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Introduction

It was June 1876 in Buffalo, New York. Richard Waite, the most prominent architect in the city, was very busy. The construction of the Pierce Palace Hotel was about to begin, and there were other significant projects on the boards in his office. Waite’s exciting new projects promised to elevate his firm’s reputation beyond the confines of Western New York.

Summer is warm and pleasant in Buffalo, a welcome respite from the long and snow-filled days of wintertime for the Queen City of the Great Lakes. During one of these warm and busy days, nineteen-year-old Louise Blanchard entered Waite’s office in the German Insurance Building at Lafayette Square, looking for employment. This was most unusual because there were no woman architects practicing at the time in the United States, or anywhere else for that matter. Architects were expected to do more than just draw plans for a building; they had to oversee construction, negotiate rates, maintain budgets—to manage the entire process that goes into successfully completing a project. Women just didn’t seem to have the required capabilities to be successful architects. For starters, they were thought to lack the physical stamina to work on construction sites. Why, even their clothing—which included tight corsets and long skirts with bustles—precluded this kind of work. The idea of a woman performing the many duties of an architect was hardly thinkable.

Blanchard told Waite that she had wanted to be an architect since childhood. She said her friends mocked her in grade school, but she persevered in her ambition to pursue her dream. She graduated from Buffalo High School in 1874 and continued in its two-year college preparatory program with the intention of attending Cornell University’s newly opened architectural department. She took advanced courses, tutored other students, and traveled in preparation for her continued studies. She hoped Waite would hire her for the summer until her program began. And—despite the common prejudice against women working in the profession—Waite hired her in June 1876, enabling Louise to fulfill her dream and become an architect.

This book traces the life and career of a largely forgotten woman and places her within the context of her city and the times in which she lived. Louise Blanchard Bethune was the first professional woman architect in the United States. She was raised and practiced in Buffalo, New York, while the city was experiencing unprecedented growth and wealth. She was accepted in the professional associations by the most well-respected architects of the time; Daniel Burnham, Louis Sullivan, and especially John Root were her colleagues and champions. Louise was not only admitted into the “boys’ club” of professional associations—the American Institute of Architects (AIA)—but she also became one of its leaders during a crucial period in architecture’s maturation from a craft and gentleman’s pastime to a serious profession. How did this happen? And why is she unknown outside of small circles of architectural historians and Buffalo enthusiasts?

One reason for Louise’s obscurity is that her professional and personal papers have been lost. While Louise founded her own architectural firm, its office records and most of its construction documents no longer exist. Many of the homes and other buildings that she designed have been destroyed over the decades. If Louise kept diaries, they, too, have been lost. Another reason is the collective amnesia of the profession’s male members—purposeful or otherwise—regarding early women members. For years, there was only one known photograph of her, and little other information was available about her family or history. A few articles were written about Louise after she passed away in 1913, however, they were accompanied by others litigating a case that Louise had already successfully debunked in 1881: whether women had the intellectual and physical abilities to perform the work of an architect. Women experienced opposition to entry in certain local chapters of the American Institute of Architects until after World War I. Only a handful of women were admitted to the AIA until the 1920s, but it was not until the 1970s that the AIA began to address its longstanding indifference to its women members.

Another reason, I think, is because Louise was such an early trailblazer. Most of the nineteenth-century women architects left the profession when they married, or they focused on strictly residential architecture. Louise was the opposite; she married her colleague and business partner, Robert Bethune, they had one child, and together they ran a very successful, albeit small, practice until Louise was forced to retire due to ill health in 1911. She designed schools and commercial structures as well as homes, handling the full gamut of architectural projects available at the time.

Louise Bethune was complicated: She was simultaneously very much of her era, and very far ahead of her time. As a professional in a male-dominated industry during the Gilded Age, she had to chart her own course. After winning an apprenticeship with Waite, she chose to forgo college training and then founded her own firm, confronting potential prejudice from male colleagues and builders and winning architectural commissions from—mostly male—clients. Yet, Louise’s story is very familiar to contemporary women. She went into business with her spouse, and theirs was very much a partnership of equals. She balanced the conflicting demands of managing a firm, caring for her family, and pursuing personal interests with her friends. She believed that women should be treated equally in business and fought for pay equity, and she managed to fit a regular exercise regime into her busy day.

Louise faced more opposition within the profession than she admitted. Publicly, she stated that her male colleagues, clients, and contractors had been nothing but respectful of her and her opinions. However, we know that some AIA members were hesitant about admitting her to their ranks and only did so at the lowest level, and her firm fell out of favor with the City of Buffalo when it became apparent that Louise was a partner and not just an employee.

While she had close women friends, Louise was not the beneficiary of a women’s network in support of her practice. While women who followed Louise received commissions from women of means, Louise did not find support among Buffalo’s newly wealthy women—despite her fame. She was unable or unwilling to court favor from potential upper-class female clients as other women architects did and would do in the future.

Louise may appear to us today as a rather conventional, if not conservative, woman. We must remember that she was the head of a commercial business at a time when many of her clients were local businessmen and homeowners who would rarely have considered hiring a female architect. She couldn’t align herself with the more progressive women who publicly called for voting rights and women’s equality. Nonetheless, Louise would not be a victim; she wrote her own narrative. Beneath her veneer of Victorian manners and dress, she was a rebel and activist with a steely backbone and iron will. I am aware that as a white, Protestant woman born to educated parents Bethune benefited from the opportunities to advance from which people of color and immigrants were excluded. Nonetheless, she did face the common prejudices against women, not to mention the difficulty a woman faced to be successful in the architectural profession.

One of the most interesting aspects of Louise’s story is that she was a bicycling enthusiast. She was the first woman in Buffalo to own a bicycle and was a founder of the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club, the second all-female cycling organization in the country. Just as in the architectural profession, few women had previously adopted cycling as a sport and means of transportation because of the limitations of contemporary bicycle design, their bulky clothing, and the general feeling that only men had the physical strength to ride long distances. This was all eliminated by a group of pioneering women—many of whom were also part of the nascent women’s rights movement—who defied common prejudices, adopted less-restrictive garb, and formed self-supporting clubs to encourage others to take up the sport.

This discovery led me to question the long-held belief promoted by her previous biographers that Louise was not a feminist. In researching the rich history of “wheeling” and its impact on the women’s suffrage movement, and in my other research on her, I have found many indications that Louise was a staunch believer in women’s equality and actively advocated for her beliefs. While earlier historians and biographers felt that Louise was not concerned with promoting women’s rights, it became clear to me, after considering the social atmosphere of the time and viewing her life and activities in the context of other women of the era, that Louise was very engaged in women’s equality on her own terms.

An 1892 profile that appeared in a Buffalo newspaper, titled “A Clever Woman’s Work,” perfectly captures Louise’s stature as a forward-thinking woman. In it you see a woman who is in complete control of her life and career. The author marvels at the fact that Louise undertook all the many duties of a professional architect, including heavy onsite work and overseeing project costs. Despite its quaint language, this description of Louise could apply to a woman architect today:


Mrs. Louise Bethune of this city is a very successful architect. And that does not mean that she is simply able to design and do office work, although she is proficient in this difficult line. But Mrs. Bethune does all that a capable, practical architect is expected to do. She handles all the dwelling houses that come to the office of the firm of which she is a member. Designs, makes estimates and directs the work. More than half of her time is spent in personally superintending the building.

She goes from place to place on her bicycle, which she finds to be a great convenience. Mrs. Bethune is full of ideas, clever and well read. She devotes herself almost entirely to her work, rarely going out “on pleasure bent,” and finds her lot a very happy and satisfactory one.1



Louise performed all these duties while wearing a corset and full skirt with bustle. Her mere presence on the streets of Buffalo actively challenged preconceived ideas of what a woman in a dress could do.

Louise lived during a time of profound changes in the architectural business as well as broader social forces that would greatly impact society. She worked in an industry that was maturing into a profession from a craft and technologically advancing in its use of building materials and new systems. Throughout her life, the women’s movement increased in intensity, with advocates seeking reform on many fronts. She also lived in a city that was quickly growing in population and wealth just like the country at large. The society in which she navigated was moving from a rural economy to an urban, industrial one, with social upheaval and ethnic and class discrimination along the way. How this remarkable Gilded Age woman charted her own course by navigating these currents is the story I will tell.

Louise Blanchard Bethune, like many women at that time, changed her name when she married and soon after her husband became her business partner. Therefore, their personal and professional lives were inextricably interconnected. For consistency I have applied the following naming conventions: in each chapter I initially introduce them as “Louise Bethune” and “Robert Bethune.” Thereafter, I reference them by their first name. Anytime I refer to “Bethune” for variety I am referencing Louise.

I first learned about Louise in 2002, when I attended the unveiling of a grave marker dedicated to her organized by Buffalo-based architect Adriana Barbasch. In 1986, the AIA had asked Adriana to research Bethune for a brochure on women in architecture. Adriana continued her research, contributing to several books on early women architects until 2004, when she retired. As one of two women on the AIA Buffalo/WNY Board, I was deeply struck by Louise’s trailblazing spirit and accomplishments. My interest in her story might have ended then, except that when Adrianna retired, she offered to share her research with me.

Since receiving this cache of materials, I have lectured often and written articles on Louise, getting to know her from my twenty-first-century vantage point. In 2006, I successfully nominated Bethune to the Western New York Women’s Hall of Fame. During that process, I met Louise and Robert’s great-granddaughter and sole heir, Zina Bethune. Zina was an accomplished actor, ballet dancer, multimedia artist, and philanthropist. Zina and I stayed in touch, exchanging information on her ancestors as they were found until, in 2012, Zina was tragically killed in a car accident. To ensure the legacies of both women, Zina’s husband, Sean Feeley, generously donated the historic family records, photo albums, and other ephemera to the University at Buffalo Special Collections.

The Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune is a rich resource, containing unique images of Bethune and the people she held dear. A second source of information came from Nancy Herlan Brady, a descendent of business partner William Fuchs. Nancy shared a small collection of annotated photos of Fuchs from the 1890s. In this collection was a photograph of Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs, which became the second photo of Louise Bethune that was known to exist. This collection also included photos of their architectural office and candid family photos that included the Bethune family. These demonstrated the close relationship of the three partners. Additional sources came from many newspaper articles about her I have found. The Buffalo and Erie County Grosvenor Library holds records from the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club and the Buffalo Genealogical Society, two clubs in which Bethune was a member, have yielded information on her relationships with her friends, how she juggled a busy career, and pursued personal interests. The Grosvenor Library also holds the research that Louise compiled on the Bethune and Blanchard families. Her correspondence, mostly from the last decade of her life, provides good information on her declining health and her relationship with her immediate and extended family.

When I began my research on Louise, I was a junior architect learning my strengths and interests in the profession. In the years since, as I have grown as a professional, my life and career have eerily paralleled Louise’s. Like Louise, I wanted to be an architect as a child and my passion has always been in educational design. I was fortunate to be able to dedicate my career to this type of work, which is a luxury Louise did not enjoy. Like her, I feel strongly about the importance of service to our professional association. I served on the AIA at the local, state, and national levels, becoming the second woman president of the Buffalo/WNY Chapter, which Louise founded. I later served as president of AIA New York State and served on the AIA National Strategic Council, mirroring Louise’s participation with the national AIA. Following in her footsteps again, I was the first successful woman applicant after her living in Buffalo to become a fellow with the AIA. Where Louise suffered illness as a young child and at the end of her life, I suffered a life-threatening illness in the middle, when I contracted Guillain-Barré syndrome. Like Louise, I fought for my right to work, and I was even restricted in the clothing I could wear for a time, while I regained my strength and dexterity over a four-year period.

Our parallel lives in Buffalo and careers in architecture have provided me with strong points of reference while I have been writing this book. As I drive through the city, passing her buildings and visiting her gravesite, I can visualize the city Louise helped build, because many of the landmarks from her lifetime still stand. As I attend AIA meetings, I participate in discussions regarding the future of the profession and the academy that are similar in tone, if not the exact topics, in which she participated. As I attend project meetings, poring over floor plans, discussing budgets, schedule, and client needs, I am reminded of Louise’s experiences holding similar conversations. I believe these parallels gave me a unique insight into her life and career and it certainly enhanced my passion in researching and telling her story.




Chapter 1

Becoming Louise

Early Life, Family, Education, and Apprenticeship

She had acquired habits of study and self-reliance which led her through school life to disregard the usual class criterions.

—Willard and Livermore, A Woman of the Century

[image: Figure 1.1. Louise Bethune in her teenage years. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.]
Figure 1.1. Louise Bethune in her teenage years. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

A Family of Patriots

Louise Blanchard Bethune was born on July 21, 1856, in Waterloo, New York. She was the firstborn child of Dalson Wallace Blanchard and Emma Melona (Williams) Blanchard. She became a genealogical enthusiast in the last decade of her life, and our knowledge of her ancestry is a result of her research. According to her own account, Bethune’s paternal ancestors were Huguenot refugees, and her maternal ancestors came from Wales to Massachusetts in 1640.1

Her mother’s line included several distinguished early American patriots. Her maternal great-grandfather was Captain Ebenezer (Eben) Williams (1749–1847), who was born in Lebanon, Connecticut, and served during the Revolutionary War. The entire family were supportive of the American cause; Ebenezer’s father Jonathon was an early activist, and his uncle, William Williams, was Lebanon’s town clerk, a representative in Connecticut’s General Assembly, and a signer of the Declaration of Independence.2 Ebenezer rose through the ranks from enlisting as a minuteman to eventually becoming a captain.3 According to family lore, during the war he received invitations to dine from both General Washington and the Marquis de Lafayette.4

Following the war, Williams moved to Richmond, Massachusetts, and, shortly after, met his future wife, Sarah (Sally) Stedman, who was born in Wethersfield, Connecticut. When Sarah was a young girl, a new minister, Reverend Perry, arrived in town, bringing his young bride with him. Mrs. Perry grew fond of little Sarah who was a regular visitor to their home, and she eventually lived with them as their eldest child. When the Perrys moved to Richmond, Sarah accompanied them,5 and it was there that she first met her future husband, as one of her grandchildren later related: “When they reached Richmond, [Ebenezer] was the first gentleman they saw. He helped them out of their carriage. Grandma said she was a little afraid of him at first—he was so dignified and handsome. This must have been after the close of the war. They were married 28-April-1787, at the home of the Perrys.”6

Ebenezer and Sarah remained in Richmond until 1808, moved to New York’s Onondaga County, and then to Schoharie County in 1815, where they had a farm. While it does not appear that Ebenezer received a land grant for his service to the US Army, he received a pension, which he later successfully petitioned to be increased based on his long service.7 The Williams’s eldest child, Jonathon Whitney Williams, was Louise’s grandfather. He was born in 1788 in Lenox, Massachusetts. In May of 1812, he married Elizabeth Fenner of Manlius, New York, while he also served as a captain in the War of 1812. Bethune’s mother, Emma, was the tenth of twelve children, born in 1831.

On her father’s side, Bethune was also descended from a veteran of the Revolutionary War, her paternal great-grandfather, Abiel Blanchard.8 Bethune’s paternal grandparents, Thomas and Sarah (Cunningham) Blanchard, moved from Vermont and Massachusetts, respectively, to Manlius, where they were married, owned a farm, and raised eight children.9 Their son, Dalson, graduated from the Albany Normal School in 1848 as a teacher. He was possibly the first of his family to receive a postsecondary education, which was not uncommon at the time. Emma Williams and Dalson Blanchard were married in Manlius in 1852.

Located eleven miles east of Syracuse, the town was established in 1794 as the seventh of the twenty-five townships in the Military Tract of Central New York. The Military Tract was a vast amount of Haudenosaunee land—nearly two million acres—that was seized by the federal government and reallocated to soldiers and officers of the Revolutionary War as compensation for their service.10 Many of the town’s first white inhabitants were from New England, and in its first years of development it grew in population to become the most prominent community in the county.11 By the time the Erie Canal was built in 1825, Manlius was already a bustling mercantile center.

The couple moved to Waterloo, New York, where Dalson taught science, and where Louise was born.12 It may be a romantic notion to directly tie Louise’s future architectural career with her Western New York upbringing and the women’s suffrage movement that began there in Seneca Falls in 1848. However, the entire region was a center of innovation and expansion at this time. With that progress came progressive thought and action; it was no accident that the region was a hotbed for the abolitionist and women’s rights movements. The catalyst for the region’s wealth, innovation, and progressive movements was the development of the Erie Canal.

New Innovations Lead to New Ways of Thinking

In the decades following the Revolutionary War, the country emerged from the shadow of Great Britain as the world’s leader in innovation and wealth. Several factors contributed to this ascent, including an extended national transportation network system and the growth of mechanized production methods in industry and the distribution of goods. US per capita output and consumption doubled, wealth increased, and the population grew exponentially thanks to the arrival of new immigrants.13 The Erie Canal, which opened in 1825, provided the first means of transporting goods from the east coast to the country’s interior without the need for portage. The 363-mile canal ran from Albany, at the Hudson River, to Buffalo, on the shores of Lake Erie, connecting the Atlantic Ocean at New York City to the Great Lakes and the Midwestern states. The immediate success of the Erie Canal made New York the economic and commercial powerhouse of the country. The national economy grew by 4.5 percent annually for the next quarter century.14 The small towns of Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Rome, and Utica became bustling commercial centers thanks to the commerce on the canal. Buffalo became the largest inland port in the United States and the population of Syracuse grew from 250 in 1820 to 22,000 in 1850.15 A ribbon of ten new towns with names ending in “port” were founded between Syracuse and Buffalo. As the country expanded westward, the canal’s importance grew, and cities such as Cleveland and Chicago became bustling mercantile and industrial centers along the transportation route on the Great Lakes. The Erie Canal, in essence, connected Chicago to New York, with Buffalo in the middle. The newly minted “Empire State” would become a hotbed for innovation and progressive thinking. Both entrepreneurial activity and technological innovation expanded exponentially. As economic historian Kenneth Sokoloff noted, “The completion of the Erie Canal in 1825 seems to have sparked big changes in the composition of output and a sharp rise in patenting along its route.”
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The Erie Canal was essentially the information superhighway of the 1800s. With this free flow of information came a surge of social movements such as abolitionism, women’s rights, and utopianism to communities along its route. As noted by historian Judith Wellman, Seneca Falls and Waterloo in the 1840s were largely inhabited by people from outside the region, including New England, Eastern New York, and Southeastern Pennsylvania, as well as coming directly from other countries such as England and Ireland, seeking better lives; Quakers and African Americans came too.16 The result was a mélange of cultures, languages, and points of view, which made it a place ripe for reform.

The antebellum period in the United States—generally considered to be between the War of 1812 and the US Civil War—marked a significant turning point in the young country’s history. It was an era when its citizens began the first of many reckonings with the class and caste systems that formed the foundation of the “land of the free.” The uneasy alliance among its disparate cultures and economies was beginning to unravel. Cries for equality for women and African slaves resounded. And from nowhere were these cries louder sung than Western New York. Buffalo and Niagara Falls were the last “stations” of Harriet Tubman’s Underground Railroad. Ms. Tubman herself lived in Auburn, New York, in the heart of the Finger Lakes region and forty-five miles west of Syracuse. The abolitionist, statesman, and former slave Frederick Douglass lived in Rochester, New York, from 1847 to 1872, where he would publish his influential paper, the North Star, to advocate for abolition and women’s suffrage. And, of course, women suffrage leaders Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony resided in Seneca Falls and nearby Rochester, respectively.

Stanton and Anthony were true products of the dramatic growth in both the state’s commercial and intellectual spheres. As they wrote in their epic History of Woman Suffrage:


New York with its metropolis, fine harbors, great lakes and rivers; its canals and railroads uniting the extremist limits, and controlling the commerce of the world; with its wise statesman and wily politicians, long holding the same relation to the nation at large that Paris is said to hold to France, has been proudly called by her sons and daughters the Empire State. But the most interesting fact in her history, to woman, is that she was the first State to emancipate wives from slavery of the old common law of England, and to secure to them equal property rights.17



The 1848 Seneca Falls Woman’s Rights Convention was the spark that ignited the women’s equal rights movement in the United States. It came about partly because of circumstance and partly because of the talent and will of the people involved. Essentially, the right people were at the right place at the right time. When Elizabeth Cady Stanton moved to Seneca Falls with her husband and young family from Boston in 1847, they were already active in the antislavery movement. The Stantons were friends with Rochester-based Frederick Douglass and Lucretia Mott, who had Quaker family in the area and visited often. The idea for the convention on women’s rights had been germinating for several years, beginning when Stanton first met Mott at the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840.18

The subtext of the convention was New York’s long-debated Married Women’s Property Act, which was passed on April 7, 1848. In New York State in the mid-1840s, the right for married women to own property was one of the most hotly contested legal issues. Upon entering marriage, women became “civically dead,” with no legal right to own property, money, or custodial rights of their children. Still viewing marriage through the lens of Christianity, the law saw the husband as the literal and symbolic head of the family and the wife as the heart. The husband earned the income and was expected to represent his wife at the ballot box and in the management of the family’s assets. The wife’s sphere of influence was centered in the home, in the care and management of the family. This value system is often described as the “Cult of Domesticity” or the “Cult of True Womanhood.”19 The Married Women’s Property Act of 1848 granted women the right to own property and the profits made from this property following marriage and became the basis for similar laws in subsequent states in the 1850s.20

While the Convention at Seneca Falls is considered the beginning of the women’s suffrage movement in the United States, the road to women’s equality was more than simply suffrage. Early members of the movement—notably Stanton—came to believe that, through suffrage, women would earn true equality, which included equal pay for equal service. Pay equity was a reoccurring theme for Bethune in her career and she came to believe that this was the pathway for women to achieve equality. Indeed, it was because of New York’s Married Women’s Property Act that Bethune could legally own her firm and the real estate that she would acquire as a practicing architect and firm owner.

Young Louise

The Blanchard family settled in the small village of Forestville at the outbreak of the Civil War, where Dalson had his next teaching position. Located forty miles southwest of Buffalo and part of Hanover Township in Chautauqua County, Forestville’s primary industry was lumber. The town had opened its saw and grist mills in 1809 and 1810, respectively. In 1851, the Erie Railroad was routed through the town, which inspired its industrial growth.21 By the 1860s, the town’s population was 574.22 The town had opened its first school in 1816, and by the 1860s, this had grown into a school district with the county’s first union free school opening in 1863, where Dalson probably taught.

According to her later account, Bethune was a sickly child and was homeschooled until the age of eleven.23 Her mother, also an educator, would have taken the lead in her education. It was this experience, she wrote, that provided her with the self-reliance required to direct her academic studies and her later career.24 She had always enjoyed drawing houses as a childhood pastime,25 predicting her future career.

On October 4, 1864, the Blanchards welcomed twins into the family: Edwin Williams and Clara White. Sadly, Edwin died on October 15, 1865, at the age of one year, and Clara followed on January 9, 1869, at age four and a half; both were buried in Forestville. The cause of the twins’ deaths is unknown, but infantile death was not uncommon in this era. The fact that Louise was “sickly” as a child and her siblings died before reaching the age of five might point to an inherited illness in the family. Or these deaths could have been tragically coincidental. Either way, it is difficult to imagine that these events were not devastating to Louise and her parents.
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In 1863, Dalson was drafted into the Union Army, however, it is uncertain whether he served;26 if he did, this must have been another traumatic event in Louise’s young life. During the last five of her nine years, she had gone from being an only child, to the eldest of three, and then losing her younger siblings; in addition, the family had relocated three times. Given all these events, it is understandable how she learned to be self-reliant in her youth. Indeed, several newly found photographs taken during this period show her unmistakable look of determination, which is also readily apparent in later photographs taken when she was an adult. Louise was her own person from childhood and her life experiences reinforced this need for self-reliance.

Bethune may not have come from a wealthy family, but she was born to a family of educators who provided her with individual academic instruction and a high degree of education. She gained an appreciation of lifelong learning at a young age.27 From her father, Dalson, Louise inherited her academic approach, interests, work ethic, and high standards of conduct.28 Bethune said that her father was known for his mental agility and accuracy.29 Later in life Bethune noted that both she and her father were hard workers who didn’t make or have time to discuss family matters or their common interests.

But it was from her mother, Emma, that Louise inherited her entrepreneurial spirit. Returning to work following the death of her son and surviving twin Clara, Emma first worked for her husband at Buffalo Public School No. 3 as an assistant, and then taught in Buffalo Public School No. 15 until approximately 1886.30 In addition, Emma was a property owner, as we shall see.

School Years

Bethune’s family settled in Buffalo in 1867, where Dalson first taught and then became a principal at Public School No. 3. Louise was eleven years old when they arrived and began attending public school. The city was in the midst of rapid industrial and economic growth that would continue throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Originating as a small trading village in 1789, the opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 set the stage for Buffalo to mature from being a town on the frontier to becoming a vibrant city with the promise of prosperity in its future. When the canal opened, Buffalo’s population was 2,095; by 1865, its population had expanded to 94,210.31 Louise was inspired by the atmosphere of growth and innovation that was occurring all around her.
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When the Blanchard family moved to Buffalo, city leaders were about to embark upon a beautification program. In 1868, Olmsted, Vaux & Company was awarded the commission to design the city’s park system. Fresh from his success building New York’s Central Park, Frederick Law Olmsted designed three parks in Buffalo (the Front, the Park, and the Parade) and a parkway system that would unite the entire city. Neighborhoods adjacent to the parks and parkways began to be developed and, ultimately, they became the choice areas in the city. Richmond Avenue, a section of one of the critical parkways connecting the Front to the Park, was developed from a dirt path known as Rogers Street. It became a fashionable address for Buffalo’s newly minted entrepreneurs, and adjacent streets flourished as a home for middle-class families. The Blanchard family would eventually live at 255 Porter Avenue, just two blocks from Front Park and on the link of the Front-Park Parkway. Their choice of neighborhood underscores their aspirations for upward mobility in a city that was prospering and in a growth mindset.

Following the move to Buffalo and the passing of her daughter Clara, Emma Blanchard returned to teaching. Bethune attended Buffalo Central School; it was during this time that Louise became interested in architecture. Several profiles written during her lifetime state that “in her girlhood she showed great talent in planning houses and so decided to take up architecture as a life work.”32 Bethune would later document how her interest in architecture first began, most notably, in her profile in the reference work A Woman of the Century. A better version of the story appeared in an article from 1913, published just one month before she died: “One day in conversation with several friends a caustic remark led her to investigate several studies in architecture. She became so interested that she took the study of architecture as a profession. Thus an investigation begun in a spirit of playful self-defense soon became an absorbing interest.”33

Although we don’t know what this “caustic remark” was, it is likely that her friends doubted the ability of a woman to succeed in the male-dominated field of architecture. As we shall see, Louise always welcomed a challenge to prove her worth and to defend women’s rights to a full life, including a professional career.

At Buffalo Central High School, Louise became known to her friends as Lulu.34 The school’s curriculum was designed to offer an array of scholastic choices for girls and boys to prepare them for their chosen path in life. There were three academic tracks from which to choose. Students were encouraged to give serious thought to selecting their track to ensure their success, and were encouraged to add courses to their baseline as they became comfortable with the material and pace of the school. Courses ranged from bookkeeping to advanced physics, to chemistry and geology in the sciences, introductory German, French, and Latin, and literature studies within these languages. For those with ambitions of pursuing a postsecondary education, the school also offered a one-year college preparatory program.

Bethune graduated with honors from the school in 1874.35 Following her graduation, she taught or tutored students and continued the college preparatory program, which she completed in 1875. By now, she had decided to pursue an architectural career and was preparing to enroll in the newly opened architectural school at Cornell University.36 In addition to her college preparatory course, she also continued her preparation through travel.37 It is uncertain exactly how far she went, but it was probably not beyond the US and Canada.

Louise changed her plans to attend Cornell University when prominent local architect Richard Waite offered her a job. It is not known how or why this offer was extended; however, Waite must have been impressed by Louise’s determination and have seen a glimpse of her strength of character, interest in learning, and willingness to work hard to achieve these goals. Her life was spent in preparation for this moment, and she seized it.

Educating the Woman Architect

The hours were from eight to six, and the pay was small, but her employer’s library was at her service.

—Willard and Livermore, A Woman of the Century

The ambitious, eighteen-year-old Louise Blanchard walked into the office of Richard A. Waite, the most prominent architect in Buffalo, in 1876 and secured an internship. What was it about her that prompted Waite to provide her this opportunity? Her father was a principal in the Buffalo Public Schools, so it is possible she might have secured her position through that connection. Or Waite may have recognized a little of himself in her.

It was traditional for an architect to receive training through an internship rather than attending college; Louise may have come to this conclusion herself because she decided not to enroll at Cornell but to work for Waite. That this option was even available to her is remarkable, because it required the commitment by an established architect to be her mentor, which was rare for a woman. In fact, most of her successors attended architecture school because they could not find employment without a degree or diploma.38 As Bethune herself commented in 1891: “The total number of women graduates from the various schools of the country can hardly exceed a dozen, and most of these seem to have renounced ambition with the attainment of a degree, but there are among them a few brilliant and energetic women for whom the future holds great possibilities.”39
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In the late 1800s, there were three training paths to becoming an architect: attend a design school for women, enroll in a coeducational architecture school, or obtain an apprenticeship with a practicing architect. However, much of the mainstream architectural world was unaware of or unopen to women’s involvement in the field. In 1883, the editors of The Art Interchange advised a young woman who was interested in pursuing architecture as a career that they knew of no successful woman architects, because the duties of the profession required business acumen, artistic talent, and the technical skills to work directly with builders. They were apparently unaware that, by this date, Louise Bethune had already opened her architectural practice following a five-year apprenticeship. Other women had also begun the path toward a career in architecture.

There were advocates for women to access education in design and architecture as early as the 1850s. In a lecture given by Horace Mann in New York in 1852, the educational reformer and politician advanced the many career opportunities for which women would be suitable. He identified art and design as particularly suitable fields for women, noting their finer level of taste than men.40 Mann was referring to the design school movement that began with the opening of the Franklin Institute School in Philadelphia in 1848. The Franklin and others that followed—the New England School of Design in Boston and the New York School of Design for Women—provided women with access to education in the fine and industrial arts, and eventually some women received architectural training. Bethune addressed these design schools in her 1891 lecture, noting that they did not have facilities to provide the requisite technical training for an architectural education.41 The curriculum at the design schools often did not provide adequate technical skills for a woman to advance into the profession afterward.42 However, they created a vital entry to a design program, and, as Bethune noted, this education could be supplemented with additional training.43

Several late nineteenth-century women architects matriculated through these programs. Minerva Parker Nichols, of Philadelphia, attended the Franklin Institute Drawing School, graduating in 1885 before apprenticing with the architect Edwin W. Thorne from 1886 to 1888.44 Minerva and Louise would cross paths several times during their careers. They corresponded in the 1880s, comparing notes on the number of women who were entering the profession. And their stories would intersect during the Women’s Building competition for the Columbian Exposition, as two of the only practicing women architects in the country at that time, although neither submitted a viable entry to the competition (see chapter 7). Two other prominent female architects to graduate from one of these programs were Mary Nevan Gannon and her business partner, Alice J. Hands. They attended the inaugural class of the New York School of Applied Design for Women in 1892, graduating in 1894.45 Gannon and Hands would run a successful firm in New York from 1894 to approximately 1899, winning several design competitions, and, like Bethune, were advocates for equal pay for women for equal service.46

By the 1870s, a woman interested in pursuing architecture could also attend one of the architecture schools that were beginning to open. American architectural education was a combination of the École des Beaux Arts atelier or studio system set within the existing university educational structure and the teaching of building technologies. The first American school of architecture to open was at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 1869, followed by the University of Illinois in 1870 and Cornell University in 1871. Additionally, land grant institutions that had opened with the 1862 Morrill Act following the Civil War offered coeducational opportunities for women. These institutions provided programs in agriculture and mechanical arts on federal land throughout the country. The AIA briefly considered opening a school of architecture themselves, but decided that architecture schools offered by established universities were a better option for the profession.47 These coeducational land-grant colleges were particularly good options, because many private institutions did not admit women until the twentieth century. As Ada Louise Huxtable noted, “By 1910 more than 50 women had been trained as architects in the U.S.A., although half of the existing architecture schools still denied admission to women.”48

In the United States from the Civil War to 1900, thirty-nine academically trained women graduated from architectural schools.49 The first woman to graduate from architecture school was Mary L. Page from the University of Illinois, receiving a certificate in architecture in 1878 and a BS in 1879.50 She established a drafting, blueprint, and abstract service company called Whitman & Page with classmate Robert Farwell Whitman, and later taught in Washington State.51

Bethune was adamant that women be provided with the same educational opportunities as men in architecture. She noted, “Women cannot pursue architectural studies to advantage in a private apartment. Co-education is a privilege.”52 She regularly corresponded with directors of various schools of architecture to inquire on the status of their women students and advocate for coeducational training.53

As we’ve noted, Bethune originally intended to attend Cornell to further her architectural education.54 A land-grant institution, Cornell began accepting women into its program almost immediately, with Margaret (Madge, as Bethune called her) Hicks being the first woman student admitted to the school. Hicks graduated in 1880. Had Bethune chosen to attend Cornell in 1876 as intended, she and Hicks may have been classmates and graduated the same year. Hicks was the first woman architect to publish work in a professional architectural journal; American Architect and Building News published her student project, a “workman’s cottage,” on April 13, 1878. In 1883, Christian Universalist minister and suffrage activist Phebe Hannaford commended Hicks for her advocacy for social reform in her commencement essay “Tenement House.”55 According to Bethune, Hicks worked for an architect named Sillsbee in Syracuse upon graduation.56 Sadly, Hicks died in 1883 before she could practice independently.57

The third option for women, and the most conventional option for an aspiring male architect, was to obtain an apprenticeship with a practicing architect. Julia Howe, the women’s rights advocate, suggested that women agitate to be articled to an architect in 1873.58 This was easier said than done, because it required an architect willing to offer a salaried position to an untrained woman. The male-dominated apprentice system was generally closed to women, despite the fact that, as Bethune noted, “there is a woman in nearly every architect’s office in this city, but these are employed as bookkeepers, copyists and type writers, not as draftswomen.”59 While Bethune felt that any woman with the aptitude and desire could follow her in becoming an apprentice at an established firm, there are few instances of women who did, without receiving some design training in advance of securing a position in a firm.

It is difficult to quantify the number of women who tried unsuccessfully to pursue apprenticeship, but Bethune was the first to succeed. As of 1891, she knew of only a few others who had pursued this track.60 Katharine Cotheal Budd, the first woman member of the AIA’s New York chapter, may have been one of them. Budd received private instruction from William R. Ware, an architectural professor at Columbia University. Her apprenticeship was composed of work for several noteworthy architects in New York and Paris in the 1880s.61

Apprenticeship

It is no exaggeration to say that during the first three years of my office studying I did not sit fifteen minutes consecutively out of the day.

—Louise Bethune, “Women as Architects,” 1884

In 1876, there were thirteen architects listed in the Buffalo City Directory; Richard A. Waite was considered one of the city’s rising stars and influential tastemakers. Bethune worked in Waite’s office from 1876 until October of 1881. During her apprenticeship, she also worked part-time for the architect F. W. Caulkins.62 Her days were spent drafting in the office and conducting site visits, all under Waite’s direct supervision. Waite prided himself on the fact that he did not accept work in which he could not be personally involved. He closely supervised the work of everyone in the office, including his apprentices.
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In her writings, Bethune was very concerned that women receive a thorough architectural training, including in construction and site supervisions. She lamented women who shirked “the brick-and-mortar-rubber-boot-and-ladder-climbing period of investigative education,” so it is safe to assume this was an important aspect of her own architectural training.63 She described her studies in the sciences and arts as “endless,” which prepared the apprentice for a career of lifelong study, an attitude that she learned from her mentor. According to Bethune, Waite had a very complete library, which was rare in those days,64 and that she studied in it often. (Bethune also possessed an extensive library, which she referenced in her will, that was started during her apprenticeship.65) Finally, she continued the travel that she had begun while preparing for Cornell to increase her architectural vocabulary and studied the work of practicing architects.66 While working in the office, Louise met her future husband, Robert Bethune, who was another of Waite’s apprentices.

Kellum and Waite

Waite’s willingness to hire a woman with no previous architectural training may have been inspired by a similar opportunity that he enjoyed early in his career. He was offered an internship with John Kellum, the most prominent architect in New York City in the 1860s.67 Indeed, Waite had defied the odds and overcame poverty and lack of formal education to become an architectural force in several Great Lakes cities.

Born in Surrey, England, in 1848, his family immigrated to Buffalo in 1857 and met with early prosperity. However, both of his parents died in quick succession, forcing Waite to forgo his aspirations to become an engineer and pursue work as a brass finisher at the age of seventeen.68 His brother, who had distinguished himself in the Civil War, secured a position for Richard in the office of New York–based engineer John Ericsson. Ericsson is known today for his design of the ironclad ship, the USS Monitor, which helped change the course of naval warfare.69 After two years, Ericsson saw that Waite’s true passion was architecture and recommended him to Kellum. Waite worked for Kellum from approximately 1865 to 1868 and supplemented his training with sculpture classes at the Cooper Institute.70

By the mid-1860s, Kellum had a well-established practice, with some of the most successful businessmen in New York as his clients. He was known for his cast-iron commercial buildings, a building style that became prominent in lower Manhattan at the time. Kellum’s list of clients included Tiffany & Co., the New York Stock Exchange, Mutual Life, the New York Herald, Steinway and Sons, the New York County (Tweed) Courthouse, and department store magnate Alexander T. Stewart. The breadth of the work—from residences to commercial, institutional, and industrial buildings—provided Waite with the skills needed to successfully operate his architectural practice in Buffalo a few years later.
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Despite or because of his successful business, Kellum was ostracized by New York’s architectural establishment. John Kellum was a self-made man. He was born in 1809 in Hempstead, Long Island, where his father was a shoemaker of modest means. Following a very rudimentary public education, Kellum secured a position as a journeyman carpenter with a prominent master builder in Brooklyn in 1841. After four years of work and self-directed study, he began employment with the well-established architect Gamaliel King. In 1850, King made Kellum a partner.71 The firm flourished with many of its commissions being cast-iron façade commercial structures and ecclesiastical buildings. In 1859, they amicably dissolved their partnership, and Kellum established his own practice, building on their earlier successes. Kellum unsuccessfully applied for admission to the AIA three times. Members criticized him for not having a thorough knowledge of the classical orders and overreliance on his assistants for design and draftsmanship. They also accused Kellum of overtly pandering to his wealthy clients, who might consider themselves amateur architects.72 To members who were dedicated to transforming architecture into a profession with equal status to medicine and law, Kellum’s humble background, outstanding success, and clear intention of running his firm as a business stood in sharp contrast to their more lofty ideals.

While Kellum is an obscure figure in architectural history now, his work was deeply influential in New York, even without the credibility of AIA membership. One example is the Tiffany & Co. store on Fifteenth and Union, which opened in 1869 and was in development during Waite’s tenure with Kellum. Described by the New York Times as the “palace of jewels” when it opened, the five-story Italianate building had a cast-iron façade, for which Kellum was known. Its plate glass windows ran the full height of the first story, a remarkable feature for the day, which was intended to fully display the merchandise.73 The arched windows on the upper floors became more curvilinear at each floor. The building demonstrated the vast amount of glass a cast-iron building could incorporate economically.

A noteworthy project that Waite worked on while he apprenticed to Kellum was the Working Women’s Hotel. New York in the mid-1860s was deep in transition, with people moving to the city for work after the Civil War, particularly single, working-class women. Widowhood, a lack of marriage prospects, or other economic necessities led to this influx into the city. These women worked in domestic service or the clothing industry and generated the goods that were consumed by their wealthier sisters. The precarious state of housing for these women soon became a concern to the public, and Waite would have been aware of this problem through its extensive coverage in the city’s newspapers; he also would have seen these women traveling to and from work during his own commute.

Kellum was commissioned by Alexander Stewart, the wealthy department store magnate, to design the Working Women’s Hotel as a solution for this problem and a legacy project for Stewart. Stewart had opened the first department store in the US in 1846 and by the mid-1850s was one of the wealthiest businessmen in New York. In 1859, Stewart hired Kellum to design his new department store building, which was the first cast-iron department store in the country when it opened in 1862.74 Stewart was so pleased with the results that he commissioned Kellum to design his palatial home on fashionable Fifth Avenue, the first and largest of many Gilded Age mansions of the era’s new class of millionaires. Stewart became Kellum’s most important client, and they became friends, which was typical of the close connections that Kellum maintained with many of his clients.

The design for the Working Women’s Hotel began around 1867, and construction started in 1869.75 However, both Kellum and Stewart died before it could be completed in 1877, so that neither architect nor client was available to guide it to completion or preserve the original intention of the project. The project failed the same year that it opened. By this time, Waite was running a very successful architecture firm in Buffalo and Bethune was already working for him. But his involvement with this earlier project may have made him more sensitive to the needs of women to succeed in the architectural professions—and open to offering an internship to Bethune.

In Buffalo, Waite enjoyed a reputation for his design and technical abilities within the architectural community and among his clients. He opened his practice in 1870, and by the mid-1870s he had won several substantial projects and design competitions, even winning work during the Crash of 1873 and subsequent recession.76 In 1875, Waite was awarded the commission for the German Insurance Building in Lafayette Square, which was reminiscent of Kellum’s work in New York. This ambitious project was the largest office building in Buffalo at the time and it introduced the fashionable Second Empire style, so prevalent in New York, to the growing and aspirational city. When the building opened, Waite established his office there in Room No. 13.77 This is the building where Bethune worked during her apprenticeship. Waite remained in this office until he closed his practice and left Buffalo in early 1904.78

During Bethune’s tenure with Waite, she worked on a portfolio of buildings of varying scales, materials, and typologies. This type of work—a combination of regionally based residential, commercial, and institutional projects—provided the basis of the work she and her husband would complete in their own practice. When she joined the firm, Waite was supervising the construction of the Pierce Palace and Invalids Hotel, which was both a facility for recuperation and healing and one of the first luxury hotels in Buffalo, and the commercial project, W. H. Glenny & Sons Building at 257 Main Street, which is still extant today. Two projects that Bethune probably worked on are the Canada Life Insurance Building, in Hamilton, Ontario, and the Genesee Hotel, which opened in 1881 and 1882, respectively. The Canada Life Insurance Building was designed in the Richardson Romanesque style, popularized by, and named for, the American architect H. H. Richardson, a style to which Waite gravitated as his career progressed. The building housed the national headquarters for the company. The five-story Connecticut brownstone structure dominated the corner on which it sat and was articulated with an immense turret, Roman arch windows, and copper roof. Demonstrating the impact of the building at the time in the region, it received praise from Oscar Wilde, who called it “one of the most beautiful buildings he had seen in this country” during his 1882 North American lecture tour.79
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Figure 1.11. German Insurance Building on Lafayette Square, Richard A. Waite architect, 1875. Courtesy of the author.

The Genesee Hotel was the third such structure on a site that dated back to when Buffalo was a frontier town. Waite’s six-story Renaissance Revival structure was a response to the concerns of city leaders regarding the lack of refined accommodations for visitors in the 1870s. It was a six-story restrained Renaissance Revival structure. The muscular, cube-like brick building allowed for subtle flourishes at the level separating the second and third floors. Doorway entries on the first floor were banded together by a stone ribbon, articulated by archways capped with entablatures, also made of stone. These entablatures were repeated on the parapet. Ionic columns and an architrave supported the two-bay entry porch. Above it rested a stone balustrade that elegantly delineated the second-story balcony. The windows were articulated with simple stone lintels and sills. The hotel was a welcome addition to the cityscape and a signal to its citizens that Buffalo was on the rise. Mayor (and soon-to-be governor and president) Grover Cleveland attended its opening ceremony.80

Waite was a skilled and dedicated designer, consistently winning work based on the artistic merits of his submissions. Waite’s colleagues respected him for his design work, technical skills, and professional integrity. An article from early 1882, while the hotel was still under construction, demonstrates the high regard in which Waite’s architectural colleagues held him. It reported a rumor that was circulating of a structural failure on the stone balcony at the hotel’s front entrance that had to be repaired. Waite vehemently denied that the failure was the result of a design error. Three other Buffalo architects were asked to comment for the article, including C. W. Caulkins, who discredited the charge. One of them “declared Mr. Waite too good an architect to have such a thing happen to a building he had planned.”81

In the 1880s Waite’s prominence in the Great Lakes cities would continue. In addition to building some of Buffalo’s more important buildings in the decade to come, he would make even more significant contributions to Canadian cities, with the design of the Ontario Legislative Building in Toronto and the Canada Life Assurance Building and Grand Trunk Railway Company, Ltd., Station, both in Montreal.

Despite this success, Waite was a poor businessman, so his firm suffered significant financial setbacks when he temporarily moved to Ontario to complete a number of these projects. His brother and business partner, William, who was left to run the Buffalo office, was a bad manager. In addition, Waite’s wife Sarah passed away in 1901, which deeply impacted him. By 1904, Richard Waite had moved to New York City to start anew or to look for work. Census reports after 1904 list his occupation as “draughtsman.”
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Figure 1.12. Pierce Place and Invalids Hotel, Richard A. Waite architect, 1876. Destroyed by fire 1881. Collection of the Buffalo History Museum, general photograph collection, Buildings—Residences—Hotels.

[image: Figure 1.13. Canada Life Assurance Building, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, Richard A. Waite architect, 1881. Courtesy of the author.]
Figure 1.13. Canada Life Assurance Building, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, Richard A. Waite architect, 1881. Courtesy of the author.

Kellum, Waite, and Bethune were all outsiders who were determined to succeed and maximized their apprenticeship opportunities to become successful architects with their own firms. They were self-reliant and they were self-taught. They also saw architecture as a lifelong study. They had a passion for the science of buildings and act of building things. Kellum began his career in construction and Waite studied to become an engineer before he discovered architecture. Bethune spoke frequently about the importance of knowing the construction process and strongly encouraged women who followed her into the profession to learn these basics. She oversaw the construction of one-third of her firm’s projects during its peak period.82 Neither Waite nor Kellum took on work they could not personally supervise; Bethune was the same way.

All three architects enjoyed close relationships with their clients, who repeatedly sought them for projects. Kellum and Stewart’s close working relationship resulted in a true friendship and some of Kellum’s most significant work. As a sought-after architect in the 1870s, Waite enjoyed warm relationships with many of his clients, who were the leading businessmen of the time. Asked to serve on the jury for the Ontario Legislative Building, he was instead offered the commission. He also worked pro bono on at least one project: the Women’s Industrial and Education Building in 1892. (The practice of working pro bono was one that Louise Bethune would never consider—she held the strongly felt principle that women should be paid for their efforts—but her husband Robert did.) Bethune also enjoyed personal friendships with Buffalo’s leading citizens, including industrialist Spencer Kellogg, James Crooker from the Buffalo Public Schools, and entrepreneur Joseph A. Oaks; all would be repeat clients. Photos of their children and references to them were found in Bethune’s personal letters.

All three architects relied on these values to see them through difficult periods in their careers. Kellum’s peers would never accept or respect him. Both Waite and Bethune led their firms through crippling economic downturns, for Waite the 1873–1879 Depression, and for Bethune the Depression of 1893. Both would suffer setbacks late in their lives. For Waite, his business failed and he died poor. Bethune’s health rapidly failed in the last three years of her life, leaving her far diminished. However, despite these setbacks, they enjoyed the respect and admiration of their clients and were praised by the press for their leading roles in their profession.




Chapter 2

Family and Firm
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Figure 2.1. Louise Blanchard Bethune, circa 1881, possibly on her wedding day. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

While Louise Bethune was an incredibly self-reliant woman, she had important support from her family—beginning with her parents—in formulating her values and establishing her life’s work as an architect. Remarkably for a woman of the day, she founded her own firm shortly before her marriage, and initially her husband worked for her. Bethune’s remarkable career trajectory also was the result of training and support from her mentor, Richard A. Waite. Her support system included her future husband and eventual business partner, Robert Bethune, and their protégé William Fuchs. Indeed, Bethune’s professional and personal lives were very much intertwined, reflecting her strong belief that her work and home life were of equal importance—something that was unusual for a woman at that time, another striking example of her progressive thinking about a woman’s role in society and at home.

Robert was Bethune’s partner both in life and business. They met in Richard Waite’s office as apprentices, married the same year Bethune opened her office, and remained in business together until she was forced to retire two years before she died. The Bethunes hired William (Will) Fuchs just before their only child, Charles, was born. He remained in their employ for the remainder of his career, eventually becoming their partner. Taken in its entirety, Bethune had a very tightly knit circle and support system.

Louise’s mother, Emma, was also a role model as an entrepreneur involved with real estate. In 1879, she purchased three properties in the 300 block of Porter Avenue, including 325 Porter Ave., the Blanchard residence. After years of renting, the family finally owned a home and property. In November 1881, Emma transferred property on Porter Avenue near Fargo Street valued at $1,025 to Louise, presumably either to help finance Louise’s new firm or because of her upcoming marriage in December.1 Either way, just thirty years after the passage of the Women’s Property Bill, Emma leveraged newly acquired wealth to fund her daughter’s career and life aspirations.

Before their marriage, Robert boarded with the Blanchard family at their home at 255 Porter Ave. near Front Park beginning in 1880, according to the census.2 Presumably, Louise and Robert were engaged at that time. After their marriage, the entire entourage moved to 325 Porter Ave., just one block away, where they remained until Dalson and Emma moved to 64 West Huron St. in 1891, ten years after Robert and Louise were married.3 On August 16, 1891, Dalson Blanchard died suddenly of heart disease while on vacation at the family retreat in Mattapoisett, Massachusetts, near Plymouth.4 According to reports at the time, Blanchard had been ill for some time but had improved with the sea air in Mattapoisett.5

Following Dalson’s death, Emma and Louise continued to be development partners. In 1885, they jointly applied for a building permit to erect a frame structure in the rear of a lot on Porter Avenue at Fargo, possibly the same property that they jointly shared.6 Bethune would follow her mother in building ownership and development. In 1891, Louise purchased a block of five townhouses at the corner of Huron and Franklin. Known as the Bull Property, it was renovated by Bethune as a mixed-use development. She and Robert moved their offices and their residence there.7 Conveniently, and probably not coincidentally, the townhouses were situated just across the street from Louise’s parents’ new residence on 64 West Huron St. Consequently, Louise lived no further than a block from her parents until well into adulthood.

Emma eventually moved to Mattapoisett full-time in 1895.8 She lived in the family home there with her sister Louisa (Aunt Lou to Louise) until her death in 1919, six years after Louise herself passed. In fact, in Bethune’s will she bequeathed her property in Mattapoisett and her rental property at 881 Tonawanda St. in Buffalo to Emma, with her son, Charles, as the secondary beneficiary.

Robert Armour Bethune

Robert (Bob) Armour Bethune was born on June 7, 1855, to Donald and Mary Telfer (Gay) Bethune in Bowmanville, Ontario, Canada. Through genealogical research conducted by Louise, we know his family descended from the Bethunes of Balfour, Fifeshire, Scotland. Robert was directly descended from Rev. John Bethune (1751–1815) of the Isle of Skye and Veronica (Wadden) of Geneva, Switzerland. The Reverend was educated at King’s College in Aberdeen, Scotland, and immigrated to the United States shortly before the beginning of the Revolutionary War. He served as chaplain during the war for the Royal Militia and was taken as a prisoner in Philadelphia. He was exchanged for an American soldier and became the chaplain for the Highland Emigrant regiment. He later established St. Gabriel’s of Montreal, the first Presbyterian congregation in Canada. In 1787, the Reverend moved to Glengarry, Ontario, where he owned three thousand acres of land and spent the remainder of his life.

The Reverend’s eldest child, Angus (1783–1858), was a fur trader and chief factor (or mercantile trading agent) with a high administrative position in the Hudson Bay Company. Angus and his wife, Louisa (Mackenzie), had six children and lived in Fort William, Ontario. Angus’s eldest child, Donald (1820–1886), was Robert’s father and became a lawyer. Donald and his wife Mary Telfer (Gay; 1827–1879) had five children, only two of whom lived past infancy: Robert and his sister, Louisa. The Bethunes lived in several towns in Ontario—Cobourg, Hamilton, Bowmanville, and Windsor—before settling in Detroit.9
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Figure 2.2. Robert Bethune. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

In 1873, at the age of eighteen, Robert began a three-year apprenticeship under noted architect Gordon W. Lloyd (1832–1904), the most prominent architect in Detroit at the time. Born in Cambridge, England, Lloyd apprenticed for his uncle, Ewan Christian, an architect who had studied at the Royal Academy and had a successful practice in London. Christian had a general practice but was particularly successful in ecclesiastic design. Lloyd, too, made a name for himself in this area, and was the architect for many Episcopal churches throughout Michigan, Ontario, and the Midwest. Lloyd immigrated to Windsor, Ontario, in 1858 and maintained a practice in Detroit until his death in 1904. At the time of his death, Lloyd was considered the “Dean of Michigan architects”10 and Robert considered him his mentor, similar to Louise’s relationship with Waite.11 Among the more noteworthy projects that were in development during Robert’s tenure with Lloyd were the First Congressional Church of Ann Arbor, Michigan (1872–1876), and the Trinity Anglican Church, St. Thomas, Ontario (built 1876–1877).

From 1876 to 1877, Robert worked for architect Leverette A. Pratt (1849–1924) in Bay City, Michigan. Pratt was a self-trained architect who entered the profession as a carpenter and master builder.12 In 1880, Pratt formed a partnership with German architect Walter Koeppe. Pratt & Koeppe rose to become one of the most prominent firms in Bay City. Among their buildings is the town’s City Hall (1894), which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.13

Robert joined Richard Waite’s firm in Buffalo in 1877, where he met Louise who was already working there. Both Robert and Louise served as interns in the firm and later referred to themselves as students of Waite, although Robert came to Buffalo with more experience.14 Robert worked for Waite from 1877 to 1879 and then left the firm to join Field & Hayes, the contractors responsible for the construction of the Cantilever Bridge in Niagara Falls, New York.
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Figure 2.3 A young Robert Bethune. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

Robert returned to Waite in 1880 and remained with the firm until he left to join Louise in practice, upon their marriage.15 Given his background of working in three architectural firms and one engineering and construction company, it is probable Robert was fluent in most aspects of running an architectural practice, in particular construction documentation and administration. Indeed, when they opened Bethune & Bethune Architects, he was the more experienced architect of the two. By the end of the 1880s, Louise and Robert would build one of the busiest and most prominent architectural firms in the city of Buffalo.

Louise and Robert

Robert and Louise were married on Saturday, December 10, 1881, at the First Unitarian Church at Franklin and Eagle Streets.16 The weather on their wedding day was pleasant for Buffalo in early December, with light snow in the early afternoon and an average temperature of 25 degrees.17 The papers were filled with advertisements and general stories about Christmas preparations for the holiday season. Photos that were probably taken at their wedding show a softer and happier side of Louise than how she typically appeared. Wearing a colorful day dress with a row of buttons down the front, a soft white lace collar, and relatively modest taffeta bustle for the day, Louise was practical as always at her wedding. The dress may have been burgundy or claret red, because these were very fashionable colors for wedding dresses in the early to mid-1880s.18 The one flourish she allowed herself was in her hat, which was adorned with a spray of delicate flowers and a feather.

The couple enjoyed a close and warm relationship and complemented each other in temperament and skills, although they were very different types of people. Physically, both were average in height: Louise at approximately five feet two, and Robert at around five feet five. Louise had a full figure, curly blond hair, and blue eyes.19 Robert had dark brown hair and was thin as a young man but became portly by his thirties and into middle and old age. Louise was also very athletic as an adult, which is noteworthy for a woman of the Gilded Age in general, but particularly considering her history of childhood illness. Her friends in the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club described Louise as an early riser and fearless bicyclist, often leading twenty-five-mile-long biking expeditions. She rode her bicycle around town, to the office and construction sites, where she would inspect the work of the contractors. Robert, on the other hand, was photographed as a boy and young man engaged in fishing and hunting.20 However, later in life he was much more sedentary, unlike his wife.

Louise was self-confident, ambitious, and assertive. A natural leader, she relished being the first: the first woman architect and the first woman to own a bicycle in Buffalo, to name just two examples. She also was the type of person who became passionately involved in a project, club, or association but, after exhausting her interest, moved on to a new one with the same focus and passion. Louise discontinued her membership in the American Institute of Architects in 1904, despite her active role with her firm until 1911. After 1904, she turned her attention to genealogy and was elected president of the Buffalo Genealogy Club in 1907, extensively documenting hers and Robert’s family trees in her later years.21 Louise was also intellectually curious. She compensated for her lack of formal architectural education by using her mentor’s library to supplement her apprenticeship. As a result, she became an intellectual elitist who valued academic pursuits, but this also made her dismissive of those less well educated.
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Figure 2.4. Robert and Louise Bethune, possibly on their wedding day, December 10, 1881. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

Robert (or Bob, as he was called) was not a self-starter, but he was a closer. Following Louise’s involvement in the American Institute of Architects, Robert was a card-carrying AIA member until his death in 1915. Robert did enjoy activities outside of work. He served on the board of the Music Hall and participated in several large musical productions and balls in the 1880s and ’90s.22 At least one sketch survives that shows that he was skilled at freehand drawing and enjoyed sketching. He was also interested in politics; both he and his father-in-law Dalson were active members of the local Republican Party. Robert regularly attended Republican state conventions throughout his adult life and both men signed a petition issued by the Erie County Republicans chastising their state party for election fraud in 1882.23

The Bethunes had one child, Charles William Bethune, who was born on April 24, 1883. Charles probably enjoyed a close relationship with his grandparents because they lived with his parents, and he spent time at their summer cottage in Mattapoisett. No doubt, family visits to Mattapoisett increased when Emma moved there, following Dalson’s passing. The Bethune family albums include many photos of the Mattapoisett house and surroundings, so this might have been used as a family retreat over the years.24

Charles had a scientific mind and pursued several interests that fed his naturally inquisitive nature, including joining a geology club that took regular field trips to Niagara Falls and other destinations in the area. He was also a keen photographer, as is demonstrated by his many photos showing geographic formations. In 1901, Charles graduated from high school and entered the University of Buffalo School of Medicine in the class of 1905. He completed a postgraduate course in urology at Harvard Medical School in 1908 and became chief of services at Sisters of Charity Hospital in Buffalo. Charles continued to live with his parents until their deaths, first at 215 Franklin Ave. and then at Louise’s properties on Tonawanda Street.25 In 1906, Louise designed and had built a two-family residence for her, Robert, and Charles at 904 Tonawanda St. in Buffalo; it appears that Charles operated his practice from their home until 1911.26

Both Louise and Robert enjoyed close friendships. Louise surrounded herself with supportive, strong women friends such as her fellow members of the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club. Yet, she was also comfortable and confident in the company of men, including her AIA colleagues and genealogy chums. Louise was also direct and opinionated, and cared less about the opinions of others than Robert, within the strict bounds of society. Meeting minutes from the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club demonstrate an outspoken, engaged, and openly opinionated Louise. Although, she was less inclined to speak out at the male-dominated AIA meetings, she was a recognized and elected leader among her architectural colleagues.
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Figure 2.5. Charles W. Bethune, as a child. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

Louise also had a sense of humor; she once described Robert to a friend as “a stout, amiable, elderly man in the extreme south-east corner of the dining room,” adding slyly, “and all the adjectives in a lesser degree apply to Mrs. Bethune.”27 In 1911, Louise joked that during a long illness, because she was so unsteady on her feet, “Bob was very angry with me … and said the neighbors would think I had been drinking.”28

Louise was the more energetic, organized, and hardworking, while Robert was more empathetic and cared for the people around him. In a letter to a friend in 1910, Louise commended Robert for how he cared for a lonely, elderly neighbor. And in 1905, he was celebrated in the local press for his selfless act of assisting his fellow theatergoers while he was attending a performance in Manhattan. According to the newspaper article, Robert quickly acted to refute a rumor of a fire that was circulating in the theater hall, which could easily have resulted in a panic, and a probable loss of life.29
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Figure 2.7. Charles W. Bethune, while attending medical school. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

Robert’s caring nature was especially evident in his relationship with Louise. Repeatedly, he sacrificed—or at least deferred—his own career advancement in support of his wife and business partner. In 1885, both Robert and Louise intended to apply for membership to the newly formed Western Association of Architects. However, just before the convention, Robert rescinded his application out of concern that members would not support Louise if they applied at the same time because they would assume that her architectural portfolio was his work.30 In 1888, for the same reason, Robert again waited to apply for membership to the AIA until Louise was successful.31 And Robert may have lost additional opportunities by partnering with his wife; in 1901, as we shall see, the press noted that the firm had lost several municipal contracts because a woman held such a key position in it.

The couple’s warm relationship was reflected by contemporary architects, as in this profile of Robert that appeared in 1884: “[Mr. Bethune] has been in business for himself about two years and has gained a footing among the leading builders and contractors. … Mrs. Bethune, his wife, is also a fine architect, and there is none of her sex … who are her superiors. Both Mr. and Mrs. Bethune are well known in Buffalo society and have a large circle of warm friends.”32

Note, however, that this writer focused on Robert while incidentally mentioning Louise—even though the two were equal partners.

Louise would need this caring support throughout their married life, and, in particular, during her protracted illness before she died. A woman of action and constantly in motion, Louise pushed herself physically throughout her adult life. In addition to running the firm and her club/association work, she managed several rental properties, performing the maintenance on the properties herself. In 1910, her relentless schedule caught up with her and she was struck with a series of illnesses that left her bedridden for much of 1912 and 1913. Robert and their son Charles, by now a medical doctor, rallied to care for her, along with a paid nurse.33

Bethune & Bethune Architects

When Louise Bethune opened her office in October 1881, she was the sole practitioner. Following their marriage in December of that year, the firm became Bethune & Bethune Architects. Although the name of the firm changed, Louise remained the sole financial owner of the firm until 1886, when Robert provided additional capital to the operation.34 The new practice opened at a favorable time; the 1881 city directory listed fifteen other architectural firms in competition with them.35 Buffalo was a robust and bustling town with plenty of opportunity for a progressive firm such as theirs, that is, with a woman at the helm. For the next forty years, Buffalo would prove to be at the nexus of commercial and industrial innovation. As an example of the city’s growing influence, Buffalo’s former mayor and favorite son, Grover Cleveland, was elected president of the United States in 1884. With these expanding markets came a growing population, both American and immigrant. All of this was taking place in Buffalo when the entire country was exploding with optimism and growth. Progressive social change, investments in infrastructure, and advancements in building technology and its connection to reducing disease and fire and protecting the public were all to come during the next two decades, and architects would play a vital role in these changes.

As architectural historian Mary Woods states, during the profession’s infancy in the US, most architects were sole practitioners, relying on occasional assistance from apprentices and students.36 However, architectural partnerships began to occur as early as the 1820 to ’30s, predating the development of the atelier, as promoted by H. H. Richardson in the 1870s, as well as the myth of the genius architect, as espoused by Frank Lloyd Wright thirty years later. Architects would come to understand that running a successful and sustainable practice required business acumen. In addition to having the prerequisite design talent, a successful firm required constant client relations, financial oversight, and a responsible organizational and production structure. Architecture is both art and business. To meet both ends, the partnership was born.

Initially, architectural partners maintained their own professional identities and associations to meet the demand for particular skill sets. However, these partnerships were short-lived, with little financial commitment from either party. A new type of partnership, however, was born in the 1870s, capitalizing on the individual skills of the partners, who would be stronger as part of a larger entity than they would be on their own. Typically, partnerships were born from need or perceived deficiencies. There are several examples of successful partnerships from this era, the most obvious of which was Chicago’s Adler and Sullivan. Dankmar Adler was twelve years Louis Sullivan’s senior, and provided the administrative and managerial skills to sustain a successful practice; Sullivan provided the firm’s distinctive critical design talent. The combination created the unique marriage of opportunity and ingenuity (design talent). Without Adler’s administrative organization, Sullivan’s designs may never have been realized.37 The Boston architect Ralph Adams Cram (1863–1942) provided clear insight on this philosophical approach to partnerships. As noted by Boyle, Cram recalled recognizing the need for a partner when he founded his office: “As I considered myself as the designing factor in a putative architectural firm, I must have a practical partner.”38 Cram would be involved in two partnerships: Cram and Wentworth and Cram and Ferguson.

Bethune & Bethune, of course, was no ordinary partnership. The two were partners in life and in business. Their decision to form an architectural practice would have had less to do with a need to supplement each other’s skills than the simple desire to work together or not compete against each other by working at different firms. In the first couple of years, the firm’s work was reported to journals and newspapers as being “from the office of R. Bethune, architect.” That was probably not indicative of Robert being the principal partner, but simply that he was the one who was doing the reporting. They may have also been concerned that Louise’s status as the first woman architect who had recently had a child might also influence their press coverage. By 1885, both partners were listed in the journals. Based on interviews Louise gave and biographies written on both Bethunes during their lifetime, they each assumed design responsibility, production of the construction documents, and the construction administration for their individual projects. In an 1884 interview in the Buffalo Daily Courier, Louise stated that she assumed full responsibility for the plumbing design in all the firm’s projects; however, since this was early in the firm’s existence, this practice might not have continued. In an 1892 Buffalo Enquirer profile, Louise said she assumed responsibility for all the “dwelling house” projects that came to the firm.39

In multiple profiles, Louise stated that, of all their projects, she preferred designing educational facilities. However, Robert also worked on schools and is credited with the design of a few Buffalo Public Schools, in particular Public School No. 16. Robert was also listed as the lead designer for a small number of hotels: the St. Francis in London, Ontario, and the Agency Building in Buffalo, and was the lead designer for the unbuilt Blackrock Market. Both Bethunes take credit for the Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory; Louise drew the plans and Robert was the lead designer. Robert listed its building committee members as references for admission to the Western Association of Architects (WAA).40 Also, he visited the Seventh Regiment Armory in New York to conduct research during its design phase.41 And while Louise was the lead designer for the Hotel Lafayette, Robert was also very much involved, especially during the initial contractual and planning phases.

In the early 1890s, after William Fuchs was made their partner, Louise stated that she “has for some years taken entire charge of the office work, and complete superintendence of one third of the outside work.”42 By “office work,” Bethune could have meant many different things. First, she could have been describing the administrative and financial work of running the firm. Alternatively, she could have meant the broader role of overseeing the design and documentation of all the work that took place in the office. Given the lead role in projects that Robert took and the fact that Louise was the sole financial owner for so many years, it probably meant that Louise assumed the former responsibilities for the firm.

In one extraordinary editorial written in 1901 in the local press, a reporter asked rhetorically why Robert had fallen out of favor as a consultant who had regularly received municipal projects. The writer answered his own question by stating that when Robert took his wife as a business partner, many of the aldermen lost faith in him because they did not trust a woman in business. The newspaper stated, “Look for the woman, and there is a woman, dearly beloved by Robert Bethune, who appears to have interfered with favorable glances which were cast upon him by the Aldermen.”43

This direct assertion that government officials would be unwilling to work with a business that was co-owned by a woman was written twenty years after the Bethunes’ firm was established, in the first decade of the twentieth century, and well into the women’s suffrage era. This prejudice suggests the reason why Robert was listed as the lead architect for most of the firm’s public projects, and it possibly explains why Louise’s name was omitted from some projects or submissions. But most importantly, it highlights the fine line that the firm walked with its clients in who represented its work and the very tangible risk that a male architect took in his career by bringing on board a female partner, who was not to be trusted by virtue of her gender at this time.44

Starting in the mid-1890s, Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs’s public commissions dramatically reduced. After this time, their work was based on the commercial, industrial, and hospitality sectors, which were funded by private clients. This may have been partially due to the Depression of 1893; however, it is clear from this article that this shift of commissions was a direct result of bias and discrimination, rather than lack of public funding. The fact that such public criticism of elected city officials was made in a local newspaper is not only extraordinary but also served as a possible warning to men not to work with women in business, or risk seeing their work reduced to “pretty small business,” in the words of this reporter.

Ironically, Louise commented multiple times throughout her career that she experienced no hostility or discrimination from her male colleagues, clients, or the construction crews, who accepted her expertise, work ethic, and authority. This is an incredible position for a woman architect of the twenty-first century to claim, much less one of the Gilded Age. It demonstrates the authority and confidence that Louise could project in a professional setting. Obviously, the firm was very successful with or without publicly funded commissions, and she was certainly highly regarded as a businesswoman. However, Louise had detractors as well, despite her business acumen and knowledge as an architect, and the progressive zeitgeist of the region. Her comments reveal her single-minded determination and refusal to acknowledge any actions or sentiments that would limit her aspirations. This may have contributed to the fact that, as far as we know, her firm did not employ women apprentices. It would be natural to assume that Louise would have employed one or more of the newly educated women architectural graduates in her firm. There is no evidence that this occurred, or that, on the other hand, women applied for work and were not accepted. We know that Louise advocated for coeducation in architectural programs and corresponded with some of these programs’ directors. If the firm did not employ women architects, it may have been because Louise was more comfortable demonstrating the equality of women rather than mentoring the next generation, or that the firm could not risk the appearance of agitating for women’s equality.

William Fuchs Joins Bethune & Bethune

Bethune & Bethune was a small firm. After Will Fuchs joined, the firm probably only employed apprentices or student help, as shown in contemporary photographs of the office staff. Given the firm’s small size and the intimate relationship between the founding partners, it is highly likely there was no clear division of responsibility—aside from administrative—and that the partners had their own projects and collaborated with each other as well.

William (Will) L. Fuchs was born in July 1865 in Buffalo to August and Helen Fuchs. August was born in Hesse-Darmstadt, Germany, in 1822 and immigrated to Paris in 1840, where he worked as a saddler and harness maker. In 1844, he came to New York City, where he worked for four years, and then moved to Buffalo in 1849, where he opened a wine store with his brother, Julius. The brothers grew this small business, aptly named Fuchs Bros., into one of the most successful grocery and liquor stores in the city.45 August met and married Helen while living in New York and they both moved to Buffalo where they started their family. They had twelve children, five of whom survived into adulthood, including Will.46 August was considered a leader in the German community in Buffalo, a self-made man who was “born plucky,” according to his friends and associates,47 and he was very active in the Roman Catholic Church. He was twice appointed as a park commissioner in the 1870s and 1880s, while the city was working with Frederick Law Olmsted on the expansion of its existing park system.48 August died in December 1888 following a stroke.

Will Fuchs began working for the Bethunes in 1882, initially as a “draughtsman,” and then, from 1884 onward, as an “architect.”49 His employment coincided with Louise’s pregnancy and the birth of her first and only child, Charles, who was born in April 1883.50 Will was just seventeen years of age when he started at the firm, and, therefore, very much an entry-level employee. Fuchs would learn the profession of architecture solely from Louise and Robert. In 1890, Will was named the firm’s third partner, and in 1893 he assumed a financial partnership role in the firm when it moved to a new location at Franklin and Huron Streets.51 In 1889, Fuchs married Dorothea Devening, and their first child, Daniel, was born in 1891, the year after he became a partner with the firm. He designed their Queen Anne home at Ashland and Hodge, which they filled with five children, three of whom survived.52 Fuchs continued to grow professionally during this time and took on added responsibilities as well. Following the deaths of both founding partners, Fuchs was left to run the firm beginning in 1915.53
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Figure 2.8. Will Fuchs and an apprentice at the office. Courtesy of Nancy Herlan Brady.
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Figure 2.9. Will Fuchs and his son, Daniel, with Robert Bethune, June 19, 1892. The Fuchs children referred to the Bethunes as “Bob and Mrs. Bob.” Courtesy of Nancy Herlan Brady.

In addition to family and work activities, Will was active in several organizations. He was the president of the Buffalo Architectural Sketch Club and regularly published his work in local and professional journals. As a member of a successful family in the German community in Buffalo, Fuchs played an essential role in obtaining projects from friends and colleagues and followed Bethune into the role of being a developer himself, with mixed results. Not surprising, the Bethunes and the Fuchs families were close. In a photo album dedicated to Will’s son Daniel, one photograph shows a beaming Will with baby Daniel on Will’s bicycle next to a standing Robert, wearing a waistcoat and holding a cigar. Will named the photograph, “As a Wheelman, June 19, 1892,” for his son. The Fuchs children knew their father’s partners as “Bob,” and “Mrs. Bob.” Will’s office photos show him posing with an intern and alone, and demonstrate a casual office environment. And while Charles Bethune was older than the Fuchs children, one can imagine that the two families spent time together outside the office.




Chapter 3

Home Work

Women as Architects

Do I think there is any branch of the profession in which women are particularly fitted to succeed? Decidedly, yes, in domestic architecture and particularly in arranging the details of the kitchen, pantry and dining room.

—Louise Bethune
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Figure 3.1. Louise Blanchard Bethune in her early twenties with lifelong friend (or cousin) Frankie Sherman. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

In the nineteenth century women began to take their place in society as professionals, challenging the male-dominated norms of long-established and emerging professions alike. At the same time, women’s role in the home was becoming more important, with women generally considered the primary decision makers in the management of the domestic sphere, including overseeing the home’s decoration and design. Both these trends had a great impact on Louise Bethune’s early career. She oversaw all the residential work in the office, and, of her firm’s extant buildings, most are residential projects. In this chapter, I will discuss Louise’s attitude toward women’s role in architecture, compare her work to other professional women trailblazers in architecture and other fields, and review the residential projects of her firm.

The year 1881 was an auspicious one for the women of Buffalo, whether they knew it or not. On January 6, socialite and advocate Maria Love opened the first crèche—or daycare—for working mothers in the United States. Known as the Fitch Crèche and modeled after the French system, Fitch was the first to implement a Froebel kindergarten in the US, which was an early childhood education program based on structured activity-based learning with an emphasis on creativity. That October, Buffalo opened the Ninth Congress for the Advancement of Women, which was held at the Buffalo Central Library. From October 19th to the 22nd, the city hosted luminaries of the country’s progressive women’s rights movement. It ultimately inspired Harriet Townsend to establish the Buffalo Women’s Education and Industrial Union to promote education and social reform for women, regardless of social status. For thirty years, this organization provided educational and support programs for women in need and advocated for women’s justice issues in New York State.

Louise opened her architectural office—by design or coincidence—in October of 1881, during the same month as the Ninth Congress convened. After five years of apprenticeship for Richard Waite, she was ready to strike out on her own. In that single act, Louise Bethune became the first professional woman architect in the country. However, the 1882 City of Buffalo directory only listed her husband R. A. Bethune, not Louise. While Louise was breaking barriers for women within the profession by establishing the firm, Robert was the first public face of the enterprise. It would take two years for Louise’s name to appear in the city directory as an architect.1

Women as Professionals

In 1891 Louise was invited to give a lecture to Townsend’s Women’s Education and Industrial Union titled “Women and Architecture.” Louise highlighted the early acceptance of women as architects as compared to other male-dominated fields: “The professions of medicine and law were far advanced before the much needed and highly appreciated woman physician and lawyer appeared. Women have entered the architectural profession at a much earlier stage of its existence even before it has received legislative recognition.”2 Given the fact that the leading American architectural association, the AIA, had been established only thirty-four years earlier, and architectural licenses were not yet recognized in any state, Louise’s observation was certainly true.

In the mid-1870s, when Louise was deciding upon her career path, only a few professions were considered appropriate for women, based on their perceived intellectual capabilities, emotional tendencies, and fundamental responsibility to home and family. As historian Nancy Woloch writes, the term “professional woman” was considered a contradiction in terms, because professionalism meant specialization that was thought to be beyond the capacity of the female brain.3 The expectation that a woman should be—and should want to be—tending the home fires meant that careers demanding long years of training and work duties, such as medicine and law, would require a woman to choose between marriage and family and a solitary, unmarried life.4 Despite these beliefs, the number of women professionals steadily increased during the Gilded Age. The proportion of women professionals was double that of women in the general workforce from 1870 to 1930; in 1890, while 17 percent of the workforce was female, 36 percent of all professionals were women.5

In her 1863 book, The Employments of Women: A Cyclopaedia of Woman’s Work, Virginia Penny gives an overview of what were then considered acceptable occupations for a woman to pursue. She listed 515 occupations that were, or could be, available to women in an array of categories, beginning with 38 professional careers. Interestingly, architects were included in the book but listed under the “Artist” category as opposed to “Professional.” Penny’s professional list included authors, deaconesses, government clerks, lawyers, librarians, missionaries, physicians, reporters, and teachers.

Teaching and writing were the two most widely accepted occupations for women at that time. Both were considered a natural evolution from women’s domestic sphere. Women had been teaching in the US since the 1600s. Penny commended teaching as the most responsible office in life other than that of being a parent and she rejoiced in its relatively recent elevation as a learned profession. She noted that women were particularly suited to teaching, however she fretted that female education was largely superficial. Penny applauded Catherine Beecher for her activism in addressing this problem, because “woman must be taught to think for herself, and to act for herself.”6 However, Penny noted that male teachers were favored over female and men were better paid; male principals received a salary of 1.5 to 2 times that of their female counterparts.7 This may have improved between the 1860s and 1880s, because public school education became more established during those decades. However, in Buffalo’s 1885 city directory, of the thirty-eight principals in the public school system, only eight were female, demonstrating the preference for men in supervisory roles.8

Writing was considered an extension of education, and it had the added bonus of work that could be completed at home. As historian Frances Cogan notes, there was an enormous market for advice and etiquette books, manuals, cookbooks, and homemaking texts in the mid-to-late 1800s. A woman with a good education could write “conduct of life” books or write fiction, selling stories to magazines or completing novels.9 Careers such as librarian and even reporter would also have fallen under the “education” category, and would therefore be within the realm of women’s work.

In the 1850s, federal, state, and local governments began hiring women with good handwriting to copy important legal documents, speeches, and laws. This practice was greatly expanded during the Civil War.10 When the typewriter was popularized in the 1870s, women, with their smaller, more nimble fingers, were considered better typists than men, which led to even more women working in offices. However, when men and women performed similar administrative duties in an office, women were generally considered as assistants and secretaries, while men were viewed as training for future managerial roles.

Prior to the Civil War, nursing was not considered a profession, but an extension of the domestic skills women were expected to have. Penny doesn’t even mention it as a potential career. Clara Barton popularized it as a profession based on the Florence Nightingale model during the Civil War, and the first American school of nursing was opened in New York City in 1873. When it was finally recognized as a profession, women were encouraged to consider nursing as an “appropriate sphere for their activity and devotion.”11

Traditionally male-dominated careers that fell outside of the accepted domestic realm were much harder for women to enter, and the more established the profession, the more difficult the task. The professionalization of medicine was a masculine effort to exclude women from the care roles that they typically performed until the eighteenth century as midwives and healers (now nurses).12 However, by the mid-1800s, the medical profession was a less-rigorous organization than some of the other professions, which provided an opportunity for women. The first female American physician was Elizabeth Blackwell, who graduated from Geneva Medical College (the future Syracuse University School of Medicine) in 1849.13 While her male classmates voted nearly unanimously for her admission to the college in 1847 as a prank, it paved the way for other women to follow her.14 Blackwell went on to open the New York Infirmary for Indigent Women and Children in 1857, with her sister Emily, who followed her into medicine, the first women’s and children’s hospital in the country. The model was replicated by Elizabeth Garrett, the first woman physician in the UK, when she opened her women’s and children’s hospital in London in 1872.15 While it wasn’t easy for women to attend medical school—Harvard University, for instance, didn’t admit its first woman until 1945—the justification for women physicians to treat women and children was undeniable.

The legal profession was far more established, better organized, and more difficult for women to penetrate. The notion that women as beacons of virtue and morality would come in regular contact with criminals including rapists, thieves, and murders was difficult for contemporary men to accept. Also, the courtroom was institutionalized as a male domain.16 Obtaining the requisite training to be considered for the bar required both dedicated study and apprenticeship, which, like architecture, necessitated finding a willing mentor in the profession. The fight for women in law was closely associated with the fight for women’s equality and suffrage in general, although women became lawyers decades before the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. Arabella Babb Mansfield was the first woman admitted to a state bar association, in Iowa, in 1869. She had graduated from Iowa Wesleyan College, apprenticed for her brother in a law firm, and then passed the Iowa bar examination.17 By 1910, there were approximately 1,500 women lawyers in America.18

The other long-established and revered profession was the clergy, the epitome of the men’s club. Even though church work was well within the realm of “true womanhood,” a woman’s role in the church was limited to assistant in most cases. Women were encouraged to serve as missionaries and work overseas or in poor immigrant ghettos in large cities locally. Most churches did not allow women to become ministers, with very few exceptions. The Quaker faith allowed women to preach, and Lucretia Mott, the well-known suffragist, was a Quaker minister. Antoinette Brown was the first woman ordained as a Congregationalist minister in 1851, Olympia Brown was the first woman Universalist minister in 1863, and Anna Howard Shaw was ordained a minister in the Methodist Episcopal Church in 1880 and later earned a medical degree in 1886. All these women were also active suffragists. Finally, Mary Baker founded the First Church of Christ Scientist, initially as a vehicle for (well-off) women to address their nervous and physical ailments.19 These women were certainly the exception to the rule that clergy remained (and still remains in most cases) exclusively a male institution.

While women were beginning to seek higher education and consider pursuing professional careers as a means of personal fulfillment in addition to earning a living, society continued to view their options within the narrow view of gender. There had to be a reason for the woman to perform her duty in the profession. Even Louise hints at this in her “Women and Architecture” lecture when she describes women doctors and lawyers as being “much needed” as the rationale for their entry into these professions. The concept that a woman could have a career based on any criteria beyond her gender, such as interest or natural talent, might result in her taking the place of a man, who needed the job to support his family. Society felt that a woman’s place was in the home, and if she did work, it should be in service to a duty that was an extension of her domestic role or fulfilled a need that her gender enabled her to best provide. And we must never forget that immigrants, women of color, and members of the lower economic class were excluded from this standard, as they assisted their male brother and husbands in the labor market to enable white, Protestant, and middle- and upper-class families to pursue this ideal.

Women as Architects and Tastemakers

As with other professions, women’s first entry into architecture was through an acceptable pursuit: they wrote about architecture as opposed to practicing it, and their subject matter was primarily the domestic realm. The first book on architectural history published in the United States was by Louisa C. Tuthill, The History of Architecture, from the Earliest Times; Its Present Condition in Europe and the United States, published in 1848. Its dedication read, “To the ladies of the United States of America, the acknowledged arbiters of taste, this work is respectfully inscribed.” Tuthill (1798–1879) had been writing for women since 1828. She was a member of a writers’ movement that espoused the virtue of womanhood and connected it to the environment of the home, in particular its design, décor, and upkeep. As Lamia Doumato writes in the essay “Louisa Tuthill’s Unique Achievement,”20 these publications were part of a reaction to the dramatic changes that took place in America from 1815 to 1865. The Industrial Revolution and advancements in transportation greatly impacted the lives of Americans. The middle class sought to conserve traditional values, with the home environment central to this effort. As architectural historian Gwendolyn Wright notes, the “good homemaker could instill virtue in her family through careful choice of architectural detail and furnishing.”21 These writers combined decorating advice with commentary on new products and furniture, all with the underlying emphasis on the moral influence of the environment of the home, reinforcing the connection between the values of architecture and society.22

Catharine Beecher (1800–1878) was another architectural critic who wrote for the general public and building practitioners on residential design. Her 1869 book, The American Woman’s Home—cowritten with her sister and famous novelist Harriet Beecher Stowe—was a best seller. She was a strong advocate for self-improvement, believing that the home was the best place to build it.23 Her book advocated efficiencies through thoughtful space planning and mechanical services such as plumbing, to increase sanitation in the home.24 It focused on maintaining the traditional values of the home while incorporating the modern technological advancements of the day. Catharine also wrote articles in builders’ magazines on the latest research in sanitation and heating. As populations and disease increased in congested urban environments, the need for technologically sophisticated houses arose and a call for professional oversight began.

Other women who wrote on architecture for the general public included Clara Erskine Clement (1834–1916), Caroline W. Horton (1838–1895), Martha Joanna Reade Lamb (1826–1893), and Mariana Griswold Van Rensselaer (1851–1934), who is widely considered the first professional woman architectural critic and journalist.25 Van Rensselaer wrote about all types of architecture; however, like Tuthill and Beecher before her, she paid particular attention to residential architecture and therefore reinforced the notion of domesticity and the home as a woman’s realm.26 As her career advanced, she became an important mediator between professional architects and the general public and potential clients, leading to Van Rensselaer receiving an honorary AIA membership in 1890.27 Louise noted the importance of these women architectural critics to the field when she stated, “From Mrs. Tuthill in 1848 to Mrs. Van Rensselaer in 1891, is a greater stride than progress usually makes in one half-century.”28

While there was hardly an overwhelming call for women architects, the obvious connection was made as early as 1857 by the architect Calvert Vaux, who wrote, “There can be no doubt that the study of domestic architecture is well suited to a feminine taste.”29 As homemakers or daughters of homemakers, it was often noted that women were in a far better position to comment on the practical details of the design of a house. “It must be obvious that women have a far more ultimate knowledge of the requirements of a home than men usually have,” said an unnamed woman architect in the New York Tribune in 1901.30 A woman’s understanding of the layout of a kitchen and the importance of ample closet space were reoccurring themes. As with other professions, when women began to practice architecture, the public viewed their gender in the context of their professional expertise and saw a natural fit in domestic architecture.

At the 1879 congress of the Association for the Advancement of Women (AAW) in Madison, Wisconsin, Martha N. McKay presented a paper titled “Women as Architects.” Her argument was based on two primary points: women’s inherent expertise in residential architecture (both the single-family dwelling and multifamily structures) and their natural interest in increasing health, safety, and welfare standards in the built environment. She outlined the invaluable role of women as experts in their natural “sphere” and described the innate knowledge women have for running a household and operating a kitchen. She then related that expertise to the more socially relevant topic of tenement housing and proper sanitary design in all building types, in particular, residential buildings. McKay stated: “To-day, not alone in the house of the poorer classes are these serious faults, but where wealth has furnished the means for unlimited gratification of taste and the desire for comfort, science has been ignored, or has failed, in the matter of heating, ventilation, and sewerage.”31 She noted that those who suffered the most were young children: “Last year, the death-rate of one of our largest cities, was nearly ten per cent of all the children in that city, and seventy per cent of all these deaths occurred in, or in connection with, tenement-houses.”32

American cities were growing steadily in the aftermath of the Civil War, inspired by the expansion of the Industrial Revolution and the significant increase in emigration from Europe, but without the proper infrastructure to accommodate the need for more residential buildings. While McKay began her paper with a description of the proper design of kitchen cabinets, she quickly transitioned into advocating for architects to address one of the humanitarian crises of the time: the spread of disease. More than a simple argument for gender equity, McKay’s paper was a thesis on the value of a humanist philosophy and scientific approach to the design of the built environment. Societal and demographic pressures were demanding more from our political representatives and our building experts: “Were women in power—either upon school-boards or as the architects of school-buildings,—a slight increase in the cost of fuel would not weigh against the health and life of the children.”33

According to the AAW, McKay’s paper inspired a negative reaction from the press, which reflected the general impression that “the idea that women could climb over rafters and ridgepoles as men did, was thought too ludicrous to be entertained.”34 While numerous articles written in American periodicals supported women working in the decorative side of architecture and design, they questioned whether women could perform the technical, or male side, of the profession. One article written for the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) from November 1890 that was republished in the American Architect and Building News went further. Titled “Female Competition,” it addressed the concern of some men about women becoming architects. To ease these fears, the author claimed that in the future women should design the “softer” side of architectural projects while the “masculine arts of construction … [should be left to] educated men.”35 Louise and her successors were exposed to similar critiques in the years to come and responded through their actions, particularly by visiting construction sites and overseeing the installation of “rafters and ridgepoles.”

Bethune’s Role in Residential Design

Louise embodied the very architect Martha McKay described: In addition to designing residential buildings, she oversaw the plumbing and ventilation aspects of all the firm’s projects. This challenged the notion that women could only be tastemakers, while the technical and construction aspects of the profession should be left to men.

In several interviews conducted during her lifetime, Louise stated that she was responsible for the design of all of Bethune & Bethune’s residential projects. Of the firm’s approximately 180 known projects, 79 were single-family dwellings or mixed-use buildings with a residential component, or more than one-third of its portfolio.36 Many Buffalo firms took on residential projects, as would be expected in a growing city with many small firms. Even a prominent architect such as Richard Waite accepted residential work. However, a cursory review of the projects reported by other Buffalo architects in the early to mid-1880s demonstrates that Bethune & Bethune had more residential projects than their contemporaries, with the exception of the many significant mansions designed by Green & Wicks.

Through her career, Louise was interviewed several times about her residential work. In 1884, she noted how she brought a woman’s special expertise to residential design: “Few men stop to consider that it matters which side of the sink the shelf is set, but women who have ever washed dishes know that it makes the greatest difference. Women are not likely to forget either that the kitchen closet should not be far away from the sink, and that there must be a wide space provided for the bedstead in the bedroom.”37

However, by 1891, she had cooled somewhat to residential work. She discouraged the idea that women should specialize in the area:


The dwelling is the most pottering and worst-paid work an architect ever does. He always dreads it, not, as someone may have told you, because he must usually deal with a woman, but because he must strive to gratify the conflicting desires of an entire household, who dig up every hatchet for his benefit and hold daily powwows in his anteroom, and because he knows he loses money nearly every time. Dwelling house architecture, as a special branch for women, should be, at the present rate of remuneration, quite out of the question.38



Louise was clearly speaking from experience. She likely spent endless hours working with clients on the interior design of their homes. Because architects are paid on a percentage rate of the overall cost of the project, Louise’s professional fees clearly did not compensate for the time and energy involved in these rather modest projects.

Louise also challenged conventional wisdom that women architects were innately experts in residential or any particular type of architecture. As she stated at the Women’s Education and Industrial Union gathering in 1891, women were not greeted with open arms by the architectural profession: “When women entered the [medical profession] and became physicians they filled a long-felt want. There is no need whatever of a woman architect. No one wants her, no one yearns for her, and there is no special line in architecture to which she is better adapted than a man.”39

It may appear that Louise was suggesting that women should not pursue careers in architecture. By saying “there is no special line in architecture” for women to pursue, she was critiquing the common idea that female architects should be limited to working exclusively within the cult of domesticity and be trapped in a practice of residential architecture. She was making the argument that society does not want women to pursue architecture as a profession, but if they must be architects then they should focus on domestic design. This, obviously, was a notion that she rejected. In Louise’s view, women should have the freedom to pursue their chosen profession based on interest and aptitude, not on gender-defined bias.

Despite her rejection of residential work as a line of expertise, Louise assumed responsibility for all those projects throughout her career.40 Of course, in 1884 she was speaking as a partner of a new firm and used this interview as a marketing opportunity. Because they were just starting out, any work was good work, and Bethune & Bethune certainly did take on many residential projects in those early years. By 1891, Louise had been in business for herself for ten years and had experience working on various types of projects. She was also in a better position to understand her own strengths and interests. Yet, she was also a woman of business and well understood that while she might not have thought that her gender predisposed her to one type of architecture, the public may have thought differently. Indeed, since the 1840s, the role of women as tastemakers of the home had been reinforced in society through a multitude of vehicles. The first woman architect would be enlisted to design houses for her clients whether she wanted to or not.

Louise described the inherent bias she was subjected to in an 1884 interview: “It is a curious phase of human nature which I have often had occasion to observe that while many people are conservative and unwilling in the first instance to trust themselves to the judgment of a woman, if their plans are being drawn in an office where there is a woman architect they will unconsciously appeal to her judgment more and more in all those domestic details concerning which she may naturally be expected to make suggestions from her experience.”41

Louise was subject to negative bias from clients when she worked for Waite and in the first years of her office, but she was able to leverage her gender to gain influence and respect through residential projects.

Residential Design and Female Architects

Like Louise, her contemporaries initially used residential design as their entry into the field. Some focused exclusively on it while others followed Louise’s model of working on different building types. In 1900 the American literary magazine Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly published an article titled “Women as Architects,” which listed thirteen contemporary practicing women architects. Louise received only a passing mention, possibly because the article reflected the attitudes of the day in highlighting women who worked on residential or other acceptable commissions, such as women’s colleges or clubs.

Minerva Parker Nichols was described as the best-known woman architect of the day, although she had probably retired by 1900.42 While Parker’s significant New Century Club House was highlighted, the article’s author claimed that she valued most her residential work, where “architectural talent has been reinforced by the maternal instinct.”43 Elise Mercur Wagner (1864–1947), the first woman architect in Pittsburgh, designed the Woman’s Building at the 1895 Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta, Georgia. She practiced from 1895 to 1910 and designed an impressive collection of buildings, including churches, schools, and female seminary buildings. However, according to Leslie’s article, “as with most of these ladies, it is the home features of the work in which, with true feminine instinct, she takes special pride.”44

Others featured in the article showed a similar proclivity, at least according to its author. Emily Elizabeth Holman (1854–1914) apprenticed for an architect throughout the 1880s and then opened her practice under the title “E. E. Holman Architect” (hiding her gender) in 1894. She designed various types of buildings but met with success in designing homes and summer cottages throughout the US and Canada. In addition to her practice, Holman wrote six house and cottage plan books between 1894 and 1908.45

Josephine Wright Chapman (1867–1943) hailed from an affluent Boston family and pursued the architectural profession against her family’s wishes, pawning jewelry and clothing to finance her work.46 In 1894, she began an apprenticeship in the office of Boston architect Clarence Blackhall and dedicated herself to learning the craft. In 1897, she struck out on her own and designed significant public buildings in Boston, such as the Craigie Arms Dormitory for Harvard University and St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Fitchburg, Massachusetts. Chapman designed the New England Building for the 1901 Pan American Exposition in Buffalo. However, following this work, Chapman had an epiphany, which ran counter to Louise’s philosophy: “A woman’s work is to design houses. Hereafter I am going to design houses.” She devoted herself to residential design and refused commissions for public buildings. She thought that English homes were the best model and traveled to England every year to study its historic houses. In 1907, following the economic downturn, Chapman moved to New York and continued to pursue her mission as a residential architect. Like Holman, she contributed to the field through the publication of influential articles on home design and decoration, such as “How to Make the Home Beautiful.”47

Between 1894 and 1900, architects Mary Nevan Gannon (1867–1932) and Alice J. Hands (1874–1971) had a firm in New York, the first partnership of women architects in the United States.48 Classmates at the New York School of Applied Design for Women from 1892 to 1895, Gannon and Hands started winning design commissions as students. They did not actively specialize in housing projects but were drawn to address New York’s need for low-income housing during the late 1890s, and their legacy lies in their innovative tenement housing design work.49 According to Sarah Allaback, the partners inspected housing conditions in New York’s Tenth Ward as members of a Sanitary Investigation Committee.50 Mary Gannon and several friends lived in a tenement for four years to better understand urban poverty.51 In 1895, they were hired to design fifteen model tenements in New York and Jersey City, which were praised in multiple publications for the amount of light and quality of the space provided. Gannon noted, “We believe it possible to erect dwellings for the poor, which shall be healthful, beautiful, and homelike, and where light, ventilation, and every convenience shall be provided at no greater cost.”52 Gannon and Hands proved Martha McKay’s 1879 thesis that women architects should focus their energies on solutions to improve the conditions for the working poor and, therefore, society at large.

Like Louise, Gannon and Hands supervised construction of their buildings and advocated for equal pay for their work. In an interview in 1896 they stated, “A point upon which we are determined, is that we will not cut rates.”53 They believed strongly that women should receive equal recognition for their work as that of their male peers. In her preface for the History of Architecture from the Earliest Times, Tuthill wrote, “The immense resources for building in the United States, will be profitably and tastefully appropriated, whenever the people themselves have sufficient knowledge of the Art, to employ and remunerate scientific architects.”54 Louise Bethune would have completely agreed that the quality of the built environment would be improved when architects are valued and paid fairly for their services.

Gannon and Hands also designed several projects specifically for women clients and users. Two examples were in New York: the Women’s Hotel at Broadway and Seventh Street, and the New Era Building, which held women’s offices and clubrooms.

[image: Figures 3.2. and 3.3. Mary Gannon and Alice Hands formed the first women’s architectural partnership in the United States. Godey’s Magazine, 1896.]
Figures 3.2. and 3.3. Mary Gannon and Alice Hands formed the first women’s architectural partnership in the United States. Godey’s Magazine, 1896.

The Queen Anne Style: Origins and Adaptations

Bethune’s residential work was largely single-family dwellings that ranged in price from $2,500 to $35,000. At the time, most of their houses cost between $3,000 and $7,000 and were either wood frame or brick construction and often designed in the Queen Anne style. This style originated in England and was popular in America’s imagination from the late 1870s to the early 1900s, which more or less paralleled Louise’s career as a firm owner. Bethune & Bethune’s residential buildings were remarkably and consistently in this style and later the Colonial style, which was closely linked to Queen Anne.55

As architect and enthusiast John James Stevenson wrote in House Architecture in 1880, the style had little to do with Queen Anne, because it was based on a style of English vernacular architecture from roughly the late 1600s, before her reign began, and extended after her death.56 Indeed, Stevenson referred to it as the “English Renaissance style, to which accident had given the name of Queen Anne.”57 In the late nineteenth century, the style represented part of a movement away from the mass production that the Industrial Revolution made possible and toward something more authentic that referenced an earlier and simpler way of life.

The Queen Anne style had both political and feminist overtones in England. As architectural historian Mark Girouard notes, it was developed by a group of young architects who were devotees of the Gothic Revival movement of the mid-1800s and its architect-evangelist, A. W. Pugin. By the 1870s these young architects were growing weary of the strict aesthetic rules of Gothic Revival, while they sympathized with Pugin’s advocacy for developing a national style. They also were keenly aware that the Gothic style was best suited to ecclesiastical buildings and was not especially useful for residential design. They saw Queen Anne as a natural evolution of Gothic, given the accommodations required to adapt a medieval style to the nineteenth century, with modern technology, new building types, and materials other than stone, such as brick and wood. The “vernacular” brick architecture of London’s seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provided a historical reference that was familiar and easily adapted to residential and school design and other building types.58

The Queen Anne style had its greatest impact on residential design, which is partly why the style became associated with women in general and the suffrage movement, in particular. Concurrent to the introduction of Queen Anne, domestic design in England was under reassessment in the wake of the Industrial Revolution and the rapid urbanization of society. As Annemarie Adams writes in Architecture in the Family Way, during this time, English middle-class women demanded better designs to accommodate their needs. Housewives and activists alike became critics of the ubiquitous multileveled and compartmentalized terraced houses of the 1700–1800s as early as 1860. They claimed these older designs suited the lifestyle of the man and not the woman. As women became more vocal and their influence grew in the design and arrangement of homes, they began to advocate for spaces for themselves and their children. After 1870, the nursery became a necessary and permanent fixture in the Victorian home, and the need for women to have their own space was seen as essential for the modern mother.59

English suffragists advocated for women to take control and manage spaces within their homes by exerting their personal taste on the domestic realm. Unlike in the US, leading suffragists exhibited home designs in department stores to advertise their cause, which created opportunities for women to pursue careers in home design and decoration. Indeed, the first women interior designers were the cousins Agnes and Rhoda Garrett, who were both active suffragists. Agnes had two sisters, Millicent, who was one of the leaders in the fight for the vote, and Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, who was the first woman physician in England.60 The Garrett sisters were also close friends with J. J. Stevenson, whose two sisters were also active in the women’s movement. These connections led to commissions for Stevenson and his Queen Anne colleagues for women’s buildings (hospitals, colleges) in this style and led to the “architectural feminism” that can be credited to these younger architects.61

Queen Anne never assumed the feminist association in the US, but it became a catalyst for the political question about what constitutes a national style. As with the English, Americans looked for architecture that referenced an earlier era and simpler way of life. The Boston architect Robert S. Peabody was a leading figure in adapting Queen Anne to the US. He understood the opportunity to draw from the country’s vernacular buildings to create an American style. In a speech given to the Boston Society of Architects in 1887, he stated: “To those who believe in revivals, ‘Queen Anne’ is a very fit importation into our offices. There is no revival so little of an affectation on our soil, as that of the beautiful work of the Colonial days. … It is our legitimate field for imitation, and we have much of it to study right in our neighborhood.”62

Following the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876, a call for a truly American architecture emerged, which writers like Louisa Tuthill had been advocating for years. As a result, American architects readily embraced Queen Anne and it became ubiquitous in the late nineteenth century, employed by architects and builders alike.

Interest in Queen Anne was part of a larger interest in English art and design that was widespread in the US in the 1870s and ’80s. English art, architecture, and lifestyle magazines were popular as was the English exhibit at the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition, which celebrated sixteenth-century Elizabethan houses and crafts including wallpaper, glass, and needlework.63 Another example of this interest was the American reception to the aesthetic movement, which was a philosophy that originated in England around this time that called for the elevation of beauty and authenticity. The English Queen Anne architects were eager participants in this movement, along with designer William Morris, artist J. M. Whistler, and the poet Oscar Wilde.

Wilde toured the US and major cities in Canada in 1882, lecturing on the virtue of beauty in the arts and referring to the movement in the UK as the “English Renaissance.” In general, Americans saw Wilde as a spectacle. Yet there were kindred spirits of the aesthetic movement in America, beginning with poets Walt Whitman and essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson, landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted, and architect Henry Hobson Richardson. This was the precursor to the arts and crafts movement of a decade later. Richardson Romanesque would also fall under this aesthetic rubric, but for residential architecture, it would largely be confined to grander mansions, which were a more appropriate scale and budget for stone construction and craftsmanship.

The Queen Anne style became a vessel to explore the philosophical ideas of beauty and authenticity, as well as regionalism, climate, and geographic settings in US, as Peabody advocated. East Coast architects, for instance, relished the ornamentation of the style and freely made use of details from seventeenth- and eighteenth-century New England buildings they claim were “Colonial.” These later adaptations became known as the Colonial Revival and Shingle styles respectively. On the other hand Midwest architects chose a more reserved and less ornamental expression.64 With Buffalo geographically located in the middle of these two regions, elements of both were used. Both Queen Anne in England and Colonial Revival in the US romanticize the same period in architectural history, which was the transition from the medieval era to the Renaissance, as noted by architectural historian Vincent Scully.65

Bethune & Bethune’s residential portfolio generally reflected the Midwest restrained approach to the Queen Anne style, where ornamentation was spare and the focus was on massing and proportion. As opposed to the ornamental clay tile of England, the American Queen Anne houses were built with functional wood shingles and brick. And the necessary new technology of central heating in the US eliminated the need for interior doors, which allowed for more relaxed and irregular floor plans, which coincided with the country’s looser social structure. This allowed architects to focus on the organization of the floor plan, break the box of previous styles, and play with exterior materials and textures.66

While Louise regularly designed in this style, she disparaged how it was interpreted and overused by builders, stating that the “real ‘Queen Anne house’ of the speculative builder is a serious practical joke.”67 This reflected the general attitude of most architects of the time and their skepticism of work not designed by a trained professional. Queen Anne was often subject to poor imitation by untrained builders and therefore subject to derision by members of the architectural profession. Also, by the time Bethune made that comment in 1891, many architects had moved on from the Queen Anne style, including Louise. However, Louise and Robert remained very much interested in the values espoused in the aesthetics movement. In 1901, they eagerly became inaugural members of the Society for Beautifying Buffalo.68

Bethune’s Clients and Projects: Businessmen, Outsiders, and Trailblazers

Of Bethune & Bethune’s 180 known projects, 79 were single-family dwellings or mixed-use buildings with a residential component. Its residential clients ranged from middle- to upper-middle-class clients. Four were also clients who had hired them to design their commercial or industrial business facilities, and nine were women. However, the firm did not attract clientele among the city’s growing group of millionaires. From 1880 to 1910 the city enjoyed steady growth and wealth, including an increasing number of very rich citizens. Bethune & Bethune benefited from this growth in many ways, but not through patronage by the city’s elite. During this period, Buffalo’s architectural character dramatically changed with significant new structures, including mansions that lined the newly paved streets down Delaware Avenue, nicknamed “Millionaire’s Row,” and along Olmsted’s parkways. These were designed for Buffalo’s wealthiest families. Some commissioned nationally renowned architects such as H. H. Richardson; McKim, Mead & White; and even the young maverick Frank Lloyd Wright. Others chose prominent local architects such as Richard Waite, Milton Beebe, and especially Green & Wicks, one of the most prolific firms in Buffalo’s history.

No firm had a greater impact on Buffalo’s architectural landscape than Edward B. Green and William Wicks. Contemporaries of Bethune & Bethune, the partners were from Central New York State and educated at Cornell and MIT, respectively. They opened their practice in Buffalo after relocating from Auburn, New York, in 1881.69 Their first commissions were large suburban dwellings for upper-middle-class clients, which led to larger and more significant residential commissions. In 1887, Green married Harriet Edson, whose brother-in-law was Josiah Letchworth of the ironworks manufacturing giant Pratt & Letchworth, the largest producer of carriage, horse-rigging, and saddlery hardware in the nation.70 If Green did not have connections with the city’s wealthy elite prior to his marriage, he most certainly did afterward.

Green & Wicks were skilled designers, very well connected socially, and equally skilled at winning work by maintaining personal connections with their clients. In 1888, the firm won a prestigious design competition for the new home for the First Presbyterian Church at Symphony Circle. Green was a member of the church congregation at the time, which undoubtedly helped them win the job, while at the same time the jury felt that Green & Wicks’s submission was superior to the others.71 Another significant client was the Buffalo Club, the social club for Buffalo’s male elite, of which Green was a member. This led to a commission for the Twentieth Century Club, one of the first women’s social clubs in the US whose members were spouses of the Buffalo Club. One might have expected the ladies of the Twentieth Century Club to procure the services of the first woman architect for this prestigious commission; however, Green’s wife was a member of the club and commissioning the same architect the men had used was also a signal of the women’s equality.72 Finally, Green enjoyed the endorsement and patronage of John Albright, one of the wealthiest businessmen in Buffalo. Albright commissioned him to design two mansions and several cultural buildings culminating with Albright’s legacy project, the Albright Art Gallery in Delaware Park (now known as the Albright-Knox-Gundlach Art Museum).73 Indeed, as a testament to their close relationship, Edward and Harriet Green’s burial plots are adjacent to the Albright family mausoleum.74 While Green & Wicks’s portfolio did include more modest single-family dwellings in the 1890s and 1900s, they stopped taking on these projects around 1914, presumably because of the small fees, adding further validity to Louise’s concern about compensation for women architects who became pigeonholed as residential architects.75

Bethune & Bethune were considered very good practical architects. However, neither Louise nor Robert attempted to cultivate the city’s elite, instead focusing on other personal interests and business prospects. However, two of their residential commissions stand out because they were significantly larger and provided greater design budgets than their other residential projects: Kellogg House and Brooks Mansion. Both clients were industrialists.

In 1885, Spencer Kellogg hired Bethune & Bethune to design his new Kellogg & McDougall factory on Ganson Street in the city’s industrial area. Kellogg (1851–1922) was a member of one of the first American families to enter the linseed oil business, just thirty-one years after production began in the US. He was of the third generation of his family to continue the work. The original company was based in Amsterdam, New York. Kellogg’s father died at a very young age and Spencer accepted a buyout from his uncles when he came of age. He moved to Buffalo in 1879 and formed a new linseed oil company called Kellogg & McDougall, in partnership with his brother-in-law, Sidney McDougall.
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Figure 3.4. Spencer Kellogg. Photo from Men of Buffalo.

In 1887, Bethune & Bethune also completed the Kellogg residence at 211 Summer Street. While both partners were probably involved in the two projects, Louise submitted the Kellogg House in her portfolio for her AIA application and Robert listed the Kellogg & McDougall factory in his. As such, Louise was probably the lead partner for the residence and Robert likely oversaw the work on the factory.76 When Kellogg hired Bethune & Bethune, he and his wife Jane were living on Niagara Street and had had the first two of their seven children.77 Located between Richmond and Delaware Avenues, Summer Street was one of the very fashionable addresses for the affluent. This would have been an ideal location for a businessperson who was building his wealth and establishing himself in the community. The project included the $16,000 brick dwelling and a $3,500 barn.78
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Figure 3.5. Spencer Kellogg House today, 211 Summer St. Photo by Douglas Levere, University at Buffalo.

Kellogg’s brick Queen Anne house was designed with many of the characteristics of the style, but with comparatively little ornamental detail. The three-story structure has a hipped roof with two intersecting gable roofs, a turret, and several dormers, circular and rectilinear. The multiple two-story bays protrude beyond the confines of the brick façade. Medina sandstone lintels and sills define the double-hung windows throughout the structure. Ornamentation is restricted to Medina sandstone corbels, finials, and gable roof trim; brick relief detailing at the roof and sculptural chimney; and terra cotta panels at the front elevation. Stained glass and leaded glass were utilized throughout the building. The Medina sandstone lintels and terra cotta details break up the monolithic forms in the building. Many of the Queen Anne houses in the area are wood frame and siding, which allow for more ornamentation to be incorporated in the exterior elevations.

In 1905, the Kelloggs sold 211 Summer St. and hired Green & Wicks to design a $500,000 Georgian mansion at 805 Delaware Ave., a most desirable address for a successful entrepreneur. Spencer Kellogg had made his fortune and he spared no expense in his new residence, sending his architect to Europe for ideas from French and Italian architecture and art.79 Louise and Robert were basking in the success of the Hotel Lafayette, their most celebrated project, and the many opportunities this project provided, so they may not have pursued this commission if given the opportunity. Still, the Bethunes’ relationship with the Kellogg family was true and extended beyond their contractual obligations. There is a photograph in one of Louise’s albums of Kellogg’s nine-year-old child, Doris, on her pony on the Kellogg property at 211 Summer St.80 The house is still extant and has been in service as an apartment building for decades.

Of all of Bethune & Bethune’s residential work, none was as ambitious, complicated, and yielded such incredible results as the renovation of the Brooks Mansion in Dunkirk, New York. For that project, Bethune & Bethune transformed a rural manor house into an impressive Queen Anne mansion that would be a landmark for the town for decades and the home of its first hospital. Horatio G. Brooks (1828–1887) was born and raised in New Hampshire and moved to Chautauqua County in 1850 to work for the New York and Lake Erie Railroad. In 1869, he founded the Brooks Locomotive Works, which manufactured railroad engines. The company became the largest employer in Dunkirk, which had a population of 7,248 when it was incorporated in 1880.81

Horatio Brooks, his wife Julia, and their three daughters lived at 529 Central Ave. in a rambling Italianate brick house that was built in the late 1860s–early 1870s. The original Brooks house was composed of a simple hipped structure that was capped with a cupola and two chimneys at the building’s front and back. Ornate corbels supported the deep eaves and there were arched windows throughout. Two semi-hexagon, two-story bays protruded at the side elevation. There is only one surviving rendering of this building, from the 1881 Chautauqua Atlas. From this rendering, there is an L-shaped, two-story wing, also in the Italianate style that appears to have been added after the main house was built.82

In 1885, Brooks hired Bethune & Bethune to renovate his Central Avenue house. The cost of the renovation was $35,000, more than twice that of the $15,000 Kellogg House, which was a new construction project. The renovation consisted of the demolition of the L-shaped addition; a new addition that doubled the footprint of the house and included a magnificent tower; an adjacent three-story turret with an ornate chimney; and an entirely new third floor, composed of a tall hipped-roof with balustrade deck and multiple dormers. Following the renovation, the building was more than double its original size. The original front elevation of the Italianate house was preserved, as were the two bays on the adjacent façade. Stone balconies were added to the second-floor bay windows and a semi-circular stone terrace was added between the bays on the first floor.

As Scully notes, the Queen Anne style brought several innovations to residential design in the US, which were rooted in an evolution of Colonial vernacular architecture. These innovations were the use of local building techniques and materials and the opening of the floor plan both inside and out. This resulted in the expansion of the veranda, the grouping of exterior windows to increase views and natural light, and enlarging the front hall into a hall room.83 No floor plan remains from the original or renovated Brooks residences; however, the original Italianate structure’s main space was a ballroom. Photos of the interior of the building after the Bethune renovation feature large sitting and gathering rooms. One must assume that the Bethunes’ renovation included adding a hall room, because the other innovations that Scully described were included.

The distinguishing features of the renovation were the four-story tower and four-bay porch at the entrance of the mansion, the adjacent semi-hexagonal turret, and expansive roof with its many flourishes, chimneys, and dormers of varying sizes. The front porch had a hipped roof, with a balustrade and balcony above, in keeping with the design of the main roof of the house. The porch had a classical profile with a gable and pediment that extended over the circular driveway to ensure protection during inclement weather. The other bays replicated the classical profile with pilasters and spindles in the cornice and balustrade.
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Figure 3.7. Original Brooks House before the Bethune & Bethune renovation. Chautauqua Atlas, 1881.
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Figure 3.8. Brooks Mansion, 1890s. Courtesy of the Dunkirk Historical Society.

The first two floors of the tower, as well as the remainder of the addition, repeated the arched windows of the original Italianate house, however clustered together as per the Queen Anne style. The defining element of the turret was the chimney, which was situated at the front elevation. It was designed with fluting in the brickwork at the third floor that was replicated in the other chimneys of the structure. The previously existing chimneys were also modified to the Queen Anne design. In all, there were thirteen dormers, including those in the tower and the turret. According to later reports, much of the interior woodwork was mahogany.84 The interiors were well detailed but not overly ostentatious.

Sadly, Horatio Brooks died suddenly in 1887 of a massive brain hemorrhage, not long after his substantial renovation was complete. Julia Brooks lived in the mansion until her death in 1896. In May 1898, the Brooks’s daughters donated the property to the Young Men’s Association, to be renovated into a community hospital and public library, in honor of their parents. The Brooks Memorial Hospital at 529 Central Ave. was opened on March 4, 1899.

Among the leaders of the Queen Anne movement were Peabody & Stearns Architects. Relatively unknown today, the firm was one of the most influential in the early 1880s. The Brooks Mansion was comparable to the Peabody & Stearns resort structures, for which they were most famous at the time. Most of those structures were rambling, whimsical, and ostentatious, as one might expect in resort homes for the wealthy. There are similarities between Bethune’s Brooks Mansion and The Breakers, the Newport, Rhode Island, summer home that Peabody & Stearns designed for Cornelius Vanderbilt in 1877–1879. While The Breakers was a wood structure, the use of the front tower and pavilion-like front porch to define the entry is similar in both projects. Also, both houses rely heavily on dormer windows to break up massing of the rooflines (multiple gable roofs at The Breakers and mansard roofs at the Brooks Mansion). However, even with this large building, Louise maintained a very conservative box-like floor plan, which may have reflected the client’s values, and certainly reflected those of the architect.

Beyond conservative businessmen, a defining characteristic of some of Bethune & Bethune’s clients was that they were trailblazers in their own right—one might equally consider them outsiders. One example is the seven Sutherland sisters, who hired the Bethunes to design a house on their family property outside of Lockport, New York. The sisters comprised a singing group that appeared with Barnum and Bailey’s Greatest Show on Earth from the early 1880s to 1900s. They were famous, in part because of the length of each of the women’s hair, which fell below their knees. Their parents, Fletcher and Mary, developed a hair tonic and used the girls’ notoriety to market the product very successfully. This resulted in a franchise of hair products, providing the source of income for the family long after the group’s singing career ended. The sisters were contemporaries of Louise, with the eldest (Sarah) born in 1845 and the youngest (Mary) born in 1862.

Another client was J. K. Murray, a highly accomplished baritone opera star originally from Liverpool, UK. He immigrated to the US in 1869 and settled in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He toured with several opera companies before creating his own venture—the Murray-Lane Opera Company—with his wife, opera singer Clara Lane, in 1893. In 1892, approximately when he married, he commissioned Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs to design a house in Pittsburgh. However, it is not clear if the project was built.

Entrepreneur Joseph A. Oaks had a number of capital ventures. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs was his preferred architecture firm, and Louise considered him a family friend. In 1898, the firm designed the factory to house his company, Jav-O Coffee. Sadly, this company was profitable only for a couple of years before going out of business. The firm also designed the Oakses’ family home at 281 Parkside Ave., in 1898. The imposing Queen Anne structure boasted a ballroom that would be well used by the future tenants, the Cornell University Medical School Scalp and Blade Club. Oaks became one of Louise’s most consequential clients, because he was one of the original financial partners supporting the Lafayette Hotel and, in fact, hired the firm for that project in 1899.

[image: Figure 3.9. Seven Sutherland Sisters. http://www.angelfire.com/art/rapunzellonghair/rapunzellonghairarchive/portrait4.htm, public domain.]
Figure 3.9. Seven Sutherland Sisters. http://www.angelfire.com/art/rapunzellonghair/rapunzellonghairarchive/portrait4.htm, public domain.

Other exceptional clients were the Davidson family members. Two houses were commissioned for them, one for Mrs. Thomas Davidson at 354 Ashland Ave. in Buffalo, and the other for the wealthy shipbuilder Capt. James Davidson. Captain Davidson was born in Buffalo in 1841 and built his wealth in Bay City, Michigan, where he owned a house at 249 Linwood Ave. The captain hired Louise to design his new home in that city at 1710 Center Ave., in 1892.

Several Bethune & Bethune projects were built on adjoining lots, suggesting that there was a relationship between the clients, or that one client recommended the firm to their neighbor. The Noye House was one of the first commissions for the firm and was completed in 1883. Richard Noye was a successful Buffalo businessman who had made his fortune in the family company, John T. Noye & Sons, one of the earliest mill furnishers in the country. Noye commissioned the house for his brother’s wife, the recently widowed Mrs. E. H. Noye, who was the actual client. The Noye House was located on Richmond Avenue, a very fashionable street at the time, and part of the Olmsted parkway system. The three-story house is an understated Queen Anne, with red brick on the first floor, clapboard on the second, and a steeply pitched hipped roof with a cross gable and multiple dormers defining the third floor. The sculptural chimney is the focal point of the structure, rising from the middle of the hipped roof. The adjoining lot holds a second Bethune & Bethune house, built for M. W. Taylor. This half-timbered, three-story Queen Anne is approximately the same scale and equally spare in ornamental detail as the Noye house.
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Figure 3.10. The Warren House, 1890. Douglas Levere, University at Buffalo.
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Figure 3.11. Comstock House, 1890. Douglas Levere, University at Buffalo.

The Comstock and Warren Houses are situated on adjoining lots on Lexington Avenue, an upper-middle-class street in Buffalo. Both buildings were designed and built at the same time and completed in 1890. George W. Comstock was the owner of a successful fur and hat store on Main Street; Melvin F. Warren was an officer with Buffalo’s Bank of Commerce. In July 1889, Comstock purchased the property from Warren for $1.85 The exact relationship between the two men, which would precipitate such a transfer of the property, is unknown. Both buildings are designed in the Queen Anne style and, despite the differences in their details, are very similar in massing and they respond to each other in their layouts. Both houses cost approximately the same and were both wood frame in construction with cross gable roofs and chimneys on their side elevations. Because these homes were from the later days of the Queen Anne style, they were generally modest in their detailing and ornamentation. The focus was more on massing and less on intricate ornamentation and details.

Many of Bethune & Bethune’s residences were in the same or adjacent neighborhoods and were built on or very near Olmsted’s parkway system, also known as the Emerald Necklace. Such was the case with the Davidson, Thorn, and Reiman Houses. These houses, and others—such as the Riley House at 310 West Utica St., the Bell House at 427 Prospect Ave., and Bethune’s neighbor, Miss Nisell’s house at 329 Porter Ave.—were within two blocks of Olmsted’s masterpiece. Mrs. Davidson’s house, at 354 Ashland Ave., and George Thorn’s house, at 40 Bidwell Parkway, were both built in 1885. The Mary A. Reiman House, at 186 Ashland Ave., came later, in 1900.

Beginning in the 1890s, Louise hoped to focus more on commercial and public buildings, stating in 1893 that she “has been the architect of many pretty dwellings, but gives her attention now to public buildings.”86 Despite her intention, she never fully escaped that line of work until late in her career. Her last known residential commission was the Girvin House in 1902, a very modest two-story Colonial, for which there are surviving construction documents. Her last residential design was in 1907 for the house she and Robert would share with their son, Charles, at 904 Tonawanda St. Charles would operate his medical practice here from 1908 to 1910 for a year until he established his practice at 228 Niagara St.87 Even Louise should be allowed to make exceptions for her family.
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Chapter 4

Welcome to the Club

Let us drink a toast to the lady member … Mrs. Bethune. … Long may she live and may there be many more.

—American Institute of Architects
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Figure 4.1. Louise Bethune around the time she was admitted into the WAA. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

During the early to mid-1880s, Louise Bethune made history three times: when she opened her own office and then was elected into the two leading American professional architectural associations. In 1881, she became the first professional woman architect to open an office, which led to some notoriety regionally. However, her acceptance in the two architectural associations signified her status as an architect nationally. In 1885, she successfully applied to the newly formed Western Association of Architects, the first woman to do so. Her admission placed her on the national stage and profoundly impacted her male counterparts’ view of women as architects and the very notion of professionalism. Then, two years later, she was admitted to the American Institute of Architects (AIA)—the first woman to be accepted in that national organization.

Defining an area of expertise was—and still is—an important strategy for architects to develop and maintain credibility and ensure the long-term health of the business. Another form of establishing credibility is obtaining licensure or certification. However, in the 1880s, no licensure law existed for architects in the US, and so admission into professional associations provided the only vital recognition that an architect was a professional with high ethical standards.1

Throughout much of the 1800s, members of the architectural profession fought for the credibility that other occupations, such as the law and medicine, enjoyed. For architecture, as an occupation that was founded upon the craft of construction and the arts, the aura of professionalism was hard-fought in the United States and in the Western world in general. Because there were no schools of architecture in the US until later in the nineteenth century and no licensure until the early twentieth century, architects needed to create their credibility through membership in a professional association.

The First Professional Association and the Founding of the AIA

The first society of architects was likely the Brethren of the Workshop of Vitruvius Society, which was founded in 1803 in New York. This was a short-lived society composed of men who worked in the art, craft, and construction side of the profession. Many members of this small group were builders and carpenters.2 The first true American organization for professional architects was the American Institution of Architecture. Founded in New York in 1836, the association was concerned with improving architectural education and the public recognition of architects. It was one of many professional associations to be founded in the 1820s and 1830s. The two leaders of the eleven-person organization were Alexander Jackson Davis and Thomas U. Walter. While the organization strived for national influence, the members were active only in New York City and Philadelphia. They tried to open a school in New York, but this did not happen. According to architectural historian Mary Woods, the confluence of a competition between the members from Philadelphia and New York, the lack of engagement with the general public, the juxtaposition of exclusivity in its membership during an age of egalitarianism, and the financial panic of 1837 all led to the demise of the association.3

Twenty years later, architects tried again to organize. On February 23, 1857, architect Richard Upjohn convened a group of twelve New York colleagues, including Thomas Walter, to discuss the creation of a professional association. The original name proposed was the New York Society of Architects. Walter suggested the American Institute of Architects (AIA) in the hopes it would become national in its reach. The first few years of the AIA were productive ones, with membership steadily growing. Sadly, this momentum began to wane with the outbreak of the Civil War, but was revived again in the mid-1860s after the war ended. In the 1860s–1870s, the AIA primarily focused on architectural education, setting rules for design competitions, establishing standard professional fees, and growing its national membership by creating chapters in cities around the country. Like its predecessor, in 1867 the AIA explored the idea of establishing a school of architecture in New York City. However, this ambitious initiative was abandoned after three years of unsuccessful advocacy and the AIA pivoted toward endorsing architecture departments in established universities.4

The AIA’s focus on establishing standard fees and rejecting design competitions that relied on submissions of unpaid work was part of their mission to elevate the profession in the mind of the general public. Its members advocated for standardized professional fees commensurate with the construction costs of a building. This was in contrast to the daily wage paid to artisans or mechanics and was an effort to differentiate their work as a professional architectural service. They adopted a rate of 5 percent of a project’s cost in 1866. However, this could not be mandated to the membership and certainly not to the clients. According to Woods, most architects in the late 1890s were charging a far lower percentage for their services.5 As such, the fee schedule was a suggested rate of charges.

The membership was united in its concern over participating in design competitions for public buildings, which often did not recompense the architects for their time or stipulate the amount to be paid for the winning submission. In 1870, the AIA adopted an institute code stipulating members would not participate in open design competitions unless entrants were paid. The winning architect would be compensated for work based on a scheduled percentage fee and would provide supervision of the construction. The AIA also stipulated the selection committee include an architect on the jury.6 Louise referred to this rule when refusing to compete for the Women’s Building design competition for the Columbian Exposition in 1891 (see chapter 8).

The AIA encouraged cities and regions to establish local chapters.7 Nonetheless, there was concern that the AIA was elitist. While it was a national organization, the institute was still largely based in the Northeast. In 1882, twenty-five years after the founding of the AIA, membership had grown to 362, 65 percent of whom were from the Northeast chapters, and over 21 percent practicing in New York City.8
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Figure 4.2. The American Institute of Architects, 1883 convention. Courtesy of the American Institute of Architects Archives, Washington, DC.

Given the imbalance of the membership favoring the Northeast, it was likely inevitable that architects in the growing western regions of the country would establish their own professional association. In 1884, the Western Association of Architects was established, and its first convention took place on November 12–15 of that year. By this time, the WAA had already enlisted 126 members, all from western cities including 72 members from Chicago, as well as St. Louis, Minneapolis, Kansas City, and Des Moines.9

The Western Association of Architects

The WAA was led by architects—some of whom were also members of the AIA—who thought the AIA was too focused on its northeast membership, denying leadership roles for its western members.10 Indeed, from 1857 to 1891, the AIA had elected just three presidents, and all were from New York and Philadelphia.11 The true force behind the WAA was Daniel Burnham (not an AIA member), who served in a leadership position throughout most of the existence of the association. In his address at that first convention, Burnham spoke of the evolution of the architect from master builder to contemporary professional. He stressed the unique challenges of the western American architects as torchbearer for the design excellence and quality of the monuments of the Old World, without mentors on hand to guide their practice. He saw them as pioneers in a pioneering land. Therefore, he actively encouraged the “restoration of the spirit of brotherhood” to overcome their isolation.12

Despite any competition between them, the WAA and AIA shared many areas of concern. They immediately established standing committees to work on resolutions on design competitions and professional fees. They also created a committee on the revision of state statutes regarding building laws.13 Yet, there were several topics on which the AIA and the WAA differed. One was in their position on professional architectural licensing, a topic also under discussion in Europe. As Woods describes, Britain and France explored the possibility of a state-mandated certification. French architects advocated for government officials to review the technical skills of the architect, and not adjudicate their design skills. British architects opposed any form of regulation because they argued that no certification committee could fairly assess the design skills of the architect.14 Decades earlier, Prussia had mandated certification of its municipal architects to safeguard welfare and public safety. The WAA sought a similar certification process that would endorse the architect as a professional working for the public good. The AIA strongly opposed licensure, because it would be based on the technical skills of the architect rather than artistry, which they viewed as the foundation of the profession.15

A second point on which the WAA and the AIA differed was governance. WAA members believed in a more democratic process in decision-making, while the AIA formed a board of directors to represent its membership as a more efficient and robust method of conducting business.16

The most contentious disagreement between the two organizations was their philosophy regarding membership, including the admission process and membership standing. As an architect noted when learning of the founding of the WAA, “I hope [the WAA] will be broader in spirit than the eastern [AIA] is reported to be.”17 The AIA was just far too selective and elitist to advance the profession amid the industrial era in the aftermath of the Civil War and as the US was blossoming into an international economic powerhouse. AIA members were concerned about maintaining the prominent reputation of the institute and had strict criteria for admission, which is why they saw no need for a licensing process.18 The AIA had two levels of membership: the Associate and the Fellow. The thought was that junior members would join as Associates and would be elevated to Fellows as they developed in stature within the profession. The AIA contended that the dual membership levels would ultimately provide the association with the ability to increase its numbers by having multiple entry points for admission, based on experience and stature within the profession.19

When initially formed, the WAA had been quite liberal in its admission of members, including members who came from the building trades in addition to those with professional training/education.20 However, they retracted this practice after complaints from the more professional membership.21 By 1886 the WAA had created the Committee on Professional Membership to address its previous admission of builders. Nonetheless, the WAA strenuously opposed the AIA’s two-tiered membership policy. They believed that members should be equal, period. As Adler stated, “We think that the personal standing of an architect does not depend upon whether he writes FAIA after his name or not, but that it depends entirely upon the volume of work he does and the quality of that work, and upon his general conduct.”22

The WAA leadership immediately knew that a large organization would provide the association with the strength to impact the public perception of the profession. They also understood the power it would possess to lobby legislators who had the authority to develop procurement standards for awarding public work. However, this obvious open-door admissions policy attracted architects who would otherwise have no vehicle to effect change in their profession. One of these individuals was the first woman architect, Louise Bethune.

Enter the Lady Architect

If the lady is practicing architecture, and is in good standing, there is no reason why she should not be one of us.

—WAA 1885 Convention Proceedings, AIA Archives

In 1885, just one year after the WAA was established, Louise applied for membership.23 The WAA was considered the more progressive association of the two, so she probably applied to the WAA prior to the AIA for this reason.24 However, admission to the WAA was not automatic, as neither the WAA nor the AIA had a woman member.25 In 1885, Louise and Robert Bethune traveled to Chicago and conferred with WAA leadership—including Daniel Burnham, Louis Sullivan, and John Root—regarding their applications.26 During this meeting, the parties developed the strategy for Louise’s unprecedented admission.
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Figure 4.3. The Western Association of Architects at the 1885 convention in St. Louis. It was at this convention that Louise Bethune was elected to the association. The Inland Architect and News Record, January 1886.

Initially, both Louise and Robert submitted their applications for membership to the WAA. However, Robert withdrew his nomination before his application was reviewed, presumably at the advice of the WAA leadership and in anticipation of a charge that the firm’s work was his alone.27 With her application, Louise submitted a portfolio of her work to demonstrate her abilities as an architect.28 She had previously intended to attend the WAA convention but decided against the appropriateness of such a gesture, given the fact that she was not a member, and potential embarrassment of not being admitted while present. The yearly membership was reviewed at the WAA national convention in St. Louis in November. Burnham chose to separate Bethune’s nomination from the other members, to ensure the association would be prepared to include the admission of women as members to their constitution. This was a carefully orchestrated action to yield a positive outcome to the board’s intention of opening their membership to women. The meeting’s proceedings capture the drama of the moment:


The president called the meeting to order and said: There is a bit of unfinished business before we can proceed. All the members recommended by the directors for admission were voted in except one, and nothing was done on that subject.

Mr. Burnham: That was with reference to a lady.

The President: Now I will ask if the committee are prepared to recommend that party in all respects except the fact that she is a lady?

Mr. Sullivan: Yes, sir.

The President: What shall be done with this question?

Mr. Burnham, of the Board of Directors: May I say that what the board desires is to be instructed upon the principle of admitting women as members of the association. That is the thing. If the decision is given us to admit women, we will make the recommendation. We would like the decision, now, of the convention, as to whether it desires to admit women as members of the association. We want the By-Laws interpreted.

A member: I would like to know what the opinion of the Board of Directors is.

Mr. Burnham: We are all agreed; we are very much in favor of it.

Mr. Cochrane: Then I would recommend that the secretary cast the ballot for the lady.

A member: Is the lady practicing?

The President: Yes, sir.

Mr. Cochrane: Let the secretary cast the ballot as he did for the others.

The motion was seconded.

Mr. Sullivan: What we desired was a vote of instructions as to the admission of women as a general thing.

A member: It seems to me that if you carry the motion as made by Mr. Cochrane, that it will suggest a precedent for future consideration. If the lady is practicing architecture, and is in good standing, there is no reason why she should not be one of us.

The President: The motion is made and seconded that this lady applicant be admitted to membership. All in favor of this will say aye.

Motion was adopted.

The President: Mrs. Louisa [sic] Bethune is the applicant. Her husband was an applicant but withdrew. She has done work by herself and been very successful. She is unanimously elected a member.29



As it is apparent from these proceedings, while the board members were seeking direction from the membership, they were signaling their strong support for the candidate. Sullivan, Burnham, and Root were particularly supportive of Louise’s candidacy. Even more importantly, they used the opportunity to address the broader issue of the admission of women to the WAA, as opposed to solely the individual case of Louise Bethune.

While she was an ideal candidate to champion the admission of women in the association—given her experience and body of work—Louise’s submission was somewhat complicated because she was in partnership with her husband. A skeptic could easily argue that she was riding on the coattails of her husband’s work. With Robert’s retraction of his submission, Louise was able to submit her application based on her own merit. (Robert successfully applied for membership to the WAA in 1887.30) The report in the Inland Architect, the official journal of the WAA, portrayed the deliberations of the membership regarding Louise’s application as a fait accompli. However, reports from the AIA records demonstrate there were concerns from some WAA members. A. J. Bloor, AIA secretary and guest to the convention, later reported to its board:


The afternoon session of the first day was signalized immediately on its opening by the election of a lady, Mrs. Louisa [sic] Bethune, of Buffalo, NY, to the membership of the Association as a practicing architect, a unanimous affirmative ballot being cast by the Secretary on the motion of Mr. Cochrane, an old member of the Institute. In private, I was asked my views on the question of her admittance, and, as an individual, I expressed myself in favor of it. It appeared that her husband is an architect practitioner, which suggests facilities that might not otherwise exist in the matter of supervision of buildings in process of erection.31



It is evident that while the progressive wing of the profession strongly favored its expansion to include women, not all members were comfortable with this strategy. Once again, their concern was that women could not supervise construction. After this historic vote, the WAA established its official definition of an architect in the organization’s constitution as the following: “a professional person [as opposed to “man,” which was originally suggested] whose sole occupation is to supply all data preliminary to the material, construction and competition of a building and to exercise administrative control over contracts stipulating terms of obligation and fulfillment between proprietor and contractor.”32

Louise was deeply touched by the careful stewardship that the WAA leadership took to forward her candidacy. She understood her submission could make her the object of ridicule in architectural circles and she appreciated the orchestrated approach by the board. Following the convention, Louise wrote to John Root:


My sincere thanks are certainly due to you and thro’ you to all members of your society for the cordiality of the welcome you have accorded me and also for the extreme delicacy and adroit work with which the nomination and election were arranged. … I am particularly sensible of the kindness the association has rendered me, and the honor it has done itself in preserving admission from any taint of ridicule or notoriety. If the society’s new member is no great acquisition, its new measure is certainly credible and progressive.33



Louise’s admission to the WAA made national news. The story of her historic achievement was published by newspapers throughout the country, from Nashville to New Orleans, and especially in the Midwest. Most stories were positive about her breaking this barrier, although some just neutrally reported the fact. The Buffalo Courier and the Woman’s Exponent in Salt Lake City took exception that the Woman’s Journal referred to Louise as “a practicing architect of Chicago. … It is hard that Chicago should have the credit of the woman architect of whom Buffalo has such reason to feel proud.”34

As might have been expected, her acceptance by the WAA led to more general articles on the best and least appropriate areas for women architects to practice. Edward Godwin, a “distinguished English architect” as the newspapers described him, was quoted at length on the subject. He asserted that women would be most useful in “designs in architecture, including furniture and decorations, illustrations of old work, cabinet work, metal work, monuments, carpets and hangings, painting on cabinets, wall paper designs, tiles, private and public buildings.”35 Godwin was a progressive and leader in the English Queen Anne movement, so he was probably very supportive of women becoming architects. Whether intended or not, his emphasis on the decorative and ornamental tasks of the profession, as opposed to the functional and structural, only reinforced a preexisting bias. Godwin also noted that “many young women possessed all the requisite talents to become architectural workers … [however] an impulsive, gay, free-as-air, lightsome sort of girl is not the stuff for an architect.”36 Here again, we encounter his obvious sexist attitude, demonstrating a prevailing attitude about women professionals that early women architects needed to counter head-on.

Following her admission to the WAA and later the AIA, Louise enjoyed the status of being the first and leading female architect. As a trailblazer, she was called upon frequently to speak about women in architecture, women professionals, and women’s education. In 1889 she was part of a panel of professional women speaking to the Graduate Association in Buffalo, which also included the writer Mary Lee Perkins; Dr. Mary Moody, the first woman to graduate from the University of Buffalo Medical College; and Dr. Mary Wetmore, also a graduate from UB. In Louise’s comments, she agreed with Godwin’s commentary on the hard work involved in becoming an architect, and that not every woman would be suited to or interested in its study. However, she was unequivocal on a woman’s ability to oversee construction:


Women are entirely competent to become architects, but I do not believe the profession will ever be crowded, as it requires too much application and hard work. Unless a woman has a love and decided aptitude for the preparatory work she will tire of it quickly. This idea that a woman cannot superintend the erection of buildings is all nonsense. Any woman with a moderate amount of physical endurance can do it. As for dealing with carpenters and builders, there is no trouble at all. I have always found them an accommodating, agreeable class of men in all business transactions.37



The Struggle to Join the AIA

In February 1888, Louise applied for the highest level of membership of the AIA, the Fellow.38 By this time, she had been a member of the WAA for over two years. However, longtime AIA secretary Alfred Bloor advised her instead to apply for the Associate level. Bloor reflected the view of many members when he told her that the Associate level was “largely an educational & probationary term, which may very properly be regarded by its incumbents as simply a stepping stone to the higher grade of Fellowship.”39 The AIA required two or more sponsors from the organization. Bloor agreed to sponsor her, along with AIA member G. W. Rapp, and he waived the requirement for a third, possibly because of her WAA membership and standing within that organization and profession at large.40 Louise submitted drawings for the following projects: Hoffman’s Millinery House, Police Station No. 2,41 the renovation of the Buffalo School No. 4, and residences for William Mitchell, Spencer Kellogg, Horace G. Brooks, A. J. Meyer, and George Waterman (see chapter 3).42 In addition to the recommendation letters from her AIA sponsors, the package included a letter of support from Sydney Smith, the 1888 president of the WAA, and John Root, who recommended her to be a Fellow.

At the 1888 AIA Convention, the group admitted seven members at the Associate level, elevated four members from Associate to Fellow, and admitted thirteen new members at the Fellowship level.43 In other words, more than half of the applicants were admitted at the higher level. Of these thirteen new Fellows, their years of experience ranged from eight to thirty years, with W. W. Carlin being an outlier, with only four years (although this was probably an error in the written meeting minutes because he was six years older than Louise). Louise applied with twelve years of experience.44 However, after “some discussion,” the board admitted Louise as an Associate member.45 Given her years of experience and that she had the endorsement of the WAA leadership, Louise could have made a compelling case for Fellowship. We don’t know why Bloor recommended to Bethune that she apply as an Associate, but he did so with the consent of the AIA Board, and they could have elevated her if they accepted Root’s suggestion.46

The difference in Bethune’s admission process between the WAA and the AIA underlines the very different philosophies between the two organizations about their membership and women’s role in architecture in general. The WAA was composed of progressive members who strongly supported women entering the profession and prospering. They actively worked to change professional norms by collaborating with potential trailblazers like Louise to present her application in a manner that supported a successful outcome. The WAA admission process was more democratic in nature, which also favored Louise. New members were voted upon in the open forum of the annual convention by all members. Members were initially vetted by the executive committee and then brought to the membership, with the expectation that they would be accepted. The convention forum allowed for an open dialogue, but it also inhibited discrete sidebar conversations where dissenting voices might gain traction. Because Burnham, Root, and Sullivan orchestrated Louise’s membership vote, a dissenting member would have had to openly challenge the judgment of the executive committee to oppose Louise’s application.

The AIA was much more conservative. They were focused on elevating the profession to be on par with law, medicine, and engineering. They had been working to establish this status for several decades and were at the cusp of a breakthrough, with the obvious need for expertise in the built environment, which was underscored by the maturation of the Industrial Revolution, the need for new building types, and the passage of additional laws addressing building safety. The AIA admitted its members through its the Board of Directors, at its own discretion, and reported the admissions at the convention, as opposed to holding a membership vote at that forum.

Louise applied for membership to the AIA at a very auspicious time in the AIA. She was already the first woman admitted to a professional association, by more than two years. She was a proven leader, because—as we shall see—she had established the Buffalo Society of Architects. By this time her firm had built significant factories, residential projects, and schools. Louise’s nomination for the AIA was stronger than her WAA application because she had more important projects in her portfolio. To be clear, there is no indication that the AIA was opposed to a woman becoming a member. However, it is striking that the first woman to apply was admitted at the entry level, given Louise’s compelling application.

Another factor that probably influenced the AIA’s decision to admit Louise as a member was, by 1887, there were serious conversations underway regarding the merger of the AIA and WAA. Daniel Burnham, by now a member of both organizations, originally suggested the idea at the 1887 AIA Convention.47 While the two groups had their differences regarding leadership and conflicting cultures, both organizations agreed that one larger entity advocating for the profession would benefit all members. These negotiations advanced in October 1888 at the AIA National Convention in Buffalo, where Bethune, as a new member, served on the host committee.48 And while behind closed doors there may have been reservations regarding her admission to the AIA, she was warmly greeted at the convention. Day 2 of the convention ended with the following exchange:


Mr. Stone: Before we separate let us drink a toast to the lady member of the Buffalo Chapter, Mrs. Bethune.

Mr. Moser: Long may she live and may there be many more.49



Just after the AIA Convention in Buffalo, where the negotiations between the AIA and WAA got very serious, there was a shakeup in the executive committee elections during the WAA’s annual convention in Chicago in November 1888. While members were aware of the importance of this committee as they continued their talks of a potential merger with the AIA, they were also a diehard democratic organization, and members thought that every position should be contested on the point of principle. It demonstrates how passionately some WAA members were willing to stand on principle. At the last minute, Buffalo-based architect William W. Carlin was nominated to the slate for the position of president beside the previously uncontested Daniel Burnham. Carlin, much to his embarrassment, won the election. In another unexpected term, Louise Bethune was elected second vice president of the Board of Directors, beating the other six candidates50 and becoming the first woman to be elected to the association’s Executive Committee. While Louise was active in WAA committee work, she had not yet assumed a leadership role within the association. Her election demonstrates the confidence her colleagues had in her work and stands in sharp contrast to her admission process to the AIA. One may wonder if the WAA members’ personal interaction with Louise in Buffalo the prior month contributed to her election.

The consolidation of the two organizations took place at the AIA Convention, which was held on November 20–21, 1889, in Cincinnati, Ohio. Some of the longstanding philosophical differences between their members had not been resolved. To assuage the WAA concern about membership levels, all current WAA and AIA members were raised to Fellows upon consolidation—so Louise’s tenure as merely an Associate was very brief. To address the concern about geographic diversity among the new association’s leadership, the newly elected Executive Committee included positions filled by former AIA and WAA members.51 Richard Morris Hunt was elected president, Buffalonian William W. Carlin was elected vice president, and John Root was elected secretary. Tragically, Root died in 1891 at the age of forty-one and Carlin died in 1894 at the age of forty-four, both leaving a void of progressive voices on the new board. Several WAA members refused to join the newly consolidated AIA until much later, if at all. One of these was Robert Bethune, who remained very active in the local AIA Buffalo/WNY Chapter but did not join the national AIA until 1902.52 And although Louise remained a member of both the local and national AIA organizations, she was never involved nationally with the group after the consolidation. Indeed, she did not attend the 1901 AIA Convention that was held in Buffalo, although Robert was there.53

As a consolidated, more democratic, and geographically diverse body, the new AIA was ready to address issues to advance the profession. They negotiated terms for working with federal agencies and policies regarding entering design competitions. Both issues would directly impact both Daniel Burnham and Louise Bethune during the planning of the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893.

The Women Who Followed … Eventually

Once Louise won her hard-earned positions with both the WAA and AIA, it would seem that the issue would have been settled for future generations. However, reviewing Louise’s successors provides additional context to the continuing sexism that women architects experienced and the opposition they encountered from their male counterparts within the AIA.

Sallie T. Smith was the second professional woman architect in the United States, but her career is not well documented.54 Born in Columbus, Mississippi, she attended Verona College in that state and then studied architecture with her father, W. S. Smith. He made Sallie a junior member of his firm, which moved to Birmingham, Alabama, in 1886.55 In March 1887, daughter and father were among a group of architects to form the Association of Alabama Architects, which was associated with the WAA. Sallie was elected to the Alabama association to solicit new members throughout the state. At its 1887 convention, Sallie and W. S. Smith were admitted to the WAA.56 However, neither Sallie nor her father joined the AIA after its consolidation with the WAA, and her name is not found in subsequent AIA member lists.

While the WAA admitted its second woman member only two years after their first, it took the AIA thirteen years. The next woman to be admitted to the AIA was Lois Howe (1864–1964) in 1901. According to Boston architect and AIA member C. H. Blackall, “Miss Howe came in to the Institute … because most of the members who voted on her thought Lois was a man’s name.”57 However, she did not become a member of her local AIA chapter, the Boston Society of Architects, until 191658 and was not made a Fellow until 1931, the first woman after Louise to be given this status.59 Henrietta Dozier (1872–1947) was admitted shortly after Howe in 1905. A graduate of MIT in 1899, Henrietta worked in Atlanta from 1900 to 1913 and served as the secretary of AIA Atlanta from 1910 to 1912 and then opened a practice in Orlando.

Ida Annah Ryan’s (1873–1950) story demonstrates the struggle of early women architects for equality among their male counterparts. Before applying for AIA membership in 1907, Ryan wrote to the organization asking whether she could be considered for membership even though she was not a member of her local chapter, the Boston Society of Architects, because it was “positively closed to women,” citing Lois Howe’s failed attempt to join it. The AIA’s reply must have given her the confidence to apply. However, her application was rejected by the Board of Directors on a ballot vote, with her application garnering nine letters of opposition. Of the three that survive, two opposed her because of her gender and stated they did not know her. Seth Temple wrote, “I have never known a woman who pretended to practice Architecture who was worthy to be included in so distinguished body.” And C. H. Blackall asked “the Directors to consider whether it is wise to admit women at all unless they have achieved some signal [sic] distinction in the profession.” A third member, D. Austin, from Boston, objected to her admittance on the grounds that she was not a member of her home chapter. The fact that her application was rejected almost twenty years after Louise’s admission is astounding. Ida was finally successful in 1921 in joining the AIA, when women were more welcome.60

In 1918, the AIA admitted two women: Marcia Mead (1879–1967) and Theodate Pope (1868–1946). Marcia was the first woman to graduate from Columbia University’s architecture program. She had practiced with Anna Pendleton Schenck until Anna’s death in 1915 and then continued as a sole practitioner, mentoring Esther Hill from 1923 to 1924, who was one of the first woman Canadian architects.61 Theodate Pope was born into a wealthy Ohio family. While Princeton University did not accept women, she hired a Princeton professor for private lessons and designed the family estate in Connecticut under the tutelage of Charles McKim.62 In the 1920s, after women got the right to vote with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, the AIA admitted more women, with ten new woman members in the 1920s alone, starting with Julia Morgan (1872–1957) in 1921.

Louise’s story is remarkable when compared with her initial successors because her admission to two professional organizations was so early; she was not succeeded by another female member for thirteen years. Despite the best intentions of the early WAA leaders to encourage women to join the profession and the perseverance of her successors, there was a concerted effort to limit the architectural profession to men only by a significant portion of the AIA’s membership. This broke down somewhat in the 1920s, but it was not until the 1970s, after the beginning of the second wave of feminism, that the AIA began to address the fact that its women members made up just 1 percent of its total roster. Louise was correct that women had entered the architectural profession far earlier in its development than other professions and initially there were promising signs that they would be welcomed as equals long before they would receive that status in other aspects of society. However, after that initial wave, the profession closed ranks, and women would struggle to achieve the equal status that Louise experienced until well into the twentieth century.

Unlike several female architects who followed her, Louise did not benefit from the patronage of women, which could have been available to her in such an affluent industrial city as Buffalo. Other women architects were hired by women patrons, such as Minerva Parker Nichols in Philadelphia. However, there is no evidence that Minerva applied for membership to the AIA; she may have questioned whether she would be admitted. She also may not have felt the need for its endorsement, given her status with her largely female clientele. Throughout her career, Louise never could rely on women patrons, instead relying on public work and industrial and commercial clients.

The Buffalo Society of Architects

Immediately upon her admission to the WAA in 1885, Bethune joined the membership committee with the charge of establishing a presence in New York State.63 On March 10, 1886, she organized the first meeting of the Buffalo Society of Architects with a membership of twelve. The Buffalo Society of Architects steadily grew and was very active by the time it received its charter from the AIA and became AIA Buffalo/WNY, in March 1890.64 Much of the work of the society was in concert with the advocacy of the national associations, in particular lobbying for paid design competitions with educated jurors and actively and financially supporting the passage of a professional licensing bill for architects in New York State.

The Buffalo association was active in other areas, too. In 1888 it successfully worked with the city on the passage of the Building Laws as a revision of the Charter of the City. The society also successfully protested to the federal government against the original design of Buffalo’s new Post Office Building in 1893, and unsuccessfully opposed the Buffalo Public Schools regarding the terms of the design competition for a new high school in 1901. The Buffalo Society was also instrumental in forming the Western New York Association of Architects in October 1886, the only regional component of the AIA until the creation of AIA New York State in 1931.65 This organization encompassed Buffalo, Rochester, Syracuse, Ithaca, and Binghamton, and extended to Albany. Carlin discussed the importance of regional components as president of the WAA in 1889, stating that it was “largely through these that we must look for improvement in matters of legislation.”66 The members of the association stated: “The objects of the association are to unite in fellowship the architects of Western New York, to combine their efforts to promote the artistic, scientific and practical efficiency of the profession, and to cultivate and encourage the study of kindred arts.”67

While a vibrant and active national association was vital in promoting the profession to the general public and the federal government, the state and regional chapters would be on the front lines in advocating for professional licensing, increased architectural education opportunities, and other state legislative issues. As such, the Western New York Association of Architects was particularly focused on passing a professional licensing bill for architects. Indeed, in Carlin’s address in 1889, he was optimistic that the New York state legislature would pass such a bill within the year. The bill called for the creation of a board of architects to oversee the regulation of architects. The board would consist of one professor from Columbia University, one professor from Cornell University, two architects from the Western New York Association, two architects from the New York Chapter of the AIA, and one architect from central New York State.68 The association worked with the AIA New York Chapter to jointly lobby for the passage of the bill in the state legislature’s 1892 session. At a meeting of the New York State on Committee Law on February 4, 1892, the following groups supported the bill: AIA, Architectural League, AIA New York Chapter, Western New York Chapter, AIA Buffalo/WNY (Robert Bethune represented the chapter), Buffalo Sketch Club, and the superintendent of construction of the Albany Capitol.69

The bill was passed by both houses, giving Governor Flower thirty days to sign, which he never did, apparently due to opposition from select architects in New York City who had access to the governor.70 Also, it was reported that the governor considered the legislation an opportunity for organizing a trade union.71 Ultimately Illinois became the first state to legislate an architectural professional licensing bill in 1897 through the advocacy of Adler and N. Clifford Ricker, director of the Architecture Department at the University of Illinois. The loss of this tremendous effort dampened the enthusiasm of the Western New York’s membership, as was demonstrated in the relative inactivity of their annual reports. Licensure in New York State was passed finally in 1915.72 The Western New York Association of Architects did, however, also work hard to build enduring bridges between professional architects and schools of architecture, conducting regular visits and meetings at the schools of architecture at Syracuse and Cornell universities. Professors from both schools were also very active in the organization.

However, the geographic region of the Western New York Association of Architects eventually became too large to maintain a vibrant engagement model. The Executive Committee recommended merging with the very active AIA Buffalo/WNY Chapter, which the members outside of Buffalo resoundingly rejected. Ultimately, the regional association became the Central New York Chapter of the AIA in 1897.73 And while gender issues were never part of the regular discourse of this or any architectural association, Bethune, by her mere presence, forced the issue. In the opening address by the WAA president to the Western New York Association of Architects in 1888, the issue was raised—somewhat obliquely: “Gentlemen—I wish I could add ladies, but I hope the day is not very far distant when I can add that to it …”74

This comment reflects WAA’s optimistic attitude about the future of women in architecture. However, despite Louise’s early success, she was not followed by large numbers of women pursuing the profession in the region. Because the Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs office records do not survive, there is no record that she hired women as interns. The first woman architect to succeed Bethune in Buffalo as a firm owner was Bonnie Foit Albert, who established her office in 1977, ninety-six years after Louise established her firm.75 In Upstate New York, following Louise, twelve women became members of the AIA before 1970. Helen Chittenden Gillespie of Syracuse was the first of these women, whose AIA membership began in 1943.76

Describing Louise as a “trailblazer” within the AIA could be said to be inaccurate, because women did not immediately follow her into the organization and the institutional memory regarding her historic admission was lost when they started to apply. Instead, she was a lone warrior, who benefited from good timing, progressive advocates within the profession, and, most importantly, unfailing strength and perseverance. She refused to be a victim and never outwardly criticized her AIA colleagues. However, she did note that women professionals were not treated equally to their male counterparts. And she chose to not be involved in the national AIA after the merger.77 Her inactivity, as someone who had been so very active just two years earlier, demonstrates her attitude toward the association. Ultimately, Louise would deeply impact her women successors, but it would be those who entered the profession one hundred years after her, among the baby boom and the generations that followed, who rediscovered her story and celebrated it.
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Chapter 5

The Architecture of Education

Mrs. Bethune has made a special study of schools and has been particularly successful in that direction, but refuses to confine herself exclusively to that branch, believing that women who are pioneers in any profession should be proficient in every department.

—Willard and Livermore, A Woman of the Century
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Figure 5.1. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs (far right) and an unidentified apprentice photo from the late 1880s. Courtesy of the Nancy Herlan Brady.

The period of the mid- to late 1880s was very productive for Bethune & Bethune. Their small practice was growing, as was their family with the birth of their son, Charles. In addition to residential and industrial projects, they were ready to expand their practice to include public architecture and began to design educational buildings, starting with plans for the new Buffalo Public Schools system.1 The firm designed schools as urban districts were forming, and educational building standards were being developed. They would design seven of the original twenty-five new buildings and four building renovations or additions in the first master plan project for Buffalo. As a rapidly growing city on the edge of the frontier, Buffalo would struggle to provide adequate facilities to meet the population’s needs. However, this rapid growth enabled the city’s architects to respond by designing some of the early examples of the new model for educational architecture.

A study of the educational facilities in the mid- to late 1800s demonstrates the maturation of the United States and its understanding of the cost to build, and then maintain, its democracy. The question regarding who should rightfully participate in our democratic system dictated who should be educated, and the value placed on that democratic involvement, in turn, led to the realization that the public must finance it. The design of the schools built during this era also demonstrates the research that was conducted in North America and Europe on how to teach children most effectively, which coincided with the genuine concern for public safety and how buildings can protect from disease and illness. Bethune & Bethune were among a small group of architects who participated with their clients to find the best architectural solutions in educational design, one of the most pressing concerns of their day.

Educating for Democracy

According to educational historian Lawrence Cremin, the country’s founders’ aspirations for their future education system had four points, which reflected Enlightenment philosophy. First, democracy required an educational system that promoted piety, civility, and interest in learning. Second, American education would be a uniform system that would reflect American values and the country’s culture. This modern education would be rooted in American language, literature, and culture to create an American character liberated from the one-thousand-year-old European system. Third, American education would be useful and designed to improve the human condition. Following Enlightenment-era principles, it would be based on the newly understood laws of nature through the sciences and laws of humankind through economics and politics. And fourth, the education system would be a model for others. As Cremin proclaimed, “The goal was nothing less than a new republican individual, of virtuous character, abiding patriotism, and prudent wisdom, fashioned by education into an independent yet loyal citizen.”2

By the 1800s, the US saw exponential growth in population, through progressive immigration policy, and the establishment of new industry, brought about by the science and technological advancements of the Industrial Revolution. These two factors led to the country shifting from a rural society based upon an agrarian economy to an urban-based population employed in industry. This shift would dramatically impact the educational system within the US and the architecture that supported it. During this time, education in the country’s cities would be transformed from the village schoolhouse model to an urban bureaucratic system.3 Education now had to provide the context for the expectations of an industrial and professional life. Where rural life and the family-industry-based economy valued general literacy and mathematical competencies, the new industrial economy had very different expectations, where careers and employment were not inherited but earned, and a standard of professionalism needed to be established. New standards needed to be developed for school attendance, conduct, and attire, to provide the necessary skills for students to gain employment in the new industrial era.

School Architecture

The first American village schools were single-room buildings that were community run and accommodated children of various ages in one classroom. They were commonly known as grammar schools, which were based upon the British educational model.4 The curriculum was largely focused on reading, writing, and arithmetic, although rural schools often relied on the curriculum content at hand.5 More than simply places for education, schools often served as the center of the community’s activities and served multiple functions, such as places of worship on Sundays and assembly halls in the evening. The communities themselves were rather small, their residents closely knit and maybe even related.

Early urban schools were built using the same model, with a single room to house all ages. As enrollments increased, so did the size of the schools. Eventually, these schools held large assembly halls, with rooms that sometimes accommodated more than one hundred children. One building might contain several of these assembly-style halls, and sometimes more than one teacher might be assigned to the room at the same time. Generally, the teacher was responsible for all the instruction there. The model allowed for a very high student-to-teacher ratio, which was economically advantageous for schools. Each district, usually encompassing a city neighborhood, might be served by a single schoolhouse, and a city might have many districts within its borders.

As the 1800s progressed, educational reformers began to advocate for schools with smaller class sizes. Architectural historian Dale Allen Gyure notes that the graded school concept originated in Boston in 1847 and had a far-reaching influence on school design.6 Horace Mann, secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education (1837–1848), and Henry Barnard, commissioner of public schools in Rhode Island (1845–1849) and superintendent of common schools in Connecticut (1850–1855), were particularly influential in establishing grading policies of school matriculation in the country. Both Mann and Barnard drew connections between the quality of education and school architecture. As Barnard wrote in School Architecture, there is a “close connection between a good school-house and a good school. … To make an edifice good for school purposes, it should be built for children at school, and their teacher.”7 Barnard also believed that school buildings could teach important lessons to students about organization, order, and beauty.8 Quincy Grammar School-House in Boston was the first fully graded school in North America, which opened in 1847.9 The four-story building was designed for seven hundred students, with four grades and three classes per grade. The symmetrical floor plan had a double-loaded corridor with two fifty-six-student classrooms on each side and a staircase at each end. The fourth floor contained a large assembly hall. This building established the standard of small class sizes and segregation of the student body based upon age and grade.

Neil Gislason observed that three factors led to educational architecture’s modernization during the nineteenth century. First, an increase in government funding and political support for public education provided funding for new building. Education reformers often connected the design of the school to the quality of the instruction delivered. From this advocacy grew an understanding of the importance of public investment in institutional architecture, generally, and particularly in schools. The second factor was the impact the public health movement had on schools. The increased population in cities brought poverty and disease that, in turn, necessitated that civic leaders turn their attention to health and safety issues. Finally, the newly industrialized economy required expansion of the curriculum with courses in the natural sciences such as chemistry, physics, and technical courses, which required specialized teaching environments.

Several publications that were written between 1850 and 1885 described the importance of good design in educational architecture. In addition to Barnard’s book, British architect Edward Robert Robson published the international survey, School Architecture, in 1874. The book provided a comprehensive study of educational architecture in the US, United Kingdom, Ireland, France, Austria, and Germany. He singled out Americans for their interest in improving education, noting, “No people make more determined efforts to obtain information on the subject of schools and schoolhouses from all available sources than those of the United States.”10 As American schools evolved in the 1800s, the German model provided their design precedent. Robson described the German education system and its schools as the best in the world. While the US was slowly implementing the graded system, Germany adopted “the separate or class system for every kind of school, high or low.”11 The German schools Robson profiled were remarkably sophisticated compared to those of other countries in the study. They had developed standards that are comparable to twentieth-century educational expectations. Class sizes were limited to fifty students. Schools were a maximum of three stories in height, with corridors that generally had multiple staircases or means of egress. As Gyure notes, lighting and ventilation were the most important considerations in schoolroom design in the nineteenth century. Buildings were planned around maximizing natural light, so windows were placed on the student’s left side where possible.

Maximizing lighting, proper ventilation, and replicating the German educational architecture model deeply impacted American school design in the 1880s.12 By then, some American urban districts were beginning to develop very sophisticated school buildings, as was demonstrated by the US Bureau of Education publication City School Systems in the United States, written by John Dudley Philbrick in 1885. Philbrick was a disciple of Barnard and had been a principal at the Connecticut State Normal School and president of the National Educational Association. His report provides a comprehensive survey of the regions that were incorporating innovative strategies in their school planning and design. He also identified general requirements for schoolhouse design: height, size, school furniture, ground plan, fireproofing, ventilation, orientation, gymnasium design, water closets, entries and corridors, stairs and stairways, and the assembly hall.13

James Crooker and the Growth of Buffalo Public Schools

The first public school to open in Buffalo was in 1807, but the building burned down in 1813, along with much of Buffalo, during the War of 1812. A tax was levied to build its replacement in 1818. It took until 1830 for additional schools to be opened, when five more were built. These were all very small buildings—mostly one-room schoolhouses—each a combination of wood frame and brick construction.

The Buffalo Public School District was not founded until 1837, five years after the City of Buffalo was incorporated. Unfortunately, it coincided with a national economic depression, which led to the failure of two short-term administrations. Finally, Oliver G. Steele, a successful businessman, was enlisted to serve in the unpaid position of school superintendent later that year. He oversaw the construction of six new schoolhouses and worked with the New York State Legislature to ensure the schools were tuition free, thereby making Buffalo’s the first free public education system in the state that was funded solely through taxes.14 Steele also organized the system into fifteen districts, each financially responsible for its own educational facilities. While some districts had schools built, others rented facilities.

As Buffalo grew in population, schools were slowly added to the inventory, the most significant being the opening of Central High School in 1852. That same year, the City of Buffalo annexed the nearby town of Black Rock, which expanded the geographic size of the city from four and a half to forty-two square miles. Free education was one of the overriding factors in the annexation, because Black Rock had three schools, which were all tuition supported.15 This growth inspired the next phase of construction for the system, when ten new schools were built, many serving rural and lightly populated areas. These buildings were brick or wood construction, two or three stories high, and were designed to accommodate an assembly pedagogical model for large-group instruction.

The real transformation of the Buffalo schools occurred in 1882 when James Crooker was elected superintendent. He led the most ambitious capital plan for the system to date, which coincided with a dramatic population growth, due largely to a surge in immigration. Crooker noted: “Buffalo is no longer a village. It is a rapidly growing and prosperous city, and destined to be a great commonwealth, and it behooves its citizens to act with wisdom and liberty in providing for its public schools.”16

Born in 1835, Crooker was from southern Erie County and moved to Buffalo in the early 1860s. An experienced educator and administrator, he served as principal of seven Buffalo public schools, with School No. 31 being his last.17 He also had been active in the Democratic Party for years and served as chairman of the Second Ward of Buffalo starting in 1880. He was elected superintendent as part of a Democratic wave that also made Grover Cleveland mayor of Buffalo.

From the outset, Crooker distinguished himself as a reformer and focused particular attention on the creation of a capital plan to improve the condition of Buffalo’s schools. In his first Superintendent’s Report for 1882, Crooker cited the condition of the schools as unacceptable.18 He was concerned about the small size of the buildings, the overcrowding of children in them, and their inferior and outdated designs—particularly the many rental facilities, which had very poor lighting and lacked ventilation or adequate sanitary measures. He stated, “I am fully persuaded that a large proportion of the mortality among the youth of Buffalo may be traced to the evil consequences of the over-crowding of the schools.”19 The press supported Crooker’s concerns, with the Buffalo Courier applauding him for his advocacy.20 The Buffalo Sunday Morning News was even more outspoken, placing the blame directly upon the Common Council, which funded and provided oversight of the school system. In an article dated June 14, 1883, the News enthusiastically endorsed Crooker’s position, particularly emphasizing the poor lighting in the classrooms.21

In 1883, the schools had a collective capacity of 16,544 but 20,067 students were registered, resulting in overcrowded conditions throughout the system.22 But it was difficult to gain political support to build better facilities, because individual districts were responsible for their own capital funding. Crooker fought to correct this problem and finally united the system as one district in 1884.

Another problem was that the citizens of Buffalo had not yet embraced the notion that the public should invest in schools—or at least the affluent did not embrace the idea. Crooker focused on School No. 10 in the Delaware District, the most affluent of the city, as emblematic of this lack of investment. The Buffalo Courier asked the obvious question: “How could the richest and most cultured district in the city, have tolerated the condition of its public school?” It provided an equally obvious answer: that the affluent were not sending their children to the public school but to one of the excellent nearby private schools.23

Thanks to his advocacy, on May 29, 1882, Crooker obtained the funding to build a new school for District No. 10.24 Buffalo architect M. E. Beebe was awarded the $37,000 project. School No. 10 began the most ambitious capital program in the system’s history. As with all the schools built under Crooker’s administration, the focus was on providing small class sizes that were separated by grade. Of equal importance was providing natural light to combat poor eyesight in school children and proper heating and ventilation to address the spread of disease and mortality in young children.25

During his tenure, Crooker would oversee the construction of twenty-five new schools and twelve additions to existing schools. Also, the population soared from 20,067 students to 35,576.26 Crooker served until 1891, during which time Buffalo invested in its schools in an ambitious capital program that modernized the city’s school system. These new school buildings were designed by a handful of Buffalo architectural firms, which competed in a public procurement process for the commissions. Bethune & Bethune was one of the most successful firms in winning these contracts, completing ten projects, including seven new buildings and three additions, far exceeding the other architectural firms that also competed for this design work.

The first school commission Bethune & Bethune received was in District No. 16 (later renamed School No. 8). This was the second new school project built by the city during Crooker’s tenure as superintendent. The Committee on Schools was charged with the selection of its architect in early 1883. Seven firms submitted designs for consideration, with H. & C. S. Ellis of Rochester, New York, the preferred designer, but their entry exceeded the project budget of $45,000, so it was rejected. Of the remaining six entries, R. A. (Robert) Bethune’s was the first-place winner, followed by a close second place entry by C. K. Porter. The committee commended R. A. Bethune’s design: “The arrangement of rooms are good; are commodious, well lighted and have a good system of ventilation. One especial feature of this gentleman’s plan is the arrangement of its water closets, being outside of the main building and still connected with it, and so well arranged for ventilation that any disagreeable odors that may arise cannot interfere with the school room.”27

School No. 8 is the firm’s only school project that did not list both partners as its architects. Robert may have been solely credited because Bethune & Bethune feared that a woman architect could not win such a large public commission. However, because Charles was born on April 23, 1883, Louise may not have been available to contribute to the design. Or both could have been true: that Louise was unavailable due to her pregnancy and the partners were concerned about discrimination.

Located at the corner of Utica and Masten Streets, School No. 8 was designed to accommodate a thousand students. The three-story, Queen Anne–style structure was built in brick with Ohio sandstone details. The corridor was flanked on both sides by classrooms and egress stairs at each end. The first floor accommodated the youngest children, the second the middle children, and the third floor the oldest, with each room grouping students by age cohorts. The building was designed to encourage small-group learning, with classrooms designed to hold approximately fifty children, a similar size to the German model. The layout of each classroom was also based on the German standard, each with two exit doors, and the natural light from the exterior windows was intended to fall upon the student desks to the rear and left side. The window surface was designed to equal 25 percent of the floor area in each room.28 Crooker noted that “those who have seen the plans … [believe it will be] the finest school building in the State, [and] probably take the lead over most of those in the country.”29
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Figures 5.3. First-floor plan of Buffalo School No. 8, Bethune & Bethune Architects, 1883. Crooker, Superintendent’s Report, 1883–1884.

In keeping with national standards, the architects focused attention on heating, plumbing, and ventilation. The Buffalo Courier article stated that Robert had studied various ventilation options and applauded his selection as a model for other schools. Each classroom was provided with both supply and return registers, situated to maximize heat and provide appropriate air circulation throughout the room. While a relatively simple plan, School No. 8 is a good example of architecture as a study in building science. The carefully conceived segregation of the age groups, the size and orientation of the classrooms, the consideration given to egress and general traffic of the students throughout the building—in addition to the study and attention paid to the mechanical and plumbing systems—demonstrate extensive research into an emerging building type. Crooker and the district teachers were also involved in the design process; he told the members of the Common Council that he expected all architects to consult with their clients as experts in education to avoid any unnecessary errors.30 The success of this design established Bethune & Bethune for consideration for future schools and other public building commissions.

Crooker considered the new Buffalo schools built during this era as models in the art and science of educational design: “The department has been successful in having the most improved methods of school architecture carried into effect in the construction of the new buildings. … They are as perfect in sanitary conditions as the present knowledge and skill in the science and art of plumbing and other arrangements can make them.”31

However, Crooker’s claims that Buffalo established new national standards for educational building design should be placed in context. His annual reports were addressed to the members of the Common Council, who were politicians funding the most expensive expansion of educational architecture in the city’s history. Nonetheless, the new schools certainly did demonstrate the city’s investment in the public good and were examples of excellent educational design for their time. Crooker would work with all the architects selected to develop thoughtful designs and, in a very short nine years, turn Buffalo from being “twenty years behind the times,” in his own words, to a single district with outstanding educational facilities.

When Crooker consolidated the Buffalo Public Schools into a single district in 1884, he created the flexibility to plan for new construction projects based upon neighborhood needs. A citywide district provided the tax base to implement his ambitious master plan. Crooker proved to be right, because the district continued to grow significantly in school attendance each year. Bethune & Bethune designed the first two buildings, Schools Nos. 38 and 39, under the new single-district model. The firm provided a description of the plans for these buildings to the city, giving us a rare glimpse of their design thinking. The floor plans featured hand lettering; we know that these were written by Louise through comparing the penmanship with other project drawings she authored, such as Police Station No. 2, which she submitted for her AIA membership application.

School No. 38 was designed to hold six hundred students in a small neighborhood on Buffalo’s west side. The very small site was a 150-foot-by-156-foot corner lot, which resulted in an L-shaped floor plan. Bethune & Bethune noted, “The charming, almost suburban, location of the site on two quiet streets, made it allowable to face each grade room directly on the street, while the corridors, wardrobes and lavatories occupy the rear portion of the building.”32 The diminutive Flemish Renaissance Revival building exuded a monumental character by placing the classrooms on the street sides of the corridors and featuring a symmetrical façade. The corner was marked with a square turret that held a two-tiered roof and eyebrow windows. The steep gable roofs of the two wings were punctuated with ornate gable end articulation, which was indicative of the style. The exterior was composed of brick and sandstone, and the roofs were of black Bangor slate. The smaller spaces, which held offices and utilitarian rooms, faced the interior of the site and allowed for considerable light in the corridors. The two-story building had six classrooms per floor, with the younger children on the first floor and the older children on the second floor. Each classroom was designed to hold fifty children and the teaching podium was situated so the exterior light would be on the student’s left side, as per the German model. The basement held playrooms.
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Figure 5.4. Buffalo School No. 38, Bethune & Bethune Architects. Crooker, Superintendent’s Report, 1885–1886.
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Figure 5.5. First-floor plan, Buffalo School No. 38, Bethune & Bethune Architects. Crooker, Superintendent’s Report, 1885–1886.

The architects gave special attention to the entrances of visitors and students. They placed the student entrances at each building end and hidden from street view, with the girls at one end and the boys at the other. Also, each of the two floors had a separate entry, to separate the children by age, in addition to gender. Visitors and teachers used the only door visible to the street, which was at the corner turret and near the principal’s office. Although accessible from the main building, the lavatories were designed to function as separate from it, thereby isolating their ventilation. The architects also provided a description of the interior finishes. The floors were maple, the stairs and other trim were oak, and the furniture made of cherry wood. This provided a “wholesome and substantial appearance to the rooms and halls … enhanced by cheerful-colored woodwork and the softened light of the stained-glass window-heads.”33

School No. 39 was, in Bethune & Bethune’s opinion, “quite as perfect a building.”34 It was located on High Street on a large open lot with unobstructed light, giving the architects the freedom to expand; however, they chose to keep the building compact and symmetrical, with a layout closely resembling School No. 8. The cruciform arrangement allowed for entries at all four sides of the building. The two-story building was designed for eight hundred students and accommodated eight classrooms per floor. Thanks to the cruciform floor plan, many of the classrooms featured windows on two walls, and the classrooms were oriented in the German model to allow light to enter from the left of the students.

Many of the design features in School No. 38 were replicated in No. 39, so one may assume that the exterior and interior materials of the buildings were identical. However, their architectural styles differed. No. 38 directly addressed its street corner condition with the corner turret. The layout created the appearance of a much larger and more imposing building than it was. Children were protected here, as demonstrated in the monumental materials and the discreet entrances, which had them pass through schoolyard gates before they entered their private doorways. No. 39 was designed in the Queen Anne style and was set back on a large lot at the highest point in the city. The hipped roof over the cruciform building added to the monumentality of the building that was further exaggerated by the gable ends with brow windows, and the ornamental turret that was the building’s focal point. The city budgeted No. 38 at $30,000, allowing $40,000 for No. 39 because of its larger size. It is to the credit of the architects that No. 38 achieved its monumental street presence despite this reduced amount.
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Figures 5.6 and 5.7. Buffalo School No. 39, Bethune & Bethune Architects. Crooker, Superintendent’s Report, 1885–1886.

The new buildings for the district were constructed of brick and, where possible, were two stories high as opposed to the three-story structures of wood construction previously erected.35 Bethune & Bethune Schools No. 40 and No. 26 were two examples. These two-story brick buildings were designed in the Queen Anne style. No. 26 was designed to take advantage of its corner lot with a corner turret and public entrance, as did their earlier No. 38. No. 40 is unique in that the architects chose to emphasize the slightly elevated site with a front façade that soars with a steep gable roof and dramatic hexagonal turret. Arched windows and dormers accentuate the verticality.

Crooker always spoke of the need for state-of-the art ventilation and plumbing to ensure high sanitary conditions in the schools. In some annual reports, he dedicated pages to this topic to describe, in depth, the need to maintain these high standards and how he was ensuring they were met. Bethune & Bethune’s School No. 48, on East Summer Street was designed with an innovative ventilation system. According to the Buffalo Courier, “Some radical changes have been introduced in the system of ventilation which was first introduced into the city schools by the same architects some years ago.”36 School No. 8 might have been the first school that featured innovations in ventilation, demonstrating the firm’s contribution to the field at the regional, and even national, level. Opened in 1892, No. 48 was designed in the Beaux-Arts style, which was becoming fashionable in Buffalo. The monumental entrance portico predicted the firm’s future work, while the roof dormers and cupola are reminiscent of their previous school projects.

The firm’s attention to detail and particularly its concern that each school have proper ventilation is illustrated in an amusing exchange that Louise had with a local reporter for the Buffalo Times on September 4, 1886. The reporter was investigating an allegation of favoritism against the City of Buffalo public works commissioner regarding a contract for the ventilation equipment for two of Bethune & Bethune projects, School Nos. 18 and 31. The reporter paid an unannounced visit to the architects’ office: “Mr. Bethune was absent but in his absence Mrs. Bethune, an accomplished lady with blonde hair and blue eyes who is herself a competent architect and her husband’s able assistant, appeared to demand the reporter’s business.”

The reporter assumed that Louise was her husband’s assistant, but he would soon learn that she had a deep understanding of all the issues regarding the buildings’ ventilation systems. Asking Louise why they chose the specific type of ventilation equipment for these projects, she wryly asked why the question was being asked, and without waiting for a response, offered a long and in-depth answer describing how the equipment performed (“we have found that with less motive it spreads air more gently over large surface areas than any other”), in which building types it had been used, and in which significant buildings in the country it had been installed. Finally, she stated, “We have no preferences in the matter personally. … We have written to ask [the competitor] where it could be seen in operation but received no answer and are forced to conclude there are none of them in use in the city. We would always prefer to recommend home devices.” The reporter left the firm’s office completely satisfied in the “testimony of an expert utterly unaware she was justifying [the commissioner’s decision] amply in the eyes of all sensible people and taxpayers.”37 The article nicely demonstrates Louise’s expertise in the technical matters of building science, the ethics of the firm in their decision-making process, and her commanding personality.

In addition to these new buildings, Bethune & Bethune (& Fuchs) designed renovations for four Buffalo schools: Nos. 4, 20, and 33, and Central High School. The work for No. 4 was significant because Louise submitted it to the AIA in her admission portfolio, which suggests that she led this project.38 School projects were mostly delayed during the mid-1890s, presumably due to the Depression of 1893. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs was one of four shortlisted firms for the design competition for Masten Park High School in 1895. However, Beebe & Son was the successful architect in the selection process. After 1896, Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs designed just two projects for the Buffalo Public Schools, the new BPS No. 12 and an addition to Louise’s alma mater, Central High School. While School No. 12 was built, the Central High School addition was canceled after the contract was bid due to lack of funding, which must have been a disappointment for her.39

In 1891, Crooker was appointed by Governor Roswell P. Flower to serve as the New York State superintendent of public instruction, a position he held until 1895.40 However, his relationship with Bethune & Bethune continued, because the firm was hired to design his new home at Beeches Point, near Youngstown, New York.41 He would live in this home until his death in 1919, a testimony to the strong professional relationship developed over years of important work between a reformer client and his passionate architects.

Lockport Union High School

Outside of Buffalo, Bethune & Bethune (and later Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs) designed several schools, most notably the Union High School in Lockport, New York, approximately twenty miles north of Buffalo. A major hub of the Erie Canal, Lockport was an affluent community in the late 1800s, which is apparent in the scale and design of the Union High School.

The Lockport school system was founded in 1821, and its first schoolhouse was opened in 1822. At this time, Lockport was little more than a wooded frontier village. Yet, the commencement of the construction of the Erie Canal led to a rapid increase in economic development along with dramatic growth in population. In 1835, the population in Lockport was six thousand, which doubled by 1850.42 The town developed the first union school, or consolidated school district, in New York State. The Union School Act of 1847 consolidated a group of existing independent schools in the town under one single governing body and served as a model for other communities in the state and the nation.43

Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs designed a replacement for the original school that was built in 1848, immediately following the passage of the Union School Act. The Lockport Board of Education issued a bond of $30,000 to finance the site for the new school and circulated a request for proposals. Although Louise would later say that she opposed design competitions in keeping with the AIA’s position, the firm participated regularly in them for school work.44 Following design, the project was estimated, and supplementary legislation for a second bond was issued. Bethune & Bethune reported in Inland Architect in 1889 that the project budget was $57,000,45 but the Buffalo Morning Express and Illustrated Buffalo Express stated on the occasion of the laying of its cornerstone on July 13, 1890, that the project cost was $100,000.46 The board had probably started the project with a $57,000 budget but was prepared to raise significantly more money to build the Bethune & Bethune school.

The Lockport Union High School was by far the largest and most sophisticated of all of Bethune & Bethune educational projects. The Richardson Romanesque–style two-story structure was built in brick with “brown” stone, possibly Medina sandstone, details. The building’s main entrance was augmented by a stone arch, which was replicated at the other six entries. There are several defining features of this building, but the most significant is the bell tower. Four stories tall, the tower had massive windows with stone lintels and was capped by a crenulated open room for the bell and a hipped roof. A small round turret above it further augmented the tower. In the middle of the building, over the intersection of the main rectilinear building and the flanking wings, stood a square cupola.

The first floor of the building contained two eighty-person assembly rooms, seven recitation rooms, wardrobes, dressing rooms, the library, and administrative offices for the Lockport Board of Education. The second floor was dedicated to the senior class, and the rooms were designed to accommodate the two vocational programs offered in commercial and science education. The creation of the locks at Lockport was one of the engineering marvels of the nineteenth century, which may have contributed to the strong emphasis on science education. The basement held playrooms for boys and girls. The interior finishes were of natural wood.

No interior photos of the building from this early period have surfaced. However, a Sanborn map from the 1920s illustrates the interior plan, albeit in a rudimentary manner. The central oak staircase at the north of the building appears to have been a significant space. In 1915, the building received a major addition consisting of a third floor, a new front entry, and an auditorium and gymnasium on the south of the building. This final version of the Union School stood until 1956, when it was demolished and replaced with a third building.47
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Figure 5.8. Lockport Union High School, Lockport, New York, Bethune & Bethune Architects, 1891. Courtesy of the author.




Chapter 6

Innovation, Industry, and Entertaining the Public

1888–1900
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Figure 6.1. Louise Bethune working at her drafting table, circa 1895. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

By the late 1880s, Louise and Robert Bethune had grown their firm beyond residential work and had successfully delivered sophisticated projects in the educational and commercial sectors. They were now ready to advance to the next level in their design work and influence on the community. The 1890s was a dramatic decade for the couple. In 1891, the Bethunes made longtime protégé and employee William Fuchs the firm’s third partner, as they continued to receive significant institutional work. Although the firm suffered during the Depression of 1893 and its aftermath, the period between 1888 and 1902 was marked with important, new commissions. By 1900, the firm was winning multiple significant commissions and expanding its portfolio in scale and building type that fostered innovation.

The Growth of the Architectural Profession and Development of an American Style

The architectural profession in America changed dramatically during this period. Between the end of the Civil War and the mid-1880s, American architecture was defined by energy and optimism in the economy and democracy. America opened its first architectural schools, beginning with MIT, in 1869. By 1881, there were six schools of architecture in the Northeast and Midwest. These schools were largely based on the curriculum of France’s Ecole des Beaux-Arts, which focused on a rigorous study of classical architecture. However, some schools concentrated on English stylistic philosophies, while this period also saw an interest in creative eclecticism in architectural style, with French Second Empire and English High Gothic as the predominant styles. Archeological discoveries provided new material for creativity, and ever-new styles were added to the architect’s portfolio. Creativity was cherished over authenticity. Second Empire, High Gothic, Eastern Stick, Eastlake, Queen Anne, Richardson Romanesque, and Victorian Romanesque are some of the most noteworthy styles that were in regular use during this time. Stylistic choices were associated with meaning and values.1

By the mid-1880s, leaders in the profession actively began searching for order from the chaos of the twenty previous years. Two of the leading architectural periodicals of the time, Inland Architect and News Record and American Architect and Building News, regularly published papers that rigorously discussed architectural styles, along with their historical context, to ensure the architect understood the environment in which these styles were born. John Root, of Burnham & Root, described this shift away from free interpretation of historic styles:


During the rapidly shifting phenomena of our day the problem presented to us is to determine which are ephemeral, and which will become fixed in the architectural foundations of our age … before every one of us has passed a kaleidoscopic panorama of styles, for whose original development three thousand years were required. To what extent may we call any of these rapidly dissolving architectural impressions our own? What in heavens name are the present tendencies of architectural design in the world? What are they in America?2



The argument for an American style was especially debated. Some architects, such as Louis Sullivan, sought this through their own response to the programmatic needs and technologies of the time. But it was more common for architects and their clients to revisit the better understood classical principles, the systemically taught stylistic principles of balance, harmony, and decorum of Renaissance and Classical architecture.3

The number of inventions and technological advancements during this period also contributed to the change in building design. The combination of the invention of the elevator and the increase in production of steel provided architects the capability to build higher than ever imagined. The rapid growth of cities and rising land prices necessitated taller structures on a narrow footprint. Inventions such as the typewriter in 1868 and the telephone in 1876 helped to define the work environment for which architects designed.4

New technologies led to new building typologies. In addition to the multifamily residence and schools, factories, office, and commercial buildings were inventions of the nineteenth century, without an architectural precedent to follow. Finally, as America began to look toward the twentieth century, safety and security became paramount. No longer an emerging nation, the country became an economic powerhouse, and it sought to strengthen itself for safety at home, in the form of its police force, and borders in the form of its armed forces. Thus, police stations, penitentiaries, and armories were added to the urban fabric. Bethune & Bethune designed all these building types.

During this era, Bethune & Bethune designed their buildings in the Flemish, Italian, and French Renaissance Revival styles. There is little documentation on the reasons behind their stylistic choices, and many of their buildings have been lost. However, in reviewing the designs and building photos that are known, it is clear these choices were deliberate, and the factors contributing to the designs included the type of building, site constraints, the scale of the building, the urban context, and the budget. The building type and site appear to have been the dominant factors in the choice of style Bethune & Bethune selected. Many of their small retail buildings were designed in Renaissance Revival. The most significant of their Second Renaissance Revival buildings was the Buffalo Livestock Exchange. The never-realized Shea’s Theater, which was located on a very constrained urban site, was designed in the Italian Renaissance Style, perhaps in reference to medieval Florence’s congested urban landscape. The more flamboyant Flemish Renaissance style was chosen for market buildings, factories such as the Buffalo Weaving & Belting Co. Factory and the Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory. These buildings were all located on street corners and, therefore, had more generous sites that provided panoramic views of the buildings, and more space for ornate details typical of the Flemish Renaissance style. All these projects are testimony to a firm that had the skills and fortitude to weather a significant economic depression, diversify their portfolio, and thrive in a regional market despite the prejudice against hiring a female-headed firm that they experienced within the public sector.5

The Depression of 1893

The last decade of the nineteenth century opened on a positive note, particularly in Buffalo. Starting in 1893, the city’s favorite son, Grover Cleveland, was back in the White House beginning his second, nonconsecutive term as president. Buffalo’s economy was booming and its population exploding. Architectural firms such as Bethune & Bethune were poised to enjoy a very productive decade. The firm was commissioned to design a new office building for prominent lawyer J. B. Greene at the corner of Main and North Division Streets. The brick building was expected to be fourteen stories high, which would have made it the tallest structure in Buffalo by six stories. Reports claimed that the building would have a street frontage of 50 feet and would be 180 feet in height “from the ground to the cornice.” A bank was committed to occupy the entire first floor. While design drawings for the project have not survived, its ambition was described in the press: “The sketches show a magnificent front view, massive and singularly imposing.”6 Despite significant promise and excitement, the building was not constructed. Greene became ill in 1891 and passed away in 1893, which might have been the reason for the project’s demise. This delay also coincided with the Depression of 1893, which brought about one of the most severe economic contractions in the country’s history, so lack of financing may also have contributed to its failure.

The depression originated with a panic in the stock market that was not equaled until the Crash of 1929. The impact of the depression on the building industry was particularly severe. During the depression, the production of construction materials dropped by 60 percent and building capacity to 65 percent.7 The depression was catastrophic for architects throughout the country. Just coming off the glory of the Columbian Exposition, where the public marveled at the architectural magnificence of the White City, architects finally had their opportunity to demonstrate the value of design excellence and their leadership role in the building industry in service to the public good. With the Panic of 1893, publicly funded projects evaporated, and large-scale commercial endeavors were placed on hold or canceled. J. W. McLaughlin, outgoing president of AIA Ohio, summarized the situation in 1894 when he referred to both the exposition and the depression in his address at the state convention: “We, as architects, can take pride in the exhibition our nation made to the world, showing what we could do in the way of superb effects. … It is hardly necessary to remind you of what you all are perfectly aware; that we have passed through a year of great financial depression, and our own profession has been one of the first to feel its effects.”8

From 1893 through 1897, the American Architect and Building News (AABN) issued reports from cities throughout the US verifying the impact of the economic depression. It was particularly severe because of the pressures placed on labor costs. While the prices of building materials sank, labor costs rose as workers demanded higher wages, which was credited for the cancellation of many construction projects.9 In 1897, AABN blamed the depression for the increase of suicides among architects in the 1890s, noting that “we cannot help feeling that it indicates that the vital resistance have been unnaturally lowered by the long strain and anxiety to which all professional men whose income is dependent on sporadic commissions have been subjected.”10

Some firms did not survive the depression. In 1895, Chicago architect Dankmar Adler left the firm he shared with Louis Sullivan in search of work to support his family, thus ending one of the most important architectural partnerships in American history. Other architects survived on whatever projects came their way, like Bethune & Bethune. Between 1893 and 1896, the firm completed only one public project, which was the $10,000 new Buffalo Police Station No. 10. Otherwise, their portfolio during the depression was an eclectic collection of large and small projects, mostly from private sources. The Buffalo business community applauded itself for its “healthy conservatism,” stating that this helped the city weather the storm of the depression.11

Architects had a different opinion on the dividends reaped from lack of investment in construction. In an article from November 10, 1896—just seven days after the election of William McKinley—members of the architectural community voiced their newly formed optimistic view. They and their colleagues in manufacturing commented on contracts that were signed as a result of the election. Finally, firms were busy again. Robert Bethune was one of the architects interviewed for the story; he noted, “We have closed a number of contracts since the election that would probably never have been closed … and we expect lively business right along. There is plenty of room for building in Buffalo if business is good. If business is at a practical standstill, as it has been for a time back, then Buffalo has more buildings than are needed.”12

Until the Depression of 1893, public projects were an important aspect of the firm’s business. After 1896, they designed only two projects for the Buffalo Public Schools, the new $42,000 School No. 12 and an addition to Bethune’s alma mater, Central High School. While School No. 12 was built, the Central High School addition was canceled after the contract was bid, due to lack of funding (see chapter 5).13 Otherwise, the firm’s major work, in addition to the mainstay of its residential projects, consisted of industrial and commercial work. This shift was due in part to the depression. It also coincided with a bias against Louise from the municipal public sector that began to appear in the 1890s, as was reported in the Buffalo Times in 1901 (see chapter 2).14 Louise was aware of this problem, noting (without providing examples) in her 1891 lecture “Women in Architecture” that women architects along with those in other professions were not treated equally to their male counterparts.15 As Louise grew in stature regionally and throughout the country, city hall had to confront the fact that while Robert was the public face of the firm, with whom they dealt, Louise was not an assistant in the firm but an equal partner. Whether the dramatic loss in public commissions from the City of Buffalo was the result of the depression or prejudice, following the economic recovery and the opening of the twentieth century, the firm focused primarily on projects in the private sector.

Protecting Public Safety

Throughout the 1880s and early 1890s, Bethune & Bethune completed a series of public safety projects for the city and county, including designing six police stations and an addition to the penitentiary for women. While relatively humble in scope, the police stations were important to the advancement of the firm because Louise submitted one of these projects, Police Station No. 2, for her admission to the AIA. A small set of documents for this project, showing the basic floor plans, have been found that clearly show that she designed the building herself. Police Station No. 8 was built in 1886 and is an excellent example of the scale of the other stations designed by the firm, and, generally, of the stations in Buffalo. The two-story brick building had a budget of $16,000. The Renaissance Revival style provided an austere formality for a relatively small building that conveyed strength and security.

The most ambitious of these public safety buildings was the Erie County Women’s Penitentiary, an addition to the existing women’s holding facility. The budget for the project was $63,000. However, the bids came in at about $5,000 less, which is a testament to the architects’ skill at working with their client and effectively within the constraints of the project. Located on Root Street, the three-story brick building was 53 feet by 150 feet. It housed fifty cells, baths, kitchen, scullery, two laundries, dining, ironing, and sewing rooms, and a hospital. The architect and client outlined their goals for this project in the local press, noting that the “alterations to the present building will make this one of the best prisons in the country. It will be fireproof in every detail.”16

The Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory Building was the first significant civic project for the couple outside of their work for the Buffalo Public Schools. This project is emblematic of these buildings that were constructed after the Civil War. According to Nancy L. Todd in New York’s Historic Armories, there were approximately 120 arsenals and armories built in New York State from the mid-1800s to the early 1900s. The building type evolved from earlier arsenals (built between 1799 and the 1850s) that were utilitarian administration and munitions storage facilities for the militia. Following the Civil War, arsenals evolved into armory buildings, which were far larger, multifunctional, and more elaborate in architectural design, at a time when the National Guard flourished as the country’s domestic peacekeeper.17 Several armories were built in Buffalo alone during this time.

The new armories were located in neighborhoods in the heart of the city for specific units of the state’s militia. The locations were selected for easy access for the militia members and to build a community for them. Another purpose was to serve as a reminder of the military strength of the country during times of civic unrest. Todd states that the 1879 Seventh Armory on Park Avenue in New York City defined the new building type and served as a model for future buildings. It was certainly a model for Bethune & Bethune. The Seventy-Fourth Armory was centrally located at the corner of Elmwood Avenue and Virginia Street and was a Flemish Renaissance Revival–style brick building composed of two structures. The 61-foot-by-120-foot three-story administration building served as the main entrance on the street, and the 116-foot-by-120-foot drill hall was set directly behind it. The administration building accentuated several architectural features, such as the arched entry and a stepped gable at the third floor. The square turret at the corner of the building was topped by a pyramid roof, eyelid dormers, and an ornate wrought iron flag stand. The Buffalo Morning Express and Illustrated Buffalo Express reported in 1886 that Robert Bethune had visited the Seventh Armory to “get points to aid in the building of the [rifle] range,” which was 285 feet long, making it the second largest in the country, and was based on its New York precedent.18

While the Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory was demolished in 1945, leaving few interior photos and no floors plans, the existing Seventh can provide clues on the interior of Robert and Louise’s building. The administration building of the Seventh was designed with a center main entrance that opened into a grand hall with an imposing staircase. On the first floor, off the central corridor were public and administrative rooms, with the veteran’s room at one end and the board of director’s conference room at the other. The façade of the Seventy-Fourth suggests a similar configuration, with a significant room in the corner turret.

Two types of buildings inspired the structures of all the drill sheds built during this time: the exposition great hall and the train station.19 Both building types had implemented steel trusses, which provided the unobstructed spaces that marked the Grand Central Depot in New York (1871), the Crystal Palace in London for the Great Exhibition (1851), and the halls at the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia (1876). The long span structural systems were exposed and were a defining feature of the building. Of course, large, open spaces with hard surfaces create acoustical problems that require a skilled architect to resolve.
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Figure 6.2. Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory, Bethune & Bethune Architects. Courtesy of the author.

When the Seventy-Fourth Armory Building opened, it was celebrated by the military and the larger community: “The [design] … was inspected under the most favorable circumstances, the occasion being a reception and dress parade tendered the county supervisors by the militia.”20

In 1899, the Seventy-Fourth Regiment moved to a new facility on Connecticut Street, which is its home today. The Bethunes’ building was then used as the Elmwood Music Hall until 1938, when it was demolished. The mere fact that the building became the premier music venue in Buffalo in the early 1900s is a testament to the acoustical proficiencies of the space and the Bethunes’ technical skills. They used the Seventy-Fourth Armory as a model for the design of the W. J. Connors Social and Athletic Club, which was built in 1896.

Designing for Commerce and Entertainment

Starting in the 1890s, the firm took on increasingly more commercial and entertainment projects, ranging from relatively modest shops and offices to significant multistory buildings and markets, which were ubiquitous throughout Buffalo. As the Bethunes’ prestige and network grew in the city, so did the opportunity to work on interesting entertainment venues, such as a baseball grandstand, a theater, and beach resort.

One significant project was very close to home, because they were also the client: a new office location for the firm at Franklin and Huron Streets in 1891. As further evidence of the dominant role Louise continued to play in the firm she founded, she purchased five renovated brick buildings for offices, saving the corner building for the firm’s office and rented the remaining four to outside tenants.21 They were only in this location for seven years, because Louise sold the property in December 1898 for $30,000.22 One must assume that Louise reaped a substantial profit because the sale occurred after the end of the depression.

Buffalo had many markets at this time in various neighborhoods that served an array of purposes. Bethune & Bethune was involved in the design of several new or renovated markets. The Elk Street Market, established in 1845, was one of the largest venues in the city. It was originally designed in the Greek Revival style, complete with an octagonal cupola and main building flanked with a Doric colonnade. By the 1880s, the market was very worn indeed, and it had dramatically expanded to encompass two city blocks on both sides of Elk Street. Bethune & Bethune was retained to design a $12,000 renovation and addition in 1889. The project included modernizing the original building and adding a new shed to house some of the outdoor stalls, which dwarfed the activity of the original building.

The Elk Street Market renovation led to other similar projects, such as renovations to the Clinton Market and the new Black Rock Market. When the press announced the plans for a new, privately owned market in the Black Rock neighborhood, it was welcome news for citizens in North Buffalo, who had long petitioned for one.23 Reports noted that their plan would result in “a commodious, substantial building, not quite as large as the present markets, but constructed on more modern lines.”24

The firm designed the $100,000 building in the Flemish Renaissance Revival style. The three-story, L-shaped, brick building was three hundred feet by fifty feet on the West Street (main) elevation. It was planned to hold two rows of twenty stalls flanking a sixteen-foot-wide center aisle. In many respects, it was similar to the original Elk Street Market of 1845 as well as the ancient Greek Agora, where all the activity was confined to the interior and portico of the building. The thirty-foot portico roof rested on the colonnade for the outside stalls and pedestrians walking around the market. Unfortunately, the private investor withdrew from the project later in 1903. Because the City Council had declared a resolution in support of the market, it was then pressured to fund it publicly.25 Sadly, this was not to be. The Black Rock Market was never built due to its cost and lack of political will.26 Of all the firm’s buildings that were never realized, this one is the most unfortunate. Flemish Renaissance Revival was relatively rare in this very eclectic era, and Bethune & Bethune kept it in their arsenal of stylistic choices. Today, none of its buildings in this style survive.

The Robert K. Smither store however is still standing. Smither was a druggist in business with George Thurston, with multiple drug stores throughout Buffalo. In addition to being a successful businessman, Smither was also very prominent in the community and Buffalo politics. For years he was active in the Erie County Pharmaceutical Association and the Queen City Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. A leader in the local Republican Party (of which Robert and Louise’s father were active members), Smither was a city alderman throughout the 1890s, and in the late 1880s he served on the Erie County Penitentiary Board. He was on this board when Bethune & Bethune designed the Women’s Prison, which might explain why he commissioned them for the new branch of his store in 1899.
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The Smither Building was typical of the mixed-use buildings in Buffalo at the time, with commercial activities on the street level and residential quarters above. It housed two storefronts on the first floor and apartments on the second and third floors. The three-story, red brick structure was designed in the Italianate style. The first story façade was a symmetrical cast iron, brick, and glass storefront with pilasters at each corner. A clerestory window facing the street corner featured the words “DRUGS * CANDY” inset in stained glass, identifying the Smither & Thurston Pharmacy. The front chimneys had decorative dental brickwork as well. Bethune & Bethune completed an addition to the Smither Building in 1890, immediately upon completion of the original structure.

Like the Smither Building, the Jehle Grocery is still standing. Built in the Renaissance Revival style, the commission was probably a result of a personal connection with the client. Fred Jehle was a very well-respected merchant in the heart of what is now the Elmwood neighborhood. He opened his grocery store in 1874, and by the late 1890s his daughter was married and his two sons were in business with him. When it was time for a new store, he commissioned Bethune & Bethune for the project. While there is no evidence as to why he chose their firm, Will Fuchs and his wife, Dorothea, lived just a half a block away from the Jehle’s 311 Bryant St. store, at 193 Ashland Ave. One can easily imagine that Dorothea shopped there regularly. Fuchs’s father, Augustus, and uncle Julius, known as the Fuchs Brothers, also ran a grocery, wine, and cigar wholesaling business, which is another possible connection. Also, both German families were active in the Roman Catholic Church. It is clear from the press that Jehle was an engaged client, noting that the new “attractive building [was] being erected according to his suggestion.”27
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The Disastrous Fuchs Brothers Building

One of the most dramatic and damaging incidents for the firm occurred with the collapse of the Fuchs brothers office building. Designed by junior partner Will Fuchs—also one of its developers—this failure hurt the firm’s reputation while revealing the need for updated local building codes as more ambitious new buildings were constructed.

Originally, in January 1895, the Fuchs brothers were hired by Michael Shea, the proprietor of Shea’s Music Hall, to build a theater on land that they owned on Washington Street. This was the first development scheme pursued by William and his brother Edwin. Because Will was one of its owners, he led the project as the architect in charge of construction for the Bethune firm. The $150,000 project was designed to be 90 feet wide, 160 feet deep, and 75 feet high, and would replace another large Shea’s theater, which had been lost in a fire.28 The design was developed to the point where the architects released an elevation of the front façade, which “follows the style of the Italian renaissance and is simple and unpretentious, yet tasteful and pretty.”29 One month earlier it was described as “the finest music hall in the country outside of New York.”30 While floor plans have not survived, newspaper accounts described the general layout and listed the location of the rooms, stating that the design was nearly complete. Great care was made to separate the bar and limit any drinking to the balcony area, and to use high-quality interior finishes to underscore the propriety and dignity the proprietor wished to convey. While there might be vaudeville acts that pass through, this music hall was to compete with older, more established theaters for other types of attractions as well.31 However, by May, the project was abandoned due to a lack of financial support, possibly due to the depression. The terms of the agreement stipulated that the Fuchs Brothers would build the theater, and Michael Shea would commit to a ten-year lease of the venue. However, the developers had difficulty securing a loan for a music hall and were forced to serve notice to Shea and withdraw from the project.32

Instead, the Fuchs Brothers proceeded with the design of a mixed-use project. The new four-story brick building would cost $30,000 and would accommodate commercial activity on the first floor and apartments on the upper three floors.33 This relatively modest mixed-use project ultimately exposed through great tragedy a serious flaw in municipal construction standards that would demonstrate the need for rigorous building codes. Construction injuries were common during this period, and the Fuchs Office Building was no exception. In fact, a serious injury was reported just two weeks after the building permit was issued. A laborer was accidentally buried to his chin during the excavation of the site.34 But the worst was yet to come. On December 19, a rear wall of the nearly completed building fell outward and, ultimately, the entire wall was lost. Luckily, the accident occurred late in the afternoon, and none of the construction crew members were injured. The foreman attributed the incident to frost in the mortar, and plans were made to replace the wall.35 Two days later, the roof collapsed, demolishing floors below in the process. The crew anticipated this failure, and construction had already been halted. City officials were called in to oversee the site.36

John Reimann, superintendent of buildings for the City of Buffalo, proclaimed the fault was in construction means and methods as dictated by the city, and no fault of the architects. The contractors were following the construction standards at the time, but these were outdated for the size and complexity of the building. His report on the accident stated: “The building laws now in use were the first and only ones framed, and for the modern system of building now in use are no longer adequate. This has long been the opinion of architects in this city, and a comparison with the building ordinances of other cities will convince one that this view is correct.”37

In the aftermath of the collapse of the Fuchs Office Building, early in 1896 Superintendent Reimann suggested that Buffalo hire an architect for the purpose of designing and assuming the professional responsibilities of projects funded by the City of Buffalo. Members of the AIA’s Buffalo/Western New York chapter reviewed this proposal, ironically at the Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs office. They objected to the city’s plan on the grounds that a city employee could not deliver a project of the quality nor as economically as architects in private practice could. They cited examples of other cities such as Boston and Chicago, which had experimented with an employee architect in the 1880s but had abandoned the model because it was costly. Instead, they advocated for the selection of consulting architects through a competitive process by an expert and impartial jury.38

The architects were certainly concerned about a potential loss of commissions if an in-house architect designed all public work funded by the city, but they were also concerned about the quality of design. These issues previously had arisen concerning the design and designer for the new US Post Office in Buffalo. The Tarsney Act had been passed by Congress in 1893, which required architectural competitions for significant federal buildings. The AIA had been assured the architect would be selected by a national competition. However, in March 1894, Henry G. Carlisle, the US secretary of the treasury, announced that the supervising architect Jeremiah O’Rourke, a federal employee, had prepared a design that had been approved prior to the signing of the Tarsney Act. Led by President Daniel Burnham, the AIA fought this decision at both local and national levels on the grounds of improving the quality of architectural design of public buildings. While the AIA was unsuccessful in its lobbying efforts regarding the design of the Post Office, it successfully opposed Reimann’s plans; municipal projects continued to be completed by private architectural firms.39

The Fuchs Office Building disaster was an example of the many competing pressures for architects at the turn of the nineteenth century. With the profession still in the process of defining itself, the need to maintain quality in construction and design and the efforts architects took to gain credibility, especially with the government, were issues that they would struggle with for years to come.

New Opportunities

As Bethune & Bethune began to leverage its growing network and reputation, opportunities arose for the firm that might otherwise not have been available to it. And, in general, the projects with the most opportunity for design and innovation were in the commercial and entertainment sectors. One unique project was Woodlawn Beach Resort. Like so many that opened during this era, this destination provided a recreational opportunity for people of all classes, just as they were flocking to urban centers. It was part of an international vacation movement that led to resorts opening on coastlines throughout Europe and North America. Eventually, these resorts became so popular that they spread to interior lakefronts in New York, Michigan, and Ontario, Canada.

Cottage Company had purchased 150 acres of land on the south shore of Lake Erie, just outside of Hamburg, New York. The land had a mile and a quarter of lakeshore and a beach that was excellent for swimming. The developers intended to build a pier to accommodate a steamboat and a “first-class summer resort, with a fine hotel, dancing pavilions, and other summer attractions.”40 The following month, Bethune & Bethune announced that they had been selected as the architects.41

The resort was opened on August 2, 1892. It boasted a pier to accommodate the steamboat Corona, bathing facilities, restaurant, dancing pavilion, toboggan slide into the water, roller coaster and carousel, and ice cream pavilion. By the following year, the Woodlawn Beach Company had divided its land into properties for purchase and had placed them on the market.42 By 1894, newspapers were reporting the tremendous success of the resort, with 1,600 people staying that summer. Some were camping, some were housed in temporary cottages, and others were patrons of the Woodlawn Heights Hotel,43 the only property for which there is a historical photo, which opened in 1893.44 The hotel was a simple Queen Anne, three-story, wood frame structure with a commanding hipped roof and two-story front veranda. Given the close time between the announcement of the resort and the opening of the hotel, one must assume that Bethune & Bethune designed all the original structures of the resort, including the hotel. The number of attendees grew each year, peaking at five thousand per summer season.45 Woodlawn Beach Resort remained open for decades but never regained the allure of its early years in the 1890s.

Another seasonal building was the baseball grandstand for the Buffalo Bisons. In 1889, Buffalo’s baseball team moved to a new location at Michigan Avenue and East Ferry Street. The site was originally called Olympic Park, and Bethune & Bethune received the commission to design the new grandstand and fence. Bids were awarded in February 1890, and the project was completed later that year.46 The grandstand was a relatively modest structure, which could accommodate several thousand people. It was an L-shaped pavilion that encompassed the entire infield, extending approximately from first to third bases. An enclosed upper viewing dormer defined the intersection of the gable roofs at each side. In 1907, the park’s name was changed to Buffalo Baseball Park. The Bethune & Bethune grandstand remained in use until 1923, when it was demolished and replaced with a concrete structure known as Offermann Stadium.47

The Buffalo Livestock Exchange Building brought tremendous attention to the firm and client. In 1890, it was the second largest exchange in the country. Construction plans for its new home were celebrated in the press: “As the drawing shows, it is to be a substantial, handsome building, creditable alike to the architects who designed it and the association that will own and occupy it.”48 Located on the east side of Buffalo, the exchange was comprised of the three-story Bethune & Bethune building and seventy-five acres of land to hold the yards for the livestock.

Construction for the building began in late July 1890; the building opened in 1892 at the corner of William and Depot Streets, directly across from the New York Stock Yards. The $60,000 building measured 120 feet by 90 feet. The Second Renaissance Revival structure was primarily brick. Arched and double-hung windows were lined with stone sills, and the cornice and onion-shaped cupola were clad in copper. The oak doors at the main entrance vestibule on Williams Street had an ornamental iron fence and grills. The building was used for managerial and public use. The basement contained a restaurant, kitchen, pantries, and barbershop. The first and second floors housed the Stock Exchange offices, and the third floor held a forty-seven-by- eighty-seven-foot public hall and ticket offices. The building’s design—housing a relatively utilitarian function—continued to be celebrated into the twentieth century.

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, Bethune & Bethune began to receive a growing number of commissions for factories, while Buffalo’s industrial sectors continued to expand. The firm continued to receive these commissions through the next decade, and its designs would be consistent with the more modern structures built in the Midwest during this time, which led the way to the modern movement (see chapter 9). Here we review those factories that reflect the architectural styles of the Gilded Age when factory life was beginning to become a vital force in Buffalo.
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Figure 6.6. Buffalo Livestock Exchange, Bethune & Bethune, 1890. George M. Bailey, Illustrated Buffalo: Queen City of the Lakes.

The most significant of the firm’s factories from this era is the Buffalo Weaving & Belting Company Factory at 234 Chandler St., which became a major industrial zone at the turn of the century. Located in North Buffalo, Chandler Street borders the historic Black Rock neighborhood and, more importantly in the late 1800s, the Beltline of the New York State Railroad. The Beltline was developed after the Civil War, as part of a general railroad network expansion within the Great Lakes. Along the Beltline was a series of nodes with industrial and pedestrian access points that facilitated the opening of several new industrial zones, including on Chandler Street, where the Weaving & Belting Company was an early and essential presence. The company began to build in 1892 and quickly expanded to have one of the largest factories in this district. Bethune & Bethune designed three fireproof factory buildings for it in 1903.

The construction documents for the Flemish Renaissance Revival–style one-story brick structure have survived. The building was typical of nineteenth-century factory design in that it was composed of one very long and narrow structure, which was the most economical to build and allowed for the most natural light. The skylight that was incorporated in an open-truss roof structure allowed for maximum natural light and dictated the design of the front façade. The stepped brickwork along the roof gable perfectly camouflaged the skylight from street view. The upper triple-arched windows provided additional light into the truss and sat in the center of the gable. This south elevation provided the only ornamentation on the building. On the street level, the front entry was composed of four doors, over which sat a semicircular clerestory arch with fan-light tracery. Two arched windows flanked the front entrance. The other two buildings were designed with consistent vocabulary, albeit more simply. Sadly, the first building was destroyed by fire in 2002.
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Figure 6.7. Buffalo Weaving & Belting Company Factory, front elevation, June 1903. Courtesy of the author.

. The Cosack & Koerner Company Lithography Plant is another example of factory design in the late nineteenth century. Cosack was the largest printing company in the US, propelled by its successful commission for printing the exhibit material for the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia in 1876. In 1885, Bethune & Bethune was commissioned to design the home for the ever-expanding company to hold the art, printing, and administrative functions in one building. The fact that Louise and Robert received this important commission so early in their careers is a testament to the reputation they already enjoyed. The three-story brick building held the “largest press-room in the United States, measuring 70 by 200 feet and 40 feet high, without a single post; partition; belt, shaft or pulley. … The roof is supported by 14 trusses of immense strength, resting on brick and stone abutments.”49 A contemporary illustration demonstrates the importance of proper lighting in this factory building and illustrates how the structure was organized and used.50 Interestingly, the building featured several technologic innovations for its time, such as incandescent light for the entire plant, with power generated by two boilers in the building’s basement.

Ben Sabins, a tenant in the Elk Street Market, hired the firm to design a $7,000 warehouse at 586 Michigan Street in 1892. The firm also was hired to design a four-story store and factory for Sarah Howard a year after her husband, Howell Howard, passed away. The $18,000 building was located at 208–212 Terrace, replacing a two-story industrial building owned by Howard Iron Works. We can imagine the appeal of employing a female business pioneer to design a project for new entrepreneur Sarah Howard.

In August 1898 Bethune & Bethune filed plans with the City of Buffalo for a temporary brick terminal station for the Cataract Power and Conduit Company on its property at 2290 Niagara Street. The permanent station would be built the following year.51 The engineering accomplishment that enabled the generation of electricity at Niagara Falls was one of the great breakthroughs of the day, ushering in the modern technological age by providing the infrastructure required for future discoveries. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs played a small part in the project to transmit electricity to Buffalo from Niagara Falls.
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Finally, in 1898, Bethune & Bethune designed a factory for Joseph A. Oaks, at Grote and N.W. Switch for the new Jav-O Cereal Coffee Company, of which he was a director. That company would go out of business in 1900, and the property sold.52 The $5,000, two-story building was modest compared to the other projects for which Oaks hired the firm. That same year, they designed a $10,000 residence for his family on Parkside Avenue (see chapter 4), and Oaks was an early financial investor in the Lafayette Hotel (see chapter 9). He would play an instrumental role in Bethune & Bethune receiving this commission, which would be the most important in the firm’s portfolio.




Chapter 7

Riding into the Future

The Wheelwoman and Feminist

Every woman her own architect.

—Louise Bethune
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Figure 7.1. Photo of Louise Bethune with her bicycle on a country ride, circa 1890. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

Susan B. Anthony famously said in an interview, “Let me tell you what I think of bicycling. I think it has done more to emancipate women than anything else in the world. It gives women a feeling of freedom and self-reliance.”1 One of the most fascinating aspects of Louise Bethune’s life is that she was a founding member of the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club, the second women’s bicycling club in the United States. Louise’s role in this new and controversial pastime demonstrates her maverick spirit and commitment to women’s equality. This chapter will explore how the bicycling craze impacted the women’s movement through fashion and challenging what a woman could physically do. Similarly, early women architects questioned society’s belief in women’s lack of physical capabilities. Both endeavors challenged what the world thought a woman in a dress could—and should—do.

A common assumption about Louise is that she was not a feminist. This is largely because of a comment made in her address to the Women’s Union in 1891: “The objects of the business woman are quite distinct from those of the professional agitator. Her aims are conservative rather than aggressive; her strength lies in adaptability, not in reform, and her desire is to conciliate rather than to antagonize.”2

But Louise demonstrated in many ways her belief in women’s equality. She was part of a small but necessary cohort of women who served as a bridge between the True Woman and the New Woman, two ideals of womanhood. The True Woman cherished the traditional role of woman as mother and caretaker of the home, versus the New Woman, an independent professional woman who pursued outdoor activities and considered herself equal to men. Women bicyclists, or wheelers as they were called, came to symbolize the New Woman movement during the Gilded Age. As a founding member of Buffalo’s women’s bicycle club, Louise was at the forefront of the wheeling craze that defined an era.

When the safety bicycle was invented in 1887—with its two wheels of equal size, a lower and more stable seat, and chain-and-sprocket mechanism—it provided women the ability to navigate the urban landscape with an independence that was never before imagined. But it took trailblazers in every city to give wheeling respectability and to become an accepted activity for women to pursue which, in turn, provided them with the confidence to challenge various other aspects of their station as women. The Gilded Age’s fashion norms restricted the activities of women, professionally and in recreation. The confining corset and long skirt with heavy and cumbersome bustle greatly hindered the movements of women and were impossible to wear while on a bike. The wheeling craze demanded less restrictive clothing, which confronted conventional Victorian women’s attire, as did the profession of architecture.

The Wheelers of Buffalo

The modern bicycle owes its origins to the velocipede, which was unveiled in the summer of 1817 by the German Karl von Drais. For years Drais had been working to develop a horseless carriage. After several failed attempts at four-wheeled, human-powered vehicles, his velocipede or “running machine” held the public imagination for a few years. The wooden contraption looked much like bikes of today, without the pedals or chain. Riders sat on the seat and propelled ahead using their feet. A pastime of the wealthy and leisurely, the velocipede grew in popularity in Europe and the US for a few years until its riders were considered a nuisance on the streets. Eventually, it sank into oblivion while inventors pursued the notion of a mechanical horse—on two, three, and four wheels.

By the early 1870s the high-mount bicycle, also known as the ordinary, proved to be much more roadworthy, due to its new padded rubber tire that absorbed shocks and suspended the rider sufficiently high enough off the dusty roads. These new machines grew in popularity across the globe, and especially in Buffalo. Given the height of the ordinary and the difficulty it took to master riding it, it was still seen very much as a young man’s recreational activity, and advertisements of the day celebrated the masculinity of its users. The invention of the tricycle provided opportunities for women and older or less athletic men to engage in the new sport. But it was not until the design of the “safety” bicycle in 1886 that wheeling graduated from being a novelty for daredevils to the transformational pastime of the age. This new bicycle had rubber pneumatic tires, spring seat, pedals attached to chain and sprocket, and was safe and comfortable to ride. The bicycle quickly gained popularity among the middle and upper classes in cities across Europe and the US.

In Buffalo and other cities, young men took to their two wheels with vigor, and soon began to create clubs such as the Buffalo Bicycle Club, which was founded in 1879. As a progressive and prosperous city in the mid-1800s, Buffalo became a special place for the bicycle craze that hit the US. The excellent condition of its roads helped; by 1896 Buffalo had two hundred miles of streets paved with asphalt.

Some saw the bicycle as a viable replacement for the horse in everyday urban life. At a cost of $150, the safety’s price was approximately equal to that of a horse. And the bicycle did not require a stable or food to maintain it as the horse did. There was also the danger of riding a horse or relying on horsepower to pull wagons and buggies. This hit home to the Bethune family when Robert Bethune was injured while riding in a horse and buggy with two male colleagues in 1891. The horse was startled and took off; one man jumped and the other was thrown, leaving Robert as the sole passenger remaining on the wagon until the rough terrain destroyed it. The press stated that he endured “a great shock to his nervous system in addition to the bruises.”3

While the bicycle offered nothing but endless amusement and physical activity for male riders, the pastime was fraught with difficulties for women who took up the sport, even following the invention of the safety. There was much concern that riding a bicycle would lead to the loss of a woman’s virtue, because they now had the freedom to ride without a chaperone or companion, which was a social convention for Victorian girls and young women. The bicycle was also considered dangerous to women’s health. Some physicians warned that riding a bike could lead to infertility for women or sexually arouse them, and others cautioned that the strenuous activity was too much for them to bear. Finally, there was the matter of women’s clothing. Contemporary dress featured a full-length skirt, bustle, and corset. This costume was not conducive to athletic activity and could be unsafe to wear on a bicycle; women who chose to pursue the activity were forced to make accommodations to their clothing. This gave new life to arguments for dress reform and placed the wheel woman at the heart of the suffrage movement. While Louise is not known as an activist, her membership in the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club demonstrates her belief in women’s rights and parallels her fight for equality as a practicing architect.

By 1893 there were no fewer than six bicycle clubhouses in Buffalo: the Buffalo Bicycle Club at 132 College; Comrades Cycling Club; Press Cycling Club at 380 Franklin; Ramblers Bicycle Club at 531 Main; the Wanderers Bicycle Club on Fillmore Avenue; and the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club, which used space at 132 College. The most preeminent men’s wheeling club at the time, the Ramblers Club, was cofounded by Richard F. Kelsey, who founded the National Cycling Association before moving to the city. When he joined the editorial staff at the Buffalo Express, Kelsey brought his enthusiasm for the bicycle with him and helped create the Ramblers, widely promoting the merits of bicycling in his new home city.4 The Bethunes’ younger partner, Will Fuchs, was an avid cyclist, first riding the ordinary bicycle and then moving on to the safety, and was a longstanding member of the Ramblers.

One of the reasons bicycling was so popular in Buffalo was the condition of the streets. By the early 1890s, Buffalo had the most paved streets in the country, more than Paris and London combined. As the Buffalo Courier noted: “In no city has the evolution of the wheel been witnessed more conclusively than in Buffalo, from the old bone shakers used in the early days down to the nearly perfect lightweight of to-day. Old time cyclists have seen this change, and there are wheelmen living in Buffalo to-day who have been devotees of the silent steed from its earliest stages to the present time.”5

The quality of its paved roads more than made up for the relatively short cycling season due to the abundance of snow for which the city is known. While Buffalonians could only ride six months out of the year, those six months provided wheelers with a relatively safe surface on which to ride and perfect their sport. It was also one reason why Buffalo was a favorite city for the League of American Wheelmen, a leading national association for the sport at the time. The league held two conferences in Buffalo, in 1888 and 1901.6
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Figure 7.2. Will Fuchs (far right) with fellow Ramblers Club members, 1880s. Courtesy of Nancy Herlan Brady.

The Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club

Just a few months after the first women’s safety bicycle was manufactured, it arrived in Buffalo. The Washington, DC, based Smith National Cycle Company obtained a patent on the drop frame design of the safety in 1887, and its first women’s bicycle, the Dart, was produced in early 1888.7 The drop frame used a diagonal bar in the middle of the frame, as opposed to the horizontal bar just below the handlebars. This allowed women to ride the bicycle in a dress; however, the frames were heavier than the men’s safety—by up to fifteen pounds—to maintain the bike’s structural integrity. One report stated that Mrs. Smith, the wife of W. E. Smith and owner of the Smith National Cycling Company, visited Buffalo with the Dart.8 A second source stated that a well-known bicycle enthusiast saw the Dart and had it shipped to his sister, Elizabeth, in Buffalo. According to that article, Elizabeth was the first woman in the region to ride the safety.9 Regardless of which story is most accurate, it is clear the women of Buffalo were introduced to the Dart shortly after it made its debut. Given the fact that wheeling was already a favorite sport among many men in the city, it was only natural for women to become cyclists when provided with the right vehicle.

The members of the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club thought they had founded the first such club in America—and, indeed, the world—but they fell shy of this feat by a few months. The first women’s group in the country was founded in the spring of 1888 in Washington, DC, probably because this is the city where the Dart originated and was built. Even so, the creation of the Buffalo club on June 26, 1888, was extraordinary because of its early date and its membership. According to the club manual, founder Mrs. Jennie Stephenson was a pioneer wheelwoman who invited several friends to her house who were interested in wheeling. A plan was hatched among the group, and a second meeting took place on July 3 of that year to establish the club. That inaugural club membership was composed of ten women, including Louise.10

Most of these members were professionals, and some of them were local pioneers within their professions. As the club grew, it boasted four physicians, numerous schoolteachers and principals, and, of course, the city’s only female architect. Among the physicians were Dr. Ida Bender (1858–1916), who graduated from Normal School in 1878 and taught in Buffalo Public Schools. While teaching, she attended the University of Buffalo School of Medicine and graduated cum laude in 1890. However, Bender never practiced medicine, choosing to stay in the education field. In addition to the wheeling club, she served as the president of the Women’s Teachers Association for twenty years and was on the Board of Women Managers for the 1901 Pan American Exposition in Buffalo. She was admired and loved by teachers who worked for her or whom she mentored for her optimism, sense of humor, and generosity, as was evident by the outpouring of grief in the teaching community upon her death.11 Dr. Annette Rankin was the first woman to graduate from the University of Buffalo (UB) Dental School in 1895; her younger sister, Grace Greenwood Rankin, also attended UB Dental School, graduating three years later in 1898. Dr. Harriott Sheldon and Dr. Lillian Craig Randall (1858–1936; UB Medical School class of ’91) opened a practice together in East Buffalo in July 1891. Randall opened Riverside Hospital for Women in 1896. She wrote widely about and lectured on women’s health issues. She was president of the Women’s Medical Club while a student in 1888. Dr. Ellen Spragge (UB Medical School class of ’88) was a successful physician who dedicated herself to fighting for the rights of children. In addition to running her practice and participating in the wheeling club, Spragge volunteered her medical services to the Western New York Society for the Protection of Homeless and Dependent Children in Randolph, New York. She was a tireless advocate and an important fundraiser for the institution.12

Motivated by the desire to overcome the prejudice and heckling of women who dared to ride a bicycle, these ladies banded together to bring respectability to wheeling. The women’s club was readily embraced by the men’s clubs, in particular the Ramblers and the Buffalo Bicycle Club.13 The women chose to use the latter’s clubhouse as their own until they could build their headquarters. The club grew and flourished, creating new divisions for walking, billiards, golf, and bowling, and its members were more than proud that “some of the best-known women in the city” had joined it.14

These women knew full well the unprecedented opportunity for freedom the bicycle provided. And they also knew it was incumbent upon them, as leaders in society, to give the pastime respectability so that younger and less-established women could take up the sport. As was noted in Munsey’s magazine in May 1896: “To men, the bicycle, in the beginning was merely a new toy, another machine added to the long list of devices they knew in their work and play. To women, it was a steed upon which they rode into a new world … it was the spinning silver wheels which at last whirled women into the open air, giving them strength, confidence, and a realization that to feel the pulse bounding with enjoyment is in itself a worthy end.”15

Louise was truly committed to the sport; she was the first to woman to buy a bicycle in Buffalo, in or before 1892, at the cost of $150.16 She rode her bicycle regularly from home to the office and from the office to the construction site, as was noted in the Buffalo Courier’s article “A Clever Woman’s Work” in 1896: “She goes from place to place on her bicycle, which she finds a great convenience. Mrs. Bethune is full of ideas, clever and well-read. She devotes herself almost entirely to her work, rarely going out ‘on pleasure bent,’ and finds her lot a very happy and satisfactory one.”17

Cycling, Suffragism, and Dress Reform

The founders of the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club were most concerned with the design of their uniform. Said Captain Emma Viliame in 1892, “We think that the wheeling costumes should be nearly as like a riding habit as possible: close fitting and inconspicuous.”18 Given the fact that, at least in the beginning, the club members were composed of established women raised within the confines of Victorian values, bloomers or any other controversial manner of dress were not an option. They were determined to look respectable and composed. Articles from this time described women agitators who dared to wear bloomers or knickerbockers while cycling. Others described the inexperienced women riders who did not adequately prepare to navigate the bicycle and risked inadvertently exposing their undergarments. The Buffalo women wheelers chose neither path; they very carefully considered their attire and the impact their uniform would have on their personal and the club’s reputations. Their uniforms were originally bottle green in color and then were changed to serge blue in 1891, with plain skirts composed of three yards of fabric, a meager quantity for the time. The skirts were shorter in the front, had a coattail back, and matching buttons on the side. The jacket had a shirt collar and leg-of-mutton sleeves in the same fabric as the skirt.19

The American Wheelman best described the composition of women wheelers’ uniforms to ensure unnecessary and embarrassing wardrobe malfunctions:


In the first place, her gown is of heavy dark blue serge, so wide that four yards only were required for the entire suit. The skirt is lined with a lighter weight serge of the same color, so that the wind does not catch it and inflate it into a generous and irrepressible balloon.

A divided skirt of still lighter weight serge is worn under the dress, and black tights under the skirt. These three pieces cling to each other with a truly commendable loyalty, so that the dress is prevented from creeping up and making a liberal display of ankle.20



One of the club’s meetings was entirely dedicated to the style of hat to be worn.21 It was black, “small, soft and felt, which is comfortable and does not blow off easily.”22 This may be misunderstood as Gilded Age frivolity from our twenty-first-century perspective, but it was serious business. These founding members were making a statement about fairness and equality, and members needed to always look respectable. Keeping hats on, hair in place, shirtwaists tidy, and skirts at the ankle was paramount to reinforcing this respectability. The uniforms of the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club members and their counterparts would, ultimately, revolutionize women’s dress, challenging the corset and impractically long dress code.

Susan B. Anthony was not the only suffragist to support women bicycling and rational attire. She asked a reporter in 1895, “Why, pray tell me, hasn’t a woman as much right to dress to suit herself as a man?”23 Anthony commented approvingly on the bicycle’s role in promoting sensible dress reform and considered the stand women were taking in the matter of dress to be “no small indication that she has realized that she has an equal right with a man to control her own movements.” For leaders of the women’s movement, such as Anthony and her friend Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the struggle over women’s dress was a critical part of the battle for sexual equality and even the right to vote. Stanton forcefully defended a woman’s right to dress as she pleased, a right asserted in the context of cycling in an interview in 1895: “Men found that flying coat tails were ungainly and that baggy trousers were in the way [when cycling] so they changed their dress to suit themselves and we didn’t interfere. They have taken in every reef and sail and appear in skin tight garments. We did not bother our heads about their cycling clothes, and why should they meddle with what we want to wear? We ask nothing more of them than did the devils in Scripture—‘Let us alone.’ ”24

In 1898, Susan B. Anthony expanded on her admiration of the women’s wheeling movement to link it to the growing demand for women’s right to vote in a letter to the editor of Sidepaths magazine: “When bicycles want a bit of special legislation such as side-paths and laws to protect them or to compel railroads to check bicycles as baggage, the women are likely to be made to see that their petitions would be more likely to be respected by the lawmakers if they had votes… From such small practical lessons a seed is sown that may ripen into the demand of full suffrage.”25

Frances E. Willard not only supported the movement; she took it upon herself to learn to ride a bicycle in 1893 at the age of fifty-three. She wrote about this experience in her book How I Learned to Ride the Bicycle: “We rejoiced together greatly in perceiving the impetus that this … machine would give to that blessed ‘woman question.’… If a woman ride they must, when riding, dress more rationally than they have been wont to do. If they do this many prejudices as to what they may be allowed to wear will melt away. … A reform often advances most rapidly by indirection.”26

Willard learned to ride at the home of her friend Lady Henry Somerset in England. Lady Somerset was also a wheeler and president of the local women’s bicycling club, the Mowbray House Cycling Association, with Willard serving as the club’s vice president.27

Cycling and Women’s Solidarity

At its peak, the Buffalo Women’s Wheeling and Athletic Club had over sixty members. Newspaper articles about the club from the time describe women-only banquets, with witty speeches made and impromptu responses stating “whatever else women must take second place to men, they need not as banqueters and after-dinner speakers.”28 One toast given by Louise was titled “I’ll put a girdle ’round the earth in forty minutes,”29 and in 1894 she toasted, “Every woman her own architect.”30 As recorded in the club’s summer programs, weekend rides from Buffalo to Niagara Falls, approximately twenty miles, were standard fare.

The press also described a sincere camaraderie and friendship that developed among the members. They were friends and enjoyed each other’s company to the point where they added lectures and activities to their winter schedule when cycling was not possible. These lectures included topics on women’s health by leading medical figures in Buffalo at the time, including the famous Dr. Roswell Park. This all led to continued interest in the club and in bicycling in general, as many newspaper writers commented: “The interest in women’s bicycles grows. No less than seven ladies had appointments last week with one of the local dealers to learn the art of riding, though the weather the earlier part of the week interfered with their plans.”31

Louise was not just a member; she was one of the club’s most ardent wheelers and supporters. When the club was incorporated in 1893, she was one of its trustees.32 And despite being described in one biography as “stout,” she was athletic, and her demonstrated perseverance was evident on a bicycle as well as at the drafting board: “Mrs. Bethune is known as one of the most tireless and persevering riders in the club. No morning is too dark and threatening, no road too hilly, or too sandy, or too muddy, to daunt her courage.”33

Louise saw herself as a conservative businesswoman, and there is no evidence she supported women’s suffrage. In her own words, she was not a political agitator. However, Louise did agitate for increased bicycle riding rights. For instance, in 1892, she led a campaign for Buffalo’s prominent Forest Lawn Cemetery to allow bicycles to be ridden within its gates. Like many cemeteries in the late nineteenth century, Forest Lawn was used as a park, and spending time there to visit deceased loved ones or to walk or ride your horse was commonplace. She stated:


Why is it that bicycle riders are not allowed to take their wheels into Forest Lawn Cemetery? … Lot owners are not allowed to take their wheels into the cemetery. The rule was passed several years ago, when bicycle-riding was confined mostly to young people, who rode for pleasure, and it was quite proper at that time that the wheels should be excluded from the cemetery. But now it is entirely different. Hundreds of people ride a wheel as a matter of business, and the time for excluding bicycles from the cemetery was passed by. My lot in Forest Lawn is a long distance from the gate, yet if I ride out there on my wheel I have to leave it at the lodge and walk the rest of the way. If I drove a horse I could drive in. In these days when the bicycle very largely takes the place of a horse why should the Cemetery Association discriminate against the bicycle?34



Louise persevered, and the Cemetery Association granted permission to the wheelers not long after Louise’s editorial appeared. At the March 1896 club meeting, she endorsed a resolution prepared by the Brooklyn Bicycle Club in support of legislation against railroads operating in New York State that were indiscriminately refusing to carry bicycles or charging additional fees to do so.35 Bicycling rights is the only known issue about which Louise was political and for which she was an agitator. So, while she might not have considered herself a political activist, she did share this one issue with leading suffragists of her time. Of course, not all women’s rights advocates were supportive of bicycling. Charlotte Odlum Smith, a nationally recognized advocate for women’s labor rights and the president of the Women’s Rescue League, vigorously opposed bicycling, stating in 1896: “Bicycling by young women has helped to swell the ranks of reckless girls who finally drift into the standing army of outcast women of the United States more than any other medium.”36

Louise and her colleagues would prove Charlotte Smith wrong. It was to counter this type of prejudice that led her to take up the sport in the first place.

Wheeling and Architecture

Concurrent with the controversy about women wheelers, concerns were raised that women did not have the intellect or the talent to practice architecture, and it was long thought to be an inappropriate profession for them. But the main opposition was physical: it was widely believed that women did not have the physical strength to perform the work of an architect. The primary opposition to Martha N. McKay’s paper, “Woman as Architects,” at the Seventh Congress of the Association for the Advancement of Women was that “the idea that women could climb over rafters and ridgepoles as men did, was … too ludicrous to be entertained” (see chapter 3).37 An article titled “Women as Architects” that appeared in the June 1910 issue of Architect and Engineer of California listed many reasons why women did not have the innate skill set to work in the profession. It concluded with the declaration that “large drawings necessitate large boards, and the strain of reaching is … physically more than any woman should be called upon to bear.”38

But it is abundantly clear that endless hours of reaching over drafting boards and climbing over rafters and ridgepoles is exactly what Louise did throughout her career. As stated in her entry in “Some Distinguished Women of Buffalo”: “Mrs. Bethune has, for some years, taken entire charge of the office work, and complete superintendence of one-third of the outside work.”39 When interviewed, she spoke about the physical strength required to perform the skills of an architect: “A woman would need as a special endowment of great physical strength in order to be able to stand on her feet a good many hours a day without tiring, especially while a student. Three-fourths of the drawings of the young draftsman must be done standing. It is no exaggeration to say that during the first three years of my office studying, I did not sit fifteen minutes consecutively out of the day.”40

Louise also lamented that early women architects were struggling to compete with their male counterparts because they did not participate in the supervision of construction, as was expected from architects at the time, and which she had done: “They shirk the brick-and-mortar-rubber-boot-and-ladder-climbing period of investigative education, and as a consequence remain at the tracing stage of draftsmanship.”41

Some early women architects, such as Julia Morgan, wore men’s trousers under their dress when supervising construction. Louise may very well have worn a divided skirt (i.e., trousers) under her bicycling uniform and her working clothes while visiting a construction site, as did succeeding women architects. Riding a bicycle and practicing architecture required perseverance and strength, physically and in character.

As the illustration from a 1901 article, “A Woman Who Is the Architect of Her Own Fortunes,” demonstrates, the notion of a professional woman at this time was very much associated with the New Woman movement. These “new women” challenged the masculine establishment in their dress and their audacity. The equally revolutionary woman architect—by her mere existence as a professional challenging the conventional wisdom of the time by visiting a construction site or working over a drafting board for hours in a dress and corset—was one physical manifestation for this movement. And the New Woman rode a bicycle.
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The True Woman versus the New Woman

However little she may realize it, every girl who rides her steel horse is a vivid illustration of one of the greatest waves of progress in this century, the advancement of women in freedom and opportunity.42

In 1901, the Atlantic Monthly published an article by Caroline Tichnor titled “The Steel-Engraving Lady and the Gibson Girl.” The tongue-in-cheek piece was an editorial on the conflict between two female prototypes of the Gilded Age: the True Woman, represented by the Steel-Engraving Lady as portrayed in illustrations in popular culture from the 1860s through the 1880s, and the New Woman, epitomized by the Gibson Girl at the turn of the century. In the article, the Steel-Engraving Lady sits demurely in her apartment wearing an elaborate dress and surrounded by the products of her industry, her needlework, and floral arrangements. Without advance notice, the Gibson Girl bounded her way into the scene wearing an ankle-length, unadorned dress with mannish collar and practical footwear; she holds a golf club, having just played the links. The Gibson Girl stated that she has been asked to write a paper on an extinct type and has decided upon the Steel-Engraving Lady as her subject. Tichnor continues to identify the many differences between these disparate models of womanhood. She contrasts their relationship with the outdoors: Steel-Engraving Lady prefers to stay inside, while the Gibson Girl embraces outdoor activity and sports a tan. Their choice of footwear also speaks to their different characters: the former wears delicate slippers to carry herself with ease, while the latter requires practical shoes to take her through her active day.
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Even more substantive topics that are discussed between the two characters include education, vocations, and relationships with men. The Steel-Engraving Lady states that her “theory of education is utterly opposed to yours … mine was designed to fit me for my home … you are equipped for contact with the outside world, for competition with your brother in business; my training merely taught me to make my brother’s home a place which he should find a source of pleasure and inspiration.”43 The article finally ends with the unambiguous statement about the future of women in society, “Hail the new woman—behold she comes apace! Woman, once man’s superior, now his equal.”44 While we may think of being “superior” as being better, the author’s point is that the woman-on-the-pedestal (man’s “superior”) was actually less “equal” than the New Woman.
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Figure 7.5. An example of a steel-engraved lady illustration from La Mode Illustrée, circa 1885. Courtesy of the author.

Tichnor’s Steel-Engraving Lady represented the True Woman, a feminine ideal that emerged in the mid-1800s (see chapter 1). The True Woman was expected to uphold the values of religious piety, purity or virginity until marriage, submission to the men in the woman’s life, and domesticity or maintaining the sanctity of home as her sphere of influence.45 The Steel-Engraving Lady shared with the True Woman an ideal of female beauty, with her “alabaster white skin, glossy smooth abundant hair and dreamy eyes.” Of course, very few mid-nineteenth-century women had the luxury to obtain this physical ideal. As wives—even in upper-middle-class families—they had significant household chores, even if the family could afford domestic help. And women from lower- and middle-class families, immigrants, and women of color mostly worked outside of the home, in addition to maintaining their domestic spheres. However unrealistic, the Steel-Engraving Lady provides a point of reference to the modern reader regarding the impact the New Woman had on society when she arrived.

Following the Civil War, universities and colleges began to either admit women into their cloisters or open new women-only institutions. Between 1880 and 1920, the number of four-year collegiate degrees conferred on women increased from 2,500 to 16,000 in the US.46 In addition, as historian Patricia Marks notes, an imbalance in population created the “redundant women,” with more women than men in the population following the high death rate of young men after the Civil War. This created a cohort of women who could not marry, which changed the marital expectations of the middle class. This, in turn, placed additional pressure on the labor market to provide socially acceptable jobs for women, which forced women to consider other professional fields for employment. Eventually, this created a genuine interest among women in pursuing professions beyond the social norm of teaching or nursing.47 The progression of women completing high school, attending college, and entering the professional workforce resulted in an expectation from some women in the 1890s of a life beyond that of the True Woman.

The New Woman represents women’s vastly increased presence in the paid workforce. Yes, like the True Woman, the New Woman was purely an ideal, and an upper-middle-class one at that. While some women, such as Louise, entered the professional ranks, many of the jobs that women held during this time were low paying and involved very long hours in factories, sweatshops, and department stores. And despite the hyperbole in “The Steel-Engraving Lady and the Gibson Girl,” most white middle-class women left the workforce when they married.

According to Jean Matthews in The Rise of the New Woman, the actual term “New Woman” was coined around 1894, but this type of woman was instantly recognizable. Matthews writes, “As a type, the New Woman was young, well educated, probably a college graduate, independent of spirit, highly competent, and physically strong and fearless.” The embodiment of the New Woman was the Gibson Girl, and her vehicle of choice was the bicycle.48 Named in honor of her creator, the artist and fashion illustrator Charles Dana Gibson—who drew illustrations of women from 1886 to 1910—the Gibson Girl was an immediate and unprecedented sensation. She became the first nationwide standard of beauty, appearing in magazines such as Scribner’s, Colliers Weekly, Life, and Harper’s throughout the 1890s up to World War I.

The New Woman’s favored ensemble was composed of a white shirtwaist tucked into a plain dark skirt. The skirt was ankle length, slightly shorter than was traditional for women, and was an unadorned A-line in silhouette. The New Woman’s attire was the favored costume of the women who were joining the workforce—and it also looked remarkably like the Buffalo Women’s Wheel Club’s uniform. This functional outfit also reflected the values of the women’s rights activists, because these women exuded strength, confidence, and athleticism. While not all women who worked outside of the home were suffragists, their embodiment became a muse for activists of their time. This, in turn, was a contributing factor in Rational Dress Reform and was most associated with the suffrage movement. Rational Dress Reform was initially popularized in the 1850s by Amelia Bloomer, who endorsed women wearing bifurcated garments like men’s pants. The movement lost steam with the outset of the Civil War.

Marks cites a turn-of-the-century commentator about women’s new fashion, who stated that as men and women differ, so should their dress. But this commentator added, because their activities are becoming more alike, “so women’s dress should permit equal freedom of movement and equal health.”49 The shirtwaist, in particular, became iconic and was one of the first articles of women’s clothing to be mass produced. It was worn by women in all classes, from the upper-middle-class New Woman to the office worker and beyond. By the turn of the century, there were 450 textile factories making shirtwaists and other garments, employing 40,000 workers, many of whom were immigrants.50
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The Growth of Women’s Clubs

Memberships in women’s clubs among all women, but especially middle-class women, grew exponentially during this period. In 1890, Harper’s Bazaar published the article “Club Life for Women,” which lauded the dramatic increase of women who belonged to clubs throughout the country. The article described the positive effects of women of similar interests and intellect meeting to advance a particular area of interest. It pointed out the differences between modern and earlier women’s clubs by stating, “The old fashioned gossip societies have ‘had their day and ceased to be.’ Women meet at these modern clubs for a higher purpose than to talk about their neighbors.”51

These clubs were both a response to the private social club life that men had enjoyed for years and a vehicle to broaden women’s lives outside of their homes in a socially acceptable manner. Their goal was largely intellectual pursuit and self-improvement. Common topics of concentration were literature, art, history, education, athletics, and civic improvement. Large groups of five hundred members or more would be divided into departments to cover different topics.52 Mary Livermore, the suffragist, stated it was not “a mere blind craze … sweeping women into clubs and leagues. … It is the trend of the age; an unconscious protest against the isolation in which women have dwelt in the past; a reaching out after a larger and fuller life; a desire to keep in touch with other women in the evolution of women.”53 Many of these clubs were similar to the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club in that their members met to advance a specific topic; they were composed of women with similar backgrounds, education, and interests; and they met in public or semipublic and socially acceptable locations. For example, many women’s clubs met in community libraries. During the 1890s–1900s there were approximately twenty women’s clubs in existence in Buffalo; most were small and probably met in other clubhouses or private homes.

Louise was a member of several other national women’s clubs, including the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR). Founded in 1890, this organization was formed because “women felt the desire to express their patriotic feelings and were frustrated by their exclusion from men’s organizations formed to perpetuate the memory of ancestors who fought to make this country free and independent.”54 She was also a member of the National Society of New England Women, which was founded in 1895.

Whether the intent of these women’s clubs was progressive, provocative, or conservative, the members well understood the importance of their existence, if only to grow accustomed to the sound of their own voices. As Matthews states, members acquired the self-confidence to speak in public and saw themselves as agents of personal growth and transformation.55

In the end, the New Woman Movement was one very prominent sign that women were, by necessity or inclination, redefining their sphere beyond the boundary of the home. As Lillian Bett stated in 1895: “The new woman has been the subject for illustration and description more or less earnest. She is described as smoking, drinking, and demanding what she calls liberty. There is a new woman, the product of evolution, the result of domestic, social and commercial changes. … This is the new woman, the flower of this marvelous century, not a caricature drawn by the would-be wit, or by the unthinking man who cannot see below the surface nor beyond the range of his personal experience.”56

To be sure, Bethune and the pioneering professional women of her generation were most certainly not New Women—but they weren’t True Women, either. They were that vital bridge between the two movements. Through their excellence in their work, bravery in assuming positions on controversial topics such as appropriate dress and recreation, and principle in the company they kept and clubs they joined, these early professionals charted a path that younger women would follow in growing numbers.

Louise Bethune, Feminist

Was Bethune a feminist? Until now, the common assumption was that she was not. However, in her life and work, Louise promoted many causes that were central to the women’s rights movement.
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The term “feminist” was unknown during most of Louise’s life. It began to circulate after 1910, according to historian and feminist scholar Nancy Woloch, and was applied to a smaller group of women who made a series of demands that went beyond the suffrage movement. Woloch noted that all feminists were suffragettes, but not all suffragettes were feminists.57 Certainly, if Louise had even heard the term, as defined by Woloch, she would not have considered herself one. However, in asking the question using a contemporary definition for feminist—the belief in full social, economic, and political equality for women—the answer is different.

The women’s movement pursued seven separate goals: personhood or legal status, the right to education, professional legitimacy, participation in clubs and hobbies, pay equity, dress reform, and suffrage. The Married Women’s Property Act of 1848 in New York State addressed women’s legal status, granting them the right to own property and profits made from this property following marriage; it became the model for similar laws in subsequent states in the 1850s.58 Both Louise and her mother Emma were direct beneficiaries of this law. Without it, Louise would not have been able to marry Robert and maintain her career.

Louise was always unequivocal about her strong belief in the right for women to receive an education equal to men. She advocated for coeducational architectural programs (see chapter 8), regularly spoke to high school girls about the architectural profession, and consistently supported women’s educational programs. This was underscored at a banquet for the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club where she “happily responded to [the toast] ‘Every Woman Her Own Architect,’ making a point that our daughters, with their college educations, are to be the best builders.”59

As the first professional woman architect, Louise was often profiled as a shining example of professional legitimacy. Her participation in the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club demonstrates Louise’s support for pursuing meaningful friendships with other women around intellectual and athletic pursuits. Louise was a staunch and unequivocal advocate for pay equity, which was the women’s equality issue for which she cared most. Every profile on Louise after 1891 mentioned her advocacy for pay equity. Her activity as a bicyclist and a superintendent of construction necessitated modifications to her clothing. And her mere participation in these activities challenged the Gilded Age notion of what a woman in a dress could do.

When Louise spoke to the Women’s Union in 1891, she stated that as a businesswoman she could not be an agitator. When she said that her public persona needed to be conservative rather than aggressive and her strength was in her adaptability, not in reform, she was probably speaking specifically about women’s suffrage. However, even regarding this issue, there are no existing references to her speaking out directly against women winning the right to vote. She simply stated that as a businesswoman, she could not afford to alienate potential clients through overt political protesting.

Two years later, in the spring of 1893, this issue arose again at a speech made before the same group by Buffalo-based Mrs. Henry L. Lyon, a women’s education advocate. Speaking about “what kind of education best fits women for the duties of life,”60 Lyon argued that girls should have a complete and thorough education, whether they wished to pursue a profession or marry and devote themselves to domestic duties. Lyon believed that, regardless of whether a woman chose to work outside the home, she might be required to do so if her husband died or the family encountered some other financial hardship. Therefore, a complete education would provide her with the skills to earn an income.

The next day, the Buffalo Enquirer reported that many of the attendees had disagreed with Lyon’s argument, including Louise, saying that Louise believed that a woman could not choose a profession, leave it, and return to it after several years, expecting to resume it at her former level of competence and responsibility. Louise was referring to the many years of training needed to earn a professional degree and then working in a practice to become self-sufficient.

Taking her comments out of context, the Enquirer declared, “Mrs. Bethune has since given [Lyon’s] theories a severe blow by endorsing the bachelor girl, the educated, self-supporting girl.” The reporter used Louise’s statements to argue that women professionals would need to choose between either remaining single or getting married and then regretting their retirement from professional life. Incredibly, the Enquirer concluded that women should, therefore, abandon professional life entirely and be trained only for domestic duties, which would require limited education.61

Louise was so upset by the Enquirer’s misrepresentation of her comments that she issued a rebuttal on April 13. In her response, Louise stated that she had been responding to the question, “What occupations are open to the woman thrown suddenly upon her own resources?” While in support of women who wish to pursue a profession, Louise was also advocating for general education for all women, regardless of their choice in life, to ensure self-reliance:


To say that professional life, once dropped, can with difficulty be renewed under such circumstances (as the loss of a husband and breadwinner) is not in any sense to disagree with Mrs. Lyon, but is simply one more argument in favor of a broader education … for every woman who elects to become a home maker. … I am, and have been for many years, most heartily in sympathy with Mrs. Lyon’s views as I understand them, and have never expressed myself otherwise.62



This was a common situation for Louise—one that occurs even today—where her life and statements were represented (or misrepresented) to argue against women’s equality. Louise was an intellectual, opinionated, and strong, but reserved and conservative by nature. She was not prone to ostentatious or overtly public demonstrations of her opinions. And to succeed in the conservative and pragmatic building industry, she couldn’t align herself with the radical feminists of her day. That has led many to infer she was antagonistic toward feminism and the more general topic of women’s equality, one of the major issues during her lifetime.

But Louise left many clues in her interviews and actions revealing her opinions regarding women’s equality that support the idea that she believed women were equal to men. She believed women should receive an education equal to men, were as capable as men in professional life, should be paid equally to men, and should be free to pursue intellectual, athletic, and social pursuits equal to men. Louise’s opinion on the controversial issue of women’s suffrage is not known. But, regarding her more general philosophy on women’s equality, Louise Bethune was direct, unapologetic, and constant.

The Disbanding of the Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club

By the mid-1890s, the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club was continuing to grow by attracting new and younger members, but in 1897 the founders decided to disband: “After a long and honorable, though unostentatious career, the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club, which was, as far as was known, the first woman’s wheel club to be formed in the world was last night disbanded.”63

The stated reason for this decision was that they had accomplished their goal of ensuring the social recognition of women riding a bicycle. Women wheelers were no longer frowned upon, and the club was enjoying press and acceptance in the city in equal terms with the men’s clubs.

Yet, other factors contributed to the closing of the club. Despite their best efforts, the women were unsuccessful in building a home. From 1892 to 1895, Louise led the initiative to raise funds to design and build a clubhouse of their own. According to American Wheelman, Louise did design the new building, but the required funding was never raised and the project was ultimately abandoned. Louise then turned her attention to renovating space in the Mayfair Hotel for the club, but this, too, did not materialize. By 1896, they were meeting at the Chapter House, home of the Women’s Teachers Association, no doubt arranged by the WTA president and wheeler Dr. Ida Bender.64 Their own clubhouse would have provided them with a structure, literally and figuratively, which would have continued to galvanize the group long after the ability or inclination to ride had waned for its founding members, just as physical clubhouses do for other associations.

Its membership also was changing. As new and younger members joined the group, it was evident they were less concerned with social acceptance and more interested in simply advancing themselves in the sport. For example, the 1893 captain of the club’s wheeling section, the unmarried Kitty Klipfel, was of the new guard of members who were bicycling with men as equals. She enjoyed the “proud distinction of being the champion lady rider of Buffalo.”65 She regularly competed with men in distance racing meets, such as the Rambler Souvenir Century Run.66 For women such as Klipfel, social acceptance was a concern of the recent past. She was more interested in performance, so she rode the lightest bicycle she could obtain and wore the outfit that would best support her sport.67 In 1894, the club announced it was again modifying its uniforms back to the bottle green color and exchanging the skirts for bloomers: “With the exception of a few members, [the club] has adopted the bloomer costume for riding. The ladies have ordered the reformed costumes and before the snow flies a majority will be wearing the new style dress. Captain Kitty Klipfel organized the movement and she says bloomers are the only practical styles.”68 Older members probably found this change shocking—or amusing—but it was of a piece with the new emphasis over sport and comfort rather than respectability.

Finally, the founding members were aging. When the club was created, Louise was thirty-two years old. By 1897, she was forty-one years of age. The founding members were ready to move on, and the new members had new ambitions. And because they had no home to continue to draw them together, they decided to disband on a high note. The Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club of Buffalo last met on January 5, 1897, congratulating itself on an accomplished mission. The Buffalo Times summarized its impact at the time: “It is the claim of the Woman’s Wheel and Athletic Club that it popularized the bicycle among conservative women in Buffalo. It did this, and more. Its members introduced seemly and sensible cycling costumes, they walked, they bowled and they created an interest among women in all healthful exercise. There is always room for such a club. Although it has seen the completion of its mission, there is even more—the demands of good exercise, and for those who will lead the way.”69

While women would not gain the vote for twenty more years—seven years after her death—Louise was a crucial participant in two movements, proving herself equal in the masculine worlds of architecture and wheeling, which paved the way to this achievement.




Chapter 8

A Question of Equality

The Woman’s Building

The future of woman in the architectural profession is what she herself sees fit to make it.

—Bethune, “Women and Architecture”
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One of the most significant milestones in Louise Bethune’s career was, in fact, a nonevent. In 1891, Louise chose not to participate in the competition for the Woman’s Building at the World’s Columbian Exposition, despite being invited by her longtime professional colleague Daniel Burnham, the chief of construction for the fair. While the men were handpicked and offered commissions commensurate to their work, the architect of the Woman’s Building was expected to enter a design competition at her own expense. The winning entrant would receive a commission, but only of one tenth the amount offered to the male architects. Louise rejected these terms, but this act of principle robbed her of the opportunity to work alongside her nationally more prominent AIA colleagues on the most architecturally ambitious project of their careers. However, it provided Louise the platform to voice her strong belief in pay equity for women. And given the fact that Sophia Hayden, the winning architect of the Woman’s Building, never practiced after the opening of the project, it demonstrates Louise’s wisdom and strength of character in not participating.

Few events fully describe the many nuances surrounding the women’s movement and the fight for gender equality at the turn of the nineteenth century than the development of the Woman’s Building for the World’s Columbian Exposition. In many respects, it was the culmination of years of perseverance to celebrate women’s skills and products independently of men. Yet, the drama and politics surrounding the effort are indicative of the societal fissures that existed in Gilded Age America, particularly for women. And to Louise Bethune, the most senior practicing woman architect at the time, the women-only building design competition was a misguided process, which led to disastrous results. Her refusal to submit an entry to the competition made national news, and her stand for “equal pay for equal remuneration” defined her position on women’s equality.

Setting the Stage for the Columbian Exposition

Before World War I, international fairs were important vehicles for women to promote their capabilities, domestic or otherwise. Architectural historian Mary Pepchinski states that, during this time leading up to the emergence of the women’s movements in North America and Europe, “a new type, the Woman’s Building, made its appearance at the World Exhibitions.”1 Despite outward appearances, these projects did not challenge societal views of women but, rather, reinforced them.2 This was certainly the case with the Columbian Exposition Woman’s Building, where three divergent positions on women’s role in society and their perception of equality were on display.

Between the Great Exhibition in London in 1851 and World War I, Europe and the United States hosted nineteen international fairs, to “demonstrate to the world the state of ‘civilization,’ as it was reflected in the fine arts and in industrial technology.”3 The first exposition to feature a building devoted to women’s interests was in Vienna in 1873. The second was at the Philadelphia Centennial of 1876, which was also America’s first significant exposition. Elizabeth Duane Gillespie, a great-granddaughter of Benjamin Franklin, led the Women’s Executive Centennial Committee, which helped raise funds for the fair, with the condition that there be a display of women’s work in the Main Exhibit Hall. However, upon fulfilling its fundraising commitment, the committee was informed there was no available space in the Main Hall for the women’s area. They were advised to consider constructing their own building instead, which was estimated to cost $30,000. However, they were also informed there was no available funding to support the additional building so they would need to raise the funds themselves,4 which they accomplished in four months.5

Hermann Schwarzman, the chief architect of the Centennial, was commissioned to design the building. Later, Gillespie would state her deep regret that she had not suggested a woman architect: “We never thought of employing a woman architect and thus made our first great mistake.” And further, “I fear we hindered this legitimate branch of women’s work instead of helping it.”6 Empress Theresa of Brazil, whose husband was guest of honor at the Centennial, opened the Woman’s Pavilion on May 10, 1876, to an all-women audience with the intent of celebrating the sisterhood of women shared around the world.7

But it was at the hundredth anniversary of the signing of the US Declaration of Independence celebrations on July 4, 1876, when the real drama unfolded between two factions of the women’s movement. While the Women’s Executive Centennial Committee had made its own statement through its women’s building, the National Woman Suffrage Association—led by President Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Matilda Gage, and Susan B. Anthony—requested to be included in the July 4th program to read the Women’s Declaration of Rights. After the request was denied, at Independence Hall, Susan B. Anthony and five colleagues forced the issue by presenting the Women’s Declaration to the presiding officer, who allowed it to be read. Anthony read the statement and her colleagues distributed copies to the audience. As Stanton remarked, “And thus in the same hour, on opposite sides of old Independence Hall, did the men and women express their opinions on the great principles proclaimed on the natal day of the Republic.”8 As Mary Cordato observed, “In contrast to the Woman’s Building, the activities of The National Woman Suffrage Association represented a propaganda appeal for equal rights. … Suffragettes hoped to show the world ‘that the women of 1876 know and feel their degradation no less than did the men of 1776.’ ”9

The exhibits in the Woman’s Pavilion—and The New Century for Women, a newsletter that was published by the Women’s Centennial Committee and distributed from the Woman’s Building—demonstrated a belief in women’s equality by highlighting their contributions to society.10 However, the Centennial Committee preferred to stay within the lines of acceptable societal norms. While they promoted rational dress, new occupations for women, and improved education, they were not interested in raising controversy, but awareness instead. These opposing views played out during the planning for the Woman’s Building of the 1893 Columbian Exposition with some of the same players. This time, architects Louise Bethune, Minerva Parker Nichols, and Sophia Hayden would be caught in the middle of the showdown.

The Woman’s Building of the World Columbian Exposition

Comment on the success or lack of success of the Woman’s Building designed by Miss Hayden is unfair to her and to the general architectural profession.

—“Chicago,” American Architect and Building News

At the dedication ceremony of the Columbian Exposition on October 22, 1892, Daniel Burnham, chief of construction, remarked:


In August 1890, the World’s Columbian Exposition was to decide upon a site for this great exposition. Without hesitation they promptly invited the most eminent of American landscape architects to join them and give advice. The suggestions of these men were approved and adopted. In December it became necessary to select the architects of the buildings. Again the corporation entrusted the work of choosing an expert, and since that time no single important step of the World’s Columbian Exposition has been taken without the advice of an expert man. When before has any community so entrusted its interests to its strongest sons?11



He then stated, “I now have the honor to present to you the master-artists of the Exposition.” The president of the board of the Exposition replied, “Mr. Burnham and gentlemen: It becomes my agreeable duty … to receive from you these buildings which represent your thoughts and skill and labor as master-artists of construction.” Following the president’s lengthy speech on the brilliance of the architects and beauty of the buildings, eighty medals were distributed to the architects and artists involved in the exposition buildings.12 Sophia Hayden, architect of the Woman’s Building, attended the opening ceremony after a prolonged absence from the site. She, too, was offered a medal for her contribution to the exposition and her design was praised along with the work of the male architects. The Woman’s Building was her first architectural commission—but it was also her last.

Just as they had been for the Philadelphia Centennial, the women of Chicago’s elite were very much involved in fundraising for the project. However, they were determined not to suffer the same fate that occurred in 1876. Led by Myra Bradwell and Emma R. Wallace, prominent public service activists advocated for the local fair committee to create a woman’s auxiliary in recognition of their work. This led to the creation of the Chicago Women’s Department. These women were mostly from wealthy families with vast experience in fundraising for philanthropic causes. Some were suffragists, but that was not their primary interest.13

Another group of Chicago women were also galvanized in anticipation of the fair. These were largely professionals who were dedicated to the suffrage movement and equal rights for women. They chose to commemorate Queen Isabella of Castile to honor her patronage role of Christopher Columbus’s voyage, thereby using this as a vehicle to celebrate women’s accomplishments.14 Both groups wanted a women’s building; however, they had different intended goals. The Women’s Department saw the building as home for exhibits that celebrated the industry of women and to promote philanthropy. The “Isabellas” thought it should serve as a clubhouse and assembly space for women regarding women’s issues. They also believed that women’s work should be on display at the exposition, but they agreed with Susan B. Anthony that their exhibits should not be segregated to one building but should be displayed along with the men’s work. In other words, they thought that women should compete on equal terms with men.15

As with the Philadelphia Centennial Woman’s Pavilion, here again were two divergent perspectives on the role of women in society and on the meaning of women’s equality. Nancy Cott writes that the nineteenth-century women’s movement had three different aims. The first was a focus on service to society and the increased opportunities for women in charitable work and seeking civic reforms. These benevolent women were interested in addressing societal problems but not changing the social order. The second was focused on women obtaining equal civic, legal, and economic rights. They sought to improve the existing social order through gender equality. The third focus was on women’s total emancipation. They sought to radically transform society.16 Where the Women’s Department played in the first arena, the Isabellas were advocates of the second and third ones. Or, as Jeanne Weimann wrote, “the Women’s Department and the Isabella Association represented dramatically the split in the women’s movement between those who wanted women to work for general reform, and those who wanted to work primarily for this one equal right.”17

Through the efforts of Susan B. Anthony and influential women in Washington and Chicago, the Fair Bill that President Harrison signed was amended to include a board of female managers. This is ironic, because Anthony had been advocating for women to hold membership along with men on the fair’s National Commission, the organizing body of the Columbian Exposition. The notion of a separate body to organize women’s activities or exhibits was counter to Anthony’s ethos. Upon the creation of the Board of Lady Managers—as it was called—the Women’s Department and the Isabellas battled over its direction and control. After months of hearing campaigns, the National Commission selected the board’s membership by addressing the wishes of both groups; the board was composed of national members from all over the country, as suggested by the Isabellas, along with nine members from Chicago. However, eight of these members came from the Women’s Department and only one from the Isabellas. This imbalance would continue throughout the planning process of the fair. By the time the fair was opened, the Isabellas’ presence was no longer evident in a meaningful way.18

At the first meeting of the Board of Lady Managers on November 18, 1890, Bertha Honore Palmer was elected president. Mrs. Palmer was a wealthy and influential Chicago socialite. Her husband, Potter Palmer, was second vice president of the National Fair Commission and on the committees for grounds and buildings, and fine arts. One of the first matters for the board to address was the question of a Woman’s Building. There was no funding for this structure and there were competing views about its purpose. The decision was made that it would be used as a clubhouse and assembly space for women, as well as serving as the administrative headquarters for the board. It would also feature exhibits of women’s work, which would be curated to demonstrate the progress of women since 1492.19 The idea of a design competition for the Woman’s Building came from Frances Shepard of the Daughters of the American Revolution, who proposed a resolution “that competitive designs for this building be invited from the women architects of this country as well as from men.”20 The resolution was adopted unanimously by the board. They would need to work with Daniel Burnham to implement this strategy.

The Architects Meet in Chicago

The board of directors of the fair made two key decisions regarding its landscape and design. First, they chose nationally renowned landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted and his partner Henry Codman to design the fairgrounds, and then they selected the successful Chicago firm of Burnham & Root to lead the project, with Daniel Burnham as chief of construction and John Root as consulting architect. Upon reviewing the magnitude of the project and the deadline for completion, the committee on grounds and buildings decided to not hold competitions for the building assignments to architects but to select a few leading architects to “constitute a Board of Consulting Architects, acting in harmony, apportioning out the work among its members, and consulting at various stages until the plans were perfected.”21 This approach was in harmony with the AIA philosophy regarding design competitions at the time. Harper’s Monthly noted that Burnham “was from the start strongly in favor of ignoring the long-established custom of competition” and appointing the architects, and that it was his “persistence and earnestness” that swayed the committee.22

Burnham initially chose nationally recognized architects for these commissions, as befitting a national event such as the fair. Four of the firms were from the East: Richard Morris Hunt; George B. Post; McKim, Mead & White, all of New York; and Peabody & Stearns of Boston. The fifth was the Kansas City firm of Van Brunt & Howe. The fact that no Chicago-based firms were selected generated an outcry from critics. In response, Burnham invited the local firms of Adler & Sullivan, William Le Baron Jenney, Henry Ives Cobbs, S. S. Beman, and Burling & Whitehouse to participate. The selected architects met on January 10, 1891, in Chicago to commence the work.23 They were paid $10,000 per firm: $3,000 upon the completion of the schematic designs, $6,000 upon completion of the design development documents, and $1,000 when the buildings were completed. Daniel Burnham and his exposition staff would complete the more arduous construction documents in Chicago.24

Tragically, Burnham’s business partner, John Root, died suddenly shortly after the board of architects’ meeting, on the night of January 15, from a sudden onset of pneumonia. This unforeseen loss deeply impacted Burnham. He would be forced to carry the burden of the completion of the exposition and the expectations of his city and country on his own. Root’s death also deeply impacted the architect’s selection process for the Woman’s Building. As a progressive within the AIA and long-standing supporter of women architects, Root’s absence would be felt throughout the design and implementation process for the project.

The Woman’s Building

On January 13, 1891, just two days before he died, John Root received a letter from Bertha Palmer stating: “Mr. Waller alarmed me last evening by saying that he understood that Mr. Hunt was to build our building. Of course, we will not have a man called in until the woman architects have tried and failed to produce a suitable plan.”25

From the outset it was clear that the Woman’s Building would be treated differently than the other buildings of the fair. The Board of Lady Managers would be the primary decision makers and would dictate the terms of the selection of architect, followed by the artwork, and then the exhibits when the building was complete. It appears that John Root held more sway than Daniel Burnham over Palmer, because of his elevated social standing in Chicago, his education, and reputation as a skilled designer.26 According to the Inland Architect, Root had successfully suggested appointing a woman architect for the commission.27 However, after his death, the idea of a design competition gained traction with the Board of Lady Managers. In her correspondence with Burnham, Palmer stated that “the announcement of the competition and the sending in of a number of good designs by competent women would attract attention to our work, and also be an advertisement for all women who entered the competition.” She also noted, erroneously, that there were no women architects who had “such a reputation for planning public buildings as would justify us in giving our building to her with the same assurance of success as in the case of a male architect” and that “the best design might come from the most unexpected source.”28

Given the fact that Louise practiced almost exclusively in Western New York, it is understandable that Bertha Palmer would not have known of her work and abilities. However, Daniel Burnham and John Root were well aware of Louise’s portfolio. As one of her sponsors when she was admitted into the Western Association of Architects in 1885, Burnham helped manage any potential opposition from his WAA colleagues on the grounds of her gender. Root had nominated Louise for her 1888 admission to the AIA at the Fellow level. Since 1885, she had attended the annual WAA and AIA conventions, and all three were very active within both organizations. If John Root had successfully convinced Bertha Palmer to appoint a woman architect, Louise would have been the top candidate.

The drama around the selection process for the architect of the Woman’s Building took place within weeks of Root’s passing. Without his close friend and trusted business partner at his side and the largest commission of his career upon him, Burnham had a lot to manage. The Woman’s Building was just one of many issues competing for his attention. Burnham advised against holding a design competition, probably for the same reasons he had opposed them for the other exposition buildings.29 In the end, he acquiesced to Palmer’s request, but insisted that she write the specifications for the building for the competition brief, which he administered. Palmer and her allies would form the design jury and Burnham would deliver their building as designed by their architect.30

The Inland Architect mentioned three practicing women architects whom Burnham personally invited to enter the design competition: Louise, Sallie T. Smith in Birmingham, Alabama (see chapter 4), and Minerva Parker (Nichols) in Philadelphia. Smith was in practice with her father and had been a member of the WAA but did not join the AIA after the merger of the associations. She was serving as an Alternate Lady Manager from Alabama. Before the competition was announced, Smith wrote the Exposition Commission stating, “I am one of the few women architects of this country and would like an equal showing with the men.” According to Weimann, further inquiry revealed that she “misrepresented herself” and, disheartened in not receiving the commission, did not submit an entry to the competition.31 While it’s not clear what is meant by “misrepresent,” it’s likely that they meant that she “misrepresented” herself as a partner in a firm or as a member of the professional association (she had been a WAA member but not an AIA member).

Originally from Chicago, Minerva Parker was the granddaughter of early Chicago architect Seth A. Doane. She graduated from the Franklin Institute Drawing School in Philadelphia in 1885 and then worked for architect Edwin W. Thorne, taking over his office in 1888 when he retired. By 1891, Parker had built a solid reputation as a residential architect in the Philadelphia area. Parker was commissioned in 1890 by the Isabellas to design the Queen Isabella Pavilion, to be located at the Columbian Exposition. The Isabellas requested the Moorish-style design as a reference to Queen Isabella’s Spanish nationality. This building was never realized due to philosophical differences with the Board of Lady Managers, which may also have impacted Parker’s opportunity to receive the Woman’s Building commission. Parker submitted her Queen Isabella Pavilion as her competition entry, which was also not consistent with the Beaux Arts aesthetic of the fair architecture.32
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Louise refused to submit a design, just as the Inland Architect predicted she would.33 As the journal noted:


It seems to have struck some brilliant mind that the proper way to procure plans [for the women’s building] would be by a competition among women architects. … One [woman architect, Louise] is a member of the American Institute of Architects. This … architect will certainly ignore any competition scheme … they are, at best, unprofessional, and … the best architectural talent can only be secured through selection. … The result will be to the almost certain discredit of woman architects.34



Daniel Burnham circulated the design competition through the fair’s department of publicity and promotion. The deadline was March 23, 1891. Applicants were supposed to be restricted to members of the architectural profession. Submissions were to be sealed and would be juried anonymously. The design of the 200-by-400-foot, two-story building was not to exceed $200,000 in construction costs and was to adhere to the classical style of the other fair buildings. The winning applicant would receive a $1,000 honorarium plus expenses; prizes of $500 and $250 would be awarded to the second- and third-place applicants, respectively. Thirteen women entered the competition, with only Parker being a practicing architect.35 Burnham requested that Bertha Palmer attend the opening of the submissions; Palmer brought Frances Shepard and Amy Starkweather, the superintendent of the Woman’s Building. Burnham insisted the three women select the first-, second-, and third-place winners at the meeting.

First place was awarded to Sophia Hayden, the first woman to graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s (MIT) four-year architectural program. She had recently graduated and was teaching mechanical drawing at the Eliot School in Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts. Lois Howe, a graduate from the MIT two-year architectural program and Hayden’s friend, won second prize. Howe had first heard of the competition and enlisted Hayden to also submit a design. At the time, she was working as a junior architect in the firm of Francis Allen in Boston. Third place was awarded to Laura Hayes, who had no architectural training and was working as Palmer’s personal assistant. Her third-place finish led to further questions regarding the credibility of the competition.

Both Hayden and Howe were trailblazers as university-trained female architects. Sophia Hayden was born in 1868 in Santiago, Chile, the daughter of a New England dentist, Dr. George Henry Hayden, and a Spanish woman. At the age of six, she moved to Jamaica Plain, Massachusetts, to live with her grandparents. In 1886, Hayden entered MIT and became the first woman to complete the four-year degree, receiving a Bachelor of Science in architecture, with honors. She was often described as gifted: reserved, modest, and someone with quiet determination, a valuable trait for a pioneer in any field. For her master’s thesis, Hayden had designed a fine arts museum, in the Beaux Arts style taught at MIT. When she learned of the Woman’s Building design competition from Lois Howe, they both decided to enter and “see what fortune would attend two institute girls.” She used her thesis project as the foundation for her entry. While not working in a firm at the time of her submission, she had always intended to practice architecture.36

Lois Howe was born in 1864 in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where she grew up. After two years at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Howe enrolled in the two-year architectural program at MIT. In 1891, Howe wrote a letter to the building and grounds committee of the Columbian Exposition, offering her services to design the Woman’s Building. A recommendation from renowned architect Robert Peabody, a member of the Architectural Board, accompanied her letter.37

On March 25, 1891, Burnham sent a telegram to Hayden congratulating her on her victory and requesting her to travel to Chicago immediately to commence work. She was situated at the fair site office in a room next to Burnham and Charles Atwood, the newly appointed consulting architect from New York. She was assigned two draftsmen to assist her in completing the plans. All seemed to progress as a normal project, with the architect developing the design through careful analysis and making modifications as necessary, due to changes in the program or recommendations from Burnham and Atwood. The condensed schedule placed additional stress on the project and Hayden’s team, which was not driven by Burnham, but by Palmer, who wanted to see immediate progress on the building.38
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On May 26th, after completing the quarter-inch scaled drawings, Hayden departed Chicago for Boston, leaving the construction details to Burnham. The chief of construction seemed genuinely impressed with Hayden, stating, “I sincerely congratulate you upon the success of your plans, which is further evidenced by the construction.”39 Her decision to leave during its construction was consistent with the other architects’ buildings, which were all detailed and built under Burnham’s direction. However, given Palmer’s tight grip on the design process, the decision proved fateful for Hayden. In December 1891, Burnham requested Hayden’s return to Chicago to “inspect the work, and give us any further ideas you may desire carried out.”40

Bertha Palmer had been busy during Hayden’s six-month absence. Through Frank Millet, director of decorations, Palmer had issued a design competition for the sculptures for the Woman’s Building. Hayden might have known about the national competition, but she was not consulted in the selection of artist. Throughout 1891–1892, Palmer crisscrossed Europe and the United States acquiring artwork for the Woman’s Building and securing gifts from wealthy European and American donors. As art historian Wanda Corn notes, Palmer was “the sole coordinator of the decorations for the Woman’s Building.”41 She saw herself as the primary decision maker in the design of the building, not Sophia Hayden.

Upon her arrival to the construction office, Hayden saw for the first time the models for the sculptures that would adorn the cornice of the building by Alice Rideout, a sculptor from Marysville, California. Rideout would also create Place in History, a relief sculpture in the cornice of the south façade. Hayden had hoped to design the interiors of the building, but gave up on the idea. In fact, Palmer had already assigned its interior design to Candace Wheeler, a decorator who, with Louis Comfort Tiffany, had decorated the interior of the Palmer mansion in 1884.42 Admittedly, Wheeler was an experienced and highly competent decorator who was well accustomed to completing large-scale projects under tremendous pressure. She also shared Palmer’s views of the role of women in society. While she believed in the importance of promoting women’s skills and economic equality, she firmly believed that traditional femininity should be preserved and used the Woman’s Building decorations to metaphorically promote this ideal, describing the interiors as “a man’s ideal of woman—delicate, dignified, pure, and fair to look upon.”43

At the Board of Lady Managers meeting in September 1891, Palmer invited the members to contribute ornamental materials such as marble columns, carved balustrades, and porcelain tiles. Many accepted the offer and soon the board office was accepting building materials from state commissions. Hayden was tasked with the review of these materials to determine if each object was usable, but as she noted, “it was too late to give these details the study that would have been necessary” to effectively incorporate them into her design.44 Under normal circumstances, this type of work would have been part of the design development phase and not an afterthought during construction. At this late stage, Burnham would be involved, because the construction and schedule would have been impacted. And there were still many design decisions to be made. In April, while Hayden was rejecting some of these materials, she was still designing the 180-foot-long balustrade for the roof garden. Tensions increased when Palmer heard about Hayden’s rejection of donations to the building from Laura Hayes and from the board members.

By the summer of 1892, Hayden had reached a breaking point. She wrote to Palmer, requesting an interview, but Palmer was traveling and did not reply to Hayden’s request for a month. By then Hayden had left her post; during the summer she entered Burnham’s office and had a nervous breakdown. She was ushered off the site and spent time in a rest home for “melancholia.”45 Hayden’s collapse provided the excuse to question the feasibility of women working as architects. The American Architect and Building News stated:


Reports have been circulated to the effect that as a result of overwork she had broken down mentally, and that grave fears were entertained as to what the outcome might be. The reports might have been exaggerated, though the fact that Miss Hayden did break down is undoubtedly true, the state of her health being such that it was a question for some time whether brain fever might be the result. It is said that Miss Hayden had an especially aggravating experience with her superiors, the “Lady Managers” in their desire to incorporate into her building all sorts of bits of design and work, whether they harmonized in any particular with it or not, simply because they had been the work of women. It is reported that the Lady president has been of all others especially trying in this respect, forgetting in her zeal for women in general, what was due to the architect as architect. It may be that Miss Hayden’s experience has been unusual, but the planning and construction of any building with the accompanying dealing with clients is always liable to be “especially trying” and it seems as if it was a question not yet answered how successfully a woman with her physical limitations can enter and engage in the work of a professional which is a wearing one. If this building of which the women seem to be so proud … is to mark the physical ruin of its architect, it will be a much more telling argument against the wisdom of women entering this especial profession than anything else could be. The provocation for worry may have been great, or this especial woman may have been exceptionally weak and nervous.46



While advocating for the role of architect as the lead artistic and technical author of any building, the author questioned whether women could handle the many demands placed on architects. The newly graduated architect Hayden’s level of experience was not discussed.

Minerva Parker immediately came to her defense. Blaming the conditions of the design competition process in the first place, Parker described Hayden as a victim of her very success, stating, “What other building, whether given by appointment or by competition, could have fallen into the hands of an architectural student without experience or practice?”47 She went on to chastise any critic who would use one woman’s experience to question the validity of all women architects. This was noted by the American Architect and Building News, which commended her response stating, “Miss Hayden has been victimized by her fellow-women to such an extent that her health has been seriously … impaired, but we fancy the results would have been much the same had the work been as unwisely imposed upon a masculine beginner who had acquired only the same imperfect training and guided by the same immaturity of judgment and experience.”48

Louise’s Position on Women in Architecture

On March 6, 1891, Louise gave a lecture to the Buffalo Women’s Education and Industrial Union titled “Women and Architecture.” She spoke at a coterie, or small monthly gathering that was not well attended. However, her talk was published in the Inland Architect and became the seminal resource for understanding Louise’s opinions on architecture and women in the profession and society. Louise drew from this lecture for profiles written on her, and the lecture was published in newspapers nationally. Praising Louise, the Buffalo Courier wrote, “It is unfortunate that the lecture was not packed. It is seldom that a lecture is delivered by a woman in such an easy, graceful manner, and at the same time with such force, always concise and to the point.”49

Louise covered three topics: the role of women in architecture compared to women in other professions, the contemporary role of women in architecture of the 1890s, and the future of women in the profession. One of the most controversial comments she made that day was in reference to women’s activism: “If in what I say of the future your personal prejudices are offended, pray remember that you have bound me by no previous confession of faith. The objects of the business woman are quite distinct from those of the professional agitator. Her aims are conservative rather than aggressive; her strength lies in adaptability, not in reform, and her desire is to conciliate rather than to antagonize.”50

Louise’s position against agitation and favoring adaptability over reform was consistent with other professional women of the time. As Judith Paine noted, any woman who “departed from the Victorian code … risked being labeled improper, peculiar, or both. These stigmas were especially dangerous to acquire in architecture, the practice of which depends upon securing commissions.”51

Founded in 1884 by Buffalo socialite and activist Harriet Townsend, the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union aimed to promote education and social reform for women, regardless of social status. Its motto was “Each for all and all for each.” Louise had some history with the union; in 1886 they had purchased an historic mansion on Niagara Square and retained Bethune & Bethune to complete its renovations. However, the work was conducted by Robert Bethune on a pro bono basis, where the fees were drastically reduced or donated. (Louise did not perform pro bono work.) By 1891, the union decided to expand with a new building. This time they solicited Richard Waite, the Bethunes’ former employer, as the architect, also working pro bono. Why would a women’s organization whose sole purpose is to educate and advocate for working women not employ the first woman architect to design their building? The answer is fee. Louise demanded to be paid for her work. Understanding Louise’s audience that day and the context in which she spoke—a few weeks after the announcement of the design competition for the Columbia Exposition and just after the union had selected a male architect to design their new headquarters—may explain her strident tone.

Unlike many early women architects, Louise did not receive the patronage of Buffalo’s affluent women. There certainly were opportunities. Before the Women’s Education and Industrial Union, the Buffalo Female Academy commissioned a design for their Chapter House in 1884. While the association prided itself that theirs was the first clubhouse built by all women, they did not hire Louise but Rochester architect James G. Cutler. The YWCA funded a new building in 1888 but commissioned Edward Kent as the architect. The woman’s social group, the Twentieth Century Club, hired Green & Wicks in 1893 to renovate and design their clubhouse, and in 1906, Buffalo Seminary, an exclusive private girls’ school, commissioned Boston architect George F. Newton. Louise had female clients, but they did not belong to the social set who often supported women architects that Minerva Parker Nichols and, later, Julia Morgan enjoyed. Louise was firmly in the professional women’s camp and this repeated snub may have impacted her attitude toward agitating in the first place.

Louise’s partnership with two men enabled the firm to pursue architectural projects through conventional means. Additionally, because Robert performed pro bono work, the firm benefited from the good will generated by this work, while Louise was able to stand on principle and demand payment for her work. Louise’s lack of interest in advocacy for women’s rights, combined with her indifference in assisting various charities to advance their missions (often requiring pro bono work from professionals), may have contributed to the relationship between Louise and the union and other affluent women’s social clubs. Without any surviving documentation, this relationship appears to be based on either antipathy from both sides or, at the very least, each pursued respectful, but distinctive, parallel paths.

Louise’s position on women’s equality can best be understood from her support for “equal remuneration for equal service,” in particular regarding the Woman’s Building. Her objections to the competition—besides the AIA’s position against architects participating in design contests—were twofold. First, she objected to the fact that the male architects on the architectural board were appointed, while the women had to enter a competition to win the position. And second, the architect of the Woman’s Building would receive a compensation of “about one-tenth” of that of her male counterparts for the same service. Based on this inequity, she did not submit an entry. Louise described the competition as the brainchild of the Board of Lady Managers, stating: “The board desires a woman architect, and the chief of construction has issued a circular inviting competition, notwithstanding the fact that competition is an evil against which the entire profession has striven for years, and has now nearly vanquished; it is unfortunate that it should be revived in its most objectionable form on this occasion, by women, and for women.”52

Louise’s remarks that day demonstrated a woman who was confident in her own abilities, her equality compared to her male colleagues, and her belief that “the future of woman in the architectural profession is what she herself sees fit to make it.” Louise believed that her role as the first woman architect should include developing pathways for other women to pursue architecture, which may also have contributed to her decision to not enter the design competition. However, her closing comments regarding the Woman’s Building competition were especially poignant and insightful: “It is an unfortunate precedent to establish just now, and it may take years to live down its effects.”53

The Legacy of the Woman’s Building

The Woman’s Building was the first structure to be completed on the exposition grounds. The building was the site for the World’s Congress of Representative Women, held in May 1893. The event was attended by suffrage luminaries such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, where relevant and sometimes controversial papers were read on topics such as dress reform, education for girls, legal rights of women, and the vote.

Through the efforts of the architects of the fair, the AIA was successful in lobbying Congress to pass the Tarsney Act that established limited competitions for federal commissions. Although short-lived—the law was repealed in 1912—it demonstrates the influence these men gained from their work at the fair. In 1901, Senator James McMillan invited Daniel Burnham and Charles McKim to sit on the Senate Park Commission. Through this effort, they designed the master plan for the capital, based on the Court of Honor of the Columbian Exposition.54

World’s fairs continued to erect women’s buildings, but they were never as politically charged as the one at the Columbian Exposition. In 1895, for example, the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta had a Woman’s Building. Architect Elise Mercur from Pittsburgh submitted the winning design entry out of thirty others. In 1901, Buffalo hosted the Pan American Exposition. There was a women’s building on its grounds, but it was used predominantly as a clubhouse for women visitors; an existing building was used for this purpose. Louise’s good friend and fellow wheeler Dr. Ida Bender was the chair of education on the board of women managers, so any discussions on erecting a new building would have included Bethune. But she would have been too busy to assist anyway because she was working on the most important commission of her career, the Hotel Lafayette.

Lois Howe went on to have a prolific career. In 1901 she became the second woman to be admitted to the American Institute of Architects. Howe’s career spanned forty-three years, from 1894 to 1937, during which she developed an expertise in residential housing, especially public housing. She entered a partnership with Eleanor Manning in 1913. The firm took a third partner, Mary Almy, in 1926. Approximately 426 commissions can be attributed to Howe and her partners. Minerva Parker married Unitarian minister William Nichols in 1894, the same year that she completed her most important commission, the New Century Club, in Philadelphia. This led to the commission for the New Century Club in Wilmington, Delaware. In 1896, the couple left Philadelphia and settled in Prospect Park, New York. Parker Nichols retired from her formal practice, yet periodically designed buildings after this time. She left a legacy of more than fifty buildings.55 Sophia Hayden never worked again in the architectural profession. In 1900, she married artist William Blackstone Bennett in Winthrop, Massachusetts. She spent the rest of her life there, living quietly as an artist.56

Louise’s refusal to participate in the World Columbia Exposition was often repeated in every subsequent account of her career, as was her belief in pay equity for women. On Sunday, November 9, 1913, just a month before she died, Louise was featured in the Buffalo Sunday Morning News article “Women in Buffalo’s Professional and Business Life”: “Mrs. Bethune has always been a strong believer in women’s emancipation through equal pay for equal service. Because of her strong belief in the justice of this principle, she refused to submit plans in the competitive contest for the woman’s building at the Columbia exposition, compensation for which was to be less than half that paid the men who submitted drawings.”57
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At the heart of the dramas surrounding the Woman’s Building was a conflict among women on their future role in society: the wealthy women of influence who wished to maintain the status quo versus the more progressive suffragists who sought progressive change and women’s equality. The question of professionalism was also poorly addressed at a time when architecture was maturing from a craft to take its place beside law and medicine as an expertise-driven occupation. At best, it was a missed opportunity; at worst, it was a setback for women architects.




Chapter 9

The “Triumphant” Hotel Lafayette—and Beyond

To Mrs. Louise Bethune … undoubtedly belongs the foremost place among professional women of the city.

—“Women in Buffalo’s Professional and Business Life”

[image: Figure 9.1. Louise Bethune around the time she was designing the 1912 addition to the Hotel Lafayette. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.]
Figure 9.1. Louise Bethune around the time she was designing the 1912 addition to the Hotel Lafayette. Zina Bethune Archive on Louise Bethune, circa 1860–1962. Courtesy of the University Archives, University at Buffalo.

The Gilded Age of America is often characterized as a period when the country emerged from the shadow of Great Britain and became a global economic leader. It was a time of exponential expansion in industry, transportation, invention, population, and wealth, at least for some. It was also a period when America began to look for expressions of identity that reflected its history and its newly earned status as a global player. Architects, landscape architects, and artists formed two distinct movements as part of this search for a new American identity. One was an avant-garde approach, which drew from nature, native materials, poetry, and new technologies to develop an aesthetic unique to its place and time. This new movement was primarily based in Chicago and became known as the Chicago School. Its leaders included Louis Sullivan and Dankmar Adler. The second, a much more widely accepted movement, looked to Europe and the great societies of Western civilization for expressions that best represented America’s new position. This movement would become known as the American Renaissance.

The American Renaissance was marked by both a newly found deep interest in the young country’s history and also in foreign cultures.1 As stated by architectural historian Richard Guy Wilson, the term American Renaissance applies to the “identification of many Americans—painters; sculptors; architects; craftsmen; scholars; collectors; politicians; financiers, and industrialists—with the period of the European Renaissance and the feeling that the Renaissance spirit had been captured again in the United States.”2 The similarities are striking. The newly minted industrialists identified with the merchants of the Renaissance, and they sought to demonstrate their taste and sense of belonging through architectural design and art. They commissioned primary and secondary residences with extravagant budgets and sponsored cultural, educational, and institutional buildings.

Buffalo was deeply impacted by this movement. Its rich business and industrial leaders commissioned new mansions along Delaware Avenue—also known as Millionaire’s Row—and other affluent streets within Olmsted’s parkway system. They also made significant investments in new institutional and commercial buildings from local and nationally notable architects in a concerted effort to raise the standing of Buffalo as a sophisticated city, on par with New York, Boston, and Chicago.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, after the economic recovery from the 1893 Depression, Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs grew by realizing more prestigious projects with sophisticated designs, benefiting from the city’s growth in wealth and interest in modern design. Starting with their work at the Hotel Lafayette, their architectural vocabulary reflected the American Renaissance aesthetic. Louise Bethune’s interests outside of work also began to reflect the zeitgeist of the time. She joined the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), New England Historical Society, and the Buffalo Genealogical Society. However, this burst of productivity in her work would sadly be followed by a series of physical illnesses that would force Louise to leave the firm and the work she loved and spend her final two years convalescing and diminished.

Bethune’s Magnum Opus: The Hotel Lafayette

The opening of the Hotel Lafayette, on June 2, 1904, was a momentous occasion for the city of Buffalo; the New York Times celebrated the new building, describing it as “one of the most perfectly appointed and magnificent hotels in this country.”3 The building was initially conceived in 1899 as a luxury hotel to meet the anticipated demand from the 1901 Pan American Exposition that was to take place in the city, and to serve Buffalo’s rapidly expanding status as a center of commerce. However, the project faced numerous financial obstacles that jeopardized its completion. The grand opening, and its immediate success, inspired new business ventures for Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs and became their most important project.

Lafayette Square was (and remains) an important gathering place in Buffalo. It was part of Joseph Ellicott’s 1804 radial plan for the city. It was called Courthouse Park until 1825, when the Marquis de Lafayette visited Buffalo while touring the country and gave a speech at the site; it was then renamed in his honor. The square hosted events of local and national significance from the start. In 1848, the Free Soil Convention took place in the square and the adjacent French Church, which had been a community meeting space and place of worship for more than sixty years and would become the site of the Hotel Lafayette. Its members opposed the expansion of slavery in the western states, and many of the attendees would become members of President Lincoln’s cabinet and continue to fight slavery in the US.4 In 1879, the Ladies Union Monument Association raised funds to erect the Civil War Soldiers and Sailors Monument in Lafayette Square. In 1881, the Ninth Congress for the Advancement of Women was held in the Buffalo Library, facing the square. The square was the site for rallies in support of both world wars and is still the location of public rallies and concerts.

The site was also personally significant for Louise. Richard Waite’s architectural office was in the German Insurance Building, facing the square, and the Blanchard family lived in an apartment on 394 Main St., a half block from Lafayette Square from 1874 to 1879, when Louise was finishing high school and while she worked for Waite. And in 1888, she attended the national convention of the American Institute of Architects as a new member at the Central Library on Lafayette Square, where the AIA and WAA negotiated their merger.

Given the importance of the square and that particular site, the financial difficulties in bringing the Hotel Lafayette to fruition resulted in two years of anxiety, ridicule, and frustration for Buffalonians. In March 1899, a group of Buffalo businessmen gathered to determine the viability of erecting a hotel to compete with the well-established Iroquois Hotel, which was located at Main and Washington Streets. The upcoming 1901 Pan American Exposition presented the immediate need; however, there was a general belief that the growing city could support another luxury hotel. Local architect H. H. Little was retained to develop concept plans and elevations. In addition to the amenities expected in a luxury facility, there was a keen desire for the building to be “completely fireproof.” Buildings during this era, in particular hotels, were often destroyed by fire; erecting fireproof buildings was one of the primary concerns of architects of Louise’s generation. The initial budget was $800,000. The architect produced concept floor plans and renderings of the exterior in the Romanesque style for review.5 The original financial partners in the project were local, including Joseph A. Oaks and Charles A. Pooley. In October 1899, it was reported that the owners had selected new architects, Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs.6

However, on April 1, 1900, a new financial partnership was announced that included Oaks, Pooley, Walter Clapp, and Henry Wills; both Clapp and Wills were from Boston. The name Hotel Lafayette was unveiled, and Henry Ives Cobb was listed as the architect.7 Cobb was originally from Boston and was educated at MIT and Harvard, and then relocated to Chicago. Upon graduation, he worked for Peabody & Stearns in Boston for a short period. In 1881, he won the commission for the Union Club in Chicago and moved there. Among his notable Chicago projects were the Potter and Bertha Palmer Residence in 1882, the Wellington Hotel in 1890, the Newberry Library in 1893, and the Fisheries Building at the World Columbian Exposition in 1893. The choice of a nationally recognized architect demonstrates the partners’ ambitions for the building. The $925,000 Hotel Lafayette project was to be complete by April 1, 1901, in time for the opening of the Pan American Exposition.

At first, the project advanced quickly; the land was acquired and existing buildings, including the French Church, were demolished by June. Cobb released a rendering of the nine-story building, in a Venetian Renaissance Revival style, of light gray brick and terra cotta.8 By July 21, 1900, excavation was complete and the foundations were started. And then the project came to a halt. By the fall, rumors were circulating that the partners were having financial difficulties, and by late fall, the partnership had failed.

On June 7, 1901, J. A. Oaks announced he was assembling a new financial partnership to complete the project and address the “hole in the ground,” as the site was now known locally. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs were renamed as its architects. The Bethunes knew both Oaks and Pooley, the directors of the short-lived Jav-O Cereal Coffee Company, for whom they had designed a factory in 1898. They had also designed Oaks’s residence in 1899 at 281 Parkside Ave. (see chapters 3 and 6). Finally, the firm’s partners had some hotel-design experience, albeit limited; they had made the plans for the remodeling of Buffalo’s Agency Building to a hotel in November 1900.9 And, while it had occurred years earlier, both Robert and Louise worked on the Pierce Palace Hotel design while apprenticing for Richard Waite in 1876–1881.
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By August 7, 1901, the Monument Square Hotel Corporation was formed with Buffalo partners J. A. Oaks, C. J. Spaulding, and H. H. Persons. The partners announced that construction would begin on September 1 and be complete in one year.10 The cost for the project was estimated at $600,000, and the first-class hotel would be fireproof and have 250 rooms.11 But again, the project failed due to insufficient finances. On March 20, 1902, the corporation defaulted on its mortgage payments, and foreclosure proceedings were filed.12 It took wealthy Rochester businessman Walter B. Duffy to save the project. Although the property was scheduled to be auctioned on June 5th, Duffy paid off the mortgage and acquired the property that July.13 Duffy decided to continue the project as conceived by the Monument Square partners and use the designs of Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs and not start anew. While the design was not complete, the exterior materials of red brick and terra cotta had been selected, as had the size of the building and the budget of $700,000. Delays in obtaining the iron were expected to delay the onset of construction by more than eighteen months.14

“It’s a Beauty”

The New Hotel Lafayette: Pictures from the architects’ drawing showing the design of the building which is to occupy the site at the corner of Washington and Clinton streets in this city. It’s a beauty.

—“Buffalo’s Fine New Hotel”

With the Hotel Lafayette, Louise finally was given the opportunity to demonstrate her design abilities on a project that was worthy of national attention. It was her redemption for the missed opportunity from the Women’s Building. All subsequent interviews and profiles proudly described the Hotel Lafayette and Louise’s prominent role as its designer. It was her only architectural project that received national coverage in the press. When she died in 1913, her many obituaries stated that Louise “took special pride in the work of planning the Lafayette Hotel.”15

Both Louise and Robert were deeply involved with the Hotel Lafayette project. Robert acted as the spokesperson for the firm to the press and ran the business side of the project. He and J. A. Oaks made at least one trip to New York in late March 1902 to view similar hotels.16 Louise described her role in January 1909 as “superintending the alterations and additions to the Lafayette Hotel.”17 Taking the role of lead designer and construction supervisor was a bold step for a woman of this era.

There is no account from Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs regarding their choice of French Renaissance for the hotel’s exterior design. However, it was probably not selected because of either pressure from the community or suggestions made from Oaks, Spaulding, and the other business partners, because neither of the previous architects chose it. H. H. Little’s design was reported to be Romanesque, and Henry Ives Cobb’s design was a Venetian variation of Italian Renaissance Revival. Lafayette Square had an eclectic mix of buildings in revival styles, Second Empire and Romanesque, so any of the revival styles would have fit the bill. However, styles in the French tradition were more prominent on Lafayette Square than the others.
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Just as important, luxury hotels and mansions in Buffalo and New York were often designed in French styles. French Renaissance would have been considered complementary to Buffalo’s Iroquois Hotel. The Iroquois’s predecessor, the Richmond Hotel, had burned down in 1887 in a horrific fire that resulted in the deaths of fifteen employees and guests. It was renamed and rebuilt in 1890 by the Buffalo-based firm Eisenwein & Johnson in the Second Empire style.18 One of the Lafayette’s managers, George Sweeney, also ran New York’s Hotel Victoria. Richard Morris Hunt had designed it as a luxury apartment building, and it was converted to a hotel in 1879. The building was designed in the Second Empire style and was the size of an entire block on Twenty-Seventh Street, between Fifth Avenue and Broadway. The Bethunes worked closely with Sweeney and stayed at the Victoria on numerous occasions.

Additionally, from the 1870s through the 1890s, an increasing number of residential buildings were constructed in the French styles, including many of the townhouses built for Gilded Age millionaires, who chose Second Empire, French Renaissance, and Beaux-Arts Classicism for their buildings. Richard Morris Hunt; McKim, Mead & White; John Kellum; and Carrere & Hastings were busily incorporating the modern French vocabulary for the New York townhouses of the Vanderbilt, Astor, Stewart, Slone, and Tiffany families, to name a few.19 Employing the French style in the hands of skilled architects was de rigueur.20 By the early twentieth century, a series of luxury hotels began to pop up in New York, and because the French styles were the well-established architectural vocabulary for New York’s elite, they became the prominent style for these hotels. One example is the Hotel Broztell, at 7 East Twenty-Seventh St., which was designed by architect/engineer/author William Birkmire and opened in 1905. Although very different in scale and proportion, the choices in material and detail at the Broztell bear a strong resemblance to the Hotel Lafayette.

A pamphlet for the Hotel Lafayette was published shortly after it opened. It described the exterior “of dark red vitreous brick and trimmings of semi-glazed white terra cotta” and the “marquise carriage porch and window balconies” of wrought iron.21 The exterior façade at the first floor was composed entirely of terra cotta. The arched openings over the storefront windows and doors had a Romanesque aesthetic that was common in the Italianate and French Renaissance styles. The beveled corner of the building that faced the intersection of Washington and Clinton Streets was the focus of the building, serving as the main entrance. The choice suites were located on the upper floors. The most important of these suites was located on the second floor and was accentuated by a wrought-iron terrace, overlooking Lafayette Square. The second-floor windows were capped with pediment details. Windows running along the perimeter, upper floor, and second floor were detailed with terra cotta quoining. The frieze detailing the roofline provided the greatest ornamentation, with terra cotta corbels and classical egg-and-dart sculpture. Three lion’s heads, a common detail in French Renaissance buildings, kept watch over the main entry. The windows in the field of the building elevation were relatively unadorned, with only a keystone embellishing the header.

The interior made quite a stir. Described as the “Waldorf Astoria of Buffalo” when it opened, the decor was praised, noting there was “nothing like it between New York and Chicago.”22 The prominent design firm of Duryea & Potter, from New York, is credited with the decorations in the public space.23 The lobby was finished in Numidian marble and mahogany. The white marble tile floor and the abundance of windows on Washington and Clinton Streets would have brightened an otherwise darker, yet rich, palette. The coffered ceiling was the most decorative aspect of the lobby. As reported during the opening, the “entire ceiling is treated in harmonizing shades of gold. The decorative frieze above the wainscoting is carried out on gold-leaf tapestry. A bronze piacque effect is produced between each panel, giving the profile of General Lafayette and his associated officers.”24

The Corinthian capitals of the marble columns met the wood-beamed ceiling with plaster cartouche ornamentations. The initials “LH,” which were carved in the plaster and brass light fixtures were a delicate touch that was carried throughout many of the rooms on the first floor. The ladies reception room sat adjacent to the lobby and had the same finishes. Great attention was paid to detail in the other public rooms on the first floor, although the marble was replaced with scagliola, a form of plasterwork mixed with dyes and glues to imitate marble or granite. Scagliola was a cost-effective method of maintaining the rich aesthetic in the public spaces of the hotel. Today, much of this portion of the hotel no longer exists because it was replaced by an Art Moderne design during the renovations of the 1940s.

The outer restaurant was “an artistic blending of brown and green, relieved by decorations in gold.”25 Facing Washington Street, the room was distinctive for its liberal use of English oak in the wainscoting, pilasters, and coffered ceiling. The plaster ornamentation—the egg and dart and palmette in the pilaster capital, and the cartouche in the beams—were relatively understated when compared to the other rooms. The lightly colored vaulted ceiling of the grill room added to the sense of intimacy of the space and brightened it as well. This offset the dark mood set by the Flemish oak wainscoting and pilasters, and dark red floor tile. As reported at the opening, in this room, the “decorations are on genuine leather, representing different studies of Falstaff … the drapings are of leather, and the windows have obscure leaded glass.”26 Although similar architectural finish materials were used in the outer restaurant and the grill room, the effect was different in each, with the outer restaurant exuding a more formal atmosphere and the grill room being much less so.

The hotel boasted state-of-the-art amenities of the day: telephones and running water throughout; bathrooms in many of the private rooms; and, as every advertisement stated, it was “COMPLETELY FIREPROOF.”27 The success of the hotel led to the need for an addition. By 1909, plans began for the hotel’s expansion by the firm, which was completed in 1912. Louise supervised this project and replicated many of the finishes of the original building.

Several spaces were removed as part of the 1912 expansion. The first was the grand staircase, which led the to the Ladies Parlor, the Banquet Room, and the private suites on the second floor. Flanked by four Numidian marble Corinthian columns in the main lobby, it was called an “architectural triumph,” which must have been very satisfying for the architects.28 The main corridor terminated at the Tea Room, which was located just behind the grand staircase. This space was less a room and more a well-appointed alcove, just off the kitchen. The oval plaster ceiling articulation and two-bay niche with backlit stained glass skylight were the primary architectural features. Finally, the Writing Room was located adjacent to the Grill Room, and was surrounded by wainscoting and pilasters decorated with scagliola.

While they were finalizing plans for the Lafayette addition, on October 12, 1910, Louise was asked to accompany George Sweeney, his wife, and business partner, Harry Yates, to inspect two hotels in Chicago, the Blackstone and the La Salle, which had both recently opened. Louise took several guided tours of the facilities with the hotel superintendents, taking copious notes and offering technical advice along the way. Louise’s comments on the buildings were based on design and technical matters, demonstrating her interest and expertise in both areas.29

The Lafayette addition doubled the size of the hotel. It also relocated the front entrance from the intersection entry to the Clinton Street side of the building. Among the most noteworthy spaces in the new addition were the Orchard Restaurant, the Auto Club of Buffalo, and Peacock Alley.
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The promoters described the Orchard Restaurant as “dainty.”30 The white and gold ornamental room with crystal light fixtures was designed to be used primarily for ladies’ dining. (Today it is known as the Crystal Room.) As opposed to the Orchard Restaurant, the Auto Club Room was polychromatic; it was designed to house the Auto Club’s business office. Peacock Alley was designed to be a multifunction space. Envisioned as a place for receptions, dining, displaying art, and for use as a corridor, and—most importantly—promenade, this space was in some respects the lifeblood of the hotel from which all emanated.31

In the wide corridor, the main features were the Corinthian pilasters, copied from the 1904 building, scagliola finished walls, and a spectacular 7-foot-high-by-116-foot-long painting from 1885 by American painter Abbott Fuller Graves, named Périgny sur Yerres, a town in Southern France.32 The integration of art and architecture was a dominant theme during the American Renaissance, in particular showcasing American history in painting and sculpture. Graves began his formal training as a painter in Boston and then continued in Paris and Italy. Many of his paintings were lush floral landscapes, often including female figures. The allegorical depiction of young women was common in the American Renaissance. The young, naïve, and beautiful female figure was often used to represent the American values of virtue and liberty.

The integration of artwork was even more evident in the new Lafayette Room, which was the former Grill Room. This time, the room became the primary dining facility for the hotel and was redecorated with an overtly patriotic tone. As described when it opened:


The decorative scheme of this essentially English room commemorates America’s emancipation from British rule. The massive carved oak fireplace from Knole House, Sevenoaks, the ancient seat of the Archbishops of Canterbury, has its large center panel occupied by a fine painting of the coat-of-arms of the Marquis de La Fayette. This biazon was obtained by owners in Paris and is thought to be the only authentic copy in this country. The lofty frieze, which occupies the elliptical lunettes between the groins, commemorates other Revolutionary patriots who were the young Lafayette’s instructors in the principles of liberty, equality and fraternity and the devastating terrors of war. The frieze panel next [to] the large fireplace has as chief motif the coat-of-arms of General Washington, whose stars and stripes suggested the national flag of the United States. Other patriots of Revolutionary days whose ancestral arms occupy prominent place in the decorations are Franklin, Jefferson, Otis, Hancock and Schuyler … a veritable Hall of American Armory.33
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Given Bethune’s patriotic inclinations, this would have immensely satisfied her. The Hotel Lafayette was successful for decades and underwent several additions. Will Fuchs designed a ballroom addition in 1916–1917 (following the deaths of Louise and Robert); Eisenwein & Johnson designed the south addition in 1924–1926; the Lobby and the Crystal Ballroom were renovated in the Art Moderne style in 1942 and 1946, respectively. In 1962, the Yates family sold the property. It changed ownership again in 1978 and was operated as a rooming house until 2010, a neglected and diminished reminder of Buffalo’s once proud place of prestige in the country. However, the building’s fate was about to change. In 2010, the Hotel Lafayette was listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the only building by Louise Bethune to receive this distinction. In 2012, Buffalo developer Rocco Termini invested $35 million with the use of historic tax credits and the careful direction of Jon Morris from Carmina Wood Morris Architects to fully restore the building. Today, Louise’s opus can be experienced as she had intended, and Lafayette Square is once again the busy center of a city emerging with its own renaissance.
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Aftermath

The Lafayette Hotel project was the most prestigious of Bethune’s career. It was the only nationally recognized building in the firm’s portfolio. The ambitious client provided a budget to ensure a quality in details and finishes that Louise rarely enjoyed. The success of this project brought other clients with noteworthy commercial commissions; many of these commercial projects were designed in the French Renaissance style, in keeping with the Hotel Lafayette.

Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs were listed as the architect for the new Hotel London in London, Ontario, in 1906. It was reported that Buffalo-based entrepreneurs were financing the seven-story hotel. The design of the $100,000 structure was based on the Hotel Spalding (later Hotel Woodstock) in New York, which is a blonde brick and terra cotta French Renaissance building. It appears this building was never realized. Other commercial buildings in Buffalo, however, were. Louise designed three of them: the Wilson Building, Bricka & Enos Department Store, and Denton, Cottier & Daniels Music Store. The factory work continued, and they also designed department stores; the firm drew practical lessons from their experience in factory and hotel design in these designs during the final stage of Louise’s productive career.

The first decade of the twentieth century saw the development of the factory from a masonry, dark, and monolithic structure to an open, light-filled one with a regular floor plan that allowed for flexibility in use. Advances in reinforced concrete made this innovation possible. These industrial buildings would profoundly influence European architects in the 1920s, who would usher in a monumental shift in architectural sensibilities known as the International style specifically and the modern movement in general. American architect Albert Kahn is widely credited with the initial design of the daylight factory. The building type was engineering-driven, meant for the purely practical reasons of maximizing space and daylight for workforce productivity. Kahn’s 1903 Building No. 10 for the Packard Motor Company in Detroit was very influential in establishing this new style. The reinforced concrete frame supported and distributed the loads, allowing for generous column bays and, therefore, vast expanses of open spaces. Because the perimeter building skin was also non-load-bearing, exterior elevations could be composed of expansive windows, virtually flooding the floor with natural light.
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Just a year after Kahn’s Packard building, Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs designed the Iroquois Door Company on Exchange Street in the heart of Buffalo’s industrial district. In A Concrete Atlantis, architectural historian Reyner Banham described the building as a “model of puritanically stern, rectangular discipline, achieved by using concealed metal angles for the spans and plain stone sills under the windows.”34 The building was designed to be as practical and efficient as possible, with absolutely no ornamentation or definition of the brick façade to reflect the column grid. Windows span the structural bays. Surrounded by similarly unadorned factories and warehouses, the building’s severe and simplistic façade was designed completely in context to its industrial environment and purpose. The three-story building was so successful that it was expanded with a new story in the 1920s. The simple structure and façade would influence the firm’s commercial work for the remainder of the decade.

Its neighbors were the Larkin Soap Company’s factory buildings. Frank Lloyd Wright’s Larkin Administration Building also opened in 1904. The revolutionary design of that building provided a new way of thinking about the workplace. The new space celebrated the worker, with natural light, large expanses of workspace for the Larkin clerks, and inspirational quotations on the walls on the virtue of work. It was also a very muscular building, entirely at home in its industrial context.

The Bethune firm created similarly functional buildings for other clients. The $20,000 blonde brick warehouse for Jacob Dold demonstrates an aesthetic that combines the utilitarian needs of the warehouse in concert with the urban needs of a mercantile zone of the city.

The relatively modest 1906 Wilson Building was a mixed-use structure, with elements from the Hotel Lafayette that can be found in its French Renaissance design. The construction of the Wilson Building was announced in mid-1905, and the building opened at the end of the year. It is an example of the changing fabric of Buffalo’s architecture before World War I. The two-story commercial and office building was built in brick and terra cotta and was designed to house five stores, and offices on the second floor. The Main Street symmetrical façade was broken into five bays, with a continuous frieze and parapet detail over the center and end bays. The frieze, similarly, provided the greatest ornamentation, with terra cotta corbels. The lion’s heads reappeared, four sculptures this time, watching over Main Street. The second-floor windows were articulated with terra cotta quoining. The center bay was articulated with a door and pediment and Doric columns on the second floor.

[image: Figure 9.12. Elevation of the Jacob Dold Warehouse. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs Architects, 1904. Courtesy of the Author.]
Figure 9.12. Elevation of the Jacob Dold Warehouse. Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs Architects, 1904. Courtesy of the Author.
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After the building opened, it was used to hold a series of exhibits, fundraising sales, and festivals. One example of this was the exhibit of New England relics by the National Society of New England Women, in which Louise served as a member and treasurer. She may very well have planned the exhibit. Another event was an Easter sale in support of the Western New York branch of the International Sunshine Society.
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The Daniels Building (1908) was monumental in scale and is noteworthy for how it integrated the new construction technology developed for factory design in a commercial building. The music store Denton, Cottier & Daniels was established in 1827, and its founder, James D. Shepard, is credited with bringing the first piano to Buffalo.35 It was considered the oldest music store in America and the largest between Chicago and New York.36 In addition to simply selling musical instruments—in particular pianos—to Buffalo families, the company also promoted cultural entertainment in the city, selling tickets to local concerts and providing practice space in the store for those learning an instrument. Professional musicians touring through the area were often found practicing there on the day of their performance.
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The Daniels Building opened in 1908 at the corner of Court and Pearl Streets, and was described in the press: “The building is not only a testimonial to the material growth and progress of Buffalo but also an adornment architecturally to the city and a monument to the love of music among the people of this city.”37

The site was deliberate and fortuitous. By not having a Main Street address, the company was “breaking away from the idea of a one-street town and to step forth as a leader in a greater Buffalo, whose activities and prosperity are not dependent upon a single thoroughfare.”38 The company saw itself as a leader in the community and a pioneer of its development. The corner lot location provided Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs with the opportunity to impact two street façades significantly. The five-story yellow Kittanning brick-and-cream terra cotta building was in a very restrained French Renaissance style. However, the detail was considerably more streamlined than previous buildings. And the large proportion of glass in the twenty-one-foot bay storefront was reminiscent of the façade of the Iroquois Door Company warehouse from 1904. The amount of glass was noted at the time in the local press: “The Daniels Building … has proportionately more glass space and window light than any other building in Buffalo, and is equaled by few if any in this respect in the country.”39

Certainly, the building glazing is similar to the work of Chicago School architects such as Louis Sullivan and John Root from the 1890s. But the lack of ornamentation, aside from the corbels in the frieze, the terra cotta keystones topping the fifth-story arched windows, and the capital of the pilasters, was remarkable and hints at the modern movement that was to come following the Great War. The first floor held the sheet music department, administrative offices (with skylight), and special ticket office to purchase tickets to musical events throughout the city. The second through fourth floors were showrooms for both upright and grand pianos, with an entire floor devoted to Steinway pianos; the fifth floor held a workshop for tuners, polishers, and the storeroom. Programmatically, the building shares much in common with the Iroquois warehouse. The music store was, after all, a sales and storage facility for large and heavy musical instruments. And the need of the customers for natural light when purchasing pianos and sheet music or playing the instruments in the store was very similar to factory workers requiring natural light to enhance their productivity. It was quite natural for the architects to draw from their industrial design experience for this project.

In addition to the proportion of glass for this mercantile use, the building also was designed with a steel-frame construction and monolithic concrete floor slabs. Indeed, the Daniels Building was the first steel mercantile building in Buffalo, with the steel coming from the local Lackawanna Steel Company, a major supplier. The need for a fireproof facility was still a concern and necessity in 1908. For insurance, the stairways were constructed of iron and slate. When it opened, it was considered a symbol of an important company and for the city in which it was founded, “the new store marks an advance over all that has gone before. It typifies the new city, the Greater Buffalo, and the Daniels Building stands as a symbol of the energy, the sagacity, the success of the firm which has been a part of Buffalo for well nigh a century.”40

Many of the design elements of the Daniels Building were also used in the Bricka & Enos Department Store Building that opened one year later. Bricka & Enos was a Buffalo-based furniture store. Founded in the 1880s, they built a following by offering store credit for furniture sets.41 By 1908 they were a multistore institution ready to expand again. They relocated to a new commercial building designed by Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs for the John Greiner Estate, at 621–623 Main. The four-story, midblock structure was designed in the French Renaissance style. The materials were yellow brick with terra cotta details. Because the building was intended to be a four-story department store, the windows encompass most of the façade and remain the same scale throughout. Many of the details from the Wilson Building and, therefore, the Hotel Lafayette are utilized here. The building is capped by a terra cotta parapet detail and the frieze at the roofline is defined by corbel ornamentation. The arched windows on the fourth floor have a keystone detail and are joined with the third-floor windows by exterior trim. Like the Hotel Lafayette, the second-floor windows are the most richly detailed, with terra cotta quoining and capped by a cartouche. The first floor was quite modern, with no ornamentation at all, simply a glass storefront.

Standing adjacent to the very ornate Neo-Classical Market Arcade Building, the Bricka & Enos Building looks modern and unadorned. Buffalo architects Green & Wicks designed the indoor shopping arcade in 1892. Today, the two buildings are connected, sharing an address and internal connecting elevator, with the former Bricka & Enos Building now holding a restaurant on the first floor and offices, including an architectural firm, on the second through fourth floors. The Bricka & Enos Department Store was the last building credited to Louise, aside from the 1912 addition to the Hotel Lafayette.
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Personal Pursuits and Life After Architecture

In 1897, Louise contacted Williams H. Manning, a distant Blanchard relative living in West Somerville, Massachusetts, regarding her family history. She noted, “I am a business woman with very little time or money to spend on genealogy but my interest is great.”42 In January of that year, the Buffalo Women’s Wheel and Athletic Club had disbanded, and by November, Louise was pursuing genealogy as her primary pastime activity. She was not alone in this fascination. Starting with the centennial of the American Revolution in 1876, Americans became interested in their ancestry and the history of the country.43 Genealogy clubs and historical societies started cropping up in communities throughout the country. The Buffalo Genealogical Society was founded in 1899; Louise was an early member and served as its registrar in 1903–1904 and president in 1907–1908. During this decade, Bethune conducted extensive research on the Blanchard, Williams, and Bethune families.44

In concert with her genealogical research, Louise successfully applied for membership to the Daughters of the American Revolution in 1904 through Ebenezer Williams, her maternal great-grandfather. This led to her involvement with the Society of New England, for which she served as treasurer. It was at this time that Bethune discontinued her activities with the professional architecture associations. She ended her AIA membership in 1904, which has led to the erroneous but widespread belief that she also retired in 1904. On the contrary, this decade was her most prolific professionally. However, she had scaled back her AIA national activities after the merger of the WAA and AIA, and the Woman’s Building competition, which occurred within two years of each other. Regionally, the passage of the New York State Architect’s Licensing Bill in 1906 was the culmination of what she had hoped to achieve through her AIA and WAA memberships. Because she was now interested in her researching her family’s history, she decided to focus any energies and time outside of the office on these pursuits.

Louise’s genealogical correspondence is filled with anecdotes from a successful woman who was fitting a personal passion in the schedule of a more-than-full-time occupation and the running of a busy firm.45 Many letters opened with apologies for tardy replies due to her job responsibilities. The last of these was written on July 14, 1910, to Alexander Mackenzie in Toronto, in which she noted, “This is our very busiest season always and this year we are especially rushed.”46 She was working on the addition to the Hotel Lafayette at that time. However, the following month, Robert wrote Mackenzie: “Mrs. Bethune has been ill for several months and is now just beginning to recover although she is still confined to her bed with a trained nurse.”47

Sometime between 1911 and 1913, Louise wrote the essay “It Is to Laugh” for family and close friends, describing the period when she was convalescing. Many of the stories are peculiar and the structure of the essay is rambling, demonstrating an incoherence that can be attributed to her illness. However, there are also interesting anecdotes that describe the stress Louise was under just before she became sick. She was managing the practice, serving as the design and technical lead on the Hotel Lafayette addition, and overseeing her rental property, performing the maintenance duties herself.48 According to her essay, Louise had just recovered from five months of bronchitis when, in January 1910, she suffered a fall outside of her home and broke her coccyx, the lowest bone of the spine. It took five months to heal, and she attributed her subsequent illnesses to this episode.49 She was well enough—or forced herself to be well enough—to travel to Chicago with George Sweeney and Harry Yates on a business trip in October 1910, as discussed earlier in this chapter. However, after her return home she became sick again with a bladder infection, which required bed rest. Then while she was recovering from the Chicago trip she received yet another call from Sweeney, who had come to Buffalo from New York to consult with her and Yates on the design of the Hotel Lafayette expansion. Although she was barely able to sit in bed, she willed herself up, put on a red wrap dress and fur coat, and took a painful taxi ride to her office for the meeting; she was taken home by an employee afterward. This project meeting led to yet another recovery period in bed.50

Louise’s condition took a turn for the worse in August 1911, when she wrote a colleague that she was recovering from a protracted illness. All subsequent correspondence referenced her illness, and what had been frequent episodes of ill health now became permanent convalescence. By April 1912, she noted that she had been seriously ill for over a year. At that time, she could sit up for two or three hours at a time but had to walk around the house on crutches.51 Lifting heavy books was nearly impossible, yet she expressed confidence that she would recover and resume her studies, at least.52 Yet in a letter dated March 2, 1912, Louise wrote a somber note, “Have been a hard working professional woman for thirty-five years but think I shall only putter from now on.”53

During this period of convalescence, Louise was very diminished but still had the ability and empathy to help others in need. In a letter to her friend, Miss Woodcock, who was about to be institutionalized for a nervous condition, she shared her own experience with depression: “I know well what it is to have a heart that feels like a stone bruise.” She encouraged her friend to sleep outside if she could while at the institution, as Louise did often during the summer.54 Shortly thereafter, in a letter to her uncle, Charles Williams, about a family member’s upcoming nuptials she wrote, “My prolonged illness has cost me so much that gifts are about out of the question with me.”55

On January 24, 1913, Bethune responded to a letter stating that she “was in the hospital, literally on my back, and with iritis [inflammation that affects the colored ring around your eye’s pupil] and conjectavitis [sic] in addition to various other afflictions brought on by years of overwork.”56 Disturbingly, she also stated, “I have had a long illness but for some time have sat up a few hours a day and have several times thought I would take up my genealogical correspondence again, but found myself too weak to handle my letter files, [to] verify references.”57

Louise’s genealogy correspondence stopped with the January 1913 letter, so there is no record of her activity or correspondence during her last year. Luckily, on November 9, 1913, the Buffalo Sunday Morning News published an article titled “Women in Buffalo’s Professional and Business Life.” Its date of publication is particularly poignant because it occurred just one month before Louise died. Louise was described as the most prominent woman in business, despite her diminished condition, and the fact that she had been sick for two years and had not worked professionally in that time. However, that was not the only professional acknowledgment that Bethune received during the decade, because both she and Robert were also included in The National Cyclopedia of American Biography in 1904 and Who’s Who in New York in 1909. Interestingly, Louise was also included in the 1904 anthology Women in the Fine Arts, from the Seventh Century B.C. to the Twentieth Century A.D., but did not respond to the author’s request to contribute additional information to the book. This may have been because of work demands or a lack of interest in participating in a professional (she had resigned from the AIA at this time) or gender-specific publication.58

Robert and Charles nursed Louise while she was ill, so her death, on December 18, 1913, of kidney disease, was probably expected. This sad event made local news and it was picked up by the national press and, of course, architectural newsletters. Her passing inspired these publications to take stock of the advancement of women in architecture since the groundbreaking opening of her office in 1881. Sadly, these advances were not as significant as many had hoped, herself included. Noting that Louise had achieved a position that few other women equaled as architects, the Western Architect noted, “It is therefore, not because of a lack of example that the woman architect has not become a feature in architectural practice.”59

Louise had filed her will on January 4, 1908, listing three beneficiaries: her mother, Emma Blanchard; Robert; and Charles. To her mother, Louise bequeathed most of her estate, probably to ensure that her mother would be financially secure should Louise die first. Emma inherited Louise’s personal property in Mattapoisett, Massachusetts; her rental property at 331 Tonawanda Street, Buffalo; as well as clothing, jewelry, and her savings outside of money connected to the firm. Robert inherited Louise’s financial interest in the firm, her architectural library, and papers. Robert and Charles jointly inherited the family residence at 904 Tonawanda Street. At the time the will was written, both Robert and Will Fuchs were still in debt to Louise for their shares of the firm, which shows that she was the primary property holder in the family and the major financial partner of the firm.60

Following Louise’s death, Robert and Will continued to run the firm. One of their projects was the Frontier Theater, in 1913, which was located on Rhode Island and West Streets in Buffalo. But Robert did not survive Louise for long; he died after a five-week illness resulting in a failed gallbladder surgery on July 17, 1915.61 Both Louise and Robert were cremated and laid in the same burial plot at Buffalo’s Forest Lawn Cemetery. When they were buried, only Robert’s name was listed on the headstone. This might have been a family tradition because Emma and Dalson Blanchard, buried alongside Robert and Louise, also shared one headstone, with only Dalson listed. Or Charles may have had private reasons for not listing the names of his mother and grandmother on their headstones.62

While the prolific E. B. Green practiced from 1881 until 1945, it was during the 1920s that Buffalo saw a new generation of architects rise to prominence. Over time, Louise’s name would slip into obscurity, as the firm’s buildings were slowly but steadily demolished throughout much of the twentieth century and the city marched toward modernity. The Hotel Lafayette was one of just thirty or so Bethune buildings to survive the wrecking ball. Until the 1950s, it was a successful hotel, known for its elegance and prime location. Sadly, the building’s reputation declined in the 1960s, and by the turn of the twentieth century the hotel was rundown in appearance. In many ways the hotel’s arc mirrored that of Buffalo, having been built during the city’s golden era and then suffered a fifty-year decline from the 1960s to 2010. The restoration of the Lafayette Hotel in 2012, 108 years after it first opened, coincided with the third wave of interest in Bethune’s work and legacy—the first occurring during her lifetime, the second in the 1970s–1980s, and the third beginning in 2001. This building, of which she was most proud, provides another vehicle to tell Louise Bethune’s story to a new audience eager to learn more about the first professional woman architect.
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Conclusion
 The Forgotten Woman Architect—Rediscovered

In this book, I’ve explored Louise Bethune’s life and work, and her relationship to the key architectural and social movements that shaped her. I examined her key role in the architectural firm that she founded, going well beyond simply designing buildings to supervising budgets and onsite work—a highly unusual role for women of the day. Further, I dug into her personal and professional lives to question the perceived wisdom that she stood in opposition to the more progressive women who were agitating for social change. Rather than proselytizing in the public square, Louise let her work and deeds speak for her support of women’s right to work outside the home and to be equitably recompensed for their efforts. In her architecture, family life, and public and private behavior she spoke to a new generation of professional women, opening the doors not only to the practice of architecture but to their broader engagement with the world beyond domestic life.

Bethune’s Architectural Legacy

As with other architects, Louise’s firm’s remaining buildings are the best representation of her legacy. Today, approximately 30 Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs buildings remain standing out of their 180 known structures. Many of these existing buildings are private residences primarily located in Buffalo’s fashionable Elmwood Village neighborhood. You can traverse the streets adjacent to Frederick Law Olmsted’s Emerald Necklace and see the firm’s houses commissioned by Thorn, Reiman, Noye, Comstock, Warren, and Davidson, to name a few. The most noteworthy residence still standing is the Spencer Kellogg House on Summer Street, which is now a multifamily dwelling.

Additionally, two Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs factories—the Iroquois Door Company Building and the Sabins storage facility on Sycamore Street—and several commercial structures are still standing. Of these, the Jacob Dold Warehouse on Swan Street was restored in 2014 for mixed commercial and residential use; the R. K. Smither Building on Niagara Street is also being restored for similar occupancy. For years, the original Jehle’s Grocery Building on Ashland Street has been the home of a thriving neighborhood restaurant, acclaimed for its physical charm and contribution to street life in Elmwood Village. And, in 1996, the Bricka & Enos Building, along with its neighbor, Buffalo’s famous Market Arcade, were restored, with the individual buildings united into one complex.

The Hotel Lafayette is by far the most significant Bethune structure. Its restoration in 2012 by developer Rocco Termini and Carmina Wood Morris Architects was enormously important for Buffalo. The first building in New York State to be saved through state and federal historic tax credits, its restoration coincided with the most substantial economic expansion the Queen City of the Lakes had witnessed in decades. Embracing Buffalo’s extraordinary architectural legacy through the restoration of its historic buildings is part of the economic equation. Celebrating that rich past is now viewed as a crucial ingredient in advancing the city. Bethune’s restored opus has come to embody the Lady Architect’s finest work during the Queen City’s finest years and symbolizes what is to come.

Most of the rest of Louise’s work was destroyed during the 1950s–1970s, when Buffalo, like many cities in North America, entered a period of physical expansion. Rather than restore or preserve many older buildings, it was common to destroy and replace them with more contemporary designs. Louise’s Lockport Union High School, her firm’s most complex educational structure, suffered the fate of the wrecking ball in 1956. Her Elmwood Music Hall, the former Seventy-Fourth Regiment Armory, was demolished in 1938, even though, as the Buffalo News noted, for the first three decades of the twentieth century “the place always had something going on, whether it was Boy Scouts, suffragettes, prohibitionists, or speeches from a long line of presidential candidates and New York governors—including both Presidents Roosevelt.”1

The Horatio G. Brooks Mansion in Dunkirk, the Buffalo Livestock Exchange, and the Denton, Cottier & Daniels Music Store were also torn down during the sixties and seventies. The Buffalo Weaving & Belting Factory did escape demolition and was still in use at the turn of the twenty-first century. However, it succumbed to a fire in 2002.

Bethune’s Personal Legacy

Following the deaths of Louise and Robert in 1913 and 1915, respectively, their son Charles served in World War I. He married Wilhelmina Dubke (1886–1967) in 1916. They had one child, in 1919, Charles William Bethune Jr., whom they called William (Billy). Charles had a very successful medical career in Buffalo, serving as the head of urology at Sisters Hospital for thirty-five years and then becoming an examining physician for child labor with the County Health Department. Like his parents before him, he was very active in his professional associations, heading the Board of Censors of the Erie County Medical Society for over thirty years. He was also very active on many local and state medical societies.
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Figure C.2. Zina Bethune, Louise and Robert’s great-granddaughter (1945–2012). Photo courtesy of Sean Feeley.

Their son, William, grew up to become a sculptor and painter. He married actor Ivy Vigder in 1940, and they lived in New York City. They had one child, Zina, in 1945. William died in 1950 at the young age of thirty-one, when Zina was a child of five years and before he had a chance to pursue his art fully. His father died shortly after that, in 1952.

Zina Bethune, like her great-grandmother, was a trailblazer who overcame adversity and followed her passions to chart her course. After the deaths of her father and grandfather, she was raised by her mother in New York City and had strong and loving support from her grandmother, Wilhelmina Bethune. Zina referred to her grandmother as her emotional anchor, and she spent vacations in Buffalo as often as possible. It was from her grandmother that she learned of Louise’s career and legacy.2

As a child, Zina studied ballet with George Balanchine and the New York City Ballet. She pursued a career in theater and dance, despite battling scoliosis, lymphedema, and hip dysplasia throughout her life. At the age of twenty-four, she formed Zina Bethune and Company in New York City. In 1980, she founded a multimedia performance company, Theater Bethune, in Los Angeles. Zina also was passionate about children’s education in the arts and founded Infinite Dreams, a nonprofit company that tutored eight thousand children with disabilities through dance. In 2006, she was bestowed the first USA Today Hollywood Hero Award for her work with mentally and physically disabled children. Like her great-grandmother, Zina overcame personal and physical hardship and, through perseverance and hard work, forged her path and career until her untimely death in 2012.

Women in Architecture: A Continuing Struggle

Louise Bethune’s life spanned an era that saw seismic shifts in most aspects of American society. In her fifty-six years, she witnessed the inventions of the telephone, the automobile, the airplane, and the harnessing of electricity to light her city and power its factories. In her childhood, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, and throughout her youth and adult life, the country slowly yet systematically settled western America. Although it was more common for men than women, Bethune was part of a movement of inventors and entrepreneurs who saw new opportunities in emerging fields, and she seized opportunities to make her way and chart her course. Although women still did not have the vote, the long fight for suffrage would be won within a decade of her death.

The architectural profession also changed dramatically during Bethune’s lifetime. Thirteen architects in New York City founded the AIA the year after she was born. By the time of her death, the AIA boasted 1,040 members, two of whom were women: Lois Lilley Howe and Henrietta C. Dozier.3 By Bethune’s death in 1913, there were twenty-four schools of architecture and licensing laws in many states, including her own.

However, the advancement of women in the profession took much longer to achieve. Within a few years of Louise’s resignation from the AIA (in 1904), male architects were still debating whether women should be members. In 1907, Ida Annah Ryan’s application for admission was questioned by some, who did not know there were already women members, three at that time, and did not believe women should be admitted.4

However, despite this obstacle, women would follow Bethune into architecture and make impressive contributions to the built environment. Julia Morgan (1872–1957) was the first woman admitted to the famed École des Beaux-Arts in 1898 and practiced in Oakland, California. During her remarkable forty-seven-year career, she designed close to seven hundred buildings.5 For forty-six years, Mary Colter (1869–1958) worked as the primary architect and designer for the Fred Harvey Company, one of the most successful hospitality companies in the southwest at the time, in particular serving the National Parks. She designed twenty-one buildings for the company, in the Grand Canyon and along the major routes of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railway. Her designs combined an arts and crafts philosophy with Native American aesthetic and building technique to create an architectural vocabulary that was authentic and true to its place.6 And Ethel Bailey Furman (1893–1976) is widely considered to be the first female architect in Virginia and the first Black woman architect in the United States, with a legacy of over two hundred buildings in the Richmond area.7

Each decade of the twentieth century saw women architects in the United States making significant contributions to the built environment, in their firms or as members of larger studios. However, as Louise had predicted, the number of women architects never rose in equal numbers comparable to other professions, such as medicine or law. Despina Stratigakos noted in Where Are the Women Architects? that the United States occupational census reported 379 women architects in 1939, 300 in 1949, 260 in 1960, and 400 in 1975.8 One hundred and one years after Louise began her career as an intern for Richard Waite, the sluggish growth of women in the profession led New York Times architectural critic Ada Louise Huxtable to complain in 1977: “[The woman architect] has been excluded from the male clubbiness so characteristic of the profession, and once in a firm, is limited in her contacts with clients and site supervision. She has never been admitted to the architect ‘star system.’ … Architecture is apparently going to be the last ‘liberated’ profession—behind medicine and law.”9

Huxtable was not alone in her frustration. The women’s liberation movement of the 1960s eventually impacted the architectural profession in the mid-1970s, almost a decade after Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act passed. Growth in the number of women entering the architectural profession began. And, along with that, came an interest in the history of women architects and dissatisfaction with their treatment by male peers. Activism during this era was manifested in two ways: critical writing of practitioners, such as Ellen Perry Berkeley’s “Women in Architecture” article, which ran in architectural publications, and women in architecture groups. Groups such as the Organization of Women Architects (OWA) in the Bay Area, the Chicago Women in Architecture, and the Alliance of Women in Architecture in New York City offered support for women to get licensed through educational seminars, and they organized exhibits on women architects and offered career counseling workshops.
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Figure C.3. Adriana Barbasch, AIA (1929–2018) at an exhibit on women in architecture in New York City in 1974. Courtesy of the author.

It was because of this activism that the AIA was forced to confront the inequity its women members claimed. In 1970 just 1 percent of AIA members were women.10 As Gabrielle Esperdy notes, the organization was confronted in 1973 for being “an exclusive gentleman’s club” at its national convention. AIA New York, AIA New Jersey, and the Boston Society of Architects jointly introduced the “Status of Women in the Architectural Profession” resolution: “In society at large we are in the midst of a struggle for women’s rights brought into sharp focus by the current feminist movement. A.I.A. and the architectural profession have not responded to this climate change.”11 This led to the AIA’s formation of the “Women and Minorities” Subcommittee, which studied the topic and released an “Affirmative Action Plan” in 1975. The report listed grievances of women that included sexual harassment, structural obstacles hindering promotions, and a sense of being unwelcome in the institute. The report called for every AIA chapter to conduct a self-analysis to identify any practices of discrimination, stating that not acting would harm the organization and the profession.

It was also amid this activism that Louise Bethune was “rediscovered.” In the 1950s to 1970s, a few publications focused on her life and work. These were Madeleine Stern’s short biography in We the Women: Career Firsts of the 19th-Century America in 1962 and George E. Pettengill, Hon. AIA’s article in the March 1975 issue of AIA Journal, titled “How A.I.A. Acquired Its First Woman Member, Mrs. Louise Bethune.” Gwendolyn Wright acknowledged Bethune in her chapter on early practitioners in Susana Torrey’s Women in American Architecture: A Historic and Contemporary Perspective in 1977. And Bethune was a secondary character in Jeanne Madeline Weimann’s 1981 recount of the Woman’s Building competition at the World Columbian Exposition titled The Fair Women.

Starting in the 1980s, AIA member Adriana Barbasch spent years researching Louise’s life and career. She was approached by AIA New York State in 1986 to write a brochure on Bethune. This request began a twenty-year initiative that resulted in a foundation of research on her career, from which all subsequent biographers have drawn. Barbasch wrote “Louise Blanchard Bethune” in Berkeley and McQuaid’s Architecture: A Place for Women, which was published in 1989. It was through Barbasch’s efforts that AIA New York State and the AIA College of Fellows in 2001 placed a memorial to Bethune in Forest Lawn Cemetery, near her unmarked grave. And in 2013, I worked with AIA Buffalo/WNY and AIA NYS to dedicate a foot marker on her grave to honor her. Additional publications on Bethune have followed, including Louise Blanchard Bethune: America’s First Professional Woman Architect by Johanna Hays in 2014 and Storming the Old Boys Citadel: Two Pioneer Women Architects of Nineteenth Century North America by Carla Blank and Tania Martin in 2014.

As late as the 2000s, women were still breaking norms and becoming “firsts” in architecture. In 1971, Buffalo’s Carol Case Siracuse, AIA, and two colleagues were the first women graduates of Princeton University’s School of Architecture. In 1992, L. Jane Hastings, FAIA, became the first woman chancellor of the AIA College of Fellows. And in 1993, Susan A. Maxman, FAIA, became the first woman president of the AIA. In 2004, Zaha Hadid became the first woman to receive the Pritzker Prize, the equivalent of the Nobel Prize in architecture. Yet, as Despina Stratigakos notes, “looking at the [twentieth] century as a whole, the progress that women had made collectively in the architectural profession towards achieving equality with their male colleagues was surprisingly limited.”12

From the late 1980s onward, women’s enrollment in the architectural profession grew. However, many chose not to become licensed, and many left the profession. A 1991 AIA study reported that just 8 percent of licensed architects were women. By 2010, that percentage had grown; women comprised 18 percent of AIA members and 20 percent of all licensed architects. While this had been a growing concern among leaders in the profession, women’s inequity in architecture did not gain national attention until 2011, when several simultaneous initiatives put women in architecture back in the spotlight.

In 2011, Despina Stratigakos and I worked with Mattel to launch Architect Barbie I Can Be, as the toy’s career of the year. As an initiative to expose little girls to the architectural profession, news reports about the project revealed the inequities women have endured for decades. This led to AIA San Francisco creating “the Missing 32%” research project the following year, which sought answers to the question of why so many women leave the profession and why so many do not pursue licensure. The Missing 32% formed Equity by Design (EQxD). This organization continues to research the issues facing equity within the architectural profession and holds biannual symposia on this topic.

In 2013, Harvard Graduate School of Design students Caroline James and Arielle Assouline-Lichten led an online petition to retroactively recognize Denise Scott Brown for her contribution in her husband Robert Venturi’s 1991 Pritzker Prize. This petition sparked a conversation about the gender inequities in the star system and credit for authorship in architecture that had been ignored for decades. While this petition was unsuccessful, it galvanized an army of activists to begin recognizing women. Finally, in 2014, the AIA posthumously awarded Julia Morgan (1872–1957) the Gold Medal, the first woman to receive its highest honor. And in 2016, Denise Scott Brown and Robert Venturi were the first partnership to receive this award.

Also in 2016, the AIA created the Equity and Inclusion Task Force to study the inherent inequities in the profession for women, people of color and the LGBTQ community. The AIA is actively engaged in changing the profession to realize Bethune’s goal of equal pay for equal service. Actually, the entire country is still working to achieve this goal, as is evident in the passage of the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act of 2009, which increases the time a plaintiff can file a claim against an employer for an act of discrimination, including unfair wages.

The number of licensed women architects has grown during this period. In 2018, 25 percent of all licensed architects were women, an increase of 5 percent from 2010. Momentum is building in favor of women architects reaching a footing in the profession equal to their male counterparts. Louise Bethune’s descendants in architecture are the beneficiaries of her prophecy made in 1891: “The future of woman in the architectural profession is what she herself sees fit to make it.”13




Appendix

Bethune, Bethune & Fuchs Buildings
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