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Preservationist Spends the Night in Campus Cabin 
By day, Joseph McGill works for the National Trust for Historic Preservation. At night, 
he can be found making camp in abandoned slave cabins across the country. McGill 
began the Slave Dwelling Project in 2010 to raise awareness about the need for 
preserving these historic structures, and for sharing the stories of the people who lived 
in them. His visit to Sweet Briar was his 38th cabin, but only the second visit to Virginia 
(the first occured two nights earlier at Bacon’s Castle in Surry). 

McGill gave a public lecture at the Sweet Briar Museum on Sunday afternoon, Oct. 7. In 
his review of previous visits to cabins in 12 states over the past two years, he noted 
that, sometimes, he meets with resistance from local residents and cabin owners. Most 
often, however, he encounters curious community members who are anxious to hear 
and commemorate the life stories of former cabin inhabitants. Sunday night, McGill 
slept on the floor of the Sweet Briar Slave Cabin, bringing only a pillow and a sleeping 
bag. He was dressed in his authentic Civil War uniform, placing him in the 54th 
Regiment Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry (the African-American unit featured in the 
popular film “Glory”).   

Sometimes he visits sites on his own and spends the night surrounded by bare walls 
and antebellum memories. Occasionally, 
he is joined by others who share his 
interest in recovering stories from the past 
and preserving the structures that housed 
them. At Sweet Briar, his project inspired 
eight undeterred listeners to brave the 
cold cabin floor with him: three Sweet 
Briar faculty members (a naturalist, an 
English professor and an anthropologist); 
a Sweet Briar alumna; an Irish writer-in-
residence at the nearby Virginia Center for 
the Creative Arts; an activist and 
researcher from San Francisco; an 
Amherst resident; and the great-
granddaughter of the last cabin resident, 
Mr. Sterling Jones Sr. (1876-1959), a 
former College employee. 

McGill keeps a blog about his project with entries on each cabin stay. To read about his 
Sweet Briar trip, visit: lowcountryafricana.com/category/joseph-mcgill.  

Pictured above: Joseph McGill turning in for the night at the Sweet Briar Slave Cabin. 
Photo by Lynn Rainville. For more photographs of his stay and lecture, please visit the 
Tusculum Institute Facebook page. 

October 2012  Volume 3, Issue 4 



Tusculum Institute Newsletter  October 2012  Volume 3, Issue 4 

Tusculum Institute Hosts Statewide Historical Society Conference 
On Aug. 11, more than 80 presidents and board members from historical societies across the 
state attended a day-long workshop at the Elston Inn and Conference Center. Dozens of counties 
and cities were represented. The program covered a wide range of topics for anyone involved in 
running or assisting one of the hundreds of historical societies in Virginia. The plenary talk was 
given by David Bearinger (director of grants, Virginia Foundation for the Humanities). His 
eloquent talk focused on the crucial role small-scale historical societies play in sharing untold 
stories and preserving the material culture associated with local history. The other morning 
speakers discussed fundraising strategies (Claire Holman Thompson), effective board 
governance (Sam Davis) and tips on creating a statewide network of historical societies (Jo Ann 
Williford). Over lunch, Lynn Rainville discussed ways to strategize a historical society’s social 
media presence. During coffee breaks, participants perused books, brochures and posters set up 
by their colleagues (see photo at right, courtesy of Sheila Alexander). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rapt audience members. 
Photo by Sheila Alexander. 

In the afternoon, the conference sponsored break-out sessions on a wide range of topics: student internship programs 
(led by John Kneebone, VCU, and Phyllis Leffler, UVa); statewide resources (Robert Carter, DHR, and Ann Miller, 
VDOT's Transportation Research Council), the resources available at the Virginia Historical Society and the Library of 
Virginia (John Mertz), and more than a dozen additional topics led by participants (such as events to celebrate the 
anniversary of Sheridan's Valley Campaign or brainstorming a way to reach younger audiences). 

The conference was generously funded by the Department of Historic Resources, hosted by the Tusculum Institute and 
supported by the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities. 

Students Investigate History of the Slave Cabin 
 
Funded by the Deupree Foundation grant, several 
students delved into the history of the 19th-century 
Sweet Briar cabin, located behind the former 
plantation house. Maryam Rasoulian ’14 researched 
references to the cabin in Sweet Briar magazines and 
newsletters. The bibliographic list was compiled by 
Sarah O'Brien ’13 (supervised by Sweet Briar 
galleries director Karol Lawson). The articles 
contained photographs of the cabin dating back to 
1911 (seen in the photo on the left from the 1911 
issue of the Briar Patch).  Courtney Selvage ’14 
compiled a bibliography of recent research on other 
slave cabins in the south.  

Funding from the generous Deupree grant is also enabling us to keep the cabin open twice a week for visitors. Sarah 
Nunn ’16 and Alexandra Lane ’16 will be on hand to welcome visitors and distribute brochures every Tuesday (10:30 
a.m.-1:15 p.m.) and Friday (1- 5 p.m.) through November (except for Thanksgiving week). If you have questions, please 
contact Lynn Rainville (lrainville@sbc.edu or (434) 381-6432).  
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VFH-sponsored Cabin Research Yields Results 
In mid-October a group of experts joined Rainville to tour the Sweet Briar 19th-century cabin, assess its historical 
integrity and make suggestions on how to interpret its 170-year past. Supported by a grant from the Virginia Foundation 
for the Humanities, the scholars ranged from archaeologists (Matt Reeves, Montpelier, and Keith Adams, SBC) to 

architectural historians (Michael Pulice, DHR, and Travis McDonald, Poplar Forest) and 
from museum curators (Lauranett Lee, Virginia Historical Society, Elizabeth Chew, 
Monticello, and Karol Lawson, SBC) to a National Park Service superintendent (Carla 
Whitfield, Booker T. Washington National Monument) and a K-12 education professor 
(Jeff Frank, SBC).  

During their half-day visit, the architectural and archaeological experts 
attempted to date the cabin by examining the handmade nails (in the 
photo at the right), circular saw marks and lime mortar used in its 
construction (in the photo on the left Travis McDonald studies an old nail 
in a storage closet within the cabin). These techniques narrowed the date 
of the structure to between the late 1830s and the 1870s. Later in the fall, 
Clifford Ambers will try to take some samples from a circular beam in the 

cabin to provide a more precise date for the structure using dendrochronological techniques.  

Next, the curatorial experts commented on the possibilities for an interpretive exhibit, recommending 
that we think outside the box and consider adding audio and projected images to any installation. They 
also recommended developing apps to guide people through and around the house using their iPADs or 
smartphones. In the photo below, several of the scholars observe the cabin's setting behind the "big house." 
 

 
One of the next steps is to invite members of the local community to tour the building, share their memories of past 
residents (such as early 20th-century Sweet Briar employees), and provide input on the nature and content of an exhibit 
in the structure. Any exhibit will be complicated by the lengthy history of the cabin, which includes domestic functions as 
well as its use as a College-era coffee shop, classroom, chapel and alumnae office. 
 

About Tusculum Institute 
Tusculum Institute is a historic preservation resource center on the campus of 
Sweet Briar College providing education and outreach to students, faculty and the 
wider community and region. Using the rich historic and intellectual resources of 
the College and working in partnership with the Department of Historic Resources, 
the Institute supports the preservation of the region’s historic assets in a context of 
environmental stewardship and promotes the use of Virginia’s historic legacy as a 
learning resource. If you wish to support us, please contact our development office, 
P.O. Box 1057, Sweet Briar, VA 24595. Email: hmccrory@sbc.edu or call (434) 
381-6164. 


