
DID VICTORIAN WOMEN really 
have ribs removed to make their 
waists smaller? How did they 
move in those huge hoops? Is 
it really true that “people were 
smaller then”?
	 A lot of “truths” about the 
Victorians get passed around by 
word of mouth. A new exhibit 
at the Smith-McDowell House 

Upcoming Events
For more information, call the 
museum at (828) 253-9231.

July 27–31. Summer History 
Camp at the museum.

July 31–August 2. Asheville 
Antiques Fair (coupon on p. 2).

August 8, 11 a.m. Historic party 
for boys and girls. Theme: 
Southwest Fiesta.

August 20—October 11. 
“Victorian Dress Myths 
Debunked” exhibit (see left).

New exhibit debunks myths aboutVictorian clothing 
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Museum, “Victorian Dress Myths 
Debunked,”will untangle fact from 
fiction in an exciting interactive 
format that will test your knowl-
edge of 19th-century reality.
	 Quetions and challenges will 
be posed by each display; visitors 
will flip a card up to see if their 
answers were right, and to learn a 
little more about each subject.

	 From guessing the waist size 
of a dress on display to telling 
girls apart from boys in old 
daguerrotypes, these challenges are 
trickier than you might think, and 
may even change your views about 
how the Victorians dressed and 
behaved.
	 The exhibit will open August 
20 and run through October 11. The 
museum is open Thursday through 
Saturday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m., and 
Sunday from noon to 4. For more 
information, call the museum at 
(828) 253-9231.

Care to try the ca.-1828 “New Machine for Winding Up the Ladies”? 
Tight-laced corsets were caricatured throughout the 19th century. 



A NEW PERMANENT EXHIBITION will be filling the walls of two gallery rooms in the 
Smith-McDowell House Museum this November. The exhibit will explore how the lives 
of the three families that lived in the house during the 19th century—the Smiths, the 
McDowells, and the Garretts—were shaped by the mountain landscape, how they used 
the land, and how this changed over the first 100 years of the settlement of the region. 
	 Although Asheville is the largest city in Western North Carolina, there is currently no 
permanent museum exhibit here where residents and visitors can get an overview of this 

European settlement and development in the area.  
	 Subjects will include the Cherokee heritage, the early primacy of agriculture, the develop-
ment and impact of the Buncombe Turnpike, the key role of slavery in the antebellum economy, 
the turmoil and devastation wrought by the Civil War and Reconstruction, and the revival of 
the area in the late 1800s with the coming of the railroad and the growth of tourism as a new 
use of the land. 

Asheville 
Antiques 
FairMost notable was the architecture 

and design of the French Empire 
period through the work of Charles 
Percier and Pierre Fontaine, who 
followed Napoleon’s conquests 
through Rome, Greece, and Egypt, 
making notes and drawings of 
classical motifs. American Empire 
style is a later outgrowth of this 
movement, but blends French 
Empire, English Regency, and 
earlier American Federal styles.
	 The McDowell sideboard was 
undoubtedly made in the 1841–42 
timeframe in what has come to 
be known as Pillar and Scroll 
style, a culmination of American 
neoclassicism in furniture. It was 
during this time, also, that steam-
powered machine technology 
began to replace the individual 
cabinet maker, giving rise to mass 
production and uniformity of 
product. Pillar and Scroll furniture 
exhibits geometric simplicity. It 
was typically made of mahogany 
or rosewood-veneered flat surfaces 
and displays 
heavy S-curves 
cut into massive 
pillars and 
scrolls that 
form pilasters 
and legs. This 
unadorned style 
was a reaction 
against highly 
ornamented 
earlier Empire 
designs. 
	 Another 
piece is the desk 
that belonged to 
Mr. McDowell, 

How the Smith-McDowell House 
was furnished in the early days 
is still a mystery. However, 
the wealth of the Smiths and 
McDowells, as well as pieces 
of furniture known to have 
belonged to the family, are clues 
that the house must have been 
decorated with the latest high-
style American classical furniture.  
	 In 1842, James Smith’s 
daughter Sarah Lucinda married 
Smith’s business partner, William 
Wallace McDowell. Smith 
presented the newlyweds with 
a fine gift, a large sideboard in 
the American Empire style. It 
sits today in the dining room of 
the museum among a handful of 
furnishings with provenance to 
the early decades of Asheville’s 
first mansion. All these pieces fall 
within a broad category called 
Classical that was popular from 
1815 to 1850 in America.
	 American furniture design 
during this period represents 
a clear movement away from 
the lighter Federal style that 
dominated the first three decades 
of the new nation. In American 
Antique Furniture: 1640–1840, 
author Patricia Petraglia notes 
that during the Classical period 
“boldness overtook fineness, 
and restraint capitulated to 
heavy ornament.” She continues, 
“the resultant Empire style that 
developed was the second phase 
of the Neoclassical period of 
furniture making in America.” 
	 A number of influences 
contributed to the evolution 
of the American Empire style. 

now residing in the second-floor 
parlor. Based on the continental 
secrétaire â abattant, the McDowell 
desk has a fall-front writing surface 
and interior compartments housed 
in a classically framed cabinet built 
on the proportions of the golden 
mean. In the same parlor are an 
Empire style mahogany drop-leaf 
sewing table and a figured walnut 
armchair in Pillar and Scroll style. 
	 Among other Empire furniture 
in the collection is a very fine ca. 
1840 sleigh bed of mahogany and 
matched mahogany veneers. The 
first floor hallway is home to a silk 
upholstered mahogany settee and 
a mahogany veneered triple games 
table, both ornamented with carved 
animal paw feet in the Empire 
style. Less formal furniture of the 
Empire period is seen in the 1850s 
bedroom. There sit an impressive 
secretary desk of 
mahogany and crotch-
mahogany veneer, and 
a cherrywood bureau 
or chest of drawers. 
Both pieces are of North 
Carolina origin.  

 —Ron Ashe

Fine Classical Furniture
Smith-McDowell House’s

The McDowell sideboard (left) 
and drop-front desk (above) show 
how elaborate decoration fell out 
of style after the Federal period.

New Exhibit Traces History of Asheville Area

THE VETUST STUDY CLUB was founded 
in 1945 by Asheville women interested in 
learning more about antiques. Members 
meet monthly and take turns present-
ing research papers on topics relating to 
antiques. The club has also put on the Asheville An-
tiques Fair since 1946, making it one of the oldest in the 
Southeast. 
	 The proceeds from the Fair support the restora-
tion, conservation, and preservation of selected projects 
in Buncombe County, including the Smith-McDowell 
House Museum. And this year, WNCHA members are 
being offered $1 off admission!

	 The 2009 Fair will take place July 
31–August 2 and feature more than 
45 antiques dealers from all over 
the Southeast and beyond, showing 
period furniture, fine art, prints,  
ceramics, silver, jewelry, and more. 
Tickets are $10 and are good for all 

Complete this coupon and present it at the Asheville Civic Center Box Office 
to receive $1.00 off a single admission to the Asheville Antiques Fair.  This 
coupon cannot be used with Accommodation and Tour packages or any other 
packages and discounts.

Mr. Mrs.      Ms.  Name

   Street

   City                                                                         State                 Zip

   Email

$ 1  O F F  A D M I S S I O N
The 63rd

Asheville Antiques Fair
July 31 & August 1, 10 am-6 pm • August 2, 12 noon-6 pm

three days, including the following workshops:
	 Friday at 11 a.m., Tim McCall-Judson presents 
“Putting Restorers out of Work: Methods for Pre-
serving Antique Furniture.” Saturday at 11 a.m., 
Cathy Miller talks of “Collecting Antique Jewelry.” 
And Saturday at 2 p.m., Mark Field presents “Art 
Nouveau, Art Deco, and Early Modernism.”
	 Fair attendees can also visit the Heirloom Road 
Show on Saturday, 10–3. Three appraisers will be 
available to evaluate treasured heirlooms for a mod-
erate charge. (See website below for costs and a list 
of ineligible items.) 
	 The Antiques Fair will be held at the Asheville 
Civic Center. For more information, call (828) 299-
7430 or visit www.ashevilleantiquesfair.com.



NON PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
PERMIT NO. 172
ASHEVILLE, NC

WNC Historical Association
283 Victoria Road
Asheville, NC 28801
(828) 253-9231
www.wnchistory.org

SMITH-MCDOWELL HOUSE MUSEUM

THE YEAR 1930 saw the end of almost 50 years of 
unprecedented growth and prosperity in Asheville. 
In the 1920s, the city had embarked on a feeding 
frenzy. Thomas Wolfe described it in 
You Can’t Go Home Again: “Everyone 
bought real estate; and everyone was 
a ‘real estate man’ either in name 
or practice. . . . And there seemed 
to be only one rule, universal and 
infallible—to buy, always to buy, to 
pay whatever price was asked, and 
to sell again within two days at any 
price one chose to fix.” 
	 But then the bubble burst, the 
banks closed, and Asheville’s mayor 
and other officials were indicted for 
bank fraud.

This newsletter is edited and designed by Jessamyn Reeves-Brown. Send your comments to jessamyn@songsmyth.com.

	 Reflecting this era is a tickertape machine 
that has been donated to WNCHA. It originally 
belonged to Ottis Green, owner of Ottis Green 

Hardware on Pack Square and mayor of 
Asheville from 1932 to ‘34. One can only 
imagine Green looking at the readouts in 
the fall of 1929 and thinking, “Not good.” 
	 A persistent local tale relates that, 
acting on a tip, Green marched across 
the street to the Central Bank and Trust 
Company—wheelbarrow in hand and 
escorted by several of his employees 
carrying shotguns—and emptied out all of 
his accounts. The next day the bank failed, 
leaving many of his fellow citizens high 
and dry. Asheville’s Golden Age was over. 

 —John Turk

If Tickertape Could Talk . . .


