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R. T. GREER & COMPANY 
Name O! Propem 

S m y t h  C o u n t y ,  V i rg in ia  
County ano Slate 

5. Classification 
Ownership of Property Category of Property Number of Resources within Property 
Checx as nanv boxes z s  iac  . ,  C h e c ~  znly one oori ID0 not Include prevlouslv Itstea resources in me count1 

S private 
- public-local - _ public-State - 

- structure - 
- object 

Name of related multiple property listing 
(Enter 'NIA" 11 propeny s nor can of a mulllple propeny lkstlng ) 

Contrlbuttng Noncontr~but~ng 

1 0 buildings 

o o sltes 

0 0 structures 

0 0 objects 

1 0 Total 

Number of contributlng resources previously :isted 
in the Natlonal Register 

N / A  0 

6. Function or Use 
Historic Functions Current Functions 
(Enter categories from tnsrruc'onst (Enter categortes from instructions) 

COMMFRC EITRADE:  Herb Warehouse COMMERCE /TRADE : Special tv s to re  

- 
7. Oescrlptlon 
Archttectural Classlf~catlon Mater~als 
(Enter categor~es from ISI(LC';-CI (Enter categories from instructions\ 

LATE 19TH AND E A R L Y  2OTH CENTURY foundation C O N C R E T E  

AM ER ICAN MOVEhlENTS. Commerctal s t v le  walls B R I C K  

roof O T H E R  

Narrative Description 
Desc r~oe  rne nlstorlc a ~ 3  :-'-i-. ::rcl#on O' :Re oroDeny on one or more continuatton sneers 1 



R. T .  GREER & COMPANY 
Name 01 Propeny 

S m y t h  C o u n t y ,  V i r q i n i a  
County and Slate 

8. Statement of Significance 

Applicable Nat~onal Register Cr~ter~a Areas of Significance 
Marn r n one or more boxes tor the crllerla qual~hjing the propenv (Enter categories from lnstrucrlonsl 
or National Reg~ster llsttng ) 

COMMERCE - 
_X A Propeny 1s associated wtth events that have made S O C I A L  H ISTORY 

a slgn~flcant contrtbutton to :?e broad patterns of 
our hlstory 

- 
- B Property is assoclated wlth the l~ves of persons 

s~gn~ficant in our past. 

- - C Property embodies the dist~nctlve characterlsttcs 
of a type, penod, or method of constructton or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses 
hlgh artlstlc values or represents a slgnlflcant and 
d~stlngutshable entlty whose components lack Perlod of Signlflcance 
tndi'dldual dtstlnct~on 1916-1946 

- - D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield. 
Information important in prehtstory or history. 

Criteria Considerations 
,Mar< 1 ' .n all \he  Doxes tnat apply, Significant Dates 

Property IS: 1976 

- 
- A owned by a reltgious insrttut~on or used for 

rel~gtous purposes 

- 
- B .emoved lrom its orlglnal iocat~on 

- 
- C a birthplace or grave 

- _ D 3 cerneterv 

Significant Person 
,Complete i f  Criterion B is marked aoovel 

Cultural Affiliation 

- 
- E 3 reconstructed butidlng, ODleCt or structure - 

- 
- F 3 cornmernorattve propeny -- 
~- 
- G ess than 50 years of age or achlevea slgntficance ArchitecVBuilder 

~ l t h l n  the past 50 years. Johns ton ,  B .  B., C a r p e n t e r  -- 

Cooley B ros . ,  B r i c k w o r k  

Narrative Statement of Significance Sayers, T .  K . ,  Cementwork & G r a d i n g  
ExDlaln tne slgn~f~cance of the propeny on one or more continuation sheets1 

9. Major Blbliographical References 

Bihilography 
C t e  !ne nooks, an~cles. ana olner sources use0 in preparing lhls form on one or more contlnuatlon sheets I 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): Primary location of additional data: - 
- prellmlnary determtnat~on of 3ndtvidual listing (36 2 State H~stor~c Preservation Office 

- CFR 67) has been requestea 11 Other State agency 
_ previously listed in the National Register - 5 Federal agency - 
- previously deterrnlned elig~ble Dy the National _: Local government - 
- 

Register .- Un~verslty 
- ceslgnated a National Histor~c Landmark - Other 
- recorded by Histortc Amer~can Bulldings Survey Name of repository: 

il 
- S m y t h - 6  land ... 

,ecorded by Histor~c Amer~can Englneer~ng 
O 0 r r . -  .. 



R .  T .  CREER & COMPANY 
Name ol Propeny 

lo. Geographical Data 

Acreage of Property 0.3 a c r e s  

UTM References 
IFlace addlt!onal UTM references on a contlnuatton sneat I 

Verbal Boundary Description 
(Describe the boundarles ol lne propeity on a conunuatlon sheet ) 

8 I 

3 -, ! - ' I  I , , 
Zone Eastlng Nonhlng 

( / ; I , ,  1 1 1 ( 1 1 1 1  

(7 see cont~nuat~on sheet 

Boundary Justiflcatlon 
IExpla~n why the boundaries were selected on a cont!nuatlon sheet.) 

1 1. Form Prepared By 

nameltitle See Continuation Sheet 

organization - date - - 
streel & number telephone 

city or town state zip code 

Additional Documentation 
Submit the lollow~ng Items wllh the completed lorm: 

Continuation Sheets 

Maps 

A USGS map (7.5 or 15 mlnule serlesl indicat~ng the property's location 

A Sketch map for histor~c districts and properties hav~ng large acreage or numerous resources 

Representative black and white photographs of the property 

Additional lrems 
(Check wlth the SHPO or FPO for any addltlonat lemsl 

Property Owner 
iCornDtete thls Item at the request ol SHPO or FPO I 

name C .  B. C a y n  

streel 8 number G w v n d i r s t r a s s e .  P. 0. Box 110  telephone 17Q3)  7 8 7 - 8 1  7.8 

c~tv or town M u o n  state VA zip code 2- 

Pnpework Reducllon Act Statement. Thts intormatton is belng collected lor appllcat~ons to !he Nattonal Reg~sler of H~storlc Places to nomlnate 
Procenles lor llstlng or determine et~gtbillty for lhstlng, lo ilsl properties and lo amend exlstlng iistlngs Response to this request 1s requlred to OOtaln 
a benellt In accordance with the Natlonal Hlstorlc Presewat~on Act, as amended (1E U S  C 470 el ses i 

Esttmated Burden Statement: Public repoitlng burden tor this lorm is emmated lo average 18.1 hours oer response includbng tlme lor revfewlnq 
~nslructlons. qatherlng and matntalning data, and complellng and revtewtng the form. Direct commenls reqardlng thls burden estlrnale or anV aspect 
,>I 1h.F lnrm lo the Chlel. Adm!n~slral~~~e Sewlces Div~s~on National Park Serv~ce. P 0. Box 37127, ',Vashtlaton DC 200137127. and the Oltlce PI 
' ' T  ' ..''.'' ' w  -,,,. n ~ v l n ~ l  I'anrnrork nfi,l!lrlln?s P.-lccls ; 102~140tflI. '.Vash!nqton DC 20501 
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SLIAMARY DESCRIPTION 

The R.T. Greer & Company Building is a functional building with an unusual history that was built 
as an herb warehouse in 1916 on a rectangular .3-acre lot in the town of Marion. Virginia. Facing 
west and north. the building commands a view of Main Street and Staley Creek. The three-story 
brick building with an oak post and beam framework rests on a concrete foundation, and many of 
its original features remain: original window sash and oak plank flooring, as well as the original 
grain elevator and turn-of-the century herb grinder. Despite a 1936 addition, the R. T. Greer & 
Company Building retains its original 1916 architectural integrity. 

:\RCIIITECTURAL ANALYSIS 

The 191 6 R.T. Greer & Company Building is a three-story brick building measuring 93'sJT. The 
structural system is composed of load-bearing walls laid by Cooley Brothers. 1ocal.y prominent 
/\Srican-American brick masons. Marion carpenter. B.B. Johnston, constructed the building's oak 
post and beam framework. Marion contractor. T.K. Sayers. graded the site and did the building 
ceriie~it work. The brick walls run in :I common bond with segmental arches o\,er all openings. The 
sh illo\v shed roof. constructed of oak planking with a single-ply membrane. has side walls that are 
~ t , , l~ped at intervals to correspond to tlie mono-sloped roof. On the interior. the floor still retains its 
i\r8:inai oak planking and the exposed hrick ofthe load-hearing walls. The fenestration is double- 
1111 ig. one-over-one sash with several ~vindows on the facade retaining their original floated glass. 

I l ~ c  IOlh portion of the building is di\,ided into two areas--the office and the warehouse--with the 
oI'tice or the \vest liont facing the street on the lirst floor and the rest of tlie huilditig given over to 
I I W  \\c~rehcrnse space. The warehouse area is divided into three linear bays by tlie post-and-beam 
ii-n~ne. \\hereas tlie office area has nn open plan with a storage room on the nonhern side. The 
\wsrerri facade of the original huilding is divided horizontally into two areas indicative of the interior 
tli\isiol~ clt'filnctio~l with the office on the first tloor and the ~varehouse space on the top t\vo Iloors. 
I.l~is separation is expressed by a l~orizo~ital brick ledge with brick dentils. The tirst floor has two 
doors and three windows and each of the t\vo upper floors has four \vindo\%s. The facade also has 
a cornice line composed of corbelled brick brackets supporting a brick ledge. The rear (east) 
~.lr\atioli originally had fbur windows per tloor similar to those on the western ihcade's two upper 
Iloors. .Although the windows of the tirst two lloors ofthe original 1916 portion of the building have 
been obscured by tlie 1936 dqing room addition. the original openings remain. The north elevation 
is clr\.oid of all fenestration. but has a loading door. ~vhile the south elevation has only two windows 
on tlie first tloor in the office area. 
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The building still houses the original functional grain elevator. which has a plate engraved "Warner 
Elevator M'F'G. O., CIN'TI., 0.; and the herb grinder with a plate engraved "Jos. Dick's Agr'l. 
Works Canton, Ohio," and dated 02 August 1900. 

Six 4' concrete posts line the front of the building and flank the front entrance steps. These posts 
were once used to tether customers' horses. 

In 1936. an L-shaped, two-story, drying room addition was constructed on the east and north sides 
of the building. The addition relates to the original portion of the building in both its structural 
design and fenestration. The addition's west elevation. set back considerably from the facade of the 
original portion. has a large loading door on the first floor and two windo~vs and a door on the 
second floor. The oddition is also divided functionally into two areas--drying room and loading 
dock--with the loading dock on the north side of the tirst loor and the dping room occupying the 
remainder of the first floor and all of the second. 
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STATEMENT O F  SIGNIFICANCE 

The R.T. Greer & Company Building in Marion. Srnyth County, Virginia is significant at the state 
level under Criterion A because of its important role in Appalachian commerce as a center for the 
purchase and sale of herbs. From the time of its construction in 1916 until 1968, R.T. Greer and 
Company collected, dried, ground, labeled, and prepared for shipment untold numbers of roots, 
herbs, barks, and berries. The herbs were then shipped to pharmaceutical houses all over the United 
States and abroad. The herb business represented a way of life and a means of economic survival 
for the people of i\ppalachian mountains. expecially during the Great Depression when jobs were 
few and cash was scarce. Additional information obtained from over two hundred Day Books [Daily 
Receipts. Salesman Orders & Drafi Registers] and other resources documents the substantial 
economic impact R.T. Greer & Company had within and beyond the boundaries of the local 
populace.' Built by Marion artisans. carpenter B.B. Johnston. cement and grading contractor, T.K. 
Sayers. and .4frican-American brick masons. Cooley Brothers. the simple three-story brick building 
continues to serve as a focal point for the celebration of Appalachian traditions of herb collection 
and use. 

HISTORICAL BACI<CROUND 

The American herb business had its origins with Native Americans. Native American medicine men 
brewed their "yerbs" that \\ere noted to possess mysterious healing po\vers. according to Mr. Cecil 
R. Greer.' Throughout its liistory. the R.T. Greer & Company tirm was representative of a 
distinctive tradition in the cultural and medicinal history of'our area and the entire nation. I t  existed 
inn time when doctors \\ere scarce in the Appalachian mountains and people had to rely on home 
remedies handed down through the generations. Due partially to regional knowledge of Native 
.American medicinal processes. European American Appalachians became ven. adept at using herbs 
for medicine. According to Fay Greer Sharp. daughter of George W. Greer. the drug manufacturers 
assigned research scientists to study the components of the recipes used by the mountain people. 
Some of our medicine today is derived from these formulas without alteration.' 

Riley Thomas Greer. George W. Greer and F. P. McGuire came to Marion. Virginia from Watauga 
County. North Carolina. in 1904. They started a unique business on the south side of Main Street 
between Pendleton and Commerce Streets. This business developed into the largest of its kind in 
:lpplacahia: The R. 'r. Greer Crude Drug Company. dealers in roots and  herb^.^ They selected 
Marion because it was a good shipping point in the center of an area which at that time produced 
more natural medicinal herbs than anv other area of its size in America.' 
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In 1916. R.T. Greer. G.W. Greer and C.C. Stafford. representing the R.T. Greer & Company firm, 
purchased the land on Pendleton Street from Walter E. Greer." Walter E. Greer had operated the 
Greer House & Auto Livery Stable for many years at this location.' The current herb house building 
was constructed on this site in 1916. 

The railroad, which reached Marion in 1856, and was upgraded by Nortolk & Western in the 1880's 
as a steelrail line, affected the growth and development of Marion, Virginia. At the turn of the 
century, the Norfolk & Western railroad depot in Marion was a key factor in the selection of this 
town by the Greer family for their new herb business. Marion was the trading and shipping point 
for Grayson Country and the bordering North Carolina counties. Great numbers of covered wagons 
steadily came into the area. The wagons camped around the town.-he railroad created the 
opportunity for businesses like the ikrb  House to flourish. R.T. Greer & Company. in turn, served 
not only its local community. but took on the regional trade from local residents who came to town 
to sell their herbs. berries. barks and roots. The railroad was a means of shipping herbs to 
pharmaceutical houses all over the United States and to ports for transportation abroad. This firm 
sold herbs to Eli Lilly. Parke-Davis, Wilcox. McKesson, Robbins. Rexall and other noted 
pharmaceutical firms. 'flie!. bought sassafras for Uncle Charlie Hiers Root Beer. and provided the 
hasis tbr Lydia Pinkham's natural tonic for women." They also shipped herbs to China. particularly 
Ginseng or 'sang' as the locals call it. through a big supplier. Mr. D.H. Figurito." In addition. a letter 
tiom .Mr. Erich Blembel ot'l-lambur:. Germany. dated March 26. 1968. discusses their long years 
i~r'association with R.T. (ireer & Company." 

Data obtained from the tim's original Day Books indicates that R.T. Grerr & Company established 
.I [national. a s  ivrll as a ttorld-wide market for the procurement and processing oi'a wide variety of 
organic products. While R.T.  ( h e r  procured commodities from o\.er twenty states." the 
distribution facet of the business extended internationally to Canada. China. Australia and over five 
European countries.:' "Greer was the first man in the world to collect and sell pollen 
commercially."" which directly impacted the national and world-wide pharmaceutical industry. "In 
one three-week period during pollenization, he (R.T. Greer) shipped $42.000 worth of ragweed 
pollen to the big pharmaceutical houses. where i t  was converted into antigens and sold to 
doctors...."" However. there is documentation that Greer & Company also sold directly to 
physicians and hospitals." Tneir vast quantity of local and national suppliers enabled the R.T. Greer 
and Company to become a leading international distributor of over 150 varieties of organic products. 
Company records reveal suppliers were both male and female. an indicator of womens' emergence 
tiom the traditional role of mother and housewife. By 1928. the western Virginia firm had become 
the largest dealer in botanical herbs in the nation." 

During the Great Depression. the Herb House is credited with saving many a small farm from 
tbreclosure. To this day. Local members of the community continue to reflect on this point and recall 
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the difficult times when the Greer firm was their only means of  survival. During the winter months 
when the herbal and pollen market decreased, Greer & Company continued to support the 
economy by purchasing furs, primarily from the local community. From the recorded volume of 
sales between 1934 and 1943,'' this market sustained a significant portion of the Appalachian 
community when other sources of cash during the Depression were extremely limited. With the 
money they received, families were able to pay their property taxes and often had enough left over 
for a special treat or some cloth to make clothes. The Herb House allowed the people of Appalachia 
to utilize their knowledge of mountain flora. turning this knowledge into profitable earnings. 

Mr. Cecil R. Greer, son of G.W. Greer and manager of the Marion firm in 1938, stated "the business 
usually grossed between a quarter to half a million dollars per year."I9 The collection ~f Day Books 
indicate a steady increase in the botanical market. However, with the development of penicillin and 
other pharmaceutical drugs, as well as the labor shift from the farm to inner city industries, the herbal 
market began to decline following World War 11. 

From 1968 through 1992. the R.T. Greer & Company building was empty. In 1979. the remaining 
(i~.rer heirs sold the building to C.B. Gnyn. When Mr. Guyn purchased the old building. he did so 

ith the intention of tearing it down to make a parking lot for the car dealership which was located 
nest door. However. after a closer inspection of this gracious old building with weathered timbers. 
aged bricks and oak plank floors. Brenda G y n  persuaded C. B. Gwyn to preserve the Herb House. 
Llany of the large interior beams are a canvas for graffiti. recording initials. names and messages 
from the turn of the century. The "ghost sign" - on the north facade of the building is currently under 
negotiation for restoration. With the reopening of the R.T. Greer Herb House in July 1993, the 
property continues to promote Appalachian heritage by selling local crafis and herbs and giving 
classes for the community in the use of herbs. 

Llarion flourished through the enterprisine - spirit and forward thinking of merchants and local 
leaders. such as R.T. Greer. G.W. Greer and C.R. Greer. As well as being successful businessmen. 
these gentlemen served their community as mayors. council members and bank presidents. Mr. R.T. 
Greer was also a member of the War Histon Commission of Virginia." At the turn of the twentieth 
century. as one of the largest suppliers of medicinal herbs in the county, R.T. Greer & Company 
continued in business longer than any other by adapting to changing times and needs. Recognition 
ofthc Herb House establishes a standard for the significance and integrity of a successful and pivotal 
commercial property, reflecting the history of Marion, Smyth County, as well as southwestern 
Virginia. The unique herb business exemplifies the strong desire of the Appalachian people for 
independence and self-sufficiency. principles dear to all .hericans.  
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R.. T G'reer di Cbmpr~ns, C'olkeclorc ofC'r~rde Drtlgs. Marion Democrat Marion News. Marion, VA: 
( 1  May 1922). 

R.T. Greer & Company Day Books. 934-1944. Located on the premises. 107 Pendleton Street. 
Marion. Smyth Count?. VX.  

R.T. Greer & Company Draft Register Books. 1918-21: 1923-29: 1941-46. Located on the 
premises. 107 Pendleton Street. Marion. Smyth County, VA. 

R.T. Greer & Company Salesman Order Books. January 1930 - May 1931. Located on the 
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Sawyer, Thomas. Interview by Brenda Gwyn. (October 1993). Transcript in possession of 

interviewer. 

Sharpe. Bill. Ragweed Jungle Yields Profitable Crop, News Pictorial (26 January 1942). 

Srnyth County, VA Census Records 1910-1 920. 

Smyth County, VA Deed Book 44. (April 1916): 232 

Smyth County, VA Deed Book 302 (February 1979): 425-428 

Smyth County, VA Town of Marion Tin Map No. 190-88-145. 

Smyrh County, VA Town of Marion T ~ Y  Tickets Card No. 123091. 

\Tiison. Goodridge. Smwh  count^ Historv and Traditions. Tennessee: Kingspon Press. Inc. 1932. 

\.ERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

BEGINXING at the northwest comer of property owned by Claybome B. G t ~ n .  in the east line of 
Pecdlrton Street, thence north 81 li4 east 10.66 poles to a stake, in the west line at an alley; thence 
with the said west line of said alley north 10 112 west 4.2 1 poles to a stake: thence with the center 
line of a private alley between this and Gnyn property south 85 west 9.94 poles to a stake in the east 
line of said Pendleton Street: thence with the east line of said street south 1 112 east 4.5 poles to the 
place of BEGINNING. containing 0.30 acres. 

BOLNDARY JUSTIFICATION 

The boundary includes the property historically associated with the R.T. Greer & Company building 
since its construction. 
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