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The Meaning of the Palimpsest

In early times a palimpsest was a parchment or other material
trom which one or more writings had been erased to give room for
later records. But the erasures were not always complete, and so it be-
came the fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the later
records but also to reconstruct the original writings by deciphering
/ the dim fragments of letters partly erased and partly covered by
SU- JBONSH | subsequent texts.
' | The history of Iowa may be likened to a palimpsest which holds
the record of successive generations. To decipher these records of
the past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which they contain
is the task of those who write history:.
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M. A DISBROW & COMPANY:
CATALOGUE ARCHITECTURE

by Arthur A. Hart

Some of Towa's most impressive monu-
ments of a bygone era are the elaborate
Victorian mansions, covered with “ginger-
bread” ornamentation, which may be
tound in almost every Towa town, stand-

Ing in marked contrast to today’s houses

ot standardized plainness. What skill and
imagination, we say, must have gone into
the decorative trim which gives these
beautitul houses their characteristic charm.
But what we fail to realize as we look at
what seem to be examples of individuality
and romantic expression in architecture is
that they actually represent the beginning
of mass-production and standardization in
building. Rather than the products of
skilled and imaginative local craftsmen.

the ornaments were more like y tashioned
on machines in the many woodworking
tactories in the Middle West. These busi-
nesses mass produced standardized build-
mg components such as doors, windows.
tireplaces, staircases, porch pillars, and
mouldings. Lumberyards, building con-

tractors, and carpenters from coast to

coast ordered such items by number from
elaborate illustrated catalogues.

M. A. Disbrow & Company, established
at Lyons, Iowa (now part of Clinton). in
1806 was one such woodworking firm
which played a significant and far-reach-
ing role in the national standardization of

building components. The company was
incorporated in 1884 and opened another
tactory in Omaha two years later. By 1912,
there was a branch called Disbrow Sash
& Door Co. in Cedar Rapids. Later in
the century the company opened a factory
in Cheyenne, Wyoming. The firm remains
in existence today, carrying on operations
at the Omaha site.

Martin Disbrow, the founder of the com-
pany, was a hard-working American busi-
nessman in the Horatio Alger tradition.
Born in Connecticut in 1832, he was or-
phaned at the age of three. His grand-
parents raised him, and from them—they
were strict disciplinarians—he learned the
virtue of hard work and the folly of idle-
ness. These principles stayed with him
throughout his life and his business ca-
reer. According to a biographical sketch
published in 1901, he believed emphati-
cally that “work was the salvation of the
individual and of the world, it being the
lever that raises people to the position of

usetulness.”

At age nineteen Disbrow set out for
New York to earn his fortune. He became
involved in a fight between the city’s milk
suppliers. Dealers on Long Island were
selling milk from cows fed on garbage and
the left-over hops mash from breweries.
Rural dairvmen were trying to substitute
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their own milk products from grass or
grain-ted cattle. This was a major struggle
in New York at the time, and Disbrow
evidently threw a great deal of youthfu
energy into the fray. He finally collapsed
under the strain and took his stake of
$1600 in search of a healthful and promis-
ing location in the West. Following a
journey by rail, he settled in Lyons, Iowa.

In 1856 at the age of 24, Disbrow began
to invest his money and drew on the finan-
cial aid of his family—principally his sis-
ter Sarah. He purchased several lots in
the town and began plans for a millwork
tactory. Lyons had been a major part of
the lumber industry ever since loggers had
tirst boomed huge rafts of timber down
the sloughs of Wisconsin and onto the
Mississippi. Several big mills sprang up
along the banks of the river and began

I'he Luyons. lowa plant of Disbrow ¢ Company, about 1904. The buildings look impressive,
but M. A. Disbrow liked to have his factory idealized in drawings. The small building at th.
left (flying the American flag) still stands at 2301 McKinl y Street in Clinton. It served as an

office building for Disbrow ¢> Company and is now a Knights of Columbus hall (from Atlas
of the State of lowa. 1904
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to process the raw logs into useful mate-
rials. Disbrow's first shop was a modest
24 by 48 foot building. He had only a
small 30 horsepower engine to drive the
milling machinery. Soon, however, the bus-
ness grew, and the physical plant was ex-
panded to keep pace.

The taste of American builders during
the later years of the nineteenth century
called for much ornamental elaboration of
the basic house designs. A parade of
styles—Gothic, Queen Anne, Art Nouveau
—demanded intricate detailing on both
the exterior and interior of buildings. Dis-
brow’s factory turned out such frills and
tancies in profusion. As the business grew,
Disbrow & Company began to issue cata-
logues, illustrating the variety of products
available. Eventually, the catalogues in-
corporated items manutactured by other
tirms, but distributed, at least in part, by
the Lyons company. A reading of the cata-
logues gives a clear idea of the standard-
ization ot building components and the
wide variety of designs used during the
period.

One of the earliest of the surviving Dis-
brow catalogues was published by Rand
McNally in Chicago in 1892. The attrac-
tive and well-bound book contained en-

gravings of many ornamental and struc-
tural details which have since been dis-
covered in Victorian houses across Amer-
ica. The title page gave an idea of the
variety ot components offered by the
tirm:

COMBINED BOOK
OF
SASH, DOORS, BLINDS
MOULDINGS, STAIR WORK, MANTELS.
AND ALL KINDS OF INTERIOR AND EXTERIOR FINISH.
GLASS LISTS,
LATEST STYLES, ELEVATIONS, DESIGNS, ETC.,

(Courtesy of the Idaho State Historical Society)

OF
EMBOSSED, GROUND, AND CUT GLASS
BRACKETS, SCROLL AND TURNED WORK, WOOD
DRAPERY, STORE FRONTS, CORNER BLOCKS AND
BEADS, PLINTH BLOCKS, SAWED
AND TURNED BALUSTRADES, DOOR AND WINDOW
FRAMES, PULPITS, PEW ENDS, ETC.
ALSO REVISED EDITION
NEW UNIVERSAL MOULDING BOOK
GIVING FULL SIZE OF MOULDINGS, AND
THEIR EXACT MEASURE-
MENT IN INCHES ON EACH MOULDING.

The 1892 catalogue depicted a large se-
lection of doors and windows with their
accompanying frames, baseboards, wain-
scoting, and picture rails—a fine exposition
of Queen Anne taste in interiors. ~Por-
tiecre Work,” the elaborate spool and
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The fancy portiere work used to decorate large dooru ays between rooms. Thes
in the 1892 catalogue (courtesy of the Idaho State Historical Society ).

styles were offered

. —— .
vty ~P. T g g = A

spindle decorations for arches between
rooms and for front hallways, was also
shown. Head blocks, especially of the fa-
miliar “bullseye” pattern that once sat
atop the corners of nearly all interior door
frames, were ottered in an astonishing
variety. In all, 132 different designs of
head blocks were made and sold by Dis-
brow & Company in 1892. The most
ornate went for only $60 per hundred.
while the common “bullseye” went for
only $5 per hundred. Although this price

was for blocks in white or yellow pine,
the same designs were available in red
oak or birch for 50 per cent more, or in
walnut at double the price.

The popular Queen Anne taste called
tor natural woods, and it was the custom
to do each of the principal rooms of a
tine house in a different wood. Cherry
was popular, as were curly maple and
mohogany. For those who could not afforc

the real thing, imitation hand-grained

doors were available in pine. Hand-grain-
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Head blocks — decorative ornaments at the
“head” of interior doorposts—were almost uni-
versal features of turn-of-the-century homes.
Disbrow offered many styles in the company's
catalogue (sample at left is from the 1892
book). The Kenneth Mather house near Spring-
dale, Iowa has a head block that appeared

in the 1904 Disbrow catalogue.

ng had been practiced for centuries, and
the 1904 catalogue described the Disbrow
method: “[The pine doors] are painted
two coats, best lead and oil paint, and are
caretully grained.” The grain effect was
achieved with a variety of comb-like tools
and occasionally with turkey feathers. The
(‘Ht:.ll(}*_{ll{‘ claimed that these 111111(]—}'_{‘1‘{1it|{_*d
doors “have all the appearance of genuine
oak, at much lower cost.”

Entire porches in the Queen Anne style
were available from the Lyons firm. Build-
ers could choose a complete design or mix
individual elements to suit

and match

themselves. Disbrow offered seven pine

newel posts tor porches and eleven “veran-

da posts. There were 34 outside balusters

available, about half of these turned (on
a lathe) and half cut (on a band-saw).
Fourteen drawings of porches suggested
how the elements could be combined to
achieve stylish Queen Anne results. The
somewhat fantastic effects achieved will be

familiar to observers of houses of the
period.

Bay window designs, made up of ele-
ments from the Disbrow factory, were
also shown complete. They suggest that
the reliance on factory-produced archi-
tectural elements helped make a gradual
transition from the Italianate style of mid-
century through the mansard of the 1870s
and 80s to the Queen Anne of the late

80s and '90s. Components in the 1892
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Disbrow catalogue could be used to
achieve any one of the styles popular after
the Civil War.

Nine pages ot brackets emphasized the
role of woodworking machines in achiev-
ing complicated “hand carved” effects. By
putting together as many as seven one-
inch boards, band-sawed in differing con-
formations, a ettect
achieved. patterns were incised
with a special tool called a Surface Orna-
menting Machine. Such machines. belt
driven from a line shaft, were standard in
\\'m)(lu'{n‘king factories in the late nine-
teenth century. A variety of carving spin-
dles, turning at 800 revolutions per min-
ute, could be manipulated by the opera-
tor to produce any decoration desired.

sculptured
[Linear

WwWds
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An ornate millwork porch detail
from Blackfoot, Idaho.

The company also manufactured many
styles of ornamental gable decoration and
vergeboards, the fancy designs which drip
from the eaves of Victorian houses. The
catalogues of 1892, 1904, 1908, 1913, and
1916 all show a wide choice of designs.
Since the 1892 catalogue offered these
gable ornaments in “any size or pitch"
and asked customers to write for prices,
it seems likely they were custom made.
Later editions featured a practical innova-
tion that made the sale of gable ornaments
a lot simpler. The “adjustable” ornament
could be fitted to roofs of any pitch,
since it was made up of three pieces, one
on each side of the peak connected with
a center ornament positioned like the cross
arm of a letter "A.”

Commercial buildings and churches
were no less affected by the ubiquitous
ornamentation. Disbrow offered the wood-
work for whole store fronts, office and
bank counters, and special doors with
etched and cut glass labeled “Cashier,”
“Office,” “Bookkeeper,” and “Private.” Al-
though only two examples of beveled plate
olass were shown in the 1892 catalogue,
the 1904 edition offered 49—ample evi-
dence of the increased vogue for this kind
of window by the turn of the century.
For churches, the company could supply
a wide variety of Gothic windows, pul-
pits, and pews. Starting in 1904, a regu-
lar feature of the catalogues was a section
of leaded colored art glass, reproduced by
stone lithography in full color.

The catalogues show the changes In
taste of American builders as the Queen
Anne style which dominated the earlier
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Painted to accentuate their rich design, these brackets from the 1892 catalogue grace a set o
doorways in Springfield, Massachusetts.
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Designs for window glass, 1892 (courtesy of the
Idaho State Historical Society).

Disbrow otferings slowly gave way to Art
Nouveau (intfluenced by the drawings of
Aubrey Beardsley and the art glass of
Louis Tittany), and in later catalogues to
Classic Revival. In 1908, the catalogue
pictured a style known today as Crafts-
man, which is generally supposed by his-
torians not to have been introduced until
later.

Technological changes were reflected
in the catalogues too, usually in the sub-
stitution ot machine methods for handi-
cratt. A good illustration was the appear-
ance of “art sand blast glass” in the
1904 book. A stencil was applied mechan-
ically to the glass before blasting, which

produced, almost instantly, designs of in-
credible complexity. Cut or ground glass

designs, most prevalent in the 1892 cata-
logue, were done either manually or
through acid etching over a resist—both
slower and more painstaking processes.
The complexity and scope of the Dis-
brow & Company catalogues reflected
the growth and success of Martin Dis-
brow's enterprise. The stern virtues ot
hard work and determination which the
young had carried West
served him well as he oversaw a rapidly

entrepeneur

developing firm. He passed on much of
his business philosophy to a young neph-
ew, Maynard B. Copeland, who eventual-
ly became Disbrow’s successor in manag-
ing the firm. Many of Disbrow’s letters
to Copeland have survived and shed light
on the company and the personal style of

Note on Sources
Two primary sources came together quite by
accident to inspire this study. First the 1879
Moore-Delmar mansion in Boise, Idaho, about
to be demolished by an Urban Renewal project,
was thoroughly researched and documented. Then
William G. Dougall of the Idaho Historical Mu-
seum statf discovered the 1892 Disbrow cata-
logue in the reference collection and found that
many of the architectural elements pictured in it
had been used in the Boise house. Further dis-
coveries of “Disbrow” items throughout Idaho
and other Western states began to suggest the
tremendous importance of woodworking plants
and their catalogues in standardizing decoration
in American building.

The author is especially indebted to Mr. Joseph
C. Glover, president of Disbrow & Co. in Omabha,
for his generous extended use of the historical
files of the company. These included the Martin
A. Disbrow letters quoted in the article, and a
number of key documents in the firm’'s corporate
history. Other assistance was rendered by Miss
Mary Disbrow of Clinton: Robert Seger, Direc-
tor of the Clinton Public Library; Mrs. Bernice
Johns, Omaha Public Library, and Ms. Lida
Lisle Green, Iowa State Historical Department/
Division of Historical Museum and Archives.
Additional pertinent material was added by the
staff of the State Historical Society of Iowa.
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A gable finish at 2131 North Second St. in Clinton. This house stands in
what was once Lyons, lowa and is only a few blocks from the former sit
nj" the Disbrou works. The millwork shown 1is identical cxcept for two
small missing pieces, evidently lost through time and neglect) to gable finish
number 2062 shown below in the 1892 Disbrow catalogue.
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The letterhead of Disbrow &
Historical Society).

Company,

its tounder. The younger man was teach-
ing school in Massachusetts when he first
inquired about moving to LLyons and tak-
ing a job with the company. Disbrow’s
the showed his

nonsense approach to life, even when a

answer to Inquiry NO-

tamily member was concerned:

In answer to yours of the 24th inst (which
blockade of

In regard to compensation for your services

was delayed by snows etc. )

the amount of compensation is determined
Ability-
and experience is al-
And

regulates

by the quality of service rendered.
Integrity-perseverence
ways in demand in a country like ours.
demand

the law of supply and

the compensation. So far as my tryimg to
you to come West please do not
it in that light.

mother to

persuade

think [ have
to fill. 1 that

she had spoken of vou when here.

vacancy
ettect as
[ thought
to come West and try it.—But
[ dont want you to pull up stakes and

wrote
yvou might like

come West on my account you are a young

man with the world before you it is for you

to choose your vocation and ]I}L.'thi{}ll,

showing the

FACTU R ~
N URg Ex

%\'\ DDZ?,%\
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building in 1873 (courtesy of the Idaho

Young men come West sometimes and profit
by pulling up stakes. If you are satistactor-
ily located a change would not be desirable.

Copeland came,
was out he was actively engaged in learn-
ing the business and undertaking impor-

tant responsibilities for his uncle. One of

his first assignments was to go back to
Massachusetts to secure engravings to be
used in a Company New Years card.
Disbrow’s attitude toward advertising and
quality printing, so important to the com-
pany s future catalogue operation, was
revealed in his letters, dispatched almost
daily. On December 8, 1881, he gave
Copeland detailed instructions on how the
engraving ot the factory at Lyons
was to look. Disbrow was not satisfied
with the first artist's drawings and told
Copeland exactly how to idealize the com-
east end of

11CW

pany's plant: “Carry up the
the shop three stories. Also move the lum-

ber piles south a little and put in the

State

and before the year
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warehouse, 3 stories high and about two-
thirds the width of the shop without chim-
neys and tinish the front and what will
show of the side the same as the brick.
Remember to leave a space between the
buildings. You may leave out the two trees.
Make house same height as front of Brick
in the center. Make any other change you
think is necessary, but have the work
well done. Have a neat note printed thank-
ing them for their patronage and desiring
a continuance. . The following day
Disbrow sent off further suggestions:
“Any designs I think had better be sug-
gestive of our biz in some manner, say
either a fine forest or a fine house with

——— e ——
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carpenters hanging doors, blinds, and put-
ting on moldings . . .” A further admoni-
tion revealed Disbrow’s idea of advertis-
ing: "Don't be afraid of a little money
spent that way. We hope it will be like
bread cast upon the water. My idea is to
get up something that our customers will
keep and not throw in the waste as quick
as they get it. . . .7

The incorporation of M. A. Disbrow &
Company came in 1884 with Disbrow
taking about $50,000 of the approximately
$69,000 in capital stock. Copeland put in
about $9,000, nearly half of which was
apparently owed him for his past three
years of work for the company. (During

LT e
------
-----

An office scene from about 1911. Ansel O. Cole. superintendent of the Disbrou Lyons ;}ffm! and prest-
dent of the company’s Cedar Rapids branch is seated at the left, discussing business with his son.
Jfrl‘._';;;(‘:;-{[ () (‘U[t”. At HH' ”'Lf;:.f i _f.'H-H J“h/. (1 f{”-”“ r ;;“ffu” foreman H].’H oS ;J;'uuu:h.s/ O ['(1 r,’,;
Juhl has before him on the desk a copy of the Disbrow catalogue, apparently the 1909 version (cour-

tesy of Grace and Mary Disbrow, Clinton, Ilowa).
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Disbrow factory hands with window sashes, inside the Lyons plant.

this time he had lived with Mr. and Mrs.
Disbrow in their own home.) In 1886. the
corporation opened a warehouse and of-
fice at Omaha, and Copeland assumed full
charge ot the business and was elected
president in 1912. (Disbrow's wite, Mary
[.. Disbrow, served as president of the
company between her husbands death
in 1906 and Copeland's election.) Ansel
0. Cole, a long-time employee and one
of the original shareholders, assumed man-
agement of the Lyvons plant and the Cedar
Rapids business.

From the time Copeland moved to
Omaha in 1886, Disbrow wrote to him
almost daily. Three vears of this corres-

pondence, happily, has survived almost in-
tact. Although it dealt principally with
day to day business concerns, it also was
liberally sprinkled with advice from the
older man to the younger, revealing the
mind of an Towa manufacturer of that day
in an interesting, and occasionally amus-
Ing, way.

Disbrow did not try to conceal his own
frailties and prejudices, but expressed
them with humor and candor. When Cope-
land had apparently requested shipment
of several different orders simultaneously,
all of which were being made in the Lyons
plant, Disbrow replied, "We cannot jump
around much without serious loss. You

e —

T —
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know German help is easily confused.
They will take up a job and push it
through and then take up another and so
on, but if they are changed around much
they get confused and don’t accomplish
much.”

Faced with the classic American prob-
lem of “meeting a payroll,” Disbrow often
made reference in his letters to the urgent
necessity of collecting outstanding ac-
counts in time for a deadline. He fre-
quently praised Copeland for getting the
money to Lyons in time, and told him not
to get discouraged when things were
rough. During the economic recessions
which plagued businesses in the 1880s.
Disbrow displayed considerable poise and
optimism in letters to his young Omaha
manager. He told him not to be too con-
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Workers at power-driven lathes. These machines
were the staples of the millwork business and used
to turn a variety of decorative products. Note the
turned spindles suspended from the ceiling.
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A formal portrait of factory workers, showing a wide range of age. Jens Juhl, former factory fore-
man, is the man with the bowler (courtesy of Grace and Mary Disbrow).

cerned when a valued employee was hired
away by another manutacturer or to worry
about those who threatened to quit if
their salaries were not raised. Let them
better themselves if thv}' could, he said,
and remember, there would be one less
pay check to worry about. Occasionally,
Disbrow mentioned employees who he
wished would quit and discussed with
Copeland potential replacements for peo-
ple he had decided to fire.

“Some folks think an average of 6 hours
labor per day is all that is required of
them and even less, with a plenty of vaca-
tions ot trom one to five days at a time
and large salaries. I don't like to see any-
one overworked but I do like to see them
busy 10 hours a day when they have good

pay. I teel sometimes like kicking some-
body.” This was about as irritated as Dis-
brow allowed himself to get in a letter,
except when his rheumatism troubled him,
and even then he could temper impatience
with humor: “We are getting some heavy
showers this A.M. It is warm and close—
good weather for the rheumatics. I have
it in my right arm so it bothers to write,
besides it is not conducive to my {_{'{J{J({
temper, however I must grin and bear it
—but, I feel as if a good quarrel wouldn't
come amiss.

Keeping ahead of the competition was
naturally another area of concern. Disbrow
was a steadying influence on young Cope-
land. He frequently said of a salesman or
a mill which had undercut the company
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that this kind of competition would take
care of itself in time by going broke. When
Copeland complained that some members
of a trade association (designed to regu-
late standard prices in the sash and door
industry) unethical
price-cutting, Disbrow warmed that it
was better to let them play that game by
themselves and predicted the early fail-
ure ot those who fell too low. His usual
advice in bad times was to reduce ex-
penses and sell only to good credit risks,
noting that those who placed large orders
at such times were the least likely to pay.

A Chicago trade journal, in typical turn-
of-the-century prose, described the busi-

were engaging in

nessman in terms he would no doubt have
approved:

The excellent factory methods and the re-
sultant excellent product are known far and
wide, but on this occasion it is not the
tactory, the methods or the business, but
the man himself. In every business it is the
man who is of the ogreatest i]I]l‘J{JI'[[lll(‘t,‘, He
s the

creator. the I]Ll“i-\[)]'illﬂ. the re-

organizer, it tire or other disaster comes.
He is the life, while the business is only the
material result. Mr. Disbrow was the sole
manager ot his business, although past three
score and ten years, handling his large af-
tairs with ease. being recular at his desk.
At tirst sight the visitor would Say that the
stout, stockly built man, with grizzly hair

and German and to

beard, was a judge
trom his makeup would expect him to speak
bruskly, but he would have been mistaken
and in regard to his manner of speaking
would have been most agreeably surprised.
Mr. Disbrow was a Connecticut Yankee and
In speech was as quiet and as gentle as a
woman. While he built up a large business.
he thought of other things than his factory
The ripeness of old age meant the ripeness

of a well spent life .

When Martin Disbrow died in 1906 his

company had come a long way from the
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A beautiful newel post from the Moore-Delamar house
in Boise, Idaho. It is identical to post number 1309 (right)
in the 1892 catalogue (courtesy of the Idaho State His-
torical Society).

modest beginnings a half century before.
Instead of the cramped, underpowered
building erected in 1856, the Disbrow &
Company Lyons branch occupied a large,
two-story structure that contained hun-
dreds of machines powered by a 450
horsepower engine.

One ot the important legacies Disbrow
bequeathed to Maynard Copeland, who
six vears later took over at the helm of
the tamily business, was the concern for
attractive marketing of products through

the firm’s catalogues. Disbrow & Com-
pany attempted to reach a large number
of consumers and gave decorative motifs
and components names designed to cap-
ture the imagination of the buyer. The
1904 catalogue, for example, offered
etched glass window panels for front
doors featuring the battleship “Maine,”
a patriotic motit still in vogue after the
Spanish-American War. Models of doors
in the 1892 catalogue carried names such
as: Gartield and Lincoln, both martyred

e T s —



presidents; Grant and Lee, military heroes
on their respective sides; Cleveland, Har-
rison, and Morton, all political figures:
for a dash of foreign glamour, Bismarck,
Jenny Lind, Crown Prince. Oxford and
Cambridge, Mikado, and Imperial; and
[llinois, Indian, Winnebago, Chicago, and
Oshkosh, for a native American touch.
The 1908 catalogue displayed a whole set
of names. In honor, no doubt, of the com-
pany s second location, there were doors
called Omaha and Ak-Sar-Ben (“Nebraska”
spelled backwards). There was also a
Clinton, in honor of the original location.
Names with a classical flavor were Athens
and Euclid. Other cities and towns
throughout the middle states were also
honored: Hastings, Arlington, Elburn, Ell-
wood, Garland, Fremont, and Dayton.

The company apparently accomplished
its objective of reaching a great number
of consumers across the country, for houses
with Disbrow components have been lo-
cated as far away as Idaho. The Moore-
Delamar house in Boise, for example, a
Mansard-roofed mansion built by a local
banker in 1879, had sashes, doors, roof
brackets, newel posts, balusters, railings,
and stair decorations exactly like some
pictured in the 1892 catalogue. The clear
implication is that these items were avail-
able nationally as early as 1879, even
though earlier catalogues have not vet
been found. Some of the same components
were still pictured in Disbrow’s 1916 cata-
logue.

Disbrow & Company did not, of course,
manutacture all of the building compon-
ents listed in its catalogues. Many of the
ornaments ottered were made by specialty
companies and simply marketed by Dis-
brow. For clues to some of the other com-
panies which supplied building elements
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to the Disbrow catalogues we must look
to later issues. In the company files in
Omaha is a specially bound copy of the
1916 Catalogue No. 17 which contains
interleaves opposite each section upon
which handwritten notes list names of
suppliers, dates, and current prices. Thirty-
tive different companies are listed.

By 1916, most glass in the Disbrow
catalogue was being supplied by three
companies: Omaha Mirror Co., Walsh
Cottey Mirror & Beveling Co. of St. Louis,
and another identified simply as “Mid-
land.” A further clue to the spread of
standardization is the notation “Designs
copyrighted by the National Ornamental
Glass Manufacturing Association of the
United States and Canada.” Although Dis-
brow & Company still made doors in
1916, four other suppliers of specialty
doors are listed, including Farley & Loet-
scher Manutacturing Co. of Dubuque.
Sash weights came from a St. Louis foun-
dry, but sash cord came from two sources.
one in New York and the other in Ala-
bama. Veneer paneling came from St
Louis and Kansas City. Kitchen cabinets
were supplied by Kompass & Stoll in
Niles, Michigan.

The Disbrow catalogues featured orna-
mental ceramic tile in the editions of
1904 through 1916. In the annotated is-
sue of the last named year, the supplier
is identitied as "The Ceramic Tile Co. of
Chicago™ with reference to a factory in
Ohio. Iron work came from several places:
grilles from Chicago; grates from Free-
port, Illinois, Newark, New Jersey, and
another Chicago manufacturer. Hardwood
tlooring was supplied by Tennessee and
Arkansas companies, but parquetry floors
originated with three companies in In-
diana, two in Indianapolis and one in




116 THE PALIMPSEST

New Albany. The 1916 catalogue showed
that porch swings came from Grand
Rapids, turniture capital of America. Billed
as “the handiwork of Holland Dutch ar-
tists and crattsmen,” the swings were sup-
plied by Limberts Arts & Crafts Furni-
ture Co.

The Disbrow catalogues give further

evidence of cooperation with other com-
panies in offering a standard line of pro-
ducts to the consumer. Starting with the
Gable _finf.x].- from a house in Bould r. Montana. ](){)—l t‘(]iti()ll. t]l[‘ L‘il[il](_)j&{llt‘s {.'Lll'l'}" t]]("‘ f{'ll-
similar to an adjustable gable ornament .s.-fmlu'n in Ifﬂ\'ill}_{ notation on the title page: “Of-
the 1909 Disbrou catalogue. Many of the Disbrow ll _ ] & l ] [ [ _ ] \‘] l I
& Company’s products were shipped to western 11€1al price list adopted by the 10lesale
states. Sash, Door and Blind Manufacturers As-

o ; C
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Decorative trim on a home in Virginia City. Nevada




sociation of the Northwest.” Other evi-
dence of standardization occurs in the
1904 glass section, where “official list
prices, October 1, 1903,” and “official list.
July, 1895” appear. And in the back of the
1904 catalogue is a section labeled “Offi-
cial Moulding Book (Illustrated) Showing
Full Finished Size of Mouldings with Ex-
act Size and List Price Per One Hundred
Lineal Feet Marked on Each.” This is
copyrighted 1897-1901 by the Chicago
Millwork and Moulding Company. In the
earliest catalogue available, that of 1892.
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there is a similar moulding section labeled
“Revised Edition of the New Universal
Moulding Book.” The price list accom-
panying this notes that it was adopted
January 1, 1891, by the Wholesale Sash.

-

Door and Blind Manufacturers Associa-

tion of the Northwest, an organization
which helped to control price-cutting by
tining guilty members.

A 1927 catalogue entitled Universal
Design Book No. 25 on Builder's Wood-
work shows close cooperation between
Disbrow & Company and other Iowa

A modest house at 1921 North Fifth St. in Clinton shows that fancy ornaments were not restricted to
large and expensive homes. The gable finish and . porch brackets came from the 1913 and 1916 cata-
logues. The beautiful little gable ornament cost $2.00
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woodworking firms in offering building
components to dealers, architects, contrac-
tors, and builders throughout the country.
The title page stated that the catalogue
was distributed by M. A. Disbrow & Co.
of Clinton, Disbrow Sash & Door Co. of
Cedar Rapids, and five other manufactur-
ers located in Dubuque, Muscatine, Des
Moines, and Cedar Rapids. So by the
1920s, and perhaps earlier, these firms had
standardized their products enough to
jointly offer them in a single design book.

M. A. Disbrow himselt was probably
unaware of the great value his catalogues
would one day have for historians, but
he knew very well the importance of pro-
ducing a book that would have lasting
value to his customers—one which they
would “not throw in the waste as quick
as they get it.” To this end he included
a great deal of practical information for
carpenters and builders. The 1892 cata-
logue, for example, gave detailed instruc-
tions for computing the number of shingles
required in a roof, a chart showing how
to tigure the number of bricks required
tor walls of various thicknesses, a table
called a “ready reckoner” for figuring
board feet in lumber of all dimensions.
and charts showing how to compute ship-
ping weights of various building compon-
ents.

The introduction to the catalogue pub-
lished in 1913 illustrated the company’s
intention of meeting the needs of its cus-
tomers:

We present this, our 1912 Catalogue, be-
lieving that Architects, Builders and others.
interested in designing and furnishing Mill-
work of the highest quality and most mod-
ern designs, will find it most practical and
helptul in suggestions for carrying out their

ideas.

Located on an old post road (now a modern high-
way) near Springdale, lTowa, the Kenneth Mather
house contains a beautiful millwork newel post and
stair decoration. The scrollwork on the side of the

stairs (called “stair brackets”) may be found in
both the 1892 and 1904 Disbrow <& Company
catalogues.

For the Lumber Dealer who handles our
ogoods, this Catalogue will be found to con-
tain many aids indicating such stock goods
as are regularly carried for prompt ship-
ment, which will be tound to embrace a
wide range of sizes, styles and kinds of
woods, allowing for the selection of a com-
plete line of stock work for all ordinary
requirements.

Thus, in addition to helping standardize
building materials, the Disbrow cata-
logues served as practical handbooks tor
carpenters and lumber dealers across the
nation.




Building on the firm foundation provided
by the astute methods of Martin Disbrow.
Maynard Copeland continued the success
of the company, serving the business for
an incredible 71 years. At his death in
1953 at age 97, he had been president and
treasurer ot the company for 34 years and
chairman of the board for six. In keeping
with the tradition of the firm, Disbrow &
Company has remained a family business.
Copeland’s successor as president was
his son-in-law Ernest L. Glover. The suc-
cession continues to this day. Joseph C.
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Glover, the grandson of M. B. Copeland.
Is now president of the company and his
tather, Ernest, is chairman of the board.

Whether Martin A. Disbrow envisioned
a dynasty in the millwork business which
would be thriving six score vyears later.
we do not know. However, thanks to the
Disbrow correspondence and company
catalogues that survive, we know some-
thing about the determined young man
who arrived in Lyons in the 1850s. raised
the captial for his own small business. and
built it into a major enterprise. [

S e

Architectural and decorative styles in Iowa which
teatured factory produced woodwork included:

ITALTANATE. This “bracket style” was notable
for ornate wooden brackets under wide eaves.
The roofs of Italianate houses were rather flat.
the forms boxlike. Cube-shaped houses often
had cubical cupolas, also with bracketed eaves.
Occasionally a tall square tower was part of what
was often called an Villa.”
Circa 1850-80.

[talian or “Tuscan

MANSARD. Although the wooden brackets and
other details of these “French Second Empire”
houses were identical to the Italianate ones made
at the same time, the mansard roof with its steep
pitch and flat top was distinctive. Cast iron “crest-
ing” usually decorated the roof-line of mansards.

Circa 1860-1885.

QUEEN ANNE. Castle-like wooden houses tex-
tured with fancy cut shingles and ornamented
with much band-saw

“gingerbread” are usually

GLOSSARY OF STYLES

called Queen Anne, although the style has noth-
ing to do with the English monarch. Corner tow-
ers and encircling verandahs were other hallmarks
of these richly decorated houses of the late 80s
and 90s. Windows were often bordered
small square panes of colored glass.

with

ART NOUVEAU. rather than an
architectural style in America, Art Nouveau was
characterized by ”[Ju'illg curved lines suggestive
of growing plants. Portiere work, used to divide
turn-ot-the-century often had

the organic Art Nouveau flavor. as did stained
1895-1910.

A decorative

rooms 1in houses.

olass. Circa

CRAFTSMAN. angularity marked the
woodwork and furniture of this style. Bungalow
houses of the early 20th century usually had the
simplitied and heavy forms of Craftsman on the
interior. “Spanish Mission”

Massive

furniture and wood-
work were similar in form, having a “home made”
or primitive look far removed from the elegance
of Art Nouveau and Queen Anne.
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FROM PORCH
1O PATIO

by Richard H. Thomas

Two assumptions are basic to understand-
ing the role of architecture in our lives:
tirst, domestic dwellings in their construc-
tion and design retlect the prevailing cul-
tural notions of what a home should be
(the retlection of what the owner sees as
being essential to his style of life): second,
a house is not only a shelter, but it may
be viewed also as a statement of the way
personal and social life is organized.
The century between 1860 and 1960
saw many changes in technology, values,
population, land use, and the structure
ot social and political institutions. These
changes were often rather rapid and ac-
companied by new tensions between the
desire for privacy and the need to be
public enough to enjoy the benefits of
community lite. The home architecture of
what can be termed the “gentry” (the so-
cial and economic upper class who were
the architectural style leaders as well as
the the
elite) demonstrated some of these chang-

business and often intellectual
ing notions of privacy and community.
There is no question that the other socio-
imitate

the lead of the gentry and designed their

economic classes attempted to
homes with teatures that resembled the
houses of their “betters” (to use the nine-

teenth-century term).

[t is enlightening to look at one particu-
lar feature of architectural design: the
yorch. The gradual movement of the porch
from the front of the house to the back
(where it became the modern patio) il-
lustrates the importance of new technol-
ogy in home building and tells us a great
deal about the social meaning of homes.
Focusing just on the porch leaves out
many important elements of the home,
such as the arrangement of rooms within
the structure or the evolution of the nine-
teenth-century parlor into the modern
den. However, a concentrated look at the
porch enables us to see how the use of

new materials and an increasing desire
for privacy moditied not only the artis-
tic design of the house, but suggested
new forms of social relations with one's

I'he l“‘”'}f of the M. H¢ 1sety residence in Anamosa,
lowa was relatively small, but clearly the center
of much social activity (from Andreas Atlas. 1875).
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neighbors. This in turn may illustrate shift-
ing ideas about what is meant by a sense
of community or belonging to a particular
place.

A central social development during the
century between 1860 and 1960 was the
compression of time and distance. accel-
erating the tempo ot life. In the late
nineteenth century, most of the gentry

class built homes on large lots. usually
tacing the street. The homes were de-
signed to be viewed from a horse-drawn
buggy as it approached and passed at a
slow pace, thus letting the viewer see
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and appreciate the entire home including
its many points of interest and intricate
designs. Many ot these homes today are
crowded by other structures, and when
the passerby travels at an average speed
of 25 miles per hour, viewing time is re-
duced to approximately six to ten seconds.
We often fail to appreciate some of the
grandeur of these homes because of the

speed at which we are accustomed to

traveling and the congestion of other
structures. The porch is especially im-
portant in this context ot speed. In an
earlier day the viewer riding in a carriage
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A marvelous porch, which extended across the entire front of the house. and which could ac-
commodate the entire family, plus visitors. Note the low fence between sidewalk and yard.

or the citizen walking past the house saw
the building for a long time and was well
aware of the presence or absence of the
residents on the porch.

The city or country porch presented
opportunities tor social intercourse at
several levels. When a family member
was on the porch it was possible to ex-
change a wave or a trivial greeting with
those passing by. On the other hand, it
was also possible to invite the passerby
to stop and come up onto the porch for

extended conversation. The person on the

porch was very much in control of this
interaction, as the porch was seen as an
extension ot the living quarters of the
tamily. Often, a hedge or fence separated
the porch from the street or board side-
walk, providing a physical barrier for priv-
acy, vet low enough to permit conversa-

tion. The porch served many important
social tunctions in addition to advertising
the availability of its inhabitants. A well-
shaded porch provided a cool place in
the heat of the day for the women to enjoy
a rest trom household chores. They could
exchange gossip or share problems with-
out having to arrange a “neighborhood
cottee” or a “bridge party.” The porch
also provided a courting place within ear-
shot of protective parents. A boy and a
girl could be close on a porch swing, yet
still observed, and many a proposal of
marriage was made on a porch swing.
Older persons derived great pleasure from
sitting on the porch, watching the world
¢o by, or seeing the neighborhood chil-
dren at play. The gentry homes were in-
tentionally designed to provide a place
tor entertainment, and a summer porch




was often the location of such gatherings.

The humblest of homes could not do
without some form of a porch. It was a
pervasive architectural form which dis-
appeared slowly. Part of the resistance
toward abandoning the porch as an es-
sential part of the home can be attributed
to the primary group relationships that
permeated both the large and small com-
munities. It was important to know one’s
neighbors and be known by them. The
porch was a platform from which to ob-
serve the activities of others. Tt also facili-
tated and symbolized a set of social rela-
tionships and the strong bond of commun-
ity teeling which people during the nine-
teenth century supposed was the way
God intended life to be lived.

Slowly, technology and changes both
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in taste and social structure began to
alter the form and the meaning of the
porch. By the turn of the century a well
established sash and door industry, new
building materials, and innovative con-
struction techniques granted home build-
ers an even greater variety of porch styles
from which to select. Labor was still
cheaper than material. The gentry main-
tained their social and economic position,
constructing homes much along the lines
of the previous 30 years. Those with pow-
er and wealth seemed unafraid to let oth-
ers know their status by constructing large
and elaborate homes, but taste had be-
gun to change. A few vears before the
dawn of the century Louis Sullivan, Frank
Llovd Wright, and others were search-
ing tor a new architecture which would

y L - =
» w Lo - ‘,‘

- = o gwm i - = e

society

I'he women of the houschold relax on the ;n:nrh of the Baptist parsonage in Vinton, lowa. Th
Spacilous hIH'H ancl Upper por h I}_fg‘lff an aiwr oj relaxed el gance Lo this aunupﬁ 0] the ufh”'f h

\
|

(HUER PP A

Y

i
1 1L

L
Pl L
T

=y T g
0 .‘_-_h:l:.!,'r_. . ..__-:._ T A AT TV X A R
A = e o gl

e b T W
W h“"{ﬂ.'_‘z_ RE N \
AR L %1?‘ -l




tound patrons among the Iowa gentry for
commercial as well as domestic buildings.
The influence of Wright's Prairie School
of design is most evident in a series of
structures in the Mason City area. Most
however, preferred to

of Towa's gentry,

modity the styles of the late nineteenth
century rather than adopt the avant-garde
notions of Frank Lloyd Wright.

Most Iowans were not of the gentry class
and could not atford the opulent displays
ot wealth prevalent among the social aris-
tocracy. Many, began to build
bungalows or single-story dwellings which
teasible by the

however,
were made economically
increasing mechanization of the millwork
industry. Yet, a large proportion of these
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Y5 =\
A porch extending around two sides of the house at the C. E. Gillette home in Mt. Vernon. Iowa.

Vs _J

become distinctly American. Both men modest structures continued the tradition

of some form of the porch.

By the 1920s, signs of a new architec-
tural style were evident. The slow break-
down of many of the values of the late
nineteenth century continued, and the
gentry classes lost power. This was ac-
companied by massive technological
changes symbolized by electricity and the
internal combustion engine. The two dec-
ades of social and economic change which
tollowed World War I created markets
for small, single-family dwellings. Popu-
lation in rural areas continued to shift to-
ward the cities, and with the coming of
the industrial expansion of World War
[I, pressing needs for low-cost housing
brought the techniques of mass produc-
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Backyard patios near Cedar Rapids.
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tion into the housing industry as never
before. Federal subsidies for housing fur-
ther stimulated the building boom. The
population explosion following World
War II and a spiraling economic cycle
gave added thrust to home construction.
At the edge of cities, planned and un-
planned communities sprang up without
the homes or the influence of the once
powertul and respected gentry class who
n an earlier day had set the example of
the most desirable homes and fixed the
patterns of social relations.

The demand for new housing, the pres-
ence of a large number of trained archi-
tects, and vast subsidies for middle-class
housing, together with new financial re-
sources all contributed to a massive build-

ing boom. In the new suburbia land was
costly, labor more expensive than any of
the new materials available to contrac-
tors, and architects were often the hire-
lings of large development corporations
whose profits rested heavily on standard-
ized construction and prefabrication.
These new communities were frequently
“bedroom cities” which lacked established
social structures and the ingredients of
community building prevalent in the older
towns and villages. Many suburbanites
were refugees trom the city, seeking a
single-tamily which

style of dwelling

would maintain the privacy afforded by
the anonymity of urban culture.
Mass production, however, left little

room for innovation or creation. Young
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is exemplified by the

Steveley, &

F'he modern .\fufr

Connell. Anclerson Architects.

persons in the planned communities
wanted to make their homes distinguish-
able trom the same models down the

street, and they wanted also to make their
homes private. Perhaps the most frequent-
ly used device in the search for unique-
ness and privacy was the backyard patio.
[n communities with a high rate of mo-
bility, one did not often want to know
his neighbor. The constant turn-over of
neighbors worked against the long-term
relationships which are essential to a sense
of belonging. The patio, walled on one.
three

l}fi\@l{‘} Jll{l d 111Cdl11S []l HI'I[-I‘\I)T{'HHjt}{L

(WO Or Hifhfh_ was 4a ]idtl‘H'T It?r

The patio was an extension of the house.

l}l]f |kil ]t'H\ l)llll]it' [lhlil [II{' ]nlll'1|. [t wdS

casy to greet a stranger IIW}Ill the ]F{}TLJI

Len Walworth

residence in Burlington (courtesy of Mec-

Cedai I{H;Jwa, [lowa)

but exceedingly difficult to do so ftrom
the backyard patio. While the porch was
designed in an era of slow movement, the
patio is part of a world which places a
premium on speed and ease of access. The
tather of a nineteenth-century family
might stop on the porch on his way into
the house, but the suburban man wishes
to enter the house as rapidly as possible
to accept the shelter that the house pro-
vides from the mass of people he may
deal with all day.

[n this transition from pm‘th to patio
Nineteenth-century

tamilies were expected to be public and

there is an irony.
tought to achieve their privacy. Part of
the sense of community that often char-

acterized the nineteenth-century village re-




sulted from the forms of social interaction
that the porch facilitated. Twentieth-cen-
tury man has achieved the sense of Priv-
acy in his patio, but in doing so he has
lost part of his public nature which is
essential to strong attachments and a deep
sense of belonging or feelings of com-
munity. Whether the patio is surrounded
by walls or left open, it usually remains
in the rear of the house, providing privacy
but creating a barrier to informal social
contacts once provided by the porch. In
the hurried flight from commuter vehicle
to the sanctuary of the home there is no
time or real desire for informal contacts
without which a sense of belonging is dif-
ticult to establish and maintain. Today
social forms revolve around the car and
the ability to maintain triendships over
a wide geographic area. The modern home
has moved the “car-barn” into the house
itself. Today's home embraces the car
providing it almost as much shelter as
the family. The carriage house of the
past century was usually on the back of
the lot, and while the horse was in some
sense a part ot the family, it did not
occupy the living space as does the car
and the garage of today. Another irony
here is that the car has both freed us and
enslaved us.

The preoccupation of the commuter as
he speeds through suburbia is how to pick
out of the hundreds of similar models the
single {lu't'[linﬂ; that is indeed his home. He

lives in a world that gives only a three
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second view of houses as he looks from
his car window. He finds himself in a
sterile environment where domestic archi-
tectural creativity is restricted by very
high building costs. Thus he takes to the
“do-it-yourself” skills involving a small saw.
paint, and wallpaper.

[t should be noted that now as in the
past many architects continue to find
upper-middle
class who are anxious to separate them-

patrons among the new
selves from the masses and want homes
that reflect their status and taste. Doctors.
lawyers, and rising business executives
provide the capital for innovative struc-
tures. This new gentry seems committed
to the privacy of the patio, and many of
their homes reflect backyard areas open
on three sides because the owners have
purchased enough land to protect their
privacy or view of the landscape.

The old cliche says, “A man’s home is
his castle.” If this be true, the nineteenth-
century porch was a drawbridge across
which many passed in their daily lives.
The modern patio is in many ways a closed
courtyard that suggests that the king and
his family are tired of the world and seek
only the companionship of their immedi-
ate tamily or intimate peers. The tension
between the need for privacy and the
desire to belong to a community is still
with us. The resolution of this seemingly
ever-present contlict in needs and values
is, and will be, mirrored in the design of

whatever is called a house.




128 THE PALIMPSEST

CONTRIBUTORS:

ARTHUR A. HART is Director of the Idaho State
Historical Museum in Boise. A teacher of art
and architectural history for more than 20 years,
he has presented his illustrated programs deal-
ing with Western history, historic preservation,
and architectural history to hundreds of com-
munity, civic, and professional organizations.
He wrote and hosted two television series on
[daho history, and he is a prolitic writer of
articles dealing with historical and architectural
subjects. As an artist, Hart has exhibited widely
across the United States, with seven one-man
shows in the past ten years. He has been a
frequent juror of art exhibits, including the 1967
Connecticut Arts Festival. He is currently a
member of the advisory board ot the Snake
River Regional Studies Center, the Idaho His-
toric Preservation Council, and the board of
directors of the Allied Arts Council.

RICHARD H. THOMAS is Associate Protessor ot
History and Chaplain ot Cornell College in Mt.
Vernon, lowa. A former member ot the State
Historical Society’s Board of Curators, he was
appointed by Governor Ray to the newly-created
[owa State Historical Board last year and was
subsequently elected Chairman. A graduate of
Macalester College, he received a divinity de-
oree from Garrett Theological Seminary and
the M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in history from
Rutgers. Before 1967 when he joined the faculty
of Cornell, Thomas was an Air Force chaplain,
Mcthodist Chaplain at Princeton University:.
Special Field Representative with the Peace
Corps, and Lecturer in Methodist Church His-
tory at Princeton Theological Seminary. In recent
years he has worked extensively in local history
of Mt. Vernon and eastern lowa.

Neither Division of the State Historical Society
nor the editor assumes any responsibility for

statements of fact or opinion made by con-
tributors.
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