The historical
houses along
Fairfield Street
include the longtime home
(below) of Elmer
and Henny
Halsebo.

history

on
the

BLUFF

Scandinavian immigrants
helped shape south Eureka
neighborhood in late 1800s

S

tretched along the crest above busy Broadway is
residential Fairfield Street, itself a bustling passthrough for escalating 21st century traffic.
Newer dwellings are part of the scene now, but the older
houses — some sheltered by soaring cedar and eucalyptus —
stand out as prime representatives of the city’s remarkable
historical architecture.
The quiet side streets that end at Fairfield, from Del Norte
to Creighton, are also part of this neighborhood’s historic
fabric that dates back to the late 1800s.
These arty, well-crafted, enduring houses reflect the story
of Scandinavian immigrants who began settling into thriving
Eureka more than a century ago. They also help tell the tale
of two men, one named Fairfield and the other Creighton,
who were key players in the development of this section of
southern Eureka.

Humboldt County Historical Society

Early residents of Fairfield Street had an excellent view of South Park, a local racetrack and ball field.

C

harles Chandler Fairfield was a Connecticut native who
ing land south of Dr. Clark’s holdings. It included an upper porcame to Humboldt County in 1856. Eventually he leased
tion of Fairfield from Hawthorne to what would eventually be
land along Broadway near Wabash from Dr. Jonathan Clark, a
called Creighton Street. He platted and sold the property, and
noted physician and land developer. Fairfield turned the grounds many of his buyers were among Eureka’s earliest immigrants
into a popular racetrack and ball field called South Park.
from Norway, Sweden, Denmark and Finland.
He also lived close by, not far up the hill on the road that evenBy 1900, Humboldt County’s population of 27,104 included
tually bore his name. Why the
1,539 Scandinavians searching for
street was named for him is uncera better life — with work they
tain; perhaps it had something to
were good at.
do with Fairfield’s character. After
“Things were tough in Norway.
his passing in 1884, the Humboldt
It has rocks and maybe a few placTimes reflected that he was a
es to grow some potatoes.” said
“genial, whole-souled man and had
Doris Gildesgaard, whose parents
many friends.”
came from Norway to Eureka in
Another resident of lower Fairthe early 1900s.
field Street was Thomas Creighton,
“They saw this area was like
who saw potential in the sparsely
their homeland,” said Doris, a
populated area.
member of Eureka’s Sons of NorArriving in the pre-gold Califorway lodge. “It has a bay — Nornia of 1847, Creighton was gifted
way has fjords —and there was
with foresight. Instead of gold,
fishing and there was lumber.”
Eureka Heritage Society
land was to be his blessing. By
With a chuckle, she described
A neighborhood gas station at Fairfield and
1856, he was in Humboldt Counthese immigrants as “fastidious and
Buhne streets was built in the late 1920s.
ty, and by the 1880s he was buyfrugal to the ’nth degree.”
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They also loved to eat — the women were gifted bakers with a immigrant-formed churches, and Gabriel Olsen’s Albee Street
litany of phenomenal Christmas cookie recipes. And they felt
Meat Market, which specialized in Scandinavian goods.
most comfortable around each other. It was common for ScandiBack in the late 1920s, one retired Norwegian neighbor, Frank
navians to live in clusters around the city, including on Fairfield
Engstrom, embarked on an unusual business effort. He had a
Street beginning in 1895; the tradition lasted for decades.
small gas station built by his 1908 Classical Revival house at
“The place was just crawling with them,” says Carol Halsebo
Fairfield and Buhne. The business lasted only a short time, but
Daniels of Eureka, whose parents Elmer and Henny Halsebo
the small, timeworn station remains. It wasn’t Frank’s first illmoved into 2530 Fairfield St. after their wedding in 1934.
fated choice. In 1912, he headed for New York, en route to visit
According to Eureka Heritage Society survey files, land for the his Norway home. He had a ticket for passage on the Titanic’s
house was purchased in 1901 by Karolina Johnson, a Swede. The never-to-be return voyage across the Atlantic.
house — a pretty double-bay Italianate/Eastlake cottage — was
Long shadows of history again reached across Fairfield almost
built by 1904.
a century later when another gargantuElmer Halsebo was a baby when his
an tragedy — the terrorist attacks of
family left their farm north of the ArcSept. 11, 2001 — spurred New Yorktic Circle in 1901 for America, movers Frank Speck and Lisa Jarrow to
ing first to the upper Midwest and
move to Eureka.
then to Eureka in 1917.
“It was right outside the window,”
Described by his daughter as
Frank recalled. “I watched 3,000 peo“hardworking, easygoing and very
ple die in minutes.”
funny,” Elmer worked as a fisherman
Both Frank and Lisa are preservaand for local manufacturers before
tionists who specialize in plaster resoperating Eureka Hardware Floor
toration, but post-9/11 New Yorkers
Company. In his later years, he kept
became more interested in spending
Carol Daniels collection
busy as a janitor.
their money on security.
In 1943, Carol Halsebo (right) plays with
Henny, from southern Norway, did
The couple headed west, and in
neighbor Jana Sears on her front porch.
everything “from her heart, was out2009 they bought the old Halsebo
spoken and very kind.” She died soon Elmer Halsebo (below) stands on the same house. While the bad economy hasn’t
after the couple’s 50th wedding annihelped their business, they are restorporch 40 years later.
versary in the mid-1980s. Elmer
ing their home, which had suffollowed in 1988.
fered from years of renters.
The house stayed in the famiOne project was to change a
ly until 2003. “Selling it was
big, modern picture window in
the hardest thing I had to do,”
the kitchen back to originalCarol said. “It was a happy
style windows. Afterward, the
house. I still get all puddled up
couple missed the splendid
when I drive by.”
views of birds floating up high
Fairfield Street of the 1930s
on the currents. They decided
and ’40s was “a wonderful
to put the picture window back.
place to grow up,” Carol reElmer would understand how
called, adding that the quiet
they feel.
road was ideal for playing chil“He used to love to watch the
dren and napping dogs.
ships come in,” Carol recalled.
For Scandinavians in the ar“Dad would sit there with his
ea, community centers were
binoculars and a map with all
close by, including the Sons of
the flags of the world on it.”
Norway lodge, at least three
Erica Daniels
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‘My

Highlights of the Pialorsi
home include the dining
room, living room, kitchen,
a bedroom and a hallway.
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beloved refuge’
A Norwegian’s 1904
Queen Anne is modern
dream come true

A

half block from Fairfield Street sits a tenderly cared for
Queen Anne cottage. Adorned with fish-scale shingles and
plenty of finely detailed ornamentation, it is dressed in
pleasing shades of plum.
The eye-catching home and its impressive neighbor dwellings
were prime elements in the evolution of this section of Eureka. The
home’s owner, Diane Pialorsi, discovered this long after she first set
eyes on the house back in 1974.
“All I knew then was that I wanted a Victorian that needed a lot
of work, and that’s exactly what I got,” she wrote three decades later
after restoring the house, researching
its past and writing it all down in a
paper titled “My Beloved Refuge.”
“This poor ol’ decrepit house
latched onto me the exact second I
walked in the front door,” she remembered. “I was in love.”
Diane has taken her home through
two restoration efforts, with a stretch
in-between that included remarriage
and renting the house out for several
years. As retirement neared in the mid
-2000s, she and her second husband,
Bruno, returned to 814 Creighton St.

Diane Pialorsi at work
in her home in 1984
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Holiday cheer in the front parlor

The work has included taking out a rotting 1920s fireplace, drop
ceilings and a modern back deck; putting in a period replacement
mantle; reconstructing the original front entryway and back porch;
and remodeling the kitchen and bathrooms in period style. Basics
— new roof, rewiring, replumbing — have also been done along
with applying plentiful paint and period-style wallpapers.
Throughout it all, Diane continued her lifelong passion of
scouting out vintage furnishings and décor to suit her endearing
Queen Anne. It all just seems natural, she explained.
“My dad was in the military, and a lot of my life was spent in
Europe,” she said. “It was all old, and I just loved it. It felt comfortable.”
In recent years Diane has become a history detective, researching her home’s elusive past with help from Bob Libershal of the
Eureka Heritage Society. She discovered it was built in 1904 as a
rental on lower Fairfield Street by Thormod Olson. In the late
1920s, he moved it to its current site and sold it to his son, Ole.
Thormod was Norwegian, born in Saugflaaten in 1853.
“He went to sea when he was 9 years old as a cabin boy,” Diane
said, “and he worked his way up to being a ship’s carpenter.”
In 1884, Thormod immigrated to America with his five brothers, and he and one brother settled in Eureka. By 1885, Thormod
had married Karen Marie Gunderson, also a Norwegian.
Thormod became a house builder, and he eventually owned
numerous dwellings and land around the county. In 1898, after he
and Karen had six children, he built a large house for his brood,
setting it far back on a Fairfield Street lot. (Decades later the city
would give it a Creighton Street address instead.)
Thormod also bought property on Creighton Street and built
two more houses. He built another two just around the corner on
Fairfield for his grown
daughters. After his wife
died in 1913, he eventually
moved in with one of his
daughters. In 1949 he died
at age 96.
Nine years earlier, son
Ole built another house at
Creighton and Summit
streets, next to the moved
Queen Anne. He died in
1942, and his wife stayed
on in that house for a time.

The house in 1974 (left) and today (above)
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Windows pinpoint
timeline of old houses

T

he original windows over the
kitchen sink where gone by the
time Diane Pialorsi moved into her 1904
Queen Anne cottage in 1974.
She wanted new windows constructed
in a style appropriate to the
house and called Dane Cowan,
of Cowan & Son Construction,
to do the job.
Planning together, they came
up with two classic Queen
Anne windows, each with one
large pane of glass surrounded
by smaller, colored panes. The
end result suits perfectly.
Windows in historical houses
are essential elements, Cowan
said, which is why their contribution cannot be underrated. This includes not only the glass
itself but also all of the intricate detailings that surround it,
from classic sash to intricate ornamentation around the frame.
“It wasn’t until the 1820s that houses started having things
applied to windows more than just flat piecings,” said Cowan,
who was among the panelists at the Eureka Heritage Society’s Year of the Window Forum in October.
By the time Italianate houses emerged in the 1870s, arched
windows and window hoods were the rage. Not only did they
shed the weather, he added, “but it was a real opportunity for
architects to add one more piece of flavor to the house.”
Bay windows also gained widespread popularity during this
time. “It gave architects another palette,” Cowan said.

Dane Cowan points out antique glass in
a door he built for a Victorian home.
The design is similar to the windows he
made for Diane Pilaorsi (above).
This was the Industrial Revolution era, and windows and their trimwork were being mass produced. When the opulent Queen Annes emerged,
everybody wanted more, more, more.
“Victorian people were the yuppies of their time,” Cowan
mused. “Their houses had everything.”
Dwellings became more simplified after 1900, yet emerging styles like Arts & Crafts created windows with the
“illusion of simplicity,” Cowan said. “They were saying they
wanted to keep it simple, but the craftsman of the time were
still showing off their skills.”
Unfortunately in the mid-1900s, many Victorian houses
were modernized. Fancy trim around windows was removed
and modern plate glass or aluminum sash was installed.
The rise of the preservation movement in the 1970s brought
in new craftspeople like Cowan, whose work reverses that
“remuddling,” bringing back the artistry of a bygone era.

Dane Cowan, Master Craftsman, License #528426

Historic Restoration
Custom Windows
& Doors
Cabinets
Millwork
Remodeling
Authentically Reproduced
Window Hood
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786-9904
www.cowanandson.com

Thormod
Olson’s
son Ole
built this
home next
door to the
Pialorsi
house in
1940.

The Olsons’ years on Creighton Street had ended, but their
houses endured. In 1951, Ernest and Mary Dawn Cunningham
moved into Ole Olson’s house, where they raised their two
children.
“It was a wonderful neighborhood to raise a family,” Mary
Dawn said. “When we moved in it was still sort of out in the
country — all brush and growth. Even the street was dirt.”
The house proved to be too small for their family, so the
Cunninghams proceeded with a major renovation, enlarging
outward and upward and changing its style from a ranch to
Mary Dawn’s favorite: Cape Cod.
Fast forward two decades: Another longtime neighbor-to-be,
Steve Johnson, bought the big Olson house in 1978. A Humboldt State student at the time, he acquired it as a home base
and for rental revenue with his parents, who were real estate
brokers in Los Angeles. Steve’s father was especially pleased
with the old house.
“My dad is also an aeronautical engineer, and he helped me
look at things to see their structural soundness,” he said, adding
a workman once described his house as “overbuilt.”
Thormod would surely be pleased. In a way, he can still be
found on Creighton Street. One of
the Olsons’ descendents gave Diane
pictures of him and his family. She
has hung them in places of honor in
her still-beloved refuge.

Thormod Olson (inset) built his large family home (at left and above with the Olson family in front) in 1898.
The Queen Anne next door is one he built on Fairfield Street in 1904. He had it moved in the late 1920s.
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