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MOUNT VERNON MANSION

T he hip roof is especially appropriate to a house of this size.
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ROOFES!

THE roofs are so important a feature of
Colonial houses that the various. types are often dis-
tinguished by names describing their roof shapes, but
nobody ever has much to say about them, and few
modern houses of Colonial precedent employ anything
but the straight gable, or the gambrel roof. Our
ancestors were more fluent designers than are we; prob-
lems of grade and symmetry which to us are insur-
mountable seemingly presented no problems to them,
and where we content ourselves with the simplest of
roof forms they used a multitude of types, sometimes
for definite reasons—more often, perhaps, just because
they liked them.

It is worth while to examine the sketches below just
to see how great was the number of their varieties.
Amusing names, some of them, calling up the cir-
cumstances under which they were built; the common
household objects which inspired the forms, or the
laws (either enacted or economic) which dictated the
methods of roofing adopted by the farmers and sailors
who formed so great a proportion of our early house-
wrights.

There is a word which is not used, but should not
be forgotten; we still have ship-wrights and wheel-
wrights by name, but instead of house-wrights we
have carpenters and cabinetmakers; even “joiners”
has come to apply to a collector of societies, rather than
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a branch of house carpentry; the legal profession holds
its old terms and lawyers are still “Attorneys and
Counsellors at Law” while the “Carpenter and
Joiner” of the eighteen-sixties is now only the man
behind the sign “Jobbing Done.”

We will some day, it may be supposed, give up all
our pitched roofs, be they steep or flat or gambrel,
and roof our houses with flat slabs of waterproof con-
crete, or some new processed metal which will not
shrink or split as it adapts itself to the hot sun of our
long summers or the biting cold of our February
nights; but when this occurs, and a pitched roof be-
comes to our descendants as fantastic as battlements
on a stucco cottage, not only will we have lost one of
our traditional habits of life, but our northern land-
scape will have lost the most picturesque accent (next
to the church spires) which it possesses.

The house with the flat roof is not necessarily ugly
or even unpicturesque; there are plenty of houses in
Tunis and Spain and Guatemala to prove that the
flat-roofed house may have a charm and beauty all
its own; but beneath our northern skies, within our
landscape, we must have roofs that show. Take, for
example, the little picture at the head of the next page,
showing the Quarters and Shops of Mount Vernon,
the small clean white houses with their simple roofs
marching along against the foliage of the great trees
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OUTBUILDINGS OF MOUNT VERNON MANSION

Simple gable roofs are perfectly suited to these small structures.

full of little holes for the sky to peer through. Not
only in this picture, but in reality, they are of breath-
taking beauty, not because of any wealth of carving or
delicacy of design, but because the simple masses of
these early buildings attained once and for all a per-
fect attunement to our American scene. No one can
do a better Parthenon; it is the perfect solution of a
simple architectural problem in the Grecian setting,
and there is nothing more perfect than perfection. So
with our early American work, by some happy acci-
dent, or by the expression of obscure instinct, our fore-
fathers achieved in these small white Colonial houses
nestling in the shelter of great trees, an absolute right-
ness which cannot be improved.

Yet, just as in Greece there are other buildings than
the Parthenon which are in their ways just as beau-
tiful—the Tonic Column is unlike but parallel to the
Doric—so in our Colonial houses there were many
roof forms, each of which in its proper setting satisfies
our zsthetic requirements—and the Colonial designers
seem to have felt about them much as we do. On the
flat bare plains of Long Island and the wind-swept
open seaside dunes, they rarely erected the prim, de-
murely stately, two-story house of the villages. We
find on Long Island the “salt-box” and the “lean-to,”
in Jersey and along the Down East coast the “gam-
brel” or “rainbow,” types rarely seen in villages, except
for the modification of the gambrel used by the
Dutch around New York. The hip roof was the
hardest to frame and only shows to advantage on build-
ings of considerable size. Perhaps for these reasons we
find it used only on those houses where dignity, or at

least the pretense of it, was desired. The straight gable
roof is apt to be over-dominant on the big house, and
very likely it was this that caused the main building of
Mount Vernon to be built with a hip roof, while the
smaller outbuildings have, for the most part, gable
ends.

Neither the material of the body of the house nor
the part of the country in which it was built appears to
have had much influence on the choice of roof design;
we find wood, brick, and stone houses with hip roofs
and gable roofs; we find hip roofs, gable roofs, and
gambrel roofs in New England, around New York,
and in the South; apparently the builders in all the
Colonies knew what was being done in roofs, even if
they didn’t know how they were built; and there is
occasional internal evidence that the builders started a
roof of some peculiar form without knowing just how
it was to be completed, and finished it by the light of
pure reason, rather than by the lamp of experience.

There was, however, a strong local flavor in the
design of roofs, just as there was in the choice of scale
of ornament; the gambrel of New England was com-
posed of different pitches from that of Maryland, the
Pennsylvania gable roof (there much the most popu-
lar type) had different relations of height and breadth
from those in Massachusetts and Virginia, although,
curiously enough, the Pennsylvanians arrived at gable
ends of almost exactly the shape common on the
eastern end of Long Island; the New England roofs
were less steep and the Southern ones steeper. That
variance was most likely temperamental, since the
greatest difficulty in the way of making a roof tight
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