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sAdc.i .,aLzir ;s i: :aissa~~; 3 c r n p i c i -  SOU::,S~O.~ Yirzinla plancacion 
cornpie:< concaininrj. the pnysicai fabric of a very prosperous 
piantation dating f=om the late eighteenth century to the early 
twentieth century. It consists of thr main house (built in at 
least three stagesi, aiong with the plantation yard encompassing 
a brick kitcnen, 3 aairv, a sash-houss, 5xo smokehouses, trjo sheds, 
a cool-storage building, a privy, a stabie, a barn, and a slave 
cabin. To the north of the main house is the farmyard, including 
a corncrib, tk.0 machine sheds, a toolshea, and a garage. A 
late-eighteenth-centurc schoolhouse completes the comples of 
buildings. Also on the property is the familr cemetery and two 
significant landscape features: a boxwood garden and terraced 
.,-eqetablr gardens. 

ARCHITECTCRAL A X A L C S I S  

The exact archltecturai evolution of the maln house at Black Kalnut 
1s unknorjn; however, the house's history can be surmised based upon 
physical evidence and historical information. The house probably 
began around 1754 to 1790 ( 1 )  as a frame, single-pile, four-room 
house of either one story, or one and a half stories, with 
one-story end wings and two interior chimneys. The nest phase 
probably occurred sometime in the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century, when the central section of the house was raised to two 
stories. In 1848, according to land tax books shorjing an increased 
assessment "for improvements"(2), the house was altered again, this 
time with a substantial two-story frame addition parallel to the 
existing house, along with a connecting hyphen, together giving an 
overall H-shape to the house. The new section then became the front 
of the house. 
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Siaci i  Wainut is an important Xalifas County plantation dating from, 
,. "ne I ?ate eiahteenrh .zenc.;r:-. This interesting assen'blage of 

. >  buildings represents a complete and i;eii-presecy:eu iarse farm of 
the period from the late eighteenth century to the early tuentieth 
century, iiirh only a iek- changes made since that time. Included 
on the property is the full range of plantation buildings, 
including manor house, slave quarters, kitchen, dairy, and 
smokehouses. The comples represents one of the largest and most 
;rcs;erocs farss in Hal"--- I,&.. " ..sunty in the nineteenth centlury, which 
in its period of hiphest output in the middle of thar: century, 
produced a wide range of agricultural produccs including an 
unusuailx large tobacco crop. 

The period of significance extends to 1928 to include the agricultural outbuildings added 
during William Sims's ownership of Black Walnut (1914- 1928). 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The Black Walnut land was originally a 3,100-acre parcel patented 
by Richard Randolph in 1741. This tract was part of a larger 
10,300-acre parcel granted to Randolph; when Halifax County was 
founded in 1752. this port.ion was included sith the new county. 
Randolph's son John Randolph sold the 3,100 acres to William Sims 
in 1752.(1) Although the Randolphs' home was in Henrico County, 
the Black Walnut property was referred to in the deed as a 
"plantation," a term which usually indicated a settlement, no 
matter how small.(2) It is likely that the property was occupied 
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l andscape  f e a t u r e s  t h a t  have h i s t o r i c a l l y  been p a r t  o f  Black Walnut and t h a t  
x a i n t a i n  h i s t o r i c  i n t e g r i t y .  
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var1er.y or' door stvies, lnciuaing three e a i  paneis, sis 
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The main stair has s L configuration ~ r t h  a Landing running 
parallei to the front of the house severai steps beiow the 
second-floor level. The stair features simpie applieri details 
xnaer :he treads, a paneled enclosure, rectangular baiusters, and 
simple turned newels. The open-string secondary stalr ln the 
hyphen has an L shape with rectangular balusters and cnamferea 
square newels. 

The attic floor has simple flat xindow and door moldings. Also 
... - ; 1 1  - . ; J - . . . ~ c  n the attic o r  is an originai esterior a irith , 

snutterec xindow opening intact) dividing the northernmost room 
from the rest of the attic floor. This seems to indicate that the 
i84Os front section of the house had a different configuration wnen 
it &as first built; possibly the northernmost bay :Gas originally 
onir one or one-and-a-half stories. 

.ilteracions to the house subsequent to the 1840s have been , ' ~  

relatively few. Two rear porches were added, one now screened and 
one enclosed. A kitchen was installed in the northern one-story 
wing, and bathrooms were added unobtrusively. Overall, the house 
has retained its character and integrity and is today quite close 
to its appearance in the mid-nineteenth century. 

The earliest outbuilding on the plantation, the schoolhouse stands 
to the southeast of the main house, and probably dates from the 
late eighteenth century. This one-and-a-half-story frame building 
has an exterior stone chimney on the east gable end, a 
steeply-pltched roof, box cornice, beaded siding with wrought 
nails, six-over-six-sash windows, and a sis-panel door. The 
interior displays late-eighteenth-century woodwork including a 
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especially iikeiy in the one-story xings. 

2 .  Various dates, from 1848 to 1 8 5 7 ,  have been gix-en for this 
additisn. The Lana tas books ahou a jump in the ssssssed calue 
of the parcel o? John Sins's land containing c.he house in 
both 1 8 1 8  and 1 The latter's being a statewide 
reassessment year ssplains the increase shown in that year. 
The 1 8 4 8  increase is explained in the remarks section of the 
book as being "for improvements", making 1818 very likely the 
year of the front section addition. 
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by 3 caretaker or Tenant fmner. Sims, along with hs brothers David and Matthew, noved to 
gaiifxx a?:.:oufity 3os2~rj :""Q: .- ?-? he :or _--, ... . . . . . ;d :he propez;; :a X,fat~!e?v. in i ; :+ >fat:h;:5. Sims 

: % . - - .  , ?.I) :?cres ro Dav!a Sims. -?1!hc~ch :he PVZCI; rite or S O C S L ~ C ~ O ~  .2i ~ k e  oe,ni?.ai sec~cn - 
sf rtle <sear ;lous? is not known. ic is prooaoie rirar ir fails between the ywrs i774 (the year of 
tianhew's -.meage -o >.ye:., Ltay ?t  r!lu!ot!e C~ur?!::) xd !7?0, !he ::e- ;.!'>is riezt!. when 
, . 
?is *xicow :ezelved 325 zcres and "rhe mansion house."(3) .Matthew's nephew john. who was 
David Sims's only son , iu r~ , :~~2d  -.. -"- :his par? of :he prope.9 from all heirs in 1809.14) The entire 
!=?: y:?~ nzifi+ :~de: jckz sj-s'; r x p ~ k i ? .  

John Sims is largely responsible for the appearance of Black Walnut as it exists today. Educated 
at Harnpden-Sydney College. he did not come into possession of his father's property until he 
came of age in 1803.(5) From that time until his death in 1852, Sims built Black Walnut into 
a very large and prosperous estate consisting of 2,491 acres and 150 slaves.(6) Black Walnut 
at this time was one of the largest and most productive farms in Halifax County.(7) By 1852, 
the value of John Sims's land holdings was exceeded in Halifax County only by those of James 
Cole Bruce of Berry Hill.(8) Sims's prosperity was such that he added substantially to his house: 
probably in 1848(9) he constructed the two-story frame front(east) section consisang of two large 
square rooms upstairs and downstairs with a central hall and stair. 

Tne property passed to his son William Howson Sims, who was living in the house with his 
family (he had manied in 1844 and had three children by the time his father died).(lO) Like his 
father, William Sims had gone to Hampton-Sydney and came home to farm his ancestral land. 
During the Civil War, the only battle fought in Halifax County, the Battle of Staunton River 
Bridge, took place on Black Walnut property in 1864, as the Union army tried to take the 
Confederate fort in the location.(l I) 

During Black Walnut plantation's heydey in the mid-nineteenth century, its main product 
consisted of grain crops, tobacco, and dairy product, along with the raising and sale of beef and 
pork.(l2) The 1850 Agricultural Census listed the production of the plantation as follows: 
tobacco, 60.000 pounds; wheat, 1,500 
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jusbels: rye, 10 bushels; Cndizn corn, 5 , 0 0 0  husnels; 33ts. 2,500 
L..- - IJh~ls  ; ~uc!~::CZI:, 1.2 It~shels ; z c t t n .  13C ;sun,3c : : S C C  
paiinis; ?la:;, 2 3 0  paiinis: r'lassted, 2s bushels; Lay, 5 isns: zlovtr 
. - - - -  . - .. .., .-..--a - . - - -- . . , . . - .  . . . ;==;, -. --; ..-- ;. ___"i. 2:s : . e - z .  ,;is; >?;A~ce. i  ::zl-: .:., : ia. i*-s . - . - - .  . 
;i . 7;S.q ~ ~ t , ~ L 3 t ~  . . ! ' r  E L . P P T  3,7?''r30S , 1-2"- : . : t j  -,3: '--- : - -  
..,,--a- 

. , . . . . ~ ~ : ~ e ~ t z c z  :nci-sez ;; nzrses, ; 3 ~ 1 3 5 ~  2 z c .$ . . - . - - ,  ;. ..- -..;- .?n - - -  - -  -.; - - :  *".. . . . - -  . . . . - . - -  5 :  . L i - 2 ; ~ C i . S i i j G  - .- .. :'?5!17 S i n s  kac .?.or$ 1125 5 ~ : : ;  I?. .3~it i . . .? .z1zr.  ::5 .:?;i.~~?a-.-?< . .... . . . . .  . . . 
. :  . - -  :;npr--.-es zc r *s  3r.c - ,  ~ ' u u  ' ~ n i . ~ i p r 3 ' . . ~ ~  3cr0s 1.7 I::'J 1s Z C : C Z ~ C -  

, - - -  - .- . , ,I . - . , -  -" ? u u 0  improveci a c r e s  m a  i ,  'GI~ unimprcvei Acres in L J ~ J  I ,  :?is - _ _ . _ -  1 -.<-_.. - . . .  7 - -&-c:i-L.d?3* -=risL,s -5s :=s5 -ri > "  -,,..... 2s zh;;;; ::. :25: 
aii areas but wheat.(ll) 

Throughout the mid-nineteenth century at Black Kalnur, tobacco uab . . 
the largest cash crcp; indeed, even in 1870 =hen Black kalnut'a 
output sf tobacco ;as lass than half of unat it had been in 1360, 
William H. Sims %as still one of the top five tabacco producers in 
che Roanoke District.( 1 4 1  By 1880, in addition to the variety 
of the plantation's products, the farm produced perishable sarket 
products such as eggs and fruit, probably making use of the nearby 
railroad line to transport them to markets.(lsJ 

Sefare the Civil War, the white population of Slacic 'n'alnut 
consisted of the immediate family, three or four overseers (living 
in thelr own houses), and usually a teacher for che Sims children. 
The black population, which far outnumbered the ~hite, xas a11 
slaves, living in separate houses. There were, for esampie, 116 
siaves living in 23  houses in 1860, averaging four people per 
nouse.tl6) After the war, the black/white ratio changed but 
little, as did land ownership. Most of the free blacks in the 
vicinity rented Black Walnut land or worked as paid laborers for 
the Sims family.(l;) 

The Sims family and its holdings suffered only slightly as a result 
of the war or the Reconstruction period following. The major 
change had to do with slave ownership. The 116 slaves reported by 
Killiam H. Sims in the 1866 census seem largely to have stayed on 
the property after the war as tenant farmers or laborers.(l8) 
Upon the death of William H. Sims, the house and three hundred 
acres went to his wife Sallie J. Wilson Sims and his unmarried 
daughter Maria Clark Sims.(l9) Before he died, he had deeded in 
1880 to his son John Sims a six-hundred-acre tract along the. 
Staunton River, which became Fort Hill Plantation.(ZOl Also in 
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- 
1880 he passed 385 acres to his son William Bailey Sims; this included the house and property 
known as Eagewood, to the north of Black Walnut. William B. Sims had previously lived with 
his wife (Annie Cameron Ruffin, a descendant of Thomas Ruffin. former chief justice of North 
Carolina)(21) and famiiy in the Black Wainut house. Although in the 1880s and 1890s the land 
was Crrgzen!cd srnong seved owners. r j e  farm was still ~ j n  by the family 3s 3 sing!e zit.(",) 

.A?izn Maria Garit Sims died in i91.1. sne ieft ail g i  qer ?r@pery, inc!uding Black Walnut, ro 
her brother Wiiiim Sims. who &!en cooic up residence there.123) He died in :9"; 8 d  ieft all 
or LGe ?rc~.rzy ro his widow. who operated s!e fam and lived there with her unmarried daughter 
iane Ruffin Fims. !o whnm !he !eft !he 5~111se ?r?d 559 zczz mkm :he died in !047.(24) 'Re 
farm and the Edgewood property were divided among ail three of William B. and Annie Sims's 
children, but Jane Sims and her sister Anne Ruffin Wallerstein (who had returned to Black 
Walnut following her husband's death) re-consolidated it by buying their brother's share from 
h is  widow.(25) After both sisters died. the present owners bought the 1,674-acre property. 
William Watkins is a direct descendant of Mary ("Maria") Wilson Sims Garrett. John Sims's 
daughter; thus the property remains in the hands of the Sims family descendants even today.(26) 
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. . -. i s :  A .  . '  2 z e  . ; : z  i Slnc:r .- . - - . .  . . - 
n d ~ ; l u ;  . - ; ; l n iA ; j~ , ? ,  , . i c e ,  iiai1ia:i 
County," unpublished paper prepared by The Cultural Resource 
Group, Louis Berger and issociates, East Orange, NJ, January, 
1990, p .  4 .  . 

.) . Ciiiiam and !!cKinne:.-, p. 5 4  

4 .  - Ibia. 

- 
5 .  "Historic .Architectural .Assessment, " p .  11. 

-. 6. Giiliam and?lchinney, p .  sb, 

7 .  - Ibid. 

3. Gilliam and ?lcKinney list the date of chis aaaicron variously 
as 1848. 1851 (attributed to local historian Pocahontas W .  
Edmundsl, and 1857. Other sources indicate only the 1840s or 
1850s. The I848 and 1857 dates are based on tax lists showing 
an increase in the value of the buildings. The most plausible 
date forthe addition seems to be 1848, since that year's land 
tax book notes that the assessment increase is due to 
"improvements". John Sims's son k'illiamwas married in 1844; 
by 1832 when his father died. William had three children and 
was living with his family in the Black lu'alnut manor house. 
It is likely that the space requirements of this growing 
three-generation household, along with the family's overall 
prosperity, prompted the building of the new section at this 
time. 
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