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CONDITION CHECK ONE CHECK ONE 

-UNALTERED XORIGINAL SITE 

&LTEREO -MOVED DATE 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

S i t u a t e d  on the  main s t r e e t  of Big Stone Gap i n  Wise County, t h e  United S t a t e s  Post  
O f f i c e  and Courthouse is an imposing th ree - s to ry ,  Second Renaissance Revival s t r u c t u r e  
b u i l t  a f t e r  t h e  model o f  a  F lo ren t ine  palace. The s t o n e  bu i ld ing  is seven bays long 
and i s  s e t  upon a low basement. The ground f l o o r  is r u s t i c a t e d  wi th  h o r i z o n t a l  bands 
and wi th  voussoi rs  over  i ts  round-headed windows. A lbscan p o r t i c o  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  f o u r  
p a i r s  of coupled, unf lu tdcolumns s h i e l d s  t h e  t h r e e  c e n t r a l  en t r ance  bays. There is a 
t r i g l y p h  i n  the  f r i e z e  over  each o f  the  columns, and a ba lus t r ade  runs  along the  eaves. 

A b e l t  course  s e t s  o f f  t h e  ground f l o o r  f r m . t h e  upper f l o o r s  which have a smooth s t o n e  
f ac ing  accented by b a r e l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  quoins. Tabernacle window frames h e l p  t o  
cmphasize the  importance o f  t h e  second s t o r y .  The smal ler ,  t h i r d - f l o o r  windows have 
p l a i n  recessed  surrounds and break through t h e  a r c h i t r a v e  molding i n t o  t h e  broad, p l a i n  
f r i e z e  beneath t h e  bracketed  cornice .  

This  t rea tment  o f  t h e  f acape  is c a r r i e d  around t h e  s i d e s  of the  b u i l d i n g .  The r e a r  i s  
marked by a l a rge ,deep ly  p r o j e c t i n g  pav i l ion ,  t h e  ground s t o r y  o f  which is lit by a l t e r -  
n z t i n g  broad and narrow windows w i t h  t h e  p i e r s  between them t r e a t e d  as  Tuscan p i l a s t e r s .  
Three l a r g e  round-headed windows s t r e t c h i n g  t h e  he ighth  of t h e  second and t h i r d  f l o o r s  
r e v e a l  the  l o c a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a r g e  courtroom. A bracketed co rn ice  suppor t ing  rhe  deep 
eaves of t h e  low hipped r o o f  runs around t h e  e n t i r e  bu i ld ing ,  and t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  round- 
iieaded dormers on t h e  f r o n t  s lope .  

The f i r s t  f l o o r  o f  t h e  Big Stone Gap Post  O f f i c e  has been e x t e n s i v e l y  renovated t o  accom- .. 
modate modern pos t  o f f i c e  f a c i l i t i e s .  However, s e v e r a l  s i g n i f i c a n t  remnants of the  o r ig -  
i n a l  decora t ion  survive .  These inc lude  marble f l o o r s  and wainscoting,  a  coffered  c e i l i n g ,  
e l a b o r a t e  c a s t - i r o n  r a d i a t o r s ,  a  handsome b u l l e t i n  board framed by a pediment supported 
on m s c a n  p i l a s t e r s ,  w i th  a  w r i t i n g  desk on b r a c k e t s  under i t ,  and a l a v i s h l y  executed 
e l e v a t o r  cage wi th  t h e  opening o f  i t s  i r o n  cage f l anked  by paneled p i l a s t e r s  surmounted 
by a f u l l  e n t a b l a t u r e  wi th  egg and d a r t  and d e n t i l  moldings. 

The p lan  and appointments o f  t h e  upper f l o o r s  a r e  remarkably undisturbed.  A h a l l  runs 
t h e  l eng th  of the  second f l o o r ,  w i t h  ju ry  rooms and l a v a t o r i e s  l i n i n g  the  f r o n t  o f  the  
bu i ld ing ,  and t h e  courtroom occupying most of t h e  r e a r .  Judges'  chambers a r e  t o  one 
s i d e  o f  the  courtroom, w i t h  t h e  s t a i r  and e l e v a t o r  w e l l  t o  t h e  o t h e r .  Throughout t h i s  
and t h e  t h i r d  f l o o r ,  most of t h e  o r i g i n a l  f u r n i t u r e ,  b r a s s  hardware and l i g h t  f i x t u r e s  
survive .  The second-floor  men's l a v a t o r y ,  f o r  in s t ance ,  i s  e n t i r e l y  i n t a c t  wi th  i t s  
o r i g i n a l  plumbing, hea t ing  and l i g h t i n g  f i x t u r e s ,  and i ts  marble s t a l l s  and f l o o r s .  

The most noteworthy f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  Post  O f f i c e  is t h e  courtroom. This  l a r g e  chamber is 
entered  through t h r e e  p a i r s  o f  e l a b o r a t e  mahogany doors with massive t abe rnac le  frames. 
The r e a r  h a l f  of the  room c o n t a i n s  s e a t i n g  f o r  s p e c t a t o r s ;  t h i s  is s e t  o f f  from the  - 

p a r t i c i p a n t s '  a r e a  by a handsome r a i l i n g  w i t h  turned b a l u s t e r s .  The c e i l i n g  i s  coffered;  
t h e r e  i s  e l a b o r a t e  p l a s t e r  panel ing and g u i l l o c h e  work on the  w a l l s ,  and each o f  the  
windows and doors i s  framed by a l a r g e  arch .  J u s t  i n s i d e  t h e  r a i l i n g ,  centered  i n  the  
ror:m, is t h e  wi tness  c h a i r ,  s e t  f ac ing  t h e  judge's bench on a l i t t l e  platform r a i s e d  
cnree s t e p s  from t h e  f l o o r .  To e i t h e r  s i d e  a r e  the  lawyers '  t a b l e s .  The judge's bench 
is centered  on one end w a l l ,  and arranged i n  two t i e r s  d i r e c t l y  i n  f r o n t  o f  the  bench, 
facilig t h e  wi tness ,  a r e  c h a i r s  f o r  t h e  jury .  To t h e ~ j u d g e ' s  l e f t  i s  the  c l e r k ' s  bench, 
t o  h i s  r i g h t  is  another  t a b l e  and c h a i r s .  A l l  of t h i s  oak f u r n i t u r e  i s  o f  a  s t y l e  which 
suggests  t h a t  i t  was designed and b u i l t  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  t h i s  room. The appointments in-  
c lude  a small  po r t ab le  blackbroad a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  harmonious wi th  i t s  surroundings.  
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DESCRIPTION 

The third f loor consists  primarily of small o f f i ce s  and jury rooms, ranged on ei ther 
s ide of  a longitudinal ha l l .  
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_INVENTION 

SPECIfiC DATES 1911-13 
James ox ayLor, upervrs lng  

0UILDER/ARCHITECT hitgtl TyFC ede: 
BeEmore. 4f . &car  bX116$28@h!.~g1$ 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE Plowman Const ruc t ion  Co., Builders  

?he United S t a t e s  Post  Of f i ce  and Courthouse a t  Big Stone Gap, a  prominent f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  
town's c e n t r a l  bus iness  d i s t r i c t ,  i s  a  f i n e  example of t h e  Second Renaissance Revival 
s t y l e  of a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  a  s t y l e  popular  i n  t h e  e a r l y  twent ie th  century .  Its s i z e ,  i ts  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  excel lence ,  and i t s  l a v i s h  use  of f i n e  m a t e r i a l s  a r e  a l l  unusual  f o r  such 
a smal l  town, e s p e c i a l l y  i n  an a r e a  which was j u s t  emerging from a long per iod  of i s o l a -  
t i o n  from t h e  o u t s i d e  world. The b u i l d i n g ' s  importance i s  enhanced by t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  
a  g r e a t  q u a n t i t y  o f  e a r l y  hardward, plumbing, hea t ing  and e l e c t r i c  f i x t u r e s ,  and s p e c i a l l y  
designed f u r n i t u r e .  

When Big Stone Gap's Post  Of f i ce  bu i ld ing  was planned, the  town was b a r e l y  twenty-five 
18 

y ea r s  o l d .  It had had no r a i l r o a d  s e r v i c e  u n t i l  1890, when t h e  a r r i v a l  of t h e  f i r s t  t r a i n ,  , 
coupled wi th  the  a n t i c i p a t e d  growth o f  t h e  c o a l  indus t ry ,  p r e c i p i t a t e d  a  g r e a t  boom,. 
f o l l o r r e d b y  t h e  b u r s t i n g  o f  t h e  bubble. By 1908, t h e  vi l lage 's  economy was beginning t o  
r ecover ,  b u t  Big Stone Gap was s t i l l  a  small  s e t t l emen t .  I n  t h a t  y e a r  t h e  Annual Report ' i  
of  the  Supervis ing  A r c h i t e c t  (of the  Federa l  g o v e r w e n t )  f i r s t  mentioned p lans  f o r  the  -- / c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  pos t  o f f i c e  and courthouse,  w i th  $15,000 s e t  a p a r t  t o  acqu i re  t h e  s i t e .  ; 
The t o t a l  c o s t  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  was l i m i t e d  t o  $100,000 which was appropr i a t ed  i n  two por- 

I 
t i o n s ,  i n  1909 and 1911. I n  t h e  l a t t e r  y e a r ,  t h e  c o n t r a c t  was l e t  t o  t h e  Plowman Construc- ! 

t i o n  Company. The Supervis ing  Arch i t ec t  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  was James Knox Taylor (1857-1929), 
who be fo re  e n t e r i n g  government s e r v i c e  had worked f o r  t h e  a r c h i t e c t  Cass Gi lbe r t .  Taylor 
res igned i n  1912, and t h e  Post  O f f i c e  was completed i n  1913 under h i s  successor  Oscar 
Wenderoth, a t  a  t o t a l  c o s t  o f  $94,000. I 

S t i l l  i n  use  as a  Post O f f i c e  and f o r  f e d e r a l  agencies '  o f f i c e s ,  t h e  b u i l d i n g ' s  courtroom 
i s  occupied on ly  occas iona l ly .  The P o s t a l  Se rv ice  i s  planning t o  demolish t h e  bui ld ing  
and b u i l d  a  new one o u t s i d e  t h e  c e n t r a l  bus iness  d i s t r i c t ,  bu t  t h e r e  is c i t i z e n  oppos i t ion  
t o  t h i s  scheme. 



Addington, Luther  F. 'Ihe S t o r y  of Wise County. 1956. 
Annual Reports o f  t h e  Supervisine, Arch i t ec t  of the  Treasury. 1908-1914. 
V i r g i n i a  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission Archives. 
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V i r g i n i a  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Cormnission S t a f f  
ORGANIZATION DATE 

V i r g i n i a  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission September 1975 
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