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The Thomas Harrison House i s  an example of eighteenth century Shenandoa 
Valley vernacular archi tec ture .  The c i t y  of Harrisonburg has grown around 
the house and it i s  now used as o f f i ces .  An unusual f e a tu r e  of t he  house is 
i t s  gable entrance,  now obscured by l a t e r  construction.  1 

Fair Dstarloroted Ruins  Unexpossd 
CONDITION 

The s l i g h t l y  rectangular  dwelling is  two-bays wide, one-bay deep and 
one-and-a-half s t o r i e s  high. The house o r i g ina l l y  had a f u l l  English baseme 
but t h i s  has been p a r t i a l l y  covered because of a r a i s e  i n  grade level .  The 
foundations and wal ls  a r e  i n  coursed rubble limestone with well-defined f l a t  
arches over the  windows. Apparently a two-level porch o r i g ina l l y  shel tered 
the  ea s t  gable end and a l so  provided passage between the f i r s t  and second 
f loors  as the re  appears t o  have been no i n t e r i o r  s t a i r c a se .  This porch has 
s ince  disappeared and the  building i s  now connected t o  a nineteenth century 
br ick  s t r uc tu r e  by means of a wide stone passage. An i n t e r i o r  chimney with 
a b r ick  s tack  r i s e s  off -center  from the  west gable. The window and door 
archi t raves  a r e  carved from s o l i d  lengths of pine. Double-hung cash i n  the 
north and south s ides  has six-over-six l i g h t ;  i n  the  west gable end t he  sas l  
is  four-over-four on t he  lower f l oo r  and ea r l y  nineteenth century two-over- 
two on the upper f loor .  An o r i g i n a l  ba t t en  door with s t r a p  hinges opens in- 
t o  the  basement. The gable roof has a molded wooden box cornice with shor t  
returns.  One gabled dormer is  i n  t he  north slope and two a r e  on t he  south 
slope. 

The i n t e r i o r  plan fea tu res  two rectangular  rooms on t he  f i r s t  f loor  w i t  
a s i ng l e  room i n  t h e  basement and on t he  second f loor .  The present  s t a i r  i t  

i n  the  l a t e r  connecting passage. The basement is  entered by a door i n  the 
north s ide .  Where modern panell ing has not been i n s t a l l ed ,  the  wal ls  a r e  
painted p las te r .  The f i r s t  f l oo r  rooms have a molded cha i r  r a i l  and corner 
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f i r ep laces ,  one of which has a dist inguished vernacular mantel with a f l o r a l  
motif.  This mantle is a replacement and was o r i g ina l l y  i n  the  l a rge r  br ick  
house attached t o  t h e  f ron t .  The remaining mantels have simple molded 
shelves. 

The house was b u i l t  over a spr ing,  which is  access ible  i n  the  basement, 
although the  water flows on underground t o  nearby Black's Run. The house 
a l so  was connected by tunnel t o  another spr ing,  Head Spring, on Court 
Square. The tunnel was closed i n  1910. 
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S T A T E M E N T  O F  S I G N I F I C A N C E  I 
The Thomas Harrison House is  the  o ldes t  house i n  Harrisonburg, and i ts  

bui lder  is  regarded as t h e  town's founder. Thomas Harrison owned over a 
thousand acres surrounding the  house, and on t h i s  t r a c t  he l a i d  out  the  
o r ig ina l  town. He a l so  was instrumental i n  having Harrisonburg established 
as the county s e a t  of Rockingham County i n  1780. 

Thomas Harrison was the  son of I sa iah  and Abigail Harrison, descending 
from a family of English extract ion who had s e t t l e d  on Long Island i n  New 
Yorlc around 1688. The family l a t e r  moved to  Delaware before f i n a l l y  coming 
t o  Rockingham County, Virginia around 1738. Thomas Harrison became a major 
landowner i n  the  county, eventually acquiring 2100 acres. He b u i l t  the 
present house about 1750, and it remained i n  the  Harrison family u n t i l  1870. 

The Harrison House was the  scene of the f i r s t  cour ts  held i n  Harrisonblrg 
a f t e r  i t  became the  county sea t .  Bishop Asbury, the  pioneer leader  of the 
Methodist-Episcopal Church, o f ten  v i s i t e d  Harrison and conducted some of 
the  f i r s t  Methodist services  held i n  the  county i n  the house. I n  1794 
a Methodist-Episcopal conference was held i n  the  Harrison's house. 

I n  addi t ion t o  i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  associat ions,  the  Thomas Harrison House 
is  in te res t ing  as an example of a mid-eighteenth century r u r a l  house 
which ea r ly  i n  i t s  h i s to ry  became par t  of an urban center.  A s  one of the  
Valley of Virginia ' s  o ldes t  examples of stone vernacular construction,  the  
house is a r a r e  a r ch i t ec tu r a l  survival .  
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