THE MASTER BUILDERS OF THE WESTERN RESERVE

The question of who were the men that actually
built the homes, churches, schools, and public
buildings of the Western Reserve in the first half
of the nineteenth century is one on which new
information is being uncovered all the time, but
which still has many perplexing aspects. What
were the differences between the journeyman
carpenter or mason and the master builder who
could handle the tools of his trade, and also make
plans, draw a Greek detail, and use the builder’s
guides such as those by Asher Benjamin, Edward
Shaw, and Minard Lafever? In addition, what
makes such a person an architect?

As L.T. Frary pointed out in Early Homes of Ohio
in 1936, standard histories concentrate on
politicians, soldiers, lawyers, ministers and
physicians, but do not often mention the builders,
who were considered mere workmen. Yet we
know the names of many master builders, whose
body of work, or even one outstanding structure,
indicates that they were designers as well as
craftsmen. The profession of architecture, on the
other hand, did not begin to emerge until the
middle of the century, and before 1850 the
designer and builder were often the same person.

The contractor-builders were carpenters or
masons. The typical frame building was
constructed of heavy posts and beams fastened
together with mortise-and-tenon joints. The
smaller members -- joists, studs, and rafters --
were sawn and frequently pegged together. There
were also buildings of brick in the Western
Reserve as early as the teens, and buildings of cut
stone not long after. Often the mason fired his
own brick. All of these methods required no
small degree of skill and craftsmanship, and from
them there soon emerged buildings of taste and
good proportion that could be distinguished by
the term "architecture."

Both structural and ornamental details were found
in the builder’s guides which were published in
the East and brought to Ohio. In some cases older
books published in England were still in use. The
American builder’s guides are based very closely
on English books for technical details, such as
how to lay out a curving staircase, how to design
a roof truss, and so on. But the designs in
Amcrican books based on the classical styles are
frequently original, and while they show a clear
order and consistency, they were not slavishly
archacological. The practice of changing the
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details and proportions of the ancient classical
orders was common even before the beginning of
the nineteenth century, and Talbot Hamlin has
pointed out some of the ways in which the
changes from correct ancient or Renaissance
practice took place. They included the combining
of Greek forms with Roman, Renaissance or
baroque details, and in the case of churches, the
adaptation of the late baroque Christopher Wren-
James Gibbs London church type to the Greek
Revival. American practice also created new
variations of the classical orders. The Doric
frieze seldom includes the triglyph and metope of
the Greek temple, but is absolutely plain. Columns
often omit the fluting, sometimes for reasons of
economy, but sometimes also clearly by choice.
New column capitals were invented. And finally,
authors like Asher Benjamin and Minard Lafever
provided designs which are very personal
interpretation of the ancient patterns.

Although Frary discussed six of the Ohio builders
known in 1936, he declined to give a "roster" of
other known builders. I think that a
consideration of some of the other known builders
may be useful in the Western Reserve. We have
tended to think that much of the building was
anonymous or Spontaneous, or that many
homeowners built their own. On the contrary, the
overwhelming evidence shows that every settled
community had “its own builder, carpenter, or
mason who was an integral part of the economic
and social life of the community. But we can no
longer think that because the work of Jonathan
Goldsmith is well documented, for example,
everything within a hundred miles of Painesville
was built by him. Goldsmith was one of many,
although one of superior ability and one of whom
a record has remained. Who were some of the
others?

There are a few documented builders who are
known only in connection with building their own
homes. Among them is Robert W. Henry, whose
fine Greek Revival house on Pearl Road in Parma
Heights boasts a robust Doric portico. Henry was
brought to Cleveland from New York State at the
age of seven. He apprenticed to a local carpenter,
Henry L. Noble, and then worked briefly as his
foreman. Henry moved to Parma in 1843, and
family records show that he began building his
own house in 1850. Henry secured his plans from
published designs, but the specific source is not
known.
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