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This paper was designed as a tribute to my parents as well 
as an account of an episode of early Kentucky history and 
architecture also significant in the history of American landscape 
design. 

The much maligned but brilliant Florentine Renaissance 
historian Guicciardini was a significant actor in the drama of his age, 
which he recorded in his history of Italy. His translator suggests that 
there is little doubt that Guicciardini's interest was "quickened by the 
presence of his kin in the wings." 

No doubt my father's dedication to the history of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire in his early studies and writings was 
partially inspired by family legends of descent from Rudolph the 
Red-Haired of Saxony in the eighth century -- with only the vivid red 
hair of my first cousins to corroborate this connection! Later my 
father's friendship with Otto von Habsburg -- the pretender for the 
Imperial Throne, not only of Austria-Hungary, but also of the Holy 
Roman Empire -- probably confirmed him in his deep understanding 
of the European situation as a whole; this was his great specialty as 
an historian. And it even perhaps contributed to his rather 
deep-seated reverence for the monarchy. In fact, Otto, who now 
calls himself Doctor Habsburg quite democratically, is a very fine 
man whose lecture at the University of Cincinnati shortly after the 
Hungarian Revolution of 1956 was one of the most moving 
experiences of my father's and my lives. 

Our re puted descent from Oswald von Wolkenstein, the 
early fifteenth-century robber-baron best known for importing 
French Renaissance melody into Germany by adapting German 
vernacular poetry to it, was not known to me until one day late in the 
1950's. At that time I was working at the DuBois Bookstore near the 
University in Clifton. I had brought home an early 
Deutscher-Gramophone-Archiv recording of Oswald's songs and was 
playing it without comment when my father looked up from his 
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newspaper and asked what I was listening to.. It turned out to be a 
riproaring ballad in which our supposed ancestor boasted of his 
exploits in appropriating his brothers' castles and territory -- not to 
mention their wives -- in a marvelous song, "Nu Huss Mikael von 
Wolkenstein." This ruthlessness does not resemble my father much, 
but he did have a devotion to the military throughout his life that 
perhaps we can attribute to our remote ancestor! 

Similarly, my mother's connection with the Hard!nge 
family of England perhaps brought us even closer and gave us a little 
more empathy with the British Royal Family th,an is true of. many 
Americans. In fact, two of the Hardin ges were Viceroys of India, one 
early in the nineteenth and one in the early twentieth century. The 
second Lord Hardinge was largely responsible for the conception, 
location and early implementation of the capital at New Delhi when 
it was moved there about 1915. I believe my parents never got to 
New Delhi where a statue of Lady Hardinge and a boulevard named 
for her h~manitarian efforts may still exist in the vicinity of the 
Vice-Regal Palace. Of course, the layout of New Delhi and the 
design of its major monumental structures were by Sir Edwin 
Lutyens, who just happens to be my own favorite architect -- and, 
ama~ing as it may seem, also that of Frank Lloyd Wright; I think 
perhaps the only circurnstance in which Frank Lloyd Wright and I 
actually agree! 

Closer to home, I suspect that the discovery of a family 
relationship to "the beginnings of the University of Cincinnati 
enhanced both my parents' fervent love for both that institution und 
the City of Cincinna tl. Soon after we arrived in Cincinnati in 1955 
an articl: about the, family in a regional newspaper instigated a letter 
from a distant relatlve of my mother's in Tennessee. Her father died 
when she was eleven years old, and so naturally there had been a 
lapse of communication between the different branches of her 
father's family and ours. This letter indicated that we were 
descended from the James family that had established the first 
bookstore west of the Alleghenies, which as you know rather 
miraculously survives on Garfield Place. At that time (1955), my 
mother was delighted to have fresh materials for repeated 
interviews, and she was also glad to have an occasion to confirm my 
paren,ts' cornn:itrnent to the city which meant so much to them. She 
me~tlOned thiS supposed early connection in another newspaper 
artlcle, somewhat to the dismay of the living descendants of the 
James l3<?okstore fa:nily. Several years later, however, my mother 
became Involved With the local chapter of the Daughters of the 
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American Revolution, which she had joined at least a decade earlier. 
About 1960 she did further research on the James family to which we 
were supposedly connected and discovered almost accidentally that it 
was not the bookstore Jameses, but an even more prominent early 
Cincinnati family to whom we are related. 

My mother's great great grandfather, Thomas James, 
came .to Cincinnat.i in 1804 from Loudon County, Virginia. He stayed 
here Just about fIve years, then went back east to North Carolina 
where he built mills. He is said to have been so successful at his 
trade that his reputation preceded him as he hopscotched across 
much of the state of Tennessee, and ending up in western Kentucky. 
At that time the Jackson Purchase Area between the mouths of the 
Tennessee and Cumberland Rivers had just been acquired by 
ex-Governor Shelby of Kentucky from the Indians (about 1819). 

Thomas James, our ancestor, was the elder brother of 
Levi James, the pioneer Cincinnati merchant. Levi came here in 
1813 and started a drygoods business with a partner. This led him 
eventually into the steamboat business. The family bullt and 
operated a series of important, beautiful, fast riverboats that went 
back and forth between Cincinnati and New Orleans. Much of this 
history is recounted in a fascinating book, A Buckeye Tltan, by 
William and Ophia Smith of Miami University. It was the acquisition 
of this book that allowed my mother to make the connection not only 
between our family and our direct ancestor Thomas James, but also 
with the origins of the University of Cincinnati. Among his other 
financial, cultural and social activities (like so many other early 
figures of Cincinnati, he seems to have had his finger in almost every 
pie), Levi James was a member of the first Board of Trustees of the 
education institution that was later traced as one of the two 
forebears of the university. Levi James was also on the Board of 
Trustees of the other institution, the medical college, in 1819. 
Moreover, one of Levi James' sons, John Huff James, was not only 
one of the graduates of the first class of the Cincinnati College in 
1821, but also its valedictorian. This first graduating class of only 
three students included a member of the Kemper family and William 
Henry Harrison, Jr., who seems to have been the low man on the 
totem pole! 

John Huff James went on to a really extraordinary career 
in Urbana, Ohio, where many of his descendants remained and where 
the family mansion still stands. He was a banker and financier active 
in poll tics, business, railroad and river transportation, and other 
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significant aspects of the evolving economy of the state. It was 
thr?ugh Russell Eaton, a direct descendant of John Huff James and 
resld.e~t of Urbana,. that my parents were not only instrumental in 
~cqUlr!ng for the unIversity the first diploma given by the university 
In 1821, but they also met other descendants of Levi James in 
northern Kentucky. Amo~g thern, and especially congenial to my 
parents, were Colonel Hamllton James and his sister Margaret James 
Pia~t Blakely, who was both the aunt and the stepm~ther of my guest 
tonIght, John Blakely. Somehow my mother felt an affectionate 
kinship .with them, in spite of the remoteness of the genealogical 
connectlOn. 

The Smiths' book, A Buckeye Titan, on John Huff James is 
largely based on the superbly articulate journal which he kept from 
the day after his graduation in 1821 until his death sixty years later. 
He not only kept this amazingly thorough journal, but also preserved 
and organized the family papers, correspondence and business 
records, including interesting accounts of other James brothers' trips 
up and down the Ohio and the Mississippi, as well as information on 
many other aspects of early life in the West. The Smiths used this 
material very effectively in making a book that is not simply a 
biography, but provides a cross section of the history of this area 
throughout the first two-thirds of the nineteenth century. 

Mrs. Smith also wrote an article on the Jameses and their 
family alliances, with many prominent individuals and other families. 
Levi James' sons and daughters married, among others, members of 
the poet John Keats' family, the Bakewells who were related to John 
James Audubon, the Keatings and the Baileys of Philadelphia who are 
said to have "brought polite culture to Cincinnati." 

In looking through A Buckeye Titan casually a year ago, 
after my mother's death, I came across a first -hand account of John 
Huff James' visit in 1823 to a place near Lexington called "La 
Chaumiere des Prairies." After his college experience , James spent 
some time not only on the river, but traveling in the vicinity. He had 
gone down to visit Lexington in the company of Dr. Daniel Drake and 
President Horace Holley, the brilliant but controversial head of 
Transylvania College in Lexington. While there, James spent a day or 
an afternoon at Chaumiere des Prairies, the seat of "Colonel" David 
Meade and one of the great "tourist attractions" of the West. 

By coincidence, when my father first informed me that he 
would like to recommend me as a member of this august institution, I 
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had decided that I would try to do justice in words to the "little house 
on the prairie," as Chaumiere des Prairies may perhaps very loosely 
be translated. My own involvement with Chaumiere began in 1976 
when, as assistant director of the Kentucky Heritage Council (the 
statewide historic preservation agency in Frankfort), I was in charge 
of nominations to the National Register of Historic Places from the 
Commonwealth. I was responsible for the final form of the 
successful nomination of Chaumiere to the National Register, with 
the assistance of Mary Crohan Opel, who was then a junior researcher 
fresh out of Center College in Danville, but later became the very 
able executive director of the commission. While working for me, 
she assembled much secondary information on Chaumiere, although it 
was I who recognized its significance in landscape and to some e xtent 
architectural history. Her biggest coup was the discovery of a series 
of letters deposited a t the College of William and Mary in 
Williamsburg, Virginia. These letters were written about once a 
month from 1796 until shortly before his death in 1832 by Colonel 
David Meade from his place Chaumiere in Kentucky to his wife's 
cousin, Judge Joseph Prentis, in Williamsburg. Included in this 
correspondence happens to be one of the earliest known Kentucky 
residential floor plans, as well as a detailed account of the 
establishment, the development and the devoted maintenance of not 
only the house, but also the grounds of La Chaumiere. 

David Meade, known as Colonel although apparently not 
officially entitled to the rank, was born in 1744 on a plantation at the 
mouth of the Nansemond River in Tidewater, Virginia, opposite 
Newport News and near Norfolk. His grandfather, Andrew Meade, an 
Irish Roman Catholic, came to Virginia from England shortly after 
the accession of William and Mary to the throne. Andrew Meade 
acquired extensive land holdings and numerous slaves in the 
Tidewater area of Virginia. At his death in 1745, just shortly after 
the birth of his grandson, David Meade, the Nansemond River estate 
was left to his eldest son, David Meade the first. The latter married 
Susan Everard, a daughter of Sir Richard Everard, an English baronet 
who served as proprietary governor of North Carolina. Having no 
brothers, Susan Everard Meade inherited from her father a 
considerable fortune consisting of several large English country 
estates, their mansions, furnishings, jewels and objects of art, 
including family portraits by noted artists. 

A t the age of seven, about 1751, their son, David Meade 
(later to be the proprietor of Chaumiere), was sent to England for his 
education at Harrow. He spent about a decade there, later }oined by 
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. un er brother Richard Kidder Meade, a 

his brilliant but short-~1Ved yow g and stil\ later by their younger 
. . the Revolutlonary ar, . . h 

hgure In d Made who became a prominent figure in t c 
brother, Everar ed . , the Revolutionary War, was a friend and 
United Stutes Army unng . . .., 1'1' 1 

' d f George Washington and was very actIve m VIrgInia po I lca 
a~ elo fter the Revolution. It is incidentally possible that these 
CirC es a . . W'II' M 
three boys suggested the comparable figures in i lam • 
Thackeray's novel, The Virginian. Apparently these transplanted 
colonists actually stayed at the home of Dr. Thackeray, the famous 
headmaster of Harrow whose grandson, William M. Thackeray, wrote 
the mid-Victorian novel in which it appears they figure. In?ee~, M.rs. 
Thackeray, the headmaster's wife, seems to have. been an InSpiratlOn 
to David Meade, who remembered her as an epItome of the graces 
ever after. 

After travel in England and on the Continent, David 
Meade returned to his family home in Virginia on the Nansemond at 
the age of seventeen in 1761. A family account poignantly notes that 
"the forests and black population of his native land were novel, but 
not by any means pleasing to him, and nothing was less familiar to 
him than the persons of the individuals of his family." He had left his 
brothers, Richard and Everard, at sc hool in Harrow, his elder sisters 
were married and living elsewhere and "the two younger children born 
in his absence would not be companions for him for a long while to 
come." 

In the meantime, he set about to study the American 
colonies, both geographically and politically. He first traveled to the 
northeastern colonies in 1765 in the company of two 01 his 
brothers-in-law, members of the prominent Randolph family. With 
them he visited Philadelphia, was the guest of General Gage in New 
York and sailed up the Hudson River to Albany, threaded swamps and 
forests to Sara toga and Lake George, was hospi tabl y entertained at 
Ticonderoga and Crown Point and so on to Canada, where he 
entertained a congress of Indian chiefs at Montreal in which the 
young Virginians were introduced as "Brethren of the Long Knife" on 
a thousand-mile trail! 

Evidently this adventure did not adequately prepare 
Meade for his own sole experience of public life. In 1768, he was 
el~c~ed a member 01 the Virginia House of Burgesses at nearby 
~llllamsburg and .to~k his seat in spite of the 11l health that plagued 
h!m throu~ho~t hIS hfe. Meade related in his diary that, prior to his 
fIrst seatmg m the House of Burgesses, "he went to Williamsburg 
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afflicted with a tertian fever and ague, but the thought of speaking 
before that august body bore far more heavily upon him than his 
bodlly sickness." 

According to one source describing this famous and 
abortive last meeting of the House of Burgesses in 1768, 

Ten days were spent in debates upon subjects 
at issue between England and the Colonies, 
and the passage of certain resolutions so 
offensive to the Governor of Virginia, Lord 
Botetourt, that he drove in vice-regal state to 
the Capitol and dissolved the Assembly in an 
address that had the merits of preciseness and 
comprehensiveness, "Gentlemen: I have heard 
of your resolves, and I augur their ill effects. 
You have mad~ it my duty to dissolve you, and 
you are accordingly dissolved." 

Would that the end of every political body or committee 
could be so succinct! David Meade was apparently infinitely relieved 
and "completely cured of his political ambition, for life." In the same 
year, 1768, David Meade had married. 

In a curious and interesting third-person sketch of his life 
written in 1825, Meade described his English schooling and Its perhaps 
unexpected effects: 

He did not take enough away to impoverish the 
academy. He had a very small scattering of 
everything he had attempted to learn, but less 
of the languages, both death and foreign, than 
of the sciences and the elegant arts. 

He goes on to deprecate -- probably ironically, as he was said to be 
extremely handsome and cultured -- his appearance, his ,natural 
talents and his acquired skills, calling himself only "a great budder of 
castles in the air." But he nevertheless "prudently determined to fall 
in love and marry after the fashion of the people." Fortunately, "he 
was fastidious in the choice of his subject." His wife was Sarah 
Waters, a Quaker lady from Williamsburg said later to have been 
mild-mannered, tasteful and very ladylike: indeed a fit partner for 
Colonel Meade. 
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In 1771+, Meilde purchased a six-hundred-acre estate 
known as "Maycox" at the mouth of Powell Creek on the James River 
in the heart of Tidewater, Virginia. The property, founded one 
hundred fifty years earlier by Captain Samuel Maycox about 1618, 
was admirably located on a broad frontage directly across from 
William Byrd's Westover and between places called "Powle's Brook" or 
"Merchant's Hope" and the "Flower Dew Hundred." Although Meade's 
farm consisted of six hundred acres, at the time only about twelve 
acres were considered fertile and he immediately developed on these 
twelve his family homepark! Meade's Maycox was considered one of 
the first horticultural estates in the world. where all the sciences and 
arts of horticulture were brought to bear on a landscape that 
influenced the whole character of the land around the house along the 
shore of the river; it was not simply a supplementary flower or 
vegetable garden adjacent to the house, nor simply a formal terracing 
as was the case in many of the earlier James River estates in the 
area. Meade's plo.ce was much admired by travelers, including the 
Marquis de Chastellux, who stopped by on a visit to the Byrd family 
across the river in April 1782. Maycox was described by the Marquis: 

Mr. Meade's house is by no means as handsome 
as Westover, but it is extremely well fitted up 
within and is charmingly situated, for it is 
directly opposite Mrs. Byrd's, which with its 
different annexes, has the appearance of a 
small town and forms a most delightful 
prospect. Mr. Meade's garden, like the one at 
West~ver forms a terrace along the bank of 
~;eMnver. It can become still more beautiful 
~ r." Meade" keeps hIs house and gives some 
attention to It- for he is a h"l h ver "b' P I osop er of 0. 

y "amla Ie but singular turn of "d 
~~P~CI~lly for Virginia, since he rarely at~:~d~ 
mak~SI~~SS Nand cannot prevail upon himself to 

IS egroes work H " 
disgusted with a form • f e" IS even so 
requires the Use of sl 0 h o.gncu.lture that 
to sell all h aves, t at he IS tempted 
E I d

e owns and remove to New 
ng an • 

. ." He was also anti-tobac h' 
In the.VIrginia of that period! Fe co, w Ich.seems almost as daring 
late eIghteenth-century estate a: Mmore partIculars are known of the 
the outstanding landscapes of"t I aycox, but no doubt it was one of 

I s sort up to that time' Meade ' . spent 
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more than one of his three considerable inherited fortunes on the 

planta tion. 

1 1795 however Meade sent his eldest son, David, 
In ear y,' h t 

f
. d f Aaron Burr to Kentucky to prospect for anot er proper. y. 

a nen 0' d h' farm nine 
Here he bought for his fath~r a three:hundcroeun-tty IrtYi;~reproperty is 

fL' ton 1n Jessamme • 
~~:~e~o~~h t~e h~~12g of Jessamine Creek, which descends to t.he 
Kentucky River near what is now called Shakertown at Pl~asant ~l~. 
In fact the present-day traveler passes dose by the ~lte on •.• 
Route 68 near Lexington and Harrodsburg. The followl~g y~ar, in 

1796, Colonel Meade and his entourage came down the C?hLO River on 
flatboats to Maysville (then called Limestone). HIS entourage 
consisted of his wife, nine children, thirty or forty servants, 
twenty-one horses and some fifty wagons of household goods of the 
highest quality! They landed at Maysville, then moved down the old 
road to Lexington, where Meade had evidently expected to ~p~nd at 
least a season in order to acdima tize his ladles to the condl tl0ns of 
"frontier" life. Of course, even by the mid 1790's, Lexington was 
already the cultural and social center of the West. The Meades, 
especially the eldest daughter, Sallie, who later married a Byrd, did 
not have quite so bad a time as he expected. He reported in one of 
his first letters to Judge Prentis in Williamsburg that 

Our daughter Sallie was indeed very unhappy 
for the first few days and to such a degree as 
to apprehend that her brain would be turned. 
The vapors soon exhaled and after a ball or 
two -- many tea parties and much flirtation 
-- her ladyship soon became as zealous a 
Lexingtonian as any in it. 

In the meantime, a temporary log house was being 
constructed at "La Chaumiere des Prairies," as Meade called his new 
estate. It has been suggested that the name was derived from the 
then well-known novel, La Chaumiere indienne, said to be the first 
novel to have portrayed landscape as a backgrounn to life. Equally 
uncertain is the real reason that Meade and his family pulled up 
stakes, leaving behind their enviable estate in the center of one of 
the most cultivated areas of the new country, and threw themselves 
lock, stock and barrel into the virtual wilderness (as they must have 
thought central Kentucky to be), even though Lexington soon 
afterward claimed itself to be the Athens of the West. Several 
reasons have been advanced for this uprooting. Meade himself in 
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several later letters from Kentuc ky indica ted that his financial 
standing had been severely damaged during the Revolutionary War, 
during which he had supposedly advanced lar~e su~s to the support of 
the colonists while his brothers were actlve In the army. He 
apparently was made a kind of honorary colonel (not unlike a 
"Kentucky colonel"!) in recognition of the financial support he had 
provided to the Revolutionary cause. Meade wrote in 1803 that 

I have been too much accustomed since the 
American Revolution to disappointments and 
losses to be much elated by the occurrence of 
any circumstance upon which a hope of better 
fortune may be grounded ••• For a bout twen ty 
years I have been in a state of indigence 

-- a relative state of indigence I think we shall see! 

The statement, however, may provide a hint as to another 
motivation for the Meade family hegira. As I mentioned, the eldest 
son, David, was a friend or at least a close associate of Aaron Burr 
and of the Blennerhassett family. It is possible that some 
expectation of being in the vanguard of Burr's famous Spanish 
conspiracy to create a Spanish-based empire west of the Alleghenies 
may have been a factor in the Meades' emigration to the West. 
Later, the second son of Colonel Meade, Andrew Meade, was active 
in bringing Aaron Burr and the Blennerhasse tts to justice: Andrew 
Meade a nd Burr stopped at Chaumiere on their way from the South to 
his trial in the East. All this, however, is the merest conjecture. 

Nevertheless, it does seem that in coming west Colonel 
Meade was looking not only for an immediate improvement in his 
financial fortunes, but for a whole new style of life: no doubt one 
that reminded him or would allow him to set up something 
comparable to what he had been exposed to in England during his 
youth. In any case, Maycox in Virginia, though admirably situated for 
a garden, was poor farm land. Moreover, the Meade lifestyle must 
have demanded that they "keep up with the Joneses" - - and in this 
case the Joneses were such famities as the Byrds, the Randolphs and 
other wealthy relatives and neighbors in the Tidewater. Indeed, the 
Meades' first log house in Kentucky must have seemed a veritable 
cottage (or "thatched hut" as "Chaurniere" may be translated) in the 
meadows or prairies of the Bluegrass region. 
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Meade described "our prese~t quar,ters" to J~,dge Prentis 
shortly after the family arrived in Le~mgto~ 1n 179~ as a lo~ house 
twenty-eight by sixteen feet with a ch~mney m the m1ddle havmg two 
fire laces to each room below, whlch are very small you may 

PI d dl'nl-ng room is sixteen by twelve feet and our conc u e - - our " f 
h mber is two feet narrower." This is a very early descnption 0 

~:at we now call a "saddlebag" log dwelling, with the chimney in the 
middle, rather than the more usual central Kentucky dogtrot type 
with two separate log pens or cribs separated by an open breezeway 
(the "dogtrot") and chimneys at the ends. The second house ~h~t 
Meade built conformed more to the dogtrot type and was the orIgm 
of the mansion that later evolved. Apparently, however, the parlor 
or cham ber of the first dwelling doubled as the master bedroom as 
Meade continues his account: 

The two wretched apartments above are loft 
chambers for the junior part of the family -
the girls occupy the left or rather the most 
private room for that has a door put up to it 
since we have been here the other is 
David's which serves for all the boys and two 
workmen to sleep in. 

Soon after moving to Chaumiere, the Meades and their 
slaves - - several of them probably skilled workmen -- supplemented 
by trained carpenters and other craftsmen from Lexington began 
construction of a second, much larger temporary residence of log, 
with the idea that it was to be used later as a kitchen or a washhouse. 
M~ade not only described this too, but he also supplied Judge Prentis 
wlth a pla~ of the almost-completed structure in 1800. By then the 
supposed k1tchen had been turned into the main formal room of the 
complex. The plan also includes the outbuildings and is surely one of 
the first Kent~cky residential plans to have survived with a legend 
and other deta1ls. I t was a very unusual plan, as it evolved through 
the accretion of units of different materials onto the original 
structure. Some of it was log, some frame, some stone, some of it 
even seems to have been mud or pise construction. Its sections were 
not only of varied materials, but of different heights, although mostly 
of one story, and there were odd projections all along the sides of the 
building. 

The Chaumiere itself was organized along a central axis, 
but only the plan was symmetrical, so that it seemed totally irregular 
from the outside. The private apartments were in front of the 
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building flankmg a ten-foot w " ' t Thpn there was u long 
marble benches and maybet a ~~~~:a~;:~~~nts for the large fami.ly. 
CI u:;:; corridor that went °d" room twenty fee t square, WhiCh 
Behind this was the large. l~Jngthe oniy public area for receiving 
seems to have . b~en o;,l!pna o~ ended the entrance axis with a very 
guests in the bulld1ng

h
· , l1S ro Beyond that were a series of pantries 

forceful and large c 1mney. Th 
and the kitchen, and at the rear several courtyards. . .ese were 
rather orderly and had corridors which connected outbUildmg.s, such 
as a dairy, a laundry, a brewhouse, a whiskeyhouse, a double Privy and 
a smokehouse. 

The Meades were noted for their Old World hospitality . 
/\ccording to accounts by a number of v~sitors, they co~tinue? to 
wear pre-Revolutionary costume -- satm breeches, wlgS, silver 
buckles and so forth -- although Colonel Meade had a costume of 
"drab" as it was called, to match that of the servants when he was 
working in his garden. The Meades expected not to be informed of 
the arrival of guests, but were able to entertain as many as one 
hundred guests at a time on an impromptu basis. Almost any polite 
person passing through Lexington could present his calling card at the 
Meades' and not only be shown the house and gardens, but also 
trea ted to a meal supplied almost entirely from the 
three-hundred-acre farm that surrounded the thirty acres or 50 of 
the fumou:; "park." 

The letters to Judge Prentis and the travelers' accounts 
recording these Gharacteristics provide a vivid account of life in 
central Kentucky' during the period when the Bluegrass was being 
transformed from a virtual frontier into a highly civilized social and 
cultural center. Meade's estate and hospitality symbolized to him 
and his many visitors that very transformation, with its paradoxical 
juxtaposition of pioneer construction (log, frame and so on) and the 
layout of individual units with its considerable ovp.rall size, splendor 
and symmetry. All this in an artificially created English natural 
gdrden carved out of what had shortly before been a real wildernessl 
This is the great paradox, the great achievement and 1 think the great 
charm of the estate. By very elaborate and artificial means, Meade 
and his servants were able to create what was thought of in the late 
eighteenth century as a "natural" garden in contrast to the formality 
of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century French- or 
Dutch-inspired parterres. But they accomplished it in part using 
native materials still identified with the wilderness, such as the sugar 
maple which Colonel Meade considered "the finest tree for your 
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hanging woods," sugar cane and other indigenous plants. This fitted 
within a context that still seemed exotic -- almost an undisturbed 
natural setting in which the white man was alien. 

Meade devoted himself from about 1800 until his death 
thirty years later to the creation and the maintenance of his famous 
gardens, in terms both of horticulture and the art of landscape 
gardening in the broader sense. By JUly 1797, Meade was asking 
Judge Prentis to send him seeds for cauliflower, green savory, 
madivia cabbage, sugarloaf, stock July flower, hyacinth, peony, white 
and yellow jasmine (or jessamine -- from which I assume the county 
gets its name), honeysuckle and rose. 

Although Meade made less frequent mention of the garden 
in his own correspondence to Prentis (whose own seed records are an 
important source for the restoration of gardens in Williamsburg), 
visitors and descendants provide quite a vivid account of this 
long-lost wonder. John Huff James' account is supplemented, for 
instance, by that of his escort, Dr. Horace Holley, the president of 
Transylvania, who visited Chaumiere often from 1818 to 1827. 
Holley describes Meade as "a Virginian of the old school. He was a 
good deal in England in his youth, and brought back with him English 
notions of a country seat - - though he is a Republican in politics." 
Holley goes on: 

His house consists of a cluster of buildings, in 
front of which spreads a beautiful sloping 
lawn, smooth as velvet. From this, walks 
diverge in various directions forming vistas, 
terminated by picturesque objects. Seats, 
verdant banks, alcoves, and a Chinese temple 
are interspersed at convenient distances. The 
lake, over which presides a Grecian temple, 
that you may imagine to be the home of the 
Water Nymphs, has in it a small island, which 
communicates with the shore by a white 
bridge on one arch (perhaps a Palladian 
bridge). The whole park is surrounded by a 
low, rustic stone fence, almost hidden by roses 
and honey-suckle, now in full flower. You 
enter from the road through a gate with 
massive columns, and follow a drive, which 
winds through a noble park, to a minor gate, 
the capitals to whose pillars are formed of the 
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roots of trees, carved by nature. There the 
rich scene of verdure and flower-capped 
hedges burst upo~ you. There is no 
establishment like thlS 111 our country. 

John Huff James himself, in his journal, gave a first-hand 
account which the Smiths summarize in A Buckeye Titan: 

The spacious front lawn was interspersed with 
u few native forest trees, but not a twig was 
allowed to spoil i t5 fine surface. Every other 
day the grass was cut and the lawn swept, 
while the more remote parts were mowed once 
a week. Ornamental walks led off to the most 
beautiful parts of the grounds. There was a 
small islet at the head of the lake, with a 
picturesque Chinese bridge leading to it. At 
the foot of the lake, in a deep del1, was a fine 
spring that disappeared into the ground a few 
feet a wa y. In another part of the dell, the 
wa ters of the lake cascaded over a natural 
wall, at the same time passing through a rude 
arch which was a fine imitation of Gothic 
ruins. On the bank of the lake was a white 
Doric portico at the end of a walk arched over 
by the boughs of cherry and plum trees. Under 
handsome trees another avenue led to a white 
thatched roof, which bore out the name of the 
estate, "La Chaumiere." At a sudden turn, a 
third vista showed a large obelisk as the high 
point of interest; a fourth showed a beautitul 
Chinese pagoda. Another walk was bordered 
with lilacs, and yet another with rose bushes. 
Everywhere there were charming little coves, 
and , here and there, large white seats "bearing 
a remote resemblance to sofas," 

according to John James Huff. 

Naturally, a small army of servants was required to 
maintain an establishment on such a scale and degree of elaboration. 
Mary Opel's study of the tax records of Jessamine County from the 
late 1790's until the 1830's indicates that an average of twenty slaves 
were kept at Chaumiere both in the house and also to attend to the 
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grounds. Meade himself said -- somewhat in contradiction to an 
earlier account of his aversion to the institution of slavery and with 
rather uncharacteristic pride in his achievement --

I may with confidence assume that my gardens 
containing forty acres including ten acres of 
native wood, are more extensive than any 
other in the United States... I had some 
muscular force at command: none but a slave 
holder without pecuniary resources could have 
effected what I have done ..• My grounds are 
altogether the production of my own 
fancy .•. A Lady told me that she has heard of 
my seat of Chaumiere in Ireland. I do indeed 
prefer it to any other I ever saw in my life. 
You'll excuse the vanity of an old man (he was 
then almost eighty years old) in thinking 
favorably of a work which may be said to be of 
his own creation, but lowe my success and 
commanding the commendation of all who 
have visited my garden much more to the 
fertile subject which I have had to operate 
upon (the land) than to any extraordinary skill 
which I possess in the art. 

Nevertheless, Meade seems to have had amazing skill in 
utilizing the somewhat limited resources available to him. It is 
evident that he excelled in employing illusion to create those 
apparently long and even endless vistas, and to enlarge the sense of 
movement and space by means of walks that wound around the 
grounds doubling back upon themselves. In other words, he was 
skilled in all the devices of the English natural gardener and 
landscapists, such as "Capability" Brown, of the mid and late 
eighteenth century. But perhaps one feature may have been unique. 
It is touchingly described by one of Meade's own granddaughters: 

Beyond the lawn there was a Ii ttle piece of 
ground which Mr. Meade always said should 
have been a sheet of water to make his 
grounds perfect. This was sown in clover a~d 
it might, as he thought, resemble :vater ~n 
appearance. In one of our summer sOjourns m 
Chaumiere, when my sister Julia was about 
three years of age, soon after our arrival the 
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nurse took her out upon the lawn, where she 
shrank back and cried out, "Oh, river! River!" 
greatly to our grandfather's delight. He said it 
was the greatest compliment his grounds had 
ever had. 

A final addi tion was made to the house by Meade probably 
around 1823 in anticipation of the Marquis de Lafayette's visit to 
Kentucky in 1825 . The drawing room added was a long octagonal 
chamber with a high, caved ceiling, elegant carved panels inside and 
out and apparently draped with silks and satins from top to bottom . 
A very splendid room indeed, it was reached from one wing of the 
original house (we do not know quite where it was connected) through 
a little corridor that ha s dressing rooms with wig stands on either 
side where Aaron Burr is said (anachronistically) to have primped 
himself before greeting the ladies! In fact, this is the only portion of 
the original house that actually survives, for less than a decade after 
Colonel Meade's hopeful addition of the Lafayette drawing room it 
remained the only above-ground vestige of La Chaumiere and its 
gardens. 

Meade and his wife died in 1832 and 1830. Their son , 
David, had died shortly before and the severa l daughters had all 
married exceedingly well, hut lived elsewhere. Perhaps also the 
responsibility of maintaining the place to their father's satisfaction 
was too daunting. Although virtually nothing is known of other 
landscape projects in the Bluegrass in the 1830's, it is probable that 
by then La Chaumiere's garden seemed distinctly old-fashioned, the 
appreciation of the picturesque having been replaced by the rage for 
order represented by the Neoclassical movement, or the melancholy 
but mor.e consistent medievalism of the Gothic Revival. 

In any case, after Meade's death the three hundred acres 
of La Chaumiere were auctioned off to a neighbor described by the 
chari table in re trospect as a plain practical farmer, by other more 
forthright figures in the family as a rude, vulgar man. It 1s said that 
overnight there appeared on the Doric temple, the Palladian bridge, 
the Egyptian obelisk, the Chinese pagoda and the Gothic ruins signs 
proclaiming "Paradise Lost." Within a fortnight the entire garden 
landscape and all its follies, as well as all of the house except the 
Lafayette drawing room, had been swept awa y to become mere 
farmland overrun with livestock. 
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About 1840, a succeeding owner of the property added a 
two-story Greek Revival house to the drawing room, creating a 
rather unusual asymmetrical Greek Revival composition. This odd 
but fine house still stands in the center of a typically rich Jessamine 
County farm. 

One final note. About a decade ago a professor at nearby 
Asbury College in Wilmore, Kentucky, conducting a practice 
excavation for his Biblical archaeology class, spent a summer 
investigating the area where it is thought the kitchens and other 
outbuildings of La Chaumiere des Prairies were located. In one 
summer, within a limited area some twelve by thirty feet square, 
they not only uncovered a series of foundations of a number of the 
building, but they also retrieved some ten thousand fragments of 
what turned out to be the highest quality of late eighteenth century 
porcelain and other wares, much of it Chinese export. Thus, only 
fragmentary physical evidence remains of Colonel Meade's "castle in 
the air," but its legend lives on in the annals of the West, as an 
artfully created "natural" mansion and landscape garden set in the 
very wilderness it helped to civilize. 


