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JOSEPH A. CAVANAGH HDUSE

.1. Joseph A. Cavanagh

Z. 415 West Main Street, ﬁidlanq, Hichigén__qaa40
3. Classificatinﬁ.r category—ﬂbuildihg, ownership--
private, public acquisitﬁnn—;n/a, status——acéupied,
-accessible--yes: restricted, presént u5e~*priyate
.residence

4. FRaymond Boyer, 415 we;t'Main Street, Midland,
Michigan 48440

S. Midland County Cuurthmuée, I01 West Main Street,
Midland, Michigan 48640

6. ."The ﬁrcﬁitecturé and Influence of Aldén E. Dow"

7. Descfiptinn; condition—;gdmd, altgred; nriginal'site_

Alden Dow placed thié modest mﬁe sfory.reéideﬁca weil
ﬁack from the street on a small lot which slépes away from
Main Street. A wood frame andrbrick sthcture,_the_Cavanagh
house is a one-story home 1aid'qut'in an L shaped plén. The
narrow elemeéent with its promineht brick cﬁimney %&cea the
street. A carport, built az an ihtegral elément ﬁf'the.house
extends out ffom the front corner bf_the house. This area
élsn contains the public spaces-~—the living rpom.ahd kitchen.
The bedrooms and_an-enclmsed porch are at the rear of the
house affmrding-thém.conéiderable privacy. | |

Alden Dow began work on the aasign far thié modest home
in the Eummer.uf‘1933 while still with Frahk leya Qright at
Taliesin in Spring Green, Wisconsin. The hduéé WAS desigﬁed
for Josepﬁ A Cavéﬁaéh, a former mayor of Midland (1917~
19200, who wnrhe& as an ﬁccauntant for Dow Chemical

fLompany.
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Construction began in early 1934 with Spénce Hfmthers,
contractors based in Saginaw, having submitted the low bid aof
‘$10,081,30.' The contract waé signed on Febfuary 7, 1934,
Work pegan on Februéry.lzth, and the house was to be
"$ub5taﬁtia11y completed” by August 1, 1934. By the late
spfing, the extefiar had been completéd and aarly:ih Jﬁne the
- carpenters bhegan to complete the interior finish work. The
house wés Dccubied'bf the eparly (ctober, 1934. The final
item was the installation of the driveway and the concrete
steps leading-tujthe-garden,:Eﬁfh ébmpleted in Novembetr. Thé
.final cost amounted to #$12,005.%4.

The Cavanagh house is laid out on the property in an
attractive.and practical fashion. Entrance to tﬁe site is
gained by a driveway which runs diagonally ffum.the strest to
the front mf'the house and into the carport. Fassengers can
be let out jq5t out5ide of the cafport_ét the front entrance.
The entry is aefined by the brick wall of the kitchen and the
massive brick chimney. The broad eaves of the carporf_rauf
meet the house at the chimney, right éver_the eﬁtrance,
therab§ providing # sheltered space and a receséed doorway.

The carport is an integral element of Dow'a_plans. Its
peak roof sits at the same plane as the roof of the.main
house. .ﬁnd its wall facing the stréet ié built_uf fhe Same
bkich as fhe chimney and the rest of the house,' Abm?e this
wall and cut into the péak of the roof is a bird’'s mouth
decorated with diagonal sheathing. This detail provides a

sculptural element and an angular counterbalance to the
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Boldly retfangular and powerful chimney. The rear of the
carport, shaded with a’fECEESEd brick wall, has a doorway
into the kitchen. Groceries could be taken directly from
thé parked'car into the_kitchen_withuut Qoing tﬁrnugh the
ﬁain entry or going mut intn the weather.

While the solid brick wall of the carpmrt and the chimney
present a somewhat stark and ¥mrbad1ng 1mage, the awtended
belt of four windows, beginning at the chlmney and reaching
around the west siﬁe a% the huuse; are inviting.. At the
éametime, the location af the windows in'relationship to the
- site, behind the driveway and shrubbery, assures privacy.

The rear of the house wlth its long enclased pnrch whose
da¢en windows extend arnund the side of the structure, is
moi e Dpen.than the front. Adjacent to the porch are two
bedrooms and the bathruom..

The rear and more private area of the resiaeﬁce is set
two steps-abnve the liviné/dining area.. Access £D this zone
is gained through é narra@ corridor ﬁhich contrastﬁ'sharply..
with the 5pac1ousnasg of the 11v1ng/d1n1nq/k1tchen areas
Dow used not Dnly the layout of the hmuse but also
architectural details and spacial relationshjps tu.mark off
.the dif#erent Tones. Suﬁh contrasts heightened the effect of
space fhrngghouf the house{.

| Dow alao.uses gpace and matefials to hreak dnwﬁ the
traditionél,barrier bét@een tﬁe exterior and interior aréas
of the house. The plaster ceiling of the livingfdining area

soars upward as does the pitched roof. At the junction of
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the roof and the east wali a broad wood shelf m&rks the
intersection of these two planes. The shelf abufﬁ the brick
.chimney providing in one small area an exciting contrast of
shapes, materials, textures, aﬁd-cnlurs. AN open passageway
thrpugh this space leads into the dining_araa.-.From the open:
and ﬁpacious-feeling.o¥ the iiving room with its vaul ted |
ceiling, Dow narrows the. space quickly.and dr%matically
before moving into the Qpén.but Eeparate space of the dining_
area;

The central feature of the living room is the.massi§e
brick chimney:and hearth., It ﬁruvides an attractive and warm
- focal point for family activities or eﬁtertainmént. -ﬁnd it
is a pawerful.ar:hitectufal stafement. Nhile broadly
'rectangular, the fireﬁlacé ﬁrujects Duﬁward Hitﬁ a triangular
extenéioh at one corner. The wqud'mantelpiecé is reflecfed
in.twb smaller built-in shelves helbw it ahd édjaining the
Fifeplace opening. Here again, the ;antrast of lines,
shapes, textures and méterialarié inviénrating and séti{ying.
The same brick used in the exterior walls is carried bver to
the interior spéces.

| At.tha rear of the house, the enclosed porch offers the
family a private retreat, away from the public areas of £he
house and facing onto the wooded backyard. The bedrooms,
.alﬁm located at the back of the house open onto a rear
chridor'and they have windows looking out onto é landécaped
area away f#nm the streest.

In May, 17940, a window at the rear of the house was



altered and in June, 1941, a new case an& mirror were
inatalled_in one of the bedrooms. Each of these thangeg WEr &
'-ddne in accordance with plaﬁs from Qlden B. Dow Architects.
At a later date (ca. 1940s), an additional carport was added
to the west end of the house. |

8. gignificance. period=-~1900-, areas of
aignificancévearchitecture, specific datéswaebruary 12,
1934 -~ November 25, 1?34.. builder-~Spence Brothers
{Saginaw), archxtectuhﬁlden B. Dow

~The. Joseph Cavanagh hnuse is archltecturally significant
‘because it marks the beginning of Dow's owWn pergnnal
interpretation of the prarie sfyle, Heré Dow_@ses the
overall form and prihciples gained from his-éxperience with
' Nright_is a décidely personai.and individual'manner.'_THe
,hnuse 19 a.clear statement of Aiden Dow'é view of |
architecture in its exterior and interior detailsQ

Nhiie.tha Joéeph Cavanagh Hﬂuse:ié 2 mmdest,'twq'bedramm
5tructure, the layout with its 1nherent privacy, and the |
interplay of materlals,'angles, ten tures, and cmlars offers
an exhiiarting experience.‘ In & s=mall area'DoH'demoﬁétrateq
"his ability to pruject a sense of 5pac1nu5ness. ﬁlden Dow
also brea#s down the trad:tlonal barrier between interior and
exterior spaces with his use of building matarials and dQBign
élements. -The siting of the hnuse or the property, the
location of the carpuft (& feaﬁﬁre used early by Dow), and
the wse of windows reveal the architect*% understanding of

the needs of the homecwner and his desire to pravide_an
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excitihg and yet practical dwelling; Dow iS'ﬁaking a stirong
Etatemeht on what architectqra should be and how it shuuld
 wurk.‘ The physical environment af the hduge must ,stimulate
and sooth thE'Dccupanté._ It.alam must worlk e%fectively.
Cmntempmrary.critics recognized this ability and they
applauded Dow’'s work.

9. Sidney Robinson, The Architecturs of Alden B. Dow

Cavanagh File," DHBE&A. "Joseph Cavanagh Drawings," DHGAA.



