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Louis Henry Sullivan coined the "form follows function" approach that underlies
much contemporary architecture., He felt: "That masonry construction, in so far as
tall buildings were concerned, was a thing of the past. That the old ideas of
superimposition must give way before the sense of vertical continuity.” One of his
best known students was Frank Lloyd Wright.

A lesser known student was William A, Wells, architect for the Colcord Building,
begun in 1909 and completed in 1910, (A persistent legend that Sullivan personally
approved every part of the design cannot be confirmed.) But Sullivan went out of
favor a few years later, before the Beaux Arts design popularized by the 1893 World's
Fair in Chicago. As a result, few buildings remain that reached the perfection of
Wells' Colcord Building. And this magnificent 12-story structure, ironically enough,
is one of the very few structures still standing, after Urban Renewal demolitions, in
downtown Oklahoma City. An impressive monument to its builder (see No. 8), it is thus
a no less impressive memorial to Wells and Sullivan, generally recognized as the
creator of the modern skyscraper.

Many an early photograph of Oklahoma City shows a foreground of horses, wagons,
and piled-masonry buildings while, in the background, -there is the strong upward thrust
of the gleaming white Colcord tower that "holds its head in the air, as a tower should,"
as Sullivan described his own Chicago Auditorium Tower of 1889, Also striking is the
organic ornamentation on the Colcord Building, which has been described as an exact
duplication of Sullivan's own detailing, Etched upon the lower parts of the building --
done with fantastic precision at the entrances where it can best be seen and appreciated
-- this ornamentation is organic both in its own form and in relation of over-all
building design,

"The ornament, as a matter of fact, is‘applied in the sense of being cut in or cut
on, or otherwise done," Sullivan decreed, . "Yet it should appear, when completed, as
though by the outworking of some beneficent agency it had come forth from the very
substance of material and was there by the same right that a flower appears amid the
leaves of its parent plant," Certainly his dictum was carried out successfully by
Wells in the Colcord.

The etched lower facade 1is repeated at the top. There the terra cotta ornamentation
extends around three sides of the upper story and underneath the projecting cornices
(intended to draw the structure back to the horizontal)., Sullivan's influence, through
Wells, can also be seen in the pilasters that separate the pairs of windows and extend
uninterrupted through most of the building's height. Whether or not Sullivan actively
participated with Wells in his effort (see No, 8), the Colcord has been called "quite
pure Sullivan" by Oklahoma City architect John Bozalis, An AIA plaque hails its
significance, as does one placed by the city's Historic Preservation Commission.
Architectural classes from various universities have visited it regularly over the
years,

Like its namesake, The Colcord is "a stayer" ... as strong today as when it was
built., (Then it was the first building in this part of the country to be erected
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Colcord Building

with the poured-concrete technique - a procedure considered so risky at the time that
bonding companies refused to underwrite its construction!) More significantly, perhaps,
the Colcord remains strikingly handsome, And it should become even more so as Oklahoma
City's urban renewal master plan for the area around it continues to unfold, The lower
floor, changed somewhat about 30 years ago, will be restored to conform more nearly to
the original design, The courtyard in the "L" on the west (now a parking area) will be
renewed, the building's off-street sides improved generally to tie into the four-block
retail Galleria ad joining it on the north and west,
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Few of the true "builders" of Oklahoma City were more important than Charles F,
Colcord, Fewer still have such a magnificent physical monument with which to underscore
that importance, The 12-story Colcord Building -- of unconventional design and still
strikingly handsome after 65 years of use -- is a fitting memorial to both builder and
designer ,.. and to the free spirit of individual enterprise that made, not only
Oklahoma City, but this nation as well,

* ¥ ¥

Colcord was born in Kentucky in 1859, He became a true "frontiersman" at 13 when he
was sent for health reasons to a Texas ranch, By the time he was 20, he had lived on
the range, hunted buffalo, dealt with marauding Mexicans, restless Indians, and
rattlesnakes, learned to trail horses and cattle through raging streams and mindless
stampedes, He took part, successfully, in two of Oklahoma's famed land "runs" - 0ld
Oklahoma in 1889 (occupying lot 1, block 1 in Oklahoma City) and the Cherokee Outlet
in 1893 (the best lot in downtown Perry). Along the way he served as Oklahoma City's

first policeman, then as sheriff and as marshal,

In 1903 Colcord returned to Oklahoma City for good, From then until he died in 1934
he was involved in virtually every aspect of development of the capital city ... and,
through oil, banking, real estate, and politics, much of the state as well, If there
was a secret to his success, it can perhaps best be illustrated by the planning and
actual construction of the building that bears his name,

"About 1904 or 1905 Bob Galbreath and I purchased from Henry Overholser six lots
with eight frame buildings on them, at the corner of Grand and Robinson," he wrote in
his autobiography (published 37 years after his death as an important historical
document). "At that time," he noted, "the attitude of businessmen in Oklahoma City was
not very hopeful," By 1907, however, he was ready to build, And as Galbreath wanted to
erect a hotel on the site while he preferred an office building, he bought out his
partner, then set out to determine the course he should follow, "This was to be the
first big building in Oklahoma City and I was anxious not to make any mistakes,"

He visited many cities -- Atlanta, Kansas City, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Chicago --
and examined many buildings to make sure he'd have the most modern and practical plans,
In San Francisco he found some of his answers., "When the big fire occurred . . ., I
went out there immediately afterward to see how their buildings had stood the fire and
earthquake, F, B, Zieglar, a business associate, was with me and we found that there
were only eleven buildings that had escaped the holocaust. These buildings, which
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stood out like lone trees on a prairie, were all built of reinforced concrete, The
steel buildings had all gone down, melted and crumpled in the tremendous heat, Up
until that time I had been planning a steel building, but when I viewed these ruins I
changed my mind and decided to build of reinforced concrete,"

His Colcord Building was completed in 1910 -- curiously enough, the year Oklahoma
City became capital of the state -- and did indeed seem to stir the infant city from
the lethargy he'd felt a few years before, Years later, he wrote: ", ., , this building
of mine was the beginning of a series of big buildings that has made the Oklahoma City
of today." His "today," of course, was pre-193%, But his pioneer "skyscraper" still
stands proud and handsome amid newer structures a half-dozen times as tall - a sub-
stantial and significant tie with the past that still dominates a largely "renewed"
urban area of today,
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