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OWNERS NAME:

William King Covell, III
STREET AND NUMBER:

72 Washington Street
CITY OR TOWN:

Newport Rhode Island, 0281^0
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DESCRIBE THj&NPR'ESENT AND ORIGINAL (II known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
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> 'JJjTj^XDe signed by the Boston. firm._of,Fehmer,.,and,Emerson, and built in

VlB.ZQ^by A. A. Loaf and Company as a summer house for M. H. Sanford, 
"Villa Edna," as it was then called, was described at the time of con 
struction as "the most elaborately finished house ever built in New 
port." Rather severe on its exterior, thj_^pj^and=o.ne_^half-sjbory 
house, capped by an angular mansard roof flaring at the eaves, rests 
on a granite and brick foundation. Lightscrips^ of Jtiorizpntal and 
vertical boarding are laid flat against the clapboarded walls, to sug 
gest wooden structural articulation part of the "stick style" vocabu 
lary appearing about this time. .The e_^b^al_mass_pf themain block is 
broken slightly b^an off-center, projecting, low mansard-roofed en 
trance tower that, with the main entrance (placed in a side of the tower), 
s~erves to disguise the old, basic four-room-and-central-hall plan. A 
wide, one-story piazza with a slightly pitched roof extends around 
three sides of the house and butts against the entrance tower. It 
lightens and dissipates the effect of mass and creates an open wooden- 
ness of character in spite of the mansard roof ballooning above.

Exterior decoration is extremely simple for the period. Fene- 
stration is limited to single or grouped windows of various sizes, 
glazed with large panes, some of which bear subtly etched or stained 
designs. The removal of the original louvred exterior shutters (still 
stored within the house) has further augmented the plainness of the 
walls. The double-leaf main entrance is also unadorned. Almost the 
only decorative elements on the exterior are the bracketed dormers 
above the street fagade which are provided with wooden railed balconies 
reminiscent of Swiss chalets.

Basically of a traditional, four-room plan, the interior is ar 
ranged around a central hall. A double parlour opens off the haU to 
the south, and a dining room to the north. A maid's room and a pantry, 
with its dumbwaiter to the original kitchen in the basement, adjoin 
the dining room. Without a hint on the exterior, a dramatic, 3^-foot- 
high stain-ray tower rises the full three stories in the front of the 
house, and is decorated with heavy ornamental carved stairway railings 
and ornate projecting wooden balconies on the upper stories.

In contrast to the building's exterior, its interior decoration 
is extremely lavish and remains fully intact. The floors throughout 
are of oak, cherry, hard pine, maple and black walnut, laid in a dif 
ferent pattern in each room. Many of the original metal gas lighting 
fixtures remain in place, although they are now electrified. The prin 
cipal rooms retain their richly-carved mantels, surmounted, by heavy 
mirrors, and their wainscoting. The woodwork of the parlours is of 
butternut with ebony trim and panels of mottlewood from the root of 
the butternut tree. The dining room has similar trim, but of black 
walnut.

(See Continuation Sheet.)

m 
m

o
H



Form 10-300a 
(July 1969)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES 

INVENTORY - NOMINATION FORM

(Continuation Sheet)

STATE

Rhode Island
COUNTY

Newport
FOR NPS USE ONLY

ENTRY NUMBER

-MAY 3 1 1972(Number all entries)

7. Description.

The walls of most of the rooms and many of the ceilings still dis 
play their original colors (primarily terra-cotta, blue or green) and 
are richly stencilled in stylized floral motifs of pastel shades, quite 
similar to the designs published in the mid-nineteenth century by Owen 
Jones. '

The house remains virtually unaltered. Several of the ceilings on 
the first floor have been panelled, but the original stencilling remains 
intact behind this covering; and several of the bedrooms on the upper 
floors were panelled in the latter part of the nineteenth century. There 
has been a minimum of interior repainting, and that which has been done 
has duplicated the original colors and patterns. The basement, which is 
a full story in height at the rear of the house, and the second story 
are now used as apartments.

GPO 901.082
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE (Include Personages, Dates, Events, Etc.)

Built in 1870, the Govell house is one of the earliest works of 
the Boston architect, >/illiam Ralph Emerson, who is well-known for his 
2^^rJ^MngljLJ?iyle'^ ' s on Mount Desert" Island in 
Maine_and_in the Boston and North Shore areas in Massachsuetts. Work 
ing in conjunction with the German-born architect CarlJFehmer during 
a brief partnership, Emerson designed the Covell house~~iri" an early 
5siick-style-," with the internal construction allowed by the balloon 
frame expressed on the clapboarded exterior walls> although much 
simplified the house is stylistically tied to the earlier, academic 
traditions of mansard houses which, however, were more opulent and 
less skeletal.

This house was given prominence in an exhibition of Emerson's 
work at the Fogg Art Museum of Harvard University in 1969 and in the 
accompanying catalogue. The £reat_impprtance ofthis house today lies 
in its unparalleled interiors of carved woods, original furnishings, and 
I'.i9*1 stencils which can be seen in unspoilt condition and arrangement. 
It is one of the very few structures which still fully retains these 
early stencils of abstracted and linear floral motifs, such as were 
widely circulated in Owen Jones' Grammar of Ornament in the mid- 
nineteenth century. Although the paint has begun to deteriorate in a 
few spots, there has been a minimum of repainting, and that which has 
been done has duplicated the original colors and designs.

Quite recently, the Society for the Preservation of New England 
Antiquities (having extended its interests and its properties into the 
Victorian era) has taken particular interest in this house, which it 
may wish and be able (through arrangements with the present owner and 
occupant) to acquire, to maintain and restore as a notably intact 
house-museum.
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As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na 

tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 
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