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Fumitura In Early South Carolina Gardens

As everyday Ife In the British American colonles became more safa and furniture more plentiful In the
mid-eightesnth century, colonists often moved routine daily tasks outdoors as soon as the weather
sllowed. In warm South Caroling, especially, colonists spent much time outside hoping for a coal
brepza. British Amerlcan enlonials refered to the grounds immediately around thelr house as the garden.,
Yards were smaller spaces usually contiguoous to the main dweliing house or lits outbuildings. Yards
were designed for practical purposes: court yard, cow yard, wood yard, bleach yard. Traditionally the
garden served as a place for promanading, meditating, working, or entertaining. The educatad colonial
gardener knew that the most esteemed taste dictated placing benches to emphasize a focal point in the
garden, to terminate an impressive vista on the property, or to catch a fleeting breeze under trees
around the grounds.

Ag early as 18689, English garden writer John Wolridge Instructed his readers In Systerna Agriculturae
that proper garden seats should ba placed "at \he ends of your walks...that whilst you sk In them you will
have the view of your garden.” Thalt philosophy continued throughout the colonial period until the first
comprehensive American gardening ook was published by Philadelphian Bernard M'Mahon In 1806,

He wrote, "Rural Seats are placed in different parts, by the sides of long walks, under the shade of irees
&c. for places of rest...In some spaclous grounds various light ornamental buildings and erections are
infroduged as ormaments...such as temples, bowers...grotios, rural seats...fountalns, obelisks,
statues...usually erected...in openings between the divislon of the ground, and continguous to the
terminations of grand walks.” 1

Like their less wealthy nelghbaors, the gentry also carried mora common fumniture outdoors whenever the
weather permiited. Small, close living quarters were the rule In the colonles, even for the rich int the first
haif of the century. Hot, humid summers along the shores of the Allantic encouraged a varlety of
sedentary outdoor garden activitles such as chatting, washing, reading, gambling, cooking, sewing,
courting, studying, and spinning, Gardens and yards served as welcome, natyral extenslons of indoor
Iving spaces. Common household fumiturs including chalrs, benches, and tables regularly found thelr
way Into yards and gardens. This made sense in a land where a balance betwssn use and beauly was
considered an art. Even the ordered, geomelric gardens of the gentry in the colonies were a
combination of omament and function. Most colonists grew edible plants In thelr best gardens, and
most movad everyday household furniture outdoors when the weather permitted. But, during the
second hal of the century, the gentry occaslonally ordered special gardan furnilure from local craflsmen
or fram British factors.

Garden furniture formed a minor branch of the elghteenth century English fumiture trade; yet most
leading fumiture designers sketched a few examples In thelr style books.2 British artbiters of laste
Invented a rustic or “forest’ fumniture style for their new "natural® gardens. The highly contrived rococo,
Chinese, gothic, and rural garden furniture designs—evolving as Britains rebefled against the tight cultural
Qrip of Louls XiV French classicism--occasionally marle their way to the colonles across the Atiantic. An
Inventary recorded at the deall of Andrew Allen at (oose Creek, Soulh Carolina In 1735 noted "an Od
Forest Ghair,"3 Twisted roots, branch, and twig designs composed the frames of these outdoor seals.
Both English and local ¢raftsmen alse produced cast iron garden fumniture including chairs, benches,
and tables during the early federal period.

Apparently not even iliness could deter colonlal garden &itting. Another specialized garden chair that
appeared in a South Cardlina inventory was the “garden machine” or “rolling chalr.” The 1771 and 1761
South Carolina inventories of Edward Wilkinson and Danls! Legare revealed that each owned *1
Mahogany Rofing Chair."4 The 1813 Joumal of Pater Horry of Winyah Bay, near Geargetwon, Sauth
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Carolina also mentioned a "Roling Chalr.’5 Cabinetmaker Thomas Elfe advertised In the 1751 Charleston
Gazehe the he made "All kinds of Machine Chalrs...for sickly or weak people."8 The garden maghine
appeared on several English trade cards, usually as 8 windsor chair on & platform fitted with large side
wheels and a small front wheel attached to a steering tiller.7 Jacques Rigaud’s 1733 engraving of the
gardens at Stowe shows Lord Cobham belng pushed around In one of these machiness

Many gardan seats appear In colonial inventories with no specific description. The Charleston, South
Carolina Inventorles of Robert Hamilton In July of 1755 and artist Alexander Gordon in October of the
same year show each man owning two “garden chalrs.” [n 1767, John Biggard, a Charleston turner,
acvertised both "Windsor and Garden chalrs.”@ The Charleston Gazette aiso offers a glimpse Into the
garden fumiture of the perlod.in November, 1752, Richard Lake offers his plantation on the Ashley River
for sale including "several handsome garden benches."

Eighteenth century colonlal benches and chalrs rarely survive, although we can see them In paintings of
the period. Thomas Fraser painted & bench overlooking the South Carcllna countryside, and an even
simpler bench is seen in a Charleston watercolor by Francis C, Hill, Henry Benbridge painted stone
garden seats In paintings of an unknown Charleston family between 1784 and 1790, One chair used In
Southern gardens Is the Campeach chair which is found in Spaln, the West Indles, Virginia, Charleston,
and Lolisiana. A January 1819 watercolor by Benjamin Latrobe from hin window in New Orleans
deplcts 8 man seated In one of ihese.

Alter the Revolution, gardening burgeoned Into a democratic pursuit, both functional and ornamental,
that crossed ali social lines, Stmllarly, windsor chairs—that could be used indoors or out--appealed to alt
levels of society In the new republic. Windsor chairs became the most popular garden furniture in
America. Ironlcally, the original British windsors may have baen Inspired by moveable garden chalrs at
Versaifles early In the eightaenth century.10

The practical advaritages of windsor chairs were obvious, Windsors varied considerably In size and
shape as English tumers easily produced the spindles for the seats of local ash, oak, elm, beech, or yew
woods. Craftsmen stained or painted their prize windsors white, green, or a variety of other colors,
Windsors exported to the colonles were 8o quickly copied by local craftsmen that they became plentiful
in the emerging nation. Young and old alike could tote windsor chalrs autdoors easily, and the see-
through chair permitted a quantity of them to furnlsh a garden or piazza without obstructing the view.
Cooling alr could flow even through an occupied windsor ¢hair. Windsor chalrs sufted the new nation's
republican aesthetic as well. They were Just symmetrical enough 1o appeal to the new democracy’s need
for order, curvad snough to recognize the influence of romance and nature, and sensible enough to
overrule the curious, ostentatious designs of artificial twigs and roots in those English stylebooks.

In America ouldoor windsors were often painted green to blend with nature. Englishman Uvedale Price
wrote In his "Essays on the Picturesque” (a book well known In the new Amerioan republic) that white
seats craated unnatural spots when placed amid verdue. Price’s eseays ware read In the new republic,
Accordingly, when Thomas Dobson printed the first American edition of hls Encyiopedia or Dictionary of
Arts and Sclence in Philadelphia in 1798 he recommended, "To palnt arbours and all kinds of garden
work, give a layer of white ceruse grinded in oil of walnuts...then give two layers of green...This grean Is
of great service in the country for doors, window shutters, arbours, gardens seats, ralls elther of wood or
iror; and in short for all works exposed to the Injurles of the weather."11

The popularity of green windsor chair extended from the northern colonles to the deep south. Green
windsor garden chairs became fashlonable In South Carolina well before the Revolution. At first,
merchants offered Imported chairs to their cusiomers. In the February 17684 Charleston inventory of
John MeQueen was "1 Windsor Garden Seat” In 1768, Charleston merchants Snead and White offered
"Windsor Chairs ...and settess.. walnut.. fit for piazzas or gardens.” Imported from Philadelphla. The
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Philadelphia and English craftsmen had competition for the Charleston markel when Philadelphla turner
John Blggard moved to the South In 1767 opened a "lurner shop* and advertised “Windsor and Garden
chairs... cheaper than coukd be imported.” The 1775 Charleston Inventory of George Inglais revealed "In
the Passage...2 green Garden Windsor Chairs...2 Children do(garden Windsor Chalre).*12

After the Revolution, gresn windsor chaire abound in Charleston inventories. The 1783 Inventory of
Benjamin Catlell listed twelve green windsor chairs. In 1789 the estate of John Gibbs Included six green
slde chairs and eight green arm chalre. In the same yaar, inventory clerks found green windsor chalrs In
John Watson’s seed room along with his garden tools and botanical books. On Watson's plazza, he
had four teal benchas and one green bench. A year later, the recorders noted one dozen green windsor
chairs in Andrew Hazsl's entrance hall. 13

The people of Charleston relied on nature’s air conditioning and moved their furniture outdoors
whenever weather permitted. This search for cooling breezes heightened South Carolinians’ awareness
of the design of thelr outdoor environment and spurred them to create pleasing, artistic gardens.

Alerthoughts: The author especially thanks Bradford L. Rauscenbery, Reasearch Director for the
Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts in Winston-Salem, North Cavolina, for sharing his research
with students of the material culture of the early South. Among the best disucssions of garden furniture
used in early America are: Bradford L. Rauschenberg, "Pre-1840 American Garden Fumiture and its
Precedents” Seventh Conference on Restoring Southem Gardens and Landscapes, October 5-7, 1689,
Winston-Salem, North Caroling; Betsy Overton, “Furniture Used Outside the Home, 4 |a Plazza or le
Jardin, Beginning in England and Ending in Charleston” Unpublished, 1988; John Hardy, "The Garden
Seat 1650-1850" Connolsseur Juns, 1979 118-123.

Notas

1 Rosemary Verey, “Garden Furniture” Garden Ornaments, Brooklyn Botanlc Garden Record, Vol. 43,
No. 28, 15. Garden chalrs were chairs, but the lerm garden seat was reserved for a bench. See
M'Mahon 84 and 186,

2 Elghteeth century English design books with plans for garden furniture include:

A Soclety of Upholsterers, Cabinet-Makers, etc., Genteel

Household Furniture In tha Prasent Taste. (London, 1762)

See Plate 19.

William Chambers, Chinese Designs. 1757.

-— Chvil Architeclure. 1759,

Thomas Chippendale, The Gentleman and Cabinet-Makers Director, 1764. (for Chinese railings)
-—-, Director, 3rd edition, 1762 (for a garden seat-Plate XXIV)

Mathias Darly, New Book of Chinesa, Gothic and Modern Chalrg. 1751.

-——-A New Book of Chinese Designs. 1754. (for root chairs)

William and Jonathan Halfpenny, Naw Desinng for Chinese temples Triumphal Archies, Garden Seats,
Pailngs, Etc. 1750,

--— Rural Architecture in the Chinase Tasle. {London, Robert Sayer 1755) See pages 3 & § and plates
a8, 39, 40, 48, 49,
Robert Manwaring, The Cabinet and Chair- ‘s Aeal Friend andCompanion, or H k f

Chalr-making mads Plain

and Easy. (London, Henry Weblsy, 1765) Manwaring described these as "des!gns given for rural Chairs
for Summarhouses finely ormamented with Carvings, Fountalns, and beaufiful Landscapes, with the
Shepherd and his flock, reaper, eto. Also, some very beautiful designs, supposed to be executed with

3 Februsry 8, 1996 Barbara Wells Sarudy Do nol cile or ¢opy withoul permission,
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Limbs of Yew, Apple, or Pear Trees, ormamented with Leaves and Blossoms, which if properly painted
will appear like Native; these are the only designs of the kind that were ever published, rural Seats for
Gardens and Parks, elo, elc." For rural chairs and seals see plates 24, and 29-32,
William Palne, The Builder’s Pockel Treagury. 1763. (Seat for a Garden)
-—-The Builder’s Companion, and Workman's General Asslstant. 1769 {Back of a Garden Seat in the
Gothick Taste)
I, & J. Taylor, for Rustic furniture proper for

n seats, summer h s, hermitapes, cott ete. 17940,

William Wright, Grotesque Architecture or Rural Amusement. 1767.

3 Andrew Allen, Charfeston County Wills, Eic., Volumes 65-68, 1732-1737, p. 331-347.

4 £ gward Wilkinson, Charleston County Wills, Ete., Volume 14, July 12, 1771, p.63.
Daniel Legare, Charlesion County Inventorles, Vol. B, August 10, 1791, p. 366

& "Journal of Peter Horry", South Carolina Historical and Geneatoglcal Magazing, Vol. 38, April, 1937, p.
49,

8 homas Elfe, Charleston Gazetts, January 7, 1751,
7

These English trade cards are located in the British Museum In London, England.

- Jacques Rigaud, Stowe Gardens

g Robert HamMon, Charleston County, South Carglina, Inventorles, Vol. B2, 1753-1756, July 31, 1765, p.
674.

Alexandsr Gordon, Charlest , Vol 82, 1753-56, QOclober, 1755, p.
435-436.

John Biggard, Charleslon I ntry Journal, March 24, 1767,

10 For & disoussion on Windsor chalrs see Nancy Goyne Evang, A History and Background of English
Windsor Furniture” Furpiture History (The Journal of the Furniture History Soclety) Volume XV, 1979, p.
32, Lord Perceval wrote a lettar to his brother-in-law In 1724 describing a Windsor type chair he had
soon at the gardens at Versallles. By April of 1730 a London newspaper advertisement offered for sale
"All sorts of Windsor Garden Chalrs.”

11 Thomas Dobson, Encylopedia or Dictionary of Ants and Sclence. Philadelphia 1798 Volume 13, p.
652-653.

12 John McQueen, Charleston County Wills, Etc,, Vols 88A-B, 1763-1767, p. 298-301. February 2, 1764.
Sheed and White, South Carolina Gazette and Country Journal, June 24, 1776.
John Biggard, South Carolina Gazette and Country Joyrnal, March 24, 1767.

Gaorge inglais, Charleslon County, South Caroling, Inventories, Vol. A, 1783-1787, page 451-481.
September 28, 1775.

13 Benjamin Cattell, Charleston County, South Caroflna, Inventories, Vol. A, 1783-1767, p. 83,

John W. Gibbs, Charleston County, South Carolina, laventorieg, Vol. A, 1783-1787, p. 191,
John Watson, Charl nty. South Carolina, Inventories, Vol. A, 1783-1787, p. 208.

Andraw Hasel, Charleston County, South Carglina, Inventorles, Vol. A, 1783-1787, p. 245.

For stil more green windsor chalrs in South Carolina see:
Thomas Savage, Charleston County, South Garoling, Inventorles, Vol. A, 1783-1787. p. 481
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Willlam Gibbes, Charleston nty, South Caroll , Vol, A, 1783-1787, p. £38.
William Burrows, Charleston County, South Carolina. Inventories, Vol. A, 1783-1767, p. 181,
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