize man's presence with the local 
ecology. 
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The Architecture of the New River Valley 

In 1976 during the controversy sparked by a proposal to 
dam the New River, a team from the Historic Preservation 
Section at Archives and History was sent to survey the ar
chitecture in the stretch of the New River Valley in North 
Carolina that the proposed dam would flood. The intention 
was to see whether anything was there that warranted stop
ping the project or, if not, to at least record what was there 
before it was inundated. As Davyd Hood, who was a member 
of that team, here reports, what was found was not grand or 
exceptional architecture. It was, in fact, something much 
rarer: a building fabric still intact and eminently expressive 
of a manner of dwelling closely defined by its topographic 
setting-a manner of dwelling encouraged by the containment 
of the valley to remember its traditional past and to build 
continuously with that past well into this century. Luckily for 
us, and especially for those who live there on fourth and fifth 
generation farms , a gamut of ecological concerns overturned 
the dam proposal, and the New River Valley is still a refresh
ingly whole and coherent part of our vernacular landscape. 

In 1827 and 1828, Dr. Elisha Mitchell, the geologi t 
and professor of chemistry at the University of North 
Carolina, visited Ashe County. After a climb to the top f 
Negro Mountain (now Mt. Jefferson), he wrote, "And 
rugged ascent it was! Some of the plantations in vi 
presented a noble appearance, but oh, what an ocean 
mountains!" Later he recorded "that in all his travels ov r 
Ashe he found only log cabins." These notes, probabl 
written while Dr. Mitchell was a guest of his good friend 
Meredith Ballou, define the character of the New Riv r 
Valley: a magnificent undulating landscape created by an 
"ocean of mountains"-a splendid beauty and topog-
raphy that, in its complexity, predestined the nature f 
society in the New River Valley and the order achiev 
in it. 

The section of the New River Valley which is form 
in North Carolina's Ashe and Alleghany counties had 
been explored as early as 1740 by Major Abraham Wood . 
Its closest inspection came in 1752 when Bishop Augu t 
Gottlieb Spangenberg and his party searched the region 
for a suitable site for a Moravian colony. They rejected th 
New River Valley owing to their inability to secure th 
100,000 acres which they considered necessary for th ir 
settlement. The difficulty of access to the valley was pr b -
ably a second, and strong, consideration. 

While hunting parties organized in Virginia mad 
expeditions into the valley after the visit of Wood and 
Spangenberg, the valley did not begin to receive its fi t 
pennanent settlers until the decade before the Revolu -
tionary War. Defeat for the Regulators at the Battle f 
Alamance in 1771 was the first spur to settlement in th 
valley which was far removed from British authority. Thi 
effort to avoid British influence was accompanied by th 
gradual westward expansion of settlement in orth 
Carolina and the parallel move south of younger broth r 
and sons of Virginia families . The Gambills, amon 
others, came from Wilkes County in the 1770's . Settle 
from Virginia carne mostly from Grayson County, whi h 



s tretches across the northern borders of Ashe and Al
leghany. It is in this three-county area that the New River 
Valley is formed. Captain John Cox (1739-1818), a Reg-
ulator, was originally from Montgomery County, Virginia, 
but had moved to Grayson County settling on the New 
River. After the Revolutionary War he purchased land in 
North Carolina at the mouth of Cranberry Creek on the 
New River and resettled there; others followed a similar 
pattern. These familial and geographical relationships 
were to remain a predominate influence on the settlement 
of the New River Valley in North Carolina . The facility of 
transportation and communication with Virginia served 
to reinforce these interests as Ashe and Alleghany coun-
ties were removed from much real contact with the rest of 
North Carolina. This factor contributes to the area's 
uniqueness in the state and includes the New River Valley 
with those other North Carolina communities- most no-
tably Warrenton-located along the Virginia-North 
Carolina border which being familially and economically 
tied to Virginia are culturally more a part of Virginia than 
North Carolina. The results of this relationship ' are as 
tangible as they are intangible. 

In 1799, Ashe County was established to include "all 
that part of the county of Wilkes lying west of the extreme 
height of the Appalachian mountains ." The State Gov-
ernment had earlier tried to interest citizens in settling in 
the valley and had begun to make land grants to veterans 
of the Revolutionary War to encourage settlement in the 
mountains. One of these was a grant to Martin Gambill on 
January 1, 1798, signed by Governor Samuel Ashe. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, several 
gran ts were made to individuals for setting up iron forges. 
Meredith Ballou, among others, had visited Ashe County 
in the late 1790's and found rich iron ore deposits in the 
hills along the North Fork of the New River. The specific 
grant to Ballou was not located during our efforts but the 
Ashe County Court, "acting under Chapter 293, Public 
Laws of1788, which authorized a land grant of up to 3,000 

Davyd Foard ood 
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ac r s to any per on who s t up a forge and produced 5,000 
pound s of iron ," a t th e August term, 1807, made a grant to 
Daniel Dougherty "forth use of the Iron Works that the 
aid Daniel Dough erty built on Bigg Helton ." At the No-

vember t rm, 1807, another grant of 3,000 acres went to 
Thoma alloway "for setting up an iron forge with re-
quired produ ction ." The mining industry's early prof-
itability and need for workers encouraged settlement in 
the valley s ites of th e iron forges and along the banks of 
th e n arby cr k a nd riv r. These early se ttlements grew 
naturaJ ly into farm complexes, and since the iron industry 
flexed fo rward and la ter decl ined, the farms grew in im-
portan a fami lies came to depend exclusively on farm-
ing forth ir su tenance. 

That the iron industry played a vital part in the 
se ttlement of th e New River Valley and Ashe County is 
without question; howeve r, the major and long term eco-
nomic motive for se ttlement in the valley was agriculture. 
Dr. Mitchell had predicted as much in a diary entry during 
August 1828 . He reiterated those characteristics of the 
va lley describ d by the Moravian leader Spangenberg: 
the ri chn ss of the so il , the a bundance of water and 
timber, and th existe nce of sufficient min era! resources to 
complet the co llective body of naturaJ resources with 
w hi ch a nd from whi ch man could create a sustaining life 
and a socie ty with hi s neighbors. 

It is in the sa ti sfaction of housing demands for this 
evo lving agrar ian community of famili es, and in its agri-
cultural economy, that the architectural character of the 
New River Valley has been formed, and it is almost exclu-
sively in th ese term s- in the development of thi s agricul-
tural eco nomy- that an architectural analysis of the New 
Rive r Va lley should be interpreted . Settlement , growing 
pro p rity, and agrar ian success are each exhibited in an 
architectural product and have marked the degree of 
bui ld in g sophi sti ca tion ai med for, achieved, and as im-
portantly, maintain d. 

But geography wa s th e most influential factor in the 

evolution of the society, economy, and the correspond nt 
architectural character of the New River Valley. The ut-
ting of the New River 's course through the land creat d a 
landscape of great complexity with steep hi Us and narr , 
valleys-Mitchell's "ocean of mountains ." The rollin , 
richly covering topography with the river's sinu u 
bends and tributaries and the paraJiel curves of th h ill 
created pockets among the hills and along the riv r 
bottoms-neatly tailored farmsites- in which the earl , 
settlers established and developed their farms (Fig. 1) . Th 
hills enclosed and framed them in an unique isolati n 
which encouraged the introversion of subsistence farm -
ing and an independent family life . The geography thu 
necessitated a close, specific, and complimenting r I -
tionship between the farm and its supporting field and 
required the tight grouping of farm structures- hou 
barns, granaries, silos, smokehouses, corncribs, root l-
Iars, springhouses, poultry sheds, tobacco barn , an ;i 
equipment sheds . There is no trace here of the form 1 
eighteenth century plantation plan of the Coastal PI in, 
but rather the strength of organic response- a qualit 
achieved in the course of agrarian development in th 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

The major factor in the development of the 
order has been agricultural-the tilling of a small 
contained family farm unit. Since the state's economi 
history has been written mainly in agricultural term -u~ 

to the introduction and development of textile mill -
such could be expected in the New River Valley. In th 
Coastal Plain and the Piedmont there were markets a ail -
able and methods of transportation for getting good an ;i 
produce to them. Transportation opportunitie di -
mini shed as one moved inland from the coast and a\ a ' 
from the Virginia and South Carolina borders so that in 
the mountains agriculturaJ practices never develop d 
along commercial farm lines, but rather as the mean 
sustaining the family unit. Thus the size of farms chan 
slowly and unnoticeably, increasing and decreasing 



Figu re 2. The Sa mu el Cox House, Ashe Coun ty. Thi s full two-s tory 
log house is typi ca l of the second gene ration of log building in the 
valley. The log cons truction of thi s house IS vis ible under tne shed 
porch w here the wea therboa rds have been re moved . The form of the 
porch is o rig inal to cons tru ctiOn while Its roof and supports have been 
replaced . 

wi th the divi sion of a family fa rm or the combination of 
fa rm u nits as a result of marriage. It is thi s fa cto r whi'cl1 
has e ncouraged the relative evenness of the buildings 
th r . Farms of similar size co uld and did support famili es 
and operatio ns of a pproxim ately the sa me size and scale. 
In consequ ence the houses themselves are similar in size, 
mat r ial, and design . 

A most important consideration here is that thi s 
pattern of agrarian developmen.t has se~n only the m.ost 
minor changes in the sea ms of 1ts weavmg. lntermpt10n 
ha been in signifi cant . The terrific economic and social 
d isrup ti on of the Civil War, and more especially its after-
math , whi ch had such a major impact on the quality and 
characte r of life and style in the Coastal Plain was scarcely 
f It he re . And thi s is another of the fac tors that make the 
a~chi tectura l fa bric of the va lley so unique- a piece of 

ven h omespun . Indeed , it has a character which has 
dev loped inde pendently and indigenously; pressures of 
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cycle of wood con truction: fro m the most s imple log 
cabin , through the h ewn house, the ea rly frame house, to 
th elaboraten ss of mechan ical crafting of wood in a fi nal 
tag whi ch approaches overreaching . 

The pion ers who se ttled in the New River Valley, 
hav in g come from s im il ar topographi es to the north and 
a t, were fami liar with th e val ley and its special ch arac-

ter. That th ey chose th e va lley a nd re m ained th ere reflects 
th e ir accep ta nce of its brand of agrarian li fe. Th e earliest 
building form was, as noted ea rli er, the log cabi n, built as 
sh Iter for Virginians who organized hunting parties in 
th va ll ey. These firs t structures were only meant to be 
temporary hou s ing and consequently were quickly, and 
rud ly, bu ilt. A s im il ar pract ice was followed when 
se ttl ers- and m any of the above hunters numbered 
a mong them- cam e to stay. Th e firs t requirement was to 
p rov id immediate sh elter for th e set tl er, hi s family, and 
a ny dom s ti ca t d anim als. The fact that none of these 
building re ma in ow s as much to thi s matter of expe-
d i ncy a to a serie of floods (including the major floods 
of 1916 and 1940) wh ich was hed m an y h ouses a way. Mos t 

£ th arly hom s t ad s h ad been s taked out along th e 
ri v r a nd its tributa ri es on whose banks the ea rl y trans-
porta ti on rout s w e re es tabli shed . Th e double pen, or 
dogtr t, form was id al for thi s purpose. Two "pens" or 
"blocks," qu are or rec tangu lar in sh ape, w ere builtwi th a 
pa age vera] ya rd s wid e be tween. The family co uld 
li v on on s id and th e oth er could be used as a barn and 
granary to tore food s tuffs for th e fami ly and an im als. Th e 
a nimals cou ld k h elte r in th e passage. Alternative ly, 
th s cond blo kits If beca m e a table with th e passage 
betw n used f r s torag . Thi s early architec tural form 
s h It r d a ll th e ac ti v iti es a nd funct io n s of the 
hom e t ad- farm und e r o ne roof. The h is tory of New 
Riv r Vall y a rchitec ture i th e tory of the d ispos iti on of 
ach agri cultural fun cti on to its individual building- the 

evoluti on of th e fa rm complex . 
A n ee i ty prevai l d - wi th th e growth of the fam-

ily and the increased productivity of th e farm- a new I 
house was built on whose con s truction more tim a nd 
ski ll were expended. The old log cabin often becam a 
granary or stable. It is this second gen era tion of log c n -
stmction which provides the first s tructures for o ur tud . 
They are u sual ly of half- or fu ll-dovetail cons tructi n , 
built of hand-hewn logs and have either d1y-laid or m r-
tared s ton e exterior chimneys. In form th ey range fr m 
one story, s tory-and-a-half, to a full two stories. A I 
cons truction was utili zed during the entire nin et enth 
centu ry, it is not possible to date h ouses by a progre i 11 
fro m the one-s tory to the two-story house, for siz nd 
quality of constmction depended on the resources of th 
builder a t all tim es. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, Sa mu el Cox (1 11-
1868) built a two-s tory log house on a tract of la nd giv n 
him by hi s fa ther in 1832. His hou se is one of th b 
preserved and most original of th e valley's log hou 
(Fig. 2). It s tand s on a hilltop overl ooking th e s ite of th 
Cox Homestead "on th e waters of Cranberry Creek a nd 
the South Fork of th e New River." The house has do t il 
constmction and appears to have always been w eath r-
boarded, for bark remains on some of the logs a nd mu h 
of the clay daubing remains in place (Fig. 3). A ton 
chimney-common in the valley- s tand s o n the a t 
gable end . While the sh ed porch appears to be original , 
the o ne-s tory fra m e e ll was added in th e ea rl y twenti th 
century by th e builder 's son. The interior of the first t 
followed a two-room pian-as did m any log h ouses- n :i 
is fin ish ed with flush sh ea thing. An enclosed stair pr -
v id ed access to the second s tory which was left as n 
large room. 

Built about 1870, some ten or fifteen years l a t e1~ th 
William R. Neaves House is similar to the Cox Hou but 
has a shorter second s tory (F ig. 4). There are no wind 
on the second s tory front eleva tion . This reduced h i ht 
two-story hou se is some times called a one-and -thr -
quarter hou se and is a type which was frequently built in 



. 4 he William R. Neaves House, Ashe Co':'nty. The North 
F1gure · T w Rive r fl ows in front of th is house sited on the fi rst 
Fork of the Nj b ks o f th e ri ver. The planks of th e low-wate r bnd ge 
terrace above t 1e1 an cess to the house are vis ib le in the lower righ t 
which is th e on y ac 
corn r. 

narrow bottoms. 
An alternativ 

famil y ownership . 
II - 7 



Figure 6. The Gambi ll - rou se Farm! All ghany o unty. The two s tructures spa nning the ownership of this 
farm by th Garnb1 ll and Crouse farnli1e a re se t on a te rrace be low the hill a t w hose top is loca ted the fa mily 
ce rn t ry. The permanence of th " fina l res ting place" trongly infl uenc d the choice of the hilltop as the s ite of 
ce rn ten es . 
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After th e new hou se was constructed the old house, 
as no ted earlier, was used as a s table or granary. During 
th e nin teenth c ntury many log barns, granaries, and 
smokehous s were also constructed . They were later al-
tered and added to, and thus perhaps several early log 
s tru ctures are still standing. This series of alterations and 
add itions, and sometim es rebuildings, makes very dif-
ficult th e determina tion of a da te of construction for most 
of th em. The d egeneration of construction me thods adds a 
furth er probl em here. It is fair to say that the better built 
log buildings we re generally on the more prosperous 
fa rm s and it is principally these which have survived . 

Frame construction and weatherboarding becam 
part of the valley's architectural vocabulary in the mid-
nineteenth century. The earliest use of weatherboards w 
on the gable ends and the later sheathing of log houses. 
the same time board and batten doors were often replac 
as were window sash. New windows were also cut int 
walls. Perhaps a new mantel was installed. These chang 
certainly enriched the buildings and denoted an im-
proved status for the owner. Often doors taken out of th 
newly-improved houses were put to a second use n 
granaries , smokehouses, and root cellars. 

One of the oldest frame houses is the William 
Weaver House, whose associated bottom lands stretch f r 
just over a mile along the South Fork of the New Ri r 
(Fig . 7). The oldest portion of the house is the two- tor 
three-bay main block built shortly after William Wea 
purchased the property in 1845. In 1890, his son Andr 
added a one-story ell containing a kitchen and pant 
About five years later he extended the ell to includ 
dining room and raised it to two stories in height. At th 
same time he added the richly decorated two-tier p 1 h 
across the front elevation, which today shows traces o f i 
original blue, chartreuse, and white painting schem . Th 
farm , which is now owned by Fred Weaver, Andr w ' 
son, retains outbuildings dating from the three gener -
tions of the Weaver family ownership . William Weav r 
(1787-1876) and his three generations of descendant , 
cepting his grandson Fred , are buried in a family cern -
tery on a hilltop to the southeast of the house. Fred Weav r 
is without heirs, his family having preceded him in dea th . 

The group of buildings whose appearance pr -
dominates in the New River Valley were either bujjt r 
remodeled in the years between 1885 and 1915. It wa 
during those years that the third and fourth generation f 
the early families of Ashe and Alleghany counties w r 
requiring larger or newer quarters for expanding famili . 
These builders include the Gam bills, the Greers , the Bl -
vins, the Neaves, the Reeves , the Sturgills, the Phipp , 
and the Waddells . It was also a period in the agricultural 



Figure 7. The William Weaver House, Alleghany County .. One of the 
olcfes t frame houses in the valley was expanded by the add1t10n of the 
second s to ry to the ell , the two-tier full-facade porch , and the shed 
add ition on the rive r side whi.ch replaced all but one bay of the shed 
porch . 

development of the valley during which farming practices 
provided abundant produce that could be sent to the 
nearby markets, especially Marion, Virg~nia, "':'hich was 
the nearest railroad connectiOn and to wh1ch an Improved 
road was begun in 1887. 

The pioneers who came into the valley in the late 
eighteenth century had brought with them a breed of 
ca ttle named "Devon," developed in Devonshire, which 
had been introduced to America in the early seventeenth 
century. This breed came to be known as the "~horthorn" 
and proved to be ideal stock for the New River settler. 
The were raised by farmers for the market throughout 
the ~ineteenth century. The raising of these cattle and 
crops of corn, hay, and grains provided a stable basis for 
fa rming in the valley. . 

During the fourth quarter of the nmeteenth century 
th began a transition from subsistence farming to cash 

ere A study issued by the U.S . Department of Agricul-crops. . . 
ture and the North Carolma Department of Agnculture 

s ta ted : 

In tand em with th 
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In plan th ere was a preference for th e rectilinear 
blocks of ea rli er log houses arra nged in e ither a "T" or "L" 
pl an . The end s of th e blocks are sometim es bayed. The 
hou ses are all three bays wid e on the front elevation, two 
t ri in height, clad in wea th erboards and have e ither 

in teri r or ex terior ga ble-end chimn eys. Roofs are ei th er 
hipped o r ga ble, or a combination of the two. The interior 
generally fo llows a center- hall plan with equal size rooms 
on ither id e, usually a parlor and bedroom . The kitchen 
and a dining room are contain ed in a one- or two-s tory ell. 

__ f v 1 

Figure 8. Th e Poind xte r Bl evins H use, As h o unt y. Bui lt in the firs t yea r s of th e twe ntie th century thi s 
t ':"'o-s t ory. three- bay, frame hou s pu Is its bes t fa e for wa rd . Th e front porch beca me a li ving room for summ e r 
VISit S a nd was perhaps th e mos t lega nt space in th e ho use, he re decora te d wi th bracke ted profile post s 
o nnected by a balus t rade {part of which has bee n los t) ~ nd th e entra nce surro und o rn a me nted by le ng th s of 
1rde s . 
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Porches a.re of two major types . The first is a on 
story porch (see Fig. 8 above) which is carried acros th 
full front elevation of the house, sometimes wrappin 
around the corner of the house and continuing along i 
side. Its shed or hipped roof is supported by turned po 
with brackets and connected by spandrels and bal u -
trades. On some houses this porch was two-tier (see Fig. 7 
above) and sometimes engaged under the house's gab! 
roof. The second type is the more impressive two-st r , 
gable-fronted porch (see Fig. 10 below) centered on th 
front eleva tion and protecting the entrance on each to . 
The gable-fron ts most often feature imbricated pattern f 
diamond, rounded , and other-shaped shingles which ar 
framed by jigsaw-cut bargeboards on so metimes bra -
keted eaves . Span drels of varying complexity and fini h 
often fill the peak of the gable. Behind the porch and tin 
a flushly sheathed bay, molded surround s enfram th 
doors with fixed sidelights and transom s dec01·at d b 
jigsaw-cut ornament. Window surrounds are s imilar) , 

Figure 9. The Burgess Cox Waddell House, Alleghan y untv. 
Perha ps th e mos t ty pical of the New River Valley fa rmhou , tl)e 
Waddell Hou se e njoys the arch itectura l inve ntive ness enab led b th~ 
sc ro ll saw a nd o ther co mme rcial crafting of wood . 

) 



molded with naive cornices projecting above . Blinds were 
freq uently a part of the scheme but most have been lost or 
removed. On the "L" plan back porches are arranged in 
the interior of the "L" and sometimes connect to a 
springhouse. On the "T" plan porches may surround the 
ell with a springhouse, pantry, or storage room breaking 
the encirclement . 

The Burgess Cox Waddell House, the William H. 
Billings House, and the John M. Pierce House are particu-
larly representative of the architectural character of 
domestic building in the New River Valley at the turn of 
the century, and exhibit the range of building form and 
ornamental woodwork used at that time. Mr. Waddell 
(1864-1946) built his house (Fig. 9) in 1889 and inscribed 
the date on the lintel of the surround enframing the win-
dow in the porch's gable front. The two-story three-bay 
fra me house has a two-tier center-bay porch on the front 
elevation, exterior end brick chimneys on the gable ends, 
and a one-story ell and shed room on the rear elevation. 
The porch remains as built except for the first-story railing 
which is now lost. Behind the porch the entrances are set 
in flush sheathing and flanked by sidelights and transoms 
w hose patterned sawnwork was seen frequently 
throughout the valley. 

Mr. Billings (1838-1935), the bottler of Billings' Bit-
ters and one of the richest farmers in the valley, purchased 
a part of th e extensive Parsons family farm and erected his 
house in 1898 (Fig. 10). The form of the house is nearly 
identical to that of the Waddell House and consists of a 
two-s tory main block with a one-story ell. Mr. Billings' 
p ros perity is indicated, howev er, by the rich detailing of 
the porch, the brackets set under the eaves, and the 
dia mond patterned fr inge on the drip molding of the 
wi ndow surround . The chimneys were built inside the 
house and rise above the hipped roof. The Parsons family 
ceme tery is located on th e farm. Mr. Billings is interred 
the re with the earlier owners of the fann. 

Unlike the porch on the William Weaver House, 



Figure U . The john F. Gree r House, Ashe County. One of the largest 
ana mos t ambi ti o us of th e late- nineteenth century fram e hou ses in the 
va ll y, th is sea t of th important Gree r fa mily has richly ornamented 
fron I and rear porches while the eaves a re supported by paired brackets 
et above th f nes tra ti on and at the corners of the house. 

whi ch i a ttached , the two-tier porch on the John M. 
Pi rce House is ngaged under the house's gable roof 
(Fig. 11) . While th e posts and balustrade on the porch 's 
firs t s tory w re altered around 1930, the second story 
rema ins as built in 1892. It has a five-bay division with the 
two outside bays enclosed as sleeping rooms . The three 
center bays act as a loggia having a scroll-sawn vase-
shap d ra iling . 

At th e turn of the century the Grassy Creek commu-
nity was one of the leading agricultural communities in 
th e New River Valley and with its rich collection of late-
nin eteenth and early-twentieth century buildings is a 
vivid reminder of th e quality of rural life in the valley. The 
Greer family were th e most prominent landowners in the 
community, holding six farms on contiguous property. 
The development of thi s complex of family-related farms 
i in xtricably bound to the history of the agricultural 
conomy of th e valley. Four generations of the Greer fam-

il y, beginning with Aquilla Greer who settled there in the 

Figure 13. The John jones House, Ashe County. This T-pl an fram 
house having a rather simple Colonial Revival porch and gabl f nt_ 
featuring imbricated shingles and robustly sawn spandrels wa bu ilt 
about1904 as the seat of an othe rGreerfamily fam1 . Its outbuild ing a 
arranged in a semi-circle on the terraces behind the house . 

early nineteenth century, maintained farms along Gra 
Creek. About 1885 John F. Greer built a large and ri h i 
ornamented house as the seat of a farm which he e t 
lished in the mid-century (Fig. U) . Similar to the Willi 
H. Billings House, its two-tier porch has a different, Ia 
like system of ornament; the brackets are used h r 
pairs . The two-story ell, set in the middle of th r 
elevation is circled by a one-story porch also boastin 
fine railing . John F. Greer's son, W. C. Greet~ who I t r 
owned the house, increased the farm 's production, n -
larged its complement of outbuildings, and raised h i 
children there. His children-four of whom built hou 
in the creek valley-were the last of the family to build in 
the valley. About 1904 Mr. Greer's daughter, Mrs . J hn 
Jones and her husband, built their house on a farm ou th-
east of her father's (Fig. 13). The lavish decoration o f th 
earlier houses in the Grassy Creek community is r ta in :i 
only on the gable fronts with imbricated shingl n :i 
spandrels . The house, aside from its asymmetrical pl an , 



has a formality which is new to the valley, an influence of 
the merging Colonial Revival. 

In architectural terms, the farm complex- the house 
and its outbuildings- was built according to a hierarchy 
of values in style as well as in sophistication of construc-
tion .. The farmhouse occupies the first level followed by 
the barn which is the largest building in the complex. The 
firs t floor of the barn , the stable level , is frequently of log 
cons truction set on a stone foundation with frame con-
s truction used for the second level and haylofts above. 
The log construction can be either single or double pen. 
Th older and better barns are sheathed with weather-
boa rd s and covered by a gambrel or gabled roof. The 
ga m brel roof was the best as it allowed for more storage in 
th haylofts (Fig. 14) . Eaves and gables are often venti-
lated. Board and batten sheds are frequently added at 
ei ther side for stabling or storage. 

G ranaries can also be of log (Fig. 15) or frame con-
struc tion and covered by weatherboards or board and 
ba tten and set on a dry-laid stone foundation or on 
stacked s tone piers. Roofs were gabled or shed. Large bins 
wer built to store separately the several grains . As noted 
earli er, log houses were sometimes given a second func-
tion as granaries. Corncribs are more varied in form . 
There could be a single crib covered by a shed roof or a 
double crib with a wagon passage between covered by a 
gab led roof (Fig. 16) . A third method was to include it in 
th corner of the granary. They are almost always of frame 
cons truction with ventilated sheathing. 

Poultry houses and privies are of frame construction 
with board and batten or weatherboard sheathing and 
shed roofs . Smokehouses are also frame constructed with 
weatherboard or board and batten sheathing. The brick 
smokehouse is an exceptional building. There are three in 
the valley; two of them- one at theW. C. Greer farm and a 
second at the L. F. Young farm-are in the Grassy Creek 
community. Woodsheds, as well as hay and equipment 
shed s, were generally simple structures and clad in board 
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Fi gure 17. The L.F. Young Fa rm, Ashe County. He re a group of the 
farm's shed -roof outbuildings, including the pigsty, poultry house, 
and q ui pment sheds, are linked by a board fence. The weather-
boa rded gab le- roof building is the smokehou se . The farmhouse which 
began as a two-s tory log house built about 1840 (the block beside the 
gab le-end ch imn ey) was tripled in size in 1893. 

and ba tten o r pla in verticaJ sheathing. An exception is the 
spl end idly uniqu e octagonal board and batten woodshed 
a t th e Robert Livesay Hou se, G rassy Creek . 

Spring houses and root cellars were, when possible, 
built into the hill s ide and of stone construction, either 
d ry- la id or morta red (see Fig. 5 above) . They could also be 
freestanding, or attached directly to th e farmhouse at the 
nd o f th e kitchen ell. The interior walls of both 

s prin ghouse and root cellar were almost always stuccoed , 
and la te r cemented . The s pringhouse had a cooling trough 
form ilk cans. The root cella rs had wood bin s for potatoes, 
apples, oni o ns, turnips, and cabbages and she lves for 
"canned goods ." 

The to bacco barns are gene rally the most recently 
co nstru cted farm buildin gs. They are fram ed with a shea-
thin g o f ve rti cal boards s paced to allow for an air flow to 
cure the to bacco. While not a building, but nevertheless 
a n important fea ture, an apple orchard was planted a t 

almost every farm . 
Each of these farm complexes has an individu 

character and situation and is unique in the disposition 
the house, the barn, and the other farm outbuildin 
about the property (Fig. 17). They are working museu m 
of the nineteenth and early-twentieth century agrari n 
building forms and methods of both log and frame c n -
struction, weatherboard, board and batten, and verti 1 
sheathing. Since these farm buildings were construct d r 
added onto as the crops increased or production di 
sified during a period of some one hundred years, th 
study is an agriculturaJ history of the New River Vall 

Public buildings in the valley were built on simp! I 

straightforward plans with the composition of their el 
tions reflecting the manner and ornament of contemp r-
ary domestic building. The Grassy Creek Methodi t 

Church remains as built in 1904 and owes its elegan t 

the prosperity of Grassy Creek at that time (Fig. 18). Th 
church is of frame construction with shingles in the gab! 
ends above the weatherboarding and on the middl 
tions of the corner bell tower/s teeple . Flat lancet ar h 
surrounds enframe the windows, doors, and louv r 
openings in the bell tower. Inside, the ceiling follow th 
pitch of the roof and the interior is fully finished in ton u 
and groove boards which, like the pews, have an 1-. 
varnish . Complimented by red upholstery and enri h :l 
by light filtering through the finest stained glass wind , 
in the valley, this interior and building superbly r 
Grassy Creek at its best. 

Containment is an important concept to remem b r 
when discussing the architecture in the New River V, II v. 
We have noted before that the geographic configurati n - f 
the valley largely predetermined the organi zation ( 
fam1 s . The hills wrapped, and to a considerable d r 
isolated , the farms within their breasts . This phy i 
containment extended to the psychological and re info 
the self-sufficiency of the life on the farm on both m -
tiona! and economic levels . The processes of birth , lif I 



and death were all effected within the confines of the 
fa mily farm . On a significant number of farms we found 
small cemeteries containing several generations of a par-
ticular family and their married kin . Thus the entire his-
tory of the farm and its owner-workers was contained on 
its grounds and read in its fields, buildings, and 
cemetery-a record of exactness and accuracy superior to 
tax lists and census reports. These cemeteries, generally 
loca ted on the highest point of ground on the farm, are 
enclosed by fences of stone, metal , or wood. Plantings of 
box bushes, crepe myrtle , cedars, and sometimes lilac are 
in terspersed among the granite, marble , and fieldstone 
markers . 

The valley did not yield to the transitory and dispos-
able qualities of external values. "New ways were built 
upo n the old. They did not supplant the traditions of the 
past . ... " Because New River Valley architecture was 
bu ilt on this principle, and because its inhabitants resol-
ved themselves to live thereby, much has been preserved . 

Not only have the buildings long served the pur-
poses for which they were built but to a remarkable de-
gree the farms are owned by descendants of those who 
homesteaded them. This continued ownership is one of 
the most important factors in the maintenance of cultural 
va lues in the area . The fact that one is fanning land which 
has bee n owned by one's family for three or four genera-
tio ns and on which these generations are buried has in-
sti li ed a love of place which is seen in the architecture and 
its position in the landscape. This relationship of man , 
architecture, and landscape has preserved a way of life in 
the va lley and the architecture which shelters it. 
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Homeplace: 
Images and Impressions of an Appalachian Settlement 

Dwelling (the verb) turns on a still point accumulating 
structure across the moment of its gyration . 

Heidegger talks about dwelling as "the building that 
cultivates growing things and the building that erects build
ings ." Here Terry Shook shares what he has discovered about 
the manner of his ancestors' dwelling on a slope of the south
ern Appalachian Mountain s. The kin he recalls cleared the 
mountainside for settlement, cultivated crops and built upon 
it , and in so doing gave expressly vernacular form to the 
landscape. 

No pilasters, sculptured architraves, or Ea tl a k~.: 

tracery-this is just an old house that is the forem t 

physical remnant of a lifestyle that was somehow m -
mon to rural life everywhere yet special in it's own indi-
genous way. Mountain culture is not one of homogen i ,, 
but one of differences arising from the ruggednes n 
isolation of the mountain slopes in contrast to the relativ 
freedom of the valleys. Those on the slopes were enga 
in the activity of living directly with and from the Ian 
using whatever skills or tools they could make or aff rd . 

I have a special interest in this old place becau it i 
the homestead of a great-great-grandfather of min . u t 
even though the place was a small part of my childhood, it 
held no great fascination for me until I began to recogn iz 
the strength and beauty in its petmanence, and to a -
preciate its simple, but very special uniqueness. 

Historical accounts of the beginnings of Ma 
County are hard to come by. An 1891 history by a local 
C. D. Smith cites the primacy of the settlers' daily stru 
for survival in a demanding setting as the reason for th 
lack of any written description of events and life tyl 
within pioneer Macon County. 1 The lands within th 
county were once a part of Haywood County and 
acquired by a treaty between the Cherokee Nation n 
the State of North Carolina during the years 1817-1 1 . 
Even though most of the section was sold by highe t bid 
to two people, the land was soon parceled and r I 
with an area along the valley of the Little Tenness d -
vel oping into a settlement fairly quickly. 2 

This settlement officially became the town f 
Franklin in 1855, and from then on the town and th 
immediate larger farms developed a relatively " 
mopolitan" culture in comparison to the small farm 
the slopes of the mountains. 3 The 1860 Franklin Ob e 
"Devoted to Religion, Temperance, Education, Agri u l-
ture, Literacy, Art, Science, News, and General Int ll i-
gence, " regularly published national news briefs n 
associated editorials, moral teachings, legal pronou n -



m nts, railroad bulletins, grocers' and druggists ' adver-
tisements: "10,000 negroes saved yearly-Planters take 
notice-Jacob's Cordial Is The Only Sure and Positive 
R medy Before the People in Dysentery, Diarrhea, and 
Flux-Never Fails . . .. "4 

Wayah , Nantahala, Cartoogechaye, and Ellijay are 
among the Indian names for geographically identifiable 
divisions of the county, with the usual name-giving ele-
ment being a stream and/or valley, or some precipice. One 
was either "on" Nantahala, "up" Ellijay, and so on. By1880 
commercial and residential structures had been con-
s tructed within Franklin that were not unlike buildings in 
any other small Southern town; but in the countryside 
(where "deer were plentiful and bear fairly prominent") 
one-room Jog cabins were still very much the rule: "Some-
times we would see a more prosperous building of two 
and three rooms, but not often. "5 And for those on the 
slopes a passable road was a rarity-"trail" being the 
more appropriate nomenclature. Slopes of thirty to forty 
percent were not uncommon, and therefore instead of 
wagons, sleds incorporating locust or hickory runners 
w re used for work and general transportation . In addi-
tion, numerous trails were carved through the forest-
principally along the ridges-to neighboring houses. It 
was not uncommon for one to visit friends after a day's 
work, even if the walk was a mile or two through rough 
terrain . 

Superstition was very much a part of the mountain 
culture. When tomatoes were introduced they were re-
ferred to as Love Apples, considered "pizen" at first, and 
when finally accepted were still thought to be fruits of 
passion. 6 Witchcraft, spells, and the like were accepted 
ph nomena, almost directives within daily life. For 
exa mple, the people accepted as fact that when clearing 
land the stumps had to be burned "on the dark side of the 
moon," or else the ground would die. 7 

My great-great-grandfather was a Mincy. It is held 
that the Mincy-or Mincey-name is French in origin, 

Charles Shook 

1 House 
2 Barn 
3 Storage 
4 Springhouse 
5 Garden 
6 Cultivated Crops 
7 Hemlock Windbreak 

--~---Jl-00 ______ 0 C) 

Location of Mincy place in rura l Ma on 
plantmg and buildings. 

ounty, wi th it plnn how in 
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and that four Mincey brothers firs t settled in North 
Carolina, South Ca rolina, and Georgia around t11e mid-

ighteenth century8; howeve r, no records have been 
found to support thi s family h eld belief. The first k,1own 
r cord that has bearing upon this place notes the date of 
birth of R. Henry Mincey in Burke County, North 
Ca rolina , on December4, 1834. Sometime before1860 this 
H nry Mincey moved into Macon County along with his 
mother and a brother. No record of where he lived before 
1867 exis ts . Tha t he married a woman from the cove on the 
oppos it s id e of the ridge is known . The first record of 
Mincy ownership of property is record ed in a land grant 
from th e State of North Cc:rolina dated 1867, for twenty-
eight acres of land as registered with the Register of Deeds 
in J883 . Th e recorded purchase price of fourteen cents per 
a re is speciall y low compa red with the $2.19 per acre rate 
offer d in an 1888 edition of th e Franklin Press. 9 

Th e original hou se was a one-room log affair and 
s tood within th e garden east of th e present structure. 
L g nd has it tha t the hou se was extensively damaged 
w h n a large log roll d down th e mountain, striking the 
hou se in the fire place. No written records of the earliest 
days of th e homestead exis t. 

At thi s point it is only just to say, that not in 
every instance are the lands of thi s section adapted 
to fru it raisi ng. Th is ari ses, not from the poverty or 
inadaptabi li ty of the so il s, but from the frosts in 
early spri ng, which affect thi s section in a very un-
equal manner. The mild open winters have the ef-
fe t, in th least exposed situations and on the 
mounta in slopes and coves havi ng a direct southern 
cxposur , of advancing blossoming time of the 
tree . It is no uncommon thing to see peach trees in 
bloom, in om localiti es in the coun ty, early in 
March , these blooms are, of course, destroyed by 
fro t. 

A feature p culi ar to mountain regions, which 
is pr sent to a very marked degree in thi s plateau 
country, i the th rmal, warm or no frost .belts, as 
they arc variously termed. These bod ies of warm air, 
wh r v r they occur, prevent damage to vegetation 

by late frosts in the spring and the early ones of the 
fall. 

The location of these warm belts of course 
varies grea tl y. The contour of the country determin-
ing the level in each particular instance. 

The mountain sides, ridges and elevations, 
wherever these belts occur, are free from the late and 
early frosts which have destructive effects on lands 
along streams and in the basins and depressions of 
the plateau, leaving the vegetation of these thermal 
zones unharmed. Thi s condition continues until the 
freezes of approaching winter occur. 

There is no great regularity or general rule in 
the establi shing of these localities, and no general 
level to be obse1ved, local conditions alone govern-
ing, and experience and obse1vation of at least one 
season is necessary to accurately delinea te the area 
of each individual location. When located with ac-
curacy, however, these zones afford the grea test 
advantage to the fruit culturi st. 

The area of the original grant lies completely within 
one of these isothermals, which is a condition of nocturnal 
inversion of the cool mountain-top a ir with the lig ht r 
and warmer air of the valleys . This inversion u u all 
begins about sunset and continues until sunrise the n ·t 
day. 10 Whether Henry Mincy knew of the existence of th i 
thermal belt before he applied for the grant and decid d t 
raise fruit on the land is not known ; that he did organi z 
his life and the land by the orchards is the history and 
significant form-giving legacy of this place. And orcha rd 
may have been on the land when he acquired it . At th 
time of her d eath , Henry 's wife Polly supposedly sa id th t 
the old "Indian Red" peaches were over one hundr d 
years old. Numerous varieties of apples-Rome B aut , 
Macintosh, Wolf River, Delicious, Winesap-all w r 

grown on the grounds along with peaches and two t p 
of chetTies, plus vineyards. 

How Henry Mincy marketed the fruits from th 
orchards is unclear. It is doubtful that many were hipp 
to outside markets given the state of transportation within 
the county (the Southern Railroad line did not app r 
until 1904, and it was located at Dillsboro, twent - t\ 



miles away) . 11 However, some of the elderly citizens of 
the a1·ea state with certainty that the family had a contract 
in the latter part of the nineteenth century to distill apple 
b randy for the Federal Government-"legal whiskey" as 
they call it. One gentleman even went so far as to name the 
"gager," or person responsible for testi~g the ~reduct for 
alcoholic content and for the general mspectwn of the 
fac ilities. Others, most importantly various members of 
the family, know nothing of this "whiskey business" and 
contend that only vinegar and apple cider were manufac-
tu red . It is a certainty that the apples were transformed 
into some liquid as witnessed by the old machinery for 

eeling and crushing the fruit. And it is also well known 
fha t a number of illegal "stills" did exist within the general 
area, with some saying that even though the Mincy's did 
no t engage in "moonshining," one of Henry 's sons would 
1 rt the others to the coming of the Federal agents up the 

a eek which resulted in a domino effect of gunfire signals cr , 
th roughout the area. 

After the death of Henry the orchards and the house 
re taken over by one of his younger sons, Charles G. 

~~ncey (b . October12, 1867), or "Cap" as he_was generally 
al led who succeeded in keeping the place mtact by buy-

~n o~t the claims of the other children, and by virtue of 

hog ssuming responsibility for the welfare of his mother 
IS a · h d ' Polly until her death. C~p married a ~oman w_It nve 
d a s trong business mmd, one Nanme Jane H1gdon (b. 

Dan ber 4 1877) who was successful in directing the cern , ' . . 
h Se Of additional lands from surroundmg neighbors pure a . . 

d Undoubtedly instiUmental 111 the expansiOn of an was 
h hards. By the first years of the new centUiy the t ore . d 'd ·ct'al manufacture of brandy, vmegar, an c1 er com me r 

had ceased as the crop from the expanded orchards was 

b · h 'pped to the markets of Charlotte and Atlanta to e1ng s 1 . 
be sold to the highest btdd,;r. . , . 

-r. ay that fruits were shipped to market gtves the 
JO S . . 

f J 
• ression of a verv comfortable economic situa-a se tmp J . 

. A t ally: the whole family was engaged m a number han . c u ' 



Th pre nt tructure dates from around the mid- to 
la te 1880' . The house is of post and beam construction 
us ing locust wood as fo unda ti on pi ers on flat rocks as a 
foundation bas . The structural framing of the building 
doe not di splay th e ri gidity and careful attention to detail 
one would exp ct to find ; th e joinery and quality of mate-
rial ar not on the sa me level as, say, those in a fin e 
dovetail d log s tructure. The interior walls were (and in 
some rooms till are) of rough sawn oa k, liberally plas-
t red with n wspap rs and flour paste wallpaper. This 
wa done not on ly for decoration but, more importantly, 
to h lp kee p out th wind and cold . With the exception of 
th fro nt facade , th e ex t rior of th e house has been 
chang d substantia ll y. In high contrast to the building's 
oth r xt rior wa ll , now g raced with commercial twen-
ti eth c ntury pine s iding, the front facade is sheathed 
with butt-jointed poplar boards and displays the hou se's 

ec tion and firs t- and econd -floor plan of Mincy hou e . 
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mos t notable details: walnut doors, door frames, and 
window trim. Measuring approximately 2'-10" by 6'-3", 
th doors all exhibit a three-peg corner system of bracing 
and have panels that are hand faceted on one side and 
fl u h on the other. All of these pegged doors , which occur 
throughout the house, are in generally fine condition 
d pite obvious heavy use. 

The "old kitchen" exists only as a memory in the 
m inds of those living who long ago heard references to it. 

mall back porch with a shed roof was once where the 
"new kitchen" is now. The mud-chinked chimney of the 
new kitchen , along with the one that served the old master 
bedroom, suffered neglect from lack of use, with one 
being torn down for its stones sometime after a wood 
cooking stove was purchased and with the other simply 
fa lling apart and, in ruin , providing the impetus for re-
pa iring that side of the house. Even today the northern 
exposure shows extreme signs of weathering despite the 
xi tence of a large stand of hemlocks, undoubtedly 

planted to serve as a windbreak when the structure was 
built. 

Each of the main downstairs rooms has served at 
al t mate times as living room and bedroom. The north-
rnmos t room was the original master bedroom of Henry 

and Polly Mincey until their death. Upon manying, 
Charles moved into a nearby log cabin, only to move back 
with a young daughter in order to take care of his parents. 
The room that was the living room became the bedroom of 
Charley and Nannie Jane. After the death of his parents 

harley allowed his children to use their bedroom as a 
li ving room. 

None of Cap's children took over the homeplace as 
he had from his father. His two sons received their rightful 
shares of the lands when they were married and built 
places of their own . The daughters married and moved 
away, all but my grandmother ~ettling in the Charlotte 
area. The attraction of the outside world through ever 
increasing communication and contact was undoubtedly 

--------------------~=H K --1 



a lu r away from the rela tively isolated life and work at the 
homeplac ; new industries moved into the area with jobs 
and steady cash incomes more attractive than the familiar, 
hard work in th e orchards. In short, all of the elements of a 
changing, modern socie ty became immedi ate forces for 
dissolvi ng this type of place. Only through the mainte-
nance of the house and gardens by two of the family kin 
have traces of the place remained for th e family to return 
to one a year for a re uni on and "dinner on th e grounds." 

My fat her has now purchased the property with the 
intention of restoring the h ouse and ground s in prepara-
tion fora tim e wh en he ca n retire to tend the orchards. The 
exis tence of a strong geographi c organizing element in 
conjunction with one man's memories and desires may 
prove to b fore s that will s tay this dwelling place on into 
the last half of the twentieth centu ry. 

Afterword 

Tin roofs, coal heating stoves a nd wood cookin 
ovens (and finally electric ranges), manufac tured pin 
siding, screen doors--options presented the ru ra l dw II r 
throu gh exposure and availability, his choices increa in 
the introduction of standardized elements into the i t-
ing mosaic. Thus the additive nature of the vernacular i 
perpetuated, now in a more technologicall y dir t-
consumer selective- way, as opposed to the b·aditi on l 
interpretative, hence personal, fashion. Vernacular r-
chitecture is above all else a process rather than a produ t. 
The workings of this process involve the accumulati n 
and transfer of those bits and pieces of items from pa t 
associa tion as collected by memory, as reinforced by vatu 
and tradition, but constantly modifi ed by the incr a in 
ava ilability of new pieces into the sys tem. 

We may not care for the res ults of twenti eth cen tut 
vernacul ar aesthetically, but we ca nnot deny it xi t n 
in th ose pl.aces where the ple thora of products and vatu 
of contemporary socie ty are meshing with traditi nill 
practices a nd w ays of doing things. No doubt all of th 
families of late n ineteenth century rural Macon ountv 
had access to inform ation about artifacts and !i f tyl -
within contemporary society: only now with th in-
creased availability of produ cts through steady an :i 
hi gher inco mes has the interpretati ve element of th v r-
nac ular been re placed by s ta ndardi zed component in an 
almost emulative fas hi on of "contemporary" li f . Th 
photograph of two houses clearly illu s tra tes th tran lil-
tion of a 140 year old model into a twenti eth c ntury 
re prod uct ion us ing exteri or plywood, concrete slab, an :i 
co ncrete block. Its s imilar form cannot be denied , and it i 
by form unlike anythin g one would find within th t n . 
In the city, rapid discontinuous change has given th tr t 
hou se as the next generati on's symboli c, assoc iati v ant -
cendent, as opposed to thi s reenactment of fifth g 
tion co ntinuum . 



But this sys tem of old form/new elements may well 
b on its way to disintegration even in the most rural 
areas, with the proliferation of tourist cabins and, of 
course, the tract house providing the new pattern of house 
fo rm in sympathy with twentieth century jobs, enter-
tainment, and values. 
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trea ti s co nce rnmg tl1 e proper method of settling Civil d ispu tes 
w ith fi s ts in stead of w ith kni ves a nd gun s, a long w ith th e 
a oc iated soc ial a nd psycho log ical ramifications . of these ac-
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2. Smith , 3. 
3. "Centenni a l Ed iti o n ," Franklin Press, June 16, 1955. 
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5. "Centennia l Edi ti on ," Franklin Press. 
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10. H enry S tewart Jr., Mn con Co unty (B lue Ridge Assoc ia-
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Highway 64, in Postcards 

Up until this point little has been sa id about a contem
porary vernacular landscape, implying perhaps that none 
exists. Of course that is not so. Our environment is increas
ingly f illed with artifactual expressions of blandly homoge
nous popular culture; however, if we enlarge our perspective 
to include the whole contemporary fabric , we find before us a 
vernacular mix that includes an abundance of popular culture, 
vemacularizations of popular culture, as well as the potent 
stays of our vestigial historical landscape. This article reflects 
an attempt by a gro up of landscape architecture students to 
frame the contemporan; vernacular mix using the state's tradi
tional east-west roadway as a sampling device. 

J ~OO 
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US 64-or as folks usually say, "Highway 64" -cam 
into existence in 1926 when the American Association f 
State Highway and 1Iansportation Officials (form d in 
1914) selected from established primary roads in each t t 
the main interstate routes and set up a uniform numb r-
ing and signage system to facilitate cross-country"tra I. 
From its eastern terminus in Whalebone on the rth 
Carolina Outer Banks, US 64 stretches unbroken acr 
three-fourths of the continent to Farmington, 
Mexico, where it dead -ends into US 550. 

Of course the evolution of Highway 64's roadb d 
began long before 1926, before man even, with the path 
worn along river banks and mountain ridges by animal 
following th e line of least resistance in their search f r 

(Continued in outside column .) 
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Linda Dahl, rracy Segner, and Whitney Talcott 

Farmed Bottom Land Near 
Murphy 

The severe terrai n o f the Mountoin region 
limi ts farm ing to the gent ler s lopes o f the 
valleys. Rich bottom lands arc usun lly re -
se rved fo r crops of corn or Bur ley tobnc o, 
while outbuildings a nd hou ses nrc sited on 
dryer, less-precious s lopes nd jnccn t to the 
floodplain . 6' 
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Tom johnson's old store- buil t in 1 37 :md 
" the oldest in these parts"-wOls moved here 
and convert ed in to a house w~lcn the high· 
way was widened to fo ur lil nt!S 11bout 197 1. 
T he Vercher 's roccry nnd ns dn tcs f1· m 
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Unti l1 879, when M cklenbu rg 
County first levied a road tax, 
cons truction and mai nte nanc o f 
roads remained und r local con-
trol with the township a th uni t 
of authority. A in colonial times 
every ab le-bodied citize n was re -
quir d to work on loca l roads a 
number of days each yea r or pay 
for a subs titute laborer. By the 
turn of the centu ry abou t one-
third of th e tate 's co unti es 
adop t d " the Mecklenburg plan" 
and abandoned the use of ci tizen 
labor. In th se count ies road taxes 
paid fo r the construction of mi les 
of ma ca d am a nd sa nd -c.lay 
"highways." 

Spurred on by a burgeoni ng 
"good roads move m nt " the state 
legis la ture of 1915 es tablished the 
Sta te Highway ommis ion to 
fac ilitate county roadbui lding (
fort s . In 1917, under Wood row 
Wi lso n, ong ress vo ted Fed raJ 
a id to s ta t highway programs. In 
1921 o rth aro lina's s tate gov-
e rnm ent assumed au thority ov r 
fiv e thou a nd miles of primary 
roadway and b gan raisi ng road -
building funds through th sa l 
of bonds, a gasoli n tax, a nd 
li censing fe son the incr asingly 
popular au tomobi l . Five y ars 
late r the U.S . highway sys tem 
was ov rl aid upon the va ri ous 
s ta te ne tworks. And, during the 
Depressio n o rth aro lin a's 
leg isla tu re removed s condary 
road s from county control, thu s 
conso li da ting a ll au thority for the 
p la nnin g, co ns tru c t ion, and 
maintena nce of the s ta te's roads 
in Ra leigh . 

Fron ti er me n es tabli sh d an 
outpos t fo r tradi ng with the 

herokee a t the junction of th 
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64 in the Cullasaja Gorge 
At 1,200 million years of age, the Appa la
chian Mount ain s arc among the old est m the 
wo rld. O n its course through the Blu e Ridge, 
Highway 64 o fl en hu gs gorges, s tre<m"'beds, 
and gaps- following nature's pa ths thro ugh 
the mgged terrai n. 

Jackson's Gifts and Gemstones 
This typica l roadside stan~ sell ing regional 
specialties in the Cullasa1a Gorge west of 
Highlands has been in operation six years. 
Mr. Jackson comes from Florida for the su.m
mcr tourist busin ess in the N.C. 1nountam s 
and returns to Florida for the winter season. 

/Y!r: .T~c J. ..:S0/7 S S J.,o..,...;:; ~ 
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Sapphire Country 
around present-day Sapphire Lake 

!]:~([~~~a iled " Sa}?phire Country" ( for th ~ 
blue of the mounta1ns as well as fo.r the Ia 

f nd gerns) abou t 1898 dun ng pro-
call>: ou f several newly estab lished summer 
mouon Today the Sap phire Va lley resort d.e-
resorts. 1 h~adquartered in restored Fm r-
vel~,n'en ~overs thousands of acres a nd of-
:~~~ s~~~nd hornes, condominiums, golf ,5 
cours es, a nd lodges. 

17ea-LM~ . ~ vwf,_ 
eq\u;\t.. tC:_ c.ptA UJAI\ 
.....Hoi'Cl yv~o~.:!V11JAA_, 
~ v.'7vlt)J._ V4-~ . 
v~ LVriV\~'ch 

~a0M-Ie__ . 

Highln11ds 

~ --tu-v-c-· 
~'--''-~'-~'--''-~'--''-

"Triple N" 1-House Near Bat Cave 
Tlw !-hou se is the Upbnd o~tth ' s most 
common folk house type . In .. it Wll S po p· 
ular dur ing the nineteenth and cMiy twen-
tieth centuries from Murphy to MiHliC<l . 
Here, as is common through them un tll lns, 
the Freema n Hou se clings to the I' adsidc. i 

-r/1'£ ~~e ,:,g,_. IS 'S1> F-tt.t,li~ l ~ 
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Near Fmillallll 
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Truck Garden 
Mo_st moun tain farms are small , producin 
fn.ut and vege ta~ l es to sell to local stores, off 
th e back of a p 1ckup truck in town , or a t a 
stand a long the road . Houses on these small 
fa rmste~ds are !Y.P ica lly frame boxes w ith 
•rnprov•sed. addt l1 o ns and embelli shments. 
T h1s scene IS near He ndersonville . 

Vw!v~~-tV\ 
IT· (04-

~e, q/;to(_ I 
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Chimney Rock, N.C. 
Ca ita li zi ng on a loca l natural f~ature , 
Chfmney Rock has become one. contl~uous 

d 'de s tand offering the toun st regional, 
~~aw~ll as "made in Japan " wares: Trinkets 
are displayed in profus.wn, becommg a par~ 
of the signage and hel~mg to create an atmo 
sphere of gaiety and tm selly opulence. 

h Carolinians have agraria~ roo~ s. 
M ost ortb bs or small town residen ti al · 
In the s u u~ e there is room- these roots 
a rcas-any~f ef .0 "kitchen ga rdens." Often 
w1ll be ":a~Iilf 5 p;ant a garden close to hi s 
a farme y from his acreage . 
house, awa 

~--k~ 
I- • • "-\\-<.Q.. I(LrZld_. ~ ~ 

C 10wv• ~~ VWt VD5\Z-j ()Jt(!._ . " . r .J.. .. , 
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Joe's Fresh Produce, Souveni rs 
Joe's is the classic roadside stand , fcil turing 
fru it, cider, cu ri os , picnic tnb les, and 

~~1~ep~:~e n~iif~ 5 1 ~ 1 ~~~c~por~0t1,cd~;;.~o~~~~ 
touri st traffic around Lake Lllfe. 
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At Morganto n 64 crosses 1-40, 
th e la t es t of thr ee ma j o r 
Rale igh -As hevi ll e thoroughfares, 
and jo ins US 70, wh ich as NC 10 
was the oldes t. All along the road 
be twee n Mo rga nto n and H ickory 
the small commu nities for w hi ch 
the h ighway is Main Stree t seem 
to have suffered a measu re of de-
cline as a result of !-40's dra in of 
tran ie nt business . Still , 64 ca r-
ri es one of its higher volumes of 
traffi c along th is s tre tch and the 
flavor o f the area is that of a trans-
po rta tio n corridor. Along the six-
and e ight-lane Hickory bypass, 
whi ch carried !-40's traffic un til 
jus t recentl y, a fu ll -fledg d com -
mercia l s tri p- 64 ' mos t xten-
s ive with in N. .-has grown up 
in the las t decad and a half. 11 n 
miles beyond Hickory, how -
ever- close to the s pot w here fo r 
the motoris t head ing eas t the 
mountai ns fad e into a blu e haze 
in th e rea r view mi rror fo r the las t 
time- traffic dies down some-
what a nd the road agai n enjoys 
the easy ro ller coas ter of Pied-
mont fa m1 terra in . This is da iry 
country. a tawba, Iredell , Davie, 
and Davidson Coun ties have the 
largest percentage of pas ture-
land in the s ta te. Ten miles before 
Sta tesvi ll e 64 crosses the Catawba 
River, the firs t of the broad and 
muddy Piedmont wa terways. 
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Rural Industrial Site 
Among Sou thern states . only ~ex as leads 
N.C. in indus tri al product ion . Th iS manu fac
turi ng is di spersed t l~rou.gho~ t t~ e state m ak
ing the rura f industn al S!l e w11h ItS generous 
acreage and suburban landscapi ng a com
mon scene. The plant p ictured here is near 
Morga nton. 

[ 

Nenr Stntesville 



Strip Development at Hickory 
H ighway 64's p urest examples o f s tri p de-
velopment occur alo ng the Hicko ry il nd 
Asheb o ro by-passes where the cornmercinl 
build ing of the last decade-and-a-half cou ld 
res pond afresh to the opportu nity of nn ndj'•-
cent au tomobile-orient ed consumer popu n·-
tion . 

f='otUZ' (.A-AlES .A:.! f) 'i>Tl> P l.I/.H7S I a 
EX~tA-U<;r l=t~ -.IE.S -5-tf,.us "w#<>«nwr-. ;; 
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The to pography of the Piedmont, <1 ! ng wi th 
the sandy-clayey soils th.a t <1re w~II -S lll tcd to 
producing grass and grm_n, prov!dc the n.cc· 
essary ing redients fo r d rury r;,rm mg. Ro ll mg 
pastures of wheat and fescue, define~ by 
fores t s of Virginia pine _and . mixed 

~E::_ ! ?~~ 
. .crL-~~Mf;e i ~fl;S;l:;v. 
~j ~) 
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Nt•nr Silt•r City 

Asheboro's four-lane bypass 
has co ll ec t d so me s trip de-
ve lopmen t in ce i t opened 
around 1960 . Abou t s ven mi les 
eas t on pas es a mor traditional 
road ide s tabli shmen t, the Blue 
Mis t Barb cue, hom of Route 
64's fi nes t. 

A co rding to Tire North 
Cnroli11n Cnz.e ll ee r il r ity grew 
up at the junction of the Raleigh-
Sa l is bury and Faye t tevi ll e-

r en boro plank road s, which 
places I igh way 64 upon thi 
mid -ni ne tee n t h c n t ury Ra -
leig h-Sa lis bury roadb d . That 
th is rou t d a tes back even furth r 
is suggested by the prese nc of 
the ca . 1827 Alston-DegraHenri d 
Plan ta tion Hou se, s i tua t d wi th 
obvi u r la t i ns hip t t h 
byway about four mi les before 
Pi tts boro . Pi tt boro was incorpo-
ra t d in 177 and likely i ts cross-
road wer xis ten t v n then . 
Th Ia ic cross roads courthous 
obliges mo toris ts to circl be-
nea th it ven today. 

Halfway b tween Pi tt s boro 
and Ra le igh, shortly pas t th dry 
B. Ever tt Jordan lake bed and th 
urious fou r-Jan causeway 64 

tak s acros it, Earli oodwin 
li v si n a on -room log hou se tha t 
has b n inhabited by kin for 
genera t ion s- s ince before the 

ivil Wa r. Th I gs hav b n co-
ver d wi th asb s tos s hingles. 

n ly th mass iv s tone chimn y 
clu s the ob rvant motori t. 

232 

Darnell's Grocery 
Built in 1934, Darne ll 's i s a typ ical N .C. roa d
s ide s to re se lli ng a little o( everyth ing to it s 
local customers and essenti al convenience 
it ems to transient s. Drink machines, an i ce 
cooler, and a pay phone- all conspicuous ly 
d isplayed- he lp standard ized brand -na me 
s ig nage lu re th e pass ing moto rist. e· 

#oll·f<e.. :; a/n'J , ,-J o a... ? -/IJ 
:;lore_ . ,1/e r e.. yo<-<.. slt:.r a 
,"nfo j/,e._ s l. a d e...-o r ~ 
~a.'/_ 6e.. ~ c..lase.. f o c...... ~ 
S[J O.:...C.e. Ae a...le r: s.· l o .. J')d 2 
1-o...llc o .. JJ d eo... l '7'_er 
S 4. r- d /)e. 5 r) J.,.j. A e. r-e_ . 

No bocl;r 1
/ ..-n-/J d ~ 

T he wh ite two-story farmhouse has always 
been a symbol of agrarian prosperity and 
respectabilit y. When shaded by ancient oa ks, 
as here, it becomes a symbol for enduring 
relat ed ness as well. What cou ld bett er typify 
N.C.'s Picdrnont? 

T h e. ,.CO. ,.. "' t:. //,s 
;1/:; /., <A.Jo.J <G v 
;./eo.. r B;n .... ,...,, 
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orth Caroli na produces over ten thousand 
. bile homes annuall y. From Murphy to 
mo th ~y are the m ost common house 
Manteo n eRi ~ hway 64. Sited in " parks" as 
type! al'?lltou~ ng alongside farmhDuses for 
nJf3 ma d d fa mi'Iy and taki ng over forme r 
the CJ(t~n e hade tre'es- they prov ide a flexi-
planwtJ on 5 ·c·l answer to short- term hmt s-
bl , econom 1 .. ' 

Jng needs. 
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Altr!Zr,<l IJA«tn•A/A 

This one-story rendering of the common 
two-story central -hall way fa rmhouse was 
popular in southeas tern N .. during th 
post-bellum nineteenth centu ry. The extra 
gnble, n fo lk borrowing from the ot hi Re-
v ival, has earned the house the nicknnmc 
"Triple A." Thi s house is ncnr Momcycr. 
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Old 64 11rar Nashvillr 
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Grady's No. 90 
~ ft er rnore th an s ixt y years the o ldest operill -
mg g_as and procery on the road , No. 90 is a 
class rc ves llg ial reminder that US 64 's 
roadbed was NC 90 pri or to 1926. Many such 
old s tyle s tations cannot accomrnodatc to-
day's large vehicles under th eir vintage 
port c-cochercs. t:.. 

{!oAJrt~S r#F. W!HZI> #Ell:€_ . 
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Grain Buying Station 

~·~: ~F~~~~~ ~~~~1i1s ~~~~i~r~d' >;;~'~,~~~~,i~ ,'~= 
serves as nn intermcdi·ary bctwectl the 
farmer and the nntionnl, some times intcrna· 
tiona!, market. Activi ty peaks nt fn ll ha rvest 
time when corn, soybcnns, nnd when! nrc 
graded, moistu re-checked, d ri ed , rmd ei ther .. 
sh ipped off by rai l or held on speculAt ion of o i 
price increase. ~ 

-::r: c::kiv<l ~ow LVWcl- a 
-1t«~~- UJN?.-rliiA<J/1(.{.1- t ·n-Vcrt ~ . ··~ l 
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No. 90's in a Row 
Here the most popular house pion oUt•rcd by 
the "State College" Agricu lt u ral Ex ten sion 
Agency serves tfie pu rposes of th e farm er-
developer who fin ds profitable rcsid,mtlal 
potenti al in his fields fron ting l"iighwny 64 . 
Between Will ia, rnston ~n(i Plymo uth th ""f is 
ample precedent for hi s developing 64 ns 
Mam Street. 

/rz:.oAJY A:1~AilX OJ 71H'$£ 
Ex~UI>E.D IC.~nJ~H H<ffl<:.E S 
s:£r ~<l>li.~ n ~tl>C~ 
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10wn s sprang up at every mnjor crossing 
whe n track was laid in eastern N . . dllring 
the decades before the ivi l Wnr. A mcnsurc 
of lnt e~ n inet eenth century prosperity is rc ~ 
fleeted here alo ng Robersonvi lle's t rce ~ lincd 
streets. Tobacco warehousing brings n sen· 
sonal bustle to thi s othcnvisc s leepy farming 
cent er. ! 
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] us/ rmsl T n rboro 

No. 90 La ndscaped 
I he " wtc oil ·sc" Agn cultur.1 l l!xtcnsion 
Agcn y .,end ~ 11 :. No. 90 house p l.1n to 
thou tu1nd s of Nor th Mo ll ni.ln"t olnn unlly. 
llcre the reduced rnnch's c.1rport h.1s been 
en clotted 10 l'nolkc ,, ''den," nnd the yMd has 

~~~~~~~~~ar~c~~~~~l l i:r,,~~~:.~ . - tho rough ly 
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Simp's Bar-B-Q and Gas 
Sim p's com b i ncs ele me n ts o f the gas sta tio n , 
conven ience s tore, a nd t radi ti on<ll "Bar- B-
Q " res taurnnt. The place is family- run and 
e njoys both a reg ular local and transien t 
cl ien te le. 

1 
1 
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Flatland Famt Compound 
These coas tal flatland s prod uce la rge qu ;m -
tities of corn, soybean s, and tobn o. The 
agri Cltlt ural compound may include ln~e 
equ ip ment barns, tobncco bnrns, nnd g nun 
silos. Generally outbuild ings .ue grouped 
near the farmh ou se to help define fhc fllrrn 
space aga inst the vacant land sc<tpc. The 
farmhouse faces the road at a distance , !aim-
ing its broad fi elds. 

f1/-E E.A-r<rH I~ T'/..Ar .4--.tb !Cit!H
1 
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Mann's Harbor Marina 
Th is road- and s hore-s ide establi shm ent 
supplies not only the usual gas and gro cries 
but a lso marine services, lllotcl and can1pil1g 
facilities, and a snack bar. Thi s unu sual com-
bination of ameniti es meets the needs of 
both touri s ts a nd loca l commerci al fi sher· 
men . 

A:v-•w•~+...,. 1 o-N s n 111 t. 
NEEDS O'F Ill Fc'c.I<S 
uJflo :]{;1J..fl<i£'f' H /3.TZE. - 

A-M AEs Tift:. nc. OF 
SEIZ'llt<?ES /Zi::.AI/)ETZE. D . 

'ii 

J 

t:A·M/L Y /'A J?:A-4 

~euPPE!l:. iJD.J(p 

iJofl:'rH a"'·l7:1>ti4JA 

~ 1Z' . 1=-tSI-I IC' . 1-/Af../ 

~kLl. Tl)oJ;J 

tJ o-re Til C 11-IZC'CJ <1 A 

nth• 

t n~IV' r.um1ng I umb.ran~ 
.1nd i~ h1 ng , lll'tl'•ld , ~11pport 'd 
th 'Mh~ r ~'ttl'!". 1111 , 

• rn , p t..lt '-''· ..lnJ 'C.W · 
l> .1ns 1111111 I.Hg\' .1 ·r '•'S ~ 
11111 ngs t th\' Iiiii pm ' tlMt hn 
Highw11y 1>4 bdw,, n l'l)•m uth 
.tnd lomb111 fh~: 1 ut .., lil.,t 
tOb.l ' '".'ll Ill ,ll"U· 

1 'll mal,~\'' 

- 7 



238 

North Carolina, A Guide to the Old North State (1939): 
An Approach to the Vernacular Landscape 

In this article jerrold Hirsch considers the most extensive 
North Carolina "guidebook" ever published from the point of 
view of its approach to the vernacular landscape. The book 
was a product of the Depression-era Federal Writers' Project 
and, as we learn from Mr. Hirsch, was more formatively a 
product of that era 's revived interest in the old question, "Who 
is an American ?" Identity and place are two sides of the same 
co in . The person who knows who he is knows where he is . 
Similarly, displacement is identity crisis. The con tinuing 
search for an American identity, then, is also a search for a 
landscape properly called "America ." For the writers of this 
1939 North Carolina guide that landscape was as much a thing 
to be created as it was a thing to be discovered. By hanging 
historical facts and anecdotes upon the physical features of the 
vernacular landscape, they sought to create an environment 
that wo uld invite public exploration . Taking a path com
plimentary to our present analytical and extractive efforts, 
they attempted to infuse the physical landscape with place
making symbolism. 

Beginning on the four th page of this article and con tinu
ing in the outside column is a brief essay by Mr. Hirsch on the 
Farm Security Admininstration's photographic documenta
tion of the rural landscape of the thirties. 

American identity and nationality have alwa 
been problematic. Who is an American? What is an Am r-
ican? The classic answer that St. John de Crevecoeur f
fered almos t two hundred years ago to his famous qu r '• 
"What then is thi s new m an the American?," wa ba d 
on the assumption that the American was "ei ther a Eur -
pean, or the descendant of a European." 1 The passag f 
time has not made the answer an y clearer, it has nl 
shown the inadequacy of previous answers. Thus, hi t -
rian Robert Wiebe observes that "each genera tion [ f 
Americans] has had to rediscover America, for its m a n-
ing has been a problem that could not be ignored n r 
resolved ... . " And time and again Wiebe fi nds that " tr ' 
as they mig ht, most American s, most of the time stopp d 
short of encompassing the nation .. . . Each generati n 
passed to the next an open question of who reall b -
longed to American society." 2 Nevertheless , anoth r tu -
dent of American li fe argues tha t this very probl m i ur 
hope : " But the promise of America- the unfini h d 
society- has been that it is a pluralism of group an 
individuals who seek gro unds for unity. "3 The F d r I 
Writers' Projec t, a New Deal relief program, tried tor d i -
cover America, to encompass the nation, and to pr id 
grounds for unity. 

Not only were writers in the 1930's trying to r di -
cover America, as so many commentators then and in 
have pointed out, they were also trying to r d fin 
Amerka. The work of the Federal Writers' Project wa p art 
of thi s effort. The studies published by the Writers' Pr j t 
tried to broaden the definition of w ho and w hat ' 
American. To answer such questions the Federal Writ r ' 
Project (FWP) offered new materials - ex-s lave narrati 
folklore and folksong, and the life hi stories of ordinar , 
people. In the American Guide Series, guidebo k t 
every s tate in the union and to numerous citie and un-
ti es, the FWP tried to provide the nation with a "road maF 
for the cu ltural rediscovery of Amer i ca."~ 

The starting point for th ese guides was the v rn u-



Ja r landscape, though it is unlikely any Project writer 
would have ever used that term. North Carolina, A Guide to 
the Old North State is an example of how the Project guides 
used the vernacular landscape . The guides were a way of 
looking at, approaching, and finally infusing the land-
ca pe with emotional and symbolic content-the guides 

tried to create a sense of place . 
National FWP officials developed visions of the 

work they thought was needed to fill important cultural 
lacunae. In the nature of the circumstances their visions 
and p rograms were related to the dominant concerns of 
th ir times. As employees of the Federal government they 
cou ld hardly avoid contemplating the relationship be-
twee n government and culture, and ulti.mately betwee~1 
cu lture and democracy. To a remarkable extent the1r VI-

ions were translated into programs and a body of 
accomplishment. 

Henry G. Alsberg, national director of the FWP, 
talked about creating guides to America that could be sold 
in " tea-houses" and "up-to-date" gasoline stations. 5 The 
American Guide Series, by playing on the multiple mean-
. 5 of tbe word "guide" in determining its purpose and 
mg · c · I k · d th me, satisfied for a while ongre.sswna s ept1cs an 
fou nd a worthwhile use for many rehef worke:s who may 
have Jacked literary talent but who had a1: 1rreplacable 

I and knowledge of their local commumtles. 
ove . . 'd b k For most Project employees wntmg gu1 e oo s 

l).ef work The FWP was part of the Works Progress was re · . . . 
Ad ministration. WPA's goal of prov1dmg meanmgful 
work for the unemployed rather than the mucl: maligned 
"dole" was extended to wnt~rs. Because the plulosophy of 

WPA emphasized puthng people to work at tasks 
~h ich related to their skills, something more appropriate 

nl1a] labor had to be found for unemployed tha n ma . . . 
. _ ollar workers, and in keepmg w1th the WPA phi-

wh • te c k h ' I I d " . I 
h it would have to be wor w 1c 1 1a SOCia losop Y 

" 6 usefulness. . . . . 
While writing guide books provided Project offiCials 

Jerrold Hirsch 

with answers to practical problem facing th ir a 
also offered a way offulfilling larger vision : "Th r 
adequate local guides let alone a national guid 
tence in this country today; while ev ry oth r 
country in the world possesses a u bstantial gu id 
Cultural nationali sm could be promoted on pra ti ca l 
nomic grounds: "The American Guid Seri 
back part of the six hundred million dollar sp nt in th 
average years by American ci ti zen on trav I ut id thi 
country .... many Americans do not rea li z wh t th r i 
to see right here at home ... . "HAnd AI b rg wr t th 
secretary of the Pennsylvania Rotary club th at "th qui k-
ening of interest in local s ites will cau e an impr v m nt 
of traffic through the development of tour in and c b ut 
e~ch city. ... doubtless your city's r s taurant , h t 1 , 
boarding houses, and comm rcial s tabli hm nt w uld 
welcome transi ent cu tamers fro m out f t wn .. . . "'J 

But Project officials also claim d that th Am ri n 
Guide Series, "will be far more than a touri st nt rpri ; it 
will represent a survey of America's pa t and pr nt, 
such as has never before bee n undertak n by ny or ani -
za tion." 10 They were convinced that both in p and 
content the guidebooks were unpreced nt d: "N 
ous guidebooks were co ncemed with th hi 
social, and economic backgro und of th pia 
described . .. . " 11 The guides "will amount to an n -
clopedia of American folklore, scenery, eli mat , hi t 
backgrounds, famous landmarks, national park 
monuments , historical figures , nativ cu tom , pr du t , 

handicrafts, sports, arts , educational faciliti , agri ul -
tural and industrial developments .. .. " 12 Th FW I 
guidebooks tried to docdment an indig nou 
culture. 

In any a ttempt to unders tand the 1930' , n tud nt 
of the subject argues, "no facti more s ignifi ca nt than th 
general and even popular 'discovery' of th c n pt f 
culture"13- culture, not in the traditiona l vi w a th 
achievement of great thinkers and arti t of th pa t, but 

• 
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approach to Southern li fe , and Lewis Mumford , wh 
writings ti ed toge ther s uch diverse topi cs a urban hi -
tory, the hi s tory of technology, American literatur , nd 
American architecture , praised the FWP guide a a n-
tributio n to a renewed appreciati on , unders tanding, an 
assessment of the regional aspects of American cu ltur . th 
Originally the FWP planned to issue five regional guid 
and a one volume national gu ide. Though the pi n 
were abandoned in favo r of s ta te gu ide books , th 
giona li st idea influenced the work of the FWP. Th 
orga ni za tio n of the FWP, with its local field work r , 
directors, regional directors, and na tio na l officia l , h lp d j 
crea te guid es th at co mbined a sta te, regional , and na-
tional perspective . National FWP officials w I m d 
mate rials tha t emphas ized regional di vers ity and ultu r . 

Benjamin Botkin, na tional FWP fo lklo re edit r, w 
an a rti culate regionalist . Botkin wa the so n of J wi h 
immigrants from Lithuania . He grew up in B t n, 
studi ed English litera ture at Harvard and Colum bia, nd 
taught a t the University of Oklahoma. He wa dit r f 
the ser ia l Fo lk-Say, A Regional Miscellany ,which wa 
impo rtant part of the so uthwest rena issa nce from 1 
1932. Botkin's own career was an illus tra tion of Am ri ' 
cu ltural pluralism. 17 

Even before he jo ined the FWP Botkin had a r u 
that in the work of regional writers , " legend and land -
scape, custom a nd character, idio m and dialect, fo lk and 
culture- pioneer, a borig ine, and immigrant- lowlan , 
hill and brush co untry, backwater, prairie, desert, m un-
tain a nd timber- are unit ing to produce the w R -
g iona li s m of speech trad iti on , and local cu ltur ." 1

R Bu t 
Botkin w anted a lso to avo id a nosta lg ic regionali m. H 
thought a line needed "to be clea rly drawn b tw n th 
accultura ti ve and the contra-accultura ti ve phas f r -
g iona lism ." Co ntra-acculturat ive regionalism, h ar u d , 
"makes the mistake of identifying culture with a pa tti u-
la r trait o r complex, a particular way of lif - tha t f th 
Agrarian South , for exa mple ... . " t Y Instead h aw "r -



gionalism as integrative within differentiation and decen-
tralization," and as the basis for a modern America . 20 

Botkin thought the FWP could contribute to a regionalist 
a pproach to American culture . 

Ethnic groups were also rediscovered as a part of 
American culture. Rather than talking about" Americans" 
and "immigrants," ethnic pluralists argued that there 
were many different kinds of Americans . 21 Martin Royse, 
d irector of the Writers' Projects's social-ethnic studies de-
nied that the culture of older American groups constituted 
the American civilization to which immigrant groups 
m ade "contributions." In many American communities, 
he pointed out, the immigrants were a majority of the 
population. Royse argued "that in such communities 
these people are the American people . Their culture is 
contemporary American culture . .. not merely a con-
tr ibution to American culture." American culture in 
Royse's view was a composite of cultures. 22 

A pluralistic vision of American culture could not 
ignore black Americans. Sterling Brown, black poet and 
na tional FWP editor for Negro affairs, wrote poetry that 
refl ected on the history and experience of ordinary black 
people . He tried to incorporate into his poetry a black folk 
voice and point of view. While on the Writers' Project 
Brown stressed an historical approach that viewed the 
culture of black Americans as a significant part of a larger 
American culture. 23 Brown suggested and developed 
black studies the FWP could undertake . He also reviewed 
s ta te guidebook material to see if it gave adequate atten-
tion to blacks . With the support of other national FWP 
officials Brown was able to persuade Southern states, such 
as North Carolina, to include more material about blacks. 

Brown wanted material about the life and history of 
ordinary blacks as well as about the black elite. His ideas 
refl ected the broad and democratic view of culture that 
was influential in the 1930's. As one black historian ar-

ued: "The historian may become more penetrating if he 
fu rns away a little from the articulate professional classes 

From the FSA Files: 
The Rural Landscape of the Thirties 

"Negro sharecropper house, near Olive Hill , N .. ," 1 3 , 0 r th , 
Lange , FSA. 
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r {, rm n r 13 , ufort, N. .," 1 38, j hn Vachron, FSA. 
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to the welfare , fee lings and thoughts of the com m n 
fo lk- the domes tic se rvants, the tenant fa rmers , the d r 
men o n the stree ts ."24 And Bro wn' s FWP co lleagu B n-
jami n Botkin e nvjs io ned a new American hi tory: a " hi -
tory produ ced by the co lla bo ration of the fo lk Iori t and th 
hi storia n with each o ther and with the folk; a hi tor 
the w hole people . .. in whi ch people are th hi toria n a 
well as the hi story, tellin g the ir own story in th ir wn 
words- Everyman's hi story, for Everyman to r ad ." 2• 

This e mph as is on the co mmon people had cultura l impli-
ca ti ons. A white critic argued tha t " the contr ibuti n 
the Negro to American culture are as indigenou t 
so il as the legend ary co wboy or the gold-seeking fr n-
tiersman ."26 The FWP g uide books, ex-slave narra tiv , 
li fe hi story co llections, and o ther e thn ic and min rit 
tu d ies reflec t thi s o utlook. 

A vision of American culture tha t acknowledg d it 
regional and e thni c di versity inev itably ca lled att ntion t 
such occupati onal grou ps as lumberjacks, coal min r , 
s teel-makers , textile workers, and sharecrop per . Pr j t 
officia ls arg ued tha t in the commo n people, thei r fo lkwa 
a nd fo lklore, was the basis fo r an American national ul -
ture. Students of folklore had traditiona lly vi wed f lkl r 
as a remnant of the past des tined to disa ppear und r th 
im pact of industrialdevelop ment . Inte restinfolk on , f r 
exa mple , had been lim ited to a search for variati n 
Engli sh ballads . John Lom ax and other scholar 
s tudied cowboy and Afro-American song , grad u 
broa dened thi s narro w concern into a study of all Am 
can fo lksong Y Benjamin Botkin, who ta lked b 
"folk-say" and " li ving-lore," argu ed that fo lklor w 
combination o f tradition and crea tive responses to n-
temporary situati ons. He stressed the regional, o up -
tiona!, and e thni c bas is o f American fo lk lor . 28 j hn 
Lom ax served as national folklore ed itor fo r the FWP f m 
1935 u ntil Botkin succeeded him in 1938. Und rl in 
Lomax' s and Botkin 's ideas about an American fo lk! r 
was the democra tic assumption that the sources of a 



ty' crea tive expression is in its folk-culture. This view of 
Am rican culture can be traced back to Emerson and 
Whi tman. 29 

Th 30's approach to cultural pluralism was histori-
cal. History could be used to acknowledge and analyze 
Am rican diversity and its regional ethnic and folk 

urces. It could document an American Way of Life- a 
phra tha t first became common in the1930's .. Historical 
wri ting in the 1930's was insular and nahonahshc, but not 
1 ola tionist or chauvenistic; it was native and continental , 
but not nativist. 30 Often it was based on a broader view of 
who and what was American than had been tme of earlier 
histories. This was hue of the American Guide Series, 
which, using the vernacular landscape as a starting point, 
cr ated a pluralistic history of the United States. 

The FWP guidebooks rooted the search for an Amer-
ican cu lture to the land itself. Reviewers noted that "the 
t k" the Writers' Project set itself, "was the monumental 
as of rediscovering America, practically an unknown 
~~~tinent to most of us ." Benjam.in Botkin, in a re:iew of 
Proj ct work argued that the red1scove.ry of Amenca was 
linked to " the realiza tion that the Amencan land mass was 

w continent. " It was not, he thought, the awareness of 
a ne · · · b t " I f an explorer penetrating vugm tern tory, u .t 1at o a 

h .1 opher who reflects upon a conquered contment and 
p I OS . f h "31 fJnds in it and in himself the meanmg o t e conquest. 

Such cultural and philosophical goals were firmly 

d d in attention to significant detail. Readers were 
gro un e b d"ff . . 

d that though the mileage etween I erent Sites m 
alerte 1 · h d. 

had been checked severa times, t e rea mgs on the tours . . . d meters might differ shghtly. Such factors as the the1 r o o 
d · ff ent drivers handled curves could never be stan-way J er 

dardized .32 . . . 
The attention pa1d m gmdebook tours to the ver-

I 1 ndscape placed them in a tradition of American 
nacu ar a · h · 1 wri ting that proceeds from .the afssumptwn t

1 
a~ matena 

. · the starting pomt or contemp atmg non-
re.Jh ty JS · · · " h . 1 atters. As one Amencan art cnhc argues, t e 
matena m 

The guide books were a syst mati and 
effort. There was no room in the m for an individu 
point of view or for a re port on trav I a th clltth r ' 
record of personal growth or di sc v ry. But th y w r 
designed to facilitate the read er ' p rsonal grow 1"11 an 
discovery: "We are not regimentin g trav I; w r n
deavoring to cover all main routes, indi ca ti n th pr f re-
ble ones, and then permitting touri ts to mak up th ir 
own combination of routes as bes t suit th ir purp 

The guides were written for a numb r f diff r nt 
audiences. They described a plurali ti c na ti n , and th 
had to satisfy a pluralistic public. The touri t wa 
forgotten, but he was never the only a udi n : " W 
make the work not only of value to hi sto ria n , 

HI H .J 
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tivities , to celebrate di versity. 39 

The Southern guidebooks re fl ected a en 
gional identity. In the North Carolina guid e the m ph i_ 
on tradition and folkways was accompani ed b 
acknowled gem ent of th e ch anges wroug ht b 
indus tri ali sm of the New South . Th e essays in th 
indi ca ted an aw areness of contempora1y problem , a r al -
iza t.ion of the impact of the de pression and th w , I 
on the s tate, and a gu ard ed optimism about th futur . 
Both the essays and the tours show tha t " orth 
has becom e indus trialized without losing its rural char -
ter. "40 Governo r Hoey sounded a theme that wa r -
echoed throug hout the essays: "North Carolina ha mad 
phenom enal progress notwithstanding many handi F· 
durin g the past forty years, and the Sta te has com a 1 n 
way. Th ere is ye t much to be don e."41 Oth r outh rn 
g uides so und ed a similar theme. 

The second section o f the gu ide, "Ci t i 
Towns," also required careful editorial work and r 
Na tio nal officials ca utioned , "avoid long li ts of i 
clubs, churches, schools, and the li ke. Do not mak 
city materia l . .. a substitute for the cl a s ifi d t 1 ph n 
direc tory."42 For the mos t part the North Ca rolin a uid 
avoided thi s probl em . 

The a im of the city d escripti ons wa t p r 
bri ef characte ri za tio n of th e city' co nt m p rar 
ti ons, its ph ysical envi ro nm ent, a nd hi t r '· 
Durh am " is a modern indu tria l city in the PiedrTI nt. Th~.: 
uni versa l demand fo r tobacco, coupled w ith the n iu c 1 

the Duke family is exemplifi ed in long row f r d-fa 
fac to ries where th ousands to il da il y, fillin g w h I train ~ 

with th e ir produ cts. Here was crea ted th fo rtu n th , 1 

endo wed Duke U ni ve r i ty. "~ 3 Th i is fo llow d b a bri f 
descripti o n of th e bus in ess sec ti o n a nd th ity . 
ne ig hborh oods, white and black. Th guid al i'lt -
tempts , in broa d s tro ke , to portray Durha m a t w 
brief hi s tory of the c ity is then g ive n . Thi hi t 
phas izes orig in s, turning po ints in the city' bi 



mom ntous events. Not unexpectedly Durham's brief 
h i tory is a lso a brief biography of the Dukes. The descrip-
tion nds with two paragraphs on Durham's black com-
m unity. 

Some of the other city descriptions ended with ref-
e r nc s to the city's "cultural" achievem ents. The Char-
lotte ction mentions such gro ups as the Community 
Cone rt Associa tion, the Charlotte Festival Chorus, and 
th music department a t Johnson C. Smith , a black uni-
ver ity. Other sections, like the one about Fayetteville, 
end ed with a reference to economic revival and growth. 
A im portant as the city descriptions was the li s ting of 
poi nts of interest . In thi s li s ting cotton mills were in-
du d d as well as churches, the city shipyards as well as 
th co unty courthouse. But the real illustration of the 
gu id 's cu ltu ra l pluralism is in its automobile tours and 
the ir approach to the vernacular landscape. 

In the 1920' s critics of American life, such as Charles 
Merz , wrote sca thingly of the American and hi s au-
tomobi le. Merz wondered , "Where are they going? Why 
ar they speeding? What do they hope to find?" As to 
w h ther it all made any lasting impress ion he answered, 
" Impr ss ion? Yes impression of a never-ending road, a 
thou a nd farms, grade crossin g signs, back axles, towns 
pa ed through at twenty miles an hour."44 Like many of 
th cu ltural critics of the 1920's Merz worked hard at 
making his point, almost compulsively, but offered little 
in th way of an alternat ive. 

Modern in concept the North Carolina and other 
p g uides recogni zed the triumph of the automobile. 

fh tou rs constructed for the motorist were the heart of 
th gu ides. Initi a lly, North Carolin a FWP officials 
do ubt d the tours could be m ade " readable , because of 
the machinery, route numbers, mileages , direction s, in-
t rru ptio ns for s ide tours, e tc. "45 Yet by the time the North 
Car I ina guide was ready to be published they agreed that 
if a ny of the m ate rial needed to be cut to red uce the size of 
th manuscript, it should come from the essays not the 

to urs .46 

"County courthouse , Hali fax , N. 

·~~~acco auction warehouse , Wendell , N . . ," 19 , MMion Wo l ttl , 

t-Il II 



The hou e in the o ther pho· 
tograph M e clear evid nee of 
ru ra l pover ty- t in roofs , crook d 
teps, wi ndows tha t will not stay 

open, the ab e n e of trees, the 
c rops righ t up to the ho use. Who 
wou ld wi ll ingly cho to live in 
th m ? Progress . F A official as· 
u rned , would be to g t people 

in to om thing bett r. Wh 
wou ld wan t to deny it? Nor is thi 
a dead i ue . ub ta nd a rd hou s· 
ing in orth Molina i till a 
ma jor pr blem . 

The u e of the lea n- to as a n 
open-air garage for hadows the 
ca rport. The automobile nex t to 
the tenant hack ca n give u a 
fa lse s ns r pro p ri ty. There is 
a joke abou t a Ru sian off icial 
claiming Rus ian would neve r 
u nd r land the novel or m vi 
Tile Grapes of Wrath b cau s th y 
wou ld wond e r why, if the joad 
fam il y wa o poor, did they have 
a car. Ameri ca n shou ld be be lt r 
abl to und ers tand that paradox . 

There ar , how ver, thing to 
admi r an d tud y in th es 
hou h log hou with th 
t in roof also has a chimn y tha t is 
a n achieveme nt. The plant on 
th porch r fl eet a lov of col r, a 
s triving forb a u ty. Th e te nan t 
ma y be portray d as d grad d by 
so m ob rver , but they a r 
doingtheirb ttoavoidd grada · 
lion . The breezeway wh re thes 
b lack ha recropp r ga the r i , in 
s tructu ra l terrn , o nl ydi tan tl yr • 
la ted to th tradi ti onal dogtrot, 
but the functio n is simi la r. H r 
th y ga the r in the s hade to so· 
ciali z and draw tr ngth from 

ach oth r. 
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" egro tobacco te nant 's ho rne , Wa ke Co ., N .C. ," 1939, Dorothea 
Lange , F A . 

" hl\rec ro pp rs ho me fo r lunch , Upchu rch , N .C.," 1939, Dorothea 
Lan ge, F A. 

"The tour fo rm ," He nry Al sberg cla imed , "can cont in 
as excellent material a nd skillful w riting as an y sonn t r 
b all ade ."47 Wha tever co nclus io ns o ne m ight draw a t 
content, there was little d oubt that the rules for tour writ-
ing w ere as s trict as th ose for com posi ng a sonnet. Mil a 
a nd d irecti o ns had to be prec ise. The vario us tour had t 
be intermeshed one with the other. Within the tour wa 
the place fo r the loca l legend , n otes o n the careers of lo I 
celebriti es, and all ty pes of Am erican a w hich had no p ia 
in the general essays: 

And , 

At the western edge of Columbia, paved US 64 
crosses the Scuppem ong River, a black wind ing 
stream. The name is derived from asku p' -onong 
(Algonquin , at th e place of the sweet bay tree ). 11-adi · 
ti o n says scuppernong grapes were d iscovered by 
the two bro thers Alexander nearby in the 18th cen· 
tury. In 1819 Senator Nathaniel Macon sent two bot· 
tles of scup pernong wine to Thomas Jefferson at 
Monticello, describing it as ' the best in America.' 

It is said that anyone who eats a fish caught under 
the Scuppernong Ri ver Bridge will ever after wish to 
make hi s horne in the nei gl1borhood .. . . 48 

The object-house, jail, tavern, cemetery, church 
- offered the occasion to introduce the traveler to th 
economic, social, and cultural history of the place: 

THE LILES VILLE BAPTIST CHURCH, organi zed in 
1777, is one of the oldest Baptist congregations in th 
Sta te . Here preachers Tirant (Methodist) and Durant 
(Bap ti st) debated from sunrise until dark on the 
question of in fa nt bapti sm. The first log chu rch wa 
succeeded in the 1840's by a frame building with a 
slave shed in which the Negroes, required to ac-
company their masters to chu rch, were separated 
from the white congregation by a low wall that per-
mitted them to see the preacher and hea r serv ic 
without being seen. The present white frame bu ild-
ing, with a square belfry over the small vestry, wa 
erected in 1871.4 '> 



111 guid es used material reality to transport the traveller 
in to another world; to make him ponder the juxtaposition 
of pa t and present. Following the tours the trave ller could 
view the built environme nt not only as evidence of the 
pr ent, but like an archeologis t, as the revelation of the 
uccess ive phases of a civili za tion : 

ROPER, -+2 m. (13 alt., 660 pop.), a fa rm vil-
lage, was formerly a busy settlement call ed Lees 
Mi ll , which served the needs of the wea lthy planters 
of Tyrell County in Colon ial days . 

At the close of the 17th century, Cap t. Thomas 
Blount of Chowan, a blacksmith and ship 's cm-
penter 'se ttled on the eastern bank of Kendri cks 
Creek.' Later he bo ught the Cabin Ridge plantati~n 
where the town of Roper s tands, and 111 1702 buIlt 
the fi rs t mill in thi s secti on. He died in 1706, and h is 
w idow married Thomas Lee. In time both the mill 
and the settlement were called Lees Mill. The mill 
was used continuously until 1920. Only the water 
wheel and a sm all part of the building are left to 
mark one of the earlies t developments of water 
power in North Carolina .511 

0 Jonge1~ as one critic commented , "will the travelling 
otoris t have any excuse for regardmg the road as merely 

~ s hortest distance between two points. "51 The wri ters 
f ~he Vermont guide thought that through the tours " the 

~isitor may become conscious of our landscape in a genu-
. . a] f h' "52 ine, a three-d1mens10n as IOn. · 

The tours created a sense of place, though no tour 
description said "now you are in North Carolina ~nd you 
ca n te ll because ... . " An alert travelle~, followmg, for 

Pie the first tour in the North Carolma GUide, from xa m , 
h Grea t Dismal Swamp to Shallotte, would know that 
~~re than a geographical designation, eastern North 
Carolina was a particular place. Other ~eople had been 
there before the traveller an~ had left evidence t_hat they 
h d receded him, and thetr descendants continued to 
Ji~e tf,ere in their way and manner. The ~uides infused the 
landscape with emotional and symbolic content. 

Which of these eve nt w 

t rcfl d. 
particular place: 

Ill H ·I? 
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n di ov r a link between 
ial !if and hi tor ica l fo lkways. 

culture . For some project workers co ntr ibuting t 
guides gave the m a se nse th a t they w re part of a Jar 

ig nifi cant effo rt in redi scovering America . Th 1 r 
like the American writer Malcom Cowley describ d in 
Exiles Return (1931) as sea rchin g for a "sense of b I n liP 

to somethin g, of living .in a co untry w ho e p pi p k. 
hi s language and s hared hi s interes ts." Th writ r , 
Cowley argued, had "wandered for yea r in ear h 
treasure and then cam e back .. . to dig for it at hom ." 57 

Looking back a t the same phenomena , th hi t rit n 
Ri cha rd Pells arg ues that " inte llectu als w r tryin 
overcome their se nse of lon eliness and iso la tio n ."5R 

ing th e 1930's the depress io n cris is a t home a nd the ri 
fa sc ism abroad s hoo k American co n fide nce, but th 
events also led Americans to search for w hat wa w rth-

writer who had gone to Paris in 
red iscover America. 

FWP officia ls a lways argued the guide book 1 

more th an s imple travel books . H arry Hopkin , f d raJ 
relief ad mini s trator, expressed thi s a ttitud uccin tl . In 
hi s op ini o n the American G uid e Series was g iving Am r-
ica ns the opportunity " to unde rs ta nd th co ntra tin 
cha racter of the forty-e ig ht Sta tes and to rea li z h w th 
co ntributi o n of each has brought a bo ut the unity f th 
whole."59 Ordinary fi e ldworkers s hared w ith na ti nal 
fic ialsafeeling th a t workontheguidebookwa pe ial.ln 
thi s ve in , Franc is L. Harri s , a North a rolina fi ld 
worker, wrote Ha rry Hopkins: 

Th grea t va lu e of thee Gu ide li es in th fa t that 
they wi ll provide the in formation , in tabloid for~1 , 
which will interest our res tless people 111 th lt f 
progres io n of our country, an interes t in th human 
chain of whi ch they are pa rt, stretching over the va t 
so il of their coun h·y in which their li ves ar rooted . 
Every part of the whole area be in~ lin ked up with 
every other part. These Gutdes will provtde us th 
knowleg of each other we ne d to root u in a 
common heri tage, a common int rest"" 



Under the pressure of events this grand theme be-
came a part of the national war effort. This can be seen in 
th 1941 script of an Oregon radio broadcast designed to 
publicize the work of the FWP. It re-echoed themes found 
in the letters of Project officials, prefaces to the state 
g uid s, and the comments of various critics, but with a 
ignificant new twist: 

IFWP Spokesman:] ... we pride ourselves on hav-
ing compiled a book with, if you pardon us for 
taking ourselves seriously- a purpose. That pur-
pose is the understanding of America through inti-
mate knowledge of the scenes and people around 
us . And to understand America is to love America. 
[Announcer:] That, it seems to me, is an assurance 
of loyalty.f• ' 

Th y then went on to describe the Writers' Project's con-
tr ibutions to the National Defense Program . In honor of 
na tional guide week in the fall of1941, President Roosevelt 
issued an official statement: "The guides will serve to 
de pen our understanding of ourselves as a people and 
hence promote national unity."6 2 The guides as a con-
tr ibution to cultural pluralism complimented New Deal 
r form efforts, while the guides as a contribution to na-
tional unity complimented the Roosevelt administration's 
wa r effort. 

Not only the format of the guidebooks, but the way 
th y were put together accounts for their multi-varied 
portrait of America. National officials, state directors, and 
JocaJ fie ld workers contributed ideas and information to 
the guides. The raw material from which the guides were 
fi nally composed came from the field workers. In North 
Ca ro lina many of them had been school teachers or librar-
ians . A job with the FWP was superior to the dole, but it 
was s till relief; many longed for a "real" job. Unpredicta-
ble cutbacks in the funding led to severe reductions in 
mployment. Buffeted by the ill winds of the time, unsure 

of the ir place in human affairs and never knowing when 

"General store, Stem, N.C. ," 1940, jack Delano, F A. 
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In the end there was a lways 
religion. Not all the problems 
these people faced could have 
been rectified by socia l and polit-
ical reform . Southern churches 
largely ignored political and so-
cial issues a nd foc used exclu -
s ively on those joys, mys ter ies, 
a nd tragedies that transcend ed 
human understanding or co ntrol. 
Some would argue they s hould 
have shown more social con-
cern-more concern for a Chris-
tian sense of just social relations. 
Nevertheless , these churches had 
an important place in the life of 
their comm unity and fulfilled 
importa nt needs of the ir mem-
bers . Often the co n gregatio n 
could affo rd only simple struc-
tures ; but as these photos show, 
simplici ty could have dignity and 
express reverence. Related to the 
church was the cemetery where 
the commu ni ty, no matter how 
poor, honored its dead. 

The vernacu lar landscape of 
rura l Sou thern poverty is a record 
of human creativ ity in the face of 
hardship- ev idence of the re-
sources of the poor. The question 
is , ca n we conse rve aspec ts of this 
creativ ity, of this la ndscape, 
w ithout presen•ing the conditions 
that in so many ways stifl ed and 
limited these people? " For w hat 
does it profit a man , if he ga in the 
whole world , b ut suffer the loss of 
hi s ow n so ul. " 

. · 
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"Red clay Negro cemetery, Person Co., N .C. ," 1939, Dorothea Lange, 
FSA. 

the ir next paycheck would be their last, still the average 
field worker kept on sendi ng in the material he gathered 
from previous ly unexamined records, local informants, 
and his knowledge of the area abou t which he wrote . oJ 

Most field workers were rarely able to suppress their 
constant desire to editoria li ze . Writing of the poverty in 
Washington County after the Civil War, one field worker 
noted the uphi ll struggle fought by its inhabitants until 
" today Washington County is just beginning to cash in on 
a dream and an ideal." 6~ There were many other such 
comments that revealed more, perhaps, than their authors 
realized. One project worker expressed her own version 
of ethnic pluralism: "Most foreign born residents of 
Asheville have proved valu able citizens." But there were 
limits to her definition of who and what was American: 
" . .. and they embrace the Jewish faith. Otherwise they 
are largely American."65 -

There were other limitations. The absence of any 
significant number of egro employees handicapped the 
district offices' attempts to gather material on blacks in 
their area . State director Edwin Bjorkman commented 
"upon the remarkable ignorance of the white citizenry as 
to w hat egroes are doing." 66 Bjorkman also thought that 
the egroes had contributed little to the culture of North 
Carolina that merited attention: "When I am asked to tell 
what the negro has contributed to the culture in such 
different cities as Winston-Salem and Elizabeth City, I feel 
something like despair."67 Pressure from national FWP 
director Henry Alsberg, and Sterling Brown, national 
FWP editor for egro affairs , guaranteed some attention 
for the orth Carolina egro. Here traditional Federalism 
with its motto of "E Pluribus Un um," contributed to cul-
tural pluralism . 

What may have happened to Project writers, and 
w hat may have accounted for the enthusiastic resp.onse of 
cri tics , was that either in writing or using the guide indi-
viduals were involved in an interpretation of an American 
landscape they could relate to , a landscape in which they J 



could feel at home . As one commentator put it, "Each of us 
in the United States has his own America. "<>H The 
guidebooks had included something of everyone's 
America . 

It was not as a contributi on to the national defense 
effort that such students of American culture as Bernard 
DeVoto and Lewis Mumford praised the guides. DeVoto 
referred to the guides as "an educational and even a pa-
triotic force , an honorable addition to our awareness of 
ourselves and our country." Before, tourists had "on ly 
Socony and local barkers to rely on ,"69 and those sources 
were as thin then as they are now. Mumford knew that 
Americans would travel, and the automobi le would be 
their means of transportation. li'avel could still se rve its 
classical function of educating men; but travellers would 
need guides. The American Guide Series, he wrote, was 
"the first attempt, on a comprehensive scale, to make the 
country itself worthily known to Americans ."70 The 
guides, Mumford thought, could put us in touch with 
ourselves. Like other intellectuals of the 1930's, he thought 
a detailed knowledge of American life would be the basis 
for a revived na tiona! art. The guides could contribute to 
the regional understanding he thought was necessary for 
a sound future . Finally the guides were addressed to every 
American . Thus Mumford argued "these guidebooks are 
the finest contribution to patriotism that has been made 
in our generation. " 71 

Reviews of the North Carolina guide in the state 
newspapers were overwhelmingly favorable . Generally 
they echoed themes that had appeared in the reviews of 
prominent national critics. One reviewer, howeve1~ added 
a significant point: "It is a monumental work, worth many 
times the cost of production; a monument indeed to the 
government that authorized it; a monument to the direc-
tors , editors, and workers generally- men and women 
who produced it. " 72 What the reviewer seemed to be 
saying was that these monumental guides commemo-
rated not only the nation's history and culture, but the 

of the 30' whi ch cho 

temporary Am rican tarti n 
and want to mak criti ai a 
and cu lture. 

Thus a mod rn approach 1·h · v rn. ul , r land-
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scape here in North Carolina, and na tionwide, will differ 
from that of the Writers' Project. The Writers' Project made 
buildings indigenous. It linked facts of local significance 
to a building and thus made the building part of local 
tradition . Project workers were not actually concerned 
with whether the building reflected an indigenous style 
or outside influ ence. More significantly they did not see 
buildings as expressions of a cultural process, and towns 
and regions as cultural patterns on the land . They did not 
see buildings as an image of a people's view of the 
world-a house as a universe in microcosm. A different 
approach would let buildings speak to us-le t them an-
swer ques tions concerning process and pattern . W hy did 
a past builder use a particular form for a building de-
signed to perform specific functions? What do these 
choices reveal about that builder, hi s world , and his view 
of his place in that world? 74 The guides provided brief 
architectural descriptions and then quickly moved on to 
make some connection between the si te and an event 
worth noting. Reading evidence from the building itself 
one will want to move on less quickly. 

Still, in the end, Americans will do well not to aban-
don the FWP approach. Associations are important ele-
ments in creating and conserving place. And there is little 
evidence that travellers today are given any aid in relating 
to the vernacular landscape . The term "red iscovery" may 
still be used by Time magazine in a bicentennial cover-
story focusing on travel, but the article is without much 
depth or meaning. 75 True, our affluence has transformed 
the landscape of our everyday lives into freeways, sub-
urbs, and shopping centers-a world that appears to be 
far removed from our traditional image of the South. But 
that is because interstate highways and bypasses whiz 
us by tha t which reminds us of our past and a present 
tha t is more diverse and idiosyncratic than we usually 
acknowledge . 

A former Project member w ho is now a critic of the 
Project and its work, writes that "in i ts fantasy of One 

America, [the Wri ters' Project] promoted the belief that 
the mere assembly of American data could be the equiva-
lent of a great collective creation ." 76 Perhaps FWP officials 
sometimes confused assembling facts with creative acts, 
but most of the time they saw the guidebooks clearly as a 
s tarting point. Still, the questi ons they faced remain for us 
to struggle with : Who is an American? What is an Ameri-
can? What are the ti es that bind us together? How do we 
begin to answer these qu estions? Part of the answer still 
lies in the vernacular landsca pe . 
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