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7. DESCKIPTtON 
(Chack One) FF=~~~~ CONDITION 

@ G d  F o r  0?!-8or~ted 0 R u m s  0 Unexpos=d 

(Check One) (Check One) 

@ Unal tersd  

Around t h e  eaves i s  a  s lmple molded co rn lce .  (See c o n t i n u a t i o n  s h e e t )  1 L. -_ - _  i._- - -  . I 

n Moved @ O r i g i n a l  Site 

Oak H i l l  i s  a  d i s t i z c t i v e  one-s tory  ante-bel lum p l a n t a t i o n  house 
loca ted  on t h e  no r th  bank of  the  Appomattox River,  overlooking downtown 
Petersburg.  Nearly a l l  of t h e  surrounding farmlands have been developed 
f o r  housing, b u t  t h e  house ' s  s i t u a t i o n  above the  wooded r i v e r  bank and a t  the  
end of  a  s t r e e t  he lps  preserve  a  sugges t ion  of  t h e  former r u r a l  s e t t i n g .  

The house appears  t o  have been e rec t ed  i n  1825 s i n c e  t h e  Chester-  
f i e l d  County t a x  records  f o r  t h a t  year  show a doubling of  t h e  eva lua t ion  of 
t h e  proper ty  a s  a  r e s u l t  of improvements. From a s e r i e s  of Mutual Assurance 
Socie ty  p o l i c i e s  i t  is known t h a t  a s  l a t e  as 1821 two s e p a r a t e  houses, one of 
b r i ck  and one of  s tone ,  s tood w i t h i n  a  hundred f e e t  o f  one ano the r  i n  the 
v i c i n i t y  of  t h e  p r e s e n t  house. The two houses were e r e c t e d  s e v e r a l  decades 
e a r l i e r  and p r e c i s e l y  what happened t o  them is unce r t a in .  The octagonal  
west  wing of t h e  p resen t  house probably w a s  b u i l t  on t h e  s i t e  of t h e  b r i c k  
house s i n c e  i n  i t s  basement a r e  s e c t i o n s  of b r i c k  foundat ion w a l l s  l a i d  i n  
Flemish bond and topped w i t h  beveled water  t a b l e  b r i cks .  Except f o r  obvious 
l a t e r  a d d i t i o n s  t h e  p resen t  house seems t o  have been e r e c t e d  a t  one time wi th  
a  p lan  of  a n  i r r e g u l a r  H. Other than t h e  e a r l y  foundat ions a l r e a d y  mentione3,m 
no f a b r i c ,  i n t e r i o r  o r  e x t e r i o r ,  looks a s  i f  i t  might d a t e  p r i o r  t o  1824. 

The most d i s t i n c t i v e  element of the  house is t h e  e longated  oc tagon l l -  
wing a t  the  wes t  end. This  wing forms the  main en t r ance  t o  t h e  house and 
inco rpora t e s  a  c e n t r a l  h a l l  w i t h  formal r ecep t ion  rooms on e i t h e r  s i d e .  It 
i s  connected t o  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  house by a  l a r g e  s i n g l e  room (probably 
o r i g i n a l l y  used as a d i n i n g  room) wi th  narrow passageways through t h e  house 
a t  e i t h e r  end. This c e n t r a l  room o r i g i n a l l y  had g a l l e r i e s  on i t s  n o r t h  and 
south  s i d e s ,  bu t  t h e  n o r t h  g a l l e r y  has been removed f o r  l a t e r  a d d i t i o n s .  
Most of  the  s o u t h  g a l l e r y  i s  i n t a c t ,  and i t  is composed o f  s l e n d e r  columns 
s e t  on t a l l  p e d e s t a l s  suppor t ing  a  somewhat deep e n t a b l a t u r e .  Between the  
columns i s  a s imple h a n d r a i l  w i th  square b a l u s t e r s .  To t h e  e a s t  of  t h e  
passageway a t  t h e  e a s t  end of the  c e n t r a l  room is a s e r i e s  of t h r e e  bedrooms 
forming the  oppos i t e  arm of  t h e  H. This wing has one i n t e r i o r  chimney and 
one ex te r io r - end  chimney. The octagonal  wing, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, has  two 
e x t e r i o r  chimneys on t h e  w a l l  oppos i t e  t h e  facade.  

The house's s e v e r a l  a d d i t i o n s  compromise t h e  o r i g i n a l  H p l an ,  bu t  
d e t r a c t  l i t t l e  from t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  gene ra l  cha rac te r .  These a d d i t i o n s  
inc lude  a  ba th  and laundry wing on t h e  e a s t  w a l l  of t h e  e a s t  wing, and a  b a t h -  
room i n  t h e  s o u t h e a s t  c o r n e r  of the  sou th  g a l l e r y .  A s e r i e s  of  a d d i t i o n s  
have been placed on t h e  n o r t h  s i d e ,  between t h e  e a s t  and wes t  wings. These 
a d d i t i o n s  inco rpora t e  a  modern k i t chen ,  passageways and a deep s i d e  porch. 

Oak H i l l  has handsome but  r e s t r a i n e d  d e t a i l i n g  both i n s i d e  and ou t .  
The main en t r ance  is emphasized by a  f r o n t i s p i e c e  f e a t u r i n g  s i d e l i g h t s  and 
e l l i p t i c a l  transom. Accenting the  transom is symmetrical ly molded t r i m  w i t 1  
a  bead molding. A t  t h e  top of the  a r c h  a r e  superimposed molded keystones.  
E l l i p t i c a l  transoms a r e  a l s o  employed above the  doors  a t  e i t h e r  end o f  t h e  
two cross-passages  and above the  door a t  the  e a s t  end o f  t h e  f r o n t  h a l l .  
The en t r ance  i s  s h e l t e r e d  by a p l a i n  ~ o r c h  wi th  square columns which probably 
r e p l a c e s  a n  e a r l i e r  one having s l ende r  columns s i m i l a r  t o  those  on t h e  south  
g a l l e r y .  Beaded s i d i n g  i s  used throughout the  house except  under t h e  south 
g a l l e r y  where f l u s h  boarding is  employed. Triple-hung s a s h  l i g h t  t h e  
oc tagonal  wing. Double-hung sash  is u s e d i n  the  l e s t  of t h e  house. The house 
i s  covered by shal low hipped r o o f s  sheathed wi th  standing-seam s h e e t  metal.  
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The house ' s  o r i g i n a l  i n t e r i o r  woodwork i s  l a r g e l y  i n t a c t .  
Symmetrical t r i m  w i th  turned corner  blocks frames most o f  the  windows and 
doors .  The t r i m  i n  t h e  south  p a r l o r  of t h e  octagonal  wing is enr iched  w i t h  
bead moldings. The sou th  p a r l o r  a l s o  f e a t u r e s  a  mid-nineteenth-century whi t  
marble mantel w i th  arched opening. The mantel i n  the  corresponding room t o  
t h e  no r th  is  a Greek Revival type of gold-veined b lack  marble. The co rn ices  
i n  t h e  two p r i n c i p a l  rooms and h a l l  a r e  composed of s imple Greek Revival 
moldings. The t r i m  i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  room and bedrooms is s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  i n  
the octagonal  wing, bu t  more simple. The house is  well-maintained and i n  a  
good s t a t e  of p re se rva t ion .  
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Oak H i l l  i s  a n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  d i s t i n c t i v e  H-shaped p l a n t a t i o n  
house e rec t ed  i n  t h e  yea r s  1825-26. Of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  i s  i t s  oc ta-  
gonal f r o n t  wing which shows a  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  handling of e a r l y - n i n e t e e n t h -  
century  forms and d e t a i l s ,  bo th  i n s i d e  and ou t .  The i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  a  
house of t h i s  type appa ren t ly  came from V i o l e t  Bank, a p l a n t a t i o n  house 
wi th  a  s i m i l a r  one-story octagonal  f r o n t  s e c t i o n ,  e r e c t e d  a decade e a r l i e r  
about  a  mile  t o  t h e  e a s t .  Together,  these  two houses form a n  i n t r i g u i n g  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  anomaly; t h e i r  u l t ima te  i n s p i r a t i o n  is  y e t  t o  be determined. 
No a r c h i t e c t  has been a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  Oak H i l l ,  b u t  i t s  c a r e f u l  propor t ions  
and handsome d e t a i l i n g  probably can be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  master ca rpen te r s  
from Petersburg  who were bu i ld ing  f i n e  townhouses i n  t h i s  per iod  j u s t  ac ross  
t h e  r i v e r .  

The land on which Oak H i l l  was b u i l t  has  a  complicated h i s t o r y  o- 
changing names, ownership, and s t r u c t u r e s .  The n o r t h  s i d e  o f  the  Appomattcx 
i n  t h i s  s t r e t c h  was o r g i n a l l y  c a l l e d  Archer ' s  H i l l  a f t e r  George Archer I 
who i n  t h e  l a t e - seven teen th  cen tu ry  owned most of t h e  land a c r o s s  from what 
was t o  be Pe tersburg .  Archer ' s  holdings a l s o  included what l a t e r  was t o  
be V i o l e t  Bank. I n  1777 a  280 a c r e  s e c t i o n  of Archer ' s  H i l l  was so ld  by a  
John Mart in t o  Jerman Baker, a noted lawyer and o r a t o r  of  h i s  day. Another 
s e c t i o n  p rev ious ly  had been s o l d  by Martin t o  Thomas Shore who e s t a b l i s h e d  
i t  a s  V i o l e t  Bank p l a n t a t i o n .  I n  1799 the  Baker s e c t i o n  was acqui red  by 
Robert Watkins who i n  1803 s o l d  it and a n  a d d i t i o n a l  s e v e r a l  hundred a c r e s  
t o  Hector McNeillof Dinwiddie County. An 1803 p o l i c y  of  t h e  Mutual 
Assurance Soc ie ty  shows two hous'es owned by Hector McNeill a t  Archer ' s  H i l l  
s t and ing  100 f e e t  a p a r t .  The houses were s i m i l a r  i n  s i z e  and propor t ion ,  
a l though one was b r i c k  and t h e  o t h e r  frame. It i s  n o t  known when and by 
whom they were e rec t ed ,  nor why they should have been s o  c l o s e  toge the r .  
E a r l i e r  r e fe rences  t o  houses a t  Archer ' s  H i l l  e x i s t ,  bu t  the  1803 p o l i c i e s  
a r e  the e a r l i e s t  w i th  any kind of d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n .  Ne i the r  of the  
two houses bear  any resemblance t o  t h e  e x i s t i n g  house. 

I n  1824, 21  a c r e s  of Hector NcNei l l ' s  e s t a t e  ( inc lud ing  the two 
houses) were acqui red  by Thomas Dunn, and i t  was du r ing  h i s  ownership t h a t  
t h a t  s e c t i o n  of the  r iverbank came t o  be c a l l e d  Dunn's H i l l .  The s e v e r a l  
Mutual Assurance P o l i c i e s  taken out  by Hector McNeill between 1803 and 1821 
a l l  r e f e r  t o  h i s  land a s  Archer ' s  H i l l ,  a l though i t  has  sometimes been 
c a l l e d  Hector ' s  H i l l .  The C h e s t e r f i e l d  County land t a x  books show t h a t  i n  

1826 Dunn's t r a c t  doubled i n  assessed  improvement from $3,000.00 t o  $6,000. 
which i n d i c a t e s  the  e r e c t i o n  of a  Tew house. This d a t e  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  

t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s t y l e  and d e t a i l i n g  of t h e  p resen t  house. What happened 

0,  
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t o  t h e  two earlier houses is n o t  known, b u t  Dunn a p p a r e n t l y  had h i s  new 
house b u i l t  on t h e  s i t e  of  t h e  b r i c k  house s i n c e  i n  t h e  basement are founda- 
t i o n  w a l l s  f o r  a n  e i g h t e e n t h  o r  e a r ly -n ine t een th -cen tu ry  b r i c k  s t r u c t u r e .  

Thomas Dunn d i e d  i n  1826, and t h e  p rope r ty  was l e f t  t o  h i s  
w i f e ,  Martha and later t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  Robert .  Robert Dunn's son ,  Thomas I1 
i n h e r i t e d  t i t l e  t o  t h e  p r o p e r t y  under t h e  p rov i s ions  of  h i s  u n c l e ' s  w i l l  and 
gained t h e  u se  o f  i t  when he reached twenty-one. I n  h i s  w i l l  Robert  Dunn 
r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  p r o p e r t y  as Oak H i l l ;  t h e  name has p e r s i s t e d  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  

Although t h e  p r e s e n t  Oak H i l l  house w a s  n o t  s t a n d i n g  a t  t h e  
time, i t s  l o c a t i o n  has  Revolut ionary War a s s o c i a t i o n s .  I n  1781, L a f a y e t t e  
and h i s  Co lon i a l  t r o o p s ,  r e t r e a t i n g  from Pe t e r sbu rg ,  occupied t h e  h e i g h t s  
over looking  Pe t e r sbu rg .  This  i n c i d e n t  provided t h e  sou rce  of t h e  name 
"Colonial  Heights"  f o r  t h e  neighborhood t h a t  grew up when t h e  Oak H i l l  t r a c t  
was subdiv ided  i n  1906. T r a d i t i o n  has i t  t h a t  ~ a f a y e t t e ' s  gun emplacements 
are ~narked by a n  a n c i e n t  row of boxwood i n  t h e  yard o f  Oak H i l l .  

COLONIAL HEIGHTS (c i t v  
FOR NPS USE ONLY 
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Richmond Vi rg in i a  23219 
($2 .  STATE L IA~SON OFFICER CERTIF~CAIION 4 NATIONAL REGISTER VERIF~CATION 

As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na- 

tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public 1,aw 

89-665). I hereby nominate th i s  property for inclusian 

in  the National Register and certify that i t  has been 

 valuated accordinq to the c-iteria and p r u c e d r e s  s e t  

forth by the National Park Serv~ce .  The recommended 

level of significance of this nomlmtion is: 

National 0 State @ Locel j7 

Name 

Junius  R. Fishburne,  Jr. 

Tit le  
Execut ive D i r e c t o r  

1 hereby certify that this  property is included in the 

National Register. 
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