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Preface

The story of the William Howard Taft National Historic Site in
Cincinnati, Ohio, serves as a microcosm of the National Park Service during
the years from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s. The legislation providing
for Federal stewardship of the site was passed in 1969, the conclusion of a
decade marked by a great expansion in the National Park Service’s holdings
and programs. In the following decade, the property evolved in an
environment of retrenchment and intense competition for available funding.
The changed circumstances took their toll on the property. It languished in
the backwaters of National Park Service priorities. Not until fifteen years
later, in the mid-1980s, was the restoration of the exterior completed.

In the years after the passage of the legislation creating the Taft
National Historic Site, the civil rights and environmental movements figured
heavily in the way the National Park Service conducted its programs and
ultimately in the way the property was treated. For a bureau experienced in
managing large expanses of land far removed from urbam settings, the Taft
National Historic Site provided a challenge in restoring and interpreting a
small property located in an inner-city neighborhood. The property bore the
scars of urban transition reflected in the many alterations since the period
of greatest historical significance. It was located far from popular
tourist destinations, promising modest visitation numbers. In addition, the
way in which the National Park Service conducted its work in the 1970s
differed from that of previous decades. The new wave of environmentalism
subjected the work of the nation’s foremost preservation bureau to public
reviews of the impacts of its plans for properties.

During this period, the National Park Service’s own internal policies

and priorities moved in new directions. Approaches to protecting historic



resources in an urban context had yet to be fully formulated. When were
restoration and reconstuction to be undertaken by the bureau? Would the Taft
property become another bureau-sponsored furnished historic house museum?
Professional historians and historical architects questioned this approach

in the absence of complete documentation. As the bureau examined its
policies affecting historic properties, the demands of the Bicentennial of
the nation placed extra demands upon it and siphoned off resources that
might have been devoted to planning and maintenance.

While changes to the nation and to the larger mission of the National
Park Service affected the development of the Taft National Historic Site,
the property itself also presented a difficult set of conditions. Unlike
many historic properties acquired by the National Park Service, the Taft
home had been altered by a succession of owners. The last private owner
turned the property into a rooming house. First impressions of the property
by several of the bureau’s professional staff were lasting. Its image as a
"beat up old building" associated with what several staff members perceived
to be a lesser United States President stalled efforts to move ahead with
planning and development.

The National Park Service system for generating planning studies
affected the progress of developing the Taft site. Early in the 1970s, the
bureau commissioned two key documents from its professional staff, the
historical data and the architectural data sections of the historic
structure report. As the master planning process progressed, questions
arose regarding how well the written record as cited in the historical data
report related to the actual fabric of the building. The architectural data
report was based on what the historical architect could see without removing
building elements. The report proved to be insufficient and needed to be

redone. However, the master planning process proceeded in the absence of



more detailed analyses and became bogged down in a frustrating exercise in
uncertainty and indecision.

Beyond the big picture of one bureau’s attempts to cope with a changing
world and with its own evolving policies, the Taft National Historic Site
story railses issues pertinent to the treatment of all historic properties
open to public visitation whether administered by the National Park Service,
other government agencies, or private organizations. Such properties raise
questions about purpose, interpretation, authenticity, surviving historical
fabric, public access, and financial feasibility. It is rare that a
property arrives in the hands of an administrative body with its fabric,
contents, setting, and endowment neatly in place. Rather, properties most
often come to such agencies or organizations requiring upgrading or
restoration. Less than sufficient financial resources with which to carry
out its public functions is another common condition.

This administrative history was prepared under contract with the
Midwest Regional Office of the National Park Service located in Omaha,
Nebraska. The regional office has had direct administrative responsibility
for the Taft National Historic Site since 1974.

The time frame for this report spans the period from the 1840s when the
house that later became the focus of the Taft National Historic Site was
built' to mid-1985. The report covers in a summary fashion the historical
evolution of the property up to the 1960s when efforts were initiated to
restore the property. The report’s major purpose is to present the
development of the property since 1969 when the property was designated the
William Howard Taft National Historic Site and conveyed to the National Park
Service. The report carries the story of the National Park Service

stewardship up to the arrival of Superintendent Kesselman in mid-1985.



His arrival marked the beginning of new planning initiatives and actions
which have not reached a éoint of conclusion.

In preparing this history, the author had the pleasure of working with
the present staff of the Taft National Historic Site, most notably Ella
Rayburn, Park Historian, and Steven Kesselman, Park Superintendent. The
author was pleased to have the opportunity to interview past Taft National
Historic Site employees Maxine Boyd and Samuel Witherup and current National
Park Service employees Randall R. Pope, Hugh C. Miller, John Kawamoto, and
Andy Ketterson. The hospitable staff of the Midwest Regional Office
provided a temporary office and ready access to the property’s files and
relevant staff during a trip to Omaha. The National Park Service’s offices
in Washington, D.C. also provided cooperation, including the Office of
Legislation, the Office of the Chief Historian and the Chief Historical
Architect, the Central Files, and the Land Acquisition Office. The author
is appreciative of the many instances of hospitality that far exceeded thé

call of duty.



Chapter l: The Property: Its Development and Historical Associations

The William Howard Taft National Historic Site consists of a single
house and several tracts of land dotted over the northern portion of a
city block. The grounds associated with the property today differ from
those of the Taft era because of the process of urban change that occurred
between 1899, when the Taft family sold the property and 1969, when the Taft
National Historic Site was created. The grounds attached to the site also
reflect National Park Service acquisitions in support of public visitation
and interpretation. However, the house is the star attraction. It
represents the family, birthplace, and boyhood home of William Howard Taft,
the only man to serve his country as both President of the United States
and Chief Justice of the United States.

The house stands close to the crest of the long hill that rises from
the flat basin city. 1Its location was a product of the development of
Cincinnati. In the 1850s, Cincinnatis thriving waterfront and development
of commerce had pushed settlement to the edges of the flat peninsulé that
jutted out along the Ohio River. Looking for escape from the congestion and
heat of the lowland, the city’s affluent moved up into the surrounding
hills. Mt. Auburn, just to the north, was one of the first to be settled.
It was made accessible by omnibus. Mt. Auburn’s aloofness from the central
city provided an agreeable country-like suburban setting for substantial
houses surrounded by spacious grounds.l

The original section of the house at 60 Auburn Street (now 2038 Auburn
Avenue) was built in the 1840s by the Bowen family. It was a two-story
square house constructed of brick. In 1851, Alphonso Taft purchased the

house and 1.82 acres of land extending from Auburn Street eastward beyond



the present location of Young Street for $10,000. Alphonso had moved to

Cincinnati in 1838 from Vermont. He was one of a large number of ambitious
young men from New England who sought greater economic opportunities in the
boom cities of the "American West' (as Ohio was then called). In 1841,
Alphonso married Fanny Phelps, also of Vermont, and set up his first household
in the flat central city. Over the next ten years, Fanny Taft bore five
children, two of whom lived to adulthood. They were Charles Phelps, born in
1843, and Peter Rawson, in 1845. As Alphonso’s fortunes rose and his wife’s
health declined, he sought a new home in the healthier environment offered

by Mt. Auburn. The house at 60 Auburn Street fitted his requirements.

Other New Englanders occupied houses in Mt. Auburn.

Like many new home owners, Alphonso made alterations to his house. He
built a brick ell to the rear. Because of the slope of the ground, the
addition rose three stories and incorporated an entrance to the ground
floor. Improvements were made in the house to accommodate the tastes
of the new occupants, such as the addition of plumbing, the building of
cupboards, and interior painting. Despite the move to Mt. Auburn, the
health of Alphonso’s wife continued to decline. She died in June 1852.

Alphonso married again in late 1853. His new bride, Louise Maria
Torrey, was also from New England. Upon her afrival at Auburn Avenue, the
new Mrs. Taft set about refurnishing the house. Alphonso and Louise had
four sons and one daughter. The first son, Samuel, died of whooping cough
at fourteen months of age. On September 15, 1857, their second son and the
future President of the United States, William Howard, was born. William
Howard was followed by Henry Waters, Horace Dutton, and finally, Frances
Louise.

During the time William Howard and his siblings were growing up in Mt.

Auburn, the Taft family was an integral part of the social, intellectual,



and political elite of Cincinnati, if not of Ohio. The Tafts hosted many
illustrious visitors and participated in national movements, such as
abolitionism and temperance. Discussions in the house focused on a wide
range of topics covering national politics, social causes, and international
events. In the house, the Tafts mingled with politicians, businessmen, and
military leaders who later influenced the course of American history.

The home was also the setting for lessons for the Taft children. Here
their characters and ambitions were shaped. The effect of the Taft parents
on their children was later observed by Helen (Nellie) Herron, William
Howard”s wife. She wrote of the Tafts’ confidence in their children, which
impelled the latterAto live up to their parents~ expectétions: "They [the
Taft parents] had created an atmosphere in which the children absorbed high

ideals and strove to meet the family standard of intellectual and moral
2
effort."”

As the nation’s Civil War came to a conclusion, Ohio as a "swing state'
and one that contributed heavily to the Union cause stood ready to reap the
political benefits. Alphonso’s first step as a public servant was taken in
late 1865, when he was appointed to the State Supreme Court. Later, he was
elected to the position. In 1875, Alphonso became a candidate for governor
of Ohio. However, he lost the Republican nomination to Rutherford B. Hayes.
The following year, in 1876, he was named Secretary of War and later
Attorney General in President Ulysses S. Grant”s cabinet. In 1882,
President Chester A. Arthur named Alphonso to the position of U.S. Minister
to Austria-Hungary and in 1884, to Russia.

While Alphonso ascended the ladder of public service, his son William
Howard grew up, attended Woodward High School and in 1874, entered Yale

College. Although William Howard spent months at a time at the Taft home in



Mt. Auburn between 1874 and 1886 when he married and set up his own home, for
all practical purposes, his primary association with it concluded when he
entered college. After graduation from Yale, William Howard attended
Cincinnati Law School. During his law school years, he lived with his
parents. Soon after his admission to the Ohio bar, he was appointed
Assistant Prosecutor of Hamilton County. In 1886, William Howard married
Nellie Herron and settled in Walnut Hills, another of the hills that
surrounded Cincinnati’s central area.

William Howard Taft moved rapidly through positions of higher
responsibility, including Judge of Cincinnati’s Superior Court, Solicitor
General of the United States, service on the Federal Circuit Court, Governor
General Bf the Philippine Islands, and Secretary of War in 1904 under
President Theodore Roosevelt. In 1908, Taft won the Republican nomination
for the U.S. presidency and was subsequently elected President. As
President, Taft became identified as a trust-buster, dissolving such
corporate heavyweights as the Standard 0il Company and the American Tobacco
Company. In 1912, Taft and Roosevelt had a falling out and each ran
separately for the presidency against Woodrow Wilson, thereby ensuring
Wilson“s victory. After leaving the White House, Taft returned to Yale as a
professor of constitutional law. In 1921, President Warren G. Harding
appointed Taft Chief Justice of the United States. Taft was thus the only
man in United States history to serve as head of those two branches of the
Federal Government. He died in 1930. Although Taft’s illustrious career
falls beyond the major story of the Taft home, its roots, early development,
and ultimate destination can be explored through the property.

The story of the house beyond its association with William Howard Taft
is also worth relating. 1In 1877, when the Alphonso Tafts returned from

Washington, the house on Auburn Street caught fire. In repairing the damage



to the house, the Tafts made several changes. The upper story was raised to
eleven feet. A new iron cornice was placed around the house. New sills,
sash, and shutters were added. Other changes were made to the 1851 east
wing. New wallpaper and wall finishes were applied to the interior. New
light fixtures were affixed. In subsequent years, the Tafts made other
changes to the house. A mantle made by Heinrich Fry was placed in the
parlor. Another mantle by Rogers was placed in the library.

In the late 1880s, Alphonso”s health began to decline. He and his
wife made one last trip to New England in 1889 and then headed to San Diego
and a warmer climate. Alphonso died in San Diego in 1891. Louise spent
her widowhood in her hometown of Millbury, Massachusetts.

By late 1889, the house at 60 Auburn Street had ceased to be occupied
by a Taft. A succession of families rented the house until 1899 when the
house was sold to Judge Albert C. Thompson. In the ten years between 1889
and 1899, the Tafts made several attempts to sell the house. The difficulty
encountered in these attempts prompted Louise to consider razing the house
and selling it to a de&eloper interested in building apartment houses.3

The Thompsons occupied the property until 1910 when Judge Thompson
died. 1In 1912, Mrs. Thompson sold the house (now addressed 2038 Auburn
Avenue) to Colonel Ernest H. Ruffner of the U.S. Corps of Engineers who had
served as district engineer in Cincinnati. Upon Colonel Ruffner”s death in
1937, the property was again put up for sale, this time by Ruffner-s daughter,
Mrs. Louis K. (Violet) DeBus. By 1937, the house had gained the respect of
age and of historical association with a now deceased President. The newly-
incorporated William Howard Taft Memorial Association sprang into action

and initiated the first efforts to preserve the property.



Endnotes

L. Much of this summary is drawn from Edwin C. Bearss, Historical Data--
Home, William Howard Taft National Historic Site (Denver Service Center,
National Park Service, October, 1972).

2. 1Ibid., p. 126.

3. 1Ibid., pp. 135-136.
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Chapter 2: The William Howard Taft Memorial Association: Early Efforts to

Preserve the Taft Home

The prospective sale of the Taft home did not go unnoticed by
individuals interested in the life of William Howard Taft. The decision of
Mrs. Louis K. DeBus to sell the property nearly coincided with the
incorporation on July 7, 1937, of the William Howard Taft Memorial
Association. The Memorial Association had been formed in 1934, but was
unincorporated for three years. 1In the articles of incorporation, the
stated purpose of the Memorial Association was '"to plan, promote, erect, and
collect funds for a national memorial in honor of William Howard Taft and to

1
insure its perpetuation.'"  Memorial Association Vice President Carl Meier
reported that the organization grew out of the Mt. Auburn Civic Association
and the Taft School PTA.2

Once organized, the Memorial Association set about the task of
acquiring the property. Well-publicized meetings were held to discuss
methods for acquiring and maintaining the property. Buoyed by supportive
gestures by private citizens and patriotic groups, the Memorial Association
attracted the city”s political and business leaders to its board. Even Mrs.
DeBus advised her real estate agent, Mrs. Colter Rule, that she too was
interested in the objectives of the Memofial Association aﬁd expressed a
willingness to hold off sale of the property in order to cooperate with the
organization’s efforts.

Unfortunately for the Memorial Association, its plans to purchase the
Taft home coincided with the efforts of Senator Robert A. Taft, eldest son

of William Howard Taft, to seek the nomination as the Republican candidate

for President of the United States. Key Taft family members decided that it

11



would seem self-serving for the family to launch a fund raising effort for
the Taft home at the same time that the Senator was attempting to secure the
nomination. As Eric L. Schulte, Chairman of Taft’s Campaign Committee put

it, "There were fears that it [fund raising for Taft Memorial] might be
3

construed as an effort to “build up his political future’."

With the absence of the Taft family’s support and the rising numbers of
offers by prospective purchasers, Mrs. DeBus set April 4, 1940, as the
deadline for the Memorial Association to produce the $12,500 purchase price.
The deadline passed without success on the part of the Memorial Association.
Mrs. DeBus then sold the property on April 12, 1940, to Elbert R. Bellinger.
Bellinger and his wife owned and occupied the adjoining house at 2030 Auburn
Avenue, just to the south of the Taft home, formerly occupied by the Leopold
Burkhardt family. Upon purchase of the property, Bellinger '"notified the
[Memorial] association that when it is able financially to negotiate the
purchase, they are willing to negotiate the property."4 Many years later,
in 1970, Charles P. Taft II, youngest son of William Howard Taft, summed up
his view of these events, '"the property could have been acquired if they
tried, but they didn“t know how to do anything. . . . it cost about $30,000
more than it would have if the ladies had been on the job.”5

In the years following the purchase, Bellinger converted the home into
apartments, claiming that he undertook the major conversion work in such a
way that it could be removed without damaging the original features of the
house. By the mid-1940s, the racial composition of Mt. Auburn changed.

With weakening health, Bellinger considered alleviating some of his
responsibilities by selling the Taft home to black undertakers who wanted to
turn it into a funeral parlor. On the recommendation of his lawyer,

however, Bellinger decided against the sale. 1In 1951, Bellinger sold the

Burkhardt property to Hamilton County which razed it and constructed the
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Youth Detention Home. Bellinger and his wife then moved into the rear first
floor apartment of the Taft home.

While the Taft home was in the secure, albeit not entirely sympathetic,
hands of Bellinger, the Memorial Association and many Cincinnati citizens
continued to harbor hope that someday they might be successful in acquiring
the property as a memorial to Taft. One of the Memorial Association’s
members, Taft Public School principal Nelson L. Burbank, wrote in July
1948 to Waldo G. Leland, chairman of the Advisory Board on National Parks,
Historic Sites, Buildings, and Monuments of the Department of the Interior,
asking for his advice as to how to raise funds in order to restore the Taft
home. A. E. Demaray, Acting Director of the National Park Service,
responded by suggesting that Burbank contact the American Association of
Museums for advice on organizing a fund raising effort for house museum

7
organizations.

In 1949, the Memorial Association sent letters to prominent citizens
asking their advice on the project. Among the citizens contacted was
prominent Cincinnati architect Charles F. Cellarius. He declared that the

"should do honor to our city, as well as a

8
great man, and President whom we revere." The approaching centennial of

undertaking was commendable and

William Howard Taft“s birthday in 1957 set off a series of commemorative
events, but the long sought objective still seemed far off.

The continued lobbying of the Memorial Association members and their
sympathizers began to have an effect by the late 1950s. In 1959, National
Park Service Historian Roy E. Appleman received a telephone call from the
office of Ohio Congressman Gordon H. Scherer asking that the Taft home be
included in the National Survey of Historic Sites and Buildings. This

request was made in response to Scherer’s constituents who wished to have
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the Taft home established as '"a national historic site or memorial."
Appleman agreed to schedule the study for 1961.9

By the late 1950s, obstacles in the way of the Taft family’s active
participation in preserving the Taft home faded. Senator Robert A. Taft
died in 1953, one year after he lost the nomination of the Republican Party
to Dwight D. Eisenhower. Charles Taft’s own political future that shone so
bright in the 1940s dimmed considerably a decade later. Charles Taft warmed
up to the Taft legacy inherent in the house at 2038 Auburn Avenue.

Charles Taft was a natural to take charge of the Memorial Association.
Born in 1897, he grew up in the privileged circumstances that surround
children of political leaders. After receiving his law degree from Yale
University in 1921, he returned to Cincinnati to practice law and embark on
a political career. He participated in the formation of the City Charter
group formed in 1925 to give the city non-partisan government. He
eventually won a seat on the Cincinnati City Council in 1938. With the
exception of several years devoted to wartime service, he remained on the
City Council until his retirement in 1977. 1In 1952, he ran unsuccessfully
in the Ohio gubernatorial race, losing to Frank J. Lausche. From 1955 to
1957, he served as mayor of the city. Although Taft’s political career was
identified primarily with Cincinnati, he moved easily in the company of the
nation’s top figures of both major political parties. His national
political connections proved pivotal in working with the Congress on the
Taft home in the late 1960s. His high-level associations were not as

10

useful in later dealings with the National Park Service staff.

Until the late 1950s, Charles Taft had not taken an active role in the
work of the Memorial Association, although he and his wife were listed as

honorary members. In 1965, several years after taking charge of the

Memorial Association, Charles Taft recorded the sequence of events that led
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to his involvemént with the Taft home.

The group you see on the letterhead is the remnants of the old days

when the 'good PTA ladies from the William H. Taft Elementary School

on Southern Avenue started this whole enterprise. With the best of

intentions they really got nowhere until Ben Schwartz moved his

Youth Center up to become the next door neighbor of the Alphonso

Taft house. He then needed me to get into it. I had been quite

unwilling to be out in front, and I still don”t like it.

Coupled with the greatér interest expressed by Charles Taft were
Bellinger”s own offers to sell the property. In 1958, at seventy-six years
of age, Bellinger appeared ready to strike a quick bargain. However, he
professed impatience with the Cincinnati community’s inability to come up
with the $75,000 asking price, while the appraised value was $3S,OOO.12

Still operating in the background, Charles Taft in 1958 discussed with
Juvenile Court Judge Benjamin Schwartz of the Youth Detention Center the
possibility that Hamilton County Commissioners purchase the house as a
memorial. The Memorial Association would operate the first floor, while the
Juvenile Court would use the second floor for offices. 1In Judge Schwartz’s
view, the connection between the Taft home and the Juvenile Court was
mutually beneficial. He envisioned the house museum serving as 'an
inspiration for school children" whé were served by the court. The
maintenance of the house would benefit from the ongoing commitment of the
county government.13 To this scheme, Charles Taft offered the possibility
that the family would pay for the rehabilitation.

Negotiations between the Taft family and the representatives of
Bellinger’s interests, Gordon Scherer and Leslie Cors, proceeded through
1959 and 1960. During that time, the role of Hamilton County as purchaser
fell into abeyance. Charles Taft himself was prepared to offer Bellinger '"a

fair price for the property.'" Various family members offered a total of

$25,000 towards restoration of the property with the expectation that the
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County Commissioners would take title to the property from Charles Taft,
construct a passageway between the Taft home and the Juvenile Detention
Center, pave the rear of the Taft home for parking, and maintain the
property "in such a manner as to be a credit to the community.'" The
Juvenile Detention Center would occupy the second floor of the house and
have access to space in the basement. The Memorial Association would handle
the furnishing of the historical elements of the house and maintain the
first floor as the Taft Family Memorial.14

After extended negotiations, Charles Taft and Bellinger agrged to a
plan whereby Bellinger gave the Association a 100-year lease on the
property. For a six-month period following Bellinger’s death, the Memorial
Association could purchase it from his heirs for $35,000. He would maintain
an apartment in the house for life and receive $250 per month. The Memorial
Association also agreed to pay all taxes and utilities. By mid-1960, the
lease had been signed by Bellinger and Taft. In late 1961, Taft assigned
the lease to the Memorial Association.

With the property under the control of the Memorial Association,
Charles Taft, who had become president of the organization in July 1960,
began the process of planning for the restoration of the property. The
Memorial Association contracted with the architectural firm of Wood & Kock
to prepare working drawings and specifications for the restoration of the
house and the remodeling of the basemenisfor the caretaker, and to provide
an estimate of the cost of restoration. Through the daily newspapers,
Charles Taft solicited from the public photographs of the house that might
be used in the architectural studies.

In order to coordinate research efforts on the property, Charles Taft

placed an advertisement in the Cincinnati Enquirer for an "able researcher

wanted to do historical research.'" The requirements included intelligence,
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