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The William Seward House was initially constructed for Judge Elijah Miller in 1816-17,
and was subsequently enlarged by Seward in 1847 and 1870. The original house, which
now forms the eastern (front) section of the building, is rectangular, two stories
high,gable roofed, with a raised basement. The entire building is yellow-painted brick
on stone foundations with brownstone windows arches, sills and watertable. The
original house, which is laid out in a central hall plan, was two rooms deep. The
central doorway is topped with a round, keystoned arch over the fanlight transom and
the double doors. The round arch is repeated in the Palladian window which is located
above the door on the second floor. Above this window, a triangular pediment, pierced
by a fanlight, projects from the gable roof. The fanlights are repeated in both the
gable ends of this section of the building. There are two interior chimneys located
at either gable end.

In 1847, Seward made the first additions to the house, which consisted of the construc-

tion of the two story tower on the northwestern corner of the original house and a

two-story wing on the west (rear) wall of the main house. Both these additions had

hip roofs and the west wing had gable roof dormers, one on each side. A porte-cochere

was added on the north wall of the tower, and a one-story, square carriage house was

added on the southwest corner of the west wing. The final addition, made in 1870,

consisted of an extension of the south end of the original house, one room deep, with

a central porch, flanked by hexagonal bays, and a three story hip-roofed tower on the

southwest corner of the original house. At approximately this time, twin one-and-a-half
story square stone carriage houses were constructed on the western boundary of the property.

The interior of the house is virtually unchanged since the days of Seward's occupancy.
Among the best preserved rooms on the first floor are the North Library, formerly

Judge Miller's sitting room, on the northwest corner of the original house; the Parlor,
on the northeast corner of the original house; the Drawing Room which occupies the
extension on the south; and the Dining Room, which occupys the 1870 addition on the

west end of the house. All these rooms are furnished with possessions of the Miller

and Seward families. The 1847 west addition originally contained the kitchen and pantry,
but is presently used for exhibition space. ILocated in the central hall, is the

spiral staircase, installed in 1870, which was a gift from the California Pioneer Society,
in gratitude for Seward's efforts to have California admitted to the Union as a free
state.

The second floor is composed of bedrooms, except for the central hall which serves as
the Diplomatic Gallery which contains portraits, documents and other memorabilia of
the famous people and events throughout the world with which Seward was associated.
Some of the bedrooms have been restored as such, and other rooms have been used to
house exhibits. The basement has been restored in part as the summer dining room.

The Seward House is presently located on a trapezoidal plot of land amounting to ab?ut
2.5 acres. The house is located on the northern end of the property, with the carriage
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

William Henry Seward (1801-1872) was one of the most distinguished political figures
of his time. Beginning his career as a State senator in New York, he went on to serve
two terms as governor of that state, one as a U.S. Senator and finally, he served as
the Secretary of State from 1861 to 1869. One of the founders of the Republican Party
and one of the country's most able foreign diplomats, Seward is best remembered today
for his successful negotiation with Russia for the purchase of Alaska, sometimes known
as "Seward's Folly."

The William H. Seward House at 33 South Street, Auburn, New York, was the Statesman's
home from 1824 until his death. The stately mansion, which was built in 1816 and later
enlarged by Seward, is presently maintained as an historic site, replete with furnishings
and memorabilia, by the Foundation Historical Association of Auburn.

BIOGRAPHY

William Seward was born on May 16, 1801 in Florida, Orange County, New York, the fourth
child in the family of Dr. Samuel and Mary Seward. Seward attended local academys in
preparation for college, which he entered 1816. He graduated from Union College in 1820
and was admitted to the bar in New York in 1822. In 1824, he married Frances Miller, the
daughter of Judge Elijah Miller of Auburn by whom he was employed. The young couple

made their home with the Miller family at 33 South Street, Auburn, and this remained
Seward's home for the rest of his life. Although Seward was not physically prepossessing,
his great courage, which bordered on recklessness at times, his demanding conscience,

and his keen intellect all served to elevate him to his positions of public prominence.

Seward's first political triumph came in 1830, when he was elected to the New York State
Senate, at the age of twenty-nine. As early as 182k, Seward had developed a friendship
with Thurlow Weed, an influential power in the New York political scene. This friend-
ship proved to be one of value and long standing. In 1838, Seward gained the governor's
seat as a member of the newly-formed Whig Party, and then succeeded himself in 1840.
During his four years in that office, Seward strongly defended internal improvements,
the equalization of the public schools of New York City, the rights of minorities, and
spoke out against slavery. Seward declined to run for a third term, desiring instead
to return to his law practice in Auburn. He nonetheless maintained an active interest
in politics, especially in the 1848 campaign of Zachary Taylor. In 1849, Seward moved
to Washington to take his seat as the senator from New York. Here his voice grew
increasingly stern in his criticism of slavery. Although he admitted slavery had a
Constitutional basis in the 014 South, he still denounced the institution as a mowval
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

The Seward House National Historic Landmark boundaries are coterminus with those of
the Seward House lot as conveyed by the Seward family to the Foundation Historical
Association. Beginning at a point on the west curb of South Street approximately 200'
north of the intersection of South Street and William Street, proceed north along
said curb for L00', thence west-southwest 340' in a straight line to the eastern

curb of William Street, thence south along said curb for 3L0'thence east 145' to the
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houses behind it to the west. The southern portion of the grounds are landscaped as
a garden. There is a small summerhouse in the garden. A small triangular city park,
with a statue of William Seward, is located on South Street, just south of the house.

The Seward House has been maintained as a memorial and museum of William Seward since
the death of William Seward III, in 1951.
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wrong and fought its expansion westward. When the Republican Party was organized in
1855, he quickly joined it, vigorously supporting the party's candidate in 1856. 1In
1858 Seward's reference to "the Irrepressible Conflict between Freedom and Slavery"
swept the Nation, being praised in the North and denounced in the South. Boomed as
a candidate for the Republican Party's choice for the presidency in 1860, Seward lost
to Abraham Lincoln, whom he was to serve with distinction as Secretary of State.

When Lincoln first offered to put Seward at the head of the State Department, the New
Yorker declined, but had sufficiently changed his mind to accept the position in 1861.
Modesty, however, was never a strong part of Seward's character, and in his first
months as Secretary of State, he seemed to expect to dominate the entire administration.
This potentially troublesome phase soon passed, and especially in his handling of
foreign relations, Seward established an excellent record, despite tenuous situations.
A tightrope had to be walked during the Civil War. Differences with other nations,
especially with England and France, had to be handled in a deft, sure manner, for we
were powerless to do more than protest against their irritating actions. Seward
succeeded in this trying task. He ". . . became one of the most discreet of diplomats,
conducting the delicate diplomacy of wartime in a manner almost above criticism."

Seward was seriously injured in a carriage accident in the spring of 1865, and while still
convalescing was assaulted in his bed at the same time that Lincoln was assassinated.
Nonetheless, Seward remained in office until 1869. Reviled and scorned by fellow
Republicans, who hated the new President Johnson, Seward supported Johnson and proved

to be a central figure in the administration. One of American's most far-sighted

and expansionist-minded Secretarys of State, he wasted no fime when he heard the Russians
desired to sell what was then known as "Russian America." Senator Charles Sumner
acquired Seward's zeal for the territory, and made an extremely effective speech in the
Senate in favor of ratifying the Alaskan treaty. Sumner, by the way, is responsible

for the vast area's present name, "Alaska" which he stated was a native word meaning
"great land." In purchasing Alaska, America moved boldly into the Pacific. Moreover,
for the initial time we placed territory under our flag that was "not legally destined
for statehood."?

Other expansionist hopes, such as the acquisition of Hawaii and two islands in the Danish
West Indies, were disappointed in Seward's lifetime but fulfilled afterwards.

Following his resignation from the State Department, Seward embarked on a trip around
the world, the first major American political figure to do so. He returned home to
Auburn in the fall of 1871. Increasingly, paralysis began to destroy his health, and
on October 10, 1872, he died quietly in his home.

1Julius W. Pratt, A History of United States Foreign Poliey (New York, 1955), 300.
2

Ibid., 327.
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point of origin. These boundaries enclose the Seward House and associated outbuildings
and gardens.



