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7. Description 

Condition Check one Check one 
&excellent -deteriorated _X_ unaltered 1L original site 
- good - ruins -altered -moved date 

N/A 

-fair -unexposed 

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 

The Harnsberqer House sits on t h e  eas te rn  s i d e  of  t h e  South River i n  southeas t  Rocking- 
ham County, south of t h e  e a r l y  commercial cen te r  of Por t  Republic. When Stephen Harnsberger 
b u i l t  t h e  house i n  1856, t h i s  land formed p a r t  of a very l a r g e  Harnsberger farm along t h e  
r i v e r ,  but  it i s  now i n  t h e  northwest corner of t h e  incorporated town of  Grottoes. 

This unusual house is one of only  a few examples of  octagonal bui ld ings  i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  
Valley of Virgin ia .  The genera l  shape, cons t ruct ion ,  and e x t e r i o r  d e t a i l i n g  r e f l e c t  t h e  
inf luence  of mid-19th-century a r c h i t e c t u r a l  p a t t e r n  books, p a r t i c u l a r l y  Orson Fowler's 
A Home For A l l ,  published i n  1853. The main wa l l s  are constructed of  rough stucco added over 
t h e  b r i ck  wa l l s  i n  1916. A s  Fowler urged, t h e  c e l l a r  s t o r y  has  been r a i s e d ,  s o  t h e  "whole 
of t h e  room enclosed by t h e  foundation" has  been p u t  " t o  some good use." Stone s t e p s  below 
t h e  present  concre te  s t e p s  l e d  t o  a dug-out c e l l a r  entrance with a l a r g e ,  two-paneled door. 
The Greek Revival ent rances  on both t h e  f i r s t -  and second-floor l e v e l s  a r e  framed with t ran-  
soms and s i d e l i g h t s ,  and t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  en t ry  has  been decora ted  with a v a r i a t i o n  of  the  
Greek f r e t  mot i f .  The f r o n t  concre te  s t e p s  r ep lace  s t e p s  descending from each s i d e  of t h e  
porch. Each s i d e  i s  punctuated wi th  a t a l l ,  framed window bay enclosing narrow, pa i red  4/4 
sash  on both s t o r i e s .  The bracketed eaves and r a i s e d  one-story, one-bay porch with second- 
f l o o r  ba lus t rade  provide t h e  decora t ive  touches f o r  t h i s  design.  

This s h e l l  a c t u a l l y  masks t h e  more vernacular ,  double-pile Georgian p lan  commonly found 
i n  l a r g e r  houses i n  t h e  Valley by t h e  mid-19th century,  r a t h e r  than t h e  pie-shaped room de- 
s igns  prescr ibed i n  t h e  p a t t e r n  books. The c e n t r a l  passage, which extends over ha l f  t h e  depth 
of  t h e  main l e v e l ,  is f lanked by two deep f r o n t  rooms. The two back rooms a r e  considerably 
smaller--a d in ing room opening o f f  t h e  b*ck of t h e  passage t o  t h e  e a s t  and a t i n y  t r i a n g u l a r  
room i n  t h e  west corner.  Two c e n t r a l  chimneys between t h e  f r o n t  and back rooms provide 
f i r e p l a c e s  i n  each room. On both t h e  second and basement f l o o r s ,  t h e  c e n t r a l  passage extends 
t h e  e n t i r e  depth of t h e  house, wi th  two rooms t o  each s i d e .  

The i n t e r i o r  woodwork survivds i n  very good condit ion.  The open-str ing s t a i r c a s e  i s  
composed of a heavy turned newel pos t ,  square b a l u s t e r s ,  and p l a i n  brackets  and spandrels .  
Two d i f f e r e n t  mantel s t y l e s  frame t h e  e i g h t  f i r e p l a c e s .  Recessed-paneled Tuscan p i l a s t e r s ,  
p l a i n  f r i e z e s ,  and deep shelves compose t h e  mantels i n  t h e  f r o n t  rooms on both f l o o r s  a s  
wel l  a s  i n  t h e  r e a r  d in ing room. The o the r  f i r e p l a c e s  a r e  f in i shed  wi th  more p l a i n ,  Greek 
Revival designs.  Symmetrically molded t r i m  with square corner blocks encloses t h e  f i r s t - f l o o r  
doors and windows, b u t  a simpler Greek Revival a r c h i t r a v e  molding f i n i s h e s  t h e  second-floor 
openings. The basement rooms a r e  p l a s t e r e d  and have cement f l o o r s .  

By t h e  1890s, a narrow, frame ki tchen e l l  had been added t o  t h e  main octagonal block. 
b- This add i t ion  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  on t h e  e a r l y  p l a t  maps of Shendun (now Grottoes)  ca.  1890. 

Such ki tchen e l l s ,  with s i d e  porches, had become standard f e a t u r e s  i n  l o c a l  farmhouses by t h e  
end of t h e  century.  The k i tchen has  been remodeled b u t  r e t a i n s  t h e  molded door and window 
t r i m  with bul l ' s -eye  carved corner blocks t h a t  charac ter ized  l o c a l  bui ld ing from t h e  t u r n  of 
t h e  century. The p l a t  map a l s o  shows a smaller, hexagonal s t r u c t u r e  o f f  t h e  e l l ,  b u t  t h i s  
has been replaced by a one-story, rectangular ,frame s e r v i c e  building.  The l a r g e  f i r e p l a c e ,  
which runs p a r a l l e l  t o  t h e  longer s i d e  wal ls ,  q u i t e  poss ib ly  served t h e  e a r l i e r  bui ld ing 
i n  t h i s  loca t ion .  A frame, post-Civil  War, gambrel-roof barn survives  near t h e  house. 

According t o  l o c a l  h i s t o r y  sources,  t h e  house w a s  remodeled once i n  1916, b u t  no major 
s t r u c t u r a l  changes a r e  v i s i b l e  from t h i s  t i m e .  I n  1978, t h e  new owners r e s to red  t h e  house 

and added some panel molding, bookshelves, and bedmolding i n  a few rooms. 

(See Continuation Sheet #1) 



8. Significance 

Period 
- prehistoric 
- 1400-1499 
- 1500-1 599 
- 1600-1 699 
- 1700-1799 
X_ 1800-1899 
- 1900- 

Areas of Significance-Check and justify below 
- archeology-prehistoric -community planning - landscape architecture- religion 
- archeology-historic - conservation - law - science 
-agriculture -economics - literature -sculpture 
1L architecture -education - military - social1 
-art - engineering - music humanitarian 
- commerce - explorationlsettlement - philosophy -theater 
-communications - industry - politicsigovernment t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  

-invention - other (specify) 

Specific dates 1856 BuilderlArchitect unknown 

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Harnsberger House, b u i l t  i n  1856, i s  a r a r e  Rockingham County example of  t h e  mid- 
19th-century octagonal  bu i ld ing  fad.  While most country b u i l d e r s  were cons t ruc t ing  s ing le -  
and double-pile,Georgian-plan houses, Stephen Harnsberger chose t h e  octagonal  shape espoused 
i n  Orson Fowler 's A Home f o r  A l l ,  o r  t h e  Gravel Wall and Octagon Mode of Building (1853). 
Although t h e  facade  and shape c l e a r l y  r e f l e c t  an awareness of new s t y l e s ,  t h e  i n t e r i o r  
r e t a i n s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  arrangement of spaces i n  a double-pi le ,  Georgian design.  Harns- 
be rge r ' s  b ro the r ,  Robert Samuel Rarnsberger,  apparent ly  became i n t r i g u e d  by t h e  new fashion  
a s  wel l ;  he had an octagonal  barn cons t ruc ted  on h i s  farm i n  neighboring Augusta County. 
The house, toge ther  wi th  t h e  barn ,  r e f l e c t s  l o c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of  t h e  p a t t e r n  book 
s t y l e s  i n  t h i s  conserva t ive  a g r i c u l t u r a l  a r ea  -- both i n s e r t  t r a d i t i o n a l  p lans  and i d e a l s  
i n t o  octagonal  s h e l l s .  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

The f i r s t  Harnsberger i n  t h e  Vi rg in i a  colony was John Harnsberger who s e t t l e d  near  
Germanna between 1717 and 1719. By 1760, one of h i s  descendants ,  Stephen Harnsberger,  S r . ,  
was s e t t l e d  near  Elkton, Rockingham County, on t h e  South River .  Local h i s t o r i a n s  i n d i c a t e  
t h a t  t h e  Harnsbergers were of Swiss descent .  The 1789 Rockingham County t a x  books show 
Stephen Harnsberger charged wi th  298 ac res .  Although many of Rockingham County's records  
have not  surv ived ,  an ex tan t  index shows numerous deeds t o  both Stephen Harnsberger,  Sr . ,  
and h i s  son, Stephen, Jr. ,  f o r  land on t h e  Shenandoah River.  

Stephen Harnsberger,  Jr., had become q u i t e  prosperous by 1850. The Census of t h a t  
year  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  he  and h i s  f i v e  c h i l d r e n  l i v e d  on r e a l  e s t a t e  valued a t  $18,900, a 
very high sum f o r  t h a t  county. It can be conjectured t h a t  Stephen Harnsberger b u i l t  t h e  
l a r g e  octagonal  house i n  1856 f o r  h i s  son,  Stephen M. Harnsberger.  The t a x  books i n d i c a t e  
a s u b s t a n t i a l  i nc rease  i n  improvements on t h e  proper ty  i n  t h a t  year .  Following t h e  C i v i l  
War, a deed was re-entered from Stephen Harnsberger t o  h i s  son Stephen M. Harnsberger. 
The house was involved i n  some f a i r l y  complex l i t i g a t i o n  i n  t h e  1880s and was f i n a l l y  so ld  
a t  auc t ion  t o  George M. Nicholas i n  1895. Twentieth-century owners inc lude  t h e  J.  L. 
Leeth family (1914-1954) and t h e  B .  F. Cas t l e  family (1954-1978). The p resen t  owners a r e  
D r .  and Mrs. Carl  D. Swanson. 
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10. Geographical Data 
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Quadrangle name Quadrangle scale 1 : 240°0 
UMT References 

A ( 1 ~ 7 1  (6(819(810101 ( 4 ( 2 ) 3 i 8 ) 3 ( 6 ( 0 1  . 
Zone Easting Northlng Zone Eastlng , 

' ' 
Northmg 

c w  L L L L d  11111111 DW u L L L L d  

EW u u F W  u w 
GW u w HW L L L d  u 
Verbal boundary descr ipt ion and just i f icat ion Beginning a t  a po in t  a t  a jog i n  t h e  NW boundary 
l i n e  of t h e  town of Grottoes,  about 1250' E of South River and about 1200' NW of i n t e r -  
s ec t ion  of Town Route 1001 and Town m u t e  1002; thence extending about 400' SW, cross ing  
NW extension of TR 1002 i n  process ;  thence extending about 600' Mi t o  town boundary; thence 
extending about 400' NE along s a i d  boundary; thence extendiug about 600' SC, thereby 
following jog i n  town boundary, t o  p o i n t  of o r i g i n .  These r e g i s t e r  bounds encompass t h e  
house and t h e  barn t o  t h e  west.  
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nameltitle Virg in ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission S ta f f  

organization Virgin ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission date January 1981 
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12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

- national 2L state - local 

As the desianated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 8% 
665). 1 nominate this property for inclusion in thepational Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by t ~ k l e r j ~ a g e  Conservation and Recreation Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature r , 
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7. DESCRIPTION 

Boundary Justification: 

The nominated property consists of six acres, only a fraction of the 859-acre farm 
owned by Stephen Harnsberger when the house was built in 1856. It includes the house and 
barn and can be identified in the Grottoes Deed Book as Parcel 1, consisting of Lots 1-40, 
in Block 201 of the incorporated town of Grottoes. It is one of two adjacent parcels 
purchased in 1978 by Dr. and Mrs. Carl D. Swanson, the present owners of the Karnsberger 
House. 
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Gilmer Map, 1864, Rockingham County. (Virginia Historical Society Collection) 
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