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Stewart Manor, built during 1923 and 1924 is a 2 1/2 story stone house located on a

wooded knoll with extensive landscaping and reached by a curving driveway that leads
to a drive-through portico. Designed for Charles B. Sommers by Bass Knowton and Co.
and built by the Bedford Stone and Construction Co., it was clearly designed to give
the impression of a Mediaveal English Country House.

The general configuration of the house is rectangular but it has many irregular pro-
jections and wings which conceal that fact. An irregular gable roof with many levels,
eyebrow dormers as well as hipped and flat portions add to a feeling of flowing com-
plexity. The shingled roof with rounded edges and swept gables gives a thatched roof
appearance. The exterior is fieldstone with irregularly placed portions of square
rubble. The gable ends are timbered and some timbers are located around the smaller
windows with bricks set in varied patterns between them. The large windows have
squared rubble segmental arches over them and rough stone sills. Some of the windows
have small diamond Tights and some have rectangular lights. On the first floor they
are set with various circular stained glass patterns about one-third of the way down
the top. There are entrance ways with both semi-circular arches, and segmental arches.
Originally the house had striped awnings over some of the windows and downspouts
twisted to give a spiral effect. This results in an overall effect of intricacy,
elaboration and lavishness.

The interior of Stewart Manor is as elaborate as the exterior. One enters through a
mammouth oak door flanked by heavy iron lamps into a vaulted entryway. Straight ahead
is a sunroom extensively decorated with Rookwood tile. The tiles, depicting scenic
murals of lush scenes of nature are arranged in four recessed arches and a fifth makes
a verdant background for a pool and fountain. On the left is the 1iving room panel-

ed in dark wood with many built-in bookcases, and a large fireplace with a surprisingly
simple mantle. The large oriental rug that was originally on the floor is still in
place. Turning right one enters the dining room with its high and decorated ceiling.
The original dining table also had a fountain in the center. The first floor originally
contained the kitchen but that was removed and placed in the basement when the house
was converted to a womens dormatory for Tudor Hall School in 1968~69. The second floor
contained guest rooms, the family's living quarters and a large suite for Mrs. Sommers.
The bathrooms contain the latest fixtures of the time including showers and a built-in
scale.

The third floor has the simplest rooms in the house as they were intended for servants
quarters. An elevator served all three floors and the basement. Some of the rooms on
both the second and third floors have been divided during the conversion to a dormatory
but this was so well done that it is not noticable. The cornices for example were
duplicated in all partitions. ’

Charles M. Sommers 1iked” to associate with famous people and had two_pains of glass with
the signatures of such persons as Ruyard Kipling, Thomas Edison, Joseph Conrad, Luther
Burbank, Alexander Graham Bell, Orville Wright and James Wh1tcomb Riley, carefully
etched in the glass.
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Located on 38 acres of ground, Stewart Manor has the remains of an elaborate landscaping
project geared to the enjoyment of the outdoors. There was a swimming pool and a private
canal running to the White River nearby. Ponds, bridges, gardens and plantings of various
kinds originally designed by a Japanese artist with a profusion of decoration that com-
plemented the exterior and interior of the house. Today much of these gardens remain

but have not been kept the way they were intended. The property has not lost much of

its original appearance. There have been no major alterations to the exterior and those
done on the interior were done well. Since 1970 the property has been owned by the
Indianapolis School Board and they are using it as an environmental study center but have

made no modifications to the building.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
The Sommers House is an interesting example of the eclectic architecture employed by
the wealthy in the 1920's. Although the roof, half-timber gables, leaded and stained
galss windows, and irregular projections suggest an English Tudor style, the many
rounded arches and eliptically-arhced windows suggest a California Mission style. The
Japanese garden also suggests a west coast influence,

Mr. Charles B. Sommers was a prosperous Indianapolis businessman. Although best known
for his large downtown furniture store he was President of both the Gibson and Empire
Automobile companies as well as a bank director and dairy executive. He also had an
interest in music and the dramatic arts. Stewart Manor is a fine example of the kind
of a house a prosperous businessman with a flair for the dramatic would build. He was
known as an entertainer of movie starts and celebrities of all kinds. Queen Marie of
Romania once was a dinner guest. The house was designed to have a variety of interior
and exterior areas that would be pleasant and atmospheric for both family and guests.
The Rookwood tile in the sunroom is an example of the kind of art that was used to
provide this feeling. The Japanese gardens also provided a number of small but beauti-
ful Tlocations for intimate groups to gather. During the twenties a staff of 27 was
required to keep the house and grounds in order.

After Mrs. Sommers death in 1957 the houme was used as a dormatory for Tudor Hall School
and in 1970 was given to the Indianapolis Public School System. These uses have not
damaged the interior or exterior of the home, although most of the original furniture
is gone.

Stewart Manor provides an excellent illustration of picturesque design as it was executed
in the 1920's. The interior, exterior and landscaping a1l blend together in an elaborate
array of effects that give the house its architectural significance.
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