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“Absolutely the Prettiest Sub-Division Yet Offered in or About the City of Asheville.”
The newspaper ads made it sound like a great deal—something you couldn’t afford to pass up.
The developers of Fenner Heights, a subdivision on the “gentle southeastern slope of Lookout Mountain,” boasted that “homeowners and investors have never had such an opportunity to buy valuable homesites before.“  The advertisements they ran in the Asheville Citizen and Asheville Gazette-News proudly announced that the auctions to be held in August and September 1915 would give the public a chance to purchase lots in “the most beautiful of all Asheville’s many beauty spots.”
Using the over-the-top, fearlessly exaggerated rhetoric that was typical of the era’s advertising, the Fenner Heights Development Company claimed that the new subdivision would become “the best place for HIGH CLASS HOMES not only in Asheville But in all this mountain country.”
Prospective buyers were invited to board the Grace streetcar and ride out Merrimon Avenue Extension to see the tract for themselves.  On auction days, the development company provided free transportation to the site.  A band played to keep people entertained while they toured the lots.   
Now, one-hundred years later, the time is right to look back on the history of the neighborhood.  I’ve written this essay to wish Fenner Heights a belated Happy Hundredth Birthday and share what amounts to the first chapter in its long history.  To capture the flavor of the early 1900s, all the section headings in this essay are lines from the ads that ran in the Asheville Sunday Citizen on August 1 and 15 and the Asheville Gazette-News on August 11, 1915.   
What emerges from this history is a story of land speculators and real estate booms, a tale flavored with tragedy, disappointment, and a little success.  As the narrative relates, the developers of Fenner Heights had poor timing and made some questionable business decisions.  As a result, they never reaped the profits they hoped for.  Happily, the winners in this story are the successive generations of residents who’ve enjoyed living in this comfortable neighborhood with its wonderful natural environment.  Here’s how it all began.  
“Thousands of Dollars Are being spent on making the streets.”
After reading this boast in the newspaper, those who made the trip out to see the property were probably disappointed with what they found—not with the natural beauty of the site but with the state of the improvements.  At the time of the auctions, four streets—Fenner Avenue, Lookout Drive, Roseland Drive, and Taylor Avenue—were still being roughed out on the slopes of the mountain.  Ninety-eight building lots had been hurriedly surveyed and staked along the fresh dirt roads.   Although the developers touted the advantages of living just outside the city limits—“No Smoke! No Soot! No Noise! See No Dust”—the streets prospective buyers walked would have been dusty when they were dry and muddy after a good rain.  
The original plat of Fenner Heights as recorded in Buncombe County property records is attached to this history.  (You may want to print the plat, a PDF document, for best viewing.)  According to the plat, Fenner and Lookout, the two main thoroughfares, ran exactly where they do today as far up the slope as Roseland.  At that point, Fenner continued along the side of the mountain following a curvier course than it does today.  Lookout snaked its way all the way to the top, taking a winding route with two sharp switchbacks that made it longer but less steep than present-day Hy-Vu Drive and Horizon Hill Road.  
The fourth original street was Taylor Avenue, named for the developers, which later became Camden Avenue and the lower section of Larchmont Drive.  Larchmont’s steep, straight climb would not be cut into the slope for several more years. 
 “Nature has done more for Fenner Heights than for any other 40-acre tract in or near Asheville.” 
The developers seemed especially proud of the “unsurpassed” views from the subdivision, which overlooked the newly built Grove Park Inn (1913) and offered a clear look at the old Battery Park Hotel, a fanciful, rambling Victorian structure that would soon be torn down and replaced by the existing red-brick hotel.  The developers also contended that “Vanderbilt’s Estate can be seen more plainly from Fenner Heights than from any other point in Asheville.”  
To get a clear view of any of these sights, it was necessary to choose the right spot.  Trees blanketed the southeastern slopes of the mountain, just as they do today.  Some of the trees that were young when Fenner Heights was new have matured into genuine treasures, the neighborhood icons we now admire.   We can be thankful that for a full century, new growth has replaced many of the trees lost to cutting or old age.  
Fenner Heights is “Asheville’s Dreamland,” the developers claimed, “Asheville’s Garden of Eden.”  Exaggeration aside, today’s residents can agree that the natural gifts of the neighborhood still inspire a sense of awe and wonder.   
“Fenner Heights was formerly the Summer Home of the late Judge Fenner, of New Orleans, and was selected by Judge Fenner because of its being the most beautiful of all Asheville’s many beauty spots.”
When Lookout Drive as originally laid out reached the summit of the mountain, it looped around a tract of just over three acres.  This lot with its fine views was most likely the site of the summer home of Judge Charles Erasmus Fenner (1834-1911).  
Fenner was a prominent member of a well-connected southern family, an attorney who had served in the Louisiana state legislature and on the Louisiana Supreme Court.   During the Civil War, he had been captain of a Confederate artillery battalion.   Fenner was a noted orator whose speeches memorializing the lives of Robert E. Lee and Jefferson Davis were especially well received.  Fenner was a board member of the Peabody Education Fund and board president of the Tulane University Fund.   An interesting sidelight is that his son, Charles Jr., became the Fenner in the well-known brokerage firm Merrill Lynch, Pierce, Fenner & Smith.   
Soon after the railroad came to Asheville in 1880 and opened up the town to tourism and trade, Asheville experienced a real estate boom, the first in a cycle of boom and bust that would continue well into the 20th century.  The Fenners would have ridden the train to Asheville during that initial rush of enthusiasm to own mountain property.  In a deed recorded in Buncombe County property records on December 18, 1885, Judge Fenner bought 36 acres of land (erroneously described in some later deeds as 72 acres) on the east side of Lookout Mountain for $1,590.  
Fenner and his wife Carrie Payne decided to build a summer home on the land as a family retreat—a world away from the simmering heat of New Orleans.  The Fenners must have enjoyed the summers they spent on the mountain.   Beyond the land’s natural appeal, the house they built had twelve “elegantly furnished” rooms on several floors.  
But all too soon, tragedy struck.  Just after noon on May 11, 1896, lightning hit the home.  As the Asheville Daily Gazette reported the next day, the Fenner residence “was slowly but completely consumed for lack of water with which to extinguish the flames.”  Although neighbors and the Fenners’ family servants did what they could, they were able to save only about half the furniture.  Fire burned from the roof downward through the lower floors, leaving the house a total loss.   Fortunately, no one was injured in the blaze.   
Twelve years later, in a deed recorded on June 8, 1908, the Fenners sold their Lookout Mountain property for $8,500—more than five times what they paid for it.  In 1908, Asheville real estate was recovering after taking a dive in the mid-1890s, which may explain why the Fenners waited for 12 years after the fire to put their property on the market.  
The buyer was F. D. Taylor, a would-be real estate speculator.  Taylor and his wife Harriet were just learning to play the game of buying and selling land.  The Taylors lived out of town, probably in the vicinity of Weaverville.  With most of their investments in rural land, the Taylors were looking for an opportunity to buy property closer to the city of Asheville.      
“The Sale of Fenner Heights on Merrimon Avenue will eclipse all sales of Real Estate that ever was or will ever be in Asheville.” 
When the Fenner Heights auctions were held in the summer of 1915, only one house stood on the tract: the house now numbered 29 Lookout on the corner of Taylor (Camden).   According to neighborhood lore, this house was originally occupied by a family that worked a farm, perhaps a dairy, on the lower slopes of the mountain.  In this case, the lore turns out to be true.  The Taylors were the family who bought the land, built the house in 1910, and initially tried to make a go of farming.  The 1909 Asheville City Directory lists the Taylors as farmers living on Woolsey Avenue, an older name for Merrimon Avenue, at RFD Route 1.  
By 1915 the Taylors were sick of farming, short on money, and anxious to sell.  Their experience with the Fenner property, situated two miles north of downtown, convinced them that it was “not susceptible of use for farming purposes but adapted to building sites, and in its present condition represents an investment of considerable funds without bringing in any income.”  They wanted to subdivide the property and “turn [it] into cash.”  Preparing the site and coordinating the sale of a large number of lots, however, seemed overwhelming to the inexperienced couple. They confessed in a legal document recorded on June 14, 1915, that they wanted “to be relieved of the strain, worry and inconvenience of handling said property.”  
In this document and another recorded August 24, 1915, the Taylors formed a partnership with Charles R. Moore, giving him their power of attorney to survey and subdivide the 36 acres into building lots, lay out streets, and coordinate a public sale.  Moore, the head of a land agency and general manager of the Southern Land and Auction Company, seemed perfect for the job.  He and his wife Louise were speculators themselves with a long track record of buying and selling.  They, too, wanted to step up their activity in the city.  The Taylors may have met the Moores, who lived in Weaverville, out on the investment trail.  
The Taylors injected an element of urgency into the terms of the new partnership. There were notes totaling $7,400 against the Lookout Mountain property that would come due August 1, 1915—less than two months away.  
And so the Fenner Heights Development Company was launched.   Moore went right to work, probably worried because he had so much to do in so little time.  On August 17 and September 23, 1915, while Moore was still overseeing “thousands of dollars” worth of improvements—paid for with an advance from his own funds—the subdivision went up for auction.  Moore may have also had to pay off the $7,400 in notes that were due only two weeks before the first auction took place.   
The accounting the investment partners made after the auctions indicated that only 13 lots had sold, all of them on the lower part of the tract (please refer to the original plat of Fenner Heights).
· Lots 2, 3, 4, and 5 in Block B between Fenner and Lookout, and 10 in Block A at the intersection of Lookout and Taylor.  The buyers of these lots, apparently the first ones sold, were M. H. and Virginia Baker Johnson.
· Lot 1 in Block B at the intersection of Fenner and Lookout, to J. M. Crawford. 
· Lot 7 in Block C on the south side of Fenner, to Robert Greenwood.
· Lot 6 in Block C on the south side of Fenner, to Mattie Hardee. 
· Lots 1, 2, 4, 5 in Block C on Merrimon Avenue, to C. C. Greenwood.  
· Lot 3 in Block C on Merrimon Avenue, to Laura A. Grigsby. 
· Lot 9 in Block B at the intersection of Lookout and Roseland, to M. H. Johnson.
It appears that the first transaction listed above was made before the auctions, while the last one listed was made a month after the auctions.  
Although most of these transactions were for single lots, two buyers purchased several adjacent parcels.   The buyers of these multiple lots were surely speculators in their own right with a sharp eye on resale or rental value.   Those who bought adjoining lots often redivided their property differently from the original plat, which explains some of the discrepancies between the plat and today’s property lines.  
All the buyers signed deeds requiring that any houses they built had to be set back 30 feet from the street (35 feet for the lots fronting on Merrimon) and had to cost at least $2,000 ($2,500 for certain lots)  to construct.  Another stipulation was a race clause.  Buyers had to agree not to sell their property to any persons of African American descent, a restriction that, regrettably, was common during the era.  
While these provisions were clear, the deeds make it difficult to estimate what the buyers actually paid for the lots.   One buyer paid $950, another paid $1,005, but the rest paid “$10 and other valuable and sufficient considerations.”  This terminology, fairly common in real estate transactions, probably meant in this case that most of the price was secured by separately executed promissory notes payable to the Taylors or their partner Moore.  
“Asheville’s Dirt Is the Best Investment in the South Today”
The Taylors had decided to sell their property before the Asheville market was ready for it, and they would suffer the financial and probably emotional consequences for years to come.  In a deed recorded October 14, 1915, the Taylors conveyed all the unsold lots in Fenner Heights to Louise Moore for “$25 and other valuable and sufficient considerations.”  A year later, on October 4, 1916—after only one more parcel had sold—Charles and Louise Moore deeded all the unsold lots back to Harriet Taylor for the tidy sum of $33,000.   Taken together, the two transactions in this financial maneuver allowed the Moores to cash out of the partnership.   
The $33,000 included reimbursement for the cost of building streets, surveying and marking off lots, placing advertisements, conducting auctions, and drawing up deeds of sale.  If Charles paid off the $7,400 debt when it came due, he would have been reimbursed for that as well.  The rest of the $33,000 represented the Moores’ share of profits from the sales.  In addition, Charles and Louise Moore received title to lots 6, 7, 8, 10, and 11 in Block B, contiguous parcels bordered by Fenner, Roseland, and Lookout—a sweet deal in itself.  
While the Moores apparently made out quite well, the ambiguity in the deeds regarding sales prices makes it impossible to say exactly how the Taylors fared.  But with only 14 properties sold in the first year, it is hard to draw any conclusion other than Harriet and F. D. lost money and sank deeper into debt.  After the auctions, it took them a year to scrape together the funds they needed to pay the Moores off.  
If the Taylors were kind of people who looked for a silver lining in dark clouds, they may have viewed the money they paid the Moores as a justifiable start-up expense.  As Harriet took the lead in marketing lots after the Moores’ departure, the Taylors probably hoped to recover their initial loss in future sales.  Everybody in Asheville could tell the city was growing fast.  The population of 10,000 in 1890 almost tripled to 28,000 by 1920, and although real estate sales slowed in 1917-1918 while the United States fought in World War I, the market seemed poised to set new records after the war.  
But first, life handed Harriet Taylor more setbacks.  Sales in Fenner Heights remained slow for several more years, and in 1922, her husband and business partner F. D. died.  Understandably discouraged, Harriet moved to Pennsylvania and made the first of several attempts to sell all the remaining lots to other speculators.  These deals went nowhere.  
Harriet kept pushing ahead.  In 1923 she returned to Asheville and went back to work buying and selling property.  With real estate starting to pick up across Asheville, sales moved along at a better pace in Fenner Heights, sometimes in blocks of several lots.  By the middle of the Roaring Twenties, wheeling and dealing dominated the market, and Harriet was in the thick of it.  
Her fortunes improved dramatically when she met Della Stillwell, a speculator from New York City who, like Harriet, was a widow.  The two seem to have gotten along well and must have had a lot to talk about.  In a series of three deeds recorded on June 8, 1925, June 4, 1926, and May 2, 1928, Harriet sold Stillwell most of the remaining land in Fenner Heights for a total of $6,010 “and other valuable consideration.”  The transactions included not only all the unsold parts of the lower tract but also the land west of Roseland and on up the mountain, where sales of lots had been almost nil.  
Della Stillwell had her sights on developing a separate subdivision.  She straightened out the course of Fenner and Lookout past Roseland so they ran as they do today, ending at Stillwell Road (see the original PDF plat of Hy-Vu Terrace, which you may need to print).   After resurveying the tract into smaller lots, Stillwell rerouted the uppermost stretch of Lookout Drive and renamed it Hy-Vu Drive to reflect the name of the new subdivision, Hy-Vu Terrace.  
Sales in Hy-Vu Terrace proceeded at a snail’s pace.  A small number of lots sold on Fenner, Lookout, and Hy-Vu, and several large homes with impressive architecture and magnificent views were built on Fenner.  But all these lots were located in the lowest section of the new development.  Given the probable condition of the roads in the subdivision and the capability of the automobiles of the era—imagine a Model T or Model A Ford chugging up Hy-Vu Drive—the steepest sections of the trip up the mountainside must have intimidated prospective buyers.  Hy-Vu would have to wait until the 1950s for an upturn in interest.  
At any rate, Harriet Taylor was finally free of Fenner Heights.  Although she must have breathed a sigh of relief when all the deals were done, real estate continued to be her livelihood and her passion.  She turned her attention to many other properties, including extensive investments just across Merrimon in the subdivisions around Gracelyn Road, where she now resided.   
“Again Asheville’s Growth is Northward and there’s a Real Good Reason for It.”
The focus of this neighborhood history shifts now from selling lots to building houses.  If you live in Fenner Heights, here’s where you and your house come into the story.
The information below, listed street by street, provides construction dates for houses built in Fenner Heights through 1930.   The numbers beside each year are current street addresses, so that in 1920, for example, the home at 26 Fenner Avenue was built, in 1923 the home at 41 Fenner, and so forth.  Notice that the big years for construction were 1925-1928, not coincidentally the peak of Asheville’s real estate boom.  Houses on Fenner and Lookout west of Roseland are included in this list if they were built before 1930 even though their lots were part of the Hy-Vu subdivision.   
Fenner Avenue
· 1920:    26
· 1923:    41
· 1924:    34
· 1925:    22, 32, 38, 57, 60, 61, 91
· 1926:    1, 59, 64
· 1927:    27, 83, 148
· 1929:    88
· 1930:    75
Lookout Drive
· 1910:    29
· 1920:    39
· 1922:    15
· 1925:    3, 12, 21, 26, 32
· 1927:    22, 49
· 1928:    18, 60 (the large apartment building)
· 1929:    36
Taylor Avenue (later renamed Camden Avenue and the lower end of Larchmont Road)
· 1925:    5, 12, 15, 22, 32
· 1927:    7
By 1930, the lower southeastern side of Lookout Mountain was graced by a new neighborhood made up mostly of Craftsman-style bungalows, typically 1,000 to 1,500 square feet in size, interspersed with a few smaller cottages and a few larger two-story homes.  Sited on sloping lots, most of the houses had the potential to become much larger if their lower stories were finished out as living space.   
Early residents were a mix of home owners and renters.  Investors purchased some of the lots with rental property in mind, and the multistory layout of most homes made it easy for an owner to live on the main floor and rent out rooms downstairs.  Were these the “HIGH CLASS HOMES” touted in the 1915 advertisements for Fenner Heights?  No, but they were certainly pleasant homes for middle-class people.    
North Asheville was catching on and building up.  Residents of Fenner Heights could hop on the streetcar and be downtown in a matter of minutes.  They could ride or walk down Merrimon to the businesses serving the Woolsey and Norwood Park neighborhoods near the intersection of Merrimon and what is now W. T. Weaver Boulevard.  The most convenient shopping for those who made their home in Fenner Heights was only a short walk away, up the Merrimon hill to the cluster of stores in the Grace community.  The brick building inscribed Robinson 1927 that still stands at the Gracelyn intersection was originally Grace Pharmacy.  Walking north a few more steps, shoppers could count on finding whatever they were looking for at Grace Supply Company, a general store that sold just about everything.  The large building that housed Grace Supply stood on the site of today’s ABC Store.   
The growing popularity of automobiles was changing life in North Asheville.  People became less willing to walk, and Asheville’s electric streetcar system would soon close down, to be replaced by buses.  People were already saying that Merrimon Avenue was a lot busier than it used to be.  
By the late 1920s, Fenner Heights was taking its place as one of the quieter and lesser known neighborhoods in North Asheville, tucked away just far enough off the beaten path.  It’s been a fine place to live for a full century now. 
Please consider this history a work in progress, an attempt to write the first chapter of a hundred-year story.   I welcome comments, corrections, and suggestions from all who read the essay, which I’ve circulated via the neighborhood e-mail list and now posted on the North Carolina Room’s HeardTell blog.  Feel free to contact me at jnewman@southalabama.edu.   Who’s ready to write the second chapter?
I’m grateful to Zoe Rhine of the North Carolina Room for her friendship, encouragement, and assistance; to the good neighbors of Fenner Heights and Hy-Vu Terrace for their positive responses to the history; and to my wife Wanda for reviewing the essay and, as always, putting up with my work.   
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