
One gap in our knowledge regarding the Colonel’s socioeconomic status resides in the fact that we do not know what he did for a living. His position as Reading Township Jus-

tice of the Peace would have hardly fed his family. The 1820 census record classifies him as a manufacturer, but an 1883 account describes him as a merchant. These conflict-

ing accounts leave us to our own devices. One obvious clue lies in the presence of a large brick smokehouse just north of the house. This smokehouse is unique for this time 

and the area in that it is constructed of brick and is quite large in scale and thusly signifies a substantial investment (see figure 1). The size of this structure, (12’x20’), would in-

dicate that perhaps Randolph was not merely preserving meat for his family but processing meat on a larger commercial scale.  

Figure 8. One of 26 wrought iron meat hooks in basement.  

Further evidence to bolster this theory was discovered in the basement of the house. 

Twenty six large wrought iron meat hooks were located in the floor joists of the first sto-

ry floor (see figure 8). These meat hooks represent physical evidence of 18th century ac-

counts from Tidewater Virginia which describe plantation hands hanging meat in the 

basement of the big house to prevent it from becoming coated in creosote from succes-

sive smoking sessions in the smokehouse. Since hams could be kept for up to four years 

after being smoke cured, it was quite common to remove them from the smokehouse 

and store them in basements to keep them from further dehydration brought on by the 

smoking of new meats. However this was rarely done on small farms where meat was 

only being processed for family consumption. The scale of this operation is more akin to 

meat smoking behavior on large Virginia plantations where may individuals, both free 

and enslaved, are dependent on a source of preserved meat (figures 5, 6, and 7).  

Figure 9. Excerpt from Randolph Mitchell’s will dated May 1, 1847. It reads “… my beloved 
wife Lydia Mitchell, and she my said wife is to have full possession of… all the hogs all the 
wheat and corn and hay that may be on hand and all the pork and beef or bacon all the flour 
that may remain on hand.”  

Figure 1. Southeastern corner of the 
brick smokehouse north of the Randolph 
Mitchell House. Scale in feet.  

Figure 2. Rear 
vent in northern 
gable brickwork of 
smokehouse. Clear 
signs of numerous 
repairs to the 
structure’s brick-
work, roof and in-
terior framing are 
evident.  

Figure 3. Front 
clock face vent 
pattern in brick-
work of the south 
end gable. Note 
the single course 
of bricks in the ga-
bles has led to 
their premature 
structural deterio-
ration.  

Figure 4. Northwestern corner of in-
terior of brick smokehouse. Note the 
creosote buildup on the brick walls .  

Figure 5. Exterior of wooden 
frame smokehouse at the Gov-
ernor’s Palace in Williams-
burg, Virginia. Reconstructed 
in 1933 based on 1722 specifi-
cations. The structure 
measures 12’x12’ square and 
is designed to not vent.  

Figure 6. Interior of smoke-
house at the Governor’s Pal-
ace. At the center is a small 
brick ring forming a hearth 
within which wood is burned 
to produce smoke for meat 
preservation.  

Figure 7. Interior of George 
Washington’s smokehouse at 
his Mount Vernon plantation 
in Virginia built in 1775. A 
simple brick heath is con-
structed once again to pro-
duce smoke at the building’s 
center .  

Finally perhaps the most striking piece of evidence was found in Randolph’s will. After 

payment of his debts he leaves all his worldly property to his wife Lydia and mentions 

various agricultural produce such as wheat, corn, flour and hogs, but lists specifically 

pork, beef and bacon (figure 9). Based on other Perry County wills of the era we know 

that direct mention of meats is quite rare. This when combined with the aforementioned 

evidence has led us to believe that that Randolph was engaged in meat processing on a 

commercial level. Because the region was generally settled by agriculturalists we had as-

sumed that he was a farmer, but the smokehouse, meat hooks and account of specific 

meats in his will tell us that he operated his farmstead with progressive agricultural 

models and participated in the local economic exchange on a greater scale than most of 

his local contemporaries.  
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THE COLONEL’S SMOKEHOUSE: 
WHAT THIS AND OTHER EVIDENCE TELLS US ABOUT THE SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS OF RANDOLPH MITCHELL  
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Figure 10. 1846 plat map 

of Section 7 of Reading 

Township with New Read-

ing in the southeast cor-

ner of the northwest quar-

ter. Randolph Mitchell’s 

42 acres north of town 

highlighted in red. Mitch-

ell’s land holdings contin-

ued to increase up until 

the time of his death in 

1847.  
Figure 11. Date block from east gable wall. 

Photo by D. Preisse.  


