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With the American Revolution, a new
political state was established, and a
long process of defining what exactly

was “American” was begun. There was an
interest in defining a national identity, in arts,
culture, and politics. But the new nation
remained a place of sharply different local and
regional identities, and different architectural
expressions. The “Cape Cod” house of New
England had a large central chimney, low
ceilings, and a kitchen integral to the house—all
features developed to conserve heat in the long
months of a cold New England winter. In
contrast, houses throughout the South had
chimneys outside the body of the building, and

often a separate kitchen outbuilding to prevent
the main house from becoming too hot. The
Mid-Atlantic states of New York, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania had culture, as well as climate, as
a driver of vernacular building traditions. Settled
by a variety of European language and culture
groups, differences between communities within
even one state were as numerous and marked as
any of the similarities that bound these people
together as “Americans.”

New Jersey had a particularly diverse set of
colonial-era settlers—from New England and
from Old England, from the German states,
Scandinavia, and from the Low Countries, all of
whom created lasting communities with strong

Cavalier Jouet House, built 1757-1760, in Elizabeth, New Jersey. A rare example of a fully realized, masonry Georgian era
Palladian-style house in Colonial New Jersey. Characteristic features include the strict symmetry of the composition, the
main house flanked by matching wings, and classical details including corner quoins, keystones over the main windows, and
Ionic columns at the front entrance. The house is no longer extant. Image from the Historic American Buildings Survey.
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associations to their old culture and traditions.
But the period between the American Revolution
and the first quarter of the 19th century marked a
period of great change as the insular, regional
communities of New Jersey and other states
worked to forge a common culture and to
become “American.” This change may be
marked in many ways, not least of which was a
change in the vernacular architecture of the
country.

In the beginning of the 18th century, the
wealthiest and most aspiring of the colonial elite
built houses to imitate the fashionable residences
of the upper classes in England. Such houses are
today described as “Georgian,” named for the
English monarchs, George I, II and III, who ruled
England and its colonies, from 1714 through
1830. A Georgian house was the English
interpretation of Italian Renaissance design, as
published in works of Andrea Palladio and
others. The style is perhaps best described as the
triumph of form over function, or of formality
over the informal. The Georgian house
presented itself as a strictly regular form, focused
on a formal façade and decorative details that

used a classical architectural vocabulary. No
longer would the homes of the gentry impress
with their strength and impenetrability, as
medieval castles had done. No longer could a
house added to over the generations to
accommodate many rooms and functions be
praised simply for its size. An important 18th

century house needed to have a formal,
classically -referenced design to impress and to
express one’s status and wealth. This Georgian
ideal began in homes of the English-affiliated
elite but soon was adopted in its most basic
levels by many people, and it transformed
regional vernacular architecture in New Jersey.

Georgian formality in architecture stood in
distinct contrast to the vernacular dwellings that
constituted the building traditions all over the
world. Vernacular houses used local materials,
responded to local climate and environment,
and were typically extended and modified
through time not according to a set design, but
according to the needs of the occupants. A
previous article examined some of the distinct
vernacular building traditions of colonial New
Jersey. But vernacular architecture and

NAME THAT HOUSE? A center-hall house from the early 19th century in Metuchen, Middlesex County, New Jersey. This is a
good representation of the evolution of the Georgian country house ideal of the 18th century to the commonly-built house type
of early America. The bay window is a later addition. Photo by the author.
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traditional design is not impervious to change
and adaptation, and it is clear that New Jersey
builders and their clients were interested in the
formality and regularity of the Georgian style as
early as the mid-18th century.

The formal, symmetrical mansion of the 18th

century gentry was adopted and adapted to
become a distinctly American house type by the
early 19th century. One adaptation was in
materials—high style Georgian mansions in
England and colonial America were masonry. In
America, wood was the cheapest, most available
and workable building material, and most of the
local vernacular versions of the Georgian style
used clapboard siding and wooden dentil
moldings and columns. This immediately gave
American architecture a distinctive look from its
European cousins, even when they followed the
same form and detailing.

The Georgian house not only had formal

qualities on the exterior. Its symmetry told of a
revolution occurring inside as well. The center
front door of a full five-bay Georgian house
opened into a hall running the depth of the
building, and all the main rooms were accessed
from this hallway. Vernacular dwellings placed
entries into rooms where needed—directly from
the outside, or into one room from another
without mediation of a hallway. The idea of
creating a hall, and thus of controlling access to
each individual room, was entirely new. Much
has been written about the changes in the ideas
of the family, and of the development of the
concept of privacy in the 18th century, and its
adoption by a large swath of the American
public, whether rich or poor, urban or rural. [ For
instance, see Richard Bush, The Refinement of
America]. Nothing illustrates this so vividly as the
development of the center hall as an organizing
device for domestic living

The classic floorplan of a five—bay center hall Georgian, with a hall as the dominant organizing element, and each room
separately accessible from it. From the HABS documentation of Boxwood Hall in Elizabeth, NJ.
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Until the 1750s, the number of center-hall
Georgian-inspired houses in all the American
colonies may not have exceeded two hundred,
and those were all owned by the wealthiest
people. By the 1820s, the center hall Georgian
house was found across all the states and
territories of the United States, and was used as
a house form across a wide swath of cultural,
social and economic strata.

For instance, the colonial-era Dutch-American
houses found in northern and central New Jersey
communities settled by the Dutch, often used a
four-bay façade, with paired entries, leading into
separate rooms within the house.

Under the influence of the Georgian high style,
the Dutch changed their preference for spatial
organization and façade design to the center-
hall, five bay house type. There was no abrupt
shift from one form to the other, and in the latter
18th century, both types were being built
simultaneously. But by the early 19th century, the
“Dutch Colonial” was a fully developed and
distinctive vernacular architecture in New Jersey
and New York, although the type is neither
strictly “Dutch” in its culture nor “colonial” in its
chronology. It is American. Characterized by a
gambrel roof, sweeping eaves, and a
brownstone base, the Dutch colonial came to be

The classic floorplan of an East Jersey cottage, with a hall running front to back and accessing two principal rooms in the
main part of the house. Asymmetrically arranged lateral service additions were typical of the East Jersey cottage. The three-
bay, side-hall plan was used here in a free-standing farmhouse of one-and-a-half stories, but the plan was also used in two
and three story town houses. From the HABS documentation of the Guerin House, outside Morristown, Morris County, and now part of the Morristown
National Historical Park at Jockey Hollow.
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built as an emblem of the Dutch-rooted families
who still controlled much of the real estate and
civic institutions of Bergen County in particular,
and parts of Monmouth and Somerset Counties,
in the early 19th century. It was also the last
signifier of a formerly distinct cultural group. At
the same moment the “Dutch Colonial” house
was being developed, the Dutch language was
disappearing even from their Reformed
Churches, where it had held on long after civic
life switched to English in the 18th century.
Dutch-Americans, who had in many instances
had settled first in New Amsterdam before 1664,
were generations and centuries away from their
roots in Holland. Children born following the
Revolution were no longer named Katerina and
Cornelius and Hendrik, but Kate and Charles
and Henry. So the “Dutch Colonial” is really the
sign of the Americanization of a large and
significant cultural group within New Jersey and

New York.
The gambrel roof is characteristic of the Dutch

Colonial House, and also of many other
dwellings from the Federal period in New Jersey.
The gambrel, with its two-part pitch, created
more useable attic space. It had been used in
European buildings from the 17th century
onward, and may be found in 18th century
American structures up and down the East Coast.
Gambrel roofs may be seen on a couple of the
single story houses in Williamsburg, Virginia, and
were also used on large two-story houses in
Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and on many
structures in-between. But in the Federal period,
the gambrel roof surged in popularity in the
northern New Jersey-New York-Long Island area
that had been the hearth of development for the
East Jersey Cottage (see GSL December 2009). A
gambrel roof, combined with a three-bay side
hall plan house, whether in wood, stone, or

House in Delaware, New Jersey. This house exhibits all the characteristics of Federal style design in northern New Jersey—
gambrel roof, three-bay, side-hall plan, and decorative embellishments in the round-arched window and two quarter-round
windows at the attic level of the side of the house. Photo by the author.
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brick, is a solid indicator of Federal period
construction in New Jersey. And while its
component parts—the roof shape, the building
materials, and the formal arrangement of plan
and elevation—were all known and used in the
colonial period, the combination of all these
things produced an architecture that is distinctive
to both time and place—Federal period New
Jersey.

In southern New Jersey, where the colonial
tradition of building houses with patterns created
in colored brick formed a distinctive regional
vernacular architecture, the Federal period saw a
continuation of the use of brick, but the
patterning disappeared. Three and four-bay
houses were a traditional form, but the formal
five-bay center-hall plan also took hold for both
farmhouses and town houses. In this region, too,
the gambrel roof gained in popularity in the

immediate post-Revolutionary generation.
The greater house size that could be achieved by
longer front-to-back spans with a gambrel roof
led to the need for multiple chimneys to serve
rooms in front and back of the house. Bigger
houses meant that fireplaces were too far apart
to be connected by one chimney exiting at the
ridge of the house as had been typical in colonial
times. In many houses of the Federal period,
there were two chimneys, serving front and back
rooms of the house. The “bridged chimney”
developed in brick houses as a way of both
reinforcing the great height needed to have the
flue effectively draw smoke up and out, and as
a decorative element highlighting the house. The
tall, paired chimneys are connected by a short
span creating an extension of the building’s end
wall, and diminishing the apparent height of the
chimneys themselves.

The L’Hommedieu-Gwinnup House is a late 18th-century or early 19th-century house built in the tradition of northern New
Jersey’s East Jersey Cottage, with its frame construction and extra-high spacing between the façade windows and the eave
line. That vernacular form was updated for the Federal period with a gambrel roof and full five-bay, center hall plan. The delicate
sidelights and transom around the central doorway appear to be a somewhat later (1840s?), Greek Revival inspired alteration.
This house originally stood on Spring Street in Morristown and was moved in the 1960s to Speedwell Village, now part of the
Morris County Park Commission. Photo by the author.
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The Germans who settled along the Delaware
River Valley and in the western portions of New
Jersey, around Mercer, Hunterdon, and Warren
counties, had a long tradition of building in
stone. They continued to favor fieldstone
construction, although during the Federal
period, quarries opened and some local stones
were shaped into evenly-dimensioned cut
stones. The persistence of stone as a favored
building material among German-descended
Americans would continue through the Federal
period. There was however, the adoption of the
two-story five-bay Georgian center hall form as
the standard dwelling type, replacing colonial
houses that usually had four bays on the façade,
and an asymmetrically placed entrance.

High style Federal period architecture is often
described as being more delicate and linear than
the Georgian style that precedes it. When it
comes to the vernacular architecture of the
Federal period, it is not a matter of style and
decoration but of the adoption during this time
of more universal standards of what an American
house would look like, and how its plan would
be laid out. But New Jersey does have a unique
expression of that “delicate” decoration of the
Federal period. Interior decoration focused on
the mantelpiece, and was often accomplished
during this time through “gouge carving.” Rather
than high-style  bas-relief, New Jersey craftsman

embellished mantelpieces with simple linear
decorations, often circles, ovals, or fan designs,
“gouged” or carved into the wood. Sometimes
other elements, such as split dowels or even
mass-produced plaster relief elements, were
glued onto a mantelpiece to provide decorative
elements projecting from the surface of the
mantle.

Gouge-Carved mantle of the
Federal period in the Phoenix
House, Mendham, New Jersey. The
building, erected as a private
academy, served for much of the
19th century as a genteel boarding
house. It has been used by the
Borough of Mendham as their
municipal offices since the 1930s.
Photo by the author.

Although much about the house reflects the Georgian ideal of
a five-bay center hall dwelling, a closer look at The Reed
House in Salem, New Jersey reveals that the facade
windows are unbalanced both in spacing and number. The
bridged chimneys extending up from the end walls of the
house are characteristic of the Federal period found on brick
masonry houses throughout New Jersey. Photo by the author.
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Bridged chimneys on the Phoenix House, built in the Federal period in Mendham, New Jersey. The gable end is also
embellished with a half-round and quarter-round windows at the attic level. The two-tier front porch is a later addition in the
Greek Revival style. Photo by the author.

Farmhouse in Union Township, Hunterdon County, New
Jersey. The five-bay center hall form of Georgian origins
merged with the stone building tradition of the German settlers
of western New Jersey. Photo by the author.
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When the Franklin Institute of 

Philadelphia needed someone to 

properly clean their prized statue of 

Benjamin Franklin, they called on 

Jablonski Building Conservation, 

Inc. Our clients know that whether 

they need documentation of historic 

structures, materials testing and 

conservation, labratory analysis, on-

site assessments — or even the 

cleaning of a legend — they can 

count on JBC to make them shine! 


