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SUMMARY DESCRIPTION 

The Decatur 0. Davis House, built in 1879, was designed by the architect, Albert Lawrence . 

West, for his niece Alice Tyree and her husband Decatur Oswyn Davis. The three-story, 
Second Empire-style house is constructed of brick with granite and iron Ornamentation. Of 
particular note is the rare rinceau cast-iron fence. The Davis House, located at 1001 East Clay 
Street, was built in the once fashionable Court End district of the city. Along with its neighbors, 
it forms one of the most attractive streets in downtown Richmond, the only intact residential 
scale block to survive in Court End. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The Decatur 0. Davis House is situated on the southeast comer d East Clay and North 10h 
Streets in the heart of downtovm Richmond. The north and south sides d the 1000 block d 
East Clay Street are residential in scale. This former residential area is surrounded by large 
scale institutional buildings associated with the Medical College af Virginia to the north, south 
and east and city M i s  to the west 

The house is set on an urban lot, f@ feet wide by one hundred fReen feet deep. The lot 
slopes to the east and south and is enclosed by a stone retaining wall and iron fence on the 
north and west sides. Brick sidewalks laid in a herringbone pattern with granite curbs and 
regularly spaced iron grates and street trees extend along the retaining wall and the west side 
of the rear wing. To the east, a narrow strip of land planted with mature Photinia and a white 
pine tree separates the Davis House from the Bransford-Cecil house. A carriage house once 
stood in this side yard near the southeast comer d the dwelling. On the south is a paved 
parking lot belonging to the Valentine Museum. 

A granite ashlar retaining wall extends from the northwest comer d the rear wing, enclosing a 
small yard on the west and north sides of the house. The wall is capped with a rinceau iron 
fence. This handsome fence has a geometric pattern at the base and a twining vine d trumpet 
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flowers above. The rectangular posts have arched tops with rosettes above a Tuscan order 
cornice. Below the mrnice, the posts are fluted with three bands of vertical beading on the 
wide face and a single band on the narrower side. The entire composition is set on a Tuscan 
order base. Mary Wingfield Scott, in her book OM Richmond Neighborhoods, notes the vine 
fence at 1001 East Clay Street as an example of the beautiful ironwork once found in Court 
End.' Large chamfered, granite posts with corbeled caps stop the fence and retaining wall at 
both sides of the steps that lead up to the narrow front yard. The granite wall turns and forms 
the cheeks for five granite steps that ascend from the brick sidewalk to a granite walk leading 
to the house. The fence continues along the top of the retaining wall, flanking the steps, and 
terminates in decorative posts that support the iron scrollwork gates with lyre motifs. There are 
two more granite steps up to the porch. 

EXTERIOR 

The main block of the Decatur Davis House is three stories in height an offset, -story 
wing to the south (rear). The house is constructed of brick with granite and iron accents. It is 
crowned with a mansard roof clad with octagonal slate shingles in contrasting bands of light 
and dark green. At the eaves is a richly decorated cornice. Bekw the cram molding and 
soffit, paired modillion blocks alternate with elongated, sawn brackets. There are dentils 
between each bracket on the fascia and a bed molding at the wall. At the top of the mansard 
roof is a simple cornice and plain fascia. The cornice on the rear wing is simpler with widely 
spaced modillions and dentils below the crown molding. 

The facade, constructed of pressed brick in a stretcher bond pattern, is dominated by a cast- 
iron porch with a low, hipped roof. The paired columns are delicate and richly ornamented with 
fluted bases, tapered shafts with decorative panels and 'twisting' and Composite capitals. The 
paired columns are pined at the base by a decorative baluster. Above the capitals are 
octagonal shafts that support floral motif brackets. The brackets support a geometrically 
patterned frieze. Panels of the same geometric pattern fill the space between the octagonal 
posts at the top of the columns. Small, decorative iron brackets project from the frieze line at 
the top of each column and follow the porch roof soffit. There is a band of iron cresting at the 
leading edge of the porch roof and a second band at the ridge. 
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The facade is organized into three bays with the entrance on the west The entrance has an 
arched, granite lintel with an exaggerated keystone above a paneled alcove. The exterior 
double-leaf, arched doors have been removed and replaced with a pair of paneled doors with 
lights and an arched transom above. The interior set of doubleleaf doors is original. These 
paneled wood doors have arched panes of etched glass and a semicircular, etched glass 
transom. The floor- to-ceiling, twxver-two, double-hung sash windows have arched granite . 
lintels with exaggerated keystones, granite sills and molded architraves. The three, W v e r -  
two, double-hung windows in the second story have granite, shouldered, segmental arches, 
granite sills and molded architraves. The two dormers have crossetted, segmental arched 
heads with diminut~e brackets below the crossettes. The windows are hxver-two, double 
hung sashes. 

The west elevation is pressed brick laid in a stretcher bond pattern. The threestory portion of 
the house has a three-sided projecting bay in the first story. The bay has a brick foundation 
and a paneled wooden base below the oneoverone, double-hung arched windows. Above 
the windows are a bracketed cornice, slate, hipped roof and cresting. A pair of windows with 
granite, shouldered, segmental arches are centered over the projecting bay and above these 
windows is e single dormer similar to those found on the facade. To the north of the bay 
window is a chimney with recessed brick panels and a decorative corbeled cap that rises 
above the cornice in front of the mansard roof. To the west of the bay window, the rear wing 
steps out one bay to the west This -story projection has stacked hxver-two, double 
hung sash windows with granite, shouldered, segmental arches. 

The west elevatii of the rear wing originally had three rows of six windows each (six windows 
per story). The basement window are fixed, tweliiht sashes with flat granite lintels and sills 
and molded architraves. The first- and second-story windows resemble those on the facade 
with granite, shouldered, segmental arches, granite sills and molded architraves. Three new 
windows, one on each story, were added, circa 1917, in the second bay from the north end. 
The basement windows match the existing in sire and light configuration but the first- and 
second-story windows are about tvuo-thirds the length of the original windows. They have 
similar granite lintels and sills. A door was added, circa 1917, to the southern most bay in the 
first story. The roof line of the rear wing steps dowm after the second bay and a central, interior 
chimney with a corbeled cap can be seen at this juncture. 
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The south elevation is common brick laid in a fivecourse American bond pattern. On the main 
block of the house, this elevation is dominated by a hruo-story porch. The first story of the 
porch has been enclosed with three sets of eight-light casement windows and lap siding. 
Three of the original square wood posts are visible at the ends and in the center of the new 
exterior wall. The second story of the porch is open with a simple balustrade of square 
pickets. The cornice of the porch matches the cornice of the rear wing in height and design - 
crown molding with a band of dentils and a plain fascia. A wooden fire escape has been 
erected from the third-story dormer to the roof of the hruo-story porch then down to the roof of 
the onastory porch on the east elevation of the wing and hence to the ground. The first- and 
second-story windows on the rear of the house are floor-Wiling height with brick jack 
arches. The south elevation of the rear wing is common brick laid in a sevencourse American 
bond pattern. It has no windows or doors, and above the roof line, centered in the wall, a 
chimney with a corbeled cap is visible. 

The east elevation is common brick laid in a fivecourse American bond pattern. The main 
block of the house has a single window in the first story and two windows in the second story. 
The windows are placed on either side of the wall that separates the two parlors and have 
brick jack arches and molded architraves. There are two dormers in the third story, similar to 
those on the facade, placed between two brick chimneys with recessed panels and corbeled 
caps that rise above the cornice in front of the mansard rod. The east elevation of the rear 
wing is nine bays long. All af the windows and doors have brick jack arches and molded 
architraves. Leading from the porch into the hall, on both the first and , m n d  stories, is a 
singleleaf, paneled door with sidelights and a transom. To the south are two windows and 
then two doors with a window in between. This door and window combination is unlied by a 
onestory, three-bay wide porch with square posts and Doric capitols. The porch roof has a 
plain, unornamented cornice. The fire stair from the third story stops at the north side of this 
porch and a second run of steps ascends from the south end of the porch to the ground. To 
the south of the porch are three more windows. The southern-most window in this grouping is 
smaller and was added after the 1951 renovations to the house. 

INTERIOR 
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The interior of the Davis House has been altered on at least fwe occasions. The first 
alterations took place in 1917 when the house was purchased by the United Medical Chemi 
Hospital (City of Richmond Building Permit Number 6273). This was the most extensive 
building campaign and converted the building from a residential to an institutional use. The 
building was altered again in 1951 for use as a Nurse's Dormitory for the Medical College d 
Virginia. Minor alterations were made in 1967 and 1972. In 1987, another more substantial 
($40,000) set of alterations were made.2 

A basement is located under the northern end of the rear wing with crawl spaces under the 
main part of the house and the remainder of the wing. This is a purely utilitarian space 
housing the mechanical systems for the howe. 

The house has a traditional side hall arrangement with double parlors to the east and a wing to 
the south (rear). The house is entered from the porch through a pair d anterior dcprs into a 
paneled vestibule and then through another set of double doors into the hall. The hall extends 
the full depth of the house with a bay window and stair on the eastern mil. The stair rises in a 
straight flight for eighteen steps to a landing at the north end and then turns back on itself for 
three more steps to the second story. The newel post has an octagonal base with a tapered 
octagonal shaft and two carved cap pieces. There are no intermediate newel posts so the 
handrail and turned balusters curve around at each transition point. In the hall there is a 
molded plaster cornice composed of a crown mold, a frieze decorated with a twining vine and 
a bed mold. There is also a molded, plaster ceiling medallion at the basg of an original gas 
fixture that has been electrified. The semicircular globe of the light fixture is suspended from 
the ceiling on three chains and there are three bell-shaped down lights equally spaced around 
the edge of the globe. 

To the east of the hall is the front parlor. Originally, the front parlor would have been 
separated from the hall by a pair d doors or pocket doors. This opening has been enlarged 
and the doors removed creating a wide cased opening. A partition was added d m  the center 
of the front parlor that divides the room in half east to west The smell room that projects to the 
west at the rear of the stair hall is believed to be the original water closet. The mantels have 
been removed, Georgian Revival architraves and base moldings installed where openings and 
walls were changed, and a wall constructed below the stringer of the stair. 
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The rear wing is accessed through a large, arched opening at the end of the stair hall. The 
rear stair, which has been removed, was possibly located in an alcove to the right as one 
passed through the archway into the original dining room. To the left in this transitional space 
is a door with transom and sidelights which leads to the rear porch. Much altered, the dining 
room originally had a single window centered in the west wall, two windows in the east wall. 
and a fireplace with flanking doors on the southern wall. The windows have paneled dad- 
below the sills. The remainder of the rear wing was functional space, housing the kitchen and 
other service areas. 

It is believed that the original arrangement of the second floor consisted of the stair hall on the 
east, a small chamber in the northeast corner and two large bedrooms on the west side. The 
stair hall has not been altered over the years. The stairs a&nd from the first floor to a landing 
at the southern end of the hall and then turn to the north along the western hall wall for three 
more risers to the main hall. The staircase to the third floor then rises along the eastern wall 
above the run from the first floor. The handrail and baluster form a graceful oval as they follow 
the treads. There are no new1 posts on the upper floors. From the landing you access the 
toilet area to the west in the small projection and the rear wing to the south. The floor plan d 
the rear wing that was once occupied by bedrooms has been altered. 

Today, the third floor consists of two moms, but originally there m l d  have been three rooms 
- a small chamber in the northwast corner and two large rooms to the east. The small 
chamber in the northwest corner has a curved wall, a clever design trick because a straight 
wall would have bisected the dormer window. The partition between the two large rooms has 
been removed and a wall enclosing the staircase has been constructed. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The Decatur 0. Davis House qualifies for National Register listing under criterion C because it 
is illustrative of the work of Albert Lawence West, a prominent Richmond architect and typifies 
his focus on Second Empire style buildings near the end of his career. Built in 1879, this fine 
dwelling was the home of Decatur Davis and his family until 1917, when the residence was 
sold and converted to a hospital. Since 1917, the building has been used for many non- 
residential purposes. The ed i f i i  was purchased in 1988 by the Board of Trustees of the 
Valentine Museum and plans are underway to rehabilitate the house for use as museum 
offices. The Davis House is representative of the development of the Court End district of the 
city of Richmond from the 1780s to 1870s and the later conversion of the neighborhood from 
residential to institutional uses. This change in use resulted in the demolition of many early 
buildings in the Court End district so the survival of the residential-scale 1000 block of East 
Clay Street is significant. In addition to containing several fine buildings of various dates and 
architectural styles, the 1000 block of East Clay Street is representative of the prolifii use of 
architectural ironwork in Richmond during the nineteenth century, including the unusual cast- 
iron rinceau fence found at the Davis House. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Court End 

When it was decided to erect the Capitol on Shockoe Hill the plateau to the north and west, 
bounded roughly by Broad, Leigh, Eighth and College streets, became the logical location for 
new development. K n m  as Court End. this neighborhood was the site for eight antebellum 
churches, the City Hall designed by Robert Mills, numerous hotels and inns, and the 
residences of some of Richmond's most influential citiiens. As was typical throughout the city, 
the earliest dwellings, built in the eighteenth century, were mostly frame and occupied an 
entire block surrounded by a variety of outbuildings. Typical of these urban plantations was 
the Harvie-W~ckham House, built before 1795 and demolished around 1852. This complex 
was located in the 1000 block of Clay Street, near the site of the Davis House. In the early 
nineteenth century, houses were more substantial, often constructed of brick, and while still 
accompanied by many outbuildings the lots were rarely more than a quarter d a block. By the 
1840s and 1850s. many of the early frame dwellings had been replaced by brick row houses. 
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The 1000 block of East Clay Street is an excellent representation of how much of Court End 
must have appeared in the late nineteenth century and of the notable persons who resided 
there. The two earliest houses on the block are the WckhamValentine House, 1015 East 
Clay Street, and the Benjamin Watkins Leigh House, 1000 East Clay Street (ca. 1812-1816). 
The neeclassical style WckhamValentine House was designed by Alexander Parris for John 
Wickham in 1812. In 1882, Mann S. Valentine II purchased the house and upon his death in 
1892, Mr. Valentine let? the house and an endment  to serve as a museum for his collections 
of books, manuscripts and Indian artifacts. John Wickham was responsible for the construction 
of the second oldest house on the block, the Benjamin Watkins Leigh House, completed in 
1816. The house is 'representative of a type of house fairly common in the early nineteenth 
century - big and square, built right up to the street, made for use rather than with any interest 
in novelty or charm of ~utline.'~ ltalianate details were added to the house during the 1850s by 
John M. Gregory, a former governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia. The house was sold in 
1932 to Sheltering Arms Hospital and is now part of the Medical College of Virginia complex 

The next two houses, the Bransford-Cecil House, 1007 East Clay Street, and the Maupin- 
Maury House, 1016 East Clay Street were built elsewhere and moved to their present 
locations. Frederick Bransford, a commission merchant and tobacconist, built this imposing 
Greek Revival style house around 1840 at 13 North F i i  Street. The Valentine Museum 
purchased the house in 1954 and moved it to its present location to prevent its demolition. 
The Maupin-Maury House was built in 1846 at 1105 East Clay Street by Dr. Socrates Maupin. 
a distinguished physician and educator. The Greek Revival style house was purchased by the 
Medical College of Virginia, in 1924, and later moved to its present site to make way for the 
expansion of the hospital. 

In 1857, Williim H. Grant, a noted tobacco manufacturer, built an ltalianatestyle mansion at 
1008 East Clay Street. While the Grant mansion dates from a period of tobacco prosperity 
rather than artistic taste, it is imposing, especially placed as it is in the middle of the block. 
There are curves everywhere, over the windows and over the porch. The heavy 'eyebrows' 
above the windows are of iron, painted to look like elaborate p las te~rk .  The paneled effect 
of the front and the frank bigness of the house give it a certain imposing quality that makes it 
very suitable for a public building or institution." The building served as the Sheltering Arms 
Hospital from 1892 until 1965 when it was purchased by the Medical College of Virginia. The 
houses at 1000 - 101 3 East Clay Street, k m  as the Granville Gray Valentine Houses, were 
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built in 1869 by James G. Brooks as investment properties on the site of the Wickham stables 
and other dependencies. The Davis House was the last house built in this block and one of 
the last houses built in Court End. 

Owners 

The builder and first owner of the house was Decatur Oswyn Davis. According to his grave 
stone in Hollywood Cemetery, he was born on the first day of October in 1839. Little is known 
of his early years, but he is believed to be a native Richmonder and the son of Archibald and 
Irene T. Bell Davis. Decatur served in R. M. Anderson's Virginia Light Artillery Company 1, the 
Richmond Howitzers, during the Civil War. The Richmond Howitzer Company saw action in 
most of the major battles of the war. Davis entered the service in 1861 as a private and was 
discharged in 1865 at the rank of sergeant On May 5,1869 he married Serah Alice Tyree, the 
daughter of Martha E. West and W~lliam Tyree. Martha West Tyree was the sister of Albert L. 
West, the architect who designed the Davis House. 

Decatur Davis died on October 6, 191 1. According to his obituary published in the Richmond 
Times-Dispatch on Saturday, October 7, 1911, he was a director d the Virginia Fire and 
Marine Insurance Company and the First National Bank and a member d First Baptist Church. 
For much of his professional life, Davis was a partner in Brown, Davis and Atkins, wholesale 
grocers and liquor dealers. Their warehouse was located at 1323 -1328 East Cary Street in 
Shockoe Bottom. 'Mr. B m  was the 'Co.' of the house of William 6. Jones 8 Co., this firm's 
predecessor, which was established in 1861. The house is, therefore, now in its thirty-second 
year. Mr. Davis was an employee of the original firm, and acquired his interest hvmty-seven 
years ago.* During the 1870s T. William Pemberton was a partner in the firm, which is 
variously listed as Brown, Pemberton 8 Company and D. 0. Davis 8 Company? B m ,  Davis 
8 Atkins traded in all of the southern states east of the Mississippi and had an annual business 
of $500,000 and 'carried stock worth $100,000, embracing all the staples of the grocery trade 
and the finest of imported and domestic  liquor^.'^ 

Decatur Davis' will dated June 27, 1900 named Elizabeth Bell Davis and the Virginia Trust 
Company as executors d his estate. The Virginia Trust Company acting for the estate of 
Decatur 0. Davis sold the house to the United Medical Chemi Hospital Inc. for $8,250 on June 
7, 1917. On October 4, 1922, all of the assets of the United Medical Cherni Hospital Inc. were 
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conveyed to John J. Wicker for the purpose of paying the corporation's debts. This included 
the property at 1001 East Clay Street and all of the furniture and fixtures there in. The Davis 
House was sold December 10, 1923 to the Virginia Mechanics Institute for $12,500. In 1943 
the Virginia Mechanics Institute conveyed all of its assets to the city of Richmond which 
included property at lom and Marshall Streets and 1001 East Clay Street While owned by the 
City, the Davis House was used for a Venereal Disease Clinic, a Nurses Dormitory for MCV 
and the City Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court Annexs The City owned the property until 
June 9, 1988 when the Davis House was conveyed to the Board of Trustees of the Valentine 
Museum. 

Albert Lawence West 

Albert Lawence West, a self-taught architect was the first Virginia member of the American 
lnstitute of Architects (AIA) and eventually became a Fellow of the AIA He was born May 10, 
1825 at Laurel Grove, or The Grove," in Chesterfield County. Virginia. Albert was the 
youngest son of John S. West and Martha (Patsy) Sattetwhite West Jones. West began his 
career in Petersbura in the 1840s as a carpenter. By 1850 he had moved to Richmond and 
was working as a bilder, advertising 'all kinds of carpenters1 work done in the best manner.'" 
By 1855, he advertised himself as an 'architect and measurer."' 

One of West's first major architectural commissions was Woodside in Henrico County, 
designed for Littleton Waller Tazewell Wickham in 1858. While Woodside is a Greek Revival 
dwelling, ltalianatestyle churches w l d  dominate the several years of his career. In 1859, 
West received three major church commissions - Broad Street Methodist Church, East Broad 
at 10' Street (demolished 1968), Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church, 2000 E. Broad Street 
(completed in 1875), and Clay Street Methodist Church, 16 W. Clay Street (altered to the 
Gothic Revival style ca. 1890). These three churches established his reputation as 'a master 
of ecclesiastical architecture, a branch of the business admitted by the profession as, next to 
the construction of a fine theater, one requiring more through understanding of architecture, 
practical and artistic, than any other.'13 

While serving as an architect for the Ordnance Department of the Confederate States of 
America in Augusta, Georgia, from 1862 to 1865, West designed four buildings all in the 
Gothic Revival style.'' He also designed equipment and machinery. Upon his return to 


























