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In theAmmediate years after the War of 1812, the South,
like many post war nations, riding on the tide of frentic
war-time energy, enjoyed scmethina of an indugtrial and
financial boom. This boom, however, was ratﬁér short lived,
for in 1819 came the great agricultural crash brought on
E% the failure of the Southern cotton crop. fThis crash
developed into a long term financial depression throughout
the nation, with bank fallures rampant and a general slackening
of business activity throughout the éconumy. Because of '
the extremely limited building done in this perled, the Scuth
has very few examples of High Regency architecture, the
style which was fashionable during those years. The inevitable
result of this situation is that the houwses which wers con-
structed during these years tend to be 211 the more notable
beéausesﬁf their relative sScarcity within the archiﬁectu:al

milieu of the Socuth.

on April fifth, 1822, William Mason Smith purchased
from James D. Mitchell a parcel of land for $4%500. This land
was to be the slte~of Risnew home, the elegant regency
structure which stands today at 26 Meeting:&treet, in Gharies—
ton, South Carclina. The architectural history of this house
is one of growth and, to some extent, change. The legal
history, however, is almosat entirely a history of two families.
Variousg members of the Smith family owned the house from
the time it was built {1822-1823) until 1929, at which |

point it was transferred to Douglas C. Goodwin. Goodwin
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held the house only one year, transferring if in 1930 +to
Sallie R, M. Bermett. For the remaining fifty years, it has
remained in the Benneti family, beling held today by Cralg
M. Bennett.

While it is a rather dry exercise o simply reclite these
various changes in nwnerahiﬁ, it iz interesting to note why
some of these transfers might have been effected and how
they might have affected the architectural character of +the
house. Because I do not have available é'éen9010gical his—
tory of theISmithTIamin}'a brief discussion of the Bennett
transfers might be interesting.

Sallie Rutherfoord Miller Bennett was the wife of John
Rutherfoord Bennett, a son of a Charleston family. Having
gpent several years with the Miller family in Huntington,

West Virginia, the couple returned to Charleston and purchased
this house in 1930, placing the actual title in Mrs. Bennett's
name. Mr. Bennett died in 1935, however Mrs. Bennett decided
te remzin in Charleston to raise the faﬁily. In 1967, following
tax advice, that great stimulus of so much financial plamming,
Mrs. Bermett transferred a 1/8 interest in the property to
each ¢f her 4 children, redaining for herself one half inter-
egt. The following tax year, 1568, she transferred the other
half interest 4o give each child a total % interest in the
house, to relieve her from all ownership of the house, thus
preventing the impnsifion of estate taxes on the transfer

at the time of her death. In 1970, one of the four children,

John R. Bennett, Juniecr, having settled in another city, sold




his % interest to the other three. In 1972, after Mrs.
Bennett's death, Craig M. Bennett purchased the remaining
2/3 interest in the house from his brother Thomas R. Bennett
and gister Mary M. B. Drury. Today, Craig M. Bennett owns
the entire property.

The point to the above digcussion of transfers is, of
course, b ut to illustrate the various reasons (tax/inheritance,
convenlence, etc.) why multiple legal transfers may take
placé within a single families' ownership of a piece of
property, In a like manner, changes in a familizg' size
and needs may significantly affect the architectural and
gtructural character of a house. Some changes of this sort
will be discussed in the section on architectural development.
Below is a list of the actual transfers which did take

place in this property between 1822 and 1980,

1. James D. Mitchell : ' K 9-205
to
William M. Smith April 5, 1822

2. William M. Smith
Susan P. Smith September 4, 1538

3. Susan F. Smith
to

Robert Pringle, et al. October 23, 1846

L. Robert Pringle, et gl.
to
Elizabeth P. Smith June 1, 1848




10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

at

Elizabeth P. Smith, Est.
to -
Henry A, Middleton

Henry A. Middleton
to
Elizabeth M. Smith

Elizabeth M. Smith, Est.
to
William E. Huger

William E. Huger
to

Henry A. M. Smith

Henry A.. M. Smith
to
Emma R. Smith

Emma R. Smith
to
Douglas C. Goodwin

Douglas C. Goodwin
to
Sallie K. M. Bennett

S5allis BE. M. Bemnnett
Lo
J.R.B, JR., M.M.B.D.,

C.M.B., & T.R.B. (1 Interest)

Sallis E. M. Bennett
to
J.R.B. ,Jr., M.M.B.D.,

¢,M.B., & T.R.E. {1 Interest)

John R. Bennett, junior
to

M.M.B.D., C.M.B., &

T,R.B. ({1 Interest)

1 16-49

Juns 31, 1873

-1 20-159

February 9, 1888

¥ 24224

D 22-90
March 26, 1905

september 22, 1923

F 35-140
Fareh' 17, 1929

F 35-518
April 29, 1930

K 89-105

December 27, 1967

N B89-285

JEIIUEI'F 19, 1963

H g4-322

February 2, 2970




15.

M.M.B.ID & T.E.E,
to

Craig M. Eennett

{2/9 Interest)

G 100-7358

October 9,

1972
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The William Mason Smith house is one of the few houses
in Charleston with the neo-classical elegance of high
regency work., While the house may be thougmts-of ag being
comprised of three separate sections {see plans), the front,
or dtreetside section iz the older and more important
of the house’s parts. The entire building, however, is
fascinating in that it is a living example of the manner
Iin which houges may be modified and adapted to an owners
needs. Its chyiges and modifications have been effected
with but a minimal amount of disruption to the essential
character of the house, leaving it today with the dramatic
elegance of a bygone era.

For many years this house has been attributed o the
Savamnnah architect William Jzy. While no documentation
has been found which would prove this, the house contains
many of the detailing elements Jay used and carries with it
the distinctly Jay flavor of a sophisticated and formsl
elegance softened by gentle eurves, aify halls, and high
ceilings. As the attached plan suggests, this house was
probably ccnskructed eriginally as a thres story six room
house. Possibly the most interesting aspcet of this house
is the treatment of its three story portice on tﬁe gouth side.
While the use of such a portice in Charleston ig guite common,
its very existance will inevitably throw off the balance of
a gymmetrically bullt house.

In a roll of drawings by Willaim Jay was found the un-

identified town house ineludeé here. As can be seen, this
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oppesite side of the house have been recessed, The logical

progression for this is as in figures 1, 2, 3. These are

line drawings as the facade would look from above. Figure
% is the way the house is today, with the attachment of an
addition on the north side for the stair hall. {the photo-

graph on the preceding page is the northern angle.)

~ figure 1 figure 2 . figure 3

R S S N

| figurse 4 I :

Thus, the houge remains balanced, yet is £+ill able to accomodate
a fine set of piazzas on the south gide and = magnificant
entrance and stair hall on the north. The similarities between
this drawing and the Smith house facade are, of course, obvious.
From the exact form of window.on all three Floor, to the arched
door, to the actual siting of the house on a high bazement,

the deslign isg unmistakable. The house facade contains char-
acteristics which are quintessentially Jay, ranging from
the Greek key (in sand-stone under the windows) to the arched
Ign over the door and first floor windows.

The enirance hall to the Smith house is a fine example

of a space which welcomes, then awes, the visitor. One enters
this hall into a warm, small semi-chamber with a lovely ceiling
ornamented with arched fans, reminiscent of the fang used

in the drawing reom of the Richardson-Owens-Thomas House in




.
Savannah (see photographs below for a comparisen)

Drawing Room Ceiling - Richardson-0Owens-Thomas House

After being admitted to this small, almost anti-chamber, area,
the wvisitor moves intoc the dramatic elegance of the main

stalr hall, an impressive area which focuses on a sweeping
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eep of the staircase is seen from the other end of ¢

he hall. The callcase dock was made
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three story circular stalrcase. I% is this hall which is
the focal point of the entire house and from fis hall the
visitor has access to the two main rooms of each floor, |
With an alcove for sculpture in the wall part of the way
up the stairs, this hall is surely one of the most elegant
in Charleston. (The picture below 1s terribly blurred,

but locks up at: the domed ceiling at the top of the stairs.)

There are three doors which lead from this halyﬁn the
first floor. One of fthese is a gasr-which leads to a rear
hall and on to the back of hougse. Thig is quite possibly

one which was cut wie~ tThe house was added to. The other two,

however, are two very handsome large doors which lead 1o the’

two main rooms on the first flsor. While these rooms are
guite large and finished with lovely plasterwork, they do

not have gquite the formal feel as the rooms on the second
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floer. The second floor rooms, like those belaw, have

very high ceilings, magnificant plaster work, and open into
gach other to form what almost beccmes one Elegant.parlor.
fifty feet in length by perhaps twenty two feet in width. |
EBoth of these rooms have wide "French" doorg which open to
the second fleor po rch, permitting one to open the rooms
to summer breezes and, with the high ceilings, they serve
to keep the house remarkably co;l in the hot Charleston
summers, Both the first and #hirmd-~ floor rooms alsc have

these doors thus permitting a2 comfeortable breeze throughout

the house on even the warmest of evenings.

- -
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 These two pletures are of the two rooms

on the second floor of the house. To the
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left 1= the front room, above the rear roon.
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Yet the house does not stﬂy with these 5ix main rooms

and the stairhali. It is thought that when the house was
originally build,- there was beth the main houze and a
kitchen building. Today, the house is one large building
made up of essentially three sections. Whereas the front
section of the house is three levels with high ceilings, the
next section going back is four -levels with somewhat lower
ceilingé, Thig section appears to have been built as a
connecting link betweeﬁ the twoe originalﬂﬁhildings and con-
tains rooms which would have been needed by a larger family
than the front could handle., In this section, there.are
three main bedrcoms, one with a sitting room and all with.
their own baths. On the firet floor is a small study and
kitchen. The photograph below iz a view of this section of
the house, looking up from the yard to the south at . tﬁe

sacond, third,. and fourth levels.

2 e N ] :
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- The middle section of the house coennects with the older
kitchen building-whivh-has been changed such that now it
accomodates three pantries, a livingroom/dining room/kitc hen
combination, and two bedrooms with a bath. fhe pichure bhelow
ig tmken from the yard looking back at this section . . .

it 1s interesting to note the bays which have been added

EDOovVe.
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While neither the middle nor the rear section is sig-
nificant from a design standpoint, they are both quite im-
portant in developing an understanding of how a house grows
and is modified to accomodate the needs of both a growing

family and a technelogically advancing soclety.
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The exterior of the hou=se; while dlstinguished in its
classical 1ines, is perhaps mest outstanding for ﬁhe
classical orders on its piazzas. Whiié some peopls have
guggested that the third floor poreh ig not criginal 4o

the house, it seems 1likely that it is becuuse each porch

is built with columms of a diffefent grder. Ag a trio,
therefore, these porches rise from the first flooer Doric
to the third floor Corinthian, with a handsome form of

Tonic columns at the second level. Thesze are pletured below.
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The sources of degign fﬂr this house are unknown
simply by the fact that the original design is not known
'absolutely. It is apparent from the plasterwmrk_and the
paneled doors shown in the pictures that tﬁe architect wes
well familiar with the sophisticated use of ornamentation.
The plaster walls with solid Ionic bases ére topped with
plaster cornices using both egg =nd dart as well as various
types of foliage designs. This type of ornamentation could
suggest the work of William Jay or Charles B. Cluskey. Tt
is interior detailing which is perhaps more typical of a
periocd and loecale than of a specifie architect. Taken as
a whole, however, ithe very ingeneouz exterior facade, the
light feel of alry halls and rooms, and the delicate detailing
strongly suggest the work of Jay, who was known to
make numersus trips to Charleston. It is a house which is
lived in and 1s flexible for changing needs without changes
to the essential character of the building. . . a house which
we hope will remain as z single family dwelling within a

lovely residential bommunity.
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The question of what the future should hold for the
William Masﬁn 3mith house must be broader in scope than
simply a focus on the house itself. While this house is
almost singular in its particular style, it ig nestled in
the heart of an old, historic, and very beautiful district
in Charleston. Although the house itself is a fine piece
of work and one of the more handsome houses in the area, it
would be incorrect to call it the finest. Its positien
in the overall community is significant and although it
remains very valuable to the area, it is but a piece of a
much larger moasic of historic property. Its future, therefore,
will be discussed from the standpﬁint of the house within
its environment.

fs has been discussed, the maln part of this house has
been little changed since it was built. The essentigl useg
0f 1t have remgined unchanged in that it remains a residence,
although todaf.it is divided Into three separate apartments.
With the opening of approximately three or four doors, how-
ever, 1t mayleasily be converted back to a single family
dwelling.

This -house, as have many houses inlcharlestun, has
tended to remain in one family for long periods of time.
While current property values in Charleston are rising dra;
matically, it is nevertheless hoped that this writer, or his
brother, will convert the house back to its original state
as = single family bullding within ten or fifteen years.

While guch a plan is, of course, subject to both financial
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ability and family needs, we currently aim at such a plan.
The changes which have been made to the house through
the years have little changed the essential characfer of the
gtructure. While it seems obvious that the first floor
porch was enclosed some years after the house was build,
this is only one of the noticable changes to the casual
observer., It goes without saying that fhe one bathroom in
the original structure {between the two bedroqms'on the
third fleor} is not original to the building. These changes,
however, are ever so slight and cannot be said to be true
changes to the building. As a relatively untouched building,
therefore, the house has been on a number of historie heme
tours. Because mff;urrent etatus as a form of apartment.
building (it is currently divided into 3 apartments until
a member of the femily is ready to use it), it does not
lend itself to tours teday as it did in the days when Mrs.
Bennett had it exquisitely furnished with antiques of the
period. It is expected, however, that 1t will again be
opened to the public on something approaching an annual basis

and that it will eventually be furnished as it has been in

the past. _ ' _ ' C e

Structural changes to the btuilding have been minor over
the years for one predeminating reason., There is no need
to chaﬁge the original structure, for the house hag so much
space in the rear building that any needs which pay arise
can -be accomodated through changes to these newer additions.

Changes in the future, one would expect, will follow a similar

'718_
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pattern. _As the size of families  which occupy the house
change, the changes can be made to the rear sections, The
conformation of the house tends to lend itself to & "formsai™
and an "informal”type of living arrangement. With four formal
roomg to the front, informal libraries, sitting rooms,

and eating areas seem comfortably destined for the rear
buildings. The only change to the main portion ¢f the house
which 15 expected is a change iﬁ the heating and cooling
system. The building is currently heated by sieam radiators
and cooled by window air-conditioning units. It is expected that
these will be eventualiy replaced with a central unit o
serve both purpoeses.

Earlier I spoke of the house in its enviromment. The
higtoric distriect of Charleston has a rather strong Hoard of
Architectural Review (BAR) and tight zoning laws. Changes
ranging from structural medifications to even paint color

selections have to be mpproved by the BAR. In the area of

legal support for this type of work, the case of Penn Central

Transportation Co. v. City of New York, decidzd in 1978, has

been s great gupport and help to the historic preservation

movement, This case upheld the right of New York £ity to

protect historic landmarks under zoning laws and to prevent
their destruction. "The impact of cases of this sort at the
local level, for an area such as Charleston, is that it
permite localities to protect both areas and individual build-
ings. In Charleston, this house will remain under the review

and prptection of such public land use controls.
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Yet preservation laws do not stop here, for there are
a number of private land use controls as well, Possibly the
bezt known of these is the "preservation eagement” which hag
been defined as a voluntary limitation on one's use of pro-
perty enforceable by another. Thevperson or group which
holds the easement and thus the right of enforcement is
usually a non-profit landmark_preservation organization or
gﬂvernmenf agency. The effect ﬁf such an easement is that
it secures the continued preservation of a structure. While
it is obvious that the gift ﬁf such an easement is substantizl in th
could be drawn to Place significant restrictions on a pfﬂ-
perty, there are several motives which could influence an
owner to place such a limitation on his property.- 4n
owner whno is absolutely committed %o his property could de-
sire that it remain untouched forever and thus place such
an easement on his property. A more cemmon reason, however,
is that while the limiting easement reduces the value of
an asget for real estate valuation purposes, the owner is
permitted to take certain tax deductions to offset these
logses in Valﬁe.

- If we consider that a property may well be in a highly
restricted area {from the standpoint of the BAR), the grant-
ing of an easement often does very little to change the
value of the land. Rather, it serves to sitrengthen the areaz
by "locking in" a commitment to original form while still
pernitting substantial flexibility in property usage. For
the Smith house, 1t would make very good sense that at some

point in-the future an owner grant an easement of this form.
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Because of long familf’nwnership. the property has a re-
latively low tax basis and thus the owners could gain an
advantage on the taxalion of property transfers. While T
do not expect such easements or restrictions to be placed
on 26 Meeting Street in the near future, I hope that =ome-
day we may be able to legally lock in the bullding in its
unchanged state. For the near future, however, I belleve
the house 13 in safe hands with no changes contemplated, a

preservation minded owner, and g Watchdﬂg-ﬁﬂﬂ.
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