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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Marlsgate is an immense brick residence of large proportions. Located 
near Scott, Arkansas, Marlsgate is the center of the large William P. 
Dortch plantation. Built in 1904, at a cost of $33,000 Marl~gate :.was 

designed by architect Charles L. Thorn son of Little Rock. The unusually 
thin bricks of which~he house is constr~cted were made in st. Louis. 
An interesting feature of the bricks is that they extend around the 
corners. The twenty room house reflects the lifestyle of the Dortch 
family as a wealthy farming family in the early twentieth century. 

Marlsgate is a two-and-one-half-storey structure with a full basement. 
Projecting from the east and west elevations of the high hipped roof are 
dormers with double windows. Two finials project from the ridge of the 
roof. The corners of the main wing of the house are marked by cut stone 
quoins. A dentiled cornice extends around the house. 

A full-sized, two-storey portico with four Ionic capital square brick 
columns dominates the facade. Dentil work found on the cornice around 
the house is also utilized in the pediment of the portico. Located in 
the center of the pediment is an oeil-de-boeuf window. A second storey 
balcony projecting over the entry features urn-shaped balusters and is 
supported by heavy paired brackets. The single entry is set into a wide, 
arched opening surrounded by a brick arch with a keystone centered above 
the door. The keystone contains the intertwined initials of William and 
Nettie Dortch. Paired windows flanking the entry are unusual in their 
use of cut stone and brick in the window heads. Upper paired windows 
have ·simple .trim. The railing on the portico is cast concrete, molded 
on thegrounds. The , fa-cade is symmetrically balanced by two projecting 
one-storey wings on either elevation. 

A well house at the southwest corner of the house features lattice work 
above a brick b~se a~d is _capJ?~d with a conic~~~!OPJ?.~d with finia~ . 
A dentiled cornice similar to that on the main structure surrounds the 
octagonal well house. Projecting from the south rear elevation is a 
two-storey portion consisting of an enclosed porch. This original wing 
contains the kitchen. 

Located in the wide central hall are the symmetrically divided flights 
of stairs. In the landing of the s~airway is a massive window with six 
upper lites of stained glass. All of the woodwork is original and of 
virgin oak. There are fireplaces in every room and each oak mantel is of 
a different design. A number of the ~oorns are richly paneled with oak. 
There are operable transom lights over all the doorways. 

The most distinctive features of Marlsgate's interiorarethe fourteen­
foot ceilings, all of pressed tin, each in a different design. The 
ceilings are designed and made in St. Louis for the Dortch~s. 
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The onl or alteration to Marlsgate was circa 1910 when the 
p~~h on elevation- ;f the house was enclose~ 1927, the 
attic caught fire but the workers on the farm formed a bucket brigade 
from Bearskin Lake and the fire was extinguished before the house sus­
tained any damage. 

Marlsgat~has been continually occupied by the Dortch family since its 
construction in 1904 and remains in an excellent state of repair. 
Virtually unchanged since 1904, Marlsgate stands as a tangible reminder 
of a past era. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Marlsgate is the plantation home of the William P. Dortch family, located 
near Scott, Arkansas. Built in 1904, the house is set in a pecan-tree­
shaded area facing Bearskin Lake. The perfect horseshoe-shaped lake 
derives its name from the abundance of bear found in the area at one time. 
Marlsgate is recognized as a working plantation of historical value. 
lg:"chitecturally, Marlsgate _i.s one of ArXensa ' most im ressive structures. 
The Dortch family has played an important role in the social and economic 
development of the area. 

In 1790, one of the Dortch ancestors arrived in North Carolina from where 
his descendents migrated west in 1838. Willis R. Dortch settled in 
Tennessee and married Elizabeth Wommack Stone. Dortch successfully engaged 
in farming in Williamson County, Tennessee, until his death in 1858. The 
youngest of Willis Dortch's three children, William Pinkney Dortch, was 
born at Thompson Station, May 15, 1846. Upon the death. of Willis Dortch, 
twelve-year-old William P. Dortch and his mother moved to Arkansas and settled 
in Lonoke County. The Dortch's then purchased the land upon which Marlsgate 
is located and constructed the first of two frame houses located on the 
site before the present Marlsgate was built. In 1864, Dortch enlisted in the 
Confederate Army in Anderson's Battalion from Little Rock and accompanied 
Price on his raid through Missouri and Kansas. During the Civil War, Union 
troops camped in and around the Dortch's house because Bearskin Lake provided 
water .for their livestock, and it was only a day's march to Little Rock. 
During the war, the Dortch family packed all of their china and silver in 
butter churns, sealed them with beeswax and submerged them in Bearskin Lake 
for safekeeping. 

At the close of the war, Dortch attended Miami University in Ohio for two 
years. While in Ohio he was married to Alice Orr of Kentucky. She died 
in 1874, leaving one son, Frederick W. Dortch. On January 15, 1885, William 
P. Dortch married Miss Nettie Steele who was born in Pulaski County, Arkansas, 
in 1859. Her father, Thomas William Steele, was born in North Carolina and 
moved to Scott, Arkansas as a young man, where he became the largest holder 
of land in Pulaski County. As a wedding present to his daughter upon her 
marriage to William P. Dortch, Steele presented her with a plantation of 
1800 acres in Lonoke County which adjoined the Dortch property. This land 
had been in the Steele family for five generations. 

In 1900 the second frame house Dortch had built was removed to make room for 
the new house. Marlsgate was completed in 1904 at a cost of $33,000. The 
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keystone above the front door contains the intertwined initials of 
William P. and Nettie Dortch, Nettie Steele Dortch was a gifted artist 
and much of her work remains in the house. Five sons were born to 
William and Nettie Dortch: Thomas Steele Dortch, William P. Dortch, 
George Little Dortch, William Reeves Dortch and Robert Leake Dortch. 
Marlsgate contains twenty rooms and was built to accomodate the life­
style of the large Dortch family. Upstairs there are five bedrooms for -
the five sons. Downstairs the rooms are large and spacious, ideal 
for frequent entertaining. 

At William P. Dortch's death in 1913, his farm, which had grown to 7,000 
acres, was divided among the five sons. Because he was the namesake, 
the second son, William P. Dortch, inherite~ Marlsgate. William P. Dortch 
was born in 1887. He married Alice Knowles of South Dakota and they had 
one son, William P. Dortch Jr., who was born in Little Rock, Arkansas, 
in October, 1928, and now lives in Marlsgate. On the plantation, Mr. 
Dortch raises beef cattle, soybeans and cotton. 

The significance of Marlsgate lies in its architecture and in its 
representation of local history to the surrounding area. Marlsgate is a 'J 
part of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century which has survived { 
changing times. It typlifies a large southern plantation. William P. Dortch , 
and his sons made significant commercial contributions which helped 
stimulate the economic development of Scott, Arkansas. As the home of one 
of the leading early planters in Scott, Marlsgate is an important historic 
landmark to the community. 
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