CH-307
JANIFER HOUSE

Ironsides '
Private 1924

This large, two-story frame house of late 19th
century sfyle and its numerous outbuildings were constructed
by Preston Janifer in 1924. These structures and the
well-tended grounds constitute one of the most handsome
complexes still owned and occupied by a rural black family
in southern Maryland. 1In terms of people's lives, the
most significant aspect of this house is not visible, for
Preston and Ethel Janifer have raised nineteen foster children

here in the last twenty-one years.
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This handsome house faces south, towards Rt. 6 and

stands at the end of a well-kept dirt and gravel drive that

is lined with flowering shrubs and trees. The site is located
near the center of Ironsides, Md. Because the grounds around
the house and the large house i1tself have received such
careful attention from the ownerf Preston Janifer) and because
Janifer is highly respected in the community, the place is
known as the residence of the "black mayor of Ironsides",

according to Janifer's wife. For many years Janifer farmed
the land and worked towards being as self-sufficient as
possible. Behind the house remain a number of outbuildings

that resulted from that attempt for self-sufficiency: a stables
4or ho;seg a corn crib, rabbit house, % chicken houses, an
animal and . barn, and others. At a distance of about

150 yeards were located the pens for hogs, which Janifer
raised, butchered, and cured himself for family consumption.

The house is two stories in height and consists of a
principal block that is five bays in length and one in
depth. To the middle of the back lenght was built a two
story T, the downstairs of which served as the kitchen.
A front porch that has now been screened runs along the
facade. It is supported by turned posts with brackets, and
its appearance is enhanced by the balustrade between
the posts. The ballon frame is sheathed by German siding
that carries a fresh coat of white paint. The roof is covered
with patterned tin freshly painted silver. At each gable end
the ridge of the roof is pierced by a brick chimney stack
for a stove. The flrst and thlrd bay contaln double w1naowstu" dout)s
on each floor ﬂxﬁx e ‘A v 1n the cross gable
pediment. Behind the house on either side of the T, rooms
have been addec¢, forming a rectangle of the original T.
The overall appearance is one of order, good taste, and pride.

horg sashes

The interior plan is a central hallway flanked by two
rooms on either side downstairs and upstairs. The doors and
windows are trimmed on the inside with fluted moldings. In
the hallway a single flight of stairs with turned balustrade
and massive turned newel post ascends along the wall. The
walls themselves were lathed and plastered, and in the living
room (east) are sheathed with synthetic pine siding panelling.
The house is appointed with furnishings that do not date from
the time of construction but instead are fairly modern.

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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This site represents the farmstead--the house, outbuildings,
and grounds--of a successful black farmer in Charles County.
Its history and that of the owner and his wife reveal signifi-

cant aspects of black hisd@dy in Charles County. Since
Preston Janifer has been invalided by a stroke, his wife has
provided some of that history, which was taped. She describes
some of her family's history in Connecticut as well. The

following is a brief summary:

Preston Janifer was born in 1891 in this vicinity of
Charles County. He served in the 372nd Division in World
War I. Upon his return, he moved to New York City, worked
as a waiter, and returned to Charles County and bought
this land with the money he had saved. His first purchase
was of 6 acreas in c¢. 1923 from a white family (the Gilroys)
for whom his mother had worked as a laundress for many years.
The land which he wanted to buy occupied a prominent position
near the center of the town of Ironsides and stood close by
the principal road. White families in the community had
protested against a dalck family occupying a site with
high status. Since his mother had worked for so many years
for the Gilroys and was respected by them, the Gilroys supported
Janifer and sold him the land. The incident illustrates
the prejudice against blacks entering the housing market
freely, and indicates how the houses of blacks, and tﬂger
locations, have been stongly influenced by the whites who have
power.

When he purchased the property, the land was entirely

wooded. Janifer felled the trees, hauled selected ones to
the nearby saw mill (owned by the Gilroys), to be ° cut
as lumber for the house. As payment, he gave the miller

a certain percentage of the lumber; thus no cash was required

to obtain the major portion of building materials for the house
and outbuildings. In 1924, a year after purchasing the property,
Janifer and his friends had completed construction of the house.

In later years Janifer bought adjoining parcels, bringing

CONTINUE ON SEPARATE SHEET IF NECESSARY
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his total acreage to c. 23 acres. He and his wife Ethel
farmed the land, cultivating corn and truck vegetables and
raising fruit trees. A particularly unique aspect of t ;QP

farming was that they did not raise tobacco, because, actording
to Mrs. Janifer, her husband was a '"dedicated Christian man"
and did not want to raise a product harmful to a man's health.
In addition tec farming, Janifer worked as a skilled laborer

at the Naval Propellant Plant, earning the nickname "3 in 1"
because he did the work of 3 men. He was also chief of the
Gethsame Lodge for 18 years.

In addition to being hard-working, the Janifers have
been open-hearted to those less fortunate than they in the

community. For 21 years they have been foster parents,
raising 19 children on this farm as if they were their own
by birth.

In the taped intervigw, Mrs. Janifer tells the story
of her husband's father,“b'd Janifer, who was born a slave
in Charles County and who was almost sold on the auction block

at Port Tobacco. Acocordirg to Mrs. Janifer, John Janifer and
his wife Charlotte lived in a small log house on ggﬁperty
which he bought after freedom. That house nc longer stnads,

but was similar to the Hancock-T ss house near Nanjemoy in

Charles County, the ruins of(hwich remain and have been recorded
!

in this survey.

As part of this survey, photographs were taken of the
family pictures of John Janifer, Preston Janifer, and the
parents of Mrs. Janifer. Also photographed was the old
buggy of Preston Janifer, which his children decora*ed and,
appropriately enough, drove in the Bicentennial parade.

Mrs, Janifer is from Connecticut, and in the taped inter-
view she relates her family hstory, part of which includes an
Indian heritage. She has been very active in numerous public-
spirited endeavors in the county and state.
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Janifer House

Ironsides, Md.

John Janifer, an ex-slave,
father of Preston Janifer
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Janifer House

Ironsides, Md.

Preston Janifer receiving
award from Naval Propel-
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Head, M4.
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