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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
Brown's Ferry is set in the open farmlands of southern Southampton County near the
Nottoway River and not far from the North Carolina border. The large brick house, built
ca. 1812-1817, is the most distinguished Federal house in the county and cne of the few
early brick houses there.

The main house is a two-story, five-bay, gable-roofed structure, deeper than it is
wide. The bricks are laid in Flemish bond on the front and rear and in three-course
American bond on the gable ends. Rough jack arches crown the door and window openings.
The front doorway is noteworthy. BAbove the late 19th-~century double doors, the
rectangular opening is filled by a semicircular lunette surrounded by a gouged field.
The windows have 9/6 sash and louvred blinds. In each of the gables is.a lunette; in
addition, in the south facade there is a round-headed window set between the first- and
second-floor levels to light the stairway. Three interior end chimney stacks with light
corbelled caps crown the deep gable roof. (A fourth has collapsed.) ' The roof is covered
with sheet metal and trimmed with a modillion cornice at the eaves. Sockets and stains
in the gable-end brickwork reveal that this cornice was originally carried across each
end to form a pediment. The remains of a one-story, early 20th-century porch shelter
the front and the north end, and a one-story frame kitchen built in the late 19th or
early 20th century is attached to the rear by a breezeway.

"The plan is an unusual one which is related to, but not exactly like, other Tidewater
Virginia plans of the era. The house is divided from front to back into two large parlors
{one in front of the other) on the north and two smaller rooms separated from one another
by a stairwell on the south. This arrangement is sometimes found in other large houses,
but the entrance is usually in one of the sides perpendicular to the long axis.

All of the interior rooms arxe decorated with elaborate mantels and wainscoting. In
the two large rooms, the mantels are of the pilaster-with-entablature-blocks-and-tablet
type. The mantel in the northwest room has slightly pulvinated reeded pilasters with a
reeded architrave band, paneled entablature blocks, wall-of-Troy-fret shelf basemold
and a lightly molded shelf. The recessed wainscoting is grained, as are the doors to
the southwest and northeast rooms and the stairway. The baseboards are marbleized. A
semicircular fanlight which helped to illuminate the stairway has been closed, but the
stairs retain marbleizing on their stringer and risers.

The large northeast room has a mantel like that in the northwest room, except that
it lacks the wall-of-Troy fret and the reeded architrave band. The wainscoting here is
like that in the northwest room, but no traces of graining have survived.

The mantels in the two small south rooms are also similar to each other. They are
even plainer versions of the former mantels. Their pilasters are reeded, but that in the
southwest is not pulvinated. Their friezes are reduced in height, as are the plain
architraves and cornices. Recessed wainscoting is used in these rooms as well.

Several interesting outbuildings survive southeast of the house. Directly southeast
of it is a nearly ruinous frame smokehouse. It has a gable roof, close studding, and a
later lean~to addition.  Farther southeast are a gable-roofed, saddle-notched, round-log
crib set on stone piers and probably built in the late 19th century and a-long, gable-
roofed pole barn with side sheds which have now collapsed. The latter was probably built

in the early 20th century.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Brown's Ferry is one of the 1qrgest.and‘most important Federal houses in Southawpton
County. Its handsome brickwork and interior woodwork and painting are noteworthy, and its
plan is unique in the area. 1In addition, the house is known as the birthplace of William
Mahone (1826-1895), a Confederate general, raxlroad executive, and a major figure 1n the {
politics of post~bellum Virginia. :

Brown's ‘Ferry stands on land Fielding Maheone purchased from the heirgs of William
Hodges in 1825~26. The land was owned by Dr. Samuel Browne at his death in 1795. 1In
the distribution of his property, the land in question was assigned by the court's }
commissioners to Browne's daughter Eliza or Elizabeth. A complicated series of trans- _ﬂ
actions led to the property's being sold to William Hodges, who probably built the present |
house on it sometime between 1811 and his death ca. 18l7. At any rate, when the land tax
assessments first included buildings in 1818, a $1,000 valuation was assigned to the
structures on the property., This valuation was made explicit when buildings began to be
listed separately in 1820, and the valuation changed little throughout the antebellum

period.

When Mahone purchased the interests of Hodges's legatees, he already owned an adjacent |
farm with $500 worth of buildings on it. While it cannot be ascertained which of these
houses the family was residing in at the time of William Mahone's birth on December 1, J
1826, tradition assigns the event to Brown's Ferry. It does seem most likely that the 4
Mahones lived in the finer of their two houses. }

|

Later Fielding Mahone acqguired other holdings and after 1830 apparently moved into
the adjacent town of Monroe and then to Courtland. By 1834 he had sold the Brown's
Ferry house. '

In the 1850's William Mahone was instrumental in founding the Norfolk and Petersburg
Railroad and was elected its president in 1861. During the War Mahone, a graduate of the
Virginia Military Institute, served as a Confederate officer, finally achieving the rank ;
of Major General. He was renowned for his command of Confederate forces in the battle of
the Crater, during the siege of Petersburg. L

After the War, the "Hero of the Crater" resumed his business career. Then in the
18705, a controversy over the payment of the State's debts was the central issue in
Virginia's politics. In response to a plan for full payment which would ruin the State,
a group known as the Readjusters was formed, with Mahone as a key figure. As leader of
the bipartisan Readjusters, he was appointed to the Senate in 1881 but was not re-elected
by the Democratic legislature after he enrolled as a Republican. In 1889 he ran unsuccess-f
fully for Governor. During the Readjusters' period of political power, the group under '
Mahone's often autocratic guidance significantly improved the public schools, which had
been sacrificed to the earlier plan for full payment of State debts. They also appealed
to the interests of Virginia's blacks.
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4. OQWNER OF PROPERTY

{2) Mrs. Margaret W. Cotton
1205 Clay Street
Franklin, Virginia 23851

7. DESCRIPTION

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION

The land is no longer farmed, and thus the bounds have been drawn to include only the
house and its surviving farm buildings but to exclude the modern house and utility shed.
{n.b.: three outbuildings are shown on the U.S.G.S. map but only two stand,)
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