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West of the Staunton (Roanoke) River between 
Turkey Run and Caesar's Run, Clover Vicinity, 
Halifax County, Virginia 

Old Dominion Electric Cooperative, Halifax County, 
Virginia 

Vacant 

Fort Hill is significant as a rural agricultural 
complex in Virginia's "Southside" region, containing 
a mansion of traditional form embellished with 
Italianate and Greek Revival influences (built circa 
1880), as well as a complement of cabins and 
agricultural outbuildings, many estimated to have 
been built circa 1900 - 1920. 

Fort Hill Farm was recorded in August 1990 by the 
Cultural Resource Group of Louis Berger & 
Associates, Inc., for compliance with a Memorandum 
of Agreement between the Advisory Council on 
Historic Preservation, the Virginia State Historic 
Preservation Office, and the Rural Electrification 
Administration, U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
The project team consisted of John A. Hotopp, Ph.D., 
director; Martha H. Bowers, Senior Architectural 
Historian; Amy Friedlander, Senior Historian; 
Elizabeth Rosin, Architectural Historian; Ingrid 
Wuebber, Historian; Rob Tucher, Senior Photographer; 
Anthony Masso, Photographer; and John R. Bowie, 
A.I.A., Consulting Architect. 
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The land known as Fort Hill Farm was originally contained in the 
3,100-acre Black Walnut Tract. Patented to Richard Randolph in 
1755, the tract was sold by John Randolph to William Sims in 1768 
(Patents PB 31:539, 542; Deeds 7:170). Fort Hill was subdivided out 
of the larger Black Walnut tract in 1880, although it remained 
within the Sims family until 1895. 

Randolph acquired two tracts in what was then Lunenburgh County, 
Virginia, along the Staunton River and Black Water River in 1755. 
The first tract contained 1, 800 acres and the second contained 
2,800 acres (Patents PB 31:539, 542). By the time the land was 
sold to William Sims in 1768, it was already called "Black Walnut 
Tract" or "Black Walnut Plantation" and may already have contained 
a small settlement, since the term "plantation" implies occupation. 
It is unlikely, however, that the Randolphs themselves occupied the 
land as their home plantations were located along the James River 
in Henrico County and John Randolph identified himself as resident 
in "Henrico Park, Henrico County." Sims, at the time of the sale, 
resided in Cornwall Parish, Charlotte County (Deeds 7:170). 

William, Matthew, and David Sims were three sons of William Sims. 
Either William the Elder or William the Younger purchased the Black 
Walnut tract from Randolph in 1768. A few years later, in 1773, 
however, William Sims sold the entire tract to Matthew Sims; both 
men were then residents of Halifax County (Deeds 9:157). Within 
a year, Matthew sold slightly more than half of the tract, 1,750 
acres, to his younger brother David (Deeds 9:212). David died in 
1784, leaving the bulk of the real estate to his son John, although 
the entire property was to be held in trust until the children came 
of age or married (Wills 2:57). David's estate was substantial, 
containing 30 slaves, 70 head of cattle, three oxen, 57 head of 
sheep, 59 head of hogs, 11 horses and mares, household furnishings, 
and farm tools (Wills 2:109). 

The estate was held in trust for John until 1803. John ran Black 
Walnut Plantation until he died in 1852. He increased his land 
holdings in the county and was reported in the tax lists as the 
owner of multiple tracts. His enormous estate included 150 slaves, 
245 sheep, 12 yoke of oxen, 300 hogs, 100 head of cattle, household 
goods, tools, and implements (Wills 23:666-671). 

William H. Sims assumed control of Black Walnut upon the death of 
his father, John, in 1852. In 1859, William reported 16 separate 
tracts in Halifax County, ranging in size from the 1,500-acre 
Staunton River tract, which presumably corresponds to Black Walnut, 
to the 17-acre Turkey Run parcel (Halifax County Land Book 1858-
1860: 147). In the agriculture schedule on the eve of the Civil 
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War, William reported 1,800 acres of improved land and 2,000 acres 
of unimproved land (U.S., Bureau of Census 1860a:31). On the farm 
were 35 horses, eight mules, 20 milch cows, 24 oxen, 30 "other" 
cattle, 190 sheep, and 180 hogs. From the fields, William had 
harvested in the last year 2,500 bushels of wheat, 4,500 bushels 
of Indian corn, 1,400 bushels of oats, 45,000 pounds of tobacco, 
50 bushels of peas and beans, 40 bushels of Irish potatoes, 10 
bushels of sweet potatoes, 20 bushels of grass seed, and five 
pounds of butter, three pounds of beeswax, and home manufactures 
amounting to $450. William maintained a management approach that 
combined tobacco with other commercial crops (wheat, corn, and 
oats) and livestock raising. 

After the war, William reduced the size of his farm, most likely 
by renting land to tenant farmers. In the 1870 federal census of 
population, 12 of the 20 households enumerated after William Sims's 
were headed by black farm workers, none of whom owned land (U.S., 
Bureau of Census 1870b: 55-56). In the agriculture schedule, 
William reported 225 acres of improved and 1,000 acres of 
unimproved land. During the year, he had paid $4,000 in wages and 
had harvested 1,000 bushels of wheat, 1,750 bushels of Indian corn, 
1,100 bushels of oats, and 20,000 pounds of tobacco. Although his 
output of tobacco was less than half of his output of 10 years 
earlier, William was still among the top five tobacco producers in 
the Roanoke District. 

II. HISTORY OF FORT HILL FARM 

In 1880, William H. Sims deeded his elder son, John, a 599.25-acre 
tract along the Staunton River (Deeds 67:612). The parcel, 
subsequently known as Fort Hill Farm, came out of the original 
Black Walnut plantation. In the same year, William deeded his 
younger son, William B. Sims, a 365-acre parcel, which had also 
been contained in the Black Walnut tract (Deeds 67:609). In 1888, 
William H. sold William B. a second, 20-acre parcel on the road 
from Clover Depot to Clark's Old Ferry on which William B. 's new 
dwelling already stood; this became known as "Edgewood" (HABS No. 
VA-1290) (Deeds 78:555). 

In December 1895, John Sims sold a 1,134-acre tract on the Staunton 
River, which included the 1880 gift from his father as well as 
other properties, to Theodore Frederichsen (also spelled 
Fredericksen) of Genoa Bluffs, Iowa (Deeds 88:35). Sims, however, 
retained rights to the tobacco and corn then in the ground as well 
as access to farm buildings on the property. Frederichsen moved 
his family from their home in Iowa to the new farm in Virginia, 
where the household was enumerated in the federal census of 1900 
(U.S., Bureau of Census 1900:46b). At that point both Frederichsen 
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and his wife, Catharine, were 50 years old. Their children 
included Emma, 22; Rudolph, 29; George, 18; Mary, 15; Berte, 14; 
Henry, 11; and twin daughters Ella and Rose, both age 10. 

Catharine Frederichsen died in 1903. In 1905, just prior to his 
remarriage, to Lillie Louth, Theodore Frederichsen deeded the Fort 
Hill property over to his prospective bride (Deeds 100:194-195). 
Three years after the marriage, in 1908, Theodore and Lillie sold 
the Fort Hill tract to N.H. Bailey of Forest City, Iowa, excluding 
the right-of-way sold to the Southern Railway and a family cemetery 
(Deeds 104:225). Abbie F. Bailey, the widow, and her family 
occupied the Fort Hill farm by 1910, by which time the land had 
apparently been divided into farms. One, probably the largest, was 
occupied by the owner, and the remaining three farms may have been 
rented by households headed by James Duffer, James J. Duffer, Jr., 
and William Hade (U.S., Bureau of Census 1910:75a). The following 
year, Bailey sold the entire property back to Theodore and Lillie 
Frederichsen (Deeds 108:393). 

Theodore died in 1913, and an unpleasant lawsuit between Lillie and 
Theodore's children by his first wife, Catharine, dragged through 
the court until a final decree was issued in 1922 (Halifax Chancery 
Boxes #219, #247). There had obviously been bad feeling over the 
marriage, and one of the daughters claimed that Lillie had turned 
Theodore against his children, who had been compelled to leave home 
"because it was so disagreeable we could not stand it'' (Deposition 
of Mrs. M.C. Field, Box #247). Lillie seemed, this deposition 
continued, "to have absolute control [over Theodore) in every way." 
A former servant, Maria Simms, testified that shortly after their 
marriage, Lillie had said she was going to convince Theodore to 
sell Fort Hill and move elsewhere. Lillie, Maria deposed, did not 
intend to settle for only one-third of Theodore's estate but wanted 
one-half of ''one part and all of the other" (Deposition of Maria 
Simms, Box #247). 

Depositions of the other children reflect similar antagonisms 
against Lillie and contain, as well, useful information concerning 
development of the Fort Hill property. Shortly after Theodore and 
Catharine bought Fort Hill, they appear to have improved it 
substantially, the improvements funded at least in part by 
Catharine's inheritance from her father (Answer of R.H. 
Frederichsen et al., Box #247). Cattle were shipped in from Iowa 
(Deposition of William Leigh, Box #247). Prior to his death in 
1914, Theodore had leased two settlements on Fort Hill to c.s. 
Powell and Arthur Lacks; the principal crops were hay, corn, and 
tobacco (Report of Special Commissioners, July 1912 - January 1916, 
Box #247). However, four tenant farms, operated by Foster, Powell, 
Pleasant, and Crews, were reported in 1914 (Products, Fort Hill 
Farm, Year 1914, Box #247). 
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The suit was settled, with Lillie obtaining one-half interest in 
Fort Hill and the children one-half interest. Lillie had sold her 
interest to W. S. Nichols in 1920, before the final decree was 
issued (Deeds 127:159), and the judgment stipulated subdivision of 
the farm into small parcels for sale at public auction in 1920. 
There were no takers, although Nichols bought another 413.15 acres 
(Commissioners' Report, January 30, 1922, Box #247). He bought an 
additional 756.72 acres in 1921 (Report of Special Commissioner, 
March 3, 1922, Box #247). 

For the next 20 years, the farm was legally owned by a series of 
investors as well as the local bank. In 1941, the entire "Fort 
Hill Farm," as it was then known, was offered for public sale 
(Halifax Courthouse, Farmer File, #38: 922). The property included 
five farms ranging in size from 103.6 acres to 507.1 acres. On 
each one was located "one or more dwelling houses and all necessary 
barns and outbuildings." 

Fort Hill offers a good example of the subdivision of a farm into 
tenant farms, a process not fully understood on the adjacent Black 
Walnut/Edgewood property. Subdivision into tenant property 
apparently proceeded incrementally, beginning with a large main 
farm and two tenants by 1913. The number of tenants had increased 
to four by 1914, and by 1941, the 1,653-acre tract had been 
subdivided into five farms. More that one family, moreover, may 
have occupied a farm as the advertisement specifically notes "one 
or more dwelling houses" on each of the tracts offered for sale. 

III. ORIGINAL AND SUBSEQUENT OWNERS 
[References are to deeds filed at the Halifax County Clerk's 
Office, South Boston, Virginia.] 

1880 William H. Sims to John Sims 
April 20, 1880; recorded June 18, 1880 
$1 
599.25 acres on Staunton River 
HC 67:612 

1895 John Sims, Halifax County, to Theodore Frederichsen, 
Genoa Bluffs, Iowa 

December 27, 1895; recorded December 27, 1895 
$15,000 
1185-acre tract on Staunton River and Southern Railway 
HC 88:35 
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1908 Theodore and Lillie Louth Frederichsen, Halifax County, to 
N.H. Bailey, Forest City, Iowa 

February 3, 1908; recorded March 5, 1908 
$25,100 
1185-acre tract on Staunton River and Southern Railway 
HC 104:225 

1911 Abbie F. Bailey, Halifax County, to Theodore and Lillie Louth 
Frederichsen, Halifax County 

June 23, 1911; recorded June 24, 1911 
$20,000 
1185-acre tract on Staunton River and Southern Railway 
HC 108:393 

1920 Lillie Louth Frederichsen, Halifax County, to w.s. Nichols, 
Halifax County 

September 17, 1920; recorded September 18, 1920 
$15, 000 plus one-half interest in 1164. 5-acre "Fort Hill 

Farm" 
HC 127:159 

1922 w. Moncure Gravatt and Benjamin w. Leigh, Special 
Commissioners, to W.S. Nichols, Halifax County 

March 7, 1922; recorded March 17, 1922 
$20,000 
756.72 acres of "Fort Hill Farm" (Lots 1-11;15-23;28-34) 
HC 130:25 

1922 W. Moncure Gravatt and Benjamin W. Leigh, Special 
Commissioners, to W.S. Nichols, Halifax County 

March 7, 1922; recorded March 17, 1922 
$12,900 
413.15 acres of "Fort Hill Farm" (Lots 12-14;24-27;35-39) 
HC 130:26 

1922 W.S. and Kate W. Nichols, Halifax County, to William Leigh, 
Jr., and B.W. Leigh 

March 7, 1922; recorded March 17, 1922 
$17,000 
1169.87 acres of "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 130:29 

1923 W.S. and Kate W. Nichols to Tom Neal 
June 11, 1923; recorded June 25, 1923 
$53,000 
66.25 acres of "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 132:231 
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1927 William Leigh and Bank of Halifax, Trustees, to 
Benjamin W. Leigh 

September 8, 1927; recorded September 24, 1927 
$24,005 
1106.62 acres of "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 139:523 

1941 Will of Benjamin Watkins Leigh, Halifax County 
October 21, 1939; recorded April 3, 1941 
Directs executors to convert estate to cash to 

be divided into five portions shared by his sisters and 
nieces and nephews. 

HC Will Book 47:1 

1941 Executors of Benjamin w. Leigh to v.c. Nichols 
November 12, 1941; recorded December 23, 1941 
$3500 
Tract 1 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 164:31 

1941 Executors of Benjamin W. Leigh to H.C. and J.M. Nichols 
November 12, 1941; recorded December 24, 1941 
$3425 
Tract 2 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 164:37 

1941 Executors of Benjamin w. Leigh to S.S. Spencer 
November 12, 1941; recorded December 17, 1941 
$22,945 ($6695 for Tracts 3 & 4) 
Tracts 3 & 4 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 163:595 

1941 Executors of Benjamin W. Leigh to J.F. Mccanless 
November 12, 1941; recorded December 16, 1941 
$5100 
Tract 5 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 163:578 

1942 H.C. and Ada c. Nichols and J.M. and Marys. Nichols to S.S. 
Spencer 

June 24, 1942; recorded July 31, 1942 
$5025 
Tract 2 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 165:128 
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1943 Will of S.S. Spencer, Keysville, Virginia 
Conveys life estate in Keysville house and lot to wife, 

Rozelle, thereafter, devised to daughter, Ruby Collier. 
Remainder of real estate in Halifax, Charlotte, and 
Lunenburgh Counties devised to sons, Ernest F. and John 
L. Spencer. 

HC Will Book 48:3 

1944 Ernest F. and Mildred H. Spencer and Rozelle H. Spencer to 
John L. Spencer 

November 16, 1944; recorded December 5, 1944 
$1 
Tracts 2, 3, & 4 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 169:128 

1945 J.F. and Veva s. Mccanless to John L. Spencer 
January 22, 1945; recorded January 26, 1945 
$25,000 
Tract 5 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 169:299 

1947 John L. Spencer to The Sportsman's Club of Halifax 
March 5, 1947; recorded August 25, 1947 
$5 
Lease for a fish pond on Tract 2 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 181:434 

1950 John L. Spencer to Pacific Mills, Inc. 
December 22, 1950; recorded June 6, 1951 
$50,710 
Tract 5 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 219:99 

1951 John L. Spencer to Pacific Mills, Inc. 
June 6, 1951; recorded June 6, 1951 
$1100 
11 acres in Tract 4 on Staunton River and Turkey Run 
HC 219:102 

1963 Will of V.C. Nichols, Halifax County 
October 25, 1949; recorded July 2, 1963 
Tract 1 - Devises all real estate to wife, Ellie Nichols 
HC Will Book 67:92 
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1973 Executor of John L. Spencer to William D. and Mary Gravitt 
November 21, 1973; recorded November 28, 1973 
$35,500 
Tract 2 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 382:176 

1973 Executor of John L. Spencer to John H. and Marie H. Brown 
and Walter and Hazel c. Lacks 

October 31, 1973; recorded January 4, 1974 
$81,700 
Tracts 3 & 4 - "Fort Hill Farm" 
HC 383:114 

1986 Will of Ellie Nichols, Saxe, Virginia 
August 16, 1986; recorded December 1, 1986 
Tract 1 - Devises house lot to daughter, Cecile. 

Remainder of estate devised to eight children. 
HC Will Book 131:297 

IV. SITE DESCRIPTION 

The Fort Hill Farm consists of thirteen buildings situated west of 
the Staunton (Roanoke) River between Turkey Run and Caesar's Run. 
The principal feature of this rural, residential/agricultural 
complex is a two-story frame dwelling with Greek Revival and 
Italianate features, prominently situated on a knoll at the center 
of the tract, facing northeasterly toward the river. 

The remaining cabins and agricultural buildings are spread out to 
the east, southeast, and south of the main house. Several cabins 
and outbuildings are located directly behind the house along a 
grassy lane. About 200 feet south of the house are two small 
sheds. The only extant tobacco barn at Fort Hill is located about 
150 feet south of these, and 200 feet beyond that is a two-story 
cabin. A one-and-one-half-story cabin and a four-room cabin are 
about 400 feet east of the sheds at the foot of another lane 
paralleling the first. To the north of these cabins are a hay barn 
and a cluster containing a small barn, a stable, and cinder block 
remains of a pumphouse. A fourth cabin is located almost 1,200 
feet southeast of the main house, facing Turkey Run. The final 
building, the second largest building on the site, a two-story, 
hall-and-parlor dwelling, is located approximately 1,000 feet east 
of the main house. Most of the buildings were constructed using 
dimensional lumber and nails, and the cabins have similar interior 
details including wall and ceiling finishes, doors, and treatment 
of stairways. 
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The site is very rural in character, but dominated by weeds and 
high grasses, with mature shade trees scattered somewhat randomly 
throughout. Modern barbed wire fences delineate field patterns in 
some areas. The absence of electrical wires and the distance of 
the site from any major roads insulate Fort Hill from reminders of 
the modern world. 
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