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Tusculum is a large plantation house with interesting late Federal de-
tails. Two stories high beneath a gable roof, the frame house is covered
with plain weatherboards, but a few beaded ones remain on the rear facade.
The main (north) facade is five bays wide, with a handsome Palladian doorway
in the central bay at each level. The handling of the doorways is similar
to that at Elgin, Prospect Hill, Montmorenci, Dalkeith, and several other
contemporary houses in nearby areas of Warren and Halifax counties. The
narrow double door and sidelights are outlined by a distinctive engaged,
turned element and framed by paneled pilasters. The pilasters support an
entablature with paneled end blocks and frieze adorned with a carved,
pierced lozenge band. The fanlight, with a delicate foliate center ornament,
features floral bosses and is framed by a heavy molded arch. The remaining
bays contain large windows with nine-over-nine sash at the first level and
six-over-nine at the second. Each is framed by symmetrically molded pilastej
strips that carry a simple entablature. The ends of the facade are defined
by pilasters each with a long single panel outlined.by-the turned molding.
They support an interesting; delicately arcaded wooden corbel cornice; each
corbel terminates in a molded acorn-like pendant. A later shed porch with
chamfered posts and a simple balustrade extends across the facade.

On each side of the house is a pair of tall single-shoulder chimneys of
stuccoed brick. A window appears between them in both stories. The rear
facade is like the front, except for the central bay. In the first story
there are two simple doorways; above, the central bay is blank, but a cutout
on the cornice suggests a former one~bay gabled porch at this level.

The interior of Tusculum follows a center-hall plan, two rooms deep.
Very late Federal elements combine with Greek Revival ones to create a
distinctly masculine feeling, as opposed to the often feminine delicacy of
many of the contemporary late Federal houses in the area. The architraves
are heavy and symmetrically molded, with well-defined roundel corner blocks.
There is no wainscot, and the baseboards are high molded ones. The inside
of the front entrance is treated with heavy, broad moldings and flat panels.

The most outstanding feature of the interior is the stair, which rises
in three straight flights with landings at the rear of the hall., The newel
and posts are square in section and topped with a rounded knob, with the
thin balusters alsc square in section; they carry a rounded handrail that
neither ramps nor eases. Echoing posts (but no rail) are embedded in the
opposite plaster wall at the base and at each turning. The open string is
beautifully ornamented: each tread is adormed with a scrolled “‘tulip"
bracket, with the bud itself molded in relief. The string is defined by
a bold band of delicate guilloche, also in relief between bands of molding.
The spandrel is flat-paneled with heavy Greek Revival moldings. Above the
first landing, the plastered soffit of the second floor is arched.

The two west parlors are joined by a wide, paneled folding door set in
a symmetrically molded frame with roundel cormer bloc¢k; it extends nearly
the width of the rooms. Each of the west rooms contains an awkward Greek
Revival mantel with plain, turned colonnettes, a turned element across the

frieze, and tall plain end blocks. Under each window is a fiag panel framed
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by a floor-length architrave. The front room on the east contains a large
three-part mantel with symmetrically molded pilasters and heavy moldings
outlining each element of the tall frieze beneath a robust molded shelf. The
other rooms were inaccessible but were said to be finished like those described
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE : rie

Tusculum is a large, late Federal plantation house, built for Samuel
T. Alston probably in the 1830s. It is related by its distinctive and
well-executed detail-~especially the Palladian doorways—=~to the important
regional group of vernmacular late Federal houses of the Montmorenci school.
The interior, which exhibits a combination of late Federal with Greek
Revival motifs, features a handsome and unusual stair.

Among the most prominent and numercus of the planter families in .
prosperous antebellum Warren County were the Alstons, characterized in a
late nineteenth century description as being "a large and distinguished k
family . . . practical, vefined, civil and generous . . . provident; rich
without ostentation; devotedly clannish to each other, and liberal to their
friends and neighbors." A great proportion of the many notable plantation
houses in now-depressed Warren County were built for members of this large
family, who intermarvied among themselves and among several other planter
families, particularly the Williams clan.

Tusculum was built, according to family tradition, for Samuel Thomas
Alston. Samuel T. W. Alston was the youngest son of planter Samuel Alston,
who died in 1807 when the boy was only about a year old, the youngest of
ten children. It is probable that Samuel T. Alston built Tusculum about
the time of his marriage in 1831 to Ruina T. Williams, on land previously
owned by his father, who had owned several thousand acres on Gunter's and
Big Fishing creeks. (Samuel was assigned 657 acres in the division of his
father's estate in 1812. His brother William F. received 580 acres and
added to it by buying out interest of others; William F. died in 1827,
leaving all his property to Samuel T., whom he specified as his executor
as well.)

The dating of the house relies in part on circumstantial evidence--
Samuel achieved his majority and received his inheritance from his brother
in 1827; he married in 1831 and had a son in 1832--and in part on stylistic
evidence—--the detail of the house is similar to late Federal work at
Montmorenci, Prospect Hill, Dalkeith, and Elgin, and is stylistically among
the later members of this group. 5. T. Alston was related to the builders
of the first two and had dealings with the builders of the latter two.

Elgin is believed to date from 1827-1832, and it seems to be somewhat
earlier stylistically than Tusculum. Tusculum would seem to have been built

sometime in the early 1830s,
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By 1850 Samuel T. Alston was a prosperous planter, holding 1,000 improved
acres and 3,000 unimproved, a farm estimated at $15,000. His personal property
was estimated at $17,000. He owned seventy-six slaves, an average number in
that wealthy slave-owning county. The farm produced a wide range of crops,
but no tobacco or cotton was listed. By 1860 the plantation was producing
30,000 pounds of tobacco, a moderately high quantity; 500 acres were improved,
3,279 unimproved, and there were eighty-three slaves in twenty slave houses.
Samuel Alston was also the proprietor of a store at Arcola, a nearby village
established in 1849, which he is said to have named after the Italian town
Ercole, the location of one of Napoleon's battles--popularized by a print of
David's painting of the general there. Alston is also believed to have named
his estate Tusculum—-after a villa of Cicero. Alston was nicknamed "Tom
Thumper," according to a daughter because of his habit of drumming with his
fingers.

Samuel Thomas Alston died in 1860, leaving all his property to his wife
Ruina. The ledger of the widow's brother, A. D. Williams of neighboring
Franklin County, records Ruina’s paying $60 "for coffin for husband;" later
entries indicate Williams played a role as guardian for the widow and her
family. His son Robert Williams Alston was his executor. Along with his
four brothers, Robert served in the Civil War: he raised Company K, 1Z2th
North Carolina Regiment, became its major, and was wounded sixteen times.

After the war, Robert W. Alston handled his father's estate, selling off
several tracts to settle debts. The widow, Ruina, bought for $2,123.33 an
800-acre tract already in her possession. She sold off part of her land and
mortgaged the remainder several times. She did not remain at Tusculum but
moved to another house. A mortgage of 1889 referred to a Tharrington living
on the place. In a deed filed March 8, 1892, she sold to Pattie D. Alston
(wife of Robert W.) for $2,451.60, a tract of 600 acres "upon which W. G.
King and others now reside,' which was bounded by Gunters Creek, the Arcola
Road, and Big Fishing Creek. In the next deed; and on the same day, R. W.
Alston and his wife Pattie mortgaged the tract to Thomas J. Connell tc settle
a debt of Pattie to him for $2,451.62. Evidently the mortgage was never
cancelled, and Connell came into possession of the land. His will of 19015
proved in 1905, left to his wife Addie May during her widowhood "my Tusculum
plantation.” After several transfers, B. B. Williams, trustee, delivered to
J. G. Ellis, trustee of the Bank of Warrem, a deed-for Tuscalum, 544.73 acres
more or less. The Bank of Warren closed in 1931, and the property went into
the hands of the Federal Land Bank, who sold the "tract of land being known
as TUSCULUM" to John R. King, whose heirs now own the property.
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Robexrt E. Stipe 0 '
Title State Historic Preservation
Officer Keeper of The National Register
Date

Date 4 Qctober 1974

¥ U,S. GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE : 1973~729-147/1442 3-=|

33



e
e

2
1344 “-04«
3
Q ©
4 WARREM CO. 470
T HALIFAX CO. 433
1
318
Vaughan -
. I % _ .
1350 1528 D ’A
36725°
© N >,
_ b 3 S 1500 4 4
1530 > & /
CY <& i °
I ‘%‘
4 7 1526 , 1?_;
.
1502 (o 2,
WARRENTON (5 02 T g 2 o . y s ! \
! 3 e 3
o\ POP:1035 \& - & 1528 2 - i \
Is ) /4 9 . !
5 ; . 1507 1533/ 1532 ” 2
' 1o 1500 L0 . : 3 1530y 1526
;z 58 S 1509 P . - C,;,/ f; r-: . (:; !
e 337 . he 3 1331 .
2 AS
e l‘é 3 o £ S 1525 A
)3 A Embro 1510 525
- 2

o
3
2

B
&b

3
R
=" 12
o\

Ko

) 1509 B ~
1507 5 1332 | pishing - v N
_ \ - 1509 s \ o / <
o 5 \ & A
» ':"(:‘ o 1807 - i .
G
e A . i3 o S / - b
iberi 2 1509, e (NG 2
L L ® & < 3, ! R
3 29 S \% -1 Y Odelt C
1608 . A 1s10ln 1538
i /\\*\ . ns 24 1512 2y v 9]
R N y Py 1521 1523 B
) >~} %, ;
=4 - S Grove Hill R 12
< #S B8 5 ;g, 1515 Z Creey ~
“ P 1512 == 1515 36°20°
Y ; 151807 /7 8, ?
1600 1513 1521 \!
1609 hd 5 . -
7 : , ,
A “a 154 Y 2 1522 ¢
LY, Aciti R > 1517
1610 S . N >
Parkiown > - 1518 Y ’
b -
9 NS b 1518 /
1625 2
1622 e ), o 1517 ys521 /
P
= 5N 1513 b h
T o /
1625 o B 3
¥ ¢ / IS s A 1634 1519 :}S
1823 - \ . 1 yE——t] ~ é“ Arcolo 521
~ RS 2
1620 1 % -7 1535 2
w22 /S iz A} X
2 I \&
* & 163¢ o
/ 3
< 1520 ¢
occo B
1 - 5 Y
3 " ‘
f,?i’ 1637 kg
(0 2 636§ = -
Ry, Lickskillot S A
A - 5 )
g 43) %
s 20 QOld Bethlehem oq} P
o St Pauls JO W3 S P
) 1
e 12 Fas® 26°15” % T
é’» T g T Hdliwe © S %
Indian Sch. 1630
1640 . A -~
B /
1629 1636 , ~
— 153938 7
A <, -/ >
&, S . 5
- 25 %0s R /
1620 N M
/‘_/\‘ Swo’a /
e~ T~ ~d. 1626 4
-

58

K € o ~ / :
%é v N or 7 Y\PS“
Y :

Tusculum
Arcola vicinity

Morth Carolina WA RE

N.C. Highway Commission Map (mo USGS map availabléf
Scale: %": 1 mile
Date: 1974

78°05" (‘
Ai
%
<
} 78°00°

Latitude Longitude DEPARTMENT OF T

DIVISION OF HIC

g
6 17 19 78 01 19 z | U.S.1
NE 36 17 19 78 00 54 FED
SE 36 16 49 78 00 54
e SW 36 16 49 78 01 19

KEY TO COUNTY ROAD NUMBERS

degrees minutes seconds degrees minutes seconds

ALSO NUMBERS 1001 n( E:EEEEO
Nw \ INOTE: MAP INCLUDES ONLY STATE MAINTAINED ROADS ?:E
OR IMPORTANT NON-SYSTEM ROADS.

MILEAGE NOT SHOWN ON FRONTAGE ROADS.
ROADS SHOWN AS OF JAN. 1, 1974.







