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F KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

level farmlands of County offer vistas over great distances the 
region's scattered farms and churches One of the best known landmarks of this 
fertile agricultural region is the Octagon House, also known locally as the Inkwell, 
the Inkbottle House or the Round House Located just off us 264 and s among a 
few ancient trees, the house has been a source of curiosity to generations of travelers 
It is in fact one of the few octagon houses ever constructed in North Carolina 
Despite to its exterior and interior surfaces its shape and plan survive~ 

The , ttA70-story frame house rests on brick and is covered with a 
low"'-pitched tent-like roof of seam metal that rises from all sides to the 
central of stuccoed bricke TI1e lower portions of the exterior walls 
are weatherboard up to the level of the sills of the first-

walls are According to loca'~.' k'l"'<tdi tion the house was 
stuccoed on the e.xterior and the presence of sawn lathing 

some credence to this tradition The front entrance is set on 
west face of the house this was a double door 

with weatherboard to accomodate a single door, which is a twentieth 
with glass panes Windows are centered on the first and second levels on 

east, and south faces of the house, and above the front entrance on the north-
west face These windows are of six-over-six sash set in plain surrounds A 
rear door, also at some point reduced from double to single width, is cut in the south
west face The northeast southeast and west faces of the house are without fenestration 
Uhder the eaves on all eight sides is cornice featuring widely spaced sawn brackets 

to side~ ,whic,h, accent a broad d.ecorat~d w.ith shallow dentils, also rather 
Widely spaced@ 

It \, ': 

Rather than the w~dge-shape4 room~ that might be expected the main two rooms on 
both levels· -are square and oriented back-to-back on a north-south axis around the central 
chimney .~eavip.g~, trapezoi~al ,spaces on east and west The traPf-zo,idal space On the west 
side of the house serves as an entrance/stair hall TI1e corresponding space on the east 
side, first- floor is divided into a triangular-plan closet off, the south room ~nd an 

four-sided room entered from the north parlor and lighted by the window on the 
east face On the second floor the trapezoidal space becomes two triangular closets 
flanking a small rectangular room 

Exactly how much of the interior fabric is original is uncertain; much of it appears 
to be of a slightly later period than the mid-nineteenth century date traditionally 
given the house TIle original lath-and-plaster wall surfaces have been replaced with 
narrow vertical sheathing on the first floor and wall board on the second, though plaster 
remains in one of the second floor closets An unmolded baseboard carries around all 
interior walls The door surrounds of the north parlor are sywnetrical#molded and have 
corner blocks with rondels; all other surrounds are of unmolded boards set in post-and
lintel fash~Qn._ Doors are of four .panel~ c:;xcept for the replacement gJ-a.ss-pa,ne. door 
which joins the stair hall and north parlor The north parlor mantel is an attenuated 
post-and-lintel type with the lintel supported by thin free-standing, turned columns 
TIle other three mantels are post-and-lintel with flat pilasters and the lower edge of the 
lintel cut with a shallow pointed archo The open-string stair rises southward one 
flight along the west wall of the stair hall to the second floor; the rounded handrail 
begins at a turned newel and is carried by thin turned balusters Around the stair-well 
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on the second floor this same handrail is supported by square-in-section balusters 

No outbuildings associated with the house survive 
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in the broad open farmland of Hyde County is the distinctive 
as Inkwell or the Inkbottle House It is 
for Dr., William T. in the l850s The 

in North 

space. the octagon 
mid-nineteenth century America, a novel and 

rectangular c.omponents of most buildings of the period 
the Inkwell retains Lts notable form and floor , focused on 

of the few surviving examples of the mid-nineteen.th century 

StrOng local tradition maintaills that the Inkwell house near Lake Landing, also called 
the Inkbottlehouse, was built by Dr William T Sparrow sometime in the early l850s 
Sparrow is said to have built the eight-sided house' after a hurricane destroyed his can .... 
ventional one~ 1t:1' \:he belfef' that" the octag~nal fo'rin y~uid give the bouse' added protection 
from the ,storms that frequently battered Hyde County 

Although only a few octagonal houses were built in 'North Ca~ol::tna'~ ther~ was a wide-
movement in_~he +~50s promoting the building of such houses The of this 

movement was orso~ "S ' --P6wler, New York phreno logis t, educator" Al though 
not apro.f.ession.al architect, Fowler and his book, The Octagon House: A Home for All, 
first pu'biished' i'n i 1

848' 'l]d to the building of approximately 1, 000 ocbigonal houses in 
the United States by 1857 It is not certain that Dr Sparrow was familiar with the 

of Fowler, but it is clear that prior to the latter's efforts the octagon shape 
had been used only in domestic architecture in this country Fowler argued that 
the octagonal house was cheaper to build than conventional houses, permitted greater 
economy of space admitted more sunlight, facilitated communication between rooms, 
eliminated square corners, and was in closer harmony to nature than rectangular houses. 
The octagonal house was

4
Fowler's answer to the problem of providing economical, safe 

housing for the masses 

Dr Sparrow married Elizabeth Jennett in 1847. ~ey had three children, Ida, born 
in 1~48, ~obert, b9rn in 1857, and Mary, born in 1859 Dr Sparrow supplemented his 
rnedi~a1 income'Hyextensive farming. 115 1860 his farm was valued" ! $3,000 and his 
produce included 2,000 bushels of corn. Elizabeth Sparrow died in 1860 and Dr. Sparrow 
died in 1866, without a will A170 in that year, Ida Sparrow married Francis M. Swindell 
a Civil War veteran born in 1841. Swindell was appointed legal guardian of Robert 
Sp~rrow, and was also named to hold the property. 
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In lS79 Swindell petitioned the Superior Court of Beaufort County for permission 
to sell the Sparrow property. ThisSpermission was granted and the property was sold to 
John S Northan on May 13 for $750 Northan was a prosperous Hyde County 1§erchant and 
farmer, described as one of the wealthiest men ever produced in the county The lS80 
census credits Northan with land holdings of almost 200 acres valued at $2500 Most of 
his production was in Tsrn and wheat His "'7ealth evidently came from a general store in 
the Lake Landing area Northan died in 1904 of cancer, and was described by the 11 
Washington Progress as an "old landmark" and "perhaps the wealthiest man in Hyde County." 

Northan never married His will divided his property into eight parts, with all 
eight going to either a grand nephew or a grand niece, or, in two cases, to the children 
of a deceased grand niece. Court appointed commissioners awarded the "tract of land 
known as the Sparrow land," consisting of li2 acres to Ola Gibbs, the daughter of 
Northan's deceased gr,~d niece Molly Gibbs .. Ola Gibbs married Charlie Lavender Payne 
on December 21, 1910. The property remained in the hands of the Payne family until 
recently, when it was purchased by Richard Barnes The house has suffered from neglect 
in recent years, but there are plans to renovate it in the future 

FOOTNOTES 

IHyde County Historical Society Hyde County History (Hyde County Historical 
Society, 1976), Section 3-75, hereinafter cited as Hyde County History; Bill Sharpe, 
A New Geography of North Carolina (Raleigh: Sharpe Publishing Company, 1958), II, p. 902, 
hereinafter cited as Sharpe, New Geography of North Carolina. 

2 Orson S. Fowler, The Octagon House: A Home for All (New York: Dover Publications, 
1973, reprint of 1853 revised edition), vii-viii, hereinafter cited as Fowler, The 
Octagon House. Phrenology was a would-be science that argued that character could be 
determined by analyzing the cranium Fowler published the American Phrenological 
Journal and Miscellany, this country's leading phrenological journal. 

3 Fowler, The Octagon House, viii-xii. The decline of octagonal house building can 
be traced to the crippling Panic of 1857 

4 Fowler, The Octagon House, vi, pp. 3-4 

5Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, Population Schedule, Hyde County, North 
Carolina 

6Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, Agriculture Schedule, Hyde County, North 
Carolina. 
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Troops, 1861-1865: A Roster (Raleigh Division of Archives and History, 1968), II, 
pp 722-724 
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Hyde County Deeds, pp. 15-61. 

9 Hyde County History, 111-14; Sharpe, A New Geography of North Carolina, II, p 905 

10Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, Agriculture Schedule, Hyde County, North 
Carolina; Levi Branson (ed ), Branson's North Carolina Business Directory, 1877-1878 
(Raleigh: Levi Branson, 1878) 
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12Hyde County Wills, 11-422, Hyde County Deeds, 28-304. 

13Hyde County Marriage Index. 
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