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To Old Sawmills

by Eric Hollenbeck

To the Old Sawmill built with hopes and fears

‘n timbers of good sound fir

With redwood pinnings to withstand the years

I remember the way you were

Now the scrapers are torn, and the husk she is worn

and the lead's held a little too tight

But wander she won't, she'll cut straight as a note

sung loud in the dark of the night

And the old Head-sawyer, he's a grizzled old warrior

of many a campaign gone by

And he studies each log, before it is dogged

with a cold and calculatin' eye

Should he cut for the notch, or roll her and watch

for the grain to take a twist

Then with his decision, and expert precision

he pushes the go-ahead switch

Then the mighty saws whir, with the gullets a-blur

‘n the governors crack with the load

And the sound of the wind off that ole Mighty Twin

ya gotta hear, ‘cause you just can't be told

Then ratchet her out for the size of the cut

"Gimme two, gimme four, maybe six

‘n send over them slabs, to the edgerman ‘Babs'

‘n fill up that green chain with sticks"

Then the Bull-edger rings, and the Hula-trim sings

And they all just add to the sound

And each squeaky gear will catch the trained ear

on the Oilerman's next round

‘N though they wear aprons, made of leather ‘n sweat

I wouldn't be calling them punk

For the Green-chain men are a special breed

‘been known to eat chairs when they're drunk

But they're all good boys, ‘n they live with the noise

and the dust, and the power of Hell

So do drop in, but bring with ya a grin

‘cause there's plenty of stories to tell
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Chapter 1 :

Story of the Blue Ox

Birth of the Blue Ox

Eric Hollenbeck got started early on a career with wood, taking a job at the tender age of 15 surveying logging roads in the forests surrounding his home town of Eureka, California. By the time he was 17, he had shown enough initiative that his bosses put him in charge of his own survey crew.

Those years in the woods must have taught him a lot about the genius and power of nature because his career ever since has been spent trying to learn her secrets and cycles, and using that knowledge to bring out the beauty of natural materials. Somewhere out there among the clear-cuts and the slash burns he must also have gained a distaste for ignorant wastefulness, for this has also become a trademark of the Blue Ox: that everything in nature can be useful for the craftsman, and a dosed system is the best kind of all.


Blue Ox Timeline

1963 Eric starts working in the woods at 15 as a surveyor of logging roads.

1973 Eric starts a logging company with his brother and two friends. They call it Blue Ox Logging & Lumber Co.

1976 Eric meets Viviana. Blue Ox purchases the building they had been renting—the current main building.

1977 Eric and Viviana get married. Blue Ox shifts to making little buildings.

1980 Cara is born.

1980-1983 Interior ‘craftsman’s village’ structures are built. Many old machines are rescued from the elements.

1983 Eagle House project begins. Dayl is born. Beginning of Victorian woodwork.

1983-1989 Additional mill buildings added.

1985 Door sander ‘Mother’ is refurbished and begins new life at Blue Ox.

1988-1989 Blue Ox begins advertising nationally. Offices are built onto main building. Cita, Eric’s daughter by a previous marriage, comes to work at Blue Ox.

1989 First student works at the Ox, planting seeds for future school.

1991 First ‘official’ tours. Employees lost again, personnel reduced to just Eric and Viviana.

1993 Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt visits Blue Ox. Eric testifies at the Forest Conference with President Clinton.

1993 Skid Camp is built.

1994 Eric is invited back to Washington D.C. and is honored by President Clinton in his Earth Day speech. Hollenbecks travel to Japan and Mexico.

1996 Pottery Kiln built by students. The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) sends Eric and Vivianna to the Bidwell Training Center in Pittsburgh, PA.

1997 NEA sends Eric and Viviana to a living history conference in Ohio.

1998 City of Eureka does a feasibility study for the Victorian Village project. Three Victorian buildings relocated to Blue Ox. Work begins on Miss Corrina Bella.

1999-2000 The Blue Ox School begins, in partnership with the Humboldt County Office of Education.

2001-2002 Blue Ox acquires Barnes Pedal Tool Collection.

2002 Blue Ox becomes new home of the 50-foot fishing vessel Wannacomet.



When he was 25, Eric went into business for himself, along with his brother, Loni, and a couple of friends named Jack Hagans and Paul Zieback. With start-up capital of a whopping $300, they bought themselves two peavies, a choker, a very used chainsaw, and a 1950 1½-ton Ford flatbed truck which they promptly christened ‘Ophelia Bumps’. Inspired by the tale of the archetypal logger Paul Bunyan, they called their company the Blue Ox Logging & Lumber Co.

The very first job the boys got was working a 40-acre lot for a man Eric had known as a surveyor. The deal was, they could take all of the downed timber that was lying around, as well as any standing dead trees. The land was vacation property, located near a small lake in the coastal mountain ranges east and north of Eureka. It was winter, and there wasn’t much going on up there, but these four partners spent the entire season jungled up in a little 8’ x 10’ cabin, trying to wring as much as they could out of the job with the meager tools that were available. They could only salvage the logs they could get on the truck by hand, so it was a long, hard winter with little profit from the small Port Orford Cedar logs.

Gradually, the fledgling company began to acquire better tools and equipment, enabling them to bring in larger and larger logs. They also began to get a reputation for doing good work and leaving a clean jobsite behind when they were done. This led to contracts with the U.S. Forest Service and other private land owners. These were the days of real salvage logging, when only dead and downed trees were taken out, selectively cut from the living forest, without changing the landscape much. And the Blue Ox crew found a niche doing that. The boys began renting an old abandoned building in Eureka to store their trucks and cables. They found a dilapidated bread truck and tore the back off to make it their new logging truck. They traded labor for a 30,000 lb. Tulsa winch with 300 feet of cable, and learned new techniques to make things go smoother and faster. They acquired a used cat to load logs onto the truck. Business was booming!

At the time, Eric was the mechanic of the outfit and the cat driver. He was constantly under the hood of one of the trucks, or fixing the brakes, or welding the winch back onto the truck after they had pulled it off again trying to get a big ‘punkin’ of a log down a hill. He began finding creative ways of achieving the seemingly impossible—something he is still good at today—and somehow kept things moving.

After three years, Viviana moved to town and met Eric. The relationship was strained early on when he took her logging and a tree nearly rolled over on her but she got over it and soon they had her filling in on winch duty and eventually driving the cat. The next year, Eric and Viviana were married.

Being Led By Slamming Doors...

By 1977, the Blue Ox had been in business logging for about four years, but it was hard going. A series of accidents damaged much of their equipment, and the Forest Service stopped salvage logging, cutting out their main source of income. They bid on a big logging job up in the mountains, but didn’t get it. It was too much for the little company, and they decided to try something else.

Eric had built a little sawmill down at the storage building—which they now owned—and they used the mill to cut fencing, which they sold to local landowners. The venture was less than successful, and Paul, and Jack decided to move on to other things. The Hollenbecks were now alone with the Blue Ox but still determined to make a go of it. They began making and selling little pre-fabricated buildings.

They went to a large local mill and got peeler cores (what’s left when a log is peeled to make plywood) and used them to create a log-cabin appearance on the sheds, greenhouses, and saunas they built. Things went well for a while. They built up a system of dealers throughout Northern California and hired several guys to work in the shop making the buildings. But the economy was slow in the area, and again doors started slamming, leading the Blue Ox in a different direction. Loni left to pursue his own course. In 1980, Eric and Viviana’s daughter Cara was born, and Viviana stopped working to look after her. Gradually, the orders for the buildings stopped coming in, and a series of lean years followed. Times were hard for the Hollenbecks, but the dream never died. It just changed shape...


Flooded Eight Months of the Year

The story of the Blue Ox’s main building is an interesting tale in its own right. It was originally built back in 1904 by a man named John Vance, one of the local lumber Barons at the time. The building housed the North Mountain Power Company, whose turbines provided electricity for a system of trolley cars that ran in Eureka up until 1945. At that time, a bus system moved in and took over, stipulating as part of the agreement with the city that the trolley tracks be torn up. In the spirit of abandoning the past, the last trolley car was ceremoniously burned. The blaze was so large that it scorched nearby buildings; a nice turn of poetic justice.

During the Second World War, the building stood empty. Later, various renters used it for different purposes over the years, including stints as a boat shop, cabinet shop, dune buggy factory, and box factory.

When the fledgling Blue Ox Company began renting in the early 1970s, the building was owned by a local bank and the building was in an advanced state of disrepair. By 1976, it was in such bad shape that it was condemned and in danger of being torn down. The bank, looking to cut its losses, offered to sell the building to the Blue Ox boys. The town thought the guys were crazy to buy the dilapidated building, which was on a marshy piece of land right down near the bay which was susceptible to flooding through much of year. But the Blue Ox partners saw potential in the place, and the bank made a generous offer: they would finance the purchase 100%, and monthly payments were set at $600, provided visible improvements were made on the property every month.

Well, the improvements were made—including the addition of several tons of gravel which helped with the flooding—and the Blue Ox has continued to grow. Now, the old power plant is just the center point of the Millworks complex.

[image: image]



Eagle House and Beyond...

During the slow years in the early 1980s, Eric never stopped moving and when work was scarce, kept busy renovating the interior of the millworks. They had an idea then to create a “craftsmen’s village” inside the millworks, with several small workshops together under one roof, open to the public, and with artisans from different trades working in each shop. During this time, Eric built a series of interior walls and playful facades that still stand today, dividing the main building into its various departments. He also found, restored, and learned how to use many of the vintage machines now used in the millworks. In 1983, Eric’s third daughter, Dayl, was born. That same year, the Hollenbecks were contracted by a local developer to provide material for the restoration of an old Victorian inn called The Eagle House Inn, located in downtown Eureka. It was to be a big job. Eagle House would have a 35-room hotel, a ballroom, two restaurants, and two storefronts.

Aside from the much-needed work, the contract would also prove to be a valuable learning experience for Eric. For every new piece of woodwork the architect asked for, Eric had to figure out a way to make it, some way or other—and he always did, no matter how difficult the task. Wood for the project came from used timbers salvaged from an old mill site across the bay, beginning a tradition of using used or salvaged wood whenever possible, which continues to this day. In the end, the Blue Ox provided over 250,000 board feet of material for the Eagle House project.

Eureka and the surrounding communities are known for a wealth of Victorian architecture, and Eric, having honed his skills on the many challenges of Eagle House, became known as the man to go to for custom Victorian woodwork. It was the beginning of the Victorian theme at the Blue Ox, and business was improving.

In 1988, at Viviana’s urging, they began to advertise nationally, and business really took off. About this time, Cita, Eric’s daughter by a previous marriage, came to work at the Blue Ox for a couple of years. During this period, , the offices were built onto the main building and a recreated wooden trolley was built onto a school bus chassis as part of the Eagle House project.

1990 was the best year yet, with job orders coming in from around the country. Their clients since then have included state parks from several states, the Saint Innocent Cathedral in Dutch Harbor, Alaska, the California Governor’s Mansion, and most notably, the White House. Rather than developing a set list of mass-produced products, Eric and Viviana have chosen to specialize in custom jobs, each of which continues to be challenging and unique.

Branching Out...

The Historic Park

Ever since the early 1980s and the original craftsmen’s village, the idea to open the millworks to the public had been percolating in the Hollenbeck’s brains. At a Christmas party one year, everyone wanted to see the old machines again, so Eric led them around and showed them everything, telling a little story about each one. This had happened so often that Eric had developed a set route for showing the stuff off. Suddenly, it dawned on them that they were doing an organized mill tour. Why not go public?

An extensive system of walkways, guard rails, and rope guides were set up and in 1991, the Blue Ox Millworks Historic Park officially opened for tours. Today, the mill tour includes a guided walk through part of the main building and a longer self-guided stroll through the various shops and projects currently underway.

Working with Kids

That same year, the Blue Ox began their tradition of working with at-risk kids. It started when a counselor from one of the local schools called up and said she had a boy down there who was going to get kicked out of school. The counselor was worried about the boy and asked if she could bring him down to meet Eric. Not sure what he could do, Eric nevertheless agreed. The boy came down and Eric began teaching him blacksmithing in the evenings after work. It turned out to be a great success. The boy—who had been living on the street—moved in with his grandmother, got back into school, and put his life back on track.

The Hollenbecks went on to work with many more kids. In 1999, a group of home-schoolers came through on a tour of the Blue Ox. One of the parents—a teacher named Don Hoch—approached the Hollenbecks about starting a program for community schools, which is where the hard cases end up. Since then, the Blue Ox has hosted a small class of kids part-time during the week. The current ceramics shop, boatyard, and skid camp were all conceived as student projects, and the blacksmith shop has been expanded to allow several forges to operate at once. The living history function of the Blue Ox has been enriched by the school, and the kids are able to learn from the traditional skills and the interaction with the public.

What everyone has learned from the experience is that some of these young people are in danger of falling through the cracks of society; but that many of them can be saved by trying something different from the standard school environment. For several kids, that “something” has been working with their hands; experiencing the feelings of success, satisfaction, and respect that come with learning a skill. They also learn firsthand about the science and history surrounding each new craft. The program has been very successful, especially in the difference is has made in the lives of the students.

[image: image]

Presidential Honors and Other Big Stuff...

In 1993, President Clinton was touring the north coast in preparation for a major summit meeting on forestry in the Pacific Northwest. It seemed, for a while, as if he would even make it to Eureka to visit the Blue Ox! As it turned out, Eureka was too small a town to provide adequate security for the President of the United States, so Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt came instead. Afterwards, Eric was invited as one of 5 representatives of the California forest industry to testify at the Forest Summit attended by Clinton and Vice President Al Gore, held in Portland, Oregon. He shared his views on the future of the national forestlands in this country, stressing the need to produce a finished product rather than just raw materials, and to be creative and innovative in the way we do things, citing the Blue Ox as an example. What Eric said at the summit so impressed the president that Eric was invited to Washington D.C. the following year to be honored by Clinton at his 1994 Earth Day speech. In return, Eric created a large conference table from a single slab of redwood and presented it to President Clinton.

Nineteen ninety-four proved to be a big year for travel with the Hollenbecks. Aside from the trip to Washington, DC, they were also invited to Japan to present a Victorian gazebo to Eureka’s sister city, Kamisu, and visited 12 indigenous communities in Mexico to advise them on how to establish themselves as finished product manufacturers.

Out of all this excitement came opportunities. During Bruce Babbitt’s visit to the Blue Ox in 1993, a local foundation director introduced the Hollenbecks to Dan Sheehey, the Folk Director of the National Endowment for the Arts in Washington, DC. When Eric went to Washington, he met again with Sheehey, which led to a series of exchanges with other living history museums and project-based learning groups around the country. These included a trip to Pittsburgh, where the Hollenbecks visited the Bidwell Training Center; part of a very successful non-profit organization that had started out as a ceramics school. The following year, the Hollenbecks were sent to a living history conference in Ohio.


Rusty Diamonds in the Blackberries

It would not be inaccurate to say that Eric owes a lot to blackberries. They have safely hidden—and then reluctantly revealed—the numerous treasures he has added to his workshop over the years. Some of his most prized antique machines were left to rust in the industrial wastelands of Eureka and nearby towns, which were quickly reclaimed by the blackberry canes when work ceased. There they waited until “that crazy guy from the Blue Ox” showed up to give them a second chance.

It takes a lot of effort to haul off an enormous mass of cast iron, brass, and steel, and more to clean it up and get it working again. That is just half the battle, though. Once you have a vintage machine up and running you still have to figure out how the damn thing works! That may sound easy, but it often isn’t. The technology has changed a lot in the past 100 years, and a lot of things are done much differently now.

Take the molder, for example. It has four separate heads, each able to carry blades on four sides. All of the blades need to be balanced or you will soon have thick slices of sharpened steel flying through the air at about mach 3. Even if you can figure the balancing out, you still haven’t got a clue as to how to set the thing up to cut wooden gutters. There are all sorts of clever tricks to getting these things done, but who is around to pass on those secrets these days? A lot of the time it comes down to reinventing the wheel. Still, if this is what you love, you do it.

So, each of those hulking goliaths at the Blue Ox represents countless hours of tinkering and toying before they would run again properly. The big belt sander alone took over two years to reconstruct and rehabilitate and had to be rescued from the wilderness first!

Back in his heyday of scavenging, Eric became well known for his habits collecting ‘old junk’. While wandering around an old mill site one day, he happened to come across an old blubber cooker which was left over from the whaling days and lying half hidden in the blackberries. He waded in for a closer look and peered into the rusty hulk. There, about arm’s length inside, someone had written in silver spray paint the words: “Hi, Eric”.
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Slowly, the idea for a full-blown, living history ‘Victorian Village’ park began to take shape and in 1998, the city of Eureka did a feasibility study of the project. At the same time, three Victorian buildings threatened with demolition were relocated to the property adjacent to the Blue Ox, forming the seed for the village project. Since then, the project has been moving forward slowly but steadily.

Tour of the Blue Ox: Sawmill, Custom Woodshop, Charter School, Living History Museum

The Blue Ox in person is a constantly changing thing. One day you may walk in and find a new building has popped up seemingly overnight; the next time, a 50-foot fishing boat hull is parked in front of the skid camp, looking very much at home. It is the nature of the beast that things are forever morphing into something new, but a few things can be relied upon to remain relatively constant:

[image: image]

The main building is the first thing that commands the eye as you enter the grounds. It is a very large blue building, and it is here that main woodworking rooms and the offices are housed-and where the tour through the millworks proper begins. The sawmill, molding building, machine shop, and blacksmith shop are all arranged in a horseshoe shape behind the main building. Behind the blacksmith shop is another ring of buildings. These house the ceramic shop and the kiln, with a large roofed area covering the Miss Corrina Bella. Further to the left are the barn and stable and the general store building.

Back out towards the parking lot, a row of square buildings marks the skid camp: a recreated logging camp circa 1880. Buildings like these were dragged from job site to jobsite by teams of oxen-not unlike the pair housed in the stable out back.

During the day, the oxen are generally pastured out on the higher ground to the west, which will also be the site of the future Victorian Village, if all goes well (more about this in the Future Chapter). A few rescued houses can be seen already standing out there.

Just across the small parking lot from the main building, a few small surprises are left for the visitor. These include the aviary and the rose garden.

Meet the Press...

Over the years, the Blue Ox has been the subject of so much newspaper, magazine, and television coverage that it is hard to keep track of it all. Nevertheless, a few things stand out. One of the first national magazines to cover the Blue Ox was Popular Woodworking, which did a several-page spread in 1990. Shelter and Sunset magazine articles followed in 1991, along with a story on CNN Headline News. ABC News stopped by in 1993, but the big year was 1994, when Eric was on ABC and NBC News, as well as C-Span. That year also marked appearances in foreign publications, including a Japanese magazine and newspaper, and a popular German geographic magazine. The next year saw an appearance on the Discovery Channel. Things have hardly slowed down since, and soon, if all goes well, the Blue Ox will become its own media outlet. A television series is one of the future projects being actively pursued (see Future Chapter).
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Chapter 2 :

Victorian Architecture

Because the Blue Ox (and by extension, this book) uses the Victorian era as a benchmark for preserving and teaching traditional skills, it seems only fitting to say a word or two about Victorian architecture and the monarch who lent her name to that era.

Victoria and Her Age

The Victorian architectural period lasted from about 1825-1900, roughly coinciding—as the name suggests—with the reign of the British monarch Queen Victoria, who ruled the empire from 1837 until her death in 1901.

[image: image]

Born Princess Alexandrina Victoria on May 24, 1819, she was the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Kent and one of many possible heirs to the throne. She was named after her godfather—the Russian Czar Alexander I—and her German-born mother, Princess Victoire of Saxe-Coberg. Until the age of three, Victoria spoke only in her mother’s German tongue, but learned English soon enough, as well as Italian—the language of her beloved opera.

Soon after her birth, Victoria found her position in the royal line-up had improved with the untimely deaths of both her father and the reigning King George III. Royal politics were very aggressive at the time, so the young royal was watched carefully throughout her childhood in case a jealous uncle should attempt murder to remove her. She survived in spite of the intrigue and assumed the throne in 1837 at the tender age of 18, since the deaths of King George IV and his brother, William IV left Victoria next in line for the job.

Shaking off the controlling influences of her family, the newly-crowned Queen Victoria immediately took control of her own life, refusing to be used as a pawn by power-hungry members of her court. She was determined to be her own boss and proved it two years later, when she proposed marriage to her German first cousin, Albert. They were married in 1840, and had a happy marriage that resulted in no fewer than nine children. During the child-raising period, Albert ruled the country in all but name. Initially unpopular with the public, he was gradudually accepted, although he was never granted the title of ‘King’. In 1857, Victoria managed to persuade Parliament to give Albert the title’ Prince Consort’.

Always in poor health, Albert finally succumbed to typhoid fever in 1861 at the age of 42, whereupon Victoria went into mourning. The loss of her husband led to a depression which lasted for years—and in fact, she wore black for the rest of her life. (This perpetual mourning posed something of a problem for the country’s upper class, which sought to emulate the Queen’s mourning while still remaining ornate. A solution was found in the development of the black mineral jet as a material for jewelry.)

By 1864, a Scottish attendant named John Brown had become very close to the queen—although no-one is sure of the details. People began to talk, and the queen was even jokingly referred to as ‘Mrs. Brown’. Victoria ignored the whispers and maintained the curious relationship for over 20 years. Upon Brown’s death in 1883, Victoria became so distraught that she did not walk for a year, and afterward used a cane or wheelchair until her death.

During Victoria’s reign, the British Empire achieved its greatest expansion, with colonies and possessions scattered around the world. Victoria, as the headstrong and independent matriarch of the British, became an icon of the era. On the fiftieth year of her reign, the Empire celebrated a Golden Jubilee and repeated the festivities ten years later, at her Diamond Jubilee.

Victoria died in 1901 at the age of 81. She had reigned for 64 years—a record for British monarchs, who were notoriously short-lived—and was succeeded by her son, Prince Albert, who was crowned King Edward VII. Even in death, however, Victoria had one last surprise for her subjects. Because she disliked black funerals, she left strict instructions that London should be dressed in purple and white instead.

Elements Combine to Give Birth to Victorian Architecture

The explosion of Victorian styles on the American architectural scene did not happen in a vacuum. There were several very important developments in American society that converged to make the blossoming of this elaborate, ornate, and imaginative architecture possible:

[image: image]

Mass-Production

The late 19th century marked the dawn of the machine age, in which a host of new inventions were making possible the mass-production of a lot of items previously available only through labor-intensive hand-finishing. Architectural elements were among these. Features such as turned columns, intricate scrollwork, and ornate moldings could suddenly be turned out cheaper and faster than ever before. What had once been the result of hours of carving and hand-labor could now be reproduced in minutes with the aid of steam-driven lathes, molders, and scroll saws. Architectural ornament, once very expensive—and thus available only to the very rich—was now available at prices even the average homeowner could afford. They didn’t need to be told twice.

Wood

On the west coast, the abundance of natural resources—in the form of seemingly limitless softwood forests—meant that the raw materials for any conceivable building project were readily available and cheap. In California, the wood of choice was redwood. A single old-growth redwood log could provide lumber for a dozen houses and they were there for the cutting.

New Ways to Build

As sawmills in the west churned out lumber, eastern builders began to develop a new style of building in the 1830s, which took advantage of small-dimension lumber and newly available, mechanically produced iron nails. Previously, houses had been built with heavy timber frames, with the timbers joined by precise mortise and tenon joints. Construction was slow.

Taking advantage of cheap lumber and the machine-made nails, builders placed many small, light timbers called ‘studs’ close together to create a lightweight airy shell (called—derogatorily at first—a ‘balloon frame’), that was held together with nails rather than tedious joinery. The new methods allowed a house to be put up in as little as a day. When people realized how quickly and cheaply they could become homeowners, the building trades took off.

Wealth

With the increased productivity of the industrial age came increased profits for a rapidly-growing middle class. Whereas in previous centuries social classes had been strictly divided and tended to ‘keep to their places’, middle-class Victorians began to emulate the feisty Queen Victoria by scoffing at societal rules—and started showing off their newfound wealth.

While the wealthy members of the upper class already had houses full of valuable artifacts from previous ages and were less inclined to replace them with new Victorian things, they made few contributions to the new style. Likewise the very poor had no money for such things and were largely left out of the loop. This left the ‘nouveau riche’—factory owners and foremen, business owners and well-to-do merchants—who were the main movers of Victorian Style. They had money, now, and they wanted to show it off.

[image: image]

Timing

Although the new styles had their beginnings in the early part of Queen Victoria’s reign, it wasn’t until after the Civil War, when all of the above factors came together, that the creative spirit of America’s Victorian architects and builders reached its apex.

It happened at a time when San Francisco and the rest of California’s north coast was being built from the ground up. Between 1848 (the year gold was discovered) and 1860, San Francisco’s population swelled from 800 to nearly 57,000. And all of those people had to be housed. Architects found plenty of willing buyers for the homes and other buildings they were erecting, and with the flood of new money pouring into the new middle class, there was plenty of interest in the most ostentatious displays the architects could envision.

Eureka’s Victorian Heritage

Like San Francisco, Eureka was a city in the making during the Victorian age. Founded in 1850, it was a thriving mill-town, providing lumber for the entire nation from the awe-inspiring redwood forests of Northern California. All of the factors that combined to make the Victorian styles of architecture possible were especially prevalent here.

By 1857, the local economy was in full swing. Dozens of mills were turning out lumber, providing abundant raw material for building, and creating ample income to finance new construction. A new class of ‘Lumber Barons’ sprang up, newly wealthy from the constant flow of lumber from their mills and competing with one another to build the largest, most ostentatious buildings possible.

One of the men, a mill-owner named John Vance, built a large hotel downtown and named it after himself. Three stories tall, it occupied half a city block and became the pride of the city. The next year, his rival—a shipping tycoon named Capt. Buhne—built a large brick building across the street that was not only three stories high, but had minarets as well, reaching much higher than the Vance Hotel. Not to be outdone, John Vance immediately had the roof taken off his hotel and another floor added!

But both of these buildings pale in comparison to the glorious Carson mansion, built by yet another lumber baron, William McKendrie Carson, just a few blocks up the street on a tall hill overlooking the bay. The eighteen-room mansion is generally accepted as the ultimate in Victorian architecture. It is a huge pile of asymmetrical domes, towers, columns and gingerbread—a monstrous display of pure architectural abandon, which nevertheless somehow manages to pull everything together in a visually appealing package. The building of it was said to keep more than 100 workers busy for over two years.

The Heyday of the ‘Painted Ladies’

The boom in Victorian building began immediately following the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. Fifty acres of exhibits featuring lavishly-ornamented houses, furniture, and interiors were visited by 6 million people, spawning a huge demand for the new styles almost overnight. The fair also highlighted the miracles of the new mass-production manufacturing techniques, which made the new styles affordable.

The trend in Victorian architectural styles was fueled by two publications: the Scientific American Architects and Builders Edition (which ran from 1885-1905), and the California Architect and Building News (1880-1900). Both of them were monthlies, offering complete house plans and specifications to architects and potential homebuyers. In these and other publications, ideas echoed back and forth across the country, flaming inspiration and creativity among architects, and helping to develop uniform styles.

Various Styles

The inspiration for the fabulous ornamentation on Victorian buildings came from architectural history, nature motifs, and just plain creative fancy. It was a time of unfettered creativity, where anything and everything seemed to be fair game. This freedom led many designers to play fast and loose with the rules of good taste, and some houses were obviously more successful than others. As a whole, however, Victorian buildings are a refreshing change from the austere styles of earlier and subsequent eras. They are ambassadors from a time when, for a few short years, imagination was allowed to run wild.

Architectural scholars have grouped Victorians into several major styles, although many of them were not clearly defined at the time. The “Eastlake” style, for example, took its name from the British interior decorator Charles Locke Eastlake, whose influential book, Hints on Household Taste, became a standard guide to interior design after he showed some of his furniture at the Philadelphia Exposition. Soon afterward, the name Eastlake was being applied to all sorts of things—from furniture, to paint, to shingles—in an attempt to attract buyers. This was often done whether or not the product fit Eastlake’s criteria of good style—and they often didn’t. Eastlake himself denounced the trend, but to no avail. It was only a matter of time before the name Eastlake was applied to houses as well, and there were several ‘Eastlake’ plans widely available by the 1880s.

There are few criteria that so-called Eastlake houses have in common, and because of this, the style is hard to define. Generally, they can be said to have strong lines, with robust, angular shapes, and exposed structural members, especially on gable ends.

Below are a few more styles:

Gothic Revival (Carpenter Gothic) 1840-1880

The first experiments into the new styles of Victorian architecture imitated medieval gothic architecture , with its arched, pointed windows and stone tracery. At first, the buildings were made of stone, but they were soon translated into wooden homes, and the stone tracery became wooden ‘gingerbread’. Extreme amounts of decoration were sometimes added as the craze took hold, and these buildings were called ‘Steamboat Gothic’, for their resemblance to the elaborate Mississippi steamboats.
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Italianate 1840-1885

Straight lines and relatively sober ornamentation set this style apart from more showy styles. They often had high false fronts with flat rooflines and corniced eaves that hid the gable of a standard peaked roof. Angled bay windows and porches with Corinthian columns were also common. They became popular on the west coast in the 1870s.
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Second Empire (Mansard Style) 1850-1885

Mansards are the boxy roof forms used extensively in this style. They were inspired by contemporary Parisian architecture, popular during the reign of Napoleon III. The roofs consist of a nearly flat top that gives way to nearly vertical slopes, which often curve out again at the bottom.
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Victorian Stick 1860-1890

Medieval building techniques were the inspiration for these houses, which made liberal use of trusses and stickwork—a form of decoration that uses a lot of long, small-dimension lumber to give the building the impression of having been built of sticks. Board and batten siding, clapboards, x-bracing, and exposed trusses are all characteristic of this style.
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Folk Victorian 1870-1910

This was a very straightforward house of simple design, spruced up some by the application of mass-produced woodwork adornment. Those who didn’t have the money for something more ostentatious built one of these.
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Queen Anne 1880-1910

This is the style most often associated with Victorian architecture, although it suffered at the hands of critics when it first appeared. Nevertheless, it was popular with the masses, especially in the 1890s. Queen Anne houses often have round towers and plenty of gingerbread. Gabled roofs with ornate gable ends and decorative shingles were also common. Architects made use of irregular house shapes and oriental influences such as onion domes and curved arches above porches and balconies. Stained glass was also used frequently.
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Gingerbread: Elements of architecture

In order to truly appreciate the wooden finery on Victorian ‘Painted Ladies’, you need to know a thing or two about all the pieces that go into making of that gingerbread. Many of these elements can be found in other forms of architecture. Where the bargeboard of a modern house barely registers on the viewer, however, the same feature on a Victorian can be truly dazzling. Below is a glossary of architectural terms useful when viewing Victorian buildings.

Ashlar

Square stones—or wood shaped to look like stone—used to face a building.

Bargeboard(also Vergeboard, Gable Rafter, or Fly Rafter)

The board running along the edge of a gable end. In Victorians, often very wide, and patterned with scrollwork or other decorative ornament.

Baluster

One of the vertical members in a stair, balcony, or porch railing. Used to support the handrail.

Balustrade

A collective term for the assembly of balusters, newel posts, and rails around a staircase, porch, or balcony.
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Belt Cornice

A cornice found between an upper- and lower set of windows in a two-story bay window.

Board and Batten

A form of siding made up of wide boards placed edge to edge vertically on the wall, with narrower boards (battens) added over the joints to keep out moisture.
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Bracket

A support used under eaves or other overhanging elements. In Victorians, often highly decorative.

Differs from a corbel in that it has an empty space within its framework, while the corbel is solid.
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Bracket Extension

As the name suggests, an extension continuing down the wall below a bracket.

Clapboard

A type of wooden siding where wedge-shaped boards are overlapped horizontally on the face of a building.
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Colonnade

A row of columns, usually along the front of a building.

Corbel

A support used below a cornice or eave. Differs from a bracket in that it is solid, whereas a bracket is open.

Cornice

The uppermost group of moldings and woodwork along the top of a building, just below the roof.

Dentils

A decorative effect produced by spacing small blocks evenly along a cornice or molding.
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Dormer

A window projecting from the slope of a roof, covered by a small gable.

Eaves

The projecting lower edge of a roof, as it extends away from the building.

Facade

The front face of a building.

Fanlight

A curved or semi-circular window above a door.

Festoon

A plaster ornament shaped like a draped string of blossoms, with tassels hanging down at the corners.
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Finial

The decorative upper termination of a tower or gable.
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Frieze

A rectangular panel used under a cornice. Also a band of sculptural decoration around a room or building.

Gable

The triangular end formed by a sloped roof.

Gable Treatment

A decorative assemblage used in the triangle formed by a gable end.

Green Man

An archetype often used in Victorian architecture. A male face merging into a floral or leaf design.
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Lintel

A horizontal member supported by vertical columns. Also the lower horizontal baseboard of a door or window opening.

Mansard

A boxy type of roof, whose edges are very steep, often curving out at the base. Sometimes used as a decorative element over bay windows.

Newel

The main post at the base of a stair rail, or at the corner of a balcony balustrade.

Pediment

In classical architecture, a pediment was the triangular section between the roof and the rectangular portion below. In Victorians, triangular decorations above windows or doors.
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Pilaster

A flat decoration in the form of a column, often applied to the wall of a house where a columned porch attaches to the building.

Portico

A collective
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