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1. NAME OF PROPERTY 

Historic name: East Columbia Historic District 

Other name/site number: N/A 

2. LOCATION 

Street & number: South Main Street 

City/town: East Columbia 

State: TX County: Brazoria 

not for publication: N/A 

code: 039 zip code: 77486 

3. CLASSinCATION 

Ownership of Property: Private 

Category of Property: District 

Number of Resources within Property: Contribttting Noncontributing 

12 
1 

13 

buildings 
sites 
structures 
objects 

Total 

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National Register: 1 

Name of related multiple property listing: Historic and Architectural Resources of East 
Columbia, Texas 
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4. STATE/FEDERAL AGENCY CERTIFICATION 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as 
amended, I hereby certify that this _x_nomination request for determination of eligibility 
meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of 
Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 
36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property _x_meets does not meet the National 
Register criteria. 

Ŝ e<90htinuat̂ Qj|vsh 
Sept. 10, 1991 

ignature of certifying official ~y Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. 
See continuation sheet. 

Signature of commenting or other official Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

5. NATIONAL PARK SERVICE CERTIFICATION 

I , hereby certify that this property is: 

/ entered in the National Register i4tdt2<fi/^'^fcx^ IOUBI^^ 

See continuation sheet. 

determined eligible for the 
National Register 

See continuation sheet. 

determined not eligible for the 
National Register 

removed from the National Register 

other (explain): 
Signature of the Keeper Date of Action 
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6. FUNCTION OR USE 

Historic: Domestic/single dwelling 

Current: Domestic/single dwelling; Recreation and culture/museum 

7. DESCRIPTION 

Architectural Classification: Other: Vemacular (center-passage) 
Greek Revival 
Queen Anne 

Materials: foundation wood 
walls wood (weatherboard, log) 
roof asphalt 
other brick 

Describe present and historic physical appearance. 
X See cominuation sheet. 

8. STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Certifying official has considered the significance of this property in relation to other 
properties: statewide 

Applicable National Register Criteria: A C 

Criteria Considerations (Exceptions): B 

Areas of Significance: Commerce, Architecture 

Period(s) of Significance: 1835-1918 

Significam Dates: i m 1885 1918 

Significant Person(s): N/A 

Cultural Affiliation: N/A 

Architect/Builder: N/A 

State significance of property, and justify criteria, criteria considerations, and areas and 
periods of significance noted above. 

X See continuation sheet. 
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The East Columbia Historic District encompasses the core of the old river port of East 
Columbia and includes domestic buildings dating primarily from the middle to late 19th 
century. Most are 2-story frame dwellings with center-passage plans and display modest 
amounts of Greek Revival features and detailing. The buildings face onto Main Street which 
extends in a roughly southwest-to-northeast direction. The district is in a low-density area 
that is about two blocks deep and three blcx̂ ks long. Of 22 historic resources in the district, 
13 are classified as Contributing. The district includes a historic archeological site classified 
as a Contributing element as it will likely yield significant information about the late 19th-
century history and character of the area. 

The East Columbia Historic District abuts the west bank of the Brazos River where 
the waterway makes a southem tum towards the Gulf of Mexico, some 24 miles away. The 
district is on level land that overlooks the river. Main Street is almost parallel to the Brazos 
River and is lined with majestic oak trees, most of which are placed uniformly along the 
street. The trees greatly enhance the sense of cohesiveness and are the major landscaping 
element in the district. The street, which is about 15 feet wide, is slightly elevated and open 
ditches to either side allow for drainage. Apart from the street layout, little physical 
evidence of the old town survives, although a plat map at the Brazoria County Appraisal 
Office shows that a grid pattern of blocks and lots was delineated at an unknown date. 
Blocks were irregular in shape and had as many as 10 lots per block. Lot dimensions 
typically were 111 feet wide and 175 feet deep. The yards are well groomed with prominent 
vegetation features, besides the aforementioned oak trees, are crape myrtles and magnolia 
trees. 

Of the 13 Contributing buildings in the district, three are 2-story center-passage 
dwellings that are of w(xxl-frame construction sheathed in weatherboard siding. They are 
detached and free-standing and occupy large lots. Although all are set back from the streets 
with ample room for individually maintained landscapes, they are not in a uniform plane. 
The Ammon Underwood House (Site No. 15), for example, is about 27 feet from the road, 
while the T.L. Smith House (Site No. 8) is about 50 feet away. Nevertheless, these center-
passage dwellings share many similar physical characteristics. They have side-facing gable 
roofs and brick chimneys at one or both gable ends. The fronts, which face either southeast 
or northwest, have five-bay configurations on both floors with centrally placed single or 
double doors. The windows are double hung with wood sashes. The number of lights per 
sash varies but 2/2 and 4/4 are most common. They also have full inset porches which 
sometimes have classically inspired eave or cornice returns on the second floor. The 
prevalent porch form is 2-tiered and often includes balconies between the first and second 
floors. Many of the dwellings display architectural features that are suggestive of the Greek 
Revival style. Perhaps the most obvious is the overall symmetry and balance of the facades. 
The 5-bay front, although not necessarily indicative of the style, typically is seen on 
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examples of the style in Texas. Porches with squared columns and molded capitals are also 
indicative of the Greek Revival in the state, as are sidelights and transoms that frame front 
doors. Dwellings in the district that fall within this grouping include the Ammon Underwood 
House (Site No. 15), the T.L. Smith House (Site No. 8) and the S.S. Weems House (Site 
No. 7). 

The district features three Contributing buildings that diverge from the I-house form 
described above. While the M.L. Weems House (Site No. 6) resembles the dominant plan 
type, with features including a center-passage plan, a side gable roof, gable-end chimneys 
and a 5-bay facade, however, its 1 1/2-story form and gable dormers distinguish it from its 
neighbors. The Aycock-Crews House (Site No. 10) exhibits Queen Anne-influenced features 
such as an asymmetrical plan, a steeply pitched hip roof with secondary gables, and a wrap
around porch with turned-wood supports. Presently interpreted as an outbuilding of the 
Ammon Underwood House (Site No. 15), the Sweeny-Waddy Log Cabin (Site No. 16) 
originally functioned as a single-family dwelling. The cabin, with its one-room plan and 
hand-hewn log constmction with V-notched joints, contrasts to the milled lumber used on all 
the other buildings in the district. The lone archeological site listed as a separate 
Contributing element marks the location of a 19th-century industrial facility. Although only 
elements of the forge are visible above ground, the history of the property is well 
documented and subsurface testing will likely yield important information about this 
significant participant in the development of the local economy. 

Houses in the district generally have been well maintained over the years, despite 
depressed local economic conditions. Although alterations vary from building to building, 
relatively few nonhistoric changes have occurred. The Ammon Underwood House (Site No. 
15), for example, was originally a small 1-room frame dwelling erected in 1835 and 
substantially enlarged in 1838. While the building obviously has been changed, these 
alterations are a significant component of the district's overall historic character. Expansion 
of several of the houses has been confined to rear and side elevations, thus preserving the 
integrity of the facades or primary elevations. Because of the humid conditions in East 
Columbia, wood elements such as foundation piers have rotted and been replaced with more 
durable materials. Consequenfly, all of the houses currently rest on concrete piers. Such 
alterations do little to affect the historic character of these properties, which therefore retain 
their integrity of design, materials, and workmanship. 

Many of the houses retain historic outbuildings. Often overlooked in research efforts, 
these ancillary stmctures add much to our understanding of the historic character of the area. 
Most historic outbuildings are relatively small stmctures that generally served as sheds or 
bams. They are of frame constmction typically sheathed with board-and-batten siding. The 
historic character of the district, is augmented by seven such resources. 
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The most intmsive elements in the district are post-1918 stmctures, including the 
Fortenberry-Hill House (Site No. 17), the Shannon House (Site No. B) and a mobile home 
(Site No. C). These buildings are not compatible with the design, craftsmanship and archi
tectural integrity of the district's Contributing components. Classified as Noncontributing 
buildings, they are few in numbers and have a minimal impact on the historic character of 
the district. 

The typical Noncontributing outbuilding in the district is a modem garage with few 
architectural features that relate to the historic character of the district. Relatively small and 
standing to the rear of their respective lots, such buildings have an impact on the historic 
character of the district that is mitigated by their siting. 

DEFINTTION OF CATEGORIES 

CONTRIBUTING: Properties in this category include stmctures that add to the district's 
overall historic character. To be included in this category, a building must have been erected 
before 1918 and must retain most of its historic character. More recent (post-1940) changes 
that can affect historic integrity include the partial infill of porches, the application of 
aluminum or vinyl siding over original wood siding or the addition of new rooms and wings. 
While these alterations often detract from the resource's original character, the property is 
classified as a Contributing element if the dwelling's basic form remains intact and adds, if 
only to a small degree, to the district's overall historic ambience. 

A building that has been moved can be classified as a Contributing property under 
either of the following conditions: 1) it remains near its original site and its relocation was a 
response to the encroachment of the Brazos River, which has eroded significant parts of the 
old river town, or 2) the stmcture has overriding architectural and/or historical significance 
and was moved before the Secretary of the Interior had established guidelines regarding the 
relocation of historic stmctures. 

NONCONTRIBUTING: Properties in this category are those that detract from the district's 
historic character and were built after 1918. One of the district's buildings was erected about 
1935 and, although it falls within the 50-year age requirement for the National Register, it 
does not possess qualities that relate to the significance of the district. Another of the 
Noncontributing properties is a residence built in the 1980s that has little or no architectural 
or historic significance. The third Noncontributing property is a mobile home. 
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The East Columbia Historic District is a small district comprised mostiy of 19th-
century domestic buildings erected when the community of East Columbia was one of the 
most important inland ports in Texas. The district includes the oldest surviving neighborhood 
in East Columbia, a community dating to the earliest years of exploration and settiement by 
Anglo- and African-American colonists in Texas. East Columbia's subsequent rise to 
prominence stemmed from its strategic location on the Brazos River, which served as a major 
conduit for the shipping of goods to and from surrounding settlers. The river port became a 
vital component in the plantation-based economy that developed along the Brazos River 
during the 19th century. As it includes houses of merchants, plantation owners, and those 
involved in steamboat operations, the district is being submitted in conjunction with the 
Historic Context "Transportation and Settlement along the Brazos River." The district is 
nominated to the National Register under Criteria A and C as one of the few tangible links to 
the commercial development of the steamboat trade in the region and because the houses are 
noteworthy illustrations of 19th-century domestic architecture. It includes one property 
previously listed in the National Register (the Ammon Underwood House; NR 1976). 

East Columbia's beginnings can be traced to the founding of Stephen F. Austin's 
original colonization effort, commonly referred to as the "Old 300" because he agreed to 
introduce 300 families within a 200,000-acre land grant in Texas. Initial settlement pattems 
tended to fan out from major waterways such as the Brazos River. These pioneers realized 
the importance of rivers for transportation purposes as well as their potential role in the 
economic development of the colony. 

With that purpose in mind, Josiah H. Bell established a site for the loading and 
unloading of passengers and cargo on the Brazos River in 1824. Called Bell's Landing by 
the early colonists, it served as a nucleus for a town that Bell named Marion and is now 
known as East Columbia. The inland port played a significant role in the development of the 
frontier interior of Austin's colony in a number of cmcial ways: as a transportation and 
debarkation center for new settiers arriving in the colony; as a distribution center for their 
much-needed supplies; and as a loading station for the shipments of sugar, com and cotton 
crops cultivated after plantations were established throughout the county. 

Initially, only cmde stmctures were built. As settiement and trade increased in 
response to the rich agricultural potential of fertile lands along the Brazos River, however, 
more substantial buildings were erected. As an example, in 1838 Ammon Underwood and 
his future mother-in-law, Catherine Carson, purchased a small log dwelling built three years 
earlier by Thomas Nibbs. They transformed it into a 2-story boarding houses with Greek 
Revival stylistic features. Whether it was the first such stmcture in the community is not 
known; however, it certainly is representative of the type of houses built afterwards, and it 
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reflects an increased level of craftsmanship and sophistication in the residential architecture of 
the region. 

The plantation-based economy that developed in the hinterlands contributed, indeed 
was vital, to East Columbia's prosperity. Merchants established businesses in response to the 
trade that literally flowed into the community, much of it dependent on river transportation. 
The commercial section of town developed near the site of Bell's original landing, upriver 
from the area included in the district. Land where the commercial center once was located 
has since been washed away by the Brazos River. 

By the 1840s and 1850s regular steamboat service on the Brazos River further boosted 
East Columbia's status as a regional trade center. Capitalizing on the opportunities afforded 
by this access to markets, local businessmen erected new stores and houses as symbols of 
their success. Most of the houses utilized milled lumber which the steamboats made more 
accessible and less costly. The economy also began to diversify with the founding of 
enterprises such as a machine shop established to manufacture agriculturally related 
equipment. In retum, increased mechanization further contributed to the profitable operation 
of surrounding plantations. 

Although East Columbia played an important role in the regional plantation economy 
at the advent of the Civil War, many changes occurred in the region during the 
Reconstmction Era. Emancipation of slaves irrevocably eliminated the cheap source of labor 
so vital to the operation of the plantations, however. In response, trade diminished 
dramatically and several years passed before the local economy recovered. 

Much of this recovery remained firmly based on agriculture, involving the cultivation 
of cotton and sugar through the tenant farming system, regarded by some as an indirect 
system of slavery. Renewed demand for facilities to ship raw goods to market during this 
period led Travis Logan Smith Sr. and his partners to establish the Columbia Transportation 
Company in East Columbia. The firm owned a fleet of seven steamboats that plied the 
Brazos River between East Columbia and Velasco at the mouth of the river. Profits from the 
operation enabled Smith to constmct a 2-story frame house in East Columbia (Site No. 8). 

Although a brief period of prosperity followed, the advent of rail service to the region 
in 1859 laid the groundwork for the demise of steamboat transportation on the Brazos River. 
This in tum brought about the rapid decline of East Columbia as a regional shipping center. 
The Columbia Transportation Company cease of operations in 1895 marked the end of an 
important component of tiie local economy. 
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While East Columbia scraped by without the benefit of river trade for some years, 
several natural disasters hastened its decline in the 20th century. Storms in 1900, 1909 and 
1913 were especially destmctive, with the last fiooding the entire town. With the discovery 
of oil near the town of West Columbia in 1918, many merchants abandoned East Columbia in 
favor of the oil boomtown. The desertion of the town by its merchants proved the final blow 
to East Columbia. The population decline following 1918 culminated in the abandonment of 
the post office about 1966. The Brazos River continued to eat away at its banks, 
undermining many stores, saloons and warehouses that once crowded Front Street. Most of 
Front Street, west of the point where Josiah Bell established the original landing, has been 
washed away in the intervening years. 

Today, parts of East Columbia resemble a ghost town. The railroads and oil boom 
that brought prosperity to other parts of Brazoria County drew the life from the once-bustling 
river port. No businesses operate in the town, which claims only 95 residents. What 
survives are the historic homes of those who reaped the rewards of the golden age of the 
plantation and steamboat era of Brazoria County's history. 

Many houses within the district are significant for their historical associations with the 
events that shaped local history, as well as for their architectural merits. Despite ages in 
excess of 100 years, these dwellings retain their integrity to a remarkable degree. Residences 
built before 1880 display Greek Revival detailing and are indicative of early architectural 
trends in the region and state. They are distinguished by center passage plans, inset porches 
and classically inspired omamentation. They are the oldest extant stmctures in the old river 
port and are the sole remaining vestiges of East Columbia's prominent role as a steamboat 
shipping center on the Brazos River. 

While buildings that have been moved from their original site are not usually eligible 
for listing in the National Register, an exception is proposed for the relocated resources in 
this district because of mitigating circumstances surrounding the reasons for the moves. Two 
of the houses were moved and/or reoriented on their original lots to avoid erosion wrought 
by the Brazos River. Relocation efforts took place over 50 years ago and the buildings 
therefore have attained a limited degree of historical significance at their new locations. The 
Sweeny-Waddy Log Cabin is an exception to this situation. Originally built on a plantation 
about nine miles from East Columbia, it was moved and rehabilitated in the 1970s for use as 
a museum facility. Built as slave quarters, the Sweeny-Waddy House is believed to be the 
only surviving example of its type in Brazoria County. Despite its significant associative 
qualities, however, its compromised integrity of location, setting, feeling and materials render 
it ineligible for classification as a Contributing element of the district. 
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Nominated on the basis of the significance of the extant houses, the district also has 
many potential archeological sites. Virtually every house in the district could yield important 
information about the 19th-century history of the area. The site of the Dance Gun and 
Machine Shop is included in the district as an archeological site with strong ties to the 
historical development of the town's economy. Although no testing has been undertaken in 
the district, future archeological investigations should produce supplemental information to be 
appended to this nomination. 

Brief descriptions of each Contributing property follow, including its relationship to 
the historic context. The histories are presented by site number order. Please note that 
properties are referred to by their historic names as determined by procedures stipulated by 
the National Park Service. 

INVENTORY OF PROPERTIES 

Historic Name: M.L. Weems House Date: c. 1847 Site No. 6 

Category: Contributing Block 11 Lot 111-113, 115-117 

Description: A 1 1/2-story frame dwelling with center-passage plan and raised 
cottage form, the Weems House is a modest vemacular interpretation of the Greek Revival 
style typical of the type built in Texas during the middle decades of the 19th century. Facing 
southeast onto Main Street, the dwelling is sheathed with wood siding and surmounted by 
side-gabled roof featuring composition shingles and three gabled dormers. Exterior brick 
chimneys rise above the ridgeline at each gable end. A 6-bay inset porch extending across 
the full width of the primary elevation is detailed with square posts with molded caps and 
tumed-wood balusters. A double-door entrance with transoms and sidelights is centered 
between wood sash with 6/6 lights. Substantial additions onto the rear are not readily 
apparent from Main Street. Three frame outbuildings to rear of property feature board-and-
batten constmction and gable roofs and are classified as contributing elements of the district. 

Significance: Historically associated with the Weems family, this dwelling was 
erected about 1847 by Mason Locke Weems II , the first of a succession of physicians to live 
here. In addition to being a physician, Weems was a successful planter who was quite 
knowledgeable on a variety of agricultural subjects (Webb 1952, 11:876). 

Weems brought his wife, Asenath, and his son, Mason Locke Weems III, to Texas to 
settle in Matagorda County in 1837. The family later lived on a plantation near Wharton for 
a period of eight years before moving to the thriving community of East Columbia about 
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1847. Weems subsequentiy built a house on Main Street that reportedly resembled his family 
home in Virginia (Brazoria County Historical Museum files). Weems established a 
mercantile store on Front Street in the bustiing river town in addition to serving East 
Columbia's medical needs. Upon his death in 1856, the house was conveyed to his son. 
Mason Locke Weems III , who followed his father into the medical profession and also 
continued to operate the mercantile business in East Columbia until his death in 1917. 

It is believed that the house was moved to its present location sometime after 1869 to 
avoid erosion caused by the Brazos River (Brazoria County Deed Records M:10). It was 
later enlarged and remodeled to its current appearance. Mason Locke Weems IV, who was 
raised in the house, also became a doctor but resided in Brazoria where he practiced his 
profession for nearly 30 years. His brother, Marcus Aurelius Weems, lived in the house and 
practiced medicine in East Columbia until his death in 1946 (Brazoria County Historical 
Museum files). The house remained in the Weems family until the late 1980s. 

Historic Name: Bryan-Weems House Date: c. 1870/1917-19 Site No. 7 

Category: Contributing Block 9 Lot 43-45, 47-49 

Description: A 2-story frame dwelling with center-passage plan, the Bryan-Weems 
House is a modest vemacular interpretation of the Greek Revival style typical of the type 
built in Texas during the middle decades of the 19th century. Facing southeast onto Main 
Street, the dwelling is sheathed with wood siding and surmounted by side-gabled roof 
featuring composition shingles. Exterior brick chimneys rise above the ridgeline at each 
gable end. An inset 2-tiered porch of 5 bays extends across the full width of the primary 
elevation. Detailed with square posts with molded caps, it features a balustrade on the 
second level. Single-door entrances with sidelights are centered between double-hung wood 
sash with 2/2 lights on both levels. The upper entrance also boasts a transom. Additions to 
the rear have resulted in an L-shaped configuration. Two frame outbuildings on the property 
feature board-and-batten constmction and gable roofs and are classified as contributing 
elements of the district. 

Significance: While the constmction date of this house is unknown, it is estimated to 
date to the 1870s as it so closely resembles the T.L. Smith House, built in 1878 on an 
adjacent lot. According to oral history, a 2-story house and a smaller 1-story house stood at 
this site prior to 1900 (Wanstî th 1990). The earliest known resident, A. Y. Bryan, 
conveyed the houses to Chilton Bryan in 1901. By 1917 Sands S. Weems, a son of Mason 
Locke Weems III , had purchased the property and undertaken a major renovation of the 
house, completed in 1919. The renovation project included the addition of a 2-story wing to 
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the rear of the house (Brazoria County Historical Museum files). The Weems family lived in 
the 1-story house during the remodeling efforts. This building remained on the property until 
it was razed in the early 1980s. 

In the early years of the 20th century. Sands Weems operated a general merchandise 
business in Brazoria. Upon the death of his father in 1917, he retumed to East Columbia to 
operate the family mercantile business. Most business activity was shifting to West Columbia 
during this period, however, and by the mid-1920s Weems had closed his store in East 
Columbia and relocated it to the more prosperous town of West Columbia. Weems and his 
wife, Nan, continued to reside in East Columbia, raising nine children in the house that still 
remains in the Weems family. 

Historic Name: T.L. Smith House Date: 1878 Site No. 8 

Category: Contributing Block 9 Lot 46, 50, 51, 55 

Description: A 2-story frame dwelling with center-passage plan, the Smith House is 
a modest vemacular interpretation of the Greek Revival style typical of the type built in 
Texas during the middle decades of the 19th century. Facing southeast onto Main Street, the 
dwelling is sheathed with wood siding and surmounted by side-gabled roof featuring 
composition shingles. Exterior brick chimneys rise above the ridgeline at each gable end. 
An inset 2-tiered porch of 5 bays extends across the full width of the primary elevation. 
Detailed with square posts with molded caps, it features a balustrade on the second level, 
with the southemmost bays of the upper level enclosed. Single-door entrances with sidelights 
and transoms are centered between double-hung wood sash with 2/2 lights on both levels. 
Additions to the rear have resulted in an L-shaped configuration. Two frame outbuildings to 
rear of property feature board-and-batten constmction and gable roofs and are classified as 
contributing elements of the district. 

Significance: Travis Logan Smith Sr. played a pivotal role in East Columbia's 
economic development during the late 19th century. Smith and his brother, John, came to 
East Columbia in 1872 from Virginia and opened a general mercantile business on the banks 
of the Brazos River. They soon expanded their operations to the nearby communities of 
Brazoria, Chenango, Wharton, Velasco and Sweeny. T.L. Smith was also involved in the 
burgeoning cotton trade and became one of the largest cotton buyers in the county (Brazoria 
County Historical Museum files). In 1878 his profits enabled him to build this 2-story frame 
dwelling on Main Street in which he and his wife, Jeannette Masterson, raised nine children. 
Smith acquired extensive land holdings during this period, controlling more than 20,000 acres 
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in Brazoria County by 1880. He leased most of the acreage to rice and cotton farmers, with 
some tracts leased for cattie ranching. 

Smith recognized the importance of the Brazos River to East Columbia's growth and 
prosperity. With his brother, John, and his brother-in-law. Branch T. Masterson, he 
organized the Columbia Transportation Company in 1885 to provide shipping services to the 
region. The firm owned a fleet of six steamboats used to transport cattie, cotton, and 
produce from East Columbia to markets in Galveston. Another ship, the Hiawatha, was a 
luxury steamer mn by the company as a passenger liner. The last shipping firm to operate 
on the Brazos River, the Columbia Transportation Company ceased operations in 1895 as the 
railroad network became the leading transportation system in the state (Brazoria County 
Historical Museum files). Upon Smith's death in 1927, the house was conveyed to his three 
unmarried children. It still remains in the Smith family. 

Historic Name: Aldridge-Dance-Smith House Date: c.l840/c. 1858 Site No. 9 
Category: Noncontributing Block 7 Lot 52, 56, 1/2 53 & 57 

Description: A 2-story frame dwelling with center-passage plan, the Aldridge-Dance-
Smith House faces southeast onto Main Street. The dwelling is sheathed with wood siding 
and surmounted by side-gabled roof featuring composition shingles. Exterior brick chimneys 
rise above the ridgeline at each gable end. An inset porch of 5 bays extends across the full 
width of the primary elevation. Detailed with colossal order Doric column, it features a 
nonfunctional balcony on the second level. Single-door entrances with sidelights and 
transoms are centered between french doors on the first level and wood sash with 6/6 lights 
on the second level. Substantial additions have been built onto the rear of the house. Two 
outbuildings to rear of property are also classified as noncontributing elements of the district. 

Significance: The Aldridge-Dance-Smith House is associated with several families 
who played important roles in the development of East Columbia as a regional trade center 
during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The earliest known owner was William B. 
Aldridge, a prosperous farmer and landowner who constmcted a 1-story house on this 
property sometime between 1837 and 1841. He and his wife, America Patton, occupied the 
dwelling until his death in 1847. Local merchant Henry F. Hanson purchased the house by 
1849 and lived there for about nine years (Aldridge-Smith marker files). 

In 1858 Hanson conveyed the house to J.H. Dance & Company, a partnership 
comprised of James Henry Dance and his sons, George and David. The Dance family lived 
in the house until 1908 and was responsible for its expansion by adding a second story and a 
double-gallery porch. Although they constmcted many homes and buildings in East 
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Columbia, the Dances were best known as the manufacturer of guns and pistols at the Dance 
Gun Shop (Site No. A) across Main Street from this house (Aldridge-Smith marker files). 

Thomas Masterson Smith, a son of Travis Logan Smith Sr., leased the house from the 
Dances in 1908. Smith subsequentiy purchased the home from his father, who had acquired 
it from the Dances in 1917 (Brazoria County Deed Records 139:249; 169:327). During the 
1920s, Smith worked for his father's mercantile business in East Columbia although business 
activities had generally shifted to West Columbia by tiiis time. Smith closed the East 
Columbia store by the 1940s and established a mercantile store in West Columbia. Upon his 
death in 1965, the house passed to his son, T.M. Smith Jr., who removed the double-gallery 
porch, added colossal order Doric columns and extended the rear portion of the house 
(Aldridge-Smith marker files). As these changes have rendered the Aldridge-Dance-Smith 
House unrecognizable to the district's period of significance, the property is currentiy 
classified as a Noncontributing element. 

Historic Name: Aycock-Crews House Date: c. 1890 Site No. 10 
Category: Contributing Block 7 Lot 54, 58, 1/2 53 & 57 

Description: A 2-story frame dwelling with asymmetrical plan, the Aycock-Crews 
House is typical of 19th-century vemacular housing in Texas with detailing drawn from the 
design idiom of the Queen Anne style. Facing southeast onto Main Street, the dwelling is 
sheathed with wood siding and surmounted by an elaborate roofscape of hipped and gable 
roof forms. An exterior brick chimney rises above the ridgeline on the southwest elevation. 
An inset 2-tiered extends across the full width of the primary elevation, consisting of a lower 
level of five bays capped by a shed roof and an upper level of one bay capped by a gable 
roof Porch detailing includes tumed-wood columns, stickwork balustrade and spindled 
frieze, with paired columns at the entry bay of the first level and on the second level. 
Fenestration includes a single-door entrance on ground floor and double-hung wood sashes 
with 2/2 lights. Two outbuildings to rear of property are classified as noncontributing 
elements of the district. 

Significance: The Aycock-Crews House was built by riverboat captain Richard T. 
Aycock for his wife. Sue Elisabeth, shortiy after he acquired the property in 1889 (Brazoria 
County Deed Records 7:192). Aycock operated several steamers on the Brazos River during 
the prosperous days of the steamboat era, and is best known for his 1881 command of the 
George W. Thomas, a 168-ton paddlewheeler (Puryear 1976). The steamer made weekly 
mns from Galveston to East Columbia freighting cotton, sugar, molasses, pecans, hides, 
lumber and preserved beef During the late 19th century, Aycock captained for the 
Columbia Transportation Company (Brazoria County Historical Museum files). 
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Aycock's heirs sold the house in 1916 to T.L. Smith Sr., who gave it as a wedding 
gift to his daughter, Christie, and son-in-law, W.L. "Billy" Crews. Crews operated a 
mercantile store in East Columbia for several years thereafter before moving his operations to 
Brazoria. The house remains in the family. 

Historic Name: Ammon Underwood House Date: 1835/1838 Site No. 15 
Category: Contributing Block 10 Lot 30A, 34A, 35A, 39A 

Description: A 2-story frame dwelling with center-passage plan, the Ammon 
Underwood House is a modest vemacular interpretation of the Greek Revival style typical of 
the type built in Texas during the middle decades of the 19th century. Facing northwest onto 
Main Street, the dwelling is sheathed with wood siding and surmounted by side-gabled roof 
featuring composition shingles. An inset 2-tiered porch of 5 bays extends across the full 
width of the primary elevation. Detailed with square posts with molded caps, it features a 
balustrade on the second level. Fenestration includes single-door entrances with sidelights 
and transoms and double-hung wood sash with 6/6 lights on both levels. The Sweeny-Waddy 
House, relocated to rear of the property for use as a museum facility in the 1970s, is 
classified as a Noncontributing element of the district. 

Significance: The Ammon Underwood House (NR 1976) is best known as the 50-year 
residence of Texas pioneer Ammon Underwood. Built in 1835 by Thomas W. Nibbs, a 
lawyer from Alabama, the house originally was a two-room frame dwelling. An unsuccessful 
law practice caused Nibbs to move to Fort Bend County to start a plantation in 1838, 
whereupon he sold the house to Ammon Underwood (Williams 1976). 

Underwood came to Texas in 1834 from Massachusetts, arriving at East Columbia in 
April of that year. After working for several businesses in nearby communities. Underwood 
established a mercantile business in East Columbia with partners John P. Coles and David H. 
Milbum. Underwood joined the Texas Army in November 1835 and was appointed shortly 
thereafter to head the post commissary at East Columbia. After the Texas Revolution, he 
served as the town's postmaster from 1836 to 1845 (Webb 1952, 11:817-818). Underwood 
purchased the house from Nibbs in partnership with Mrs. Catherine Carson, one of Stephen 
F. Austin's first 300 colonists. In establishing a boarding house for the growing town, they 
transformed the building into a 2-story frame building of four rooms and a kitchen ell 
(Williams 1976). The dwelling faced Front Street overlooking the Brazos River. Upon 
Underwood's marriage in 1839 to Catherine Carson's daughter, Rachel, the boarding house 
was closed and the building served as the family residence. 
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While Underwood lived in East Columbia, he amassed a considerable fortune through 
the operation of two large cotton plantations in Brazoria County. In the 1860s Underwood's 
plantation hands labored to move the house away from the eroding banks of the Brazos 
River. Despite the loss of his fortune during the Reconstmction Era, Underwood was 
elected to the 19th Texas Legislature in 1884 as a representative of the Brazoria district. He 
served on various committees including finance, insurance, statistics and history, and public 
buildings and grounds. Although he had earlier conveyed it to his son, Joseph, Underwood 
lived in the East Columbia house until his death in 1887 (Brazoria County Deed Records 
P:273). 

Joseph Underwood took over the house and his father's mercantile business in East 
Columbia. As the Brazos River continued to erode the lot, he was forced to move the house 
a second time before 1900. With this move the stmcture was divided and the half placed on 
an adjoining lot was destroyed in the 1900 hurricane. The remaining half was repositioned 
on the lot to face Main Street (Williams 1976). After Joseph's death in 1925, his children, 
John and Laura, gained titie to the property and lived there for over three decades. The river 
bank again gave way in 1937, compelling the Underwoods to remove the rear kitchen ell and 
relocate the dwelling to its current position on the lot. In 1968 the house was acquired by 
the First Capitol Historical Foundation and converted it into a museum depicting early 
republic-era life in Texas (First Capitol Historical Foundation, Inc.). 

Historic Name: Sweeny-Waddy Log Cabin Date: c. 1850 Site No. 16 
Category: Noncontributing Block 10 Lot 30A, 34A, 35A, 39A 

Description: A 1-story log cabin with one room, the Sweeny-Waddy Log Cabin faces 
southwest onto the Brazos River. Hand-hewn log constmction with V-notched joints and 
wood shingles in gable ends characterizes the dwelling, which is capped by a side-gabled roof 
with wood shingles. A three-bay porch with log posts and a shed roof extends across the 
primary facade. 

Significance: Originally erected about 1850 on the John Sweeny plantation about nine 
miles from this site, the log cabin was relocated in the 1970s to the Ammon Underwood 
property for use as a museum facility. Sweeny and his family moved to Brazoria County 
from Tennessee about 1833. An extensive landholder in the county. Sweeny owned and 
operated as many as five com-grinding and cotton-ginning businesses (Sweeny-Waddy marker 
files). 

This building historically served as the home of an enslaved African American family 
that worked on Sweeny's plantation. Mark and Larkin Waddy remained on the plantation 
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after the abolition of slavery in Texas in 1865. The cabin continued to be occupied by 
members of the Waddy family until 1953. At that time the cabin was purchased by First 
Capitol Historical Foundation and included minor additions. Before it was moved from a ten 
acre tract on the Polly and Chance League to its present location, the cabin was restored to 
its original appearance. It is currentiy interpreted as an outbuilding of the historic Ammon 
Underwood House (Sweeny-Waddy marker files). Because of the compromises to its historic 
integrity prompted by the relocation, the building is categorized as a Noncontributing element 
of the district. 

Historic Name: Domestic Building Date: c. 1935 Site No. 17 

Category: Noncontributing Block 8 Lot 27, 31 

Description: This 1-story frame dwelling features a combination hipped and gable 
roof with composition shingles. Wood sash feature 4/4 lights. 

Historic Name: Site of Dance Gun Shop Date: c. 1848, 1900 Site No. A 
Category: Contributing Block 8 Lot 28, 32 

Description: The only above-ground features at the site of the Dance Gun Shop are a 
the remains of the original factory forge and a scattering of artifacts on the surface. The 
forge, consisting of handmade bricks, iron skirting and hinges, is still intact in the 
underbmsh along the banks of the Brazos River. Historic photographs reveal that the site 
featured two detached frame buildings at right angles to one another, each surmounted by a 
gable roof. A smoke stack was also on the site. These features were destroyed in the same 
1900 hurricane that flattened Galveston. 

Significance: James H. Dance and his sons, George and David, moved to East 
Columbia in 1848 and established the only manufacturing operation in the community. The 
J.H. Dance & Company therefore exerted a tremendous influence in the development of the 
local economy, producing a variety of manufactured goods including fumiture and coffins, as 
well as machinery for grist mills, cotton gins, sugar refineries and sawmills. The firm was 
most famous for manufacturing guns pattemed after the Colt revolver that were praised by 
the Confederate Army for their accuracy (Brazoria County Historical Museum and Brazoria 
County Historical Commission 1986:104). Advances up the coast from Brownsville to 
Matagorda Island by the Union Army prompted the Dances to relocate their gun factory 
about 60 miles upriver to Anderson in Grimes County (Creighton 1975:243). At the 
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conclusion of the Civil War, however, the Dances retumed to East Columbia, manufacturing 
cotton and sugar-related machinery throughout the remainder of the 19th century. 

While George and David Dance operated the machine shop, James H. Dance was 
better known for his carpentry skills. He made cabinets and fumiture in a shop on the site 
(Dance Gun Shop marker files). The brothers also constmcted many buildings in East 
Columbia, including a major remodeling of the Aldridge-Dance-Smith House in 1858. The 
Dance machine shop was destroyed in the 1900 hurricane (Brazoria County Historical 
Museum and Brazoria County Historical Commission 1986:104). 

Historic Name: Domestic Building Date: c. 1980 Site No. B 

Category: Noncontributing Block 8 Lot 29, 33 

Description: 1-story frame dwelling. 

Historic Name: Domestic Building Date: c. 1980 Site No. C 

Category: Noncontributing Block 10 Lot 37A, 38, 41A, 42 

Description: mobile home. 
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JUSTIFICATION OF BOUNDARIES 

The Brazos River flows directiy east of the East Columbia Historic District forming a 
distinct boundary. Although only two Contributing properties stand on the east side of Main 
Street, the eastem boundary was drawn to include all the stmctures and vacant land in Blocks 
8, 10 and 12 in hopes of yielding potential archeological sites since other historic stmctures 
once stood on the banks of the river. The area to the north comprises several houses built 
after the tum of the century, many of which would be classified as Noncontributing proper
ties and, therefore, would detract from historic character and ambiance of the district. The 
westem boundary includes all of the property historically associated with each house. The 
land to the west is undeveloped and heavily wooded. Main Street extends further south of 
the historic district, but dwellings that front onto it are not historic or were constmcted in the 
20th century and would detract from historic character of the district. 

VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

Beginning at the northwest comer of lot 58, Block 7, Original Townsite, thence south 
along the back property line of Blocks 7, 9 and 11 until reaching the southwest comer of lot 
111, Block 11, Original Townsite. Thence east to tiie southeast comer of lot 115, Block 11, 
Original Townsite. Thence north to its northeast comer. Thence east across Main Street and 
continuing along the property line of lots 98 and 94, Block 12, Original Townsite, until 
reaching the west bank of the Brazos River. Thence north along the west bank of the river 
and continuing until reaching the northeast comer of lot 27, Block 8, Original Townsite. 
Thence west along the property line of said lot and continuing until reaching the point of 
beginning. 
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PHOTO INVENTORY 

EAST COLUMBIA HISTORIC DISTRICT 
EAST COLUMBIA, BRAZORIA COUNTY, TEXAS 
DANIEL HARDY - PHOTOGRAPHER 
JANUARY 1990 
ORIGINAL NEGATIVES ON FILE AT THE TEXAS HISTORICAL COMMISSION 

PHOTO 1 - View along Main Street, including Bryan-Weems House (Site No. 7), 
camera facing north. 

PHOTO 2 - Ammon Underwood House (Site No. 15), camera facing south. 

PHOTO 3 - Aycock-Crews House (Site No. 10), camera facing northwest. 

PHOTO 4 - Aldridge-Dance-Smith House (Site No. 9), camera facing west. 

PHOTO 5 - T.L. Smith House (Site No. 8), camera facing west. 

PHOTO 6 - M.L. Weems House (Site No. 6), camera facing west. 

PHOTO 7 - Bryan-Weems House (Site No. 7), camera facing north. 
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