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Deb t o r s  ' Pr i son  
AND/OR COMMON 

 LOCATION ~ a s t  s i d e  oE S t a t e  Route 764; 200 f e e t  n o r t h  of i n t e r s e c t i o n  o f  

STREET& NUMBER S t a t e  Routes 1 3  and 764. 

-NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

CITY, TOWN CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 

Accomac - VICINITY OF F i r s t  (Thomas N.  owning ) 

STATE CODE COUNTY CODE 

V i r g i n i a  51 . Accomack 001 

DCLASSIFI CA?I ON 

CATEGORY OWNERSHIP STAT U S 

-DISTRICT KPUBLIC YOCCUPIED 
XBUILDINGB) -PRIVATE -UNOCCU?IED ' 

-STRUCTURE -BOTH -WORK IN PROGRESS 

-SITE PUBLIC ACQUISITION ACCESSIBLE 
-OBJECT -IN PROCESS YYES: RESTRICTED 

-BEING CONSIDERED -YES: UNRESTRICTED 

-NO 

PRESENT USE 
AGRICULTURE LMUSEUM 
-COMMERCIAL -PARK 

-EDUCATIONAL -PRIVATE RESIDENCE 

-ENTERTAINMENT -RELIGIOUS 

-GOVERNMENT -SCIENTIFIC 
7 . . 

-INDUSTRIAL -TRANSPORTATION 

-MILITARY -OTHER: 

DOWNER OF PROPERTY 
NAME 
County of Accomack c /o  Accomack County Adminis t ra tor  

STREET & NUMBER 

CITY. TOWN STATE 

Accomac - VICINITY O F  V i r g i n i a  23301 

BLOCATION OF LEGAL DESCRIPTION 
COURTHOUSE. 
REGISTRY OF DEEQS.ETC. Accomack County Courthouse 
STREET 81 NUMBER 

. Accomac V i r g i n i a  

REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS ( 3 )  - s e e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  sheet::l 

TITLE 
(1) H i s t o r i c  American Buildings Survey Inventory 

DATE 

1958 );FEDERAL -STATE -COUNTY -LOCAL 

DEPOSITORY FPR 
SURVEY RECORDS Lib ra ry  of Congress - 
CITY. TOWN STATE 

Washington D. C,  
J 
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DESCRIPTION 

CONDIT ION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

-EXCELLENT -DETERIORATED -UNALTERED XORIGINALSITE 
XGOOD -RUINS XALTERED -MOVED DATE 

-FAIR -UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Accomack County Debtors '  Pr i son  s t ands  on a small  l o t  i n  t h e  c e n t e r  of t h e  
v i l l age  of Accomac, nea r  t h e  county courthouse. The o l d e s t  pub l i c  s t r u c t u r e  i n  
t h e  county, i t  was e r e c t e d  i n  1783 a s  a  j a i l e r ' s  house and converted t o  use  a s  a  
deb to r s '  p r i s o n  i n  t h e  e a r l y  n ine teen th  century.  

The Debtors '  Pr i son  i s  a small  (18'  by 3 0 ' )  one-story,  three-bay bu i ld ing  
cons t ruc ted  of b r i c k  l a i d  i n  Flemish bond wi th  glazed headers .  It o r i g i n a l l y  
formed the  southwest  c o m e r  of a  j a i l y a r d  w a l l  approximately 70 f e e t  square.  A 
p o r t i o n  of t h a t  w a l l  s t i l l  p r o j e c t s  l a t e r a l l y  from:the n o r t h e a s t : c o r r e r  of t h e  
bu i ld ing ,  and t h e  s c a r  of another  p o r t i o n  o f  the  o r i g i n a l  w a l l  may be seen a t  
t he  northwest  co rne r  of the  facade.  A two-course s tepped water  t a b l e  i s  employed 
on the  ends and..rear,(south)..facade.of t h e  house, but the  f r o n t  w a l l ,  w h i c h f a c e d  
o n t o  the  j a i l y a r d ,  has none. There a r e  an e x t e r i o r  end chimney a t  t h e  e a s t  end and 
an i n t e r i o r  chimney a t  t h e  west .  The window openings p r e s e n t l y  have modern nine- 
over-nine s a s h ,  bu t  both t h e  i r o n  l a t t i c e  covering them and t h e  heavy b a t t e n  doors 
d a t e  from t h e  conversion of t h e  bu i ld ing  t o  a  d e b t o r s '  p r i son  i n  1824. (A window i n  
t h e  e a s t  end and one i n  t h e  sou th  facade Bave been bricked up i n  t h e  present  century) .  
The box co rn ice  and s l a t e  roof a r e  a l s o  modern. 

The p l a n  i s  t h a t  o f  a  s i m p l e h z l l - a n d - p a r l o r  dwelling. One e n t e r s  t h e  l a r g e r  e a s t  
room, i n  the  s o u t h e a s t  corner  of which an enclosed s t a i r  r i s e s  t o  t h e  g a r r e t t .  

, The f i r e p l a c e  t rea tment  c o n s i s t s  o f  p l a i n b o a r d s  lapped i n  such a manner a s  t o  
. sugges t  a  c r o s s e t t e d  surround. There is  a s i m i l a r  chimneybreast t r ea tmen t  i n  the  

west room, which i s  o therwise  unembellished.,  The framed p a r t i t i o n  between t h e  . . 
: . . 
. two  rooms i s  'covered on both s i d e s  wi th  h o r i z o n t a l  beaded sheath ing .  

The Debtors '  P r i son  was p a r t i a l l y  r e s t o r e d  i n  1911, two yea r s  a f t e r  the  Associa t ion  
f o r  t h e  P rese rva t ion  of Vi rg in ia  A n t i q u i t i e s  took custody of t h e  bu i ld ing ,  and 
again  more thoroughly 'in 1953. 
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AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE - -  CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 
ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC -COMMUNITY PLANNING -LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE -RELIGION 

A R C H E O L O G Y - H I S T O R I C  -CONSERVATION -LAW -SCIENCE 
A G R I C U L T U R E  -ECONOMICS -LITERATURE -SCULPTURE 
ARCHITECTURE -EDUCATION - M I ~ ~ T A R Y  X-SOCIAUHUMANITARIAN 
A R T  -ENGINEERING -MUSIC 

-THEATER 
-COMMERCE -EXPLORATION/SETTLEMWT -PHILOSOPHY 

-TRANSPORTATION 
-COMMUNICATIONS -INDUSTRY -POLITlCS/GOVERNMENT LOTHER (SPECIFY) 

J N V E N T I O N  

Penology 

SPECIFIC DATES 1783; 1824 BUILDER/ARCHITECT 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

'Ihe small  b r i c k  Debtors! .Pr i son  ~ ~ J A C C O ~ ~ C  Court House s t ands  as  a r a r e  example of 
an e ighteenth-century  penal  s t r u c t u r e  i n  V i r g i n i a  and i s  the  o l d e s t  pub l i c  bu i ld ing  
i n  Accomack County. B u i l t  i n  1783 as  t h e  j a i l e r ' s  res idence  and conver ted  t o  use  
as  a d e b t o r s '  p r i s o n  i n  1824,  it is the  only  su rv ivor  o f a  ddmplex'which'originally 
included a j a i l  and j a i l y a r d  a s  we l l .  - 

The county c o u r t  o f  Accomack i n  1775 ordered  a committee t o  "plan and l a y  o f f  a 
Draught f o r  a new p r i s o n  f o r  t h i s  County." An inspec t ion  committee i n  1782 
approved of t h e  b u i l d i n g ,  but suggested " t h a t  a s u i t a b l e  w a l l  made o f  Brick around 
the  Gaol a t  a convenient  d i s t ance  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  necessary  and t h a t  t h e r e  ought t o  
be a smal l  house b u i l t  a t  t he  publ ic  expense ' in  one c o r n e r  and a d j o i n i n g  t h e  s a i d  
wa l l  f o r  t h e  r e s idence  of t h e  j a i l o r ,  wi thout  which we a r e  of op in ion  t h a t  t h e  
p r i sone r s  cannot be  kep t  i n  p e r f e c t  s ecur i ty . "  These new s t r u c t u r e s  were accepted 
by the  county i n  1784. Archaeological  t e s t i n g ' u n d e r t a k e n  i n  1969 by the  V i r g i n i a  
Historic.Landmarks Commission revealed  t h a t  t h e  1784 complex c o n s i s t e d  of a seventy-  
f o o t  square ,  br ick-walled j a i l y a r d  wi th  t h e  j a i l  i n  t h e  n o r t h e a s t , c o r y r  and the  
j a i l e r ' s  house forming p a r t  of t h e  sou th  w a l l  of t h e  >ard a t  t he  west  co rne r .  

The need f o r  r e p a i r s  t o  t h e  bu i ld ing  and a new s t a t e  law r e q u i r i n g  t h e  p rov i s ion  o f  
sepa ra te  f a c i l i t i e s  , fo r  .debtors  and f e l o n s  caused t h e  county t o  s t u d y  new uses  f o r  
the  bu i ld ing  during t h e  t h i r d  decade of the  n ine teen th  c e n t u r y .  ' A committee pointed 
o u t  t o  the  county c o u r t  i n  1824 t h a t  t h e  law d i d  no t  r e q u i r e  t h a t  they  provide  a 
j a i l e r ' s  house and t h a t  furthermore " there  a r e  few i f  any Counties i n  t h e  S t a t e  i n  
which houses a r e  provided a t  t h e  pub l i c  expense." It seemed t o  them t h a t  " the  
J a i l o r ' s  house might be  appropr ia ted  t o  t h e  purpose of a J a i l  f o r  t h e  confinement - 
of debtors  wi thout  i n j u r y  t o  t h e  public ."  Reversing t h e i r  p r e d e c e s s o r ' s  judgement, 
the  new committee thought  t h a t  "the c o n t i g u i t y  o f  t h e  J a i l o r ' s  House t o  t h e  J a i l  
furn ished no s e c u r i t y  f o r  t h e  s a f e  keeping of t h e  pr i soners ."  F u r t h e r  s tudy 
suggested " t h a t  i r o n  b a r s  t o  t h e  windows of inch  i r o n  and oak Batton doors t o  be 
hung o u t s i d e ,  is a l l  t h a t  i s  necessary  t o  be done t o  t h e  s a i d  house, t o  answer the  
purposes in tended,  because i t  i s  be l ieved t h a t  debtors  have no inducement t o  brake 

pr ison ,  t h e  Law a u t h o r i z e s  them wi th  l i t t l e  t r o u b l e  t o  d ischarge  themselves whenever 
they wish so  t o  do." The work was accomplished promptly, and t h e  j a i l e r ' s  house 
served i t s  new f u n c t i o n  untl1"the a b o l i t i o n  of imprisonment f o r  debt  i n  V i r g i n i a .  

I n  1909, t h e  o l d  j a i l  and w a l l  v e r e  demolished by t h e  county and custody o f  the  Debtors' 
Prison was e n t r u s t e d  t o  t h e  Drummondtown Branch o f  the  Associa t ion  f o r  t h e  Preserva-  
t i o n  of V i r g i n i a  A n t i q u i t i e s ,  which undertook a p a r t i a l  renovat ion  i n  1911 and a 
f u l l e r  one i n  1953. It servpxl,from 1911 t o  1927 a s  a l i b r a r y  and i s  p r e s e n t l y  a 
museum of  Accomack County h i s t o r y .  

D w 
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 STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICER CERTIFICATION 
THE EVALUATED SIGNIFICANCE OFTHIS PROPERM WITHIN THE STATE IS: 

NATIONAL- STATEX LOCAL- 

As the designated State Historlc Preservation Officer for the National Histor~c Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-6651. 1 

hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated according to the 
criteria :.nd procedures set forth by the National Park Service. 
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