7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

X excellent —— deteriorated ___ unaltered .—X_ original site

—_good ——ruins X __altered ___moved date _N/A e
_— fair — . unexposed

Describe the present and original {if known) physical appearance

SUMMARY DESCRIPTION

Situated on a 130.5-acre farm on the Rapidan River in southwestern Culpeper
County, Locust Grove is one of the earliest small farmhouses recorded in Piedmont Virginia.
The original structure was a one-room plan plank structure probably built in the third
quarter of the 18th century. Expanded in at least four major building campaigns over
the next half-century, the building had by and large achieved its present configuration
by 1840. Today the house is a l4-story log and frame structure featuring a central-
chimney, two-room plan main block flanked by early gable-end lean-tos and rear additions.
Carefully renovated in the 1970's, the building retains much of its early fabric. Unusual
architectural features include the central-chimney floorplan; the finely furnished full-
dovetail-notched plank walls of the original unit; remnants of the original crude interior
detailing in this unit; and a recessed, segmental-arched front entry of a type previously
vurecorded in Virginia,

ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS

The main house at Locust Grove occupies a slight rise near the center of a 130.5-acre
farm encompassing a U-shaped bend in the Rapidan River one mile east oft the village of
Rapidan. Situated at the center of a shaded, four—acre yard, the house affords a view
of the surrounding flat cultivated fields on both sides of the river. Willis Road
(VA Rt. 736), a little-traveled gravel-surfaced road, passes east-west in a straight line
about seventy~five yards north of the dwelling., The house itself faces east. A modern
garage—cum-workshop and a mid-19th century smokehouse stand side-by-side behind the house
to the west. About 250 yards west-southwest of the old dwelling stands a two-story frame
tenant house built in the late 1930's.

Though of modest size, the main house at Locust Grove is the result of four or more
building cempaigns spanning two centuries. Today, the house is a li-story weatherboarded
structure whose main block features asymmetrical four-bay fenestration. Covered by a
steep gable roof pierced by two modern Celonial-style dormers, the main block is flanked
by end lean-tos dating to the late 18th century or early 19th century. At the rear (west)
elevation, a modern cine-story lean-to and a two-story ell replace a«n earlier full-length
lean~to. The house rests on low rubblestone foundations, and lacks a basement, although
a small cellar serves as a furnace room under a 20th-century rear additiom,

The main block features a two-room plan centered on the original axial brick chimney.
(A chimney fire in the mid-20th century destroyed part of the roof and upper part of the
chimney, which was rebuilt in modern brick.) Flanking the main block are small single-
room lean-tos about seven feet in width., The modern rear additions, including a single-
story shed-roofed kitchen and a two-story dining room wing, exhibit a more complex plan.

Exterior detailing dates largely to the 1970s, although original weatherboards and
trim were retained wherever salvageable. The two front windows to the right of the doorway

are of mid-19th century vintage, while that to the left of the door is earlier, though

(See Continuation Sheet #1 )
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8. Significance

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below

— - prehistoric _ . archeology-prehistoric . _ community planning . _ _ landscape architecture ___ religion

. 1400-1499 ___ archeology-historic - . conservation .. law ... Stience

—1500-1599 ____ agriculture - ... 2CONOMics -—.- literature . — sculpture

— 1600-1699 X  architeciure __.. educatton .. military — . Social/

_X__1700-1799  ___ art . . engineering ——_ music humanitarian

. X_1800-1899 ___ commerce . exploration/settiement ___. . philosophy .. theater

— 1900~ . .communications .. . industry ——_ politics/government  ___ transportation
. -..— invention —-— other {specity)

Specific dates N/ Builder/Architect Unknown

Statement of Significance {in one paragraph}

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Located along the Rapidan River in southwestern Culpeper County, Locust Grove is a
rare example of a middle-class farmer's house of the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
The 14 story log and frame building exhibits a complex evolution. Begun in the 1780s
or 70s and gradually expanded until about 1840, it illustrates the gradual improvement
in living conditions enjoyed by many Piedmont farm families over the course of the early
Republican period. The earliest section of the house, which remains largely intact within
the expanded structure, is a one-room plan unit built of hewn horizontal planks (i.e.,
squared logs) joined by dovetail corner notching. Subsequent phases of building over
the next half-century - all in mortice-and-tenon frame comstruction - created an unpre-~
tentious weatherboarded structure with a two-room plan main block and lean-tos on three
sides. Possibly the oldest documented building of its size in Piedmont Virginia, it displays
several unusual architectural features, including full-dovetailed plank walling; a central-
chimney floorplan; remnants of its crude original detailing; and a recessed, segmental-
arched wooden entry porch that may be unique in Virginia. The building's well-documented
history enhances its interest. Inhabited continuously from 1774 to 1867 by Isaac Willis,
it remained in the hands of Willis descendants until the 1970's, when the present owners
purchased and restored it. Locust Grove is significant both because of its rare and well-
preserved architectural features, and because it graphically illustrates the austere living
conditions prevailing among even prosperous Piedmont farm families of the Federal and
antebellum periods,

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Locust Grove was erected by a member of the Willis family on land patented by Governor
Alexander Spotswood in the 1730's. Though best known for his political career and explora-
tion of the Virginia frontier, Spotswood was also an acquisitive landowner and entrepreneur;
as such, he was a leading figure in the colony's westward expansion into the Piedmont
during the first decades of the 18th century. Through a series of shrewd maneuvers during
his last years in office, Spotswood managed to accumulate a vast tract of some 85,000
acres on the western frontier, including the 40,000-acre Spotsylvania tyact straddliing
the Rapidan in what is now Culpeper, Orange, and Spotsylvania counties.

To satisfy mandatory land-seating requirements, Spotswood and his heirs granted
attractive long~term leases on the Spotsylvania tract - some extending a full generation
or more — to some one hundred farm families unable to afford tracts of their own. Locust
Grove Farm probably originated as one of these leases. In April 1767 William Willis,

(See Continuation Sheet #3)




































