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JAMES H. AND LORAINE B. FORD DOUBLE HOUSE 

Location: 1441-1443 East Grand Avenue 
Des Moines, Polk County, Iowa 

HABS No. IA-198 

Significance: The James H. and Loraine B. Ford Double House possesses architectural 
significance on the local level by calling attention to the double house--a new and little 
studied architectural form, which emerged in Des Moines during the Victorian era. 

The James H. and Loraine B. Ford Double House also likely possesses local historical 
significance within the context of politics and government. As the residence of James H. 
Ford, chief of police of the City of Des Moines, the building calls attention to his 
administration in this office. Before that determination can be made, however, further 
research is necessary to document other dwellings occupied by Ford. 

Description: Sited on Lot 11 in Block 41 of Stewart's Addition to the City of Des 
Moines, this double house is located two blocks east of the Iowa State Capitol and four city 
lots east of Franklin Square (now called Stewart Park) on a major east-west thoroughfare 
through the city. The area is densely built up with 2- and 3-story apartment buildings, as 
well as with mixed-use commercial buildings. 

The main block of this 2-story brick building measures 44' x 46', with each of its floors 
containing 2,024 square feet. The double house originally contained two units, each 
occupying equal areas on the first floor, second floor, and basement. The unit at 1441 East 
Grand A venue is situated on the west side of the building, and the unit at 1443 East Grand 
A venue is situated on the east side. The 1443 unit features its original 1-story front porch. 
The 1441 unit features a 1-story frame addition, constructed circa 1925, which projects 
from the front facade and is now clad with cover-up siding. A 2-story frame addition, 
constructed circa 1952, stretches across the rear of both units. A full-basement is situated 
under the main block. The physical condition of this property is fair. 

The Ford Double House rests on a brick foundation. Walls are of load-bearing brick. The 
roof is flat and of composition material. Fenestration consists of segmental arched cavities 
with 1/1 double hung sash windows. Several of the upper sash on the facade feature small 
panes in diamond configurations. The front porch at 1443 is supported by wood columns, 
showing the influence of the free classic subtype of the Queen Anne style of architecture. 

Brick is extensively used to embellish the building with details reflecting the influence of 
Victorian architectural design. The facade features a parapet at the roof line over a cornice 
decorated with corbels in arched patterns. A series of brick belt courses enriches the 
surface textures of the north facade, east elevation, and west elevation of the house. One of 
these belts, doublet courses of projecting brick, ties into the first floor's lintels and hood 
molds; while a similar belt ties into those on the second floor. A third, single course belt is 
situated directly under the sills on the second floor. While the walls of the building feature 
smooth-finished brick, the decorative details have rusticated surfaces. 
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Sometime before 1942, probably circa 1925, a I-story wing was constructed on the front 
of the building and used for a time for commercial purposes. The design of this wing was 
influenced by Mediterranean Revival style, seen most noticeably in the arched parapet on 
the facade. The front yard provided an area for this wing, which abuts the pedestrian walk 
in front of the building. East Grand A venue--historicall y an important streetcar corridor-
offered an attractive location for entrepreneurship. In 1942, for example, two nearby 
single-family dwellings also contained commercial wings attached to their front elevations. 
They included shops at 1447 (on the same city lot as 1445) and 1451 East Grand Avenue. 
During that same period, other commercial establishments were also located nearby, such 
as at 1439 East Grand Avenue (in the back yard) and at 1435 East Grand Avenue (whose 
lot was entirely redeveloped for commercial use). 

On the interior, the integrity of this double house is high. The floor plan of each unit 
mirrors that of the other. While this floor plan in the 1443 unit is entirely intact, the 
removal of a few partitions in the 1441 unit and construction of a few others have altered its 
floor plan slightly. Each of these units contains original architectural detailing, including 
doors, door surrounds, windows, window surrounds, pocket doors, and base and cornice 
trimwork in original clear finishes. This woodwork is pine. Each of the units features an 
open U-shaped staircase made of oak that accesses the first and second floors. Each unit 
also contains a first floor fireplace with ceramic tile surrounds. (The 1441 unit has a 
second fireplace in the basement made of rubble stone.) Although one set of pocket doors 
has been removed from the 1441 unit and the first floor fireplace mantelpieces were 
recently stolen from both units, many other amenities remain extant, including built-in 
cupboards, pantries, closets, and a large, centrally located skylight situated above the 
staircases and bathrooms to provide natural light to these interior spaces on the second 
floor. The first floor of the 1950s wing features wall and ceiling surfaces of knotty pine. 

The city lot on which the double house stands measures 50' x 132'. An alley runs east and 
west adjacent to this lot on the south. A 1-bay garage stands in the southeast comer of the 
lot next to the alley. Measuring 20' x 20' and of balloon frame construction, it was 
constructed in the late 1940s. Historic outbuildings associated with this double house are 
nonextant. They included a stable, later converted to an automobile garage, and a second 
automobile garage (Sanborn 1901, 1920, 1920-1942 Update). Both of these resources 
also stood adjacent to the alley. 

This resource is presently not-in-use and is scheduled for demolition in 1995. 

History: Built in 1899 as a home for the family of James H. and Loraine B. Ford and 
apparently as an investment for them, this property is significant because it calls attention to 
the double house as a new residential property type, which emerged in Des Moines during 
the late Victorian period. Although this is a little-studied property type, from the 1870s to 
the 1920s numerous double houses were constructed in Des Moines. At least 90 extant 
examples have been documented (Zeller) and numerous others were undoubtedly 
constructed but were subsequently razed by urban renewal, freeway construction, and 
other redevelopment. 

The Ford House reinforces a suggestion that these dwellings were often owner-occupied 
(Community Preservation Plan). Mr. and Mrs. Ford built this property for their personal 
use. Although it cannot be said that Loraine constructed this double house for rental 
income during her widowhood (another pattern identified in that document), it proved to be 
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the case. James died soon after occupancy, and Loraine continued to live in the building 
for many years. 

The construction date of this building is conclusively documented. Misfortune surrounding 
its completion received lengthy news coverage as an important item in Chief of Police 
Ford's 1900 obituary. 

Mr. Ford last summer began the erection of a residence on East Grand avenue. He 
supervised the construction of his home and it was almost completed at the time he 
was taken ill. When finally the building was ready for occupancy he had to be carried 
into it. It is one of the saddest features of his death that he was privileged to live in 
the new home, in which he had taken so much interest and pride, but three weeks, 
every minute of which was passed in severest suffering. (The Daily Iowa Capital, 
January 29, 1900.) 

James Henderson Ford (1849-1900) served as chief of police for the City of Des Moines. 
Ford's administration in this office illustrates the limited role local government played 
during the Victorian period in Des Moines. Although the highest law enforcement officer 
in the city, the position was only part-time. Ford continued to operate his grocery business 
during his administration as chief of police. 

The Ford Double House is an exception among most examples of that property type in Des 
Moines because it served a dual purpose as a commercial establishment, as well as a 
residence. In the 1920s, a wing was constructed at the front of the building and used as a 
lunch room and later a bar. Although such uses prove the double house to be versatile, this 
particular example lacks sufficient merit for it to be claimed significant in that regard. 

Sources: William C. Page and Joanne R. Walrath identified the double house as a 
significant Des Moines property type in 1992 in the report Towards a Greater Des Moines: 
Early Suburbanization and Development, circa 1880-circa 1920. They employed the 
historic term "double house" to describe this property type because of contemporary usage 
in the city at that time. 

In 1993, John Zeller identified and photographed about 90 examples of double houses in 
Des Moines. Some conclusions from this survey, as well as analysis of Sanborn fire 
insurance maps, appeared in the 1994 draft copy of the City of Des Moines' Community 
Preservation Plan. 

Additional sources include: "Ex-Chief Ford Dead," The Daily Iowa Capital, January 29, 
1900; "The Ford Funeral," The Daily Iowa Capital, January 31, 1900; "Ex-Chief of Police 
Ford Dead," Des Moines Leader, January 30, 1900; Des Moines City Directories, 1894 
through 1908, 1938, 1942, 1943, and 1950; Polk County Recorder's Office Title Transfer 
Books; Sanborn fire insurance maps for 1901, 1920, and 1920-1942 update; United States 
census of 1900; William C. Page's National Register of Historic Places Nomination of the 
C. H. Baker Double House at 1700-1702 6th Avenue in Des Moines (in process); Sgt. 
Michael Leeper, City of Des Moines Police Department, oral informant interview with 
William C. Page, July 9, 1995. 

Historian: William C. Page, Public Historian, Des Moines, Iowa, 1995. 
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LOCATION MAP 

1441-1443 EAST GRAND A VENUE 

Scale: 1" = 100'. 

Source: City of Des Moines Engineering Department. 

Computer drawing by William C. Page, Public Historian 
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Computer drawing by William C. Page, Public Historian 



James H. and Loraine B. Ford Double House 
HABS No. IA-198 

Page 6 

SECOND FLOOR SKETCH PLAN 
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Computer drawing by William C. Page, Public Historian 
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BASEMENT SKETCH PLAN 
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Computer drawing by William C. Page, Public Historian 



James H. and Loraine B. Ford Double House 
HABS No. IA-198 

Page 8 

SITE CIRCA 1942 
ARROW LOCATES FORD DOUBLE HOUSE 

Source: Sanborn Map Company, 1920-1942 Update. 
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