
QA-149 
Dr. John Wells' Office and Shop 
Centreville 
Private 

circa 1795-97 

The north portion of this small frame building 
on South Commerce Street was constructed circa 1795-97 
and served as an office and apothecary shop for Doctor 
John Wells. The original plan consisted of two rectangular 
rooms, one behind the other, with a shared chimney on the 
north gable wall. In the first half of the 19th century 
the building was enlarged to the south and in the late 
19th or early 20th century a major renovation was under
taken, altering the original plan and covering virtually 
all of the early fabric. The original section is 
significant as one of perhaps a dozen buildings surviving 
from the first qecade of Centreville's development, 
and as a rare example of an early commercial building. 
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The Sinagra Real Estate Office is located on 

the west side of South Commerce Street a few 

hundred feet south of Water Street. It is flanked 

on the north by the Blue Lantern Inn and on the 

south by the home of Mrs. Mildred S. Thompson. 

This small frame building has evolved to 

its present appearance through two initial stages 

of construction and at least one major renovation. 

The original part of the building was constructed 

circa 1795-97 by Dr. John Wells and evidently 

served as an apothecary shop and office. This 

building was of frame construction, 1 1/2 stories 

high, and measured 16 feet across the street 

facade and 22 feet deep. The plan consisted of 

two rectangular rooms on the first floor, one 

behind the other, with a shared chimney on the 

north gable. Sometime in the 19th century, 

probably circa 1825-1850, the building was 

enlarged by extending it to the south. In the 

late 19th or early 20th century a major renovation 

was undertaken, resulting in the shingle style 

appearance that marks the building today. Major 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The north part of this small frame building 

was constructed circa 1795-97 by Dr. John Wells and 

was used by him as an office and apothecary shop. 

Sometime in the first half of the 19th century the 

building was extended further to the south, and 

around the turn of the century a major renovation 

was undertaken, resulting in the present shingle-

style appearance of the exterior. Interior altera

tions dating to the latter renovation obliterated 

most of the visible early fabric of the building. 

Major changes included a new floor plan, lowered 

ceiling height, and the removal or replacement of 

virtually all of the early trim, flooring, and 

detail. Fortunately it is possible to reconstruct 

the basic plan and overall form of the building, 

as well as some of the exterior and interior 

decorative treatment. As a result the building 

proves to be of exceptional interest as one of 
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alterations included the addition of front and rear 

porches and large dormer windows, a reordering of the 

interior plan, and the application of wood shingles 

to the entire exterior of the building. 

The front facade therefore offers little evidence 

of the earlier evolution of the building. A centrally 

located door is flanked by paired 6/1 windows on 

each side, and the entire first floor facade is 

protected by a porch. The roof of the porch is nearly 

a continuation of the roof of the house, with only 

a slight change in pitch between the two. A br,oad 

dormer stretches across most of the second story. 

On the north gable wall, there is a flush brick 

chimney with one 2/2 window to the right on the first 

and second floor. An outshut to the rear actually forms 

the north end of a semi-enclosed porch. 

Two 4/4 windows at the west end of the second 

floor are the only openings on the south gable. 

The two successive parts of the house are more 

clearly expressed on the rear facade. The roof on the 

north (original) section is relatively steep, and a 

porch with a shallow pitched roof stretches across 

the first floor of this part. The north end of the 
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porch is enclosed with a blank wall; the south end of 

the porch has been enclosed to form a pantry. A center 

door and a shuttered window to the left of the door 

remain exposed. A 6/6 window in the rear wall of the 

pantry may be the original south window reused. A 

single 2/2 shed roof dormer is centered on the second 

floor. 

The south end of the enlarged building extends 

the full depth of the original house and porch, all 

under a single pitched roof. There is a door in the 

south bay and a 2/2 window to the left on the first 

floor and a large dormer across most of the second 

floor. A two ~ory porch covers much of the rear 

wall at this end of the building. 

The interior of the building has been completely 

reworked, offering little evidence of the original 

appearance. The plan has been opened up to form two 

large rooms to the south, leaving two smaller rooms 

to the north. These latter rooms are the core of the 

original building, but have been altered in size and 

arrangement. The chimney stack remains intact, but 

the fireplaces have been blocked. 

The second floor has also been reworked, and is now 



CONTINUATION SHEET 

7.3 DESCRIPTION 

QA-149 

composed of a large bedroom to the north, smaller 

bedrooms to the southeast and southwest, and a bathroom 

on the rear or west wall. All of the rooms open off of 

a short hall at the top of the centrally located 

stairway. Early flooring has survived in the south 

end of the second floor, the rest of the house had new 

flooring installed circa 1900. 

There is no access to the crawl space above the 

second floor ceiling. A small hole in the ceiling of 

a first floor closet allows access to a narrow crawl 

space above the rear porch on the north part of the 

building, and from here it is possible to examine 

the rear wall, eaves and the back of the second story 

kneewall. An examination of this area confirms that 

the north end was constructed first and that the building 

dates to the late 18th century. The early heavy timber 

framing of the west wall has survived largely intact. 

The corner posts were reinforced with up-braces on 

the west wall and supported a heavy top plate. The 

first floor ceiling joists are notched over the top 

plate and support a false plate. These original 

joists remain in place, but have been sawn off at the 

kneewall. The second floor level has been lowered 
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by more than three feet, and is framed of circular 

sawn lumber supported by a new ribbon plate and 

studs secured with wire nails. This alteration 

significantly altered the interior but also served 

to preserve a number of clues regarding the original 

building. Riven lath nailed to the ceiling joists 

with wrought nails indicates the ceiling was originally 

plastered, while the framing on the rear wall was 

evidently left exposed. The exterior of the rear wall 

is sheathed with beaded weatherboards secured with 

wrought nails. The eaves were boxed in and filled 

with brick nogging. The nogging has survived in 

places, but only the framing remains of the cornice. 

One section of fascia board has been reused in the 

porch framing. The present rear porch is put together 

with wire nails, but clearly replaced an earlier, 

slightly lower porch that was constructed with machine 

nails. 

There is a cellar under the north part of the 

building and a low crawl space under the south end 

and the rear outshut. The original brick foundation 

walls have survived on all but the south gable of 

the cellar, but all three remaining walls have been 
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repaired and shored up. All original floor framing 

and flooring was replaced under the original section 

circa 1900. One floor joist and a chimney header were 

reused and can be identified by the wrought T-head 

flooring nails on the original top face. There is 

a blocked bulkhead entrance centered on the west wall; 

both the bulkhead and the chimney base have been 

reworked. The early framing under the south portion 

of the building survives intact. The joists are 

hewn and pit-sawn, laid parallel to the gable. The 

original flooring is also visible from below, but 

has been covered by circa 1900 flooring. 
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8.1 STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

the earliest buildings in Centreville and as a fascinating 

puzzle to unravel. It is particularly significant as 

the earliest surviving building in the town known to 

have served a commercial purpose. 
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