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The Montpelier Sheep Barn  

Ambrose Madison and Tomas Chew, grandfather and great-uncle, respectively, of James 

Madison Jr., patented the Montpelier property in 1723. The first house was constructed within 

three years. James Madison Sr. began construction of the core of the present house around 1760. 

James Madison Jr. made extensive additions and alterations from 1797 through 1800 and 1809 

through 1812. The Madison family sold Montpelier in 1844. The property passed through a 

number of owners including Thomas J. Carson until William duPont’s agent Charles King 

Lennig purchased it in 1901. The National Trust for Historic Preservation has owned the 

property since 1984.
1
 

 Although the duPonts constructed the sheep barn, James Madison Jr. was the first to keep 

sheep at Montpelier. As a scientific farmer, Madison dedicated himself to the improvement of his 

livestock breeds. According to Mary Cutts, niece of Dolly Madison, “Mr. Madison raised the 

Angola Sheep, so famous for their wool.”
2
 Madison also raised Merinos

3
 and Algerine sheep 

along with other scientific farmers like Thomas Jefferson.
4
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 William duPont began to purchase Hampshire-Down sheep shortly after he bought 

Montpelier and prior to construction of the sheep barn. DuPont built the sheep barn between 

1910 and 1918.
5
 He purchased three rams in 1901 and five ewes in 1902.

6
 DuPont continued to 

add sheep to his flock. In 1918 he purchased ten ewe lambs weighing 886 pounds.
7
 Once his 

flock was established, du Pont also sold lambs. J. P. Wood of Culpeper bought two ram lambs 

from duPont for $15 each in 1918.
8
 When dogs killed four ewes and three lambs in 1918, duPont 

filed claims for $5 a head.
9
 He sold the entire flock at auction in the 1930s.

10
 

 DuPont built the sheep barn on property he purchased in 1910 from Nancy and William 

Byrd Willis for $7,935.00.
11

 Forest covered most of the Willis tract and included white oak and 

American chestnut trees. Chestnuts comprised roughly 10% of the Montpelier forests until the 

chestnut blight reached the estate around 1915.
12

 The duPonts logged the dead chestnuts on a 

large scale when the blight ended in 1930 and 1931, although the presence of an earlier sawmill 

indicates the use of local wood for duPont structures built prior to 1930.
13

 William duPont also 

cleared an area of about 23 acres next to the sheep barn as pasture, but the sheep largely foraged 
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in the woods. By 1937, the forest started to reclaim the pasture area.
14

 

George Ficklen designed many of the duPont buildings on the property including the 

Montpelier schooling barn. He began working for duPont as a subcontractor in 1901 and served 

as the foreman and designer until his sudden death in 1917. He likely designed the sheep barn 

because of his large role in the construction of the agricultural buildings during the time frame of 

the sheep barn’s construction. Ficklen’s drawings are believed to have been lost when his office 

was destroyed in a fire.
15

 Mitchell Jackson succeeded Ficklen as duPont’s contractor.
16

 

According to a diary entry by William duPont’s secretary, J. P. Dornan, the sheep barn had been 

built by 1918.
17

 

The sheep barn is thirty feet by fifty-one and a half feet. The interior is approximately 

1,545 square feet, which could accommodate up to 150 sheep according to period estimates from 

Henry Stewart’s The Domestic Sheep: Its Culture and General Management.
18

 It is built into the 

eastern slope of a hill and is one story with a hay loft. The floor is packed clay, and the 

foundations are poured concrete, likely Portland Cement.
19

 The barn has a plank-framed 

structural system with bridging and vertical wooden board-and-batten siding. The wood is 

circular-sawn. Because there are several different types of wood in the barn including an 

American chestnut stud, a Virginia cedar post, and a white oak corner post, the wood likely came 

from the Montpelier property. The duPonts imported the yellow pine siding by train. The barn 

has wire nails. There are three small windows on the western elevation. The entrance is on the 
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eastern elevation, and the structure lacks doors. The roof is end-gabled and is clad with slate.  

The Montpelier sheep barn differs considerably from many other period sheep barns. 

Some early-twentieth century books recommend square sheep barns because they maximize 

interior space for farmers with limited financial means. Pattern books advocate round, octagonal, 

and hexagonal sheep barns because such plans provide more interior space than square barns.
20

 

Other books recommend L-shaped, three-sided, or center aisle sheep barns.
21

 According to the 

books, it is common practice to orient the sheep barn from east to west with as many Dutch 

doors on the southern elevation as possible.
22

 The Montpelier barn is oriented from north to 

south with a large entrance on the eastern elevation. While the barn follows the literary 

recommendations for wide entrances to prevent injury among the sheep, it does not provide a 

well lit space for the sheep.
23

 According to Sheep-farming in North America, “there should be at 

least two square feet of glass windows, through which the sun can shine at some time upon the 

floor, for each one hundred square feet of floor space, and twice that amount would be better.”
24

  

Productive Sheep Husbandry contains suggestions for sheep barn construction that are 

the most similar to the Montpelier sheep barn. Productive Sheep Husbandry advises locating the 

barn close to the pasture in a dry location. Unlike other books, it advocates a rectangular barn 

because it is easier to erect temporary dividers for breeding purposes than in square and round 
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barns. It also states that the walls of the sheep barn do not need to be thick or double-walled. 

While the Montpelier barn does not follow the book’s suggestions on orienting the barn to admit 

as much sunlight as possible during the winter, it does follow the book’s recommendations for 

ventilation. The location of the windows and door allows a cross breeze to bring fresh air into the 

Montpelier barn. The barn’s large doorway almost creates an open side, which creates maximum 

ventilation according to the book. Productive Sheep Husbandry also recommends a packed clay 

floor and a concrete foundation similar to the floor and foundation in the Montpelier sheep 

barn.
25

 

The Montpelier sheep barn is significant because of its uniqueness to sheep farming in 

twentieth century Orange County and its importance to the duPont’s occupation of Montpelier. 

Sheep were never raised on a large scale in Orange County as they were in the Midwest. While 

wealthy landowners in Orange County like James Madison and James Newman spread sheep-

raising in the nineteenth century, sheep were not as commonly kept during the twentieth 

century.
26

  Only two other sheep-related structures are known to exist in Orange County’s 

Madison-Barbour Rural Historic District besides the Montpelier sheep barn, namely the sheep-

cattle barn and the sheep stable at Windholme.
27

 The farmers who raised sheep in Virginia often 

kept their sheep in already available agricultural structures or they built economical sheep sheds. 

Only wealthy Virginians like the du Ponts were able to build specialized barns for their sheep, 
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but they primarily followed the recommended models such as the three-sided shed barn.
28

 The 

Montpelier barn does not follow any of the recommended patterns or plans. It is loosely similar 

to suggestions in Productive Sheep Husbandry. The barn is a unique manifestation of duPont 

agricultural architecture, sharing the same green paint and slate roofs of other outbuildings.  

The Montpelier sheep barn also has integrity. It is in the same location as it was 

constructed in. The setting is also very similar, the only difference being the re-growth of the 

forest into the clearing. It also retains its duPont workmanship, design, and materials which 

contribute to the feeling of the duPont period. The barn and its woodland setting create a direct 

association to the Montpelier property under the duPonts.  
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Octagonal Barn, The Domestic Sheep: Its Culture and General Management, By Henry Stewart, 

Page 202. 

 

 

 
Central Aisle Barn, Sheep Husbandry in Minnesota, By Thomas Shaw, Page 84. 
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A Three-sided Virginia Sheep Barn, Barn Plans and Outbuildings, Page 80 
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