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Oleott Floase, 1997

Enjoy Hospitality of Historic Proportions
at Olcott House

by Thomas Vaughn
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leott House Bed and
Breakfast Inn offers vis-
tors domestic tranguility,

historic ambiance, elegant refine-
ment and premier hospitality with-
in the walls of a grand mansion on
the shores of Lake Superior.
Completed in 1904, Olcott
House stands as a testament to a
unique time in Duluth, Minnesota
history, when Duluth participated
in a global movement of change
and transformation. The years
from 1870 1o 1913 witnessed the
greatest volume of global migration
in history and significant declines
in barriers to global trade. Global
migration during this period was
higher than it is today due to the
millions of people willing o relo-

cate in the hopes of laying claim
to o better ecomomic future. Many
of these people came to 5t Louis
County. The population grew from
around 13,000 in 1885 to over
al 004 in kess than ten years. Johs
cutting timber and extracting ore
along with employment opportuni-
ties that supported the shipping
and rail rransportation of these raw
materials coused many to believe
that Duluth would become another
Chicego. Contractors had paved
superior Strect, completed the
Garfield Avenuoe viaduct, extended
street car lines and laid conduit
systems in hopes of a gilded age
trivmph.

Like the new millionaires on tha
Eazt Coast, wealthy Duluthians

built fine homes for themselves.
Although no one in Duluth ever
gaked an architect to construct a
maonumental theme home like one
wealthy Mew Yorker did whoe want-
ed a “houseleuwm,™ Dhiluth's homes
represented the tastes prevalent on
a national scale,

Such is the case with Oleott
House. Hoving mormied in 1887,
the (Heotts loved to travel. When
wacationing in the southeastern
United States, Mr. W. J. Olcott and
Bra Fannie Bailey Olcott stopped
in Macon, GA, Mrs. Olcott fell
in love with a home crafied in the
Georgian Colonial Rewvival archi-
tectural style. M. Olvott shared
her interest in having stich a home
of her own with Mr, Olcott. He



replied affirmatively, stating that
any home ghe wanted would be
fine as long as the billiard room
could be on the first {loor o that
he could entertain his friends and
business pssociates without having
to take them down the basement
o up info the family’s private
gquarters. The agresment stuck
angd the Cloott family moved into
their newly constructed home on
Thanksgiving Day of 1904.

Thiz ten thousand square-foot
mansion with forty-two reoms and

twelve fireplaces carries with it an '

interesting architectural history.
Architectural historians mefer
to some design aspects of this
Oleont House as Revival style
because they exemplify the classi-
cal architectural ideals “revived”
by Thomas Jefferson in his home
at Monticello, Such Eevival style
homes are found throughout the
southeastern United States, as their
original owners wanted to follow
the pattern set by Jefferson who
had designed large, columned por-
ticos peminiscent of Greck temples,
Serving both practical and aesthetic
purposes, theas large porticos kept
the Virginia sun and heat awiy
from family and visitors while
recalling the screne dignity and
grace of Athenian religions and
civic buildings that enshrined life's
daily social and ceonomic activities
within a demoeratic othos. From
Macon to Duluth, this Eevival style
stasds today at Oleott House where
arriving guests will enter the home
under the protective goard of one
of the most grucious and grand
front porticos i the Midwest,
Depressed global economic con-
ditions also encouraged architects
to usz Revival design styles becauss
they harkened back to a suppos-
edly simpler, less risky time. The
Panic of 1893 hrought a depression
from Burope (o America as banks
reduced access 1o cash and eredir,
Investment in high-risk ventures,

Fannie Bailey Olcott and William James Olcott in 1888,

inflated credit schemes, and irre-
sponsible speculation on the part
of investors in the trode between
Europe and America brought abont
this coomomic collapse. Railromds
Inid off workers, contractors

laid off their crews. As a result,
domestic architecture became
much less flamboyant and ostents-
fions throughout tho next decade.
Both Mr. and Mrs. Olcott knew
that building a home on a grand,
dazzling scale could earn fhem
negative attenton. Therefore, they
probably both thought that the
domestic, bucolic simplicity found
in a Jeffersonian Revival design
would be best for their new large

lot on the forested cdge of Duluth.
Even though this design atyle
might have been less improssive
than some others used by the New
York “millionaires mile™ group a
few vears previously, the Olootis
ware in vogue. Architects at the
18%5 Columbian Exposition, an
imfluentiol event held in Chicago,
heoralded the white-painied porfico
85 a symbol of the propricty toward
which domestic design shounld
aAspire.

Enchrining the domestic cmpha-
&i% of Revival design, Mrs. Olcott
maintaingd a sewing room on the
second floor of ber new home,
This room, known around town
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as “the Confessional of Thaleth™
offered relaxed seclusion for many
women who came both individu-
ally and in groups to discuss issues
of the day while Mrs, Olcott sewed
on her traditional machine. Had
she ever purchased an olectric
sewing machine, her sewing room
might have lost its allure, so she
never bought ong,

Following the spirit of the times
in her actions, Mrs, Olcott main-
tained a social concern for othors’
domcstic needs as well. She coor-
dinated many Girl Scout activities,
supported the building of a gird's"
camp at Eveloth, and participated
in activitics af 5t. Paul's Episcopal
Church in Duluth,

A second mode of design,
going back further in time, pro-
vides a visual context for the spa-
cious porticos of Oleott Honse.
Harking back to the founding
of America, the Colonial style
provides o pational motif for the
Jeftersonian innovations, A pris-
tine, unndorned combination of
white, painted trim and red-brick
constrmiction radiates o spirit of
transcendent clarity which diffuses
an innocent and honest hospital-
ity ascribed o America’s Colonial
period.

The Revival and Colonial motifs
found in Olcott House permeated
America’s national consciousness
because of the influence of an 1876
event referred to as the Cenfennial
International Exhibition. Similar
to & world's fair, this festival, offi-
cially known as The International
Exhibition of Arts, Manufactures,
and Products of the Soil and Mine,
commemorated the risks, innova-
tionz, and achievements surround-
ing America’s first century of con-
tributions to the applicd, industrial
nnd mechanical arts that improved
daily bhving.

Along with dazzling the more
than ten million spectators with
pew inventions like the telephone
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and Heing Eestchup, the festival,
held in the city of the signing of
the Declaration of Independence,
cultivated nostalfia for colonial
civic commitment and inventive-
ne=s characterized in the person of
Benjamin Franklin, During this
time, further architectural inmova-
tions emerdead, one being the grand,
rectangular side porch. Such side
porches can be seen on Oleott
House and, indeed, are sill fine
locations to enjoy Heing Ketchup
during the summer months in
Draluth!

Mr. Cleott could have been
his own exhibit at the 1876 fair,
although he was a bit young at
the time. Born on 22 February
1862, W. ], Olcott earned an MA
in Chemistry from the University
of Michigan, which included train-
ing in mining concerns, John D
Rockefeller appointed Olcott super-
infendent of the Lake Superior
Consolidated Iron Mines in 1894,
the Duluth Mews Tribune stating
that Olcott would have, “control
and manoagement of the mines,™
From 1908 until 1928, Olcott
sorved as President of Cliver
Mining Company, which eventually
became part of 118 Bieel.

Working directly under the
supervision of John 13, Rockefeller,
Oleott maintained COMPOSLITe
during a time of rapid change.
Maneuvering himself between the
demands of fnancial tituns ke
Curnegie, Eockefeller, ond Morgan
a5 they leased, sold, bought ont,
and defrauded cach other to keep
their negotiating skills in tunc
allowed Oleott to remain at the
heart of early twenticth century
global history for a significant
number of years,

While heading the Oliver
Mining Company, Olcoft oversaw
the coordinuted efforts of around
forty thousand employees. Affer
he took over leadership of the
Crubuth, Missabe and Morthern
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railroad, he sought to reduce the
largee sumber of derailments that
oeeurred due to speeding on the
tracks as emplovees trigd (o get
their ore o the harbor quickly.
Oleott’s daughter, Dorothy, recalls
that her dad ran a railroad “with
the shortest mileage, but the high-
ext tonnage in the world,” Having
met the mettle of a Franklinesque
man of the soil and mine, W, J.
Dottt died in 1935 at age 73, sne-
cumbing to pocumonia.

Like his wife, W. ]. Olcott
believed in social eoneerns to

improve domestic life. He encour-
agied the bailding of o YMCA

in Proctor, stating publicly that
*Conditions at Proctor are not
aitractive, fo say the least.™ The
Marhle, Minnesots school district
named o scheol after him and
Olcott Park in Virginia, Minnesota
bears his nome as well, At home
in Duluth, Mr. Olcott enjoyved
participating in activities at St
Puul's Episcopal Chorch where he
donated the money needed to add
the entire west wing of the church
building,which now howses offices,
classrooms and rchearsal space
Mr. Dleott often carved turkeys
during festive holiday functions
at 5t. Panl's Church, Since Mr.
Heott wis ambidextrods and used
that quality to his advantage dug-
ing billiards, clildren, and adulis
for that matter, must have énjoved
waitching him work the wutensils at

Jobiae 13, Rockefeller dis a gonng man.
After creating a viriial monopoly in
the mation"s infaut ofl business, the
Cleveland capitalist guickly moved

to conirol Hie shiprent of irow ore in
the Greal Lales. NEMBC Portrait
File, in A Copntyy Built on Tron, by
BT Mreele,

cutting time.

While the exterior of Olcott
House stands as Colonial Revival
pacan to American sensibili-
ties, the mterior is unambigu-
ously Georgian. King George 1 of
England, who took the throne in
1714, loathed the baroque style
that melded materials, colors and
textures into florid, vertiginous
representational extremes. Goorge
I demanded a return to simplified
linearity.

To accomplizsh his architec-
tural goal, he looked to the recent
English buildings designed by
Inige Jones, who had served as
Surveyor of Works to the British
Crown until arcund 1642, Jones
had traveled to Italy and studied
classical Greek and Eoman forms
of design known for their coptem-
plative simplicity. Jones refined
his knowledge of the various tech-
nigues for achieving internal and
external equipoise for public and
private buildings by studying the
Four Books of Architecture, written
by the Italian stonemason Andrea
Palladio, who had died in 1580.

After viewing the classical huild-
ings built by IMalladio in Traly and
Venics, Tones refurned to Endlesnd
where he oversaw the building
of severl royal dwellings that
showcased the motifs found in
Palladian arthitectural principles,
As-a result of such royval endorse
ment, Palladiom themes dominated
British building and construction
for over a century, 05 English cit-
ics and countryside sites gradually
underwent an nterior amnd exterior
Georgian transformation.

Architects following after Jones
continued to strocture new build-
ings around rules feom the Four
Books to support and refine human
interaction. When the colonists
came to America, their public and
private architecture based itself on
Georgion design principles, which
remained fashionable until just



after the death of King George IV
in 1830,

Today, (Heott House maintains
an astonishing Geordian atmo-
sphere, Built by Duluth architect
Willinm T, Bray, in partnership
with the firm of Carl Mystrom,
all three forms of design present
in this home coalesce to form the
Geongian Colonial Revival style
Bray, recognized for his work with
the Coloninl Bavival style, designed
over twenty-five Duluth residences
and also developed the ingerna-
tionally renowned Hibbing High
School.

(Meott House's hallways, com-
pacted staircase, elongated carved
archways, walls painted in pale,
warm colors, white plaster ceilings,
markble borders, understated ale-
gance and semi-circular fan Lights
whovwre doors would have greatly
plessed King George, Town bome
design became rogingly popular for
both sesthetic and practical reasons
during the reigns of the Geongian
kings. Intcrestingly, the main stair-
case of Oleott House, placed tightly
against a main wall, exudes a very
cosmopolitan town home feel that
one might find in a Georgetown
or London residenca, ‘The interior
of the home calms the visitor with

suffused light and balanced vse of

shadow typical of Georgian design,
Rooms are apacious and formal, et

hecome intimate as people gather
within them, Woods are original
and moest wallpaper iz authentic,
Several rooms at Oleott House
enjoy special stylistic feafures,
The music reom is'a delightful

space where cloth wallpaper and o
cone ceiling that is encased within

overluying shects of copper that
shape the plaster create o reso-
nance that rings
with sounds

of voices and

& grand piano.
The Dining
Foom contains
striking quarter-
sawn African
mahogany beams
that lend a for-
mal elegance to
dining, Tiles
throughout the
home provide a
dizcroct contrast
to the giry fecl

in fhe rooms where they gleam.
O fireplace even has a biblical

verse emblazoned into the tiles sur-

rounding it: "In the house of the
righteous there is much treasure,”

The Olcot! House

Bed & Breakfasi Inn

1 “Croire wornh ol Winad™ |

MY Hirorse Grand Magsron

Luxury Suites = Fireplaces
Private Baths » Grand Porch
Library = Beautifil Antiques
Candlelight Breakfists
Carriage House Hideaway
Romance Packages

2316 East First Screet

Duluth, MN 35812
J1B-Y28-1339+ 1-800-715-1339
wwmwalootthouse. com
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"...with histeric
ambiance, the historic
bed and breakfast
MOvement is saving many
historic neighborhoods
from neglect as they
connect tourists with

history."
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[Proverbs 15:6)

The carriage house, if not
rented, is a special treat. While
modernizcd to suit the neads of
the contemporary guest, it for-
mierly housed the carriade man's
residence along with the carriades.
A French Impressionistic mural
of the Oleott gardens by locally
renowned artist Brion Olson lends
warmth and gentility to this suife,
If secluded atmosphers is o guest™s
need, the carriage houss satisfics.

Bunming
underground
betweon the car-
riagde honse and
the moin house,
a tunnel pro-
vides three-foot
thick walls that
house electrical
and plumbing
conduits. The
Cleott chil-
dren and their
fricnds used to
play games in
the tunnel and
it may be viewed by gucsts today.
A ballroom also exisis within the
home which the current owners
are renovating into a guests-only
antigue shop.

The practical proportionality of
thiz home as envisioned by Bray
saved 1t from demaolition after
Mr. Olcoit’s death, Inherited by
his and Mrs. Olcort’s two daugh-
ters, Dorothy Oleott Elsmith and
Elizabeth Oleott Ford, who were
married and raising families else-
where at the time of Mr. Olcott’s
death, the home suffered an iden-
tity crisis as the doughters could
not return to Duluth to live in the
home. The daughters decided that
due to the large tax and mainte-
nance expenses, the most fnan-
cially feasible choice would be to
demolish the home and sell the
land.

Just before scheduled demaoli-

tion, UMD approached the two
women about donating the home to
the university. They wers hoappy
to do so and UMD degignated the
home as Neott Conservatory in
1939, The music department filled
the home with sctivity once again,
The Duluth Mews Tribune pro-
vided a description that reveals just
what ten thousand squore feet can
offer. As o conservatory, the home
supported:

Ome large rehearsal hall, suffi-
cient to accommodate the band and
orchestra and choral groups, three
classrooms, four practice studios,
four teaching studios, two study
rooms, 4 music library, a storeroom
and locker and ad ministrative
space.

Many students benefited from
the generogity of the Olcott sisters
whao gragiously allowed their fam-
ily home to become a center where
young people could enhance their
music theory understanding and
performance skills.

After UMD desveloped its new
campus, he music department
moved there in 1958, UMD sold
the home o a Lutheran minis-
ter who ran the Golden Hour
Evangelistic Association. This
associstion maintained a Finnish-
Innguage Lutheran ministry, o sem-
ingry, and o brosdensting studio
for a weekly one-hour broadcast
that reached across St. Louis and
Carlton countics. The pastor also
raised his family of five within
the home. The current owner's
grandfather used to listen o the
weekly broadcast all the way down
in Kettle River.

After several vears of min-
istry, the pastor sold the home
for S10,000.00 in o closed bid-
ding process to Marlon and Judy
Scholljegerdes, who moved to
Duluth from Minneapolis with
the intent of renovating the home
into a B&B in 1989, This couple
did much of the heavy refinishing
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work from which following own-
or huve benefited. Then, in 1994,
Don and Barb Trueman bought
Olcott House. The Truemans also
operated Olcott House as o BED for
twelve years.

The curreént owners purchazsed
the home on September 28, 2006

and continue to operate it as o BEE.

{Meott House has now become a
[uxury boutique B&B. Breakfasts
are solid, and hundreds of antigues

grace the home. Suites and hath-
rooms are completely private,
enhancing the romantic nature of a
BE&E cxpenence

Az with Georgian Colonial
Revival architecture, the bed and
breakfest movenent also bedan
i England, when people wanted
o enjoy more than one day in
the country and necded places to
gtay. The movement arrived in
America during the 1970s. Within
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the next decade, the historic hed
and breakfust movement slarted.
CHeott House is o part of this his-
toric mevement. FProviding the best
in contemporary hospitality with
authentic historic ambiance, the his-
toric bed and breakfast movement is
saving many historic neighborhoods
from meglect a8 they connect torr-
stz with history.

Dorothy Oleott Elsmith, in her
memoir book entitled From Log

Himese to Glass House, stated that she
had heen fortunate o spend her
early childhood within “the pleas-
ant orbit of an old-fashioned neigh-
borhood.” Toduy, guests at Oleott
House, though perhaps no longer
children, may still experience the
atmosphere and graciousness of o
fine home in & still old-fashioned
neighborhood.



