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Introduction 

In an effort to provide hard data upon which to base Design Review Guidelines within the 

Old Washington Historic District, Orloff G. Miller Consulting has undertaken a brief 

comparative study to determine the actual dimensions and proportions used in the 

construction of a sample of the historic structures of Washington, in Mason County, 

Kentucky.  The sample is based upon those buildings dating to the historic periods most 

significant in Washington’s history, as codified in the nomination of the district to the 

National Register of Historic Places. Those periods include the Frontier period (roughly 

1787-1800), and the Federal period (circa 1800-1825). These dates are somewhat arbitrary, 

as individual builders might participate in a local Frontier vernacular tradition after 1800, 

while others created formal Federal-style buildings prior to that date.
1

   

Methods 

The sample is just that, and does not include every building of the appropriate periods 

within the historic district, but relies heavily upon those structures previously recorded by 

the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) (See Plates 1). Sampled structures 

previously recorded by HABS include the Frame Row Houses (2117-2121 Main), the 

Stone House (2123 Main), the Murphy-Lashbrooke House (2014 Main), the Marshall 

House (2004 Green), the Taylor House and Store (2100 Main), Washington Hall (2111 

Main), the Wilson-Johnston House (N. Court), and the Marshall Key House (2124 Main).    

The dimensions used are taken from a variety of sources, including (in addition to HABS) 

a recent building conditions evaluation for the Paxton-Evans House at 2028 Main (R. Glen 

Payne Jr. 2008). Although the Payne report was primarily concerned with the Paxton-Evans 

1
 The dates of construction for most of the sampled buildings are ambiguous and subject to debate.  The 

author has elected to group buildings by general period, which serves the current purpose. 
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House (2028 Main), the report presented measured drawings of the contiguous structures, 

including the Weber House (2026 Main) and the Paxton Inn (2030 Main). Unfortunately, 

that report does not include elevations. 

 

In an effort to better represent the Frontier period, field measurements were undertaken 

by Elisabeth and Orloff Miller in July of 2008. The Millers provided field measurements 

for the Bickley-Goforth House (1934 Main), Mefford’s Fort (2006 Main), the Houghaboo 

House (2010 Main), the Cane Brake House (2215 Main), and the Forman-Bayless House 

(2136 Main).   

 

As a point of comparison, the Millers also provided field measurements for a modern 

office building constructed in 2004 at 2007-2009 Old Main.  The modern development has 

recently obtained approval for expansion.  The current study, and the 2008 revisions to the 

Design Review Guidelines, are in part a reaction to that 

development, and an acknowledgement that more explicit 

Guidelines for building scale and proportions within the 

historic overlay district are necessary.    

 

In all cases where roof pitch was not available from measured drawings, the gable ends 

were photographed and a protractor was applied to the resulting images.  Without 

accounting for the parallax distortion incurred by taking the photographs from the ground, 

the pitch estimates are probably accurate to within a couple of degrees, but should not be 

used by a carpenter for building repairs. All dimensions reflect only the central mass of the 

building as presented to the street, and do not include rear ells or additions. By 

concentrating on the main massing of each structure, the current study does not present or 

imply total square footage. 

 

Please note that although several log houses of the appropriate period are now located 

within the Historic District, most have been moved to their current location from 

elsewhere.  Only those two known to be on their original site (Houghaboo 2010 Main and 

Cane Brake 2215 Main) have been used in the current sample, with the exception of 

Mefford’s Fort (2006 Main), which was moved from a known location within two miles of 

the district.  

 

Of the Frontier period structures sampled, three are timber-framed, one is timber-framed 

with brick nogging, three are log, and one is stone. Of the Federal period structures 

sampled, all are brick except one, which is timber framed with brick nogging. The sample 

includes eight Frontier-period structures and ten Federal period structures, for a total 

sample of eighteen of the earliest surviving buildings in Mason County.  

 

Two Federal period commercial structures were included in the sample; the Taylor house 

(2100 Main), and Washington Hall (2111 Main).  The Taylor house can be “read” as a 

residence that had a commercial addition to the south gable.  

 
A word on vocabulary; the terms “single pile” and “double pile” refer to how many rooms 

deep a building is front-to-back. The term “bays” refers to the number of window and door 

openings visible from the frontage for any given story.  Most side-hall buildings are 3-bay; 
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most center-hall buildings are either 3-bay or 5-bay, while those buildings with more than 5 

bays were originally commercial buildings.  The bays of row houses are counted by address 

rather than as a total.  

 

Observations 

The dimensions, proportions, and roof pitches recorded during these investigations sort 

into three basic categories, including Frontier-period structures, single pile Federal 

structures, and double pile Federal structures. Table 1 below presents a list of the historic 

properties sampled, their names, addresses, period of construction, the number of rooms 

deep, the presence or absence of a rear ell, the roofline as a percentage of total elevation, 

the roof pitch, the general dimensions of each structure, and a comparison of the 

structures’ façade elevations to a “golden mean” ideal. The “golden mean” will be defined 

and applied in a separate discussion below.   

 

While it would be simplest to record the minimum and maximum values for each of the 

above dimensions and then call it a day, the results would not accurately reflect 

Washington’s architectural traditions. For example, the smallest values for length and 

depth are 20 feet long and 16 feet deep, although there are no 20-foot long by 16-foot deep 

buildings in the sample. Because the minimum and maximum values do not always co-

occur, the statistical range does not reflect the actual proportions of the buildings 

represented in the sample.  The range of variation in proportions within the sample is 

easier to grasp graphically rather than statistically (Figures 1-5)
2

. However, for those with a 

mathematical bent, Table 2 presents the mathematical relationships between Length & 

Depth, Length & Eave Height, Length & Roof Peak, Gable & Eave Height, and Gable & 

Roof Peak for all historic structures sampled, expressed as both percentages and ratios. 

 
Structures of the Frontier Period  

Of the eight Frontier period houses sampled, every one of them is single pile (one room 

deep) with an attached rear ell (Table 1).
3

 Half of the Frontier period houses have a single 

room on each floor; all others have two rooms on each floor, although the second “room” 

is often little more than a stair hall.
4

 Table 3 provides a quick reference of minimum/ 

maximum dimensions encountered in the sample for Frontier structures.  

 

 
 

 

                                                 
2

 The author wishes to thank Darin Schweickart and Adam Raines of DS2 Architects for CAD graphics 

services for Figures 1-5.  
3

 According to an old photograph, Mefford’s Fort lost its rear ell when it was moved to its current location. 
4

 The term “cabin” is often mistakenly applied to any structure constructed from log.  During the frontier 

period, and in the more formal language of architectural history used today, a “cabin” is any dwelling 

composed of a single room.  By definition a two-story building is not a cabin, and therefore there are no log 

cabins in our sample for Washington. 
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Table 1 
Name Address Period  Single 

Pile/ 

Double 

Pile 

Rear 

Ell? 

Roofline 

as % of 

total 

Elev. 

Pitch Dimensions Golden 

Mean 

Façade? 

Bickley-

Goforth 

House 

1934 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 31% 35 

degrees 

30L x 16D:  

13@ eave, ca. 

19@peak  

YES, 

within 

3% 

Mefford’s 

Fort 

2006 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 37% 40 

degrees 

22L x 16D:  

12@eave, ca. 

19@peak 

no 

Houghaboo 

Log House 

2010 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 25% 30 

degrees 

24L x 18D:  

16@ eave, ca. 

21.5@peak 

no 

Frame Row 

House  

2117 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 29% 43 

degrees 

30L x 16D: 19@ 

eave,27@ peak 

3/4 

Frame Row 

House 

2119 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 29% 43 

degrees 

24L x 16D: 19@ 

eave,27@ peak 

2/3 

Frame Row 

House 

2121 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 28% 35 

degrees 

26L x 16D: 18@ 

eave,25@ peak 

No 

Stone 

House 

2123 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 29% 33 

degrees 

34L x 20D: 19@ 

eave,27@ peak 

3/4 

Cane Brake 

House 

2215 

Main 

Frontier Single yes 43% 40 

degrees 

20L x 

17.5D:13@eave, 

ca.  

23@ peak 

no 

Col. 

Marshall 

House 

2004 

Green 

Federal Double no 36% 33 

degrees 

54L x 34D: 21@ 

eave, 33@ peak 

YES 

Weber 

Brick Row 

2026 

Main 

Federal Double yes --- 30 

degrees 

19L x 36.5D:  

height? 

--- 

Paxton-

Evans Row 

2028 

Main 

Federal Double no --- 27 

degrees 

31.5L x 36.5D: 

height? 

--- 

Paxton Inn 

Row 

2030 

Main 

Federal Double no --- 27 

degrees 

34.5L x 36.5D: 

height? 

--- 

Wilson-

Johnston 

House 

N. Court  Federal Double no 33% 27 

degrees 

26.5L x 32D: 17 

at eave, 25.5 

@peak 

3/5 

Taylor 

House 

2100 

Main 

Federal Single yes 26% 35 

degrees 

48L x 22D: 

22@eave,30@ 

peak 

YES 

Taylor 

House  

with Store 

------ -------- ------- ----- --- -------- 67L x 22D: 22@ 

eave,30@ peak 

2/5 

Murphy-

Lashbrooke 

2014 

Main 

Federal Single yes 16% 35 rear, 

27 

front
 
 

56.5L x 

23D:30@eave, 

36 @ peak 

YES 

Washington 

Hall  

2111 

Main 

Federal Single yes 19% 25 

degrees 

61L x 22D:25@ 

eave,31@ peak 

6/5 

Marshall 

Key Hs.  

2124 

Main 

Federal Single yes 24% 30 

degrees 

37L x 

26D:25@eave, 

33@ peak 

3/5 

Forman-

Bayless   

2136 

Main 

Federal Single yes 23% 30 

degrees 

35L x 21D: 

23@eave,30@ 

peak 

3/4 
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Table 2: Building Proportions by Ratio and Percentage

 PLAN FAÇADE ELEVATION GABLE ELEVATION 

 Length/ 

Depth 

Depth/ 

Length 

Eave/ 

Length 

Length/ 

Eave 

Peak/ 

Length 

Length/ 

Peak 

Eave/ 

Depth 

Depth/ 

Eave 

Peak/ 

Depth 

Depth/ 

Peak 

Bickley-Goforth 1.875:1 53% 43% 2.3:1 63% 1.57:1 81% 1.23:1 118% .84:1 

Mefford’s Fort 1.375:1 72% 54% 1.83:1 86% 1.15:1 75% 1.33:1 118% .84:1 

Houghaboo 1.333:1 75% 66% 1.5:1 89% 1.11:1 88% 1.12:1 119% .84:1 

Frame Row 1 1.875:1 53% 63% 1.57:1 90% 1.11:1 118% .84:1 168% .59:1 

Frame Row 2 1.625:1 66% 79% 1.26:1 112% .88:1 79% 1.26:1 168% .59:1 

Frame Row 3 1.5:1 61% 69% 1.44:1 96% 1.04:1 112% .88:1 156% .64:1 

Stone 1.7:1 58% 55% 1.78:1 79% 1.25:1 95% 1.05:1 135% .74:1 

Cane Breaks 1.142:1 87% 65% 1.54:1 115% .87:1 74% 1.34:1 131% .76:1 

Murphy-

Lashbrooke 

2.45:1 40% 53% 1.88:1 64% 1.56:1 130% .76:1 156% .64:1 

Marshall 1.58:1 63% 39% 2.57:1 61% 1.63:1 61% 1.61:1 97% 1.03:1 

Weber .52:1 192% --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Paxton House .863:1 115% --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Paxton Inn .945:1 105% --- --- --- --- --- --- --- --- 

Taylor House 2.18:1 46% 46% 2.18:1 62% 1.6:1 100% 1:1 136% .73:1 

Taylor Store 3.04:1 32% 33% 3.04:1 44% 2.23:1 100% 1:1 136% .73:1 

Washington 

Hall 

2.77:1 36% 41% 2.44:1 51% 1.96:1 113% .88:1 140% .71:1 

Johnston .8:1 120% 64% 1.56:1 96% 1.04:1 53% 1.88:1 79% 1.25:1 

Key 1.423:1 70% 67% 1.48:1 89% 1.12:1 96% 1.04:1 126% .78:1 

Forman-Bayless 1.666:1 60% 65% 1.52:1 85% 1.16:1 109% .91:1 142% .7:1 
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Table 3.  Range of Dimensions for Sampled Frontier Architecture 

 
Minimum-Maximum Length x Width 20-34 feet x 16-20 feet 

Minimum-Maximum Height @ Eave/ Peak 12-19 feet /  18-27 feet 

Minimum-Maximum Roof Pitch 30-43 degrees 

 
All of the Frontier period structures exhibit a small footprint relative to later buildings 

sampled. All of the Frontier-period houses sampled are less than 20 feet deep (front to 

back from the façade); five of eight houses are 16 feet deep and only one is a full 20 feet 

deep (Figure 1). 

   

The Frontier period houses have the steepest roof pitches, with none less than 30 degrees, 

six with more than 35 degrees, and four with 40 degrees or more (Figure 2). The height of 

the rooflines varies between 6-9 feet above the eaves.  Eave heights 

cluster into two sets, one with eaves of 12-13 feet, and the other with 

eaves of 18-19 feet, with the Houghaboo log house splitting the 

difference at 16 feet (Figure 2). Due to the combination of steep roofs 

covering relatively short eaves, the roofline represents a relatively high 

percentage of the total elevation of the Frontier structures. As an 

extreme example, the Cane Brake log house roof represents 43 percent 

of its total façade elevation, with a 40 degree roof pitch and 13 foot 

eaves—easily the shortest historic eaves in town.   

 

None of the sampled Frontier houses are deeper (wider) than their total height; even these 

relatively low structures are proportionately tall and skinny.   

 

Three of the eight Frontier houses are attached to one 

another as row houses. The frame row houses total 80 

feet in length, and although they are only 16 feet deep 

they are among the tallest Frontier-period structures 

sampled, yielding the “tall, skinny” affect characteristic of 

the Historic District. The use of row construction 

suggests that even in the Frontier period, the people of 

Washington were building at an urban level of settlement 

density. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Stone House (2123 Main) is 

easily the largest single home sampled for the Frontier category; its listing in this category is 

rather arbitrary, as it is said to have been built in 1799, a single year short of qualifying for 

listing as Federal.  It is best viewed as a transitional form, as is the Forman-Bayless House 

(2136 Main) listed below.  
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Structures of the Federal Period 

The ten sampled Federal period structures fall into two distinct groups; half are single pile 

with a rear ell, and half are double-pile (two rooms deep front to back).  

 

Double-Pile Federal 
Three of the five double pile buildings are 

attached to one another as row houses.  Of the 

five double-pile structures, the Weber House 

(2026) is the only one with a rear ell, a situation 

explained by its very short original street frontage 

of just 19 feet.  The three double-pile row houses 

(Weber, Paxton House, and Paxton Inn) are all 

side-hall facades; the shorter Weber façade 

originally consisted of 2 bays, the Paxton House 

has 3 bays, and the Paxton Inn has 4 bays.   

  

 The Johnston House (N. Court Street) also has a 3-bay side-hall façade, and is the only 

Federal-period house not made of brick (it is timber framed with brick nogging).  It is also 

the largest non-masonry building in the District.   

 

The Marshall House is the only 5-bay double-pile building sampled.  The Marshall House 

is easily the largest historic structure in the sample.  It is significant that the Marshall House 

was not built along the Main Street frontage, but overlooks the District from a nearby hill.  

As such, the Marshall House served more as a country seat, a display piece placed at a 

remove from the urban core.  In relative scale, interior appointments, and date of 

construction, the closest analog to the Marshall House within Washington’s urban core is 

the side-hall (and single-pile) Marshall Key House.  Note the similar proportions in 

footprint between those two structures (Figure 1).  

 

As demonstrated in Figure 1, the double-pile houses are significantly deeper front-to-back 

than any other houses sampled.  There is a big jump in total square footage when 

comparing any of the Federal period buildings with those of the Frontier, but the contrast is 

particularly striking for the double-pile footprint/ plan views (Figure 1). In fact, the single 

pile Federal buildings have floor space comparable to that of their double pile 

contemporaries, when the floor space comprising their rear ells is added. Table 4 provides 

a quick reference of minimum/ maximum dimensions encountered in the sample for 

double pile Federal structures.  

 

Table 4.  Range of Dimensions for Sampled Double-Pile Federal Architecture 

 
Minimum-Maximum Length x Width 26.5-54 feet x 32-34 feet 

Minimum-Maximum Height @ Eave/ Peak 17-21 feet/ 25.5-33 feet  

Minimum-Maximum Roof Pitch 27-33 degrees 

 
Like the Frontier structures, the double-pile Federal buildings tend to display a larger 

percentage of their facades as roofline above the eaves (Table 4, and Figure 3). The big 

roof on a double pile house is a simple function of the greater distance between the eave 
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and peak compared to a house only one room deep, even if pitch were held constant 

(Figure 2). All of the double pile structures have relatively shallow roof pitches of 27-33 

degrees. 

 

Single-Pile Federal 
The single-pile Federal buildings may appear the most “foreign” to modern eyes, as they 

maintain all the formal dignity and height of a Federal façade attached to a structure only 

one room deep.  Yet this is the most common house form in 

Washington. All of the single-pile Federal structures in the 

sample have rear ells, as a simple solution to the problem of 

increasing available square footage while working within 

period design conventions.   

 

Federal-period commercial 

buildings may form a subcategory 

within the single-pile Federal 

structures.   Despite the obvious 

need for space, both commercial 

buildings included in the sample 

were built as single pile structures 

with rear ells.  Based on the surviving rooflines, Washington 

Hall probably once had very tall 3-story galleried verandas on 

both rear ells, facing onto a central courtyard in the back of the 

building (right). The courtyard has since been enclosed. Table 

5 provides a quick reference of minimum/ maximum 

dimensions encountered in the sample for single-pile Federal 

structures. 

 

 
Table 5.  Range of Dimensions for Sampled Single-Pile Federal Architecture 

 
Minimum-Maximum Length x Width 35-56.5 feet x 21-23 feet 

Minimum-Maximum Height @ Eave/ Peak 23-30 feet/ 30-36 feet 

Minimum-Maximum Roof Pitch 27-35 degrees 

 

 
With the exception of the Marshall Key House, all of the single-pile Federal structures are 

very long relative to their depth (Figure 1), in effect maximizing the façade presented to the 

street frontage.  The single-pile Federal buildings are uniformly tall relative to their depth 

(Figure 2). 

 

 

 
Across the Board 

A few trends hold true across the board.  There are no single-story structures. Every 

building sampled has two stories, except the commercial Washington Hall, which has 

three, and Mefford’s Fort, which should probably be considered a 1.5-story building.   
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All of the buildings are proportionately tall and narrow rather than short and wide.  

 

On no building does the roofline above the eave represent more than 40 percent of the 

total elevation, and for most the roofline represents less than 30 percent of the total 

elevation. Roof pitch becomes shallower over time, so that by the 1820s, several buildings 

have a pitch of 25-27 degrees (Paxton Inn, Murphy-Lashbrooke, and Washington Hall).  

The shallow pitch contributes to visually deemphasize the rooflines of these buildings, 

which range between only 16-26 percent of the total elevation.  

  

In both the Frontier and Federal periods, the sampled structures all have overhanging 

eaves along the long axis, often accompanied by a millwork fascia board under a boxed 

gutter.  Several Federal structures exhibit corbelled 

courses of brick immediately under the soffit, the 

uppermost course laid as a diagonal “mouse-tooth” 

dentil. The overhanging eaves are fully enclosed by 

soffits, with no exposed rafters.  In all samples, there 

is little or no overhang at the gable, which instead is 

usually marked by a single plain or millwork fascia 

board of slender proportions.   

 

All of the Frontier-period structures and fifty percent of the Federal-period buildings are 

single pile with a rear ell, making this by far the most common form.  Rear ells are present 

on every single-pile building in town, adding valuable square footage to these houses while 

forming an important part of the traditional massing.  In Washington, the rear ells are 

seldom a full two stories tall (they are often 1 ½ story), although a two-story ell would allow 

space for the galleried 

verandas common in the 

region. The Forman-

Bayless House may have 

originally had a 2-story 

veranda that has since been 

enclosed. In no case is the 

rear ell larger than the main 

mass; rear ells are smaller 

in every dimension than the 

houses to which they 

attach. Rear ells were often added to over time, creating a visually interesting variety of 

rooflines and dimensions as they extend out from the house.  Good examples include the 

Murphy Lashbrook House (2014 Main) and the Forman-Bayless House (2136 Main).    

 
There are no service doors on the facades.  Historically, all service areas such as kitchens, 

delivery areas, vehicle, livestock or food storage would have occurred off-street and out of 

sight, either in detached outbuildings or incorporated within a rear ell.  Therefore, there is 

a strong historical precedent for not placing modern garage doors along the primary façade.  
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There is intriguing continuity in the length of row house facades over a 40-year period.  

Taken together, the Frontier period Frame Row houses are 80 feet across the facades, 

while the Federal period Paxton/Weber brick row houses have a combined length of 85 

feet.  One suspects that the builders were making the most of the limited street frontage 

available on the historic in-lots.   

 

There are no residential buildings of either period built with the gable end facing the street; 

all facades utilize the long axis of the primary structure. Only one building of the eighteen 

sampled has a large-scale pediment/ gable at the roofline, and for that one building (The 

Marshall House), the pediment represents a later alteration. Therefore, there is a strong 

historical precedent for not placing large-scale pediments or gables at the roofline along the 

primary façade. 

 
Most of the surviving historic houses were built directly abutting the sidewalks of Old 

Washington, effectively announcing to the world the urban aspirations of the growing town.  

As long as the ancient sidewalk right-of-way is honored, zero setback townhouses or multi-

occupancy row houses are perfectly appropriate for this historic setting. 

 

 

A Modern Contrast 

 

Figure 5 illustrates the Facade and Gable Elevations at 2007-2009 Old Main, an office 

building constructed in 2004 within the historic overlay district. The structure features 

imitation six-over-six window sashes, clapboard siding, and carriage lamps and pillars out 

front, in a good-faith effort to work within the Design Review Guidelines then in effect.  

But unlike every historic structure encountered during this survey, the modern building is 

wider than it is tall, with a large 

percentage of its total elevation 

above the eaves. In footprint the 

building measures 88 feet in length 

by 44 feet deep, making the 

structure much larger in scale than 

even the largest historic building.  

Unlike every historic structure 

surveyed, the modern building has a 

deeply hipped roof with deeply overhanging eaves and a prominent cross gable.  By every 

objective measure provided by the current study, the modern building violates the scale 

and proportion of the historic building stock of Washington, Kentucky.    

  

   

The Golden Mean 

Within the range of absolute measurements and relative proportions described above, the 

early builders of Washington exercised considerable personal variation, as demonstrated in 

the profile diagrams.  However, in addition to the tall, skinny proportions with relatively 

unobtrusive rooflines, certain conventions regarding the façade elevations were consistently 

observed.  
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Since the days of the philosopher Pythagoras in classical antiquity, western builders have 

maintained a mental template of a “perfect” rectangle, composed by reference to a linear 

proportion known as the Golden Section, expressed mathematically as AP/AB= .618, 

where AB equals the total length of a line and AP equals the golden section of that line. 

The resulting division of a straight line into two parts creates a ratio of the whole to the 

larger part that is the same as the ratio of the larger part to the smaller part.  

 

When applied to rectangular shapes the 1:1.618 ratio 

is called the Golden Mean, and can be used to make 

a “perfect” rectangle from a square.  When used as a 

repeating (iterative) sequential ratio, the Golden 

Mean has been used to (among other things), 

describe the scroll of a chambered nautilus, the 

relationships between musical notes, and fractal 

geometry.  

 

While builders on the Kentucky frontier may not 

have been fluent in fractal geometry, every farmer 

and builder of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries knew how to use a simple pair of dividers 

to derive the Golden Mean.  The process was not 

rare nor arcane nor occult; it was common practice. 

One simply set one end of the dividers halfway along 

one side of a square, then set the arms of the dividers 

to intersect either opposite corner.  Scribe an arc 

outward beyond the square.  The point of the arc 

sharing the same plane as the pivot point defines one 

corner of the new, “perfect” rectangle. The long axis 

of the new rectangle is 1.618 times as long as the 

original square.  

 

 

 

 

Most of the façade elevations of the Federal 

period in Washington were derived either as 

golden mean rectangles, or by adding or 

subtracting bays from a golden mean 

rectangle.
5

  For example, both the Marshall 

House and the Murphy-Lashbrooke House 

are precise 5-bay golden mean elevations, and 

                                                 
5
 To make this measurement, the researcher disregarded foundation reveals, and measured façade elevations 

from doorstep to roof peak to yield one side of a hypothetical square.  A compass was used to extend the 

square into a Golden Mean rectangle as described above. The length-to-elevation ratios provided in Table 2 

include the foundation reveals, and do not provide a perfect 1:1.618 ratio.    
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the Bickley-Goforth House elevation is within 3% of a perfect golden mean rectangle.  

 

The Key House and the Wilson-Johnston House are 

both three-bay side hall structures; superimposing a 

gold mean rectangle “completes” those facades, 

transforming them into symmetrical center hall 5-bay 

structures.  In a similar fashion, the middle 2-bay frame 

row house (2119 Main) becomes a symmetrical 3-bay 

center hall structure when a golden mean rectangle is 

superimposed on the as-built facade.   

 
Several 3-bay buildings would become 4-bay structures by imposing the golden mean, 

including the Stone House, the Forman-Bayless House, and the northern-most frame Row 

House (2117 Main).  Four-bay buildings, while lacking the formal symmetry of odd 

numbers, were a common vernacular design of the Federal period, particularly in the Mid-

Atlantic states (Glassie 1968:58-59).  

 

In all of the above examples, the façade as built either precisely matches a golden mean 

rectangle or is derived by subtracting bays from a gold mean rectangle.  Both of the 

commercial buildings can be “read” as golden mean elevations with added bays.  The 

original Taylor House, as built without the 

south-most two bays, is a perfect 5-bay 

golden mean elevation, while the 2-bay 

addition can be “read” as 2/5 of a second 5-

bay building. Washington Hall can be read 

as a symmetrical 5-bay elevation centered 

on the south door, conforming to a perfect 

golden mean; the builders simply added a 

sixth bay to that core design.        

 

Like the changes in building size and roof pitch observed above, façade elevations tend to 

sort by chronological period. Half of the Frontier building elevations show no relationship 

to the golden mean (Table 1). While none of the other four are a precise match, the 

Bickley-Goforth house comes within a three percent margin of error; the other three 

sampled Frontier structures be read as golden mean elevations with bays subtracted.       

 

Referring back to Figure 1, note that the graphed building footprints include two structures 

built between 1795-1805, which constitute transitional forms between the Frontier and 

Federal periods in Old Washington.  These structures include the Stone House (2123 

Main), and the Forman-Bayless House (2136 Main). Both of these structures are 3-bay side 

hall homes, which can be read as golden mean 4-bay buildings with one bay subtracted.  

The Key House (2124 Main), while generally larger and more formal in design, also 

presents a “transitional” footprint in Figure 1. That house is also a 3-bay side hall building, 

but when the Golden Mean is applied to its elevation, it becomes a grand symmetrical 5-

bay home.   

 

Single Story Infill 
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In recognition that many twenty-first century homeowners (particularly the elderly) prefer 

to live in single-story homes, the sampling study has canvassed the region for historical 

examples of Federal period single-story 

structures. Although there are no single 

story houses of the Federal period 

represented in Washington, a casual 

windshield survey identified two such 

structures located in Mason County. The 

Holton Cartmell House at 5038 Perry 

Lane provides a fine example of a single-

story Federal home, and lies within 2 

miles of the Washington.  

 

A second, less “high-style” single story building 

survives in Germantown, on the Mason County 

border with Bracken County.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

While statistically rare in Mason County, 

surviving single story Federal houses 

become more common moving south, with 

examples in Flemingsburg (the Suit House) 

and on the northern outskirts of Paris, 

Kentucky.  
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“Woodstock” (Lancaster 1991:79).  

 

 

“Oakland” (Lancaster 1991:80). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lewis Manor (Lancaster 1991:143) 

 

 

William Morton House 

(Lancaster 1991:144) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Rose Hill” (Lancaster 1991:146). 

 

   

 

 

“Ridgeway” (Lancaster 

1991:148) 
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In his admirable book Antebellum Architecture of Kentucky, the late Clay Lancaster 

included several fine examples of single-story homes of the Federal period from the inner 

Bluegrass region, including “Woodstock” (1812), “Oakland” (early 1800s), Lewis Manor ca 

1800), the William Morton House (1810), “Rose Hill (ca 1815), and “Ridgeway” (after 

1816) (Lancaster 1991:79, 80, 143, 146-48).  “Ridgeway” has the distinction of having been 

the last home of Marshall Key, whose Washington house is included in the study sample 

presented above. 

 

Using the above-named structures as an informal sample, two basic design types emerge.  

In the greater Bluegrass region, single pile, single story houses tend to have simple gable 

roofs with their facades on the long axis, often with shorter additions off the gable, and/or 

rear ells.  The Germantown house at first appears to be an exception, with a simple gable 

roof at one end, and a hipped roof reflecting the roofline of the rear ell on the opposite 

end. Both the hipped roof and rear ell are later additions to the original design.   

 

Double pile, single story Federal homes tend to have hipped roofs, again with their facades 

on the long axis and shorter additions off the gable (“Woodstock” being an exception, as 

the only double pile gable roof in this sample).  The double pile houses reflect a more 

grand scale, and often retain very formal, symmetrical façades.  

 

All the single-story elevations are carefully proportioned, with relatively tall exterior walls 

(reflecting the high ceilings inside), an elevated foundation reveal with raised front doors, 

low-pitch rooflines, and additions and ells subsidiary to the main massing.  Clay Lancaster 

has left us a convincing demonstration of the careful proportioning used in single story 

Bluegrass architecture in his design analysis of the William Morton House (above).  

Although outside the scope of the current study to provide detailed numbers, it seems 

reasonable that as long as the builder honored the range of forms, dimensions and 

proportions represented in the above sample, single story in-fill may be considered 

historically/regionally plausible within the Washington Historic District.  
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