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This thematic group nomination is for 15 houses in Mason City, built between 1908 
and 1922, which represent the influence of the Prairie School outside the Rock 
Crest/Rock Glen development. One, the Stockman house, was designed by Frank 
Lloyd Wright, and another, the Yelland house, is attributed to William Drummond. 
The rest are works by various local builders and architects.

The houses may be roughly divided into two groups, based upon their general 
configuration. The first group (9 houses) is characterized by strong horizontality, 
while the second (6 structures) display more compact, vertical forms. Houses 
of the first group are built with two-story, nearly square main blocks, with 
various one-story projections. They have very shallow hipped roofs, with noticeably 
broad, overhanging eaves. Windows grouped in bands, and narrow strips of applied 
trim, further emphasize the horizontal. The second group, which includes 4 
U-shaped duplexes, features decidedly rectangular main blocks. The pitch of 
the roof is more noticeable in these houses, and the width of the eaves rather 
less so. All but one of this group have one-story projections on their front 
facades, but these do not achieve the low, spreading qualities found in the first 
group.

All 15 houses do have in common certain features broadly characteristic of the Prairie 
School. Exterior wall materials are brick, stucco, or a combination of these. 
Windows are often grouped in horizontal bands. Decorative elements are strongly 
geometric. Second story windows are generally shorter than those of the first story, 
and are set close beneath the eaves. Corners of main blocks are often emphasized 
through decoration or the actual construction of corner piers. The treatment of 
these elements varies considerably in sophistication, ranging from Wright's own work 
to the rather simplistic duplexes, which are of interest more for the rhythm created 
by their twin facades than for any creative application of the Prairie School style.

The Mason City architectural survey of 1977 identified a rather large number of 
houses exhibiting Prairie School characteristics. The 15 houses in this nomination 
have been selected because they show to best advantage the variety of Prairie 
School architecture and influence in the city.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

These 15 houses represent a cross-section of Prairie School, and Prairie School 
influenced, residential architecture in Mason City, outside the immediate Rock 
Crest/Rock Glen area. In their varied forms and levels of sophistication, the 
houses illustrate the significant impact that Frank Lloyd Wright and the Prairie School 
had on the vernacular building traditions of the city, an impact that resulted in 
the highest concentration of Prairie School architecture in Iowa. With the exception 
of Wright's Stockman house and Drummond's Yelland house, these houses are the work 
of local architects and builders who embraced the Prairie School idiom and adapted 
it to their own abilities and inclinations. In this sense, theirs is a collective 
significance, presenting as they do a range of interpretation from the meticulous 
and imaginative to the use of only the most obvious features of the style.

The chronology of the houses parallels that of Rock Crest/Rock Glen, showing that 
the Prairie School aroused immediate interest beyond that of mere curiosity. Setting 
the stage were Weight's own works, the City National Bank and Park Inn Hotel, 
designed for Mason City businessmen J.E.E. Harkeley and James Blythe, and the 
Stockman house, all designed in 1908. The Stockman house was a variation dn 
Wright f s 1906 "A Fireproof House for $5,000," but was executed in wood and stucco, 
rather than in concrete. The Bank and Hotel were completed by William Drummond, 
who had worked for both Sullivan and Wright. Drummond received the commission 
for the Yelland house, which was built in 1910. It also derived from Wright f s 
"$5,000 house", with Drummond's own signature features (double batten siding, 
distinctive trim) (.Wilson, p. 12).

Work on the Rock Crest/Rock Glen development began in 1912, and the influence of its 
architects, Walter Burley Griffin, Francis Barry Byrne, and Marion Mahoney, was 
reflected almost immediately in the work of local architects and builders.

Martin (1978) has divided Mason City's indigenous Prairie School architecture into 
three groups: (1) those which pay close attention to the Prairie School idiom; 
(2) those which borrow somewhat randomly from the examples set by Rock Crest/ 
Rock Glen; (3) a decidedly vernacular form which lacked the attention to detail 
and composition characteristic of the best of Mason City's Prairie School houses.

Of the 13 locally-designed houses in this nomination, four are clearly in the first 
category. The Shipley house (1913) is distinguished by the "sculptural" quality derived 
from the singular treatment of the corners, and the articulation of the walls with 
narrow strips of wood. In the Norris/Patton house (1913), the most notable features 
are the projections at each front corner of the main block, each articulated by thick 
corner piers with their distinctive Prairie School capitals. The Franke house (1916)

See continuation sheet
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is suggestive of the Blythe house in Rock Crest/Rock Glen, although the distinctive 
roof of the former is the result of cutting back the original broadly overhanging 
eaves. The Meir Wolf house (variously dated 1909 and 1920) is decidedly unusual. 
Its form is dominated by the stylised column "screen" of the front facade, and 
the large sculpted ornamentation which curls around the broad facsia at the corners 
like pincers. This house is attributed to Einar Broaten, a local architect who 
also designed the Drake house in Rock Crest/Rock Glen.

Martin included the Rye (1912) and Romey (1920) houses in this first category of 
indigenous Prairie School architecture in Mason City. However, these are rather 
more conservative than the four houses noted above. Both used brick extensively 
(indeed, the Romey house uses it exclusively), and they have a strongly rectangular, 
even vertical, quality. In the Rye house, this quality is so strong as to nearly 
overwhelm the vestigial application of Prairie School elements to the facade. 
As noted by Martin (p. 154), the Romey house has a curious dual character. The 
elevation that faces Rock Crest/Rock Glen is similar in composition and scale 
to the Blythe house across the street, while the actual front elevation repeats 
the porch, recessed entrance, and hipped roof which characterize houses along 
First Street (which are not in any sense Prairie School).

In Martin's second category is the Seney house (1913). (Another, the Lippert 
house, was to have been included, but problems in notification of the property 
owner prevented its inclusion here. The house will be added at a later date, 
pending owner notification.) The Seney house is attributed variously to 
Einar Broaten and to Seney himself. The house utilizes the "sculpted box" 
form, with promient corner details, but its one-story appendages are curiously 
topped with gable roofs ending in wide, horizontal eaves. This form, which "re- 
combined" Elements from Rock Crest/Rock Glen, was rather popularly applied 
to low-cost Prairie style housing in Mason City (Martin, p. 161).

The last 6 houses in this nomination are more "vernacular" than Prairie School, 
but deserve recognition because they present good illustrations of an almost 
pro forma use of the Prairie School idiom. Most closely modelled on the Prairie 
School is the Youngblood house (1922), which features the two-story central mass 
with appendages, broad overhanging eaves, and ribbon windows. This, however, 
is all: no attempt has been made to articulate either the corners of the main 
block or the wall surfaces, or, indeed, to offer decoration of any kind. The 
Gibson house (1915) may be read simply as a variation on the "hipped box", but is

see continuation sheet
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rescued from anonymity by certain details. On the enclosed front porch, the heavy
sqpare piers are moved in slightly from the corners, and are set slightly in
advance of the porch wall plane. The main entrance, which is in a projection
to the right of the main block, is set beneath an overhanging second story,
and between plain, engaged piers that separate the sidelights from the doorframe,
to give a screen effect (perhaps modelled on the Gilmore house in Rock Crest/
Rock Glen). The four duplexes are attributed to local architect/builder
Fred Lippert, and were built just after World War I. They are U-shaped
in plan, the arms facing the street and ending in mirror-image facades.
These offer the most cursory attention to Prairie School characteristics,
but the rhythm of their paired facades and their utilitarian approach to
the Prairie School idiom, lend them a certain interest.


