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Narrative description:
The Devereaux octagon house is located in rural Northfield Township within Washtenaw County. The
house faces north on unpaved Eight Mile Road with woods and some open fields in the immediate vicinity.
Inspired by a lecture given by Orson Squire Fowler in the 1850s, Nathan Devereaux constructed this home in
1864. It is a hip-roof one-and-a-half story frame building topped by an octagonal cupola. On the exterior, the
eight sides of the main building are equal in length, although a small rectangular utility room projects from the
rear side. The foundation is of fieldstone. Currently the exterior walls are covered over with white asbestos
siding and the roof is of grayish-white asphalt shingles. On the interior, the rooms are generally rectangular in
shape, with triangular closets (or in the case of the front door, a vestibule) to square off the comers. Both
exterior and interior ornamentation is fairly flat and simple, although the front door and parlor have been
highlighted with various architectural details. From its inception in 1864 to the present (2002), the house has
been owned by the Devereaux family. The house is in excellent condition, both inside and out, due in great
measure to the efforts ofNathan's grandson, John Devereaux (1908-1997), as well as the continuing attention
given to it by John's widow, Vivian. The modernizations and few alterations made to it have left the integrity of
this rare original octagon farmhouse intact.
Setting:
The Devereaux octagon house is located on thirty acres of farmland and woodland out of what was
originally a fifty-acre farm. The actual farm buildings associated with the property have changed over time.
The most prominent of these, a large dairy bam and adjacent milkhouse, were completely destroyed by arson on
Oct. 30 (devil's night) in 1989. In the 1990s, two ten-acre parcels were split off from the original farmstead,
although they remain in the Devereaux family. Despite encroaching development within a half-mile of the
Devereaux octagon, its setting and the rural areas adjacent to it have been remarkably unaltered in the past sixty
years.
General Characteristics:
The house's exterior walls (beneath the asbestos siding) are clad in tulip wood (or "white wood")
clapboard, and the roof was cedar shingled. The original fieldstone foundation is still apparent. On the interior,
the basement level displays post-and-beam construction, while the house's superstructure is of balloon-frame
construction using oak two-by-fours. The interior floor plan has changed slightly over time, as described in the
"Alterations" section below.
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Specific Features:
Exterior:
Fenestration was carefully considered so that the interior receives light in the living areas, and so that the
exterior appears symmetric and balanced from the front. The small upstairs windows appear on four alternating
sides, a pattern that is repeated in the cupola window arrangement.
The siting of this building is unusual. The front door faces northeast so that it is slightly askew from the
road. Because of the interior layout of rooms, this is a sensible design. The front door opens into a triangular
coatroom/vestibule while the parlor has a panoramic view of the road and passersby. If the front door had been
on the north face of the building, the road wouldn't be visible from the living area.
The most balanced view of the house appears as one looks at the northeast (front door) side (photo 1). The
front door sits symmetrically between two identical sides. As with many homes of this era, the front door
received the most elaborate ornamentation. In this case the details are in the Greek Revival style. Paired thin
pilasters on either side of the door itself flanked sidelights above simple paneled aprons and supported a broad
frieze and flat-topped, projecting classical cornice. While the doorway's entablature and the sidelights remain
in place, the inner set of pilasters flanking the door are no longer present and the outer set are cut off at the
lower ends of the sidelights. A modern stock door has replaced the original paneled one. The north (parlor)
and east (bathroom and kitchen) sides have the identical fenestration pattern. Two tall lower windows are
framed by flat boards with a small projecting sill at the bottom and a slightly pointed arch at the top. The upper
story windows, which are a fourth the height of the bottom windows, have flat simple rectangular framing
around them.
Continuing around the house to the southeast (kitchen) side, the same lower fenestration pattern of the east
and north sides is evident above the basement door (photo 2). However, this is one of the alternating sides that
does not have upper story windows. The southeastern exposure into the kitchen is glorious on sunny mornings.
The kitchen chimney is still intact, as is the outside basement doorway which leads to a wide stair.
The south side of the house, which had been the location of the summer kitchen, cistern, and woodshed, is
now an enclosed utility room. The southwest face is unique (photo 3). A small square window that brings light
into a triangular closet is the only piercing. It is a very functional unadorned window - appropriate for the rear
side of a farmhouse.
The west side is identical to the north and east sides, with pairs of tall windows below and short horizontal
windows above. This is the outside wall of the first floor bedroom.
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Continuing around the house to the northwest side (behind which is a bedroom closet), the exterior is
completely blank (photo 4). There was no reason to have windows here: this wall isn't visible when looking at
the fa~ade, and as a bedroom closet, light and air circulation aren't required. It is also one of the alternating
sides that has no windows on the cupola or upper story.
The cupola is a fanciful addition, and is treated as such. Decorative vertical bands have been applied to the
corners of the octagon shape, emphasizing the edges. Window lintel-height horizontal bands appear on each
face of the cupola, interrupted by the low, gabled window-caps. These caps duplicate those of the first-story
windows.
Interior:
As with the exterior, the current state of the interior is tidy and well-maintained. Beginning with the
basement level, the original fieldstone walls and posts and beams of small tree trunks are still evident. There is
also a stairway leading up to the outside doorway.
Going up the stairs from the basement, one enters the spacious, well-lit kitchen. Along the west wall is the
sink. To the right are a pair of doors. The left door leads to the basement and the right opens up to the first
floor bedroom. This door is different from all the others that lead to the kitchen. It has an extra horizontal
panel near the door knob, and its frame is slightly more detailed than the others. To the left of the sink is
another pair of doors. A shorter door opens to a triangular kitchen closet with the square window that we've
already seen on the southwest exterior wall. The other door leads to the upstairs. On the south wall is the door
leading to the utility room.
The door frames in the parlor are more elaborate than those anywhere else in the house, which is not
surprising given the attention to the front door on the fa~ade. The shape of the door frame molding is similar to
the exterior window frames on the lower story. Wood "graining" apparent on the front door molding was
originally done throughout the house. The parlor is a relatively large, square-shaped room. The window
molding is more elaborate here, and wood panels extend beneath the windows to the floor. Mopboards here are
ten inches in height.
The first floor bedroom has a closet with a door similar to the ones in the kitchen. Its alignment has shifted
slightly over the years.
A stairway from the kitchen ascends to the second story. It leads to a well-lit central room that receives
daylight from the cupola above as well as the second floor windows on the south face of the house. The railing
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was assembled from machine-made wooden balusters that have been whittled at the ends. There are
three bedrooms reached from this central area. The ceilings slope down to the eaves, and the small second
story windows let light in at floor level. The front bedroom has a metal plate placed over the original chimney
hole.
A built-in stepladder leads up to the cupola, where one can easily see the oak roof boards from underneath.
Nails projecting from the rafters may have been used for drying plants. The wood laths beneath the plaster are
evident near the windows.
Number, type, and location of outbuildings:
Currently there is a two-car garage, a chicken coop, a small corncrib, and a concrete silo on the Devereaux
property. In previous times there was also a dairy bam and adjacent milk house; a smaller bam originally used
as a carriage house; and a second, larger corncrib on the farmstead.
The oldest two outbuildings on the property were the dairy bam and the carriage house. The carriage house,
an unpainted gabled two~story bam made of white pine, may have been on the property, when Nathan and
Eunice first settled there; the builder and the date it was built is unknown. Perpendicularly oriented to the road,
it was essentially an English three-bay bam in proportion and shape, with some modifications in door
placement and window piercing. Along the south side stalls were built, presumably for horses, and a loft was
built that probably held hay. The foundation was made of small stones. A bench for carpentry was located
along the east wall near a window, close to the southeast comer. In the 1980s this bam was taken down. At the
time many more of the same kind of small stones used in the wall foundations were found under the floor. This
is curious because there are few stones of any size on the Devereaux property. Their function and origin is
unclear.
The structure that eventually became the dairy bam was original to the farm in 1856 when Nathan
Devereaux first purchased the property. In 1909 it was rebuilt by Will to become the dairy bam that was lost to
arson eighty years later. On the east side of the dairy bam, John built a milk house. A concrete tank in it held
several milk cans. Nearby, a well supplied cool water to the concrete tank. In the early years water was drawn
from the well by a pail; later it was operated with a wooden hand pump. In the 1930s electricity was brought
into the area, and the wooden pump was replaced by an electric one. Eventually a new milk house had to be
built to accommodate the electric tank required for commercial milk production. This was constructed on the
west side of the dairy bam. In 194 7 or 1948 the concrete silo was built adjacent to the dairy bam. Of the bam,
milk houses, and silo, only the silo remains.

OMB No. 1024-001 8

Form 10-900-a
(8 -86)

~ PS

u nited States Department of the Interior
Park Service

~at ional

REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
20N TINUATION SHEET

~AT IONAL

Sect ion

7

Pag e

_5_

Nathan Devereaux Octagon House
Washtenaw County, Michigan

When John was sixteen (1924), he built a chicken coop. He had hopes of making money with chickens,
buying a hundred or so at a time, but the profits never quite materialized. Although Vivian kept chickens in the
early years of their marriage, allergies prevented her from continuing to raise them. The chicken coop is now
covered with three-inch wide white aluminum siding. It is located behind the house with a parallel orientation
to Eight Mile Road. Windows run along the south side of it, bringing light and warmth into the coop during
winter days.
John also constructed a corncrib in the 1920s. The materials came from another corncrib on a farm
elsewhere. He built this corncrib on concrete posts to raise it off the ground, and ear com was stored in it. This
wooden corncrib has been painted red and is located southwest of the house. It has a perpendicular orientation
to Eight Mile Road.
In the 1950s, John added two more structures that, like the corncrib and the chicken coop, are still standing.
A concrete block garage was built in 1952 by John and a neighbor. A year later, John built a substantial "tool
shed" using standing virgin timber from the farm. The tool shed is now on property owned by John's daughter,
Marilyn (nee Devereaux), and her husband, Steve Harrington.
The chicken coop, com crib, and garage are an integral part of the history of the homelot because of their
function in the daily activities of farming. Also, they were built by the homeowner who lived and worked there
for most of the twentieth century.
Alterations or changes made to the property:
Fortunately many of the alterations made to the Devereaux octagon were experienced in the current
Devereaux family members' lifetimes, and so detailed information, including dates, are known. To understand
these changes it makes most sense to know something about the people who occupied the house because at
times adaptations occurred to suit specific family situations. The alterations have not affected the historic
integrity of the house, and have generally made it more liveable for the occupants.
The first known modifications to the Devereaux octagon occurred near the turn of the twentieth century, and
were to accommodate two families who were living in the house at the time. Nathan (1817-1897) and Eunice
(1826-1907) had four children: John Wilson ("Will"), Mitta, Lee, and Ella. After Nathan's death in 1897, Will
took over the responsibility of the farm. He married Emily Rorabacher. Eunice and Mitta, who became a
seamstress and never married, continued to live in the house. By adding a doorway to the lower bedroom that
opened into the parlor, one family had access to the bedroom and parlor area, while the other had access to the
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upstairs. This new door is the one with more detailed features, described in the "Interior" section above. Both
families shared the kitchen.
Eventually Will and Emily Devereaux and their children, John and Laura May, were the sole residents of
the octagon house. A lilac bush, planted by Emily, still stands next to the northeast comer of the house. John
slept in the hall upstairs. His cat learned that by climbing up a hawthorn tree and onto the woodshed roof, she
would be let in through an upstairs window by John.
By the 1930s, Laura May had married and left home, and John and his father were the remaining occupants
of the fannhouse. Along the rear wall, where the utility room now stands, there was a summer kitchen with a
wooden platform about twelve feet across. Beneath this was a cistern. One day a neighbor's horse got loose,
and wandered over to the Devereaux farm. Finding some grain on the wooden platform, the horse stepped on it
and fell right into the cistern with both front legs. The horse was rescued by Will and John.
Originally there was trim attached to the house that featured octagon pieces and swirls; these were removed
at some point by John because they were too laborious to maintain. Also Greek Revival style pilasters were
originally applied to the edges of each face of the building.
In 1935 Will passed on, and John continued farming by himself. Emil Lorch recorded information about the
Devereaux octagon in 193 7, and that documentation is currently located in the Bentley Historical Library at the
University of Michigan. John generously allowed Mr. Lorch to interview him, take phctographs of the exterior,
and sketch a current floor plan ofthe first and second floors (unfortunately the first floor drawing is inaccurate).
The photographs provide rare and invaluable insight into the octagon house seventy years after it was built, and
just before it was modernized.
In the late1930s, John sold some of his farm produce at the Ann Arbor Fanners' Market, and it was there
that he and Vivian Golden met. She had been raised on a farm on Stein Road in Ann Arbor Township of
Washtenaw County, and her family did truck gardening, likewise selling their produce at the Farmers' Market.
In 1939 Vivian and John were married. Living on a farm nearly her entire life, Vivian was an active partner
with John in the daily work. It was a dairy farm, with potatoes as the cash crop, and farming remained their
main income source until the 1960s. John, who was as ingenious and handy as his grandfather, Nathan,
modernized the octagon farmhouse, improved the farm buildings, and constructed new ones (described in the
"Outbuildings" section above). In the 1940s the dairy herd was increased to fourteen cows, and they were
pastured on a field just east of the house. John and Vivian purchased a forty-acre parcel from John's sister,
located on the comer of Earhart and Eight Mile Roads. It was "mucky" land, and once John drained it, it
provided fertile soil for potatoes, com, and hay. John and Vivian's two children, Bob and Marilyn, were born
in the 1940s and grew up in the octagon house.
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Besides a new family, other changes occurred in the Devereaux household in the next decades. Asbestos
cement siding was put on over the tulip-tree clapboard in the early 1940s. Up until 1946 the house had no
plumbing other than a well in the basement that went to a pitcher pump in the kitchen. Pipe was a difficult
commodity to come by because World War II had just ended. However, with a plumbds assistance, John
installed a bathroom where the pantry had been. A bathtub was ordered from Montgomery Ward, and it came
by freight. When the box was opened the Devereauxs found that the bathtub drain was on the wrong side.
Unable to return it, they had to make do with this inconvenience.
Further modernizations occurred to the octagon house in the 1940s. Originally the basement had an earthen
floor, which was optimal fcir storing the farm's cash crop of potatoes. In the late 1940s, the kerosene waterheater broke. It had been located on the east side of the basement. Subsequently it was replaced with an
electric water-heater located near the stairs.
In 1957, the original summer kitchen, which had been functioning as a woodshed, was removed and
replaced with a utility room.
The basement floor was paved over with concrete in the 1960s. In the center of the basement was a space
that had been occupied by a pole with shelves on it to set pans for milk and cheese-making. The house had
been heated by a wood-burning stove with a central chimney that went from the parlor up through the
ceiling where it passed through the upstairs front bedroom, and from there through the cupola roof. The stove
and chimney were removed once the furnace was installed in the 1980s.
The interior walls on the first and second floors were originally covered with hair plaster and painted over
with calcimine. The plaster began crumbling and the calcimine was difficult to re-paint because it peels, so
John undertook the painstaking task of replacing the plaster with insulation and drywall. This was quite
laborious, particularly in some of the second floor rooms where the ceiling is curved and irregularly shaped. In
one of these rooms a segment of the original plaster wall remains.
Originally the flooring was maple on the first and second floors, except for the kichen which was of ash.
John put new oak flooring in the parlor.

J evereaux, Nathan, Octagon House
~ ashtenaw County, Michigan

Page 4

3 . Statement of Significance

=================================================================================
:l,.pplicable
~ ualifying

X

National Register Criteria (Mark "x" in one
the property for National Register listing)

or more

boxes

for

A

Property is associated with events that have made a significant
contribution to the broad patterns of our history.

B

Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in
our past.

C

Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type,
period, or method of construction or represents t he work of a
master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a
significant and distinguishable entity whose components lack
individual distinction.

D

Property has yielded, or is likely to yield informa t ion important
in prehist o ry or history.

: rite ria Co nsiderations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.)
A

owned by a religious institution or used for religio us purposes.

B

remo ved from its original location.

C

a birthpla c e or a grave.

D

a cemetery.

E

a reconstru c ted building, object, or structure.

F

a commemorative property.

G

less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the
past 50 years.

:l,. reas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions)
ARCHITECTURE

?eriod of Significance 1864

------------------------------

Significant Dates ---'-------N/A

the

criteri a

Devereaux, Nathan, Octagon House
Washtenaw County, Michigan

Page 5

Significant Person (Complete if Criterion B is marked above)
N/A
Cultural Affiliation N/A

~~------------------------------

Architect/Builder

Devereaux, Nathan Bartlet

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more
continuation sheets.)

9. Major Bibliographical References

=================================================================================
(Cite the books, articles,
c ontinuation sheets.)

and other sources

used in preparing this

form on one or more

Previous documentation on file (NPS)
preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been
requested.
previously listed in the National Register
previously determined eligible by the National Register
designated a National Historic Landmark
recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey
#
recorded by Historic American Engineering Record #
Primary Location of Additional Data
State Historic Preservation Office
Other State agency
Federal agency
Local government
x University
Other
Name of repository:

=================================================================================
10 . Geographical Data
Acreage of Property About two acres
UTM References

(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet)
1
2

Verbal Boundary
sheet.)

Zone Easting Northing
Zone Easting Northing
17 277980 4700790 3
4
See continuation sheet.

Description

(Describe

the

boundaries

of

the

property

on

a

continuation

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.)

=================================================================================
11. Form Prepared By

===============================================================================

Devereaux, Nathan, Octagon House
Washtenaw County, Michigan

Page 6

name/title Kristin Hannahs
organization______________________________________________ date March 31, 2002
telephone 248-437-6709

street & number 11940 K-Hill Ct.
c ity or town

______________________________________ state MI zip code 48178

~S~o~u~t~h~=L~y~o_n

===============================================================================
Additional Documentation

===============================================================================
Submit the following items with the completec form:
Co ntinuation Sheets
Maps
A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property ' s location.
A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage
or numerous resources.
Photog raphs
Representative black and white

photogra~ h s

of the property .

=================================================================================
Property Owner

=================================================================================
(Complete this item at the request of the SH?O or FPO.)
name Vivian Devereaux
street&number 66425 Eight Mile Road

tele~ ho ne

-------------------

city or town~S~o~u~t~h~=L~y~o~n~------------------- stc. t e MI

zip code

48178

==================================================================================
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:
This in fo rmation is being collected for applications to
the National Register of Historic Places to nominate properties for listing or determin e
eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings . Response to
this request is required to obtain a benefit in accordance with the National Historic
Preservation Act , as amended (16 U.S.C . 470 et seq . ).
Estimated Burden Statement:
Public reportir.g burden for this form is estimated to average
18.1 hours per response including the tL~e for reviewing instructions , gathering and
maintaining data , and completing and revie·,.,.ing the form. Direct comments regarding this
burden estimate or any aspect of this form ~o the Chief , Administrative Services Division,
National Park Service , P.O. Box 37127 , Kashington , DC 20013-7127; and the Of fice of
Management and Budget , Paperwork Reductions Project (1024-0018) , Washington, DC 2050 3 .

OMB No. 1024-0018

NPS Form 10-900-a
(8 - 86 )
United States Department of the Interior
Nationa l Park Service
NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET
Section

8

Page

1

Nathan Devereaux Octagon House
Washtenaw County, Michigan

'
===============================================================================

Narrative Statement of Significance:
The Devereaux octagon is a very rare example of a nineteenth-century national architectural mode associated
with its leading proponent, Orson Squire Fowler (1809-87). Octagons still catch our eye in the landscape; certainly
they were novel, and even radical, forms in the 1850s and 1860s. Only a handful of octagon houses were built in
Washtenaw County in the 1800s, and of those just two other examples are known to exist. Octagons are arguably
the most uniquely American of nineteenth-century architectural forms, with no clear European antecedents. The
Devereaux octagon is particularly exceptional because of its clear link to Orson Squire Fowler. Nathan Devereaux
( 1817 -1897), the builder, traveled to Ann Arbor to hear Orson Squire Fowler lecture on the benefits of building and
living in an octagon house. He subsequently purchased the current edition of Fowler's book entitled A Home for
All; or the Gravel Wall and Octagon Mode of Building. New, Cheap, Convenient, Superior and adapted to Rich
and Poor. This book is still in the Devereaux family's possession. The Devereaux octagon meets National Register
Criterion C because of its rare architectural form.
Orson Squire Fowler:
Widely known throughout the East and the Midwest as a phrenologist and lecturer, Orson Squire Fowler (180987) was a passionate and charismatic reformer. Phrenology was the "science" of personality as revealed by the
shapes of the bumps on the human skull.
Like many Americans (beginning with Benjamin Franklin and others in the eighteenth century), Fowler firmly
believed that better methods of carrying on daily household activities were attainable, and that striving for selfimprovement was a worthy and laudable exercise. With his brother, Lorenzo, he became an immensely successful
lecturer and wrote scores of books and pamphlets on a variety of subjects ranging from vegetarianism to health to
sex education. Fowler's writing style was opinionated and chatty, and exhibited great optimism and selfconfidence in his prescribed methods for improvement. Some of his ideas were truly innovative and ahead of his
time, and in the 1840s he supported educational reform, women's suffrage, equal wages for equal work, and the
abandonment of corsets (which he referred to as "gradual suicide" 1).
Orson Squire Fowler married in 1835 and subsequently had two children? Possibly his interest in house design
came about because of his current domestic situation. In any event, he took it upon himself to design the perfect
house for American families, although he was not trained as an architect or a carpenter. As with so many other
topics that he tackled, Fowler had strong opinions on this subject. Setting down the tenets for a "perfect home", he
insisted that strength, tightness, light, warmth, and complete ventilation were essential. 3 He was also concerned
about how house design affected family life, which is evident in the beginning as well as throughout the book:
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To have each room and its appurtenances, and all the rooms, as regards each other, so placed and
arranged as to have every thing handy and convenient, and a place for every thing, is indeed a great
desideratum. How much fretfulness and ill temper, as well as exhaustion and sickness, an unhandy house
occasions. Nor does the evil end here. It often, generally, by perpetually irritating mothers, sours the
tempers of their children, even BEFORE BIRTH, thus rendering the whole family bad-dispositioned BY
NATURE, whereas a convenient one would have rendered them constitutionally amiable and good.
Beauty is also desirable, as gratifying an important human faculty. 4
He argued for an octagon as the optimal shape because he felt it reflected nature's preferred form (spherical) and
also because it was most economical. He wrote, "since a given length of octagon wall will inclose one-fifth more
space than the same length of wall in a square shape, of course you can have the same sized wall for one-fifth less
money, or the wall of a house one-fifth larger for the same sum."5 But economy was not the only reason Fowler
advocated the octagonal shape. He also believed that the layout of rooms could be superior in an octagon
compared to a rectangular-based home. He listed other benefits that resuted from octagonal design such as
"reducing heat loss, ... increasing sunlight and ventilation, ... [and] eliminating dark and useless comers."6 Fowler
referred to glass as "Nature's roofmg and flooring material."7 He felt that dumbwaiters, indoor plumbing (he was
an early proponent of water closets), speaking tubes, closets, and ventilation were critical in a successful family
home and could easily be incorporated into his octagon plan. He expounded on each ofthese subjects. An
example is the following argument he sets forth regarding the benefits of large well-ventilated rooms over small
rooms:
In your small room you are obliged either to breathe your air over and over again for the twentieth time
every night, or sleep with the wind blowing directly on you .... Contrast your feelings in the morning.
Waking up in the small room, you feel dull, stupid, gloomy, oppressed, yawny, lax, and all unstrung in body
and mind, because almost stifled for want of breath; in the large one, fresh, lively, strong, bright, happy, and
healthy. And how much more can you enjoy and accomplish during the day! Especially during a lifetime!
In the spent air of your small room you discharge the poisonous carbonic acid gas ... [and] re-inhale, about
as fast as you discharge it, and this will soon leave your system loaded down with disease, and cause a fit of
sickness, which will cost more for doctor's bills and loss of time than several such rooms. If poor, this is
the very reason why you should sleep in large rooms, lest you get sick, especially since it need cost only
half a penny per night. The poorer you are, the better you can afford to pay this large-room life and health
insurance of some two dollars per year. 8
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Fowler often argued for his design principles by maintaining that they were true to how things are found in
nature. This is evident not only in his discussions of the proper shape of a building and the preferred construction
material, but also in architectural ornamentation:
Nature furnishes our only patterns of true ornament. All she makes is beautiful, but, mark, she never
puts on any thing exclusively for ornament AS SUCH. She appends only what is useful, and even
absolutely NECESSARY, yet so appends it as all necessary appendages add to beauty .... Every thing in
Nature is the perfection of beauty, yet is any single USELESS ornament found throughout all her works? 9
Although the octagon house per se was not a lasting style in American domestic architecture, Orson Squire
Fowler's ideas in house design foreshadowed several design principles that appealed to a later generation of
architects. Fowler's interest in the beauty of a pure geometric form with minimal ornamentation, and his concern
for incorporating natural elements in design were quite forward-thinking. He also felt that a building should suit its
environment, writing "be your site where and what it may, let it and your house be ADAPTED TO EACH
OTHER." 10 Many of Fowler's design concerns were subsequently echoed in the work oflater architects such as
Louis Sullivan ("form follows function"), Buckminster Fuller (the Dymaxion House), Fred Keck (the House of
Tomorrow), and Frank Lloyd Wright (Usonian houses).
Nathan and Eunice Devereaux:
The land parcel in northeastern Northfield Township which became the Devereaux farmstead was originally
purchased in 1856 by Nathan Devereaux. According to the Washtenaw County deed registry, Nathan Devereaux
bought a 56 acre plot for $1400 from David F. and Caroline M. Crandal (also spelled "Crandall" within the same
deed record). The deed states that the parcel belongs to Nathan "excepting and reserving fifteen acres of what is
now growing on the premises" (presumably these had been cleared for agriculture). A log cabin had been built on
the property south of the octagon location, and for the first eight years Nathan and his wife, Eunice, lived in it until
their permanent home was completed. The current owner, Vivian Devereaux, is the widow of their grandson. She
described Nathan's frustration with the two local carpenters who were confused about construction details. In
exasperation he took up the tools himself and showed them how to assemble the building. The reality of
constructing an octagon house was more complex than Fowler's book indicated. Comers were not in the
conventional form of right angles, and the roof sections were oddly shaped as well. Despite these complications,
the home was completed in 1864, and the Devereauxs settled in.
Nathan and Eunice were members of the nearby Free Will Baptist Church and often entertained church
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members in their home. Eunice was a midwife and assisted at the births that occurred in many of the neighboring
families.
Like many octagons, the Devereaux house is not a literal duplication of a Fowler plan, but is clearly inspired by
many of Orson Squire Fowler's precepts for optimal residential design. These focused on ease of housekeeping,
inexpensive material costs, healthful benefits of roominess and ventilation, and centralized systems. The kitchen in
the Devereaux octagon is spacious and light-filled and is the heart of the house. Every room and stairway is
accessible from it. Of the kitchen, Fowler wrote:

The KITCHEN of the octagon deserves special remark. The kitchen is the stomach of the house. Shall
it then be thrust away back out of doors, into another building? This would be like putting the human
stomach away down at the feet. In the octagon kitchen, the wife, when she leaves the sitting-room to attend
to kitchen duties - pleasures - instead of feeling that she is going away off alone out of doors, feels that she
is only a step removed from the rest ofthe family. What say you wives, to this? ... Sensible men love to see
the kitchen, and they even take pleasure in going into it. In fact, the kitchen is as much the home of the
house as the house is of the farm - is the "holy of holies" of fire-side comforts. 11

In the Devereaux house the heating was centralized. A stove in the parlor was connected to a chimney that rose
up through the cupola. Windows were carefully placed to bring light into the living area while triangular closets
were built into many comers of the house giving greater storage capacity. Hallways, which could be quite cold in
the winter, were eliminated. Decorative features were understated and modest.
Each of these design and structural elements would have been approved of by Fowler. No doubt Nathan
Devereaux was drawn to the opinions and ideas presented in A Home For All because they appealed to his
pragmatic sensibilities. After all, successful farmers have always been practical, ingenious, and resourceful, and
Orson Squire Fowler was a proponent of those ideals.

------
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Verbal Boundary Description:
Improved homelot containing all buildings and structures within part of Parcel "II", East 1/2, NW 114, Section 2,
T 1S, R6E, beginning at a point on Eight Mile Road 700 feet west of the intersection with Rushton Road; thence
south 300 feet; west 300 feet; north 300 feet; and east 300 feet along south side of Eight Mile Road to point of
beginning.

Boundary Justification:
This parcel, part of a larger property under the same ownership, contains all of the historic improvements.
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