
 

 

An Analysis of An Outbuilding at the Orman House Historic State Park, 

Apalachicola, Florida 
 

West of the main Orman House lays a small frame outbuilding the original use of 

which is unknown.  While for several years it has been referred to as a slave cabin 

constructed in the 1830s or ’40s, there is some confusion as to the historic uses of the 

building.  At present, the Orman House Historic State Park does depict the outbuilding as 

a slave cabin and has constructed several interpretive signs to that effect.  Apparently, 

there were a number of slave quarters constructed at the site, all of which have apparently 

been obliterated by the present housing in the northside neighborhood adjacent to the 

house. 

 

Recently, however, a close physical examination of the building by architects Bret 

Hammond and Walter Marder, accompanied by an extensive archaeological 

investigation, conducted by Florida Archaeology Network,
1
 of the site have opened the 

argument that the building could have served any number of purposes and that 

investigation puts the slave dwelling designation in some question.  Artifacts found in 

and around the site suggest a typical archaeological scatter that can be associated with 

any domestic use that has occurred over a long period of time.  Since the Orman House 

itself is known to have been built in 1838, it has been in-situ for over 150 years, allowing 

plenty of time for those types of artifacts to have been dispersed over the site. 

 

The construction method and materials do not necessarily suggest an early 19
th

 

century origin.  While noting the crosscut wood, the materials used have been altered and 

replaced a number of times.  The exterior detached chimney suggests some sort of 

possible upgrading of the original use, as the base is of mid-century brick and the upper 

part of later material.  In addition, the form and location of the building does not match 

the typical prototype of a slave dwelling.
2
  Ordinarily, rural plantation slave quarters were 
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 A Status Report prepared by the Florida Archeology Network, University of West Florida, dated 

December 2010.  It must also be noted that this survey has not yet been completed. 

 
2
 John Michael Vlach in his book, Back of the Big House – The Architecture of Plantation 

Slavery, writes: “The dwellings constructed to house field slaves were generally small, unpretentious 



 

 

constructed some distance from the main house in order to keep that sector distinctly 

separated from the owners’ activities.  An early written reference to this building appears 

in a paper prepared by Judge John C. Hodges the late 1980s, wherein he describes the 

building as a “servants (slave) quarters”.
3
   The term slave quarters is repeated by later 

writers including the author of the article “Magnolia Hall”
4
 and a letter from Mr. John 

Gaidry, dated October 5, 1999, who purchased the house in 1994 from the last of the 

Orman relatives, to Katherine Harris, then Florida Secretary of State.  An archaeological 

survey done by SouthArc, Inc. of Gainesville in 2003 identifies the building as a “tenant 

shack.”
5
 

 

Further, again the prototypes for plantation slave housing (that is, not in urban 

areas) were (a) a single pen dwellings with gable fireplace and chimney; (b) saddlebag 

building with central fireplace and living quarters on each side, or (c) a two-pen dwelling 

with a chimney at each end.
6
  Each pen had a separate door as the double-pen buildings 

typically housed two families.  The building in question was of double-pen construction 

but the fireplace remains are located in one pen only.
7
   

 

The method of construction does indicate that some of the lumber used in the 

building’s construction is crosscut rather than rotary sawn.  This could indicate that the 

                                                                                                                                                 
cabins grouped together a significant distance away from the big House”. (page 153) “By the middle of the 

eighteenth century, sets of slave cabins - located out of a planter’s sight, though never far from.his or her 

thoughts – had become definitive features of southern plantations” (page 155) 

 

 
3
 Judge Hodges unfortunately did not footnote his article leading to s few questionable assertions. 

 
4
 The writer is not identified  (possibly George Chapel?). 
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 Florida Master Site File No. FR00922 
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 While there are variations on these three types, the preponderance of slave “quarters” is one of 

the three. 

 
7
  Vlach, “The slave quarters depicted in this book are, without exception, bare geometrical 

expressions – square or rectangular boxes with roofs. … The walls, often left unpainted, were pierced only 

by a door and a few square holes for windows, if there were any windows.  … they were clearly slave 

quarters, a type of outbuilding that in size, form, construction, and finish closely resembled a kitchen, dairy, 

smokehouse, or tool shed” (page 162). 

 



 

 

lumber was reused from former buildings on the site that were, indeed, constructed using 

crosscut material.  Nails used, however, are, as presently identified, neither hand-forged 

nor cut, but all appear to be wire. Wire nails were not introduced into the American 

construction industry until after the Civil War and even then used only sporadically until 

the late 19
th

 century.  Cut nails, which one would expect if the building were indeed mid-

19
th

 century, continued to be used well into the 20
th

 century.  The addition of the chimney 

on the northeast side of the building indicates a use of the building at a later date that has 

not been determined. 

 

An examination of the existing Orman family papers held at the Florida State 

Archives reveals no information about the construction of any of the buildings on the site, 

extant or missing.  There are several very comprehensive ledgers of fiscal activity but 

they, while not completely examined, do not seem to deal with the site itself save for 

purchases of household goods and staples.  The bulk of the archive deals with various 

legal suits and activities undertaken for or against the family.  A few personal letters are 

included but none of the material, as examined, makes mention of the main house or 

slave quarters. 

 

While some of the existing evidence, particularly some lumber used in 

construction of the building, appears to support an early date and use, it does lack much 

of the criteria of most who have studied the topic.  Historians such as Catherine Bishir 

and John Linley, both of whom have researched the subject extensively, have posited 

similar opinions as John Vlach and others.  

 

Possibly, as the main house would not have had a kitchen within its confines, the 

building may have served this purpose at a later date. This interpretation is based in part 

on the archaeology Status Report, which indicated that the chimney base might not be 

original.
8
  Another factor to be considered includes the fact that the windows in the 

building are not typical of the slave dwelling type but would suggest a use requiring 

sufficient light for a detailed activity.  Until specific and definite proof that this building 
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 Florida Archeological  Network Status Report, page 5. 



 

 

was used for slave housing, it is suggested that the role of African-Americans in the life 

of the Orman House be confined to the general concepts of slavery in North Florida 

during the ante-bellum period.  Until the presentation of such proof, it is recommended 

that the building be interpreted as a probable late 19
th

 century outbuilding of unspecified 

use or that its use as a slave dwelling be noted as based on conjectural evidence.  


