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7.  Description 
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Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 

DESCRIPTION SUMMARY 

Gordonsville is an incorporated town (pop. 1,420) located about nineteen miles 
northeast of Charlottesville in Orange County near its southern border with Albemarle 
and Louisa counties. Set in a hilly agricultural region of large and medium-sized farms, 
the town is topographically flat to slightly undulating, with a mean elevation of about 
510 feet above sea level. Between 1840 and 1880, with the arrival there of two railroads 
and two major western highways, Gordonsville suddenly expanded from a crossroads hamlet 
to a thriving transportation center and market town. This period of growth is reflected 
in the town's rich legacy of mid- and late 19th-century architecture. Most of the com- 
munity's best and earliest buildings stand within the Gordonsville Historic District, 
which is centered along a three-quarter-mile stretch of Main Street (VA Routes 15 and 
33) between its intersection with VA Route 231 on the north and the Chesapeake and Ohio 
Railroad tracks on the south. The northern residential section of this street is char- 
acterized by spacious, well-kept lots shaded by mature deciduous trees. Although the 
business district, located at the southern third of the street, has suffered some modern 
intlusions, it still maintains much of its early 20th-century flavor. The district, 
which is more or less coterminous with the portions of the town developed by 1880, contains 
104 primary residential, commercial, and institutional buildings. Of these, fifteen 
are noncontributing. 

ARCHITECTURAL ANALYSIS 

Gordonsville's street plan follows a modified rectangular grid centering on Main 
Street, known as Richmond Road in the 19th century since it led to the state capital. 
The north end of Main Street begins at a traffic circle marking the intersection of 
VA Routes 33 and 15. VA Route 33 runs west to Barboursville and Harrisonburg and VA 
Route 15 (now Gordon Avenue; formerly known as the Fredericksburg Great Road) runs south- 
west to Charlottesville and northeast to the towns of Orange and Culpeper. North Main 
Street extends in a straight line half a mile south-southeast from the traffic circle 
to the Chesapeake & Ohio Railroad overpass, where its designation changes to South Main 
Street. North Main Street is lined mostly with medium-sized to large residences, with 
a scattering of churches and other public buildings. South Main Street, in contrast, 
is almost entirely commercial. This business district runs for three blocks between 
the railroad overpass on the north and the eastern branch of the C & 0 tracks on the 
south. Although South Main Street continues southeast for two more blocks, this lower 
stretch is bordered by exclusively modern development. 

The Gordonsville Historic District runs from the traffic circle at the north end 
of Main Street to the Exchange Hotel (built 1859) at 400 South Main Street. This three- 
-..lrter-mile stretch encompasses the earliest section of Gordonsville as well as most 
~i its significant early buildings. 

The district bounds are drawn to include the early 
structures along Baker Street and parts of Faulconer Street on the west side of Main, 
as well as parts of Weaver, Commerce, Market, and Depot streets just northeast of the 
commercial district. These boundaries by and large coincide with those developed sections 
of the town shown on Gray's 1878 Map of Gordonsville, drawn when the village was com- 
pleting its first major period of growth. A few noteworthy 19th-century structures 
exist outside these boundaries, but they do not appear in any concentrations, and they 
are interspersed by one or more blocks of modern development. 

1 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The rich assemblage of 19th- and early 20th-century residential, comrne~cial and 
institutional buildings comprising Gordonsville's Historic District ref1ec:sthe vicis- 
situdes of a representative Virginia railroad town. Named for Nathaniel Gordon, who 
kept a crossroads tavern there in the late 18th century, the hamlet exploded into a 
thriving transportation hub with the arrival in the 1840s and early '50s of two railroads 
and two major turnpikes. Gordonsville reached its heyday in the two decades following 
the Civil War, when its population of 1500 served the needs of rail passengers, local 
farmers, and back-country drovers and wagoners. With completion in the early 1880s 
of a rival north-south rail oad bypassing the town to the west, Gordonsville's growth 
ended as suddenly as it had begun. As in the case of many towns, this very reversal 
of fate has helped preserve much of Gordonsville's 19th-century architectural fabric. 
Reflecting the town's stop-and-start boom, as well as its linear growth pattern, the 
proposed historic district centers on a three-quarter mile stretch of Main Street leading 
south past tree-shaded 19th-century residences to the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad over- 
pass. There the streetscape suddenly changes to a solid row of World War I era brick 
commercial structures comprising the town's main retail and business district. With 
its attractive streetscapes and wide variety of vernacular buildings, the Gordonsville 
Historic District exemplifies the small 19th-century Piedmont railroad town. As a com- 
munity once dependent on the daily arrival of freight and passenger trains, Gordonsville 
vividly illustrates the surpassing economic importance of the railroads in 19th-century 
Virginia. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Gordonsville, which owed its florescence to the railroad, originated a half-century 
before the first steam locomotive rolled across Virginia soil. Beginning as a cross- 
roads hamlet, it was named for Nathaniel Gordon, who kept a tavern there in the late 
18th century. This tavern was strategically located at the intersection of two major 
highways: The Fredericksburg Great Road, a stage route leading north from Charlottes- 
ville to Orange Courthouse and Fredericksburg; and The Richmond Road, leading west from 
the state capital through Louisa Courthouse and Swift Run Gap to the Valley of Virginia. 

Gordon purchased the tavern tract--then known as Newville--from a cousin of President 
James Madison, in 1787. Gordon's establishment was a typical rural tavern of the time, 
a place where drovers, wagoners and stage travelers stopped to eat and lodge, and where 
local farmers came to talk and tipple. The tavern was in operation by at least 1794, 
and early insurance policies show that the building grew between 1799 and 1805 from 
a single-story, two-room-plan structure to a commodious multi-story building with three 
porches, a shed extension, and numerous outbuildings. Prominent guests who lodged or 
stopped there include Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe and Henry Clay. The Marquis de 
Lafayette received a "warm and hearty welcome'' there from a group of local citizens 
during his triumphal return to America in 1824. 

(See Continuation Sheet 11 28) 
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7. DESCRIPTION--Architectural Analysis 

The historic district falls entirely within the corporate bounds of the town of 
Gordonsville. It covers roughly fifty-eight contiguous acres and includes 104 primary 
buildings, as we 1 as the sites of several important structures that have disappeared 3 
in recent years. Most of the 15 noncontributing buildings stand at the lower end of 
South Main Street in the vicinity of the railroad depot. 

The architectural development of the town mirrors its early history. Gordonsville 
began in the 1790s as a crossroads hamlet at the intersection of major roads leading 
west from Richmond to the Valley of Virginia, and north from Charlottesville to Fred- 
ericksburg and Washington, DC. When the Louisa Railroad (the first east-west line in 
Virginia) was chartered in 1836, it was planned to tlrminate near this crossroads. 
The Louisa laid its last tracks in 1840 at a site two-::birds of a mile southeast of 
Gordon's Tavern. There tt? railroad company purchased two acres of land for a depot 
and other buildings. One man--Dr. Charles Beale--owned most of the land along Richmond 
Road between Gordon's T vern and the depot tract, and he subsequently had it divided 2 
into lots and sold off. Thus during the 1840s and '50s Gordonsville had two centers: 
"Old Gordonsville," site of the tavern, blacksmith shop and several dwellings, and 
"Gordonsville Depot," the rapidly growing commercial sector near the rail terminus. 
Only gradually, over the course of two or three decades, were the lots between these 
points purchased and improved. 

"Old Gordonsville" lost its commercial importance almost immediately upon the rail- 
road's arrival in 1840, when business shifted to the depot area. Consequently the 
northern two-thirds of Main Street grew into the town's primary residential street, 
while the three blocks north of the depot developed into an exclusively commercial dis- 
trict. Side streets were not laid off until the 1870s, and only a few short stretches 
of these--for example, those centering on Baker Street at the northwest side of town, 
and Commerce Street on the southeast--had been developed by the time Gordonsville's 
growth leveled off in the 1880s. In the 20th century, the town has grown substantially 
to the east, west and south, but most of this (primarily residential) development renains 
wiLhin the town's corporate limits. 

nccai~se Gordonsville's population reached a plateau of about 1,500 persons in the 
1880s, the town's early residential and commercial districts have remained relatively 
stable. Houses in the more prosperous sections of town (including Main Street) have 
for the most part remained well-cared for, being occupied by long-term local owners. 
The old residential sections of town have never become unfashionable and subject to 
decay, demolition or rebuilding. Similarly, the commercial district has always remained 
in the same location, despite extensive fires in 1916 and 1920. 

Gordonsville's retail center still lies in the four blocks between 100 North and 
400 South Main Street. Although some minor commercial development has recently arisen 
along VA Route 15 on the north side of town, Gordonsville remains one of the few Vir- 
ginia communities of its size lacking an automobile-geared commercial "strip" or peripheral 
shopping mall. To a greater degree than most Virginia towns, it retains an ambience 
of the pre-automobile era. Most residents still rely on downtown for their daily shop- 
ping, and many of them walk there from their homes. Although passenger trains no longer 
stop at Gordonsville, commercial activity is still centered near the railroad. These 
links between past and present distinguish Gordonsville from other Piedmont railroad 
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Gordonsville's past is easily read in its architectural fabric. The town contains 
a broad range of building types and styles ranging from the 1850s to the 1910s and later. 
Although the town boasts several large showy residences, most early dwellings are of 
middling size and modest character. While these dwellings reflect many of the popular 
American design trends of the 19th and early 20th centuries, virtually none of them 
follow a strictly academic style. Rather, they mix fashionable stylistic details culled 
from pattern books and catalogues with the vernacular architectural forms that had developed 
locally over a period of two or more centuries. Because of their strong local roots, 
few if any of the town's houses could be mistaken for ones in Ohio or Pennsylvania--or, 
for that matter--southeastern or Southside Virginia. 

Clearly, Gordonsville's early architecture was the product of a small and conser- 
vative community whose links to the surrounding countryside were at least as strong 
as those to the larger world bro-:ght within reach by the railroads. Although many of 
the town's inhabitants were well off by local rural standards, few were wealthy by the 
standards of larger towns like Fredericksburg or Richmond. As a rule, their values 
and sense of community prevented them from flaunting success in the form of extrava- 
gant dwellings. Those who did erect large homes tended to employ styles and materials 
in step with those of their neighbors. Thus most of thz town's dwellings are frame, 
of one or two stories, and of relatively simple design. None appears to have been 
copied from pattern books or catalogues, and it is doubtful that any were designed by 
urban architects. 

The earliest recorded dwelling in Gordonsville was the Gordon Tavern, built in 
the early 1790s and enlarged around 1800. For many years it was probably the largest 
structure in the community. Early insurance records show it to have been a plain weather- 
boarded structure built in two segments. By 1805 the original one-story section had 
been joined to a four-bay, two-story unit with raised basement and long uncove ed front 
porch. This building remained largely unaltered until its demolition in 1947. 

5 

Although Charles Beale sold a number of lots in Gordonsville between 1840 and the 
outbreak of the Civil War, only two or three documented buildings from that era remain 
standing today. These include the E.J. Faulconer House (ca. 1856; 304 N. Main Street), 
a standard I-house whose elaborate porch and cornice may have been added as late as 
the 1870s. A similar building is the Faulconer-Schlosser House (401 N. Main Street), 
begun on the eve of the Civil War, but not completed until 1868. These buildings are 
typical of similar sized local rural dwellings, but both feature uncharacteristically 
rich exterior detailing in the Greek Revival and Italianate styles. 

The Greek Revival style, introduced nationally in the 1820s, lingered longer in 
Gordonsville than it did in some larger Virginia towns. Two closely similar brick 
I-houses employing elements of the style are the Linney-Barbour Building (204 N. Main 
Street), erected as a dwelling-cum-store, and the Partlow House (East Baker Street; 
demolished in 1871). Both were erected around 1870. Even more surprising than the 
late use of simplified Greek motifs are the modified Federal-style mantels in the Linney- 
Barbour Building. Believed to have been erected by master builder Benjamin Faulc ner, 
these structures attest to the conservative taste of the builder and his clients. 8 

(See Continuation Sheet 83) 
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Postbellum houses that graft elements of the Italianate and Greek Revival styles 
onto traditional vernacular forms include the Thomason House at 309 N. Pendleton and 
the C.B. Linney House (ca. 1878) at 506 N. Main. The largest dwelling of its period 
in town, the Linney House features a double-pile plan, a tall raised basement, and a 
two-story front veranda with ornamental cast-iron pillars and railing. 

The houses mentioned above all conform to the simple, rectangular I-house format 
that had been popular in Virginia since the 18th century. However, during the last 
third of the 19th century, builders increasingly favored houses with the ell plans and 
asymmetrical massing popularized by pattern books like A.J. Downing's The Architecture 
of Country Houses (1850). Dwellings built in the new mode include the Young-Omohundro 
House (401 N. Church); the Joseph Yeager House (ca. 1870; 400 N. Church); and the resi- 
dences at 209 and 305 N. Main. 

Three Gordonsville houses, all built in the 1860s or '70s, conform to a popular 
mid-19th-century design often referred to as the "raised cottage." This symmetrical 
house form, which first appeared in Virginia's larger towns and cities in the 1850s, 
features single-story elevations, a hipped or pyramidal roof, a four-square, double- 
pile plan, and often a tall raised basement (hence the name "raised cottage"). The 
Ogg House at 402 N. Main and the Rundle House at 404 N. Main both lack basements, but 
the Shelton House at 206 N. Weaver rests on a tall brick ground story set only slight1.y 
below grade. The Shelton House also features a low belvedere with a narrow band of 
clerestory windows that have since been covered over. 

Some popular American decorative styles--including the Gothic Revival--are barely 
reflected in Gordonsville. The small one-story gable-fronted house at 200 N. Main, 
with its scalloped bargeboards and board-and-batten siding, is the building closest 
in spirit to the "Gothic cottage" popularized by A.J. Downing and other mid-19th-century 
writers. Since Gordonsville had passed the peak of its growth by the early 1880s, it 
should not be surprising that some major late 19th-century styles are poorly represented 
there. There are, for example, no Queen Anne, Eastlake, Second Empire, or Stick Style 
houses in the village. Craftsman and shingle styles are represented by watered-down 
versions at 306 and 410 N. Main. Only two Bungalow-style houses stand within the bounds 
of the district: a moderately stylish dwelling at 513 N. Main, and a highly simplified 
one at 200 W. Baker. The Colonial Revival and Georgian Revival styles were clearly 
Gordonsville's most popular new building modes after the turn of the century. Among 
the earliest of these (as well as the largest) is the Swan-Payne House at 300 N. Main. 
Built in 1901, it exhibits the complex roof line, oversized dormers and multiple porches 
characteristic of the Colonial Revival style. Its monumental front portico and full- 
length balcony supported by giant snakelike brackets distinguish it from similar houses 
in neighboring Virginia towns. 

While most of Gordonsville's 19th-century dwellings are characterized by simple 
boxy massing, many are enlivened by exterior decorative trim and fancy porches. The 
large, intricate eaves brackets at 202 E. Market and 304, 305, and 401 N. Main transform 

(See Continuation Sheet 64) 
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otherwise modest houses into minor architectural fantasies. Other plain houses are 
lifted beyond the mundane by their elaborate porches. Most of these are a single story, 
with bracketed eaves and pierced, paneled, turned, or Classical-style posts. Outstanding 
two-story porches include those at the C.B. Linney and Swan-Payne houses (506 and 300 
N. Main, respectively), at Magnolia House (109 N. Commerce), and at the Klowes House 
(202 E. Market). Single-story, wrap-around porches, usually with turned posts or Clas- 
sically-inspired wooden columns, were particularly popular in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. Perhaps the town's earliest and most elaborate wrap-around veranda 
is the florid example at the Yeager House (400 N. Church), with its curved ends and 
filigreed sawn-baluster railing. 

While the major elements of Gordonsville's architectural fabric reveal something 
of the general tastes and aspirations of its inhabitants, specific ornamental details 
often tell more about local crafts traditions and the aesthetic preferences of indivi- 
dual craftsmen. Several unusual decorative elements seemingly peculiar to the area 
occur in a number of local houses, suggesting either that these dwellings were all remodeled 
about the same time, or that a small number of craftsmen continued to work in the com- 
munity over a long period. Some decorative elements, such as elaborately sawn brackets, 
may have been produced in a nearby mill specializing in cabinetry or wood~ork.~ Others 
may have been shipped ready-made from builders' supply houses as far away as Baltimore 
or New York. However, a few architectural details possibly unique to the Gordonsville 
area may have been invented by one or more local craftsmen. One example is a peculiar 
form of window casing with "peaked" hood appearing on dwellings at 309, 311, and 508 
N. Main. Another is the distinctive "pierced" porch posts at 304 and 311 N. Main, at 
309 N. gendleton, and at a house outside the district in the 300 block of N. Church 
Street. 

Unfortunately, almost nothing is known about Gordonsville's early carpenters, masons, 
and builders. Benjamin Faulconer, brother of the successful entrepreneur and civic 
leader E.J. Faulconer, is believed to have built the Exchange Hotel (400 S. Main), the 
Faulconer-Schlosser House (401 N. Main) and the Partlow House (demolished 1971). Cir- 
cumstantial evidence suggests he may also have built the Linney-Barbour Building (204 
N. Main) and the E.J. Faulconer House (304 N. Main). Nevertheless, the identity of 
those who designed the town's most sophisticated buildings--e.g., the P esb terian, 
Methodist, and Episcopal churches--continues to elude local historians. 

y 

Indeed, several of Gordonsville's 19th-century churches may have been erected by 
builders from outside the community, as they stand in sharp contrast to the modest archi- 
tectural pretentions of local dwellings. The least elaborate of the five extant 19th- 
century churches in the district is, not surprisingly, the earliest. The frame Gor- 
donsville Christian Church (314 N. Main), built in 1853, has been remodeled twice, and 
in its latest incarnation (ca. 1920) combines elements of the Gothic and Classical 
revivals. The oldest standing unaltered church is the brick Gordonsville Presbyterian 
Church (1855; 406 N. Main), one of the most handsome Greek Revival buildings in central 
Virginia. Directly across the street at 407 N. Main is the Gordonsville Methodist Church, 
built in 1873. Constructed of red brick laced with fanciful white wooden trim, it features 
an unusual (and recently altered) portico in antis capped by a Palladian motif. 

(See Continuation Sheet A5) 
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The town is graced by two Gothic style churches. St. Mark's Catholic (ca. 1880; 
319 N. Main) is a nicely executed version of the rustic Carpenter Gothic, while Christ 
Episcopal Church (ca. 1875; 310 N. High) is a more sophisticated brick edifice with 
traceried Gothic-arch windows, decorative buttresses, and an attenuated belfry that 
seems almost poised for flight. One last church no longer standing also deserves mention. 
The Gordonsville Baptist Church (1859-66), which stood at 503 N. Main, was an austere 
two-story Greek Revival brick structure with a monumental projecting front vestibule 
lighted by circular windows. This extraordinary building was demolished for a parking 
lot in 1971 despite efforts to save it. 

Gordonsville has two other institutional buildings of special interest. The older 
is the town's first graded public grammar school (409 N. Faulconer), built in 1877-78. 
The Grammar School is a four-room-plan, hipped-roof brick structure with decorative 
buttresses an< projecting end pavilions. Memorial Hall (214 N. Main), erected by the 
Maplewood Memorial Association as a place to stage musical and theatrical fund-raising 
events, is a plain single-story frame building with simplified Classical portico. This 
auditorium was also periodically used as a town hall and general meeting place; today 
it houses an auto parts store. 

Most early buildings in the commercial district of town were destroyed in the de- 
vastating fires of 1916 and 1920. Only two documented pre-1916 commercial buildings 
remain along South Main Street today. These are Sneed's Store (ca. 1855; 114 S. Main), 
a plain two-story frame building with gable-end front; and Busbee's Store, a two-story, 
two-bay brick structure with round-arched windows and bracketed Italianate cornice. 
The brick buttresses supporting the fire-weakened north wall of this building provide 
graphic evidence of the fire that destroyed virtually every wooden building on this 
block. 

Most of the commercial district south of the C & 0 overpass was rebuilt in brick 
and concrete-block in the late 1910s and '20s. Among the earliest of these buildings 
(some of which house two or three ground-floor shops), are the L.M. Acree Building (102 
S. Main); the Allman Building (103 S. Main); the Herndon Building (105 S. Main); the 
Gordonsville Motor Car Company Building (ca. 1922; 207 S. Main); and the Blakey Building 
(1916; 107 S. Main). All five retain their original storefronts and roof cornices. 
Most of the other buildings lining the 100 and 200 blocks of South Main are plainer 
than these, having been built in the 1930s, '40s, and '50s. Nevertheless, they maintain 
the early character of the district, creating a solid street facade and echoing the 
design and materials of the earliest buildings. Most of these pre-1955 buildings have 
two-story, brick-veneered fronts with parapet roofs and articulated plate-glass store- 
fronts. In contrast to the plain, sober character of these buildings are two stores 
nearer the railroad depot. One is a Mediterranean-style hardware store at 300 S. Main; 
the other is a 1940s Art Deco liquor store at 201 S. Main. The latter, built for the 
Virginia Alcoholic Beverage Control Board after a slightly varying model used through- 
out the state, features streamlined corners and sheathing of gray sandstone, polished 
greenstone and glass block. 

(See Continuation Sheet 86) 
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7. DESCRIPTION--Architectural Analysis 

Several early commercial buildings stand outside the central business district. 
Three of these were originally a combination store and dwelling. The earliest is the 

Linney-Barbour Building (ca. 1870), mentioned above. Built of brick and exhibiting 
Greek Revival stylistic details, it originally featured an asymmetrical five-bay front 
with two fronc doors. (The southern door has since been converted to a window.) Another 
store-cum-dwelling, built around the turn of the century, stands at 301 N. Main. The 
retail section of this building was contained in the front ell extending to the edge 
of the sidewalk. The dwelling unit, in contrast, stands about thirty feet back from 
the edge of the lot, facing it lengthwise and shaded by a two-story veranda. A third 
store-and-dwelling combination stands at 100 N. Main. Built around 1920, it apparently 
functioned as a gas station and general merchandise store. ~ o d a y  it serves as a florist 
shop. 

From the very beginning, Gordonsville's ~ailroad depots served as the nexus of 
activity in torun. The first passenger station was replaced in 1870 by a larger one 
shared by both the Chesapeake & Ohio and the Orange, Alexandria & Manassas railroads. 
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This, in turn, was superceded in 1904 by a much larger two-story frame structure built 
in hybrid Colonial Revival/Prairie School style. Unfortunately, the Chesapeake & Ohio 
Company tore this building down in the mid-1970s after a brief period of disuse. The 
coeval brick switching and signal tower, however, still stands in the Y-shaped rail 
intersection just north of the 1904 passenger station site. This handsome Flemish-bond 
structure with boldly-projecting eaves and metal-sheathed oriel window may be the last 
surviving example of its type in central Virginia. Also standing nearby, at 201 Depot 
Street, is the now-vacant C & 0 freight depot. According to several local residents, 
the core of this plain gable-roofed building was erected in the 1840s or '50s by the 
Louisa Railroad or its successor, the Virginia Central. It is hoped that both of these 
early railroad structures will be preserved. 

Equally illustrative of Gordonsville's role as a transportation center are its 
early hotels, which depended almost entirely upon trade engendered by the railroads. 
By the 1870s, Gordonsville boasted three hotels, all bordering the depot property. 
Two of these still stand. The earlier is the Exchange Hotel at 400 S. Main, a largely 
unaltered and recently restored three-story, brick-and-frame building. Erected in 1859 
to supplant an earlier hotel, it features Greek Revival detailing and two-story front 
and rear verandas. A two-story detached brick kitchen also stands in the side yard. 
A somewhat smaller hotel, Magnolia House (ca. 1873), faces the railroad platform on 
the northeast side of the former C & 0 passenger station. Like the Exchange Hotel, 
Magnolia House has a grade-level brick basement and a two-story front veranda with fancy 
brackets and sawn-baluster railing. The ground story is only visible from Commerce 
Street, however, since the hotel was built directly against the railroad embankment 
in order to eliminate the need for passengers to negotiate stairs. A much later hotel, 
named The Old Oaken Bucket (after a John Greenleaf Whittier poem), stood three blocks 
north of the depot. Built around 1920, it was apparently designed to accommodate the 
motorist as well as the train passenger. This large yellow-brick Colonial Revival building 
has recently been converted to retail commercial space, branding itself Gordonsville's 
downtown "Mini Mall." 

(See Continuation Sheet //7) 
































































