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7. DESCRIPTION

|
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CONDITION
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[ Altered ) Unaltered ] Moved G7] Originol Site

|
|

DESCRIGE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Porc Chiswell Mansion 1s set on a small promentory near Reed Creck
between Lick Mountain and Draper Mountain. The house was located near
what formerly was the old Valley Pike which was later enlarged to become
U, S, Route 11. In recent years Route 1l was incorporated into
Interstate Highway. 81, and the further expansion of this highway
facility has cncroached unfavorably on the house. Despite this
encroachment the house retains a pastoral setting with splendid wviews

of the surrounding countryside and mountains.

The house itself is a two-story brick structure set on a foundation of
irregular coursed limestone., The brick is laid in very even Ilemish
bond on the front (north) and west walls, and in American bond on all
the other portions. DMost of the architectural details show a blending
of Rowman' Revival and Greek Rewival forms, and are provincial in design.
This blending is especially evident in-the two-story diastyle portico
which is composed of two provincial Greek Doric columns supporting a
pediment without architrave or frieze. The tympanum of the pediment
features a D window with interlacing tracery nearly identical in
appearance to that which Thomas Jefferson designed for Pavilion IV at
the University of Virginia. The one-story Italianate bracketed porches
on the front and west walls appear to be very early additions. A
distinguishing feature of the house is the step-gable ends, each of
which incorporates a pair of slightly projecting end chimneys. On the
attic level of each gable is a large three-part semi-circular arched
window. The rear of the house has a two-story ell and a frame gallery.
Attached to the house's east side at the basement level is a one-story
brick kitchen which retains its'large.fireplace.. Beyond:the:kitchen is
a brick smokehouse. '

Lt

The interior of Fort Chiswell has a central hall plan with two uneven

size rooms on each-side.  :The .impressive staircase at the end of the
hall ascends in an open well to the attic, and has scrolled stair ends and

-fascia boards. Nearly all the door and window' t¥imthroughout the

house features plamed  Greek Revival-style architraves with turned
corner blocks. The mantels are generally heavy in proportion and have
Roman details.

Fort Chiswell has been little altered or added to, and is in a good
state of preservation.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

One of the outstanding landmarks of Southwest Virginia, Fort Chiswell
Mansion was built 1839-1840 by two brothers ‘on land they had inherited
from their father. The two brothers, (Stephen McGavock (1807-1880) and
Joscph Cloyd McGavock (1813-1886), built their imposing house on a

hill overlooking the original McGavock home on the property. The first
McGavock settlement had occurred in 1771 when James McGavock (1728-1812)
of Rockbridge County moved to the area and purchased the old Fort Chiswell
tract which had first been developed by William Byrd III and Colonel

John Chiswell as a frontier post to protect a lead mine that Chiswell had
discovered in 1756. A portion of the original tract, including the
frontier settlement, later passed into the hands of Alexander Sayers, and
it was from Sayers' estate that McGavock purchased the property in 1771.

James McGavock prospered there and Fort Chiswell became one of the
important stopping places on the great Wilderness Road to the West. Here
- McGavock rvan: an.ordinary and :other commercial -establishments -and when
Montgomery County was formed in 1777 the first court met at his house.
The county court was to continue until 1789 when Wythe County was formed.

The home of James McGavock later passed into.the:possession of his

son, James McGavock, Jr., (1764-1838) who lived there until his death.
This original homeplace was to continue in the possession of the McGavock
family until ifs destruction by fire in 190l. When James McGavock, Jr.,
died in 1838 a portion of his property was left to two unmarried sons.

It was these two sons who immediately launched the ambitious project

of building the imposing Fort Chiswell Mansion across the road from the
original family seat.

| In 1839 the two brothers made a contract whereby "Lorain Thorn and James
Johnson bind themselves to make and lay for ... Steve and Cloyd McGavock,
300,000 sand brick of best quality to build the proposed building in a
handsome workman like style -- $2.75 per thousand -- and themselves

to lay same in handsome style with round joints and handsome arches
turning over all outside doors and windows. Work to be completed by
middle July 1840."

Apparently the house was finished on schedule and it remained in the
hands of the McGavock family until it was sold in 1918. Throughout the
nineteenth century it was well known as a centre of hospitality and the

mzin house of an extensive and prosperous plantation.




| "Fort Chiswell," Norfolk and Western Mapazine (May, 1947).

Gray, Robert. The McGavock Family (Richmond, 1903).
Kggley, Mary. Unpublished research report on Fort Chiswell property.
| Wilson, Goodridge. "Fort Chiswcll Has Special Historical Appeal," The

oanoke Times, 27 September 1970.
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