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A New Yorker in the Guilded Age 
A young New Yorker starts off her day with a visit to the dentist before traveling 
on the elevated railway (the image on the left illustrates this type of 
transportation in New York City around 1870) up to Harlem, taking lunch and 
seeing a play, "Uncle Tom's Cabin," in the evening. In the subsequent weeks 
she shopped at stores, took music lessons, worked on improving her German 
and ended her week by attending church at Grace Cathedral (lower right). 

        
 
This young woman is no 
stranger to Sweet Briar 
audiences: Marie 
Georgianna Williams, better 
known as "Daisy." While 
many in our community are 
well aware of the time Daisy 
spent on her grandfather's 
plantation, she spent almost 
half of her life with her 
mother and father in New 
York City. Her parents 
managed properties in 
Manhattan and rented upscale "hotels" when Daisy was a girl. In the end, 
Daisy died at one of these properties in January 1887. 
 
As previously reported, a generous anonymous donor gave money to fund a 
student intern to work with Professor Rainville to study Daisy’s time in New 
York City. Over winter break, Madeline Artibee ’16 and Rainville visited New 
York City and tracked down several archival leads. Rainville presented the 
initial results from this research at a Sweet Briar Day event, graciously hosted 
by Kara Moore and her husband at their midtown apartment (photo above). 
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Inaugural Tusculum Student Grant Nets the Forest and the Trees  
In the fall term, the Tusculum Institute awarded the first of a now semi-annual grant to a Sweet Briar student 
for original research. Following in the mission of the Institute, the sponsored work should focus on locally 
based, hands-on research. For example, a theater student could write a screen play based on Indiana’s life, 
or a chemistry student could evaluate Elijah Fletcher’s efforts to amend his soil to increase his agricultural 
productivity, or a history student could delve into the archival records and study the lives of the African- 
American servants who were employed on the plantation in the 1870s and 1880s. 

The winner of our inaugural competition was Karen Samples ’14. Supervised by 
Professor Janet Steven, Karen designed a project to study the impact of historical 
land use on soil health and carbon sequestration on the Sweet Briar Plantation. 
Building on research conducted by Professor Rebecca Ambers (environmental 
science) and Professor Linda Fink (biology), Karen decided to study the health of the 
topsoils on Sweet Briar’s 3000+ acres and investigate the impact of generations of 
farming. She estimated the soil productivity by measuring the amount of soil organic 
matter (SOM) and soil organic carbon (SOC). Contrary to what one might assume, soil 
stores more than three times the amount of carbon as do terrestrial plants. Through a 
series of measurements, she was able to calculate the amount of organic carbon in 
various areas of campus and correlate that with the agricultural techniques employed 

in each location over the years. After taking samples from on-campus sites, she determined that land use 
changes over the past 150-200 years resulted in a reduction of the original carbon pool in the cultivated 
soils, soil compaction and a slightly higher acidity than the surrounding area, but noted that Sweet Briar 
soils are currently rich in organic matter and have a high potential for nutrient retention.  
 
A 1926 campus map, showing the distribution of orchards (note the 
Lower Lake in the upper right-hand corner for reference) 

A chart illustrating the distribution of Soil Organic Carbon 
(SOC) at different areas around campus 

  

Save the Date: Teaching with Historic Places Workshop 
Every June, Tusculum Institute and the Department of Historic Resources sponsor a 
teachers’ workshop that focuses on incorporating historic buildings and material 
culture or artifacts into classroom lesson plans. For this year’s sixth workshop, we 
will discuss the centennial of the onset of World War I. While the U.S. did not get 
involved until 1917, the political, social and economic effects of the war were felt 
here in America much earlier. This all-day workshop on June 14 will feature experts 
on WWI memorials, homefront efforts and teachers who have innovative ways to 
integrate this game-changing military event into the classroom or a museum exhibit.  



Restoration of the Sweet Briar Cabin Begins 
In late January, Luke Ramsey and his colleagues (of Ramsey Restoration, Inc.) began a multi-week project 
to restore the Sweet Briar slave cabin. Dating to the 1840s, the structure housed enslaved individuals and, 
after emancipation, Indiana Williams’ overseer. In the early 20th century, the Jones family moved into the 
cabin (see our earlier newsletters for details) and in the 1930s, the College 
converted the residence to offices, first the alumnae office and then a series 
of classrooms and even a chapel. The cabin was last renovated in the 1980s 
(when the metal roof was added). 

Today, the wooden siding is 
cracking and falling off, while the 
lime mortar (and 20th-century 
replacement Portland Cement) 
is eroding. Ramsey Restoration 
is replacing the siding (see in 
the photo on the right). We will 
retain some of the original wood 
for historic study. They are also 
shoring up the foundation, using 
an authentic sand-based mortar 

instead of cement.  
In just two days on the job, the workers found old plaster with real hog’s hair embedded in it (see above ... 
look really closely for the porcine hair!), a flask hidden under a stair and architectural flourishes that point to 
the cabin’s antebellum date: hand-hewn logs, Roman numerals (for fitting pieces together) and wooden 
pegs (to secure pieces of wood).  
 

New Book on African-American Cemeteries 
Rainville’s latest book, Hidden History: African American Cemeteries in Central 
Virginia, was just released by the University of Virginia Press. It discusses 200 
years of African-American mortuary practices and graveyards and features, in 
one chapter, the Sweet Briar Burial Ground (an on-campus slave cemetery). As 
one reviewer concluded, “[Rainville] presents a well-written, engaging, and at 
times truly revelatory study.” It is available for $31.50 on amazon.com. 
 

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 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. 


