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The Clifton Farm and Mill compose a complex representative of the rural culture of 
nineteenth century Franklin County. The gently rolling agrarian landscape here is 
undisturbed by suburban or strip development, and the Clifton Farm with its mill and 
surrounding 245 acres remains an identifiable historical and visual entity. A paved 
secondary road leads south from Royal, and the house faces the road \~ich continues south 
to cross the bridge across Crooked Creek and the Clifton Mill Pond. 

The Clifton House was built in the Greek Revival style with accents of Italianate and 
vaguely Gothic flavor suggesting an influence from the eclectic Warrenton, North Carolina 
builder, Jacob W. Holt. Some of the architectural details of the house are also reminiscent 
of the Warren and Franklin county builder, Gamaliel Jones. The white" frame dwelling main
tains the simplicity and elegance of the building period. A rectangular building with a " 
hip roof, the CI,ifto,n House has a two st.ory pedimented front paTch.. Unusual in the county, 
the porch ins,ca}e and elaqaration dominates the facade. The house is three bays wide and 
one deep, with most of the windows containing six-over-nine sash. The front windows facing 
the porch are full length with nine-over-nine sash. Exterior end chTInfieys rise through the 
heavy overhang of the roof. 

The porch has four heavy square wooden posts with tall arched fluted panels \vith 
bracketed caps. These motifs recur in the pilaster-like corner posts of the building 
which carry a wide frieze and roof overhang. Both the lower and upper stories of the 
porch have del ica te \vooden balustrades. 'The lower balustrade is composed of very plain 
narrow vertical posts treated as a minor arcade, and the upper balustrade has a sawn 
balustrade with a small ,ov'!-l hor,irontal pattern. A .frieze extends· across the first level 
of the porch and has panels accented with the trefoil or spearhead motifs. Beneath the 
frieze is sawn curvilinear ornamentation. 

'1he central entrance has a narrow double door with a transome and arched 
sidelights reaching above small side panels. Round arched glazing and circular corner 
lights are filled with angular and pinwheel tracery. 

Characteristic of Greek Revival houses, the interior has a center hall plan two rooms 
deep. The mantel piece in the room to the left has a similar design to that of the exterior 
woodwork separating the two porch stories. The pilasters and frieze feature the trefoil 
or spearheaded panels. Typical of the Greek ~evival period, the mantles are sturdy. The 
mantle in the right front room, identical to that in the room above, is plain with fluted 
pilasters and an ogee-arched lower profile of the wide frieze. The mantle in the upstairs 
left hand room has a curved, horizontally fluted inset frieze, with fluted pilasters. 

The extensive use of marble in the hall makes the Clifton House distinctive. 
The stair risers and the baseboard in the central hall are richly treated with skillful 
marbleizing. '1he slender balusters are square in section and the newel is turned. 
Curvilinear brackets adorn each tread of the open string. The front stair flight curves 
at the head of the stairs to meet the second shorter transverse flight. 
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The upper hall contains a single paneled door leading onto the upper porch. The 
ornamentation around the door is a s~ilar theme to that ot the unusual front door ot 
the house with delicate re'ctangular sidelights, rectangular corner lights and a 
transom overhead. Most of the doors have four panels and the frames are molded and 
mitered with heavy molded bases. The baseboard in most of the house, with the exception 
of the marbelizing In the. front hall, is plain. Altogether, the house possesses an 
aura of spaciousness and simplicity characteristic of the antebellum south. 

To the rear ot the hip roof section extends a two-story ell with gable roof \vith 
a box cornice that returns slightly into the gable. It has a central interior chimney 
of stone. The finish is simple and of mid-nineteenth century date. Attached now to 
the rear of this is a one-story-\vith-attic structure that obviously predates the 
other section and was originally a small dwelling; it probably dates from the early 
nineteenth century but could be earlier. Both elevations are covercd--the south by :1 
shed porch, the north by a shed. An exterior end chimney rises at the east end; it 
has single paved shoulders and is made of blocks of stone, typical 'of the county. The 
depth of the walls of this structure suggests it is built of logs and weatherboarded. 
A tiny four-pane casement \vindow lights the attic, and narrow windows occur at the 
first floor. The house stands on stone piers subsequently infillcd with concrete block. 
The interior has been altered over time. 

A short distance behind the house stand two frame outbuildings of nineteenth 
century vintage; both are in rather poor condition but could be reclaimed. The gable 
roofed structure described as a kitchen has plain weatherboards, a simple box cornice, 
and a big stone chimney. The single room is served by a vast fire opening typical of 
the separate kitchen houses of the period and place. The gable roofed frame smoke
house is plainly finished and covered in brick patterned sheathing. 

Several yards farther to the rear of the house stands the structure noted as a 
tenant house on the enclosed property map. The owners think that this may have been 
a slave dwelling before its use as a tenant house; this is at this time uncertain. 
The plain, small gable roofed structure also has plain weatherboards and a big, 
single-shouldered stone chimncy. Like the others it is in serious need ot repnirs 
but could be reclaimed. Also like the others this structure contributes strongly 
to the completeness of the f:1nn complex. 

Noted as the Miller's House on the enclosed property map and standing slightly 
north of the creek on the east side of the road is 3. modest, frame, L-shapeJ dwclling, 
also with a stone Chimney and plain h·eat11erboards. A rear ell and small shed expand 
its space. It is simply finished. This little dwelling is also in poor condition 
but could be reclaimed; it contributes substantially to the totality of the complex and 
is especially important ~n relation to the history of the farming and milling operation. 
Though its date is uncertain it appears to date from the nineteenth century, 
probably the later decades. 
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South of the house the road crosses Crooked Creek. Near the road is a dam 
creating Clifton's Mill Pond which lies west of the road and darn; to the east of 
the road are a second darn and the ruins of the mill, including some machinery. 

At the millsite is a stone darn of fine blocks rising about IS or 20 feet high 
and extending across the creek. It is in good condition. Foundations of the mill 
survive, and a sluice pipe, wheel, gears, an oak shaft, and other elements as well. 
The site's known history combined with the darn and the surviving elements doubtless 
can provide information about Inilling practices of the nineteenth century. 

The structures of course are closely related to the surrounding environment. 
Archeological remains, such as trash pits, wells, and structural remains, which may 
be present, can provide information valuable to the understanding and interpretation 
of the structures. Information concerning use patterns, social standing and 
mobility, as \~ell as structural details are often only evident in the archeological 
record. Therefore, archeological remains may well be an important component of 
the significance of the structure. At this time no investigation has been done 
to discover these remains, but it is probable that they exist, and this should be 
considered in any development of the property. 
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The Clifton Farm and Mill compose a notable survival of nineteenth cenbury 
rural life, illustrating the relationship of farming and milling in an agrarian 
society. The fann house is composed of an impressive, vernacular ltalianate 
mid-nineteenth century front section and a more modest, and earlier dwelling to the 
rear. The contrast between the two illustrates changing economic and stylistic 
trends of the 1800-1850 era.. The mill pond nearby provided water that long 
powered the mill whose foundations and dam survive.. Throughout most of the 
nineteenth and much of the twentieth century this was the seat of the locally 
prominent Clifton family, who as fa11ners, millers, and social leaders were active 
in the community. The mill long served as a local gathering place, and the house 
is among the best-preserved and most elaborate in this section of FranYJin County .. 

Criteria Assessment: 

A.. Associated with the developnent and prosperity of the agricul turul economy of 
antebellum Franklin County and the continuation of the agrarian culture into 
the twentieth century; and with the key role of water-powered mills in tJle 
agrarian economic and social life .. 

-

B. Associated with the locally prominent Clifton family. 

C.. Exemplifies early 19th century modest vernacular housing types seen in the 
small scale, stone chimney, and log construction of the rear section; and 
exemplifies the regional, vernacular influence of the distinctive and eclectic 
idiom of Warrenton builder Jacob Holt upon prosperous farmers' increasingly 
ambitious houses in the decade before the Civil War. 

D.. Is likely to yield information about nineteenth century milling practices. 
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The Clifton l-buse and Mill were important parts of conununity life in I1arris 
Township, Franklin County, for more th::ln a century. The house reflected the life
style of an antebellum planter, while the mill provided community residents with both 
a service and a meeting place. That Thomas Turner C1ifton was responsible for the 
basic home that now stands there is little doubt, though one wing seems older than 
his ownership.l The property, however, has a milling history spanning 200 years, and 
while the Clifton family appears to have erected the mill whose TIlins nmV' rest on 
Crooked Creek, the records indicate that at least on~ mill operated on the same 
acreage about fifty years before Clifton possession. 

The tract on which the ho~se and mill are located was part of a state grant 
issued to John Ferrell in 177S. Some time between then and 1786, Ferrell constructed 
a gristmill on Crook~d Creek. His \vill, \~itten in 1786, gave to his son William, 
"315 acres known as my Mill Tract." .Another ~eir received the home place, clearly 
indicating that it was not 011 the mill tract.· William ferrell sold the property 5 
to Thomas Arendell who, in 1803, transferred it to James Ferrell, grandson of John. 

James Ferrell received L)6 acres along Crooked Creek surrounding the millsite. 
This lang was adjacent to the 250 acres he had inherited from his father, Bryant 
Ferrell. TIle portion of Crooked Creek covered by the bounds of the 386 acre tract 
extended ~rom the mouth of S~ring Branch to Ben~amin \Vright's old ford, a distan~e 
of approxDnately 2,145 feet. If the Ferrell mill was not located at the same Slte 
as the Clifton mill, it was nevertheless on Crooked Creck less than one-half mile 
away, and on the same tract of land later to be known as the Clifton Mill Tract. 

Records reveal very little about James Ferrell and nothing about his residence. 
He was a \vealthy individual who had somehowsmanaged to consolidate the vast estate ot 
his grandfather which exceeded 1,:'00 acres. The earliest section of the Clifton 
house architecturally appears tOgdate from the period ot his o\vnership, but it is 
unknown whether it was his home. 

On December 20, 1831, Ferrell sold to Willie (Wiley) Clifton a 720 ~1cre tract 
on both sides of Crooked Creek "beginning at a pine in the edge of the mill £8nd." 
The consideration was $3,000 indicating that the mill was then in opeY:1tion. The 
description included common metes and bounds \vith the plat s~~wing the mill tract 
(lot #9) in the division of Willie Clifton's estate in 1849. 

Local tradition maintains that the Clifton mill was built in the early 18305, yet 
the millpond was created by 1~3l. If the James Ferrell mill \vas not on the same site,. 
it must have been very close, perhaps near the smalleI2retaining dam loc~te~ on ~he 
\vest side of the bridge over CrOOked Creek (SR 1103). In any event, WIllle Cllfton 
owned a mill thn.t operat'ed at the present site some years before 184Y. 
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Clift~n moved from Wake to Franklin Cou~3Y sometime after 1831 and began 
adding to his already extensive landho14ings. When he died in 1847 he leit 3,556 
acres of real estate valued at rnore than·$13,000. A large contiguous tr3r~ was divided 
into thirteen 'lots, one for each of his children. Lot N9, known as the' Tr1ct, 
was d~vised to Bolling Clifton. Thomas Turner Clifto~ received Lo~ #7'1~onsi~ting 
of thIrty acres, to be added to L33 acres he had prevIously been gIven. In" January, 
1850, Bolling sold the l25 acre mill tract to his brothers Thomas Turner and Willie 1 
S. Clifton. Included along with the gristmill were a cotton gin and extra millstones .. 
\~illie transferred his interest to Thomas T. in October of the same year, and in 
January, 1851, Thomas T. Clifton pruchased Lot #8, the 1/5 acre tract beuveen his 
properties, from his sister Ann NisI, thus giving him a contiguous tract of 430 acres 
running north from Crooked Creek. . 

At the time he purchased the Wall property Thomas T. Clifton was residing in 
the northern portion of the Mill Tract (Lot #9).17 He apparently moved there a year 
earlier. Probably in the l850s the front section of the present house was constructed. 
1hree more children fgre born after the move, making a total of nine plus the parents 
and a house servant. In addition to the mill operation, Clifton turned 300 acres 
into improved farmland, raising Erops ot wheat, rye, corn, rice, cotton, peas and 
beans, hay, and sweet potatoes. 2 -

At age fifty, 'lhomas Turner Clifton was too old for Civil War services, but his 
oldest son, Dr. James B. Clifton, enlisted as a Confederate surgeon and 'vas assigned 
to various theaters 02loperation. After the war, he returned to Louisburg to continue 
his medical- practice. In 1869, James B. paid $1,900 for the 225 acre mill tract 
and family home where his father continued to live. He improved the industrial 
operation by adding a sa\t~nill to the facility to go with the gristmill and cotton gin. 
A year 2~terwards, he sold the mill tract and improvements to his brother J~hn for 
$5,500. 

John Thomas Clifton, the second oldest child of Thomas 1Urner Clifton, never 
married and lived at home with his father. They formed a business partnership regard in) 
both the fanning (wheat and corn) anu milling operations. John assumeJ principal 
responsibility for the mill, hiring a miller and another employee to run the grist 
and flour mill, and three hands to work the sa\~ill. Production figures for 1870 
showed 4,500 bushels of corn meal; 1,900 bushels of flour; and 150,000 feet of t~ber. 
The value of manufactured products reached $8,500, a substantial income in 1870. 

Thomas Turner Clifton died on July 13, 1882,24 and John continued to manage the 
family business while residing in the Clifton home place. Because the landholdings 
were involved in business agre~nents, the articles of partnership tied up any 
settlement of Thomas's estate until the death of John Clifton in 1902. At that 
time, the 225 acre mill tract, dwelling house, and all improvements, valued at 
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$7,000, were given j~~ntly to four of Thomas 1urner's children: Virginia, Joseph, 
\Villiam, and Robert. Over the next twenty-three years, Robert acquired the interests 
of his brothers and sister. He never married, nor did his sister Virginia, and the 
two remained ih the Clifton

2
gome place. Virginia died in 1918, leaving Robert as 

sole occupant 01' the house. 

Robert T. Clifton, cal]ed "Babe" by many who knew him, earned a reputation as 
an eccentric among community residents. Among his unusual habits were always dressing 
in suit and tie even when home alone, and walking on the house balcony every evening 
at dusk to play "Redwing" on his flute. Robert was also the subject of a local nunor 
that he never married because he had killed a peddler years before in a-fight over a 
young lady. According to the story, only the c01mections of the prominent Cl if tall 
fami ly and the exerti~9s of his lawyer, "Pink" Harris (his sister Sarah's husband), 
kept him out of jail. 

lhe beauty of the natural setting around the mill created an" attractive gathering 
place for the community. On Saturdays, families enjoyed picnics by the millponJ, anJ 
Rn annuRl Easter dance was held on the premises. Tn the e;1rly 1920s, "Bahe" Clifton 
built a pavilion close to the ~~ll called "Punkin Center," complete with player piano 
and plenty of room for dancing. Even with its social aspects, the mill was primarily 
business operation, producing meal, flour, and timber. A grain store was erected 
near the mill, and in there were established a voting precinct and post office. 
Within a f~w years the mill dam was destroyed, and the "Punkin Center" ceased to 
function. 2 The era of the Clifton ~lill entertainment and social center had come to 
an end, but many older residents of the area fondly recall the gatherings of the 
early twenties. 

In August, 1926, Robert Clifton was forced tg mortgage the property to the Joint 
Stock Land Bank of Raleigh to cover a $5,000 debt. jO About the same time, his brother, 
Will~am Clifton, sent Robert $1,OOO,to rebuild the d~ at the mi~l. The dam was 31 
rcbull t and all debts apparently paId as Robert retalIled posseSSIon of the property. . 
Robert "Babe" Clifton diecl in 1928 and \Vas buried in the family cemetery near the - 1 

house. The home and mill tract were bequeathed to his nephew, f\1aurice S. Clifton. 3 ... 

In 1944, Maurice and Anna Clifton deeded the property to f\1ary Elizabeth Hmvell.5:) 
Clifton, who appears to have resided in the house after the death of Robert Clifton. 
About 1959, J. G. Lloyd was hirc'tl to operate the mill and he lived in a small house 
nearby. Lloyd managed the ,mi~l oper~tion until 1951 whe~ new res34'ictive ~a\~s 
forced a number of small mIllIng bUSInesses to close theIr doors. Mary ClIfton sold 
the property to Maurice S. Clifton and several others in 1961 but reserved for herself 
a life estate in the 245 acre tract. 35 She died in 196~, the last Clifton to live in 
the house. In 1Y7l, Joh!l and j\1ary Cel~a, ~nd ~~lliam and r~ggy G~Jm, . purchased the 
property with the home and abandoned mIllsIte. For the fIrst tDne In 120 years, 
the land passed trom ownership and occupancy by descendants of 'Thomas Turner Clifton. 
TIle house is in need of rep3ir, but the present O\olners plan :1 careful rehabilitation. 
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IT. H. Pearce, "Clifton Home Included in Survey," Franklin Times (Louisburg), 
January 9, 1975, hereinafter cited as Pearce, "Clifton Home." According to architectur~ 
historians, the house bears a .Jacob Holt influence (Catherine Bishir, Notes attached 
to preliminary"report on Clifton House, November, 1979), but Holt did not come into 
prominence until the l8S0s (Catherine Cockshutt {l3ishirJ, "Jacob Holt," a report 
submitted to Research Br~nch, Archeology and Historic Preservation Section, Division 
of Archives and History, undated, p. 2). By then, T. T. Clifton owned the land 
(see below). 

2See will of John Ferrell, 1786, Franklin County Will Books, Office of the 
Clerk of Superior Court, Franklin County Courthouse, Louisburg, Will Book B, 12, 
hereinafter cited as Franklin County Will Book. 

3Franklin County Deed Books, Office of the Register of Deeds, Franklin County 
Courthouse, Louisburg, Deed Book E, 36, hereinafter cited as Frank~in County Deed Book. 

4 Frankl in County Will Book B, 12. 

SFranklin County Deed Book 9, p. 102; and Deed Book 11, p. 280. For relationship 
of John and James Ferrell, see John Ferrell's will, Franklin County Will Book B, l~. 

6Franklin County Will Book A, 110. 

7Calcualted from measured plats found in Wiley Clifton Estates Papers, 1849, 
Franklin County Records, State Archives, Raleigh, hereinafter cited as Clifton Estate 
Papers; and from 1961 plat of mill tract. 

8See Franklin County Deed Book 9, p. 102; and Deed Book 26, p. 495. 

9The wordjng of deeds and wills relating to Ferrell property gives no 
indication that a major dwelling house existed on the mill tract during Ferrell's 
ownership, certainly not one reflecting the wealth of John, Bryant, or James Ferrell. 
See Franklin County Deed Book 9, p. 102; Deed Book 26, p. 495; and Franklin County 
Will Book B, 12. 

lOFranklin County Deed Book 26, p. 495. 

llClifton Estate Papers. 

l2Jerry L. Cross. Interview \vith George Lloyd of Franklin County, December 6, 1979. 
Lloyd's father, J. G. Lloyd operated the mill from 1939-1951, hereinafter cited as 
Lloyd interview. 
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13'lhe deed to Clifton in Il<x::cmher, 1831, lists him as a resident of Wrtke County. 
franklin County Deed Book 2o, p. ~05. For land holdings see Franklin County Deeds, 
grantee indcx,0nd Clifton Estate rar~rs. 

14 C1 ifton Estate P:lpcrs. 

15Franklin County r~eJ Book 30, p. 434. 

16Franklin County Deed Book 30, pp. 404, 435. 

17See JccJ from Wall to Clifton, f-ranklin County Deed Book 30, p. 401. 

18Until the settlement or his father's estate in 1849, TIlornas Turner Clifton 
resided on thc south side of Crooked Creck. See Clifton Estate Papers; ~br of 
Franklin County Tm .. nships, 18b~), State Archives, !bleigh, hereinafter cited as 
Pranklin TOv-'nship ~.L1p; Sixth Census of the UnitcJ States, 1840: North Carolina-
Franklin County, Population Schedule, 75, hereinafter cited hy ccnsu~ mlmher, cbtc. 
Jnd schedule; and Franklin Count)' Deed Book 30, p. 404. See also Pearce, "Clifton 
House." 

19Sevcnth Census, 1850, Population Schedule, 336. 

20Eighth Census p 1860, Agricul tural Schedule, 293. 

. 21~lo~edia 0!..I;ni~~:l_J~cPfcscntative ~lcn of the Carol inns (1892). ".T. ll. 
ClIfton, p. , l1CrClnaTtcr CltCJ as yc1opca1a of Eminent Men. 

22Frankljn County Dcc,-} Rook 3~, p. 435; and Deed Book 35, p. 377. 
') ... 
,:"J.'linth Ccnsus, 1870, fnJustrial ScheJule, 489. 

~'lCyclopedia of E1ninent ~Jcn, 1. 

2SFranklin County Court Records, microfilm in State Archives, Raleigh, Orders 
and Decrees, Book 6, p. 444. See also ~inth Census, 1870, Population SchcJuie, 165. 

26rranklin County Will Book V, 483; Will Book W, 62; and Franklin County Dced 
Book 249, p. 582/ Residency and marriage status from Janet Ih.ltchison, intervich' with 
~1rs. S. W. ,,'ashington, granJdaughter of T. T.· C1 if ton, April ~6, 1979, hereinafter 
cl teJ as Washington interv iCh'. 

27Washington interview. ~trs. Washington is the niece of Robert Clifton. 
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29washington interview. See also reference to rebuilding the dam in 1920s in 
Lloyd interview. 

30pranklin County Deed Book 246, p. 508. 

3lWashington interview; Lloyd interview; and Franklin County Will Book W, 217. 

32Washington interview; and Franklin County Will Book W, 217. 

33pranklin County Deed Book 400, p. 216. 

34Lloyd intervie,,,,. 

35Franklin County Deed Book 577, pp. 189-190. 

36pranklin County Deed Book 6Y3, pp. 512-513. 
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Janet Hutcheson, Consultant and 

Catherine W. Bishir, Head--Survey and Planning Branch: Architectural Description 
name/title Jerry Lt~Q_~~~es_ear<;h~r~~R<2s~~IGh_~r.?Il~tIi~tQl"i<;al~~a..:tJ~m§Jlt ____ . ______ .. ",. 

organization 
Survey and Planning Branch 
Archaeology and Historic Preservation date NoJLeIDJ..Lb"","er,,,"--+-~~1 ....... 9,,-7,--,9,,--_______ _ 

street & number 109 E'.I'Jones Street (i telephone '733-6545. fJ.,~ 

The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

_ national _ state -X. local 

As the designated State Historic Preservation OHicerfo.r the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89-
665), I hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Register and certify that it has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by the Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer Signature 

title State Historic Preservation Officer date January 10, 1980 
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
HERITAGE CONSERVATION AND RECREATION SERVICE 

CONTI NUATION SHEET ITEM -NUMBER PAGE 

Cyclopedia of Fminent and Representative Men of the Carolinas. 1892. 

Davis, Edward Hill. Historical Sketches of Franklin County. Raleigh: Edwards & 
Broughton, 194M. 

Franklin County Records .. Franklin County Courthouse. Louisburg, North Carolina. 
Subgroups: Court Records: Orders and Decrees, Deeds, Estate Papers, 
Interviews, and Wills. 

Franklin Times. Louisburg. January 27, IY76. 

Hutchison, Janet. Interview with ~1rs. S. W. Washington, April 26, 1979. 

Maps: Plat of Clifton Estate, 1961. Aerial view of a portion of Franklin County, 1977 

Pearce, T. H. "Clifton Home Included in Survey." Franklin Times. January~, lY75. 

How to Sell a Dead :Ville. Freeman, South Dakota: Pine Hill Press, lY71. 

United States Census Records. Franklin County, North Carolina. 1840-1870. 
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