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PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Perhaps one of the oldest houses in the southern Chatham County township of 
Gulf, the William Alston Rives House possesses a number of unusual features which 
combine to make this frame, two-story house one of the most significant early 
nineteenth century Georgian/Federal style structures in Chatham County. 

Resting on an all stone foundation with unusual wooden ventilators, the house 
with its three-bay facade is defined by a shed roof porch with turned posts, plain 
balustrade, and lattice work foundation cover, which probably replaced an original 
porch. The rustic but popular Federal style appearance of the Rives House is en­
hanced by such period elements as double-hung windows with nine-over-nine sash, 
encircled by mitered surrounds and:plain sills: a box cornice with pattern board; 
gable end roof and exterior stone chimneys with brick stacks. Although this stone 
and brick combination is common throughout Chatham County, the western chimney 
possesses a stone double shoulder which is seldom found in the county. Sbed :rooms 
at the rear of the house appear to he alterations of original:pjazza rooms, which 
structural evidence indicates were part of the house. Windows in the rear wall 
of the living room originally opened into these piazza rooms, though these windows 
were filled in early- and remain so today. 

Laid out in a hall and parlor plan which is most often associated with one or 
one-and-a-half story dwellings in Chatham County, the interior of the Rives House 
features Georgian detailing which complements its popular Federal style exterior. 
The interior rooms, sheathed with wide fluShboards, are served by handsome six­
panel doors with butt hinges, and an enclosed quarter-turn stair with winders rising 
along the hall partition wall. The Georgian effect of the house's interior is 
complemented by a decorative chair rail and robust mantels with large panels, 
heavy molded shelves, and large fire openings. 

Several outbuildings and a small cemetery plot are located just west of the 
Rives House along an overgrown lane. The buildings consist of a small covered 
well, a board and batten shed with iron strap hinges, a larger weatherboarded 
tobacco barn, and an even larger barn, which may be contemporary with the house 
and constructed of pit-sawn lumber joined by wooden pegs. A short distance 
further west, the Rives family cemetery contains the graves of several family 
members, including the occupant of the house, William Alston Rives (1803-1883). 
The graves are identified by simple rock markers, old marble tombstones, as well 
as modern head stones. Although many family and church cemeteries exist across 
the county, the Rives cemetery, because of its age and association with this 
particular house, may be one of the more significant ones in the county. 
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The William Alston Rives House, home of one of Chatham County's earliest 
farming families, was probably erected during the period 1825-1840 and occupied 
by Rives after 1840. One of the best preserved and unaltered early nineteenth 
century homes in the county, the-Rives House is pri~rily significant as a 
remar1t51blytintac:t and· substantial early fannhouse exhibIting _the typical, traditional 
,style and finish -of early 19th century rural- vernacular architecture in North 
Carolina. 

CRITERIA ASSESSMENT 

A. Associated with the settlement of the southern part of Chatham County and the 
development of large-scale farming activities in rural North Carolina during the 
nineteenth century. 

B. Associated with the life of William Alston Rives, one of the largest and most 
influential landowners in southern Chatham County during the nineteenth century. 

C. Embodies the distinctive characteristics of vernacular Federal and Georgian style 
architecture popular in rural North Carolina during the first three decades of 
the nineteenth cemtury. 



HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

William Alston Rives was born into the antebellum 
of southern Chatham County 1803 1 His father Edward came 
from Virginia about 17902 and Ann Alston a niece of wealthy local 
planter "Chatham Jack" Alston Edward Rives built his home, known locally as 
Peddler's Hill, in what is now Gulf Township just north of the present site of the 
town of Goldston4 but his son was born in what is now Hickory Mountain Township5 
perhaps at the home of another Rives or Alston family member. 

Although local tradition states that William Alston Rives built the house which 
now bears his name, historical data does not support this claim and it is not 
clear who actually built the house, when it was constructed, or when Rives" 
association with the property began. 6 The architectural style and construction 
techniques used on the Rives House indicate that it was probably built sometime 
during the period 1825-1840. According to Ramsey's Map of Chatham County, Rives 
occupied the house on the south side of Bear Creek in 1870. 7 Rives had owned 
land in that area since 1825 when he received a 200 acre tract from his father. 8 
Although the deed giving Rives title to this tract makes no reference to an ex­
isting structure, the house may have been included in this, or later Rives land 
purchased in the Bear Creek area. 

Even though the Rives House may have been constructed during the first three 
decades of the nineteenth century, historical evidence indicates that William 
Alston Rives may not have occupied it until after 1840. William Rives does not 
appear in the 1830 census for Chatham County. His father, Edward, does however 
appear and although William Rives would have been twenty-seven in 1830, he may 
have still lived on his father's farm. 9 William Rives married in 1828 and again 
in 1832 and fathered sons in 1838 and 1840. A family history states that Rives' 
second son, William Alston Rives, Jr., was born at Peddler's Hill, the home 
of Edward Rives, in 1840. 10 This knowledge indicates that Rives may have still 
been living on his father's farm in 1840. Further support for the belief that 
Rives did not occupy the house before 1840 is provided by the 1840 Chatham County 
census. Neither William Rives nor his father, who died in 1840, appear in the 
census records. 1l Perhaps William Rives left the state prior to 1840 and returned 
by 1850, when he first appears in the Chatham County census records. 12 Although 
local tradition related that William Rives built the house now bearing his name, it 
is more likely that he occupied the house during the period 1840-1850. 
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VERBAL BOUNDARY D'ESCRIPTION 

The nominated property consists of four acres, which contain the main house, outbuildings, 
and cemetery, and which are bounded as shown on Chatham COunty Tax Map #9608. 
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Local tradition which states that Rives owned a large cotton plantation worked 

by a number of slaves is supported by historical data. Census records reveal that 
Rives owned twenty-one slaves in 1850 13 and twenty-five in 1860. 14 Rives, therefore, 
would have had a much larger farming operation than most farmers who engaged in sub­
sistence farming and owned few slaves, if any. 

It is evident that William Alston Rives adjusted well to the social and economic 
changes brought about by the Civil War and the following period of reconstruction. 
At a time when the size of the average farm in Chatham County and across North 
Carolina was decreasing and farm tenancy rising, Rives was able to maintain a large 
farm. By 1880, when the average farm in North Carolina contained only 142 acres l5 , 
Rives owned 620 acres valued at $800. 16 

Following Rives' death in 1883, his house passe~ through a succession of o,vners. 
During the last decade of the nineteenth century, ''it was owned by William T. "Buck" 
Dowdy, who also owned land west of the Rives Hou'se .17 Dowdy gave the house to his 
son in 1897. 18 It became 'known locally as the "Lower Place", "~uck Dowdy's nearby 
home being the "Upper Place." 19 The house eventually passed into the possession 
of L.P. Dixon, who sold it to the present owner, W.B. Patterson, in 1942. Dixon, 
however, deeded the' area containing the Rives cemetery to the heirs of the Rives 
family in perpetuity.20 
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