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8. Function or Use

Historic Functions (enter ul?onu from instructions)

Current FunctBnl u?ona
MESTIC: single welllng !

netructions)

DOMESTIC : 51ng1e welling

COMMERCE: specialty store _'CUHHER'CE specialty store

GUVEKNMENT: courthouse GOVERNMENI: town nall

AGRICULTURE: storage RELIGIUN: church
1._Description

Architectural Classification
{enter categaries from instructions)

Materials (enter categories from instructions)

foundation BRICK
GEORGTAN walls BRICK
FEDERAL WOOD: weatherboard
QUEEN _ANNE roof METAL

other WOOD
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Describe present and historic physical appearance. >

SUMMARY DESCRIPTION

The Urbanna Historic District contains most of the residential,
industrial, and commercial buildings of the small town of Urbanna,
which is situated on the west bank of Urbanna Creek at its
confluence with the Rappahannock River. Created in conseguence of
an act passed by the colonial House of Burgesses in 1680 to
encourage the creation of towns in Virginia, the small port town
grew slowly throughout the eighteenth century, but eventually
developed to conform to the town's original plan. Serving as the
county seat of Middlesex County from 1748 to 1849, Urbanna contains
one of Virginia's eleven surviving colonial courthouses, dating
from 1748, as well as two mid-eighteenth-century residences
(Lansdowne and Wormeley Cottage), and a rare surviving 1760s brick
storehouse known as the 0ld Tobacco Warehouse. Each of these
buildings is individually listed on the National Register of
Historic Places. The town also possesses a much-altered eigh-
teenth-century tavern, two ‘early-nineteenth-century dwellings
(Ssandwich and the Gressitt House). It has as well a number of
late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century dwellings, commercial
buildings, and a church representing such architectural styles as
the Queen Anne, Carpenter Gothic, Romanesque Revival, Colonial
Revival, Bungalow, and American Foursquare.

ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS

Following the 1680 act of the colonial House of Burgesses encourag-
ing the creation of port towns, the Middlesex County Court
authorized the purchase of fifty acres of land located across
Rosegill - Creek (later Urbanna Creek) from Ralph Wormeley's
Rosegill plantation for the purpose of establishing such a town.
A survey of the land was made by Robert Beverley, who was also
instructed to lay out half-acre lots in the unnamed town.
According to county records, hdwever, no lots were sold until 1691
when clear title to the land could be established; therefore, no
buildings appear to have been erected in the town before that date.

The first fourteen lots sold after 1691 mostly faced Virginia or



8. Statement of Significance

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other properties:
[ Jnationaity ] statewide [ liocaity

Applicable National Register Criteria [ ]A [ B e o
Criteria Considerations (Exceptions) [_JA [ 18 [Jc [p [Je JF [la

Areas of Significance (anter categories trom instructions) Pariod of Significance Significant Dates
EXPLORATION/SETTLEMENT 1680 to 1940 N/A
ARCHITECTURE
COMMERCE.

POLTTTICS /GOVERNMENT
MARTTIME HISTORY Cultural Affiliation N/A
Significant Person N/A Architect/Builder

Palmer, Charles H. - builder

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above.
STATEME OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Urbanna Historic District, which includes most of the southern
fifth of the present-day town of Urbanna, is the most historically
and architecturally significant part of a charming and attractive
town that has evolved over a period of nearly three centuries.
During this period the town first was established as the commercial
and governmental center of Middlesex County. Although initially
Urbanna's commercial activities revolved around the tobacco trade,
during the nineteenth century they shifted toward retail sales and,
especially later in the century, toward the fishing industry and
the tourist trade. By the early twentieth century the town was
known as a summer resort community; its oyster beds and packing
plants had made it famous for that delicacy as well. Urbanna has
maintained its reputation in both fields to the present day and,
although the town has expanded far beyond its original boundaries,
it retains much of its integrity as a late-nineteenth- and early-
twentieth-century commercial port and summer resort.

JUSTIFICATION OF CRITERIA

The Urbanna Historic District is eligible for inclusion in the
National Register of Historic Places under Criteria A and C. It is
eligible under Criterion A because the history of its founding and
development is representative of towns in Virginia during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although few early structures
survive, the town still retains the irreqular grid pattern of
streets so typical of that era. It also contains structures that
relate to the town's association with the historical themes of
commerce, politics/government, and maritime history. Under
Criterion C the district is eligible because it contains a variety
of structures that well represent the diversity of architectural
styles employed by the town's inhabitants during most of the nearly
[X]See continuation sheet
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Main Street, which extended west from the creek and offered
convenient access to the tobacco wharves there. Between 1705--one
year before the town was officially named Urbanna--and 1708 twenty-
three additional lots were sold. They were mostly located on
Prince George Street, which extends parallel to Virginia Street.
Despite the flurry of land transactions and the requirement to
construct a building on each lot within six months of purchase, no
buildings from the town's earliest phase of development have

survived.

In 1741 the county court employed Henry Towles, a former county
surveyor, to resurvey the town and produce a map that was admitted
to record in 1747, Towles's map shows fifty-six lots and an
irregular grid pattern of streets, an arrangement that mostly
survives intact to the present day. Virginia and Prince George
streets, both of which lead to the creek, were the main east-west
thoroughfares of the town (later the eastern segment of Prince
George Street was abandoned), while Cross Street was the only
north-south street of any consequence. It later became the
location of Urbanna's late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century
commercial district. Watling Street, extending from Cross Street
to the creek and eventually to the town's ferry and bridge, was
laid out in an irreqular z-shaped course.

The earliest surviving building in Urbanna is most likely the old
courthouse, which is located on Virginia Street. Built in 1748,
when the county seat of Middlesex County was officially established
at Urbanna, the courthouse was considerably altered when it became
a interdenominational church after 1849, the year the county seat
was moved to Saluda. Originally a simple rectangular brick
structure with walls laid in Flemish bond with an English-bond
water table, the building was transformed into a Gothic Revival
church with pointed-arched openings and decorative bargeboards.
Later additions include an entrance vestibule and a rectangular
apse. During the Civil War the church served as barracks for
Confederate troops and was a target for Union gunboats, but little
damage resulted. By 1907 the old courthouse had become an
Episcopal church and was dedicated as Epiphany Chapel in 1920.
Deconsecrated in 1948, it was deeded to the Middlesex County
Woman's Club, which continues to use the building as its headquar-
ters. Despite its many alterations, the building represents one of
only eleven colonial courthouses still extant in Virginia. As
such, it was listed on the National Register in 1976.

Urbanna's largest and most sophisticated eighteenth-century
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dwelling is Lansdowne, a two-story, gable-roofed, Flemish-bond
brick house that is one of Virginia's finest early Georgian-style
mansions. Possibly built as early as 1750 when the lot was owned
by Ralph Wormeley IV (1715-1790) of nearby Rosegill plantation, the
house may Jjust as well have been built by wealthy merchant James
Mills, owner of a tobacco storehouse farther down the street, who
purchased the property in 1763. Located on Virginia Street near
the western end of the historic district, the building is especial-
ly noted for its fine rubbed and gauged brickwork and interior
woodwork. In 1791 Lansdowne became the home of Arthur Lee, a
diplomat during and after the American Revolution and later elected
to the Virginia House of Delegates. Lee died soon after purchasing
the property and is buried in the family cemetery to the rear of
the house. Set back from the street and nearly obscured by large
trees, Lansdowne is a focal point for the historic district and was
listed on the National Register in 1974.

Another Wormeley family property, located across Virginia Street
from Lansdowne, contains a simple, frame and weatherboarded, one-
and-one-half-story dwelling that is believed to be the oldest
surviving residence in Urbanna. Known as Wormeley Cottage and
probably built sometime during the mid-eighteenth century, the
house features a steeply-pitched gable roof with three gable
dormers across the front, a large exterior end brick chimney with
double pairs of shoulders, and nine-over-six-sash double-hung
windows. This rare surviving example of colonial vernacular
architecture was listed on the National Register in 1978.

One of the most unusual surviving eighteenth-century landmarks in
Urbanna is the simple brick storehouse, known as the 0ld Tobacco
Warehouse, located on a high embankment overlooking Virginia Street
near the waterfront. Constructed in the 1760s for factor James
Mills, it is a rare example of a commercial structure associated
with the important tobacco trade in Virginia. At such an estab-
lishment tobacco was sold to the local factor who exported it to
England in return for imported English goods that were then
purchased by local planters. The one-and-one-half-story, Flemish-~
bond brick, vernacular structure is situated on a full basement and
is fronted by a reconstructed full-length wooden porch on a brick
base. The Association for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities
purchased the building in 1938 and, based on a thorough architec-
tural investigation, carefully restored it to its eighteenth-
century appearance. This unique building, which was listed on the
National Register in 1972, has served as the local library since
1967.
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The only other known eighteenth-century building still standing in
Urbanna is simply called the 0ld Tavern. Located on Prince George
Street, the tavern was originally a simple one—and-one-half-story
frame structure with gable dormers across the front and a massive
exterior end brick chimney with paired shoulders at the east gable
end. During the early twentieth century the building was greatly
altered when it was transformed into a gambrel-roofed Colonial
Revival~style dwelling.

One of Urbanna's most attractively sited landmarks is also one of
its oldest. Situated on a spaciocus wooded lot overlooking Virginia
Street across from the 0ld Tobacco Warehouse is a handsome one-and-
cne-half-story, gable-roofed, Flemish-bond brick dwelling with one
interior end and one exterior end brick chimney. Known locally as
the 01d Customs House and since 1934 as Sandwich, some evidence
suggests that it may have been used as an eighteenth-century
customs house, since a brick customs house of similar plan is known
to have existed in Urbanna as early as 1770. The earliest recorded
insurance policies for buildings on the lot(s), however, suggest
that the present house was built between 1801 and 1805; a smaller
structure is indicated on the 1801 policy and a structure conform-
ing to the dimensions of the present house are indicated on the
1805 policy. Nonetheless, Sandwich is a fine example of vernacular
brick architecture that has been embellished with compatible
additions such as hip-roofed dormers, a bracketed modillion
cornice, and paneled interior woodwork. In 1934 the property was
conveyed to Elizabeth H. Montague, the wife of Andrew Jackson
Montague, Virginia's governor from 1902 to 1906.

One other early town residence is the Gressitt House, which is
located on Virginia Street adjacent to the 0ld Tobacco Warehouse.
Probably built about 1820, it is a one-and-one-half-story, gambrel-
roofed, frame and weatherboarded house with exterior end brick
chimneys. A four-bay frame porch with Ionic columns extends across
the entire front of the building. The Gressitt House is one of
several similar gambrel-roofed houses of the early nineteenth
century that are found throughout the Middle Peninsula.

Although the town continued to prosper throughout the antebellum
period, no commercial buildings or waterfront warehouses of that
era have survived. All appear to have been replaced by late-
nineteenth- and twentieth-century structures. Similarly, no known
residences constructed between about 1830 and 1870 have survived;
however, some examples may exist as cores of later Victorian

dwellings.
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In contrast, late-nineteenth-century and turn-of-the-century
dwellings abound in Urbanna. Victorian vernacular examples
include: rectangular central-passage-plan houses, such as the
dwelling now occupied by Folliard-Hall Insurance Co. and the
Genders House (1876), both located on Prince George Street; L-
shaped houses with projecting front ells, such as the Leaf House
located behind the 01ld Tobacco Warehouse and the Smith and Pollok
houses located on Watling Street; and square, side-passage-plan,
hip-roofed dwellings such as the Fitchett (1884) and Bray houses on
Prince George Street and the Palmer-Chowning (1875) and Faulkner-
Pond (ca. 1909) houses on Watling Street. All of these examples
are two-story frame dwellings, some with front porches and gables
featuring decorative sawnwork, while others have a minimum of

decoration.

An unusual example of a small nineteenth-century house that was
expanded to serve as a boarding house is located on Watling Street
on a rise above the waterfront. Purchased by Columbus and Lucy
Burton in 1882, in time the Burton House became a rambling
Victorian structure with projecting gabled bays, bay windows, and
porches with decorative sawnwork. Burton operated the steamboat
wharf at the foot of Watllng Street and provided his clients with
a horse-drawn buggy service to his boarding house.

A few houses in the district are regarded as good examples of the
Queen Anne style. The Baptist parsonage on Watling Street and the
Craine House on Virginia Street are both two-story, frame, hlp-
roofed dwellings with projecting gabled ells and irregular massing.
The Baptist parsonage features a well preserved wraparound porch
with turned posts and a spindle frieze, while the Craine House
possesses a three-story octagonal corner tower and two-story bay
window pro;ectlon. The town's finest example of the style,
however, is undoubtedly the Van Wagenen House (tradltlonally known
as the Marble House for its marble porch steps) located on Virginia
Street adjacent to Lansdowne.

Situated on a wooded lot set back from Virginia Street, the Van
Wagenen House is a large two-and-one-half-story, hip-roofed, brick
residence with many projecting bays and gabled ells. Built around
1900 for L. B. Wagenen, the house's slate roof is punctured by tall
corbel-capped brick chimneys and a large hipped dormer. A wide
wraparound porch supported by slender Tuscan columns on brick piers
extends around two sides of the building, while a recessed arched-
bay porch accents the second story at the front. Wide one-over-
one-sash windows and entrances are topped by plain stone lintels.
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Urbanna's historic commercial architecture mostly dates to the
first decades of the twentieth century; however, two well-preserved
general stores survive from the late nineteenth century: Haywood'
Store on Watling Street and Bristow Store at the corner of Virginia
and Cross streets. Constructed in 1875, Haywood's Store is a two-
story, frame and weatherbocarded, gable -fronted building that
dominates the southern entrance into town. Its most distinctive
features are its preserved storefront and double-level front porch
with decorative sawnwork. Constructed in 1898, R. S. Bristow Store
is a two-story, hip-roofed, frame and weatherboarded building with
a simple bracketed cornice, two-over-two-sash second-story windows,
original storefront windows, and a hipped roof supported by large
chamfered brackets above the storefront.

Nearby is another well-preserved general store that appears to date
to the turn of the century. Located on Cross Street north of its
intersection with Virginia Street, the former Betty Garnett's

Variety Store was originally built on Virginia Street but moved to
its present location when Cross Street was extended north. It is
a two-story, gable-fronted, frame building clad in asbestos
shingles, and features an original storefront with recessed

entrance.

Early-twentieth-century commercial buildings include two rusticated
cast-concrete block structures on Virginia Street. One (The Green
Front Store/Country Casuals Store) is a one-story, flat-roofed,

two-unit commercial bulldlng'With.well preserved storefronts, while
the other (the Laundromat) is a one-story building with stepped
parapet sides and a fanciful cast-metal panel with bracketed
cornice situated above the storefront. For many years this
building served as the Silver Slipper Lounge.

Five other early-twentieth-century commercial buildings are
situated in a row on the east side of Cross Street. The Sentinel
Building, once the printing office of the local newspaper, is a
long rectangular, hip-roofed, frame building that has been
considerably altered. Next door is the one-story, concrete block
building originally built around 1930 as C. H. Palmer Garage. Its
most distinctive feature is a stepped parapet across the front.
Adjacent to the former garage is the Regal Building, a two-story
hip-roofed building with a rusticated cast-concrete block first
floor and a frame and asbestos shingle-clad second floor. It
features original storefronts on the first floor, a bracketed pent
roof between floors, and paired two-over-two-sash second-story
front windows. The building now houses the Greenwood Printing Co.
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and the Urbanna Town Office. Taylor Hardware is housed in a large,
two-story, gable-fronted, frame and weatherboarded building that
was constructed between 1921 and 1925. Built for Hampden and
Margaret Hoge as a general store and furniture business, it
exhibits a full-length porch across the front and exposed rafter
ends under wide overhanging eaves. The neighboring small one-
story, gable-fronted, frame building to the north was originally
built as an office around 1930, It is a simple building with a
three-bay facade. A similar building (now Treakle Insurance Co.) is
located directly across the street.

The largest and most prominent commercial building in Urbanna is
the Bank of Middlesex located on the west side of Cross Street.
Built in 1900-01, it is an imposing three-story, hip-roofed, brick
building with wide overhanging eaves, rusticated brick pilasters,
and round-arched third-story windows. An example of the Romanesque
Revival style of architecture, it has long been a focal point for
the commercial district of Urbanna; by 1902 it also housed the
local Masonic lodge and later the post office, town council
chambers, and library. Despite the building's altered first-floor
front and modern addition to the south, it is a surprisingly
sophisticated building not commonly found in small Tidewater towns.

Urbanna Baptist Church, located on Watling Street, is one of the
finest examples of Carpenter Gothic-style churches in the Tidewater
region. Built in 1896 by 1local builder/architect Charles H.
Palmer, the gable-roofed frame building features pointed-arched
two-over-two-sash windows with corresponding louvered shutters, a
central front projecting entrance tower with octagonal belfry and
pointed roof surmounted by an iron finial, and flamboyant sawn
bargeboards and bracketed entrance hocod.

Charles H. Palmer designed and built many of Urbanna's commercial
and residential buildings from 1874 until his death in 1904. After
spending seven years training as a carpenter in New York, he
returned to Urbanna and cperated a construction workshop behind the
Methodist church on Cross Street. Some of the buildings he
designed and built that are still standing include: the Palmer-
Chowning House, the dwelling he constructed for his family on
Watling Street in 1875; the 1876 R. S. Bristow House on C(Cross
Street; the 1876 Genders House on Prince George Street; and the
1896 Urbanna Baptist Church. He also built the town's first
Masonic hall, which once stood at the corner of Cross and Watling

streets.
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Residences dating from the first decades of the twentieth century
tended to be Colonial Revival-inspired brick and frame dwellings,
bungalows, or American Foursguare types. An unusual example of a
Colonial Revival-style house is Glenlochan, situated on a wooded
lot facing Watling Street. The present house, built in 1907,
replaced an eighteenth-century frame dwelling that was located
nearer the street. Glenlochan is a large rectangular, two-story,
frame dwelling with a symmetrical five-bay facade, central entrance
sheltered by a small porch, and tripartite second-story front
windows. A nearby outbuilding is believed to have served as the
kitchen of the earlier house.

A good example of a typical bungalow of the period is the Desimone
House located on Virginia Street. It is a one-and-one-half-story
frame and weatherboarded building with a screened full-length front
porch and a clipped gable roof. Adjacent to this house is a fine
example of the Colonial Revival style. Built around 1936 as a tile
and brick veneer dwelling, the Urbanna Methodist Church parsonage
is a two-and-one-half-story, gable-roofed, Flemish-bond brick
structure with gable dormers across the front. Its multi-paned
windows are topped by Jjack arches with keystones and the central
entrance is highlighted by a fanlight and sidelights.

A typical example of an American Foursquare dwelling of the 1920s
is the former residence, currently occupied by the H. Herbert
Stanley accounting firm, located on Prince George Street. It is a
two-and-one-half-story, square, hip-roofed, frame building clad in
weatherboard on the first floor and wood shingles on the second
floor. Situated on a cast-concrete block foundation and topped by
a flat tile roof, the building displays a variety of textures and
building materials.

The 1921 and 1936 Sanborn Insurance Company maps of Urbanna
indicate a number of industries and water-related businesses
located along the town's waterfront. These establishments
included: the J. W. Hurley Oyster Packing Co., the R. A. Davis &
Co. Ice Plant (by 1936 Urbanna Ice Co.), Southside Marine Railway
and Supply Co., Dixie Pickling Co. (by 1936 Borton Pickling Co.),
Texas 0il Co. (later Texaco, Inc.), and the Smith Brothers & Webb
Broom Factory. None of these businesses survive today; most were
victims of the Great Depression and the emergence of modern
shipping methods that are unrelated to the water. Today the
dominant waterfront industries are the Southern States, Inc.
granary, Urbanna Marine Corp., and Southside Marine Service, which
builds and repairs custom-designed boats. The major buildings and
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structures associated with these industries are considered
nonceontributing elements of the historic district; however, a few
small buildings and docks date to the early twentieth century and
remain the sole tangible reminders of a once-thriving waterfront.

Altogether, the historic resources of the Urbanna Historic District
are a unigue collection of buildings and structures that offers a
variety of building types and architectural styles. The resources
range from a mid-eighteenth-century Georgian mansion to a 1940
vernacular dwelling with few periods in Urbanna's rich three-
hundred-year history that are not represented by surviving

architecture.

David A. Edwards
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URBANNA HISTORIC DISTRICT INVENTORY

NOTE: LOCATION OF RESOURCE KEYED TO SKETCH MAP; ALL RESOURCES ARE
CONTRIBUTING UNLESS INDICATED THUS: (NC)

VIRGINIA STREET - north side

Bldg. 1 1801-1805 brick Federal-style dwelling known as
the 01d Customs House and since 1934 as Sandwich

Bldg. 2 ca. 1936 brick Colonial Revival-style Methodist
Church parsocnage

Bldg. 3 1920s frame Bungalow-style Desimone House

Bldg. 4 ca. 1900 frame Queen Anne-style Craine House

Bldg. 5 ca. 1888 frame Victorian vernacular Caskie House

Bldg. 6 ca. 1900 cast-concrete block commercial building:

the Laundromat, formerly the Silver Slipper Lounge

Bldg. 7 1939 brick Colonial Revival-style commercial
building: Virginia Street Cafe; originally
Richardson 5 & 10 Cent Store

Bldg. 8 ca. 1930 brick commercial building: Dollar General
Stores

Bldg. 9 ca. 1910 cast-concrete block commercial building:
Green Front Store

Bldg. 10 late 1940s brick modern Rappanna Theatre (NC)

Bldg. 11 late 1940s brick and stone Virginia ABC store (NC)

Bldg. 12 1890s frame modified Queen Anne-style dwelling;

now Page B. Leslie Accounting

Bldg. 13 1961 brick modern Urbanna Post Office (NC)
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Bldg.

Bldg.

14

15

ca. 1750 brick Georgian-style dwelling: Lansdowne
individually listed on National Register

ca. 1900 brick Queen Anne-style Van Wagenen House
(Marble House)

VIRGINIA STREET - south side

Bldg.

Bldg.

Bldg.

Bldg.

Bldg.

Bldgs,

Bldg.

Bldgs.

Bldg.

Bldg.

Bldg.

16

17

18

19

20

21 & 22

23

24 & 25

26

27

28

ca. 1910 cast-concrete block modified Queen Anne-
style Mason House

mid-18th-century frame vernacular Wormeley
Cottage; individually listed on National Register

ca. 1945 concrete block modern commercial
building: Urbanna Auto and Marine (NC)

ca. 1940 frame commercial building: Southside
Sentinel office

1923 frame vernacular commercial building: Family
Closet

19405 brick commercial buildings: Urbanna Inn
restaurant (NC); Urbanna Inn lodging (NC)
(originally Coca-Cola bottling works)

ca. 1940 brick commercial building: Urbanna Family
Practice

1950 concrete block commercial building:
frame barn - contributing

ca.
Video Adventures (NC);

1748 brick 01d Middlesex County Courthouse
(Epiphany Chapel in 1920; Middlesex County Woman's
Club since 1948) - individually listed on National
Register

1898 frame Victorian vernacular commercial
building: originally R. S. Bristow Store

ca. 1930 frame Bungalow-style Bonner House
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Bldg. 29 1960s brick Ranch-style dwelling (NC)

Bldg. 30 ca. 1820 frame vernacular Gressitt House

Bldg. 31 17608 brick vernacular 0ld Tokacco Warehouse;
EASEMENT :7 now used as town library; individually listed

on National Register

Bldg. 32 ca. 1940 brick Colonial Revival-style Hurley House

RIVER ROAD - east side

Bldg. 33 1950s frame modern commercial building: Payne's
Crab House (NC)

Bldg. 34 1930s frame vernacular commercial building:
Southern States, Inc. office

ﬁ%§’Southern States modern grain silos (NC structure)

Bldg. 35 oy early-20th-century frame storage building

Bldg. 36 early-20th-century frame storage building

Bldg. 37 early-20th-century frame office

Bldg. 38 ca. 1940 frame marina building: Southside Marine
Services

Bldg. 39 ga. 1940 frame marina building: Urbanna Marine
orp.

RIVER ROAD - west side

Bldgs. 40,41,42 ca. 1980 steel frame and metal siding commercial
buildings: Southside Marine Service (all NC)

Bldg. 43 1880s frame Victorian vernacular Leaf House

Bldg. 44 ca. 1915 frame vernacular dwelling











































































