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Only recently have Alabamians begun to appreciate the full sweep of their arc hitectural heritage. If

white -columned mansions, log cabins, and more recently Victorian cottages are invested with nostalgia

and self-evident appeal, a whole range of other buildings has gone largely unnoticed. The following

brief overview of architecture in Alabama is condensed and adapted from the forthcoming Alabama

catalog of the Historic American Buildings Survey, to be published in 1986 by the University of Alabama

Press. Described are some major styles and types of early buildings to be found in the state. These

include both folk structures and major oO0high fashioné
of nearly two centuries.

For supplementary information as well as a national perspective on early Alabama architecture, the

reader may also wish to consult one of several guides to American architecture. These include

Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to the Styles (Cambridge: MIT Pr es s, 1969); J. G. Bl um
Identifying American Architecture: A Pictorial Guide to Styles and Terms,  1600-1945, (Nashville:

American Association for State and Local History, 1981 edition); and What Style Is It?, (Washington:

National Trust, 1977), by S. Allen Chambers, Nancy Schwartz, and John Poppeliers. Most recently there

has al so been Vi r gi niFeld@uideto AneecanNousds Nsew York: dlfed A.

Knopf, 1984).

The Folk Legacy

Properly speaking, Al abiecuse. Noaestigna thedl8 &-cenmtary dorirdatioa r ¢ h

of the Gulf region by successive French, English, and Spanish overlords remains today except for

Mobil eds partially reconstructed Fort Conde. Further i
established among the Creeks, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Cherokees have long disappeared.

Nevertheless, some of the building practices that held sway around Mobile Bay during the 1800s were

clearly rooted in a tradition extending back into the previous century. Likewise, the American settlers

who poured into Al abamads interior after the War of 18
them not only the log cabin, but also other building types that could be traced back to the English

colonial period in the Carolinas, Georgia, Virginia, and Maryland.

Some of the house types molded by the lingering influence of an earlier age enjoyed a long and happy
life in 19th -century Alabama, existing alongside more pretentious buildings that followed the national
stylistic trends. Old habits died hard and the country craftsman was a natural conservative, which was
probably just as well to his equally conservative clientele. Both client and craftsman were usually
content to express changing architectural fashion by simply grafting stylish details onto familiar folk
forms. In fact, only with post -Civil War spread of the railroads and mass-produced building
components, along with cheap and popular house -building magazines, did the folk tradition which
pervaded Alabama architecture at least give way to newer, nationally -based ideas.

Six major house types reflecting these folk traditions and, ultimately, the colonial legacy are described
in the following pages.
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The Coastal Cottage (19" century Creole cottage)

The typicalGulf Coast cottage to be found in and around Mobil e
building types, and one rooted in a folk building tradition that reaches back to French and Spanish

colonial days. For this reason, such houses have long been knownpopular | y as o0Creole cottag
Characteristically, the main part of the house is raised well off the ground, either on brick piers or over

a high brick basement. A pitched roof sweeps down over a full -length front gallery that may wrap

around both sides of the house and intersect a rear porch. Windows are large and plentiful, ceilings

high, and the circulation pattern open and free. The gallery windows sometimes reach to the floor and

may occasionally function as French casement windows. Early maps and other do cuments reveal that

this house type was already developed, at least in primitive form, by the end of the colonial period.

Summer homes along Mobile Bay and the Gulf continued to be built in this tradition until the early

1900s. More recently the form has e njoyed a mild rebirth as a conscious expression of regional

architecture.
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0Creole Cottagesd on Al abamaés gulf coast. Upper | eft:
Holmes, IIl). Lower right: Fry house, Point Clear.

The Basic Dogtrot:

Withoutquestion it was the |l og or frame o0dogtrotdé that wa:c
the 19" century. Named for the breezeway -like open hall 8t h e o d odghat inwatiably ran through

the middle of the house, the standard dogtrot dwelling co nsisted of one large room to either side of

this passage, with massive chimneys at each end. Often there was an attic or half story above.

As the house grew, it might sprout a leanto or ell at the back, and a porch across the front. But initially
at least, the open -ended passage itself doubled as both porch and outdoor living room da cool tunnel
to catch every breeze in hot weather, and only a minor



mild winters. A variant on the standard one or one -and-a-half story dogtrot was the full two -story
dogtrot house, examples of which are now extremely rare in Alabama.

Over time, many log dogtrot houses were covered with weatherboarding outside and embellished inside
with plaster or flush -board walls, decorative mantel pieces, and occasionally even a bannistered
stairway. A few, like the Robert Jenkins house in Talladega County, also acquired formal neoclassical
porticoes.

A common mistake made by well-meaning restorationists may be the removal of later features and

addi ti ons in order to 0get back to the originalé part of
weatherboarding and trim of a log dogtrot may be nearly as old as the house itself. And in any event,

such additions may form an important part of the tale the house hast o tell.

Both frame and log dogtrots continued to be built in remoter areas of Alabama even after the turn of
the century.
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Alabama dogtrots. Upper left: frame dogtrot (circa 1900), Coosa County. Lower right: log dogtrot (circa
1850), DeKalb County.

The Extended | -House (I-House with Sheds)

Although a recent statewide survey suggests that their numbers are rapidly diminishing, this was once

one of the most widespread folk -house types to be found in Alabama. Its basic characteristics are a

one-room deep, two -story central section with one -story shed extensions running the length of both

front and rear. At least one of these sheds is usually given over to use as a porch, very often with a

small room at one or both ends. Sometimes there is a hall or d ogtrot through the middle of the house.

Then again, there may be no central passage at all, but merely two rooms side -by-side. The stairway to

the second floor is usually a Oboxedd or enclosed stail




downstai rs rooms. The extended | house, or oplantation pl a
brought to Alabama by early settlers from Georgia and the Carolinas. Thus one normally finds it in
areas originally populated by settlers from these states.

The extended | house was built throughout the antebellum period, and a few examples even postdate
the Civil War. At the same time, other examples such as the Aquilla Hardy house in Greene County are
among the earliest instances of frame construction still stand ing in the state.

Aquilla Hardy (Tuck) House (circa 1825), Greene County.

A logical development from the extended | house was a more formalized version which did away with
the front shed altogether, substituting instead a pedimented portico orina  few instances a full -length
two -story colonnade.

Mant el pi eces, doortrim, cornices, and porch posdtts may |
depending on when the house was built. But the fundamental element that sets such houses apart is its

basic profile, recognized by the shed flankers to either side. While the roof is commonly gabled, with

chimneys at each end, some fancier examples may have a hipped roof.

A | ate 0¥t bondsed, Herrington house (circa 1870),



| House-with -ell

A two-story main block with a rear wing turned at right angles defines this basic house type. The wind
may be either one or two stories, while the house itself usually has a shed porch across the front. Thus
the | house with ell is a cousin to, but not as distinctive as, the extended | house (or | house with
sheds). In fact, the most refined examples of the | house with ell may be so sophisticated in their

facade treatment and interior finish as to merge imperceptibly with full ~ -blown academic re nditions of
the Federal and Greek Revival styles. The plan of the | house -with -ell varies, having a central hall in
some cases, a side hall in others, or simply two side -by-side rooms. Almost without exception,
however, the rear ell has a porch along its i nner side abutting the main block of the house.

Elston-Barta (side view of | -house with ell) (circa 1840), Talladega County.

Rear view of | house (circa 1850) with ell in Wills Creek Valley, DeKalb County.

The Spraddle -Roof House

The spraddle-roof house is identified by its characteristic side profile: a gable roof, each slope of which

is broken or splayed at the bottom so as to oO0Ospraddl eo
well as a corresponding porch or leanto at the back. The spr addle-roof house is, in other words, a one
orone-and-a-hal f story version of the 0ext-eoofthausesdrewlranuse. 6 Wh
one or two -room log or frame dogtrots, others were built as a unit from the ground up. Whatever the

origin or a particular example might have been, the form itself was widely spread over 19 "-century

Alabama d another of the folk house types brought from the South Atlantic states.




