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Located at 210 Seward Street in downtown Sitka, Alaska, the Forest Service House is a
two-story rectangular wood frame building with a full cement basement built into bed-
rock. The house exhibits early 20th century gambrel-roofed cottage architecture. The
exterior of the house measures approximately 36 by 26 feet. The wood clapboard exterior
walls are painted white with brown trim. :

A covered front porch measures 7 by 8 feet and is reached by seven straight wood steps.

- This is an open porch supported on piers with plain wood posts. The entrance leads into
a vestibule which is flanked to the left by a bedroom, and to the right by the Tiving
~room.- The rear porch is - also covered, measures 4 by -4 feet, and Teads directly into the
?itcheh. According to early "(1958) blueprints, this porch was originally enclosed with

lattice work.” ot - T e

While many of the windows have been replaced, many of the original windows are still in
place. A1l of the windows maintain a flat structural opening. A1l basement windows are
3-paned, pivoted in simple wood frames. On the north elevation, the second story has
one double-hung window in’'a simple wood frame. The first story has one 4-paned fixed
window on the porch, one fixed single-pane and two double-hung six vertical over one

windows, all in simple wood frames. The west elevation has one double-hung one over one

window in the pediment gable, and two double-paned fixed windows on either side of the
porch; all are in simple wood frames. The front door is a six-paned over two-panel

center door in a plain wood frame located in the main facade. The south elevation has a

double-hung window in a simple wood frame on the second story and three two-paned fixed
~windows (one over one) on the first story. The east elevation has one double-hung one
over one window in the shed-styled dormer. The first story windows are two single-paned
fixed windows side by side in simple wood frames and one double-hung one over one in a
simple wood frame. The two doors consist of a four-paned over two-panel door, which
enters down into the basement, and one single-pane over a single-panel door located in
the main facade which enters the kitchen; both are in simple wood frames.

The gambrel roof has a shed dormer in a central position on the east and west elevations.
Covered with red cedar shakes and copper flashing, the roof has a single chimney of
brick offset to the right (from the north elevation) center. The first and second floors
are separated by a plain cornice and overhanging eaves. On the north and south eleva- ~
tions, this is achieved by the use of a narrow apron roof. The eaves are soffited.

" Gutters are made of wood all around but are attached to metal downspouts.

The interior of the house has a total of seven rooms. Upstairs there are three bedrooms
‘and one bathroom; downstairs are the kitchen, dining-1living room, and what was originally
~an office-darkroom combination. The Tiving room houses a fireplace which has its founda-
tion in the basement but functions from the main floor. The original heating is thought
~ to have been by coal furnace, as suggested by the presence of two coal chutes on the
southern basement wall, and an ash pit located next to the present oil furnace.

The house was originally built in the summer of 1916 by the U.S. Department of Commerce,
- Coast and Geodetic Survey, to serve as housing and office space for the observer in

charge of the Sitka Magnetic Observatory, which had been established in 1901.. Since

its construction, the structure's exterior has remained virtually unchanged. :

n 19223 when A. K. Lundy was observer in charge of th,Magnetic Observatory, wires were
run between the observatory buildings andwthe office (Forest Service House).: 7
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The Forest Service House is one of the last surv1v1ng examp]es of gambre1 -roof ,
cottage architecture in Sitka todayr A 2- story house with a cement basement built

~into solid rock, ‘used to house the scientific instruments of the Geodet1c Observatory,
the site commands a spectacular view of the surround1ng area.

- The 1and for ‘the House was acquired from the Russians under A1ex1s Pestchouroff
Commissioner for Russia. Records of the transaction are published in House Executive
Document Number 125, 40th Congress and session to wit. " Under terms of the treaty for -

- the purchase of Alaska, certain areas of Sitka were set aside for governmental use; -
this parcel qf land was withdrawn under that agreement.

Since its construction in 1916, the Forest Service House has had a long history of
government use. Originally owned by the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey (U.S.C.&G.S.),
the house functioned as office and 11v1ng space for the observers:in charge of the
first United States magnet1c and seismic observatories in Sitka. (A Russian magnetic

,‘observ?torv was in 0perat10n between 1842 and 1867 on Japonsk1 Island just west of
Sitka

Sitka was se1ected as the site of a permanent magnetic observatory for several
reasons. F1Ast, of the then-existing magnetic observator1es, Sitka.was. nearest the
North Pole at‘61 North Latitude. Further, Sitka is only a short distance from the
auroral zone.  Records. from the Sitka magnetic observatory have proven to be valuable
- in the study of magnet1c phenomena in the Arctic as well as for regions of lower
- magnetic latitude. A1so, in higher magnetic latitudes, there is a tendency for
greater fluctuations in the ranges of the magnetic elements. By situating the
magnetic observatory in Sitka (a relatively Tower magnetic latitude), it was possible
to avoid thejexpense of special instruments which would have been required at higher
" magnetic 1at1¢udes in order to collect the same data. Other factors influencing the
decision of 1pcality included temperature considerations, accessibility, and
uniformity in the distribution of magnetism for the general locality. A field survey
by J. A. F]emnng in the summer of 1901 confirmed that the Sitka Tocality was unusua]]y
- free from 1oca1 magnet1c disturbances.
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The observatéry buildings were located to the north on Observatory Street at that time.
The connection was made in order to monitor the instruments from the office rather
than having to go to the observatory to read them.
, i

In 1929 two*éoncrete’piers,(B feet high) were constructed in the basement's northwest
corner in order to accommodate a single component Wood Anderson seismometer for the

- Sitka Seismic Observatory. Beginning in 1904, the seismometer functioned
simultaneously with the magnetic observatory located in the seismic building, also on
Observatory Street. In order for these piers to be constructed, the bedrock floor of
the basement had to be drilled into and the concrete poured.

In 1940 the Sitka magnetic and seismic observatories and offices were moved from
their'1ocati?ns on Observatory and Seward Streets (respectively) to Geodetic Way, a
site located northwest of the original site. The reasoning behind this move was to
accommodate the growth of the observatory, which could not be met in its original
setting due to the expansion of the residential area of downtown Sitka.

The Alaska Communications System acquired the house in 1940 and transferred it to the
Forest Service in 1961. Since then, modifications have consisted of maintenance
activities such as replacing the furnace. Throughout its history, the interior

floor plans have remained unchanged. . :

!
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* The magnetic and seismic observatory buildings, where-the instruments were housed,
“were located on Observatory Street to the north of the Forest Service House. The
Forest Service House began functioning as the magnetic observatory in 1922 when a
remote hookup was established between it and the observatory buildings for the
purposes of monitoring. In 1929 the house served as the seismic observatory when a
single component Wcod Anderson seismometer was moved from the seismic building to
the basement of the house, where two concrete piers had been specifically constructed
“in order to accommodate the instrument. : '

The Forest Service House continued as the headquarters for the U.S.C.8G.S. Magnetic
and Seismic Observatories until 1940, when the headquarters was moved to its present '
-location on Geodetic Way. At that time the house was placed in an "Entrustment of
Custody” to t¢e Department of the Army. In 1954 a "permanent" transfer took place
- giving the Alaska Communications System (ACS) custody. In 1958 the ACS remodeled

“the house and;uti]izéd,itias housing. - :

- The house was acquired by the USDA Forest Service in 1961. Since that time it has
served various functions including housing and office space, and presently is used

as a medical educational facility. - : C
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