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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Breckinridge Mill is located on Route 600 near Catawba Creek in Botetourt County. 
The gable-roofed, 3\-story brick structure was built ca. 1822 as a grist mill. In the 
present century the mill ceased operation and was used in connection with a chicken farm. 
The present owner acquired the property in 1977 and began conversion of the building into 
apartments. The deteriorated machinery was removed as the former mill underwent renovation 
for adaptive reuse. 

The Flemish-bond edifice sits on a random-coursed limestone foundation. Traces of 
original painted joints appear on the west (main) elevation. Entrances are found on all 
elevations. No original doors have survived, and fenestration consists of replacement 
aluminum hung-sash windows. All openings are topped by brick jack arches. A rebuilt 
chimney stands at the northeast corner, and a corbeled cornice embellishes the eaves on 
the north and south elevations. An undershot iron mill wheel remains on the south elevation. 
The roof is covered with asbestos shingles. 

The interior was extensively renovated when the building was adapted for use as 
apartments. While all mill machinery was removed, the original structural system was 
retained. Lamb's tongue chamfered posts support summer beams on all floors. Second- and 
third-floor joists remain exposed pending the conversion of the upper floors to apartments. 
An original closed-well stair on the south wall connects the first and second floors. A 
corner fireplace remains in the east apartment. A ladder still connects the second and 
third floors. 

Two wood-frame, late 19th-century sheds survive in a poor state of repair immediately 
to the north of the mill. 

RCC 

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION 

The nominated property of 1/2 acre includes the mill and the area immediately 
surrounding it. It is a fraction of the original 3,000-acre tract owned by James 
Breckinridge, the mill owner. 
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Breckinridge Mill is an architecturally imposing remnant of the grain and 1rilling 
industry that figured significantly in the economy of antebellum Virginia. The 3\-story 
brick structure was erected in 1822 for James Breckinridge, a leading politician and land­
owner of southwestern Virginia, and is one of the oldest mills in the region. It replaced 
an earlier mill erected by Breckinridge in 1804. From Colonial times through the first 
half of the 19th century, the establishment of a grist mill was a major and costly project. 
Construction and operation required an investment of capital as well as engineering and 
mercantile skills. Breckinridge possessed both the capital and inventiveness to establish 
a substantial milling operation in Botetourt County. The settlement of the Valley frontier 
and the subsequent extension of the James River-Kanawha Canal to Botetourt County assured 
the success of this enterprise. Both the cause and the consequence of his prosperity, 
construction of the 1822 brick mill exemplified the many practical contributions of 
Breckinridge to commerce and politics in the Valley. 

Born March 7, 1763, near Fincastle in Botetourt County, James Breckinridge served under 
General Greene in the successful campaign to rescue the Carolinas and Georgi.a from British 
power in 1781. After the Revolution, he studied law at William and Mary and commenced 
practice in 1787. Unlike his brother John, who removed to Kentucky and became a United 
States Senator and Attorney General in Jefferson's cabinet, James was a leader of the 
Federalist party in Virginia and resided in Botetourt County throughout his life. In the 
forefront of the Federalist effort in Virginia to defeat Jefferson's election in 1800, 
Breckinridge later served as the Federalist representative from the Middle Valley in the 11th-
14th Congresses, 1809-1817. Although he rarely took part in public debate, his circular 
letters to his western constituents reveal him both as a harsh critic of Jeffersonian 
diplomacy and a responsible opponent of the War of 1812. Despite his opposition to the 
invasion of Canada, he served as commander of militia forces in southwestern Virginia until 
the peace of Ghent. Elected thirteen times from 1789-1824 to represent his county in the 
House of Delegates, he voted consistently with other westerners for improved roads, navigable 
rivers and more equitable representation in the Assembly. An early sponsor of the Virginia 
Fund for Internal Improvement, Breckinridge was also, as president of the bipartisan Staunton 
Convention of 1816, an important precursor of the Virginia Constitutional Convention of 1829-
30. Upon retiring from Congress he was appointed to.the first board of visitors of the 
University of Virginia. 

A member of one of the earliest families of Botetourt County, the successful politician 
is first charged with eighty-two acres in 1790. By 1823 Breckinridge is charged with 3,000 
acres, with improvements valued at $12,600. A notation at this time explains the sum 
of $2,600 as a new mill, the first reference to what is known today as Breckinridge Mill. 
Nearly twenty years before, Breckinridge had petitioned the county court to erect a dam for 
a new water grist mill. In 1804 the court clerk recorded that, "he owns the land on both 
sides of the creek whereon the said dam is erected, that in our opinion the health of the 
neighbors will not in any degree be annoyed by the stagnation of the water, and finally that 
the erection of said mill dam and water grist mill will be of considerable utility."l Notwith-

(See Continuation Sheet #1) 
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standing the disappearance of the 1804 mill, the building he erected on Catawba Creek in 
1822 is significant to an understanding of early industry in the Valley. 

From the end of the 18th century, the Mid-Atlantic region was the direct beneficiary 
of the inventive genius of Oliver Evans whose Young Mill Wright's Guide appeared in 1795. 
The guide presented the machinery plans and elevations for mills, including grist mills, 
saw mills and ironworks. Evans's concepts found a fertile field in Botetourt County. 
Rich in natural resources, the county possessed abundant waterways from which hydraulic 
energy could be derived. For this reason the area was quick to develop a number of 
industries, with iron and grain the largest. In capitalizing on these advantages in the 
construction of his 1822 brick mill, Breckinridge thus gave practical embodiment to 
Evans's ideas. 

Breckinridge died on May 13, 1833, a wealthy man. Numerous entries for payments 
of milling services in the settlement of his estate suggest that the milling operation 
provided him substantial income. The mill property ultimately passed to his sons, Cary 
and John. Entered in the county will book in 1867, Cary's will authorized the sale of 
the mill with ten to fifteen acres to pay off his debts. The property is presently 
owned by Fred Taylor, Jr., who has preserved the mill through adaptive reuse as 
apartments. 
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lBotetourt County Deed Book 8, p. 457 (1804). 






