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Toward iAn Ecology of Folk Housing in
the Esst-Central Blue Ridge

- Thomas A, Adler




Towerd fin Wcologry of Fol¥ ¥ousing in
the Eacst=-Centrazl Elue Ridre

Along the East-Centresl Blue Ridege in Virginis and North
Carolina,1 0ld folk houses are 1ived in =2nd new ones sre bullt
and modified by men snd women vhose deenest understandings about
appronriste lives 1lived in approprizte dwellings sre constantly
evolving. If we sttempt to describe the folk housling of the Blue
Ridge a2s a whole pattern that would mske sense to both those residents
and ourselves, we wWill be forced into some sort of holistic, perhaps
ecologicel, approach to the subject. A culturel regsion like the
Blue Ridge is nsturally not governed by the same sorts of rules
es a2 biologicel ecosystem. 1In fact, it micht be srgued that the
arbitrary study eres of the Blue Ridee Parkway Folklife Project
is not at 811 gn enclaved or isolated srchitecturel ecosysten,
but it nonetheless is a useful dats domein from which to approach
the protlem of constructing a culturel ecology of traditional
housing,

Students of tradition ususlly btezin by assesgine the
pettern of srchitectursl forms on the larnd. In the 3lue Ridre,
the morphotypology of houses hes been better documented than in
most other regions. Accordingly, I shall begin by presenting s
brief surmary of the principsl traditional house-types found in
our study area, end will introduce some individusl exemples which

will be discussed later in this essey in less forral snd (hopefully)



more humen terms (see Fig. 1).
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Fig 1. The Study Ares and the Houses

Square csbins and rectangular cabins constitute the
simplest units of traditional housing in the local inventory. In

our area, sauare cebins eare significantly outnumbered by rectangular

ones, although most small sheds end "can-houses" are square, and

the saquare also eppears commonly as a room module within larger
houses. The most visible examnle of a2 square cebin neer the Parkwey
1s an anomalous or at least an unusual onej; the Puckett Cabin,2which
is maintained as a National Park Service exhibit, illustrates the

3

rere appearance of a gable-end entrence. A more typicel cabin

that et least approximates a2 sguare shepe is the tiny full-dovetailed



log house once lived in by Miss Minnie Thoznpson,LL now standing
vacant and oversrown with its 10'x11' interior s decaying stew
of cobbler's tools, old magazines, a2nd the detritus left by
curious hikers and other wenderers.

Rectangular cabins exist 1n & number of variasnt forms

noted or recorded by Americsn Folklife Center fieldworkers. The

smellest and oldest of these riglt have been "the 0ld Andy Long
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house, " named for s long-time owner who died about 1962, Roy
Woody 2nd his daughter Linda Woody Overwater of Laurel Springs,
N.C., diagrammed and described to me the oldest house they knew
of3y this much-vandalized cabin was apparently a story-and-a-hslf
or two-story log house bullt in "seventeen hundred and something,”
and it was:

.+oreal small, very small, with 2 low celling. There

was three rooms downsteirs. t was s teeny little house.

If you were blgger than me, you'd have a hard time

gettin' up that teeny 1little stairway. It could be

fixed up, but it's just so fer back off Peak Creek Road

that nobody'd went to 1live upn there in the winter.

But you talk about g begutiful setting-- There's

mountains on three sides, you know, 2nd it's right down

in the valley, Jjust 1like s bouwl. Protected from the

weather real good. It didn't get the wind like wg got

here, for instance, znd it was a real warm place,

A slightly larger rectangular cabin veriation 1le the

two-story subtype which Howard
27 V. Marshall has desighated the , 4\»7
Stack House (Fig. 2). Bullt AE?JH -
g R

about 1870, the Payvton Akers

house’ is a 16'x18" half- N

- T
dovetailed los steck house 4FT.

e, 2B



with elsborate Gothic trim belying its pole rafters, unusuesl

round log plates, and lack of any wall-covering in the upper room.
Several more rectsngular single-pen houses vere documented

in our study srea; examples range from the two-and-a-half story

18%'x22%' house built by Henderson Crouseeﬁto the old Slusher

house, the first log house in the Floyd area to be bullt with

9

nails,” end ultimately (on & scale of increasing size) to the

original 20'x26' log house (Fig. 3)

now used for hay storage on Ernest R
< I
Jarvis's farm near Ennice, N.C.lo '
Other double-pen or :

W/

larger Southern Mountain house el

types showed up in our study ares=s

in many materials other than log,

and seemed 21lso t0 exhibit complex and confusing formal varistions.

Sitting behind a curiously Georgian-

modified I-house11

built in 1895 was

y 4
'\\;> an older and smaller saddlebag house

(Fig. 4) with a gable-end addition,

= = - called the "little house" by Bridgette

s Smith, granddaughter of the I-house
: g Fig. &4
builder. Two more frame saddlebag

houses were documented by Howard Marshall at the Adam Clement
farm in Petrick County.12 While one of these was a relatively

new house, the other was o0ld enough to have been transformed into



a rear ell when an I-house %"addition"
vias made in 1901 (Fig. 5).
A very small and simple

frame board-esnd-batten double-pen

house (Fig. 6) near Floyd, Virginia

was built in 1931 by its present

occupant, Roy Weddle.13 A much

grander two-story double-pen house,

the Hall house (Fig. 7), seemed

almost as recent to Blanton Guien

and myself, even though it was

]
of half-dovetailed hewn log construction.14
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Fig. 7

No dog-trot houses, to my knowledge, turned up in our

area; slince I did not really expnect to see any example of this
[
predominantly Deep South type,l” I vies quite surprised to hesr it

functionally described as having been part of the repertoire of a



former log-house builder:

(How biz di1d you buiid /Tog houses/? Well, they's
different sized. Some wants 21l the way from twelve
by sixteen 1597 sixteen by twenty-four. £A£nd sometimes
you'd build two and leave 2 space in the middle here,
and it'd be open at each end, egnd'd be floored in
there, used as a floor. And the kitchen in one end,.
the sleeping quarters in the other end. And sometimes
ve'd box it up at each end and make a room in the
middle. The house standin' now at the meadow plac;,
the Joe Caudill place, now, is done the same way.1'

Built in 1876, the R.D. Akers farmhouse17 is s heavy-

timber framed house of the "Tideweter" or hall and narlor

type (Fig. 8); it has an original
kitchen ell with painted walls
and ceiling, yet lacks interior

paint in the main rooms.

By far the most common

folk house type of the Blue Ridge

(as in the rest of the Southern : .
=E==&=§__J

Mounteins) is the I-house. Numerous

I-houses were noted on the landscape
in our area, and the particular Fig. 8

exanples we documented in some detaill revesled both predictable
and unusual features. Especially noteworthy are the RBunyan
Mcilexander house (Fig. 9), near Woolwine, and the Tom Pruitt

house south of Sparta; in both of these

instances, the dwellings themselves are

stralghtforvward end relatively unencumbered

B |

B |H
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central-hall I-houses built by men who are

Fig. 9 still 1living in the area, and who could
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therefore amplify our understanding of the bullding process itself.
Ninety-two-year-old Werd Compton, who runs s store at Tuégles Gap,
near Floyd, built the Bunyan Mcilexander place 1in 1923 with Mr.
McAlexander, and described it as "the first type of house they
built after they quit making log ones.” Tom Pruitt, who had

built many houses for neighbors in the Doughton Park vicinity,
explained to me that such houses 2s his own bzlloon-framed I-house

were bullt only to very generasl specificastions; the builder's

customer would simply request a

certain size to suilt his needs

(".0032'X28', and SO many roomsﬂ)’le

and the plan and details were then

left to the builder. Although

I-houses with central hallways and

end chimneys predominate, we also

Fig. 10 noted a few centrel-chimney I-houses,
for instence, the Ernest Jervis

house (Fig. 10), and even the hall-leés subtype with two front
doors which is isomorphic with 2 two-story double-pen dwelling.19

An interesting aspect of 3lue Rldge folk house morpho-
typology 1s the propensity some types have for occurring in
fractional forms like the 2/3 I-house (which could be seen in a
few Galax and Hillsville examples) or in additive forms. A most
striking and unusugl example of the creation of a large house from
several smaller types 1s the magnificent Dehart house, which

originally consisted only of the rear tee (2 hall-and-parlor house



built by Flemin Dehart), to which & huge front facade addition

>
was nade bethest 1900 aad. 1905 [8re 113047

The house essentizlly integrates

<
three complex units of folk ka

housing (two hall-and-parlor

types and a central-hall I-house) l ]
into a single impressive §

structure, the longest dimensions |

of which are 72'x51'! =
Although the seven types
Fig. 11
illustrated thus far are clearly
the dominant formal units of traditional housing in the Blue Ridge
of the Virginia-North Carolina border, a number of other formrs
help to fill out the visible axis of vernacular housing. Though

they are not usually considered part of the Southern Mountailn

repertoire of old traditional house types, simpnle pyramid houses,

bungalous, and one-story Georgian-plan houses also cropped up along

the small rosds we travelled while looking for and at old dwellings.
Moreover, the repertoire of old house types is increasingly being
supplemented (if not supplanted) by a host of new, modern, ané

popular types: brick "ramblers" and ranch houses, builders'

planbook houses, A-frame vacation homes, and the now-ubiguitous

mobile homes (still universally called "trailers"), which may

represent a financizl investment nearly as great as that required
to bulld a modest I-house seventy-five years ago.

In introducing these modern types for consideration here,



I am not attempting to somehow subvert the baslc conception under
which most folklorists rightly epprosch folk architecture. The

types which have been painstalzingly established as traditionsl

by geographers and folklife researchers allow us to identify and
treat an individual building as a worthwhile object of study

even when that building lacks a human interpreter. Houses which

are morphotypologically "folk" can be studied as special kinds of
enduring texts, and therein lies thelr tremendous value. But Jjust
as a written text reduces an oral performance from a lively and
compelling process to an analytically-accessible abstraction, *the
focussing of a folklorist's attention too closely on houses as
manifestations of traditional types reduces the people for whonm
houses exist completely out of the picture. Thus, while I can
egree with Glassie that "...2 modern brick bungalow, located in

a lonely hollow, built and inhabited by an herb doctor who tells

marchen learned from his mother and plants by the moon is not folk...,"

I have also come to feel that we owe that same herb doctor (whom
we would willingly label "folk") a debt of understanding which
includes exploring his ressons for building such a house and
describing some of the actions~becoming-traditions which are
subsumed under that generel verb "inhebited." To begin to work

on the payment of that debt of understanding, the remsinder of this
paper will survey some of the factors and forces which help to

context the houses documented in the Blue Ridge Folklife Project.

The "ecological" whole that ousght to become our object of

21
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study (rather than just the houses) might be idealized as a
system of three aspects. A complex ongolng pattern of growth
and change in the externsl vision snd internal meaning of local
architectural landscapes emerges from the dynamic interaction of
DWELLING, BUILDER, and DWELLER. The essential interaction is a
kind of communication; of course, any house communicates a
simultaneous group of ideas to all those who see or enter it,
but it seems right to suppose that a2 particular house will speak
in special ways to the man who builds it and the man (and woman and
child) who lives in it. A buillder and a dueller understand‘and
reciprocate the house's silent messages by re-enacting them in
other buildings and translating them into the attitudes and patterns
of inhabitation that cluster around any house. These, in turn,
sre ultimately crystellized as memories, which our friends and
informants in the Blue Rlidge could share with us. Since some
such memories -- particularly those of bullders -- center on nmatters
of form and construction, they offer a logical extension to the
survey of forms.

014 houses bind time. Any old house will serve as =
povierful symbol of the local generalized past; but a particular
0ld house can awaken memories and stimulate explanations by the
men who built in the old styles long ago. Memories brought forth
and shared with young outsiders often center directly on constructive
processes. Since log construction constitutes the main "pioneer"
building technology of the Blue Ridge, some of the very oldest

house-builders I met, like Harrison Caudle, spoke to me extensively
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about their own work building houses of logs:

I guess I've bullt around seventy-five or maybte

eighty loz houses myself. You cut your timber and

vyou saddle it out. You cut it on a forty-five degree,
straight down here. And this other'n's cut on the
degree and streight down, and that saddle goes down
like that. Called "saddling the house." And every log--
it's saddled up. The log end sticks over that way

and you build it up, and then-- The wall plate here
is a biz log, and you bore az hole through your long
rafters, and a peg goes down there, and it comes
together up here. Instead of nailing it, there's a
hole bored, and pegs went through it. And then you
split shingles and boards and put them over there, and
made homemade nails, and nail 'em on. I made &2

lot of nails.?2

Much more frequently, the reminiscences of traditionsal

house-bullding centered on other mens' work, and on the ways in
which they might go about the house-bullding tasks which seem

most difficult or mysterlous to a modern resident. Sometimes the
"they" referred to were implicitly the earliest settlers in the
area, but often "they" were the immedliate ancestors of the sneaker.
Perhaps Ernest Jarvis had his father Kemper, his grandfather Ira,
or even earlier ancestors in mind when he spoke to me of "the old
peoprle" 2nd their notch-cutting abilities:

Now, one man dicdn't do all that., It's hard to tell

how many was a-workin' when they hewed these logs

out. It's hard to tell. 1It's hard to tell how many

it was when they put them together here, But I don't
know how they matched these /notches/ here, whether they
laid that up there, or whether they cut that when it was
on the ground. They may have done this on the ground,
and laid it up there and it matched that. They may have
mreasured that, you see. They'd have to, 1'd say, 'cause
you couldn't cut this notch out while that was up there.
But it takes a pretty good skill to do that., They've
measuref this herej; see the slope on this? See, they
Just put up a log at e time; they've had to measure that.
*Cause vou can't lay the log up there and do that. I'G
say they put up, like, this log, and then this'n'd be the
next onej; they just measured that some way, and then
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savied that out. See, that's been sawed out. Now

they sawed that out and then put o wedge in here and

bucsted thet. They knowed just how far to saw down

here to match this niece, is what they've done. And

they just sau it down, then take a2 wedge and bust it 3
out., It*ll bust right out. ‘hen it's green, it'll do that.

Well, they're still buildinz log houses., 3But they

build 'em out of different logs to what they used to
build 'em. They used to hew their logs a certain
thickness, ernough to get enough face on 'enm, you know,
that they could put 'em one on top of the other. 4And
they notched 'em at the ends, and they locked 'em in,
some vay. J4nd pegzed ther with pegs.... A lot of houses
now are sawed out; them was hewed with an axe, Yeeh, ol
and they're asphalt, too-- They're creosoted, I mean.

In the course of reminiscing about construction methods
used in old houses, direct contradictians may océur. Wren I
asked about how many men it would teke to put up a log house,
Harrison Csudle said with a smile, "One men can build it if he's
stout. All alone.... Just pick un [Ehe 1og§7 by natural strength."
But speculating on the same subject, Ernest Jarvis emphatically
stressed the need for neichbors snéd kin to cooperate:

One man couldn't have. It'd be irpossible for one

man to have done thet back when thet was built down

there like that. Wvhy, I don't know how many it would

take to put them logs up there like that. There's

more than one done that, now, I'11l tell you.ég

i.ost of the older generetions of house-builders in the
Zlue Ridpe seem to have worked with at least one assistant or
helper. Two men could certainly accomplish much more then one,
especially when 1t came to moving heavy logs or framing timbers
into place:

"
i

¥y Dad built that house ~-- three stories. Had four
fireplaces. (Did he build it by himself, Daddy?) Well,

I doubt that. They had helr because, you know, his
brother built 2 house at about the same time just up tge
road here a ways, so I imarine they helped each other.<®



13

In some ceses, a buillder might have a regular helver
of ¥nown abilities, but most often a cskilled carpenter would
work with the man who wanted the house buvili:
Fertin Harmon helped me build our house, the bigs
end of it. Ee done most of the work. (Did sormebody
design 'er? Or did you copy 'em off other houses?)
Vell, you just figure out sort of how you wanted it
and you Jjust bulld it, mostly.
It seens likely thet the skilled cerpenter/builder would
neve dominated the informel process of designing vernacular houses,

particulsrly when working with a would-be house owner who had less

onstruct

- - o

pte

fa} ce, Thus a few nNrolific builders could

ida

a -y pe

consistently shape a local folk erchitecturzl landscepve, and the
scene of work itself could come to be a locus for the effective
tranemission of rouse-building lore. Local specialist builders
like Tom Fruitt, Harrison Csudle, Fertin Harmon, Vardé Compton,
and Wallsce "Dad" Spangzler28 may bte significantly responsgible for
the pettern of house forrs which is found in our area, dbut there
eare aspects of house construction which are widely known in the
area and which would heve been incorporated into the buildins
rethodolozy of any fermer:

Tney sazy that you can bust one of the shingles, you
know, split one out that's on that house-- If the
point of the roon's turned up, that they'll turn up.
I've heard that. And they said that they had a tire
when they vent out and split them.... And they say

thet they always split them when the point of the moon's
turned dogs, so they would turn down, the shingles

on there.<’

I can take you today -- if the rcof's still on -- I
can take you right today and show you a building, we
covered half of 1t in e different time of the roon, end
half of it turned up. And I rot the almanac and went
the signs and looked., And when we put_them on that
turned up, the moon was s-pointin' up.-
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After a2 while my inquiries into o0ld buildings and old
methods of building began to meke clear to me that the bullders
therselves really preferred to relate concrete mstters of
construction, rather than abstract matters of form; no coherent
s&étem of house typology was ever alluded to in anyone's statements.
The pattern of traditional forms in the Elue Ridge is suggested
primarily in the houses themselves. Bullders and dwellers might
at most refer to "a two-story with a front porch, like you see
a million of," or sometimes to a "double house." But an
gwareness of traditional forms is present even where 2 system of
formal terminology is not, and that awareness can be alluded to
tangentially, as in Ed Severt's account of how hard the work of
house-tuilding could be:

I helped that feller build that house from scratch.

And we put nine truckloads of rock-- Ee had a '28

Chevrolet truck, and we hauled nine loads of rock,

and vhen we got up to the hearth-rock -- that's down

here at the floor -- when we got 1t up, we put nine

loads of rock up to the ceiling in the chimley. But
it's a2 double chimley, had a fireplace in two rooms.

Right there in the middle of the house. Just a house

with 2 double chimney. Some of 'em didn't even have a

double chimley; just a 1little old two-room house with

2 chirney in the end. You can hezat_the house better

if it's in the middle of the house.J

If the rationale for a particular type of house -- the
saddlebag -- 1s for Ed Severt simply a matter of heating efficiency,
the rationale for other houses may be more complex ( or at any
rate, less explicit). Every house serves a complex assortment
of functions in the eyes of both builder and dweller. For a
builder, the house 1s an economic and ertistic product which can

cormunicate his mestery of a craft or trade to the dweller and the
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wider community. For the occupants, a house provides the
sheltered (heated) living space foregrounded by Ed Severt,
and slso comprises room for storings clothes and other personal
possessions, 2 multipurpese set of interior work spaces, and
e symbol or emblem of the family visible to those within and
without. Any of these functions might be singled out and
enphasized as the primary rationale for a house by a glven
bullder or inhabitant.

Storage space, for example, seemed to be on the mind
of Roy Weddle when I asked him sbout the building of his
small two-room house (which was crammed full of beds, tables,
chairs, a wood range, and assorted wardrobes in lieu of closets):

Well, ny Deddy helped me a 1little bit, and nmy

brother and 2ll. I hadn't bullt the whole thing.

Tain't done yet. Just kind of an old boxed-up

thing. I had to get somewhere to put our junk.32

The storage shace avallable in o0ld houses often
was used for large quantities of foodstuffs, particularly when
g "can house" (also called "dwellin' house"” or "cellar") was
not avellable. Refore Xemper Jarvis built a separate can house
into the hilleside fescing the front (!) of his I-house, the
only closet in the house was filled up with food:

Right in here's where we used to keep the cans--

before that dwellin' house? Kept the cans. Kept

'em covered up with quilts and stuff. Hit would

be about everything you could get o%t of a garden:

tomatoes, beans, sweet potatoes.... 3
Likewise with an eye to storage, the rooms and porches of an old

dwelllng might shelter a kitchen safe or two, a series of dressers,

& large wardrobe, or other pleces of cezse furniture providing
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storage space for small everyday objects.

In addition tc storage, every house offers space for
sleeping. While modern houses like D.J. and Janet Keith's brick
"ranch-style” tend to contain a number of small rooms specifically
designated as "bedrooms" and more-or-less specialized for that
function in their interior arrangements, many old houses (particularly
the little ones) contain s smaller number of rooms used for a
greater number of purposes. The idea of a separate, personal

bedroom for each married couple and chlld, to be used only for

R

the "private" functions of sleeping and dressing seems to be o
modern one. Yet the sharing of sleeping and working areas in old
houses must not be seen as the lnevitable result of limited space;
paradoxically, many old houses in our area contain rooms or whole
floors which were never occupied, or only sporadically used to
put up an overflow crowd of visiting family, friends, or neighbors.
The sleeping rooms in many old houses were freguently left unheated,
but usually could be heated if desired. Yet some of the upper rooms
in larger houses showed no provision for any sort of heat, which
may account for their not being normelly utilized. Several informants
who described 1life in old houses "in the old days" commented on
the relationship between heat and the sleeping arrangements:
Upstairs, now, uh~-~ I never did sleep upstairs. And
none of ry family did. But my Daddy's brother and sisters,
some of them stayed upstairs now. They slept up there,
but I didn't. We always slept in these rooms here. Now
my mother and daddy slept in here, and two sisters;

and I know I'd go in there, and when you openﬁd
the door, that wes just like the North PoletJ
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You had to be tough to survive. You really did.
Ve had knotholes in the floor, and absolutely

no insulstion and nothing under. The wind'dé come
up throush there, and-- I remember ry Grandmother
takin' a2 snuff-box 1id and tackin' over a hole!
Aind you talk about bein' cold-- Andé I remember one
time my brother and I, we busted out the window,
you know, the wilndow right beside our bed. And
the first snow came, and the next morning we took
the quilt and dusted the snow off. You know, it
had snowied right on us,35

The common existence of unoccuplied rooms on the second floors
of old houses suggests that even fifty or gixty years ago
there might have been beginning a movement towards one-story
living srrangements. This movement finds its logical fruition
in the several sorts of single-story dwellings (including the
rodern trailers, ranch houses, and brick "rarcblers") which are
coming to dominate the new house construction of the region.

This lack of specislization in the rooms of o0ld houses,
of course, was never absolute, though single-room log cabins
heve been occupied up until relatively recent times within the
area. Most of the daytime functions within the older houses
centered around the fireplace, the chief internal wellspring
of heat and 1light:

..o.y0u can see the house Just below there, and you

go there and see and there's a fireplace in each

one., They cooked in the fireplace. Ezad a skillet and

1id; they baked the bread. And the fireplace had a

crane, you'd turn it around like that, and hang gge

pots on 1t and turn it over the fire to cook in.

I'11 tell_you, when it was wintertire, see, and

/[the door/ was closed, I'1l tell you that it was

pretty dark in there. 'Course, that larp, it wouldn't

burn a gallon of kerosene in, probably, two or three

days, or twenty-four hours, 4#nd that big fireplace, gse,
they's a lot of 1light by hit, too, ir the wintertime.
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We'd 211 sit in a big circle around the fire in the a
big firenlace. And she'd be tellin' these stories....3’

The kitchen {(and/or fireplace) continues to be an informal center
of maeny homes. Even in those larger houses wnlch contain a
formelly-designated "living room," it was evident during the
course of fieldwork that many families carry on the bulk of their
own work and conversation in or near the kitchen and the hearth.
As strangers, vie might be initially led into the front room or
formal parlor of a house, but many of my own subsequent interviews
(and those of my colleagues of which I know) took place in the less
formal setting of a back room or kitchen.
One of the factors which makes the discussion of a whole
reglon's vernacular housing complex is the great range of
econonic considerations which sre linked to and revealed in
the dwellings. VWhile some of the larger and fancier I-houses
and Georgian-plan houses in the ares had plastered walls, carefully
panelled wooden walls, or even walls with extravagant murals psinted
on them, the older and poorer dwellings might be characterized
by unpainted or tarpapered exteriors and newspaper linings, both
of which lent insulation to & log house or crudely boxed-in shack:
Tney panered theilr house inside, to keep 'er warm.
They used old newspapers, and magazines, and made a
solution of flour and water, or corn starch and water,
and they papered everything with old newspapers. There're
some of 'em still on the walls over there. Some of 'em
ere dated, you know, but they viere dated in the 1920's,
But they've geen pepered, probably-- No tellin' how
many tines.””
There was thils feller-- He was 2 married man, but he
batched. Ead a 1ittle bullding, oh, as big as a truck

bed, guess, and if it come up & rain we'd go in that,
Ee had him a 1little cot in there to sleep on, and & stove
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he cooked on. A heater or something, I don't
remember. But he had it covered viith tar-paper,

we called it, and that hailstorm beat every bit

of the roof off of thet, down to the naked boards.uo

The total renge of houses in the Blue Ridge, 2s in
other reglons, is in fact much greater than 1s usually revealed
in formal type studles. People in our study area have lived
for extended periods not only in bulldings built to be houses,
but also in schools, churches, barns, sheds, shacks, and other
unlikely structures. The 10'x12' can house sitting sbout twenty

yards behind a large tee-extended I-~house on the Tasker Martin
f’arma1 showed signs that it had been inhabited regularly over
an indeterminate but lengthy period. We can usuvally discover
very little about the use of such non-houses as dwellings, but s
few hints do emerge, now and then, in some recollections:

They decided the old log chhoql7 house wasn't good
encugh. They got fancier and fancler as the years
went along. VWell, they wanted to sell the old log
house. It had a chimley to it. That's where I started
school when I was just a shaver of a boy, and a little
one at that! I went one year or two years in the

old log house.... Her uncle bought that old log
schoolhouse now, and moved it down on the river and
put it back up. But you see, it was already notched.
A1l he had to do is just lay it back up and peg it
together at the corners. And me and her lived in it
since we been married. Ve 11VE§ in that o0ld log
schoolhouse...just one froon/.

And in pointing out an old log granary to us, Ernest
Jarvis recelled how it had been used to put up guests when an
overflow crowd at a house~dance might spend the night:

They stayed in there. There was no fireplace to this
one. When they had company or something they would come
out here, and they stayed in there. Probably some of 'em
could stay in there when there wasn't. But they could
Just put quilts in there and it Hasn't too cold. 4nd
they stayed in there, and slept.%3
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A step upward from living in a shack, converted can-house,
log school, or granary would be to live in g very smell and
simple house, 1like the sguare cabin of Miss Minnie Thompson
mentioned above. The poorest of the o0ld houses that existed
in the East~-central Blue Ridge in times past have not survived
into the late twentieth century, but they still live in vivid
memories. Conslder Harrison Caudle's tale of a childhood
adventure which could not have taken place in a more substantially-
built dwelling:

Vhen T was six years 0l1d I killed my first bear. Out

over here at the 0l1d Hickory Flat. We didn't have a

floor. We built a wall down on the ground, Jjust took

the topsoil off and took red clay dirt and pat it out

and it was Jjust 1like brick. Vhen it dries it's hsard.

The bear dug his nose under there, and they was up on the

mountain pickin' berries. They used to have to pick

berries, huckleberries and blackberries, and drled 'erm

in a8 dry-kil'., I was tendin' to the little fellers

there for 'em, and there was an old nuzzle-loadin'

shotsgun, with slugs I guess thst big, both barrels

double-charged with powder. I pulled both triggers, I

don't know how. Got him right between the eyes; I got

him though. They said he weighed gxer six hundred
pounds. And it like to killed me.

If 1ife in the smsller old houses -~ and the 1limited
heated portions of even the larger ones -- was sometimes cramped,
dark, cold, or difficult, it was also intimete, socially warm
and integrative., Nelghbors, who might well be relatives too,
would not only swap the work necessary to build houses and outbuildings,
but wmould also get together in each other's completed homes for
cooperative work activities like corn-shuckings, funerals, and
the house-~dances which were once s mainstay of Blue Ridge social

life. Almost every interview which touched on 1life in the old
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houses included references to dsncing in the larger rooms, sometimes
in more than one room at a time, while a band of local string
musicians held forth from a corner or from the sdjacent hallway:
I've seen 'em square dance in here, right here. They'd
take the table and lay it up on the bed back there,
move them beds around, and they'd square dance. You
ever been to a square dance? Well, they'd square-dance
right here. They had plenty of room, or they went in
that other room; see, they's blg rooms here, they had
plenty of room.  About four couples, or six couples,
I rerember that.45
The reminiscences of informants about the patterns of
life in their old houses are fascinating, multivalent statements,
less descriptive than an o0ld photograph of a room interior might
be, but also more personally meaningful and hence more deeply
useful as an indicator of the relationship binding a house and
its occupants. Problemetically, most people's memories make thelr
faces light up with associations that are too rich to be fit into
the snswers called forth by an interviewer's prodding guestions;
most dwellers' mental maps -- their personal understandings of
the meanings and values of the divided internal spaces of a house --
"exist on an emotlonal rather than a rational 1eve1."46 Occasionally
vie see revealed in a conversation a hint that the rooms of an old
house will hold different meanings and memories , in relation with
their bygone functions:
Up here over the porch were one little room here and
one here; medicine rooms. That's what we called 'em
when we were kids, because when my Dad-- After he died,
there was thousands of bottles of medicine, and my Mom
always used to say "Don't touch any of those bottles of
medicine, it might be poison." Because he doctored a lot

of people. They'd come to him &f they had & sick cow,
or horse, or if they were sick.%47
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The uses of the particular spaces enclosed in a dwelling,
1ike medicine rooms, canned-goods closets, or rooms for square-
dancing, represent the most specielized kinds of dwelling functions.
It should be evident from the last two quotes that the rooms and
spaces enclosed or defined by a house have richer meanings for the
people who live in them than they ever can for a mere observer
or note-taker who comes on the scene too late to see people engaged
in the day-to-day business of living in their house. The artifacts
that remain in an old, abandoned house may faintly echo the patterns
of storage,; but they can never reverberate with the complex personal
meanings of a lived~in house.

Another complicating factor is change in the house itself.
In a good many cases, 0ld Blue Ridge houses display manifold
evidence of alterations or additions. The house-typologist can
read into the Ike Dehart house and the Adam Clement house some
intriguing patterns of units in combinations thet is, he can
see in those examples that dwellers who wanted bigger houses often
created them by addition from a repertoire of forms the typologist
has already discovered. But the motives for addition may remein
hidden; even more frustratingly, it i1s very difficult to spot those
types of alterations which began with the subtraction or destruction
of part of an old house. On the Jarvis farm, for instance, the
central-chimney I-house (which was carefully documented in its
present condition) had actually undergone some significant alter-
ations during Ernest's youth:

Well, now, that porch on the house there, that was g
wood porch.... And we went an poured cement, made a
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cement porch out of that. Built the lower part on
there, and that changed the house, and put the cement
porch on the lower side. See, that used to be Just

g=-~ You just welked right out those two back doors...
just walk right on a wood porch there, and step off,

But all that, they've changed that. They was two
Zaoor§7 in the back there. You know where you go in

the kitchen from one of them there? VWell, that's baen
kindly changed. Where the cook stove been settin', well,
they's one door here to your left that walked right out
on a wood porch. They was another door and you wsalk
right out of it to come out of the kitchen. The kiﬁghen
and the living room was 21l together on that house.”

The new kitchen addition on the resr of the Jervis house clearly
declared a specielization of the rooms' uses; where the north
first floor room had been "kitchen and 1living roorm 211 together,"
it became & 1living room/bedroom after the kitchen and shed were
odded over the o0ld wooden porch.

An even more complex gnd less usuel type of alterstion
was made on the old Woody house becsuse of & change in the
rosd's orientation with respect to the house:

When this house was built the rosd come right up

the mountein here.... Well, our house was facing this

vay, see, fscing the road. Well, about 1500 they

changed, and put the rosd on that side, so we had to
change our house. VWell, we didn't have to, but we

did. My oldest brother was in the Navy at thet tire,

and he come hore on furloush, and he got some help

with the other brothers, and they tore out the kitchen.

See, the kitchen feced that way, towardsughe road, and
there wss 8 bige fireplace and & chimney.

Such & reorientstion of the house to the road as was
described by Roy Woody (i.e., tearing off the resr kitchen tee
when 1t fsces the new road, so that sn "acceptable™ I-house facade
1s maintained) reinforces the obvious point that the dweller's use

of sny house is effected significantly by his perception of the site.

Eech site has a sociel gs well as an environmental meaning. By
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tearing off the kitchen addition, the Woody brothers effectively

re-oriented theilr house soclilelly after 2 disorientation had been

effected by the rosd crews. That the Woody brcthers felt such
pressure to change thelr house under the circumstences seems all
the more remarkable since many Blue Ridge houses with formal and
imposing fecades (especially I-houses and Georgian-plan houses)
sre often surrounded by footpaths and other signs which reveel

that the families inhablting them avoid the front door. There is

another minor parasdox here; 1if the Woody's feelings can be assumed

to be representative, a house must not be sited with its back to

the roed, and yet dwellers and friends don't really want to use

the front facede they've teken so much trouble to build and maintain.
An lmportant part of the socisl meaning of 2 house's site

(snd one which may bear on the gpparent paradox noted sbove) erises

from the identity and relationshin s dweller maintains with his

neighbors., Early Blue Ridge dwellers, particularly, needed to

have good relastions with thelr neighbors in order to make possible

the cooperative modes of both work and play that have already

been mentioned. 3But good neighbors also came from the pressure

to subdivide the large early holdings into smaller farms which

could be deeded to male children, who bulilt theilr own houses

adjecent to the "old home plsce”™ end thenceforth participated in

the work-swapping snd mutual support. The resulting pattern of

settlement 1n many outlylng areas typicelly featured a cluster

of houses, sometimes compsct and sometimes diffuse, but all belonging

to relstives of greater or lesser degree. The death of older
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generations coupled with persistent outmigration from the region,
hovever, has left many houses empty of kin, and filled now with
only strangers or nmemories:

¥y sunt 1lived over there /scross the valley/. And
this feller bought the house up when the boy, he
wanted to move up on the ridege. And the house was
built in 1926. I remember it had an outfit kindly in
the gable end up there, and it had "1926-- This house
built in 1926." He sold it to a neighbor, lives right
up above me there. He sold out. So he got it now,
and thet was the rest of the buildings. They left

and never got 'em out, and he lives up on the hill

up there. And thsat's mg uncle's place up there; it belongs
to my cousins up here, 0

My Daddy's old farm, it had a tenant house. My oldest

brother, he built it, snd he moved in it, lived sz while.

Then my other oldest brother, he moved in it, lived

a while. And I reckon me snd her was the last two that

ever lived in 1t that know of. It was across the river

fron my Daddy's house.

Thet o0ld Bart has got three or four stout grown sons,

and every one of 'em got s brick house right on the

same ridge with theilr Daddy. Just strung right out

along the ridge.52

The selection of a house site involves more than the
guestion of what land is available.53 Within a given ferm's
acreage, early house buillders almost always favored sites that
were sheltered from the wind (2s with the Andly Lone house).
Ridre top settlements like the one spoken of sbove are usually
more recent, and reflect both improved heating and insulating
technologies and the growing pressure for bullding sites.
Even more important than being out of the wind was being near to

a good source of drinking water:

See, when this nlace was bullt here, they went to
water. See, that's why they built this, to get close
to a2 sprinc. Anymore they don't nay attention to that;
they just have & well due. But the old people, they'd
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if you could see some of the places where houses
have been in this country-- where they'd take 1t

to ret close to a spring.S+

If plenty of water wass aveilsble, es on the ¥oody
farm (which has five potable springs), the original house site
could heve been selected for its proximity to the road. VWher the
new Woody house vwas being planned, its precise site was chosen
bty e unique rmethod that guarsnteed both warrth and a view:

Vhen vie were kids, my Fom uged to say that she'd 1like

a house over here, on the hill. You see, we lived in

the velley, right down across the creek here, which 1is

only a hundred and fifty vards, you see, But the cowus

always went up here to get out of the bed westher,

right over, under the hill, you see? And thet wes en

indicetion that /This site/ was a good warm spot. And

then of course, with the view snd everything, too,

viss one of the reesons.55
The desire for a scenic view wes incompatible with & sheltered
site for the bullders of most old houses, but it has comre to be
an importsnt and feeslible desideratum -- if not the chlef one --
in selecting the site and aspect of new houses.

New houses and trailers sre being added to the vernaculsr
landscape of the Blue Ridge o2t &n sstounding rete, finding greet
ecceptance becsuse of their stylish comforts, thelr essier upkeep,
end their contemporery organizstion of l1living spaces. The forrer
residents of o0ld houses who bring in trallers or build one-story
brick "rarblers" in order to live more corfortably near the main
highways almost inevitably edure smblvalent feelings asbout the ocld
homes they've left. The venereble, 2bandoned I-houses end catins
of the area carry the full symbolic weight of "the good old days

when times were bad."” In fact, old houses possess a powerful

nostalgic value even for those who don't personally recall their
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inhabitation. An old house may functionelly becore a2 barn, but

in memory it =lways remains 2 home. Jenet Kelth's perents moved

out of thelr old house end filled it with hey; even so, Janet
maintains it in her memories, which she can Jog as needed or desired
by glancing at an artfully composed color photo kent on the wall

of the living room in her own new home. The feeling that her
grandfether's home was embodied with & personsl historic import
transcending its present rude use prompted Janet Xeith to in-
vestigate 1t more closely & few years sgo:

Yhen T wes in early high school...I did 2 thing on the
family, recording whst he knew, snd going over the

farr and taking plctures of the house that my grendfather
built, the first in the sres to be built with neils.

And one of the elders of the church had come by and said
to my grandfather thst he was colng to kill Elder Carne's
daughter by buildine her s house l1like that. It wesn't
going to hold up /becsuse of/ the fact that he had

used nails rsther than the wooden pveg and so forth,

log construction that hed been done, or wess being done,
in the area before thst time. Thet house still stands.5®

Similarly, although Ernest Jarvis has moved to 2 more
easily meintained brick house neer the main road to Sparta, he
feels compelled to wander bacl over to the old home place freg-
uently, end gemely insists that his 014 buildings are still
veluable to him even if only for storings hay or his ancestors!
keepsakes. MAlthougsh o0ld log buildings can be rebuilt when they
begin to decay and tumble down, Ernest Jarvis has resisted the
temptation to sell off the homes which gre emblems of his
family's presence:

That 014 house -- we used it for a wood house. And

it's just ebout gone. ‘'Cause I thousht about tryin'

to fix it up, when that'n started fallin', but itts
too fer gone to do most srnything with., 'Course, you
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could teke them logs snd turn 'em right over, you
know, on the outside? Inside-cutside. And still
meke a nice cebin out of it. There wes & boy asked
me sbout that. Ee wes settin' right ur there one
day, he sz2id, "Sell me thet old house." And I ssiid,
"T use that, to put hay end stuff in." But see, you
cen turn them right overs: you just have to cut 'em
off here, where they're notched out. See, you could
make a nice cabin; one room log cabin's what could
be made, kind of like that'n out yonder. But he
looked at it; he thought he could. I told him I
didn't went to teer it down, now. But hit's about gone.57
I don't want to sell it.... And I want to meke it to
ny boy, I'm gonns-~ I told 'ir the other day,I'm
gonna change this, and make it to my boy, but I'm
gonna fix it where he can't sell it till he gets

0ld enough to know what he's doin'. 4And I don't
believe-~ If he takes up with it like I have, he
won't never sell it either.58

It should be clear from the meny guotes above that
the folk architecture of g given region has nearly as many levels
of meaning as there are dwellings and cccupants in the resgion.
Some kinds of srchitectural meanings csn, indeed, be read
directly from the form and fabric of representative houses, but
there 1s a larger and ultimately s more important set of meanings
which arises only from the fact of huran occupancy ltself.
Put occupents generate meaning from rore than theilr patterns of
use: their eating, sleeping, storins, cooking, dancing, altering,
and decorating. If we analytically imagine the house only to
be, as Le Corbusier suggested, *a machine for 1living 1n,"59
then we are too rigidly following his further injunction to
"shut our eyes to what exists."60 The old house-bullders of the
Blue Ridge created machines for living, but in the course of

occupancy, the dwellers (which group includes the builders) have
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James lgee's half-nystic assertion:

...that a house of sgimple people which stands empty

and silent in the...mornins sunlight, and everything

which on this morning in eternal space it by chance

contains, 211 thus left open and defenseless to a

reverent and cold-lesboring spy, shines quietly forth

such grandeur, such sgorrowful holiness of its

exactitudes in existence, as no human consciousness

shall ever rightly perceive, far less impart to another....62

Thomas A. Adler
September, 19860



Footnotes

1 This essay was uritten for the American Folklife Center of

the Litrary of Congress, which in cooperation with the Nationsal
Park Service undertock the Blue Ridrge Parkway Folklife Project
in Aurust and Sevtember of 1978. I joined the Project in early
Sentember in order to help with the considerable esrchitectural
docurmentation job that had been underteken. I would like to
acknowledge special debts of gratitude I owe to Blanton Owen and
Howard Mershall, who brought me guidkly into the light of their
early findings and helped me see whet needed to be seen in our
study area. Figures 2, 3, 5, &, and 10 are based directly on the
field drawings made by Howard Marshall.

2 The Puckett Cabin, located east of Fancy Gep at FFile 189.8 on
the Parkway, was the home of local midwife lrs. Orlean Hawks Puckett
from 1865 until 1939.

3Henry Glassie, "Southern Mountein Eousest: & Study in American
Folk Culture," unpublished M.A. Thesis, (Cooperstown: State
University of New York College at Oneonta, 1945), p. 150,

b Miss Thompson's cabin lies in the woods near the end of Patrick
County (Virginia) highway 678, north of Voolwine.

5 The Andy Long house is in the woods in Ashe County (North Carolina),
a few miles southwest of Laurel Springs.

Interview with Roy VWoody, Jean Woody, and Laura Woody Overwater,
Sept. 26, 1978.

7 The Payton Akers house, documented by Eoward Marshall, 1s between
Gladesboro and Hillsville, on Casrroll County (Virginia) highwey 670.

The Crouse farm is visible from the Blue Ridge Parkway near
Alr Bellows Gap, Jjust off Alleghany County (North Carolins)
highway 1131.

9 The Slusher house, childhood home of Janet Keith, is just outside
our area, lying 2 nmile or two northwest of ¥Willis, in Floyd County
(Virginia).

10 Brnest Jarvis's farm near Blevin's Crossroads in Alleghany Co.
vas one of a number of architectural focal points for our project,
and was extensively documented by verious American Folklife
Center fieldworkers.

11 The striking Brooks I-house 1s on Wilkes County (North Carolina)
highway 1737, northwest of Traphill.

12 T™e Adam Clement farm is near Carter's 111, in southwestern
Patrick County.
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