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A b s t r a c t
All places in the world have multiple levels of existence. Of these,
we can establish a fairly clear distinction between the specific and the
universal. Within the uniqueness
of a places specific, local qualities
can be found the common universals that they represent. Here lies
the shared experience of all mankind.
When people travel, they come into
contact with new places and people
with whom they have mutually unfamiliar experiences. When they
share these experiences, an important cross-fertilization occurs in
which people learn not only about
other possible existences, but also
more about their own. Even more
importantly, they gain new vantage
points from which to examine universal truths and to know a poetic
existence. This thesis is an exploration of this exchange and how it can
reach its fullest potential using the
means of architecture.
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A diversification among human
communities is essential for the provision of the incentive and material
for the Odyssey of the human spirit.
Other nations of different habits are
not enemies: they are godsends.
Men require of their neighbors
something sufficiently akin to be understood, something sufficiently different to provoke attention, and
something great enough to command admiration.
A. N. Whitehead
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I n t r o d u c t i o n
In the beginning, we were one. Since
then, we have been in motion; at first
separating and later reuniting. This
process is accelerated today, facilitated by faster means of transportation and communication. During our
separations, we grow to have distinct differences, but our perpetual
motion always reunites us, and any
attempt to prevent this essential and
natural pattern of separation and reunion will ultimately fail. This is
indeed a godsend, for people are mutually enriched through their exchange. In the discovery of other
peoples experiences, we come to a
greater understanding of the human
experience, which reminds us that
in the end, we are still one.
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...all cultures, both ancient and
modern, seem to have depended for
their intrinsic development on a certain cross-fertilization with other
cultures...sustaining any kind of authentic culture in the future will depend ultimately on our capacity to
generate vital forms of regional culture while appropriating alien influences at the level of both culture and
civilization
Kenneth Frampton
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Ultimately, all of the worlds peoples
are joined in unity. Similarly, we are
inextricably linked with our past histories. Human experience, in other
words, has a naturally occurring continuity. We derive rich meaning in
our lives from this history, and from
it we can learn much about ourselves.
However, we must not confuse a
profound respect for our past for a
desire to re-create it. We must live
in our own time, celebrating its preciousness and uniqueness, and this
requires a wholehearted acceptance
of change as being vital, natural, and
life-giving.
...what is wanted is not to restore a
vanished, or to revive a vanishing
culture under modern conditions
which make it impossible, but to
grow a contemporary culture from
the old roots.
T. S. Eliot
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It is important, therefore, to understand the importance of continuity
and of change when we give form to
our built environment. Continuity,
in particular, is in danger of being
forgotten about with the accelerated
pace of change in contemporary society. At the turn of the twentieth
century, the sudden and rapid development of new technologies, materials, and production methods seduced the Modernists into believing
they could make a wholesale break
with their past to construct a new
world. This approach, however,
failed to recognize that change is
evolutionary, that we live in a continuum, and that we cannot simply
break from our past. We must not
misuse the tools of invention in a
way that deliberately disregards the
foundation that enabled their very
existence; rather they should be used
in ways to express both continuity
and the changes that they embody.

Going beyond casual contact, a foreigner may begin to approach a
deeper level of understanding of a
given place, make discoveries of its
inherent conditions and then incorporate these discoveries into the creation of a locally built place. In this
way, the building becomes a physical manifestation of the cross-cultural contact itself. To ignore the
local context would be more than
just insensitive; any opportunity for
a mutually enriching exchange would
be lost. Both foreign architect and
local community gain insights into
themselves and each other through
an architectural response provided
by a design that expresses an understanding of local context as filtered
through the experiences of the foreigner.

Every inch of ground on earth...
has a divine association. Mother
Earth has been there since the beginning of creation, being one of the
five primeval elements. She has seen
countless pairs of feet running about
on thousands of aims and pursuits,
both evil and good, and will continue until Time (Kala) swallows
and digests everything. Even after
the participants have vanished, every inch of earth still retains the impress of all that has gone before. We
attain a full understanding only when
we are aware of the divine and other
associations of every piece of ground
we tread on. Otherwise it would be
like the passage of a blind man
through illuminated halls and gardens.1

Within the territory of any site, no
matter what its size or location, there
exists an immeasurable amount of
architectural capital waiting to be
discovered by the curious and sensitive designer. These are the givens, whose a priori existences are
translated into human experience
through the personal filter of the
designer. Subsequently, the users of
such a construction may discover a
new and stimulating reassessment
of autochthonous form. This process is one of discovery for the designer and one of re-discovery for
the users.

Uncovering and interpreting the
many layers of context affecting a
project is essential when we undertake the construction of our physical environment, for only then are
we able to express our connection
to our past, our present, our surroundings, and each other. Undertaking an examination of the existing
typologies present in the surrounding region is one method that the
unfamiliar outsider can employ to
gain an understanding of the local
context and its latent meanings. The
foreign builders unique perception
of these meanings and his or her use
and re-interpretation of them in the
design of a built environment provides for continuity and change.
This is of great value to the native
community, for its people gain a fresh
perspective from which to view
themselves (specifics) and their connection to the rest of the world (universals). This happens, in part, because both parties find common
ground in the general meanings of
specific, recognizable typological
references.
Man dwells when he can orientate
himself within and identify himself
with an environment, or, in short,
when he experiences the environment
as meaningful.
Christian Norberg-Schulz
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A n a l y s i s
As a relative newcomer to the southern Appalachians, I chose the
nearby, and therefore accessible
community of Eggleston, Virginia
(population 350) to conduct a case
study to explore how architecture
may express and nurture a trans-cultural relationship. Through continual visits to the town to speak
with its residents, explore, sketch,
photograph, and experience as much
as I could firsthand, and through research from various publications, I
came to an increasingly greater understanding of Eggleston as a unique
place in the world. Through this
process, I slowly uncovered the local context.
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It is necessary to discover the architecture which the site itself is
seeking...an inherent logic in the
place...drawing inspiration from the
sites formal characteristics as well
as cultural traditions, natural resources, climate, city structure, living patterns, and age-old customs.
Tadao Ando

context study

Eggleston, Virginia
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The context of any given site includes both natural and cultural
considerations. Natural context is
provided by geography, geology, climate, and light, while the cultural
context includes human settlement,
demography, social traditions, character, city structure, and building traditions.
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NaturalLandscape
Eggleston is a small, rural village
located in the southernAppalachian
Mountain range of the eastern
United States. Its dominant natural
features are the mountainous landscape and the ancient New River
along which it is situated. The 1700
foot elevation and the 37-degree
north latitude account for its four
distinct seasons, including hot, humid summers and cold, snowy winters. Average annual precipitation
is about 41 inches. Despite these
seasonal fluctuations, the climate is
not terribly severe. Winters in
Eggleston are moderated by its latitude, with January temperatures
averaging about 30 degrees; and summers, with July temperatures averaging 71 degrees, are tempered by
its elevation and position along the
river.

The New River is even older than
the mountains. It is the only river
to have survived the original uplift
of the Appalachian Mountains with
its northwesterly flow intact. For
this it had to cut into the bedrock at
least as fast as the mountains lifted
up.2 The cliffs and gorges that surround it today provide a silent, impressive testimony of its power and
great age.
Geologically, the region is dominated
by karst topography, a remnant of
uplifted limestone rock deposited
by a shallow sea more than 300 hundred million years ago. As a result
of the slow dissolving power of the
ground water which contains weak
carbonic acid, many cavities and
sinks exist and continue to form
today.3

Among the oldest mountains on the
continent, the Appalachians stretch
from Alabama to Quebec, and they
constitute a fold-and-thrust system
formed by interaction between the
North American andAfrican tectonic
plates. The highest peaks of the
region around Eggleston are just over
4000 feet, and provide a beautiful
backdrop for the town.
Eggleston topography
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M o u n t a i n
The landscape of the southern Appalachians today is a residue of its
own history. Some 300 million years
ago, the ancient supercontinents
Laurussia and Gondwana merged to
form the even greater Pangaea, pushing up land to help form the Appalachian Mountain chain. Pangaea
subsequently split into North
America and Africa, giving birth to
an ocean we call the Atlantic, whose
breadth continues to expand today.4
The former connection to now distant land masses is evident even today; the species composition of the
southern Appalachians is similar to
the one found in China.5 The continuing westward drift of the North
American plate will eventually reunite these isolated, evolving lands
once again. Division and reunification is our destiny.

The local topography is vertically
arranged. From the original upward
thrust of the mountains in their primordial creation to their continuing
erosion back into the sea today, the
land has been moving first toward
the heavens and then back down toward the fiery inferno of its own
interior; the slow breathing of a living organism beneath our feet. With
homesteads tucked into the folds of
the earth, the mountain people find
shelter and security in its protective
embrace. The fertile farmland, laid
down by an ancient tropical sea, has
nourished these people for generations, like the breast of the mother
upon which they have depended.

The mountains are not just piles of
rock, they are ancient spirits...I knew
it myself when I worked in the mine.
I could hear the mountain above me
groan and cry out, mourning its
losses, screaming with pain when
we cut away its bones. I knew when
the roof fell and took a man it was
no accident but the mountain lashing out like a wounded animal.
Denise Giardina
The Unquiet Earth
18
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The presence of the New River is
one of constancy and change. Its
perpetual motion is a reliable, steady
force, slowly taming the mountains:
in its daily work, it has already carried away some 4000 to 5000 vertical feet of material, bit by bit.6 The
sheer dolomite cliffs and natural arch
found in Eggleston measure a passage of time inconceivable to the
human mind.
At times flooding the old downtown
of Eggleston bringing its people together in crisis, this broad yet shallow and unnavigable river was probably also responsible for depositing
the world-famous thirty-four and a
half carat Punch Jones diamond in
nearby Peterstown.7

The river provides direction, orientation, and vitality to the people
who populate its domain. As the
only river to cut through the entire
Appalachian Mountains from
southeast to northwest, and the
most southern north-flowing river
on the continent,8 its significance is
not lost on its inhabitants. It is a
symbol of their pride and secure
sense of individuality, itself a necessary quality for survival in this very
terrain.
The river flows backwards. Actually, for me, it runs forward and all
the other rivers run backwards
Robert Wimmer, lifelong
Eggleston resident

gauging station

The river divides the land. The landscape is set in opposition.
19

N a t u r a l C a v e
As a direct result of the mountainous
topography, the limestone geology,
and the presence of the New River,
the cave emerges as a local type. It
finds various expression in both natural and built form, as indicated on
these pages.
The primordial cavern is a passageway into the sacred heart of the
mountain. It is a realm of beauty,
mystery and immanent peril whose
secrets are known to the rugged
mountain people. The enclosing
walls around the visitor heighten a
sense of self-awareness, already familiar to the character of the selfreliant individuals who populate this
isolated land.

20

A root cellar built into the side of the hill, though formed
by human hands, is an expression of the vertical structure of the landscape and is, in a sense, natural.

Caesars Arch along the New River

21

P a l i s a d e
The single most impressive feature
of Eggleston are the enormous fluted
palisades along the eastern bank of
the New River. This site, however,
is more than just scenery. It is
wrapped in history and local lore.
In 1755, Shawnee Indians raided the
nearby settlement of Blacksburg,
kidnapping the young, pregnant
Mary Ingles and several of her comrades. The hostages spent their first
night huddled together atop this high
spire in what was then Indian territory. Several months later, Mary
Ingles, having escaped from her captors, would make the final leg of her
one-thousand-mile trek home
through unknown wilderness up the
face of these cliffs. Not knowing
how to swim, she was forced to scale
the perilous palisade to reach safety
at the home of Adam Harmon on the
other side.9

palisades today

When the Virginian Railroad laid its
track on the eastern shore in 1909,
this most striking of all rock formations in the area was dynamited to
allow for uninterrupted rail passage
downstream. The sheer palisades
locally known as Bullards Cliffs
was thus changed forever. A shelf of
land at its base remains today, carrying trains along its path daily. Tall
trees and other vegetation now
grows where once there was nothing but rock, water and air.
palisades in 1907: before the railroad
22

Even in her misery, Mary Ingles was
awed by the strange beauty of the
place...at its sharpest crook downstream, (the New River) cut under the
very base of a perpendicular wall of
fluted gray stone cliffs and columns
and spires of stone three hundred feet
high. On the inside of the bend stood
a natural stone arch, gray amid the
dusky woods, with a freestanding shaft
of stone eighty feet tall beside it. It
looked like an experimental landscape chopped out of solid stone and
forest by some god trying to make a
channel for a confused river. She had
never seen such a place, even in the
harrowing crossing of the Blue
Ridge.
James Alexander Thom
Follow the River

Identification
Eggleston, no doubt, is situated in
an extraordinary natural landscape.
From nearly anywhere, one can
sense its grandeur and geological significance. This wealth of natural
beauty is coupled with a contrasting economic poverty, but in this
duality the residents benefit: all of
them have access to this wonderful
topography. Trailers line the river,
every house seems to have a dramatic view of the cliffs, the river, or
the mountains. It almost seems that
there is an overabundance of beauty,
and that it is taken for granted. This
is not the case, however. These astonishing natural forms are striking
to the outsider, but for the residents
of Eggleston, they are much more
than scenery. For them, they are
identifying landmarks which reflect
their lives and the memories they
have come to associate with them.
Indeed, the landscape is a map of
their lives.

a room with a view

23

CulturalLandscape
Humans have occupied and lived
their lives in the southern Appalachians for over 12,000 years, when
Paleo-Indians began coming here in
search of big game.10 Over the centuries, they left a legacy that exists
to this day, despite the great cultural losses it suffered as a result of
later European contact and settlement. These new colonists came to
dominate and redefine the cultural
landscape, and the character in this
region today reflects a predominately European cultural heritage.
However, the social and building traditions of the early settlers developed and evolved over many generations to form a distinctly American and specifically Appalachian
character.
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S e t t l e m e n t
Many feet have traversed the southern Appalachians, and they have left
a lasting impression upon this part
of the earth. Once occupied by
Cherokee Indians, the region began
to be populated by white settlers in
the eighteenth century. In the nearly
300 years since that time a whole
new cultural history has taken root.11
The first new settlers were ScotchIrish and German immigrants who
came down from Pennsylvania in
search of new lands to farm. These
new tenants were hardy, independent souls who survived on scattered family farms and a subsistence
economy. Thus, there were few large
towns anywhere in Appalachia.
Their insular, self-sustaining lives
changed dramatically in the late nineteenth century, when railroads were
built into these inaccessible mountains. Big timber companies and
mining interests put this delivery
system in place, and they quickly
set about to strip away and export
the regions valuable natural resources.
Land values increased, and small
farms became harder to sustain.
Some landowners were coaxed into
selling their land or its mineral rights
for a tiny fraction of its actual value.
As a result, the self-sufficient social
and economic system in place began
to be replaced by a wage-earning
economy as people were forced to
sell their labor to newly established
industries whose ownership  and

profits  were kept in distant northern cities. Dependance and poverty
began to replace self-sufficiency and
equality.
An influx of migrant laborers came
from afar to work in the coal mines,
and as the population increased,
town centers began to appear to support and house these workers. However, in the 1950s mechanization of
the mines began to reduce the demand for labor, and a sudden outmigration began. Many were also
lured away in a national trend of
people moving to urban and suburban areas. This was particularly
tempting to the impoverished mountain people because they now had
access to new media exhibiting a
wealthier society outside of Appalachia.
The sudden loss of people left a decaying, vacated trail of unused buildings, even a few ghost towns, and
few new families or other young
people remained to carry on local
memories and traditions. However,
in the 1970s a resurgence of in-migration began as people began to retreat from the problems associated
with urbanity.
Many of these foreigners had little
or no past connection to the existing
mountain culture or its people. Instead, they came to fulfill their utopian vision of a return to nature and
spirituality and a rejection of modern consumerist society. The selfsustaining traditions of Appalachian

peoples and the beautiful physical
setting in which they existed drew
many of these back-to-the-landers.
However, these new arrivals were
members of a different social system from the locals, and although
there was cooperation between the
two groups, they didnt fully integrate.
In recent times, the southern Appalachians have had an even more
diverse set of foreign property
owners, including speculators who
divide up large holdings, seasonal
recreation-seekers, retirees, and
some working families who were not
a part of the mountain counterculture that came in the 1970s. Descendants of the original ScotchIrish and German settlers make up a
dwindling proportion of todays
mountain communities, and new
histories are being formed in their
place.

L o c a l H i s t o r y
Egglestons history spans back to
about 1750, when the first white
settler of present-day Giles county,
Adam Harmon, built his home here
on the New River.12 Originally, the
settlement was called Gunpowder
Springs due to the odor of a nearby
sulfur spring.
Later this spring would become the
impetus for a large resort hotel that
was constructed here in the 1830s.
In this time before the invention of
air conditioning, it had became popular to escape the summer heat and
disease thought to be caused by the
low-lying coastal and piedmont areas by going into the cooler mountains to stay at spas such as the
Eggleston Springs Hotel. The sulfur water found there was believed
to be salubrious, and people would
bathe in it and sometimes even drink it.
In the early 1880s the Norfolk and
Western Railway began to be laid
along the west bank of the New
River, opposite the resort. Due to
long engineering delays and the need
to cut two tunnels through the rock
formations lining the river, a host of
workers settled in for many months
and soon businesses began to appear. About the time the railroad
was finished in 1883, a post office
opened, and Eggleston became a
busy distribution point for much of
the county. In the coming years, the
depot, the resort spa, small factories, and many merchants made
Eggleston a thriving center for some
time.

In 1909, the Virginian Railway put
down tracks next to the resort hotel
on the eastern side of the river. Not
surprisingly, the hotel began to lose
guests, and by the 1930s, it closed
and was later torn down. Such was
the fate of many other buildings in
Eggleston in the second half of this
century as the population began to
dwindle.
Employment opportunities became
more distant, and many of the people
who stayed in the area had to travel
to find work. The Celanese Fibers
Plant, which opened near Pearisburg
in 1939 became a big employer in
the region, employing up to 4600
people at its peak in 1948. Still
others had to leave the county, some
finding work at Virginia Tech in
Blacksburg and others in factories
in Radford and Pulaski.
The Eggleston that exists today is a
small, aging mountain community
that supports only a shred of the
activity and vitality that it enjoyed
in years past. However, after a 9%
decrease in population in Giles
County during the 1980s, the number of people residing here has stabilized at about 16,300 (estimated)
throughout the first half of the 1990s.
There is reason to believe, with the
changing ways in which people are
employed, especially through computer networks, that this beautiful
part of the country will experience a
resurgence of growth, activity, and
prosperity in the future.
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C h a r a c t e r
The original Scotch-Irish settlers
were a particularly well-educated,
skilled group of immigrants to this
country who also had a great mistrust of established authority and a
fear of tyranny. These qualities had
developed over time in response to
their persecution during their residences in both the Scottish border
country and later in Northern Ireland, from where they migrated to
America to escape their oppression.15 The Germans who came to
settle this land in the eighteenth century were escaping a similar political and religious persecution in
their country.16
Past oppression and the rigors of
living in the mountains have helped
shape the character of the people
living in the southernAppalachians.
One of these enduring qualities has
been strong independence. This can
be interpreted as both a freedom from
institutional injustices as well as a
personal independence which implies self reliance and the ability to
survive in the rugged mountains.
From these notions of independence
we can better understand their widespread disinterest in slavery (and in
some cases, support of the North
during the Civil War; despite their
southern geographic location)17 and
their contempt for revenue collection from which they have historically received little benefit.
28

The other characteristic trait and
social ideal associated with the
mountain people is equality. The
subsistence economy of small family farms that first supported these
people left little room for economic
hierarchy or social advancement.
The important role of community
as a cohesive group who helped each
other through the difficulties of
mountain existence supported an
egalitarian consciousness.18

C o m m u n i t y
Though the southern Appalachians
historically had a low population
density, its people were bound together in tightly woven communities. The difficulties of surviving in
the mountains strengthened their
sense of togetherness, and the role
of neighbors and kin was one of
cooperation, friendship, and mutual
aid.13
The members of a community
would have a small cluster of buildings including a church, a school, a
store, and a post office that would
typically define the gathering point
where the interchange of community
life occurred. An economically and
socially centralized place, it held
daily importance for its members
whose participation in it wove a
complex tapestry of relationships,
memories, and meanings over time.14

With the out-migration that began
in the 1950s, however, the weaving
of this cultural fabric diminished.
Not only were there fewer people
to sustain it, but significant changes
in the rituals of daily life began.
Schools and post offices were consolidated, regional supermarkets
replaced small groceries, and new
industries took people away from
farming to distant jobs and set hours.
In addition, the introduction of television and the paving of wide,
straight, roads and fast automobiles
further diminished contact between
people.
What is needed today is a reaffirmation of the importance of community
building and the provision of built
places which foster the rituals of
gathering and exchange.
29

BuiltEnvironment
The preexisting infrastructure and
built patterns of a place offer a
wealth of material to the designer,
especially one who is not from the
local area and is unfamiliar with its
subtleties. In the following pages,
Eggleston is analyzed by breaking
the whole into its constituent parts
to gain a clearer image of its structure.19
The rectangular grey shape found
on each map represents a vacant
parcel of land on which this study
will propose the intervention of a
new post office.
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civic buildings in black

commercial buildings white on black sites
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residential buildings outlined

32

all building types

the river is linear

the town is a maze

public roads:
black ...................... Virginia rt. 730
dark grey ................. through roads
light grey ............... dead-end roads
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R a i l r o a d
The residents of Eggleston, like
people throughoutAppalachia, have
withstood disrespectful intrusions
into their lives since the coming of
the railroad and the subsequent extraction of the areas natural resources by big business. Though
there is no coal in Giles County,
Eggleston has not been unaffected
by this industrys activities. Both
sides of the river are lined with railroad tracks, with unloaded coal carriers traveling down the eastern track
toward the coalfields in southwest
Virginia and West Virginia, while
loaded ones make their way back up
the western shore toward Roanoke.
These long, loud, lumbering trains
continue, day and night, and at frequent intervals. At one time
Eggleston had a depot and its residents benefited from the newly established train, but the train stops
here no more.

On the eastern shore, the railroad
divides a neighborhood literally in
two, like a scar dividing living organ.
The sharp bend in the river causes
the trains wheels to scream out in
fury as the slow moving behemoth
rounds the turn. It follows the tracks
as they wrap around the final house
downstream like a snake coiling
around its prey, with a trail of

suffocating black smoke hanging in
the air. Suddenly, it releases its death
grip and slithers away down the river
toward neighboring Pembroke, its
next victim. In these moments, communication ceases: the invading element must pass before life may
resume.

Man-madeCave
Motivated by business interests in
a global economy, industries have
come to the Appalachian Mountains
and bored massive holes into the
earth. Thus, the man-made cave has
emerged over time as a regional type.
It finds expression in the small village of Eggleston in two Norfolk and
Western Railroad tunnels.
The primary use of these tunnels
has been to carry coal from mines 
themselves man-made caves  in
southwest Virginian and West Virginian coalfields to coastal ports in
Norfolk and Virginia Beach. From
there, the coal is exported internationally, connecting Eggleston, in a
small way, to the rest of the world. 20

coal mine

The railroad company has abandoned one of the two original tunnels. This is not to say that it is no
longer in use, for local residents have
adopted it for their own purposes.
Footprints, tire tracks, and trash at
its mouth give away its alternate
existence. As a relic, it exists as an
impress of what has gone before.
However, its presence continues to
be a part of the towns unfolding
history.
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At first crossed only by ferries, the
New River has always been a transportation obstacle. Three successive bridges have been built in
Eggleston, the first having been destroyed by a devastating flood in
1940 and the second one torn down
and replaced in 1980 as part of a
regional highway upgrade.21 The
former route used to carry passengers over a quirky old bridge that
had a 90 degree kink in its span over
both the New River and the Norfolk
and Western Railroad. This unhurried route then went through the main
street of downtown Eggleston.
The replacement bridge and the rerouted highway skip the town entirely. Built for speed and economy,
travelers on the new road system
can easily be completely unaware
that they are in Eggleston, and that
its town center is a mere quarter mile
away. Town traffic  and with it
commercial activity  has slowed to
a trickle. The opening of the new
bridge has undoubtedly hurt the
economy of this once-thriving
community.

36

Abandoned Home: The new bridge chooses the path of least
resistance; namely, the sky. Like a giant jumbo jet above,
noisy with the rush of cars, it utterly rearranges ones sense of
scale, and the activities of home become impossible.
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Civic&Commercial
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Egglestons nonresidential buildings
generally use masonry construction,
and none of them has a porch.
Many are large brick buildings with
flat roofs and symmetrical facades.
A few are made of concrete block
and have steep roofs. There have
been several churches in Eggleston
over the years (two remain operational today); all of them made of
wood. There are also two wooden
open pavilions located in the community center.

former elementary and high school, built 1934

general store and former hardware store

oblique elevation showing typical stepped sidewall

former bank

Methodist church

community hall
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The undulating topography of the
southern Appalachians, scattered
with hollows and rivers, has a distinct character in which liveable
spaces are divided into discrete areas. Small family farms, not large
plantations, find their places among
very fertile plots of limited size
nestled in the rolling hillsides and
bottom land. The rugged, mountainous topography divided the land and
made travel difficult for the early
settlers, and self-sufficiency was
necessary to sustain isolated communities.22 In times of special need
and also for daily companionship,
strong ties were developed between
neighbors, who were often members
of the same family. In cases where
no direct family connection existed,
fictive kinship ties took their place.
Close neighborly bonds were relied
upon as an important mechanism for
survival in the inhospitable mountains as well as for social interaction.23 Although the importance of
farming is diminishing as people find
outside, wage-earning jobs, the deep
love and respect for the land nurtured through the generations
remains.

40

Mountain Hardship: Evidence of a recent flood can be seen
in the debris stuck in a pasture fence along the New River.

Eggleston farm
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R e s i d e n c e
Traditional Eggleston residences are
made of wood frame construction
with steep metal roofs and covered
porches. The two most common
types are the foursquare and the
I-house. Residences built since the
population influx of the 1970s typically fall into two basic categories:
brick and mobile, both of which have
steep asphalt shingle roofs. There
is also a trailer park along the east
bank of the river, opposite the downtown area.

foursquare with metal roof

Due to their high cost, few brick
homes were built before the economic and demographic changes of
the past 35 years. As people have
moved from subsistence farming to
commuting to wage-earning jobs in
government and industry, more of
these types of residences have begun
to appear. Most people, however,
still cannot afford the more desirable brick home, and the inexpensive alternative today is the mobile
home, a great many of which now
dot the landscape.

foursquare with metal roof
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mobile home with asphalt shingle roof

I-house with asphalt shingle roof
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The significance of the porch in
Appalachian society must not be
overlooked. It is a transitional zone
between the private world of individuals and families and the public
world of neighbors and the greater
community. Enclosed with a roof and
sometimes with low walls, it is neither inside nor wholly outside. It
offers protection from the strong
summer rains and high southern sun,
as well as from winters snow. Frequently crowded with furniture,
hanging laundry, or other stored
items, it acts as a room of the house,
yet it is exposed to the world. It is
a place to sit and watch this world
without leaving the domain of the
home, to strike up conversation with
passersby, and to exhibit something
of a personal nature to the public,
whether fully intentional or not.
Because it is a point of exchange, it
is a place where life occurs, and as
such, it is necessary. Without the
dance floor, there is no dance.24
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C o n n e c t i o n To E a r t h
Most of the topography in Eggleston
lies in high relief, and there are two
general ways people have responded
to this condition when building. The
older, more traditional way was to
build on lower, flatter ground and to
root the building to the earth by digging slightly into the landscape where
it rose or fell. Major excavations,
however, were avoided. New construction tends to be located on
higher and steeper terrain, often in
an attempt to capture views,25 and
point loading on columns is used to
elevate the construction above the
undulating landscape.

older home digging in; newer deck addition elevated above
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minor excavation: retaining wall rooted to the earth

Masons lodge in the valley

porch supported on brick columns

old restaurant nestled into the land

Eggleston Bridge: The supports of this bridge raise it
very high over the river, far out of reach of even the
highest floods.
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C o n n e c t i o n To S k y
Virtually all the residences and half
of the civic and commercial buildings in Eggleston have steep roofs
that reach to the sky. Their vertical
expression reflects the landscape
that surrounds them, and provides
an efficient means to shed rainwater.
The older homes have doublepitched roofs; a steep one that covers the interior, and a flatter one
(sometimes nearly horizontal) that
covers the expansive porch. This
roofing scheme gives a simultaneous
clarity between these two distinct
realms and a softening of the transition from outside to inside.
The low-sloped roof covering the
porch is not high, and this helps define the porch as an outdoor room
of the house.
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Given the problem of being a foreigner creating a place primarily for
local users, it seemed important to
design a building for use by the public, to be shared by the community
at large and not just a small group of
individuals within it. In my search,
I discovered that Egglestons post
office was a social gathering point
for the towns residents, and that it
had been housed in at least four different locations in recent memory,
all of them leased spaces. The opportunity existed to design a post
office building which would facilitate this tradition of gathering and at
the same time give this public institution a permanent location. The
public nature of its use guaranteed
its broad exposure to the local community, and in this way the crosscultural exchange was met head-on.
In fact, the new construction would
redefine the townscape to a significant measure due to Egglestons
small size.
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perspective setup

P o s t O f f i c e ?
In its essence, the post office acts as
a point of exchange. In this way, it
is vital; every day it inhales bits of
the local condition for the world
to receive and simultaneously it
breathes life into the community
with correspondence from afar. In
this duality lies its existence as a
unity of opposites: It marks both
the beginning of one journey and the
end of another. The public congregates in a ritual of private exchange.
It gathers the local and disperses the
worldly.
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The world is gathered at this point.
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public
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mailroom study
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transverse section study

I n t e r s t i c e
Like the residential porch, the post
office is an interstitial zone between
private and public realms. Here, personal correspondence is brought to
a public point of exchange. The mailbox and the retail counter are the
points of flux between these two
worlds. The full mailbox is the cluttered porch.
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the interstice has depth

point of flux
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mailroom as porch: a place for exchange
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main intersection of town
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(overgrown) site across Church Hill Rd.

P l a c e m e n t
The site is a currently vacant lot in
downtown Eggleston. The intervention of the post office at this location would help define the southern
edge of Church Hill Street and in
this way reinforce the urban condition of the town, adding to its meaning as a community center.
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M a i n S t r e e t
Before the opening of the new
Eggleston bridge in 1980, the main
highway in this area, route 730, came
through the center of town on Village
Street. The closure of the old bridge
and the associated rerouting of 730
resulted in Village Street being turned
into a dead end. Today, travelers on
route 730 bypass the town center
by a mere quarter mile without even
knowing Eggleston exists. Planning
decisions like this one favor speed,
convenience, and the isolation of individuals. However, it kills communities, which only exist in the
presence of human contact and the
exchange between people. What is
desperately needed is a reaffirmation of the importance of the community in the lives of people. The
placement of the post office in the
town center, away from the rush of
traffic on route 730 is such an act.
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Village Street, 1997

D i r e c t i o n
The New River is the single most
important natural feature of
Eggleston. The original commercial
row was built along its west bank,
and after several devastating floods
over the years, the town center was
rebuilt just up the bank on higher
ground. This particular section of
the winding New River lies along a
due-north/south axis. The commercial row, Village Street, parallels this
axis, and the major intersecting
street, Church Hill Street, intersects
it at a 90-degree angle, thereby setting up major directionals along the
cardinal points.

Post office site

Directional Elements: The duenorth-flowing New River gives
direction to the downtown roads
along the cardinal points.

Main St.
Old Main St.
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The post office parallels Church Hill
Road, and in so doing, it is aligned
with the four principle points of the
compass, facing due north. The
building also has an orientation along
an axis skewed at 47 degrees east of
north, on a line directed toward the
striking view of Bullards cliffs (the
palisades) across the New River.
This axis cuts through the center of
the facade, creating a point of entry,
and continues straight through the
interior to ultimately define the location of the retail counter; the most
important point in the post office.
This is where the exchange occurs;
where the building breathes. In its
cardinal orientation and axial alignment, its relation to both the interior logic of the building and the outer
domain of Eggleston is made explicit.
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Tripartite Axis: The post office
simultaneously recognizes the universal polar axes as well as a local
directional axis toward the palisades.
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site view to palisades

site lines to the palisades cross the river three times

post office

palisades

O r i e n t a t i o n
The New River is the strongest orienting element in Eggleston, giving
both a sense of place and of direction. The presence of the river is
found in the post office site both in
the sloping topography toward the
river in its gradual, erosive movement as well as in the prominent
view toward the palisades to the
northeast where long ago the thrust
of the mountain was cut by the river
in sharp relief.
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contour interval study

palisade siteline study through post office

Settling In: horizontal lines measure the sloping landscape.
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The connection of a building to the
earth can reflect the reverence for it.
In mountainous topography, making the connection is not a simple
matter, for the ground falls away
from the plane of a floor placed upon it.
Digging deeply into the land, like
the coal mining companies have done
for over a hundred years in these
mountains, seems too invasive.
Hovering above, like the towering
new Eggleston bridge, minimizes the
disruption to the land and shows a
desire to not disturb the earth; however this is an act of alienation. In
pushing away, there is a loss of vital
contact.

earth falling away

digging in

pushing away

Settling into the sloping land seems
to make the best connection. Hugging mother earth without burrowing in so far as to extricate her innards may be the most appropriate
response to the local context.
settling in
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The wall is a fundamental architectural element. It is used, along with
floor and ceiling to make boundaries.
As a boundary, it has the capacity
to make present the space that it
encloses or defines, and it is therefore a powerful tool of great use to
the architect.25
The post office has a broad, massive, and symmetrical front wall. It
is therefore locally identifiable as a
public building and is endowed with
permanence. Its large scale is not so
big as to diminish the individual to
insignificance or to dominate the surrounding townscape.
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north elevation

Le Corbusier, Notre Dame du Haut
Ronchamp, France
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A massive wall made of earthbound
materials not only describes the
spaces beyond it, but also with its
own depth, can become a place of
its own. The buildings center entry
draws the visitor in through its tight
space along an axis that directs him
or her into the chambers beyond.
The cavern is recalled: a dark,
closed-in space with light filtering
in from above and through other indirect openings. With its close proximity of walls, the space is fit for
individual experience and solitude.
Several openings into the wall reveal sources of light and places to
read or send electronic mail.
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axonometric diagram
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Ones experience of a place is determined somewhat by places where
one is not. We are always between
places, both spatially and temporally, and we judge our current condition in relation to these remote
ones. Our perception of what lies
behind us and beyond us, whether
accessible or not, helps give us a
sense not only of where we are but
also of how we are in the world.
The technique of layering is one way
of separating spaces and defining a
transition from one place to another.
The post office has three successive, layered zones that are related
to each other along a 47-degree axis
through the building. The walls
which separate these layers give
character to the intervening spaces:
the first one tall and narrow, the second shorter and wider, and the third
contained in an extruded grid.
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H i e r a r c h y
A layering of spaces along an axis,
such as in the post office, can express a hierarchy of those discreet
zones. As one proceeds past each
layer, one gets progressively further
from the (profane) street and deeper
into the sacred core of the building.
Such ideas were clearly expressed in
early Egyptian temples, where a
gradual increase of privacy from the
entrance onward was expressed with
a corresponding decrease in room
dimensions and illumination. Likewise, fewer and fewer people of increasing status were allowed into the
successive zones of its interior.27
Temple of Khonsu
Karnak, Egypt c. 1150 B.C.
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Temple of Ramses II
Abu Simbel, Egypt, 1250 B.C.
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T h r e e Z o n e s
In the post office, layer and hierarchy are used to define the position
of the occupant. There are three
distinct zones of the building which
lie behind its high, broad facade: one
for solitude, one for gathering, and
one for work.
The first one is a tall and narrow
sitting room for reading mail, and
includes the electronic mail stations
located within the heavy front wall.
This wall is a unique formation of
poured concrete with angled cuts
that reference its specific location in
Eggleston. The glazed pitched roof
behind it and the wooden sidewalls
distance this area of the building from
the common public building type
with their flat roofs and masonry
walls and give it a residential indication.
The second area is the mailroom,
which has wider dimensions to accommodate social gathering and interchange. This room receives sunlight from its two end walls instead
of from the ceiling, which helps differentiate it from the first room. Its
low-sloped, wood-framed metal
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roof takes its language from the residential porch  the traditional place
to share lives and exchange news.
The third zone of the post office is
the work area which is somewhat
separated from the first two areas.
Physical access is limited to employees, and customers can only catch
glimpses of this area through limited openings in the walls. This part
of the building expresses its nature
as a government outpost and has no
references to local typologies: it is
formed around a regular grid, it has a
flat roof, and it has no sidewall windows. Natural light is let in through
a row of skylights. The materials of
construction and their assemblage
are expressive of a universal, not local, culture. Instead of requiring
labor-intensive site work to form a
unique and site-specific formation
as in the front wall, this third zone
is economically constructed from a
kit of parts that are prefabricated in
the shop. The walls are concrete
block, and the roof is framed with
open-web steel joists spanned with
metal decking.

transverse section
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The most important of the three
areas of the post office is the
mailroom. Located between the locally-referenced front of the building and the universally-referenced
back of the building, it connects the
people from the surrounding community to the greater national,
indeed global, community. In essence, it describes how Eggleston
shakes hands with the rest of the
world.
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interior perspective
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In the first two rooms of the post
office, natural light is directed in
special ways. The high, narrow first
room has a glazed ceiling which is
inclined at 47 degrees toward the
south to collect sunlight and reflect
it off the back of the facade wall and
down into the room. The diffused
light and shadows from the window
mullions reach the floor below indirectly, particularly in the winter
when the sun is low in the sky.
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In the second room, daylight comes
into the room from the fully glazed
east and west walls. Located in the
middle of these glass walls are the
mailboxes. This arrangement recognizes that most mail collection takes
place in the morning and evening,
when the sun is low in the east and
west, respectively. The experience
of looking into a mailbox  reaching
into the world  is celebrated.
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roof framing plan

roof plan

Luis Barragán, Fuente de los Amantes
Mexico City, Mexico
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Rain falls onto the sloped roofs of
the post office and makes its way
into the mailroom (porch) gutter.
From there it is directed to the sides
of the building to free fall into a basin below. In between the gutter
and the flat-roofed back of the building a narrow skylight parallels the
gutter and feeds water into it. The
sound of rain and reflected sunlight
filters down to the segmented spaces
below: benches, the retail counter,
and a computer for group use.

mailroom gutter and bench
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P r e c e d e n t
The parti of the post office is not
without historical precedent: ancient
Egyptian pylon temples, located on
the similarly north-flowing Nile
River, have a sequence of layered
spaces, diminishing in scale, all behind a thick, massive, and symmetrical front wall. Like the post office,
these religious buildings were civic
structures constructed primarily
with lasting materials; namely stone.
The pylon temples used the same
architectural elements and principles
84

Temple of Horus
Edfu, Egypt, 237-57 B.C.
(described in the preceding pages)
that the post office uses to give form
to the built environment, but the
materials, purposes, and meanings
were different. The post office, like
the pylon temple, is a product of
the cultural values, rituals, and technologies of its own particular place
and time. In its reinterpretation of
this ancient type, the post office
recognizes its place in the evolving
continuum of human experience.

east elevation
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The Virginia split-rail fence, which
zigzags every eight feet, was a common sight on farms throughout the
region in years past, but it is slowly
being replaced by more efficient systems today. The concrete retaining
wall that leads the pedestrian from
the sidewalk into the domain of the
post office gains structural stability
through the use of such a back-andforth formation of similar dimension.
The form of this wall is conditioned
by local memory, and the importance
of identification with place is
expressed.
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exterior perspective
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1

Source unknown.

2

Cf. Research Committee (1982:1).

3

Cf. Ibid, p. 2.

4

Cf. Wuerthner (1990:19).

5

Cf. Ibid, p. 20.

6

Varying estimates of the amount of erosion exist; cf. Frye (1986:204)
and Research Committee (1982:1).

7

Cf. Research Committee (1982:1).

8

Cf. Frye (1986:204).

9

For a reconstruction of the Mary Ingles story, see the fictional novel by
Thom (1981) based on the known facts.

10

Cf. Wuerthner (1990:52).

11

The following is a brief summary based on the research of Beaver (1986)
and Noe (1994).

12

The following history was obtained from Research Committee (1982).

13

Cf. Beaver (1986).

14

Beaver (1986:52-53) elaborates on this definition of community calling
it a cluster of memories, historical relationships, and events for the
old Therefore, as the civic and business establishments that once
defined the physical community center begin to close (as they have in
Eggleston), the community still exists, even as it has become invisible to
passersby.

15

Williams (1977:1-9) explains the roots and character of the Scotch-Irish
immigrants, how they came to populate Southern Appalachia, and why
the character of Appalachian people today has in many ways descended
specifically from this group.
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16

Cf. Beaver (1986:10).

17

Appalachia was a border country of mixed loyalties during the Civil
War; however, the people of Giles County predominately sided with
the Confederacy.

18

Beaver (1986:140-42) describes Appalachian independence and egalitarianism as elements of an ideological system  the mythic past  that
are unobtainable ideals that have functional value in sustaining and defining the community.

19

This method of analysis was used by Dunay (1986:13-14).

20

Cf. Hibbard (1990:3-7) and Hibbard (1987:1-3,11-12).

21

Cf. Research Committee (1982:41). See also: Eggleston Centennial
Celebration Calendar. 1987. April. Eggleston Volunteer Fire Department, sponsor. Eggleston, Virginia. Information also obtained through
Eggleston resident interview.

22

Beaver (1986:11) explains that the homesteads themselves were rarely
isolated: ...settlers came in the company of other families and located
near each other for assistance, protection, and community.

23

Beaver (1986:56-61,127) states that survival was dependent on mutual aid, and aid was returned through neighborliness.

24

Statement attributed to Mark Blizzard.

25

Cf. Beaver (1986).

26

See Norberg-Schulz (1980:13). He quotes Heidegger: A boundary is
not that at which something stops but, as the Greeks recognized, the
boundary is that from which something begins its presencing.

27

Cf. Badawy (1968:177).
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The concept for this diagram is attributed to Mark Blizzard; sketch is
by the author.
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