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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted by
Melinda Kwedar for the Oral History Office on May 14, 1984. Linda Jett
transcribed the tapes and Chester Rhodes edited the transcript.

Lowell E. Anderson was born in North Dakota in 1921, Following World War
II Anderson received his B.A, and M.A. in decorative arts from Berkeley.
In 1966 he was invited by the Abraham Lincoln Association to help with
the restoration of the Old Sate Capitol. In this memoir he discusses the
restoration work of the Executive Mansion in Springfield, Illinois.

Readers of the oral historymemoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, and that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

The manuscript may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical,
without permission in writing fram the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62794-9243.




Lowell E. Anderson, Springfield, Illinois, May 14, 1984,

Melinda Kwedar, Interviewer,

Q: We are going to talk about the restoration of the Executive Mansion
in Springfield, Illinois and Lowell's involvement in that process.
Lowell, I would like to start by asking you if you could tell me about
your educational and career background prior to the time you came to
Springfield and became involved in projects here in this town.

A: You want a biography?

Q: A brief biography if we can do that, yes.

A: You want it on tape? I have a written one if you want one,
Q: Well, no. We'd like to get it on tape, too.

A: I was born in 1921 in North Dakota. And my father was an emnployee of
the federal govermment, worked for the Bureau of Indian Affairs, And as
a consequence was transferred from North Dakota to other parts of the
country fram time to time. So I've lived in North Dakota, Arizona, New
Mexico and finally in Illinois. My principal schooling took place in
Berkeley, California where I received a BA and an MA in decorative arts.
This was after World War II. And then I went to work for the University
of [1linois in the Department of Hane Economics and taught there for four
years teaching decorative arts. I left the University of Illinois in
1957, went to work for an insurance campany and sold insurance until 1966
when I was invited by the state historian to work for the Abraham Lincoln
Association. I worked for them one year and then applied to the historical
library to continue as curator of the work I had been doing for the Old
State Capitol.

Q: So you started out working for the Abraham Lincoln Association on the
Old State Capitol Building.

A: Yes. Paid by thean through their funds.

Q: And what was your job in that year you worked for them?

A: Collect information about the Old State Capitol, find out what had
been originally in the building and collect that material. If it was
available for collection to get reproductions or antiques to replace

them. And see that everything was historically accurate.

Q: And you were to do this in one year for them?
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A: 1 went to work September 1, 1966 and the grand opening was to be
February of 1968, A little less than a year and a half. So there was a
lot of scurrying ard a lot of night work. There were times when 1 actually
slept in the building I was working on.

Q: I believe that.

A: After the work on the Old Capitol was well along on its way to campletion
one of the regular visitors to the building was the wife of the governor,
Mrs. Richard Ogilvie. And she came to the Old Capitol frequently because

she liked that kind of work. And one day she came to the State Historian,
Mr. Altorfer, and asked him if she could borrow the two men who were
responsible or the men that were responsible for the refurbishing of the

0Old Capitol. And he agreed. So Jim Hickey and I were loaned to the
Executive Mansion to do the research. Mrs. Ogilvie took us over to the
mansion and we walked up the driveway. And this was in Septamnber. Very
pleasant refreshing day if I remember correctly.

Q: What was the year at that time?

A: 1968. And we walked up the driveway and here is this rather elaborate,
large white building. And it looked quite impressive. Walked inside and
up the rectangular stairwell fram the ground floor to what is called the
first floor and looked around inside the rooms. And on the first observation
everything looked tremendously elegant. But on close examination it
didn't happen to be the case. Walked over to the drapery and the curtains
in the state dining roamn. There were two dining rooms at that time. A
family dining room on the west and a state dining room on the east, And

I checked the curtains in the state dining room and pulled them out and

up away fram the radiator and they were all in tatters. Now the condition
of the mansion at any particular time is not the fault of the first lady.
She was always limited in the amount of money that was available for any
kind of maintenance in the building. And it was always a plea and a
begping proposition. I remember one of the stories that we heard and it
turned out to be very true. One first lady invited legislators to came
for desert and tea and while these men were there she had the butler rap
sharply on the walls and plaster would fall down on the desert. And the
legislators would say, "We have to do something about this." And they'd
make a small appropriation to take care of that particular defect. And

it seems that's the way all the repairs in the building were handled.

Q: So that was her tactic to get their attention if something needed to
be done.

A: About the only way it'd work. So we looked at the drapery and I
looked up above the east fireplace in the state dining rooum and there
were what appeared to be massive beams going across the dining room.
Turned out these were fake. They were simply hanging on the ceiling to
meke it look impressive. The cornice around the room was sagging. There
were gaps between the cornice and the ceiling as much as two inches in
different places. There was a big down-swell in the dining roam ceiling
arnd the fake beams were all bent. So there had to be tremendous weight
or architectural failure someplace in that building. And Mrs. Ogilvie
informed Jim and me that a former camnittee doing research had spent same
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time there to make proposals and spent a fairly large sum of money and
cane up with a brochure. And their conclusion was that the mansion was
deteriorating dreadfully because of termites. We asked to go up on the
next floor, the second floor. And on the way up the stairwell I looked
back at the railing that surrounded the stairwell on the second floor and
there were, if I recall, twelve columns fram the ceiling to the railing
and down to the floor. And they were sitting on top of the railing that
was going around the stairwell. I looked back along the railing. The
railing was a solid piece of wood about the size of your thigh and it was
bowed. Bowed up in the center and down where the colums were resting on
it. And all I could say to myself was, "Sanething wrong upstairs." So
we asked to go up to the next level. So we went up to the next level
which was the attic, Had to find a closet that had the opening and there
was a stairs going up, rickety stairs, and we got up into the attic. And
an anazing collection of junk up there, Fomner first ladies rather than
go to the trouble of disposing of things that were urmmnted through
property control simply had the helpers in the mansion carry the stuff up
into the attic. And there were, 1 counted 43 different kinds of chairs.
And there may have been a 101 of these kinds. There were old dressers
and cabinets, really junk pieces. There were draperies that were of no
value or any good. There were air conditioners, screen doors and storm
doors and windows. And the collection of things was almost three feet
deep all over the attic floor. Also there was a strange-looking pile of
timbers all fastened together in the center of the attic floor. It
turned out this was the framework of the original cupola. Also the
original roof had been removed and except for a small section on the
south end where we found the markings of the size of the brackets that
were nailed to the building and their spacing. So this was a clue that
we used for restoring those. But the original roof was such a shallow
pitch that the projecting cupola that projected through that roof didn't
shed any water or shed enough. It was constantly leaking. So in the
late 1880s they simply put a steep pitched roof completely over it and
left the framework of the original cupola inside.

Q: Just covered it all up?

A: Yes. It's a technique that's very cammon today when they want to
reroof gomething. Just build a new roof over the old one. So you don't
have to tear anything out. But they wanted the space so they did take
off the old roof, most of it. And they supported the new roof by twelve,
I think, 4 x 4 posts with T-bracing at the top. And these extended down
to the attic floor. And they were supported on the attic floor by planks
about two inches thick, ten inches wide and perhaps three feet long.

Sort of a pad underneath. Later on in comparing different levels of the
building, floor levels it turned out that these pads were not over any
colums, were not over any supporting walls underneath. They were just
resting on the attic floor. Then we noticed that there was nothing to
support this old cupola. The original truss work that was in the building
to support the cupola had been cut out because it was in the way. Later
on we asked Mrs. Ogilvie if she could have the attic cleared out and she
said no problem. So they cleared that out. And I think they took out
three to five van loads and I mean big van loads of stuff to property
control, worthless stuff.
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Q: All the furnishings?

\

|

\

|

| _

| A: Yes. Unwanted stuff. And the only original piece of furniture that

! we found in the building was two chairs that belonged to Richard Yates

| II--that would be 1902, And they were still over there. Then further

‘ examination of the building in removing some plaster in various areas to
see how the building was constructed, it turned out that carpenters had

| cut every single truss in the building to introduce the modern convenience

| known as indoor plumbing. In other words if your legs were broken you'd

| collapse, It's a wonder that building didn't because they had broken all

| the bones of the building. Fortunately the building was constructed with

} two walls, an exterior wall of brick and an interior wall of wood and

| plaster. And there was a space in between anywhere fram four to six

| inches arnd this spacing was desirable at that time as a means of ventilation

‘ to overcane such things as miasmas, agues and fevers., We call them virus
today. Did a pretty good job. Anyhow, that's what we found. We found
an attic floor covered with unwanted materials which was removed. And

‘ Mrs. Ogilvie asked us if we thought that the building could be restored.

\ S50 we said we'll have to think about it. Jim and I put our heads together

| and we talked several times with Governor Ogilvie and we said we'd be

| real happy to do the job if it were feasible providing that he was the
boss and we became his lieutenants and we would be in charge of the
architects rather than the architects telling us what to do. And he
agreed. Then I said, "To do this properly we need as-built drawings to
tell us what the building looked like as it stands now. But I want a

1 different set of architects to do that work and they are to have nothing

‘ to do with any bidding or work later on. They must be an entirely

‘ different group.”

\

|

\

|

\

Q: So why did you want that set of men?

A: Governor Ogilvie asked the same question. I said, "Because if the
architects who do the as-built drawings became responsible for the
restoration, they would use the as-built drawings to build any restoration
work." And I said, "It will not be correct. It will simply be the way
the building is now." And sure enough, the architects who came in later
at our recamendation were inclined to use the as~built drawings as
adequate, Said, "They are not correct. They are not adequate. This is
not the way the building looked originally.”

Q: When was the original building date for the Executive Mansion?

|

|

|

1 A: The building was campleted in 1855. The original architect's name

| was John Murray Van Osdel, very popular and successful Chicago architect

| in the 1850's. In fact, he was so good at his job that when the Chicago

i fire came along, he didn't bother with any of his architectural drawings

\ or anything else. What he did was rush in and get his account books and

‘ buried them. After the fire, he dug up his account books and contacted
his clients and said, "We can do this again and you still owe me." And

} he was back in business.

|

|

Q: I guess that fire did quite a bit for architects, didn't it?




Lowell E. Anderson 5

|
|
! A:; Oh, boy., He designed this building in 1853. And he sent the plans
to Springfield. And I don't know if he ever saw the building. But there
‘ was a letter and a bill in the historical library for one dollar for
\ transporting those plans to Springfield.
|
|
|
|

Q: 5o do you have the original plans?
A: No.
Q: Are they still available?

A: No. At that time blueprints were invented in England in 1840 and the
technique was a little slow in crossing the ocean. But most drawings at
that time were done on linen and one set of drawings was sufficient
because they would post these and the craftamen for different trades
would cane and look at the original drawings, make their estimates and if
‘ they got the bid, would do their job. They all knew what they needed to
know to do a particular kind of work, whether it was making windows,

| doors, whatever. And they had the dimensions, they knew the amount of

i materials they needed and so forth. They didn't have copies of the
blueprints. And we do not either. The building was completed in 1855

| and the first governor to occupy the building was Governor Joel Matteson,
i a wealthy businessman. And Governor Matteson during his term of office

| had a mansion built for himself directly across the street on Fourth

! Street where the Baptist Church is now. And when he left office--oh,

\ while he was in office he spent I think about $20,000 of his own money to
|

|

|

|

|

\

|

furnish the Executive Mansion. And when he left office he took these
furnishings with him to his new home. Of course, that set a precedent

for every subsequent first family. They brought in furniture for themselves
and took it away with them, We found only one dish of the original
furnishings for the mansion, one bowl. It's a wonder that anything
survived because all dishes were done in a single sink in a butler's

pantry. And there would be anywhere from 20,000 to 40,000 invited guests
in a year for sit-down entertainment.

Q: So where did you find the dish?
A: It was tucked away in one of the cupboards.
Q: Oh, in the Kkitchen still.

|
} A: Now, over a period of time they had developed a--oh, the first thing
| that I did when I went in there after we talked to Governor and Mrs.

w Ogilvie was to select a team of architects. And we selected the team of
Graham, O'Shea, and Wisnosky because one of those architects had been
working almost full time at the restoration of the Old State Capitol and

\ we thought that they had done real nice work. So we used his fim to

| help us with the Executive Mansion and we asked him to give us estimates

‘ on three different methods of working with that property. First was
to--let me back up just slightly. Laws of the State of Illinois said

‘ that the governor must have his residence at the site of the Capitol, the

| city of the capitol. That meant that he had to live in Springfield. And

‘ 8o we asked this architectural firmm to give us three estimates. The

| first was to sell the property and build somewhere else in Springfield--

\

|
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that was one alternative. Start new. The other one was to tear the
building down, put up a new building on that site. And the third one was
to dismantle only the portions that were not original and restore the
building. We considered the three different plans together and it turned
out that we could have the restoration done for approximately $40,000
more than a new building. Now that's pretty cheap history.

Q: What were the figures involved in these?

A: Oh, let's see. They're in this brochure here. Okay. General Asseamnbly
appropriated a total of slightly over three million dollars, I notice

it's three million, forty-five thousand and same odd dollars and forty to
forty-five thousand was what we were buying in terms of history. And

those are the actual boards that Lincoln walked on. They are there.

They haven't been taken out. So that's really cheap genuine history.

And that's why this is called a rehabilitation and not just reconstruction,
because it's the original building. Okay.

Q: This architectural fimm, were they the ones you hired to do what you
called as-is drawings?

A: As-buailt drawings. No.

@: You had a different firm do that before. Do you remeanber who they
were?

A: Yes. Iet's see. 1'll have to think about that. Turn it off for a
minute and I'11 see.

Q: Okay. We'll cane back.

|

|

!

\

!

\

|

!

I

I

\

| A: Well, anyhow, I'll have to give that name to you later., So with

| conferences with the governor and we decided that restoration was the
proper approach to the problem. And so we asked the architects to select
‘ arnd prepare the drawings, prepare bids and so forth. In the meantime,

! while they were preparing the drawings, I was busy with Mrs. Ogilvie

1 making various kinds of selections and research dealing with the interior
| furnishings that would have been available to the first families. One

; day in the middle of the winter we were tramping through that building

\ and snow and ice and cold weather and the governor turned to me and just
} out of the clear blue said, "What style of furniture are we going to have
! in this building?" And I dropped my mouth for a second and said, "English
i regency." Now, English regency furniture had a life span of approximately
nine years and my first clue for determmination of English regency furniture
| was one of the two balconies that are on the north side of the Executive

\ Mansion, they are pure English regency. I didn't know at that time

| whether they had been added by later people or how they were applied to

‘ that building. It turned out they were part of the original building.

| When we started screwing around and finding early photographs of the

\ building, they were always there and when we dug into the plaster work,

‘ we fourdd that they were fastened originally to the building. The ground
floor of the building was the dorestic quarters for the kitchen help--and
| the kitchen--the maid, the gardner, the furnace roam, arxl the laundry

| roan. There were two stairs going up fram that ground floor to serve the
\

I

|

|

|

|

|




Lowell E. Anderson 7

meals in the state dining room and the family dining roan. Separating
the two dining rooms was a hallway. The hallway could be partitioned off
by four large sliding doors.

End of Side One, Tape One

|

\

|

|

|

\

|

|

|

|

| A: . . . through research that Jim had done, we learned that these doors

| may have been painted red along with a lot of the other interior of the

| building. And one day we were—-just before lunch--poked a hole in the

\ wall next to the partitions of that little hallway and staring back at me

| was a red eye. So I called Mrs. Ogilvie and Jim back and we tore in a
little farther, and sure enough, here were these great big sliding doors

‘ that had been shoved back in these pockets and left there. All they'd

| done was taken the hardware off. Well, we took them out and called the

} architects over and they were very nervous because they had already

‘ ordered the hardware for the replacement of such doors. And I asked them
to bring over a sample of the hardware. They did. And they put it on

| the place where the original hardware had been. It fit perfectly. They

‘ had made the right choice. But that was quite a bit later on in the

\ gane. We examined the building from a number of viewpoints, to find out

i particularly if it really was termites that were tearing the building

| apart. And we noticed that they were coming in in the corner of the

| building, the southeast corner by the original kitchen area. We followed

‘ their tubes through the building up underneath the stairwells into the

1 ground floor. And they went up about six feet and then branched over

| into the decorative trim on the side of the stairwell. Amd that's where

| they quit. They were interested only in the icing on the stairwell,

| Something in there that was enticing them. They thought it was real

‘ delicious, It wasn't the six legged termites that were tearing things
apart, It was the two legged ones. Carpenters, putting in the plug.

| And in looking at the kitchen area, we determmined that originally they

| had cooked on the fireplace on the east wall and over & period of time,

‘ they had moved the kitchen stove area—-the cooking area, I shouldn't say
stove-—the kitchen cooking area out into the kitchen in a series of

| approximately five different moves. You could see where they would

| change the fireplace to add a steel plate or an iron plate on top and

‘ then enclose this part and add a well for hot water and gradually decide

| that the latest thing should be a stove out in the center. And this is

\ the way it progressed. You could see this progression.

|

|

|

\

\

|

|

\

|

|

|

|

I

Q: So they didn't have a stove originally in 1855?

A: No. They cooked on a fireplace. And as the invitation list for
guests got larger and larger where they had to have more and more cooking
area, they eventually added an addition to the back of the Mansion and it
grew like topsey and in a series of stages. They put a large kitchen up
in this addition. And then they added another kitchen area in the basement
area with facilities for baking. And then they were apt to carry food
froan these two kitchens to the dining room, one on the seme level and one
below. So that was always fun. 1 remember one day going to call on Mrs.
Ogilvie and I went around to the back of the Mansion. There's a porch
area between the little addition and the original Mansion. And I normally
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|

;

| go in that, but that particular day it was locked. The lock consisted of
| a hook on the door inside. That was the security. And I put my nose up
| against the screen and looked in and all over on the chairs and boxes and
\ the crate here and there were little salads sitting around cooling. This
\ was the cooler system for preparing gelatins., They had one refrigerator,
| how old that was I have no idea, but it wasn't the latest. The Legislature
! did not spend too much money on the Executive Mansion throughout the

‘ years, Only in desperation did they spend money. Oh, each time that the
‘ architects would come up with a set of drawings, Mrs. Ogilvie would pick
‘ up a set and begin to examine them. Now, when she first started looking
| at blueprints, she didn't know which side of the paper to look at. But

} within six weeks, she was able to locate errors on the architect's drawings.
| Very intelligent woman.

\

!

|

|

\

|

Q: So how many sets of drawings did they need to do, do you know?

A: Well, Jim and I worked on a scheme whereby we asked the Legislature
to provide two years for funding. The total fumding was to be split up
into two different years because you couldn't get enough workmen all in
that one space to do the job in one year. So some of the legislators
thought that we were trying to pull a fast one and get the extra money.
We were not doing that. We were simply trying to save the state money
and we did. In faect, we had the contracts broken up by the architects
into pieces so that a bidder would have to bid on several jobs. And over
a period of time, it proved to be very advantageous for us. From time to
time, a contractor would came in and say, "I've run out of money. I
can't go any farther." I would say, "All right. You bid on the whole
thing. Eliminate this part." So he would have to contimue with what he
already had. And as a result, there were no occasions of going back to
the legislature for more money. It was all done the first time around.
That had never been done before. Usually it's a gravy train when people
get a contract with the state, but not in this case.

Q: Was there trouble getting the appropriation bill through the Legislature?

A: No. We had to meet with the cammittee that was approving or disapproving
the funding for the Executive Mansion. And in that committee there were

two negative votes, one Democratic and one Republican. They simply
cancelled each other out,

|
|
|
\
|
|
\
|
|
|
|
|
| Q: Well, if they had a history though, of being so stingy with money for
| the Executive Mansion, how come the climate was turned enough to get this
| big appropriation through at this time?
|
\
|
\
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
I

A: There were sane funds available for examining structures that belonged
to the state, and this was used to make a survey of the Executive Mansion.
And we asked the architects to bring in engineers. We told them where to
look and they looked. We told them what might be wrong and they agreed.
The first thing they did was say that the tuilding was too weak to support
a lot of people. So they put T-braces in the basement and in the dining
area to support the ceiling. And they said that crowds in the Executive
Mansion would be limited to eleven people at the most. And if they had
that many people in there they were to stay close to the walls. The
condition of the Mansion was because of lack of maintenance. It was so


























































