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The Whitesell House is located on State Route 116 approximately 1/2 mile west of the
town of Fulton in the extreme southwestern section of the state. The highway
marks the boundary between Kentucky and Tennessee. Just west of the house, in
close proximity, is the four~lane Purchase Parkway skirting Fulton, connecting
Union City, Tennessee, with Mayfield, Kentucky.

Built in 1871 for Jesse Whitesell, grandfather of the present owner, the Whitesell
House is essentially in its original state. Based on a T-plan, the house is two
stories high with a three-story tower set in one of the angles of the '"T." The
main (south) elevation of the house is thus a triple composition, consisting of gable-end
to the left, tower in the middle and recessed, two-bay block to the right (see photo 1).
The dominance of the entrance tower is guaranteed by its added height and by the
relatively elaborate hooded balcony, at the second stage (both balcony and hood are
supported by elongated scroll brackets), but this emphasis also results from subtler
devices: the main door is recessed behind the entrance portal, and the portal is
round-headed whereas all other openings are segmentally-headed. A note of whimsey
is provided by the entablature-like courses of brick that give the impression of
supporting the large brackets of the balcony; moreover, this "entablature' does

not extend beyond the front face of the tower, whereas at the third stage of the tower
the courses marking the floor and impost lines extend around all four faces.

The subsidiary entrance to the tower is sheltered by a delicate wooden porch of
arches set on chamfered posts. This porch shades the right-hand flank of the main
elevation and is matched on the north by another long and narrow porch, of much
simpler design appropriate to its function as a service area (see photo 2).

The two projecting bay windows of the first floor are treated differently: that of
the southern gable-end is rectangular in plan, while. that of the eastern gable-end is
semi-octagonal. The latter is unorthodox in that the bricks at the angles are
recessed, creating an impression of raised panels on each face of the bay. The
brickwork is nonbonded, and the plain water table runs continuously around the main
body of the house. All cornices are bracketted, and the low, pyramidal roof of

the tower is topped with a finial. ‘

L
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Whitesell house, built in 1871 by Jesse Whitesell, is a fine example of rural
adaptation of the Italianate villa style of architecture and is representative of many
similar houses constructed at this time in southwest Kentucky and northwest
Tennessee. The house is in very near its original condition except for a modern

addition off the back.

Although the Whitesell house belongs as a whole to a standard type of the so-called
Italian villa of the mid~19th century, it has a number of distinctive features, both
inside and out. The asymmetrical massing includes the standard three-story

entrance tower, projecting parlor with bay window, and verandas.
roof and gables are almost flat, the wide eaves supported by brackets.

As usual, the

Unusual,

however, are the raised brick arches, belt courses, and elaborate corbelled
chimneys; the delicate, somewhat Gothic trim of the front porch; and the rhythmic

balcony over the main entrance.

The interior also contains many interesting

features, particularly the woodwork in the east parlor, which was apparently always
painted white and inspired, according to family tradition, by the drawing room of a

' steamboat on which the owner had been a passenger.

Animals painted on the

baseboards on the -two first-floor bedrooms is another rather curious feature. The
brick smokehouse, of the same period of construction as the house,is two-story,

unusually large for 19th-century smokehouses in Kentucky.

Of locally historic

significance ig the fact that the house has remained in the family of the original
owner--a period of over one hundred years.

Jesse Whitesell was a wealthy large landholder in Fulton County, Kentucky, and
Weakley (now Obion) County, Tennessee (which adjoins Fulton County on the south).
His father, Peter Whitesell, of German descent, was a native of North Carolina.
Sometime prior to 1820, Peter Whitesell migrated to Tennessee and then to Kentucky
after receiving a land grant northeast of the town of Fulton in 1828.

According to tradition, Jesse Whitesell was impressed by a particular house he saw

in Cincinnati while on a trip to sell his tobacco crop.

Afterwards he made

(continued)
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The doors of the tower enter directly into the stair hall that divides the suite of
three rooms on the west (left) from the large parlor on the east (right). The mantel
of the parlor is marbelized, and the woodwork in this room was apparently

always painted white, inspired, according to family tradition, by the drawing room

of a steamboat on which the owner had been a passenger (see photo 6). Each of

the three rooms on the other side of the hall is 18' x 18' square; the south and
central rooms, originally bedrooms, are entered from the stair hall, while the north
room, apparently a combined dining room and kitchen, is entered from the central
room.

The second-floor plan mirrors that of the first floor, with the exception that there
is no room over the dining-kitchen room. ‘The north bedrooms on both floors are
connected by an enclosed staircase. Both first and second floors have 13-foot
high ceilings, and all rooms are furnished with fireplaces. The third stage of the
tower is reached by a ladder. Animals were painted on the baseboards of the
two first-floor bedrooms: in the south room, a snake crawling from one hole to
another and in the north room, a mouse scampering from one hole to another.

Modern alterations include the addition of a bathroom in the northern angle of
the "T" and the addition of a kitchen to the west of the one-story kitchen-dining

room,

Included within the nominated area are the following. outbuildings built about the
time of the main house: 2 two-story brick smokehouses, 20' x 30' in plan
located a few feet northeast of the main house (see photos 3 and 4); a frame
storage house; and two original cisterns--one in a typical lattice well house

in close proximity to the rear porch and the other behind the smokehouse.

For other examples of Italian villas in Kentucky see the Barret House, Henderson,
Henderson County (approved by the Kentucky Historic Preservation Review Board
March 25, 1975) also in western Kentucky; Vinewood (Benjamin Groom House), near
Winchester, Clark County (approved by the Kentucky Review Board October 21,
1975), in central Kentucky; and the John B. Graves House in the East Main Street
Residential District, Georgetown, Scott County (1877); district nomination approved
by the Kentucky Review Board June 5, 1973).
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arrangements to secure the plans and to hire the Cincinnati workmen to
return to Fulton with him to build a residence identical to it.

Jesse Whitesell's son, Robert Peter Whitesell, graduated from Vanderbilt
University and the University of Virginia Law School. In addition to practicing
law, Whitesell was a large landholder and served as the president of the First
National Bank end of the National Bank of Union City, Tennessee.

The house remains in the Whitesell family at the present time.



