
Nelson Countyôs Early Ice Houses 

By Lynn Coffey 
 

     The term ice house or ice pit, 

according to the dictionary, refers to a 

structure for preserving ice year-round to 

keep food and beverages cool during the 

warm summer months.  Ice houses 

ranged in scale from small outbuildings 

for domestic use to larger warehouse 

sized buildings designed for the 

commercial ice harvesting industry.  In 

the context of American landscape 

design, domestic ice houses were 

incorporated into the overall plan of an 

estate. Although functional requirements 

 Early photograph of winter ice harvesting in 1890   dictated below-ground construction, the 

visible parts of the structure were designed to enhance the ornamental aspects of the grounds.  

Some were cone shaped, some round with a lining of bricks, rock, or wood. 

     The first ice pit I had ever seen was the one at the McLean house at Appomattox, where the 

Civil War was ended.  But doing research, I found many other historical places such as Mount 

Vernon, Monticello, Montpelier, and Poplar Forest had ice pits on their properties. 

McLean House ð 1848 Appomattox  

  
Early lithograph of the McLean house as well as a later photo with the ice house to the left 

 

    I remember my father, who was born in Pennsylvania, telling me as young men he and his 

brother had jobs as icemen, delivering 50-pound blocks of ice to peopleôs houses each week from 

an ice warehouse in his hometown. Growing up in south Florida, I wasnôt acquainted with ice that 



could be kept in the ground year-round.  The weather in the Sunshine State never got cold enough 

for the ocean or freshwater ponds to freeze. In the 1950s we had to depend on ice trays that were 

filled with water and put in our refrigerator freezers if we wanted iced tea or cold lemonade.  

 

  
People shown by the deteriorating McLean ice house and the Park Service restoration in 2012 

 

      I never thought any more about ice houses or pits until I did an article for the Nelson Historical 

Society about freestanding chimneys and the farm I was taking pictures at had an ice pit.  I was 

very intrigued by it and got to thinking that that would make an interesting article as well.  I asked 

permission to come and photograph it and found to my delight; there were actually two ice pits on 

the same property.  From there, the ice pit story began to grow and like Pandoraôs Box, once the 

lid was opened, a plethora of ice information began to surface.  I began going to different locations 

in Nelson County to photograph the pits and the various types of housing over top of them and 

was amazed at the variety of each particular one. 

Pharsalia - 1814 

 

     My first inquiry was to Florence ñFoxyò Morgan of 

Pharsalia, the stately plantation that has been in her family 

since it was first completed in 1814.  She was so gracious to 

invite us to see the amazing ice pit, located in the bottom 

portion of a wooden outbuilding that has had several uses over 

the years.  She also provided a brief overview of what an ice 

storage pit actually is: ñIce houses were built and used before 

the age of refrigeration.  A typical ice house was dug 10-20 feet 

by hand into the ground.  They were lined with brick, stone or 

wood on the sides and sometimes on the bottom.  Winter 

temperatures were cold enough for water to freeze in the 

nearest pond, lake or river.  Ponds were preferred and 

sometimes large plantations created ponds solely for this 

purpose.  Large blocks of ice were sawed from the frozen site 

Morgan at her Pharsalia home    then carted to the ice house and placed in layers with straw or 



sawdust for insulating.  Butter, other dairy products, and fresh 

meat were often kept in ice houses.  If theft was a problem, a 

locked door on the ice house limited access.ò 

 
The door to Pharsaliaôs ice pit and the site of the former ice pond 

 

     Foxy led us to a grassy riding ring that once was a spring-fed pond where the ice was cut by 

slaves and who likely dug the nearly 20-foot hole for the pit.  Wood formed the sides of the 

structure and charcoal may have lined the bottom.  Winter weather permitting, the ice house would 

have been filled to capacity.  Many times, the ice from the winter ñharvestò would last into the fall 

of the year and when cool weather came again, new ice filled the ice house. Tools, such as different 

lengths of saws, ice tongs, ladders and lowering devices were used to cut and handle the ice as 

well as lowering buckets full of dairy products and meat to the top of the ice for preservation.  

Foxy recalled that ice cream and iced tea were a luxury in the summer months but she never was 

a fan of oyster ice cream, considered a delicacy at Pharsalia back then. 

 
 

  
The top and dirt bottom of the conical ice pit, lined with wood 



   
Showing the pitôs nearly 20-foot depth -- tongs and saw used for cutting & handling ice 

 

Riverside - 1812

 

Frame outbuilding housing Riversideôs brick-lined ice pit 

 

  Riverside in Nelson County is a 300-acre working farm that was originally part of a land grant 

to Robert Rose in 1744.  The original portion of the stately home was built in 1812 and the farm 

has a fine collection of outbuildings including a smokehouse, large bank barn, a tenant house, and 



an impressive brick lined ice house, approximately 18 feet deep and 14-15 in diameter with a dirt 

floor.  The frame building over the pit has a gable-roof that protects the large, round, subterranean 

brick structure.  Local lore says it was built by slave labor and that upon completion of the ice 

house, the enslaved mason was given his freedom in recognition of his labors.  Ice blocks may 

have been cut from the farmôs pond or perhaps from the Tye River which flows near the property.  

As a thought-provoking idea, the late Catherine Seaman, a Nelson historian by her own right, 

stated in her book, Families and Homes along the Old Thorofare, ñI have always thought that the 

riverôs ice, cooling summer drinks and ices, may have contained bacteria that caused the summer 

epidemics of typhoid fever.ò 

  
The round, brick lined pit at Riverside ï Another view of brick layers & dirt floor 

 

Farm pond at Riverside 



The Old Cold Storage Warehouse ð 1920s  Arrington 

 

View of the Cold Storage Warehouse grounds in Arrington 

 
Original blueprint of the facility, showing ice house and ice storage room at top 



     I contacted Jeremy and Jamie Hale, owners of The Old Cold Storage Warehouse in Arrington, 

and explained the ice house project I was working on for the Historical Society and they were kind 

enough to give us a tour of the four-story, nearly 80,000 square foot brick building which houses 

a vast quantity of architectural salvage that the Hales buy and sell.  Looking at the ice pit, which 

is located in the floor of the first level of the building, Jeremy gave a detailed account of how the 

ice was made and stored at the warehouse. 
 

     ñIn the late 1920s a large group of central Virginia apple growers petitioned the federal 

government to build a cold storage facility.   The Ballinger Group of New York and Philadelphia 

(est 1920 and still in existence) designed a cutting edge modern refrigerated building on the 

Southern Railroad in Arrington, Virginia, that would allow apples to be distributed year-round all 

over the country.  Using an evaporated ammonia chilling system, they added an ice machine to 

provide ice for the local residences.  A brine (super salted water) was chilled to below freezing 

point and circulated around large riveted steel boxes that were filled with fresh water and the 

frozen blocks of water were removed with a manual gantry crane and loaded into an adjacent 

refrigerated room to be sold to the community.  Other uses for the ice are unknown, but it could 

have been loaded onto the railroad and taken to other nearby communities or used in production.ò 

 

     Jeremy told us that a wooden race (chute) was built outside the building where the ice was 

stored and people could back up their trucks up to the chute and load the amount of ice they needed 

onto the bed of their truck.  In researching what the ice could have also been used for, I found that 

possibly the blocks could have been loaded into railroad cars with the apples to keep the fruit cool 

until it got to its destination. Today the building, which is an architectural marvel itself, houses the 

Haleôs business, which specializes in industrial and architectural salvage; an antique loverôs dream. 

 

  

Jamie & Jeremy Hale at their cold storage facility in Arrington 

Jeremy demonstrating the gantry crane 



  
The steel ice containers, now rusting, and deteriorating wooden lids on container tops 

 

  

Remnants of the steel ice containers with gantry crane overhead 

 Cork insulation between the walls of the entire warehouse 



  

 Hatch door to slide ice blocks through to the storage room with its wooden slat floor 

Storage room photo by Coe Sweet, 2007 
 

 
Jeremy & Jamie Hale under their apple logo 



Little Castle Hill ð 1782 Afton 

 

     Little Castle Hill in Nelson County is a 1700s farm that originally belonged to members of the 

Martin family.  Records I found say the property was a land grant from King George III of England 

to a Henry Martin who immigrated to America and he and at least five generations owned the 

property.  The home and outbuildings were thought to be built around 1782.  Charles Hamilton 

ñCharlieò Martin, who owned a well-known country-type store on the property, was the last of the 

family to live at the farm and sometime after his death in 1959, the store, home, and many of the 

outbuildings burnt down.  Hughes and Ruby Swain eventually bought some of the property and 

built a brick home where they lived for many years.  Gary Tinder, the farm manager at Little Castle 

Hill, was gracious enough to give me a tour of the farm, answer questions about it and let me 

photograph the two ice houses on the property. 

  

Ice house #1 with the cement-lined pit and domed cement structure of unknown use inside  



  
Site of the old water dam where they sawed blocks of ice to fill the ice houses 

   
   Behind the ice house, a cement structure (looking down the hill) and the arched structure    

   going into the ice house from the rear, doesnôt seem to have an entrance; just a walkway to  

   both sides. 



 

The second ice house at Castle Hill Farm 

   

 

Looking into ice house #2 ï peering through the floor rafters at the pit below 

 



 
Interior boardwalk built over the floor rafters 

   
Hatch door lifted, showing the ladder descending down to the pit below 

 



 
Dirt walls of Castle Hillôs ice pit with remnants of the wooden siding 

 

Three Chimneys ð 1795 Nellysford 

 
Three Chimneys built in 1795; one of the oldest brick homes in Nelson County 



     Three Chimneys, also known as the Major James Woods House, is a two-and-a-half-story 

Georgian style historic house in Nelson County, Virginia, now owned by Daniel and Lucy Haslam.  

Constructed approximately in 1795, the house is one of the oldest standing brick houses in Nelson 

County, and was added to the Virginia Landmarks register in September of 2013      

     The ice pit at Three Chimneys is impressive in that its 14-15-foot diameter and possibly 20-

foot depth is constructed of large natural stone that is dry-laid (no cement or mud holding it 

together).  Descending down the wooden ladder to the bottom, the pit is clean and well kept.  The 

owners have shored up the above ground deck with large timbers and looking at the rockwork 

involved both above and below, one must appreciate the time and effort that went into constructing 

the ice pit.  No doubt the rock was taken from the Rockfish River that flows to the rear of the 

property or the property itself but size alone must have been a formidable task in bringing the rock 

to the ice pit; ground sleds pulled by horses or mules probably helped with transporting the heavy 

rock to the site.  The Haslamôs said at one time a frame garage stood over the spot where the ice 

pit is located but it no longer exists and for safety reasons, they built the deck over the top of it 

with a hatch door and ladder to reach ground level. 

 

  
The round ice pit with a ñfloating deckò floor -- closeup of the rock around the edge 

                                                 

   
Solid rock circular walls ï the carefully dry-laid rock inside the ice pit 

 



 

  
    Ladder descending down into the ice pit        Wooden shoring to hold the upper deck in place 

 

High View/Mill Hill Farm ð1840 Beech Grove

 

The historic High View/Mill Hill Farm house 



 
The wood framed building that houses the rock-lined ice pit    

      

     The last ice house I photographed was at High View/Mill Hill Farm in Beech Grove. The Garber 

family, who now owns High View, warmly welcomed me and were more than happy to have the 

old ice house included in the Nelson County Historical Societyôs article of the same.  The round, 

rock-lined pit is underneath the floor of a wood framed building on the property that was used as 

an early meat house.  For safety reasons, the building has a heavy trap door in the floor, over the 

ice pit.  It did not have a ladder descending to the bottom so I had to take the photographs through 

the open trap door but the rock walls and dirt floor are highly visible in the pictures.  In the winter 

months, ice was cut into blocks from the farmôs pond and was stored in the pit and would keep, 

enabling the family to have ice in the summer.  The ice pit is 15 feet in diameter and 20 feet deep. 

     The stately High View home was constructed in 1840 by Ryland Rodes, a descendant of John 

Rodes who owned extensive tracts of land in Albemarle.  Beside the meat/ice house (1840), other 

outbuildings on the property include a large bank barn (1840), slave dwelling (now a guest house) 

(1840), an early schoolhouse with classroom downstairs with schoolmasterôs quarters upstairs 

(1840).  It is said that the schoolmaster had two duties.  The first was to teach the children and the 

second was to feed the hogs.  A privy (1840), the stone foundation ruins of an early mill in 

proximity to a small stream and shown on historic maps ca. (1845) A large horse barn built in 

(1870), dog run and poultry house (1920), and a formal garden and bocce court (2000). 



 

The large hatch door over Mill Hillôs ice pit 

 

 

Looking down on the rock-lined ice pit through the hatch door 


