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CONDITION
Q Excellent

D Altered

Xl Good
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f Check OneJ 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (If known) PHYSICAL APPBARANCK

The Gamwell House, built in the last years of the Victorian era/was designed 
by the architectural firm of Longstaff and Black, an eastern firm who had come 
from the Boston area to the Bellingham Bay real estate boom. The Gamwell 
House is probably the best example of the many fine Victorjanjiomes that they 
designed in this area. It is a three story wood home: withjDrick and concrete 
bulkhead, and has an extremely spacious interior, with only nine rooms within 

UTe three floors. The house took two years to complete, from 1890 to 1892, 
and was built with the best materials available. Plumbing, gas, electricity, 
and heating was installed.

The majority of the rooms had wood panelling in various hardwoods, and oak, 
mahogany, and redwood. The numerous fireplaces were flanked by specially 
designed mirrors. The central core of the house was the three story staircase, 
with beautifully carved ornamentation. Tall glass windows in the stairwell 
were set with colorful art glass patterns of floral arrangements.

The furnishings belonging to the Gamwells were mainly family heirlooms, 
so that the home was elegantly appointed with fine mahogany bopkcases, gold 
leaf mirrors, Oriental rugs, and numerous other pieces. The home was 
occupied by the Gamwell family from 1892 until 1956, and they made very 
few changes to the house. The house is presently occupied by Mrs. William 
Vosti, and she plans to leave the home as unchanged as possible. Many of 
the original furnishings are still with the house, so that it retains the same 
character as it had when it was completed in 1892.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Roland Greene Gamwell was from a prominent New England family, and he 
had come to the Pacific Northwest in 1889 after taking an engineering degree 
from Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1886. He had been employed 
to survey and extend the interurban rail system around Tacoma, Washington. 
There he met Nelson Bennett, a high financier with much interests around the 
Bellingham Bay area, and Gamwell was intrigued with the proposed development 
of the town of Fairhaven, now a part of Bellingham. Gamwell arrived in Fair- 
haven on August 15, 1889, and commissioned the Gamwell House to be built 
in 1890, by the architectural firm of Longstaff and Black, who had been 
partners since they had left the Boston area, and whose firm had been com 
missioned to design the fabulous Fairhaven Hotel and many other fine 
residences and buildings of the area. The house was to be one of the most 
elegant of the Victorian mansions built in the Pacific Northwest, and was of 
more progressive design, wjth extremely spacious rooms, a stairwell three 
stories high, lined with windows done in colorful Victorian "art glass" patterns, 
walls of fine wood panelling, and fancy gas lamps throughout the house. The 
large curving staircase was handcarved of hardwoods, and the Italian carver- 
craftsmen were brought from employment in Seattle, where they had been 
decorating the interurban railway stations with their art, Under the staircase, 
was built a niche with a raised platform, for the location of a string orchestra 
for private concerts.

The house took two years to build, and growing impatient, Gamwell returned to 
New England to marry his fiancee, Helen Thacher, and he soon brought her to 
Fairhaven. The young couple moved into the Fairhaven W die I with all their 
family heirlooms, silver, linens, and fine furnishings, untHirie house was 
completed in July, 1892. They opened the house with the most elegant 
housewarming party that the area residents had ever seen, and thus began a 
period of dignified social life and refined culture that had been lacking in this 
area.

The Bellingham Bay area had been settled by men of the lumber, coal, and 
fishing trade, and had experienced real estate booms and busts, and gold rush 
fever. By the 1890's, the businessmen adventurers such as Nelson Bennett, 
James Wardner, and Peter Larson, were heavily invested in real estate in the
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area, and were seeking to bring the western terminus of several intercontinental 
railroads into the area. Along with these men, the waterfront along Bellingham 
Bay was home for men of less distinguished names, with Welsh, English, and 
Irish miners, with Scandinavians and Chinese laborers, with Indians and the 
"ladies" of the extensive red light district, and overlooking this mixed group of 
people, the Gamwell House stood on the hillside above the bay.

Mr. Gamwell founded the Fairhaven Yacht Club in 1894, sponsored a champion 
whist team that played up and down the coast, and began a number of men's 
clubs such as the Kulshan Club and a chapter of the Elks. The Gamwells held 
lawn tennis matches at their home, and people eagerly responded to invitations for 
cotillions and concerts in the Gamwell House. Mr. Gamwell brought about the 
establishment of the Fairhaven and Bellingham Public Libraries. He was also 
noted as a horticulturalist of new varieties of roses, and the home was surrounded 
by his rose gardens. Mrs. Gamwefl was often the official hostess for any notables 
that passed through Bellingham and William Howard Taft and Samuel Clemens were 
guests in the Gamwell House. The Gamwells made a first and continuing contri 
bution of an elegant and cultured social life to a boom town that sorely needed 
such an influence. This ended in 1944 when Mrs. Gamwell died in the house 
built for her, and in 1956, in his sixty-seventh summer, after a prominent business 
and social life, Mr. Gamwell passed away at the age of ninety-six.

The house was left unoccupied for awhile, and the present owner, Mrs. William 
Vosti, a librarian at Western Washington State College, is attempting with the 
encouragement of Mrs. Glen Hyatt of Vancouver, B. C., the only child of the 
Gamwells, to restore the house and all of the original furnishings, just as it was 
in 1892 when Roland and Helen Gamwell gave their first garden party to announce 
the arrival of a new social life to the raw little communities on Bellingham Bay.
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Connelly, Dolly. "The Roland Gamwell Home"; article later published in the 
Seattle Post-Intelligencer, April 2, 1967.

McDonald, Lucille. Where the Washington ians Lived. Superior Press, Seattle
Washington, 1969. 

Roth, Lottie Roeder, Supervising Editor. History ofWhatcom County, two
volumes. Pioneer Historical Publishing Company, Chicago and Seattle, 1926
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