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DESCRIPTION

"~ 7 CONDITION ' CHECK ONE ~ CHECK ONE
Hexcerreny —DETERIORATED X unaLTERED X oRiGINAL SITE
—GOOD —RUINS —ALTERED —MOVED DATE
—FAIR —UNEXPOSED

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND OR!IGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Glen Arvon is a 1187 acre working farm located along the upper James River in the rolling
hills of Virginia's Piedmont. Much of the hilly part of the property is wooded; the

area around the house as well as the rich bottom lands are cleared for grazing and cultiva-
tion, The main house is situated on a high bank with a sweeping view of the river to

the east and is approached from the northwest by a road winding along a cleared ridge.
Between the property's high and low grounds is the river line of the Chesapeake and Ohio
Railvoad, the tracks of which are laid on the towpath of the old James River and Kanawha
Canal. ‘

The grounds imrmediately around the maim house are very attractive, A circular drive

leads up to the west front, and in and around it are informally placed shade and orna-
mental trees as well as fine shrubbery. Broad lawns dotted with trees are to the north
and south, The level area before the east front is treated as 'a formal terrace overlooking
the river and bottom lands.

As originally built, the architecturally formal main house was the twin of Point of Fork,
a plantation house several miles downstream=~-both houses being erected at approximately
the same time by brothers, The east or river front of the 50' x 40', two-story brick

structure has five bays and a center doorway. The doorway was once sheltered by a one-

story porch (which may have been original), but it has since been removed. The asymmetri-
cally placed four bays of the west or land front are, by contrast, sheltered by a two-story
Greek Doric portico. The portico originally had a gallery extending across the facade at
the second-story level but it was removed, and in its place was hung a small balcony in
front of the second-floor doorway. The portico cornice, like that around the rest of the
house, 18 ornamented with Doric mutules. Other architectural embellishments include
stuccoed panels between the principal first-and second-floor windows on all but the west
front. The principal windows have square white marble sills and lintels. Each lintel

has turned corner blocks, White marble is also used for the plain water table extending
around the house, The brickwork throughout the exterior is in exceptionally refined
Flemish bond and is unflawed except where the porch on the east front was removed. Crown-
ing the house is a shallow hipped roof with a balustrade around its crest and four in-
terior end chimneys. Side entrances are located in the western bay of the north side

and in the middle two bays of the south side. The gsouth entrances were sheltered by a
lattice pergola in the early twentieth century; it is unknown if the pergola was an orig-
inal feature, Except for minor alterations, the exterior is in an excellent state of
preservation aud is well maintained. The columns have been restuccoed in the past year
with the stucco being lefit its natural tan color.

Glen Arvon's plan consists of a central hall extending on an east-west line through the
house with a pair of rooms on either side. In the middle of the hall is a richly deco-
rated elliptical arch. An exceptionally handsome spiral stair with carved brackets,
square balusters, and paneled spandrel ascends against a curved wall in the hall's south-
west corner. South of the hall are spacious double parlors, the western one being
slightly smaller because of the projection of the stair. into the space. The parlors
are connected by a wide opening that appears to be a twentieth-century alteration. The
Georgian Revival-style mantels likewise appear to date from the twentieth century. The
rest of the architectural decoration is unpretentious--molded plaster cornices and
symmetrical architrave trim with turned corner blocks. —
The large room in the northeast corner is treated similarly to those across the hall; -
however it has a mnineteenth-century slate mantel, The size of the northwest room has
‘ (see Continuation Sheet #2)
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been decreased by the bringing forward of the east wall in order to create a
service area between the north rooms and to install an elevator.

The second-floor plan corresponds to that below., Modifications include the in-
stallation of bathrooms in the east end of the hall and between the south rooms.
The bedrooms are architecturally plain; there are no cornices. Three of the bed-
rooms retain closets on one side of their respective fireplaces.

The basement was originally an unfinished storage area. It has been remodeled
by the present owners and now contains the dining room, a modern kitchen, and )
service areas. The interior as a whole is well maintained and has a stately
atmosphere., Essential modernizations have not diluted the antebellum flaver.

The only significant early outbuilding remaining at Glen Arvon is a two-story
brick servant's house located immediately to the northwest of the main house,
The single-pile, four-bay structure is covered by a gable roof and has interior
end chimneys. A one-story, shed~roof porch with turned columns shelters the

middle three bays., The building's first-floor plam consists of two rooms separated

by a narrow enclosed stair. Exterior doors lead into each of the two rooms as
well as into the stair. The building has been remocdeled to serve as a comfortable
guest house,
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The dwelling house at Glen Arvon Plantation displays the high architectural guality
found in many of the antebellum mansions lining the upper James River. Following the
Colonial period, numerous great estates were established in the region west of Virginia's
fall line, and in the houses they erected, the planters exhibited as keen an interest in
fine design and construction as the previous generation had done in the Tidewater section.
Glen Arvon is especially distinctive in that it is one of a pair of identical houses.

It and its twin, Point of Fork, just downstream, were built at the same time by two
brothers. Both houses are characterized by graceful proportions and refined detailing
coupled with large Greek Doric porticoes, thus demonstrating the stylistic transition--
from the delicate Adam Style of the Federal Period to the more massive Greek Revival
Style~-that was occurring in Virginia in the 1830s.

Glen Arvon was originally part of a much larger estate known as Fork Flantation owned

by William Galt, a native of Scotland who came to this country about 1770. FHe settled
in Richmond where he became a prosperous merchant. His concern for his poorer relatives
back home prompted him to have his great-nephews, William (born 1801) and James {(borm
1295) sent to Richmond where he could bring them up to assist in his business ventures.
Tork Plantation was inherited jointly by the brothers when William Galt died around 1825,

They evenly divided the plantation in 1834 with William taking Glen Arvon, the upper tract,

and James taking the lower tract, by then called Point of Fork. The county tax recdrds
show that in 1836 each brother had made a $12,000 improvement to his plantation, indicat-
ingz that the two houses were built at that time., It has long been a tradition that
Willizm Galt (I) had the houses built for his great-nephews, However, since the houses
obviously were built some years after Galt's death, the only possible basis for truth in
this tradition is that Galt may have earmarked funds for the construction to be used at
the brothers' convenience. In any case, the houses may have been built identically
simply because the brothers wanted to economize on architect's fees,

William Galt IT died at Glen Arvon in 1851. His widow was forced to sell the house,
many of its contents, farm equipment, livestock, slaves, and a large part of the land

' the next year. An inventory and auction record made at the time of the property disposal

indicates that Glen Arvon was a well-appointed place. Among the items listed in the
household auction records are a $300 piano, $462 worth of silverware, over 800 books,
and 212 bottles of Madeira wine, The approximately 175 slaves sold off the plantation
brought a total value of $83,795.

Glen Arvon was purchased from Mrs. Galt by Charles Boswell. He moved in with a sixteen-
vear-old woman by whom he had several children. Boswell died unmarried in 1874. Follow-
ing his death, the plantation was sold to Richmond businessman Franklin Stearns, one of
the largest landholders in Virginia's history. Glen Arvon was inherited by Franklia
Stearns, Jr. and it eventually became the home of his ex-wife following their divorce.

- Ia 1910 the former Mrs. Stearns, who had since married a Mr, Stokes, sold the place to

(see Continuation Sheet #3)
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the McKay family. It passed through several more owners until 19353 when the house
and 1200 acres were purchased by the late W. F. O'Brien, whose widow is the current
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION _
The 1187 acres comprising the property of Glen Arvon are bounded by a line beginning
at a point located on the west side of the James River 4200 feet south southwest of
the southern tip of Spicer's Island; thence extending 1000 feet slightly west north-
westward to intersection with Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad tracks; thencecurving 2000
feet slightly northwestward; then 900 feet due north, then 1800 feet northwest; thence
extending 5650 feet southwestward to intersection with State Route 655; then continuing
5700 feet southwestward at a lesser angle to the James River; then following the low
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