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Old Chemistry

One of Jane Stanford’s Noble Buildings

By KAREN BARTHOLOMEW & CLAUDE BRINEGAR

n June 1, 1897, with the dust settling

from the long and successful battle over

Leland Stanford’s estate, Jane Stanford

turned to her last great love—the “no-
ble” buildings needed to fulfill her and her husband’s
conception of Stanford University.

The list she formally delivered that day to the
Board of Trustees included five major projects: an as-
sembly hall, a library, a chemical laboratory, the church,
and two wings for the museum.

The assembly hall and library—now Buildings
120 and 160 on the Outer Quad—were long ago con-
verted to classrooms. Memorial Church is now seismi-
cally braced and beautifully restored, as is the museum.

But what of her high-priority chemical labora-
tory?

Closed as a structural and fire hazard in 1987, the
forlorn fenced-off Old Chemistry Building awaits its
uncertain fate. Rumor has it that university officials are
considering demolishing it (see separate story).

With strong enrollment, the need for a large chem-
istry building became apparent soon after the university
opened. The department originally was housed in
cramped quarters in what is now Building 60, to the im-
mediate right of the vacant site being held for Memorial

Church. Building 6o had a small lecture room, two
small teaching laboratories, a research laboratory, and
an office. The department expanded to Building 7o, but
the two buildings still were inadequate.

In addition, university officials surely worried
about dangers to neighboring quad buildings from fire
and explosion. Indeed, while small laboratory fires are
common enough that they rarely warrant news cover-
age, a fire in December 1895 garnered dramatic head-
lines in the San Francisco Call, which reported that it
made “considerable headway before water could be
turned on to any advantage.” Two students wrote
home about the blaze: Rose Payne reported that al-
though the building was not damaged, the laboratory
was burned out and “the loss of apparatus was quite
discouraging”; and future Stanford President Ray Ly-
man Wilbur told his sister that the fire “just missed my
desk so my work will not be interfered with.” A week
later, Jane Stanford wrote to extend “hearty thanks” to
the student firemen.'

Hodges’ 1893 chemical laboratory

Construction of a new chemistry building, located
off the quad, became a top priority within two years of
the university’s 1891 opening. In Stanford University:







The First Twenty-Five Years, Stanford’s first registrar
Orrin Leslie Elliott recalled the general expectation that
construction of the Quter Quadrangle would begin in
summer 1893. “The final decision, however, was that a
chemical faboratory was the building most needed and
that this should be located outside the quadrangles,”
Elliott wrote. “Plans were drawn and approved, bids
opened, and contracts made ready for Mr. Stanford’s
signature.”

Resident architect Charles E. Hodges designed the
structure, but it was never built and his plans no longer
exist. However, some of his handwritten contract spec-
ifications, dated May 1893, are in the University
Archives.” They reveal that he designed a two-story
brick building with attic and basement, complete with
skylights, r1-foot ceilings, a porch, and wooden rain
gutters. He also specified bay windows, and drew a
sample in the specifications.

In his history of the chemistry department, Pro-
fessor Emeritus Eric Hutchinson speculates that the de-
partment’s first chairman, John Maxson Stillman, lob-
bied Leland Stanford for a large separate building.” An
accomplished chemist, J.M. Stillman was the son of the
Stanfords’ Sacramento physician, Dr. J.B.D. Stillman,
When Leland Stanford hired David Starr Jordan, he
gave Jordan the power to make all faculty hiring deci-
sions, except in chemistry, where the new president was
directed to hire Stillman. Thus, Stillman probably had
unusual access to the founders and was able to make his

Chemistry Building as seen from the Quad, ca. 19071.

case for a larger facility.

With Leland Stanford’s death on June 21, 1893,
plans for the chemical laboratory were set aside. Al-
though Jane Stanford did not gain the bulk of her hus-
band’s estate until 1899, the new chemical laboratory
was so important to her that she authorized its con-
struction in 1897. She specified that it be located on the
site selected by her husband in 1893: southwest of the
existing Inner Quadrangle, on a line with the civil and
mechanical engineering buildings.* This describes the
general area now occupied by the Mitchell Earth Sci-
ences Building.

Financing of the five projects on Mrs. Stanford’s
list was peculiar. Mrs. Stanford disclosed to the trustees
that in 1883 she had been given approximately one mil-
lion dollars in stocks and bonds by her husband, to be
held as her personal property to “secure her a compe-
tence” in the event of his unexpected death. In other
words, a super-secure “rainy day” fund, not subject to
probate. She also said that since 1893 the interest on the
bonds had helped keep the university alive during its
darkest years.’

But now, she was gratified to report to the
trustees, the outlook was improving. The time had
come to start the new buildings, and she was pleased to
provide the exact source of funds: her personal cache of
stocks and bonds, which she brought with her to the
meeting. Her generosity was undoubtedly well-re-
ceived by the trustees.
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She directed the trustees to complete the buildings
in the event of her death.

Architect Day develops new design

San Francisco architect Clinton Day was soon
hired to design the chemical laboratory, as well as
Memorial Church, the Thomas Welton Stanford Li-
brary (Building 160 on the Outer Quad, named for Le-
land Stanford’s younger brother), and the Assembly
Hall. Day’s plans for the church, library, and hall were
based on published plans developed a decade eatlier by
the university’s original architect, Charles Allerton
Coolidge of the Boston firm of Shepley, Rutan &
Coolidge.”

It is now impossible to say whether Day’s design
for the chemical laboratory bore any resemblance to
Hodges’ 1893 design. Hodges, who had been on-site
supervisor for Shepley, Rutan & Coolidge, stayed on as
resident architect when the firm’s work for the Stan-
fords ceased in 1891. For the most part, outside archi-
tects were hired to design larger, more important build-
ings, leaving Hodges to supervise construction and
work on smaller projects.

Day understood and copied the Romanesque style
that Coolidge had executed in the Inner Quad build-
ings—a style developed by Coolidge’s late mentor,
Henry Hobson Richardson. For the Thomas Welton
Stanford Library and the adjacent Assembly Hall, con-
structed during 1898-99, Day adapted Coolidge’s 1888
plan for the front Outer Quad buildings. Memorial
Church also is similar to what Coolidge intended, al-
though Day was forced to accommodate Jane Stan-
ford’s demand for mosaic decoration inside and out.

Day’s design for the large Chemistry Building is an
interpretation of the prevailing Richardsonian Ro-
manesque style, according to Paul Turner, professor of
art history and expert on campus architecture.
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The similarities include use of heavy stone, arches,
and the red tile roof. The window treatment, with large
sandstone blocks separating windows, echoes the
Quad. Chemistry’s fagade also is decorated with
rosettes, a motif used in the Quad. One difference is
Chemistry’s more vertical proportions, Turner says, and
another is the classical-style pediment in the central sec-
tion of the facade.

University Architect David Neuman sees that ped-
iment as reminiscent of the nearby classical-style mu-
seum. Thus, “the Chemistry Building develops a transi-
tion between the classicism of the museum and the
Quad’s Richardsonian Romanesque style,” he believes.

Chemistry also has a small connection to Memo-
rial Church: its top ornament closely resembles the or-
nament Clinton Day designed at the peak of the Memo-
rial Church facade.

The Stanford Alummnus in March 1903 reported
that “externally the building is very pleasing to the eye,
its height especially contributing much to the architec-
tural symmetry of the structure, and presents a very im-
posing view as one approaches the university, the red
tiled roof and yellow sandstone walls and chimneys
contrasting with the green of the intervening palms and
pines.”

The magazine noted that architect Day was “as-
sisted by the advice of Professor Stillman and his asso-
ciates in the department.”

Grand new headquarters

Construction of the 60,000-square-foot Chem-
istry Building began in t9oo—as noted in large numer-
als on the central pediment—during the summer.
Although some engineering departments had been
housed behind the Quad in the early years, chemistry
would be the first science department to have its own
building outside the Quad.

STANFORD NEWS SERVICE

e L : (A A
-~ ; y i ’ Vel W,
L4 , IR NI

The similarity between the top ornament of Memorial Church and that of the Chemistry Building is evident in these two images.
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One of the laboratories in the Chemistry Building; the original photograph is undated.

In early 1900, plans apparently still called for
construction on the site selected by Leland Stanford in
1893 (the site now occupied by Mitchell Earth Sci-
ences). But by spring, Jane Stanford changed her mind
and selected a spot on Lomita Avenue, facing the Oval
and the university’s grand entrance avenue®—in a sense,
showing off to the world what Day had designed for
her, rather than hiding it behind the Quad.

This prominent structure would serve the depart-
ment for about 85 years. Few other campus buildings
have served a single department for so long.

Construction was largely completed in late 1902,
at a cost of about $233,000.” Students spent eight days
over the Christmas/semester break helping move in sur-
plus stock, apparatus, and chemicals that had been stored
in the old post office. Because of various last-minute
problems (e.g., hardware for the desks had not arrived;
electric lights still had to be installed), the final move was
delayed several weeks. In late January 1903, Elementary
Chemistry lecture classes moved to the new building.
The rest of the department followed in February.

The sandstone-over-brick building has two main
floors with 16-foot ceilings, plus an attic and basement.
Two front entrances are located about 50 feet from the
ends of the building. Each entrance opens on a hallway
that intersects the broad central corridor that runs the
length of the 23 5-foot-long building. Two broad stair-

ways lead to the second floor.

Laboratories were built to be “fireproof,” with
concrete floors and brick walls, but the corridors were
lined in Port Orford cedar wainscoting. Although the
building has been remodeled several times, much of its
historic fabric, such as the wainscoting and ornate iron
grillwork, is still there.

As originally constructed, the main floor included
a large lecture room, with seating capacity of 152; two
large labs for elementary chemistry and qualitative
analysis that each accommodated 72 students; smaller
labs for electrochemistry, water analysis, toxicology,
and gas analysis; and various other rooms,
including support function space and a 40 X 4o-foot
chemical museum/collection room for systematic ar-
rangement of chemical preparations.

The second floor held two more large labs for gen-
eral quantitative analysis, laboratories for organic
chemistry and physical chemistry, a lab for physiologi-
cal chemistry, a small lecture room, a library, a com-
bustion room for analysis of organic compounds, and
private labs for advanced students and research use.
Faculty offices and labs also were on the second floor.

All together, the laboratories had 400 work sta-
tions, and 400 student lockers were installed along the
first and second floor corridors at a time when overall
student enrollment totaled about 1,400.



The attic was originally divided into five rooms,
two of which contained stills and tanks used to make
distilled water. The basement held stock rooms, a boiler
for producing steam heat and operating the stills, a gas
machine that provided fuel for laboratory use, and an
electric converter that supplied power for motors and
electrochemical work.

Laboratory countertops were made of soapstone,
a substance that stands up to strong acids and alkalies,
and resists staining. Pre-earthquake photos show an in-
credible array of small chimneys—39 according to the
blueprints'>—that were connected to the interior venti-
lating system. They cleared the air by a vertical draft of
a lighted gas jet.

The high ceilings allowed for extensive use of
windows, and three skylights illuminated the upper
corridors and stairs. Most of the doors in the building
included panels of corrugated glass, as did the tran-
soms above the first-floor doors.

A companion one-story assay laboratory for test-
ing metal content of ores was constructed behind the
main building.

Workhorse building

As the years passed, what is now referred to as
the “Old” Chemistry Building functioned as a quiet

In the 1906 earthquake, the Chemistry Building lost its facade pediment and most of

its chimneys.
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workhorse for thousands of students—chemists, chem-
ical engineers, pre-meds, and others, including many
training to become high school chemistry teachers.

While the building was damaged in the 1906 San
Francisco earthquake, it did not collapse as did other
structures built under Mrs. Stanford’s direction: a just-
completed grand neoclassical library directly across the
Opval from chemistry, new wings at the museum, a large
neoclassical gymnasium across from the museum,
Memorial Arch at the front of the Quad, and the tall
spire on Memorial Church.

The quake shook down the chimneys connected
to the laboratory fume hoods, and the facade pediment
fel. A new ventilation system was installed during
restoration, eliminating the 39 chimneys. Unlike the
church, whose walls were taken down and rebuilt with
reinforcement, the Chemistry Building’s damaged ma-
sonry was initially patched with brick rubble behind the
sandstone facade.

The building was slightly modified in the 191os
and 1920s. The direct current supply provided by large
banks of batteries was replaced by a supply from a large
DC generator, and AC current for illumination was in-
stalled. At some point, probably in the 1920s, parts of
the building were seismically braced with concrete and
steel.

Otherwise, the build-
ing remained pretty much
the same until the 1960s,
when the large lecture the-
ater was remodeled and
the north end of the build-
ing was made into the
Swain Chemistry Library.

The Chemistry Build-
ing’s quiet existence was
interrupted on April 1,
1957, when students
awoke to a Stanford Daily
report that the building
had been seriously dam-
aged during a spring break
earthquake, and would be
closed for a week. There
were deep cracks in the
building’s foundation and
walls, and windows were
broken, but all would be
repaired by April 8, the pa-
per reported. Alternative
room assignments were
listed for several classes; all
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other chemistry courses were canceled, according to the

newspaper.

The last line of the article pointed out that “today
is April Fool’s Day.” Nevertheless, chaos reigned, recalls
alumnus G. Robert Hamrdla.

The recipient of many post-war external research
grants, the chemistry department prospered and soon
outgrew its quarters. This led to construction of the
three Stauffer chemistry buildings behind the old sand-
stone building in 1960, 1963, and 1966. Then, in 1977,
the new Seeley G. Mudd Building took over as depart-
mental headquarters. Some chemists continued using
the Old Chemistry Building, but it also was opened to
other uses. One large laboratory became the site of a
popular student-organized course in bartending. Left-
over bottles from the course were still there years later.
The lecture theater was used for various lecture series,
including one on women’s health.

Declared a hazard, the building was decommis-
sioned in stages in the mid-198cs, with the Swain
Chemistry Library finally moving out in 1987. By early
1988 it was essentially closed, although J. Murray
Luck, professor emeritus who had joined the chemistry
faculty in 1926, still had access to his second floor of-
fice, and it was still used for storage.

As in 1906, the Old Chemistry Building was still
standing after the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake. The
shaking set off automatic sprinklers, leaving a behind a
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The building was
slightly modified
in the 1910 and
1920s. The direct
current supply
provided by large
banks of batteries
was replaced by a
supply from a large
DC generator, and
AC current for
illumination was

installed.

mess of wet plaster and lath, according to Harry
Mosher, professor emeritus of chemistry. Several large
chunks of sandstone fell off a chimney, smashing the
passenger compartment of a car just minutes after a stu-
dent who parked behind the building got out of the car.
Soon thereafter, officials erected a chain link fence
around the building—and the car.

Jane Stanford at the end

Beginning with her presentation to the trustees in
mid-1897, Jane Stanford had insisted on constructing
large stone buildings, initially with her own rainy day
funds and later with proceeds from her husband’s es-
tate. Once the estate was settled, President Jordan had
assumed money would be quickly available for more
faculty positions and higher salaries. But buildings con-
tinued to be more important to Mrs. Stanford, who
usually vetoed his requests.

Privately, Jordan often referred to this time as the
“stone age”—to Jane’s annoyance when she heard
about it. To the credit of both, they managed to work
out their differences and concentrate on the university
and its future.

Near the end of her life, Jane Stanford grew some-
what philosophic about her incessant focus on grand
buildings. On Feb. 14, 1905, one day before sailing to
Honolulu, she wrote a speech for the cornerstone laying
of the large new library she was constructing across the
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