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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Not far from its origin at Memorial Drive, Northfield Street 
rises southward up a steep rocky hill away from downtown Mont- 
pelier. On the western side of the gorge which this road 
ascends, overlooking the city, are perched two small structures

Athenwood, the most striking and architecturally significant of 
the buildings, sits at the top of the hill. This small, 
one and a half story structure built upon a flat stone slab 
foundation and sheathed in board and batten is representative 
of "Rural Gothic" cottage building in its design and its rela­ 
tionship to the "rustic" setting.

Although the main block of the structure is essentially rectan­ 
gular, a one story, enclosed entrance porch projects far enough 
from the front (east) elevation to suggest a cruciform plan. A 
window bay, similar in size and proportion to the porch, trun­ 
cates the northern front corner. The main block is flanked by 
two wings, one extending north and one south from the rear of 
the side elevations.

Three large gables (one on the front (east) and one on each side 
elevation) define Athenwood f s silhouette and dominate its form. 
The roof is sheathed with asphalt shingles. Originally a four 
gabled cupola sat at the point where these three gables inter­ 
sect.

The entrance porch identifies the eastern elevation as the 
building's front. The door, constructed of diagonally set flush 
planks, bears the name of the house in carved Gothic letters. 
("Athenwood" is derived from the synonym for Minerva Wood - the 
builder's wife.) Above this door is a carved ogee hoodmould in 
the form of two symmetrically arranged tulip leaves. The car­ 
ver's penchant for animated and full bodied forms is also ex­ 
hibited in the grape leaf and vine motif of the eaves underhang- 
ing the porch roof. The edge of this flat roof is adorned by an 
elaborately carved railing which was restored in 1973. Verti­ 
cally aligned with the front door and tucked beneath the gable 
are French doors which open from the second floor onto the 
porch roof. This door is topped with a hoodmould identical to 
the one above the front door.

A pair of double-hung diamond paned windows, identical in size, 
proportion and ornamentation to the French doors, flank the 
porch. The exaggerated length of these windows and the door 
and their triangular arrangement within the steeply pitched 
gable accentuate Athenwood's "Gothic" characteristics of verti- 
cality and angularity. The emphatic triangular format of win­ 
dows within gable is reflected in the structure's north and south 
elevation, although, in both cases, the wings interrupt the tri­ 
angles. On the southern elevation a small lattice-work porch is
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found at the intersection of the main body of the house and the 
kitchen-barn wing.

On both side elevations small diamond shaped windows pierce the 
gable just below its peak. The highly organic tulip leaf pattern 
and the plastic carving of the large barge boards on these gables 
are Athenwood's most distinctive features. This same motif is re 
peated in the dormer gables in the wings as well as in the hood- 
moulds of the windows and door.

The long, narrow second floor room contained within the central 
gable is the structure's most significant interior space. The 
design principles exhibited in Athenwood's exterior are reflected 
in the flattened gothic or "Tudor" arched ceiling which is 
punctuated at regular intervals by wooden ribs. At either end 
of each rib is a small (c. 6" high) marble head of Athena. The 
room terminates in the French door at the front of the house. 
Two smaller rooms, corresponding to the two side gables and set 
at right angles to the first, have similar ceilings.

The building and its setting have been somewhat altered since 1850 
Approximately half of the arcaded barn wing (southern) is a later 
addition, and a fireplace and chimney have been removed from the 
northern wing. More significantly, Athenwood's front yard has 
been reduced in order to widen Northfield Street. It was after 
the front wall was cut back that the door was cut through the 
retaining wall to the cellar.

Proceeding north down the Northfield Street hill toward Montpeliei 
one encounters the structure which Wood built as his studio in the 
1880 ! s. This building has a more asymmetrical elevation than that 
of Athenwood. The one and a half story rectangular structure, set 
with its long axis parallel to the road, terminates in a three 
story tower at its southern end. A dormer fills the intersection 
of these two levels. A chimney breaks through the asphalt shingle 
roof of the lower section at the mid point, while a second exterior 
one rises along the southern wall.

Wooden lattice-work--the height of one story--skirts the base of 
the structure between the main floor and the rugged terrain, 
creating an uneven line where it meets the ground on the eastern 
elevation. On the north this screening meets the rubble founda­ 
tion wall.
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While the studio is sheathed in clapboard, the two gables which 
are visible from Northfield Street are finished in board and 
batten and infilled with tulip leaf barge boards identical to 
those at Athenwood. Elaborate finials adorn the peaks of the 
gables. The pine and star pattern of the porch railing balances 
this elaborate carving on the first floor. The barge boards are 
such dominant features of Athenwood and the studio that they 
minimize the considerable differences in form and massing between 
the two buildings and cause them to appear to be very closely 
related. The impact of the design and detailing of Athenwood is 
also visable on numbers 31-33 and number 29 Northfield Street. 
These two earlier dwellings were both owned by Wood during the 
second half of the 19th century and were remodeled to include 
foliated brackets and eave mouldings.
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TATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Athenwood is an excellent example of mid 19th century suburban 
building in the "Rural Gothic" mode. Designed as a summer 
cottage by its owner Thomas Waterman Wood in 1850, the building 
strongly suggests a composite of pattern book illustrations by 
popular designers such as A. J. Davis and A. J. Downing. The 
highly plastic carved ornament, the most distinctive feature of 
Athenwood and the studio, is most probably attributable to Wood 
who was trained as a cabinet maker, or to Franklyn Hoyt, a loca 
carpenter.

Athenwood and the studio are an important part of Montpelier's 
visual and historic fabric. The two structures along the 
gorge provide a visually coherent and dramatic gateway to the 
city. Further, they serve as continuing evidence of the role 
Montpelier once played as a summer resort.

Athenwood and the studio are also significant for their associa 
tion with Thomas Waterman Wood, a native and great benefactor 
of Montpelier, President of The National Academy and of The 
American Water Color Society, and one of the most popular 
painters of his time. Athenwood served as Wood's studio until 
the 1880s when he erected the separate building next door. 
Montpelier's citizens, from all walks of life and all strata of 
her society, served as the subjects and models for his paint­ 
ings. In the late 19th century the artist and his cottage were 
so much a part of Montpelier's consciousness that legends, and 
even a poem, grew up around them.
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Walker, G. H., lith., Montpelier, view, G. E. Norris, Brockton, 
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