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Introduction 
 
Holt House, probably built by 1812, is one of the most important Washington examples of the early 
Classical Revival style and was one of the major houses in Washington when it was built. Holt House is 
intimately linked to the early history of both Washington, DC and the nation by such its association with 
such significant figures as Thomas Johnson (close friend of George Washington, one of the first City 
Commissioners for DC, and one of the first Supreme Court judges), Benjamin Stoddert (first Secretary of 
the Navy), John Quincy Adams, and Andrew Jackson.  

The caretaker of Holt House has been the Smithsonian Institution (SI) and the National Zoological Park 
(NZP) since 1889, but it has been left vacant since the 1980’s. Holt House was listed in the DC Inventory 
of Historic Sites in 1964 and was placed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1973 (Appendix E).  
But with each passing day, it is getting closer and closer to collapsing from neglect. 

 
Methodology 
 
Previous studies have provided the results of archival research and stylistic analyses (Myers 1977, Po-
mernacki 1997, and Farrell 2004), offered recommendations for the stabilization, maintenance, and po-
tential uses for a restored Holt House (Quinn-Evans 2003), and a full architectural survey (HABS/HAER 
Holt House Survey 2009).  This report builds on these efforts in order to provide an accurate model of 
how Holt House may have appeared when it was originally built.  Little remains of the original interior of 
Holt House and it is therefore difficult provide an accurate or comprehensive model of the original floor 
plan, layout, and detailing.  The interior of the house will be the subject of a separate report. 

Part 1 of this report presents a history of the house and its ownership.  Recent archival and genealogical 
research presented advances the identification the probable builder of Holt House and its date of con-
struction.  The discussion of exterior modifications in Part 3 combines the examination of archival do-
cumentation, historic photographs (included in Appendix C), with evidence of physical of changes made 
to the exterior of the house over the years.  This information, along with the HABS/HAER survey (Ap-
pendix D), is then applied to generate computerized renderings of how Holt House probably appeared 
when it was first constructed (Part 4) to serve as a basis for an accurate restoration of the house.    
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Part 1.  The History of Holt House 
 
While Holt House is one of the great country-style estates built during the early years of the new Federal 
City, it remains a mystery as to who built it and when. The chain of ownership and the backgrounds of 
the owners of the land on which the house sits suggest it could have been constructed no later than 
1812, and most likely by George Johnson.  

The land on which Holt House sits was originally part of a tract of land acquired from the Beall family in 
1793 by Benjamin Stoddert. Stoddert served as Captain in the Revolutionary Army, Secretary of the 
Board of War (1779-1781), was a merchant in Georgetown, co-founder and President of the Bank of Co-
lumbia (1794), and first Secretary of the Navy. It was probably Stoddert who built Columbia Mills on the 
property in the 1790’s.1 Despite his prominent position, Stoddert's land speculation left him land rich 
and cash poor. Perhaps to help increase his cash flow, he constructed a flourmill on this parcel of land. 

In December of 1800, Stoddert sold the property, referred to as "Pretty Prospect" to his friend Walter 
Mackall. The deed included "the buildings, improvements, privileges, advantages and appurtenances." 2 
These "buildings" may be a reference to only the mill structures, but may also have included some form 
of a residence for a mill manager. Architectural evidence suggests that the west wing of Holt House may 
have been built earlier than the rest of the house and may have served as a small residence. If a house 
the present size of Holt House existed at this time, it would probably have been significant enough a 
structure to be mentioned separately in the deed. 

Walter Mackall came from Calvert County, Maryland, served in the Maryland House of Delegates, and 
was a wealthy land holder in both Maryland and Washington, DC. His brother, Benjamin Mackall, mar-
ried Christina Beall, whose father Brooke Beall, was a wealthy shipping merchant in Georgetown, send-
ing great quantities of grain and tobacco to England. When the government moved to Washington in 
1800 and when William Thornton was serving as a City Commissioner, Benjamin Mackall was one of 
those in charge of the transfer of the government books from Philadelphia.3   Benjamin may have be-
come involved in the milling part of his father-in-law's business.  

Walter Mackall owned Pretty Prospect for only four years. He may have originally taken an interest in 
the mills due to his brother Benjamin's connection to the Beall family business. This was also a period of 
great land speculation in the new Federal City, and the time when large country-style houses were being 
constructed in Georgetown and on the outskirts of the city.  Mackall may have built the present house 
or expanded a smaller, pre-existing house on speculation of increased resale value.  

In 1804, Mackall sold the property, which then consisted of the existent "mills, mill seats, way waters, 
buildings, and improvements" to Pennsylvania Quaker and miller, Jonathan Shoemaker for $3,800 with 
an additional mortgage for a total cost $9,600.4  He arrived with his family of five sons and one daughter 
to operate the mills. While the deed acquired by Shoemaker now mentions the mills, it still does not 
refer to a house on the property.  Problems at Columbia Mill and a dispute with Thomas Jefferson forced 
the Shoemakers to sell the property and relocate to Shadwell, Virginia to help operate Jefferson's mills 
there.  

The Shoemakers were among the earliest Quaker settlers in the area and traveled far to attend meet-
ings. As a former Quaker, Mrs. Roger Johnson may have known Jonathan and Elizabeth Shoemaker as 
they may have attended the same Quaker meetings in Indian Springs, Maryland. When the first Quaker 
meeting was held in Georgetown in 1806, the Shoemakers may have made the acquaintance of architect 
William Thornton then,5 but they sold the mills only three years later.  
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The fact that Shoemaker took a mortgage to acquire the property and sold it for less than his original 
purchase price suggests that he was not in a financial position at this time to construct a large house the 
size of Holt House, had it not already existed when he bought the property.  Additionally, his Quaker 
beliefs would suggest a more modest lifestyle, as he relied on his family and not employees or slaves to 
run the mills, and would not have allowed for managing a house of this size as well. Ultimately, the 
Shoemaker family was prosperous, and Pierce Shoemaker returned to Washington and purchased what 
is known today as Pierce Mill on Rock Creek Park.  

In 1809, Jonathan Shoemaker sold the property for $7,500 to Roger Johnson, of Fredrick County, Mary-
land,6 the younger brother of Maryland’s first governor, Thomas Johnson. This was an investment on 
Roger Johnson's part, as he already owned two forges, a glass works, and a plantation in Frederick Coun-
ty and remained at his home “Bloomsbury,” while he sent his son George to manage Columbia Mills.  

Around 1809 or 1810, George Johnson is wed to Elizabeth Dunlop, daughter of wealthy Georgetown 
merchant James Dunlop, and the niece of Robert Peter (the builder of Tudor Place and designed by Dr. 
William Thornton). There is evidence that George was married by 1810 and may have been living at the 
mill property by then, as Mrs. Elizabeth Peter Dunlop (George's mother-in-law) sent three house slaves 
to her daughter in that year, 7 which would probably not have occurred were they living with the Dun-
lops. 

If George Johnson had built what is now Holt House, there were multiple connections between George 
and William Thornton that suggest that Thornton may have had a hand in its design. Anna Maria Thorn-
ton’s diary indicates that Thornton’s friends openly asked her husband for free advice and that he was 
busy drawing up plans for others houses between 1811 and 1812, for which he never charged.8 For 
George Johnson, connections between himself and Thornton included the fact that Thornton had an 
ongoing business relationship with his father-in-law, James Dunlop, through the Bank of Columbia in the 
acquisition of loans for Thornton's real estate purchases. 9 Thornton was also the designer of Tudor 
Place built by Elizabeth Johnson's uncle, Robert Peter, and was under construction during the early years 
of George’s marriage to Elizabeth. Mrs. Thornton and Martha Custis Peter, Robert's wife and Elizabeth 
Johnson’s aunt by marriage, were close friends and watched the burning of the Capitol by the British in 
1814 together from the dining room of Tudor Place.10 Additionally, George Johnson and William Thorn-
ton were neighbors. Pretty Prospect abutted Thornton's farm, located on Taylor Lane (now the 1800 
block of Columbia Rd). It is known that Thornton owned this farm by 1811, writing correspondence from 
"Kalorama," 11  thus placing him next to Pretty Prospect by that year. George Johnson would have had to 
pass through Thornton's property in order to reach Georgetown. 

Beginning in 1812, George Johnson began borrowing large sums of money in order to rebuild the mills 
after they burned, employing a millwright to build "the best mill possible,"12 and possibly may have used 
some of that money to construct a new house, or enlarge an existing house on the property as well. 
Perhaps the first reference to a "house" on the property appears in an 1818 letter13 from George John-
son to his father-in-law, James Dunlop. He is concerned that the house (which he refers to in the letter 
as "my house," "in town") would be attached with a lien due to his large debts, and is in hopes of renting 
it out. Possibly, George owned another house in Georgetown at that time as well. While "in town" in 
present-day terms generally refers to an urban center, because George Johnson is writing from Frede-
rick, he may be referring to Washington in general.  There have been no records discovered to-date that 
show any evidence of another residence for George Johnson other than Pretty Prospect. George's finan-
cial problems, beginning as early as 1814, suggest that he was not in a position to construct a large 
house after about 1812, due possibly in part to the financial impact of the British blockade of the Chesa-
peake Bay and the Potomac at that time.  
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In 1818, due to the extent of George's debts, Roger Johnson attempted to intervene on behalf of his 
son. Only two days after George's letter from Frederick, Roger also writes to James Dunlop. In his letter 
to Dunlop , he says that he hopes to sell his lot near the mill in the spring, then later to "sell the half of 
his Mill" (which he never did).  Roger also asks James Dunlop to assume payment on half of George’s 
debt, as he considered him partially responsible as the under signer of the loans.14   In his letter to Dun-
lop, Roger makes no separate reference to a house in town, only to the lot near the mill. But, according 
to Smithsonian records, a month before this letter was sent, Roger had already transferred the deed for 
the mill to the Bank of Columbia, with George's father-in-law, James Dunlop serving as trustee "to set up 
and sell at public sale for cash or upon credit" against George's debts, which totaled $28,161.55 with 
interest. The deed transfer encompassed "the Mill houses, dwelling houses, buildings, improvements." 15   
But, Roger maintained possession of 13 3/4 acres of Pretty Prospect, which later became known as the 
Holt House property, possibly in an effort to ensure his son and his family had a place to live.  

It is uncertain who was paying the mortgage between 1818 and 1823, but in fear of losing his home, in 
1823 George approached his cousin Louisa Johnson Adams (wife of John Quincy Adams) in hopes that 
John Quincy would acquire the mortgage from the bank. Adams mortgaged his house in order to pur-
chase the mill in 1823 for $20,000, and placed George on salary to continue to manage the mills, with 
the understanding that George would later repurchase back half the mills from Adams.16 Within months 
of purchasing the property, Adams became President.  

Adams had hoped that the mills would be able to provide him some income and security in his retire-
ment years.  But, he was not totally independent in managing this endeavor, as in 1823 his father (John 
Adams) wagered that demand would soar, and increased production as John Quincy watched as prices 
fell, costing him $15,000.17   Although never a successful business, the mill remained in the possession of 
the Adams' family until about 1872. 

In 1824, George’s arrangement with Adams to manage the mills was terminated by Adams due to his 
inability to run them efficiently.  In that same year, George once again approached Adams for assistance, 
soliciting a place as a Clerk in one of the Departments, to which Adams assured him he would "in no 
case recommend him." 18 George may have continued to reside in the house until his brothers finally 
sold the estate in 1835.  Records show that by 1827, George was working as a clerk at the 1st Comptrol-
ler’s Office in Georgetown.19   There is no records to indicate another resident at Holt House between 
George’s tenure there and the time it was sold in 1835. 

In 1831, Roger Johnson died, leaving the disposal of 13 3/4 acres of Pretty Prospect to his sons, Joseph 
A. and Charles Johnson, requesting that "the house" and lot of land adjoining the Columbia Mills be sold 
to cover outstanding debts. It was not until 1835 that they sold the property to Dr. Ashton Alexander, a 
prominent physician from Baltimore, for whose family Alexandria, Virginia is named. Dr. Alexander nev-
er resided in Washington himself, and in 1838, rented the house to Amos Kendall, postmaster general of 
the United States, a close confident of Andrew Jackson, and one of the founders of the modern Demo-
cratic Party.  Kendall dubbed the house “Jackson Hill” in admiration of his friend, probably much to the 
chagrin of Jackson’s political rival and adjacent property owner, John Quincy Adams. 

Amos Kendall must not have been the best of tenants, as in 1841, Dr. Alexander placed an advertise-
ment in the newspaper offering the property for lease or sale, declaring that “it has undergone three 
years of deterioration by the worst treatment by those who unfortunately tenanted. The proofs of 
which are grievously visible at a glance.  And for the whole three years not a dollar, so far, has been re-
ceived for damages or rent” (Appendix F). 
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Dr. Henry Holt, a former US Army assistant surgeon from Oswego County, NY, purchased the property in 
December 1844. Dr. Holt and his family finally sold the property to the Commissioners for the National 
Zoological Park in 1889 for $40,000. By the time the NZP purchased the property in 1889, Holt House 
was very dilapidated and badly in need of extensive repair. In helping plan the new zoological park, Fre-
derick Law Olmsted, Jr. advised the park’s planners to look to the graceful architecture of Holt House as 
a source of inspiration. The NZP renovated the house for use as administrative offices. While the build-
ing is once again neglected, its purchase by the NZP in 1889 probably helped ensure its survival for near-
ly 200 years.  

__________________________________ 
 

Endnotes for Part 1. 

1.  From a personal letter by Mrs. Rebecca Stoddert it is known that Stoddert owned a mill in the District 
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Part 2.  The Architecture of Holt House 

Holt House is one of the few remaining ‘suburban 
villas’ in Washington, D.C, a design concept by 
the 16th century Italian architect, Andrea Palla-
dio. As with Holt House, many designs modeled 
after Palladio’s consist of five parts --a central or 
main block, flanked by a pair of symmetrical 
wings, connected to the main block by narrower 
hyphens and end pavilions or wings.  

Holt House is in the piano nobile design style, with the upper or main floor of the house containing the 
formal rooms and family living quarters and the lower level or ground level usually functioning as a ser-
vice area and cellar. The ground level of Holt House is thought originally to have had at least five rooms, 
less finely finished than the main floor and not a full story in height. The west wing had an interior stair 
that connected the lower floor with the upper floor, possibly connecting a ground level kitchen with an 
upper level dining area. 

Due to the different methods of construction of the two wings, including an oversized external chimney 
and bricked up door and window openings, the west wing may pre-date the rest of the house. It may 
have been used as a residence for earlier owners of the mill, or used as the main family dwelling as the 
other parts of the house were completed, as was the custom in the 18th century. This was the sequence 
building at Tudor Place (designed by Dr. William Thornton, first Architect of the Capitol), the Custis Lee 
Mansion (Arlington House), and Kalorama (designed by Benjamin Latrobe). 

Holt House was built of load bearing masonry walls, primarily of brick but intermingled with local stones 
and rocks. The exterior of the masonry was covered with white limed-based stucco, with a smooth finish 
and possibly scored to resemble ashlar, similar to the exterior finish of Tudor Place. 

The central block and matching wings on Holt House have gabled roofs with pedimented façades that 
are articulated with equally spaced modillions. The modillions are rectangular blocks or brackets used 
horizontally in a way that appears to support the roof above. The pediment of the central block, on the 
north and south elevations, was accentuated with a semi-circular window.  

Originally the north entrance served as the main entrance to the house and the entrance hall, accessed 
by a stairway from the ground level to the main level’s open porch. Beneath the porch was an enclosed 
space accessed on both the east and west elevations through arched openings. Both arches remain to-
day.  

The south side of the house was accessible via a door on the ground level, and on the main level by a 
pair of matching spiral stair cases. The paired spiral stairs were unique to this area but not extraordinary 
in Palladio’s designs. The grand room on the main level opened to a porch with flat roof with a short pa-
rapet. The main level entrances on both the north and south sides of the central block were three panel 
double-doors with glazed sidelight sashes.  

A significant architectural feature of Holt House's present condition is the use of Wyatt windows in the 
south elevation. These tripartite sash windows, with a center sash of six-over-nine lites, were a design 

Conceptualized Original North Elevation 
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popularized by the English architect, James Wyatt in the 18th-century. The Wyatt window is similar to a 
Serliana or Palladian window, but without a center-arched glazed section. While Wyatt windows are 
found in many houses in the Washington vicinity at the turn of the 19th-century, but those found on Holt 
House, with the exceptions of the ones on the south side of its two wings, may be a later addition. 
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Part 3.  Modifications to Holt House (Exterior) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Each section in this part of the report begins with a photograph of Holt House in its present condi-
tion and a drawing of the original house with numbered features discussed in that section. 

3.1. North Façade 

When the NZP acquired the house in 1889, the basement was mostly unfinished and was not a full story 
in height.  1890 NZP correspondence states that what was a basement at that time must once have been 
a cellar, as during the removal of the basement floor it was discovered that the walls sat immediately on 
the ground.1 That same year, instructions were given to excavate the entire basement, including the 
south entrance, to the depth of eight inches2  and to grade off the ground on the north and south sides 
to come below the sills of new windows to be installed in the basement story.3  
The lowering of the grade, the excavation of the basement, and the addition of 
larger windows on the lower level turned what was once a one-story house with a 
cellar into a full two-story building, greatly modifying its original proportions and 
appearance.   

1-2. Doors.  What were probably originally two windows on the ground floor on 
either side of the vestibule were replaced by two doors with transoms by the NZP 
in 19014  (Figure 1).   The openings are higher than the other ground floor windows 
on the north side of the house, but echo the higher elevation of the two second 
floor windows on the main block of the house, which are approximately one foot 

Figure 1. Door opening 
cut from original win-
dow openings, base-
ment left side of vesti-
bule. 



THE RESTORATION OF HOLT HOUSE 

 

 
    DC Historic Designs, LLC, Washington, DC 10 

 
 

Figure 3.  Exposed original 
stucco below later pebble-
dash stucco coat. 

Figure 2.  Lower level 
windows, west wing. 

higher than those in the connecting hyphens and wings.  The transoms not only helped to provide light, 
but also help to fill the height of the opening. 

3. Hyphen Cornices. The hyphens originally had denticular brick cornices that projected slightly.5 
 

4. Lower Windows - West Wing.  While no documentation has been found that specifically shows that 
these windows were elongated (Figure 2), 1890 specifications for modifications 
gave instructions to cut out all stonework necessary to be removed for lengthen-
ing windows as shown on plans and all windows marked 'A' on plans are to be 
lengthened to make opening 5'0'' long.6  The plans referred to here have yet to be 
found, but the height of the windows in the north basement level are five feet in 
height, as well as those known to be added by the NZP in the south basement. 

5. Stucco. The present "pebble-dash" stucco dates to 1899. The original stucco 
coating was a smoother, lime-based coating (Figure 3).  While there is no visible 
evidence that the original coat of stucco was scored to resemble ashlar (as was 
done with the restoration of Tudor Place), this would have been a normal practice 
during the first half of the 19th-century.7 
 
The bricks used for the exterior walls are of poor quality and are in common bond 
(a non “decorative” pattern), suggesting that the house was intended to have a 
coating of stucco from the very first. 8  Additionally, the fact that the north 
ground-floor is constructed of stone and the west wing completely of brick sup-
ports the probability that the west wing predates the rest of the house, and the 
differences in materials required a coating of stucco to unify the appearance of 
the exterior. 

6. Gable Arches (north and south gables, main block). While presently these two 
arched openings in the gables are bricked in ("blind arches"), they may have origi-
nally held glazed windows. (Figure 4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

Figure 4.  Arched opening, 
gable, north façade. 
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3.2. Northwest View 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1-2. Portico Porch and Staircase. The extended north vestibule (Figure 5) 
is not original to the house and consists of two separate periods of con-
struction.  A smaller enclosed vestibule, sitting atop the possibly original 
arch-supported porch platform, was added at some point after the origi-
nal construction of the house.  This vestibule is flush on both sides to the 
front windows, suggesting that the original porch platform was incorpo-
rated as the floor of the vestibule.  An open porch with the same width 
could have supported a roof and not have obstructed the proportional 
balance of the windows between the center door and the end corners of 
the wall, thus remaining true to the Palladian design.   
 
The earlier vestibule was accessed by a heavy, wooden staircase (Figure 6).  The width of this vestibule 
suggests that it was a fill in of an earlier open porch that extended to the two windows on either side of 
the main door.   In 1899, the NZP enlarged the north vestibule by extending it outward.   Extending the 
vestibule required that a new base floor be cantilevered out above the empty space where the Victorian 
stairs had been.   The exposed lighter coat of stucco under the later layer of pebble-dash stucco deli-
neates the first vestibule enclosure. 
 

Figure 5. Close up of north vestibule. 
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The removal of this stairway with the extension of the vestibule by 
the NZP dramatically altered the approach to what was the once 
main entrance to the house.  Previously, the main entry to the house 
was on the north side, with a staircase leading to a porch, and then 
into an entry hall on the second level. (Figure 7)  Not replacing the 
stairs limited any access to the house in the north to the ground lev-
el.   

Based on an examination of the 
south porch of the house (Part 
3.4.), the original north porch roof may have been flat as well.  
The present-day gable roof that covers the vestibule features a 
broken return pediment characteristic of the later Colonial Revival 
style popular at the time of the construction of the cantilevered 
vestibule addition in 1899. 

The interior doors between the main hall and the north vestibule 
as well as the main room doors leading into the south vestibule 
appear to be the original exterior doors on the main level of the 

house.9  They are proportionate in fenestration and height to the windows on either side and still main-
tain the original period external door hardware.  
 

3. Frieze. A single course of projecting, running bond brick was carried around the main block of the 
house to form the base of a frieze10 (Figure 8), but no traces of this frieze remain today.  

4. Vented Gable Windows. These windows were added by the 
NZP in the 1890's. Originally, there would not have been a need 
for glazed windows, as there was no attic space under the roofs.  
The original gable roofs on each wing probably had a slightly 
higher pitch that was lowered when the roof was replaced in 
1890.11   
 

5. Shutters. While the house currently does not have exterior 
window shutters, historic photographs show that the windows on 
the south side were shuttered (see Figure 9).   An old photograph 
also shows that at least some of the upper windows on the north 
side had louvered shutters.12   

 

 

  

Figure 8.  Brick band supporting a frieze 
around the main block of the house. 

Figure 6. Wooden stairs to earlier vesti-
bule, 1889. (SI Neg. 5372) 

Figure 7.  North entrance hall as it appears 
today. 
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Figure 9.  Shuttered windows on 

the south side of the east wing. 
(1889. SI Negative 5373). 

3.3. South Façade (Southwest View) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Main Level Windows.  Wyatt windows were not uncommon in Washing-
ton at the time of the construction of Holt House.  But, physical evidence of 
the blocking in larger openings in the hyphens to accommodate a Wyatt 
window (see Part 3.3.3) opens the possibility that the Wyatt windows in the 
south sides of each of the wings may not be original to the house as well 
(see Part 3.4). Photographs taken at the time the NZP acquired the house 
showed that these windows existed then and had louvered shutters. These 
shutters were bi-fold, allowing the smaller sized side windows to be covered, 
as well as the entire three windows when completely closed (Figure 9).  
These shutters were later removed by the NZP.  

Examination of the brickwork around the Wyatt windows in the wings would determine whether or not 
they were also part of a later upgrade.  If they prove to be original to the house, the use of Wyatt win-
dows in the south vestibule helped to provide uniformity with the wings (see Part 3.4). 

 
2. Lower Level Windows.  Shortly after the NZP acquired the house, the grade on the south side of the 
house was lowered 8" and the windows on the lower level of the south side of the wings were leng-
thened to accommodate longer windows. 1890 NZP correspondence requests “a window as large as 
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possible to be placed in each wing of the basement, and to be dropped within three feet of the floor.”13  
It also requested that the balconies and stairs in the hyphens be removed and the cellar windows un-
derneath enlarged as well. 14 
 
The facts that the originality the Wyatt windows on the second floor hyphens are a later addition, and 
the original basement window openings were not glazed but covered with wooden bars (slats),15 also 
draws doubt to the fact that either of the basement windows in the hyphens were originally Wyatt-style 
windows as well.   
 
3.  Hyphen Windows (Main Level).   Exposed interior masonry shows that the second floor hyphen 
openings were made smaller to accommodate a later installation of Wyatt windows (Figure 10).  Earlier, 
these openings contained doors accessible by stairs leading from the ground to balconies with railings 
(Figure 11).   While the balconies were removed around 1890, there has not been found any documen-
tation that describes the actual replacement of the doors with the present windows. 

 

 

 
Figure 10.  Southside hyphen openings bricked 
in to accommodate the later installation of 
 Wyatt windows. 

 

    Figure 11.  1889 photo showing earlier hyphen 
door, balcony and stairs (SI Neg. 5371). 

 

4. Lower Level Windows (southwest and southeast walls of main 
block). The present window openings here were added by the NZP in 
1901 to allow more light to enter the room16  (Figure 12). 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12.  Window in the lower wall of 
the main block added by NZP in 1901. 
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3.4. South Porch 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The present two-story vestibule on the south side of the house does not appear to be original to the 
house.  Like the enclosure of the entrance porch on the north side, this addition distorts the classical 
dimensions of the original house.  It was very poorly constructed by simply bricking in the porch, and 
maintaining as much of the original structure of the porch as was possible— the ground level platform, 
roof, second story floor, and a pair of spiral staircases. 

The present two-story vestibule sits slightly inward on top of a wider flat stone and brick platform (Fig-
ure 13).   The brickwork filling in the porch does not match the masonry of the main house.  It is only 
one course deep around its basement level door and the corners do not join, suggesting a later date for 
the infill work (Figure 14).   1901 NZP correspondence reveals that the enclosed area on the ground and 
first floor was still unfinished, and suggests that the ground floor should be concrete and the walls plas-
tered.17  

 

 

Fig 
 
 
 
 
Figure 13.  Brick platform base under 
the south vestibule walls. 

 

 
 
 
 
  
      
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 14.  Single course of brick 
(south  vestibule)                 
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Figure 14. Watercolor painting of Holt 
House, possibly dating from the  1840's. 

A watercolor painting attributed to the time that Amos Kendall occu-
pied Holt House (1838-1841) provides a view of the south vestibule 
and west wing in the background (Figure 14).  Although distorted in 
perspective, it also shows that the main floor of the west wing con-
tained a Wyatt-style window.  If the picture does in fact date to this 
period,1 then the south vestibule and Wyatt-style windows already 
existed by this time.  It would be unlikely that, as a renter of the 
house, Amos Kendall would have made such a modification to the 
south porch, or that it was undertaken by the previous and impove-
rished owner, George Johnson.  Therefore, the enclosure of the south 
porch may have been undertaken sometime after the death of Roger 
Johnson (1831) by his sons in order to repair or “upgrade” the house 
for sale, or by its next owner Dr. Ashton Alexander, in order to make 
the property more attractive for rental.  Thus, the vestibule enclosure 
may date from sometime between 1831 and 1838.   

 
If the Wyatt windows in the wings are original to the house, their use 
in the vestibule provided a sense of uniformity with the south face of 

the house.  If the windows in the wings prove not to be original, they may have been the result of a later 
upgrade as well.  Other features of the house also suggest an upgrade sometime after its original con-
struction.  These include the exterior “Victorian-style” balconies and stairs off the hyphens that were 
inconsistent with the Palladian design of the house (but may have replaced an earlier version), and a 
wooden elliptical archway between the front entry hall and the east hyphen that dates to 1825 or lat-
er.18   

 
1. Spiral Stairs. A 1901 letter from the NZP superintendent states that the two winding staircases to the 
upper room should be removed, their position documented so they could be restored, and the well-
holes closed to make the upper floor secure.19   The framing for the spiral staircases is still in place (Fig-
ure 15).  If during the enclosure of the south porch to 
create the vestibule the original porch floor was main-
tained, which is a strong possibility considering how 
poorly the vestibule was built, the staircases must have 
been part of the original design.  

The presence of two winding staircases in the enclosed 
vestibule would have taken up so much space as to 
make both the ground and main levels useless for any 
purpose other than to provide access to and from the 
main level.  Additionally, while one staircase would have been sufficient to serve this purpose, two stair-
cases would have been necessary to provide the re-
quired symmetry for a Palladian-style house.  The sym-
metry suggests that the staircases were intended to be 

                                                           
1
 The picture was in the possession of a great-granddaughter of Amos Kendall in 1981, suggesting that it was a 

family heirloom.  She had previously lived in Washington DC and it may have also come into her possession at that 
time.  If so, the picture could also date to a later time.  Note that it already depicts the heavy ivy growth that was 
characteristic of the house when it was owned by Dr. Holt.  (See Appendix C, photograph 5.) 

Figure 15.  Framing for left spiral staircase, south vestibule. 
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visible from the outside and make an impression, further supporting the fact that the vestibule was a 
later addition. 

 

2. Vestibule Roof. An 1889 photo (Figure 16) shows a flat, Pal-
ladian-style, parapeted roof that was probably original to the 
house.  The current gable roof was built by the NZP in 1896, 
after the original roof suffered severe storm damage. 20   

 

 

 

 

 

3.5. West Wing (West Wall) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Door. While there is presently no door on the west wall, evidence of an older door is exposed with 
the deterioration of the stucco coatings (Figure 17). The opening was in filled 
with stone and stucco-covered, possibly after the upper wall collapsed and was 
rebuilt by the NZP. 

2.  Upper Left Window. There is presently no evidence that a window existed 
here. It is clear from the brickwork that this wall was rebuilt, possible as the 
result of a collapse.  If there originally had been a window over the door, any 
evidence of its existence disappeared with the collapse of the wall. 

3. Upper Right Window. Scarring in the stucco and the under laying masonry 
suggest that there was window opening here earlier (Figure 18).  

4. Lower Right Window. While this window opening was reinforced with con-

Figure 16.  Original flat roof over south vestibule. 

Figure 17.  Evidence of door 
on ground level of the west 
wing. 
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crete (probably to help reinforce a wall that collapsed), there is no data that suggests that this window 
opening was added by the NZP (Figure 19).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.6. East Wing (East Wall) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The present window on the south part of the second floor was added by the NZP in 1907.21  The fact 
that the comparable wall on the west wing originally consisted of up to three windows and a door (see 
Part 3.3.5) is further indication that the wings are not the same period of construction.  This lack of 
symmetry is also out of character for a building of this period, and suggests that the west wing was fi-
nished in haste, possibly due to diminishing financial resources as the house was being completed. 

________________________________ 
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Figure 18.  Breaks in stucco and 
vegetation growth outlining 
original window opening. 
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Part 4.  Renderings for the Restoration of Holt House  

Based on archival research, existing documentation of changes to the house, historic photographs, sty-
listic analysis, and physical examinations of clues to changes presented in the previous sections, this sec-
tion contains computerized renderings of Holt House as it may have appeared when it was first con-
structed.  Photographs of the present condition of Holt House are included for comparison. 

 

 

North Facade 

 

 

 

View from the Northwest 
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North Entrance Hall 

 

 

 

 

 
South porch close up showing spiral staircases leading to the second floor. 

South Façade.   
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Southwest corner view 

 

 
 

 
Side Wall of the West Wing 
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Appendix A.  Exterior Photographs 
 

 
 

1.  North façade 
 

 
 

2.  Cantilevered vestibule, north façade 
 

 

3.  Southwest view 
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4. West wing hypen, west wall. 

 

5. East wing hyphen, east wall. 
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Appendix B. Interior Photographs of Holt House 

The following photographs were taken December 4, 2009. 

 
 

 
1.  Original exterior doors leading into the north vestibule. 

 

 

2.  Interior of north vestibule. 
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3. Nine-over-six paned sash window to left of vestibule 
doors 
 

 
 
 

4.  Second floor main room 
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   5.  Original exterior doors now leading into south vestibule 
 

 
 
 

   6.  Fireplace, main room 

 
 

 
 7.  Window with internal shutters, west hyphen. 
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 8. Framing for spiral staircase, south vestibule 

 
 

9.  Original staircase, west wing hyphen. 
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Appendix C.  Historic Photographs 
 

 

 
1. Holt House from the main Zoo area in 1889. SI Neg. 
14330. 
 

 
 
2. View of Holt House grounds in 1889 with southwest 
corner of building visible.  SI Neg. Z-14. 

  

 
 
3. Wooden stairs that led up to the second-story, north 
entrance to Holt House in 1889. SI Neg. 5372. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. View from southeast approach. SI Neg. 5373. 

  
5. Dr. Henry Holt sitting by south entrance to Holt 
House. Summer 1889.  SI Neg. 5369. 

6. An 1889 view of the small balconies removed by the 
NZP.  SI Neg. 5371. 



THE RESTORATION OF HOLT HOUSE 

 

 
    DC Historic Designs, LLC, Washington, DC 30 

 
 

 

 
 

7.  Close-up view of the northwest 
façade in 1987. SI Neg. 87-10275-36. 

 

 
 

8.  Circa 1930's photo of south vestibule. 

 

 

 

 
9. South Vestibule circa 1930's. 
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10.  Circa 1900 photo taken from the south-
east.  

 

11. 1937 Photo of South Face. HABS,  
Library of Congress. 

 

 

 

  

http://holthouse.dchistoricdesigns.com/p8_4.html
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Appendix D.  Composite Map Showing Holt House and the National Zoo Grounds 

 

 

 

  

The Zoo buildings in dashes are modern, dating from the 1970s and 1980s. Highlighted are Adams Mill, 
Holt House, the Union Benevolent Association Cemetery (known by several names, including the Young 
Men's Baptist Cemetery) which is the Walter Pierce Park today. (Smithsonian Institution) 
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Appendix D.   Holt House.  Historic Architectural Building Survey/Historic Architectural Engineering 
Record (HABS/HAER). 2009. (Exterior Drawings) 
 

  

North and East Elevations  
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West and South Elevations 

 

 



THE RESTORATION OF HOLT HOUSE 

 

 
    DC Historic Designs, LLC, Washington, DC 35 

 
 

   

Roof Plan 
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First Floor Plan 
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Second Floor Plan 
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Cross Sections from west (left) and north (right) 
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Appendix E.  National Register of Historic Places Nomination Form 
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Appendix F.  1841 National Intelligencer Advertisement for Holt House. 
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