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The John J. Swearingen House in Bartow is an excellent example of the Colonial 
Revival architectural style. Set back on a corner lot in a residential area, the 
rectangular, double-pile central hall, two-story, five-bay brick house, with its monumental 
Ionic portico, is notable for its strict adherance to classical detailing.

The roof is hipped, and has two end chimneys. A gable pediment projects from the 
south entrance roof slope. The entrance facade is dominated by a monumental portico. 
Two pairs of Ionic columns support a pediment with full entablature, bearing a decorative 
bullseye window in the tympanum. The portico entablature also extends around the main 
block of the house.

Fenestration on both stories is regular five bay. The main entrance is a ten-light 
door flanked by ten-light sidelights and an eliptical fanlight. The remaining first 
story fenestration is six over one double hung sash with masonry sills and lintels. 
Fenestration on the second story is -composed of central paired doors, -and six over one 
double hung sash windows with masonry sills and lintels.

There is a one-story gallery across the entire first story entrance facade. A 
porte-cochere extends from the western side. The porte-cochere and gallery have Tuscan 
..columns and entablature. The porte-cochere gallery roof serves as a second story deck. 
This deck extends the length of the south facade and has simple balusters and decorative 
posts with finials.

The house rests on a brick wall foundation, and a series of four brick steps lead 
up to the entrance gallery. Except for a possible change in the roofing material, the 
exterior of the Swearingen House is•unaltered.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The John J. Swearingen House is significant as one of the finest examples of the 
Colonial Revival architectural style in Polk County, Florida. The house has been occupied 
by two prominent Floridians: John J. Swearingen, the first owner, was a leading Florida 
attorney and a member of the state senate; Richard H. Langford, Swearingen's son-in-law, 
was a well-known agronomist and civic leader. B. Clayton Bonfoey, a major Florida architect 
responsible for designing many of Tampa's finer buildings, designed the Swearingen House.

John J. Swearingen was born in Newnan, Georgia, in 1878. His family emigrated to 
Florida in 1883. The Swearingens settled in Homeland, Polk County, where the elder 
Swearingen operated a farm. John Swearingen attended school and graduated from the 
Summerlin Institute in Bartow. He enrolled at Washington and Lee University in Virginia, 
but the Spanish-American War interrupted his college studies. He enlisted in a Polk County 
company, "Ray's Immunes", and spent many months in active service in Cuba. In 1902, 
Swearingen received his law degree from Washington and Lee University.

Upon graduation Swearingen began practicing law. His first office was in Arcadia 
(DeSoto County). In 1907 he returned to Bartow where he entered into partnership with 
two brothers, Thomas L. Wilson and Charles C. Wilson. Charles Wilson was a former state 
senator from Polk County. The firm, Wilson and Swearingen, was regarded as "one of the 
outstanding law firms of all south Florida." Swearingen and his partners specialized 
in corporate law, and numbered "phosphate companies, banks and other large business 
concerns" among their major clients.

Besides being a partner in one of the state's most respected law firms, Swearingen 
was involved in many local activities. He was a director of the Bartow Board of Trade, 
President of the Summerlin Academy Alumni Association, and a Trustee of Southern College.

Swearingen's other interests included Florida banking. He was a director of the 
State Bank of Bartow, and the Bank of Mulberry. His commercial directorships included the 
Roux Crate Company of Bartow and the Gulf Life Insurance Company of Jacksonville. 
Swearingen was also a director of the Florida Chamber of Commerce.^

Swearingen served as Senator of the 7th District (Polk County), from 1924 until his 
death in 1931. He was on the Rules and Procedures, Mining and Mineral Resources, and 
Public Roads and Highways committees. His work in the Senate won him "state-wide recog­ 
nition." John J. Swearingen died in 1931.^

In 1908 Swearingen married Mary Harding Rainey of Milton, North Carolina. They had 
two children, Katherine Swearingen, born in 1909, and William Swearingen, born in 1911.

Katherine Swearingen married Richard Hickson Langford, a fourth generation Floridian,

(See Continuation Sheet)
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in 1938. At a later date, the couple moved into the Swearingen House. Katherine 
Swearingen Langford was a graduate of the Florida State College for Women, and Richard 
Langford was a graduate of the University of Florida and the Georgia School of Technology. 
Langford owned citrus groves in Polk and Highland Counties, and also bred Brahmin cattle. 
Langford was a citrus consultant to agricultural firms around the state, and served as 
a director of the National Farm Loan Association. He was a president of the Bartow 
Kiwanis Club.'

B. Clayton Bonfoey, a prominent Florida architect, designed the John J. Swearingen 
House. He was born in Connecticut in 1873. His father was a contractor, and in his teens 
the younger Bonfoey worked for his father as a carpenter. Later, he became a construction 
superintendent. In all, Bonfoey worked in this trade for fifteen years. Bonfoey received 
his technical training at the Hillyer Institute in Hartford, Connecticut. 8

In 1903, on his way to a prospective job in Key West, Bonfoey stopped in Tampa. He 
liked the city, and decided to stay. His first jobs were as the in-house architect for 
various lumber firms, including the Jetton-Dekle, Tampa-Havana, and Bates, Huchell & 
Jetton, companies.

In 1908 the thirty-five year old Bonfoey joined forces with M. Leo Elliott, a twenty-one 
year old architect. Their firm, Bonfoey and Elliott, won competitions for several of the 
most prestigious local commissions of Tampa's pre-World War I era. Their first design 
was the Tampa YMCA building, completed in 1909. Later buildings included the Circulo 
Cubano Clubhouse (built in 1909, National Register 1972), the Centre Asturiano de Tampa 
(a Cuban men's club, built 1914, National Register 1974), and the Tampa City Hall (built 
1915, National Register 1974). Other significant structures by the firm are the Leiman- 
Wilson House, the Gordon-Keller Hospital, and numerous houses in Suburb Beautiful (now 
Hyde Park).!0

During World War I, both partners went their separate ways. When the partnership 
dissolved in 1919, Bonfoey opened his own office. The Stoval Professional Building, 
the Strange Theater, the Falk Theater, and more homes in Suburb Beautiful were among 
his individual commissions. By 1922, a total of 608 buildings in and around Tampa were 
attributed to Bonfoey. 11 In 1923, Bonfoey built the John J. Swearingen House in Bartow.

Bonfoey was a member of the AIA. He was registered in Florida, and served one term 
as First Vice-President of the Florida Association of Architects. Governor Park Trammel 
appointed Bonfoey to the State Board of Architects. This appointment was renewed by Governor 
Sidney J. Catts. 12

In 1927 Bonfoey "lost practically everything" when the bottom fell out of the Florida 
land boom. His professional investments in several large projects were never realized. 
Bonfoey suffered a severe stroke one year later, and although he recovered partial mobility, 
he never practiced as an architect again. B. Clayton Bonfoey died on the eighteenth of 
February, 1953.i3
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B. Clayton Bonfoey married Mattie Redditt in 1904. They had a son, Kenneth, who 
presently lives in Tallahassee. ^

FOOTNOTES:

State of Florida. Journal of the twenty-fourth regular session. April 4 to June 
2nd, 1933. May 4, 1933. p. 296. This page is an address given by Senator Spessard Holland 
(D-Polk) commemorating the life and career of John Swearingen, late Senator of Polk County.

2Ibid.

M.F. Hetherington, History of Polk County, Florida: Narrative and Biographical., 
(St. Augustine: The Record Company, 1928) p. 58.

4 Donald B. McKay, Pioneer Florida: Personal and Family Records, Vol. III. (Tampa: The
Southern Publishing Company, 1939), p. 154.

Journal of the State Senate of Florida of the Session of 1927, Vol. II, p. 5157.
c
State of Florida, Journal of the Senate, 1933. p. 296. 

Pioneer Florida, p. 154.
o
Interview. Kenneth Bonfoey, son of architect B. Clayton Bonfoey, conducted by Mary 

McMahon, Historic Tampa/Hillsborough Preservation Board. September 10, 1980.

10

11

12

13

14

Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid.; Men of the South (New Orleans: Southern Biographical Association, 1922), p. 281.

Men of the South, p. 281.

Interview with Kenneth Bonfoey.

Ibid.
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Board. September 10, 1980.
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McKay, Donald B., Pioneer Florida; Personal and Family Records, Vol. Ill, (Tampa: 1939) 
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State of Florida Journal of the Senate 1933, Vol. I


