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The Sears  House s t a n d s  a t  t h e  top of t h e  s t e e p  Sears  H i l l ,  over- 
looking t h e  downtown s e c t i o n  of  Staunton. The h i l l ,  which forms the  Wood- 
row Wilson C i t y  Park, has  been l e f t  l a r g e l y  i n  its n a t u r a l  s t a t e  and i s  
do t t ed  wi th  e s p e c i a l l y  f i n e  shade t r e e s ,  a l l  forming a p a r t i c u l a r l y  appro- 
p r i a t e  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h e  p i c tu resque  house. 

The house i t s e l f  is a c l a s s i c  example of  the  smal l  "bracketed c o t -  
tage" s o  widely popular ized i n  America by Andrew Jackson Downing i n  h i s  - 
i n f l u e n t i a l  book The Arch i t ec tu re  of Country Houses of  1850. The sma l l ,  
one-and-a-half-s tory frame dwel l ing  i s  sheathed wi th  board and b a t t e n  and is 
covered wi th  a gable  roof wi th  c ross-gable .  The roof is metal  and has  a 
chimney placed s l i g h t l y  t o  t h e  e a s t  of  t h e  c ross-gable .  Beneath t h e  eaves 
around the  main p a r t  of  t h e  house a r e  long,  sha l low-scro l led  b racke t s .  The 
use of round headed a rches  i n  t h e  p a i r  of narrow windows i n  t h e  c ross-gable  
and i n  thethree-bay arcaded f r o n t  porch make the  house conform more t o  the  
!, Tuscan mode" of  c o t t a g e  r a t h e r  than the  Gothic.  The porch s h e l t e r s  a n  o f f  
c e n t e r  f r o n t  door and one window - the  only  openings on t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r  leve  
of the  f r o n t .  A t  t h e  southwest corner  o f  the  house i s  a th ree - s to ry  octago 
nal-ended tower covered by a shal low hipped roof  wi th  d e n t i l e d  co rn ice .  I t  
i s  unce r t a in  whether o r  n o t  t h i s  tower i s  a n  o r i g i n a l  f e a t u r e  o r  a very  e a r l  
a d d i t i o n ;  however, i t  conforms c l o s e l y  i n  s t y l e  w i t h  t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r e  of  
t h e  main p a r t  of  t h e  house. The tower f e a t u r e s  t a l l ,  rounded headed open- 
ings  on the  f i r s t  two l e v e l s  and r e c t a n g u l a r ,  louvered v e n t i l a t o r s  on the  
top l e v e l .  The house ' s  s e r v i c e  a r e a  is contained i n  a one-story s e c t i o n  
extending around t h e  s o u t h e a s t  co rne r  o f  the  house. The south  s i d e  of t h i s  
s e c t i o n  is  s h e l t e r e d  by a porch supported on t h r e e  t h i n  pos t s .  

The i n t e r i o r  of  t h e  Sears  House i s  l a i d  o u t  i n  a n  i r r e g u l a r  p lan  
and has  s t a r k l y  p l a i n  woodwork, i n  conformity of  Downing's d o c t r i n e  of  
i n fo rma l i ty  and s i m p l i c i t y .  One e n t e r s  through the  f r o n t  door i n t o  a sma l l  
s t a i r  h a l l  w i th  its p l a i n  s t a i r  ascending eas twardly  a g a i n s t  t h e  f r o n t  wa l l .  
Opposite t h e  f r o n t  door is a door l ead ing  i n t o  t h e  d i n i n g  room. On t h e  
r i g h t  s i d e  of  the  stair h a l l  i s  a door l ead ing  i n t o  t h e  p a r l o r  which occupie 
t h e  west  s i d e  of  t h e  f i r s t  f l o o r .  The f i r s t  f l o o r  room of  the  tower i s  
r epu ted ly  where Barnas Sears  had h i s  l i b r a r y .  

A t  p r e s e n t  t h e  house i s  unoccupied and i s  i n  only  f a i r  condi t ion .  
I t  has been sea l ed  t o  some degree  a g a i n s t  i n t r u d e r s ,  bu t  vandalism has  
occurred,  c h i e f l y  i n  t h e  form o f  broken windows. The s t r u c t u r e  is  c u r r e n t 1  
being s t u d i e d  wi th  t h e  hope o f  renovat ing  i t  t o  se rve  as a c o m u n i t y  o r  
neighborhood c e n t e r .  
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The Sears  House is s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  i t s  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  D r .  
Barnas Sears  (1802-1880), a prominent educator ,  who owned and occupied the 
house from 1867 u n t i l  h i s  dea th .  Sea r s ,  a n a t i v e  of  Massachuset ts ,  was 
a graduate  of  Brown Univers i ty  and l a t e r  studded a t  Hal le ,  Le ipz ig ,  and 
B e r l i n .  I n  1848 he was made s e c r e t a r y  and execut ive  agen t  of  the 
Massachuset ts  Board of  Education; and from 1855 t o  1867 he  served a s  
p r e s i d e n t  o f  Brown Univers i ty .  I n  1867 Sears  was chosen by George Pea- 
body of  Massachusetts t o  be t h e  gene ra l  agen t  and a d m i n i s t r a t o r  of a 
$3,500,000 fund s e t  up by Peabody t o  f u r t h e r  " i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  moral,  o r  
i n d u s t r i a l  educat ion  among t h e  young. .of t h e  Southern and Southwestern 
S t a t e s  of our  Union." Following h i s  acceptance of t h e  p o s i t i o n ,  Sears  
moved t o  Staunton because he f e l t  t h a t  c i t y  would be t h e  most convenient  
l o c a t i o n  f o r  him t o  c a r r y  o u t  h i s  d u t i e s .  For h i s  r e s idence ,  Sears  
purchased a board-and-batten c o t t a g e  e r e c t e d  on a h i l l  overlooking t h e  ci,ty 
t h e  previous  yea r  by a "Dr. Madison." I t  was from t h i s  s imple,  

I 

: 

, 

p ic tu resque  dwel l ing  t h a t  Sears  adminis te red  the  famous Peabody fund whic 
played such a n  enormous r o l e  i n  t h e  e s t a b l i s h i n g  of f r e e  school ing  i n  the  
post-war South. 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  i ts  a s s o c i a t i o n s  w i t h  D r .  Barnas Sea r s ,  the  
Sears  House i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  a s  a no tab le  example of the  

-'bracketed cot tage1 ' ,  a n  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  form popularized through t h e  
w r i t i n g s  of  Andrew Jackson Downing. Many of  these  "bracketed co t t ages"  

. were b u i l t  around t h e  n a t i o n  i n  t h e  18601s,  b u t  because of  t h e  War and 
Recons t ruc t ion  few were e r e c t e d  i n  Vi rg in i a .  Of t h e s e  few, t h e  Sea r s  
House su rv ives  as perhaps t h e  Comonwealth's p u r e s t  example of  t h i s  
d i s t i n c t l y  American form. 
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