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SUMMARY

The Burton and Ella Thorns House is a large single family 
residence located at 5030 Bay Shore Road, in Sarasota, Florida. 
The Mediterranean Revival style house was built in 1926. The 
hollow clay tile walls, covered with stucco, rest on a concrete 
foundation. The house has an asymmetrical plan, with a two-story 
central block flanked by one-story sections. The house has a 
variety of roof shapes, all surfaced with barrel tile. Included 
on the property are a contributing two-story garage/servants' 
quarters building and a contributing metal fountain placed in a 
quatrefoil reflecting pool. These historical resources are in 
excellent condition and have had few alterations since their 
construction. The Thorns House has been a visual landmark for 
many years due to its large size, extensive street frontage, and 
distinctive architecture.

SETTING

The Thorns House is located in northern Sarasota in the 
Sapphire Shores subdivision. The well landscaped neighborhood is 
situated in a pine tree hammock with views to Sarasota Bay, 
approximately one-third mile to the west. During the Florida 
Real Estate Boom nineteen homes in the Spanish Colonial Revival 
Style were built in Sapphires Shores. The Thorns House is one of 
the largest constructed during that period. It occupies 
approximately two acres and is located on a irregular parcel that 
extends the depth of the lot from Bay Shore Road to Brywill 
Circle. The building is set back approximately one hundred feet 
from Bay Shore Road creating an imposing and memorable visual 
image.

This portion of the City contains many of the city's arts 
and cultural resources including the John Ringling Estate, Caples 
residence, New College and Sarasota's Performing Arts Center. 
After the Florida Land Crash in the mid-1920s, the area 
experienced little growth until the 1940s and 1950s.

EXTERIOR DESCRIPTION

The Thorns House has an irregular plan. Centrally located in 
the building is a two-story rectangular block, which can be 
approached from either Bay Shore Road or Brywill Circle. The 
east and west elevations contain most of the decorative elements.
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The main facade of the Thorns House faces west onto Bay Shore 
Road (photo 1). A curved driveway extends across the property in 
front of the house, with entrances to Bay Shore Road from both 
the north and south ends of the property. The house is composed 
of a complex massing of distinct units. A two-story section 
dominates the central portion of the west facade. This section 
is fenestrated with casement windows. A masonry cartouche is 
placed over the central window on the first floor. North of the 
two-story section is an arched entrance porch, approached by a 
flight of three steps (photo 2). The porch has a ceramic tile 
floor. The main doors to the house are sheltered at the south 
end of this porch (photo 3). South of the two-story section is a 
projecting circular room featuring a low, conical roof. A series 
of wood casement windows is placed around this room. The windows 
are separated by engaged spiral columns and have fixed, semi 
circular transoms and decorative surrounds (photo 4)

The east facade of the Thorns House faces onto Brywill 
Circle. A garden wall, approximately six feet tall, extends 
between an arched entry gate and a garage (photo 5). The wall 
visually joins the house and the concrete block garage, built ca. 
1961. The garden wall is pierced with three, quatrefoil shaped 
openings with simple wrought iron insets. The shouldered entry 
arch features a decorative wrought iron gate and fan light (photo 
6). This arched entry leads into a pecky cypress pergola with a 
ceramic tile floor. The pergola opens on one side to a walled 
garden area. The primary two-story block of the house, 
containing a secondary entrance, can be seen behind the garden 
wall and gate. Triple, wooden casement windows with multiple 
lights are visible on the second story of this elevation. A one- 
story section is located to the south of the arched entry and 
features a curvilinear parapet with a semi-circular opening at 
its highest point (photo 7).

The principal feature of the northern elevation of the 
building is a small vestibule which provides a service entry to 
the kitchen from the northern end of the building (photo 8). 
This entrance is also in close proximity to the garage. The 
south elevation is very close to the lot line which limits its 
visibility from the street.

Quatrefoil design elements occur throughout the house 
appearing as garden wall openings, accent windows, and a small 
fountain basin on the western side of the property. The 
guatrefoil shape and raised Mission roof parapet demonstrate the
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Mission influences on the building's design. The use of stucco, 
decorative wrought iron, and pecky cypress are consistent with 
the Spanish Colonial Revival style of the house.

INTERIOR DESCRIPTION

The interior features of the Thorns House are consistent with 
the Spanish Colonial Revival style. The home has retained almost 
all of its original building material and ornamentation, 
including two fireplaces with original mantles and surrounds. 
The principal interior space is the "great room" which serves as 
the formal living room (photo 9). Engaged and full columns 
separate this living room from the Brywill Circle entry vestibule 
(photo 10). Visible from the living room is a guarter-turn oak 
stairway with painted metal spindles which ascends to the second 
floor stair hall. Also on the first floor are an office, baths 
and guest bedroom to the southeast, and dining room and kitchen 
to the north. The full bath on the first floor has porcelain 
tile with a decorative border on the tub and at the top of the 
tiled wall which matches the tiled floor.

The wall surfaces in the living room and stairwell have been 
recently resurfaced to provide a textured appearance. The walls 
in the master bath have been covered in a brown marble tile. 
Remaining walls throughout the house have retained their original 
plaster finishes and have recently been painted. Original 
building plans indicate that the floors throughout the ground 
level are oak.

The second floor contains the master bedroom and bath, with 
several dressing rooms and closets. The master bath and closet 
area have been renovated with changes including a stained glass 
window, and a replacement tub and shower enclosure. In the 
dressing area a built-in closet has been added.

Thorns Servants' Quarters

The Thorns Servants' Quarters predates the principal 
residence as documented by its appearance on construction plans 
for the principal residence drawn by Fred Orr in 1926. The 
structure is shown on the 1929 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map 
oriented to the south, facing the house. Prior to 1939 the 
structure was moved to the northern portion of the parcel and re-
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orientated to face Bay Shore Road. The 1954 Sanborn Fire 
Insurance Map shows the Servants' Quarters in its new location.

Visual inspection of the Servants' Quarters indicates that 
it was moved intact and that its historic features were retained 
(photo 11). It is constructed of textured stucco over hollow 
clay tile. The building has an irregular plan. A two story 
tower is located centrally in the building. As in the main 
house, a variety of roof shapes are used and all but the flat 
roof areas are covered in barrel clay tile. Adjacent to the 
centrally placed entrance are paired, three light, metal awning 
windows. This entry leads into an enclosed porch. The porch 
remained open until at least 1954 as documented by Sanborn Fire 
Insurance Maps. North of the entrance are the original, paired, 
pecky cypress garage doors and decorative wrought iron hinges.

The southern elevation of the building has two arched window 
openings with fixed glass replacement windows (photo 12). 
The eastern elevation of the building contains three, three 
light, aluminum awning windows on the first floor. Also visible 
on this elevation is a window sill indicating the location of a 
former window. The northern elevation is largely obscured by 
vegetation. It contains a first floor wooden deck addition and 
single door opening.

The interior has retained its tile floors, masonry columns, 
and the original quarter turn staircase. The rooms are small and 
intimate in keeping with the modest scale of the structure. The 
second floor is comprised of a single room in the building's 
tower. All of the original paired, 4/4 light, wooden casement 
windows remain in the tower.

Fountain

Decorating the west lawn of the Thorns House is a small 
quatrefoil shaped in-ground basin, approximately five feet long, 
constructed of poured concrete over brick (photo 13). The 
quatrefoil shape of the basin echoes the quatrefoil shaped insets 
in the garden wall and quatrefoil shaped decorative windows of 
the residence. A cast metal heron fountain is centrally located 
in the basin and shows evidence of having been painted numerous 
times, and having had repairs made to it. Both the basin and the 
fountain add to the impressive appearance of the other historic 
resources on the site and have been a visual landmark on Bay 
Shore Road for decades. It is not known when the basin and
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fountain were constructed; however, they appear to be of early 
construction based upon design and the materials used.

Alterations

Few alterations have been made to the Thorns House since its 
original date of construction in 1926. On the first floor a 
double window between the walled garden area and kitchen has been 
replaced by antique French doors to provide exterior access. 
This alteration is not visible from the road. Windows in the 
second floor master bathroom have been replaced with a fixed 
stained glass panel.

The servants' quarters was moved to the northern end of the 
property and reoriented to face Bay Shore Road circa 1940. The 
structure appears to have been moved intact. Its historic 
integrity was retained despite this move because of the minimal 
disturbance to the structure, the proximity of the new site to 
the original location, and the early date of the move. 
Alterations to the interior of the servants' quarters were 
undertaken to increase the livable space within the structure. 
Those changes consist primarily of the enclosure of a vestibule 
which had been open on one side, the enclosure of a porch with 
fixed glass and masonry, and the replacement, on a secondary 
elevation, of several original windows with metal awning windows.

Non-Contributing Resources

In 1938 a garage was constructed following designs of Thomas 
Reed Martin. This garage, connected to the main house by an 
arched wall, was destroyed by fire circa 1950. The present 
garage, also joined by a wall, was built c. 1961. The concrete 
block structure is immediately north of the house, in 
approximately the same location as the earlier garage. It has 
aluminum awning windows and a contemporary sixteen-panel garage 
door. The interior is unfinished.
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SUMMARY

The Thorns House fulfills National Register criteria C as an 
outstanding example of the Spanish Colonial style architecture 
found in Sarasota during the Florida Land Boom of the 1920s and 
as an important example of the work of architect Fred Orr of 
Athens, Georgia, and Sarasota contractor, Leadley Ogden.

Historic Context

This impressive residence was constructed for Mr. and Mrs. 
Burton Thorns. Thorns was the first general manager of the 
Sarasota Kennel Club, established in 1925, The Thorns purchased 
lots 3 and 25 of Sapphire Shores in September of 1925 and within 
a few weeks the Sarasota Sunday Times reported that local 
architect Thomas Reed Martin would be designing a home for Mrs. 
Ella Thorns. However, those plans, which called for a $15,000 
Spanish style bungalow, were never realized. Perhaps Martin 
became too busy to satisfy the Thorns' needs for the same article 
also noted that Martin had draftsmen working on about fifty 
residences throughout the city. Plans (in the possession of the 
current owner) reveal that the realized design is the work of 
Fred J. Orr, an architect from Athens, Georgia. The plans signed 
by Orr show an existing garage. It is possible that Martin may 
have designed the garage/servants' quarters and that the Thorns 
may have resided there while waiting for their residence to be 
constructed .

In the 1920s, as the Florida Land Boom reached feverish 
pitch, the entire Sarasota area underwent tremendous growth and a 
number of new subdivisions were platted. New and improved roads 
were built to serve these new areas which had formerly been 
agricultural. In 1894, circus manager Charles N. Thompson bought 
154 acres in what today is the northern part of Sarasota. He 
later acquired an additional 30 acres. In 1897 he subdivided his 
property and recorded it as the Shell Beach subdivision. 
Thompson is credited with encouraging the Ringlings to acquire 
property in the Shell Beach subdivision. In 1925 several blocks 
in the subdivision, south of the Ringling Estates, were acquired 
by Walter Bryson and replatted as the Sapphire Shores 
subdivision. Bryson, owner of the Bryson Paving Company in 
Jacksonville, was acting for the Brywill Realty Company. 
Originally, deed restrictions for the Sapphire Shores subdivision
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required that all homes be Spanish, Italian, or Moorish in their 
design. The subdivision was marketed by the C. Roy Kindt 
Company, a real estate firm, and included a large promotional 
campaign for the subdivision in Kindt's home town of Chicago.

Architectural Context

An interest in Spanish Colonial architecture blossomed after 
the Panama-California Exposition held in San Diego in 1915. 
This, in turn, led to interest in related architectural forms 
from the general Mediterranean basin. What has become known more 
generally as the Mediterranean Revival style reached its apex 
during the 1920s and early 1930s. Sarasota has many examples of 
Spanish Colonial or Mediterranean Revival style structures 
ranging from simple bungalows to larger villas as well as 
commercial buildings and hotels. Most of these were built during 
the Florida Land Boom and are representative of Florida's rapid 
growth, frenetic activity, prosperity, and sense of well being 
during the early 1920s. The style is characterized by numerous 
design elements arranged in a variety of combinations: multi 
level barrel tile roofs, prominent arches, stucco wall surfaces, 
irregular plans, decorative vents, towers, wrought iron and 
ceramic tile.

Fred J. Orr

The Thorns House was designed by an architect from Athens, 
Georgia, Frederick (Fred) Josephus Orr. Orr was born in Athens 
in 1874. He received a Bachelor of Engineering degree from the 
University of Georgia in 1895 and did graduate work at Columbia 
University and the Drexel Institute in Philadelphia. Before 
opening an architecture office in Athens in 1912, he had taught 
mathematics at the University of Georgia. His practice was 
successful and Orr became the principal architect of the city. 
He designed houses in a full range of styles, including Colonial 
Revival, Craftsman, Neo-classical, and Tudor Revival. His best 
known structure in Athens is the Y.W.C.A. Building constructed in 
1913 at the corner of Pulaski and West Hancock. As did numerous 
other architects from across the country, by 1926 Orr had opened 
an office in Florida, trying to capitalize on the building boom. 
The only architect listed in the 1924 Sarasota City Directory was 
Thomas Reed Martin. In 1926 eleven architects, including Fred



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approval No. 7024-00 J8 
(8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet

THOMS HOUSE, SARASOTA CO., FL.

Section number —S— Page —2—

Orr, were listed as practicing in Sarasota (this number dropped 
to three in the 1930 Directory, reflecting the impact of the bust 
of the real estate market). Fred Orr apparently was in Sarasota 
only a short time during the Boom period and not much is known of 
his work here. He is listed only in the 1926 Sarasota City 
Directory. The Thorns house is his only known commission in 
Sarasota County and apparently the only one which he designed in 
the Spanish Colonial Revival style. Orr died in 1934 of heart 
failure while working on a government project in Gainesville, 
Florida.

Thomas Reed Martin

It seems possible that Thomas Reed Martin was the architect 
for the Thorns' Servants' Quarters. Martin was one of the most 
successful architects in Sarasota County in the first half of the 
twentieth century. A Wisconsin native, Martin studied 
architecture in Chicago where he established his first practice. 
He moved to Sarasota in 1910 for his first Florida commission, 
"The Oaks", which was the winter residence of Mrs. Potter Palmer. 
During his long career, Martin designed hundreds of buildings in 
Sarasota.

Leadley Oaden

The Thorns House was built by prominent Sarasota builder, 
Leadley Ogden. Ogden arrived in Sarasota around 1924 and quickly 
was able to take advantage of the building boom. By 1925 
newspaper reports noted that Ogden employed 653 workmen and was 
starting two to three new structures daily. Ogden was 
instrumental in the formation of the Sarasota Builders' Exchange 
and served as the first president of this trade organization.

Architectural Significance

Orr's work in Sarasota and his contribution to Sarasota 
County's architecture have been previously undocumented. However 
his importance in Athens, Georgia is widely recognized. Orr's 
work in Sarasota represents a particular phase in his development 
whereby he ventured from Athens, Georgia to Sarasota, Florida and 
endeavored to express his architecture within the historical
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context of the Florida Land Boom. The Spanish Colonial Revival 
style Thorns House possesses integrity of location, design, 
setting, materials, workmanship and association, revealed through 
its rich detailing.
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1) Thorns House, 5030 Bay Shore Road
2) Sarasota, Sarasota County, Florida
3) J. Whitcomb Rylee
4) October 1993
5) 1622 9th Street, Sarasota, Fl. 34236
6) Main (west) facade; view looking east
7) Photo 1 of 13

Items 1-5 are the same for the remaining photographs

6) Main (west) facade; view looking southeast
7) Photo 2 of 13

6) Detail, main entry doors; view looking north from inside 
	house

7) Photo 3 of 13

6) Detail, main (west) facade; view looking southeast
7) Photo 4 of 13

6) East elevation; view looking southwest
7) Photo 5 of 13

6) Detail, garden wall and gate, east elevation; view looking 
	west

7) Photo 6 of 13

6) East elevation, view looking west
7) Photo 7 of 13

6) North elevation, view looking south
7) Photo 8 of 13

6) Interior detail, living room; view looking southwest
7) Photo 9 of 13

6) Interior detail, living room; view looking south
7) Photo 10 of 13

6) Servants' Quarters, main (west) facade; view looking east
7) Photo 11 of 13

6) Servants' Quarters, south elevation; view looking north
7) Photo 12 of 13
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6) Fountain, west lawn, view looking southeast
7) Photo 13 of 13
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION:

Sapphire Shores, lots 2, 3, 25 and 26; Block K; Sarasota, 
Florida.

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION:

The nominated property includes the entire parcel 
historically associated with the Thorns House.
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