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    Ever since Tara burned to the ground and blew into that deep red sunset, I have been enamored with plantation homes. Thirty years later, I’ve finally set foot inside a few - the first of the nation. Come along as we make our way through the golden fields and green rolling hills of the Tidewater countryside to Jamestown, Williamsburg and the James River Plantations of Virginia, home of America’s birthplace. 

     As we drive toward the shoreline from the bustling metropolis of Richmond, it is interesting to note that although Highway 64 was built for a swift flow with the multiple lanes of a freeway, traffic thins considerably as it moves eastward. It’s not the fastest route, but we choose to exit the highway in favor of rural roads to reach Jamestown. By the time we reach our exit #231 at Norge and travel south to Richmond Road (60), then east to Centerville Road, aka Highway 614, said to be the oldest road in the nation, the lack of crowds is refreshing. Reminiscent, perhaps of the days in the mid 1600s when the road was constructed as a thruway from Jamestown to Green Spring, the home of Virginia Governor Sir William Berkeley, who took office in 1641 and served three terms. 

     The colony of James Towne was founded by English settlers on May 13, 1607. The 104 colonists named their riverside community for their King. James Towne, later known as Jamestown and today as Historic Jamestowne, survived for only about a century  because of water supply problems, but remains the original foundation of our nation. 

      “In many ways it was the first instance of our government forming laws,” says Mike Litterst, Public Affairs Officer for the National Park Service at Jamestown and nearby Yorktown, collectively called Colonial National Historical Park. “What happens on Capital Hill today  traces right back to this site.”

     This is where Captain John Smith encountered the Powhatan Indians and Pocahontas, where early settlers attempted to establish a number of industrial livelihoods, settling on glassmaking, farming and trading as primary sources of sustenance for the community. The park now located on the site of the first settlement provides tours of archaeological explorations of its early residents, as well as a working glass house where demonstrations of one of the earliest occupations continue. Visitors can purchase beautiful handmade glass objects - vases, cups and creamers - in natural hues of green, from iron oxide, cobalt blue, copper (red) and silver (yellow). 

      A tower constructed in about 1639 is the oldest structure on the island, standing next to a church added in 1907, replacing the long burned frame building which was on the site of Pocahontas’ wedding to John Rolfe in 1614 and the first Legislative assembly in 1619. 

     Next to the site of the original community is Jamestown Settlement, a living history museum presenting what life was like for colonists in 17th century Virginia. A reconstructed James Fort, Indian village, exhibition galleries, education center, gift shop and cafe offer a modern approach to historical learning. Costumed actors provide reenactments of colonial life and visitors are invited to participate in hands-on activities, like playing games of the times or examining sailors gear to help understand and remember the lessons provided. A similar exhibit is available nearby at the Yorktown Victory Center, site of our nation’s final victory of the American Revolution. 

     “They are complementary sites,” says Litterst. “I’ve got kids 8 and 10 year s old and they love to see what life must have been like when the settlers were here.” 

     BOX:  CONTACT Jamestown-Yorktown Foundation, www.historyisfun.org; 888-593-4682 for more info on the living history museum sites. For more information on Colonial National Historical Park, call 757-898-3400.  
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     The Colonial Parkway provides the perfect driving route connecting Jamestown, Williamsburg and Yorktown. Maintained by the National Park Service, the road is unadulterated with advertisements or commercial enterprise and offers a scenic sampling of the breathtaking vistas of riverfront and centuries-old hardwoods that greeted the first explorers of America. 

     Williamsburg, the city which became the capital when settlers migrated inland from Jamestown in 1699 until 1780 when Richmond took the title, was neatly restored thanks to the interest of John D. Rockefeller in 1926 for our education and entertainment. Visit The College of William and Mary founded in 1693 and still turning out prestigious graduate classes, and stroll through the streets of Colonial Williamsburg, a 173-acre living history museum-town where workers dress in period costumes, perform tasks of the day  and speak in the vernacular of the 18th Century. From horse stables, liveries and blacksmiths to the public gardens featuring medicinal herbs, salad greens and popular flowers from colonial times, all business is conducted and cultivated just as in the earlier days in spite of any modern technological advances. 

      The Governor’s Palace provides a glimpse of early political life - local residents thought their leader lived a bit too richly on their taxes - and more than 80 other restored houses, taverns and shops help visitors to envision life in colonial times. Pretty flowering pear and red bud trees line the streets.

    There are a few hotels or guests may opt to stay in one of 28 Colonial Houses, restored homes furnished just as they might have been 300 years ago.  

     Like several other pubs and restaurants, Chownings Tavern, opened in 1766, offers a rowdy meal of simple fare plus local entertainment - singers, musicians and magicians performing the same tunes and tricks in the same coveralls, aprons and tri-cornered leather caps as they wore in colonial days. Try Welsh Rarebit with Apple Cider Cake or Peanut Pie. Or sample fancier local specialties at the Williamsburg Inn: Peanut soup, Smithfield ham, or an original bourbon and water - the liquor was first developed nearby at Berkeley Plantation in 1621.   

BOX INFO: Williamsburg Area Convention and Visitors Bureau: 800-368-6511, www.visitwilliamsburg.com. The Williamsburg Hospitality House Hotel, 415 Richmond Road, 800-932-9192, www.williamsburghosphouse.com. Williamsburg Inn and Colonial Houses: The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, 727-220-7286, www.colonialwilliamsburg.org.

(380 words)

     On to the most fascinating segment of our history tour, to the stately plantation homes of presidents and signers of the Declaration of Independence, some still managed and lived in by the descendants of names you may recognize - John Tyler, Benjamin Harrison, Robert E. Lee, Edward Ruffin and William Byrd II. Exit Williamsburg via Route 5, also called Jamestown Road, and head toward the James River, taking the turn when highway 5 departs from highway 31. It’s just about an hours drive west on Route 5 back to Richmond, but explorers will need at least a few days to enjoy the bounty of the plantation homes along the way, researching hundreds of years of genteel history.

    Crossing the Chickahominy River, we’re soon in the relative wilderness, without gas stations or convenience stores, no office buildings and thankfully only a few modern residential developments. Tall trees tower overhead - oak, juniper, maple and magnificent magnolia. As dusk settles a herd of deer is seen nibbling the chafe left after the harvest in the roadside fields. We stop our car and watch as, startled, they gracefully leap across the road and away to more private territory. Indescribably stunning. 

     We head on to our bed and breakfast, North Bend Plantation, a home transformed to accommodate modern travelers by its owners, Ridgely and George Copland. Mr. Copland is the descendant of Edward Ruffin, considered the father of Virginia agriculture for his contributions of crop rotation and fertilization, of William Henry Harrison, ninth president of the United States, and of Pocahontas and John Rolfe. None  lived in the home, built in 1819 for Sarah Harrison, sister of the president; but many of their belongings from their nearby plantations are displayed, having passed through the generations to the Coplands. Mr. Copland and his son continue to farm the land for wheat, corn and soy beans. I ask how it must feel as heir to such important figures in history. With a seemingly perpetual kind smile, Mr. Copland humbly replied that he never thought much about it. “Mother [Mary Harrison Ruffin Copland] would tell the stories of the love of the person who owned the house - of her namesake,” he said. “We’d get together with our first cousins, and she’d introduce us to the others once or twice a year at funerals and weddings.”

     General Sheridan and 30,000 Union troops occupied the home and surrounding land during the Civil War, and some of Sheridan’s possessions remain, including his desk and some maps he had secreted in its hidden recesses. Mrs. Copland permits us to stay in the room with General Sheridan’s desk and Ruffin’s bed, which gained fame when Ruffin lived at the neighboring Evelynton Plantation - a cannonball fired at the home during the Civil War flew through the canopy of the bed, damaging the headboard.

    All of the furnishings are elegant, from the loveseat in the Rose Room to the chaise longue in the Sheridan Room, but two of the most beautiful pieces in the home at North Bend are armoires, one rosewood and the other a mahogany piece from Scotland, both with shimmering diamond dust-backed mirrors. An uncommon practice, the mirror sparkles with everlasting beauty, yet few such mirrors remain. Two more can be found at Berkeley Plantation, the Harrison patriarchal home, another at Le Louvre in Paris, France. Although the diamond dust is rare, large mirrors were very popular in the old homes because they helped to reflect the dim light of candles in the days before electricity. 

    Situated on more than 800 acres, a creek and hiking trail run behind the house and the James River borders the property. Open windows provide fresh breezes and the silence of the night, broken only by birds, bugs and creatures - not a passing plane nor car, no neighbors, no city life. It is completely peaceful...unless one should happen to hear the pacing that awakened Mrs. Copland some years ago. Alone in the home at night, she said she was afraid a burglar had made his way upstairs when she heard the rhythmic footfalls on the thick wooden planks of the bedroom floor. She called her son to the house, then listened to the steps which ended when the sound of a car signaled his arrival. A search revealed that no uninvited guests were in the home, and nothing had been disturbed. When her son left, the steps began again. Mrs. Copland called her son back, and he stayed the night with her. The Copland’s decided it must have been the ghost of General Sheridan, and guests have reported hearing similar nocturnal sounds since then. 

     “This house is so full of wonderful memories,” says Mrs. Copland, adding that she no longer fears its ghosts. 

     Back stairways, secret hiding places and passages lend a mysterious air to the homes, many of which have ghost stories to tell. Harrison Tyler, grandson of our tenth president John Tyler, still lives in his ancestral home of Sherwood Forest. Tyler says he never believed in ghosts until he encountered the rocking of an empty chair, true to the rumors he’d heard of the Gray Lady of Sherwood Forest, caretaker of a child who died. 

     Set amidst 25 acres of terraced gardens, the Tylers open their home, ca.1730, and its treasures to group tours on request. Just a few years ago, in 1998, Mrs. Tyler discovered a cache of books stored in a barn on the property - they were a set of bound Congressional Records, each signed by President Tyler, and dated 1836. Asked about the prestige of presidential ancestry, Harrison Tyler says, “That was never front and center. I grew up during World War II and surviving the war and the shortages was what was on everybody’s mind. Being related to a president was never a thought.” 

      Berkeley Plantation is one of the largest and most elaborate homes of all. Berkeley lays claim to the first Thanksgiving - an early boatload of English settlers arrived here in 1619, a year before the better known colonial cooks arrived at Plymouth Rock. The moment they set foot on dry land, they dropped to their knees and prayed thanks for their safety, as instructed by the king. The date was December 4, 1619, and it is still celebrated each year at Berkeley with tours and a feast on the first Sunday of November as the original Thanksgiving. The home was built by Benjamin Harrison IV in 1726, whose son, Benjamin V, signed the Declaration of Independence and entertained friends such as George Washington at the home. Brother William Henry Harrison became ninth president of the states, and was the grandfather of the 23rd U.S. president, another Benjamin Harrison. 

     The Harrison family lost the home during the Civil War, when Union General George  McClellan stationed 140,000 troops on the grounds. President Abraham Lincoln visited Berkeley to review the troops and later to relieve McClellan of his duty. The property fell into disrepair until its rescue in 1907 by John Jamieson of Scotland, whose son Malcolm and his wife Grace brought it back to the glory of its golden days. “Mac” Jamieson is known as the father of Virginia’s tourism industry for his efforts to preserve the areas history and to make it accessible to the public.

     “My parents dedicated their whole lives to restoring this place,” said his son, Jamie Jamieson, who continues to run the plantation - his family home - as an attraction. “We all ride the tiger - you just have to love it to be able to put in that much hard work.” 

     Delicious fare is available here today at the Coach House Tavern at Berkeley. Chef Charles Franks, who lives on the grounds of the grand estate, serves up succulent filet mignon, Chesapeake oyster stew with applewood smoked bacon and sweet potato salad. Diners can enjoy watching a colorful flurry of wild cardinals and squirrels in the courtyard of the restaurant during the meal - the garden offers a bounty of fresh grain at several feeding stations.  

     Holiday events, progressive dinners linking several plantations, candlelight tours and teas are regularly scheduled along Route 5 throughout the year, so all times are a good time to plan a visit.   

    One thing we can’t help but notice as we move from home to home, touring the stately mansions and hearing the personal tales of each: the same names are repeated at home after home. Tyler, Ruffin, Harrison, Carter - the families intermingled and mixed considerably. Not unusual, explained Ridgely Copland. In those times it was rare for a person to venture more than 17 miles from the place of his birth throughout his entire lifetime, and since poor families didn’t mix with rich families, there were only so many mates to choose from. 

     The families living on this 30-or-so-mile stretch of country road are still close. On the morning of our tour, our hosts were in a hurry to leave after preparing a copious breakfast and helping to schedule our day. They were off to meet with the neighbors at the local church, where the newest addition to the Tyler family was being baptized. The Coplands, Tylers, Jamiesons and others remain a tightly-knit group, just as they’ve always been. And yet they’re all generous enough to open their homes to us, that we may glimpse the lives that formed the foundation of America. 

Historic Bed and Breakfast Inns: North Bend Plantation, 804-829-5176, www.northbendplantation.com. Piney Grove, 804-829-2480. Edgewood Plantation, 804-829-2962. 

More information on the Plantations: www.jamesriverplantations.org; www.SherwoodForest.org, 804-829-5377; www.BerkeleyPlantation.com, 804-829-6018; Virginia Tourism Corporation, 804-786-2051,   www.VATC.org.  
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