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Describe present and historic physical appearance.

SUMMARY DESCRIPTION

The Heathsville Historic District encompasses most of the town of Heathsville, the county seat
of Northumberland County. Located in central Northumberland, Heathsville is an
unincorporated town of less than two hundred hundred residents. The district is essentially a
linear one, following Rt. 360, the main artery linking the east and west ends of the Northern
Neck. The district includes a broad range of early architecture, much of it vernacular in
character, but some showing the influence of such major national styles as the Federal, Greek
Revival, Italianate, Gothic, Eastlake, Craftsman, and Colonial Revival. Heathsville’s brick
courthouse, built in 1851 and heavily remodeled in 1900-01, combines elements of both the
Queen Anne and Colonial Revival styles. Set in a landscaped square centered on a Confederate
monument, the courthouse stands near an 1844 brick jail and a large frame antebelium tavern.
Indeed, Heathsville is significant for having the largest assemblage of antebellum buildings in
northeastern Virginia. These range from elegant brick farmhouses and their outbuildings, located
at the periphery of the village, to small frame dwellings that line the streets near the courthouse.
The district also includes three handsome nineteenth-century churches, nine early cemeteries,
and several institutional and commercial buildings. The district comprises one hundred and four
contributing resources, including eighty-four buildings, four structures, four objects, and twelve
sites. Noncontributing resources number thirty-nine, but intrusive modern buildings are few.,
Surrounded on all sides by cultivated fields and woodland, and by five former antebellum
plantations, the village retains the ambiance of a traditional Virginia courthouse community.

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION: LANDSCAPE AND ARCHITECTURE

Heathsville is located along Rt. 360 at its intersection with Rt. 201 in north central
Northumberiand County. It was established as the county seat in 1681, and laid out into town
lots in 1798. It lies about a mile south of Rowes Landing on the Coan River, a large estuarine
tributary of the Potomac River. Occupying a level ridge about one hundred feet above sea level,
Heathsville is surrounded on all sides by agricultural land rimmed by forest. Six early
plantations, each retaining its original dwelling, define the outer limits of the town; these include
Roanoke on the west-northwest', Springfield on the northwest, Belleville on the north, the Wall-
Lackey-Rowe House on the southeast, Sunnyside on the southwest, and Qakley on the west.
Land from all these farms was subdivided to create the lots on which most of the town’s present
buildings stand.
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State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above.

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Heathsville Historic District encompasses the majority of the present-day town of
Heathsville, including all its significant early public, religious and commercial buildings.
Established in 1681 as Northumberland Court House, Heathsville has remained the county seat
for over three centuries. The town is a linear one centered on the county courthouse and
surrounded by five antebellum plantation complexes. The present two-story brick courthouse,
erected in 1851 and remodeled 1900-01 in the Queen Anne style, replaces two earlier
courthouses on the same site. The courthouse is set in a shady square punctuated by a
Confederate monument and surrounded by a pre-Civil-War jail, tavern and church. The town,
which numbers under two hundred residents, retains the scale and ambiance of a typical early-
twentieth-century Virginia courthouse town. It is distinguished architecturally by its numerous
antebellum buildings, the largest assemblage in any town on the Northern Neck.

JUSTIFICATION OF CRITERIA

The Heathsville 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 its founding and
development is representative of courthouse towns in Virginia during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. Buildings such as the courthouse, jail, stores, bank and tavern relate to the
town’s association with the historical themes of politics/government and commerce. The
courthouse itself has served as the focal point of the county’s political life for over a century.
Under Criterion C the district is eligible because it contains a variety of buildings, structures,
objects and sites that well represent the diversity of architectural types and styles employed by
the town’s inhabitants during most of the community’s three-hundred-year history. Of
exceptional interest is the town’s antebellum buildings, which constitute one of the largest
assemblages in the state for a town its size.

The period of significance extends from ca. 1700 (the approximate date of the earliest
contributing object, a gravestone with a 1697 death date) to 1941, or fifty years ago. The village
is significant for its surviving material culture from the turn of the eighteenth century to the fifty-
year-old limit set by National Register guidelines.
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Like many Virginia county seats, Heathsville is a small community, having grown little over the
past century. There has been minimal suburban development over the past fifty years; the town
is still compact. Growth has concentrated along Routes 360 and 201, gradually spreading out
from the old village core. Rt. 360, which serves as the main street of the village, extends (via
Routes 202 and 3) to either end of the great peninsuia known as the Northern Neck; it connects
Heathsville with Reedville to the east, and with Callao, Warsaw, Montross, and Fredericksburg
to the west. Rt. 360 intersects with Rt. 201 near the south end of town; the latter road connects
Heathsville with Lancaster Court House and Kilmarnock in the southeast section of the peninsula.

Today, as always, the town focusses on the county courthouse, which stands in a small square
on the west side of Rt. 360. Most of the office and commerical buildings in Heathsville--
including two banks, several law offices, an insurance office, one or two stores, and the post
office--face onto the courthouse square or are located near it. A modern service station and a
convenience store stand within a block of the courthouse square, to the southeast, these being
the only intrusive buildings in an otherwise harmonious, traditional setting. The only industrial
establishment in the village is Alliance Fertilizer, a distribution concern, located one block north
of the courthouse. (This business was established in the 1950s on the site of several early
dwellings previously demolished).

The general ambiance of Heathsville is that of a quiet courthouse village of the pre-World-War-1I
era. In this respect, Heathsville contrasts with other county seats in the region. It is smaller
and less developed than Warsaw, Montross, or Tappahannock, the seats of three neighboring
‘counties. [t has always been larger than Lancaster Court House to the south, and while it is
similar in size to King George Court House at the western end of the peninsula, it has
considerably fewer modern intrusions.

Heathsville boasts an architecturally diverse collection of pre-1940 buildings, structures and sites.
Most significant, however, is its group of twenty-seven antebellum buildings; these constitute the
largest concentration of pre-1860 structures in the Northern Neck, and probably anywhere else
in northeastern Virginia. Only Fredericksburg (and possibly Port Royal) to the west and
Richmond to the south have more extant buildings erected before the Civil War.?

Antebellum buildings with good integrity include the main dwellings at Springfield, Belleview,
Sunnyside and Oakley, the four largest plantation houses in the Heathsville Historic District.
Each of these former farm complexes retains some early outbuildings, including kitchens,
smokehouses, dairies, and granaries. In addition, the district contains ten smaller antebellum
dwellings, some with outbuildings. A few of these buildings have been altered, but most retain
their original form with few intrusive additions. Antebellum public or quasi-public buildings
include the courthouse (1851; remodeled in 1900-01); the old county jail (1844); the former
Methodist Protestant Church (ca. 1855-60); and Rice Hotel (ante 1795 and later). Rice Hotel,
formerly known as Hughlett’s Tavern, stands directly behind the courthouse; it is the
quintessential courthouse tavern, having grown in stages from the late eighteenth century to the
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mid-nineteenth century. Distinguished by its twelve-bay front and two-tier wooden piazza, this
building is perhaps the largest traditional tavern in any Virginia town east of Fredericksburg and
north of Gloucester Court House.

While the big plantation houses and public buildings of Heathsville all exhibit stylish decorative
detailing, most of the town’s earliest buildings follow a strictly traditional, vernacular form. (It
is instructive to look at two turn-of-the-century photographs of Heathsville published in Wilson’s
history of the Northern Neck’; these show a settlement consisting entirely of plain, one-story
frame buildings with shed-roofed front porches and large brick end chimneys--buildings of
traditional eighteenth- and early- nineteenth-century Virginia form.) Indeed, Heathsviile around
1900 resembled in many respects such well-preserved colonial Virginia towns as Yorktown and

Port Royal.

Heathsville, like other localities and regions in Virginia, experienced a period of significant
rebuilding in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, particularly in the 1830s. Indeed,
over half of the present pre-Civil-War structures surviving in the town today appear to have been
built in the 1830s. On the other hand, relatively little building appears to have taken place in
the period between 1860 and 1900.*

Plain but well-constructed single-story and story-and-a-half dwellings in Heathsville dating
between 1825 and 1850 include the Harding House, the Jones House, the Harding-Elmore
House, the Wall-Lackey-Rowe House, the Moss House and the Bailey-Rowe House. All are of
frame construction covered with weatherboards, and most follow standard Virginia hall-parlor
or side-passage plans. Exceptions include the Wall-Lackey-Rowe House, which has a hall-and-
rear-chamber plan served by a huge end chimney and corner fireplaces; and the Harding House
(measuring 16’x 277), with an oddly proportioned two-room plan combining features of both the
standard hall-parlor and side-passage plans. The smallest of the town's early dwellings is the
Lawson-Headley house, whose main block measures only 16’ x 24’, Undoubtedly many houses
of similar or smaller size once stood in the village, but they have all disappeared.

Two somewhat larger single-story houses, both of brick and both with central-passage plans and
tall basements, are The Academy and Chicacoan Cottage. Located on the same lane about fifty
yards apart, these dwellings were built around 1830 as rental properties by William Harding,
owner and builder of nearby Springfield plantation. Both houses exhibit perfectly symmetricai
proportions, handsome Flemish-bond brickwork, and formal interior end chimneys, but their
Federal-style interior detailing is quite plain.’

Heathsville’s larger antebellum dwellings, all formerly farmhouses on the periphery of town,
feature two-story elevations and central-passage plans. These early examples of the T-house
form--a house type which became much more widely used in the late nineteenth century--have
five-bay fronts, single-pile plans, and .gable roofs. Two of them--Springfield and Sunnyside--are
of brick construction, and two--Qakley and Belleville--are frame. The most elaborate of these
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is Springfield, built in 1828 for William Harding, a wealthy merchant and planter. The two-and-
a-half-story main block was enlarged ca. 1849-50 by the addition of two symmetrical flanking
one-story wings, bringing the entire house to roughly twenty-eight by eighty feet. On the
exterior, the house is distinguished by a handsome two-tier Roman Doric portico, and by stepped
parapets and Gothic windows in the wings. The interior features a handsome curving stair and
Federal-style mantels, but its crowning features are the superbly executed plaster ceiling
medallions probably modelled after plates in Asher Benjamin’s Practice of Architecture (1833).
The plasterwork, the portico and the wings were almost certainly designed and executed by the
same unknown master builder who erected two other of the county’s finest dwellings: Wheatland
and Cloverdale, both completed around 1850.

The rural character of Heathsville’s surviving plantation houses is underscored by their extant
outbuildings. Those at Springfield, all of brick construction and antedating 1850, include an
office, dairy, carnagehouse, and rare three-unit slave quarters, Belleville Farm retains its
original detached frame kitchen with massive brick end chimney. Sunnyside has a similar
kitchen, but it has been slightly enlarged to serve as a guesthouse. Also standing at Sunnyside
are a pair of matching brick dependencies (a smokehouse and a dairy), as well as an unusual ca.
1830-50 granary with brick root cellar. Late-nineteenth-century outbuildings include a comncrib
and carriagehouse, both embellished with distinctive wave-form bargeboards.

Graveyards were a common feature of most antebellum Virginia farms, and those at Heathsville
at no exception. (The only church-related cemetery in town is that at St. Stephen’s Church,
established in 1881). Sunnyside, for example, has a well-preserved Smith family cemetery with
early stone markers. Other family cemeteries remain elsewhere in the district, three of them
associated with dwellings that no longer stand.” The most interesting of these is the Haynie
Cemetery, located on the north side of the village. Several grave markers date to the first half
of the nineteenth century. The earliest gravestone there carries a death date of 1697, making it
one of the half-dozen oldest gravestones known on the Northern Neck. Dedicated to the memory
of Elizabeth Haynie (1665-1697), this sandstone slab marker is decorated at the top with two
rather crudely inscribed fleur-de-lis flanking a central skull-and-crossbones.?

Heathsville’s public buildings are typical of their respective eras. The present 1851 courthouse,
heavily remodeled in 1900-01, is a substantial two-and-a-half-story brick structure set on a tall
raised basement. The original builder was John Donohoo, who erected a two-story brick
building that looked more like a typical plantation dwelling than like a public building. (A photo
of the courthouse before remodeling is reproduced in a recent publication.)® The courthouse
enlargement and remodeling was undertaken by Bartholomew F. Smith of Alexandria, who
specialized in building jails, courthouses and public-records buildings. The main facade of the
building in its present form is closely similar in appearance to the Northampton-County
courthouse, also designed by Smith and erected by his construction firm, The B. F. Smith
Fireproof Construction Company, in 1899.1° ‘



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approver No. 1024-0018

United States Department of the interior

National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

6 Heathsville Historic District, Northumberland County, Virginia

Section number Page

Somewhat plainer than most of Smith’s documented courthouses, the Northumberland County
courthouse blends elements of both the Queen Anne and Colonial Revival styles. The facade
features an oversized, decorative front dormer which rises directly from the wall plane below.
This dormer features a brick parapet and a smalil, central, round-headed window. The main body
of the courthouse is deeper than it is wide, featuring a three-bay front and four-bay sides. Plain
pilasters define the corners of the building, and the eaves are embellished with a heavy wooden
cornice with oversized modillions. The central doors on both first and second floors have
semicircular fanlights, and the large flanking windows have segmental-arched heads.

The building is bisected by a central passage leading to offices on the main floor; the second
floor accommodates the courtroom and a broad lobby. The courthouse underwent several
changes following the 1900-01 rebuilding. The present veranda with upper deck may be a
somewhat later remodeling of the original. The two-story rear wing, inset somewhat from main
block, may have been constructed after 1901. The flanking one-story wings date to 1964 and
1974, respectively, but they blend nicely with the original building. The interior, too, has been
considerably remodeled since 1901, but a handsome plaster ceiling medallion probably dating to
1851 remains in the central passage.

The county jail, located just southwest of the courthouse, is a plain three-bay, two-story building
with gable roof and corbelled cornice. An inscribed stone lintel over the doorway reads "1844".
The interior of the jail remains as it was when the county transferred inmates to the new jail,
completed in 1960 on a parcel fifty yards south. Now vacant and essentially unaltered, the old
jail 1s owned by the Northumberiand Historical Society, which intends to preserve it.

Located directly behind (south of) the courthouse, and long associated with it, is Rice’s Hotel
(aka Hughlett’s Tavern or Shirley Hotel). The tavern, which began as two-story, two-room-plan
frame building in the last decade of the eighteenth century, was greatly expanded in the 1830s.
The northern two bays were added some time after the Civil War, and the two-bay south end
wing was erected in the 1920s.'' Much Federal style interior detailing remains from the second
quarter of the nineteenth century. The hotel housed visitors to the court for over a century and
a half, By the middle of this century it served a variety of other functions: downstairs rooms
were leased as office space, and one of these served as a polling station until the 1970s. Upstairs
rooms were let to long- and short-term boarders and tenants, The building finally closed in the
late 1970s, and has deteriorated for want of maintenance ever since. In 1990 the building was
donated to the Northumberland County Historical Society, whose intent is to stablize and
rehabiitate it. Directly behind the hotel, stand the ruins of two antebellum outbuildings: a
smokehouse and a detached kitchen.

Another quasi-public building in the village is the Heathsville Masonic Lodge No. 109, located
a block west of the courthouse. Built in 1894, it is a typical two-story frame building of its type,
with a narrow front and considerable depth. Still used as a Masonic lodge, it has lost much of
its original architectural character by the addition of brick veneer in the early 1980s.
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Three early churches--all dating to the second half of the nineteenth century--stand in the district.
The earliest is the Methodist Protestant Church, an extemely fine example of its type and period.
The two-story brick structure displays a mix of Federal, Greek Revival and Italianate decorative
elements. The facades are articulated by plain brick pilasters with white-painted capitals, by
stone panels between the upper and lower windows, and by round-headed upper windows.
Elaborate brick corbelling creates the base of an entablature, and a round window with elaborate
cast-iron grate provides a focal point in the pedimented front gable. In 1903, the church was
converted for business use by inserting an additional floor, but it remains largely intact on the

exterior.'2

St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, erected in 1881 to designs by Baltimore architect T. Buckler
Chequiere, is one of the finest examples of the Carpenter Gothic style in Virginia. Probably
inspired by illustrations in Richard Upjohn’s Rural Architecture (1852), many of its decorative
elements and interior fittings were shipped by boat from Baltimore. This highly picturesque
building features board-and-batten siding, a steeply pitched roof with overhanging eaves;
bargeboards terminating in carved drops; and extremely narrow lancet windows filled with
stained glass. A delicate, airy porch shelters the front entry, and a rose window and wooden
cross provide focal points at the gable."

The Heathsville United Methodist Church, erected in 1894, is typical of large, well-built
churches in small towns throughout eastern Virginia, and was probably designed by a local
builder. It features an ell plan with a tower in the corner of the ell. Various sized pointed-arch
windows, some with angled tracery, signal the continued popularity of Gothic-style elements in
local vernacular church buildings.

Heathsville boasts three public monuments: a Confederate monument erected in 1873; a
monument to Womans Missionary Society president Juliana Gordon Hayes, erected around the
turn of the century; and a monument commemorating the veterans of World War I, erected in
the 1920s. The Confederate monument, which stands in the center of the courthouse square, was
designed and carved by Gladdes Brothers of Baltimore. Constructed of white marble, it features
a plinth carved with military symbols, and a tall obelisk-form shaft surmounted by an allegorical
female figure holding an anchor. The female figure, which represents the role of
Northumberland’s women as anchors of the home during the war, is perhaps the only one of its
type in the state. Erected at a cost of $2,540 (paid by local contributions), it is an unusually
refined monument for its place and period. The Hayes and World War I monuments, though
less elaborate, are well made and attractive additions to the streetscape. The Hayes monument,
a simple obelisk on a plinth, stands in front of the United Methodist Church; the World War [
monument, erected in the mid 1920s, stands along Rt. 360 at the north edge of the courthouse
square, in front of the Bank of Northumberland.

Heathsville exhibits a typical range of twentieth-century domestic buildings illustrating various
national styles. Several houses dating to the first two decades of this century are similar in form
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to dwellings from the 1880s or 1890s found in larger, more progressive Virginia communities.
Examples from this period in the historic district are generally of I-house form, some with front
ells. Among the finest is the Basye-Snow-Tingle House, which was enlarged from a one-story
antebellum house in 1900. Dating from the 1920s are several Foursquare and Bungalow style
residences. The Bastine Williams House and the Elizabeth Hall Hurst House are particularly fine
examples of bungalows, and the Howard Martin House and Methodist Parsonage are typical of
foursquares. The majority of Heathsville's early twentieth-century dwellings, however, are in
the Colonial Revival style. The most impressive example is Westlawn, a two-and-a-half-story
frame dwelling set on a very large lot near the south end of town. It retains its original story-
and-a-half garage with dormers and balustraded roof deck. Other handsome Colonial Revival
dwellings include the Henry Walker House, Brent-Neale House, and Lillian Hatton House, ail
built between 1926 and 1941.

Few early stores or other commercial buildings have survived in the district. Most general
merchandise stores built in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were plain one- or
two-story frame buildings, and only one or two remain. (Examples of such structures can be
seen in turn-of-the-century photographs of the town). Two early commercial buildings have been
demolished in the last five years, one was a store just north of the courthouse, and the other the
was the old Northumberland Echo office on Rt. 360. The Colonial Revival style Bank of
Northumberland is today both the the least altered and most architecturally distinguished
commercial building in Heathsville. Erected in 1924 on the site of an early tavern that had been
demolished about twenty years previously, it features a pedimented front gable with modillion
cornice. Discounting the 1860 Methodist Episcopal Church, which was converted to business
use in 1903, it is probably the first brick commercial building erected in the town.

Today Heathsville seems more a residential than commercial center. Well-kept, medium-sized
homes line the town’s two main streets. About a third of those in the historic district are of post-
1940 date, and thus are listed in the nomination as noncontributing. Most of these, however,
follow traditional styles, blending quite well with the older houses. Yards are large, with broad
front lawns and mature shade trees. Indeed, trees are so numerous that it is often impossible to
see more than two or three houses at a time during the warm months of the year.

Heathsville is a remarkably coherent, primarily residential historic district. Residents are proud
of their town, and many are committed to preserving its historic character. In the late 1980s a
community leader purchased a vacant lot in the town with the express purpose of preventing it
from being developed. More recently, the Northumberland Historical Society accepted the
donation of the badly deteriorating Rice Hotel with the intent of rehabilitating it. Such concern
for the early buildings and the ambiance of the town may help preserve its historic character for

decades to come.

Jeff M. O’Dell
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ENDNOTES

1. Roanoke is outside the limits of the historic district: it could not be included because too many nencontributing buildings separate it from
the historic center of the town.

2. The Port Royal Historic District contained roughly 30 or 35 pre-Civil War buildings when the National Register nomination was writlen in
1969. (This report contains no inventory of contributing structures.) Unfortunately, a number of those buildings have been destroyed since
the regisier report was written. Port Royal's buildings, unlike those of Heathsville, are mostly urban: the district includes only one former
plantation complex, and its outbuiidings have disappeared.

The Tapphannock Historic District, listed on the Nationa! Register in 1972, has efeven pre-Civil War period buildings, many dating to the
cighteenth century. The Urbanna Historic District, listed in 1990, has seven pre-Civil War buildings, the majority dating to the eighteenth

century.
3. John C. Wilson, Virginia's Northern Neck, A Pictorial History, (Norfolk, 1984), pp. 127-28.

4, Building dates cited in this report are based, for the most part, on research undertaken by Carolyn H. Jett and published in her book
Heathsville Yesterday & Today (Heathsville, 1980; rev, ed. 1989). Mrs. Jett has generously shared other research through all phases of the
Heathsville survey and subsequent National Register nomination project.

5. The dormers on both houses are later additions; they were oniginally single-story dwellings with finished lofts.

6. See a discussion of these houses and their similarities in the 1986 National Register nomination for Wheatand, Northumberland County,
Virginia.

7. These include the Haynie, DeShields and Basye cemeteries.

8. Only three other gravestones of this period (lale seventeenth century or eighteenth century) are known 10 survive in the county. Two are
located in the same graveyard off Lewisetta Road near Cypress Farm. Both are slab stones similar to the Haynie example. One memorializes
William Keene, who died in 1684, and the other memorializes Thomas Banks, who died in 1697, Like the Haynie stone, they were probably
erected within a decade or two of the persons’ deaths, but not necessarily in the year of death. See Isabel Gaugh, “Tombstone May Be Oldest
Relic in Northumberland County,” The Northumberiand Echo, Heathsville, Va., May 1, 1991. The other stone is a slab stone that covers the
sarlier, original stone marking the grave of the Rev. David Lyndsey, who died in 1667. Near his grave is that of his grandson, Thomas Opie,
who is said to have ordered the present stone for Lyndsey’s grave.

9. See photo on p. 96 of John Wilson, Virginia’s Northern Neck (reproduced in the Supplementary Photos section of this report). The
courthouse was a plain two-story brick structure with gabie roof and longitudinal five-bay front. The small one-story, one-bay porch contrasted
with the monumental porticos employed on most Virginia courthouses of the period.

10. Personal communication, John E. Wells, Department of Historic Resources, Richmond, Va., October 11, 1991. The reference for the
remodeling of the Northumberland Courthouse is from the Manufaciurer's Record, 13 September 1900, p. 129.

In its present form, the Northumberland Court Courthouse is almost identical 1o the 1899 Northampton County Courthouse at Eastville, located
directly across the Chesapeake Bay on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. Differences include the larger and finer verands at Heathsville; the use
of slightly different window treatments in the two buildings; and the use of decorative belt courses at Eastville versus pilasters at Heathsville.
Moreover, the main floor of the Heathsville courthouse is entered via a flight of steps, rather than at grade level, 2s a1 Eastville.

Bartholomew Smith, founder of the B. F. Smith Fireproof Construction Company in Washington, D.C. specialized in the design and construction
of fireproof public buildings between about 1897 and 1912, Smith designed and erected courthouses in King George, Franklin, New Kent and
Accomac counties in Virginia, as well a5 in at least three North Carolina counties. He also remodeled the Westmoreland County Courthouse





























































































