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One of Oaks Cloister's two grand stairways.
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Capitol Improvements

Restoration of an historic mansion in

Germantown uncovers intrigu

to the seat of government in Harrisburg.
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ohn Casavecchia never meant
to let things get out of hand.

When the public school teacher
stopped by on a whim to see an old Ger
mantown mansion on sale for a good
price, he figured it would be easy — a little
paint, a little touch up work and he and
his longtime partner could move right in.

Now, four years and more than $1 mil-
lion later, his mania to restore the historic
20-room Oraks Cloister mansion on Fair-
mount Park is only about 90 percent com-
plete. The project has consumed his life,
that of his partner Dr. Russ Harris, and

ing connections

become a nearly
full-time job for
historic restora-
tion master Ross
O'Neal.

“It's just kind of
snowballed really,”
says the rm_‘i_'nLl]r' It

retived Casavecchia, putting his hands to

his face and shaking his head in wonder-
ment. “This has just become a labor of
love.”

But what a love to have.

The century-old house turns out to be
one of the city's more interesting histori-
cal gems, and one with national signifi-
cance,

[t was built in 1900 by Joseph Miller
Huston, who in his day was perhaps the
most famous architect in the city, Huston
is known for his work on the Witherspoon
Building, the Benjamin Franklin Bridge,
the Wanamaker house, and the Union
League building on Broad Streel.

His crowwning achievement, however,
was the new Pennsylvania State Capitol
building in Harrisburg, opened in 1906.
Huston used his Germantown home as
an architectural laboratory to perfect the
fantastic designs he used in the monu-
mental new state building,

“I was just enthralled,” O'Neal says of
his first sight of the house in 2002, "It was
like a dream come true, thiz kind of job.”

What O’'Neal, a master gilder and
decorative artist based in Pennsburg, Pa.,
found was astonishing. The house was
shabby, dirty and in desperate need of
attention, but it was in fundamentally
good shape. The previous owners, the Rev.
and Mrs, Wilbur Goulker, had maintained
Lthe intricate plaster-work, and, apart from
some ill-advised coals of paint, had done
little damage to the irreplaceable wood-
work, parquet floors and stained-glass,

A few priceless items were sold off
after their deaths, including a huge
stained-glass window that wound up in
an Atlanta museum and two irreplaceable
lion statues, said to be from Renaissance
Florence.

Although that kind of loss “breaks yvour
heart.” O'Neal says, there remained so
much rich detail in the house that Oaks
Cloister became his personal obsession.
He has hand-carved wooden replace-
ments for missing woodwork. He has
repainted and gilded nearly every inch of
the mansion from floor to ceiling, includ-
ing the creation of several fine examples
of faux painting that create the illusion of
textured wallpaper or three-dimensional
woodwork.

A few more details remain to be fin-
ished on the third floor and one major
room, which housed Huston's art collec-
tion, needs a complete restoration.

Really, Casavecchia says with a nervous
chuckle, “it probably never will be done,”
The owners made two major conces-
sions to history. They gutted the kitchen,

last renovated in the 1950s, and made a
thoroughly modern space. But even here,
they tried to preserve the color scheme
and general Beaux-arts feel of the room.

“We didn't want to restore it back to
1900, (FNeal says. “That wouldn't be
functional.”

And in the third-floor master bedroom,
Casavecchia and Harris installed air
conditioning and a modern master bath-
room with a Jacuzzi and a glass-enclosed
shower. But here again, O'Neal strived to
preserve the ornate, opulent feel of the
house.

“I think it's fabulous that people have



Artistic details run
throughout the
mansion. Among
them, Mercer tiles
spell 'summer' an

tiny gold squares
glow inside the
grotto.

countless | restor-
ing a small grotto and
painting the walls in the
ballroom.
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Left: The cloister as it was, Right: Owners Russ Harris and John Casavecchia, pictured here with restoration artist Ross O'Neal.

bought the place who really care about it,”
says Ruthann Hubbert-Kemper, executive
director of the Pennsylvania Capitol Pres-
ervation Committee, a group established
by the General Assembly in 1982 to pre-
serve the state capitol.

Hubbert-Kemper was instrumental
in researching the history of the house,
including the architectural and decorative
details that Huston recreated in Harris-
burg,

Over the grand central staircase, for
example, an embossed leather mural is a
rare example of a leather-working tech-
nigue by Henry Busse. The artist created
a plaster fresco and then stretched leather
across it, building up certain features with |
horse hair and other materials, The result
is a haunting, three-dimensional picture
with a rich. classic feel.

Huston intended to decorate a recep-
tion room in the Capitol with similar
figurative murals. State officials, however,
balked when they learned of the breath-
taking effort and cost. Only a few pieces
of decorative leatherwork made it to
Harrisburg,

In the ballroom, an incon-
gruous little grotto built into
a niche in the wall is another
example of how Huston used
his home to perfect his pro-
fessional techniques. The
beautiful half-dome is inlaid
with hundreds of tiny amber
glass squares laid over silver
leaf in a process similar to
that used in the Capitol
building's massive rotunda.
The grotto contains a statue
of a reclining Venus sculpted by

George Grey Barnard, who also created the
sculptures that flank the main entrance of
the Capitol.

To restore the grotto, O'Neal recreated
the golden, mirror-like tile Huston used,
layering silver leal on the back of the glass
and hand cutting each of the small squares.

Nearly every room contains
reminders of the Capitol
connection. A Turkish-style
Berlin rug in the ballroom
matches thozse in the Capital.
Bathrooms are lined with
white hexagonal tile also used
in the Capitol's restrooms.
Ceiling plasterwork is nearly
identical. Fireplaces and
rooms are lined with deco-
rative Moravian tiles made
by the famed Doylestown
craftsman Henry Chapman
Mercer, who also tiled the
Capitol's first floor.

And there are elements of

Huston's other commis-
sions as well, inclad-
ing an ornate
fireplace topped
with the original
plaster model for
Alexander Stir-

ling Calder's
“Boar Hunt,”
the final wood-
en version of
which wound
up in Mercers-
berg Academy,

a south central

Pennsylvania
privale school for
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which Huston designed a dining hall,

Like the interior, the exterior of the
haouse is an unusual mix of elements. It
began as a gothic structure, but Huston lat-
er added an enclosed front porch, allowing
him to create a new facade in the Tudaor
style, Later still, he added a castle-like
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