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a DESCRIPTION 
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-GOOD - R U I N S  XALTERED - M O V E D  DATE 

- F A I R  - U N E X P O S E D  

DESCRIBE T H E  PRESENT A N D  ORIGINAL ( I F  KNOWN)  PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Like most houses  c o n s t r u c t e d  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  d u r i n g  p e r i o d s  when c e r t a i n  
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  s t y l e s  were i n  vogue, t h e  Colonel  Will iam Henderson French House, 
l o c a t e d  i n  mountainous s o u t h e r n  West V i r g i n i a ,  i s  an a d a p t a t i o n  s u i t e d  t o  t h e  
p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of l o c a t i o n  and c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of t h e  b u i l d e r .  Because t h e  house  
was c o n s t r u c t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  1850s by one who could  a f f o r d  h i r i n g  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  and 
purchas ing  q u a l i t y  m a t e r i a l s ,  i t  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  i t  i s  we l l  b u i l t ,  
l a r g e  and of f i n e  l i n e s .  S ince  t h e  fami ly  of i t s  b u i l d e r  was e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  
ITlrginia  b e f o r e  t h e  Revolu t ion  and fol lowed p a t t e r n s  of m i g r a t i o n  westward,  i t  
i s  n o t  a t  a l l  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  t h e  French house has  Greek Revival  o v e r t o n e s  s t r o n g l y  
i n f l u e n c e d  by l o c a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  

B i l a t e r a l  symmetry i s  modif ied t o  a  f l o o r  p lan  which i n c o r p o r a t e s  an " e l l , "  
formed by t h e  p l a c i n g  of s imple  r e c t a n g u l a r  b locks  s e t  a g a i n s t  each o t h e r  w i t h o u t  
t r a n s i t i o n a l  f e a t u r e s  o r  r e - e n t r a n t  a n g l e s .  Although t h e r e  i s  no long  o r  pedimented 
p o r t i c o ,  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  porches ,  t h o s e  on t h e  sou th  and n o r t h  s i d e s  runn ing  t h e  
l e n g t h  of t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and t h a t  a t  t h e  e n t r a n c e  on t h e  e a s t  c o v e r i n g  t h e  a r e a  
between t h e  main door and windows on e i t h e r  s i d e .  Hor izon ta l  p a t t e r n s  a r e  e v i d e n t  
th roughout ,  t h e r e  i s  a  h ipped roof  o f  low p i t c h ,  and a l l  doors  and windows have  
f l a t  l i n t e l s .  

Beginning w i t h  t h e  founda t ion ,  t h e  fo l lowing  p rov ides  a d d i t i o n a l  d e s c r i p t i v e  
m a t e r i a l s  about t h e  e x t e r i o r .  The f o u n d a t i o n  i t s e l f  i s  of l a r g e  sands tone  b l o c k s  
from t h e  a r e a .  Ca l led  t h e  ground, o r  f i r s t ,  f l o o r  by t h e  occupan ts ,  t h i s  l e v e l  i s  
f a i r l y  w e l l  l i g h t e d  by 6 / 6  double-hung windows on t h e  sou th  e l e v a t i o n  and s m a l l e r  
openings  on t h e  o t h e r  s i d e s .  The f o u r  windows on t h e  e a s t  ( i n  l i n e  w i t h  t h o s e  on 
t h e  two f l o o r s  above) a r e  s l i g h t l y  obscured by a  s e r i e s  of wooden b a r s  p l a c e d  by 
t h e  o r i g i n a l  b u i l d e r .  

The second l e v e l  h a s  porches  on t h e  e a s t ,  n o r t h  and s o u t h  e l e v a t i o n s .  The 
l a t t e r  i s  suppor ted by h i g h  b r i c k  p i l l a r s ,  and i t s  f l o o r  forms t h e  roof  of a  porch 
f o r  t h e  ground l e v e l .  Each of t h e s e  porches  h a s  smal l ,  rounded columns and r a i l i n g s  
o f  v a r i o u s  des igns  formed by c r o s s i n g  h o r i z o n t a l ,  v e r t i c a l  and d i a g o n a l  e lements .  
The e n t r a n c e  on t h e  e a s t  h a s  a  roof  suppor ted  by f o u r ,  c l o s e l y  p laced  columns w i t h  
p i l a s t e r s  a t  t h e  e l e v a t i o n ' s  f a c e .  Each porch,  a s  w i t h  t h e  e n t i r e  s t r u c t u r e  a t  
t h e  r o o f l i n e ,  h a s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  c o r n i c e  of s l i g h t l y  curved b r a c k e t s  and c i r c u l a r  
( s q u a r e  on t h e  n o r t h  porch)  wooden b l o c k s  between. Windows h e r e  a r e  s l i g h t l y  
l o n g e r  t h a n  t h o s e  on t h e  t h i r d  l e v e l  b u t ,  l i k e  t h o s e  above, a r e  6 / 6  double-hung 
s a s h  and have s h u t t e r s .  The main e n t r a n c e  i s  s e r v e d  by double  doors  which have 
s i d e l i g h t s .  

The t h i r d  f l o o r  i s  a  r e p e a t  of t h e  second i n  i t s  openings  and e x t e r i o r  d e s i g n ,  
i n c l u d i n g  a  s i d e l i g h t e d  window above t h e  main e n t r a n c e .  As w i t h  t h e  second f l o o r  
a l s o ,  t h e  window on t h e  s o u t h e a s t  c o r n e r  i s  f a l s e ;  i t  appears  t o  be behind c l o s e d  
s h u t t e r s ,  but  t h e  b u i l d e r  r e a l l y  enc losed  p a r t  o f  t h e  chimney and w a l l  i n  o r d e r  t o  
r e t a i n  symmetry. 

The t h r e e  f l o o r s  on t h e  i n t e r i o r  have a  g r e a t  d e a l  of symmetry i n  room p l a c e -  
ment.  I n  t h e  main s e c t i o n  t h e r e  a r e  two l a r g e  rooms on each l e v e l ,  t h o s e  on t h e  
second and t h i r d  f l o o r s  b e i n g  s e p a r a t e d  by a  wide h a l l  and s t a i r w e l l .  The k i t c h e n  
on t h e  ground l e v e l  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  two rooms above ( l i b r a r y  and bedroom) have 
f i r e p l a c e s  served by t h e  same chimney on t h e  s o u t h  w a l l ,  and a l though  t h e  r o o t  
c e l l a r  behind t h e  k i t c h e n  does  n o t  have a  f i r e p l a c e ,  t h e  p a r l o r  and bedroom on t h e  

l e v e l s  above have them on t h e  n o r t h  w a l l .  
The e l l  i n c l u d e s  a  d i n i n g  room on t h e  ground f l o o r ,  morning and a s s o c i a t e d  

rooms on t h e  second and a  bedroom and d r e s s i n g  room on t h e  t h i r d .  Each o f  t h e  main 
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-1 N V E N T I O N  

SPECIFIC DATES c ,  1855 BUI LDER/ARCH ITECT 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Colonel  Wil l iam Henderson French House s t a n d s  a s  a  reminder o f  t h e  e a r l y  
development of what i s  today s o u t h e r n  West V i r g i n i a ,  f o r  i t s  b u i l d e r  was an a c t i v e  
a r e a  businessman, l a n d  owner and r e a l t o r .  M r .  French was much more, though,  
e s p e c i a l l y  i n  h i s  s e r v i c e  as  a  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r ,  and h e  was one of t h e  b e t t e r  
remembered m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  of t h e  Confederacy i n  w e s t e r n  V i r g i n i a .  Aside from 
p e r s o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  i t  might be s a i d  t h a t  h i s  house a l s o  added t o  Mercer ~ o u n t ~ ' s  
n o t e ,  f o r  i t  i s  one of t h e  f i n e s t  an tebe l lum s t r u c t u r e s  i n  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t a t e  
and p o s s i b l y  t h e  o l d e s t ,  con t inuous ly  used home now s t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  coun ty .  

Th is  French f a m i l y  had i t s  American beg inn ings  i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  of t h e  e i g h -  
t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  and,  a s  wi th  so  many o t h e r s ,  took  p a r t  i n  t h e  g e n e r a l  westward 
m i g r a t i o n  both  b e f o r e  and a f t e r  t h e  Revolu t ionary  War. Will iam H.  French was t h e  
grandson (on b o t h  s i d e s )  of m i l i t i a m e n  of w e s t e r n  V i r g i n i a  who were l o c a l l y  a c t i v e  
d u r i n g  t h e  Revolu t ion ,  and h i s  f a t h e r  was prominent i n  both  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and 
s o c i a l  rea lms o f  what became Gi les  County, V i r g i n i a  ( i n  f a c t ,  h e  was appo in ted  i t s  
f i r s t  c l e r k  i n  1806) .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  t u r n i n g  twenty-one,  W i l l i a m  was appo in ted  a 
depu ty  s h e r i f f  of t h e  county.  

As w e s t e r n  ~ i r g i n i a ' s  popu la t ion  expanded, fo rmat ion  of new p o l i t i c a l  sub- 
d i v i s i o n s  was spawned a t  an ever  i n c r e a s i n g  pace .  I n  1837 Mercer County was formed 
from p a r t s  of G i l e s  and Tazewel l ,  and W i l l i a m  Henderson French was among t h e  p e t i -  
t i o n e r s  f o r  t h e  d i v i s i o n .  Between t h a t  y e a r  and h i s  d e a t h  i n  1872, French became 

' t h e  l a r g e s t  l a n d h o l d e r  i n  Mercer County and was invo lved  i n  such schemes of l a n d  
d e a l i n g  a s  s e l l i n g  p r o p e r t y  and t r a n s p o r t i n g  persons  from England t o  s e t t l e  i n  t h e  
a r e a .  He a l s o  had t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  ( c o n s i d e r e d  so a t  t h a t  t ime a t  l e a s t )  o f  b e i n g  
t h e  c o u n t y ' s  l a r g e s t  s l a v e h o l d e r  p r i o r  t o  t h e  C i v i l  War. 

A Whig u n t i l  t h e  1850s,  Will iam H .  French was e l e c t e d  on h i s  p a r t y ' s  t i c k e t  
a s  a  member of t h e  V i r g i n i a  House of De lega tes  from t h e  d i s t r i c t  of G i l e s  and 
Mercer i n  1842, 1843 and a g a i n  i n  1845. Wis p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r  a p p a r e n t l y  s u f f e r e d  
when h e  swi tched t o  t h e  Democratic p a r t y  a t  a  t ime  of growing c i v i l  u n r e s t  i n  t h e  
coun ty .  He may n o t  have a p p r e c i a t e d  t h e  s e n t i m e n t s  of much of  t h e  a r e a ' s  e l e c t o r a t e  
when h i s  s e c e s s i o n  sympathies and Democratic p r e f e r e n c e  l e d  t o  h i s  d e f e a t  f o r  a 
s e a t  a s  a  d e l e g a t e  t o  t h e  Secess ion  Convention o f  1861. That e l e c t i o n ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  
p i t t e d  him a g a i n s t  h i s  b r o t h e r ,  Kapoleon B.  French,  then  a  member of t h e  V i r g i n i a  
S e n a t e  and l a t e r  a  Confederate  o f f i c e r .  

Sou thern  sen t iment  l e d  t o  a  blow t o  W i l l i a m ' s  p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
d u r i n g  " t e s t  o a t h "  c o n t r o v e r s i e s  and d i s f r a n c h i s i n g  movements i n  post-war West 
V i r g i n i a .  In  1865, he  was unsea ted  from e l e c t e d  membership t o  t h e  West V i r g l n i a  
L e g i s l a t u r e ' s  s e s s i o n  scheduled f o r  h 'heeling,  and h i s  p o l i t i c a l  f o r t u n e s  never  
r e c o v e r e d ,  f o r  even a f t e r  being allowed t h e  v o t e  a g a i n  and runn ing  f o r  membership 
a t  t h e  s t a t e ' s  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  conven t ion  s e t  f o r  1872, Colonel  French was d e f e a t e d .  

With t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  C i v i l  War, h e  j o i n e d  t h e  Confedera te  army and was 
commissioned t o  head a  c a v a l r y  company o r g a n i z e d  a s  "Captain Wil l iam H. F r e n c h ' s  
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7.  DESCRIPTION (Continued) 

rooms i s  se rved  by a  f i r e p l a c e  on t h e  west  w a l l ,  and t h e r e  i s  a  b u i l t - i n  c l o s e t  
between t h e  f i r e p l a c e  and t h e  s o u t h  w a l l  on t h e  second l e v e l  and b u i l t - i n  c l o s e t s  
on e i t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  t h i r d - f l o o r  f i r e p l a c e .  T h i s  f e a t u r e  i s  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  
s o u t h  t h i r d  f l o o r  bedroom of  t h e  main s e c t i o n ,  and t h e  l i b r a r y  h a s  a  b u i l t - i n  
bookcase.  Second and t h i r d  f l o o r  rooms have o r i g i n a l  board f l o o r i n g .  

U n t i l  t h e  house  was r e s t o r e d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s by t h e  p r e s e n t  owners, t h e  
s t r u c t u r e  underwent l i t t l e  change and was allowed t o  d e t e r i o r a t e .  The house  h a s  
s i n c e  been made l i v a b l e  by modem s t a n d a r d s  ( b a t h s  added i n  former d r e s s i n g  rooms; 
plumbing, h e a t i n g  and e l e c t r i c  b e i n g  expanded; an e n t r a n c e  from t h e  main s e c t i o n  
t o  t h e  e l l  be ing  made on t h e  t h i r d  f l o o r ) ,  b u t  no major a l t e r a t i o n s  have been 
made. 

8 .  SIGNIFICANCE (Continued) 

Company, V i r g i n i a  Volun tee rs . "  E v e n t u a l l y ,  t h e  group became p a r t  of t h e  1 7 t h  
Regiment, V i r g i n i a  Cavalry ,  and French was promoted t o  c o l o n e l  on January  28,  1863. 
He and h i s  u n i t  saw much a c t i v i t y  i n  t h e i r  home a r e a  of sou thwes te rn  V i r g i n i a ,  b u t  
i t  a l s o  p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  l a r g e r  maneuvers which c a r r i e d  i t  through t h e  V a l l e y  
o f  V i r g i n i a  a s  p a r t  of General  A l b e r t  G a l l a t i n  J e n k i n s '  c a v a l r y  which l e d  Lee 's  
advance toward Get tysburg.  

It was d u r i n g  t h e  e a r l y  1850s t h a t  Wil l iam H. French planned t o  marry and 
took  up t h e  p r o j e c t  of b u i l d i n g  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  house  f o r  h i s  i n t e n d e d .  For some 
r e a s o n  t h e  m a r r i a g e  d i d  n o t  t a k e  p l a c e ,  b u t  French had h i r e d  a c o n t r a c t o r  from 
Richmond t o  d e s i g n  and b u i l d  t h e  f i n e  house  which today b e a r s  h i s  name. Many o f  
t h e  e lements  were prepared l o c a l l y ,  y e t  a  g r e a t  d e a l  of t h e  appointments  and 
m a t e r i a l s  were t r a n s p o r t e d  a long  t h e  James River  and thence  by l and  o v e r  t h e  
mountains  and o n t o  t h e  o l d  Red Sulphur  P ike  which passed i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  s e l e c t e d  
s i t e  between Concord Church ( p r e s e n t  Athens) and P r i n c e t o n .  The grand s t r u c t u r e  
had Greek Revival  l i n e s  modif ied t o  s u i t  t h e  l o c a t i o n ,  and i t s  t h r e e  f l o o r s  w i t h  
i t s  many rooms and l a r g e  e n t r a n c e  h a l l  made i t  one of t h e  f i n e s t  i n  t h e  a r e a .  
The l and  d e a l e r  and p o l i t i c i a n  was hereby  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  household a s  w e l l  a s  
s o c i e t y ,  and h i s  v i s i t o r s  cou ld  a t t e s t  t o  l u x u r i o u s  su r roundings  and s e r v i c e .  

To ment ion an a d d i t i o n a l  f a c e t  o f  n o t e  of Colonel  F rench ' s  home, i t  i s  s a i d  
t h a t  i t  se rved  a s  some s o r t  o f  a  h o s p i t a l  a t  t imes  d u r i n g  t h e  C i v i l  War, and t h e  
ev idence  seems q u i t e  c l e a r  t h a t  two Confedera te  s o l d i e r s ,  wounded i n  a  nearby  
ambush, d i e d  i n  t h e  main e n t r a n c e  h a l l .  

The French house  was saved from con t inued  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  and p o s s i b l e  d e s t r u c -  
t i o n  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s by t h e  p r e s e n t  owners. R e s t o r a t i o n  h a s  brought  t h e  name 
of  Colonel  Wil l iam Henderson French a g a i n  t o  t h e  minds of Mercer County 's  c i t i z e n r y ,  
and t h e  nearby g rave  of t h e  former b u s i n e s s m a n - p o l i t i c i a n - s o l d i e r  i s  now marked f o r  
p o s t e r i t y .  
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