


Building Billings

H.H. Richardson thought it was the best library he had designed.

Frederick Billings thought of it as a monument that would
bear his name for all time.

The combined talents and resources of these two 19th century
giants gave the University of Vermont a national architectural

treasure: The Billings Library.

Laurel Ginter, 75, is a
writer/editor in the UVM per-
sonnel department.
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by Laurel Ginter

he building had a quiet beginning;

there was no pomp or ceremony and

the exact date of groundbreaking is
unknown. However, the events leading up to
the excavation were anything but quiet,
because this building brought together two
great 19th century personalities: Frederick
Billings, successful businessman and railway
magnate who donated the library, and Henry
Hobson Richardson, the greatest architect of
his time, who designed it. The unique, often
friction-filled collaboration between these two
strong-minded men produced a national
architectural landmark, the Billings Library, as
well as a prodigious amount of correspondence
which is now housed in the University of
Vermont Archives.

It all began in 1882, when George Perkins
Marsh, statesman, scholar and native Wood-
stockian, discovered that he was too poor to
bequeath his library, among the most outstand-
ing of its time, to the University of Vermont.
Therefore, to insure financial security for his
family after his death, he put the library up for
sale. The university, itself too poor to buy it,
would have lost this trove of scholarly treasure
had it not been for UVM alumnus Frederick
Billings (class of 1844) who, seeing a way to
assist both his old friend Marsh and his alma
mater, bought the library and gave it to the
university.

Having secured the books, Billings proceeded
to secure a library. On November 7, 1882, he
wrote to university President Matthew Buck-
ham:

How much have you studied up on the
subject of a fireproof Library building? —
With a capacity say for 50,000 volumes — a
building in a form to admit of enlargement if
it should be found necessary at any time to

increase its capacity. That subject should be
looked into pretty thoroughly. Would it not
be well for you to visit the new Library
buildings that have been put up here and
there in the country, and so get at the best
plan and the estimated cost?

Thus began the sequence of events that led,
in September of 1883, to the groundbreaking
for the Billings Library.

President Buckham carried out the charge
Billings had given him, visiting several libra-
ries, and sending plans, photographs and
reports to Billings. Billings responded, on
March 15, 1983, formally announcing his gift of
alibrary building,

And now the need of the University for a fire
proof library building, which has been
pressing for so many years, can no longer be
put aside. It would be almost criminal to
allow the very valuable library, thus
enriched by the Marsh collection to run any
further risk of destruction or damage. A
substantial and graceful building, a fit home
for such a library should be built without
delay. As the University has no funds to de-
vote to the purpose, and as no time should be
lost, I give seventy five thousand dollars to
secure such a building. I do this in grateful
appreciation of my Alma Mater, the Alma
Mater of two of my brothers, and in the hope
that others of her children will remember
her with gifts . . .

The first mention of H. H. Richardson occurs
in a letter dated March 27, 1883 from Billings to
Buckham.
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A person this morning recommended to me
Mr. Richardson (I think that was his name
— the architect of the Capitol at Albany).
You might drop in upon him and see if he
would submit a sketch.

H. H. Richardson, who designed the Crane
Library in Quincy, Mass., and Trinity Church,
Boston, in addition to the Capitol at Albany,
was the first American architect to attain inter-
national status. That Billings had become
acquainted with his reputation seems clear in
his second mention of Richardson to Buckham
three days later:

I think it would be well for you to write Mr.
Richardson and ask him if he would be
willing to submit sketches without expense
— give him the general features of what we
want. I hear from other sources that he is a
very extravagant man — At the same time,
he stands so very high, I would like very
much to see what he would work out.

Richardson did prepare sketches and urged a
meeting with Billings and Buckham. Billings
resisted the idea of meeting with Richardson,
but reluctantly agreed.

Richardson’s eagerness to meet with his
clients and Billings’ resistance to it became a
leit motif in their relationship. The two men
met only once, on May 23, 1883, and most of
their correspondence was handled through
Buckham, who acted as intermediary. *

*For a closer look at the Billings/Buckham/-
Richardson relationship, see UVM Historic Preser-
vation graduate Mary Jo Derko, ‘‘The Billings
Library: A Cooperative Effort,” unpublished MS,
Bailey/Howe Library, 1983.

Top — Richardson’s origi-
nal floor plan, rejected by
Billings and Buckham
(Houghton Library); right —
a revised sketch, incorporat-
ing their suggestions (UVM
Special Collections).

Richardson’s original
design for the library’s west
elevation submitted to Bill-
ings and Buckham in the
spring of 1883. (Houghton
Library.)
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Portrait of Frederick Billings
by Montpelier artist,
Thomas Waterman Wood
which still hangs over the
fireplace in the main lobby
of Billings. (UVM Special
Collections)
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Billings and Buckham were not easy to
please. Their tastes and Buckham'’s research
helped them form a clear conception of their
future library. As a result, they were disap-
pointed with all the designs submitted to them.
Billings to Buckham on May 14:

I am, like yourself, very much perplexed and
for the moment am not prepared to say
what we ought to do. . . . I cannot under-
stand how men with the reputation of
Emerson and Richardson could shoot so
wide of the mark . . . Certainly their plans
are dead failures . . . I do not know but it
would be the best way out of the dilemma to
employ him (Richardson) and let him work
out some new designs and keep at the thing
until he produces something satisfactory.

Thus began the process of modifying the
architect’s ideas according to his client’s tastes.
Billings wanted not just a practical building,
but a beautiful one. In spite of his promise to
leave the matter in Buckham’s hands, he was
integrally involved with the building until his
death. But Billings’ concern for the design was
complicated by his financial sense, and often it
appeared that his desire for beauty was at war
with a parsimonious part of his nature. He
respected Richardson’s genius, but he was
enough of a Vermont Yankee to respond to
Richardson’s rumored extravagant and tem-
peramental habits by keeping a close eye on his
pocketbook. Richardson, on the other hand,
understood the grandeur and aesthetic effect
that Billings was searching for, but knew it
could not be achieved within the bounds of the
original gift of $75,000.

Initially the additional cost did not seem as
important to Billings as did the aesthetic effect
of the structure.

That Library must be all right everyway — It
bears my name! It is to be for all time. Are
you sure the Marsh Apse is large enough?
Let us make it all lovely inside as well as
outside. A few pennies more better be put
into it, rather than anything should be
wanting. (Billings to Buckham July 3, 1893).

In his enthusiasm over the design, Billings
forgot for a moment his fear of Richardson’s
extravagance, but was sharply reminded in late
August when the bids for construction came in
much higher than he and Buckham had
estimated. This began an exchange in which
Richardson vehemently defended the design’s
integrity and made it clear that aesthetic effect
would cost more, while Billings insisted that
less could still be beautiful.

On August 22, Richardson sent Buckham
specifications for the requested reductions. His
proposed changes included eliminating the two
northern turrets, cutting the Main Reading
Room by one alcove and using local stone for
the entire building.

Ironically, on the same day, Billings wrote to
Buckham expressing his willingness to in-
crease his gift, a sentiment which he later con-
tradicted:

Having promised you 810,000 in addition to
the 875,000, I want to say confidentially that
I will go somewhat futher, if we can get the
right thing. The building must be everyone’s
admiration if the cost go up to $100,000 . . .

Two days later Billings wrote to Buckham in
reaction to proposed changes:

... I fear as you say that the building will be
very much cheapened — I think the safe
course is to get estimates from local con-
tractors. I don'’t believe there is any need of
taking away anything from the substantial
and graceful attractiveness of the plan,
especially with my willingness to increase

my gift.

On August 30, Richardson offered a way out
of the contracting dilemma:

The solution I propose then, since you say
Mr. Billings wants the building in its en-
tirety, is to contract for the exterior stone-
work just as it stands in the drawings, but
without any carving, as to push the work
ahead as rapidly as possible, leaving the
whole interior, in which we can greatly
economize, for future consideration. This
would be a contract — would it not? —
which would secure the main things you



both want. Of course, the resulting building
would in the end require an expenditure
beyond the limit which you named to me
when last in Brookline, but perhaps not
beyond the limits of Mr. Billings’ generosity,
if I rightly understood you.

Buckham and Billings agreed to a similar
solution, contracting with Norcross (Richard-
son’s contractor) for the foundation only. At
this point Buckham requested Richardson to
draw up a new set of plans and specifications,
the details of which are not referred to in the
extant correspondence. These new specifica-
tions were sent to Norcross in early October, at
which time Billings redefined his financial
position, retracting in his October 10 letter to
Buckham his promise to give $100,000 for the

library:

I am very anxious to know about the new
estimate and specifications for it is my desire
that the total expenditures on the Library
building should not go beyond $85,000 at
the outside.

In his letter to Buckham on October 15,
Billings indicated that the dispute over the con-
tractor was nearing an end:

If the building can be fully completed in
every respect by Norcross within the amount
that I have suggested, that is not increasing
the expenditures over S75,000 by more than
810,000, I suppose it would be better to let
him do the work, but unless he is brought
down from his high horse by competing bids
we will be in trouble.

Front view of Billings
Library, shortly after the
building’s completion. (UVM
Special Collections)

The job was put out to bid on November 5.
Richardson responded to this action by ex-
pressing concern that the work not be given to
a contractor who could not understand the
importance of the design:

I do hope most sincerely that the mistake
will not be made of giving the work into the
charge of anyone unless he is not merely
pecuniarily responsible but also fully able to
appreciate and execute the character of the
work proposed.

Although Norcross’s second bid was also
high, the local contractors’ fear of Richardson,
which Billings referred to as a ‘“‘bete noir,”
coupled with artistic concerns, led Billings to be
convinced that he could not get the building he
wanted for $85,000:

Your careful study of Library architecture
and personal examination of Library
buildings, of which you have so kindly given
me the benefit, and our conferences over
plans submitted for a building for the Uni-
versity make it clear that $75,000 will not
secure an entirely satisfactory structure. I
desire the Library to be not only supremely
fit for its purpose but unique, graceful and
impressive — I therefore increase my gift
from §75,000 to $100,000. (Billings to
Buckham Nov. 16)

Once the issue of money was settled, Billings

returned to his earlier state of enthusiasm and

involvement in the design. On November 28, he

wrote Buckham, ‘““We will have the arch — and

the carving on the chimney — secure them
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even if it costs a little more.” And then, on
December 3, he details some of the necessities
and their costs:

the stonearch. .. at a cost of $1329

carving on the hammer beams. . . S330

stairs from the basement . . .S165

the storm porch . . . S286

ceiling paneling . . . S2004

We shall be expending I judge nearly $10,000
over the S100,000, but being in the for thing I
must not stop at these last expenditures
which are needful to finish up the work
becomingly. . . . It is lucky that I made my gift
when I did; I am too poor to male it now.

The Billings Library was dedicated at Com-
mencement in June, 1885. Characteristically,
Billings chose to be absent from the festivities
and sent instead a long letter detailing his
gratitude to the University for all the ad-
vantages it had given him.

Dedication did not mean stasis, however.
Billings, long dissatisfied with the length of the
main reading room, decided to extend it by 20
feet and to add another room, which could be
locked, in back of the fireplace, to house the
Marsh collection. In the midst of planning this
addition, H. H. Richardson died and the
changes were carried out by his firm.

As much as two years after Richardson’s
death, Billings was still rankled by their
financial squabbles. He was exasperated by the
description of the Billings Library which ap-
peared in Mrs. van Rensselaer’s biography of
Richardson and which suggested that the
architect’s design for the main reading room
had been cut back for financial reasons. The
implication that he had been ungenerous in
building the library was unbearable to the man
who had written to Buckham in May, 1885,
“...it is not just money that I put into the
building. My love is built into it.” He wrote
Buckham on August 8, 1888:

The statement in the Richardson book that
he would have made the North part of the
building more (impressive) but was kept
Jrom doing so from ‘“‘motives of economy’’
cuts me to the quick.

In 1890 Frederick Billings received an honor-
ary degree from the University of Vermont. The
following October he died, leaving a consider-
able endowment to ensure that the Billings
Library would be well cared for.

Billings could not have foreseen that his
building one day would house a student center
rather than a library, but he seemed content to
know, as he had written to Buckham seven
years before his death, ‘It will be for all
time.” MW
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