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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND QORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Built in the Gothic Revival Style popular in the mid~nineteenth
B o S & oy

Century, this~ residencém*two storles in height not including

its basement, is of wood frame constructxon with ¢lapboard or

shiplagmgéging.

All windows are multi-paned, narrow and rectangular. Upper-
story fed?EStratLon consists of dormers lighted by French doors.
The centril dormer is the focal point as it is_larger than

‘ the others and”has more prominent projecting eaves which are
enhanced by a simple ornamental barge board, repeated at the
gable ends afforded by the steeply pitched roof.

babuilradech

The balcony, which constitutes the veranda roof, is one of
the distinguishing features of the house and, with the veranda,
provides a Southern air, Well-turned classic wooden spindle-
form balestrades add to this feeling as do the Tuscan columns
which support the balcony (veranda roof),

At the time the dwelling was erected, it stood in the midst
of Phelps' 160-acre homestead at the foot of Buena Vista Hill,
well beyond the city limits which did not reach Divisadero
Street until 1854, A portion of Golden Gate Park's Panhandle
was then part of the Phelps property.

The house_has been moved twice: with the grading and building
of Divisadero in the 1890 s the house was repositioned on the
. land; then in 1904, it was moved backward to its present
location in the middle of the block to eénable Phelps to build
stores in front. .

Despite its Divisadero address, the house is actually visible

only from Oak Street as it is situated at the extreme rear of

the large lot. The front of the lot contains an old hall,
321 Divisadero Street,

Zoning is C-2, community commercial. Surrounding land uses
include shops and a hall to the east, and multiple residential
unxts to north, west and south.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCGE ’ {

Although accounts varyas to its date and builder, the Abuner
Phelps house is generally considered to be_the alggggwunaltered
resxdence -in San Francxsco and datesfrom 1850-51., -

The earliest published account (August 8, 1934) states that-
the house was '"built in 1850 by John Middleton & Sons, one

of the first real estate concerns in the city ... (and)
constructed of lumber framed into sections brought round the

Horn from Maine, there being no sawmills here at the time.”

e

However, Mrs. Victor E. Bosenstein, Abner Phelps' great-
grandaugher declared in 1961 that the house had been purchased
in New Orleans in 1850 and shipped in sections around the Horn
to ease the homesickness of Phelps' bride; boran Augusta
‘Roussell, It was then re-erected here abOut 1850 51.
- The Junior League of San Francisco book Here Todaz favors
the latter explanation: the house is raised on a high :
foundation, reminiscent of southeérn river-font cottdges of
the eighteenth and nineteenthcehnnﬁgs: furthermore, the upper-
story balcony and the veranda are also reminiscent of Louisiana
homes of the day. This book further states the certainty
that Phelps, who had been a colonel in the Mexican War, lived
in the house in 1851; and suggests the possibility that John
Middleton's firm assembled the.house for Phelps when it arrived.

Phelps was a lawyer who had his office in the Montgomery Block,

and made what was then a long dusty journey to town daily by .~
horseback. At that time Divisaderc Street was no more than '
a path which served as the western boundary of the new city

from 1354 to 1856 when the city and county were consolidated,

. —- - e ———— . N




GRAPHICAL REF

Bancroft Library Scrapbooks, California Counties: San Francisco,

Book ii, pp. 392 ff.

Architectural Heritage

Junior League of San Francxsco, Inc., Here Today — San Francisco's

(Chronicle Books, San Francisco, 1968)
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Abner Phelps House is a unique example of a vernacular
Louisiana house with contemporary gothic and classical revival orna-
ment. The main living floor is raised above ground on slender pillars.
A flight of ten steps leads to a veranda on the main story. The
veranda has Tuscan columns and a balustrade of turned spindles. The
central doorway has an octagonal window with an elongated octagonal ,
wood panel below. There are two pairs of French windows to either side
of the front door, with six panes in each leaf, and an inset wood panel
below.

The second story is half-floor, half-roof, with high dormer win-
dows opening onto the second story baleony. The pointedness of the
dormers is gothic revival in feeling. The second story windows are
also French doors with three panes in each leaf. The central opening
on the second floor(with two dormers to either side) is a large gable
with a bargeboard in the gothic revival manner; curvilinear and scal-
loped with two cut-out diamond forms at the top. The balcony is similar
in its balustraded form to the veranda.

The house is a wood frame covered with bevel lapped siding. The
roof is gabled and sheathed in wood shingle, and has a gothic revival
bargeboard, similar to that of the central gable, along the sides of
the roof. There are double-hung windows with six panes on the sides,
and dormer windows in the rear. The building is painted with oil-base
semi-gloss white enamel.

An account of the origins of the Phelps House published in the
San Francisco Chronicle of August 8, 1934, stated that the house was
built by John Middleton and Sons in 1850 and sold along with 160 acres,
to Phelps in 1852. The house was '"constructed of lumber framed into
sections brought r?und the Horn from Maine, there being no sawmills
here at the time." Research has shown that this story, at least
insofar as the Maine origins of the house, is suspect for two reasons.
The first is the wood which Dr. Cockrell of the University of California
at Berkeley has studied. His results were as follows: The kitchen
interior walls are Douglas Fir, common in California forests; wood
from the frame of the building, the second story siding, the roof
sheathing, and the upper porch balustrade is definitely redwood; and
pieces of the floor sheathing, sash from upper and lower story windows;
and bargeboard from the front gable were found to be soft pine, which
was available in California and New England, but not in the South
(family tradition maintains that the house was shipped from New Orleans).
Lumber was commonly shipped to San Francisco from the East Coast during
the 1850's, and it is quite possible that some boards used to build
this house were purchased from such a shipment. However, the major
portion of the house was built from local wood.

1“Phelps House Falls Victim to S.F. Advance,'" San Franisco
Chronicle, August 8, 1934, p.28.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Abner Phelps House is generally considered to be the
oldest residence in San Francisco. It was built in 1850-51 on a
160-acre plot at the foot of_ Buena Vista Hill. O01d watercolors
painted by C. Rogers in 18701 show the house in an isolated setting
surrounded by hills. There are a number of stories concerning the
early history of the Phelps House. ‘

The traditional story, repeated in several written accounts,
maintains that the house came from New Orleans. However all of
these accounts originate in information supplied by the Phelps family.
Mrs. Shirley Phelps Robinson Rosenstein, the great-grandniece of
Abner Phelps, maintains this story as the one told to her by her
aunts and uncles(the children of Abner Phelps). She calls this ''the
romantic version of the story, and the one that I always believed."?
The architecture of the Phelps House, similar to New Orleans houses
of that period, has reinforced the story that the house actually came
from New Orleans. No evidence to support this story of the house's
origin has been found either in San Francisco or New Orleans. As was
discussed in Item 7,the nine pieces of wood which have been analyzed
are of west coast or possibly New England origin. We must therefore
conclude that the story was merely a family tradition which has
gained credibility over several generations.

An entirely different account was published in the San Francisco
Bulletin of October 14, 1924. This article states that John Middleton
built the house in 1851 and sold it to Colonel Phelps, along with
160 acres, in-1852. The story goes on to report that Phelps 'pre-
sented the land and the house to his bride as a wedding gift, and the
gift deed was written in Frgnch so that she might fully appreciate it,
for that was her language." To investigate this story, descendants

1"Phelps House Falls Victim to S.F. Advance," San Francisco
Chronicle, August 8, 1934, p.28. These paintings are now in the pos-
session of Phelps' great-grandniece, Mrs. Shirley Phelps Robinson
Rosenstein.

zIntérview with Mrs.
October 22, 1977.

] 3”Halting of Fire of 1906 Left Hayes Valley; One Taken to a
Distant Age by Phelps House,'" San Francisco Bulletin, October 14, 1924,

p.8.

Shirley Phelps Robinson Rosenstein,
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The second error in the 1934 Chronicle article is the claim that
there were no sawmills in the San Francisco area during the 1850's.
In fact, there was a sawmill in Mill Valley_as early as 1836, and by
1840 there were several mills in the area.2 The first sawmill on
the Peninsula was built in Woodside in 1849,

The following is a discussion of the relocation and restoration
process. The Abner Phelps House was originally located on a 160 acre
plot at the foot of Buena Vista Hill. Early watercolors(from 1870,
but clearly harking back to an earlier time in their representations)
show the house surrounded by hills in the outskirts of the town of
San Franicsco. An early photograph, also from 1870, shows the house
with a large front yard.

The Phelps House had already been moved twice from its original
site prior to its most recent relocation.: It was moved in the 1890's
when the area was graded down, so that it faced on Divisadero Street.
It was relocated again in 1904 when the children moved the house back-
ward on the lot, from its easterly orientation facing Divisadero, to
a southern one. This enabled them to build a store facing the street
which was managed by the two daughters.4 Since that time the house
had been hidden in the middle of the block and was allowed to fall
into a greatly deteriorated condition. It could only be reached via
a small alley off of Divisadero Street. Hidden away as the city grew
around it, the cramped-in setting of the Phelps House bore little
ressemblance to its landscaped historic setting at the foot of Buena
Vista Hill.

It was with this in mind that the Phelps House was once again
moved by the Preservation Group in May, 1978. It was relocated
80 feet north and turned around a full 1800 to face Oak Street. In
its new location the structure is the center of the Phelps Place
Historic Plaza, a grouping of four historic structures around a land-
scaped plaza. The new site is much closer in feeling to the origi-
nal rural setting than its previous site. An added benefit is that
the oldest house in San Francisco, long hidden, is now in the public
view.

Structural alterations were required to comply with current
seismic regulations in the building code. In its new location the

’Lucretia Little, The Mill that Shouldn't Have Been, (Mill Valley:
1967)
3

Frank M. Stanger, Sawmills in the Redwoods: Logging on the San
Francisco Peninsula, 1849-1967, (San Mateo: San Mateo County Histo-

rical Association, 1967).
'""Phelps House Falls Victim,"p.28.
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Phelps House could be placed on a concrete foundation. Plywood was
also added to the walls to strengthen the structure. The house,
long in a precarious condition that threatened its longevity, is
now capable of resisting an earthquake.

Historic accuracy was paramount in the restoration of the Phelps
House. As much of the original material as possible was preserved.
The exterior siding and veranda were removed, the pieces numbered
and dipped in a preservative. The walls were insulated before the
siding was replaced. Two major alterations were necessitated by
historic fidelity: the roof has been sheathed in wood shingle (now
illegal), because it was discovered that this was the original ma-
terial used; a photograph from 1870 as well as early watercolors show
that the stairway extended out straight from the building and it has
been restored to this position. The ground floor windows in the
watercolors are not thought to be accurate. When carefully studied
with a magnifying glass, the historic photograph does not show a row
of windows behind the bushes. When the restoration of the Phelps
House was discussed with the San Franicisco Landmarks Advisory Board,
Mrs. Bland Platt, the chairperson, stipulated that paintings were
insufficient proof on which to base an historic alteration. As a
result the Phelps House was restored without ground floor fenestration.

In conclusion, the relocation and subsequent restoration of the
Phelps House, rather than detracting from the building's integrity,
has brought the house much closer to its original historic condition.
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of John Middleton were interviewed. They are convinced that Middleton
did indeed build the house, that he and his family lived in it for a
short period, and that he then sold it to Colonel Phelps. This is
what the Middleton family was told by their older relatives. Further-
more, Mrs. Camille Cochran, the great-granddaughter of John Middleton,
believes that the wood for the house came from Maine because there were
no sawmills here at that time. As discussed in Item 7, it has been
shown that the majority of the wood in the structure is actually of
local origin, and there were sawmills in the area as early as 1836.
This research tends todiscount the veracity of both the Maine and New
Orleans origins of the Phelps House. However it does not invalidate
the theory that John Middleton built the house. Unfortunately a search
for deed documents concerning a transfer between Middleton and Phelps
was unsuccessful; however, this should not be taken as conclusive evi-
dence that a sale did not take place.

Whatever the origin of the Phelps House, both its history and
architecture are of interest. Abner Phelps was born in 1804, a native
of Orford, New Hampshire.4 He attended West Point, and fought as a
colonel in the Mexican-American War. He lived in New Orleans for
many years, where he was on tge City Council,® and in 1842 he was the
Mayor of Lafayette, Louisiana , which was incorporated into New Orleans
in 1852. Phelps' first wife, the form;r Elizabeth B. Drew, died in
New Orleans in 1844, at the age of 29. Abner Phelps visited San
Francisco in 1849, and in 1851 he married a young New Orleans woman,
Charlotte Augusta Roussell. She joined him in San Francisco in 1852.
The tradition is that Phelps wanted to provide an environment for
his sheltered bride which would remind her of home, so he transported
a house to San Frgncisco. Phelps was an attorney and worked in the
Montgomery Block.

Abner and Augusta Phelps had six children, four boys and two
girls. The Phelps children lived in the house their entire lives,
with the exception of Abner Jr., who married and had his own family.
Abner died in 1873 and Augusta died in 1893. The children 1lived

Z"Phelps Obituary, San Francisco Bulletin, December 30, 1873, p.3.

5Kathryn C. Briede, "A History of the City of Lafayette," Louisiana
Historical Quarterly 20:925-27.

6New Orleans City Directory, 1842.

7Obituary, New Orleans Daily Picayune, August 24, 1844, p.2.
8
"Ph€1ps House Falls Victim," p.28.
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together there until very advaced ages, when they all died within
five years of one another in the 1930's.

Shirley Phelps Robinson Rosenstein, their grand-niece, had lived
with her aunts and uncles and taken care of them as they grew older.
Eventually the house was left to her with the stipulation that she
sell it rather than try to keep up the family traditions alone. The
house was sold to Charles L. Ayers, Jr., who was the son of an old
acquaintance of Abner Phelps. This man owned it until his death in
the early 1960's. The Phelps House was acquired by the Preservation
Group in 1975. It has since been moved to a new site as the focus
of the Phelps Place Historic Plaza, and completely restored.

Architecturally the Phelps House is a unique example of a Southern
type of architecture in San Francisco. In its raised first story,
veranda, French windows, and dormers it is clearly derived from such
colonial New Orleans houses as ''Madame John's Legacy'". The latter
was in turn based on Acadian or French Canadian prototypes. The
raised floor, a formal convention in Acadian houses, assumed a func-
tional purpose in flood-ridden Louisiana. Obviously it had no func-
tion in San Francisco and was once again only a formal convention in
the Phelps House. The house has a strictly symmetrical plan around
a central hall which is indicative of its eighteenth century sources.
Contemporary ornament was imposed on this traditional form; Tuscan
columns of the classical revival on the veranda, gothic revival in
the dormers and the bargeboard.
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