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The most intriguing aspects of the study of southern decorative arts are the stories they have to tell.  

These objects are the physical manifestation of a time long past; a moment from our history.  

However, unlike artifacts recovered in an archeological setting, they have often lost their context.  

Oral history is important, though often flawed.  The clearest view of an object’s place in our past is 

obtained through the study of the object itself.  How was it constructed?  How does it relate to 

similar forms of the same period?  Who made it, and why did they make it as they did?  The 

decorative arts can tell us much about who we are by enlightening us about those who came before.  

You just have to understand the language they speak, and listen.  Sometimes the simplest, often 

overlooked, objects speak the loudest. 

 

In the decorative arts field, fancy basically is the expression of exuberance in one's mind onto the 

surface of an object to provide visual enjoyment, to stimulate the imagination, and/or to further 

intellectual interest of another. In this article, we are referring specifically to painted decorations on 

the surfaces of common and tablet-top chairs from southeastern Virginia and northeastern North 

Carolina. For a full discussion of Norfolk common chairs, see our article on this website. Common 

and tablet-top chairs from this Virginia-North Carolina region were either painted, received a 

natural finish, or were left unfinished. Many of the painted examples received additional surface 

decorations ranging from simple painted borders, to stenciled designs, to extensive floral and 

scenery paintings and gilding. These decorated examples are the fancy chairs. Unfortunately, many 

surviving examples of common and tablet-top chairs from this region have been stripped of their 

original surfaces, and it is not possible to determine if they were fancy chairs initially. Nevertheless, 

their form certainly relates back to their fancy roots. 

 



Several years ago a pair of chairs was discovered in an antique shop just outside the city limits of 

Williamston, North Carolina (Fig. 1, Pair of Williamston chairs).  Williamston is located on the 

south side of the Roanoke River in the northeastern corner of the state (Fig. 2, Map of northeastern 

North Carolina).  Williamston was incorporated in 1779, shortly after the formation of Martin 

County, and serves as its county seat.  In its early years, it functioned as an important transportation 

center for naval stores and other trade items.  By the 1850s, there were several steam sawmills along 

the Martin County side of the Roanoke River where locally harvested timber was cut into lumber 

and shingles for export as well as for local consumption.1   



 
Figure 1 



 
Figure 2 

 

The chairs in question appear to date from the 1840’s or 1850’s, and they had been stripped of their 

original paint and perhaps decorations as well.  Stylistically, if decorated, they would be termed 

fancy chairs of the tablet-top variety most often associated with chairs produced in Baltimore, 

Maryland.  However, these chairs have a decidedly rural flavor and are not of the urban quality 

expected in Baltimore examples.   

 

Simple country chairs such as these are often seen in antique shops and are usually passed by with 

perhaps a fleeting glance.  However, this pair possessed a vernacular feel that merited at least a 

quick examination.  This is fortunate, for writing under the cypress seat of one of the pair could be 

made out to read “Moore and Latham/ Williamston” (Fig. 3, Writing under seat of Williamston 

chair) (The enhancement was created based on our personal observations of the writing).  These 

simple chairs had their own story to tell.  



  
Figure 3 

 

Chairs were constructed in northeastern North Carolina from the earliest years of its settlement.  

North Carolina’s Roanoke River Basin, with Martin County and Williamston its closest neighbors 

to the south, had a flourishing chair manufacturing trade from the mid-seventeenth century through 

the early-nineteenth century. Forms ranged from simple ladder-back chairs to more formal “neat 



and plain” examples termed today as Chippendale.  There are a few known examples of 

neoclassical chairs made in the region during the early years of the nineteenth century, and simple 

ladder-back chair production continued throughout the nineteenth century.  However, there is little 

if any evidence of the manufacture of fancy chairs of the type found in the Williamston antique 

shop in northeastern North Carolina. 

 

So what were the stylistic sources of influence for fancy chairs that might have been produced in 

northeastern North Carolina?  Fancy chairs were imported into the region in large numbers during 

the second quarter of the nineteenth century.  They were a prevailing and commonplace form after 

the popularity of Windsor furniture waned.  Philadelphia and counties to the west were leading 

manufacturers of fancy chairs.  From 1820 to 1840, more pieces of Philadelphia furniture were 

shipped to Suffolk, Virginia, than any other port, except Charleston, South Carolina.2 Based on 

surviving regional examples, most of this furniture consisted of chairs, probably of the fancy chair 

variety.  The volume of furniture being shipped to Suffolk may initially seem surprising until one 

realizes that Suffolk provided a convenient transshipment port to north-central and northeastern 

North Carolina.  From Suffolk, furniture could be transported overland southwest to South Quay, 

six miles south of Franklin, Virginia.  South Quay is located on the Blackwater River and served as 

an important interior regional port for the tidewater region from colonial times.3 Access to the 

Blackwater allowed water access to the Nottaway, Meherrin, Chowan, and Roanoke Rivers, and 

therefore, to a number of river landings in both Virginia and North Carolina where cargo could be 

deposited and raw materials collected for the return journey to Suffolk and beyond.  

 

Based on surviving examples, urban Virginia chair manufactories supplied the greatest number of 

fancy chairs to northeastern North Carolina, and the largest urban Virginia supplier was located in 

Norfolk, Virginia.  Joshua Moore of Norfolk maintained his chair manufactory from at least 1806 

until 1835.4 While he undoubtedly made other forms, including Windsor furniture, two-splat, half-

spindle, fancy, common chairs seem to have been his most successful line.  They varied from 

examples with single stretchers on all four sides to those with double stretchers on the front and 

both sides, with a single stretcher in the rear.  The use of double stretchers added structural strength 

and made for a more attractive model.  Some of the double stretcher versions are incised under their 

plank seats with “M C Co”, for Moore Chair Company.  An example of this model, along with its 



“M C Co” stamp, is illustrated in Figures 4 and 5 (Fig. 4, Moore chair) (Fig. 5, Stamp under seat of 

Fig. 4).  The stamp has yet to be found on his common chairs with less than two stretchers on the 

fronts and sides.  Figure 6 (Fig. 6, Moore chair) illustrates one of a set of five Moore chairs that 

descended in the Wynne family of south-central Hertford County, which adjoins Bertie County to 

the north.  They were originally painted green. 
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Figure 5 



 
  Figure 6 



 

A number of Norfolk and Norfolk area furniture makers moved to, or opened branch manufactories 

in, Richmond, Virginia, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  They included Chester 

Sully, Willis Cowling, and George Hendree.  Joshua Moore’s most popular form of common, fancy 

chair accompanied them to Richmond.  It is not presently known who manufactured the Richmond 

version of the Moore chairs, but the Richmond versions are sturdier, with heavier stock.  Surviving 

examples are more elaborately decorated than their Norfolk counterparts, and their rear stiles are set 

more closely together, creating an even more attractive hourglass shape.  The set of four Richmond 

fancy chairs illustrated in Figure 7 (Fig. 7, Richmond chairs) was purchased at an estate auction in 

north-central North Carolina.  The pair illustrated in Figure 8 (Fig. 8, Richmond chairs) was found 

in Richmond.  Four more examples from this same set still reside in a private collection in 

Richmond.  All have small oval brass plaques affixed to their upper splats containing the initials 

“CL” over a number, perhaps signifying their use in a local Richmond-area lodge with designated 

seating (Fig. 9, Detail of Fig. 8).  The Richmond version of Norfolk’s Moore chairs are some of the 

most attractive examples of the form produced in the country. 
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Figure 8 



 
Figure 9 



 

With the prevalence of the two-splat, half-spindle fancy chairs being marketed in northeastern and 

north-central North Carolina, one would expect that the Moore and Latham chairs would be based 

on that form.  The legs and stretchers of the Williamston pair do almost exactly match those 

elements found on the single-stretcher versions of the Moore chairs, the only difference being 

grooves cut on the legs of the Williamston chairs emulating bamboo-style turnings in place of the 

usual scribe marks for stretcher placement (Fig. 10, Legs of Williamston chair) (Fig. 11, Legs of 

Norfolk Moore chair).  However, the Williamston chairs’ stiles and splats are derived from tablet-

top versions of fancy chairs.  Baltimore was the principal design source for this form, and the form 

was carried along Baltimore trade routes.  In Come In and Have a Seat by Jeffrey Evans, the author 

demonstrates how this Baltimore form was spread into Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley.  

Manufacturers included J. Madison Irvine and Company of Harrisonburg, Jacob Minnick of 

Rockingham County, and David Russell, Jr., of Winchester.5 These men and others produced tablet-

top versions with simple plank seat as well as those with cane bottoms emulating the more high-

style Baltimore versions.  Valley manufacturers sometimes employed “signature” decorative 

elements, such as the “Winchester ball-and-cuff group”, that distinguish them from Baltimore 

products.  The overall form, however, is very similar to Baltimore products, and some examples are 

basically indistinguishable from Baltimore examples.6 



 

Figure 10 



 
Figure 11 

 

Richmond, Virginia, chair manufacturers also made tablet-top fancy chairs.  These chairs were 

patterned on Baltimore designs and were sometimes produced by craftsmen with Baltimore 

backgrounds.  While Norfolk furniture of the first few decades of the nineteenth century exhibited a 

distinctive and recognizable style, Richmond furniture of that period exhibited a blending of styles 



from different trade centers, especially Norfolk, New York, Philadelphia, and, to a smaller extent, 

Baltimore.  However, Richmond fancy chairs that were not based on Norfolk work were heavily 

influence by Baltimore examples.  Members of Baltimore’s Habliston family migrated to Richmond 

and, by 1850, had established Habliston and Brother, a chair manufactory.  Principals in the firm 

were C.B. and F.H. Habliston.  The Virginia Manufacturing Census of 1850 lists the Richmond firm 

and documents their use of three workmen who hand produced chairs valued at $6000.00.7 By 

1855, the firm evolved to carry a general line of furniture. 

 

An example of their work that is basically identical to high-end Baltimore tablet-top, fancy chairs is 

documented in the files of the Museum of Early Southern Decorative Arts.  The chair retains a paper 

label affixed to its seat frame that reads “Habliston & Brother/ Chair Factory, Gove St/ Richmond 

Va”.8 An invoice dated 1855 lists their address as No. 16 Governor Street and states that they were 

“Wholesale Dealers and Manufacturers of Cabinet Furniture”.9 The Habliston chair is structurally 

identical to another chair made and labeled by Baltimore’s John Hodgkinson, also documented in 

the MESDA files.10 The chair illustrated in Figure 12 (Fig. 12, Richmond or Baltimore chair) 

displays identical elements to the previous two chairs, but is constructed of lighter stock more in 

keeping with the Habliston example.  It was purchased at an estate sale in northeastern North 

Carolina.  While it is impossible to state definitively whether the chair illustrated in Figure 12 was 

made in Richmond or Baltimore, it does represent the types of chairs that may have influenced the 

Moore and Latham examples. 



 
Figure 12 



Just as in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, Richmond chair makers offered a less expensive plank seat 

version of their tablet-top, fancy chairs.  The chairs illustrated in Figure 13 (Fig. 13, Richmond 

Habliston chairs) were also made by Habliston and Brother of Richmond.  One of the pair is 

stenciled “Habliston and Bro/ Richmond”, under its seat (Fig. 14, Stencil under seat of Fig. 13) (The 

lower enhanced view was created based on our personal observations of the stenciling.).  They were 

purchased at a Richmond estate auction and retain their original paint. 

 
Figure 13 



 
Figure 14 



 

A tablet-top, full-spindle, fancy chair documented in the MESDA files represents the work of 

another Richmond chair maker whose products were a potential source of influence for the 

Williamston chairs.  The chair carries the label “J. T. Woodson/ (Successor to Leander Woodson)/ 

Plain and Fancy/ Chair Maker/ No. 150 Main St Richmond VA”.11A related pair of chairs attributed 

to Woodson was purchased at a northeastern North Carolina estate sale near the juncture of 

Hertford, Bertie, and Northampton Counties (Fig. 15, Richmond Woodson chairs).  Written under 

one of the seats is “G Wynne/ Murfreesboro” (Fig. 16, Writing under seat of Fig. 15) (The 

enhancement was created based on our personal observations of the writing.).  Murfreesboro is 

located in north-central Hertford County on the Meherrin River.  The only G. Wynne residing in the 

counties surrounding Murfreesboro during the period these chairs were constructed was George 

Washington Wynne.  Wynne lived in the Hertford County community of Union, located eight miles 

southeast of Murfreesboro.  He was a member of the same Wynne family referred to previously as 

owners of the set of five Norfolk Moore chairs (See Fig. 6).  The 1850 Census lists Wynne as a 32-

year-old farmer. There is no evidence that Wynne was engaged as a chair maker or in a mercantile 

capacity during this period, so the writing under the chair likely served as shipping instructions.  

Murfreesboro would have served as a convenient river port for Wynne to receive a chair shipment.  

This pair is another example of the types of imported, Virginia, fancy chairs that could have 

influenced the Moore and Latham chairs. 



 
Figure 15 

 

 



 
Figure 16 



Now to the Williamston chairs themselves and the essential question, who were Moore and 

Latham?  A search of Martin County records reveals several candidates.  Members of both families 

were prominent and active members of the Williamston community during the 1840s and 1850s.  

Gilbert L. Moore and Friley W. Moore were closely related and probably brothers.  They were 

listed consecutively in the Martin County Census of 1850 as residents of Williamston.  Gilbert, 32 

years of age, was listed as a merchant, while Friley, age 30, was listed as a farmer, although living 

in town.  Simon J. Latham and John D. Latham also were probably brothers.  Simon was listed in 

the 1850 Martin County Census as a 33-year-old farmer living in the town of Williamston.  John 

was listed in Simon’s household as a 20-year-old miller. 12 By the 1860 Martin County Census, 

John was listed in Williamston as a 31-year-old trader.13  

 

The Moores and the Lathams were involved in a number of business dealings.  Simon and a Jesse 

Moore purchased Slades Mill in 1844.14 In 1855, John D. Latham and Gilbert and Friley Moore 

purchased over 700 acres of land along Conoho Creek in Martin County near Williamston, 

undoubtedly to harvest timber, as well as a lot in Williamston.15 In 1858, Gilbert sold a shipyard 

and land in neighboring Bertie County, as well as his interest in Roanoke Steam Mill, to Friley 

Moore and Simon Latham.16  While these are just a few examples of the convoluted business 

dealings of the Moores and the Lathams, a picture emerges of enterprising young men engaged in 

various timber and mercantile pursuits.   

 

The history of ownership of one piece of property may explain the significance of the writing under 

one of the pair of Williamston chairs.  On July 18, 1849, Gilbert Moore purchased lot 86 on Main 

Street in Williamston from Joshua E. Smithwick.  The structure affixed to the lot was termed “the 

brick store”, rather than simply a store, differentiating it from what must have been mostly wooden 

structures along Main Street at that time.17 On January 6, 1851, Gilbert sold one-half of his interest 

in this property to John D. Latham.18 This is the only know occasion when a business entity was 

owned by one Moore and one Latham during this period in Williamston, and the business entity was 

a mercantile.  Gilbert identified himself as a merchant in the 1850 Martin County Census.19 The 

business relation between Moore and Latham continued until 1854, when Gilbert sold his remaining 

one-half interest in the “brick store and warehouse” on Main Street to G.R. Clements.20   

 



The pair of Williamston chairs was probably produced by Moore and Latham for sale in their 

mercantile.  They might have been constructed by workmen employed by the company, or perhaps, 

by local craftsmen.  The 1850 Martin County Census does list a single cabinetmaker in 

Williamston, 25-year-old William H. Lyon, as well as a coach maker who would have been capable 

of constructing these chairs.21 Friley Moore’s father, William Moore, was a carpenter, and it is 

believed that Friley was trained as a woodworker by his father.22 So perhaps a family member 

produced the chairs.  The cypress used in the seats would have been easy to obtain from one of the 

various mills owned by family members.  Cypress was and is plentiful along the Roanoke River.  

These chairs probably were an attempt by Moore and Latham to produce their own fancy chairs to 

sell in their store rather than incur the expense of importing fancy chairs.  The number of chairs 

produced by or for Moore and Latham is unknown.  

 

The Moore and Latham chairs are of local manufacture, and the dates of ownership of the brick 

store by Moore and Latham from 1851 to 1854 are appropriate for their construction.  Their cypress 

seats are two inches thick, and judging from their grain patterns, both seats appear to have been 

shaped from stock cut horizontally from the same tree.  The seats are crudely scored where the stiles 

meet the seats, more in keeping with earlier Windsor chairs.  Each chair’s crest rail is 3 ¼ inches 

wide.  Their stiles transition from the round to a flat upper face.  A rabbet was then cut to support 

each chair’s crest rail, which was face nailed to each stile.  The chairs were originally painted black. 

It is not possible to ascertain if these black chairs were originally decorated, thus fancy. However, 

the exaggerated surface area of their splats seems intended as a canvas for decorations, and overall, 

they are certainly offshoots of their Virginia fancy-chair roots. 

 

The Moore and Latham chairs are a rare example of the manufacture of tablet-top chairs in rural, 

northeastern North Carolina.  They are the last vestige of the construction of seating furniture in the 

Roanoke River Basin area other than the ubiquitous, ladder-back chairs.  Stylistically, they exhibit 

influences transported to the Williamston area by the imported products of urban chair 

manufacturers in Norfolk, Richmond, and elsewhere. Fortuitously, their place in history is 

documented on the bottom of one of their seats.  Even simple chairs have a story to tell.   
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