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(7 DESCRIPTION 
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-FAIR -UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 
A sophisticated house which draws influence from its more academic contemporaries, 

Hobsonls Choice represents the vernacular version of a t r a d i t i o n  of  f ive -pa r t  houses i n  
Virginia. Constructed i n  the  l a s t  decade of the 18th century, t h i s  l a t e  Georgian house 
is located on Route 606 i n  Brunswick County, Virginia. 

Palladian i n  plan, Hobson's Choice is a one-story s t r u c t u r e  composed o f  a c e n t r a l  
pavilion with flanking wings connected t o  the  pavilion by hyphens. The e x t e r i o r  b r i c k  
walls a re  l a i d  i n  Flemish bond. While the br ick face is in s t a b l e  condition, s u b s t a n t i a l  
cracks i n  the ex te r io r  wal ls  have been crudely patched. As the facade b r i c k  does n o t  
evidence the  presence of an early porch, the  house may have been built without one. 
Brickwork v i s i b l e  i n  photographs taken during the 1940s ind ica te s tha t  a t  some poin t  a 
porch was constructed t o  shade the facade of the  center block. The p r e s e n t  porch d a t e s  
from a f t e r  1947 and repl ica tes  the  e a r l i e r  one i n  p i t ch  and perhaps i n  design. End 
boards te rn ina te  the  wooden cornice. The gable ends of the  c e n t r a l  block and wings pro- 
j ec t  forward; i n t e r i o r  end chimneys are  found i n  the  gable ends o f  the  wings and i n  t h e  
northern wall of  the  cen t ra l  block. Chimney caps a re  corbeled. Entrance is  gained 
through the  double doors of the  cent ra l  block and hyphens. The c e n t r a l  block doors 

C r e  flanked by double-hung sash windows with 919 l igh t s .  A l l  o t h e r  windows of  t h e  
riginal portion a r e  6/6 with the  exception of those found i n  t h e  northern wal l  of  t h e  

salon, which a re  9/3. Corners and window jo in ts  a re  defined by queen c l o s e r s ,  and jack 
arches without ganged bricks a r e  found above a l l  window openings of  tlle o r i g i n a l  s t ruc-  
ture.  The house is se t  on a rubble s tone foundation which has been p las te red .  

I 

Tne o r ig ina l  s t ruc tu re  is nearly i n t a c t  with additions found a t  the  nor th  and west 
elevations. Bu i l t  ca. 1860, t h e  most subs tant ia l  addition is found a t  t he  west eleva- 
t ion.  Used as a bedroom/living room, the  addition is  constructed o f  s tone  which has 
been plastered. A br ick  room was constructed i n  1947 a t  the r e a r  of  t h e  e a s t  hyphen, 
and t h i s  enlarged space i s  used a s  a bedroom. Finally,  in 1953 a frame enclosed porch 
w a s  b u i l t  a t  the  north elevation. 

In  plan Hobson's Choice is nearly iden t i ca l  t o  the  f i r s t - f l o o r  p lan  of another 
notable Southside house, Battersea i n  Petersburg. No apparent connection between the two 
s t ruc tures  has been discerned. The cen t ra l  block contains the entrance h a l l  and sa lon  
beyond; a small entry and the  bath a re  located i n  the  west hyphen, while t h e  west wing 
is divided i n t o  a l i v ing  room and kitchen. The e a s t  hyphen is comprised of  a small en t ry  
and a vacant room; two bedrooms f i l l  the  eas t  wing. 

A l l  i n t e r i o r  walls have been plastered and painted, and they a r e  s t r u c t u r a l l y  sound. 
Not a l l  of the  flooring is o r ig ina l ,  bu t  it has been painted i n  each room. Original  
moldings which a re  conservative i n  design and i l l u s t r a t e  a simple i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of 
Georgian influences a re  found'in the  f ive-part  portion of  Hobson's Choice. Raised- 
panel wainscoting frames the  lower walls  of the  entrance h a l l  and salon; c h a i r  r a i l s  

( ?c i r c l e  the remainin. rooms of the  or ig ina l  house. The salon conta ins  t h e  most o rna te  
.antf l ,  although it, too, is qu i t e  simple. Framing the  hearth opening, this mantel h a s  

no shelf and is marked by f ive  raised panels. Picture  r a i l s  run t h e  l eng th  of the e a s t  
and west walls of the salon. 

Entry i n t o  the  a t t i c  can be gained from three points. The roofing system is  common 
r a f t e r  w i t h  horizontal  na i l ing  boards. I 

A number of undistinguished 19th- and 20th-century outbui ldings are associated wi th  
the s t ruc ture ,  including a smokehouse, tobacco barn, tobacco s t r i p p i n g  house, corn crib, 

and a log-fiame stable. 
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The t h i r d  quar ter  of the 18th century saw the construction of an in t e r e s t i ng  group 
of P a l l a d i a - s t y l e  Virginia p lan ta t ion  houses characterized by a cen t r a l  block o r  
pavil ion w i t h  attached wings a s  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  Robert Morris's S e l e c t  Architecture,  1755. 
This form marks a departure from the rectangular s t ruc tures  that are iden t i f i ed  a s  
emblematic of the Colonial and Early Georgian periods i n  Virginia.  Discussion of three- 
and five-part  houses usually brings t o  mind the more laudable examples such a s  Brandon, 
Battersea,and the Randolph-Semple house. However, the Pal ladian mindset f i l t e r e d  through 
Virginia society  a d  was manifested i n  many vernacular in te rpre ta t ions .  Hobson's Choice 
is an exceptional exai~ple  of this in t e rp re t ive  process. Retaining much of i t s  or ig ina l  
fabr ic ,  Hobson's Choice exemplifies the  economic prosperity which Brunswick County 
experienced a t  t he  t u n  of the 18th century because of its th r iv ing  tobacco and cotton 
industr ies .  The ho.use a l s o  r e f l e c t s  t he  sophis t icat ion of i ts  bu i lde r ,  D r .  Richard Fei ld ,  
who had the PalLadian s t ruc tu re  b u i l t  about t h e  time of h i s  marriage t o  Ann Meade i n  
February 1794. No doubt Fei1.d was aware of the more subs tan t ia l  three- and five-part  
houses. 

Hobson's Choice s b n d s  on a t r a c t  of land purchased by F e i l d  from h i s  father-in-law, 
Andrew Meade, i n  1794. Rather than re fe r r ing  t o  an owner o r  s i g n i f i c a n t  person associated 
with the property, the  name "Hobson's Choice" comes from an English phrase meaning "the 
choice between taking e i t h e r  t h a t  which i s  offered o r  nothing." According t o  the  Random 
House Dictionary it is  a f t e r  Thomas Hobson (1544-1631) of Cambridge, England, who rented 
horses but  offered h i s  customers only the horse which stood nea re s t  the s t a b l e  door. A s  - 
the name has been associated with the property s ince i t s  ear ly  l i s t i n g  i n  the  county's 
records, it could ind ica te  t h a t  t h i s  was not the  o r ig ina l  owner's f i r s t  choice f o r  land, 
but t h a t  he had no a l te rna t ive .  In  1794 Fe i ld ' s  father-in-law owned over 4,000 acres.  
The 676-3/4 acres  purchased by Feild may not have been h i s  f i r s t  choice b u t  was instead 
a l l  t h a t  he was offered - Hobson's Choice. 

Fe i ld ' s  accomplishments and extensive inventory r e f l e c t  the prominent pos i t ion  which 
he must have held among h i s  peers i n  Southside Virginia. Born i n  1767, D r .  Fei ld  w a s  
educated a t  Edinburgh (h i s  family had s e t t l e d  i n  the  18th century i n  Virginia  from 
Scotland) and was well known fo r  h i s  exper t ise  i n  botany and astronomy a s  well  a s  i n  
medicine. Fei ld  was a l so  ed i tor  of The Intel l iqencer  and Petersburg Commercial Advertiser, -- 
and he was a member of the three e l ec to ra l  colleqes t h a t  s e n t  Je f fe rson  and Madison t o  the  
White House. 

Fei ld  enlarged h i s  holdings u n t i l  h i s  death i n  May 1829. I n  h i s  w i l l  Fei ld  l e f t  "the 
t r a c t  of land whereon I l i ve"  t o  be divided among h i s  th ree  daughters. H i s  remaining lands 
were t o  be divided among h i s  three sons. The inventory and s a l e  of Fe i ld ' s  property as  
recorded i n  the Brunswick County W i l l  Books comprise an extensive account of farm equipment 
l ivestock, s laves ,  and a s izeable  co l lec t ion  of household furnishings.  Most impressive 
is the l i s t  of books contained i n  h i s  personal l i b r a ry  which revea ls  Fei ld  t o  be a man of 
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7. DESCRIPTION 

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION 

The 5.5 a c r e s  which a r e  contained wi th in  t h e  bounds of t h e  Hobson's Choice nomindtion 
include t h e  house and a l l  outbui ld ings  a s soc ia ted  w i t h  t h e  s t r u c t u r e .  Although t h e  
nominated acreage i s  smal ler  than t h e  t o t a l  proper ty  acreage,  it encompasses a l l  

, s i g n i f i c a n t  bui ld ings .  

MH 
8. SIGNIFICANCE 

i n t e l l i g e n c e  and wide i n t e r e s t s .  Included among t h e  more than 130 t i t l e s  were works by 
such d iverse  au thors  a s  P lu ta rch ,  Shakespeare, and Erasmus Darwin, a s  we l l  a s  many 
medical t e x t s .  While t h e  se t t l ement  of F e i l d ' s  w i l l  was no t  completed u n t i l  t e n  yea r s  
a f t e r  h i s  death ,  Hobson's Choice w a s  so ld  t o  h i s  son, ~ h e o p h i l u s  Aqricola F e i l d  i n  1831. 
He sold  it t o  h i s  b ro the r ,  Richard W. F e i l d ,  i n  1834. H i s  son, George W. F e i l d ,  r ece ived  
it a s  a g i f t  i n  1852 from h i s  pa ren t s .  G. W.  F e i l d  r e t a ined  ownership a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  
1870. A t  t h a t  time t h e  proper ty  passed o u t  of t h e  family. 

Hobson's Choice is  now owned by M r s .  Nan Adms, who p lans  t o  s t a b i l i z e  the s t r u c t u r e  
and maintain it a s  a p r i v a t e  res iaence .  
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