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Molly Lester: By the end of 1893, the World’s Columbian Exposition had closed up shop. The 
city of Chicago had demolished most of the fair buildings, even as the country 
continued to buzz about the success of the White City. Minerva had been interviewed 
alongside her male colleagues in The Philadelphia Times, and was wrapping up 
construction on three other buildings, including the New Century Club of Wilmington. 

 In some ways, we’ve reached the peak of Minerva’s career by this point. This is the 
moment where traditional biographies trail off, essentially treating her life after 1893 
like one decades-long “yadda yadda yadda.” And admittedly, there is a short version: 
between 1894 and 1896, Minerva gave birth to three of her four children; there are no 
confirmed commissions during those years (and understandably so). In 1896, her 
husband William took a job with the Brooklyn Board of Charities, and the family moved 
to Brooklyn. After nearly a decade of practice in Philadelphia, including eight years as a 
solo architect, Minerva never hung out her shingle formally again.  

The few historians who have mentioned her typically consider this to be the end of her 
architectural career. And to hear stories from her family members, Minerva herself may 
have even thought of her career this way. 

 But that framing is short-sighted. We know of at least 10 commissions that she 
completed in subsequent decades for family and friends, and the influence she 
continued to wield on a national scale, speaking on topics related to women and 
architecture and getting interviewed for retrospective interviews for decades, long after 
her quasi-retirement from formal practice.  

 By the time she died in 1949, she was still noteworthy enough that the New York Times 
devoted an obituary column to her, going so far as to mention her by name in a column 
headline. 

This shows that Minerva was respected and remembered until her death. But it also 
reveals an upsetting truth: we’re the ones who’ve forgotten her.  

[THEME MUSIC BEGINS] 

And we—the modern-day stewards of architecture and heritage—have a habit of doing 
that when it comes to stories and sites associated with women. And people of color. 
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And people who identify as LGBTQ. And pretty much any other under-represented 
community you can name. In this episode, we’ll branch out from Minerva’s story to hear 
from several other people looking to bring forgotten people and places back to life—to 
consider what their experiences have in common, and how we can confront our pattern 
of forgetting. 

This is “What Minerva Built,” a podcast about the story of Minerva Parker Nichols, and a 
conversation about what she can teach us about the work of architecture, history, and 
preservation today. I’m your host, Molly Lester, and this is Episode 7: Memory Loss. 

[THEME MUSIC ENDS] 

Patrick: It was a real change of life when she got married and started having children.  

Molly: This is Patrick Baker, Minerva’s grandson. I interviewed him alongside Carrie Baker, who 
is Patrick’s daughter and Minerva’s great-granddaughter. Patrick spent some time living 
with Minerva when he was a child, and his stories of Minerva during those later decades 
of her life are colored by a sense of loss.  

Patrick: That’s the memory in the history of the family.  

Molly: Minerva’s great-granddaughter Carrie got the same impression from the stories she 
heard growing up. 

Carrie: I have to believe that she was frustrated when her husband moved up to Brooklyn and 
she moved with him. And she had to give up her practice, because she was clearly very 
dedicated and loved it. 

 She was putting a lot of time into taking care of four kids and so she wasn’t able to do 
the work she had been doing previously, and I’m sure that frustrated her.  

 I think she would have done a lot more significant work if she’d had the space and time.  

Molly: The truth is, Minerva did complete several designs in the decades after she left 
Philadelphia, including a building for the Buckingham Browne Nichols School in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, and several homes for herself and members of her family. 
And there may be more buildings out there than we’re not aware of yet, because here’s 
the challenge in researching and documenting Minerva’s career: the record is quite 
incomplete. Only a fraction of her drawings and specifications survive—either because 
she didn’t think they were worth saving, or because the world decided they weren’t. 

 And historically, where there are gaps in the historical record, women and their work 
tend to fall into the void. There are of course men whom we’ve forgotten as well, but 
proportionally, we’re better at recording their stories. For too many women who’ve 
done interesting things, we’re left with an incomplete record (for reasons that are both 
intentional and accidental), and then in time, we equate their absence with 
insignificance. 
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It’s not just Minerva for whom this is true; she’s not just that one person that we 
accidentally forgot. In fact, a few years ago, the National Park Service did an analysis of 
all properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the official federal list of 
the nation’s places that are worthy of preservation.  

At the time, there were about 86,000 entries on the National Register; of that 86,000, 
just 8% represented women and racially or ethnically diverse narratives. Combined! 
When you filter for National Historic Landmarks—the highest honorific we give to 
significant places in this country—that number drops to just 3%. That is a staggeringly 
disproportionate inventory of all of our country’s significant places. It doesn’t mean that 
historically, there weren’t other narratives associated with those places—narratives that 
might do more justice to under-represented communities—but it does mean that for 
92% of the places that we’ve deemed worthy of national recognition—and 97% of the 
places that we’ve deemed especially worthy of recognition—we’ve focused their 
designations exclusively on narratives that are male. And white. And—although it wasn’t 
calculated in that same statistic—it’s same to assume, heteronormative.  

All of which is to say: Minerva’s loss to history is far from an isolated incident. And when 
you start to examine the patterns, it’s clear that this kind of memory loss doesn’t 
happen by accident. 

In order to understand how this plays out in other lost narratives, and how this pattern is 
built into our practice of constructing and preserving history in this country, I’ve asked 
other professional to discuss their experience in advocating for overlooked individuals, 
communities, and narratives.   

First up, Sarah Dreller: another historian, studying another woman’s role, in another 
design project about 50 years after Minerva moved to Brooklyn.  

Sarah: The larger project is a Farnsworth House Reviewed.  

Molly: We first heard from Sarah back in Episode 6. She’s an architectural historian who has 
spent over a decade researching the Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois. The house was 
designed between 1945 and 1951 by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, a giant of Modernist 
architecture, in partnership with client Edith Farnsworth, a physician who rose to wealth 
and standing with a specialization in nephrology. For those who love architecture, and 
Modernist architecture in particular, the house has long been considered a 
masterpiece—with extra emphasis on the “master” responsible for it. 

 As Sarah has taken a closer look at the working relationship between Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe (or Mies, for short) and Edith Farnsworth, her research has unfolded in 
increasingly complex pieces that critique longstanding assumptions about the building 
that was designed as Edith’s home. 
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Sarah: The first piece was a peer-reviewed journal article that I wrote called ‘Curtained Walls.’ 
That is an investigation of the photographic history of the Farnsworth house. There 
were two sets of photographs. 

 One set of photographs was made in 1951, for publication when the building was 
almost completed, and the other was done in 1985, for the Museum of Modern Art, 
because the curator there was doing a big Mies show and believed that the 1951 
photographs were not appropriate for what he and others thought the house was 
about.  

 So, the question that I put to myself was what happened in between 1951 and 1985? 
And the main problem with the 1951 photographs was the curator in 1985 thought that 
the curtains were bunched up in the corners. And so, the story that I started 
investigating about the curtains led to all of this other stuff: why were the curtains 
bunched up in the corner? What was the issue with the curtains? Why were the curtains 
so important? And in the end, it turned out that the curtains were kind of the straw that 
broke the camel’s back with the relationship between Mies and Edith Farnsworth. And 
so, there’s a lot more to the history of the curtains at that house than we normally know.  

Molly: Historians have long noted the ways in which Mies and Edith’s working relationship 
devolved over the course of the project. Some have gone so far as to cast Edith as a 
scorned woman who became a difficult client in order to spite her architect and 
purported former lover.  

Sarah: The thing that is always said about Edith Farnsworth is that she was the spurned lover. 
That is how she is almost always framed. In other words, she would never have caused 
such a genius as Mies to have problems if she didn’t have some kind of personal, you 
know, she was overly emotional or whatever. She’s also sometimes framed in the 
opposite way—you know, being too cold, right? Single doctor, single woman, 
professional woman.  

 I have not seen her being given credit, frankly, as the client.  

Molly: Sarah’s project is trying to correct for that, to restore Edith’s voice in the design of her 
own home. Her research has deconstructed the house in a way, beginning with the 
curtains and their glass walls, and then extending to the home’s porch, in order to 
understand how Edith’s role as the client has been subsumed in architectural histories 
by Mies van der Rohe’s renown as the creative genius.  

Sarah: My concern about the Farnsworth house became, How was the story that we were 
telling about the house actually pacifying our curiosity about the house, keeping us 
from asking questions?  

Molly: In the case of the curtains, Edith and Mies had strong and conflicting opinions about 
the choice of textiles. In a house that is essentially a glass box, the floor-to-ceiling 
curtains are a critical aspect of the design—both for the view from the outsider looking 
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in, and even more importantly, for the privacy of the person inside, looking out. In fact, 
the curtains caused such a fractious debate that they sparked a full-fledged feud 
between Edith and Mies, who began the commission as friends but ended it in a 
lawsuit. 

Sarah: The transparency came to be more and more important, and so the question of why the 
curtains were blocking that transparency became more and more urgent. I think that 
with modern architecture in particular, the glass in particular, there is this kind of 
slippage between being able to see through the building and knowing something 
about the building.  

Molly: In other words, if we think we can see everything there is to a building, or to its history, 
do we ever stop to interrogate how that understanding was formed—and how it may 
have resulted from years of self-perpetuating narratives? 

Going back to the photographs of the house that were taken in 1951 and 1985, that 
kind of photographic record was critical in shaping the public perception and 
professional understanding of this project. So, what does it say that in both cases, it was 
Mies’ perspective and artistic vision that won out, over Edith’s? Mies was present at the 
1951 shoot conducted by Hedrich Blessing, and he made sure that the curtains were 
fabricated and positioned in a way that suited his design vision, not his client’s. 
Similarly, even though the 1985 photo shoot was conducted after his death, Mies lived 
on in the artistic direction of that shoot, too, as the magazine editor specifically chose 
to emphasize the glass corners as an expression of Mies’ structural genius, deliberately 
de-emphasizing Edith’s influence on the design in the process. 

Edith, meanwhile, was so displeased with Mies’ silk curtains that she eventually replaced 
them with rigid blinds. Her version of the interior was never formally photographed, and 
in the absence of that kind of record, architects and historians have taken it as settled 
fact that Edith’s interventions were less significant—despite the fact that it was she who 
commissioned the building, paid for the building, dictated the program of the building, 
and ultimately lived in and altered the design of the building.  

Sarah: The fact that the story in particular was about the transparency of the house and being 
able to see into it and through it made us all feel like we already knew everything there 
was to know about this house. And I think that when you have stories that have the 
power to shut down critical thinking, those stories need to be interrogated. 

Molly: The ways in which we’ve too often minimized the design voice of Edith Farnsworth has 
echoes of John Root’s brush-off of his female architectural clients—the ones he laughed 
off with the “little plan on scented note-paper that she had studied at home.” It smacks 
of the kind of dismissal that Minerva hoped to thwart when she wrote to her female 
audience of The Home-Maker magazine, teaching them how to be informed clients with 
their own opinions and demands. 
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 But even more saliently for us today, Sarah’s exploration of the curtained walls and 
vanishing porch at the Farnsworth can teach us a lot about questioning the settled 
narratives of a place, and interrogating who might have been involved in establishing 
those interpretations.  

It’s a practice that requires un-learning a lot of traditional lessons of architectural history 
and preservation—lessons that left Minerva out, and continue to leave plenty of other 
people out, too. And we have a whole lot more un-learning to do, if we want our 
histories to more fully represent our heritage. More on that, after a break. 

BREAK 

Ken: The project started with this grant from the National Park Service to increase diversity 
on the National Register.  

 At the time, there were 92,000 sites on the National Register. Two were only related to 
LGBT history. That was Stonewall and the Henry Gerber house in Chicago. So clearly, 
there were thousands of sites on the National Register, many that could be 
reinterpreted for LGBT history.  

Molly: This is Ken Lustbader, one of the co-founders of the New York City LGBT Historic Sites 
Project, a scholarly initiative and educational resource that was launched in 2015 by 
preservation professionals. 

Ken: We’re recording cultural sites related to LGBT history in New York City from the 17th 
century to the year 2000. These are extant sites that reflect the community’s own 
history, as well as those sites that reflect the community’s influence on American 
culture.  

Molly: In the five years since its founding, the project has identified and located over 260 sites 
associated with lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender history—and it’s in the process 
of researching several hundred more. It interprets those sites through its website, with a 
sophisticated online map that allows visitors to explore New York City’s LGBT history 
based on cultural significance, neighborhood, era, and sexual orientation. The project 
is, as its mantra declares, making an invisible history visible.  

 But why is it important to tie these invisible histories to visible sites—and why is that a 
goal of the preservationists involved in this project? It’s a question that relates to my 
Minerva project as well: in researching people who were significant but are forgotten, 
why does it matter where they lived, and worked, and socialized, and protested? Why 
does it matter what these people built? 

Ken: I think historic preservation is about the physical built environment. And I think we’ve 
learned and know over the years the power of place—why do we go to historic sites? 
Why do people have an emotional connection to seeing Mount Vernon, for example, or 
the Audubon Ballroom in New York City where Malcolm X was assassinated, or going to 
any of the national parks? There’s this visceral connection. So, historians have always 
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written about locations and geographies. We feel it’s really important to go down to the 
specificity of location. So you can have that connection, being on a street and seeing a 
location and having the ability to time travel, so to speak, where you can be in front of 
the Stonewall, for example, and understand the geography, the physical scale of the 
building, and have that really emotional connection to know where history took place.  

Molly: But making invisible histories visible is easier said than done. I’ve been researching 
Minerva for 9 years; Ken’s been researching LGBT history for even longer. 

Ken: I was in graduate school in Columbia University between 1991 and 93 getting a degree 
in historic preservation. And I had a wonderful professor, Daniel Bluestone, and we 
were talking about the power of historic preservation, and its ability to tell multiple 
narratives such as African American history, social history, Irish American history, 
particularly say, for New York City—who built the buildings? Who made the bricks? So 
you can embed these narratives in buildings. And as a young graduate student, I was 
sitting there going, well, what about gay history, gay-lesbian history at the time? 

Molly: So, Ken wrote his graduate thesis on the topic, using Greenwich Village as a case study. 
Then he put the topic aside a bit for 20 years, until he and several other preservation 
professionals in New York City got together in 2014 and decided that too little had 
changed, too many LGBT histories remained invisible in the city around them. So 
together, they launched the LGBT Sites Project.  

 LGBT history remains difficult to document, for many of the same reasons that 
Minerva’s work is difficult to pin down. Personal documents are lost or destroyed; 
relatives and friends die; for LGBT history in particular, many of these people were 
trying to keep their identities off the record, and keep their significant places very much 
invisible.  

Ken: Many of the sites we are documenting are due to police records or newspaper accounts 
or diaries, people’s calendars, oral histories.  

 But what stories are we not grabbing? What stories don’t we know about?  

 How many of the people who we’re not documenting who were LGBT, who had 
potlucks in their apartments with no paper trail, or bars where they perhaps 
congregated in the back certain nights of the week. But that’s not recorded anywhere. 
So those stories are—we’re hoping to get them. But we are, you know, at a loss in some 
ways because the paper trail is thin and that is the issue of the documentation of LGBT 
sites. 

Molly: It’s a research challenge that can be difficult to solve, and it makes the mission to 
preserve these places all the more difficult when you cannot document their 
whereabouts in the first place. 

Ken: So many people have thrown away diaries by family members who were embarrassed 
or ashamed that their person had that, or photographs that were thrown out because 
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no one thought that they were important, or offices of LGBT organizations that moved 
frequently because they didn’t have leases or it was difficult to rent space or by the very 
nature of an organization, you move frequently and records are thrown out. So, those 
add to the complexity of documenting LGBT history and any other under-represented 
history, for the same reasons. It’s the same difficulty and the same challenges.  

Molly: So, it takes a lot more time and effort and digging to find these stories and identify their 
places, bringing them to light in a way that makes their significance more meaningful. 
But once we have identified them, the toolbox of modern-day historic preservation 
regulations is practically engineered to throw hurdles in their path.  

When someone wants to nominate a place to the National Register of Historic Places, 
they fill out a nomination form that describes the building (or group of buildings, or 
landscape) and makes an argument for why it’s significant. The nomination process 
requires support from the state and national levels, and it’s rigorous. 

But when it comes to documenting sites associated with under-represented and 
overlooked communities, the National Register nomination is deeply flawed. 

In making the case for a building to be nominated to the National Register, the 
nominator must make an argument based on its link with an important event, or a 
significant person, or its architectural significance, or its potential for archaeology. But 
when it comes to the sites associated with women, and people who identify as LGBT, 
and people of color, and native peoples, we are relying on incomplete records. And as 
with Minerva, we have often equated that absence with insignificance.  

I think of my experience nominating one of Minerva’s buildings to the National Register 
of Historic Places, making as detailed a case for her significance as possible, but having 
to rely on incomplete primary sources, and secondary sources that largely ignore her. 
Then I multiply that experience by the thousands of other sites that deserve to be 
recognized for their links with overlooked communities—and it’s easy to see how we 
end up with a self-perpetuating pattern of designation that privileges the familiar 
narratives over the elusive ones.  

So, why does this matter? As professionals responsible for the built environment, why 
should we hold this mirror up to ourselves and our work? 

Ken: Why is it important? Why is it important to officially recognize these sites? I think it’s 
important to officially recognize them because it memorializes the importance of LGBT 
history by the federal government. It’s forever (hopefully forever).   

The National Register is the government’s keeper of history. So, it legitimizes LGBT 
history. It raises this to a federal level. It tells people that LGBT history is American 
history.  
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It teases out of the shadows, so to speak, and it becomes part of the canon. And I think 
that’s really important for current and future generations of Americans and LGBT 
Americans—particularly for LGBT youth.  

Molly: Ken’s work has lessons for us about the challenges—and the urgency—of bringing 
these stories to light, and grounding them in the power of place. And New York City’s 
LGBT Sites Project is not the only initiative approaching the practice of historic 
preservation with an eye toward future generations. We’ll hear about another 
remarkable youth-centered program addressing representation through preservation—
after a break.  

BREAK 

Monica: H.O.P.E. Crew is a program of the National Trust for Historic Preservation, and is 
an acronym for Hands On Preservation Experience.  

Molly: This is Monica Rhodes. In addition to her current leadership position with the National 
Park Foundation, Monica is a subject matter expert for the LGBTQ context study for the 
DC Office of Planning, and a preservation commissioner in Baltimore City. In her spare 
time, she consults with preservation organizations interested in creating programs that 
ensure thoughtful outcomes to community building and preservation. In addition to all 
of these roles, Monica was the founding director of H.O.P.E. Crew, an amazing program 
of the National Trust for Historic Preservation that Monica got off the ground. 

Monica: So, H.O.P.E. Crew had three major components to the program. One was 
workforce development, where young people between the ages of 18 and 35—typically 
enrolled or involved with a Young Conservation Corps, and these Youth Corps exist all 
across the country and in just about every state. And we paired those young people 
from the communities where the projects were.  

Molly: So, for example, if the H.O.P.E. Crew team is tackling a project in Montana, they’re not 
flying in some expert from Texas. Instead, their youth are being trained by a local 
preservation specialist from the community.  

Monica:  Another component of H.O.P.E. Crew, as we’re thinking about community 
engagement and how do we change the conversation nationally about how people 
think about preservation—the only natural response is through participation and getting 
communities involved, and volunteer opportunities centered around a preservation 
project.  

 So, the volunteer model for the program invited hundreds of volunteers at one time to 
do a preservation project that was important in their communities. 

Molly: This could mean everything from cleaning and documenting headstones together in a 
national cemetery in New Orleans, to having 700 volunteers in Paterson, New Jersey to 
repaint a historic baseball stadium from the Negro League. By inviting local community 
members to be part of the process, H.O.P.E. Crew has captured a shared enthusiasm 
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for these sites, making preservation a more representative endeavor in both principle 
and practice. 

Monica: And then the final component of the model for H.O.P.E. Crew is one that 
involves students enrolled in architecture programs at HBCUs. So that program was 
done in partnership with the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, the National 
Park Service, the National Trust, of course, and universities like Morgan State University 
or Tuskegee University, to layer on historic preservation to their already robust 
academic training in architecture.  

Molly: All told, H.O.P.E. Crew is a remarkable program model—and a model program. In the 6 
years since it was founded, it has already completed 165 projects, trained more than 
750 people in the trades, and engaged over 3,700 volunteers.  

 But what is particularly remarkable about H.O.P.E. Crew is the way it has been 
designed—from the bottom up—to counterbalance the prevailing forces of historic 
preservation that were established over the past century in America. It’s not the only 
organization with a broader understanding of preservation than grand country houses 
or Gilded Age mansions, but H.O.P.E. Crew is intentional in its efforts to bring new 
communities of color into the conversation and practice of preservation. From its choice 
of sites to its cultivation of new tradespeople to its partnerships with HBCUs, H.O.P.E. 
Crew expands the definition of historic preservation beyond the field’s entrenched, 
traditionalist association with white, wealthy, male histories. Sure, the program has 
worked on projects at Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s massive estate, but you know where 
else they’ve worked? Nina Simone’s childhood home—a modest three-room clapboard 
home in Tryon, North Carolina. It’s the kind of project that expands the scope and 
priorities of the historic preservation profession, and strives to counterbalance the 
dominant narrative of our historic sites.  

 And that kind of shift is vital for the future of this work.  

Monica: As we know as preservationists, our field—which includes our leaders, our 
boards, our staff, our funders, our programming—are overwhelmingly white, and that 
blind spot has deep implications for the type of issues we take on, the types of groups 
we partner with, the important decisions we make about which buildings are 
demolished and which ones stay, important implications about significance and 
integrity.  

Molly: Having that blind spot in leadership and across the field of historic preservation is 
damaging, and it’s something that H.O.P.E. Crew seeks to remedy as it trains the next 
generation of preservationists. It means confronting not just our invisible histories, but 
our inequitable ones as well. 

Monica: My life experiences have brought me to a certain set of conclusions about why 
it’s important to recognize what group is missing from the table, and not from the 
partnership table (which is important), but from the decision-making table. 
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Molly: And we’re talking about decision-making tables in all areas of the preservation field, 
whether it’s the funders supporting bricks and mortar projects, or the researchers 
deciding which sites should be documented, or the reviewers determining which sites 
get the imprimatur and legitimacy of designation. And like the New York City LGBT 
Sites Project, those kinds of decisions often rest on a skewed understanding of how 
thorough the archival record is for these histories. 

Monica: For the people who are making these decisions or asking these questions, do 
they really understand that all communities don’t have the same level of—we’re not 
documented in the same ways. The burden of proof becomes even more complex and 
harder to prove. If you put all these hurdles in place just to prove that these places are 
significant, you know, it slows things down…. It puts in roadblocks that are not 
necessary, because the people at the decision-making table haven’t done the work that 
it takes to really understand that. (Monica Rhodes, 42:21 – 43:01) 

Molly: We have to be honestly accountable for the fact that as historians and preservationists, 
our field has for several decades privileged certain histories over others. And as a result, 
entire communities see preservation as something that forgets them—or actively 
excludes them. 

Monica: So, there’s that legacy of distrust that communities have when preservationists 
or other folks come into the room, because their history hasn’t always been recognized 
as significant or important enough to preserve. That’s something that we have to 
grapple with and really be honest, that our field has, you know, not equally upheld 
everyone’s the history the same.  

Molly: This kind of distrust points to the crux of H.O.P.E. Crew’s mission, to not only diversify 
the preservation trades and get more young women and young people of different 
backgrounds into the trades, but also to get more communities involved in preservation 
and change how the American public thinks about preservation. It’s a professional 
mission that’s personal for Monica, and it should be something we take personally as 
well. 

Monica: There’s the saying, where you stand is a function of where you sit. And so, my 
approach to preservation is rooted in my life experience as a black woman from Texas. 
And the degree that I received from the University of Pennsylvania really polished that 
experience and gave me the tools to leverage those life experiences and the things that 
I knew both through formal and informal training, to have this type of impact.  

BREAK 

Molly: Sarah’s Curtained Walls project, and the New York City LGBT Sites Project, H.O.P.E. 
Crew, and Minerva Parker Nichols’ career all have something to teach us about 
representation in preservation—and preservation as representation. They all 
demonstrate the effort it takes to preserve sites outside the system of traditional 
preservation—and how vital that kind of effort is, if we want to deconstruct our 
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inequitable way of practicing history in this country and preserve something new in its 
place. After all, we cannot preserve what is missing until we recognize that it is missing 
in the first place. 

 Next up, in our final episode, we’ll take stock of what Minerva built. 

CLOSING CREDITS 


