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E x t e r i o r 

The Sawin house is a two- s to ry wood f r a m e s t ruc ture w i t h set-back c lass ica l 
at t ic square in plan, w i t h a s ing le - s to ry D o r i c pe r i s ty le verandah and an L-shaped 
rear extension on the west side. The bui lding is set on a pod ium- l ike graded mound 
that raises i t w e l l above street l eve l , and i t a yard is enclosed on W i l l i a m and 
Washington streets by an o r ig ina l fence of i r o n palings set in a granite curby. between 
massive granite posts that are square in section. 

The main (east) facade f ron t s on W i l l i a m Street. F ive bays wide, i t has a center 
entry flanked by two windows on each side. The c lass ica l at t ic is set back f r o m 
the ex te r io r wa l l s , and screened by a balustrade. A crowning parapet has 
anthenion-shaped ac ro te r i a at the corners , w i t h a sinuous, sc ro l led design support­
ing a scallop shel l at the center. 

The main cornice , over the second f l o o r , has a deep boxed gutter overhanging a 
f r i e ze which is ornamented w i t h applied, carved wood wreaths . This entablature 
is supported by massive f l a t corner "p i l a s t e r s " which have no capitals and whose 
surfaces are i n plane w i t h the f r i e z e . They f o r m a shallow f r a m e f o r the v e r t i c a l 
f lushboarded window w a l l , which is set s l igh t ly back f r o m the p i l a s t e r s . The 
windows are large^and w i t h their louvered ex te r io r shutters, occupy near ly a l l 
of the w a l l surface. Dor i c muntins emphasize the window's ove ra l l size and shape 
ra ther than thei r glazing pa t te rn . The th ree-par t second f l o o r cent ra l window 
has sidelights f lanking the double-hung sash, the elements separated by na r row 
pi las te rs w i t h console brackets instead of capi tals . 

Ground-f loor windows are f u l l height, w i t h louvered shutters The .: 
ma in entry, approached by a granite s ta i r to the verandah, has trabeated surround 
w i t h step-panelled p i l a s t e r s . The i r nar row sidel ights , set off by na r row p i l a s t e r s . 

are capped by s l i m console brackets above the t ransom bar. The 6 - panelled 
entry door is o r i g ina l , and u t i l izes the wide echinus moldings charac te r i s t i c of 
the Greek Reviva l s ty le . 

The per i s ty le verandah ( in ter rupted only where the west e l l joins the main block 
of the house) is one s tory i n height, w i t h f lu ted Dor i c columns on bases. These 
columns support an entablature consist ing of a stepped a rch i t r ave , a taenia, 
a p la in f r i e z e , and a cornice which conceals a gut ter -box. There is a low, panelled 
parapet over the verandah cornice . , . . , , «v j - • i - i ^ ^ 
^ ^ ( s e c corv-"rvY%oa-V\orv t jVvceT - \\ztf\ 1 f <\- ^ z' 
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Plan 

The Sawin house has a s imple cen te r -ha l l p lan. A sma l l , near ly square vestibule 
separates the en t ry f r o m the long s ta i r h a l l , and there is a back ha l l at the west 
end of the main block. Double p a r l o r s , separated by sl iding doors, occupy the 
nor th half of the ground f l o o r , w i t h a t h i r d p a r l o r or s i t t ing r o o m i n the south­
east corner , and a dining r o o m in the southwest corner . 

In the e l l , a sma l l bu t l e r ' s pantry adjoins a large room whose o r ig ina l funct ion 
is unknown. Its s imple Gothic Reviva l mantel , and pleasant nor th and south 
windows suggest that i t may have been a servants ' ha l l or dining room. There are 
pantr ies behind this r oom. The south extension of the e l l has a laundry, a workshop, 
and i t terminates in a nine-hole p r i v y . 

The second f l o o r plan corresponds to the grand f l o o r , except that the space 
above the en t ry vestibule is occupied by a sma l l chamber that contains the great 
three-par t window. A n apartment over the e l l has a l i v ing room, ki tchen, and 
a bathroom which is ea r ly in date. 

The th i rd f l o o r corresponds i n plan to the lower f l o o r s , w i t h rooms propro t iona l ly 
smal le r because of the setback at this l eve l . 

I n t e r i o r --. 

The Sawin house is entered through a sma l l vestibule w i t h ye l low marbel ized wa l l s . 
The s tair ha l l i t s e l f features the cant i levered, e l l i p t i c a l l y sp i ra l l ed s tair which 
is l ighted f r o m above by a skyl ight w i t h red and yellow glass. The s tair r a i l has 
turned mahogany balusters , and the r i s e r ends are panelled and t r i m m e d w i t h the 
Greek key m o t i f . R ise rs and treads are appropr ia te ly painted o f f - w h i t e . A l l of 
the f l o o r s in the house are soft , clear pine boards approximate ly 5" wide. Some 
of the f l oo r s are painted or stained to a dark brown color , and the present owner 
has not found any evidence (nail ing holes) of ea r ly room-s i zed carpeting anywhere 
in the house. 

Stepped door surrounds have corner blocks, and the i n t e r i o r doors are six-panelled 
w i t h echinus moldings . Molded glass door knobs w i t h brass necks appear to be 
o r i g i n a l . Window surrounds m a t c h the door surrounds, and the revelas contain 
sol id panelled i n t e r i o r shutters w i t h no moldings . Panelled baseboards are deep 
and elaborately assembled. A l l of the m a j o r rooms in the house have deep plaster 
cei l ing cornices, and the ground f l o o r rooms have elaborate plaster medall ions 
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fea tur ing an undercut acanthus rosette enf ramed by a wrea th of curved leaf 
t ips . The four ma in ground f l o o r rooms have mantelpieces of black and gold 
I ta l ian marb le w i t h engaged Dor i c columns c a r r y i n g a para l le led f r i e z e and'the 
mantel shelf. The e l l r o o m (servants ' hall? ) on theground f l o o r has a s impler 
mantel of black and gold marb l e . Straight p i l as te r s f lank a f r i e z e whose lower 
edge describes a broad a rch , and c a r r y a s t ra ight shelf. 

Furnishings and f i x t u r e s 

The two south ground f l o o r rooms have ea r ly Mount Washington c rys t a l 
chandeliers that are not o r i g i n a l to the house, whi le the nor th p a r l o r s have bronze 
chandeliers ornamented w i t h c lass ica l f igures represent ing science, a r t and 
indust ry . These chandeliers were manufactured as gas f i x t u r e s , but they had 
long been w i r e d f o r e l e c t r i c i t y when the present owner f i r s t examined them. 
Since there is no evidence that the house was ever piped f o r gas, i t is l i k e l y 
that these bronze chandeliers were ins ta l led when e l e c t r i c i t y was put i n . A 
hanging ha l l lamp w i t h a glass be l l , ins ta l led i n the s ta i r h a l l , came f r o m 
the Gr inne l l house on County Street in New Bedford , and other ha l l lamps are 
appropriate to the pe r iod of the Sawin house, but were ins ta l led by the present 
owne r . 

In several locations throughout the house there are b u i l t - i n storage units: 
wardrobes , cabinets, and sets of d rawers . Many of these are originaL whi le 
others appear to date f r o m around the tu rn of the century. One drawer , in the 
ground f l o o r e l l pantry, has a penci l led note on i ts bot tom that i ts knobs were 
put on in October of 1841. 

The northwest p a r l o r f i r ep lace is f i t t ed w i t h a F r a n k l i n No. 2 stove made of 
cast i r o n and t r i m m e d w i t h brass . The stove is apparently o r i g i n a l to the house. 
There are no signs of a f i r e b o x f o r this f i r ep lace , and some ductwork f o r an 
ea r ly hot a i r heating system occupies pa r t of the f lue . The present owner has 
also found much ductwork behind plas ter wal l s which are assumed to be o r ig ina l 
to the house- The existence of the stove, which is an ea r ly one, together w i t h a 
f lue occupied by a heat ing system, is a suggestion that the Sawin house may have 
had one of the ve ry r a r e domest ic heating plants of the 1840s. The concept of 
cent ra l heating was not u n f a m i l i a r to A m e r i c a n engineers dur ing the 1830s, and 
two treatises that appeared in 1844 (Charles Hood, Warming Buildings; and D. B. 
Reid, Theory and Prac t ice of Moving A i r ) show that the p r inc ip les of hot water 
and hot a i r heating were known. Not un t i l a f t e r 1850, though, were furnaces at a l l 
common in houses. No trace of any o r i g i n a l bo i l e r survives i n the Sawin house 
ce l l a r . 
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Care fu l search has not located any evidence of gas piping in the house, although 
i ts e l e c t r i c a l w i r i n g is ea r ly and may have been ins ta l led as soon as the service 
was available i n Fai rhaven, around 1890. 

Fairhaven's munic ipa l water works began i n 1893, and the Sewer Commiss ioners 
began to lay sewers i n 1895. Before that t ime , water supply and waste disposal 
were engineered ind iv idua l ly by each householder. The Sawin house has evidence 
of a large ce l la r c i s t e rn f o r col lec t ion , and a water tank i n an at t ic room. A t 
some t ime dur ing i t s f i r s t ha l f - cen tu ry , indoor sinks were supplied by this pump 
and grav i ty system. Some of these ea r ly sinks survive i n the e l l . The two-sect ion 
nine-hole p r i v y served the house before i t s f i r s t indoor water closets were 
ins ta l led . 

Many of the ea r ly fu rn i sh ings of the house, most of them dating f r o m the per iod 
of Howland occupancy f r o m 1867, were sold at auction i n 1967. The present 
owners, although they did not then own the house, purchased many of the 
pieces of fe red at this sale. These furn ish ings include the bronze chandeliers 
in the nor th p a r l o r s ; an E m p i r e sideboard roughly contemporary w i t h the house 
in the dining room; a set of p a r l o r f u r n i t u r e including two marble- topped consoles, 
an etegere, and a table in the south p a r l o r ; and a pa i r of marble- topped 
bureaus and other a r t i c l e s i n the bed chamber over the dining room. 

Fragments of Howland-per iod wal lpapers have been l e f t i n place behind panels 
and m i r r o r s i n several rooms of the house. Other V i c t o r i a n wallpaper samples 
(unused r o l l s ) are stored on the t h i r d f l o o r . 
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"Bui lde r perhaps ' 'Whi t f i e ld ' STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

This Greek Revival mansion house is the most elaborate dwel l ing house extent in 
Fairhaven. I t was bui l t at a t ime when the whale f i she r i e s were experiencing a 
prosperous ascent toward their peak at the middle of the 1850s. I t is an outstanding 
example of the Greek Revival s tyle, unrelated to the f o r m s prevalent in Fairhaven,. 
and is probably the unident i f ied design of a m a j o r a rch i tec t . The house has never 
been s ign i f ican t ly a l te red , and retains a l l of i ts o r i g ina l woodwork and t r i m , along 
w i t h evidence of ea r ly service systems. The Sawin House was bu i l t f o r a man f r o m 
a Natick f a m i l y whose b r i e f residence in Fai rhaven was of great importance to the 
p rospe r i ty of the town dur ing i t s most product ive era; and was next occupied by a 
single f a m i l y - the Howlands - whose involvement and importance to the development 
of the Dar tmouth area has been continuous f o r more than two hundred years. 

Ezekie l R. Sawin was born i n Natick, Massachusetts, in 1782. His great grandfather, 
b o r n i n Watertown in 1657, was a house carpenter . He migra ted westward to Sherborn 
as ea r ly as 1679, and soon became the " f i r s t white inhabitant of Nat ick" , where he 
bui l t and ran a m i l l . The f a m i l y continued to l ive i n Nat ick. 

Sawin appears in Fai rhaven h i s to ry ea r ly i n 1831, when the p r o s p e r i t y of the whale 
f i s h e r y was br ing ing money to the town and when new streets were being planned 
that more than doubled the size of the cen t ra l v i l lage . On A p r i l 19, 1831, the sub­
scr ibers to the stock of the Fa i rhaven Bank met to establ ish a char ter and to choose 
a Board of D i r e c t o r s . Ezek ie l Sawin became Chairman of the nine-man Board and the 
next day he was elected president of the bank. Sawin was at this t ime l i v ing in an ear ly 
Federa l - s ty le house at Z8 Middle Street, bu i l t around 1790, that stood in the crowded 
old "Twenty A c r e Purchase" near the w a t e r f r o n t . 

In June of 1832, the he i r s of Joseph Rotch began to se l l off the 86 1/2 acre t rac t known 
as the Rotch F a r m , which had hemmed Fai rhaven v i l lage into the inadequate space 
adjacent to the water f r o n t . V/ashington Street and V / i l l i a m Street in this area were 
la id out immedia te ly a f t e r this purchase. , . . 

The Sawin house site includes par ts of purchases of the Rotch f a rmland that had o r i g i n ­
a l l y belonged to the Stevens and Taber f a m i l i e s . In October of 1839, Ezekie l Sawin 
made the f i r s t of the three purchases that compr ised his house lot, which was a rectangle 
100' wide on Washington Street and 219' long on W i l l i a m . The corner lot was sold to h i m 
i n A p r i l , 1840, and the south end of the lot completed the o r ig ina l site assembly i n June 
of the same year. Construct ion must have begun i n the spr ing of 1840, but planning and 
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design were probably accomplished over the w in t e r of 1839, when Sawin had selected 
and begun to assemble his land. A n in sc r ip t i on on a pan t ry d r awer -bo t tom notes 
that i ts knobs were put on i n October, 1841, suggesting that f i n i s h w o r k was then being 
done; but another penci l led note seen elsewhere by the present owners is dated 1844. 
Perhaps cer ta in ref inements were s t i l l being made three years a f t e r the house was 
essential ly complete. 

Although several a r ch i t ec tu r a l h is tor ians have t r i ed to establ ish the ident i ty of the 
a rchi tec t of this outstanding house, no concrete evidence has been found yet. One 
of the o r ig ina l penci l led inscr ip t ions includes the name " W h i t f i e l d " , although this 
man was probably the carpenter who made the insc r ibed deta i l ra ther than the archi tect 
of the house. That a p rofess iona l a rchi tec t was involved is hard to doubt. The local 
bui lding t r ad i t ion produced houses completely unrelated to this one s t y l i s t i c a l l y . In 
Fairhaven, the Greek Revival of the whal ing 1830s was a delicate and subtle evolution 
of the Late Federa l s tyle . Gable ends face the street, and doorways often have semi -
e l l i p t i c a l fanl ights , and leaded sidelights over panels. Window l in te ls are splayed, 
in the 18th century manner. Gable f ie lds of the more elaborate houses often have 
three-par t windows echoing the shape of the ent ry door. By the 1840s, the detai l 
had become heavier and courser , w i t h trebeated door surrounds and large corner 
p i las te rs predominant . The few large, bas ica l ly square houses that survive in F a i r ­
haven partake of the late Federa l del icacy of the gable-end houses. Nowhere 
i n town does any bui ld ing resemble the Sawin house. 

Ezekie l Sawin, who had no Fai rhaven roots , was probably motivated to move to the 
town by the burgeoning p r o s p e r i t y and by the need to establ ish a bank to serve the 
whaling indus t ry . A f t e r l i v i n g f o r at least a decade in the Middle Street house, which 
was adequate f o r most w e l l - t o - d o businessmen by local standards, Sawin evidently 
intended to bui ld a r e a l l y impress ive house wor thy of his posi t ion as president of 
the bank. He would have been l i k e l y to employ an a rch i tec t w i t h an established reputa­
t ion probably an a rch i t ec t that he had heard of. New Bedford , jus t across the Acushnet 
River f r o m Fairhaven, was rap id ly growing and bui lding at this t ime , and at tracted 
a number of archi tects who were among the f ines t p rac t i t i one r s of the Greek Revival 
style in New England. Among those who worked in New Bedford were Russel l War r en 
of Providence; Robert M i l l s , ( o f f i c i a l a rch i tec t f o r the U.S . T reasu ry Dept. ) whose 
design was used f o r the Custom House; and Richard Upjohn, f r o m England, who 
established his own prac t ice there in 1833. Providence, Rhode Island, was the m a j o r 
a rch i t ec tu ra l center close to Fai rhaven. A t w o r k there were John Holden Greene, 
James C. Buckl in , and W a r r e n . Boston, too, would have been a l i k e l y source f o r 
Ezekie l Sawin's a rch i tec t : of the many people at w o r k there, the names of Solomon 
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W i l l a r d , Edward Shaw, and Isaiah Rogers were especial ly prominent . (Solomon 
W i l l a r d was the inventor of an ea r ly hot a i r heat ing device that became w e l l known 
among archi tects and engineers. ) 

The resemblance of the Sawin house to the w o r k of El ias Car te r in Western Massach­
usetts - especial ly to the Simeon Bur t house (1834) in Worces te r - is w o r t h noting. 
But Car te r ' s known w o r k is concentrated in wes tern and cent ra l Massachusetts, and 
Talbot Haml in has noted s i m i l a r i t i e s between the designs of Car ter and those of 
the Providence a rch i tec t Russel l W ar r en , Russel l W a r r e n , who prac t iced extensively 
in New Bedford and whose services were wide ly sought i n this pa r t of New England, 
is probably the most l i k e l y candidate f o r the design of the Sawin house, fo l lowed 
by his sometime associate James Buck l in . E l m h y r s t , a Greek Revival house bui l t 
in 1840 at One M i l e Corner near Newport , was probably designed by War ren ; and 
i ts use of wide corner p i l a s te r s without capitals to f r a m e a s l igh t ly set-back facade 
plane is de f in i t e ly remin iscen t of the Sawin house. 

Ezekie l Sawin was a Selectman of the town of Fai rhaven in 1839-40, and a Representative 
in 1835 and again in 1863-65. In 185"^ he acted as State Senator f o r B r i s t o l County. 
In addit ion to his bank and p o l i t i c a l responsib i l t ies , Sawin was a shipowner as w e l l : 
the Oscar out of Fai rhaven belonged to h i m . In 1844 his daughter Lydia (probably 
named f o r his youngest s i s te r ) m a r r i e d Thomas Dawes, the new pastor of the 
Uni ta r ian Church. 

Whaling p r o s p e r i t y peaked i n 1854, then began a decline that became precipi tous w i t h 
the f inanc ia l panic of 1857, These events could have demora l ized Sawin, 75 years 
old i n 1857. He resigned as president and d i r ec to r in May, 1862. 

In February , 1866, F i r m a n R. Whi twe l l , Isaiah F , T e r r y , and Joshua Stone, 
Sawin's assignees, sold the W i l l i a m Street house to James L . Robinson, who sold 
i t just over a year la ter to Weston Howland of New Bedford . Sawin retained ownership 
of the Middle Street house, although he had given up most of his local ac t iv i t i e s . In 
1868 he appears ( for only one year) in the Boston d i r e c t o r y w i t h an o f f i ce on mercant i le 
K i lby Street, w i t h his residence i n Fairhaven, Although a check of probate records 
in B r i s t o l , Suffolk, N o r f o l k , and Middlesex counties have yielded no in fo rma t ion on 
Sawin's date or place of death, and the most detai led Sawin genealogy was w r i t t e n 
whi le he was s t i l l a l ive . Ezek ie l probably died around 1870. • . 
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Weston Howland, the next impor tan t owner of the house, was born i n New Bedford 
in 1815, the son of "Captain" Weston Howland, a f l o u r and g ra in merchant and ship­
owner, and A b i g a i l Hathaway Howland. His older brother Abraham H . Howland, 
was the f i r s t 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 r e t i r e d f r o m the sea 
in 1845, m a r r i e d Rebecca Smith K i r b y , and went into business as a shipchandler, 
share-owner, and agent f o r whaling vessels. I r o n i c a l l y enough, Weston Howland 
discovered a method f o r r e f i n i n g pe t ro leum f r o m crude o i l : pe t ro leum supplanted 
whale o i l as a f u e l and contr ibuted to the decline of the whale f i she r i e s on which New 
Bedford and Fai rhaven had prospered . (Perhaps Howland's business interests -
f i r s t in whale o i l , then in pe t ro leum, explain the su rp r i s ing absence of a gas l igh t ­
ing system in the Sawin-Howland house. ) F r o m 1861 through 1878 Weston Howland 
operated a pe t ro leum r e f i n e r y on F i s h Island in the Acushnet River between New Bedford 
and Fairhaven, giving i t up a f t e r the death of his son, who had been buying o i l f o r 
h i m in Pennsylvania. He served as Col lector of Customs f o r the Por t of New Bedford 
f r o m 1886 to 1890. Rebecca Howland died in 1895, Weston in 1901. Thei r three unmarr ied 
daughters continued to l ive i n the house unt i l the last one died in I960. In 1967 their 
niece and he i r , El izabeth H . Jordan, sold the house to Peter S. and M a r y M . Gr inne l l , 
the present owners. 
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Ci ty D i r ec to r i e s , 

Boston, 1865-1870 
Brookl ine , 1868 ( f i r s t ) 

New Bedford , 1867 ( f i r s t ; includes Fai rhaven only i n 1892) 

County Probate Courts 

B r i s t o l (Taunton); Middlesex (Cambridge); N o r f o l k (Dedham); Suffolk (Boston) 

E m e r y , W i l l i a m M . The Howland He i r s , New Bedford , 1919. ^ 

Fairhaven Old Home Week Assoc ia t ion . A b r i e f H i s t o r y of the Town of Fairhaven. 
Fairhaven, 1903. 

F i t c h , James M a r s ton. A m e r i c a n Bui lding: The H i s t o r i c a l forces that shaped i t . 
Cambridge: Houghton M i f f l i n , 1966. 

Gr inne l l , Peter S. and M a r y M , Personal Communicat ions, M a r c h , 1979, 

Haml in , Talbot. Greek Revival A r c h i t e c t u r e i n A m e r i c a . New York- Dover, 1964. 

H a r r i s , Charles A . Old T ime Fai rhaven. New Bedford , 1947. 

National Bank of Fai rhaven. One Hundred and Twenty - f ive years . . . . 
Fairhaven, 1956. 

New Bedford Sunday Standard-Times - May 14, 1967. 

Sawin, Thomas E . Summary notes concerning John Sawin and his pos te r i ty . 
Wendell , M A . , 1866. 
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thence wes te r ly again 75. 4 ' , thence n o r t h e r l y again 46. 8', thence 
easter ly 75. 4 ' , thence n o r t h e r l y again 64. 85' to the south l ine of Washington 
Street, and thence easter ly again in the l ine of Washington Street 100' to the 
place of beginning. Being lot No. 88 i n Assessors ' P la t No. 9. 
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A p r i l 10, 1979 

Dr. William J. Murtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 
Heritage Oonservation and 

Recreation Oommission 
440 G Street 
Pension Building 
Washington, D. 0.20243 

Dear Dr. Murtagh: 

We are the owners of the property which 
has been nominated to the National 
Register of Histo r i c Places: 

The Ezekiel Sawin House 
44 William Street 
?airhaven, Massachusetts 

We are aware of both the Incentives and 
disincentives of the National Register 
l i s t i n g , and hereby waive our r i g h t to 
the 30-day ooTnmenting period. 
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