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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This work began with a kind offer from Victoria Wilson at Knopf. I set out to learn as much as could be known about McKim, Mead & White, their friends, clients, and fellow artists. The initial research was carried out in existing collections, particularly those given to the New-York Historical Society over the years. Just as work began on the book, the family of Stanford White donated a large collection of letters and responses in press books to the Avery Library of Columbia University. The letter books had clear signs of removed items, with whole pages missing or neatly cut tissue pages. Someone had edited these books. In her book on her family and Stanford White, The Architect of Desire, Suzannah Lessard offers the specific time and identity of the “editor.” At the beginning of the Depression, when commissions were falling off in the practice of McKim, Mead & White, Lawrence Grant White went through the papers of his father with an eye to history, removing items that caught his eye and could have brought further shame to a family already burned severely by the manipulation of the popular press and the legal system orchestrated by the mother of Harry K. Thaw, White’s murderer. Clearly and understandably, Larry White intended to protect the family from sensitive parts of Stanford White’s life.

Running through the world of McKim, Mead & White was a sense of the exploration of life’s pleasures. A circle of bisexual and homosexual entertainment can be traced within the office. The circle included Stanford White, Saint-Gaudens, Joseph M. Wells, Frank Millet, Whitney Warren, Thomas Hastings, probably Mead, and many others. The other partner, Charles McKim, was clearly aware of this world and comfortable in it. Lawrence White did not want letters with open references to such gatherings to be found, nor did he wish letters with romantic expressions to be looked at by the next generation of scholars, who might aspire to write a book more probing than the puff piece Charles Baldwin wrote in 1931 as a pendant to the biography Margaret McKim Maloney had hired Charles Moore to write. Lawrence Grant White expunged the letterpress books and then seemingly “lost” much of the correspondence Joseph Wells wrote to McKim, Mead & White during his first and only visit to Europe. The letters Wells wrote early in his journey remain, but the entire correspondence after he reached Florence has been lost. Were the letters written from Italy of a more personal nature? Did they refer to specific individuals? Why would all the letters be saved except for those written as Wells was preparing to return home?

As anecdotal memories of the circle of gay life in New York at the end of the century have not survived, we have only the clues found in a careful study of letters Lawrence Grant White missed, or those written to others such as Augustus Saint-Gaudens, which do survive in collections elsewhere. Any person reading the letters can observe the current running through the office in the 1880s and 1890s. Aline Saarinen, while working on her proposed biography of White over thirty years ago, came to the conclusion that White was homosexual. It seems clear that White was bisexual, but there are batches of letters unmistakably revealing times in his life when he was part of an active gay circle—evidence that is still present despite Larry White’s sharp blade. The goal of this study is to focus on the image-making presentation made by the architects; the sexual orientation of White and the circle he favored is of no importance to the work he did and is best left in simple form here.

The office of McKim, Mead & White continued to be recalled in the professional press for two decades after White’s death, as a number of the men who had worked with the principals wrote their memoirs of life in the office. The English press, particularly those from the Liverpool School of Charles H. Reilly, praised the American architects on the eve of the arrival of the modern movement. By the mid-1920s, modern work in European architecture was threatening the values McKim had inculcated as he helped to fashion the American definition of beauty, art, and architecture. In a short time, McKim’s carefully wrought vision was put on a shelf and forgotten. No longer would all ambitious young architects stream to the McKim, Mead & White office. A strong new cultural passion swept the art world.

As the world of McKim, Mead & White lay dying, McKim’s daughter commissioned the reluctant Charles Moore—whom she would pay a goodly sum—to write about her father. Moore had known McKim in Washington, D.C., in the architect’s later years, but did not intend to commemorate him with a book. Margaret McKim and her husband, Dr. Maloney, made it pleasant to write this book of closure to an era. Immediately after this, White’s family probably asked Charles Baldwin to write his innocent biography of White. By the late 1920s, it had become acceptable to speak positively about White again; indeed, the great set of doors on White’s Gould Memorial Library at the old New York University campus in the Bronx honoring the architect’s memory were created in this decade. White’s persona had become safe again, and a light book about the architect could be written and published. Poor Mead, alas, had no heirs to commission a book about him.

For the next half century, McKim, Mead & White lived in a negative twilight, disliked now for their architecture, not their personal behavior. The architects were dismissed as mere copyists, not original thinkers. In the 1960s, as the great writer on art historical subjects Aline Saarinen researched a study of Stanford White, the architect’s life and work began to come out of the shadows. Saarinen abandoned her study when she became disillusioned about the Stanford White she found; on reading the letters still in the family barns, she realized that she didn’t admire the man anymore. Saarinen’s drafts for her books are remarkable, and one regrets only that she walked away from White, then died far too young. Saarinen’s papers and the draft of her study are in the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Art; they would form the basis of a great book on a woman who could have created a genuine taste for the arts in America, had she lived to become the CBS network’s cultural anchor. America’s interest in the arts would have been far different had Ms. Saarinen done the television stories she was asked to provide.

The first modern scholar to work on the careers of McKim, Mead & White was Leland M. Roth, whose fine dissertation was later made into the indispensable monograph on the firm. Mr. Roth’s work is the best study of the careers of the architects and is especially notable for his work identifying the Italian sources of the architects’ later buildings.

Richard Guy Wilson has brought the architects’ work to life with numerous books on the firm and the era. His wonderful account of the Mackay house has just appeared. The chapters on the service side of the Gilded Era are a great contribution.

Of the three partners, however, only Stanford White has had a proper modern biography. Paul M. Baker’s excellent Stanny is a masterpiece of research and indispensable for a study of the architect. Mr. Baker uncovered a wealth of new material and must be considered the definitive biographer of White. White’s descendants have produced several new books on the architect. Suzannah Lessard wrote about her family in the vale of tears three generations after White’s humiliating death. Claire N. White published a volume of White’s letters with their charming sketches, and Samuel G. White created the most beautiful books on the architects ever made. Mr. White is the very best of colleagues, loving toward his great-grandfather and yet not too defensive about his peccadilloes. Samuel G. White is himself an architect, and his practice deals superlatively with the old and the new. His great-grandfather would be pleased with his work and that of Elizabeth White.

The family of Stanford White suffered after White’s murder, becoming the victim of an orchestrated defense trial of the most sophisticated kind. Many old friends disappeared as the ordeal began. Many of White’s treasures had to be sold, and questions were raised about the authenticity of some objects he had purchased. The family felt the dark cloud of perceived disgrace for two generations, yet remained gracious to scholars wishing to see family papers.

I first came to know of McKim, Mead & White in my last year of college, when the instructor leading an American art class along Madison Avenue at Seventy-eighth Street after a trip to the Metropolitan Museum asked the small group if anyone had ever heard of the architects. The question was posed at the end of the era of modern architecture, when white-walled houses and glass skyscrapers were still the apogee of good design. The class remained silent as the instructor indicated two McKim, Mead & White houses on opposite sides of Seventy-eighth Street. Finally, a student raised her hand and replied to the question. “Sure,” she said, “I know who Stanford White was, my grandfather shot him.” Indeed, the young woman was named Thaw. I mentioned this startling conversation to my mother, who had been a beautiful Virginia belle in the 1920s. “Oh, yes,” she remarked, “Harry Thaw lived in Virginia and pursued me in the summer while I was in school at William and Mary,” adding that he had a flunky greet young girls and attempt to arrange dates with Thaw. Thaw’s reputation had put him beyond the normal range of human interaction even with young people in a different state from his birth and crimes. After college, when I went on to graduate school, it was on McKim’s campus at Columbia. Even though the classroom buildings and campus were much changed from his early vision, the work of McKim and his colleagues was inescapable. Once aware of the architects, one could hardly walk about the city without noting their presence. In their day, McKim, Mead & White more than any other architects put their stamp on New York. We have now lost a number of the buildings done by the firm—Madison Square Garden and Pennsylvania Station were two notable destructions that should never have taken place—but one still feels Stanford White’s rapid short steps on the streets near Madison Square and McKim’s sense of scholarship at the Morgan Library. The architects are gone, but, for a time, this was their New York.

THIS BOOK STARTED OUT as a full building-by-building catalogue of the entire work of the architects. Years were spent tracking down and visiting houses throughout the region. Real estate ads often connected the architects’ names to houses. Investigations followed to determine if the claim had any validity. New York City Buildings Department archives were thoroughly searched, and I was able to uncover many unknown commissions in the city of a minor sort—some even extant. Eventually, however, I realized that a definitive survey of all McKim, Mead & White buildings could take a lifetime and would need to go on to another volume. Therefore, this is not a study of all the work of the office, but rather a study of the path of the architects. In the end, many buildings, even a few important ones, were not included. Perhaps someday a gazetteer of McKim, Mead & White’s work will follow.

The complex layer of architectural history as seen in the work and stylistic innovation of McKim, Mead & White appears at the end of the book. Lengthy discussions of architectural styles will be found in the notes rather than the text.



New York City, March 2009


INTRODUCTION:
McKIM, MEAD & WHITE

In the early 1890s Columbia College and New York University moved to the northern region of the city to create campuses that they hoped would give them academic credibility. Two Roman domes built upon upon hilltops in New York, two libraries built to preserve the thoughts of the ages; two magnificent buildings meant to shape the identity of recently acquired wealth in the nineteenth century. The two colleges prepared to take themselves seriously. For their physical presence, both college presidents turned to the most prominent architectural firm in America, McKim, Mead & White, to give their respective schools a vision for the future.

One might think that each school would want a different architect, but the partnership had two distinct personalities, that of McKim and that of White. Stanford White’s commission came first from his father’s college, New York University, which had given him an honorary degree despite the fact that Stanford had not even completed high school. McKim’s work at Columbia followed as he edged out the other competitors for the new campus. McKim, whose college career was limited to a single year at the Harvard Scientific School, had no Columbia connection. The two men designed for what were, in reality, impoverished institutions hoping for a donor to make at least the central temple of learning, the library, a centerpiece of the new schools. Who were these men who transformed the colleges of New York?

The name of the architectural firm McKim, Mead & White is almost a household word in America. The practice, which was synonymous with bringing American buildings to a level of design equal to that of contemporary Europe, helped to establish the creation of beauty as a goal for builders of individual structures as well as of whole cities during the Gilded Age. These men who played a major role in shaping the ethos of beauty in America grew, as did the nation, from modest native stock to figures of international reputation.

Charles Follen McKim, William Rutherford Mead, and Stanford White hardly seemed destined for fame. All were born a half generation before the Civil War, all were of intellectual but modest backgrounds, and all had personalities sufficiently flawed to make their destiny seem a surprise. Perhaps it’s even true that none was for long a talented designer. It was the synthesis of their association and their lifelong loyalty to one another that made this firm almost the brand name of architecture in turn-of-the-century America.

The eldest of the three, William R. Mead, remains enigmatic to this day. Known to his partners, affectionately, as “Dummy,”* Mead described himself as the rudder of the ship, the man who kept his partners from making “damn fools” of themselves. These comments were correct. It was Mead who kept McKim, Mead & White afloat from its first days, guiding the firm through a major disaster and into the modern world.

A taciturn soul deliberately insistent on keeping a low profile, Mead avoided the social life pursued to a frenzy by his partners. Moreover, he married out of the loop, selecting as a bride a Hungarian-born woman, Olga Kilyeni, who had no connections to potential clients in the United States. The couple had no children. Mead had no burning personal cause; indeed, he humorously noted in old age that his partner McKim, who stressed that physical exercise was the key to good health, died young, while his partner Stanford White had been true to his motto of a short life and a happy one. Mead just worked hard, had a quiet, perhaps boring life, and long outlived the others.

Abolition was the cause that united many of those in the parental circle of McKim, Mead & White, and brought them some early clients. No one fought the good fight better than James Miller McKim, whose role in the abolitionist movement was his life. Stanford White’s narcissistic fop of a father also embraced the antislavery cause. Among the firm’s early contacts, Augustus Saint-Gaudens, William Henry Furness, Henry Villard, Frederick Law Olmsted, Frederick F. Thompson, Theodore Roosevelt, and Russell Sturgis all knew each other from events connected to the rejection of slavery. Indeed, only Mead’s family’s position toward slavery is unknown, although it was probably liberal. As children, McKim, Mead and White grew up with the war’s noises just out of earshot. They were to turn the fervor of their parents’ abolitionist zeal into the cause for beauty, carrying the banner of art forward as their parents had done with that of freedom for the slaves.


* The nickname probably came from the game of whist, in which three can play a dummy version rather than the expected four players. While we are not clear about the exact meaning of the term to the three partners, the name is certainly humorous and self-mocking. It probably refers to Mead’s lack of loquaciousness as well as the constantly changing moves of the three men.




1. MCKIM

Charles Follen McKim, the architect who would achieve international recognition as a high-minded educator, succeeded in his goal of bringing the United States up to the cultural standards of contemporary Europe. McKim, who would work to professionalize and expand the artistic quality of American architecture as well as make Washington, D.C., into a major international capital, began life as a bit of a “loser.” He was a weak student without a driving ambition. His father was James Miller McKim, one of the leading figures of the abolitionist movement. When his mother, Sarah McKim, gave birth to her second child and only son (there had been two daughters), Charles Follen, on August 27, 1847, she was staying at Isabella Furnace in Chester County, Pennsylvania, at the home of her sister and sister’s husband, Colonel Potts. At the time, Charles’s father, driven by abolitionist fervor, had gone to Britain to raise funds for the movement—duty before family.

Naming two of the McKim children Lucy and Charles was itself an act of reverence to those engaged in the abolitionist cause. Lucy was most likely named for Lucretia Mott, and Charles was named for the great German idealist Karl Follen, although the McKims Americanized the spelling of Karl to Charles.

The late 1850s saw the family in Germantown with the young Charlie struggling for his education in local schools while his parents became participants in major pre–Civil War events. By 1859 the two McKims and William Lloyd Garrison had taken an active role in freeing slaves. Indeed, the McKims were the hosts for a famous incident involving the release of a slave, Henry “Box” Brown, who, in a desperate bid for freedom had himself nailed into a crate in Richmond, Virginia. He was then express-mailed to the McKim home, where somehow, after the twenty-seven-hour journey, he was able to clamber out of the cramped space having survived his ordeal. Shortly thereafter, the McKims had the sad and brave task of accompanying the remains of John Brown, along with his widow, from Charleston to the burial site in North Elba, New York. The fervor of the national debate fully occupied the McKim family, as Miller McKim and William Lloyd Garrison championed the cause of providing education for the slaves.

The Garrisons and McKims, close since they fell under the influence of Karl Follen, now found their lives becoming even closer. Two of Garrison’s sons were buddies of the young Charlie (the spelling of Charles’s name varied in the letters, morphing from Charlie at first to Charley later on). Garrison and McKim, while being immortalized by John Rogers for a work of pedestal statuary,* decided to educate the boys by sending them to view the battle site at Gettysburg just a few weeks after the battle had ended. This long tramp to Gettysburg was made by Frank and Wendell Garrison, Charlie McKim, and Will Davis, a grandson of the idealist Motts who grew up at their home. In this way the group of young men became the heirs of the key figures of conscience whose work caused the battle. One might wonder if Charlie or the other boys had a sobering moment on this pilgrimage, but they seem not to have had a sense of the horrors of battle. The account of the trip in the sixteen-year-old Charlie’s diary for his family is like that of a teenager on vacation remarking about the meals, accommodations, and people he saw. “Arrived at Harrisburg and stopped at Herr’s Hotel; Hotel first-class and accommodations good,” he wrote. “We went in swimming and had a pleasant bath and walked back to Herr’s.” It includes only a matter-of-fact account of the scene on the actual battlefield. “We visited the Cemetery and Round Top. Dead horses, shallow graves, shells, cartridge-boxes, etc., were the principal features.”

Shortly after the trip, Annie McKim, Charles’s adopted sister, married a Union soldier, James Frederick Dennis, and moved to Auburn, New York, where her husband worked for the local newspaper. The household, now with only Lucy and Charlie at home, revolved around Miller McKim’s work with the American Freedmen’s Relief Association, which was devoted to the education of the freed slaves. As Miller McKim became the corresponding secretary and the war drew to a close, his activities centered upon New York City.

The abolitionist movement had its heart in Philadelphia and Boston, but at the end of the war it was clear that both business and philanthropy would be administered in New York. During the week, Miller McKim lived in a boardinghouse in Manhattan, returning to Philadelphia on weekends. In New York, he, Frederick Law Olmsted, and Charles Eliot Norton joined the Irish-born journalist E. L. Godkin in discussing plans to create a weekly journal of politics, literature, art, and science. Miller McKim liked the idea of this journal as a sounding board for his work for the Freedmen cause, and he seems to have personally secured the needed capital to assure its launch as The Nation on July 6, 1865. The founding of this journal, which is still being published today, provided the McKims with an extra perk: better employment for Lucy’s new husband, Wendell Phillips Garrison, son of William Lloyd Garrison, whom she had married on December 6, 1865. Wendell Garrison, who had been working in New York City as the literary editor of the New York Independent, became the managing editor of The Nation just months before his wedding. We don’t know where the newly married Garrisons lived in the spring of 1866. Perhaps, like Miller McKim, they lived in a boardinghouse, a common accommodation for newly married couples in mid-nineteenth-century New York.

On weekends Miller McKim returned to Germantown to his family. The commute by train was relatively easy, but the McKims decided boarding in New York City was not appropriate for the now-middle-aged Miller. The Pennsylvania family made a gesture of acknowledgment to the new national order and decided to remove to New York. The plain-speaking Sarah was not up to the city itself, an overly active and expensive place, so the McKims purchased a small house in the first planned American suburb, Llewellyn Park, New Jersey. Llewellyn Park was on a hillside above the town of Orange, only about twelve miles west of the Hudson River, making it an easy distance from the city. “The Park,” as the McKims called it, was a wonderfully picturesque community created by Llewellyn S. Haskell, who had ties to Miller McKim’s world (and that of Stanford White’s father). Lushly planted and with winding but well-paved roads, Llewellyn Park created a rural setting within the growing New Jersey town of Orange. Several houses in the gated community were built by Haskell’s friend and neighbor, the architect Alexander Jackson Davis, who may have also had a role in the layout of the park. Llewellyn Park had just been completed when the McKims moved in. They purchased a modest Gothic cottage built by Davis for a painter six or seven years before.

Modest though it was, the house proved a financial strain for the poorly paid Miller McKim, who shared the house and expenses with his newly married daughter Lucy and his son-in-law. The families set up households in June 1866, and their descendants would remain in the house for four generations, celebrating the good of life while seeing an overly generous share of tragic early deaths within its walls. We do not know how the young Charlie felt about the Davis-designed house, which he would live in for only two months. In August, at the age of nineteen, he was off to Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he had elected to enter Harvard University, though he would not join the socially ambitious young men reading classics at the college.

It had taken him an extra year’s study to attain the level of accomplishment needed to take the Harvard entrance exams. From the end of the walk to Gettysburg until the summer of 1866, he had studied in the Philadelphia public schools and at home with a tutor, trying to get his Latin up to Harvard expectations. He wrote his friend Frank Garrison in the spring of 1866, “I am not going to enter the classical school at Harvard, I am fitting for the Scientific School and Propose to enter next September.” Probably in the same letter, Charlie continued:


I never meant to pursue one of the learned professions for a livelihood and hence it was a mistake from the very beginning to think of college; but I fall into the common error which many boys do of thinking what a fine thing it was to go to college, and what a splendid education I should have, and all that, without ever looking ahead and providing for the future, or if I did give it a passing thought now and then it was only to say to myself, how easily I could live, and how my Latin and Greek would elevate me. And perhaps they would were I lawyer, doctor, or minister, but what practical account would they be to me as a merchant, chemist or engineer? Now look at the advantages which the Scientific School offers. In the school of mining, one studies Chemistry, Geology, Metallurgy, French and German in addition to thorough instruction in mathematics.



He goes on to say that only a student from a well-off family could take a college degree and then start a career in which advancement was slow. A student graduating with professional training could start immediately at a higher salary.

The language of this letter is so stilted and mechanical that it comes as no surprise to us to read the final words, which confirm that these opinions on professional training come from the advice of others whose wisdom he has sought. Miller McKim had no fortune to leave his children, and he puzzled over how to improve the prospects of his underachieving son. The profession of engineering, he had heard, could advance a youth quickly. Especially given the opening of the American West, mining engineering seemed the best ticket of all. Charlie had never shown much inclination for science, but pressure was now placed on him to go to the best American college and to enroll in the program with direct employment prospects.

This mistaken decision set the boy up for a year of misery. Ironically, the world of scholarship, the path not taken, would be the keystone to McKim’s career. In the last two decades of his life, he would work as an educator more than an architect.

In August 1866, a nervous Charlie McKim arrived in Cambridge to begin his admissions examination for the fall term at the Lawrence Scientific School. He was to live with Tom Morgan Rotch and his mother in their house on Kirkland Street near the university. Tom Rotch was going into Harvard College in September. The world of Cambridge was made more comfortable as his old friends the Garrisons were nearby in Roxbury, and Charlie’s friend from the walk to Gettysburg, Will Davis, had already begun his second year at the college. After a frantic month of cramming, Tom Rotch and Charlie McKim each took the entrance exam for their schools in the university. Tom sailed through the exam and went on to a distinguished career as a physician, teaching in the Harvard Medical School until his death in 1914. (Charlie’s boyhood friend Will Davis also had a distinguished career as a professor of geology at Harvard.) Charlie gained admission to the Scientific School. But he was quickly to learn that he had little aptitude for engineering and that there was a wide social chasm between Harvard College and the Scientific School. His friends were in the classical school, and socially he felt “his” world was there. The Scientific School was a bit déclassé. Added to his miseries was an uneasy sense of being shabby genteel. He wore many clothes made by his sister and his mother at home, while his friends had the luxury of purchasing exquisite items in men’s haberdasheries.

The world of the Scientific School quickly showed McKim his weaknesses. Despite constant study, long preparations, and goodwill, he fell behind in all classes except drawing and French. His letters home have an air of quiet defeat as he tries maturely to plot a future to please his family, focusing on European schools of engineering. At first, the mining and engineering school at Freiburg tempted him. Then he learned that one of the Rotch boys had gone to the mining school in Paris. Since his French was vastly superior to his German, he began trying to steer his family around to the idea of sending him to Paris for a year. “School goes awfully hard,” he wrote on October 19, 1866, “and I am only now beginning to make headway. If thee should be in the way of getting any knowledge of the Mining School at Paris (now said to be the finest in the world) I should be very glad to know it.” He claimed that being a year older than many of his fellow students made it important for him to get into the workforce quickly, and that he could finish the mining school in Paris in one year, thus saving his family the two extra years of tuition at Lawrence Scientific School. The real story, clearly, was that he was on the verge of failure and preferred to leave college rather than be sent home in defeat.

Charlie’s academic difficulties and his misery in being at a secondary part of the university made the year an anxious one. “I have to keep up the study by myself, which is very hard work, since from my window I can hear them laughing and talking below … and by next Thursday night I shall either be happy or disgraced. The latter is a fearful thought and one which can’t be kept out,” he wrote. In his letters we see the great highs and lows often associated with depression. These problems appear with increasingly debilitating results as he ages. One can only wonder if Charlie’s extra preparatory year may have been a result of the beginnings of this condition and if his parents sensed a problem ahead for their son. But his family did all they could to collect information and guide him to a career he could enjoy. After some research and letters to all the people Miller McKim could think of consulting, the family decided Charlie’s plan was reasonable and earmarked an annual sum of seven hundred dollars for him to live in Paris. Miller McKim put great confidence in the opinion of his cousin Joseph Parrish, who had been a teacher before becoming an engineer, and in the son-in-law of William Lloyd Garrison, Henry Villard, a German-born journalist and abolitionist with great ambition. Villard, as a European, was consulted on the practical aspects of living abroad. Unlike most Americans, Miller McKim had been to both Great Britain and France, so he could accept his son moving so far from home.

Somehow, at just the moment when the McKims surrendered to Charlie’s plan, he abruptly gave up the idea of the mining school, the École Centrale des Arts et Manufactures, and set his sights on the architecture school, the École des Beaux-Arts, giving absolutely no explanation for this sudden change. In the scanty accounts of McKim’s childhood, we learn of no drawing aptitude. The decision to turn to architecture seems almost impulsive, as if his one successful subject at the Scientific School, isometric drawing, had persuaded him to consider architecture school, just as his skill in French had made him light on Paris. Perhaps McKim’s experience of a new house in Llewellyn Park made him think of architecture as a career. We do know that Miller McKim considered building two small, inexpensive suburban houses as an investment for his family and that his abolitionist circle included the architects Russell Sturgis and George Fletcher Babb. The strongest push to architecture, though, may have come from his Harvard experience.
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Henry Villard, a far better abolitionist than railroad baron. His house changed the American aesthetic in domestic urban architecture. (Illustration Credit 1.1)

In the spring of 1867, the first Harvard College graduate to go to architecture school abroad, Henry Hobson Richardson, had a much-reported wedding to a local girl in Boston. Richardson had been very popular as a student, and his marriage may well have brought him to Harvard again. A more likely report of Paris probably came from Robert S. Peabody, a fellow student at Harvard. Peabody was off to the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris in the fall of 1867. He may have introduced McKim to another young man also bound for Paris, Francis W. Chandler. With friends, Paris and the École seemed a lot safer. McKim could escape from Harvard without failure and go abroad with people he knew, making it possible for him to save face in his education.

McKim’s only triumph at Harvard was in athletics. Influenced by Karl Follen and his emphasis on the importance of a sound mind and body, Charles McKim was a fine skater, gymnast, baseball player, and cricket batsman. As a student at the Scientific School, McKim spent an hour each day in sport and became well known at Harvard for his skill in baseball. Harvard had an excellent team, the Harvard Nine, but to McKim’s regret, Scientific School students were not permitted to join the team. The Harvard trustees may have learned of McKim’s baseball skills in the fall of 1866, since the following spring Miller McKim received a personal letter from James Russell Lowell, pleading with him to let his son postpone withdrawal from Harvard and remain at the school for an important match between the Harvard Nine and the Lowell Club. His father acquiesced and allowed Charlie to play the vital game. In this way he ended his Harvard career at a blissful high moment as a star of the triumphant Harvard team. McKim’s baseball talents remained a Harvard legend for the rest of the century.

McKIM’S HARVARD GLORY was rapidly replaced by drudgery in the office of an architect, Miller McKim’s old ally Russell Sturgis, in New York City. Though Charlie still wanted to study abroad in Paris, his parents insisted that he first have some training in an office in the United States. They probably did not pay for Charlie to join the office; they merely wished their son to try the profession during the summer to prevent his making a blunder, as he had with the Scientific School program. In Sturgis’s office, McKim rapidly sized up his prospects without training abroad as nil. Family friends were unlikely to provide him with orders for new building, and so he would remain forever behind a desk as an unimportant person. He wanted escape and advancement prospects which only study abroad could provide.

To Charlie, France seemed the natural choice. America’s first architectural program in a university (MIT) was just beginning and did not yet have a reputation. England had no system of architectural training open to foreigners. Germany had programs, but his attempts at learning the language were not as successful as his study of French. To add to the attraction, Paris was at the height of its glory as the most admired city in Europe. America as well was consumed by frenzy of admiration for things Parisian, with the French mansard roof crowning fancier buildings and upwardly mobile people imitating life at the court of Louis Napoléon. The wealthy folk at the Second Empire court in Paris included members of the French nouveaux riches from industry and the modern world. In other words, the Parisians at court were very much like the American class of newly wealthy people trying to improve their social standing by mingling in higher circles. The court of Napoléon III happily opened up to Americans. Socially aspiring citizens, especially those from the Southern plantations, were recovering from the devastation of the Civil War in the gay scene of Paris. The city McKim wanted to visit was on everyone’s lips in 1867, as the third of the great international expositions was taking place that year, making the glamour of Paris an even greater lure.
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The Harvard baseball team in the late spring of 1867. McKim is standing at the right. The triumph of this game was the high point of his year at the school. (Illustration Credit 1.2)

The McKim family watched their sensible idea of a trial period in Sturgis’s office devolve to routine participation and finally gave in. Charlie would not accept anything but a sojourn in Paris. So at the end of the summer, he sailed for Europe. Before he left he begged Russell Sturgis for a letter of introduction to the famous French rational Gothicist E. E. Viollet-le-Duc. But though Sturgis had studied in Europe, he had gone to Munich in 1859 and had no French experience. Perhaps to feel important, he promised the letter, but contrived a series of excuses to delay it for the next three years. No letter ever was written. Probably he was not acquainted with Viollet-le-Duc. Much disappointed, Charlie hoped to encounter the French master in person. But Viollet-le-Duc’s lectures at the École des Beaux-Arts two and a half years earlier had culminated in a serious skirmish following which he abandoned the school. McKim never met his idol, but his studies abroad would leave a lasting imprint on his work.


* McKim was initially part of the group who modeled for Rogers’s The Fugitive’s Story (1869), but he was dropped before the work was completed. Rogers depicted many social issues of the day.




2. “A MIGHTY SERIOUS THING”

In May 1867, a few months before McKim left for Paris, his sister Lucy and her husband Wendell Garrison welcomed their first child, Lloyd McKim Garrison. As he set off on his voyage Charlie still had ringing in his ears the new mother’s appraisal of his decision: “ … going to France is a mighty Serious Thing.” The Atlantic crossing in this day was a major ordeal, but McKim was cheered by the companionship of Peabody; their friend Chandler was to follow just behind them. These friends came from that better social class McKim felt to be his natural associates at Harvard’s classical school, although neither man was there while he was in the Scientific School.

Robert Swain Peabody (1845–1917) had already graduated from Harvard the year before McKim arrived. Like the Rotches, he was from New Bedford. After college he had trained in the Boston office of the prominent architects Ware & Van Brunt, and he had decided to go to the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris the next fall. One can only speculate on the source of Peabody’s Parisian decision. Certainly Ware knew of the École and its teaching system, even if he had not attended it himself. Ware, who was asked to become the professor of architecture in the first academic course in America at MIT, did travel to Paris to study the methods of instruction at the École. Did Peabody notice the publicity of Richardson’s wedding in January of 1867? Probably learning of his planned voyage to Paris, the Rotches may have introduced Peabody to McKim. It may even have been Peabody who convinced Charlie to give up the École Centrale for the Beaux-Arts.

Peabody must have been a persuasive person, as he also brought along his office mate, Francis W. Chandler (1844–1926), a slightly older man who had served with the Massachusetts volunteers in the Civil War after only a year at Harvard. Chandler was placed as a paying student with Ware & Van Brunt in 1864, rising to the position of draftsman by 1866. He set sail for Liverpool on September 25, 1867, on the boat City of Washington, arriving in Paris on the fourteenth of October to join Peabody and McKim, who had been there about a month. The friends shared rooms at 1 Rue des Fleurs for the next two years as all three studied at the Atelier Daumet, which was the day-to-day part of the educational process.* The three young men then sought admission to the École des Beaux-Arts, becoming, it seems, the fifth, sixth, and seventh Americans to go on to study architecture after Richard Morris Hunt, Henry Hobson Richardson, Sidney V. Stratton, and Alfred H. Thorp. Hunt and Richardson had returned to the United States and set up practices in New York City; each was on his way to a career as one of the two major architects of post–Civil War America. Alfred Thorp settled in New York City as a Frenchified dandy. Of Sidney Stratton more will be read in a moment.

The success of Hunt and Richardson showed that the École could yield career dividends beyond those an American boy could achieve by paying to work in the office of an established local man—a practice that had not been widespread in America anyway. “European training” brought a special cachet to the architect. As Americans still felt culturally inferior, a lick of European polish could greatly impress those who found the transmission of that tradition important. Hunt and Richardson returned to the United States able to discuss not only the architecture and art of Europe, but also its music, language, gastronomy, and manners. This air helped them to convince monied Americans that they could put some of this European gloss on their designs. Both the architect and the client would bathe in a brighter light, and show cultural superiority over native-trained, often provincial architects and their clients, who tended to receive watered-down replicas of perhaps slightly out-of-style European precedents. The architects trained abroad could bring their patrons into the world of high contemporary Europe by drafting new designs in keeping with the latest work in Paris. Such architects could also bring well-off Americans interpretations of older European buildings calculated to give clients a sense of fitting in with the greatness of the past through a sophisticated Americanization of a classic moment in European architecture. McKim, Peabody, and Chandler were to do precisely this for their clients—make finer buildings to help Americans see themselves as joining the sophistication and culture of Europe.

The American third man to enter the École, just half a year before the arrival of McKim and Peabody, was the seemingly brilliant young man from Natchez, Mississippi, Sidney Vanuxem Stratton. Though Stratton’s star would climb for a time, unlike the other early men at the École, he would see it extinguished quickly, leaving him relatively unknown to the world.

IN PARIS, PEABODY, CHANDLER, AND McKIM lived together, worked together, inspired one another, and traveled together, taking vacations as architectural tourists and bracing each other at life’s pitfalls until the Franco-Prussian War sent them home, Peabody and Chandler to Boston and McKim to New York. Peabody and Chandler remained lifelong best friends, but despite the closeness of the Parisian years, McKim did not keep up with Chandler and only slightly with Peabody. Rival practices killed the friendship formed in the fields and on the frozen ponds of the parks, where the Americans amused the Parisians with their skating expertise and innings of baseball.

The fourth member of their circle was Stratton, who would go to New York as McKim did. He became a best friend, client-supplier, almost partner, and trusted advisor until mental illness forced him home to Natchez about twenty years later.

The Paris that Stratton, Peabody, Chandler, and McKim experienced was wildly exciting, indeed dazzling to these Americans. The city was large, and replete with royal, palatial, and civic buildings far in excess of what they would have seen before. The street life, cafés, theaters, music, food, and museums all energized these visitors. It seemed to them that almost anything they wanted to see, do, or eat was possible. McKim pushed Peabody to join his health routine, rowing on the Seine in the summer and flying through the air on trapezes in an acrobatic course the friends enjoyed in winter. They played baseball in the Luxembourg Gardens, and on the few cold days of winter when the lakes of the Bois de Boulogne froze over, McKim executed perfect figure eights for the awestruck viewers. He was a superlative skater, graceful and fluid, able to glide in long sweeping movements which made him fascinating to the French, and a magnet to Americans visiting Paris.

Those who flocked around McKim included wealthy young women “finishing” their education in the court of Louis Napoléon. Lucy Oelrichs, the daughter of a Baltimore shipping magnate, was given skating lessons by young Charlie, whom she described as fine and noble, already discoursing on the role of beauty in life. The young McKim was very interested in finding a woman to share his life. It is even possible that his insistence on going to Paris might have had to do with following a lady going abroad, as cryptic portions of his letters allude to romantic liaisons. Perhaps “Mackim,” as he was known to the French, had a crush on Lucy Oelrichs. On his return, the humble remuneration of his first job was used to purchase a pair of lady’s ice skates with silver-plated hardware, which were nestled in a small leopard-skin bag trimmed in brown velvet. He had them monogrammed with her initials by Tiffany’s, then sent to Miss Oelrichs. This romance went no further. Lucy Oelrichs married an American of patrician breeding, Augustus Jay, and the couple were among McKim’s best friends in his last years. A more serious romance in Paris, promoted by his old friend Tom Rotch, took place between McKim and Tom’s sister Anne Morgan Rotch, his senior by two years. The lure of financial support from the Rotch family to continue his study abroad may have been an inducement. But McKim’s family, reacting strongly and rapidly, forbade the liaison, as the age difference seemed important to them. Names of other young women who would figure in future events float by, including the beautiful young Annie Bigelow, a friend of the Rotch family. At this time she was much sought after by McKim’s friend Will Davis.

During the summer holidays of 1868, McKim, Peabody, and Chandler spent the week of July fourth paddling an outrigger along the Seine to Rouen. The young men found the buildings of the distant past a revelation. Schooled by the taste of the day in the United States for the High Victorian Gothic, the three were inspired to seek out real medieval buildings, which they did with joy. Seeing buildings made so long before was intoxicating to the young men, and this orgy of architectural inspiration would continue to guide their careers back home. They became the interpreters of European architecture to rich Americans, able to describe fluently buildings from the Middle Ages to the eighteenth century and to customize them for a new audience who believed the torch of Old World greatness was now being passed to the deserving and achieving shores of the New World.

We learn of the life of a student in the Atelier Daumet as seen through McKim’s eyes in a letter written to his adopted sister Annie’s husband, Fred Dennis, who then owned and ran a small paper in Auburn, New York. In this letter of August 31, 1868, one of very few that survive, McKim tells of his daily walk:


Imagine, reader, that you and I are walking along one of those great boulevards which divide Paris like so many arteries … and get into the old town, as yet untouched by Napoleon III, and still ancient in appearance and manners and as foreign to the side we have just left as centuries could make it.… Our destination is on the Rue du Four St Germain. Beyond that … and away to the rear of the quadrangle, is our studio, or atelier, from which every two months, competitive designs are sent to the School of Fine Arts [École des Beaux Arts], placed on exhibition, and awarded prizes.… On a series of long tables are stretched the designs; and now if you will figure to yourself above each board a cigarette sticking into the mouth of a long haired, unkempt “scrub,” dressed in a gray blouse, you may gain some idea of a French student.… But over in yonder corner is a fellow, who in his way, is a genius.… Taking a T-square in his hand and mounting a box … begins the opera of “Don Giovanni.”



It was at the back of quadrangle that the French architectural master Honoré Daumet ran a studio in rooms facing the courtyard. Daumet was given a fee by his students for criticizing the work they did during long hours at the studio tables. Usually some twenty to thirty of them worked on a competitive design in the studio to be sent to the École des Beaux-Arts, put on exhibition, and judged for prize-worthiness. The studio was a tall square room with excellent sunlight, but it was far from a peaceful environment. Pranks by students against each other punctuated the day on a regular basis in the cigarette-smoke-laden air. Many students sang as they worked, with the more aggressive ones putting on a version of a full-scale opera and gesturing dramatically with a T square. This particular signature of life in the Paris atelier was to become a feature of artistic life in the United States, as American artists took up singing in their studios. When the day ended and the light failed, McKim related that the students flocked to the café Estaminet du Senat for a long, pleasurable evening.

Among his fellow students in the atelier, McKim seems to have formed a friendship with the young Frantz Jourdain (1847–1935). Frantz-Calixte-Raphaël-Ferdinand-Marie Jourdain was just McKim’s age, born to a musical family in Antwerp, Belgium; his father was a singer, his mother a musician and poet. The family was quite similar to McKim’s—a gentle, intellectual couple in straitened circumstances with strong ties to social causes. Ferdinand Jourdain, Frantz’s father, had been much involved in the social unrest in Europe of 1848, which was to its place and time a political statement akin to Miller McKim’s involvement with the abolitionist cause. The young Jourdain entered Daumet’s studio in 1866 and the École in the same years as McKim.

Just before the academic year began, he asked McKim to join him on a trip down the Loire to the château of his aunt late in September as the harvest came in. McKim accepted happily and wrote the trip up for the Auburn newspaper, leaving out all the names of those involved. The account began with a description of the two men in the French train bound for a twelve-hour journey to Château Neuf near Angers, capital of the province of Anjou. It is likely that the château they visited is that known as Angers, a museum of tapestries today, with a core going back to the thirteenth century. To McKim this was an amazing experience worthy of a book—a tale of the courtly eighteenth-century manners of the château owner and her servants. The letter offers
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