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The grounds and gardens were bleak and barren after years of  neglect: the grass
was brown and the old rose garden was overgrown. Improvements to the grounds in-
cluded planting six redbud trees around the house, one in honor of  each of  the Ce-
leste children. Raised vegetable beds were installed at the rear of  the property, and
an herb garden with brick walls was built by artist John Spofforth of  Athens, Ohio.
The president of  the Rosarian Association approached Dagmar Celeste and offered

his assistance with the Rose Garden. He carefully dug up each plant
and washed its roots before replanting it in fresh soil and taught Mrs.
Celeste how to care for the roses.

Beyond making physical alterations, Dick and Dagmar Celeste
were the first to recognize the cultural potential of  the house. They
saw behind its flaws a place of  beauty and significance, a place to
bring people together, a place of  which the people of  Ohio could
be proud. Recognizing the importance of  the property, the Celestes
had the house listed on the National Register of  Historic Places. 
Although previous first families had opened the house for teas and
luncheons, the Celestes instituted the practice of  conducting tours
of  the Residence and garden on Tuesday afternoons, welcoming bus-
loads of  people from around the state. They also opened the house
for readings with poets and authors as well as monthly chamber
music concerts.

Crabapples in
bloom

The Three Sisters
by Joan Wobst
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The Celestes also used the Residence for official
entertaining. International visitors included European
ambassadors, Asian representatives, and other world
leaders. The Oni of  Ife, spiritual leader of  the Yoruba
people of  Nigeria, made Governor and Mrs. Celeste
Yoruba chiefs in 1988. American dignitaries were also
entertained at the Residence. During the presidential
campaign of  1984, Celeste hosted a pig roast for Wal-
ter Mondale, the Democratic candidate. The event
drew nearly one thousand people. Other significant
guests included the Reverend Jesse Jackson and for-
mer first lady Rosalynn Carter. Among the notable
writers to visit the Residence were May Sarton, Maya
Angelou, and Nikki Giovanni. Several entertainers
visited during the Celeste administration, including
Peter, Paul, and Mary, Arlo Guthrie, Pete Seeger, and
Ohioan Kaye Ballard. Comedienne Lily Tomlin was
an especially memorable dinner guest. Initially feign-
ing awe at being a guest of  the governor, Tomlin sur-
prised everyone at the table by hanging a spoon on
her nose. When Governor Celeste asked her to show
him how to do the trick, she obliged; but unbeknownst to him, she passed the spoon
over a candle flame each time she presented him the dropped spoon. After multiple
attempts, the governor’s face was covered with soot, sending the other guests into
gales of  laughter.

During the Celestes’ eight years at the Residence, most of  their six children lived
in the house at least part of  the time. The Celestes celebrated their youngest child

Stephen’s seventh birthday with an elaborate
party and the gift of  a tree house in the back-
yard. For years, the tree house served as the set-
ting of  many sleepovers for Stephen and his
friends. Major family events held at the Resi-
dence included the wedding of  the Celestes’
son Christopher in the garden in 1987 and a
wedding reception for his brother Eric the fol-
lowing year.

Governor and
Mrs. Celeste
with Walter
Mondale
Courtesy of  the Ohio

Historical Society

State Archives 

AV 4161
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Tree house given to the Celestes’ youngest child as a birthday present
Courtesy of  the Ohio Historical Society State Archives AV 4161
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A Foundation for the Future:
The Voinovich Administration, 1991–99

The next occupants were George and Janet Voinovich of  Cleveland. Before his election
as governor, Voinovich had served as mayor of  Cleveland. Since the Friends of  the
Residence was terminated at the end of  the Celeste administration, the Voinoviches
established a nonprofit organization, called the Governor’s Residence Foundation,
to raise funds for enhancements to the property. Janet Voinovich turned her attention
to refurnishing the Residence in keeping with the period in which it was built and
the Jacobethan Revival style of  the house’s original design. Guided by advice from
William Seale, the former White House curator, who was serving as a consultant on
the restoration of  the Statehouse in the 1990s, and with the aid of  staff from the
Ohio Historical Society, the Voinoviches based many of  their design decisions on
photographs taken of  the interior while the house was a private residence. They fol-
lowed the intent of  1920s Revival homes, namely to suggest a well-maintained English
manor house that utilized furniture and ornaments belonging to several generations.8

Under Seale’s direction, the “Buckeye Suite” was commissioned. Consisting of  a settee,
chairs, and stools, the pieces were made in the Jacobean tradition with representations
of  buckeye branches as part of  the decoration.

With a sharp eye for bargains, the first lady haunted tag sales and antique shops
searching for appropriate furniture. Pieces formerly used in the superintendent’s house

George and Janet
Voinovich listen
to a speaker 
during an event
at the Residence
Courtesy of  the Mahn

Center for Special

Collections, Ohio

University
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