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NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION 

Summary 

The Reid-White-Philbin House stands at 208 West Nelson Street in the Lexington Historic 
District, which is listed in the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register of Historic 
Places. The two-story Flemish-bond brick house was begun in 1821 to a design and specifications 
drafted by its original owner, Samuel McDowell Reid, and executed by builder Edward Sewell 
(see Exhibit A). The Federal-style residence features an early entry porch supported by Ionic 
columns, a basement of coursed limestone rubble laid in mortar and approximately thirty inches 
in thickness, unusual three-part windows, and a parapet gable roof modified in the late 
antebellum period. About 1847 a two-story brick addition was made to the left-hand gable end, 
graced by a two-tier front portico and a post-hellum conservatory with bay window. To the rear 
extends a story-and-a-half gabled kitchen wing of stone construction, a pre-existing dwelling that 
probably dates to the second half of the eighteenth century. All roofing is standing-seam copper. 

The interior of the 1821 section has a modified double-pile plan with four rooms radiating off 
of an entry hall. Notable features of this section include a barrel-vaulted entry hall ceiling, 
Federal and Georgian-inspired mantels, wide hinged and pocket doorways made between the 
rooms in the mid-nineteenth century, and secondary partitions with interior construction of lapped 
chestnut planks. The ca. 1847 addition features conventional Greek Revival details and the stone 
kitchen wing retains a hall-parlor plan and a Georgian mantel. Standing near the house are a two- 
part antebellum brick dependency thought to have served in part as a slave quarter, and a 
modernized early-twentieth-century camage house. 

The shady 2.5-acre lot occupies the crest of the same ridge on which the antehellum buildings 
at Washington and Lee University stand. Directly in front of the house--in fact, occupying its 
former front yard--is the Lexington Post Office, a Classical Revival building of brick and Indiana 
limestone erected in 191 1-13. A row of substantial nineteenth-century brick houses extends to 
the southwest of the Reid-White-Philbin House, and historic residential, commercial, and 
institutional buildings occupy other nearby lots. 

Inventory 

1. Reid-WhitePhilbin House. 2nd half 18th c.; 1821-22; ca. 1847; 1959; 1975-1985. 
Contributing building. 
2. Dependency. Early to mid-1 9th c. Contributing building. 
3. Camage house. Ca. 1910; ca. 1980. Noncontributing building. 
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Exterior 

The front (southeast) elevation of the Reid-White-Philbin House has apparently changed little 
since the earliest known photograph of the residence, a view dated 1867-70 in the Special 
Collections of Washington and Lee University's Leyburn Library that shows the house and its 
surroundings in the distance. The right-hand 1821 section and the ca. 1847 left-hand section had 
achieved their present basic appearance, with only the construction of a one-story conservatory 
on the southwest end of the addition occurring later, during the latter third of the nineteenth 
century. The focal point of the symmetrical three-bay 1821 facade is a one-story entry porch 
which is not depicted or referenced in Reid's plans but was likely built at the same time as the 
section or shortly thereafter. The porch is raised on a platform of tooled sandstone blocks (with 
replacement limestone blocks intermixed) and reached by stone steps with molded treads, recent 
iron railings, and mortises for the original iron railing supports. The porch stands on four stone 
columns on tooled stone bases that are capped by simple Ionic capitals carved from sandstone, 
with flat Ionic wood pilasters against the house wall. The columns have scars ascribed to damage 
that occurred during Hunter's Raid in 1864, when shells landed around the house (see historic 
context). The form of some of the marks are consistent with damage caused by shell fragments, 
and others of round pitted form have been found to have traces of lead, supporting the tradition 
that they were created by miniballs. Other features of the porch include a beaded matchboard 
ceiling, recent iron railings, a recent pendant lantern-type light fixture, and a recent wood 
Chinese Chippendale roof-top balustrade that replaces a nineteenth-century balustrade of similar 
form (although perhaps not the same style). 

The porch shelters a front entry with sidelights and an elliptical fanlight. The six-panel door is 
flanked by fluted colomettes engaged only at their molded bases and caps, which support a 
cornice with a punched fringe-like molding. If Reid's watercolor elevation is to be taken literally, 
he intended the door panels to be painted white, the rails and stiles brown, and the woodwork 
of the surround itself ocher. The fanlight has delicate muntins that radiate from a central sunburst 
boss. The threshold is formed by a finely tooled and shaped sandstone block. Opening onto the 
balcony above the first-story entry is a second entry apparently adapted from an original window. 
The three-part windows have nine-over-nine sash on the fist  story, six-over-six sash on the 
second story, and three-over-three sidelights on both stories. The first-story windows have 
stuccoed splayed lintels, painted white in recent years. Below the first story windows, and 
corresponding to them in position on the front and rear elevations, are basement windows under 
segmental arches. These have sash behind horizontal wood-bmed vents (the "Bat frames" in 
Reid's specifications). The tops of these vent-windows mark the transition from course Limestone 
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rubble below to pencilled Flemish-bond brick above. 

Reid's elevation and section drawings depict a conventional gable roof with four gable-end brick 
chimneys and apparently projecting brick cornices. In the late antebellum period this original 
scheme was changed; the brick gable ends were continued up to form parapets, and wide friezes 
(painted white by the late 1860s) were added to the tops of the front and rear elevations. The 
chimneys project slightly from the gable ends and feature stepped shoulders with stepping also 
on chimney faces, an unusual treatment. Each gable features a double-sash window, and concrete 
steps lead down to a paneled wood basement door at the back comer of the northeast gable end. 

The pencilled brickwork of the ca. 1847 addition features stretcher-header courses every five 
stretcher courses. The portico has paneled square wood columns, Chinese Chippendale railings 
on both tiers, and beaded flush-board ceilings, all the woodwork painted white. The brick floor 
and steps date to the 1970s restoration. A door opening onto the lower tier has a decorative 
transom. Extending from the end of the addition is a one-story conservatory of pencilled six- 
course American-bond brick with a bay window containing four-over-four double-hung sash. The 
conservatory's rear elevation featured a bank of windows opening onto a rose garden; these were 
lost in 1959 when a one-story kitchen was added. The stretcher-bond-veneer kitchen has six-over- 
six sash windows and a rear-facing counter-height bow window. 

The eighteenth-century stone wing connects to the back of the ca. 1847 addition by a two-story 
stone and brick hyphen, the upper brick section later than the lower stone section. The stone 
wing has six-over-nine windows on the fust story, six-light windows in the upper story, a recent 
six-panel door in a historic pegged surround with a three-light transom, an interior end chimney, 
and beaded rake boards. 

Interior 

The 1821 plan and details are still very much evident on the interior of the house. Reid's plan 
(see Exhibit B) depicts a set of four rectangular rooms, two small front rooms and two larger 
second-pile rooms, connected to a front entry hall. These spaces have twelve-foot-high ceilings. 
The left-hand front room contains the stair. Alterations to this o r i w  plan occurred in the mid- 
nineteenth century when large doorways were inserted in the walls between the three non-stair 
rooms, and about 1959 when the stair was changed and partitions were added throughout to 
convert the home into a fraternity house. During the restoration camed out by the present owners 
the front stair was returned to its original position as shown in Reid's drawing. 
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The characteristic finishes of the house are first seen in the front entry hall, which has wood 
floors and plastered wall and ceiling finishes (floors throughout the house are original). As Reid 
specified, the hall and other rooms are "dadoed . . . with wash board and capingn; that is, they 
have flush-board wainscots with baseboards and chairrails. Originally the hall ceiling was flat, 
as in all the other rooms of the house, but in 1826 Sarah Reid had an arched ceiling added below 
the flat one at a cost of $6.20 (original green paint survives above the arched ceiling). Four 
doorways open into the other downstairs rooms, each hung with reproduction six-panel doors. 
The home's reproduction doors have stained finishes to conform with the original treatments, 
whereas the surviving original doors are either painted or stained. The original lock boxes, which 
were removed from the house prior to the restoration, have been replaced with antique locks that 
match the originals in size and placement. The doorways have molded surrounds with turned 
comer blocks with center buttons. All the surrounds are original except one replica. 

The hall's right-hand door leads into a small front room that Reid may have intended for his 
office; he specified a "plaFP" mantel for it (his emphasis), and its size and location would have 
been convenient for office use. The room has a conventional Federal mantel with reeded pilasters 
and end blocks in the frieze with unembellished elliptical panels. The fueplace has a recent 
surround of dark gray slate; most of the fireplaces in the house have recent marble surrounds in 
various hues. AU of the home's ten fireplaces and six chimneys are now fully functional. The 
present fireplace surrounds replace gray marble surrounds which had either been broken and 
removed or sold separately in 1959 with the home's furnishings. Between the small front room 
and the large one adjoining is a wide doorway with a pair of hinged double-leaf panel doors and 
an arched tympanum divided into two panels and surmounted by a molded keystone-like motif. 
The design of this opening suggests it was made in the mid-nineteenth century, at the same time 
other major modifications were made to the dwelling. 

Reid described the adjoining room, the large right-hand second-pile room, as a drawing room. 
For this room and the other second-pile room Reid specified "mouldings planted on 2 fancy 
chimney pieces." The drawing room mantel features fluted half-round pilasters, a tall bed 
molding, fluted tablets at the ends of the frieze, and a center frieze tablet with an elliptical panel 
and fan-motif comers. The Federal eagle design in the center tablet is a replacement. Between 
this room and the other second-pile room is a mid-nineteenth-century doorway with paneled 
pocket doors. 

The other second-pile room, described as a dining room in Reid's specifications, features a 
mantel with pilasters and basic frieze form similar to that of the drawing room mantel, but with 
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horizontal fluting in the center and end frieze tablets. Flanking the chimney in Reid's plan and 
sections are two cupboards, presumably for the storage of food items and dinnerware. When the 
ca. 1847 addition to the house was made a window on one side of the chimney became an open- 
faced display cabinet and the other cupboard was converted into a doorway leading to a back 
stair hall (see description of ca. 1847 addition below). Another notable feature of the room is 
an ornate plaster ceiling medallion with a center circular element and four triangular extensions; 
this feature probably dates to the thud quarter of the nineteenth century. 

The remaining fust-floor room of the 1821 section is the main stair hall, reached by the left-hand 
door of the front entry hall. Originally the stair had a two-run configuration with the longer 
upper run rising across the front window, and it was returned to this original arrangement in 
1983 during the restoration. Features include slender huned newel posts and balusters, ramped 
and eased circular-section hand rails, and simple curved tread end brackets. Reid called for 
"Stairs clean laid, with ramp and knee rail" in his specifications, and he directed that the stairs 
to the basement run under them (presently the basement is reached by a stair in the ca. 1840 
addition). 

The second floor is similar to the first in plan except that there is presently no analogue to the 
front entry hall. Reid's section drawings show a room in the same location as the entry hall 
below, but no architectural evidence has been uncovered to suggest that a room was ever created. 
There is a fireplace with a simple Georgian-inspired architrave mantel at the southwest end of 
the second-floor stair hall, which historically sewed as a sewing room. Reid specified mantels 
"in middleing style" for the second-floor spaces, and the three mantels plus the one in the stair 
hall are in fact less ornate than those on the first floor. The two in the second-pile bedrooms (one 
of which is now used as a library) are Federal in inspiration with recessed and molded panels 
in the pilaster faces and in the blocks at the ends of the friezes. The mantel in the smaller front 
room is similar to the one in the stair hall. Near the top of the stair from the first floor another 
stair with a closed stringer, an unusual slender turned newel post, and rectangular-section 
banisters rises to the attic. 

Visible in the semi-finished attic are straight-sawn rafters and collar beams, the former lapped 
at the ridge, the latter lapped and nailed to the rafters. Two partitions form a small hall-like 
space at the top of the stair from the second floor; these partitions are constructed of overlapping 
vertical chestnut planks, a construction technique also employed for the non-masonry interior 
walls on the lower floors. Finishes include molded door and window surrounds, sections of 
beaded chairrail affixed to the exposed brick gable-end walls, and a beaded batten door with a 
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wood lock box. The two-brick thickness of the exterior walls of the second story and attic are 
most apparent here; the fust story exterior walls are three bricks thick. 

The basement, which extends only under the 1821 section of the house (crawlspaces are under 
the other sections), is characterized by exposed stone walls (painted white), a concrete floor laid 
over the original brick floor, scattered decorative finishes such as a beaded door surround and 
a section of chairrail, and a ceiling of plaster over circular-sawn lath. The joists above the 
plaster-and-lath are whitewashed. The basement was used for parties during fraternity house 
period; a wooden bar and a raised stage for a band survive from this use. 

The interior of the ca. 1847 addition features Greek Revival detail such as simple door surrounds 
with concave profiles and blank corner blocks, and a fust-floor mantel with fluted pilasters, 
cyma pilaster caps, and a pedimented backband above the shelf. The back stair to the second 
floor has slender turned newel posts, rectangular-section banisters, and beaded flush-board 
sheathing in the spandrel. The late-nineteenth-century conservatory has window surrounds to 
match those in the ca. 1847 addition, as does its 1959 rear extension, which' served as a cook's 
apartment. The present kitchen to the rear was designed and constructed in 1!375 in the original 
space of the 1959 fraternity kitchen which later (after 1959) had been gutted and converted into 
a double bedroom. The ca. 1847 addition's second floor features one large bedroom with a 
Georgian architrave surround rescued from a building demolished in downtown Lexington, and 
augmented with additional moldings. The second-floor bathroom formerly served as the main 
bathroom of the fraternity house, with multiple showers, commodes, and urinals. It has now been 
considerably gentrified. 

At the back of the ca. 1847 addition's first-floor stair hall a batten door leads into a foyer that 
connects the original stone house with the other sections. The foyer's recent flagstone floor is 
several feet below the level of the front sections of the house, therefore it is reached by a set of 
steps provided with a Chippendale-style iron railing of recent manufacture. The foyer's outside 
entry has an original beaded batten door hung on unusual iron strap hinges with circular 
swellings near the pintels. The other two batten doors were fabricated for the restoration. All 
three doors have three-light transoms. 

The original stone house has a hall-parlor plan, the hall with its massive stone cooking fueplace 
later used as a kitchen when the 1821 section was built. The fireplace has a wood mantel shelf 
and a modern glass-fronted insert, but it retains its old iron crane. Rising along the hall-parlor 
wall (the parlor analogue has been made into a passageway and water closet) is a single-run 
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closed-stringer stair with a plank railing and simple square-section newel post with later 
reinforcing. Other features of the first floor include book shelves flanking the chimney, doors 
with salvaged antique wood lock boxes, and plain and molded door and window surrounds. The 
dominant feature on the second floor is the tapering and stuccoed mass of the chimney, which 
has a small fireplace and a Georgian architrave mantel with some replacement moldings. 

Outbuildings and Landscape Features 

The dependency (slave quarter) stands several feet beyond the conservatory and the ca. 1959 
fraternity addition (the present kitchen). It is constructed of two similarly-sized five-course 
American-bond units joined under a metal-sheathed gable roof with weatherboarded gables. The 
brickwork is thought to consist of discarded bricks and bricks left over from the construction of 
the 1821 house. In the nineteenth century the dependency had a two-bay frame second story with 
light-colored siding, probably weatherboards. The second story is evident in the 1867-70 
photograph and was removed between 1920 and 1926, according to Sanbom maps. The south 
unit has a narrow side window with a beaded surround and horizontal wood bars, the latter detail 
suggestive of a historic function as a meat house or d a i i .  Other exterior features include beaded 
batten doors, a nineteenth-century six-over-six window and a twentieth-century eight-over-eight 
window, and a stone foundation under the north unit. A small patio with basketweave brick 
pavement extends to the south. The interior features plaster-on-brick walls, plasterboard ceilings, 
and concrete floors. A brick chimney on the northwest wall of the north unit has a simple board 
mantel of domestic character that lends support to the tradition that the dependency also 
functioned as a slave dwelling. 

The carriage house appears to be present in the first Sanbom map that depicts the property 
(1913) and is definitely present by 1926. The building was converted to an automobile garage 
by 1926, at which time it was briefly appended to a two-stoq frame structure (gone in the 1930 
Sanbom map). The one-story frame building has three vehicle bays, a poured concrete foundation 
and floor, a metal-sheathed gable roof with weatherboarding in the gables, and a brick veneer 
dating to about 1980. A gravel driveway ends in a circle in front of the building. 

The lot itself preserves many historic features. Running along the Nelson Street sidewalk is a 
limestone retaining wall capped with large stones. A historic gate and set of limestone steps at 
the south end of this wall, at the comer of the post oftice property, has recent iron gates. A 
carefully shaped limestone mounting block formerly stood near this gate; it now serves as a 
sundial base and stands in the yard at the north end of the lot. Near the north end of the retaining 



OM8 rn NO. 102U1DI8 

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

Section number 7 Page 
Reid-White-Philbin House 

Lexington, Va. 

Description (continued) 

wall are reconstructed stone gate posts flanking the driveway entrance, one set with a bronze 
plaque reading "Evergreen House." A brick walkway follows the narrow strip of property along 
the southwest side of the post office to a set of small limestone steps on Lee Avenue. Other 
features include a massive flat boulder with a bowl-like surface identified as an aboriginal corn 
mill. 

During the restoration deteriorated brick walks were replaced with carefully designed forty-inch- 
wide walkways laid with some 10,000 pavers. When the City of Lexington decided to pave the 
property's Nelson Street sidewalk, the present owners contributed $2,500 for the bricks. A line 
of old boxwood separates the front of the property's Nelson Street exposure from the area 
behind, and other old box accent the brick walks. Tree species include sugar maple (an old 
specimen), mimosa, deodar cedar, red oak, redbud, crabapple, flowering cherry, Chinese golden 
raintree, magnolia, dogwood, ginkgo, ash, walnut, river birch, and Bradford pear. Three- 
quarters of the trees were planted by the present owners over the last quarter of a century. 
During the 1980s over fifty old English boxwood were lost to a fungus infection that has struck 
boxwood throughout Lexington. 

Integrity Statement 

The Reid-White-Philbii House possesses excellent integrity. The three principal sections of the 
house are clearly differentiated and none obscures the exterior character-defining features of the 
others. Those character-defining features--porches, the decorative front entry, windows, gable 
parapets, and so forth--are all present and accounted for. The interior underwent considerable 
change during the third quarter of the twentieth century when the residence was converted into 
a fraternity house, and some historic features such as the stair and several doors were altered or 
removed. However, these deficiencies were corrected during a restoration carried out by the 
present owners with the support of the Historic Lexington Foundation, which holds an easement 
on the property. The immediate and general surroundings also possess a high degree of integrity. 
An antebellum brick dependency which served in part as a slave dwelling among other uses 
survives, as does a ca. 1910 carriage house, although the latter has been altered. The yard 
preserves its nineteenth-century character, with shade trees, plantings of yucca and boxwood, and 
stone walls and steps--much as depicted in an 1867-70 photograph. The property is located in 
one of the least-altered sections of the Lexington Historic District, and hence the general 
surroundings retain their historic character. 
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Summary 

The Reid-White-Philbin House occupies a special place in the history of Lexington, Virginia. 
The substantial Federal-style brick house was begun in 1821 for Samuel McDowell Reid, who 
was locally influential in politics, economic development, and education. Reid designed the 
house, and his surviving watercolor elevation and section drawings provide a rare testament to 
the accomplishment of an antebellum Virginia "gentleman architect." The house is distinguished 
by an innovative plan, with the downstairs rooms and stair hall radiating off of an entry hall, and 
by such embellishments as an Ionic entry porch and Federal- and Georgian-inspired mantels. 
Also of architectural note are the stone kitchen wing--a preexisting house dating to the second 
half of the eighteenth century--a ca. 1847 side wing with tiered portico, and an antebellum brick 
dependency which served in part as a slave quarter. 

Samuel McDowell Reid succeeded his father as Clerk of the County Court in 1831 and he 
involved himself in the economic development of his community, but his primary significance 
lies in his long-term efforts on behalf of local education. He was a founder or trustee of several 
Lexington institutions, and he served as a trustee of Washington College (the present Washington 
and Lee University) for half a century until his death in 1869. It was in this latter capacity that 
Reid played a role in recruiting Robert E. Lee for the presidency of Washington College, an 
important event in the history of the college and its host community. Lee spent his fmt  days at 
Lexington in Reid's house. After Reid's death the property passed to his daughter Mary Louise 
White, wife of Washington and Lee Greek professor James Jones White, and the house remained 
in the Reid family until 1959 when it was sold and converted into a fraternity house by the 
Kappa Alpha Order. In 1975 present owners Brigadier General Tobias R. Philbin, Jr. and Anne 
S. Philbin began a rehabilitation that has restored the house to its antebellum grandeur. 

Applicable Criteria 

The ~eid-white-~hilbim House, which is a contributing resource in the Lexington Historic 
District (listed in the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National Register of ~ iGor i c  Places), 
is individuallv eligible for the National Reeister under Criterion C in the area of architecture as 
a substantial: sophisticated, and well prekved residence exhibiting Federal, Georgian, and 
Greek Revival influences, and for the survival of conceptual designs and specifications drawn 
by Samuel McDowell Reid, the orighal owner and architect. The property is also eligible under 
Criterion B in the area of education for its association with Reid, whose many and varied 
contributions to the Lexington educational community over half a century included involvement 
in recruiting Robert E. Lee for the presidency of Washington College. The period of significance 



OM3 W No. l m U a l 8  

United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet 

Section number _& Page 
Reid-White-Philbin House 

Lexington, Va. 

Statement of Significance (continued) 

for the property extends from ca. 1750, the rough beginning date of the architectural evolution 
of the house, through 1869, the year of Samuel McDowell Reid's death. The property is eligible 
at the local level of significance. Information in support of designation appears throughout the 
historic context. 
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Historic Context 

The architectural evolution of the Reid-White-Philbin House begins with the construction of the 
original stone wing sometime during the latter half of the eighteenth century. The land on which 
the house. stands was deeded to Samuel McClure by its original owner Benjamin Borden in 1752- 
-a date some historians take as the construction date of the stone wing--and From 1760 to 1782 
it was owned by the Campbell family, the owners of one of Lexington's earliest documented 
buildings (the former Jordan House on N. Main St., demolished in 1940). In 1788 the land was 
purchased by John Hopkins (d. ca. 1809), who is known from an 1819 deed to have lived on 
the property, presumably in the stone wing. David and Ann Hopkins, John's son and daughter- 
in-law, sold the house and slightly over one acre to Samuel McDowell Reid in April 1821 for 
$750. In April 1821 and August 1822 Reid purchased two adjoining parcels of .42 and 1.5 acres 
for $100 and $175. The 1822 purchase refers to "Reid's lot on which his house stands."' 

Samuel McDowell Reid (1790-1869), the son of first Rockbridge County court clerk Andrew 
Reid, soon began planning for a major building campaign. By the end of October 1821 he had 

' McClung, "Home of Doctor Reid White Jr.;" Lyle and Simpson, Archiremre ofHistoric 
Lexington, 7-10; and Rockbridge County Deed Book M, pp. 60,413, and 51 1, and Deed Book 
N, p. 260. 
































