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When Bethany College at Lindsborg opened its new building in 1887, five stories high, it was a prairie 
wonder. A few weeks before the formal dedication, a group of state legislators traveling by train passed 
through Lindsborg by night. “They were attracted by the sight of a great building illuminated from 
‘turret to foundation stone.’ It was Bethany College,” reported the Newton Republican. For the travelers 

it was an amazing moment: “Beautiful spectacle . . . a revelation that such an institution existed.”1 The effect, no doubt, 
was exactly what the college founders had desired—awe and wonder in honor of the school. Bethany exemplified how 
Kansas colleges used architecture to promote their institutions. Fine buildings glorified the colleges and enhanced their 
identity, mission, hopes, and aspirations.

With its building of quality, Bethany College was making a mark in Kansas. The towering main hall, by college 
reports, was the tallest building between Kansas City and Denver. Bethany, established six years earlier in 1881 as the 
Bethany Academy, was already a going concern, but this new building really put Bethany on the map. Kansans from 
surrounding regions attended the dedication ceremonies and were inspired by the building and the potential of higher 
education in the state. They returned home “delighted with all they saw and heard.”2

 Bethany College could now rightfully claim the central position of Swedish Lutheranism in Kansas, not only 
educationally, but culturally and religiously. While preserving the best of Swedish traditional ideals, the college also 
promoted patriotism. The American flag floated briskly over the main building; and, according to the college catalog, 
Bethany stood without reservation for “the Bible and the Constitution. It is orthodox in its faith; sound in its patriotism.” 
Emory Lindquist, the historian of Bethany, observed: “The new building loomed large on the landscape of the Smoky 
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Valley and in the minds of Bethany faculty, students, and 
friends.”3 

Within a few years, other religious denominations 
of central Kansas, following Bethany’s example, built 
imposing college structures in towns all over the area. 
Colleges and universities in the eastern part of the state 
had been founded two or three decades earlier, but now 
towns founded in the 1880s competed for colleges, and 
they promised many enticements. Each college began with 
a monumental central building. On campus these main 
buildings often gained the affectionate name “Old Main.” 
It was the iconic architectural monument on the campus, 
symbolizing in stone the ideals and the aspirations of the 
founders. Some of these great Kansas structures still exist 
and continue their historic function of higher education. 
Their survival is to be celebrated. Other “Old Mains” 
have disappeared, examples of unfortunate loss.4

This article will survey the architectural story of “Old 
Main” in ten central Kansas colleges, located roughly in 
a line from Salina south to Wichita. They are: (1) Kansas 
Wesleyan University (Methodist) at Salina, (2) Marymount 
College (Roman Catholic) at Salina, (3) Bethany College 
(Lutheran) at Lindsborg, (4) McPherson College (Church 
of the Brethren) at McPherson, (5) Sterling College 
(Presbyterian) at Sterling, (6) Tabor College (Mennonite) 
at Hillsboro, (7) Hesston College (Mennonite) at Hesston, 
(8) Bethel College (Mennonite) at North Newton, 
(9) Friends University (Quaker) at Wichita, and (10) 
Fairmount College (originally Congregational), now 
Wichita State University at Wichita. The three Mennonite 
colleges represented different conferences within the 
broader Mennonite spectrum. All of these central Kansas, 
church-related colleges were closely connected, not only 
by geography but also by commonality of goals and 
programs. Six of the colleges in 1966 formed a consortium 
to facilitate cooperative work, the Associated Colleges of 
Central Kansas (ACCK).5

The majority of the colleges in this study began in the 
1880s, during a time of Kansas prosperity and a statewide 
building boom. Three (Tabor, Hesston, and Marymount) 
were a little later, coming into existence in the early 
twentieth century. Overall, the central Kansas colleges 
are only a fraction of the state’s institutions of higher 
education. Today Kansas has at least forty-eight two-
year and four-year colleges and universities plus some 
technical schools.6 

To get a church-related college started in nineteenth-
century Kansas, there were three essential needs: raising 
money, hiring faculty, and designing the building. The 
building was often the first priority, even before securing 
adequate funding or the beginning of a faculty. With a 
school building in place, or at least in process, it was 
easier to attract and inspire donors.

Founders of the colleges wanted to have a building 
that would stand out in a pretentious way, appropriately 
to show that their school and their religion were a 
substantial presence in the state. Swedish Lutherans, 
Scottish Presbyterians, German-Russian Mennonites, 
American Methodists, Quakers, and other denominations 
and ethnic groups were speaking out. The founders 
committed as much money as they could raise, and 
sometimes more, even going into debt to produce the 
desired monumental effect. Commonly, the plans were 
too grandiose to be achieved in one push, and many years 
were required to bring some of the projects to completion.

In Kansas college architecture the preference was for the 
neo-medieval, castle-like structures in the style of pointed-
arched Gothic or round-arched Romanesque (especially 
the Richardsonian Romanesque). The dominant style in 
Kansas in the 1880s, not only for colleges but for all public 
building, according to David H. Sachs and George Ehrlich, 
was Richardsonian Romanesque.7 This was the case with 
the main buildings at Friends, Fairmount, Bethel, and 
Sterling, and to some extent at Bethany and McPherson. 
Gothic was also favored. The supreme collegiate Gothic 
example was the Marymount building, built in the 
1920s, which Richard Dober described as magnificently 
medieval, lacking only a moat and a drawbridge for 
achieving medieval Gothic perfection.8 In our study of 

3. Emory Lindquist, Bethany in Kansas: The History of a College 
(Lindsborg, Kans.: Bethany College, 1975), 14, 25.

4. Some resources on college architecture, in addition to histories of 
the individual colleges, are Richard P. Dober, Old Main: Fame, Fate, and 
Contributions to Campus Planning and Design (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Society 
for College and University Planning, 2006) and the online Council of 
Independent Colleges Historic Campus Architecture Project (HCAP). 
Eight Kansas colleges are included in the online national collegiate 
architectural project: Baker, Bethel, Friends, McPherson, MidAmerica 
Nazarene, Southwestern, Tabor, and the University of St. Mary. Also 
very useful is the online Kansas Historic Resources Inventory (KHRI) 
and the National Register of Historic Places survey, both provided by 
the Kansas State Historical Society.

5. The colleges of the ACCK are Kansas Wesleyan, Bethany, Sterling, 
McPherson, Tabor, and Bethel.

6. Information from Douglas Penner, president of the Kansas 
Independent College Association and Fund, email message to author, 
March 9, 2012.

7. David H. Sachs and George Ehrlich, Guide to Kansas Architecture 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1996), 21. See also Richarad J. 
Cawthon, “Richardsonian Architecture Exemplified in Many Kansas 
Buildings,” Kansas Preservation 6 (January–February, 1984): 1–3.

8. Dober, Old Main, 110.
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Kansas colleges, the only strongly neoclassical structure 
was Tabor’s “replacement” Old Main of 1920. 

A lofty bell tower added heft and prominence and for 
this reason was much desired for the new buildings. The 
Friends building had a commanding tower of 148 feet, the 
most assertive in Kansas; the Fairmount College tower 
at one hundred feet, although lesser, was still a mighty 
presence on Wichita’s east side. A tower could set the 
tone of the college. At Friends the “tower” was the all-
powerful emblem, “the dominant symbol.” The college 
ideals were “High pointing like her towers,” and honor 
students were elected to the Order of the Tower.9 The 
Marymount building, modeled after American University 
in Washington D.C., has six massive Gothic towers in 
cathedral fashion. 

The original Bethel College plans called for a substantial 
central tower, but because of Mennonite frugality and 
shrinking funds, Bethel officials eliminated the tower 
from its architectural plans and also lopped off the 
intended fourth floor. These steps somewhat diminished 
the overall effect. However, as practical observers have 
noted, “hunkering down in Tornado Alley” in Kansas, 
and eliminating vulnerable towers and turrets, may well 
make practical as well as financial sense.10 Bethel made up 
for some of its lost verticality by hoisting a flagpole and 
the American flag on the pinnacle of the façade. Sterling’s 
Cooper Hall began life with a splendid ninety-foot tower, 
but it had to be lowered considerably after being struck 
by lightning in 1948.11 

Kansas City architect Charles Ashley Smith achieved “medieval gothic perfection” in 1922 with the construction of the administration building 
at Marymount College in Salina, Kansas. Featuring six grand towers, college officials once boasted that it was the largest building west of the 
Mississippi. Although the Catholic college it served no longer exists, the building remains in use as office space.

9. Raymond and Margaret Nelson, In the Shadow of the Tower: Friends 
University (Wichita, Kans.: Friends University, 1998), 136; Floyd and 
Norma Souders, Friends University 1898–1973 (Wichita, Kans.: Friends 
University, 1974), 98, 73 (“Friends University Hymn”).

10. Dober, Old Main, 99.
11. Keith Sprunger, Bethel College of Kansas, 1887–2012 (North Newton, 

Kans.: Bethel College, 2012), 21, 26, 77; Sachs and Ehrlich, Guide to Kansas 
Architecture, 236. 



168 Kansas History

public meetings, and family residence. Babies were born 
in these castles of learning.15 

The colleges provided shelter and refuge. Parents 
expected the colleges to be “sheltering institutions,” as 
noted in a study of Church of the Brethren institutions, 
“protecting the student from a world which would 
corrupt or destroy the unprepared youth.”16 The 
protective mission was enhanced all the more when the 
educational buildings, in fact, projected a sense of the 
castle or fortress with thick walls, tall chimneys, towers, 
and turrets. The Mennonites at Bethel spoke of their 
secure fortress: “Like a Knight’s Castle of old, our Bethel 
Castle on its little hill looks out across the land.” Within 
the walls, college officials reported (hopefully) that 
the students were working diligently on their studies, 
“like monks in their cloister cells.”17 Nineteenth-century 
college officials believed in the duty of protecting their 
students—functioning in loco parentis—and the “fortress” 
symbolized that the students living and studying within 
these mighty walls would be kept safe for the family and 
the church. Deans, matrons, supervisors, locked doors, 
and precise rules gave order and structure to college life. 
The Hesston College founders were quite explicit in their 
mission of protective care, although they relied more on 
isolation than fortress walls. The small town of Hesston, 
seven miles beyond Newton, offered a great advantage as 
the college location—being located seven miles, at least, 
from the “evil temptations” of any city. According to T. 
M. Erb, a college official, Hesston served well “because 
it is rather an out-of-the-way place, where not so much 
inducements are offered to lead the young people 
astray as there would be close to a city where all other 
conveniences are at hand.”18 

The “one building” campus created the venue for a 
close-knit community of teachers and learners, sharing 
many aspects of life. Some observers, looking back, 

The colleges generally chose architects close at hand. 
Willis T. Proudfoot and George Washington Bird, young, 
creative architects from Wichita, designed two of the 
college buildings, at Friends and Bethel. They also 
produced several other “conspicuous landmarks” in 
Wichita, including the Scottish Rite Masonic Temple and 
the Wichita City Building. During this period Proudfoot 
and Bird, “probably the most prolific and talented of the 
Richardsonian architects in Kansas,” explained Richard 
J. Cawthon, used the Richardsonian Romanesque style 
heavily and gave their creations a very strong vertical look, 
as with the Friends University tower. Richard Longstreth 
well described Proudfoot and Bird architecture in Kansas 
as dramatic, audacious, and imbued with a restless, 
vertical, energetic, coherent, robust, bold, and fanciful 
spirit.12

No other architectural firm had as wide an 
impact as Proudfoot and Bird. Other college 
architects were: William Gall (Sterling 
College), Charles Ashley Smith (Marymount), 

Franz Goertzen and William Mampe (Tabor), L. C. 
Hallberg (Bethany), and Johnston and Burford (Kansas 
Wesleyan). Hesston called in an “architect from Topeka” 
(so far not identified).13

 The new building was nearly the total college. This 
was “the one building stage” of campus history for 
many colleges, and in some cases this lasted a decade or 
more—Kansas Wesleyan, for example.14 As the primary, 
if not the only, building of the campus, the main building 
had to serve a multitude of functions. In addition to 
classrooms, Old Main had space for a chapel, literary 
society hall, dormitory rooms, laboratory, library, college 
offices, music room, sometimes a museum room, and 
occasionally a small gymnasium. The dining hall was also 
included at some colleges. At Bethel, the president and his 
family lived in the building, as did the music teacher, the 
school janitor, and the male students. Old Main served as 
a house of teaching, study, worship, weddings, funerals, 

12. Richard Longstreth, “Richardsonian Architecture in Kansas,” 
in Paul Clifford Larson and Susan M. Brown, editors, The Spirit of H. 
H. Richardson on the Midland Prairies: Regional Transformations of an 
Architectural Style, ed. Paul Clifford Larson and Susan M. Brown (Ames: 
Iowa State University Press, 1988), 66–85; Cawthon, “Richardsonian 
Architecture,” 2.

13. John E. Sharp, A School on the Prairie: A Centennial History of Hesston 
College, 1909–2009 (Telford, Pa.: Cascadia Publishing House, 2009), 76.

14. The Alpha (Kansas Wesleyan yearbook, 1905), 2, reporting that 
the university in 1904 had passed the one-building stage by erecting a 
dormitory for women.

15. Sprunger, Bethel College of Kansas, 27; Lindquiest, Bethany in 
Kansas, 14. At Bethel, Linnaeus Lehman, the janitor’s son, was born in 
the building; also one of President C. H. Wedel’s sons, Oswald, was born 
while the family lived in the main building.

16. Auburn Archie Boyers, “Changing Conceptions of Education in 
the Church of the Brethren” (EdD diss., University of Pittsburgh, 1969), 
167.

17. School and College Journal, Bethel College (December 1896), 98; 
School and College Journal, Bethel College (August 1896), 63.

18. Sharp, A School on the Prairie, 69; Mary Miller, A Pillar of Cloud: 
The Story of Hesston College 1909–1959 (North Newton: Mennonite Press, 
1959), 22; Boyers, “Changing Conceptions of Education in the Church of 
the Brethren,” 166–67.



intentions, aesthetic perspectives, shared values, material 
resources and life conditions.” Richard Ekman, president 
of the Council of Independent Colleges, in launching the 
CIC campus architecture project, commented that “often 
a particular building embodies a particular educational 
philosophy.” College architecture reflects mission and 
heritage.20 So it was with the Kansas colleges. The college 
founders wanted more than a roof over their heads. With 
their grand buildings, they intended to express in stone, 
brick, and mortar a vision for colleges of excellence and 
solid achievement. 

Regardless of the denominational affiliation, the 
colleges, whether Catholic or Protestant, high church 
or low church, proceeded to build with very similar 
pretentious goals. One might have expected the 
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have romanticized this utopian educational community. 
Perhaps rightly so, although all the colleges moved out 
of this one-building community as soon as possible 
by erecting separate buildings for men’s and women’s 
housing and specialized areas of study. Within a few 
years all the colleges had developed campuses that 
downplayed the communal values of the central building 
in favor of having numerous specialized spaces (for 
example, buildings for music, science, a library, and 
physical education). Faculty, at one time housed in the 
main building, moved out as quickly as they could. The 
professors said they needed some space and distance—
“away from the madding crowd.”19 

 The buildings of a college or a community tell us much. 
Architect Rudy P. Friesen has written that “buildings are an 
expression of the people who built them, a reflection of their 

Friends University’s Davis Hall, built in the Richardsonian Romanesque style by Proudfoot and Bird, contributed to a growing sense of 
prosperity and progress in Kansas in the 1890s. One hundred years later, the building underwent a multimillion dollar restoration project.

19. Comment of Peter J. Wedel, Bethel professor, Bethel College 
Monthly (September 1906), 36.

20. Rudy P. Friesen, Building on the Past: Mennonite Architecture, 
Landscape and Settlements in Russia/Ukraine (Winnipeg, Manitoba: Raduga 
Publications, 2004), 34; Ekman was quoted in Robin Pogrebin, “Classic 
Revival,” New York Times, January 6, 2008, Education Life section.
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Mennonites, Quakers, and Brethren, with their traditions 
of simplicity, to show restraint—not so. They reached for 
elegance and status as much as others. Hesston College, 
with conservative Mennonite sponsorship, was the most 
restrained, perhaps because of lack of funds as much as 
theology.

The new college buildings, in the eyes of the founders, 
were monuments of architecture and worthy of wide 
recognition. Bethany at one time made the claim of 
having the tallest building between Kansas City and 
Denver, standing proud. Friends University thought it 
had the “largest educational facility under one roof west 
of the Mississippi.” Bethel’s Main Building, as stated by 
the early college historian, was an enterprise “much more 
ambitious than anything similar heretofore undertaken 
by Mennonites,” and thus the difficulties in achieving 

it “were correspondingly greater.” Marymount College 
made a grandiose claim for its building. At the time of its 
dedication in the 1920s, the Gothic castle had a frontage of 
325 feet, 130,000 square feet of floor space, and over three 
hundred rooms. The building had the reputation in Salina 
of being the “largest building west of the Mississippi, and 
the largest building of its type in the United States.”21 

Whether these claims to architectural greatness can be 
factually verified is questionable, but locally they gained 
credibility and added to the spirit of civic boosterism.

The Wichita architectural firm of Proudfoot and Bird also designed Bethel College’s main building in North Newton, which, after financial 
difficulties, opened for classes in 1893. The building continues to serve its original educational purpose, defying concerns about structural integrity 
that engineers raised during the 1950s.

21. Bethany Messenger, (May 10, 1968), 1; the Friend’s University 
claim reported by Dober, Old Main, 7; P. J. Wedel, The Story of Bethel 
College (North Newton, Kans.: Bethel College, 1954), 53–54; Marymount 
Properties, “Architecture,” website, www.marymountproperties.com/.
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Three of the ten “Old Main” Kansas college buildings 
in this study are true survivors, still carrying on their 
historic educational functions; a fourth exists but no 
longer serves its original purpose. The three are the ones 
at Friends, Bethel, and Sterling; all three are listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places.

The first was the Friends University building, 
called Davis Hall (1886–1887), designed by the firm of 
Proudfoot and Bird, a massive brick and stone structure 
in the Richardsonian Romanesque style—still one of 
the outstanding monuments of Wichita architecture 
today. The college originally opened in 1887 as Garfield 
University, but it soon failed and closed down; it re-
opened in 1898 as Friends University, this time sponsored 
by the Friends (Quaker) denomination. In 1967 President 
Roy F. Ray proposed an ambitious plan for moving to a 
new location south of the city with “wide open spaces” 
for expansion. This meant abandoning the traditional 

Wichita campus and Davis Hall, which President Ray 
judged to be in poor condition. The proposal came in the 
midst of considerable student protest from anti-Vietnam 
war and countercultural issues, during which time the 
president was hanged in effigy. College officials shelved 
the plan to move.22

Bethel College, a Mennonite college in North Newton, 
also has a Proudfoot and Bird building. The college 
was chartered in 1887 and immediately began planning 
its central structure. The college directors first gave the 
architectural contract to Varney Brothers, an architectural 
firm from Detroit that briefly had an office in Newton. 
When the Varneys left town, the contract went to Proudfoot 

When Cooper College, now Sterling College, opened in 1887, its main building possessed the elements of a neo-medieval Romanesque castle. 
Cooper Hall’s height was lowered after a storm damaged its ninety-foot tower in 1948, and the building closed in 1988 for fifteen years of 
renovations because of structural problems.

22. These events from the 1960s were reported in the student 
newspaper, University Life, April 14 and May 5, 1967; Nelson and Nelson, 
In the Shadow of the Tower, 81–82.
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and Bird of Wichita. They modified the Varneys’ rather 
grandiose plans and gave the college a slimmed down but 
still rugged Richardsonian Romanesque structure that 
has stood the test of time. Construction began in 1887, 
but because of money problems the building was not 
ready until 1893; classes began that same year. Although 
Proudfoot and Bird were the primary designers of the 
building, they did not see the work through to completion; 
in the early 1890s they moved to Salt Lake City and turned 
the final touches of the building over to Elbert Dumont, 
another architect from Wichita.23

In 1891 Proudfoot and Bird, while working on the 
Bethel building, were running into a dead end in 
their Wichita work. At Wichita they had taken on 
the unfinished Fairmount College building, mostly 

an empty shell. The architects made Bethel’s board of 
directors an attractive offer, proposing that the Mennonites 
abandon their unfinished building at Newton and move 
to Wichita. The empty Fairmount building with ten acres 
of land was on offer for the bargain price of $10,000. The 
board declined the proposal. When the word about the 
Wichita offer leaked out, the Newton boosters expressed 
outrage. What was this, charged the Newtonians, but a 
brazen Wichita scheme “to steal our Mennonite College…  
Hands off our college!”24

The third surviving original college building is Cooper 
Hall at Sterling College (formerly called Cooper College), 
located at Sterling. Founded by the United Presbyterians, 
the college opened in 1887. The identification of the 
architect for Sterling is somewhat controverted, sometimes 
given as William Gall of Arkansas City (while other 
sources name Seymour Davis). This central building of 
the campus is a sturdy neo-medieval Romanesque castle, 
with some Gothic touches, and a mighty tower.25

Maintaining these historic structures is no easy task, 
nor cheap. Friends and Sterling have both carried out 

multimillion dollar rehabilitation programs. In the 1990s, 
Friends had a seven-million dollar restoration project of 
Davis Hall led by President Biff Green. Sterling’s Cooper 
Hall fell on hard times and also required huge funds for 
its resurrection. In 1948 strong winds blew off the top of 
the ninety-foot tower; and in a later disaster, the outer 
walls buckled and sections of the third floor collapsed into 
the floors below. In 1988 Cooper was closed for obvious 
safety reasons, and it remained off-limits for fifteen years 
until a major rehabilitation of 6.4 million dollars brought 
it back to life in 2003.26

Bethel’s administration building has been put to the 
test. The severe drought of the 1950s raised fears that the 
soil was shifting and undermining foundations. Bethel 
officials feared they were in a perilous situation and in 1958 
brought in one, and then a second, structural engineering 
firm to study the building. In the first examination, 
a Wichita firm concluded that the building was in 
dangerous condition, not worth repairing. It would have 
to be evacuated within the year. A second study in 1958 
from a highly-recommended Chicago firm was slightly 
more optimistic and gave Bethel’s building about five 
years of life before it would have to be abandoned and 
razed. This led to a vigorous “Save the Building Drive,” 
an effective hook for drawing in alumni donations. On 
more reflection, the building seemed to be pretty sound. 
Although some modest renovation followed, Bethel 
officials decided to forego major structural restoration, and 
to see what would happen. The building has continued 
to give good service—in spite of the dire warnings given 
over fifty years ago. Bethel officials continue to monitor 
the building, and up to now, all is well. The director of 
physical plant reported that he currently sees no serious 
problems: “Certain floors continue to settle, but we have 
never noticed major cracks or shifts.”27 

In a different category of “survival” is Marymount’s 
magnificent Gothic administration building, designed by 
Charles Ashley Smith of Kansas City (1922). The structure 
exists, but the Catholic school, run by the Sisters of St. 
Joseph, does not. It closed in 1989. The use of the building 

23. For the history of the Bethel building, see Sprunger, Bethel College 
of Kansas, chapter 2. On Dumont at Bethel, see Newton Daily Republican, 
May 18, 1892.

24. Letter from Proudfoot and Bird to David Goerz, treasurer of 
the Bethel board, April 6, 1891, Bethel MS coll. no. 27, folder 6; Newton 
Kansan, April 16, 1891; Sprunger, Bethel College of Kansas, 20; John 
Rydjord, A History of Fairmount College (Lawrence: The Regents Press of 
Kansas, 1977), 16.

25. William Gall is given as the architect on the KHRI of the Kansas 
Historical Society. Gall is also on the National Register nomination form 
prepared by Nyle H. Miller (1973); however, there is a later handwritten 
note added with this comment: “Plans prepared by Seymour Davis, 

Topeka—drawings in flat file.” Sachs and Erlich also gave the name of 
Seymour Davis, Guide to Kansas Architecture, 236.

26. Nelson and Nelson, In the Shadow of the Tower, 137–38; Dober, 
Old Main, 4; for information on the restoration, see Pioneer Group, Inc. 
Website, Cooper Hall, http://www.pioneergroupinc.com/cooperhall.
html; School Designs website, Sterling College, Cooper Hall, http://
schooldesigns.com/Project-Details.aspx?Project_ID=1820.

27. Sprunger, Bethel College of Kansas, 132; Les Goerzen, email message 
to author, February 17, 2009.
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is no longer educational, but the owners have repurposed 
it for use as offices and luxury condominiums.28 

One of the common themes of Kansas college history, 
and of American college architecture in general, is the 
story of losses from fire, storm, or just plain neglect. 
Several structures in our study have disappeared because 
of such misfortunes. Dober summarized the most common 
causes of lost college buildings in the United States—the 
“challenges to their continuing existence”—as follows: 
natural disasters, errors in design, construction flaws, 
changes in fashion and taste, functional obsolescence, 
shortfalls in maintenance budgets, and, to an extraordinary 
degree, devastating fires.29 

Two of the central Kansas buildings were lost to fires: 
at Tabor and Fairmount (Wichita State). Tabor’s original 
red-brick building from 1908 had a short life. The builder 
and designer was Franz S. Goertzen, well-known among 
Mennonites as “the church architect” of Mennonite 
meetinghouses in Marion and Harvey Counties. The 
Tabor building burned to the ground on April 10, 1918, in 
a fire so furious that within an hour “the merciless flames” 
consumed everything. What caused the fire? There were 
suspicions of arson, although a faulty furnace may also 
have played a part. Tabor College at Hillsboro, sponsored 
by the Mennonite Brethren, a pacifist, German-speaking 
denomination, was caught in the storm of wartime 
patriotism. Pro-war feeling was strong in Kansas, at 
times strong enough to arouse violent action against 
“unpatriotic” pacifists. Anti-Mennonite arson has not 
been proven, although it was commonly believed at the 
time and since.30 An enterprising Hillsboro photographer 
recorded the fire in a series of Kodak photos—“six 
consecutive stages of the burning building [enabling] 
you to make an imaginary trip around the college 
looking at it from all sides.” This packet of photos was 
available, postpaid, for thirty-five cents. The Taborites 

Architect Franz S. Goertzen designed Mennonite meetinghouses 
in Kansas before constructing the original main building for Tabor 
College, sponsored by the German-speaking Mennonite Brethren. 
Anti-German and anti-pacifist sentiment during the First World 
War may have been the motivation behind the fire that destroyed the 
building in 1918, eleven years after its opening.

28. For Marymount, see the KHRI of the Kansas Historical Society; 
and Patricia Ackerman, Marymount College of Kansas: A History 
(Charleston, S.C.: The History Press, 2014).

29. Dober, Old Main, 5.
30. Franz S. Goertzen (also Goerzen), “the church architect,” drew 

the plans and ran the carpenter crew for the Tabor building. He was 
the builder of several Mennonite Brethren and Krimmer Mennonite 
Brethren church buildings in the area. See Peggy Goertzen, “Birth of a 
Vision,” chapter 1 in Tabor College: A Century of Transformation 1908–2008, 
ed. David C. Peters, Lynn Jost, Richard G. Kyle, and Peggy Goertzen 
(Hillsboro, Kans.: Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies, 2008), 13, 
26–27; James Juhnke, Vision, Doctrine, War: Mennonite Identity and 
Organization in America, 1890–1930 (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1989), 
218–19; Tabor College Herold, April 1918.

rallied and soon produced a replacement building, finer 
than the original one, the current neo-classical revival 
administration building of 1920.31

In 1929 fire destroyed another Kansas landmark, 
Fairmount Hall at Wichita University, this time from 
natural causes. The architectural firm of Normand Smith 
Patton and Reynolds Fisher of Chicago (but with an office 
in Wichita for a short time in the 1880s) drew the plans; 
later after they left Wichita, Proudfoot and Bird took on 
the project. The founders of Fairmount College, chartered 
in 1887, planned it as a school for women sponsored by 
the Congregationalist denomination. Work began on the 
building, but there was much delay and the new school 
did not open until 1892. By this time, new directors were 
running the school, and they re-chartered it as Fairmount 
Institute and directed it to be run on “unsectarian 
lines.” The school eventually evolved into Wichita State 
University. Fairmount Hall was a stately Romanesque 
structure, done in red brick and stone and dominated by 
a one-hundred-foot tower. Although not as elaborate as 

31. The new administration building, designed by architect William 
Mampe of Kansas City, Missouri, was dedicated in September 1920. 
Goertzen, “Birth of a Vision,” in Tabor College, 28–29; quotation in Tabor 
College Herold, April 1918.
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the Garfield (Friends) college building across town, it was 
an outstanding landmark in Wichita. Its destruction by 
fire the night of September 4, 1929, caused great regret—
Wichita’s “irreparable loss.”32

Four of the college buildings were pulled down to make 
way for “better buildings” and modern campus plans. 
Kansas Wesleyan’s Lockwood Hall was razed in 1954; 
McPherson’s Sharp Hall in 1961; Bethany’s Old Main in 
1968; and in 1995 Hesston pulled down Green Gables. In 
most cases, for years before the actual removal, college 
officials campaigned to rid the campus of the structures, 
and they denigrated them as outmoded relics.33 Little 
was spent on rejuvenation. Instead, college officials, 

in tune with the popular modern architectural style of 
the time, dreamed of new campus improvements and 
stylish skylines—low-slung, horizontal, “unencumbered 
and free flowing.” To future-oriented college officials, 
“modern” seemed to suggest innovation and progress. 
When touting big fund drives, college officials warned of 
safety and health concerns, hazardous conditions in old 
buildings, and “firetraps.” Perhaps this was true for some, 
but the old structures often had more sturdiness than they 
were given credit for. When the wrecking crew attacked 
Bethany’s Old Main, the old timer did not give up easily, 
and, according to reports, it “resisted” the blows of the 
wrecking ball “far more than other buildings” before 
finally succumbing.34

Tabor College replaced its destroyed administrative building with a new “Old Main” in a neo-classical revival style and dedicated it in September 
1920.

32. On Patton and Fisher, see Wichita Daily Eagle, August 11, 1887. 
Wichita Eagle, September 4, 1929; Rydjord, History of Fairmount College, 
11–18. The Proudfoot and Bird connection is revealed in their letter 
offering the unfinished Fairmount building to Bethel College in 1891.

33. As early as 1953, nine years before the demolition, McPherson 
officials were asking for removal of Sharp Hall and “re-building” with a 
new structure; in 1955 the Bethany president stated that it was doubtful 

that Old Main could be saved. See McPherson College Bulletin, (September 
1953), 1; and Lindquist, Bethany in Kansas, 115.

34. “Our Skyline is Changing,” editorial comment by President D. 
W. Bittinger, McPherson College Bulletin, (April 1960), 2; Sharp, A School 
on the Prairie, 383; Bethany Messenger, September 13, 1968, cartoon of a 
defeated wrecking crew; Lindquist, Bethany in Kansas, 115.
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Rehabilitation of historic buildings is expensive. When 
considering rehabilitation versus building new, the cost 
is a huge issue. In addition, there is always concern that 
the buildings had greatly deteriorated and were beyond 
saving. Still, one can question whether this was the whole 
story. At Bethany and McPherson little had been spent on 
maintenance and improvement in recent years, and there 
was the opinion that the “old” was inferior and “modern” 
was better. The old buildings sat on choice central locations 
that college officials wanted to use for the new buildings. 
Each of the “lost buildings” had a unique story in Kansas 
history. Once they had been loved, and then suddenly 
they were judged impediments to progress and efficiency. 

At Kansas Wesleyan University of Salina the 
administration building constructed in 1886 (known as 
Lockwood Hall) was long the pride of the campus. The 

university served principally the Methodist Episcopal 
churches of western Kansas. The new building was the 
work of Johnson and Burford, architects and civil engineers 
in Salina.35 The Kansas Wesleyan building, elaborate in 
“magnificent brick and stone,” was of an unusual college 
design, perhaps best characterized as some combination 
of Italianate and modified Queen Anne (the style chosen 

Originally intended as a Congregationalist school for women, Fairmount Institute opened in 1892 without a religious affiliation and later developed 
into Wichita State University. Wichitans viewed Fairmount Hall’s destruction by fire in 1929 as an “irreparable loss.”

35. There have been questions about the architects of Lockwood Hall. 
The best evidence comes from the Salina County Journal, which named 
Johnson (or Johnston) and L. D. Burford as the architects who prepared 
the plans and specifications (September 3, 1885). At the time of L. D. 
Burford’s wedding, the newspaper lauded him as “a most excellent 
young gentleman . . . a resident of Salina for several years, and junior 
partner of the firm” (October 20, 1887). There were reports that the firm 
of Johnson and Burford “was doing a good business” and had five men 
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by the college architects for the president’s new private 
residence). Both the Italianate and Queen Anne styles 
were popular in late nineteenth-century Kansas, although 
not usually on college campuses. A Salina architectural 
survey from around 1940 was hesitant to classify the 
building according to any known architectural style, 
finally settling on “No type.”36 

Although large and eye-catching, the Kansas Wesleyan 
University building lacked the grandeur and gravitas of 

the classical and Romanesque-Gothic designs favored 
by other Kansas colleges. Originally known as the 
Administration Building, college officials later renamed it 
Lockwood Hall, in honor of J. H. Lockwood, a prominent 
Methodist preacher and early supporter of the college. In 
1921, when college officials coveted its central location, 
they demoted Lockwood Hall by moving the structure to 
a lesser place on campus to make way for a new building. 
In 1954 Lockwood was demolished. It had outlived its 
useful life—“a fond farewell,” said students. A new 

at work (1886). In addition to the college building, they also constructed 
a house for college president Dr. Aaron Schuyler “in the Queen Ann style 
of architecture,” Salina County Journal, October 7, 1886. The reference to 
Queen Anne architecture for the president’s house gives some weight to 
labeling the main college building also as Queen Anne style architecture.

36. The Salina architectural survey (S-12, Hicks-Morgan) proposed 
that John G. Haskell and Louis M. H. Wood of Topeka were the 
architects; the survey, undated, comes from about 1940 (during the 
period when H. A. King, one of the consultants, was dean of Kansas 
Wesleyan). However, based on the reports in the Salina County Journal 
(1886), Johnson and Burford were the architects. My thanks to John 
Burger, assistant planner, Development Services/Planning Division 
of Salina, for the information on the survey and for other suggestions 

Lockwood Hall at Wesleyan University in Salina differed from the Romanesque and Gothic buildings popular at many other Kansas colleges. 
Built in 1886 in Italianate and modified Queen Anne style, the university moved the building from its central location on campus in the 1920s 
and then demolished it in 1954.

on this topic. On the Italianate and Queen Anne styles of architecture 
in Kansas, see Martha Hagedorn-Krass, “Italianate Architecture Gains 
Popularity in 19th Century Kansas,” Kansas Preservation 25 (May–June, 
2003): 13–14; Martha Hagedorn-Krass, “The Queen Anne: The Queen of 
Late-Nineteenth and Early-Twentieth Century Style,” Kansas Preservation 
26 (September–October, 2004):13–16; also “Italianate Architecture Was 
Leading Residential Style in the 1860s and 1870s,” Kansas Preservation 6 
(September–October 1984): 5–7; Richard J. Cawthon, “Kansas Has Many 
Examples of Queen Anne Residential Architecture,” Kansas Preservation 
7 (January–February 1985): 1–4.
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administration building, Pioneer Hall, in Tudor Gothic 
style took the place of honor at the center of the campus 
(1930).37

McPherson College, a Church of the Brethren institution 
founded in 1887 at McPherson, knocked down Sharp Hall 
in 1961. Erected from 1892 to 1898, Sharp Hall was the 
college’s second oldest building, named in honor of the 
president, S. Z. Sharp. Four stories tall, and topped with a 
sturdy square tower, it served as the main administration 
and classroom building. By the mid-twentieth century, 
however, Sharp’s glory had departed after having 
received minimal upkeep for years, “not much more than 
cosmetic treatment.” Efficiency-minded officials declared 
that it was “necessary” and “imperative” to remove the 

37. John S. Cornett, Fifty Years of Kansas Wesleyan University 1886–1936 
(Salina, Kans.: Padgett’s Printing House, 1936), 47; The Coyote (1922), 
10; comment in the student yearbook, The Coyote (1954), dedicated to 
Lockwood Hall, which had “served well and faithfully.” Pioneer Hall 
(originally known as Hall of the Pioneers), dedicated on September 14, 
1930, was the work of architects Charles G. Wilmarth and Isaac L. Zerbe.

old hall and build a new one. The building was run down, 
“with her cracked walls and slanting floors . . . old and 
useless . . . tired and aged . . . .” The demolition of 1961 
made way for a new Mohler Hall—all of this in the name 
of Brethren progress. President D. W. Bittinger assured: 
“Good things come to those who work in faith.”38

In 1968 Bethany removed its Old Main constructed 
in 1886–1887 to prepare the way for a “Million Dollar 
Circle” of new campus architecture. There seemed to be 
few regrets about losing the “grand old structure.” The 
five-storey prairie skyscraper, designed by architect L. G. 

Sharp Hall at McPherson College was built in the 1890s and razed in 1961. Since the early 1950s, college officials had called for its removal in 
the name of progress.

38. McPherson College Bulletin, (March 1957), 2 and (April 1960), 2; 
McPherson Spectator, November 8, 1957, 4. See also in the McPherson 
College Bulletin “The Way to Progress” by college president D. W. 
Bittinger, McPherson College Bulletin (May 1959), 2, and “Sharp Hall 
Disappears from McPherson Campus,” McPherson College Bulletin (July 
1961), 1–2; Dober, Old Main, 13; Cynthia Mines, McPherson College: The 
First Century, 1887–1987 (McPherson, Kans.: McPherson College, 1987), 
2–10. The first building on the campus was a dormitory building known 
as Fahnestock Hall.
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Hillberg of Chicago, had become a nuisance by occupying 
valuable space. When the demolition crew brought it 
down, Emory Lindquist pronounced the result: “Old 
Main was no longer a landmark in the Smoky Valley.”39 

Hesston College’s original building was Green Gables 
(1909), a name inspired by Anne of Green Gables, the 
popular novel by Lucy Maud Montgomery published 
in 1908. Hesston, a junior college founded in 1909 and 
sponsored by the (Old) Mennonite Church, was the third 
Mennonite school in Kansas, each of them sponsored by 
a different branch of the denomination. Green Gables, a 
large frame building with green trim, was designed by 
a “Topeka architect.” It served the college in the opening 
years as the all-purpose building. In 1918 the college 
constructed a more traditional, although rather austere, 
three-storey brick administration building.40 Green Gables 

in later years, until its demolition in 1995, functioned as 
a dormitory.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the preservation movement 
was weak, and one often heard the phrase, “it will be 
cheaper to pull down and build new.” It made economic 
sense, and it appealed to the desire for progress. The 
editor of the Lindsborg News-Record was not at all sad 
to see Old Main come tumbling down. One era ended, 
but thankfully, this made “room for that new era.” Not a 
sad occasion, “It is a happy one. It was not a funeral, but 
rather a birth.” At McPherson they spoke of the removal 
of the old as “progress,” and “progress means change.” 
Such opinions were pretty common at the time. In the 
1990s, when the preservation movement was stronger, 
the removal of Green Gables at Hesston caused notes 
of dismay among some alumni. While moving forward 

39. Lindquist, Bethany in Kansas, 115.
40. Sharp, School on the Prairie, 76–77, 85, 106, 116–17. The school 

records do not state the name of the “Topeka architect.” Frank Roupp, 

In 1909 an unknown architect from Topeka designed the most architecturally restrained of the buildings in this study, Hesston College’s Green 
Gables. Named for the popular novel Anne of Green Gables, the building served as a multipurpose building and then as a dormitory before its 
destruction in 1995.

local master carpenter, drew the blueprints (and perhaps other 
preliminary plans) for the 1918 building.
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with demolition, college officers braced themselves for 
the expected “negative letters and phone calls which are 
sure to come.”41 

The church-related institutions of the nineteenth-
century college boom were part of a great educational 
movement. With their ambitious building plans, the 
colleges also participated in a nationwide architectural 
achievement. John R. Thelin referred to this era as the 
“heroic” age of campus architecture with great efforts 
at achieving the “campus beautiful.” Richard Dober 
enthusiastically proposed that the nineteenth-century 
college buildings, taken as a whole, could be “ranked 
with other epochal architectural configurations that serve 
as emblems of intention and achievement,” not unworthy 
of comparison with some of the glories of Greece, Rome, 
and the medieval Gothic cathedrals. Such were the 
thoughts of the college founders. At Wichita in 1898, the 
mighty Friends University building was discussed in the 
same breath as the Parthenon of Athens and the Forum of 
ancient Rome.42 Kansas, once known for its bareness and 
the “grim simplicity” of its architecture, prospered and, 
in time, contributed to the architectural scene. The Kansas 
colleges joined the heroic collegiate architectural age, 
adding much to the distinctive Kansas skyline, sharing 
this achievement with neighboring county courthouses, 
churches, and the ever-present grain elevators. 

The colleges, of course, intended to be much more than 
architectural monuments. The goal was to bring religious 
education and moral enlightenment to the people of the 
Kansas prairies. Their sturdy multistoried castles and 
cathedrals of learning symbolized the determination to be 
substantial institutions for good. “Higher education must 
tower above the common man and his environment,” 
declared one nineteenth-century president, and the 
monumental buildings erected on campuses, like the 
college ideals, were designed to tower above the mundane 
landscape.43 

The colleges, whether Catholic or Protestant, offered 
their students instruction in the Bible, Christian theology, 
the liberal arts, Greek and Latin classics, polite etiquette, 
standards of cleanliness and appropriate dress, and how 
to be good American citizens. Colleges aimed to be places 
of environmental improvement, by enclosing open spaces 
and bringing in fences, hedges, and trees, and making 
places for parking, lawns, “and otherwise adorning and 
beautifying” the land.44 Before the colleges came, the 
scene was bleak, at least in the view of students at the new 
colleges. By one student report, Kansas in past times was 
just a site for the “Kaws and Pawnees to assemble with 
their squaws and papooses and pitch their tepees.” But 
through higher education, Kansas became an enlightened 
place where young men and women met in handsome 
educational temples and learned how to emulate the 
“Athenaeums” and “Pericleans,” glorifying the “realms 
of mind—not matter.”45 At the dedication of Kansas 
Wesleyan University, Bishop Andrews spoke of the 
“greatest need” that the Christian colleges could provide, 
namely to instill a thorough religious education and to 
stand morally against the growing evils of the present 
day, “some of which have already assumed gigantic 
proportions.”46 There was, no doubt, much presumption 
and audacity in those college programs, rather than the 
spirit of harmonious relationship with the surrounding 
lands and Native peoples.

The history of Kansas collegiate architecture has 
chapters of grandeur and achievement, but also chapters 
of unfortunate loss. Some fine structures survive. Of the 
ten colleges in this study, only three of their original “Old 
Mains” are still serving; the rest have been lost (in one 
case, the college itself has disappeared). The replacement 
buildings of recent times, in the judgment of many 
observers, although functional, are rather bland, and lack 
that “wow and wonder” excitement of the nineteenth-
century landmarks.47 And if the past gives a clue to the 
future, some of the surviving Old Mains and other iconic 
campus buildings will likely suffer from fire, wind, or 
human neglect in the future. The colleges and universities 
that have preserved their iconic structures, even at great 
cost, deserve a tribute of thanks. 

41. Sharp, School on the Prairie, 381; “An Era Ends,” Lindsborg News-
Record, (July 4, 1968), 2; “The Way to Progress” by college president D. 
W. Bittinger, McPherson College Bulletin, (May 1959), 2.

42. John R. Thelin, A History of American Higher Education (Baltimore, 
Md.: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 115–16; Dober, Old 
Main, 6; “Friends’ National University Opened Yesterday. Epoch in 
History,” Wichita Daily Eagle, September 22, 1898. For other comments 
relevant to Kansas architecture, including the colleges, see article on 
“Architecture,” in Kansas: A Guide to the Sunflower State, the Federal 
Writers Project (New York: Hastings House, 1949 ed.) and Sachs and 
Ehrlich, Guide to Kansas Architecture.

43. Quoting Charles Hovey, president of Illinois State University 
(formerly known as Illinois Normal School), Dober, Old Main, 125.

44. Bethel College charter of 1887.
45. From a report of activities of literary societies at Kansas Wesleyan 

University, Salina County Journal, December 22, 1887.
46. Salina County Journal, March 31, 1887.
47. Dober, Old Main, 122.


