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The Octagon House is an eidght-sided residential structure having
two stories. The house is entirely weood-framed and covered with
clapboards. The Octagon House's most notable features are the
beautifully carved and jig-sawed brackels supportiang the roof of
the porch which encleses the house, and the similarly detailed
screens that cover the foundation from view. These screens, the
porch floor and roof, and the elegantly screolled porch supports are
also all wood, and like the house, painted white. The structural
members are fastened by hand-~-forged flat nails and glue. No machined
nails were used in the original structure.

The brackets supporting the porch rocf, and the decorative
screens, were cut on a foot-pedal powered jigsaw and then hang
finished. The brackets, which resemble guarter sections of
scalloped wagon wheels, are attached to posts that have been cut
out of flat board lumber, and paired. Tour brackets are used per :
paired poles; two lying in the vertical plane and two in the )
horizontal. The number of poles and brackets per side varies,
some sides have three such arrangements, some have four. At the T
corners, thebuilder chose to show the greater stresses on the roof
by using three of the flat posts, and trebeling the vertical brackets
as well. The decoration 1s in the best style of Andrew Jackson
Downing's 1850 Arxchitecture of Country Houses. The unusual shape
of the house shows the builder to have been guite innovative, but
his familiarity with the "“cottage style' decorative elements popular-
ized by Downing is indisputable.

The interior is quite conventional, and the rooms are divided
so no actagonal corner is visiblie from the inside. The small spaces
that develop from fitting a rectilincar floorplan into an octagonal
gpace are used as coat nooks, and on the west side of the house,
as a stair closet. The deor frames and mouldings are hand carved in
a simple medalliion pattern. The doors are hung on wrought iron
hinges and have retained their original porcelain doorknobs.

Two small additions to the structure have fortunately not violated
the Octagon House's integrity as a notable building. Sometime
before 1920 the porch at the rear was removed and a kitchen addition
added to the southwest corner of the rear of the house. When the
Hawley family purchased the housge in 1951, the small bedroom extension
at the rear southeast corner was added.
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two important events in Amer

The design of the Octagon House represents the synthesis of

ican architectural history.

In 1850,

Andrew Jackson Downing published The Architecture of Country Houses,

a book giving detailed draw
cottages”.

In fact, Downi
full use of the mid—-nineteen

ings and plans for 'simple country
ing's houses were far from simple, making
th century carpenter's skill in

cutting attenuated decorative members, bargeboards, screens,

and mouldings.
Octagon House reflects the influence of Downin

The richly shaped and scrolled detailing of the
g's writings.

The

second event also was a publication: Orson S. Fowler's 1853 The

Octagon House, A Home for All,

topic
championed the advantages of octagonal

frame structures.
convenient, and superior” and his book supplied numerous drawings
and detailed plans to let the carpenter or handyman prove these

assertions himself.?2

give the first name Joseph, but there is
aquainted with either Downing or Fowler,
neither book made an impression on him.

Fowler,

a writer on such diverse

s as temperance, phrenology, and the abolition of slavery,
homes over conventional

The octagonal plan, Fowler believed, was '"cheap,

While there is no proof that Mr. Brown {(some newspaper sources

no verification) was
it seems unlikely that
Coming from New England

sometime near 1860, Brown most certainly saw homes patterned after

Downing's cottages en route to the Middle West.

Bis decisgian to

build his house octagonally may have been inspired by Fowler's

eloquence.

At least one other notable Illinois structure,

the

Charter Oak School in Sparta, derives its octagonal shape from A

Home for All.

has suggested, Brown's reasons were simpler.

But perhaps, as the Octagon House's current owner
Mrs. Hawley has

said that Mr. Brown's answer, delivered, one assumes, with typical
New England asperity, to neighbors enguiring as 1o the strange shape
of the house was "I'm building mine round because everyone else's

is square."3

and unique.
by time or the additions to the house.
agonal plan has fared equally well.

The architectural signifigance of the house remains intact

The house's exterior,

continuwed on continuation sheet 1

The decorative scrollwork has not been harmed eithexr
The visibility of the oct-

from
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continuation of statement of signifigance:

all sides except the southernmost still appears to be a regular
octagon. Ultimately, the uniqueness of the Octagon House is the

most important factor in its nomination. There are only a handful

of octagonal buildings remaining in the Midwest, and of those,

very few are in as good shape as the Octagon House. As a uniquely

shaped representative of a period of American building when
craftsmen built buildings without architects, calling on previocus
work and pattern-bocks instead, and as an example of the type of
woodwork nearly impossible to find in structures build after
1900, the Octagon House is unsurpassed.

1-1'-\n<5’u:ew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses (New
York: Dover Press, 1969, a reissue of the 1850 edition), p.

2
Orson S. Fowler, The Octagon House: A Home for All (New York:
Dover Press, 1973, a reissue of the 1850 edition), p. 1

3Reported in a phone conversation with Mrs. Hawley, Barrington,

Illinois, June 17, 1978
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