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Set  on a wooded l o t  i n  the f l a t  Southampton County landscape, Beechwood i s  a rambling, 
two-story frame building constructed i n  several  sections between the l a t e  18th and the 
l a t e  19th centuries. It presently consis ts  of a two-story, three-bay main block with a 
small one-bay wing a t  the e a s t  end and a two-bay, one-cell wing a t  the west. Stretching 
back (south) from the west wing i s  a two-story, two-room e l l .  The main block, b u i l t  i n  
three sections during the fourth quarter  of the 18th century, i s  covered with beaded 
weatherboards and has a modillion cornice and tapered beaded rakingboards embellishing 
i ts  gable roof. The f i r s t - f loo r  openings a re  glazed with 9/9 sash while 9/6 sash a re  used 
on the second f loor .  Appended t o  the  f ron t  is a one-story pedimented porch with a den t i l  
cornice and f u l l  entablature supported on Tuscan columns with exaggerated entasis .  
Original benches with double-cyma pedestals furnish this porch. Stretching along the 
rear  of the main block is a mid-19th-century, one-story porch w i t h  chamfered posts.  

The plan of Beechwood is re la t ive ly  simple, but the  house achieved its present form 
i n  Severai stages.  The main block has a sida-hall ,  double-pile room arrangement. Th i s  
section began as  a single,  square, one-story cell--the main parlor.  Bui l t  probably i n  
the fourth quarter of the  18th century, it was soon enlarged by the adPition of a rear  
lean-to, containing two small rooms and a s t a i r  i n  the west room. Although the stair and 
the pa r t i t i on  between these two small rooms have been removed, the scars  they l e f t  a r e  

1 st i l l  v i s i b l e  i n  the present rear  (south) s i t t i n q  room. Finally,  the  s ide  passage was 
i added and the whole raised t o  two s t o r i e s  ear ly  i n  the 19th century. A t  the same time, o r  
1 soon afterward, a one-cell, two-story addition, the  present dining room, was appended t o  

the southwest corner of the  main block, and the two-room rear  wing was added t o  t h a t  i n  
the l a t e  19th century. 

The i n t e r i o r  decoration of Beechwoo6 consis ts  of austere but  well-executed Federal 
mantels and wainscoting. In  the  f ront  par lor  is the  most elegant of the house's mantels. 
It consis ts  of slender reeded Roman Doric p i l a s t e r s  supporting a f r i eze  containing 
entablature blocks with ve r t i ca l ,  reeded paterae and a cent ra l  t a b l e t  enriched with a large,  
horizontally a l l igned reeded e l l i p t i c a l  patera.  A boldly molded shelf  broken out over 
the blocks and t a b l e t  co;npletes t h i s  mantel. Recessed-panel wainscoting with a pedestal 
cap encircles  the room. 

I The mantel i n  the s i t t i n g  room behind the par lor  is of a s imilar ,  but simpler, design; 
/ the cent ra l  t a b l e t  is omitted and a band of reeding embellishes the  base mold of the shelf .  

Recessed-panel wainscoting i s  a l s o  employed i n  t h i s  room. A two-panel, raised-panel door 
with HL hinges, located jus t  t o  the l e f t  of the f i rep lace  and leading i n t o  the l a t e  19th- 
century chamber/closet wing, suggests t h a t  the wing may have replaced an e a r l i e r  chimney 
closet .  

Recessed-panel wainscoting, broken out  under the windows, once again embellishes 
the passage and is  car r ied  up the open-string s t a i r .  The l a t t e r  has sawn brackets, three 
rectangular balusters  t o  a tread, a tapered square newel, and a molded ramped-and-eased 
baluster .  The Bouble ex ter ior  doors have three  f lush  beaded panels each and ear ly  i ron 
locks; they a l so  r e t a in  ear ly  bars  and s taples .  

The decoration i n  the dining room resembles but is  even p la iner  than tha t  i n  the 
main block. The mantel again employs reeded Roman Doric p i l a s t e r s ,  but i t s  entablature 
blocks a r e  plain,  and there  i s  no addi t ional  decoration other  than a rope molding along 
the base of the  she l f .  

(See Continuation Sheet #1) 
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Beechwood, a handsome frame house i n  ru ra l  Southampton County, was long associated 
with the Denson-Pretlow family, and i n  recent years it was home of former Virginia 
Governor Colgate W. Darden. Its s ide-hal l  plan, p l a in  bu t  elegant Federal woodwork, 
and handsome ex te r ior  make it a good example of one type of the  spacious but  unpretentious 
plantation houses favcred by res idents  of southeastern Virginia ear ly  i n  the  19th century. 
A t  the s m e  t k e ,  the  frequently enlaroed house incorporates within its s t ruc tu re  several  
e a r l i e r ,  much smaller house f o m s  cha rac t e r i s t i c  of t he  same area i n  trhe immediate post- 
Revolutionary years. 

The o r ig ina l  portion of Beechwood, a one-room, one-story house, was erected i n  the  
fourth quar ter  of the  18th century by Jordan Denson (d. 1806). Dwellings of such small s i z e  
were common among planters  of l a t e  18th-century Southside Virginia.  A member of a family 
prominent i n  the Society of Friends (Quakers) i n  17th-and 18th-century v i rg in ia ,  Denson 
owned 197 acres  of land i n  1782, the  year when property holdings were f i r s t  recorded for  land 
tax purposes. The present Beechwood t r a c t  may also include land acquired by the bui lder  
from h i s  fa ther  Joseph Denson and other property purchased from Thomas W i l l s .  

I t  seems l i ke ly  that Denson added the lean-to which congrises the  f i r s t - f l oo r  s i t t i n g  
room of the present house before h i s  death, a t  which t i m e ,  the  property was divided among 
h i s  three daughters ( a son was d i s inher i ted  and died shor t ly  afterward),  and t h e  portion 
containing the house passed t o  Anne Denson and her husband Joshua Pretlow. Joshua and 
Anne Pretlow sold it i n  1813 t o  another daughter of Jorean Denson, Jane Denson, and her 
husband Thomas Pretlow. It i s  l i ke ly  t h a t  the  fur ther  enlargement of the  house t o  t he  
present main block and dining-room wing occurred i n  the  next f i ve  years, fo r  i n  1820, the 
f i r s t  year i n  which building values were l i s t e d  separately,  Thomas Pretlow was charged 
with $2397 worth of buildings on h i s  397-acre t r a c t  on Nottoway Swamp. The c l e rk  appended 
the note "buildings added" t o  the  valuation. 

No major change i n  the  assessment occurred through the  remainder of the antebellum 
period, and Beechwood has remained i n  the  hands of descendants of the  bui lder .  A recent 
owner of Beechwood was Colgate W. Darden. M r .  Darden served i n . t h e  U. S. House of 
Representatives from Virginia and a s  Governor of the Commonwealth from 1942-1946. During 
h i s  tenure he pursued h i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  improving both public education and higher education 
i n  Virginia i n  react ion t o  many years of neglect i n  t h a t  f i e l d  i n  the  s t a t e .  He continued 
h i s  iden t i f ica t ion  a s  a leader i n  education, serving a s  president of t he  University of 
Virginia for  twelve years. 

Family t r ad i t i on  maintains t h a t  Beechwood was ca l led  Jericho u n t i l  1888, bu t  t he  name 
does not appear i n  the  documents. 








