


A s  o r i g i n a l l y  b u i l t  Sweet Br ia r  was a t y p i c a l  Piedmont Federa l - s ty l e  
b r i c k  farmhouse, f e a t u r i n g  a hipped roof ,  a two-level pedimented por t i co ,  
and e x t e r i o r  end chimneys. Although the  o l d e s t  s e c t i o n  of the  house has 
a s i n g l e  p i l e  p lan ,  i t  has a centered  two-story r e a r  e l l  which may be 
o r i g i n a l .  I n  1851, the  house underwent an  extens ive  remodelling i n  an  
a t tempt  t o  transform i t  i n t o  a n  I t a l i a n a t e  V i l l a - s t y l e  count ry  house. 
The o r i g i n a l  po r t i co  was removed and s u b s t i t u t e d  by a two-level arcaded 
p o r t i c o  with a one-story verandah a c r o s s  the  facade. The p l a i n  molded 
cornice  was replaced by a simple modil l ion cornice .  At t h e  ends o f  the  
house were placed two th ree - s to ry  I t a l i a n a t e  towers of s l i g h t l y  uneqcT, 
he igh t  and form. Both towers, however, f e a t u r e  th ree -pa r t  windows on-  
the  upper l e v e l s  and ornamental i ron  balconies.  Botli towers a l s o  a r e  
topped by shallow hipped roofs .  The e n t i r e  house was pa in ted  a uniform 
cream c o l o r  wi th  white  t r i m .  Following these a l t e r a t i o n s  and a d d i t i o n s ,  
the  house received f u r t h e r  a d d i t i o n s  on the  r e a r  a t  d i f f e r e n t  t imes, p a r t  
of which may d a t e  from the  ea r ly - twen t i e th  century.  

CONDITION 

Most of the  i n t e r i o r  t r i m  o f  the  o r i g i n a l  s e c t i o n  su rv ives ,  al though some 
of the  mantels have been replaced by Vic tor ian  ones. 'Ihe o r i g i n a l  woodwol 
is of the  s imples t  type, with no outs tanding d e t a i l s .  Much of the  t r i m  
i n  the ent rance  h a l l  was replaced a s  a r e s u l t  of a f i r e  i n  1927. The 
simple t r i m  i n  the  tower rooms complements the  f i n e  Vic to r i an  f u r n i t u r e ,  
much of which was purchased by the  Fle tcher  family i n  Phi ladelphia  and 
New York e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  the  house. The f i r s t  f l o o r  tower rooms a r e  
f u r t h e r  enhanced by e l a b o r a t e  bronze chande l i e r s  and marble mantels. * .  

-Many ~ l e t c h e r  p ieces  remain i n  the  r e s t  of i h e  house,' m a k i n g t h e  p lace  
an . important . document of mid-nineteenth century i n t e r i o r  decora t ion .  . ,  
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The house i s  s e t  i n  a spacious  informal park f e a t u r i n g  ornamental t r e e s  
a n d  numerous l a rge  boxwood. ' ~oxw6od' i n  f r o n t  of t h e  house that 
o r i g i n a l l y  l ined  a c i r c u l a r  d r i v e  have grown t o  g r e a t  he igh t  and make 
a handsome frame f o r  the  facade. I n  t h e ' r e a r  of the  house is an  
e a r l y  bu t  l a r g e l y  r e b u i l t  ou tbu i ld ing  t h a t  belonged t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l  farm 
complex. 
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iT .ATu* lNT  O c  SIGNIF ICANCE . .. 
skeet ~ r i a r  ~ o & e  wasprobably b u i l t  i n  the f i r s t  quarter of the 
nineteenth century by the Crews (or Crouse) family a s  a six-room, 
T-shaped farmhouse. The land on which the house was b u i l t  was 
par t  of a grant by the crdihi''EoGeorge Carrington in  1770. A t  a  
public auction i n  1830, the property, known a s  Locust Ridge, was 
bought by El i jah Fletcher, a New England school teacher who had 
come to  Virginia i n  1810. 

E l i jah  Fletcher was the owner and publisher of The Virginian, a 
Whig newspaper in  Lynchburg; he a l so  served as  the mayor of tha t  c i t y .  
Mrs. Fletcher, the former Maria Antoinette Crawford of nearby Tusculum, 
changed the name of the property t o  Sweet Briar, fo r  the abundance 
of wild roses that  grew there. A t  f i r s t  a weekend r e t r e a t ,  the 
Fletchers made Sweet Briar t he i r  permanent home i n  1846. In  the spring 

.. of 1851, Fletchel; began the enlargewnt  of the house by thy addi t ion 
.c. , %  I ..'. , .., ,. , ,,.. 

of 'ti;e3t'o"er wings ir id ' the conne'cting arcaded 'p&r t ico ' i< the  1 t a l i an  
Vil la  s ty l e .  The project  was completed i n  about eighteen months. 

After Fletcher 's  death i n  1858, h i s  daughter Indiana inherited the 
house. In  1865 she m r r i e d  Ja&s Henry Williams; an Episcopal 
clergyman, and two years l a t e r  t h e i r  only chi ld ,  Daisy, was born. 
Daisy died when only s e v ~ d t e e n  years old, and i t  was i n  her  &mry 
tha t  her sorrowing parents mde  plans to  found a school for  g i r l s  
and young women. The college was established i n  accordance with 
provisions of Mrs. Williams' w i l l ;  i t s  char ter  was granted by the 
Commonwealth of Virginia i n  1901; and the f i r s t  students matriculated 
i n  1906. The house now serves a s  the residence for the president of 
Sweet Briar College, one of the nat ion 's  most prestigious women's 
colleges.  

As a r e s u l t  of the 1851 remodelling, Sweet Briar House stands today 
a s  a major example of the I t a l i a n  V i l l a  s t y l e  i n  Virginia. I n  a sense 
Sweet Briar achieved i t s  picturesque e f f e c t  i n  much the same manner 
a s  i ts  prototype, the vernacular I t a l i a n  farmhouse - through a l t e r a t i o  
and addit ions.  Unfortunately the a r ch i t ec t  of the remodelling is 
unknown, although an unsigned contemporary rendering of the facade 
showing its addit ions survives i n  the College Library. Not only is 
the qua l i ty  of the picturesque evident i n  the a rch i tec ture  of the 
house, but the informal gardens o r ig ina l ly  l a id  out by El i jah  Fletcher 
d i sp l  y a roarrntic i n s  i r a t i o n  as w e l t .  The many la rge  boxroode have 
long teen  a favori te  a t t r ac t ion .  
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