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UNC Press. p. 71. (Digital page 85).
[2]Robert Donaldson, Jr., banker and patron of the arts, was a
native of Fayetteville [3] and the son of Robert Donaldson, Sr., a wealthy Scottish merchant and importer who developed
the largest mercantile business in the South. Young Donaldson attended The University of North Carolina [4] where he was
graduated in 1818. Returning to Fayetteville, he engaged in his first architectural venture, the Lafayette Hotel [5], built in
preparation for the 1825 visit of General Lafayette to the town named after him. In 1828 Donaldson married Susan
Gaston, daughter of the jurist William Gaston [6], and moved with her and with his younger brother, James, and two sisters
to New York City. There he became a patron of young artists and writers of the rising Romantic movement.
The Donaldsons' Manhattan residence, an elegant location overlooking the Battery, was remodeled by Robert's friend,
New York architect Alexander Jackson Davis [7]—perhaps his first work for Donaldson—and included decoration by
sculptor John Frazee. Paintings by inventor-artist Samuel F. B. Morse [8] and C. R. Leslie [9] and furniture by Duncan Phyfe
made the home a haven for art lovers, as noted by the art historian William Dunlap.
Influenced by his friends Samuel Morse, who painted landscapes celebrating nature, and poet James Hillhouse, who
advocated living in the country, Donaldson—a true Romantic—left New York City in the mid-1830s to live at Blithewood,
an estate he purchased on the Hudson. Becoming a creator like his friends, he developed Blithewood into a showplace of
new ideas in landscape design, building an English garden with winding roads, waterfalls, and bridges across ravines.
Gatehouses, a gardener's cottage, and other structures on the estate were designed by Alexander Davis, who, Donaldson
felt, was inspired by Pegasus, the winged horse of the muses. In this classical image Donaldson also saw himself, the
patron: "When [Davis] mounts the Pegasus of design he may require the restraining taste of another." Blithewood was
featured in a popular book, Landscape Gardening and Rural Architecture (1841 and subsequent editions), by Andrew
Jackson Downing, and thus became known to many Americans. Another Downing book, Cottage Residences (1842 and
subsequent editions) was dedicated to Donaldson as "arbiter elegantiarum," supreme arbiter in matters of taste.
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Image of the Lafayette Hotel in Fayetteville, N.C. Excerpted
from John MacRae's 1825 map of Fayetteville. Call
number Cm912c F28 1825, North Carolina Collection,
UNC-Chapel Hill. Presented online at North Carolina Maps.
The hotel was Donaldson's first architectural venture and
was built for the 1825 visit of General Lafayette.
[10]In 1852 Donaldson sold Blithewood and bought a nearby
estate, Edgewater, for which Davis designed a chapel, houses, and other buildings. Whereas most of the structures at
Blithewood have been destroyed, those at Edgewater remain. The estate has been purchased by a present-day North
Carolinian, Richard Jenrette, who is a businessman in New York. Jenrette is collecting Donaldson's paintings, furniture,
and books with the intention of turning the main house, a splendid mansion of the early nineteenth century with an
addition by Davis, into a museum.
Donaldson always remained attached to his native state. To his Presbyterian church in Fayetteville he gave property for
the church-sponsored school he attended as a child and the Donaldson family home as a manse. To the Presbyterians in
Chapel Hill, where he went to college, he gave a design by Davis for their church building (1848), now destroyed. And to
his alma mater he offered in the 1830s Davis designs for structures, unexecuted. Most importantly, however, he arranged
for Davis to visit the campus in 1844 and undertake a program of architecture and landscape design. The trip led to a
number of Davis commissions in the state during the following years. Also in 1844 Donaldson advised the university to
plan a model farm on the campus and introduce courses in agriculture, a forward-looking idea at the time. At his death he
left bequests to the university and to Presbyterian and other religious groups. But his will was contested by his children
and declared invalid.
References:
John V. Allcott, "Robert Donaldson, the First North Carolinian to Become Prominent in the Arts,"North Carolina Historical
Review 52 (1975).
Additional Resources:
Letter from Robert Donaldson to David L. Swain, December 16, 1843 Donaldson, Robert, Jr., 1800-1872. Documenting
the American South, UNC Libraries: https://docsouth.unc.edu/unc/unc03-10/unc03-10.html [11]
Letter from Robert Donaldson to David L. Swain , December 6, 1845. Donaldson, Robert, Jr., 1800-1872. Documenting
the American South, UNC Libraries: https://docsouth.unc.edu/unc/unc03-01/unc03-01.html [12]
Donaldson, Robert 1800-1872 in WorldCat: https://www.worldcat.org/identities/lccn-n97-39170 [13]
Image Credits:
Leslie, C. R., 1822. "Robert Donaldson IV, 1800-1872." North Carolina Portrait Index, 1700-1860. Chapel Hill: UNC Press.
p. 71. (Digital page 85). http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll37/id/24246 [2]. Accessed 10/14/2014.
MacRae, John. [Image of the Lafayette Hotel in Fayetteville, N.C. Excerpted from John MacRae's 1825 map of
Fayetteville.] Call number Cm912c F28 1825, North Carolina Collection, UNC-Chapel Hill.
http://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/ncmaps/id/127 [10] (accessed May 24, 2016).
Subjects:
Biography [14]
Business leaders [15]
UNC Press [16]
Authors:
Allcott, J. V. [17]
Origin - location:
Cumberland County [18]
2

From:
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press.[19]
1 January 1986 | Allcott, J. V.
Source URL: https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/donaldson-robert-jr
Links
[1] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/donaldson-robert-jr
[2] http://digital.ncdcr.gov/cdm/ref/collection/p249901coll37/id/24246
[3] https://www.ncpedia.org/fayetteville
[4] https://www.ncpedia.org/university-north-carolina-chapel-hi
[5] http://digital.lib.ecu.edu/234
[6] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/gaston-william
[7] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/davis-alexander-jackson
[8] http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/theymadeamerica/whomade/morse_hi.html
[9] http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/yourpaintings/artists/charles-robert-leslie
[10] http://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/ncmaps/id/127
[11] https://docsouth.unc.edu/unc/unc03-10/unc03-10.html
[12] https://docsouth.unc.edu/unc/unc03-01/unc03-01.html
[13] https://www.worldcat.org/identities/lccn-n97-39170
[14] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
[15] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/business-leaders
[16] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/unc-press
[17] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/authors/allcott-j-v
[18] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--4
[19] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

3

