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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (If known) PFHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Absalom Fowler House was probably begun late
in 1839 and completed sometime in 1840. Upon its com-
pletion Mr. Fowler named the house "Magnolia" and
planted a double row of magnolia trees from the front
steps to the street. Apparently Mr., Powler was his
own architect as was typical of this day and time,
however, he had some unusual ideas about the kind of
house that he wanted and the appearance he wanted to
achieve. The house strongly resembles the classic
designs of Thomas Jefferson.

The one story front portico is supported on
fluted Ionic columns having a cornice of very well
proportioned design including dentils. A balustrade
rall tops the one story front portico having a sheaf
design set between simple paneled square piers deceo-
rated with small moldings. The front entrance has a
wide single door with sidelights and a fan-shaped
transom. Directly above is an identical doorway
opening onto the open area atop the portico. Three
windows, having double hung six lights sash, flank
the doorway on either side on both the first and
v _ second floors. Originally they had louvered shutters.

| The entablature that completely surrounds the house
| is of unusual design with small scaled modillion
l blocks and an unusual double row of dentils alternate-
ly spaced directly above one another to form a small
! checkerboard pattern. The east side of the house had
| originally a small porte cochere with a balustrade
rail and columns matching exactly the front portico.
The moderately low hipped roof was originally crowned
with a balustrade railing which also matched both the
front portico and the east porte cochere. The rear
ell-shaped piazza had a double set of eight TIonic
stvle columns, one set superimposed over the other
to Fform a two story gallery. The main house has four
chimneys, one on either end of the main center sec-
tion of the house, the third at the end of the orxrig-
inal ell going to the southeast and the fourth at the
end of the extended ell on the south end of the build-
ing. The two story kitchen building located west of
the main structure separated by a distance of not more
than eight feet was probably originally only a one
story kitchen., This structure has a hip roof with an
entablature treatment that resembles the main house,
however, it is executed in offset ribbons of brick
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with only a simple wood cornice. The kitchen build-
ing is presently connected to the main house by a
small enclosed passageway, obviously not original,
however., The ell to the southeast of the main house
was built in two sections, the first part at the
same time as the main central part of the house,
however, at some later date the ell was extended to
twice its original length. The joint in the brick-
work can be clearly seen as the coursing does not
match perfectly, however, the cornice, gallery col-
umns and entablature do match the original exactly.

Originally the house had six major rooms ar-
ranged in an ell shape with the entrance portico on
the north, a porte cochere on the east and an ell-
shaped open piazza on the south and west sides of
the ell. The very unusual front hall or gallery,
as it might be called, stretches completely across
the north front of the house. A beautifully pro-
portioned spiral staircase is at the east end of
this gallery that is approximately nine and one-
half feet wide. This stairway makes a full three-
quarter turn beginning at the bottom and ending at
the seccond floor. A simple but finely proportioned
balustrade runs the entire length and at the half-
way point where the stairs no longer touch the out-
side curved wall a balustrade rail begins again to
close in the outer side of the stairway, forming a
balcony railing from the second floor. This stair-
way is built against a curved plaster wall which
creates a blind window of the easternmost window on
the north facade both on the first and second floors.
The stair is open underneath and has twenty-one
treads with twenty-two risers. The outer curved
wall of the stair is decorated with a plaster relief
design divided into twenty-five panels, each panel
alternating four panels vertically in one section
with the next section having three panels vertically.
These panels are deccrated with oval designs and
garlands of flowers in a very delicate, small scale,
classical pattern.
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East and west downstairs parlors each open
from the front gallery or hallway and have a sin-
gle door with transom into them. The west parlor
has two interior double hung sash windows between
this interior gallery hall and the room itself.

The east room has one window opening from the gal-
lery into it. The two parlors downstairs both

have their original fireplaces, however, the man-
tels appear to have been changed at a later date.
The present mantels are marble Renaissance style
with wood framed ornate overmantels with mirrors.
As late as 1941 both parlors had handpainted ceil-
ings with oval patterns of nymphs holding garlands
of flowers, arranged around a large brass and crys-
tal chandelier. This decoration was undoubtedly
not original but probably dated from the 1870's,
The two rooms in the original ell downstairs have
had the partition removed between them. An exten-~
sion onto the original ell of the house is as large
again as the original ell was and contains one large
room downstairs with paneled wainscoting and plate
rail and fireplace with mantel and was intended as
the dining room. This woodwork is in late Victorian
style. Under this wing is a cellar containing the
furnace as well as storage space. No basement ex-
ists under the original main house. The ell-shaped
piazza has been closed in on both the first and
second floors, however, the original fluted Ionic
style columns are still in place.

It is believed that an oval-shaped opening
existed in the ceiling of the front gallery with
a railing surrounding it at the second floor level
and two chandeliers suspended from the second story
celling down through this opening to light both the
first and second floors of the house. This upstairs
gallery has now been divided into three rooms with
the floor well closed up and a bathroom installed in
the western end of this space with a partition between
a center room that was created and a smaller area
where the stalrway still exists as it did originally.
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A door separates this front gallery from the inner
center hall on the second floor. However, it ap-
pears that a partition did not exist when the house
was first built and originally formed a T-shaped
hall on the second floor. A door in the south end
of this center hall opens onto the upstairs ell-
shaped piazza. On the east wall of this center
hall is a narrow staircase that goes tc the attic,
beginning at the south end of the center hall just
inside the door to the pilazza. At the top of this
stalr is another still more narrow staircase that
leads to the flat upper portion of the roof that
was originally surrounded by a balustrade railing.
The two original large bedrooms upstairs still have
thelr original wood mantels that match the basic
design of the woodwork used throughout the original
house. The two rooms in the original ell of the
house upstairs have had the partition removed be-
tween them and is one large room presently. This
room also has a wooden mantel with engaged fluted
columns having Ionic capitals that match the col-
umns of the rear piazza.

The present two story kitchen building loca-
ted just west of the piazza contains three rooms on
the first floor and one large room on the second
floor. It is believed that the kitchen has always
been on the first floor and that servants' quarters
were later located on the second floor. However,
other outbuildings, no longer existing, were prob-
ably the original servanks' quarters because the
kitchen apparently was a one story building when
the house was first built,

This solid brick house is in basically sound
condition. Because the alterations to the house
are of a relatively minor nature, a restoration
could be technically authentic as far as the main
structure is concerned. And, because of the un-
usual, if not unique floor plan, and the interest-
ing arrangement of stairs, galleries, piazzas,
and porticos, the Absalom Fowler House is one of
the most architecturally significant structures
existing in Arkansas today.
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STATEMENT OF SIGMIFICANCE

Absalom Fowler, the builder of "Magnolia,™
was an important figure in the early days of
Arkansas. His 1life has been something of a
mystery in the annals of the state because al-
most nothing is known of his early life. It is
not even known with certainty when he first
arrived in Little Rock, the city where he was
to make his fortune.

It is known that Fowler was practicing law
in the territory in 1829, for the Arkansas Gazette
carried his professional card in its advertisements.
It is tradition that Fowler had arrived at the small
settlement of Little Rock a year or two earlier,
i having come on foot and having arrived penniless.
In 1834 Fowler married Elvira Boswell of Batesville.
There were no children.

By 1837, Absalom Fowler was prosperous encough
to purchase a three acre tract of land from William
Stevenson and several adjoining lots the following
year. By this time Fowler had already served as
delegate to the State Constitutional Convention of
1836 and as a Representative from Pulaski County
in the Territorial General Assembly of 1835. Ee
had also already run for Governor as a Whig but
had been defeated by James S. Conway. The rising
young lawyer was to serve two other terms in the
legislature and to become the leader of the Whig
party in Arkansas.

"Magnolia'" was built between 1838 and 1840.
Again, the records are uncertain.

It is certain that Elvira died in 1842. Only
seven months later Absalom was remarried to Frances
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Ann TLewis, a young lady nineteen years his junior.
Again, there were no children.

After 1840 Fowler was less active in public
life, although he once more served in the state
legislature (1844). He seems to have spent most
of his time in the small office which stood on the
grounds of his home. He became less and less pop-
ular with his colleagues and perhaps more and more
isolated from the mainstream of the young State's
political and sccial life,

Absalom Fowler died June 4, 1859, after suf-

fering a stroke while arguing a case in the Pederal
court.

Next to Absalom Fowler the most noted owner
of "Magnolia" was Major John D. Adams. By 1852
Major Adams had established a steamboat line be-
tween Little Rock and Arkansas City and another
between Memphis and New Orleans. As his shipping
interest became more lucrative, he diverted preofits
for the purchase of cotton land and ultimately ac-
quired six large c¢otton plantations.

At the beginning of the Civil War, John Adams
disposed of his river boats and enlisted in the Con-~
federate cause. Although he served throughout the
war and attained the rank of major, this conflict
proved as disastrous to him personally, as it had
to the Southern cause. His long absence from his
business interests and his heavy investment in
Confederate bonds left him in a precarious finan-
cial position. He immediately set to work rebuilid-
ing his river boat business and succeeded to an
even greater degree than he had before the war.

By 1875 Major Adams had regained sufficient
affluence to purchase the Fowler Home. A Mason and
prominent Episcopalian, Major Adams served his state
as president of the World's Falr Commission from the
State of Arkansas. He also served Arkansas as Commis-
sioner of Agriculture, Mines, and Manufacturers.
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8. Significance Continued:

The next owner o< the Fowler House was the
Gracie family who lived in it until 1923 when John
M. Gracie scld it te the Roman Catholic Diocese of
Little Rock.

The property was assigned to St. Andrew's Parrish
and served as St. Andrew's Catholic School from 1923
until 1961. From 1961 to the present time the Absoclem
Fowler House has served the St. Andrew's Parrish as
the St. Andrew's Day Care Center and residence for
the two Nuns who operate it.
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July 2, 1975

Ms. Sally 0Oldham

National Register Publications
National Park Service
Department of the Interior
Washington, D.G. 20240

Dear Ms. Uldham:
Enclosed are the photos you requested of the Absolom Fowler House in
Pulaski County, Arkansas. After using these photos in the preparation
of your publication, please have them added to the permanent file on the
- Absolom Fowler House.

Please contact me if we may be of any further assigtance.
Sincerely,

e 4

Cktrina, Koke

Dianna Kirk, Historian
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