
2323 Hyde House History 

 

Famed San Francisco architect Willis Polk (1867-1924) designed the Mediterranean-style 

mansion at 2323 Hyde Street in 1900 for Fanny Osborn-Stevenson, the widow of author 

Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894), the author of "Treasure Island” and "The Strange 

Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde."  

 

The villa sits at the northwest corner of Hyde and Lombard streets and the original 

concept of the house was to be an assorted blend of Mediterranean Revival and Tudor 

styles. As a tribute to the Stevenson, Polk designed a vivid stain glass window, which still 

exists today in the elegant main staircase of the home. It depicts the ship Hispaniola, 

which was notably featured in the author’s "Treasure Island," published in 1883. Views 

of the Bay abound from the public rooms, as well as, appropriately, Treasure Island itself.  

 

Illinois-born Willis Polk, who at age 14 became an architect's apprentice, put his 

standards of good design to work at 2323 Hyde St., having opened his firm in San 

Francisco in 1892 with his father and brother. Polk was known as the supervising 

architect at the city's Panama-Pacific International Exposition, assisting with the 1904 

master plan for San Francisco and designing the Hallidie Building at the University of 

California, the first glass-curtained walled building ever constructed. 

 

As for the original Hyde Street homeowner, Indianapolis-born Fanny Osbourne (1840-

1914), she met Robert Louis Stevenson of Edinburg, Scotland in France in 1876. He was 

25 and she was 36, separated from her husband and with two children, according to 

the Monterey State Historic Park Guide to the Stevenson House Collection in Monterey. 

Following an affair with the author, Osbourne waffled in her love, returning to her 

husband in California before Stevenson pursued her by traveling across America by train. 

The two married in 1880 and remained together until his death in 1894. 

 

Fanny Stevenson commissioned the Russian Hill house six years after Robert Louis 

Stevenson died, his body buried at the top of Mount Vaea above his home on Samoa in 



the South Pacific. Fanny had returned to San Francisco following her husband’s death in 

1893, sold many of his papers, and built the house with the proceeds.  

 

After Stevenson’s death, Fanny became a celebrity and was said to enjoy the attention. 

She wore colorful, Polynesian-style garments and massive quantities of jewelry. Her 

houseguests included Queen Liliuokalani of Hawaii, seamen from Samoa, members of 

the Scottish St. Andrews Society, and famous writers of the day. In 1906 the house was 

in the path of the fire and about to be dynamited when the firefighters realized they had 

forgotten their explosives. By the time they had retrieved them, the wind had changed 

course and the residence, with its collection of Stevenson memorabilia, was saved. 

 

In 1908, Fanny sold the residence to Francis Sullivan, whose wife was a sister of former 

Mayor (and later U.S. Senator) James Phelan. When the Sullivans’ daughter Ada decided 

to enter a convent, they invited the Carmelites on the East Coast to come to San 

Francisco, and this house became their first convent in California. The nuns were never 

seen in public. 

 

In order to be used as a convent, the house was enlarged and then later used as an 

apartment building, according to 2002's San Francisco: Building the Dream City 

by James Alexander and James Heig. According to Alexander and Heig, "Although 

considerably enlarged, it has not been altered beyond recognition." Their book also notes, 

"Its arched entry and paired arched windows are Polk's signature details." The part of the 

house on Lombard Street (painted a different color) was originally part of the Stevenson 

residence but is now a separate dwelling. 

 

To maintain the property with a modern lifestyle, the current owners engaged Architect 

Joe Farrell and Landmark Builders to restore the old-world charm of the property while 

incorporating all of the modern amenities associated with a luxury property.   

 



The original residence was enlarged from two levels to four levels, taking on "the air of a 

Tudor-Baroque country manor," writes Roger Olmsted and T.H. Watkins in Here Today, 

San Francisco's Architectural Heritage.  

  

This magnificent Mediterranean villa is a treasure in the annals of San Francisco 

architectural history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources (in addition to those listed above):  
 

  https://www.sfgate.com/sfis/article/Author-Stevenson-s-widow-once-lived-in-3670158.php 
 https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/lifestyle/1979/10/21/the-haunts-of-robert-louis-

stevenson/b47b0397-48a6-408c-87a8-29e8f45bd7e7/?utm_term=.28406dc9efae 
 https://rhnsf.org/explore/walking-tours/russian-hill-ii-the-north-slope/ 
 https://www.bernadettelamothe.com/2323-hyde-street 
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fanny_Stevenson 

 


