Architectural Summary


The William Baldwin house in Charlotte County is a ca.1830-40 regional variation of a Greek Revival style house. Analysis of the house is based strictly on a physical examination. Documentary records might be able to shed light on a more exact date and on the history of the Baldwin family but that is beyond the scope of this report. The timber frame construction technology with channeled corner posts, mortise-and-tenon joinery, hewn and pit-sawn lumber, hand-split lath, and gauged floor boards all confirms a first-half of the nineteenth-century date. The Greek Revival details put it more towards the end of that era. The hand-made screws used in the hinges date before 1846. The cut nails used throughout the house, a Louisiana Nail Dating type 6 b/c, places it in the period 1828-1837. All this evidence together suggests a ca. 1830-40 construction date, and perhaps owing to its remote rural location, that date might be stretched to 1850.


The design of the house reflects both a Virginia tradition, such as the large center passage on both floors that served as a type sitting room as well as hall/passage, and environmental factors, such as the south wall with its four large windows for winter solar heat. The large window wall also provides a more impressive elevation from the road approach and regardless of view, the more prominent side was also the river side since the Staunton River to the south makes a sharp bend towards the property; it is unknown whether Baldwin’s land had river frontage.  It appears as if both the east and west gable ends were identical with similar doorways entered from one-story porticos. The east doorway was later altered to look more impressive with sidelights and an additional transom but it is the west side that was most likely the principal entrance. Tradition of the center stair facing the public entry and the proximity of the largest, best room (102) on the southwest corner both suggest this. The smaller stair communicating between the southeast rooms on the first and second floors (rooms 101 and 102) was more likely a family stair for vertical access rather than a service stair, with room 101 functioning as a family sitting room. Room 104, in the northeast corner, is most likely the dining room, having an exterior doorway towards the rear of the house where the detached kitchen and other outbuildings most likely stood. The curious second doorway on the north, closely adjacent to the other in the same room, is puzzling and might be related to a possible steep service stair on the west end of room 104 that would have been partitioned-off from the rest of the room. The other room on the first floor, in the northwest corner (103), was probably a first floor chamber. This room has a lower ceiling than the others on the first floor due to an unusual circumstance in the room above. Room 203 is two steps, or 20”, lower than all the other rooms on the second floor. This is a mystery still.


The house had similar architectural trim on the interior with a three-part wainscot in each room of the house. Rooms on the first floor have a wainscot of  30-32” while those in the second floor rooms are 20-21”. Baseboards are similar at 6” on both floors. Of the six surviving mantels in the house, five are similar (101, 102, 103, 104, and 202) with simple stylized Tuscan or Doric type columns while one (201) is even simpler without columns. Two are missing but being on the second floor were most likely the more simple type.


The house is remarkable regarding the lack of modernization. With the exception of a few light fixtures and one bathroom added to the first floor hall, the house is one of the most unaltered houses, in terms of modern conveniences, of its age in Virginia. When last lived in (unknown) the house was heated only with wood stoves. There is no discernable kitchen in the house. Life in the house was as close to mid-nineteenth century living as one could imagine in the twentieth century. 

Restored Views of the House

Remains of physical evidence indicate that the east and west gable end facades were identical in form, if not in detail. In restoring the east/west and south elevations in drawings, not too many features needed to be conjectural. One of the most prominent missing features of the house was the chimneys. Replacement weatherboards and in-fill framing easily informs us that the three missing chimneys were identical to the one surviving on the north side of the east elevation. The remains of lightning conductor holders on the chimney is good indication that all four had this feature, which at the time would have been wrought links of iron tied into the ground with a splayed anchor. On the walls the hierarchical evidence of wider, flush weatherboards between the chimneys was similar on both sides, with typical smaller beaded weatherboards outboard of the chimneys and on the north and south sides of the building. The most prominent restored features are the porticos. Gable-end porticos squeezed between projecting end chimneys is an uncommon Greek Revival form since most houses of this type would have had the chimneys either inside the wall or on the sides. A one story portico became clear when it was discovered that the band of newer weatherboards at cornice level between the chimneys was for the cornice outriggers and not a second story roof structure. Metal flashing on the chimney at the level of a one-story roof also confirmed this. The two upper level sash doors would have then provided access to the roof of the portico, a common occurance in houses of the period. The hardware evidence of louvered blinds on the upper level sash doors would also lend credence that this doorway was not shaded. Pilaster ghosts on the outer edges of  the east and west walls between the chimneys suggested a columned portico, as one would expect for the period. While the columns could have been round or square, and of any order, a simple Doric portico was restored based on the prototype of the Greek Revival portico on Sandusky in Lynchburg. Large louvered blinds found loose in the house fit the size of the doorways and one found in the attic fits the size of the exterior windows. The four large window opening on the south are missing their frames and sash but based on a loose twelve light sash found in the house that would fit these openings, the windows are shown with twelve-over-twelve light sash. Iron weights found at the site indicate these were at least single hung. The north elevation, not shown in a restored drawing, had smaller windows of nine-over-nine light sash. The gable ends did not have windows. It was a substantial house for the time and place with just enough clues left to suggest its grandeur.
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