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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
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