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A FAVOUR FOR A FRIEND:
AN ACCOUNT OF THE RESTORATION
OF THE DELIUS HOUSE

by Dr Richard H Suddath, edited by Thomas H Gunn

In the fall of 1960, I received a phone call from Dr Franklyn Johnson, the recently
appointed President of Jacksonville University, and the youngest college
president in America. My company had moved him to Jacksonville from Rollins
College, and we had become friends.

“Dick,” he said, “you’re a mover. I want you to move a house for me.”

“You don’t understand. I move household goods, not houses. Those people are
called hiouse movers, and there are plenty of them around.”

“Oh, I know,” he said. “But they charge real money, and we haven’t got real
money. Let me tell you about this house,” he went on persuasively. “Have you
ever heard of Frederick Delius?”

“No. Is he your new French professor?”

“Frederick Delius was a late nineteenth and early twentieth century English
composer that Sir Thomas Beecham took a fancy to. It seems that Delius spent
some-time living as remainderman on an orange grove that belonged to his father
down around Orangedale on the St Johns. He composed some of his music there,
or at least got the impressions that he wrote about later.”

“So what does that have to do with Jacksonville University?” I asked.

“Well, a very nice little old lady named Mrs Richmond owns the land where the
cottage is located and wants to give it to the school. I want to transport the house
to the campus. Honestly, Dick, we are a new university and we need some instant
traditions. We have an excellent music school, and I think this is something we can
build on. Just think, we could have a festival some day, who knows . . . ? I want
that house in the ravine below the music school looking as though it had been
there a hundred years. At least ride out there with me and look at it. How about
next Tuesday afternoon?”

The trail that led off State Road 13 was rutted and overgrown, but when we
arrived at the house the area was cleared and carpeted with grass. There were
even gnarled remnants of several orange trees between the house and the river’s
edge. We pulled in, stopped, and walked around the house. There was a porch
across the front, but most of the floor-boards were gone. One side of the house
and the top of the front porch roof revealed some charming Victorian scrollwork.
The front door hung ajar, and the window glasses were broken. Inside were four
rooms about ten by fourteen, two in front and two behind. Again, most of the
floor-boards had been ripped out as had a great deal of the lathing behind the
plaster walls. There was a fireplace-in each room, but the mantles were stripped
away. One of the walls was still intact as were the door frames and the window
moulding, giving us some idea of its former modest elegance. There was no
evidence of indoor plumbing nor of electricity.
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Facing: The Delius House at Solano Grove before restoration, with the attached
kitchen behind the house clearly visible.
[Photo by courtesy of the Jacksonville Historical Society]



To the rear of the main building was a small shed-like structure. This appeared
to have been the kitchen — an arrangement often used in Southern homes to keep
the odours, heat and insects out of the main house. In it were a rusty sink, a
broken water pump and a flue for a wood range, long since departed. I suggested
that we not try to transport this out-building, since there was no room for it below
the music school and since we could possibly use the extra lumber. We found in
the main house part of a ladder-like stair which led to an attic. The outside walls
were clapboard, weather-worn and painted. The roof, what there was left of it,
was of split cypress shingles.

“There is no way we are going to move the house intact, even if we hire a house
mover. The road down here would have to be widened and surfaced at prohibitive
cost.”

“We’ve got to do something, Dick,” Frank said. “Can’t you knock down and
stack the sides on a flat bed truck like a house of cards and rebuild it on the
campus?”

I weakened. “I don’t know, but I'll try.”

Back at the Suddath Company, I called several people into my office and
explained the problem to them. The logical man to run the job was a middle-aged
man named Sam Robinson who had been building crates and overseas boxes
during the summer. He had been a carpenter and handyman before coming to
work for us, and it was doubtful whether we would need him during the winter.
He told me that he had a young son just out of the service who was a ‘good
worker’. I could not afford to release any more of my men, so I decided to try
these two to see if they thought the job could be done and if they could do it. It
turned out to be a happy choice.

On site the next week we spent a couple of days hacking out a driveway for the
truck and then set about the task of photographing the house from all angles and
drawing to scale the floor plan and details of the building.

“Mr Suddath,” Sam said right away, “there is no way these sides, ends and
rafters are going to come down in sections. We’'ll have to take each wall apart and
number each piece by section and by piece. That way we won’t have to worry
about widening the lane either.”

I agreed.

“What are we going to do with the chimneys? I don’t know nothing about
masoning,” Sam said.

I suspected then that I would have to locate a brick mason. We got a ladder to
climb into the attic, and found that the two chimneys serving the four fireplaces
pierced the ceiling of the rooms downstairs and then went not straight up, but
made a lazy ‘s’ so that they went through the roof a few feet in front of the peak —
a very tricky but neat bit of bricklaying.

As Sam and his son proceeded to dismantle the building, we discovered another
challenge. A great deal of the wood, particularly the siding, was thoroughly
termite-ridden, so much so that it crumbled as the boards were torn away. For the
most part the beams, joists and sills were made of yellow pine and had resisted the
termites very well. It took Sam two weeks to dismantle and mark the structure.
We then had left standing, alone and stark, the chimneys and brick pilaster



foundations. I realised that I had to get these repositioned before reconstruction
could begin. One of our men had an uncle who was a retired mason and who
turned out to be just the man we needed. I cannot remember his name, but his
dialect was colourful.

“These here bricks are the old kind,” he'said, after I had taken him down to
Orangedale. “They is soft and probably home-made. You have to be real careful
how you knock them down and clean the mortar off them or they just crumble in
your hands.”

“Can you do it?” I asked.

“Yes suh,” he replied, and proceeded to begin the dismantling process that very
day. The beauty of the brickwork in the rebuilt house with all four functioning
fireplaces attests to his skill. He did, however, make one change. The chimneys
went straight up rather than angling off as they had been originally constructed.

As work progressed on the reconstruction, we realised that a little over 50% of
the lumber was unusable, even with the boards taken from the shed. The search
of the local lumber yards revealed that the siding was of such an old cut that none
was available any more. It would have to be specially ordered at expensive rates.
At the same time our project was under way, the expressway system was under
construction through East Jacksonville. Houses were being torn down daily,
many of them fine houses. Sam scouted around and found what he needed at a
reasonable cost.

The next challenge was the pine flooring. The original flooring was ‘edge-
grained’ yellow pine, the heart of the tree, the finest available and simply no
longer for sale. We went to Burkhalter Wrecking Company to see what they had.
Mr Burkhalter had nothing, but he knew of a small hotel which was being
dismantled in St Augustine. Perhaps it would yield our floor timber. I drove to St
Augustine, and sure enough, the lobby of the little inn had our five-quarter
tongue and groove ‘edge-grained’ pine flooring. The foreman let us pick through
the boards as they came up, and we drove happily to the campus with my wagon
and Sam’s pick-up loaded with our precious cargo.

As the front porch went up, Sam reproduced the Victorian scrollwork that was
missing from our lumber, using an electric saw and a hand saw. He did it so
skilfully that it was almost impossible to tell the new from the original.

I was quite dismayed one morning when Sam came to me and gave me his
notice.

“I have a real nice job in Gainesville offered to me and my son building houses.
They pay lots more money than you can pay, and I feel I have to take it.”

“I understand,” I said, and thanked him for all he had done. The floors were all
in, all the framing was completed, and about half the siding was on. It was still
incomplete, and there was a lot left to be done.

Back at the office I called in two of my old, experienced men. One was Eugene
Wannamaker, a man who even at that time had been with the Company over forty
years. The other was Anderson Hartley, who was not only an excellent crater, but
had a great deal of native intelligence, skill and ingenuity. They assured me they
could finish the job. The first thing that needed to be done was ‘drying in’ or
putting the roof on before our beautiful pine floor was damaged. Cypress split



shingles were a thing of the past, but cedar split shingles were available, and the
men installed them exactly in the same manner as the original. They nailed 1 x 4
planks on 6" centres horizontally across the rafters and, starting at the bottom,
they attached the shingles to the 1 x 4s. The roof they put on has now been
replaced with asbestos shingles, but the cedar-roof lasted over twenty years.

Mr Hartley fashioned mantles over the fireplaces from yellow pine timbers,
also taken from a house in East Jacksonville. We called in a professional plasterer
who plastered the interior over new metal lathing and wired the house for minimal
lighting using fixtures obtained from Burkhalter. Mr Hartley and Gene hung the
door and the windows, finished the siding, dressed out the trim and applied two
coats of paint and varnish where needed. Five months after starting the project,
we turned it over to Dr Johnson at Jacksonville University.

Dr Johnson and others went on to found the Delius Association of Florida, and
the house was duly celebrated at a spring festival honouring Delius in 1961.
Frederick Delius would recognise it today as his cottage on the river-bank.

EDITOR’S NOTE

Richard Suddath’s moving company in Jacksonville, Florida, was responsible for
the move and restoration of the Delius House from Solano Grove to the campus
of Jacksonville University. The world is indebted to his generosity for all that he,
as well as others, did to save the house from the natural elements. We are also
fortunate that he took the time to record his experience after some twenty-seven
years.

Furnished with late nineteenth century pieces, the house presently sits on a hill
behind the music buildings and overlooks the athletic playing fields. The Delius
House is always opened for the annual Jacksonville Delius Festival and opened
throughout the year when guests request to see it.

Readers may want to refer to an earlier companion piece regarding the Delius
House by Martha B Richmond (Delius Society Journal 82 pp.3-5).

[See also ‘A visit to Solana Grove’ by Roger Buckley, Journal 77 pp.15-19, which
contains a photograph of the Delius House on its present site. |
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A NEW GROVE?

With some variation in the practice of spelling the name of Delius’s Florida grove
(Solano or Solana?), throughout this issue the Editor has observed each
contributor’s preference. There is, however, no question as to the spelling of
Serenade which somehow became consistently misspelt in the last issue, and
apologies are offered for the oversight.



MORE ON THAT LONG-LOST MISTRESS

by William Randel

Tasmin Little’s ‘Delius and His Violin Concerto: A Performer’s Viewpoint’, in
the Autumn 1986 issue of The Delius Society Journal, is so well written, and so
loving a defence of that ‘persistently underrated - if not denigrated’ composition
that I hope to have an opportunity — somewhere, someday — to hear her play it in
concert. As one long committed to biography as a scholarly pursuit, however, I
have a feeling of uneasiness, and a certain dismay, as I peruse her biographical
reconstruction, on pages 9 to 13 of her article. What she has created is a ‘good
story’, one of potential appeal to readers of the Journal; but I cannot repress the
impulse to suggest that when a thesis is based on evidence that is questionable,
what is intended as biography dangerously approaches fiction.

Miss Little’s article is built around a thesis concisely worded in the brief
paragraph beginning, at the bottom of page 10, with the words ‘Most
commentators’. Is it really true, I wonder, that a majority of individuals writing
about Delius agree that he had ‘one great love in his life, and that this love came
to nothing, causing him great pain, anguish, and a recurrent yearning’? This
closely paraphrases Eric Fenby’s remark, on page 164 of his ‘Delius as I knew
him’, that Delius had ‘many love affairs, and one, the affair of his life, which came
to nothing’. It would strengthen her case, I feel, if Miss Little would name a few
others who share that view, for we are left wondering who they are and how many
there have been.

I am intrigued by the statement in that paragraph’s second sentence that Idyll
is ‘the final, direct and most poignant expression’ of the pain, anguish and
yearning Delius suffered. If one best expression needs to be identified, I would
suggest consideration of Songs of Sunset, originally titled Songs of Twilight and
Sadness, described by Peter Warlock in his ‘Frederick Delius’ (p.111) as ‘a cycle
of intimate little lyrics by Ernest Dowson, a lover’s requiem over lost illusions’ in
which the mood is ‘one of weariness, of passion that has burnt itself out and cries
for peace.’ Delius chose not to include in Songs of Sunset Dowson’s wonderful
poem with a long Latin title but generally known as ‘Cynara’; but in its own setting
given it by Delius it might seem an even better choice of expression for pain,
anguish and yearning, with its vivid picture of a lover unable to forget the object
of an old passion even during the closest of encounters with another partner.
Whether or not we could accept the notion that Delius could never forget an early
mistress, in Florida, the parallel to his virtual obsession with sex during his Paris
years need hardly be elaborated here.

There are special reasons, however, for dismissing /dyll as best expression of
Delius’s alleged great pain, anguish and yearning. As Fenby reported in ‘Delius
as I knew him’ (p.119) and as has commonly been repeated since, the words of
Idyll were supposedly furnished by Robert Nichols from a poem by Walt
Whitman with its first line used as title, ‘Once [ pass’d through a populous city’.
But only the first few lines of Idyll are Whitman’s; all after ‘forgotten by me’ was
freshly created, presumably by Nichols, who, to express it generously, was hardly
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