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The Genesis and Dissolution of William
Preston’s Smithfield

Wirt H. Wills

Smithfield, the eighteenth-century plantation home of William
and Susanna Preston in Montgomery County, Virginia, consisted of a
manor house and unknown other structures at the time of the death
of William Preston in 1783. Those structures were probably located
near the southern edge of the property of 1,860 acres, in reasonable
proximity to the manor house and cemetery. Smithfield in the twenty-
first century has been reduced to 11.76 acres owned by the Associa-
tion for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities (APVA) and sur-
rounded by former Smithfield lands that are now a part of the campus
of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in Blacksburg.
What follows is an attempt to chart the progression of the ownership
of the lands passed on through several generations of Prestons ulti-
mately to a university campus, a family farm, and a modern housing
complex, leaving only 11.76 acres in historic preservation.

A map reconstructing William Preston’s Smithfield lands shows
1,770 acres and the source from which Preston put together the tract
in 1773-74.! Another map showing the original Smithfield tract su-
perimposed on present-day Blacksburg can be found on pages 72-73
of volume 6 of The Smithfield Review. Preston’s will showed 1,860 acres.?
The Preston’s fourth son and eighth child, James Patton Preston, was
born at Smithfield June 21, 1774, the first person born there.’ He
inherited the property in 1783 but his mother retained use of the
property until her death in 1823.* James Patton Preston prospered,
and in 1826 there were about 3,000 acres in the Smithfield estate.’
He served as governor of Virginia from 1816 to 1819, and died intes-
tate in 1843.

In the division of lands after James Patton Preston’s death in
1843°¢ the central part of Smithfield went to his son William Ballard
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GENESIS AND DISSOLUTION OF SMITHFIELD

Preston; Solitude, an adjoining part to the north-east, to Robert T.
Preston, and the western part — called White Thorn — to James
Francis Preston, the latter two also his sons. A fourth surviving child,
Catherine Jane Preston, wife of George H. Gilmer, had interests in
Smithfield lands, but died childless, and George Gilmer sold her 662-
acre share to the three sons of James Patton Preston in 1852.

The White Thorn property was conveyed to Isabella Heth, wife
of Stockton Heth, in May 1891,% by the heirs of James Francis Preston,
who also conveyed some land not part of the Smithfield lands to Heth.’
Lot 2 of the Smithfield estate of William Ballard Preston was also
conveyed to Isabella Heth in May, 1891 (Figure 1).° Lot 5 was con-
veyed to Isabella Heth in 1885! from Sarah A. Preston, who had
received the land from Walter and Nannie (Preston) Coles in 1866,
as Nannie Cole’s share in the William Ballard Preston division of land
after his death in 1862 (Figure 1).

The Solitude property was first sold by the Barger family to James
Patton Preston, who conveyed it to Granville Smith, whose heirs sold
itback to]. P. Preston in 1822." It was acquired by Robert T. Preston
from James Patton Preston’s estate, and 244 acres were sold to the
Virginia Agricultural and Mechanical College, the predecessor of Vir-
ginia Tech, in 1872.1

With the separation of White Thorn and Solitude from
Smithfield, William Ballard Preston had 994 acres to be divided, after
his death in 1862, among five surviving children.!®* The Commission-
ers of the estate set aside 270 acres in dower land for the use of the
widow Lucy Redd Preston for her lifetime.! They then assigned five
lots as follows; lot 1 to daughter Lucy Redd Preston, 168 acres; lot 2
to Waller Redd Preston, 131 acres; lot 3 to James Patton Preston (1845-
1911), 126 acres; lot 4 to Jane Grace Preston, 131 acres; and lot 5 to
Anne Taylor (Nannie) Preston, 151/ acres (Figure 1). The fate of
the five parcels is the substance of the rest of this narrative.

Figure 1. A photocopy showing the division of William Ballard Preston’s
land (Smithfield), 1866. The lots are identified on the map as follows: Lot 1:
168 acres to Lucy R. Preston; Lot 2: 148 acres to Waller R. Preston; Lot 3:

126 acres to ]. Patton Preston; Lot 4: 131 acres to Jane Preston; Lot 5: 151%
acres to Nannie T. Coles; and the Dower Lot of 270 acres. From Montgomery
County Will Book 10, p 116. (Lot numbers superimposed on original deed book map.)

The Smithfield Review, Volume VIII, 2004 33



WirT H. WiLLs

Figure 2




GENESIS AND DISSOLUTION OF SMITHFIELD

As stated above, Lots 2 and 5 eventually were sold to Isabella
Heth, wife of Stockton Heth, and — along with the White Thorn
holdings of heirs of James Francis Preston — became the Heth family
holdings.

Lot 1 was assigned to Lucy Redd Preston, who married William
R. Beale in 1866.!" The Beales executed a deed of trust on this 168-
acre lot on January 22, 1884 to William Ballard Preston (1858-1901,
the son of James Francis Preston, the original owner of White Thorn).!®
The Beales retained this land, however, until it was purchased from
them by Aubin L. Boulware in March 1893, who also purchased their
undivided one-fourth interest in the 270 acres of dower land, which
had been maintained for Lucy Redd Preston, widow of William Ballard
Preston."

Lot 2, consisting of 143 or 148 acres was the tract assigned to Waller
Redd Preston.? This tract was purchased at public sale from the heirs of
Waller R. Preston by William R. Beale and wife Lucy Redd (Preston)
Beale in 1878.2! It was conveyed to William Ballard Preston (1858-1901)
in 1884,%2 who conveyed it to Hugh C. Preston?’ in 1885, who conveyed
it to trustees, who conveyed it to Waller Staples, William Ballard Preston,
and his wife Bessie in 1889,2* who sold it in 1891 to Isabella Heth %%; thus
it became part of the Heth’s White Thorn.

Lot 3, the tract assigned to James Patton Preston (1845-1911),
son of William Ballard Preston, contained 126 acres. ]. P. Preston appar-
ently sold some of his land to Walter and Lucy Coles, as they trans-
ferred their share of this land to A. L. Boulware in 1893,2 at the time
that . P. Preston conveyed his interest in Smithfield land to said A. L.
Boulware.?

Lot 4 was the tract assigned to Jane Grace Preston, who married
Aubin L. Boulware in 1878.28 This tract was retained by the Boulwares
and added to Lots 1 and 3 which had been purchased by Boulware in
the accretion of Smithfield lands. The final piece of property to fill
out the 695-acre estate held by A. L. Boulware was the 270-acre dower
land held for the benefit and use of Lucy Redd Preston, widow of
William Ballard Preston. Lucy Redd Preston died at Smithfield on

Figure 2. A plat of the division of Janie Preston Boulware Lamb lands
as sold to Virginia Tech and deeded to APVA, 1959-1998. From plat
sheet 4-45.
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September 17, 1891; this death ended the use of Smithfield as a Preston

family primary residence.?

The dower lands remained undivided. In acquiring the lands of
Lot 1 and Lot 3 respectively, A. L. Boulware also purchased the dower
equity of the other heirs when he purchased their own shares.*® In the
case of the lands sold to Isabella Heth, the undivided dower equities
were not sold.’! Thus, upon the death of Lucy Redd Preston, widow
of William Ballard Preston, the entire dower land of 270 acres fell to
the Boulwares.

Lot 5, the so-called Coles land, was sold to Sarah A. Preston in
March 1866,%? who deeded it to Isabella Heth on September 1, 1885.”

Adding the 270 acres of dower land to the 168 acres of Lot 1, the
126 acres of Lot 3, and the 131 acres of Lot 4, A. L. Boulware, hus-
band of Jane Grace Preston, had accumulated the 695 acres which
made up the Smithfield of the 1890s. Apparently in order to consoli-
date an uninterrupted tract, he purchased in April 1891 a four-acre
block that had been sold from the James P. Preston Lot 3 to one Tho-
mas Wilson and subsequently to O. W. Norton, then to N. R. Stanger
and then to Boulware.**

Janie Preston Boulware in 1904 put the 695 acres of Smithfield
in trust® to George Thompson Boulware, trustee, for the use and ben-
efit of said Janie Preston Boulware during her lifetime, with the re-
mainder to go at her death to her children, B. Preston Boulware, Aubin
L. Boulware, and Janie Preston Boulware; in case any of the children
pre-deceased her leaving no issue, the share of the predeceased would
go to the survivors of said children. The first child to die, Aubin L.
Boulware, died in 1924 with no issue.’® At the death of Janie P.
Boulware, the life tenant, on April 3, 1930,” the trust land was vested
in B. Preston Boulware and Janie B. Lamb (Mrs. Brockenbrough Lamb).
B. Preston Boulware died on June 21, 1956, intestate with no issue,
leaving Janie Preston Boulware Lamb as the sole surviving heir.’®

The resulting Smithfield lands were divided into twelve parcels,”
bounded today approximately by Price’s Fork Road in Blacksburg,
South Gate Drive on the Virginia Tech campus, Duck Pond Drive on
the campus, and Plantation Road, then a farm road on the Virginia
Tech campus (Figure 2). Parcel 11, 4.65 acres containing the manor

house in the middle of these 12 parcels, had been deeded to the APVA
in 1959,% and Parcel 12 of 7.11 acres was deeded to APVA in 1979,%
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with one acre in Parcel 12 reserved to the Lamb family, which one
acre was deeded unconditionally to the APVA in 1998.# The sur-
rounding parcels were conveyed to Virginia Tech in a series of trans-
actions: Parcel 1 in 1967,” Parcel 2 in 1968,* Parcels 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and
9 in 1969%: and Parcels 8 and 10 in 1969.% Thirty acres of what had
been part of Parcels 5, 6, 7 and 8, and at the time owned by Virginia
Tech, were condemned in 1969 for development of the Route 460
bypass.*’

The two accompanying figures show distribution of William
Ballard Preston’s Smithfield lands in 1866 and Janie P. Boulware
Lamb’s distribution of Smithfield lands to Virginia Tech and the As-
sociation for the Preservation of Virginia Antiquities from 1959 to
1998.% Although Figure 2 includes at least parts of the eastern lots
(3,4, and dower) of the land shown in Figure 1, for various reasons an
exact overlay cannot be produced. We can say, however, that the Route
460 Bypass passes through the Parcels 5, 6, 7, and 8 on a line approxi-
mately midway between the Smithfield Parcels 11 and 12 and Planta-
tion Road in a southeast to northwest path (Figure 2).
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