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One of a few surviving late-nineteenth century structures i n Winton, Gray Gables 
stands as a focal point i n t h i s eastern North Carolina town. The styli-sh Queen Anne 
structure with I t s irre g u l a r massing and shingled tower, i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y thought to 
have been designed by Samuel Sloan, architect of the North Carolina Governor's Mansion. 
Because Winton was burned during the C i v i l War, t h i s house i s one of the oldest i n the 
town, dating from the period of post-war affluence. . >. 

Gray Gables i s a three-story frame structure with a tower on i t s northwest corner. The 
tower i s shingled on i t s t h i r d story; pendant brackets support the roof of. the eight-
sided conical tower. A porch with turned posts and carved brackets wraps around the 
house on three sides. The r a i l i n g i s supported by turned balusters, and a delicate 
spindle f r i e z e carries across the top of the porch. A once-open porch on the second 
story was enclosed years ago to create a sun room; a shingled dormer i s located d i r e c t l y 
above i t . The fenestration i s i r r e g u l a r , with windows placed on the f i r s t and second 
levels of the tower and also projecting bays on the south side of the house. I n ­
t e r i o r chimneys pierce the steeply pitched gable roof. 

The house i s entered through double doors with etched glass windows surrounded by a 
transom and sidelights. The main portion of the house consists of a center h a l l with 
two rooms on each side. A cairved spindle screen carried on turned posts divides the 
h a l l , which has a paneled wainscot. The s t a i r , located to the center l e f t of the h a l l , 
i s anchored by a square post with carved medallions topped by a tulip-shaped newel. 
The same newel posts occur on the landings on a smaller scale. The balustrade carries 
on turned balusters. A stained glass window i s located at the top of the f i r s t landing. 

The front rooms have plaster medallions, although the medallion i n the southern room 
has been covered by a drop c e i l i n g . The windows i n these rooms, l i k e those throughout 
the house, are two-over-two with molded surrounds; a l l doors consist of four panels. 

The mantel shelf i n the s i t t i n g room across the h a l l i s supported by reeded Ionic 
colonettes. The egg and dart motif occurs along the shelf edge, and- a simple decorative 
carving i s found below. A bay projects o f f t h i s room and the one behind i t . O r i g i n a l l y 
the "wash room" where the dry sink was kept, the t a l l windows which,form the bay made 
t h i s area impractical f o r the bathroom when plumbing was added. Those f a c i l i t i e s were 
added to the back of the house. 

Located behind the s i t t i n g room i s a bedrppm.-; The mantel i s a ip.lain post and l i n t e l 
with simple brackets supporting the shelf. 

The dining room, located on the northeast corner of the main section, features a molded 
chair r a i l above a wainscot of t h i n paneling. The mantel i s of dark stained wood with 
a simple carved motif. The shelf i s supported by slender turned colonettes. 

The upstairs rooms a l l contain simple post and l i n t e l mantels with p l a i n brackets. The 
entrance opening onto the sun porch i s i d e n t i c a l to the main entrance below. The s t a i r 
leading to the t h i r d f l o o r i s also i d e n t i c a l to the one between the f i r s t and second 
f l o o r s , except the newel posts are smaller. 

The bathrooms were added onto the back of the house i n the f i r s t half of t h i s century, 
as was the kitchen. A l l additions are unobtrusive. 
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Gray Gables, b u i l t i n 1899, i s the best example of Queen Anne architecture 
surviving i n Winton and one of a few f i n e buildings of t h i s era i n the county. 
I t s o r i g i n a l builder, James Saunders M i t c h e l l , I I , was a l o c a l l y prominent planter 
and p o l i t i c i a n who served as s h e r i f f f o r a number of years. Although undocumented, 
family t r a d i t i o n maintains that the s t y l i s h structure, with i t s three-story tower, 
ir r e g u l a r massing, .and be a u t i f u l woodwork, was designed by Samuel Sloan, architect 
of the North Carolina Governor's mansion. 

C r i t e r i a Assessment; 

B. Associated with James Saunders M i t c h e l l , I I , l o c a l l y prominent planter 
and p o l i t i c i a n . 

C. Embodies characteristics of high styl e Queen Anne architecture, one of 
a few such examples i n the county. 
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Around 1899 James Saunders M i t c h e l l , I I , b u i l t a house i n the town of Winton, Hertford 
County. The structure has since become known as Gray Gables by the Mitchell descendants 
and as the "castle" by some local residents. I t is noteworthy for i t s Queen Anne architec­
t u r a l design which, according to local t r a d i t i o n , i s the work of Samuel Sloan who planned 
the governor's mansion i n Raleigh and other well known buildings i n the state. Gray Gables 
is also indicative of the type of houses b u i l t by the wealthy as well as socially and p o l i ­
t i c a l l y prominent North Carolina families i n the late nineteenth century. 

James Saunders Mi t c h e l l , I I , was born at a family plantation near Ahoskie i n 1847. 
His father was William Watson Mi t c h e l l , a prosperous and i n f l u e n t i a l planter.^ The elder 
Mitchell owned an estate valued at around $45,000 by the Federal census i n 1860. He also 
possessed eighteen slaves i n that year.-^ Active i n local government, he served as chairman 
of the county court from 1861 to 1866 and as one of the leading county justices for over 
twenty-five years. He was also a founder of Chowan Baptist Female I n s t i t u t e ( l a t e r Chowan 
College) and has been called by one local h i s t o r i a n , "the patriarch of the county," (His 
plantation house is on the National Register of Historic Places.)^ » 

The mother of James Saunders Mi t c h e l l , I I , was Mary Elizabeth Winnifred M i t c h e l l , the 
daughter of James Saunders Mi t c h e l l , I , who was a member of the state senate i n 1842. Her 
son received his early education on the family plantation at Ahoskie.^ After the outbreak 
of the C i v i l War he joined the Confederate Army at age sixteen. He served u n t i l a f t e r 
Appomattox and then attended Wake Forest College. He graduated i n 1872, second i n his class. 

Rieturning to Hertford County he eventually became a r e t a i l grocer. In the 1880 census 
he i s l i s t e d as a grocer l i v i n g with one J. R. Turner, a r e t a i l merchant, i n Winton.^ 
Mitchell became a businessman when a mercantile business was a r e l a t i v e l y p r o f i t a b l e venture 
for those who had capital to invest i n Hertford County i n the aftermath of the C i v i l War. 
Even before the war Winton had been an important coiranercial center for providing goods and 
services to planters and farmers i n the countryside. Vessels traveled up the Chowan River 
to the small town to discharge t h e i r cargoes from ports l i k e Norfolk, V i r g i n i a , to be sold 
by local merchants to planters l i k e William W. Mitchell who were involved i n the large-scale 
cotton economy of Hertford County. After the war, however, much of that economy was wrecked 
by fin a n c i a l stringency and the ab o l i t i o n of slavery. As a result the farm tenant and crop-
l i e n system grew to dominate the a g r i c u l t u r a l l i f e of the area. Under that system small 
town merchants such as James Saunders M i t c h e l l , I I , provided supplies on credit to tenant 
farmers and share croppers sometimes i n return for a l i e n on th e i r crops.^ In addition to 
his grocery business, Mitchell also had farming and land interests i n the county and even­
t u a l l y would i n h e r i t a si g n i f i c a n t part of his father's estate including a cotton m i l l i n 
Har r e l s v i l l e township.^ 

In 1884 Mitchell entered local p o l i t i c s and was elected county s h e r i f f as a Democrat. 
The following year he married seventeen year old Hattie V. Owen.-'-̂  By 1899 t h e i r house i n 
Winton was under construction. For the new structure, he ordered much of the bracket, 
moulding, and tri m work from Winbourne and Rea, manufacturers of building materials i n 
Edenton. Some of the construction items had to be imported via Norfolk, and Mitchell 
apparently selected the materials with considerable care. I t i October, 1899, for example. 
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the manufacturer wrote to him: "We are sorry the newil l f s i c j did not suit you. However 
we w i l l t r y and get one to suit you i f possible. In regards to the eve brackets they were 
shipped with the porch columns and stain work. . . ."H D i f f i c u l t i e s occurred i n the con­
struction of the house when the contractor carried away the plans believed to have been 
prepared by Samuel Sloan. Nevertheless, the structure was near enough completed for work­
men to f i n i s h the job. When Gray Gables was completed, i t fast became a landmark t y p i f y i n g 
the grandeur of the houses constructed by the old planter families who retained or resur­
rected t h e i r fortunes i n the aftermath of the C i v i l War. County residents also considered 
i t a proper edifice for one of t h e i r local social and p o l i t i c a l leaders.^2 

Mitchell served as s h e r i f f almost continuously u n t i l the turn of the century. But l i k e 
a number of disaffected Democrats i n the state, he abandoned the Democratic camp and joined 
the Populist Party i n 1894. In that year's state elections the Populists fused with the 
Republicans and gained control of the state and some local governments.13 As a Populist 
Mitchell evidently professed sympathy for workers, farmers, and small businessmen as well 
as some opposition to corporate wealth l i k e the railroads. "Oh," he lamented i n a l e t t e r 
to Populist leader Marion Butler i n 1898, "the power, the power of the Rail Roads i n th i s 
world. ..." In 1900 he ran for the state legislature but was defeated by Lloyd D. Lawrence 
when the Democrats regained control of state government i n the "white supremacy" campaign 
of the yea r . l ^ 

Returning to managing his business and investments, James Saunders M i t c h e l l , I I , and 
his family lived i n the Winton house u n t i l he died intestate i n 1918. His widow and 
children lived on there for a time af t e r his death, and various other family members have 
held t i t l e to Gray Gables. I t is presently owned j o i n t l y by Elsie Winnifred Jordan, Thelma 
Cole M i l l e r , and Mary Elizabeth Mitchell M i l l e r . 

The structure i s , of course closely related to i t s surrounding environment. Archaeo­
l o g i c a l resources which may be present, such as trash p i t s , wells, and subsurface s t r u c t u r a l 
remains, can provide information valuable to the understanding and in t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 
structure. Information concerning social standing and mobility, as well as str u c t u r a l 
d e t a i l s and patterns of land use are often only evident i n the archaeological record. 
Therefore, archaeological resources may wel l be an important component of the significance 
of t h i s structure. At t h i s time, no investigation has been conducted to prove the 
presence of these remains, but i t i s probable that they exist and should be considered 
p r i o r to any development of the property. 
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A p r i l 6, 1982 

Ms. Carol Shull , . 
National Register of Historic Places 
U.S. Department of the I n t e r i o r 
National Park Service 
440 G Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20240 

Dear Ms. Shull: • > 

Enclosed i s the nomination for Gray Gables i n Hertford County, North 
Carolina, to be entered i n the National Register of Historic Places. 

We t r u s t that you w i l l f i n d t h i s nomination i n order. I f there are any 
questions, please c a l l us. 

Sincerely yours, ^ v 

William S. Price, Jr. 
State His t o r i c Preservation Officer 

I 

WSP:bch 

Enclosures 

cc: Honorable John East 
Honorable Jesse Helms 
Honorable Walter B. Jones 



Waiver by Property Owner *• 

Dr. William S. Price, Jr. * ' ' 
109 E. Jones Street ' ; 
Raleigh, N. C. 27611 • , ' , 

Dear Dr. Price: 

This w i l l confirm that I am f u l l y aware of the effects of l i s t i n g a property 
i n the National Register of Historic Places. I recognize that, under the 
National Hi s t o r i c Preservation Act, I am e n t i t l e d to object to the proposed 
l i s t i n g of my property by a notarized, w r i t t e n statement. I f I am the sole 
owner and I object, my property w i l l not be l i s t e d . I f there are multiple 
owners of t h i s property and a majority of the owners object, the property 
w i l l not be l i s t e d . 

Following i s the address of my property: 

Gray Gables " , . .i* V' 

I hereby waive my r i g h t to object to the proposed l i s t i n g and n o t i f y you that I 
request that my property be l i s t e d i n the National Register at the e a r l i e s t 
possible date. 

/ • ,?/ ' . •-'ii'''* Sincerely, , ' 



Waiver by Property Owner 

Dr. William S. Price, Jr. - ' ' 
109 E. Jones Street , . 
Raleigh, N. C. 27611 

Dear Dr. Price: : ' ' 

This w i l l confirm that I am f u l l y aware of the effects of l i s t i n g a property 
i n the National Register of Historic Places. I recognize that, under the 
National H i s t o r i c Preservation Act, I am e n t i t l e d to object to the proposed 
l i s t i n g of my property by a notarized, w r i t t e n statement. I f I am the sole 
owner and I object, my property w i l l not be l i s t e d . I f there are multiple 
owners of t h i s property and a majority of the owners object, the property 
w i l l not be l i s t e d . r , 

Following i s the address of my property: 

Gray Gables 

^M j L ^ J 2 ^^^^^^^^^^^ 

I hereby waive my r i g h t to object to the proposed l i s t i n g and n o t i f y you that I 
request that my property be l i s t e d i n the National Register at the e a r l i e s t 
possible date. 

••- ./i- .V .if- Sincerely, y,' 


