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Built by Francis H. West, the Octagon House in Monroe is unique in its plan 
and incorporates functionalist ideas and inventions. Constructed in 1860-1861 
in brick, it is two stories high with an octagonal cupola and an extension 
to the rear (east). This extension is part of the original plan. West f s 
design is formed by a juxtaposition of four octagons into a plan resembling 
a four-leafed clover.

The ground floor octagons contain a foyer, which includes the staircase 
(entrance from the west), a parlor, a study, and a dining room. A kitchen, 
family room, and patio occupy the rectangular wing to the east. The second 
floor octagons consist of a large bathroom and the stairway hall (above the 
foyer), and three bedrooms. Another bathroom and a library occupy the area 
to the east.

The interior is spacious and functional. West also included an ingenious 
plumbing system which was based on the gravity principle. Faucet pressure 
was provided through an attic tank which had to be filled by pumping water 
from a well. He was also concerned with ventilation, and an "air-conditioning 
system" was based on a funnel-like opening in the cupola floor which led to 
the floor below.

While West was concerned with functionalism and spatially integrated design, 
he was also concerned with details. For example, an intricate octagonal 
pattern was utilized for the inlaid parquetry on the first floor. The 
exterior trim and the roofline show Italinate orientation. The projecting 
cornice shows rather elaborately carved trim, with teardrop terminations. 
Originally the porch had equally elaborate fretwork, now removed due to 
its deterioration.

Since 1969 the exterior red brick has been covered with charcoal-colored 
paint.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Francis Henry West (1825-1896), pioneer Monroe settler from New England, was 
a lead miner, prosperous lumbering operator, state senator, California ixplorer, 
and a Civil War hero. He also displayed special talent as a builder by con 
structing two octagonal houses in Monroe. The second of these, which is the 
subject of this nomination, is unique in its design and rare in its use of an 
early plumbing and ventilating system. West's experiments with the octagonal 
style of architecture began before 1858 when he built a frame octagonal proto 
type which occupied the other half of his property until the 1930s, when it 
was razed.

West's octagon house differs from the other existing examples in the state 
in its use of the octagon in an additive manner. How much West was indebted 
to Orson S. Fowler's The Octagon House; A Home for All (New York, 1847), which 
was instrumental in the spread of the octagon style from coast to coast for 
the following decade, remains an open question. He may also have been familiar 
with David Rittenhouse's 18th century octagonal observatory in Philadelphia, 
since he was married to Emma Rittenhouse, a descendant of the well-known 
Rittenhouses of Philadelphia, and may have seen the building prior to the 
publication of Fowler's book.

West's design is unique in Wisconsin and it extends Fowler's spatial theories 
beyond the Single octagon concept.
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