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The John Palmer Usher house, now the Beta Theta Pi fraternity 
house, is a two^story irregular-shaped building with a full basement 
and an attic. The house is in an Italian villa style, and as one of 
the first of that style in the area it was considered quite unattractive 
by the Lawrence residents at the time of its construction.

The exterior walls are constructed of rough hewn grey Vermont 
limestone laid in uniform horizontal courses. All the individual 
stones are approximately the same size. Because of the Ushers' fear 
of tornadoes, the walls were constructed 15 to 21 inches thick. The 
building rests on a raised base of limestone and features a belt course 
at the floor line. An ell extending to the rear was built of rubble 
stone but had the same window lintels as the front portion. A frame 
third floor has been added to the ell.

The relatively flat hip roof is separated from the wall below by an 
expanded cornice which is now covered with stucco. The decorative 
cornice brackets also serve as trim for the attic windows.

First and second floor windows are long slender rectangles with 
one-piece stone arches at the heads. A large porch at the entry is 
supported by five metal columns with brackets. Examination of old 
photographs reveals that the present front porch is at least the third 
one. All were flat'-roofed and the primary differences were in the 
columns, their number, their spacing and the distance the porch roof 
extended from the structure.

Interior ceiling heights are 14 feet and the windows are approxi 
mately eight feet high. The interior finish was the highlight of the 
house. The original seven-room house had five fireplaces; the most 
magnificent was in the music room: a single-piece dark red marble 
fireplace given to Usher by the other members of President Lincoln's 
cabinet. Much of the paneling and woodwork was dark walnutxtrImmed 
in gold leaf made and installed by craftsmen of the Pullman Palace Car 
Company. Beams in the living room were made of railroad ties. The 
newel post of the walnut staircase at the downstairs hall bears the 
goldleaf monogram of the builder.

After the fraternity acquired the house in 1912, part of the roof 
apparently was soon elevated to provide the additional attic space. 
Then in 1925 a buff brick addition was built to the north and west to 
provide a housemother's room, a dining room, a modern kitchen and more 
living space. Much of the first floor was severely damaged by a fire 
in 1941 but subsequently restored.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The John Palmer Usher house was built in 1872^1$73 for the former 
Secretary of the Interior in Lincoln's cabinet.

A native of New York state, Usher was born in 1816. After admission 
to the bar in 1839, he moved to Terre Haute, Indiana, to practice. Like 
Abraham Lincoln, he rode the circuit and he engaged in a number of law** 
suits with Lincoln. Usher soon established himself as an outstanding 
lawyer. He represented Vigo county in the Indiana legislature in 
1850-1859, and when the Republican party was organized in 1854 f he became 
an ardent supporter of its ideals. He was an unsuccessful candidate for 
Congress in 1856 and in 1860 he participated in Lincoln's campaign for 
the Presidency. Appointed attorney general of Indiana in 1861, he 
resigned after four months to become Lincoln's Assistant Secretary of 
the Interior. In January, 1863, he became Secretary of the Interior and 
held that post until May 15, 1865, when he resigned to return to private 
practice. He wanted to move to one of the new, growing states in the 
West and to participate in the development of the country.

Usher became general solicitor for the Union Pacific Railway, 
Eastern Division, and was active in promoting the building of the rail*- 
road west from Kansas City. Later called the Kansas Pacific, the road 
was eventually consolidated with the Union Pacific in 1880.

Usher considered a number of cities in Kansas before establishing 
the family home at Lawrence. He purchased the building site in March, 
1872, and construction of the house was probably completed in 1873. 
According to a letter from Usher to his wife, right after the purchase, 
the lot measured 188 by 641 feet, and at the rear of the lot was a 
spring which would provide all the water they would need. He also wrote 
that the plan of the house would be very similar to their former home.

The cost of the mansion was considerably reduced by Usher's ability 
to obtain materials through his railroad connections at much less than 
market prices. The estimated cost of the house and lot was $30,000.

Although he served one term as mayor of Lawrence, Usher's relations 
with the community were not always friendly. As mayor he forbade the 
grazing of cattle in South Park. The people were so outraged that the 
City Council passed an ordinance regulating the speed of Union Pacific 
trains through Lawrence.

During his years as general attorney for the Union Pacific, Usher
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argued many important cases on behalf of the railroad, particularly in 
regard to land grants and relations with other railroads. In 1887 he 
retired from active work; he died April 13, 1889.

The Usher family continued to live in the house for a period of years 
Then in 1912 it was acquired by the Alpha Nu chapter of the Beta Theta Pi 
fraternity for use as a chapter house, a use it still has.

This imposing Italia^iate house was one of the most magnificent of 
19th century Lawrence. Its owner, John Palmer Usher, who had earlier 
attained political prominence as a member of Lincoln's cabinet, was one 
of the most influential and successful railroad attorneys of his day. As 
the General Counsel of the Union Pacific railroad, he had a strong voice 
in the development and expansion of that railroad.
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