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Describe present and historic physical appearance 

Summary Desc r ip t ion  

Avenel, b u i l t  around 1836, i s  a generously propor t ioned  two-
s t o r y  b r i c k  dwel l ing  l o c a t e d  on a r i s e  t h a t  once w e r l o o k e d  t h e  
town of L i b e r t y .  The house is now surrounded by a turn-of- the-
cen tu ry  r e s i d e n t i a l  neighborhood i n  t h e  Ci ty  of Bedford. A-venel 
i s  imposing i n  s c a l e ,  p lan ,  and d e t a i l i n g  f o r  ve rnacu la r  
a r c h i t e c t u r e  i n  r u r a l  c e n t r a l  V i r g i n i a  dur ing t h e  f i r s t  hal f  of 
t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century.  A comparat ively  a r t i c u l a t e  b l e d  of 
Greek Revival  and Federal  s t y l i n g ,  t h e  main house is 
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  f o r  i t s  high degree  of a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i n t e g r i t y .  
Three frame dependent b u i l d i n g s  which have survived and t h e  r u i n s  
of a b r i c k  k i t chen  b u i l d i n g  provide  evidence of t h e  complex of 
i n t e rdependen t  b u i l d i n g s  t h a t  made up a r e s i d e n t i a l  p rope r ty  i n  
t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century.  

Setting 


Avenel is  loca t ed  on a r i s e  n o r t h  of the  c e n t e r  of t h e  
community now c a l l e d  Eedf ord.  When t h e  house was b u i l t  arounc: 
1 8 3 6 ,  Avene l ' s  s i t e  was r u r a l ,  though i t  was only a s h o r t  
d i s t a n c e  from t h e  denser  g r i d  p a t t e r n  of developed and developing 
l o t s  t h a t  formed the  town of L ibe r ty .  Subsequent expanslop of 
L i b e r t y  from a one - s t r ee t  county s e a t  dur ing the  f i r s t  ha l f  of 
t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century i n t o  a town of 2 , 0 0 0  by t h e  t u r n  of t h e  
cen tu ry  r e s u l t e d  in  t he  development of r e s i d e n t l a l  neighborhoods 
on t h e  l and  t h a t  once comprised Avenel ' s  farmland. Consequently, 
t h e  generously  proport ioned p l a n t a t i o n  s e a t  now occupies  a t h r ee -
a c r e  l o t  on a t r e e - l l n e d  s t r e e t  of s ing le - fami ly  frame homes. 
Or ien ted  southward, t h e  f r o n t  e l e v a t i o n  faces  a c i r c u l a r  d r i v e  
and a smal l  yard whi le  t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of t he  house f a c e s  t h e  
s t r e e t  t h a t  w a s  c u t  through t h e  proper ty  c l o s e  t o  t h e  house. 
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Statement  of  S i g n i f i c a n c e  

Avenel, t h e  home of William M. Burwell ,  is  important  f o r  i t s  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of c l a s s i c a l  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i deas  i n  Piedmont 
V i r g i n i a  dur ing  t h e  second q u a r t e r  of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen tury .  'n 
a r t i c u l a t e  blend of bo th  Federal  and Greek Revival idioms,  t he  
house exempl i f ies  how s k i l l e d  l o c a l  master-craftsmen, us ing  
p a t t e r n  books and ingenu i ty ,  i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e  high s t y l e  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i d e a s  of t h e  pe r iod  t o  produce s o p h i s t i c a t e d  
ve rnacu la r  r e s idences  f o r  t h e  p l a n t e r  c l a s s  of mid-nineteenth-
cen tury  Piedmont V i r g i n i a .  Avenel i s  an except iona l  resource  not  
on ly  because of i t s  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  and q u a l i t y ,  b u t  a l s o  because 
of i t s  unusual degree  of i n t e g r i t y ,  which extends  even t o  d e t a i l s  
such a s  locks  and g l a s s .  
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Verbal Boundary Descr~pt~on 
,IThe property i s  described as  t h e  Dwelling Lot" and ULot 9" on the  northwest s i d e  of 

Avenel Avenue ( a t  413 Avenel Avenue) i n  the  C i ty  of ~ e d f o r d ,Virg in ia ,  a s  recorded i n  
Bedford County Deed Book 91, p. 562. The enclosed map ( s c a l e  1" = 100') i s  a copy of the  
p l a t  accompanying t h e  deed a s  recorded. (The p l a t  shows t h e  loca t ion  of t h e  main house 
on t h e  "Dwelling Lot.") 

See conttnuatlon sheet 

Boundary Justification 

The boundary inc ludes  a l l  of t h e  land a t  t h e  c o r e  of t h e  Avenel p l a n t a t i o n  t h a t  remains 
a s  the  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h e  complex of ex tant  bu i ld ings .  Owing to  subdivision of t h e  p l a n t a t i o n  
i n  t h e  l a t e  n ine teen th  and e a r l y  twentieth c e n t u r i e s  when t h e  c i t y  expanded, t h e  remainder 
of the  p l an ta t ion  land was developed a s  a r e s i d e n t i a l  neighborhood. The l a r g e  l o t  on which 

. the  bui ld ings  a r e  s i t u a t e d  provides adequate se t t i  f o r  t h e  h i s t o r i c  complex.ne]See continuation sheet 
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A r c h i t e c t u r a l  Ana lys i s  

The Flemish-bond b r i c k  w a l l s  of t h e  r e c t a n g u l a r  main house 
a t  Avenel s t a n d  upon a  foundat ion of b r i c k .  The house i s  two 
s t o r i e s  h igh  on a r a i s e d  basement, and i s  surmounted by a hipped 
roof t h a t  now is  sheathed w i t h  a s p h a l t  s h i n g l e s .  An i n t e r i o r  end 
chimney s e r v e s  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  a t  t h e  e a s t  s i d e  of t h e  house, 
ano ther  on t h e  west  s i d e ,  and two on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e .  (Another 
chimney appears  t o  have been added nea r  t h e  nor thwest  co rne r  of 
t he  house. ) The on ly  p r o j e c t i o n  beyond t h e  d w e l l i n g ' s  
r e c t a n g u l a r  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  is  a  one-s tory porch which extends  
ac ros s  t w o  bays  of t h e  f r o n t  e l e v a t i o n ,  a c r o s s  t h e  f u l l  l e n g t h  of 
the  e a s t  s i d e ,  and wraps around t h e  co rne r  t o  encompass one bay 
of t he  back o r  n o r t h  e l e v a t i o n .  This  porch,  which was b u i l t  
e a r l y  i n  t h e  t w e n t i e t h  cen tu ry ,  p r w i d e s  connect ion between t h e  
two main e n t r a n c e s  of t h e  house. An e a r l y  photograph i n d i c a t e s  
t h a t  p r i o r  t o  1900 t h e  main en t r ance  on t h e  f r o n t  of t he  house 
was s h e l t e r e d  by a  one-s tory columned porch t h a t  was t h r e e  bays  
wide and one-bay deep, and t h a t  t h e  east e n t r a n c e  was s i m i l a r l y  
s h e l t e r e d .  The p r e s e n t  porch i s  b u i l t  of wood, w i t h  a  g e n t l y  
s lop ing ,  metal -sheathed roof t h a t  i s  supported by a  s e r i e s  of 
Doric columns. The p a t t e r n  of f e n e s t r a t i o n  v a r i e s :  t he  f r o n t  
e l e v a t i o n  c o n s i s t s  of t h r e e  bays ,  whi le  t h e  rear o r  n o r t h  
e l e v a t i o n  i n c l u d e s  f i v e  bays,  and t h e  two s i d e s  f e a t u r e  f o u r  bays  
each. 

The s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  which d i s t i n g u i s h e s  Avenel from t h e  
ma jo r i t y  of i t s  contemporar ies  is apparen t  on t h e  e x t e r i o r  i n  t h e  
d e t a i l i n g  and p ropor t ion  of t h e  d e c o r a t i v e  woodwork and i n  t h e  
v a r i a t i o n  of p l a n  provided by t h e  r e c e s s e d  logg ia  a t  t h e  
nor thwest  c o r n e r  of t h e  house. A l l  f o u r  e l e v a t i o n s  a r e  
ornamented by a s e r i e s  of recessed  wood pane l s  s e t  between t h e  
windows of t h e  f i r s t  and second s t o r i e s .  The e l a b o r a t e  Doric 
co rn i ce  i n c l u d e s  mutules and d e n t i l s .  A l l  windows a r e  decora ted  
by a f l a t  l i n t e l  t e rmina t ing  i n  c o r n e r  b locks .  The s h u t t e r s  a t  
t h e  windows may be o r i g i n a l .  The two p r i n c i p a l  doorways, a t  t h e  
main e n t r a n c e  of t h e  f r o n t  e l e v a t i o n  and a t  t h e  secondary 
en t rance  on t h e  e a s t  s i d e ,  a r e  unusual  i n  t h e i r  generous 
propor t ions .  A t  each doorway t h e  e igh t -pane l  ctoor is  set wi th in  
a decora ted  enframement of s i d e l i g h t s  and transom which, l i k e  t h e  
windows, is surmounted by a f l a t  l i n t e l  w i t h  co rne r  blocks .  
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S e t  w i t h i n  t h e  r e c t a n g u l a r  c o n f i g u r a t i o n  of t h e  house is  a 
recessed  l o g g i a ,  o r i g i n a l l y  a t  bo th  f i r s t -  and second-s tory 
l e v e l s .  The b r i c k  w a l l s  of t h e  l ogg ia ,  a t  l e a s t  a t  t h e  second- 
f l o o r  l e v e l ,  are l a i d  i n  American bond. Although i t  has  been 
somewhat a l t e r e d  by a p a r t i a l  enc losure ,  t h e  l o g g i a  remains an 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  a r t i c u l a t e  and s o p h i s t i c a t e d  f e a t u r e  of t h e  
house. The l o g g i a  o r i g i n a l l y  extended t h e  l e n g t h  of a  wide bay 
on t h e  r e a r  e l e v a t i o n ,  and t h e  l eng th  of two wide bays on t h e  
west  s i d e .  The b r i c k  w a l l s  of t h e  ground f l o o r  themselves served 
a s  b r i c k  p i e r s  framing segmentally a rched  openings .  Above, t h e  
second-story of t h e  l o g g i a  was supported by p a i r s  of s o l i d  wood 
Doric columns r i s i n g  t o  t h e  dwel l ing '  s e n t a b l a t u r e .  The logg ia  
has been p a r t i a l l y  enclosed on t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  l e v e l  i n  o rde r  t o  
c r e a t e  a k i t chen  and bathroom. That enc losu re  was accomplished 
by b r i c k i n g  i n  h a l f  of t h e  n o r t h  bay, thereby  reducing t h e  
l o g g i a ' s  f i r s t - f l o o r  l e v e l  t o  a  mere passageway. The second- 
f l o o r  l e v e l  of t h e  l o g g i a ,  however, i s  s t i l l  i n t a c t  except  f o r  an 
e x t r u s i o n  i n t o  t h e  space  t o  c r e a t e  a  l a t e r  bathroom. 

Avenel ' s  p l an  is  one of i t s  most d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a t u r e s .  
The house i s  t r a v e r s e d  by a  perpendicu la r  p a t t e r n  of en t r ance  
h a l l s ,  bo th  w i t h  s t a i r s .  The main a x i s  c o n s i s t s  of a c e n t r a l  
h a l l  running sou th-nor th  from the  main or s o u t h  door t o  t h e  
secondary a x i s ,  c o n s i s t i n g  of a h a l l ,  t h a t  ex tends  t h e  f u l l  width  
of t h e  house from t h e  east door a c r o s s  t o  t h e  r eces sed  logg ia  on 
t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of t h e  house. The main h a l l  c o n t a i n s  a formal 
th ree- run  s t a i r  and can be c lo sed  of f  from t h e  r e a r  h a l l  by a  
double door. The longe r  r e a r  h a l l  is  a l s o  ample i n  p ropor t ion  
and h igh ly  d e t a i l e d  i n  i t s  ornamental woodwork. I t  c o n t a i n s  a 
s u b s t a n t i a l  s t a i r c a s e  t h a t  d i v i d e s  i n t o  t w o  runs  a t  t h e  s t a i r  
l and ing  and p r w i d e s  d i r e c t  acces s  t o  t h e  rooms on t h e  back of 
t h e  house and t o  t h e  upper l e v e l  of t h e  l o g g i a .  The two 
s t a i r w e l l s  a r e  d iv ided  by a  p a r t i t i o n  wal l  b u t  s h a r e  t h e  n a t u r a l  
l i g h t  and v e n t i l a t i o n  from t h e  sou th  s i d e  of t h e  house by means 
of a l a r g e - s c a l e ,  i n t e r i o r ,  double-hung s a s h  window a t  t h e  l e v e l  
of t h e  s t a i r  l and ings .  
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On the  f i r s t - f l o o r  l e v e l  t h e  main c e n t r a l  h a l l  d i v i d e s  t h e  
f r o n t  p a r t  of t h e  house i n t o  two amply propor t ioned  formal rooms. 
t h e  p a r l o r  and the  d i n i n g  room. The r e a r  p a r t  of t h e  house 
c o n t a i n s  two a d d i t i o n a l  rooms t h a t  open off  t h e  r e a r  hal lway,  
p l u s  t h e  space a t  t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  nor thwest  co rne r  t h a t  formerly  
comprised t h e  lower l e v e l  of t h e  l ogg ia .  U p s t a i r s ,  t h e  two l a r g e  
bedrooms on t h e  f r o n t  of t h e  house open o f f  a wide c e n t r a l  h a l l  
t h a t  formerly  provided a c c e s s  t o  t h e  open upper l e v e l  of t h e  
s o u t h  en t r ance  porch. The ornamental doorway t o  t h a t  porch,  w i th  
i ts  s i d e l i g h t s  and transom, remains. A t  t h e  second-f loor  l e v e l  
of t h e  house t h e r e  is  no a c c e s s  between the  pe rpend icu la r  
hallways.  There i s ,  however, d i r e c t  acces s  from t h e  west  bedroom 
t o  t h e  l o g g i a ,  and t h e r e  is  acces s  from t h e  e a s t  bedroom t o  t h e  
r e a r  hallway and from t h e r e  t o  t h e  n o r t h e a s t  room. The space a t  
t h e  eas ternmost  end of t h e  r e a r  hallway a t  t h e  second-f loor  l e v e l  
may have been a l t e r e d ,  though p o s s i b l y  no t  long a f t e r  t h e  
b u i l d i n g  of t h e  house. The space is  sepa ra t ed  from t h e  hallway 
by a t h i n  p a r t i t i o n  wal l  and d iv ided  i n t o  two c l o s e t  a r e a s  f o r  
t he  two e a s t  bedrooms. 

The plan sugges t s  s e p a r a t i o n  of t he  house i n t o  two halves--  
t h e  f r o n t  and t h e  back-- and y e t  bo th  a r e  n e a r l y  equal  i n  t h e  
f o r m a l i t y  and p ropor t ion  of spaces .  Another i n s t a n c e  of 
s e p a r a t i o n  of space is t h e  absence of any i n t e r n a l  acces s  between 
t h e  basement and t h e  main f l o o r .  The basement is  a c c e s s i b l e  on ly  
from t h e  e x t e r i o r ,  from doorways on t h e  n o r t h  and west  s i d e s  of 
t h e  house. The basement l e v e l  is  un f in i shed  and d i v i d e d  
exc lus ive ly  by bea r ing  w a l l s .  There i s  n o  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  evidence 
of use o t h e r  than f o r  rudimentary f u n c t i o n s  s u p p o r t i v e  of t h e  
l i f e s t y l e  of t he  household above. 

The rooms of t h e  f i r s t -  and second-f loors  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  
by ample p ropor t ions  and o r n a t e  decora t ion .  Both s t a i r w e l l s  a r e  
paneled and decora ted  w i t h  s c r o l l e d  ornamentation.  Doorways and 
windows throughout t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  a r e  enframed by f l u t e d  
surrounds marked by c o r n e r  b locks .  The most formal spaces ,  t h e  
p a r l o r  and t h e  d i n i n g  room, a r e  noteworthy f o r  t h e i r  ornamental 
p l a s t e r  c e i l i n g s .  I n  t h e  p a r l o r  t h e  e l a b o r a t e  p las te rwork  
i n c l u d e s  a symmetrical p a t t e r n  r a d i a t i n g  from a c e n t r a l  
medal l ion,  and a long t h e  pe r ime te r  t h e r e  is  a g rapevine  p a t t e r n .  
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The windows of t h e  two formal rooms a r e  double-hung sa sh ,  w i t h  
wood pane l ing  beneath  t h e  windows a s  wel l  a s  on t h e  s o f f i t s  of 
t h e  window openings.  The mantels  of t h e s e  formal rooms a r e  t h e  
most d e t a i l e d .  The most e l a b o r a t e  is t h e  Creek Revival mantel of 
b l a c k  marble l o c a t e d  i n  t he  p a r l o r .  The wood mantel i n  t h e  
d i n i n g  room is supported by columns, wh i l e  t h e  ones i n  t h e  r e s t  
of t h e  house a r e  decora ted  w i t h  f l u t e d  p i l a s t e r s ,  f re twork  c o r n e r  
u i e c e s ,  and keystones .  The wood mantels  throughout t h e  house a r e  
copied from ~ s h e r  Benjamin's The P r a c t i c a l  House Carpente r ,  as are 
the transoms and sidelights. 

Other Bu i ld ings  and Fea tu re s  

Near t h e  main house i s  t h e  evidence of fou r  dependencies 
t h a t  were once p a r t  of t he  complex of in te rdependent  b u i l d i n g s  a t  
t he  h e a r t  of t he  Avenel p l a n t a t  ion .  A one-s t o ry ,  r e c t a n g u l a r ,  
b r i c k  k i t chen  b u i l d i n g ,  s i t u a t e d  j u s t  n o r t h  of t he  main house, is  
now i n  r u i n s .  An o l d  photograph, a p p a r e n t l y  taken e a r l y  i n  t h e  
t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  shows t h a t  t h e  b r i c k  w a l l s  were wh i t e  a t  t h a t  
time and covered by a gable  roo f .  

Two frame b u i l d i n g s  s t i l l  s t and  i n  t h e  same a r e a  near  t h e  
nor thwest  co rne r  of t h e  house. The hip-roofed,  square  b u i l d i n g  
t h a t  i s  c a l l e d  t h e  smokehouse i s  shea thed  i n  beaded c lapboards  
and appears  t o  be o r i g i n a l .  The b u i l d i n g  s t a n d s  j u s t  nor thwest  
of t h e  main house, f a c i n g  the  s i t e  of t h e  b r i c k  k i t c h e n  bu i ld ing .  
A l e a n - t o  a d d i t i o n ,  e n t e r e d  by a paneled door ,  is  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  
west  o r  r e a r  of t h i s  dependency. On t h e  sou th  s i d e  of t h e  
b u i l d i n g  is  a square ,  one-story frame b u i l d i n g  wi th  a shal low 
hipped roo f .  This  s t r u c t u r e  m a y  d a t e  from the  t u r n  of t h e  
cen tury .  A t  l e a s t  a t  one p o i n t ,  i t  served a s  a hen house. 
S i t u a t e d  f u r t h e r  west  of t h i s  grouping is  a one-and-a-half-story,  
gable-roofed,  frame n ine t een th -cen tu ry  barn.  The sou th  p o r t i o n  
of t h e  gab le  roof i s  extended downward t o  s h e l t e r  a l e a n - t o  
a d d i t i o n  a long  the  b u i l d i n g ' s  s o u t h  s i d e .  The main p o r t i o n  of 
t h e  barn  is d iv ided  i n t o  f o u r  s t a l l s .  
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Reco l l ec t ions  by a turn-of- the-century r e s i d e n t  of Avenel 
i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a t  l e a s t  a t  t h a t  time t h e  p rope r ty  conta ined  t h e  
k i t chen  b u i l d i n g  ( t h e n  joined t o  t h e  house by a covered walkway). 
an i c e  house,  smokehouse, outhouse,  cow ba rn ,  hen house, c a r r i a g e  
house, greenhouse,  and a shed f o r  wood and c o a l .  According t o  
t h e  same sou rce  t h e  landscape l a t e  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  century 
included lawns, gardens ,  hay l o t s ,  o r c h a r d s ,  a ceda r - l i ned  
en t r ance  l a n e  through t h e  fore-lawn east of t h e  house, and a 
b r i c k  pa th  t o  t h e  e a s t  o r  s i d e  e n t r a n c e  t o  t h e  house. Beyond t h e  
formal garden,  which c o n s i s t e d  of s i x  squa re s  j u s t  west  of t h e  
house, t h e  grounds t o  the  west inc luded  a wes te rn  l a n e  w i t h  a 
g a t e ,  a g rape  a r b o r ,  herb garden, f o r c i n g  beds ,  a p e t  cemetery, 
and on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of t h e  proper ty  a s l a v e  cemetery. 

The west  and e a s t  p o r t i o n s  of t he  proper ty--  con ta in ing  t h e  
s l a v e  cemetery and the  vineyard on t h e  w e s t ,  and t h e  cedar - l ined  
en t r ance  l a n e  through t h e  fore-lawn on t h e  ea s t - -  were s epa ra t ed  
o r  so ld  o f f  between t h e  1860s and 1 9 0 6 .  The small  t r a c t  t h a t  
remains may i n c l u d e  s i t e s  of some of t h e  o t h e r  f e a t u r e s  l i s t e d  
above, p o s s i b l y  i nc lud ing  the  s i t e  of p a r t  of t h e  formal garden 
and the  lawn. A boxwood hedge t h a t  is p r e s e n t  west  of t h e  main 
house may be a remnant of t h e  o l d  formal garden. 
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Historical Background 


When i n  1835 Will iam M. Burwell (1809-1888) began 
c o n s t r u c t i o n  of h i s  new house on t h e  o u t s k i r t s  of t h e  town of 
L i b e r t y ,  t h e  community had been i n  e x i s t e n c e  f o r  about f i f t y  
y e a r s  and was s t i l l  p r i m a r i l y  a s i n g l e - s t r e e t  county s e a t .  
Burwell had acqu i r ed  t h e  land  through h i s  mar r iage  i n  1831 t o  
Frances S t ep toe ,  daughte r  of James C.  S t ep toe ,  of Bedford County. 
A f t e r  r e s i d i n g  i n  F r a n k l i n  County f o r  a b r i e f  p e r i o d ,  t he  
Burwells r e tu rned  t o  L i b e r t y  and a r e  be l i eved  t o  have l i v e d  a t  a 
ren ted  farmhouse nearby wh i l e  t he  new house was being b u i l t .  The 
master  b u i l d e r  is  b e l i e v e d  t o  have been a M r .  Shumaker. 
Construct ion i s  thought t o  have begun by 1835 and complet-ed by 
1836. Recent examinat ion of t he  s t r u c t u r e  r evea l ed  t h e  words 
"John Dickinson J u l y  3, 1837" i n s c r i b e d  on a r a f t e r  i n  t he  a t t i c .  
No informat ion i s  c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e  about John Dickinson o r  t he  
r o l e  he ~ l a y e d  a t  Avenel. 

I n  terms of a r c h i t e c t u r a l  c ra f t smanship  Avenel has few 
contemporaries t h a t  compare. The nearby Three O t t e r s  i s  s i m i l a r  
i n  s t y l i n g ,  and t h e  e a r l i e r  Fancy Farm e x h i b i t s  a h igh  degree of 
t echn ica l  s o ~ h i s t i c a t i o n  i n  i t s  uioodwork. The u s e  of Asher

L -

Benjamin's  p a t t e r n  book, The P r a c t i c a l  House Carpente r  (1830) ,  i s  
apparent  a t  Three O t t e r s  and i n  a few b u i l d i n g s  i n  neighboring 
Lynchburg. However, Avenel is d i s t i n g u i s h e d  among i t s  
contemporaries f o r  i t s  p r e t e n t i o u s  s c a l e  and i t s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  
s o p h i s t i c a t i o n ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  c ra f t smanship  of i t s  i n t e r i o r  
p l a s t e r  and wood d e t a i l i n g .  

The family  t h a t  moved i n t o  Avenel c o n s i s t e d  of William and 
Frances Burwell ,  p l u s  Burwe l l ' s  widowed mother-in-law, Mrs. James 
C. Step toe ,  and h e r  son,  Edward S tep toe .  The presence  of t h i s  
extended family  may have been the  reason f o r  t h e  unusual f l o o r  
p lan  of t he  house. The d i v i s i o n  of t h e  house i n t o  two d i s t i n c t  
h a l v e s ,  each w i t h  l a r g e - s c a l e ,  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  prominent 
en t r ances ,  ha l lways ,  and s t a i r c a s e s ,  could accommodate two family  
u n i t s  and provide  a s ense  of s e p a r a t i o n  between t h e  two. 
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W i l l i a m  M. Burwell was t he  son of William A .  Burwell.  
s e c r e t a r y  t o  Thomas J e f f e r s o n  and congressman from Frank l in  
County. W i l l i a m  EI. Burwell was a c t i v e  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and 
s o c i a l  l i f e  of Bedford County b e f o r e  t he  C i v i l  War. I n  1838 he 
was e l e c t e d  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  from Bedford t o  t he  V i r g i n i a  House of 
3 e l e g a t e s .  During h i s  s e r v i c e  i n  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e  he  secured t h e  
c h a r t e r  t o  t he  f i r s t  r a i l r o a d  i n  Piedmont V i r g i n i a ,  t h e  V i r g i n i a  
and Tennessee. '?he second phase of c o n s t r u c t i o n  of t h e  r a i l r o a d  
brought  it through Bedford,  c u t t i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  s o u t h  s i d e  of 
B u r w e l l ' s  p l a n t a t i o n .  During the  1840s and 1850s Burwell wrote 
e x t e n s i v e l y ,  producing a r t i c l e s  on i n t e r n a l  improvements i n  
V i r g i n i a  f o r  newspapers and magazines. I n  1850 he  was s e n t  a s  an 
emissary from the  United S t a t e s  Government t o  Mexico. A f t e r  t h e  
C i v i l  War he spen t  a p e r i o d  of t ime i n  New Orleans  con t inu ing  t o  
focus  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  on economic improvement. 

Will iam M. Bu rwe l l ' s  prominence i n  t he  l o c a l  p o l i t i c a l  scene 
and bo th  h i s  and h i s  w i f e ' s  economic and s o c i a l  s t and ing ,  
expressed  i n  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s c a l e  and s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  of h i s  
home, made A-venel i n e v i t a b l y  a f o c a l  po in t  i n  t h e  community of 
L iber ty .  A memoir w r i t t e n  by Burwel l ' s  daughte r ,  L e t i t i a ,  A 
G i r l ' s  L i f e  i n  V i r g i n i a  ~ e f o r e  t h e  War (1907) .  p rov ides  
in format ion  about t h e  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  a t  Ti-venel dur inq  t h e  1840s 
and 18SOs, b o t h  about t h e  f a m i l y ' s  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  ;he community 
and about t h e  i n t e r n a l  s o c i a l  f a b r i c  of p l a n t a t i o n  owner and 
s l a v e s .  L e t i t i a  Burwe l l ' s  unpublished jou rna l  of 1861-1862 i s  
one of s e v e r a l  sources  t h a t  a l s o  provide i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  s o c i a l  
h i s t o r y  a t  Avenel du r ing  t h e  C i v i l  War, when t h e  m i l i t i a  d r i l l e d  
on Avenel ' s  lawn and t h e  l o c a l  community a d j u s t e d  t o  t he  impact 
of t h e  war. 

During t h e  second h a l f  of t h e  n ine t een th  cen tu ry  the  
p rope r ty  a t  Avenel underwent gradual  change because of bo th  t h e  
matur ing of t h e  Burwell fami ly  and t h e  econo~ . i c  changes d u r i n g  
t h e  post-war per iod  i n  Bedford County. Eight  a c r e s  nor thwest  of 
t h e  main house, i nc lud ing  t h e  v ineyard ,  were d i v i d e d  from t h e  
main t r a c t  f o r  t he  Burwel l s '  daughte r ,  Kate Burwell Bowyer. 
Then, i n  1883, Mrs. Burwell s o l d  10 1 / 4  a c r e s  on t h e  sou th  edge 
of t h e  p rope r ty  t o  t h e  L i b e r t y  Improvement Company, which 
subdivided t h e  land i n t o  a  g r i d  and began b u i l d i n g  a r e s i d e n t i a l  
neighborhood a long  newly c r e a t e d  Bedford Avenue. Th i s  
subd iv i s ion ,  and t h e  f u r t h e r  development of t h e  Bowyer p o r t i o n  of 
t h e  p rope r ty ,  were on ly  a  p a r t  of t h e  1880s/1890s l a n d  boom 
exper ienced i n  the  town of L i b e r t y ,  which was renamed Bedford 
C i t y  du r ing  t h i s  pe r iod  of e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  expansion.  
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By 1899 M r s .  Burwell ,  who had o u t l i v e d  her  husband, d i ed .  
Avenel then became t h e  proper ty  of h e r  e l d e s t  daughter  L e t i t i a  
Burwell ,  who cont inued l i v i n g  t h e r e  a long  w i t h  a r e l a t i v e  Bowyer 
Campbell. A t  t h i s  s t a g e ,  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  encroachment of 
development on the  northwest  and sou th ,  most of t he  Avenel 
landscape was s t i l l  i r t a c t ,  a l though  t h e  orchard and s l a v e  
cemetery were no longer  tended. The primary landscape a c t i v i t y  
a t  t h i s  pe r iod  was L e t i t i a  B u r w e l l ' s  gardening.  

With t h e  dea th  of L e t i t i a  Burwell i n  1 9 0 5 ,  t he  Avenel 
p l a n t a t i o n  l e f t  t he  Burwell family .  The proper ty  had been w i l l e d  
t o  'osa Burwell Todd, h e r  c h i l d r e n ,  and Kate Burwell Bowyer's 
g randchi ld ren .  However, i n  t h e  a f t e rma th  of a lawsuit.  t h e  
p rope r ty  was s o l d  i n  1906 a t  p u b l i c  a u c t i o n .  Although a 
compara t ive ly  l a r g e  l o t  was l e f t  w i th  t h e  main house, i t  was 
l a r g e  on ly  i n  compzrison w i t h  t h e  p a t t e r n  of small  b u i l d i n g  l o t s  
t h a t  were l a i d  out  t.o accommodate expansion of t h e  r e s i d e n t i a l  
neighborhood t h a t  had developed a s  t h e  town c e n t e r  expanded 
northward. The fore-lawn e a s t  of t h e  main house was s e p a r a t e d  
from t h e  p rope r ty  by c u t t i n g  through a new road,  Avenel Avenue, 
and t h e  wes te rn  h a y f i e l d s  and orchard  were s epa ra t ed  by c u t t i n g  
ano the r  s t r e e t  through the  p rope r ty  j u s t  west of t he  house. With 
t he  c r e a t i o n  of Avenel Avenue, t h e  main house, which f a c e s  sou th .  
was now s i t u a t e d  wi th  i t s  e a s t  o r  s i d e  en t r ance  f a c i n g  t h e  
suburban s t r e e t .  Avenel 's  l a r g e  l o t  p rov ides  an adequate  s e t t i n g  
f o r  t h e  b u i l d i n g s  t h a t  remain a t  t h e  c o r e  of t he  former 
p l a n t a t i o n ,  though the  proximity  of t h e  houses t h a t  surround it  
t e s t i f y  t o  t h e  evo lu t ion  i n  l and  use  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  t h e  pos t -  
C i v i l  War economic h i s t o r y  of Bedford Ci ty .  

No l o n g e r  a family p l a n t a t i o n ,  Avenel was purchased i n  1906 
by t h e  J. W. B a l l a r d  fami ly ,  which owned the  proper ty  u n t i l  1985. 
The c u r r e n t  owner, t he  non-p ro f i t  Avenel Foundation, i s  
s t a b i l i z i n g  t h e  house and dependencies i n  p repa ra t ion  f o r  
p re se rv ing  Avenel f o r  pub l i c  use .  
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VIEW OF: South elevation of main house; view facing northwest 
PHOTO 1 of 8 


VIEW OF: South and east elevations of main house; facing northwest 
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VIEW OF: West and south elevations of main house; view facing northeast 
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VIEW OF: West elevation of main house; view facing northeast 
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VIEW OF: East elevation of main house; view facing southeast 
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VIEW OF: Interior, main entrance hall; view facing north from the east entrance 
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VIEW OF: Interior, southwest room,first floor, ceiling. 
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VIEW OF: East and north elevations of original dependency, barn to the right and 

another dependency to the left; view facing southwest 
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