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The MH hel B Menard House (If slnn is a superior Texas example ol the Greek Revival approach, with colossal columns and lal extends across the facade. 

Porches of Galveston-Houston 
B Y | O S E P H M A N C A 

The columns o! the Menard HOUSJ 

T H E C I T I Z E N S OF T H E new Republ ic of 
Texas wasted l i t t le t ime in erect ing fine 
domestic structures, and a number of out -
s tanding houses f rom this per iod exist in 
Galveston and I l ous ton . D u r i n g t l ie IS.lOs 
and IH40s, t i le Greek Revival domina ted 
Amer ican archi tecture, and the style 
f lour ished in Texas, ref lect ing the shared 
(astes o l the recent settlers. < ompared to 
the previous Tcderal per iod , the Greek 
Revival manner was character ized b) 
broader p ropo r t i ons , a more emphat ic 
hor i / .onta l i ty , and an increased areheologi-
cal awareness. Sometimes ancient ( i reek 
forms served as models for design, but 
the aptness of the term is also based on 
more general s imi lar i t ies w i t h classical 
Greek archi tecture, i nc lud ing calmness 
and a s impl ic i ty of deta i l . In the Amer ican 
con tex t , bui lders of ten suggested an t iqu i t y 
by pa in t ing their (usually wooden) houses 
wh i t e , evok ing , at a distance, the appear-
ance o f stone. 

There was a par t icu lar and s t r i k ing 
connect ion between classical revival archi -
tecture and the domest ic po rch . F rom the 
tune o f the I ta l ian Renaissance, architects 
had adapted the port icoes o f ( i reek and 
Roman publ ic archi tecture to the design 

o f domest ic structures. The po rch was 
widely d i f fused in Amer ica by the I 8th 
century, f r om humb le cabins t o mansions, 
and was adapted to the new classical 
style. A w id e range of m idd le - income and 
wea l th) Amer icans bn i l l ( i reek Revival 
homes, their spread abetted hy design 
books prepared for carpenters, and these 
houses were of ten graced w i t h porches 
i l ia I were al once impressive and func-
t i ona l , accommoda t i n g leisure act iv i t ies 
and p rov id i ng an escape f rom the s l i d ing 
heat o l the in ter iors du r i ng the summer 
months . M a n y of the earliest houses m 
Galveston and Hous to n had such porches. 
A German-Amer i can v is i tor named 
Ferdinand Roomer noted in IX4h : " A 
porch o l this k i n d | resting on wooden p i l -
lars about r w o feet above the g r o u n d ] , al 
least on one side o l the house, is a neces-
sity in every Texas home .. . as it a f fords 
pro tec t ion against the direct rays of the 
sun and at the same t ime permits the air 
t o c i rculate freely." 

The oklest o l these classical porches 
in Galveston is found on die Miche l B. 
Me l l a r i l house, w inch dales |o tSTS. 
M e n a r d hai l moved f rom Quebec in 1X2^ 
and carr ied on the Indian t rade, specu-
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Galveston's Samuel May Williams House (1839) may lack Ihe monumentally ot the Menard House, but nonetheless remains a line example of a classical, Gull Coast cottage. 

Post-Independence, Greek Revival was the Gulf Coast's porch of choice 

latcd in l a n d , and opened a s a w m i l l . I ie 
was a signer o f the Texan Dec lara t ion o f 
Independence in 18.56, and served as the 
pr inc ipa l leader of the Galveston C'uy 
C ompany, w h i c h was chartered by the 
young republ ic l o sell land I " new settlers. 
The proper ty s u m Hind inn Menard 's house 
or ig ina l ly compr ised about ten acres; 
a l though n o w d imin ished in si/.c. enough 
space rem.ims to suggest its o r ig ina l ver-
dant set t ing. The main b lock ot the house, 
f r om \XMi, is t w o rooms deep and f irst 
consisted o f a par lo r and d in ing r o o m 
downsta i rs and t w o bedrooms upstairs, 
the pairs o f rooms accessible by halls on 
the r ight side. M e n a r d made add i t ions 
in about IX4.S, inc lud ing new wings on 
either side o f the or ig ina l s t ructure and an 
I I m the back. 

The M e n a r d House is a superb Texan 
example o l the Greek Revival manner, 
w i t h f reestanding, colossal co lumns in 
the h u l k order and a porch that extends 
across the lacade. The w i n d o w and door 
sur rounds are o f a character ist ic (rtreek 
Revival type, w i t h ears on the upper cor-
ner and low-p i t ched pediments. The house 
p lan , w i t h a side hal l and t w o rooms on 
each floor, is compat ib le w i t h an estab-

lished na t iona l type, yet the second-story 
balcony and the h ipped r o o f were more 
widespread d u r i n g the Greek Revival m 
the South than in the N o r t h , am i o ther 
detai ls, such as the tal l w i n d o w s tha i rise 
f r om the f loor level, made special sense in 
(he ( i t t l f Coast loca t ion . 

I he house has three porches, one 
before each b lock , inc lud ing a s turdy l i t t le 
porch f r o n t i n g the of f ice on the left. The 
Ionic capitals on the main b lock , w h i c h 
served as models for the capitals on later 
add i t ions , are par t icu lar ly s i n k i n g . These 
capitals were based on the ionic ver-
sions at the Athenian temple ot Arteri t is 
Ag ro te ra , o n the llissos River, o f w h i c h 
on ly traces n o w survive. Archi tect M i n a r d 
Lafever o f New York publ ished ihe fo rm 
in his in f luent ia l Modern liuiLlcr's ( i i i i i / c , 
o f 1ST?, and this was the l ikely source 
for the Texan craf tsmen. The Mena rd 
capitals nave a s imi lar ar rangement o l 
egg-a l id-dart elements, graced w i t h deli-
cate tendr i ls on ei ther side. The scrol ls in 
the Greek fashion run paral le l m the 
facade, a l though the ancient Greeks usu-
ally angled the volutes of the capitals 
on the very ends o f the facade. 1 ike the 
ancient mode l , the co lumns o f the M e n a r d 

I louse are f l u ted , and as w i t h the o r ig ina l 
( i rcek temple itself, the lirst section o l 
the M e n a r d House was [c t r . ts | \ lc , w i t h 
the four co lumns pro ject ing ou t to f o rm a 
spacious porch . 

I he who le s t ructure must have 
appeared in IK.1X to be a mi racu lous 
f l ower i ng o l classical ideals, a temple- l ike , 
g leaming wh i te home that rose up over-
night in this w indy , sand barr ier is land. 
Menard 's po rch , bo th in detai l and in 
overal l f o r m , at ta ined the level o f a clas-
sical po r t i co , wh ich might have increased 
the i l lus ion that the house was an ancient 
tempie t to . The M e n a r d I louse brought 
the new, but t imeless, ideal ot ( i r cek 
classicism to this f ront ier o f Ang lo -
Amer ican c iv i l i za t ion. 

I he Samuel M a y Wi l l i ams House, 
a l though lack ing the i i ionunie i i t . i l 
i ty and archeological ly inspired detai l 
of the Mena rd 1 louse, is a no tewor thy 
surv ivor f r o m Galveston's earliest years 
and a tine example o f a classical. G u l f 
Coast cot tage. W i l l i ams was, a long w i t h 
M e n a r d , a d i rec tor of the Galveston C i ty 
t ompany , hav ing ar r ived in Texas in 
IN22. I Ie became weal thy by the m i d -
1 S i l ls th rough f inancia l deals, and by the 

A side view of Ihe Williams House's front porch. 
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Iwo-slory porch lh.it wrapi n: m n ••' i TtiL' Nidtols-Rice-Ct Today, only the Ironl porch survives 

time of the construction ol Ins house in 
Galveston was serving in the I louse of 
Representatives in Austin, the Republic's 
then capital. Williams later operated 
the l omnUTcinl and Agricultural Haul; 
nl lesas, which lie led until his death 
in 1858. 

Williams limit lus house in tile same 
area as Menard did, a suburban lot 20 
blocks away from the town's main busi-
ness center that ottered quiet and distance 
from the docks. New Orleans was struck 
by yellow fever in 18.37, and Galveston 
was devastated by the disease in IX?9. It 
was thought that refuse m the water and 
unsanitary streets caused yellow fever, so 
Menard, Williams, and other investors 
in the Galveston City l ompany built tar 
enough from the commercial center of 
Galveston to enjoy the clean, healthful 
air ol a suburban neighborhood. Like 
Menard's, Williams' bouse faced east, 
toward the main part of town, allowing 
the prevailing breezes to watt through the 
dining room and adjoining central hall. 
Their porches were important components 
of this quest for fresh, cooling air and the 
desire for impressive 
architectural styling. 

The Williams 1 louse is decidedly 
more regional than the Menard Mouse. 
I he wood-trained structure once stood 
a full story above grade on brick piers. 
I hat ground Moor was reduced in height 
during 1903-191 I when, in a massive 
teal of engineering, the city's grade eleva-

tion was raised, requiring thai houses be 
lifted up on new foundations or, like rhe 
Williams I louse, have their piers filled in. 
The structure—with Us lull-length porch 
on the front, overhanging roofline, dor-
mer windows, hipped root, and utilitarian 
ground Moor lli.it could be bypassed via 
a staircase to the main floor above—is a 
raised cottage typical of the Cull I oast. 
I he French doors leading out from the 
two front rooms onto the porch link the 
house to Louisiana traditions. 

The vernacular, local qualit) ol the 
design is apparent in the moldings and 
in details such as the doorway surround 
of the main entrance, which is based on 
craftsmen's inventiveness and not on pat-
tern books and broadly established types. 
Williams lived in Louisiana before coming 
to Texas, and the style of his home was in 
keeping with rhe architecture of his for-
mer state. The Williams I louse is graced 
with Tuscan Doric columns on the porch, 
anil the solid simplicity ol the overall 
effect is consonant with the broader 
Greek Revival style. The porch's south 
side, early but ol uncertain date, extends 
the portico around the house and would 
have allowed a good view of the Gulf 
into the early decades of the 20th century, 
before further development ot the area. 

fhe city ot Galveston, despite damage 
from hurricanes, preserves many ol the 
kinds ol structures that graced earlv 
I loustoii, the architecture ol which most 

often fell victim m economic progress. 
Houston was founded two years before 
Galveston, although the earliest extant 
domestic structures postdate the time of 
the Republic. As in Galveston, antebellum 
porches were commonplace. 

Two such examples from the 
!S40s and 1850s survive in Houston. 
The Nichols-Ricc-Chcrry I louse, from 
around 1850, was built tor l-.hene/.cr B. 
NichoK, a business partner ol William 
Marsh Rice, and originalb stood down-
town lacing Courthouse Square. Later 
lived m In businessman and philanthro-
pist Rice, the house was moved more than 
once, and was finally brought to Sam 
Houston Park in 1959. 

Its architecture is by any measure 
liner than that found in other extant 
examples in early 19th-century Galveston 
or Houston. The interior has spectacular 
woodwork, with the repeated use of 
the Grecian anthemion (styli/ed honey-
suckle) motif, which is seen in the double 
parlors and elsewhere in rhe formal lower 
rooms. Margaret Cnlbertson, author ot 
Texas Houses limit by the linnk, has 
shown that the mam doorway surround 
derives from a plate in l.afever's Mudertt 
Builder's Guide, 

The capitals of the porch are, roughly, 
of rhe type of Ionic order from the afore-
mentioned Athenian temple, although 
these are distant variants on rhe original 
classical model; here the tendrils are less 
delicate, an added bead-and-reel motif 

runs near rhe banding of the neck of rhe 
capital, and the volutes are wider com-
pared to the width of the Muted columns. 
No attempt is made to harmonize these 
capitals with the design elements ot the 
doorw.u surround. 

The two-story porch originally 
wrapped around rhe entire house, 
although only the porch on the facade 
survived the various relocations, I he 
porch's presence on three sides is shown 
in a watercolor view of 1K52, where the 
six columns of rhe facade appear clearly. 
As tor demonstration that the exterior 
element went around the whole structure, 
paneled lower sections ,\\\i\ windows 
above all open to allow passage. 

These floor-length openings make 
no sense unless there was a porch on 
each level trom which ro exit. Moreover, 
the schematic view ot the house in a litho-
graph map ol Houston in IH7.? shows 
ilu hotisi w nil i double-level porch on 
all four sides. 

A final porch to consider is more 
vernacular, and more local: The Ketlum-
Noble f louse, which is on its original 
site, was built by brick manufacturer 
Nathaniel K. Kellum, who also operated a 
saw mill and tannery on the property. 

Fittingly, bricks are used extensively 
m the construction, and are utilized to 
form ornamented details ol the vernacu-
lar "Dor ic" capitals ol the lower story. 
The house, having served a number oi 
functions, lell victim to fire in the 1950s 
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" . | • 'i •• \>; K,.II,„, N,iMeHou» (1847), also In Sam Houston Park s more vemacula mdmon n it, In (Is design 

and is heavily restored. The Mucky br ick 
piers of the g round level and the wooden 
co lumns o f rhe upper level su r round 
the ent ire house, creat ing an extensive 
two- level porch that wraps a roun d the 
1.-shaped s t ructure. The br ick piers are 
de l igh t fu l ly naive, and t w o stepped br icks 
f o r m the echinus o f the cap i ta l . 

The piers are not evenly spaced 
a round the house, as there are several 
uuerco lumn ia t ious used. The br ick 
mater ia l w o u l d have const i tu ted a presti-
g ious mater ia l lor Hous ton in the IX4Hs. 
and the house, because o l the grandiose 
po rch , has a more impos ing appearance 
than the surpr is ingly l imi ted square toot-
age o f the in ter ior spaces w o u l d have 
achieved on its o w n . 

A l o n g w i t h the w ide doors and the 
short centra l hal l passageway that fo rms 
a dog t ro t - l i ke hrec/eway th rough the 
g round f loor, the extensive porch helps 
break d o w n the barr ier between indoors 
and o u t . A n exter ior staircase on the right 
side ot ters the sole access to the porch 
ot the upper f loor, and doors ot ter direct 
entrance in to several of rhe rooms on 
bo th the lower and the upper stories. 

I be access to rooms via doors f r om 
,i porch on var ious levels is der ived I rom 
the galleries o f the I'rench Mississippi 
Valley, w inch became d i l luscd among a 
broader Ang lo popu la t i on . Despite the 
vernacular elements and I I K . I I expression 
o f the K e l l u m - N o b l e I louse, the th ick 
p ropor t i ons and simple o rnament mark 

it .is shar ing m the broader Vmerican 
Greek Revival . 

A basic conservat ism, characterist ic 
o t the South in general d u r i n g this t ime , 
con t inued to pervade domestic as wel l 
as commerc ia l archi tecture in Galveston 
and H o u s t o n , and the Greek Reviva l , 
w i t h porches usual ly spor t ing s impl i f ied 
Dor i c co lumns and capi tals, con t inued 
in be bui l t to the end o f the l l ' t h century 
and hr\ n i i d . I he gn IW ing impat ience 
in the Nor theast w i t h the established 
Greek Revival style is indicated by the 
remarks o f a 21 year-old Bostonian visit-
i ng Galveston in IN54 ; Horace Scudder 
complained of the port city thai "even the 
aristocratic houses were no th ing but ugly 
Grecian boxes w i t h p i l l a rs . " 

lasu-s were chang ing elsewhere more 
rapidly, but Galveston and I lo t is ton 
stayed longer w i t h t rad i t i ona l classical 
tonus and what architect Andrew |, ickson 
D o w n i n g had denounced already in I S4h 
as rhe "Greek temple disease." A t any 
rare, the veranda had come to be regarded 
as a necessity, and styles o f domest ic 
archi tecture that domina ted alter ISs'it ,,r 
so. beginning w i t h the Goth ic Revival and 
I tal ianate styles, incorpora ted porches in 
new ^uA picturesque ways, I he American 
porch c o n t i n u a l to f lour ish w i t h a great 
number o f revival styles, and its progress 
was not s lowed unt i l rhe advent o l air 
cond i t i on i ng and of i O t h - c e n m n social 
changes that made s i t t ing outside less 
desirable or necessary. • 

This doorway sum HUM I at Ihfl Nirlinis Rite-Cherry House was copied Irom a book illustralinn 


