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. DESCRIBETHE PRESENT A N D  ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN)  PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The l J i l l a  Cather B i r thp lace  i s  a  s imple,  two-story log  house probably e rec t ed  around 
t h e  second decade of the  n ine teen th  century .  I t  w a s e n l a r g e d  by t h e  a d d i t i o n  of  a  
two-story frame ex tens ion  on i t s  western end approximately twenty yea r s  a f t e r  the  
i n i t i a l  cons t ruc t ion  da te .  A l a t e r ,  probably pos t -Civ i l  War, two-story frame e l l  
extends from t h e  c e n t e r  of t h e  r e a r  wal l .  With the enlargement t h e  house now has a  
continuous facade of f i v e  bays wi th  en t rances  i n  each of the o u t s i d e  bays. A simple 
n ine teenth-century  porch s h e l t e r s  t h e  western en t rance .  The o r i g i n a l  p o r t i o n  includes 
the t h r e e  e a s t e r n  bays. This s e c t i o n  was b u i l t  with an e x t e r i o r  end chimney on i t s  
west end, bu t  because of the  ex tens ion ,  t h e  chimney i s 'now incorpora ted  i n  the add i t ion  
and on ly  the  upper po r t ion  of t h e  s t a c k  i s  v i s i b l e  above the  roof r idge .  

The main po r t ion  of t h e  house is covered by a  continuous gable  roof shea thed  i n  s tand-  
jng seam shee t  metal  w i th  s imple box co rn ices  a t  the  eaves. The r e a r  e l l  has a  gable 
roof a s  we l l .  Weatherboards cover a l l  bu t  a  s e c t i o n  of  the  r e a r  wa l l  and t h e  r e a t  
e l l  where modern asbes tos  s h i n g l e s  a r e  employed. The underpinnings of t h e  main s e c t i o n  
a r e  f i e l d s t o n e  wi th  the break between the o r i g i n a l  po r t ion  and the ex tens ion  c l e a r l y  
evident  on the  facade.  The windows o r i g i n a l l y  had small-pane sa shes ,bu t  a l l  now have 
one-over-one sa sh .  A l l  of t h e  facade windows a r e  hung wi th  louvred b l i n d s .  

The f i r s t - f l o o r  p lan  of t h e  main s e c t i o n  c o n s i s t s  of two l a r g e  rooms. The o r i g i n a l  
po r t ion  formerly had a  board p a r t i t i o n  sepa ra t ing  i t s  main room from the s t a i r  which 
ascends a g a i n s t  t h e  e a s t  w a l l . .  The second-floor p lan  of  t h e  o r i g i n a l  po r t ion  inc ludes  

' two rooms sepa ra t ed  by a  board p a r t i t i o n  from a  narrow passage along t h e  r e a r  wa l l .  
This passage l e a d s  t o  t h e  s i n g l e  l a r g e  room i n  the  ex tens ion .  The p a r t i t i o n  between . . 

. . t he  two,bedrooms i n  the  o r i g i n a l  s e c t i o n  may have been s h i f t e d  as  i t  runs i n t o  a  
window, which i s  now made i n t o  a  b l i n d  window on the facade.  Huch of  t h e  e a r l y  f a b r i c  
is i n t a c t . i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  po r t ion  inc luding  f l o o r i n g ,  b a t t e n  doors ,  board p a r t i t i o n s ,  
and s imple s t a i r .  The s t a i r  has square  b a l u s t e r s ,  a  square  newel, and a  simple hand- 
r a i l . .  Most of t h e  woodwork on the  f i r s t  f l o o r  of t h e  o r i g i n a l  s e c t i o n  . i s ,  pa in ted  with 
a  very  s t y l i z e d  comb g r a i n i n g  executed by an I t a l i a n  i n  the  1940s. The woodwork i n  
t h e f i r s t - f l o o r  room of  t h e  ex tens ion  i s  p l a i n ;  the only  no tab le  f e a t u r e  i s  a simple 
mid-nineteenth-century mantel.  The rooms i n  the r e a r  e l l  have no p a r t i c u l a r l y  d i s t i n -  
guish ing  f e a t u r e s .  The e l l ' s  f i r s t  f l o o r  now con ta ins  the  k i t chen .  A two-story 
k i t c h e n  and s e r v a n t s '  house, i n  d i l a p i d a t e d  condi t ion ,  s tands  i n  t h e  yard ,  j u s t  e a s t  
of the  e l l .  The c o n s t r u c t i o n  d a t e  of  the bu i ld ing  i s  u n c e r t a i n  but  i t s  propor t ions  and 
d e t a i l s  suggest  a  d a t e  i n  t h e  t h i r d  o r  f o u r t h  decade of t h e  n ine teen th  century .  

The gene ra l  s e t t i n g  of  t h e  Wil la  Cather b i r t h p l a c e  i s  p a s t o r a l ;  both pas tu res  and 
c u l t i v a t e d  f i e l d s  a r e  i n  the  v i c i n i t y .  The q u a l i t y  of  the  house ' s  immediate s e t t i n g  
has been s i g n i f i c a n t l y  marred by t h e  widening of U.S. Route 50 which has taken a l l  but  
a  small  po r t ion  of t h e  f r o n t  yard.  However, t h e  l a r g e  maple t r e e s  d o t t i n g  the  lawn 
he lp  main ta in  a  homey atmosphere. Immediately i n  f r o n t  of the house i s  a  s t a t e  high- 
way h i s t o r i c a l  marker comnrnorating t h e  f a c t  t h a t  the  house i s  t h e  b i r t h p l a c e  of Willa 
Cat her .  

The house a t  present  i s  i n  on ly  f a i r  cond i t ion  but  r e c e i v e s  e s s e n t i a l  maintenance. The 
owner makes h i s  res idence  i n  a  dearby dwell ing and uses t h e  Cather  b i r t h p l a c e  during t h e  
day a s  an o f f i c e  and r e t r e a t .  
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE . . 
Famed American n o v e l i s t  and s h o r t - s t o r y  w r i t e r ' W i l l a  Cather (1873-1947) was born i n  
an unprepossessinglog and frame house i n  the  Back Creek Valley n o r t h  of Winchester,  
V i rg in i a .  The house h i t h e r t o  has rece ived  l i t t l e  of the  r ecogn i t ion  i t  m e r i t s  as  
a  l i t e r a r y  s h r i n e ;  most of  t h e  a t t e n t i o n  has been focused on Miss Ca the r ' s  l a t e r  
home i n  Red Cloud, Nebraska. A t y p i c a l  example of Shenandoah Val ley  ve rnacu la r  
a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  the  b i r t h p l a c e  was o r i g i n a l l y  owned by Miss c a t h e r ' s  g rea t -g randfa the r ,  
Jacob S e i b e r t .  I ts  c o n s t r u c t i o n  d a t e  i s  n o t  known, however, i t  would seem l i k e l y  t h a t  
t h e  e a r l i e r  log  s e c t i o n  was e r e c t e d  around t h e  second decade of  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  cen- 
tu ry  and t h a t  l a t e r  mod i f i ca t ions  and extens ions  were made around 1850. I n  1869 
S e i b e r t ' s  h e i r s  conveyed t h e  house and four-and-a-half acres  of  land  t o  h i s  daughter ,  
Rachel E. Boak, Miss Ca the r ' s  grandmother. Mrs. Boak's daughter ,  V i r g i n i a ,  and Charles 
Cnther were married i n  the  house i n  December 1872. There, one year  l a t e r ,  on 
December 7, 1873, t h e i r  daughter ,  Wi l la ,  was born. 

Wil la  Cather ' s  g randfa the r ,  William Cather ,  had been a  Unionist  dur ing  t h e  War Between 
t h e  S t a t e s .  Af t e r  t h e  war F e d e r a l a u t h o d t i e s  appointed him s h e r i f f  of Freder ick  
County; h i s  two sons ,  George and Char les ,  were made h i s  depu t i e s .  I n  a n  a rea  of ' ' 

s t r o n g  Southern sympathies,  t h e  Cathers  ha rd ly  endeared themselves t o  t h e  m a j o r i t y  
of the populat ion.  Probably a s  a  r e s u l t  of l o c a l  resentment ,  George Cather  moved t o  
Nebster County, Nebraska . in  1873. H i s  f a t h e r  followed i n  1877. The Cather fami ly  
home, Willow Shade, a  s u b s t a n t i a l  b r i ck  farmhouse j u s t  up t h e  road from the '  Boak 
house, was l e f t  i n  t h e  c a r e  of Charles  Cather ,  who brought h i s  w i f e  and young daughter  
t h e r e  to  l i v e  t h a t  same year .  I n  1883, Charles Cather ,  along wi th  h i s  w i fe ,  daughter ,  
and Mrs. Boak, joined h i s  family i n  Nebraska. Af t e r  ope ra t ing  a  ranch fo r  a  year  he 
s e t t l e d  i n  the  v i l l a g e  of Red Cloud. 

Despite i t s  seeming l ack  of  attachment t o  V i r g i n i a ,  M i s s  c a t h e r ' s  fami ly  was r e l a t i v e l y  
I 

d i s t ingu i shed  i n  the  a rea .  Her g randfa the r ,  William L. Boak, r ep resen ted  Berkeley 
County i n  t h e  Vi.rginia House of  Delegates i n  1845-46. Her g rea t -g randfa the r ,  Charles  

I 
Cather ,  had represented  F rede r i ck  County a t  t h e  same time. The Cathers  were capable  

I 

farmers,  and t h r e e  of I J i l l a  Ca the r ' s  Boak uncles  had served i n  t h e  Confederate Army. I 
Because Miss Cather spen t  what she  c a l l e d  her  formative years  (ages 8 t o  15) i n  
Xebraska i t  is not  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  l i t t l e  of  her  V i r g i n i a - y o u t h  i s ? e f I e c t e d  i n  h e r  
wr i t i ngs .  She i s  mainly remembered f o r  her  c e l e b r a t i o n  of the  pioneer  t r a d i t i o n s  of 
the  Nebraska p r a i r i e s  and t h e  d e s e r t s  of t h e  Southwest. Her f i c t i o n  c e n t e r s  on t h e  
f r o n t i e r  t r a i t s  and themes of courage and s t r u g g l e ,  r e spec t  f o r  t h e  l a n d ,  fami ly  t i e s ,  

and t h e  sense of  p l ace .  A s  one biographer  noted: "She became a champion of these  
e l enen t s  of  an o l d e r  s o c i e t y - a g a i n s t  the  modern, i n d u s t r i a l ,  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  world." 

;' See Continuat ion Sheet #l j 
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However, her  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  ques t  f o r  ances to r s  and the  sense  of a h i s t o r i c a l  
p a s t  may have had t h e i r  r o o t s  i n  her V i r g i n i a  background. 

Following t h e  fami ly ' s  removal t o  Nebraska, Mrs. Boak conveyed her  granddaughter ' s  
b i r t h p l a c e  t o  M r s .  S .  S .  Gore. It changed ownership fou r  more times p r i o r  t o  1950 
when i t  was bought by Charles T. B r i l l ,  the  present  owner. 
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