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The octagon house completed in 1854 by John Richards, who planned and built
it, is situated on a hilltop on the west bank of the Rock River in Watertown.
It is a three-story buff brick structure with a full ground floor level below

the first floor, and with a cupola. There are thirty-two rooms (fifty-seven
if one includes halls and closets). The house measures 50 x 50 feet and
rests on a seventeen-inch thick foundation which is completely beneath the
surface. Of solid brick construction with thirteen-inch walls and eight-
inch partitions, the house has never settled: casement windows and built-in

linen chest drawers still work perfectly.

Probably the most striking and interesting feature of the interior is the
house « d1rectly from the first floor to the cupola. It is’'simple but beauti-
ful in design, with a hand-molded rail and hand-turned spindles of solid
cherry from trees grown on the Richards land. "It dis also an integral part
of the heating system, as each of the four stalgﬁell walls contains a flue
which ends in a separate chimney at the top of k e\cupola.

In the basement is a wood-burning hot air furnace that ‘accommodated six—foot
logs. There were hot air registers op the' f1rsu*and>seeohd floors. The en-
tire house has only one fireplace, which is 1&»Fhe\parlo on the first
floor. The furnace also contained a COLI for heatlng wdter.

An air-conditioning or circulating system is anbther unusual feature for the
period that Richards built into the house. It consisted of vents in the
outside brick walls, with air intakes below the eaves and outlets in each of
the major rooms. The water system originated in the roof, which is funnel-
shaped. A pipe leading down through the center of the house carried water
into a cement-lined basswood tank on the third floor, and from there to an
overflow cistern in the basement. Any overflow from the cistern was channel-
ed outside and downhill to the river. At two levels on the staircase there
are niches in the wall containing crude faucets from which water could be
drawn for filling pitchers for the bedrooms, and in one bedroom is a perma-
nent wash basin with a faucet.

Off the dining room is a dumb-waiter which carried food up from the kitchen in
the basement. The kitchen contains a Dutch over which has sufficient capa-
city to bake twenty-four loaves of bread at a time.

All windows have hand-cut stone lintels and sills and louvered wood shutters.
The broad cornice is supported by heavy brackets, the treatment belng Italian
ate Villa in style. The cupola has rails and balustersubetween the four
chimneys and its cornice is also supported by brackets matching those of the
main foof.

The major alteration to the house was the necessary removal some years ago
of the continuous verandas on the first two floor levels as a safety measure.
The house still bears the marks of the attachment of the verandas, and each
major room on the first two floors has tall casement windows which led onto
the veranda. Some thought has been given to replacing the verandas, but the |
expense involved makes the value of such restoration questionable. Actually’
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The Richards Octagon House is Wisconsin's outstanding example of the
octagonal dwellings which were a fad inthe mid-nineteenth century due
largely to the popularization of this style by Orson Fowler in his book,
A Home For All. John Richards, who planned and built it, incorporated
a number of features of his own design which make the dwelling unique
among some twenty such houses of its type that were built in Wisconsin.
Completed in 1854 after two years of planning and three of construction,
the Octagon House is credited with being the largest single family
dwelling in Wisconsin's pre-Civil War period.

Rexford Newcomb characterizes the house by saying, "In fact, probably
the best-planned octagon_ in the country is the John Richards House at
Watertown, Wisconsin..."l Of the more than fifty structures listed in
the Wisconsin section of the 1941 Historic American Buildings Survey
catalog, the Richards Octagon House is the only one chosen for an illu-
stration. Richards' original plans are still extant and copies are in
the HABS files in the Library of Congress.

Richards, while not a prominent figure in state political affairs, was
nevertheless active in service to his own community. Schooled at
Williams College and a lawyer by profession, he came ,to Wisconsin from
Massachusetts in 1836 and became a pioneer settler of Jefferson County.
Across the Rock River from the site where he later built his house, he
operated a grist mill. Richards soon became active in public affairs,
and Territorial Governor Henry Dodge appointed him district attorney of
Jefferson County--the first man to hold that office. He was a justice
of the peace and one of Watertown's early mayors.

In 1840 Richards returned to Massachusetts and married Eliza Forbes. He
is said to have promised to build his bride the largest and finest house
in the town he considered to have the best potential in the Wisconsin
Territory. This he did, and the stately Octagon House he designed and
built stands today as a museum, a showplace, and in addition to being an
outstanding piece of architecture, a link between Watertown's early

days and the present.

1. Newcomb, Rexford, Architecture of the 0ld Northwest Territory, p. -150.
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