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The Lee and Fontaine Houses, together with the carriage house 
between them, comprise the James Lee Memorial. Both the Lee and 
Fontaine houses are good examples of French-Victorian architecture.

The Fontaine House was built in 1870-1873 by Amos Woodruff at 'a 
cost of $100,000.00. In 1883-84- he exchanged this residence for 
that of Noland Fontaine on Madison Avenue. After the passing in 1928 
of Mr. Fontaine T s widow, and the sale of the house in 1929, Miss Rosa 
Lee acquired the house for use as an art school.

The architecture of the Fontaine House is French-Victorian. The 
house is built of hand-made brick. Its walls are 14-" to 16" thick, 
and rise from a full basement up through the first, second, 
and third stories. Filigreed iron decorates the mansard slate roof's 
edge, somewhat like a tiara crowning an elegant lady. Stane.cp.at quoin^ 
at building corners and on the front tower add interesting exterior 
detail, along with ornamental terra cotta window lintels and elaborate 
cornices. Tinwork embossed designs are on ceilings of the front porch 
and portico entry and also on the hallway ceiling at the top of the 
stairwell. It is hand-hammered in classical designs and exhibits a 
great art.

There are a total of 20 rooms excluding halls, baths, and base­ 
ment. On the first floor are a long parlor with restored fresco 
ceiling and twin marble mantels; a music room (formerly the library); 
a morning room (formerly a music room); an octagonal dining room, and 
kitchen. The second and third floors have at least four bedrooms each 
with a two-room rear area over the kitchen converted for custodian 
quarters. Carved cornices at 16-foot ceilings, plaster arabesques, 
sculptured wide woodwork and shimmering chandeliers mark the interiors 
Some rooms have parquet floors, and every room has a fireplace where 
mantels range from-Carrara marble to iron and*old pine. f

A handsome spindled stairway, with metal rosettes on each riser, 
ascends from the first floor reception hall to the -third floor. 
Stained glass is on the double front doors and fanlight, and in the 
stair window. Heating, air conditioning, and utility pipes and 
wires have been cleverly concealed to maintain the original look.

The house has been furnished with fine furniture in the period of 
the house and is open to the public at a small charge.

The Lee House, another fine Victorian house but not the quality 
of the Fontaine House, is on the grounds and is now being 
It is also a three-story house, similar in many ways tc^_ 
House.^ ..-.Many, changes .in room arrangements have been made 
years,. .;. Presently there are nine rooms on each floor, u 
nent tower .above. _ .Its iexterior is of brick and stone. '•'^ \4JS>
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7. (Description - cont.)

The first part of the house was the square brick section in the 
rear which was built in 18M-3 by William Harsson, a native of Baltimore, 
In_JL853, the present center section was added by his son-in-law, 
Charles Wesley Goyer, who also added the present front and tower in 
1873. In 1890 the house was sold for $25,000 to Captain James Lee, Jr, 
of the noted Lee Line Steamers.

The carriage house was previously two separate carriage houses 
used by two families, and joined together after acquisition by Miss 
Rosa Lee. It was used by the Memphis Little Theatre and by art 
students for many years, and is now used by the Association for the 
Preservation of Tennessee Antiquities for monthly meetings.
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The Lee and Fontaine houses are significant both because 
of the fine example of Victorian architecture and the prominence 
of the families connected with them.

Amos Woodruff moved to Memphis from New Jersey in 18M-1. 
Woodruff propspered as a businessman and purchased the land for the 
Fohtaine tenseinl870 for $12,000. Woodruff was one of the founders 
of the Memphis and Charleston Railroad, the first East-West 
railroad to link the Atlantic Ocean with the Mississippi River. 
The railroad was completed in 1853. During the war, Woodruff 
stayed in Memphis; during the Reconstruction period, Woodruff 
played a major role in putting the city back on its feet.

Woodruff made acquaintance with Charles W. Goyer, another 
leading citizen, and wealthy-businessman of Memphis. >When 
Woodruff purchased his tract of'land and began his home, the 
property was ..adjacent to Goyer T s property. Goyer T s home is the 
second Victorian home of the James Lee Memorial, now known as 
the L,ee House. . _ _ _. ;

Woodruff T s..,fortunes failed in the panic.,of. 1873 and he-sold 
his home to Noland Fontaine I, for $4-0,000. Fontaine at this 
time was a cotton factor for Hill, Fontaine, and Company. 
Fontaine T s fortunes ; grew, :andithe, home remained the center for 
social events of wealthy Memphians. Two of Fontaine T s daughters 
wer.e married in this house - leading social events of the time. 
Influential men were entertained at the Fontaine home. In 1892, 
governors from five states and over two thousand guests were 
entertained at a celebration marking construction of the first 
bridge across the Mississippi at Memphis. Grover Cleveland, 
John Phillip Sousa and Adlai Stevenson were some of the other 
luminaries entertained at the home. :;

In 1929, the Fontaine House was acquired by Miss Rosa Lee, 
the daughter of James Lee, Jr., founder of the,Lee Steamboat 
Line and good friend of Charles E. Goyer. Miss Lee willed the 
Fontaine House together with the Goyer .House to the city of 
Memphis in memory to her father, to be known as the "James Lee 
Memorial."
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8 (Significance - cont.)

The home is significant as an excellent example of high Victorian 
architecture of the 1870 T s. The home is also significant as it was 
a center of Memphis society and wealth during the late nineteenth 
century. The interior of the Fontaine house has been extensively 
rj?j3t°--red and presently serves as a museum. Fine tapestries, a 
Boulle clock, paintings, and authentic Queen Anne, French, Federal 
and Victorian furniture have been put in the house.

Miss Rosa Lee established the first free art school for Memphis 
in 1930 in the Lee House. In 1936 she willed the house to the City 
of Memphis for use by.the Memphis Art Association. The building was 
vacated in 1959 and was scheduled for demolition, but was saved from 
destruction by the Memphis Chapter of the Association for the Preser­ 
vation of Tennessee Antiquities. It, along with the Fontaine House 
and the carriage house, form the James Lee Memorial, in memory of the 
famous founder of the Lee Line Steamers.
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8. Significance (cont.)

In 1929, the TontaTrie House was acquired by Miss Rosa Lee, the 
daughter of James Lee, Jr., founder of the Lee Steamboat Line and 
good friend of Charles E. Goyer. Miss Lee willed the Fontaine 
house together with the Goyer House to the city of Memphis in memory 
to her father, to be known as the TTJames Lee Memorial."

The home is significant as an excellent example of high Victorian 
architecture of the 1870 T s. The home is also significant as it was 
a center of Memphis society and wealth during the late nineteenth 
century. The interior of the Fontaine house has been extensively 
restored and presently serves as a museum. Fine tapestries, a 
Boulle clock, paintings, and authentic Queen Anne, French, Federal 
and Victorian furniture have been put in the house.


