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Exterior

The Sawin house is a two-story wood frame structure with set-back classical

attic square in plan, with a single-story Doric peristyle verandah and an L-shaped
rear extension on the west side. The building is set on a podium-like graded mound
that raises it well above street level, and it a yard is enclosed on William and
Washington streets by an original fence of iron palings set in a granite curby. between
massive granite posts that are square in section.

The main (east) facade fronts on William Street. Five bays wide, it has a center
entry flanked by two windows on each side. The classical attic is set back from

the exterior walls, and screened by a balustrade. A crowning parapet has
anthenion-shaped acroteria at the corners, with a sinuous, scrolled design support-
ing a scallop shell at the center.

The main cornice, over the second floor, has a deep boxed gutter overhanging a
frieze which is ornamented with applied, carved wood wreaths. This entablature
is supported by massive flat corner "pilasters" which have no capitals and whose
surfaces are in plane with the frieze. They form a shallow frame for the vertical
flushboarded window wall, which is set slightly back from the pilasters. The
windows are large®and with their louvered exterior shutters, occupy nearly all

of the wall surface. Doric muntins emphasize the window's overall size and shape
rather than their glazing pattern. The three-part second floor central window

has sidelights flanking the double-hung sash, the elements separated by narrow
pilasters with console brackets instead of capitals.

Ground-floor windows are full height, with louvered shutters The

main entry, approached by a granite stair to the verandah, has trabeated surround

with step-panelled pilasters. Their narrow sidelights, set off by narrow pilasters.
are capped by slim console brackets above the transom bar. The 6 - panelled

entry door is original, and utilizes the wide echinus moldings characteristic of

the Greek Revival style.

The peristyle verandah (interrupted only where the west ell joins the main block

of the house) is one story in height, with fluted Doric columns on bases. These
columns support an entablature consisting of a stepped architrave, a taenia,

a plain frieze, and a cornice which conceals a gutter-box. There is a low, panelled

arapet over the verandah cornice. A
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Plan

The Sawin house has a simple center-hall plan. A small, nearly square vestibule
separates the entry from the long stair hall, and there is a back hall at the west
end of the main block. Double parlors, separated by sliding doors, occupy the
north half of the ground floor, with a third parlor or sitting room in the south-
east corner, and a dining room in the southwest corner.

In the ell, a small butler's pantry adjoins a large room whose original function

is unknown. Its simple Gothic Revival mantel, and pleasant north and south
windows suggest that it may have been a servants' hall or dining room. There are
pantries behind this room. The south extension of the ell has a laundry, a workshop,
and it terminates in a nine-hole privy.

The second floor plan corresponds to the grand floor, except that the space
above the entry vestibule is occupied by a small chamber that contains the great
three-part window. An apartment over the ell has a living room, kitchen, and
a bathroom which is early in date.

The third floor corresponds in plan to the lower floors, with rooms proprotionally
smaller because of the setback at this level.

Interior

The Sawin house is entered through a small vestibule with yellow marbelized walls.
The stair hall itself features the cantilevered, elliptically spiralled stair which

is lighted from above by a skylight with red and yellow glass. The stair rail has
turned mahogany balusters, and the riser ends are panelled and trimmed with the
Greek key motif. Risers and treads are appropriately painted off-white. All of

the floors in the house are soft, clear pine boards approximately 5" wide. Some

of the floors are painted or stained to a dark brown color, and the present owner
has not found any evidence (nailing holes) of early room-sized carpeting anywhere
in the house.

Stepped door surrounds have corner blocks, and the interior doors are six-panelled
with echinus moldings. Molded glass door knobs with brass necks appear to be
original. Window surrounds match the door surrounds, and the revelas contain
solid panelled interior shutters with no moldings. Panelled baseboards are deep
and elaborately assembled. Al of the major rooms in the house have deep plaster
ceiling cornices, and the ground floor rooms have elaborate plaster medallions
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featuring an undercut acanthus rosette enframed by a wreath of curved leaf
tips. The four main ground floor rooms have mantelpieces of black and gold
Italian marble with engaged Doric columns carrying aparalleled frieze and'the
mantel shelf. The ell room (servants' hall?) on theground floor has a simpler
mantel of black and gold marble. Straight pilasters flank a frieze whose lower
edge describes a broad arch, and carry a straight shelf.

Furnishings and fixtures

The two south ground floor rooms have early Mount Washington crystal
chandeliers that are not original to the house, while the north parlors have bronze
chandeliers ornamented with classical figures representing science, art and
industry. These chandeliers were manufactured as gas fixtures, but they had
long been wired for electricity when the present owner first examined them.
Since there is no evidence that the house was ever piped for gas, itis likely
that these bronze chandeliers were installed when electricity was put in. A
hanging hall lamp with a glass bell, installed in the stair hall, came from

the Grinnell house on County Street in New Bedford, and other hall lamps are
appropriate to the period of the Sawin house, but were installed by the present
owner.

In several locations throughout the house there are built-in storage units:
wardrobes, cabinets, and sets of drawers. Many of these are originaL while
others appear to date from around the turn of the century. One drawer, in the
ground floor ell pantry, has a pencilled note on its bottom that its knobs were
put on in October of 1841.

The northwest parlor fireplace is fitted with a Franklin No. 2 stove made of

cast iron and trimmed with brass. The stove is apparently original to the house.
There are no signs of a firebox for this fireplace, and some ductwork for an
early hot air heating system occupies part of the flue. The present owner has
also found much ductwork behind plaster walls which are assumed to be original
to the house- The existence of the stove, which is an early one, together with a
flue occupied by a heating system, is a suggestion that the Sawin house may have
had one of the very rare domestic heating plants of the 1840s. The concept of
central heating was not unfamiliar to American engineers during the 1830s, and
two treatises that appeared in 1844 (Charles Hood, Warming Buildings; and D. B.
Reid, Theory and Practice of Moving Air) show that the principles of hot water
and hot air heating were known. Not until after 1850, though, were furnaces at all
common in houses. No trace of any original boiler survives in the Sawin house
cellar.
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Careful search has not located any evidence of gas piping in the house, although
its electrical wiring is early and may have been installed as soon as the service
was available in Fairhaven, around 1890.

Fairhaven's municipal water works began in 1893, and the Sewer Commissioners
began to lay sewers in 1895. Before that time, water supply and waste disposal
were engineered individually by each householder. The Sawin house has evidence
of a large cellar cistern for collection, and a water tank in an attic room. At
some time during its first half-century, indoor sinks were supplied by this pump
and gravity system. Some of these early sinks survive in the ell. The two-section
nine-hole privy served the house before its first indoor water closets were
installed.

Many of the early furnishings of the house, most of them dating from the period

of Howland occupancy from 1867, were sold at auction in 1967. The present
owners, although they did not then own the house, purchased many of the

pieces offered at this sale. These furnishingsinclude the bronze chandeliers

in the north parlors; an Empire sideboard roughly contemporary with the house

in the dining room; a set of parlor furnitureincluding two marble-topped consoles,
an etegere, and a table in the south parlor; and a pair of marble-topped

bureaus and other articles in the bed chamber over the dining room.

Fragments of Howland-periodwallpapers have been left in place behind panels
and mirrors in several rooms of the house. Other Victorian wallpaper samples
(unused rolls) are stored on the third floor.
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This Greek Revival mansion house is the most elaborate dwelling house extent in
Fairhaven. It was built at a time when the whale fisheries were experiencing a
prosperous ascent toward their peak at the middle of the 1850s. It is an outstanding
example of the Greek Revival style, unrelated to the forms prevalent in Fairhaven,.
and is probably the unidentified design of a major architect. The house has never
been significantly altered, and retains all of its original woodwork and trim, along
with evidence of early service systems. The Sawin House was built for a man from
a Natick family whose brief residence in Fairhaven was of great importance to the
prosperity of the town during its most productive era; and was next occupied by a
single family - the Howlands - whose involvement and importance to the development
of the Dartmouth area has been continuous for more than two hundred years.

Ezekiel R. Sawin was born in Natick, Massachusetts, in 1782. His great grandfather,
born in Watertown in 1657, was a house carpenter. He migrated westward to Sherborn
as early as 1679, and soon became the "first white inhabitant of Natick", where he
built and ran a mill. The family continued to live in Natick.

Sawin appears in Fairhaven history early in 1831, when the prosperity of the whale
fishery was bringing money to the town and when new streets were being planned

that more than doubled the size of the central village. On April 19, 1831, the sub-
scribers to the stock of the Fairhaven Bank met to establish a charter and to choose

a Board of Directors. Ezekiel Sawin became Chairman of the nine-man Board and the
next day he was elected president of the bank. Sawin was at this time living in an early
Federal-style house at Z8 Middle Street, built around 1790, that stood in the crowded
old "Twenty Acre Purchase" near the waterfront.

In June of 1832, the heirs of Joseph Rotch began to sell off the 86 1/2 acre tract known
as the Rotch Farm, which had hemmed Fairhaven village into the inadequate space
adjacent to the water front. V/ashington Street and V/illiam Street in this area were
laid out immediately after this purchase. ,

The Sawin house site includes parts of purchases of the Rotch farmland that had origin-
ally belonged to the Stevens and Taber families. In October of 1839, Ezekiel Sawin

made the first of the three purchases that comprised his house lot, which was a rectangle
100" wide on Washington Street and 219' long on William. The corner lot was sold to him
in April, 1840, and the south end of the lot completed the original site assembly in June
of the same year. Construction must have begun in the spring of 1840, but planning and
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design were probably accomplished over the winter of 1839, when Sawin had selected
and begun to assemble his land. Aninscription on a pantry drawer-bottom notes

that its knobs were put on in October, 1841, suggesting that finish work was then being
done; but another pencilled note seen elsewhere by the present owners is dated 1844.
Perhaps certain refinements were still being made three years after the house was
essentially complete.

Although several architectural historians have tried to establish the identity of the
architect of this outstanding house, no concrete evidence has been found yet. One

of the original pencilled inscriptions includes the name "Whitfield", although this
man was probably the carpenter who made the inscribed detail rather than the architect
of the house. That a professional architect was involved is hard to doubt. The local
building tradition produced houses completely unrelated to this one stylistically. In
Fairhaven, the Greek Revival of the whaling 1830s was a delicate and subtle evolution
of the Late Federal style. Gable ends face the street, and doorways often have semi-
elliptical fanlights, and leaded sidelights over panels. Window lintels are splayed,

in the 18th century manner. Gable fields of the more elaborate houses often have
three-part windows echoing the shape of the entry door. By the 1840s, the detail

had become heavier and courser, with trebeated door surrounds and large corner
pilasters predominant. The few large, basically square houses that survive in Fair-
haven partake of the late Federal delicacy of the gable-end houses. Nowhere

in town does any building resemble the Sawin house.

Ezekiel Sawin, who had no Fairhaven roots, was probably motivated to move to the
town by the burgeoning prosperity and by the need to establish a bank to serve the
whaling industry. After living for at least a decade in the Middle Street house, which
was adequate for most well-to-do businessmen by local standards, Sawin evidently
intended to build a really impressive house worthy of his position as president of

the bank. He would have been likely to employ an architect with an established reputa-
tion probably an architect that he had heard of. New Bedford, just across the Acushnet
River from Fairhaven, was rapidly growing and building at this time, and attracted

a number of architects who were among the finest practitioners of the Greek Revival
style in New England. Among those who worked in New Bedfordwere Russell Warren
of Providence; Robert Mills, (official architect for the U.S. Treasury Dept. ) whose
design was used for the Custom House; and Richard Upjohn, from England, who
established his own practice there in 1833. Providence, Rhode Island, was the major
architectural center close to Fairhaven. At work there were John Holden Greene,
James C. Bucklin, and Warren. Boston, too, would have been a likely source for
Ezekiel Sawin's architect: of the many people at work there, the names of Solomon
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Willard, Edward Shaw, and Isaiah Rogers were especially prominent. (Solomon
Willard was the inventor of an early hot air heating device that became well known
among architects and engineers. )

The resemblance of the Sawin house to the work of Elias Carter in Western Massach-
usetts - especially to the Simeon Burt house (1834) in Worcester - is worth noting.
But Carter's known work is concentrated inwestern and central Massachusetts, and
Talbot Hamlin has noted similarities between the designs of Carter and those of

the Providence architect Russell Warren, Russell Warren, who practiced extensively
in New Bedford and whose services were widely sought in this part of New England,
is probably the most likely candidate for the design of the Sawin house, followed

by his sometime associate James Bucklin. EImhyrst, a Greek Revival house built

in 1840 at One Mile Corner near Newport, was probably designed by Warren; and

its use of wide corner pilasters without capitals to frame a slightly set-back facade
plane is definitely reminiscent of the Sawin house.

Ezekiel Sawin was a Selectman of the town of Fairhaven in 1839-40, and a Representative
in 1835 and again in 1863-65. In 185'"he acted as State Senator for Bristol County.

In addition to his bank and political responsibilties, Sawin was a shipowner as well:

the Oscar out of Fairhaven belonged to him. In 1844 his daughter Lydia (probably

named for his youngest sister) married Thomas Dawes, the new pastor of the

Unitarian Church.

Whaling prosperity peaked in 1854, then began a decline that became precipitous with
the financial panic of 1857, These events could have demoralized Sawin, 75 years
old in 1857. He resigned as president and director in May, 1862.

In February, 1866, Firman R. Whitwell, Isaiah F, Terry, and Joshua Stone,

Sawin's assignees, sold the William Street house to James L. Robinson, who sold

it just over a year later to Weston Howland of New Bedford. Sawin retained ownership
of the Middle Street house, although he had given up most of his local activities. In
1868 he appears (for only one year) in the Boston directory with an office on mercantile
Kilby Street, with his residence in Fairhaven, Although a check of probate records

in Bristol, Suffolk, Norfolk, and Middlesex counties have yielded no information on
Sawin's date or place of death, and the most detailed Sawin genealogy was written
while he was still alive. Ezekiel probably died around 1870. ..
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Weston Howland, the next important owner of the house, was born in New Bedford

in 1815, the son of "Captain" Weston Howland, a flour and grain merchant and ship-
owner, and Abigail Hathaway Howland. His older brother Abraham H. Howland,

was the first mayor of New Bedford. Weston Howland went to sea as a cabin boy at

14, and by the age of 26 was master of the whaler Susan. He retired from the sea

in 1845, married Rebecca Smith Kirby, and went into business as a shipchandler,
share-owner, and agent for whaling vessels. Ironically enough, Weston Howland
discovered a method for refining petroleum from crude oil: petroleum supplanted

whale oil as a fuel and contributed to the decline of the whale fisheries on which New
Bedford and Fairhaven had prospered. (Perhaps Howland's business interests -

first inwhale oil, then in petroleum, explain the surprising absence of a gas light-

ing system in the Sawin-Howland house. ) From 1861 through 1878 Weston Howland
operated a petroleum refinery on Fish Island in the Acushnet River between New Bedford
and Fairhaven, giving it up after the death of his son, who had been buying oil for

him in Pennsylvania. He served as Collector of Customs for the Port of New Bedford
from 1886 to 1890. Rebecca Howland died in 1895, Weston in 1901. Their three unmarried
daughters continued to live in the house until the last one died in 1960. In 1967 their
niece and heir, Elizabeth H. Jordan, sold the house to Peter S. and Mary M. Grinnell,
the present owners.
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Emery, William M. The Howland Heirs, New Bedford, 1919. n
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Fairhaven, 1903.
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Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, 1966.
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Harris, Charles A. Old Time Fairhaven. New Bedford, 1947.
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thence westerly again 75. 4', thence northerly again 46. 8, thence

easterly 75. 4', thence northerly again 64. 85 to the south line of Washington
Street, and thence easterly again in the line of Washington Street 100' to the
place of beginning. Being lot No. 88 in Assessors' Plat No. 9.
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April 10, 1979

Dr. Wlliam J. Mirtagh

Keeper of the National Register

Heritage Oonservation and
Recreation Qonmm ssion

440 G Street

Pensi on Buil ding

Washi ngton, DO 0.20243

Dear Dr. Murtagh:
W are the owners of theproperty which
has been nomnated t othe National
Regi ster of Historic Places:
The Ezekiel Saw n House
44 W lliam Street
?ai rhaven, Massachusetts

W are aware of bhoth the Incentives and

di sincentives of the National Register
listing, and hereby waive our right to
the 30-day ooTnnenting period.
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