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The Hollorans
A Legacy of Architecture
BY ELLIE McGRATH

When I was a girl growing up in Gloucester, my grandfather and I would drive around Cape 

Ann in his silver Pontiac Tempest. A portly man of few words, he would become animated as 

we approached various buildings he had designed. “Now look at that roofline, Eleanor,” he’d 

say to me. “See how it fits into the landscape?” Or we’d go by a beautiful estate, and he’d 

draw my attention to a gazebo and explain why he located it where he did. Little did I know 

that I was getting a lesson in architecture that would inform how I look at buildings—including 

homes—for the rest of my life.

My grandfather, Timothy F. Holloran, made an imprint not only on me but on the city of 

Gloucester. In 2016, the Cape Ann Museum mounted an exhibit called Design/Build: The 

Drawings of Phillips & Holloran, Architects. Our family had given the museum 300 architectural 

plans, preserved since the founding of the original firm by Ezra Phillips in 1886. The exhibit’s 

curator wrote: 

“The plans embody houses built across Cape Ann, from spacious summer ‘cottages’ like the 

one designed in 1914 for grocery store magnate Seth Kimball Ames on Eastern Point to a mod-

est one-story ranch house designed and built in the early 1950s for stone mason Herman Faulk 

on Wheeler’s Point. Because of the firm’s longevity, the plans also represent a wide swath of 

architectural styles that came in and out of fashion over the past century. From Charles E. Pugh’s 

Shingle Style summer residence at Bass Rocks with its wrap-around verandas and picturesque 

half-timbering and C. Harry Rogers’ American Foursquare on Granite Street in Rockport with 

its Colonial Revival embellishments, to Philip Harvey’s post-World War II one-story house with 

a sunken garage on Thurston Point, the range of styles employed by the firm is remarkable.”

As I look through the collection now, I realize that I was born in the maternity wing at Addison 

Gilbert Hospital, designed by my grandfather. I once shopped at the Empire clothing store on 

Main Street, designed by my grandfather and Ezra Phillips, in 1938. My family opened an 

account for me at the Gloucester Co-Operative Bank, also designed by Phillips & Holloran. 
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When I went to Good Harbor Beach, I’d buy ice cream at the “pavilion,” designed by my 

grandfather in 1945. That cool visitor center in Stage Fort Park? My grandfather’s. At the parish 

center at the Sacred Heart Church in Lanesville, I learned catechism under a roof designed by, 

yes, my grandfather. And when I started Gloucester High School in 1966, workers were finish-

ing the new addition, designed by T.F. & R.T. Holloran. My grandfather died in 1966 at the age 

of 83, but I continued to see his architecture everywhere I went in Gloucester.

An Unlikely Career   

The youngest of ten children—and the only boy—Timothy Francis Holloran grew up in a 

small house on Washington Street in Bay View. His parents, Timothy H. Holloran and Mary 

A. O’Brien, had immigrated to America when they were 15. Although they had grown up in 

Cloyne, County Cork, Ireland, just a few miles apart, they met in Somerville, Massachusetts, in 

1866, where Timothy H.’s father had preceded him. For the first few years, Timothy H. worked 

on a produce farm in Lexington, then as a stableman in Cambridge. Granite cutters were in 

great demand, so he learned the trade at a monument works in Cambridge. Mary had ar-

A painting of the home on Washington Street where my grandfather  
T.F. Holloran and I both grew up. Artist: my mother, Julie Holloran, 1940s.
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rived alone in Somerville in 1861 and worked as a cook and maid. They married in 1869 and 

moved to Gloucester. Timothy H. had plenty of work as a stone mason and bought the family 

home in Bay View in 1877. It began as a four-room house but was added to as the family 

grew. In the winter of 1882, however, Timothy H. had a severe rheumatism attack just before 

my grandfather was born and could not work for a long time. Timothy H. eventually returned to 

cutting granite, but his career was cut short by the nationwide Granite Cutter Strike of 1892. He 

started a “motion” in the upper pasture of the Old Torrey Pit, but it was unsuccessful. Timothy H. 

died of pneumonia in 1897, just before Christmas. 

After his death, my great-grandmother, Mary Holloran, was left with a $500 mortgage (a 

considerable amount back then) and still had five children to raise. According to my grandfather, 

who was 14 at the time, his mother worked as a housekeeper, took in laundry, and occasionally 

filled in as a cook. She did whatever work she could, retiring the debt in ten years.

Phillips & Holloran

My great-grandmother also helped her son become an apprentice to Ezra Phillips, a well-

known architect. Phillips designed many of the most beautiful homes and estates on Bass Rocks 

and Eastern Point. Boasting butler’s pantries, water views, stone walls, turrets, stables, and cu-

polas, they carried names like Balmaha or The Downs, both on Edgemoor Road. 

The Downs, finished in 1896, was T. S. Eliot’s summer home. Originally a Boston family, the Eliots 

would shutter their home in St. Louis and spend summers on Eastern Point. Tucked between two 

boulders, this rambling house had a stone foundation, 15 rooms, four majestic fireplaces, halls 

the length of a bowling alley, and a wrap-around porch with views of the ocean. Still largely 

unchanged, the T. S. Eliot Foundation bought it in 2015 to house a writers’ retreat.

Not all the commissions were residential. When Howard Blackburn returned from sailing solo 

across the Atlantic in 1899 and wanted to open a bar, Ezra Phillips designed a three-story brick 

building on Main St., until recently the Halibut Point Bar and Grill, now being renovated for a 

new business. After the Surfside Hotel overlooking Gloucester Harbor burned to the ground in 

1914, Ezra Philips designed the new Tavern Hotel a few blocks from where the Fisherman at the 

Wheel statue would be erected in 1925.  
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Tim Holloran started working for Ezra Phillips as a 

draughtsman around the turn of the century when 

he was about 18. He learned quickly, gained ac-

creditation as an architect in 1918, and in 1926 

was made a partner by Mr. Phillips (as he was 

always referred to in our home). Now married to 

Eleanor D. Burns, Tim had three children, Mary, 

Robert, and Julie (my mother).

The stock market crash of 1929 put a halt to 

building large estates. There was plenty of other 

work, however. The Bass Rocks Golf Club hired 

Phillips & Holloran to design a clubhouse in 1933. 

Cars had become more common. One of my 

favorite plans was a stable conversion on Eastern 

Point. There had been a shower inside for washing 

the horses; now the garage would house—and 

wash—a car. When A. Piatt Andrew wanted an 

addition for his house on Eastern Point, he called 

Phillips & Holloran. They designed an addition for 

Essex High School. Plumbing, electrical wiring, 

heating vents: as the world modernized, so did 

homes. The Bass Rocks Beach Club required 

improvements. The Police Station on Duncan 

Street needed alterations. W. G. Brown wanted a 

new entrance to his store in 1933. They all called 

Phillips & Holloran.

T.F. Holloran, Architect

When Ezra Philips died in 1937 at 67, my 

grandfather continued the firm on his own as 

T.F. Holloran, Architect. That was the year a 

My grandparents Eleanor (Burns)  
and T. F. Holloran, circa 1916

T.F. Holloran playing golf at Bass Rocks  
with son-in-law Jerry Smith, circa 1930s
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5,000-square-foot home for William 

H. Taylor was finished on Brier Road in 

Bass Rocks. Built of stone and nestled 

among boulders, the house looked like 

it had erupted elegantly from the land-

scape. Inside, it was equally gracious: 

five bedrooms, chestnut paneling in the 

dining room, a stone fireplace, French 

doors to a granite terrace, a teak bal-

cony with views of the Atlantic, and a 

stone teahouse. While there were still 

some grand homes, most new houses 

were less imposing. A residence designed for Alexander Chisholm on Rocky Neck overlooked 

Ten Pound Island with a large porch and arched doorways, but at 2,000 square feet, it was on 

a smaller scale.

Rear patio side view of the William H. Taylor home completed by my grandfather in 1937.  
(Photo taken in 2022) 
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A 1937 plan for William Taylor’s house designed by  
Phillips & Holloran, Brier Road, Bass Rocks.
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During this period, T.F. Holloran had many civic projects. He 

designed the Prentiss House at Addison Gilbert Hospital. He 

worked on improvements to the rectory at Our Lady of Good 

Voyage Church and alterations to the office of Dr. R. P. Hallett 

on Middle Street. However, as World War II began, the mili-

tary requisitioned supplies, leaving few materials for building 

much of anything. My grandfather pivoted to teaching draft-

ing at Gloucester High School. 

His son, Bob Holloran, had graduated from Gloucester High 

School and studied architecture at Wentworth Institute in Bos-

ton. In 1942, he went into the Navy and did two tours of duty 

in the South Pacific. As part of the 140th Navy Construction 

Battalion, otherwise known as Seabees, he helped build run-

ways in the Admiralty Islands. 

When Bob returned from the war, he worked briefly at Cram & Ferguson before joining She-

pley, Bullfinch, Richardson & Abbott in 1950. While my grandfather preferred a quiet life at 

home and a daily cigar, Bob was an outdoorsman. He designed the base station for the aerial 

tram (“the Monster”) at Squaw Valley in California, where he served on the 1960 Olympic Ski 

Patrol. With fellow ski enthusiasts, Bob developed the Attitash ski area near North Conway. A 

member of the Four Thousand Footers Club (you must climb all 48 New England peaks of that 

height), he designed the Appalachian Mountain Club’s visitor center in Pinkham Notch, N.H. 

After years of serving in the Gloucester Power Squadron, Bob switched to sailing and chris-

tened his boat, the Oceanus, after the fishing boat owned by his maternal Grandfather Burns. 

In nearly 40 years at Shepley Bullfinch, Bob took part in some outstanding team projects: a 

new library at Vassar College in Poughkeepsie, N.Y.; the Maine Medical Center in Portland; 

the Farr Building for the New England Deaconess Hospital in Boston. His career capstone was 

as project architect in 1985 for two underground museums for the Smithsonian Institution in 

Washington, D.C., housing the African and Near East galleries.

My uncle Robert T. Holloran  
in the 1930s. 
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T. F. & R.T. Holloran

While a full-time architect for Shepley Bullfinch, Bob partnered with his father, enabling T.F. to 

keep working well into his seventies. As a child, I spent a lot of time at my grandparents’ house 

on Baker Street. Grandfather had an ample office that looked out on the yard. There he’d sit 

with his rulers and pencils, measuring carefully and drawing lines on paper. I loved watching 

him work, and if he was not concentrating too hard, I’d ask him to draw something for me. 

Today, such work is mostly done by computers, which makes these drawings on vellum and the 

old blueprints (yes, the paper is blue) such treasures. As the Cape Ann Museum curator wrote: 

“Many of the drawings are works of art in and of themselves. Hand drawn and lettered, they 

reflect methods and techniques rarely practiced in this age of the computer.”

Although T.F. & R.T. Holloran designed some new buildings (a lodge for the Elks Club on Pleas-

ant Street; a home for the Stevens family on the Ames Estate in Bay View), a great deal of their 

work was for the City of Gloucester. In 1946, the firm designed Veterans’ Housing for returning 

soldiers and sailors. From 1956 to 1964, they oversaw alterations to City Hall. They designed 

the West Gloucester Fire Station and, later, the Bay View Fire Station.

Schools became a specialty. 

In 1946, they designed 

the new East Gloucester 

Elementary School. In 1953, 

they converted a sprawling 

building owned by the Sisters 

of the Dominican Order on 

Farrington Road to the St. 

Mel School. That same year 

they were chosen to design 

two elementary schools in 

Gloucester.  One was the 

Veterans Memorial School, and the other was the Beeman School on a hilltop overlooking the 

Mill River in Riverdale. In 1960, they designed an extension to the Gloucester High Vocational 

School, and in 1966, a new addition to Gloucester High School itself.  

The Beeman Memorial Elementary School was designed by my 
grandfather T.F. Holloran and uncle Robert Holloran, completed in 1955.

PH
O

TO
 C

RE
D

IT
: C

IT
Y 

O
F 

G
LO

U
C

ES
TE

R



2023 - 400 STORIES PROJECT OF GLOUCESTER400+™ - PLEASE REQUEST PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE 10

I lived about a half-mile from the Beeman school zone, so I missed attending a modern ele-

mentary school. Instead, I went to the Lane School, then about 100 years old. What it lacked 

in amenities, it made up for in antiquity. The wooden floors were so old you had to be careful 

not to get a splinter when you picked up a piece of paper. A room on the second floor served 

as a lunchroom (steam tables were driven in), a gym (mats were rolled up against a wall), and 

a library (the bookcase doors were unlocked at the appropriate hour). The playground had so 

much gravel that whenever I fell, I’d tear an article of clothing. Today it’s a parking lot for the 

church next door.

One of the last buildings my 

grandfather designed was a small 

ranch house on Baker Street, 

diagonally across from his own. 

The house was for my mother 

and father, Julie and Edward 

J. McGrath. I can still see the 

bulldozers digging the foundation 

and the wood beams being lifted 

into place. I remember trying to 

carry a carton of glasses up the 

brick steps the day we moved in 

in 1956. My mother enjoyed it for 

only one year (she died at 38 from 

cancer), but my father lived there 

for the rest of his long life. Single dads did not raise children in 1958, so I went to live with my 

Aunt Mary and Uncle Jerry Smith in the house in Bay View where my grandfather had been 

born and raised. 

Although I left Gloucester, my grandfather’s influence never left me. After college, I moved to 

New York City to work for Time Magazine. I chose to live on the Upper West Side, drawn to the 

Pre-War architecture. While others look at storefronts or at their feet to keep from stumbling, I 

look up at cornices, turrets, friezes, the occasional copper roof, and sometimes even gargoyles. 

My own home is in a landmarked 1929 building (Babe Ruth lived here) on Riverside Drive that 

My mother Julie, me in the middle, and my father Edward J. McGrath 
 in front of the new ranch house on Baker Street  

designed by my grandfather, 1956.
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looks like something my grandfather could have designed. My favorite part is the living room, 

which has an oblique angle that I’ve turned into a cozy reading corner.

I lived for five years in California when my husband, Paul Witteman, was assigned to be Time’s 

San Francisco Bureau Chief. We were in the early years of our marriage, and I flew out from 

New York to look at a house Paul wanted to buy. It was a Spanish-style stucco house with great 

views of the East Bay. I walked inside and blurted out: “I can’t believe you think I could live in 

this house!” The dimensions were all wrong; the fireplace looked like an adobe bread oven. It 

offended every aesthetic fiber in my body. Fortunately, we found a lovely Victorian house with 

pressed tin walls, a Tiffany light fixture, and a wonderful old bathtub with dolphin feet. We both 

liked it. The marriage survived. 

In the back of my mind, I had always thought I’d try to build a house with plans adapted from 

one of my grandfather’s beautiful residences. That never happened. When we married, my 

husband owned a small house in Tenants Harbor, Maine. We’d spend maybe three or four 

weeks a year there. After he retired, we decided we needed more of a year-round house, and 

my Uncle Bob offered to draw the plans for an addition. He sited it perfectly to give us ocean 

views from every room. I brought granite from Gloucester to incorporate into the fireplace. 

I reluctantly sold the house in Bay View, where my grandfather and I both grew up. I couldn’t do 

it, though, without taking a piece of it. My great-grandfather, Timothy H. Holloran, had carved 

two six-foot-high granite posts with capstones. I talked to the owner of Johnson’s Quarry in 

Rockport, who agreed to pull out and store the posts but drew the line at transporting them 

to Tenants Harbor. Eventually, the stonemason who built our fireplace agreed to haul them to 

Maine. I wouldn’t even hazard a guess as to their weight. They sat on planks for a couple of 

years while I tried to decide where to put them. On the path to the water? Bad holding ground. 

Near the road? Might look pretentious. Then one summer, I arrived to find them perfectly placed 

along the driveway, just past what I call my fern forest and above the field. My husband had 

wearied of my indecision and hired someone to put them in exactly the right place.

Nothing lasts forever, and while a few of my grandfather’s buildings have been torn down—

most notably Veterans Memorial School—many still stand. My grandfather died nearly 60 

years ago, and my uncle, 15. But if you drive around Bass Rocks or Eastern Point, you can see 
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the grand old homes. Beeman School still sits atop a hill. Engines continue to race out of the Bay 

View Fire Station. The only Holloran architecture I now own is that lovely addition to the house 

in Maine designed by my uncle. And, of course, there are my great-grandfather’s stone posts. 

Whenever I walk down the driveway in Tenants Harbor, I feel the family spirit. I’m not sure my 

daughter Kate knows this yet: If she ever sells the house, she takes the stone posts with her.

Two of my great-grandfather’s stone posts that I removed from the  
Washington Street home in Gloucester now stand proudly at my driveway in Maine.
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