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and the Site performed as one team. Chief of Interpretation Henderson treated the part-
time Friends employee virtually as one of the staff, and in turn Henderson attended the 
Friends’ board meetings and responded to their requests. At some point – perhaps 
about 2006 – the Friends terminated the administrative assistant position to save 
expense. To Henderson, the loss of that position made a crucial difference. The 
Friends had another perspective; they perceived waning interest by the 
superintendents. Relations between the Site and the Friends were uneven and 
somewhat dependent on personalities.60 

 Besides its two major fundraising drives in the mid-1980s and again in the 
mid-1990s, the Friends assisted the Site with interpretive planning, special events 
including annual fundraiser events, and financial support for various needs that were 
sometimes hard to pay for with either the Site’s base annual budget or Midwest 
Region discretionary funds. When the Taft Education Center neared completion, the 
Friends became involved with interpretive planning for exhibits to go in the new 
building. Board members participated with Site and Midwest Region staff, Harpers 
Ferry Center, Eastern National Parks Association and consultants – some paid for by 
the Friends – to develop what the Friends called the Interpretive Plan. A three-day 
interpretive planning meeting was held in January 1998. One of the suggestions was to 
have interpretive exhibits in the Taft home concentrate on William Howard Taft and 
his parents, and to have the new Taft Education Center “look beyond William Howard 
Taft and talk about siblings, children and grandchildren.” Advocates for this idea 
noted that not many families had such an impact on politics through multiple 
generations. This idea was carried into the exhibit design.61 

 To help get its message across, the Friends hired its own historical consultant, 
Dan Hurley. Hurley was a well-known public historian in Cincinnati. After a teaching 
career, he had been instrumental in designing education and interpretive programs for 
the Cincinnati Historical Society, Tall Stacks, the Bicentennial Celebration, and other 
regional and national projects. Hurley envisioned the exhibit of Charlie Taft as 
storyteller, which was installed behind the sales and reception area. The second major 
exhibit was the Taft Family Legacy exhibit on the wall opposite.62 

 The Friends sought ways to help with educational programming. It gave 
money for providing bus transportation for school groups. It sponsored a high school 

 
60 Henderson interview; Sittenfeld interview; Reusing interview; Acting Regional Director to 
Superintendents, Midwest Region, June 6, 2002, William Howard Taft NHS, CF, A22; Claudia McKee 
et al., to Kurt Topham, March 16, 2000, Friends of the Taft Legacy Archive, correspondence 
(miscellaneous). 
61 Friends of the William Howard Taft Birthplace, Board of Trustees Meeting, January 12, 1998, 
Friends of the Taft Legacy Archive, Board Minutes. 
62 Claudia McKee, “President’s Annual Report,” Taft Times, June 1998; Claudia McKee, “Presidents’ 
Report,” Taft Times, December 1998; Bill Talbot, “Bill Talbot Reports on Taft Education Center,” Taft 
Times, July 1999; Garry interview. 
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essay contest. The winner of the contest received the Friends of the William Howard 
Taft Birthplace Scholarship, a $500 stipend toward the first year of college. The 
scholarship was presented annually in the 1990s; it was eventually discontinued 
because it took a lot of effort and did not have an appreciable effect on boosting visitor 
use. More recently, the Friends’ president, Ken Mahler, announced that he wanted to 
revive the Friends’ involvement in educational programming.63   

 The Friends helped arrange public lectures and provided a welcome for guest 
speakers. The Taft Day Lecture in September 2018 was deemed a great success by all. 
The group was energized to work with Superintendent Hawthorne to expand the event 
the following year into a Taft Week, with events held at multiple locations.64 

 The Friends contributed effort and money to special events. In some cases, 
these happenings were annual events like the Easter Egg roll that NPS staff organized 
and led, with the Friends being asked to pitch in. In other cases, they were onetime 
events that the Friends had a prominent role in shaping and executing. Perhaps the 
biggest event that the Friends ever sponsored was the Looking East exhibit, which 
featured photographs from William Howard Taft’s mission to the Far East in 1905-06 
when he was secretary of war (see chapter five). The Friends first took an interest in 
this project in April 2005 when Margo Taft Stever sought help from Hope Taft in 
applying for a grant from the Louise Taft Semple Foundation for the curation of some 
1,100 photographs. The Friends agreed to facilitate the grant on condition that its role 
would carry no financial liability. As a non-profit, it would serve “as a conduit for 
paying the bills incurred by this project.” Meanwhile, NPS provided temporary storage 
space for the photographs in the Taft Education Center as the collection was curated. 
Ultimately, the photographic exhibit opened to the public on the main floor of the Taft 
Education Center.65 

 In the years since the Taft Education Center was completed the Friends group 
has sometimes struggled to define its role or have a clear sense of purpose. After its 
second major fundraising drive was completed, it was adrift in the early 2000s and 
membership waned. John Reusing came in as president of the board when Robin 
White and Reggie Tiller were the superintendents, and he reinvigorated the Friends 
even though he did not revive its former fundraising capability. When Reusing stepped 
down the organization needed new leadership. Superintendent Pennington approached 
Bob and Hope Taft, asking them if there was someone else in the Taft family who 
would want to get involved on the board to rejuvenate it. Hope Taft consulted Woody 

 
63 “William Howard Taft Scholarship Assistance Award,” Taft Times, December 1992, 4; “Anne Marie 
Ellison Selected for Friends’ Scholarship Assistance Award,” Taft Times, September 1993, 1; “1995 
Friends Scholarship Assistance Winner,” Taft Times, August 1995; Bob and Hope Taft interview. 
64 Hawthorne interview; Garry interview; Bob and Hope Taft interview. 
65 Friends of William Howard Taft Birthplace Minutes for April 13, 2005, Friends of the Taft Legacy 
Archive, Board Minutes. 
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Taft, who recommended his cousin Kenneth Taft Mahler. Shortly after Pennington’s 
departure, Ken Mahler was asked to join the board. He became a trustee in March 
2016 and was elected president of the board in March 2017. Some thought that having 
a Taft at the helm would give the Friends group new life.66 

 Two years into Mahler’s time as president there were mixed signals about what 
direction the Friends might take next. Not long before Mahler became president the 
Friends held a retreat. The retreat led to a work plan; an agenda that was supposed to 
give it direction for the coming years. Mahler chose to put the work plan aside and put 
forth his own vision instead, which was to focus the Friends on educational events and 
products and bring more attention to the Taft family. He sought to further the mission 
of the Taft Education Center, which was to highlight the many contributions of the 
Taft family to the city and the nation. Mahler wanted to put across the message that 
the Taft family continues the legacy of public service in both public and private ways. 
In 2018, he succeeded in getting the Friends to change its name from the Friends of 
the William Howard Taft Birthplace to the Friends of the Taft Legacy.67 

 Yet some members of the Friends were unpersuaded. If the Taft family 
remained an important presence in Ohio, the family members were not as visible in 
Cincinnati as they had once been. Most of the prominent Tafts had left the city, and no 
prominent Tafts were active in city, state, or national politics anymore. The Tafts’ 
philanthropy continued, but the Taft political dynasty was finished. So, not all the 
Friends’ board members were enthused about the new leadership. Still just a few years 
in, Mahler’s ability to reshape the Friends remained unproven.68 

 

 
66 Reusing interview; Pennington interview; Bob and Hope Taft interview; Sittenfeld interview; Garry 
interview; Ken Mahler, Jr. to author, August 14, 2019, email. 
67 Garry interview; Sittenfeld interview; Hawthorne interview. 
68 Mann interview; Garry interview; Sittenfeld interview. 



 

 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

 In the fifty years that elapsed after William Howard Taft National Historic Site 
was authorized, NPS acquired the house, established on-site administration, studied 
the resource, restored the exterior of the house to its historic appearance, restored a 
portion of the interior, developed interpretive and education programs, added the Taft 
Education Center, developed visitor parking areas, and improved the landscaping 
around the Taft home. These were the signal accomplishments in the first fifty years of 
Site administration. Two grand openings punctuated the progress of development: the 
1988 grand opening of the Taft house when the historic restoration was completed, 
and the 1999 grand opening of the Taft Education Center. 

 Annual visitation statistics for William Howard Taft National Historic Site can 
be cited as another way to encapsulate this administrative history. From establishment 
until the completion of the historic restoration, annual visitor numbers were low, 
bouncing up and down in the 1,000 to 6,000 range. During this period, the Site 
operated with a rudimentary staff and makeshift visitor reception area in the Sanning 
Apartments. After more than a decade of managing the Site as a construction zone, the 
completion of the historic restoration came as a relief to staff as well as a moment of 
celebration. For the next dozen years, the Site’s annual visitation hovered in the 6,000 
to 8,000 range. During this time the staff offered house tours to the public, but the Site 
still lacked a bona fide visitor center. Under these conditions the staff grew to its full 
complement of eight and it expanded the interpretive program to include education 
services to area schools. With the opening of the Taft Education Center in 1999, 
annual visitation at last began to grow. It broke 15,000 in 2003, broke into the 20,000 
to 30,000 range after 2010, and climbed into the 30,000 to 40,000 range after 2015. In 
this time, the staff continued to expand the interpretive program with the Friends 
providing valuable aid to put on a growing number of temporary exhibits in the 
education center and other special events. 

 Three principal themes emerge in this administrative history. The first is the 
challenging nature of the historic restoration that was accomplished here. When NPS 
acquired the house, it was in poor condition. It had been converted into an apartment 
dwelling and the rear addition was at risk of collapse. Only a single photo of the house 
in the historic period existed. No architectural plans survived from that time. 
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Archeological investigations into what the historic property once looked like were 
stymied by a massive fill that had occurred on the sloping rear portion of the Taft 
family property. The more discouraging assessments in the 1970s held that the house 
was not worthy of restoration; its historic integrity was irretrievably lost. The first 
master plan for the Site was recalled when NPS determined that the plan rested on 
insufficient data. Despite these setbacks, NPS persevered with additional historical 
research, more intensive architectural sleuthing, and further archeological 
investigations of the grounds. This report argues that NPS’s prudence in undertaking 
more studies before it completed the historic restoration paid off. It is better to have 
only four rooms restored and refurnished than to have the dining room or the birth 
room misidentified and put in the wrong part of the house. The public appreciates 
NPS’s fidelity to historical authenticity. 

 The second theme relates to the location of William Howard Taft National 
Historic Site in an urban setting. The Site was authorized in 1969 in a time when there 
was an influx of urban sites into the National Park System. NPS leadership welcomed 
the system’s expansion into urban settings, believing that it would modernize the 
National Park System to better serve the needs of an increasingly urbanized nation. 
Yet despite those high ideals the location of William Howard Taft National Historic 
Site in an inner-city neighborhood that was predominantly African American tested 
NPS’s resolve. Race riots had erupted in Cincinnati in 1967 and 1968. Racial tensions 
continued to simmer in the segregated city. The rundown neighborhood was an 
uncomfortable place to many people in NPS and an unlikely spot to attract many 
tourists. 

 Wisely, NPS appointed an African American, John Troy Lissimore, to serve as 
the first park manager. Over time the federal staff earned the respect of the local 
community, but the Site attracted few nonwhite visitors. The years passed and William 
Howard Taft National Historic Site still had difficulty broadening its appeal beyond 
the traditional national park clientele of white, middle-class families and older people, 
despite the staff’s strenuous efforts to serve a more diverse audience reflective of 
America or representative of the local community. 

 A related challenge for Site administration was to find ways to increase the 
Site’s visibility in the big city environment. Overshadowed by the other major 
namesake attraction in Cincinnati, the Taft Museum of Art, William Howard Taft 
National Historic Site also competed for attention with numerous other museums, 
historic sites, the Cincinnati Zoo, and other city parks. For all the effort that staff put 
into special events, those happenings competed with other events going on all over the 
city. Education outreach to area schools competed with similar education outreach 
programs put on by other parks and museums. The big city was a competitive 
environment in which to forge a large presence. 
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 The third theme concerns the relationship between William Howard Taft 
National Historic Site and the Taft family. Charlie Taft, the president’s son, was a key 
figure in getting the Site established. The Taft family provided generous support in 
acquiring the house and the adjacent lot, demolishing the Cross Apartments, helping to 
pay for the historic restoration, donating historic furnishings, and helping to pay for 
the Taft Education Center. NPS leaned heavily on private money to develop the Site, 
and a few Taft family members were the pillars of private sector financial support. 

 Through much of the Site’s first fifty years the Taft political dynasty still held 
public office and helped bring attention to the Site. Recognizing the importance of the 
Taft family to the Site, NPS communicated directly with Taft family members on 
important issues concerning Site development. Superintendents regularly reached out 
to the Taft family for support in organizing and sustaining the Friends group. 

Figure 53. William Howard Taft and his daughter, Helen Herron Taft 
Manning, in 1908. (Library of Congress.) 
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 In building this constructive relationship, NPS and the Taft family had to 
bridge some significant differences of perspective. During the restoration, NPS moved 
according to its own schedule while the Taft family thought the pace was far too slow. 
Interpreting the Site, NPS focused on William Howard Taft whereas the Taft family 
wanted to broaden the focus to include other Tafts who held public office. 

 Birthplace and childhood homes of famous people always present an 
interpretive challenge. How much should the interpretive story center on place and the 
environmental influences that factored in the individual’s rise to fame? And how much 
should it focus on the individual’s later life and legacy? William Howard Taft 
National Historic Site poses this challenge like any other birthplace and childhood 
home, but the tug to tell the story of the Taft political dynasty adds another layer of 
complexity to finding that elusive balance. 
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National Parks and Recreation Act of 1978 
 
Includes: development ceiling increase and boundary adjustment 
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William Howard Taft National Historic Site Boundary Adjustment Act of 2001 
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Appendix 2: Personnel 
 
 
Coordinating Superintendents (Mound City Group Nat’l Monument and Ohio Group) 
George F. Schesventer   1969 to 1971 
William C. Birdsell    1971 to 1975 
 
Park Managers 
John T. (Troy) Lissamore   1971 to 1973 
Jerome L. Licari    1974 to 1975 
 
Acting Park Manager 
Charlesetta Spurlock    1973 to 1974 
 
Superintendents 
Jerome L. Licari    1975 to 1977 
Fahy C. Whitaker    1977 to 1981 
Mary Maxine Boyd    1981 to 1985 
Steven A. Kesselman    1985 to 1989 
Maryanne Gerbauckas   1989 to 1992 
Kurt Topham     1992 to 2001 
Kevin McMurry    2001 to 2005 
Robin White     2005 to 2008 
Reginald M. Tiller    2008 to 2014 
Brenda Pennington    2015 to 2016 
Hugh Hawthorne    2016 to 
 
Acting Superintendents 
Vance L. Kaminski    1977 (Feb to Apr) 
Sam Witherup     1981 (Mar to July) 
Dean C. Einwalter    1984 (Sep to Nov) and 1985 (May) 
Dorothy Anderson    1989 (June and July) 
Craig Kenkel     2005 (March) 
Sherry Tunteri     2005 (May to June) and 2008 (August) 
Nicholas Georges (Acting Superintendent) 2016 
Robert Stemple (Acting Superintendent) 2016 
Nicole McHenry (Acting Superintendent) 2016 
 
Chiefs of Interpretation 
Bob Moore     1989 to 1991 
Beverly Albrecht    1992 to 1995 
Ray Henderson    1998 to 2015 
Kerry Wood     2015 to  
 
Historian 
Ella S. Rayburn    1985 to 1987 
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Interpretive Specialist 
RuthAnne Heriot     1972 to 1973 
 
Park Rangers, Park Technicians, Park Aids (partial list; some held more than one title) 
Samuel H. Witherup      
Karl Merchant 
Virginia Beard  
Larry G. Asher 
Rodney Stanley Sharp 
Kathy Meyer 
Bruce VanDervort 
Terry Borland 
Rodney Schmidt 
Joe Gothard 
Rosemary Kolks 
Fred Nieman 
Peg Oter 
Eric Patterson 
Reggie Murray 
Jason Boyd 
Paula Merritt 
Ruth Horstman 
 
Maintenance Men (partial list) 
Roger Smith 
Terry Gusler       
 
Administrative Assistants, Administrative Technicians, Administrative Clerks (partial) 
Charlesetta Spurlock 
Barbara Adkins 
Lynn Kallas 
Brenda Sumler 
Christine Burton 
Diane McAllister 
Charlotte Morris 
Margie Leis 
Christine Rodasky 
Latoya Chapman 
Jeanette Meleen 



Appendix 3: Annual Base Budget 
 
 
Year  Budget    Year  Budget 
1979  $115,100   2000  $496,600 
1980  $131,300   2001  NA 
1981  $130,830   2002  $525,330 
1982  $148,800   2003  $523,900 
1983  $155,900   2004  $514,845 
1984  $161,900   2005  $621,330 
1985  $179,200   2006  $631,980 
1986  $173,000   2007  NA 
1987  $194,000   2008  $672,210 
1988  $196,100   2009  $768,586 
1989  $207,400   2010  NA 
1990  $198,300   2011  $819,602 
1991  $215,600   2012  $805,840 
1992  $245,950   2013  $768,759 
1993  $255,200   2014  NA 
1994  $253,400   2015  $796,008 
1995  $269,220   2016  $853,300 
1996  $271,400   2017  $836,167 
1997  $355,422   2018  $815,814 
1998  NA    2019  $803,120 
1999  NA    2020  $846,000 
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