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Thorn H i l l  commands a  sweeping view of  t h e  Valley of V i rg in i a  from i ts  pos i  
t i o n  on a  h igh  r i d g e  j u s t  south  of Lexington. Approached from the  e a s t ,  t h  
nor th- fac ing  house s i t s  a t  t h e  summit of the  h i l l  wi th  a  fo recour t  o f  e a r l y  
outbui ld ings  t o  t h e  south .  

The dwell ing house is a  f ive-bay,  two-story, Flemish-bond b r i c k  bu i ld ing  
b u i l t  circa 1792 wi th  a  two-story, one-bay wing added t o  t h e  west end a t  an 
e a r l y  da te .  A l l  of  t h e  i n t e r i o r  end chimneys have c o r b e l l e d  caps. The 
windows, w i t h  t h e i r  s imple a r c h i t r a v e  surrounds and molded s i l l s ,  have o r i g .  
i n a l  nine-over-nine sash.' Both t h e  f r o n t  and t h e  r e a r  doorways a r e  hung 
wi th  narrow, three-panel ,  ra i sed-panel  double doors and have s imple four- 
l i g h t  transoms. A modi l l i on  and d e n t i l  c o r n i c e  surrounds t h e  house and i t s  
wing. This  i s  r epea ted  on t h e  f i n e  one-story pedimented r e a r  porch which 
a l s o  has sca l loped  f a s c i a  boards and h ighly  a t t enua ted  co lonne t t e s .  The 
l a t t e r  a r e  supported by s h o r t  concre te  p i e r s ,  sugges t ing  t h a t  some s o r t  of  
balustrade.may have been removed. A c o l o s s a l  t e t r a s t y l e  p o r t i c o  accents  t h ~  
n o r t h  f r o n t  of  Thorn H i l l .  The pediment has t h e  same modi l l i on  co rn ice  
found on t h e  r e a r  porch, bu t  t h e  massive i l l - f i t t i n g  Doric columns a r e  ob- 
v i o u s l y  ante-bellum replacements ,  probably f o r  a  two-level porch wi th  pos ts  
s i m i l a r  t o  those  on t h e  r e a r  porch. 

Thorn H i l l  i s  an "I" plan  house. A p a r l o r  opens of f  t h e  c e n t r a l  s t a i r  h a l l  
t o  t h e  e a s t  and a  d in ing  room t o  t h e  west. The second-f loor  p lan  i s  simi-  
l a r ,  except t h a t  t h e  l a r g e  s i z e  of t h e  house permits  t h e  i n s e r t i o n  of  a  
smal l  room i n  t h e  f r o n t  of t h e  s t a i r  h a l l  and another  one between t h e  s t a i r s  
and t h e  west bedroom. 

I 
A l l  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  woodwork ac  Thorn H i l l  i s  Georgian i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  bu t  t h e  
b u i l d e r ' s  na ive  sense of  propor t ion  and d e t a i l i n g  g ive  i t  a f a n t a s t i c  

I q u a l i t y .  The chimney w a l l  scheme i n  t h e  p a r l o r  c o n s i s t s  of  a  chimney b r e a s t  
f lanked by two n iches .  The n i ches  have segmental a r ches  wi th  molded a rch i -  
v o l t s  sp r ing ing  from impost b locks ,  each o f  which has a  l i t t l e  f i n i a l .  A 
t a l l ,  f e a t h e r l i k e  f l u t e d  keystone surmounts each arch. The same s o r t  of  
a rch  and f i n i a l s ,  mounted on a  p l a i n  f i e l d ,  s e rve  to  suggest  t h e  pediment of  
an overmantel panel .  Squat Doric p i l a s t e r s  w i th  e n t a b l a t u r e  enr iched  by 
l a t t i c e w o r k  and Wall-of-Troy f re twork  form t h e  mantel .  Slimmer p i l a s t e r s  
w i th  o u t s i z e  bases frame t h e  "overmantel", and o t h e r s  i n  t h e  co rne r s  f l a n k  
t h e  e n t i r e  wal l  composition. The heavy modi l l ion  c o r n i c e  which e n c i r c l e s  
the  room i s  broken o u t  not  on ly  over  t h e  p i l a s t e r s  but  over  each of  t h e  
keystones a s  we l l .  Raised-panel wainscot ing decora tes  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e  wa l l s  
of the  room. An a r c h i t r a v e  doorway wi th  f u l l ,  s t y l i z e d  Doric e n t a b l a t u r e  
l eads  from the  room. F i n a l l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  two small  s e c t i o n s  of molding, 
s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  over  t h e  doorway, which se rve  a s  she lves  t o  suppor t  the  
lower fnds  of p o r t r a i t s  hung on t h e  no r th  and south  wal l s .  These p o r t r a i t  
she lves  a r e  apparent ly  o r i g i n a l .  

The c e n t r a l  passage has ra i sed-panel  wainscot ing and a  modi l l ion  co rn ice  
l i k e  those  i.n the  p a r l o r .  The doors i n t o  t h e  p a r l o r  and the  d in ing  room ar 
s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  i n  the  ~ a r l o r ,  except t h a t  the one l ead ing  i n t o  t h e  p a r l o r  
has a  t a l l  broken t r i a n g u l a r  pediment added t o  i t .  The handsome s t a i r s  
have a  molded b a n i s t e r  s c r o l l e d  a t  the newel, two turned b a l u s t e r s  t o  each 

.~~~ ~~~ .~ ~.~ ~ ~ ~~ ~. ( see  co~&ua t iou  s h e e t  i l l )  
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7. DESCRIPTION 

tread, sawn brackets with pierced latticework bands, and a raised-panel dado. 
The banister is ramped and eased at the landings. Throughout the house, but 
most notably in the stair hall, there are extensive areas of early nineteenth- 
century graining. 

A modillion and punch-and-dentil cornice encircles the dining room and is 
used for portrait shelves as well. Fluted pilasters are used once more to 
compose the chimney piece. Here, again, a molding carried across a flat 
field from pilaster to pilaster suggests, rather than forms, an overmantel. 
Some stop-flute work enhances the pilasters flanking the fireplace. 

In the upstairs bedrooms are chimney pieces which are simplified versions of 
those downstairs. That in the west bedroom has exaggerated crossettes on the 
heavy architrave fireplace surround. 

The outbuildings are worthy of note. The west range, from north to south, 
includes a square, pyramidal-roofed, V-notched log smokehouse, a recent frame 
chicken house, and a frame kitchen with an enormous interior brick chimney 
and a chimney-end lean-to garage. The east range, from north to south, con- 
sists of a frame servants house and loom house which resembles very closely 
the kitchen, except for having an exterior chimney and being nogged, and 
another frame building. Some late-nineteenth- and twentieth-century barns 
and other farm buildings close the court on the south. Finally, there is a 
well-preserved, ancient gasoline pump near the servants house. 
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9 T A T E M E N T  O F  S l C N I F I C l \ N E E  

Thorn H i l l  was b u i l t  a s  t h e  home of  Col. John Bowyer, a  c e n t r a l  f i g u r e  i n  
Rockbridge County's formative years .  Conspicuously s i t e d  and c m a n d i n g  
panoramic views of  t h e  Lexington a r e a ,  t h e  d i g n i f i e d  house symbolizes t h e  
prominence of  i t s  f i r s t  owner. I ts  e l a b o r a t e ,  but  e c c e n t r i c a l l y  propor- 
t ioried, la te-Georgian woodwork has few p a r a l l e l s  i n  i t s  a rea  of  t h e  s t a t e  
and g ives  t h e  house except ional  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  i n t e r e s t .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  
f i n e  c o l l e c t i o n  of e a r l y  ou tbu i ld ings  inc reases  our  understanding of r u r a l  
l i f e  i n  e a r l y  Rockbridge County. 

John Bor~yer came t o  Rockbridge, then  Augusta, County i n  1753 a s  a  school 
t eache r ,  and two yea r s  l a t e r  bought 300 a c r e s  of land  from James McDowell 
f o r  t h e  nominal sum of f i v e  s h i l l i n g s .  I n  1761, he made another  l a r g e  
purchase,  t h i s  t ime ' acqu i r ing  533 ac res  of  land from Alexander Craighead 
o f  North Carol ina  f o r  f i v e  more s h i l l i n g s .  The boundary desc r ip t ion jo f  
t h i s  l a t t e r  t r a c t  i d e n t i f y  it a s  t h e  "530 ac res  more o r  l e s s "  of t h e  Thorn 
H i l l  p l a n t a t i o n  which Bowyer l e f t  t o  h i s  nephew and namesake, John Bowyer 
of Staunton,  i n  1806. Bowyer's prominence increased  w i t h  h i s  f o r t u n e s ,  
and he became a c a p t a i n  i n  t h e  Augusta m i l i t i a  i n  1763. 

I n  t h e  mid-1760s, however, he apparent ly  moved t o  Bo te tou r t  County but  re -  
t a ined  h i s  Augusta County holdings.  He appears i n  t h e  records  a s  a  Burgess, 
from Bote tou r t  from 1769-1775 and was a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  t o  a l l  Revolut ionar  
conventions and s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e s  he ld  during those  years .  I n  1770, 
Borvyer was appointed one of t h e  f i r s t  j u s t i c e s  of Bo te tou r t  County. 1 
By 1778, Boriyer was aga in  r e s i d i n g  i n  t h e  newly-formed Rockbridge County. 
He became a county l i e u t e n a n t  i n  t h a t  yea r ,  a  co lonel  i n  the  Rockbridge 
County M i l i t i a  i n  1782, and a  j u s t i c e  of t h e  peace seven years  l a t e r .  I n  
those  years  as  we l l  he augmented h i s  e s t a t e  wi th  a  f u r t h e r  purchase of 
375 ac res .  

Bovyer has important  connect ions wi th  L i b e r t y  Hal l  Academy, t h e  forerunner  
of Washington and Lee Un ive r s i ty .  He took i n  John Robinson, l a t e r  a  pr in-  
c i p a l  benefac tor  of t h e  c o l l e g e ,  soon a f t e r  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  a r r i v a l  fro!? I r e -  
land i n  1770. Robinson l i v e d  on Bowyer's Thorn H i l l  l and  u n t i l  1779. I n  
a d d i t i o n ,  Col. Bowyer himself was appointed one o£  t h e  f i r s t  t r u s t e r s  of 
L i b e r t y  Hal l  Academy i n  1782. 

Bowyer b u i l t  h i s  mansion house around 1792, according t o  a c o n t r a c t  f o r  t h i  
brickwork. The s t r a n g e  p r o ~ o r t i o n s  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  woodwork, t oge the r  w i t )  - .  . - 

t h e  na ive  j e t  c fEec t ivc .  employment of c e r t a i n  fonns i n  p lace  of o the r s .  1 ___.-I - 
(see con t inua t ion  shee t  ~ 2 )  
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8. SIGNIFICANCE 

f o r  in s t ance ,  t h e  use o f  a rches  t o  suggest  overmantel pediments, mark Thorn 
H i l l  a s  t h e  work of  an uneducated bu t  h ighly  s k i l l e d  j o i n e r  w i th  an e n t e r -  
t a i n i n g  sense  of  design.  Thorn H i l l ' s  group of ou tbu i ld ings ,  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  
of which--the k i t chen ,  o v e r s e e r ' s  house, and log  smokehouse--appear t o  be 
near  contemporaries of  t h e  main dwelling, i s  a  va luab le  s u r v i v a l .  They graph 
i c a l l y  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  r e l a t i v e  l ack  of  importance of  such a u x i l i a r y  bu i ld ings  
which might be  b u i l t  of  t h e  p l a i n e s t  m a t e r i a l s  even where t h e  house i t s e l f  wa 
r e l a t i v e l y  p r e t e n t i o u s ,  and they  mark the  replacement of  t h e  concept of a  
formal group o f  ou tbu i ld ings  by t h e  idea  of a  s i n g l e  important  b u i l d i n g  meet- 
ing  t h e  pub l i c  eye, w i th  s e r v i c e  bu i ld ings  hidden behind i t .  

' Col. John Bowyer d i ed  i n  1806. H i s  nephew continued i n  Bowyer's grand t r a d i -  
t i o n  and was descr ibed  i n  1830 as  l i v i n g  wi th  h i s  wife  " i n  e l egan t  s t y l e  a t  
Thornh i l l  . . . ." A t  h i s  dea th  i n  1851, he l e f t  a  l a r g e  e s t a t e  w i t h  persona 
proper ty  and s l a v e s  a lone  va lued  a t  over $18,000. 

Thorn H i l l  has l e d  a  r e l a t i v e l y  uneventful  ex i s t ence  s i n c e  t h e  h igh  t imes of 
t h e  Bowyer tenure.  It has r e c e n t l y  been i n h e r i t e d  by Mrs. Susan Tucker and 
i s  w e l l  maintained. 

DTU & MTP 
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