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Set on a wooded lot in the flat Southampton County landscape, Beechwood is a rambling,
two-story frame building constructed in several sections between the late 18th and the
late 19th centuries. It presently consists of a two-story, three-bay main block with a
small one-bay wing at the east end and a two-bay, one-cell wing at the west. Stretching
back (south) from the west wing is a two-story, two—-room ell. The main block, built in
three sections during the fourth guarter of the 18th century, is covered with beaded
weatherboards and has a modillion cornice and tapered beaded rakingboards embellishing
its gable roof. The first-floor openings are glazed with 9/9 sash while 9/6 sash are used
on the second floor. BAppended to the front is a one-story pedimented porch with a dentil
cornice and full 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- l9th-century, one-story porch with chamfered posts.

The plan of Beechwood is relatively simple, but the house achieved 1ts present form
in several stages. The main block has a side-~hall, double-pile room arrangement. This
section began as a single, square, one-story cell--the main parlor. Built probably in
the fourth quarter of the 18th century, it was soon enlarged by the addition of a rear
lean-to, containing two small rooms and a stair in the west room. Although the stair and
the partition between these two small rcooms have been removed, the scars they left are
still visible in the present rear {south) sitting room. Finally, the side passage was
added and the whole raised to two stories early in the 19th century. At the same time, or
scon afterward, a one-cell, two-story addition, the present dining room, was appended to
the southwest corner of the main block, and the two-room rear wing was added to that in
the late 19th century.

The interior deccration of Beechwood consists of austere but well-executed Federal
mantels and wainscoting. In the front parlor is the most elegant of the house's mantels.
It consists of slender reeded Roman Doric pilasters supporting a frieze containing
entablature blocks with vertical, reeded paterae and a central tablet enriched with a large,
horizontally alligned reeded elliptical patera. A boldly molded shelf broken out over
the blocks and tablet completes this mantel. Recessed-panel wainscoting with a pedestal
cap encircles the room.

The mantel in the. sitting room behind the parlor is of a similar, but simpler, design;
the central tablet is omitted and a band of reeding embellishes the base mold of the shelf.
Recessed-panel wainscoting is also employed in this room. A two-panel, raised-panel door
with HL hinges, located just to the left of the fireplace and leading into the late 19th-
century chamber/closet w1ng, suggests that the wing may have replaced an earlier chimney

closet.

Recessed-panel wainscoting, broken out under the windows, once again embellishes
the passage and is carried up the open-string stair. The latter has sawn brackets, three
rectangular balusters to a tread, a tapered square newel, and a molded ramped~and-eased
baluster. The double exterior doors have three flush beaded panels each and early iron
locks; they also retain early bars and staples. :

The decoration in the dining rcom resembles but is even plainer than that in the
main block. The mantel again employs reeded Roman Doric pilasters, but its entablature
blocks are plain, and there is no additional decoration other than a rope molding along

the base of the shelf.
{See Continuation Sheet #1)
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Beechwood, a handsome frame house in rural Southampton County, was long associated
with the Denson-Pretlow family, and in recent years it was home of former Virginia
Governor Colgate W. Darden. Its side-hall plan, plain but elegant Federal woodwork,
and handsome exterjor make it a good example of one type of the spacious but unpretentious
plantation houses favered by residents of southeastern Virginia early in the 19th century.
At the sare time, the frequently enlarged house incorporates within its structurs several
earlier, much smaller house forms characterlstlc of the same area in the immediate post-
Revolutionary vears.

The original portion of Beechwood, a one-room, one-story house, was erected in the
fourth quarter of the 18th century by Jordan Denson (4. 1806). Dwellings of such small size
were common among planters of late 18th-century Southside Vixginia. » member of a family
prominent in'the Society of Friends (Quakers) in 17th-and 18th-century Virginia, Denson
owned 197 acres of land in 1782, the year when property holdings were first recorded for land
tax purposes. The present Beechwood tract may also include land acquired by the builder
from his father Joseph Denson and other property purchased from Thomas Wills.

It seems likely that Denson added the lean-to which comprises the first-floor sitting
room of the present house before his death, at which time, the property was divided among
his three daughters ( a son was disinherited and died shortly afterward), and the portion
containing the house passed to Anne Denson and her husband Joshua Pretlow. Joshua and
Anne Pretlow sold it in 1813 to another daughter of Jordan Denson, Jane Denson, and her
husband Thomas Pretlow. It is likely that the further enlargement of the house to the
present main block and dining-room wing occurred in the next five years, for in 1820, the
first year in which building values were listed separately, Thomas Pretlow was charged
with $2397 worth of buildings on his 397-acre tract on Nottoway Swamp. The clerk appended
the note "buildings added" to the wvaluation.

No major change in the assessment occurred through the remainder of the antebellum
period, and Beechwood has remained in the hands of descendants of the builder. A recent
owner of Beechwood was Colgate W. Darden., Mr. Darden served in the U. 8. House of
Representatives from Virginia and as Governor of the Commonwealth from 1942-1946. During
his tenure he pursued his interest in improving both public education and higher education
in Virginia in reaction to many years of neglect in that field in the state. He continued
his identification as a leader in education, serving as president of the University of
Virginia for twelve years. |

Family tradition maintains that Beechwood was called Jericho until 1888, but the name
does not appear in the documents.
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