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The former Harlie Whitcomb Farm, with its distinctive octagon barn, lies next to the 
west side of the Orange Center Cemetery on Town Road #24, about 0.5 mile north of Orange 
Village. The farm buildings stand along the east edge of a minor drainage course that 
is flanked on the west-by a relatively steep hill and on the east by a gentler rise of 
ground. A small pond lies immediately southwest of the octagon barn. The farm is no 
longer being used for commercial agriculture, and the fields and pastures are not being 
maintained.

The principal existing buildings of the Whitcomb Farm consist of an architecturally un­ 
distinguished frame house that fronts the town road, a small frame garage behind the 
house, and an octagonal frame barn a short distance to the south of the garage. These 
buildings are generally in fair-to-good condition although the barn now shows minor 
degrees both of structural and superficial deterioration.

The pre-1869, 1^-story, frame and clapboarded house is oriented with its gable roof 
parallel to the road. Its rectangular plan lacks wings or porches, and its design is 
almost devoid of ornament. On the main [north) facade, the recessed doorway is placed 
asymmetrically with two window bays to the east and three bays to the west. The medium- 
pitch gable roof has been recently covered with corrugated metal sheets; a single central 
chimney is presently being rebuilt. A small greenhouse is attached to the southeast 
corner of the house.

The frame octagonal dairy barn - the dominant building of the Whitcomb Farm - was built 
in 1905-06. Each wall of the barn is approximately 30 feet. Its eastern sides are 
against a steep bank allowing an earth ramped entrance to the 2nd floor level; from its 
western sides the barn rises three stories to a roof capped by an octagonal cupola. 
Around the eastern sides of the barn, at the base of the bank, the foundation rests 
partly on bedrock that outcrops above the level of the ground floor. The western sides 
of the barn are borne by a poured concrete foundation that encloses a concrete ground 
floor.

The post-and-beam frame of the barn is sheathed on the exterior with clapboards that 
have been painted red at various times. The internal framework is arranged in two 
concentric polygons whose positions are marked by two distinct breaks in the pitch of 
the wood-shingled roof; the three slopes become steeper and longer toward the eaves. 
The innermost polygon defines an open well that extends upward from the second floor 
to the cupola. The well serves to enable the pitching of hay from the third-story loft 
down to the animal stalls on the lower floors; it also provides ventilation through the 
cupola.

On the easternmost wall of the barn a gabled ramp, with a double-leaf entrance, provides 
vehicular access to the third story. This doorway enables the delivery of hay from the 
surrounding fields directly to the storage loft.

The main pedestrian doorway enters the second floor from the bank on the northeast side. 
The door and windows are asymmetrically placed around the perimeter of the barn. Win­ 
dows are mostly paired; those on the ground floor around the western sides of the barn 
are distinguished by six lights.



FHR-8-300A 
(11/78)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
HERITAGE CONSERVATION AND RECREATION SERVICE

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 
INVENTORY - NOMINATION FORM

CONTINUATION SHEET ITEM NUMBER 7 PAGE 2

On the northernmost wall of the barn an exterior enclosed stairway leads from the ground 
floor milking parlor to a small 1-story, frame and clapboarded milkhouse that stands on 
top of the bank. The gable roof of the milkhouse (now covered with standing seam metal 
sheets) is oriented almost perpendicular to the north wall of the barn.

At the apex of the roof is an octagonal frame cupola. Each of its faces is dominated 
by a round-arched louvered opening above a clapboarded base. The cupola serves both to 
ventilate the barn and to provide light to the third floor.

At present (1979) the octagon barn is generally in fair condition. Some structural 
deterioration has occurred, especially on the eastern sides against the bank. More 
superficial deterioration is evident: many clapboards and shingles are missing with 
asphalt paper now applied to several parts of the roof and cupola. However, given 
repairs in the near future, most of the existing (and presumably original) fabric of 
the barn could be preserved.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The former Harlie Whitcomb Farm in Orange, Vermont, gains primary significance from the 
extraordinary architectural nature of its principal building, a three-story octagonal 
dairy barn. Built in 1905-06, the octagon barn retains its original design without sub­ 
stantial alteration. Recent lack.of maintenance has allowed some elements of the design, 
such as the cupola, to deteriorate somewhat but most of the fabric remains restorable.

The octagon barn of the former Whitcomb Farm represents a unique form of historic resource 
in Vermont. Fewer than ten other octagonal barns, together with a similar number of 
related circular barns, are known to survive in the state. Both types are commonly 
called "round barns", and most of the Vermont examples were built during a period of 
about twenty years around the turn of the present century. The cause of this brief 
revival of a barn type which had originated early in the nineteenth century is not known.

Round or octagonal barns were thought to be more efficient for stabling large numbers of 
dairy cows. The central silo provided a single feeding location, with the cows arranged 
in a circle facing inward. Such barns are also reportedly easier to clean. The tradi­ 
tional answer to the question of "round barns" is, "So the devil can't corner you." The 
subject of "round barns" is one worthy of further investigation.

The continuing decline of commercial agriculture in Vermont, the perpetual hazard of fire, 
and the increasing costs of maintaining large frame buildings combine to threaten the 
survival of the "round barn" building type in the state. The number of examples conti­ 
nues to dwindle: in 1976, for example, a large circular barn in Hartland was destroyed 
by fire, and typically, was replaced by a one-story rectangular structure. "Round barns" 
contribute a distinctive and irreplaceable element to the agricultural and visual charac­ 
ter of Vermont. The ultimate loss of these barns will appreciably reduce the architec­ 
tural diversity of the state 7 historic environment.

The ten acres being nominated is land traditionally associated with the Harlie Whitcomb 
farm. It contains the barn and related house and other structures, and sufficiently 
conveys the rural environment necessary for the complex of buildings.
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