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Molly Lester: I’m standing in the heart of Philadelphia, with City Hall at my back and the 
western half of Market Street in front of me. The core of Philadelphia is organized in 
a relentless grid of mostly one-way streets, but here at City Hall, the major 
thoroughfares deviate from their paths, bending around a massive square that hosts 
the City Hall building and, on the west side of City Hall, a broad swatch of 
pavement known as Dilworth Park. It’s here in Dilworth Park where I’m standing 
today, surrounded by buildings except for the one I’m most interested in: the 19th 
century building that was once located at 14 S. Broad Street.  

 I have yet to find a clear picture of what that building looked like, but we do know 
that somewhere on this building, painted on a window, or listed on a sign, a new 
tenant began to advertise her presence in 1888: “Minerva Parker, Architect.” There 
was no other name listed: no male partner to defer to, no abbreviated initials to 
disguise the architect’s gender. This was Minerva Parker’s office, and she was the 
first woman in the country to practice architecture independently—without a man 
attached to her firm. 

 Over the next 8 years, she designed over 40 projects around the country, for 
railroad executives and physicians and magazine editors and private clubs. (And 
what if I told you that of that client shortlist, only the railroad executives were men?) 
Between 1888 and her death in 1949, she designed over 60 projects in total—many 
of which were for women clients in particular. 

  She built homes for dozens of families, made her case for design in national 
magazines, built up a network of privileged and professional women, supervised 
construction on all of her own projects—and then, was almost completely forgotten. 
History books have overlooked her (even the ones trying to fix the omissions of 
women), architects have dismissed her, and the field of preservation, well, it doesn’t 
really know what to do with her. Her buildings defy our usual tools for preserving 
important places, just as her story has so often defied norms.  

 I want to talk about why this kind of memory loss has happened in Minerva’s case, 
how this kind of memory loss becomes a self-perpetuating pattern of 
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underrepresented histories, and what we can do about that—because as we’ve 
learned time and again, the places and people we choose to remember say a lot 
about what, and who, we value as a society. 

 This is “What Minerva Built,” a podcast about the story of architect 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 1: Lady Architect. 

OPENING CREDITS 

Molly: In 1944, five years before her death, Minerva Parker Nichols sat down with her 
grandchildren to tell them stories about her childhood in Illinois. Born in 1862 in 
Peoria County, she was the younger daughter of Amanda and John Parker, who was 
a schoolteacher. Together with her older sister, Adelaide, Minerva’s family lived on 
a farm near her Aunt Sadie (who was Amanda’s sister) and her grandfather, Seth 
Doane. The record is thin on this, but some biographies go so far as to name Seth 
as one of the founders of Chicago. At the very least, he was a jack-of-all-trades, 
building covered wagons and houses for white settlers as they moved west, 
displacing American Indians and establishing new territories.  

 Minerva (or “Minnie,” as she was sometimes known) was born into a country 
seething with civil war, and when she was just three months old, her father enlisted 
in the Union Army. Within a year, he contracted dysentery, and by the time Minerva 
was fourteen months old, her mother was widowed with two children to raise. In the 
years after the Civil War, there were tens of thousands of women like Amanda in the 
United States: wives turned widows, who needed to find long-term solutions to fend 
for their families. For all intents and purposes, Minerva only knew life with her 
mother as the head of household. This experience had a formative influence on her, 
and it was woven through the stories she told to her grandchildren late in life, with a 
healthy dose of appreciation for all that her mother shielded her from: 

Minerva Voiceover:  The marvel was that my mother and Aunt Sudie, overworked, unhappy, 
without modern methods to chart their way in child care, succeeded in providing 
long, happy days for their fatherless children. 

Molly: Young as she was when her father died, Minerva may not have noticed his absence 
as she played with her cousins in Peoria. But the reality is that the experience did 
seep into her upbringing—she referred to it frequently in her memoirs—and it put 
her in close contact with her grandfather. 

 Seth Doane was a constant and significant presence in her childhood. Whenever 
Amanda had work to do—or any time Minerva just wanted to get into some 
mischief—she would scuttle down the road to her grandfather’s neighboring 
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workshop and farm. She spent a lot of time in his company, and in turn, she picked 
up two primary things: first, a healthy vocabulary of curse words; and second, a 
sense of spatial awareness and interest in the built environment. Minerva’s stories to 
her grandchildren in 1944—as in, eight decades after her childhood years in Peoria 
County—are riddled with detailed descriptions of her various house in Illinois, 
including an exhaustive mental tour of her Grandfather’s house and an account of a 
family kitchen in Normal, Illinois that she said was “so stream-lined that it was a 
forerunner of the modern kitchen.” For his part, Minerva’s grandfather frequently 
put her to work building corn cob houses and giving her drawing lessons—to hear 
her tell it later, these were the only activities that could keep Minerva out of trouble 
in those years. 

 When Minerva was 6, Amanda moved her family to Normal, Illinois, settling them 
into a house planned and designed by none other than Amanda herself. By the time 
she was 10, the family had moved to Chicago—according to family lore, they were 
there during the Great Fire, although their house on West Madison Street escaped 
the damage. In 1875, when Minerva was 13, Amanda married a doctor named 
Samuel Maxwell. A year later, the Parker-Maxwell family (Samuel, Amanda, 
Adelaide, and Minerva) moved to Philadelphia. The city was hosting the Centennial 
Exhibition to mark the 100th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence, and 
spirits were high in anticipation of this international event. 

 But within a year of their arrival in Philadelphia, tragedy struck again. In 1877, as 
Amanda was pregnant with another baby, Samuel Maxwell died. (Death certificates 
recorded his death was due to an “overdose of laudanum” – a curiosity, considering 
he was a doctor.) Alone in a new city, without her father or sister to support her, 
Amanda was widowed twice over, with two teenage daughters and another baby on 
the way.  

 15-year-old Minerva needed to find a way to earn some income. We’ll hear more 
about that after a break. 

 [BREAK] 

Ruth Picozzi: I have to say, when I read about Minerva, there’s something I really liked about 
her.  

Molly: This is Ruth Picozzi, a docent at Cranaleith Spiritual Center in Northeast 
Philadelphia, which operates out of a house that Minerva designed. (We’ll hear 
more about that commission in Episode 3.) 

Ruth: I just liked the fact that, you know, she had a tough start in life. You know, I’d heard 
her mother—her father died when she was just really a baby, and the way that they, 
you know—I feel the fact that her mother, you know, is left a widow and then she’s 
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widowed a second time in a brand new city. I mean, these are huge obstacles, yet 
she must have had this inner strength to just continue on. And I think it fed down to 
her daughters, and Minerva just comes across to me as a very strong, resilient 
person. And I think that’s why she was able to forge a path in a world, in a 
profession that was predominantly male dominated. 

Molly: As luck would have it—well, if you can call the situation lucky—Minerva had landed 
in a city with lots of opportunities to capitalize on her drawing skill sets and her 
interest in architecture. But first, we need to understand a bit more about the 
profession of architecture itself. 

Aaron Wunsch: The American architecture profession really doesn’t exist in this country 
in any way before about 1800, when Benjamin Latrobe begins his career in this 
country, first in Virginia and then in this area.  

Molly: Aaron Wunsch is an architectural historian who teaches in the Graduate Program in 
Historic Preservation at the University of Pennsylvania. Full disclosure, he was also 
my thesis advisor when all of my Minerva research kicked off nearly a decade ago. 

Aaron: And by professional, we mean a group of people or a person who is prepared to 
make a living off of the work they perform, either through a particular cut of the 
overall cost of building a building, or through other ways of extracting money from 
their commissions. The backdrop of this is a century of Master Builders and 
gentlemen architects, people who work in the case of gentleman architects for free, 
and often have impressive libraries. The sort of consummate gentleman architect is 
someone like Thomas Jefferson, but there are certainly others.  

Molly: This is important context if we’re going to talk about Minerva going to work as an 
architect, because it wasn’t until the early 19th century that anyone could even go to 
work as an architect at all. Until that point, most buildings were simply designed and 
constructed by builders. The finest, most important buildings—for the wealthiest 
owners, and the grandest purposes—were designed by gentleman architects, but 
those were the rarity. If you weren’t 1) white, 2) wealthy, and 3) male, architecture 
simply wasn’t a pursuit for you. And that’s what it was until the 19th century: a 
pursuit, not a profession. University programs did not exist, credentials and licensing 
were not yet a thing, and there were no professional organizations to cultivate 
practitioners in a meaningful or lasting way. 

 By the middle of the 19th century, that started to change.  

Aaron:  In 1857, you have the formation of the AIA in this country.  

Molly: That’s the American Institute of Architects, which still exists today. 
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Aaron:  And shortly thereafter, the beginnings of formal architectural education, especially 
within the kind of Beaux-Arts model that is being practiced over in Paris and is at 
the core of what places like MIT are starting to teach after the Civil War.  

Molly: The Ecole des Beaux Arts was basically the most famous center of architectural 
education in the Western world at this time. Its methods were world-renowned, 
culminating in the famed “charette” design process that became synonymous with 
architectural education. With no comparable schools on this side of the Atlantic, 
many American students traveled to Paris to learn about design with the Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts’ classical bent. 

 Eventually, American universities began to establish their own architecture programs 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Notably, the first university programs 
to admit women were based at public land-grant institutions: the University of 
Illinois was the first to graduate a woman from its architecture program, as Mary L. 
Page earned her degree in 1879. Cornell University established an architecture 
program in 1871 and graduated its first woman with an undergraduate degree in 
1880; her name was Margaret Hicks. The architecture program at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology was founded in 1865, but MIT dragged its feet and did not 
admit women until 1885. By 1891, an estimated twelve women had earned degrees 
from American architectural schools. What happened to them, you might ask—Mary 
L. Page, Margaret Hicks, and the others who graduated from university programs? 
Most of them never practiced at all; only three of the women went on to 
professional practice, and all three worked for or alongside male partners. 

 Instead of taking that new, untested path into architecture, 15-year-old Minerva 
Parker sought out a more recognizable route: schools of design. As a counterpart to 
the fledgling university architecture programs, which were not yet the norm, 
“schools of design” (as they were known) catered to a more female student base 
and presented themselves as a new possibility for women to earn income in the 
visual, industrial, and architectural arts. They predated the creation of university 
architecture programs by a couple decades, and were originally formed to train men 
in technical skills such as mechanical drawing, lithography, and engraving.  

 Then the women started showing up. 

 In some ways, these programs were modelled after contemporary programs that 
schooled women in the domestic arts, trading on what was seen as women’s innate 
sense of taste as they trained women to cultivate those natural artistic talents for the 
sake of the nation. (Seriously, that’s not an exaggeration: over and over in the 19th 
century, popular culture decreed that women were the “arbiters of taste.”) I’ll talk 
about this more in Episode 3, but for now, let’s just say that the schools of design 
weren’t venturing too far afield when they promised lessons to enhance women’s 
natural artistic skills. 
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 Still, these schools of design did set themselves apart from the 19th century’s proto-
home economics courses in one important way: they offered women a chance to 
actually earn money, outside the home, with work that was socially-sanctioned and 
didn’t revolve around housework or factory labor. With the skills that they learned at 
a school of design, women (and men) could work as textile designers, engravers, 
and other jobs in the applied arts. In a way, the schools of design had a natural 
proximity to trade, earning many single women an opportunity for independent 
income—at least, until they married.  

 The Civil War had only been over for a decade by this point, and American society 
in general was grappling with the fallout from the war. Over 600,000 soldiers died 
defending or opposing slavery, leaving behind untold numbers of families with 
women as the heads of household—just like Amanda Parker Maxwell and her family. 
And just like their family, lots of women sought out training at the newfangled 
schools of design in an effort to earn income and support their households.  

 Philadelphia was particularly rife with these growing programs, including the 
Philadelphia Normal Art School, the Franklin Institute (an earlier version of what is 
now the science museum in Philadelphia), and the Pennsylvania Museum and 
School of Industrial Arts—all of which Minerva attended. Like many other schools, 
the Franklin Institute made a point of directing its program toward women with few 
other options in postbellum America. An undated report in the institutional archives 
made this clear: 

Male Voiceover: “This school is directed to the welfare of a class who are particularly 
deserving of attention from the limited means of employment which are at present 
in their power….We need hardly recall to your memory how often the disasters 
which from time to time arise…from the peculiar situation of our country, 
overwhelm many families who have been brought up in the enjoyment of the 
luxuries of life, with absolute poverty, or how frequently the death of the head of 
the family…leaves a widow and children with no means of support. 

Molly: Of course, it wasn’t just a sense of charity that motivated the Franklin Institute and 
other schools of design. Ultimately, they were propelled by the same social 
sensibilities that dictated that women were the arbiters of taste. They operated 
under the same popular assumption that if they could teach women to properly 
hone their inherent artistic tastes, then those women would shape a national 
aesthetic, both within and beyond the home. In this school of thought, the 
education of women in the arts was not just a charitable endeavor: it was a civic 
responsibility with national consequences and benefits.  

 I’m not sure if Minerva was similarly motivated by a sense of civic duty, but she was 
certainly compelled to support her family with real, measurable income, which 
explains why she earned a teaching certificate by the age of 20 from the 
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Philadelphia Normal Art School. Four years later, in 1886, she graduated from the 
Franklin Institute. She wasn’t the only woman to study at the Franklin Institute, since 
the school’s roster included women’s names beginning in the mid-1870s. But she 
did set herself apart from her classmates enough to earn an honorable mention in 
1885 and a special distinction when she graduated for her “commendable Zeal and 
ability.”  

 Throughout this time, while she attended school and earned these honors, Minerva 
maintained other jobs to support her family. In one year alone, the 1880 Federal 
Census appears to have double-counted her because she was so busy: it listed her 
living at 618 Spruce Street in Philadelphia with her mother, sister, and baby brother 
while working as a governess; and it also captured a Minnie Parker (with the exact 
same nickname, age, birthplace, and ancestry) working as a servant in Cheltenham 
Township, just outside Philadelphia. She needed the work, and her family needed 
the money. 

 In 1886, Minerva’s commendable zeal and ability landed her an apprenticeship for 
Philadelphia architect Edwin W. Thorne, in his office on South Broad Street. (By the 
way, some early secondary sources say that she worked for a different architect who 
was practicing at this same time named Frederick G. Thorn—Thorn, without an e. 
This is wrong, as proven by drawings that we have on record, signed by both E.W. 
Thorne—Thorne, with an e—and Minerva.) Edwin was busy with a lot of projects in 
the railroad suburbs cropping up around Philadelphia, and Minerva had drafting 
skills to offer. Both stood to gain from her work, which we’ll hear about after this 
break. 

BREAK 

Minerva worked under Edwin for two years in what seems to have been a 
productive and successful working relationship. They co-signed drawings, and 
shared listings for some projects in the Philadelphia Real Estate Record and 
Builders’ Guide, which was the primary venue for Philadelphia architects and 
builders to publicize their work. Perhaps most interestingly, in terms of her eventual 
solo practice, Minerva and Edwin both wrote letters to the editor of the Builders’ 
Guide in December 1887, taking issue with the paper’s habit of omitting an 
architect’s name. Minerva and Edwin insisted that the architect get credit for his—or 
her—work for any published project. 

1888 was a pivotal year for Minerva, an unmarried apprentice in an active 
architectural office. She enrolled in the Pennsylvania Museum and School of 
Industrial Arts for another technical program, around the same time that Edwin 
Thorne announced that his office was moving two blocks away, to 1307 Arch Street. 
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Minerva, however, stayed put. Rather than follow him to the new location, Minerva 
decided to take over his office at 14 South Broad Street, in the heart of downtown 
Philadelphia. She announced her new practice in—where else?—the Philadelphia 
Real Estate Record and Builders’ Guide, and she got to work. Within the first two 
years alone, she published 11 notices of active projects in her office, garnering 
national attention as the “lady architect”—a turn of phrase that she took issue with 
her whole life, since she felt that distinguishing her as a “lady architect” emphasized 
her gender, and not her eminent qualifications. Nevertheless, she was the first 
woman in the country to practice architecture independently…and she was just 26.  

Her contemporary, Louise Blanchard, is generally considered the first professional 
woman architect in the United States, and there’s a lot to learn from Louise 
Blanchard—we’ll hear more about her story, and a few other contemporary women 
architects, in Episode 2. But it’s also important to acknowledge the ways in which 
Minerva’s experience was different from Louise’s, and in future episodes, we’ll learn 
more about the ways she chose to build her own practice around women and the 
places that they created for themselves. 

For now, I’ll stand at the spot in Dilworth Park where Minerva once hung her shingle, 
designing buildings (and not just corn cob houses). It would have been so easy for 
her to continue to practice under Edwin Thorne, following him to his new office and 
designing for his portfolio of clients. 

But she didn’t. 

END CREDITS 


