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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Corrine Evans for the Oral History Office on March 10, 1972. Linda
Jett transcribed the tape and Susan Jones edited the transcript.

At the time of this interview William Alderfer was an Illinois State
Historian and executive director of the Illinois State Historical Society.
In this memoir, Mr, Alderfer discusses his duties as a state historian,
the purpose of the State Historical Library, and the reconstruction of the
Old State Capitol. Mr. Alderfer also discusses the survey conducted by
the Department of Conservation to identify historical sites in Illinois.

Readers of the oral history memoir 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 from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708.




William Alderfer, March 10, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Corinne Evans, Interviewer,

Q. Mr. Alderfer, for the record would you state your profession please?

A. I amn the historian for the State of Illinois, a state historian, and
also given the dual responsibility of being the Executive Director of
the privately supported Illinois State Historical Society. The interest
you have in historical sites and the reason for this interview is very
apparent over here at the Old State Capitol where we are now talking
together, because it is the Historical Library that provides much of the
research that went into the reconstruction of this building. Our interest
in historic site development generally comes from the charge that this
Historical Library is to preserve all the pieces of information whether
they be books, photographs, maps, or drawings, what have you, that would
be of interest to the historian. And of course since World War II there
has been a great deal of emphasis on the preservation of buildings
because we're seeing, on a daily basis you might say, one or another of
our historic structures are destroyed by the march of progress.

And at the State Historical Library and Society we are often asked to
delineate the history of a building. In other words answer that very
simple question, "Is the building historic and how historic is it?" So
that people who are engaged in restoration and reconstruction work will
know whether they are spending their time wisely in restoring a building
or not. And so as the State Historian I sit on a statewide committee
which is at the present time preparing a list of priorities for the
state of Illinois to use in allocating its tax funds, its general reverue
funds, for that one small part of the total state endeavor. And that
small part being the preservation of the State Historic Sites.

The interesting thing about the movement to preserve historic sites is
that many people confuse the architecture of a building with the history
of a huilding. Not being an architect I would defer to other people to
tell me what building structure or what element in a building is
architecturally important whereas I would prefer and feel much safer
when people ask me what building is historical regardless of how it
looks or who built it, who the architect was, or what kind of material
went into it,

It's in this respect that this 0ld State Capitol is one of the most
historic buildings in Illinocis and even in the country. Because a building
is historical if something happened there or someone lived there. When
an event occurred in the huilding or on the site, that's what makes a
building historical. And so while this building has an architecture

that I couldn't by any stretch of the imagination say that it was unique,
because it is a Grecian architecture that was patterned after Greek
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temples obwiously. The Greeks have a lot of those temples and therefore
this is not a uniquely designed building. The building is, however,
interesting from the standpoint that Abraham Lincoln spent what public
life he had before he became President of the United States, he spent
much of that public life here in this building, in and around it. And
it was for that reason that the state of Illinois decided to restore the
building.

Q. When did all this take place, the restoration of this building?

A. Well, as a matter of fact, people knew this building was historic.
They sensed the importance of Abraham Lincoln almost, how should I put
that, as soon as he was assassinated., This building was being used as
the state capitol and there were movements afoot to memorialize Abraham
Lincoln even at that time. And when the new state capitol was hbuilt in
1876, the present state capitol, this building was sold to Sangamon
County to be used as a courthouse. People knew that this was a huilding
that was an important building.

It was about 1899 when the occupiers of this building, this was the
Sangamon County Building, were running out of room that they wondered
how the county was going to get more room. And it became an issue here
locally. So what they would do with this huilding . . . now some
people said they ought to tear it down, sell the lots to private
businesses and build a new courthouse on a cormer of this square,
situated on the square,

Q. A new courthouse on this particular . . ..

A. A new corner and pay for it with the proceeds. You see this was the
most expensive land in Springfield. This was the best site and therefore
they thought that businesses would buy the land and the county could
tuild a courthouse without much other expenditure. But that flew in the
face of those people who admired this building because it was a building
where Abraham Lincoln had done so much of his work, And so they said,
"No, what we'll do is we will add another floor to the building. That's
what we need is more room. Let's add another floor to the building."
Well, how do you do that? Well, they decided that they would raise the
building up about twelve feet and insert a new first floor.

Q. What year was that, Mr. Alderfer?
A. That was in 1899,
Q. 1899.

A. And by 1901 that remodeling project was done. The other interesting
thing about that was that the insides were practically gutted.

Q. Gutted from what?
A. From raising the building up, The interior of the Old State Capitol

was then changed. A new dome was put on, a cupola, a new roof was done
at the same time, a new first floor. So that by the time Sangamon
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County again ran out of room, which was in the late 1950s, and the decision
was made to huild a new courthouse, the present Sangamon County Courthouse,
the state of Illinois said that it would purchase the site, purchase it
back from the county and would restore the huilding to what it appeared
like when Abraham Lincoln was living.

Well, the chief problem was that the interior was very much different.
They had to get rid of that third floor which was the first floor and so
the decision was made to save nothing but the outside skin of the
building. In other words, this building is almost a total reconstruction,
There is not one original thing in the construction of the interior of
the Old State Capitol. The only original part of the tuilding is the
stone on the outside.

Q. 'The stone itself, nothing inside then is original other than the
stone?

A, Now this is in the building . . .
Q. In the building itself,

A. . . . materials, parts there. We do have original paintings and
fumishings. But very few of those because the state of Illinois all
moved out in 1876 and they just sold and otherwise dispersed all the

property.
Q. T wasn't aware of this.

A. Oh, yes. When the state moved into its new building, the present
capitol, they had all new furniture. They didn't want to take anything
from this old decrepit building here. In fact the state was anxious to
move fram this site about ten years before they finally did. It was in
the 1850s or 1860s, that they began to say that this building was no
longer useful as a seat of government. And they must have a new state
capitol.

Q. This is very interesting. Because I'm learning something from the
interview and being a history major, my favorite area is of Lincoln, and
there are so many things that I'm learning about the Lincoln legend
itself that I'm not aware of. And I'm finding this true of many
interviews that I'm learning a lot.

A, Well, Lincoln had a great deal to do with this building, the 0ld
State Capitol. And I would think that you have a question here, you
know, '"What is unique about the architecture of the Old State Capitol?"
As 1 said, the architecture from my point of view is not unique. It is
modeled after Greek architecture, Greek temples. And so the architect
had his models already in front of him. He did not think up anything
new as did, say, Frank Lloyd Wright or some other architect who came with
a new style.,

Q. I see,
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A, But his model was a perfect model of Greek temples. The interesting
thing or one of the interesting things about the architecture of this
building was that the people here in town in the late 1830s thought

that the building would be made out of brick and if you were to make it
out of brick you probably wouldn't model it after a Greek temple. It
would have been some other kind of building. And it wasn't until the
architect, John F. Rague, R-A~G-U-E, came on the scene and had this very
definite point of view that it ought to be made out of stone and that
there was a place where this stone could be found locally, that the
architecture of this huilding was finally determined.

Another interesting thing is they held a competition for who would
design the tuilding. If you turned in the best design, the building
cammissioners thought your design was the best, then they would give you
the job of being the architect. And we found some of the losing plans
but we never found John F. Rague's plans.

Q. I think someone has mentioned to me that someone drew up a design
for this building if I'm correct, someone who was not an architect,

was just a person, a citizen of Springfield, and his drawing had won for
this design.

A, Yes.
Q. I think this is what I've been told.

A, That was Rague. He was hired as the architect of the huilding. You
have to be careful about how you use those phrases, Obwviously Rague
knew buildings, but there was no architectural profession in those days.
He was a skilled tuilder I think is probably what you would have called
him, Although they did use the word architect. And so that's the way
I'm using it, in their sense.

[There was] difficulty in building a statehouse with these very heavy
~ stones. They weighed tons and tons, each one of them, Some of them,
Each one weighed many tons, The building wasn't really finally

completed until 1854, which meant that that was fourteen years after they

started, The first legislature was held in here in December of 1839,
And it wasn't until 1854 that they finally completed the building. It's
because it was such a difficult job. The accounts of the times say that
the grounds around the old capitol were littered with stone, most likely
portico's stone because those were, that was the part of the building
that was finished last, Those twelve foot extensions on the north and
south were porticos and steps. These were the entrances and exits to
the building.

Q. Were all the govermmental offices located in this building?

A, Not always, no. Not all of them. From time to time they had to
rent rooms outside, across the street or down the street. They used
churches a lot, churches were very amxious to let the legislature use
their buildings for one thing or another.
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1 guess to get back to my original statement, we here at the Historical
Library try not to confuse architecture with history. They are very
different. Now there is the history of architecture which can tell you
what kind of a building is historical in terms of the architectural
history of our time, but for the most part what we do here at the State
Historical Society and Library is to lock at what happened in the building,
who lived there, and then take it from there and try to return buildings
to their original period. (pause) The state of Illinois, along with the
other 49 states, is now engaged in a program to identify all its historical
sites so that it can participate in a program of matching funds and

grants and therefore receive large sums of federal help.

Q. I heard something about this. Are there going to be any brochures
or any coverage of this so that the general public is made aware of this
in the state of Illinois?

A. Well, this survey is already being conducted. Now, it's not being
conducted by the Historical Library and Society, it's being conducted

by a group of people who are contracted by the Department of Conservation.
It's a program of the Department of Conservation, because that is the
agency that owns most of the historic sites in Illinois. And the office
is in Benton, Illinois, It's not even in Springfield. So in order to
get information you must write or travel to Benton.

Q. This is in southern Illinois?

A, Yes, that's in southern Illinois. And each quarter I guess they've
been averaging about three to five buildings placed on what's known as

the National Register., And once the building is placed on the National
Register then it qualifies to receive these federal funds.

Q. Are there any around the Springfield area that are being considered?
Is the Lincoln Home one of these?

A. Oh, the Lincoln Home has been on the National Register, yes, long
before the Naticnal Preservation Act of 1966 was passed. This is the
matching fund act., The Lincoln Home was on that, This building was
too.

Q. I see. Are there any other buildings in Springfield?

A. Yes, the Vachel Lindsay Home was just put on the National Register.
I can't be sure without looking at the list. I just can't recall. I'd
have to look at the list to know if there were any other buildings that
are on the National Register from Springfield. But once the survey is
over--in other words there is a team of people that are looking at
buildings and places because some of these registry properties will not
be tuildings, they'll be archaeological sites for example--once this
team has decided what are the historical places of Illinois, then there
will be grants made to restore them. And we'll be able to give some
kind of priority.

Right now when you talk of preserving historic sites, you don't have any
idea of priorities and the money, and these are very large sums of money.
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And none of these restorations are just little things. They always tend
to be many, many thousands of dollars. Each one of them., So public
officials are very loath to restore one site and spend all their efforts.
You know there is a finite quality to the money. You just can't pour
all your money on one thing. The public officials then are very loath,
without a priority listing, to want to spend much money on this because
next year they could be criticized for not having spent the money on
something else, that is maybe more important and it would have had a
higher priority. Sc this is what the state is waiting for, it's waiting
anxiously for this . . .

Q. 'This has been a problem I think because we've been trying to do this
with Lincoln's home. And I know that they've had a lot of problems
trying to do this, the press coverage on this.

A. Well, Lincoln's home now is all taken care of.
Q. Oh, it is?

A. Well, the Lincoln Home itself is, as a restored site. There is not
much that would need to be done to that. But then, well, I shouldn't
say that because every restorationist, if you want to use that term, has
thelr own idea about what is pemu.ssible in the restoring and what

isn't, Now if you were to ask me, you see, I would say you don't disturb
the Lincoln Home one little bit. Now when the National Park Service
comes in, they may have an idea about all the old wood, the original

wood ought to be taken off because maybe it doesn't lock so good. You
can't keep a good coat of paint on the house, so on and so forth. So
there is all these little, small--which aren't small actually in terms of
what needs to be done--but they are little individual decisions that
have to be made as you restore it., And when I say that the Lincoln Home
is therefore taken care of, to me it is a very fine restored site . . .

Q. It's a beautiful building.

A, But what needs to be done down there now is to clear off that area,
and this is where the federal govermment is stepping in. They are going
to, over the years they have promised to pour about eight million dollars
into restoring the square or the four block area called the Lincoln Home
Area, taking out all the commercial attractions and buildings that they
don't feel are appropriate in the area, and making a number of other
little historical attractions there that will enhance then the value or
the beauty of the Lincoln Home itself,

Q. 1 see.

A. So that was a project that was just finished. And now, you see, the
state of Illinois doesn't have to work, The state of Illinois can now
spend its money on other sites and let the federal government pour in
all that eight million dollars. Save ourself a big chunk of dough.
(pause) Do you have any other questions? Have I . . .




William Alderfer 7

Q. Covered them quite well, Mr. Alderfer.

A. I don't want to answer those other two about what buildings in
Springfield that can be considered historical, Just generally I could
say this though: Any building in which an event or a person lived who
had an impact, that had an impact on the person, had an impact on our
history, these would be buildings that we should save. I wouldn't care
what the architecture was, whether they look pretty or not.

Q. 1 agree with that., Is there anything else that might be beneficial
to the oral history class that you might know about that the general
public isn't aware of, possibly?

A. In terms of historic sites?

Q. Yes, or old huildings.

A. Or old buildings. No, I don't know that I'm privy to any information
that isn't public knowledge, so I can't thirnk of anything, I can't think

of any scoop.

Q. Ckay, fine, Thank you very much for the interview, Mr., Alderfer. I

really appreciate your time and effort. I know you're very busy and I'm

sure the oral history class will enjoy the interview,

A, Okay,

End of Tape




Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape recorded interview conducted
by Corrine Evans for the Oral History Office on March 17, 1972,
Susan Jones edited the transcript.

At the time of the interview Mr. Lowell Anderson served as Historic Sites
Curator for the Illinois State Historical Library. Mr. James Hickey was
Historian and Curator of the Lincoln Collection of the Illinois State
Historical Library., Both men discuss the architectural changes that are
being made at the governor's mansion and the handling of the furnishings
in the mansion.

Readers of the oral history memoir 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 from the Oral History Office, Sangamon
State University, Springfield, Illinois, 62708,



Lowell Anderson and James Hickey, March 17, 1972, Springfield, Illinois.

Corrine Evans, Interviewer.

Q: Mr. Anderson, why is the governor's mansion being restored and how
old is it?

A: Hn@ll Anderson] The governor's mansion is being restored because
of an act of legislature and it was begun in 1853 and completed in 1855.

H: [James Hickey] Over the past ten or fifteen years public opinion has
pretty much demanded that the mansion be retained and the site be retained
rather than building a new mansion at some other location., This was
determined by previous commissions charged with doing something about the
executive mansion and after many hearings and much publicity they determined
that the public was overwhelmingly in favor of the rehabilitation of the
original.

Q: What major changes are taking place in the reconstruction?

H: Well, first of all, I don't like the term reconstruction, nor restoration
either as far as that's concerned. It's really a rehabilitation and as

far as the old mansion is concerned, there are very few changes taking

place. As for the overall project, the major change is the addition to

the rear of the old mansion which, in a sense, is duplicate in style in
every respect to the old mansion itself. In the old mansion, about the

only change that's taking place is that we've removed a sliding door
partition between what was known as the state dining room and a family
dining room, but the state dining room now will include the two areas and
this rather umisual partion was removed.

Q: Is this where they held some of the receptions?
A: Right.

Q: After the restoration is completed, what original features will be
left?

A: Well, in the preserved portion we've tried to preserve as much of the
mansion as possible removing only the parts necessary to improve the
modernization of the mechanical equipment such as air-conditioning and new
heating ducts, new wiring, new plumbing. All of this had to be replaced.
But for the most part the structure, itself, will remain as it was before.
Since the interior had been replastered several times, most of the areas
will have new plaster; but the structure itself will remain the same, It
will be reinforced throughout with steel beams laced in between the existing
joints and beams.
































































































