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Historic Overview for the NWQ

The modest buildings of the Northwest Quadrant
illustrate an important chapter in the history of
Beaufort. The area developed in the years
following the Civil War and was populated
predominantly by African-American
tradespeople, domestics, laborers and small
business owners.

Little is known about this area of the city prior to
the Civil War. A town plat of 1800, shows blocks
and streets arranged generally along their present
lines, with blocks north of Duke Street typically
divided into four quarter lots and those to the
south into six lots. Ownership of the individual
parcels is indicated on the plat and includes the
names of many of Beaufort's prominent planters,
merchants, and citizens. No buildings are shown
and the use to which the land was put is unclear.
The only building presently surviving that may
date from this period is the house at 1013 Duke
Street. While the house has not been accurately
dated, architectural evidence suggests that it was
built in the latter decades of the 1700s.

By the time of the Civil War, cartographic sources
suggest that the neighborhood was still
undeveloped. Like other parts of Beaufort, land
was confiscated by the federal government and
resold for taxes. A plat prepared by the Direct Tax
Commission in 1863, typically indicates the
ownership of individual parcels prior to
confiscation. Almost all of the blocks within the
Northwest Quadrant have no such ownership
citation, suggesting the possibility the land had
largely reverted to the government before the war.
Prior ownership is indicated for only six parcels.
Blocks 96, 104, and 105 were not subdivided and
individual owners, “]. Johnson,” “Hall” and
“Danner,” respectively, are indicated. One-quarter

block parcels are shown at the southwest corner
of block 76, the southeast corner of block 77 and
the southwest corner of block 87. The parcel on
block 76 corresponds to 1013 Duke Street and is
indicated as having been owned by “]. W.
Patterson.” The parcel on block 77 is annotated
“]. Jackson, col’d” and the parcel on block 87 is
annotated “Ph. Givens.”

When Beaufort was occupied by federal troops
December, 1861, most of its residents had already
fled their homes never to return. During the war,
Beaufort's African-American population began to
grow as refugees from nearby plantations made
their way to town looking for shelter and work.
At first classified as contraband of war, and later
freed by the Emancipation Proclamation of 1862,
these former slaves took part in the first efforts to
assimilate former slaves into the broader society
which became known as the Port Royal
experiment. With the establishment of schools
such as the Penn School on St. Helena Island and
the Mather School on Port Royal Island, freedmen
were given access to educational opportunities.
Redistribution of land resulting from the direct tax,
allowed many former slaves to be able to purchase
land for the first time.

The war brought about profound social and
political changes in the city. Beaufort's population
shifted from a white majority to an African-
American one. Prior to the war, there were
approximately 850 white residents, a number that
fell to 466 by the time of the 1870 census.
Conversely, the community’s African-American
population rose dramatically after the war,
reaching 1,273 by 1870. With this majority,
Beaufort’s African-American community was able
to gain substantial political influence.
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Northwest Quadrant Design Principles

Largely because of its early occupation, the
confiscation of the property of the former
plantation owners, and the establishment of
schools during the war, African-Americans in
Beaufort County enjoyed better access to
education and property than in many parts of the
post-war south. As a result, it is thought to have
become somewhat of a haven for African-
Americans during Reconstruction. The African-
American population in the city rose in part as
people moved from surrounding counties to avail
themselves of the more favorable political and
social climate.

African-Americans during this time resided
throughout the city. Those more prominent
acquired the mansions of former slaveholders.
Others built new dwellings scattered within the
city’s existing neighborhoods. Still others began
to acquire property within the Northwest
Quadrant and to build small houses there. An 1878
article in Harper's New Monthly Magazine, stated
that most of the city’s African-Americans occupied
“their former slave quarters or new and neat
shanties or houses.”

In the latter 1800s, Beaufort’s economy recovered
due to the development of the phosphate industry
and the resurgence of sea island cotton cultivation.
This new prosperity created jobs that allowed
many African-Americans to leave the former
plantations to settle in town. As a result, new
houses were built throughout the city, and
especially within the Northwest Quadrant, to
accommodate this population. Among those living
in the Northwest Quadrant, were the builders and
artisans responsible for building many of the
historically significant buildings throughout
Beaufort.

In the years after the turn of the century, the
population of the Northwest Quadrant has
changed. Although still predominantly an African-
American neighborhood, a small number of
immigrant residents from Europe and Asia are
indicated in census records by 1900. During World
War II, with a housing supply shortage throughout
Beaufort County, the cultural mix of the
neighborhood continued to change.

Today, the Northwest Quadrant continues to
reflect its rich history through its modest
residential architecture.
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Historical Overview

Typical Building Types
The following is a brief description of the typical
building types found in the neighborhood.

Freedmen's Cottage

(circa 1850 - 1880)

The first houses of newly freed African-Americans
tended to reflect their modest economic circum-
stances and the simple architecture of the planta-
tion slave houses they were familiar with. These
houses are recognized by their simple architectural
character—typically rectangular in plan, 1 room
in depth, with a steep lateral gable roof and a front
shed porch.

Gable Fronts

(circa 1870 - 1940)

Gable fronts are recognized by the fact that their
roof gables face the street. Examples are found on
both one- and two-story variations. Based stylis-
tically on Greek Revival precedents, the gable front
houses are stylistically very simple. Many house
styles adopted the gable front form and examples
of gable front Folk Victorian, Craftsman and Mini-
mal Traditional houses are common.

Hall and Parlor

(circa 1870 - 1900)

As financial resources improved, houses tended
to begin to reflect these changed circumstances.
Still relatively simple in character, these houses
are recognized by their rectangular, 1 room depth,
central entrances, lateral gable roofs and front shed
porches.
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Massed Plan

(circa 1880 - 1940)

Massed plan houses became popular after the
coming of the railroads, as they made light fram-
ing lumber more readily available. Still relatively
simple in character, these houses are recognized
by their rectangular shape, 2 or more room depth
and open interior plans. They often have side
gabled or hipped roofs.

Shotgun

(circa 1880 - 1940)

A major African-American folk architectural tra-
dition, the Shotgun house has direct design pre-
cedents in African architecture. These houses are
recognized by their orientation towards the street
and they are typically one room wide and two or
more rooms deep. They typically have front-fac-
ing gable or hipped roofs and front porches.

I-House

(circa 1870 - 1940)

I-houses are similar to hall-and-parlour houses in
that their principal block is only one room deep
and often three rooms wide with a central hall-
way. The primary difference is that I-houses are
two stories in height. Typically, they have side
gabled roofs, although the Charleston single house
form is an I-house with its gable end to the street.
Both types are found in the Northwest Quadrant.

-10-
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Historical Overview

Gable Front & Wing

(circa 1870 - 1940)

Gable front and wing houses feature a front fac-
ing gable portion and a side-gabled wing that con-
nect to form an ell-shaped plan. Shed or hipped
roof porches are typically located along the front
of the house within the ell.

Pyramidal

(circa 1870 - 1940)

Pyramidal houses are typically square or almost
square in plan and feature four-sided hipped or
pyramidal roofs.

Folk Victorian

(circa 1870 - 1910)

Folk Victorian buildings are generally similar to
the previously listed folk styles, with the excep-
tion that Victorian details, such as spindlework

porch details and jigsaw cut trim, have been
added.

2 1
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Minimal Traditional

(circa 1935 - 1955)

"With the economic Depression of the 1930s came
this compromise style which reflects the form of
traditional Eclectic houses, but lacks their decora-
tive detailing. Roof pitches are low or
intermediate...eaves and rake are close...Usually,
but not always, there is a large chimney and at
least one front gable." (A Field Guide to American
Houses, Virginia and Lee McAlester, 1984, p. 478.)

In addition to these common building types men-
tioned above, there are a variety of other architec-
tural styles represented, often by only one or a
couple of buildings. The Historic Beaufort Foun-
dation can provide more information about these
styles. Also available for viewing at the City Plan-
ning Department is a copy of A Field Guide to
American Houses, by Virginia and Lee McAlester,
which might contain more information on these
and other historic architectural styles.

o b 1
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Character-Defining Features

The Northwest Quadrant is different from other
parts of the historic district in Beaufort. In gen-
eral, its buildings are “younger,” dating from 1865
to 1950. Most are simple one and two story houses,
set back from the street with a small front yard.

Because most buildings in the neighborhood are
simple in design, the features that most strongly
define the neighborhood are seen at the “block
level.” That is, the way in which sets of buildings
relate to each other defines the character of the
area.

This is different from other parts of the historic
district, where “fancier” houses are noted for their
architectural details and the specific way in which
doors and windows are arranged help to convey
the historic character. It is also true that these
houses retain most of their early features.

In the Northwest Quadrant, however, buildings
were modest and altering them was a part of the
tradition. A porch might have been screened to
provide additional living space, or a dormer might
have been added to create a bedroom in the attic.

=

ec t buildings in the neighborhood arc:;imple in design,
the features that most strongly define the neighborhood are seen at
the “block level.”

These changes are a part of the character of the
Northwest Quadrant. They indicate that further
alterations may also be considered, when they are
designed to respect the underlying features of the
neighborhood.

It is also likely that many new houses will be con-
structed here in the future. In fact many of the lots
are vacant, in some cases because earlier build-
ings have now been lost or because lots that once
were side yards will now be considered opportu-
nities for “infill” construction. This new construc-
tion is also appropriate, if it is designed to respect
the traditional ways of building in the area.

However, new construction need not directly copy
older building styles. In fact, doing so is discour-
aged because it would blur the ability to tell which
buildings are old and which are new.

What are the key character-defining features
of the Northwest Quadrant?

SITE FEATURES

The most important features that contribute to the
character of the Northwest Quadrant are seen at
the scale of an entire block. The manner in which
sidewalks are constructed, the presence of street
trees and the way in which houses face the street
are some of the most important design ingredi-
ents.

Vegetation

In general, plantings are lush in this area. Although
few houses have formal landscape designs, most
contain a combination of street trees, planting beds
and shrubs. It is this lack of formality that pro-
vides a uniqueness to the area. Therefore, yard
plantings are encouraged. The vegetation provides
interest along the street, making this area a good
place to walk or bike.

-13-
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Trees

One of the most important features is the pres-
ence of many mature trees. These tower over
buildings and help to define the scale of the street.
Maintaining trees along the street is therefore im-
portant.

Sidewalks

Most streets have no sidewalks. This contributes
to a friendly “walking street” atmosphere, in
which pedestrians share the street with automo-
biles. In some blocks, however, sidewalks do ex-
ist; where they occur, they are separated from the
street with a grassy strip. Respecting these differ-
ent conditions is preferred.

Front yards

Most properties have small front yards, which are
planted with grass. Houses are set back about the
same distance from the street, which also estab-
lishes a line of building fronts along the block.
Maintaining this established building line is there-
fore a policy.

House orientation

Most houses face the street. This helps each prop-
erty “connect” with the neighborhood. This rela-
tionship is important to maintain.

Because most buildings are simple in design, the key features are
fairly basic.

HOUSE FORM AND CHARACTER

Box shapes

Building forms were simple box shapes, usually
raised on piers. A few were made of “sets” of box
shapes combined. The shotgun form also was
popular and is an important part of the
neighborhood'’s history. Buildings need not be
“grand” in this area. In other words, the building
forms were consistently simple, and generally did
not have complex "footprints,” or building shapes.

Roofs

Roofs were simple sloping forms (gable or hip
types). Materials were shingles and metal sheets.
Heavier materials, such as tiles, were not used.
Some houses had dormers, which helped to break
up the size of the roof. This traditional variety may
be considered in repairs and new construction.

Porches

Most houses had a deep porch, which faced the
street and helped to identify the front door. This
is one of the most important features of the area
and should be respected. It helps establish a hu-
man scale for each building. It also shades the front
of the house. As a result, the details of the front
building wall are often in shadow and are less sig-
nificant than the character of the porch itself.

Materials

Traditionally, wood clapboard siding was the most
popular building material. In some cases, other
types of wood siding were used, such as board
and batten. Occasionally, brick veneer buildings
appeared, especially in later years. In many cases
homeowners used what was readily available.

Architectural details

Because most of the early buildings were simple
in design, the key features are fairly basic. In a
few cases, architectural details, such as ornamen-
tal porch posts or brackets were used. Operable
shutters also were applied on some windows.

-14-
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Character-Defining Features

Respecting key character-defining features
in the Northwest Quadrant

The key to the character of the Northwest Quad-
rant is that it is a collection of relatively modest
buildings which have been combined with the sur-
rounding landscape. The basic way in which
simple house forms were used, the manner in
which they were set back from the street with small
front yards and the limited range of building ma-
terials were important characteristics. These,
and the consistent use of a front porch are the ele-
ments that must be preserved in order to main-
tain the traditional character of the area. These are
the elements that the BOAR will focus on when
determining the appropriateness of proposed
work.

With this said, it is important to note that many of
the building details are secondary to the historic
context and therefore greater flexibility in their
treatment is appropriate.

e e

The consistent use of a front porch must be preserved in order to
maintain the traditional character of the area.

-15-
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