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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Exterior: The Octagon House, constructed in-1859, is considered to be the
first concrete house built in South Carolina. This eight-sided structure
with hipped roof has four porches and four extended rooms on the first-
floor level and a central octagonal core for the second-floor level. The
octagonal design is maintained throughout, even down to eight-sided porch
columns and chimneys. The only alterations to the exterior have been a
rather crudely performed lowering of the roof line of the two first-floor
rooms flanking the front porch. Window design and placement varies in
each facade, but all have granite sills and lintels. Projecting eaves of
the first-floor shed roofs are covered but unadorned while those around
the second-story roof have boxed cornices. The upper roof is crowned by
.a_large square skylight which illuminates the interior central hall of
both floors.

Interior: The octagonal motif that is so prominant on the exterior is
muted inside the house. Square rooms were constructed within the octagonal
central core by including triangular closets in the interior design. A
front and central hall are located on the first floor, the latter of which
is open through the second story to the skylight. Surrounding the front
and central halls are three rooms and a kitchen. A curved stairway rises
from the right of the front hall to the second story interior balcony-
hallway. A steeper rear stairway also leads to the second floor from the
kitchen on the first floor. Originally, five bedrooms and one bath. sur-
ounded the central open hall on the second floor, but all bedrooms have
been partitioned, thus doubling their number. Fireplaces are located in
all rooms and were placed on any wall desired since the entire structure
is of concrete. Below the first floor are basement rooms with outside
access only. Most of these rooms were originally used as domestic slave
quarters, but one small one built entirely of field stone served as an ice
house and collection point for moisture which accumulated in the concrete
walls and was transferred to this location by a series of drain pipes.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Structural Siginificance: The Octagon House displays several interesting
architectural features, but its primary significance is the early appear-
ance of the method of construction utilized by the designer and builder,
Zelotes Lee Holmes, a Presbyterian minister and educator of up-country

“South Carolina. The son of the Reverend Mr. Holmes, Nickles J. Holmes,
provides an excellent account of the building procedures in his Life
Sketches and Sermons: "My parents had a large plantation in the country,
and some 50 to 60 slaves... When I was 12 years old (1859), my father,
having been elected Professor of the Laurensville Female College, moved
up to Laurens and built a large, twelve room, concrete house... This
concrete house that my father built was, I think, the first of the kind
in the state. The walls were thick, made of lime, cement, sand, and
Srushed rock, put in between planks and in this state mortar poured over
the rock and allowed to dry, and then the planks removed. It was built
by his own slaves mainly, not only carpenters but field hands and even
children in the yard, from thirteen or fourteen years old; including
myself, carrying mortar in paint kegs on gang planks. My father planned
it and superintended all the work himself. He had the large rock for the
foundation split out in the quarry, and hauled the flint rock from the
fields around and had them crushed with sledge hammers." The imprint of
the wooden frames can still be seen in the walls of the basement. The
walls are from 12 to 15 inches thick and include hollow passages which
provide a cooling ventilation system throughout the house. Though many
technical improvements have since been made, the basic system of concrete
construction herein employed is essentially the same as that used today.
As one of the first concrete houses in South Carolina, the Octagon House
stands as a landmark to a structural technique that did not fully mature
in the state until the 20th century.




Deposition by Joseph A. Holmes, grandson of designer and builder of the
Octagon House, 1962. (Photocopy located in Historical Preservation
Division, South Carolina Department of Archives and History.)

Holmes, Nickles J. Life Sketches and Sermons. 1920. (Son of builder

~and participant in construction of the Octagon House.)
Irwin, Betty W. "Octagon-Shaped House First Concrete Structure in State.'
The Laurens Advertiser, April 24, 1963, pp. 1-2.
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