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ABSTRACT

On January 11, 1969, Wichita's Century II opened its doors to begin its service to

the community as a center for the performing arts, a business convention hall, and as host

to an array of community shows and events. The building and its surrounding landscape

are the product of years of planning and promotion that spanned nearly a half century,

beginning with the new and progressive ideas of city planning that began in Wichita

around World War I and culminating with the heavy hand of Urban Renewal. Wichita

architect John Hickman designed the building, and his association with American

architectural icon Frank Lloyd Wright provided a link to some of the most significant

buildings in the US.

This study is less about Century II itself than about the visions and forces that

combined to bring the building to reality: the confluence of Wichita's business and arts

community interests, the drive raise the city's stature, and an attempt to stem the national

trend of declining downtown viability. The city overcame a number of difficulties in

bringing the center to downtown Wichita. It withstood a city commission structure that

was continually changing, a small but vocal group of disgruntled taxpayers and potential

facility users, several arson fires, a struggle to displace the downtown business owners

that occupied and surrounded the site, and the loss of its prime architect. The pressure

proved too much for John Hickman, but the community as a whole stood behind the

project along with the Eagle and Beacon newspapers, and the city commission moved

haltingly but relentlessly towards Century II's completion.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

!
At 10 a.m. on the morning of Saturday, January 11, 1969, Mayor William

Anderson, Jr. cut the wide gold ribbon that stretched across the Douglas Avenue entrance

to the Convention Hall of Wichita's new civic center. From within the building the

music of the Wichita State University Band welcomed 1,500 onlookers into the new

facility. Inside the hall, a McConnell Air Force Base color guard appeared and the Star j

Spangled Banner was played. The Reverend Leonard S. Cowan, executive director of the

Wichita Council of Churches, delivered the invocation. Former Mayor Carl Bell

introduced past and,present civic leaders and visiting dignitaries, and then acknowledged

those that had made the facility a reality; "'The real credit, he said," goes to the thousands

and thousands of Wichitans'ho supported and paid for the civic cultural
center."'ommemorative

bronze medallions that memorialized the opening events on one face

and the new official seal of the city on the other were presented to the dignitaries. Robert

Gadbury, an executive of Wichita's Fourth National Bank and Trust dedicated the
~

building remembering the words of Carl Sandburg:
!

Change, God must have wanted man to be a changer. Else God wouldn't have ;fI
put that awful unrest in him. And this time men of Wichita have changed not
alone the skyline of a city, but, here in a Century II, men have changed the matrix
for our new-found capacity for commerce and culture, for architecture and art.

If I

Il!

'Wichitans Realize an 8-Year Dream as Century II Opens With Flourish," Wichita Eagle and Beacon,
January 12, 1969.

Ibid.
!
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With these opening ceremonies, Century II, named in recognition of the city'

upcoming 1970 centennial was opened, eight years after voters approved the construction
I

of the new building and three years after a dynamite explosion displaced the first cubic

feet of earth. It was a monumental project encompassing nine city blocks, displacing 128

businesses, and costing $12.6million. Its design was inspired by the American

architectural icon Frank Lloyd Wright and designed by his proteges, John Hickman, who
f

did not live to see the project to completion, and Roy Varenhorst. The circular building

was divided into four uneven pie pieces housing its four major venues: the 675 seat

Theater, the 5,700 seat Convention Hall, the 2,200 seat Concert Hall, and a 50,000 square
t

foot Exhibit Hall, along with a myriad of offices, meeting rooms, dressing rooms, and

theater shops. Contributing building contractors boasted of its anatomy: 190 miles of

wiring comprised its central nervous system, 450,000 pounds of metal ducting formed its r» I

respiratory system driven by mechanical lungs with a fresh air capacity of 382,660 cubic

feet per minute. Four miles of pipe provided a circulatory system with the pumping ~

Il

power of 60 electrical hearts and an accumulative capacity of 4,000 horsepower. 600

miles of steel reinforcing bar in addition to four million pounds of structural steel 1

supported its concrete body. The building itself was the "color of Kansas," with its
I

wheat tan walls supporting a five acre sky blue roof.

The opening ceremonies did not occupy one, but nine days. After the Saturday

morning opening and a tour of the facilities, the crowd was invited to a Wichita public

school science and art fair in Exhibition Hall. In the afternoon, "Holiday on Ice" began a

"Century II Comes to Wichita In ...The Busy Dome," Wichita Eagle and Beacon, Parade Section,
January 5, 1969.

t '
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weeklong series of performances in Convention Hall. In the evening, the Wichita

Symphony Orchestra made its official move from East High School and into its new

home, performing Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, led by director James P. Robertson, in

Concert Hall. Nationally renowned vocalists, soprano Helen Boatwright and mezzo-
I

soprano Elaine Bonazzi, accompanied the most familiar and powerful of classical pieces.

Local performers, tenor Vernon Yenne, baritone George Gibson, and the 300 voice

strong collection of local choirs, the Wichita Choral Society, Friends University Singing

'f'uakers,and the Wichita State University Singers joined the New York artists.

The next day, Sunday, January 12, the center once again opened up for the

science and art fair, "Holiday on Ice," and a panel of nationally prominent Kansans

entitled, "The Arts in Century II —The Real vs. the Ideal." The moderator for the panel
f

was journalist John Cameron Swayze. Joining Swayze was jazz musician Stan Kenton

and William L. White, journalist, author, and son of famous Emporia journalist William

Allen White. Although invited, "Gunsmoke" actor Milburn Stone, and Pulitzer Prize

winning playwright William Inge were unable to participate. In their stead were

Broadway actor Judd Jones and dean of Syracuse University School of Music, Howard

Boatwright. Wichita State University English professor Bruce Cutler opened with a

special tribute to John Hickman, a poem titled "Century II":

A Dome
where the Little
bends into the Big
Arkansas

Caresses
the curve of the sky
with its own, expanding
into 0

like an eye,

3
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a hand, as if apart
of a land apart, yet heart
of its heart:

and rounder than
any sweep of the sky
the thought
of a man, his

hand,
more than the cunning
of the straight and narrow,
stands sand,

creates
bending space
for stones,
arches for action, and

such silences
within
that word and line and sound
resound

in space, in
the place
beyond all
wordspread, where

death
that seeds the farthest cloud
and feeds in the nearest nucleus
bends back,

and life,
its other rim,
Caresses him, feeding
On the seed of sun.

William L. White entertained the crowd with an essay entitled "The Wahoo Bird,"
t

I)

a series of anecdotes that humorously recalled Wichita's and Kansas's questionable
'.; I)]

relationship with the arts over the years. "Now the Wahoo Bird, as everyone here in

Sedgwick County knows, flies backward so, although it don't know where it's going, it

Bruce Cutler, "Century II: In Memory of John Hickman," January 12, 1969, Hickman-Varenhorst
Collection, Wichita State University Library Special Collections. Wichita Fine Arts Council event
brochure. [Hereafter Hickman-Varenhorst Collection]

j( t
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can tell you where it's been." White saved his deepest sympathy for John Stuart Curry,

the nationally known but locally ignored artist who was commissioned to paint the

murals on the Capitol walls in Topeka. Back in the 1930s critics intervened in his

depiction of Kansas'gricultural scenes. His illustration of a farmyard bull was

described as "disgraceful... the Kansas Capitol was not a barnyard, and Mr. Curry

should not be allowed to turn it into one." "As maybe you see," White continued,

"sometimes art, and the appreciation of the finer things in life, has a rough go in Kansas:

ad astra per aspera." White could see that Wichita now had a beautiful center for the

arts, but withheld judgement on whether or not the city could truly appreciate it.

Other events rounded out the opening week. The Wichita Public Schools put on a

music program in Concert Hall, the Wichita Community Theatre staged "Royal Hunt of

the Sun" in the Theater, which eventually was named in honor of the group's director,

Mary Jane Teall. "Faces of Freedom," a nationally touring art exhibit, featured paintings

of American historical figures such as John Paul Jones, events such as the Boston Tea I&i jl~

Party, depictions of civic duty such as "The Jury," and images of Americana including

I,
the "Statue of Liberty." Friends University and Wichita State University put on music

programs, and Outstanding Films screened a series of art films such as Bruce Connors'
b

'I (

"Cosmic Ray" and Jean Luc Godard's "Alphaville." Activities during the first month of

operation included a performance by the Vienna Boys Choir, a lecture from horoscope

expert Jeanne Dixon, a traveling Broadway show "Star Spangled Girl," the "Home Show

for Living," and the "Kansas Sport, Boat, and Travel Show."

'illiam Lindsay White, "The Wahoo Bird," transcript of speech presented at Century II opening
ceremonies, January 12, 1969. Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
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The most elegant event, however, took place on Monday, January 13:the
'(

"Uinauguration of Kansas Governor Robert Docking. It was only the second time in the

twentieth century when a Kansas governor's inauguration took place out of the capital '"
I

'ityof Topeka. The governor-elect arrived in Wichita the previous day traveling aboard

the "Inaugural Special" train that rolled from Kansas City to Wichita's Union station,

Pl
,'I'akingstops along the way at Lawrence, Topeka, Emporia, and Newton. The event
I

began at 10:30a.m. with a parade originating from the Broadview Hotel, traveling west

on Douglas, south on Topeka, and again west on William to the auditorium. The

inauguration ceremony began at noon, installing Docking and twenty other state officials,

including Lieutenant Governor James H. DeCoursey Jr., Secretary of State Elwill M.

Shanahan, and Attorney General Kent Frizzell. A nineteen-gun salute immediately

followed the ceremony, after which the new governor and Mayor Anderson dedicated the

John F. Kennedy Memorial Plaza located immediately north of the building with a plaque ) 'p

lplf

'hatread:

Other countries have their national theater and opera, permanently situated in the
capital and singled out for their government's special concern. Better fitted to the
needs of the United States is the idea of the Cultural Center, a great stage

i'ospitableto the best coming from this country and abroad, an institution
encouraging the development of the performing arts in all their diversity of origin
and variety of form. I earnestly hope that the backing of citizens across the
country will make possible the fulfillment of these plans.

jj
)&,,)

The celebration was capped off that evening at the inaugural ball that began at 9

p.m. in Exhibition Hall. The Eagle reported that it was a "grand premiere —a first night

to top all first nights."

[Women arrived in] silver and gold; in velvet and chiffon; swathed in furs;
sparking with rhinestones and diamonds. Their voices fluted above the singing of
dozens of birds; their perfume blended with the fragrance of hundreds of flowers.

I',
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It seemed that all the people of Kansas, from the very young to the very old, had

gravitated toward this center, Century II, to share in the glory of Wichita's first
state inaugural, to witness the splendor of the building and to admire the lavish

decorations. The people gathered there were marking a moment in the history of
Kansas. But more important they had come to share what belonged to them, to

enjoy it and savor it.

The new Wichita facility received glowing praise from its inception. Vocalists

Elaine Bonazzi and Helen Boatwright "pronounced the acoustics 'marvelous.'" Bonazzi

went on to say that the performance would show off the excellence of the hall, observing,

"It's amazing. Usually the first time around, there are a lot of adjustments that have to be

made, but there doesn't seem to be anything wrong here. By the time the concert is over,

the audience will feel it knows the hall." Larry Klein, Wichita Community Theater's

technical director praised the lighting facilities in the theater. "'The lighting equipment at

Century II is far advanced over many new theaters.'t's 'flexible, artistic lighting.'"

The new governor pronounced that the new facility was "excellent." Beacon Columnist

Jon Roe called it "a beauty and beast of a building... a giant built to serve two masters—

the arts and business. Each half of its split personality appears equipped to do its job

well."'or

the city of Wichita, the opening of Century II was an event that summarized

the past century as much as it expressed its aspirations for the next one. From its

incorporation in 1870 the city aspired to be a business hub, and indeed succeeded in

jI

'Ball Enthralls Crowd at Hall," Wichita Eamle, January 14 1969.
"2 Singing 'Pros'raise Hall Here," Wichita Eagle and Beacon; January 5, 1969.

~ "Community Theater Taking Huge Stride in Its Move to Century II," Wichita Eagle and Beacon,

Special Section "Presenting Century II," January 5, 1969.
'Century II Toured by Governor," Wichita Eagle, January 8, 1969.""Century II: Beauty and Beast: It Serves Two Masters," Wichita Beacon, January 10, 1969.

I

j
j
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becoming a major participant in the broom corn industry and the oil business, and also

served as the regional agricultural center. Trade shows drawn to Wichita demonstrated its

business prowess, and in addition the city drew music and cultural events. In 1910 the

Forum, Wichita's earlier civic auditorium opened its doors, welcoming business shows

and conventions as well as providing a venue for entertainment and the arts.

Wichita's economy has long endured cycles of boom and bust. For example, the

business that best illustrates the cities 20 century, the aircraft industry, first blossomed

in the 1920s, withered but grew deep roots during the Depression, and ultimately

flourished during the Second World War. It was the aircraft industry that drew thousands

of workers to the city, doubling its population during the first half of the 1940s. This

business boom, although softened by the end of the war, continued on.

Wichita's first century success did not come easily. From a distance the city

appears to have steadily progressed from a trading post, to a business community, to a

successful midwestern metropolis. Upon close inspection, however, Wichita has
'7v1

overcome its share of difficulties resulting &om runaway land speculation, business

upheavals, national depressions, and growing pains brought on by rapid population gains.

World War II ended the population boom. However, visionary city boosters began a

series of improvements designed to not only retain its newly acquired population, but to

continue to grow by attracting new business and providing the workers and their families

with the amenities that they hoped would enhance Wichita's reputation as a first class

city. The changes were many, and large in scale. The city built a reservoir to provide a

more than adequate water supply. It purchased and upgraded the water distribution

system and expanded wastewater treatment plants. It was not enough to upgrade and

8
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expand existing facilities and build additional ones. Turning their focus on the downtown

area, these civic leaders became intent on removing blocks of unsightly and underutilized

buildings and replace them with new construction. The advent of Urban Renewal during

the 1950s swept away blighted downtown structures and built new office buildings,

hotels, and government centers, along with the new civic center which included the

Century II auditorium and a new city library. Wichita built a new airport west of town,

and the old facility became part of the new McConnell Air Force Base. Through the

leadership of president Harry Corbin, the city university became a state university,

building its own new facilities and attracting more students. During the 1950s and 1960s

Wichita made plans for a new zoo, made and improvements to its art museum. The

historical museum moved up in scale, inheriting the classic old city hall after the

government agencies moved into their greatly expanded offices further north on Main

Street.

Century II was conceived and built at a time when Wichita made crucial advances
.JI

in the development of its infrastructure. It was also a time when Wichita, as well as

practically every US city, began to be concerned about its downtown areas. The

suburbanization that started early in the nineteenth century accelerated during the post-

war era as the returning servicemen married, started families, and moved out to new

suburban developments. Mails and shopping centers followed the population,

establishing themselves in the outlying areas. Modern offices also moved outward,

constructing sprawling complexes on yesterday's farmland. America's downtowns were

changing, emptying themselves of department stores, middle and upper class housing,

and night life, leaving behind a core of partially filled business offices, government



agencies, and municipally funded museums and parks. Wichita, as well as those other

American cities began an unending series of studies and building projects, trying to lure

the population downtown, with varying amounts of success.

At the center of all this activity was Century II, a place for business and a place

for the arts. Century II was the culmination of Wichita's economic vision during the post

war era and a crowning achievement of the city's first century. That achievement, and

the vision that brought it to fruition, included Wichita's drive to become the prominent

regional business and convention center and a desire to become a first class city, offering

art and entertainment to its hard working citizens. As an ad for Henry's department store

proclaimed, "A climax to Wichita's civic and cultural endeavors to meet the demands and

expectations of the future. A monumental profile of the foresight and fortitude of a

progressive citizenry towards the growth and expansion of Wichita, Center City,

U.S.A."

The building of Century II was a struggle. After the community gave its support
I.t

to the project by approving a bond issue that also included a new city library, squabbles

and infighting caused a series of battles between the architects, contractors, city officials,

and the community over the design of the facility, its finances, uses, and compromises.

The struggle cost one of the architects his life. Even after the building was complete

there were issues with the sound system, landscaping, surrounding roadways,

construction lapses, and incompatible nearby buildings. Century II was born out of a

vision for the future of Wichita: a city of regional and even national importance, with a

"Advertisement for Henry's Department Store, Wichita Eade and Beacon, Special Section "Presenting

Century II," January 5, 1969.

10



vital and active downtown, a solid business community, and a population of urbane and

sophisticated citizens. The vision of "Center City U.S.A"has never been realized in

Wichita, however, Century II Convention Center remains focus of the city. Its creation

not only provided a center for the arts, but also began the movement that would open up

its downtown public space and improve the accessibility and beauty of the waterfront,

making Wichita a more livable city. It was and is the venue for the town's key events,

the pivot point for most other civic improvement efforts, and a building with a rare

combination of practical utility and contemporary beauty.

This thesis is a study of the forces behind the construction of the Century II

Convention Center and the challenge of implementing the project. These forces include

comprehensive city planning that attempted to redevelop and expand the city's public

spaces and buildings. Another involved the business community that focused on

continued growth for the city and its attractiveness as a business and convention center.

Other issues included the Federal Urban Renewal program and the gathering momentum

behind the development of civic facilities superceding individual property rights as well

as the struggle to sustain the vitality of the downtown. A final dynamic was the

perceived need to enhance the city's identity by building a centerpiece facility that was

more than merely functional.

After the Chapter I introduction, Chapter 2 discusses the national trends of

suburbanization, the idea of downtown rejuvenation, the development of the civic center

concept, and urban renewal. Chapter 3 develops the history of Wichita: its business

roots, the undisciplined growth during its early years, the impact of civic planning and the

rapid growth of the Second World War years, the drive to improve the city' t

11



ilifrastructure during the 1950s, and local urban renewal activity. Chapter 4 studies the

development of the civic center bond issue and the struggle between the different factions

to define the center during the early 1960s. Chapter 5 highlights activities during the

construction phase, followed by Chapter 6, which resolves lingering issues. Chapter 7

draws these issues together, reflecting on the lessons Century II provides for more recent

local events.

The challenge of implementing Century II highlights a part of civic project

development that is potentially overlooked. Years of planning and the gathering of

community support preceded the 1961 bond vote to fund the project. Afterward, there

was the actual building of the facility that began in 1966, followed by the grand opening

in January 1969. However, the real test of the city's mettle came during the intervening

years as the building site was selected, businesses were displaced from the center

grounds, and the awareness that the surrounding streets, parks, and buildings made an

important contribution to the design began to grow. The layout of the building itself - the

size, shape, and attributes of each venue - became a constant battle between the city, the

architects, the public, and a variety of special interest groups.

12



CHAPTER 2

CIVIC DEVELOPMENTS DURING THE POST WAR ERA —NATIONAL TRENDS

World War II brought prosperity and a heightened international stature to the

United States, while the post-war baby boom brought the need for housing and public

facilities. In Wichita, jobs, schools, housing, and businesses grew on the outskirts,

leaving the downtown area with outdated homes and diminishing retail business. The

issues of suburbanization, downtown rejuvenation, civic center development, and urban

renewal, while national trends, also became part of Wichita's development during the

1950s and 1960s.

2.1 Suburbanization

The impetus for downtown construction programs in the 1960s was tied directly

to the rise of the suburb. In The City in History, Lewis Mumford maintained that the

development of the suburb was as old as the city itself. City dwellers have always used

I

the open spaces as an escape from the insanity of the city. Medieval towns were ringed

with developments ranging from country estates for the rich to huts for those of less

favored. However, when cities were small, the countryside was near. It was the

increasing size of the cities that put the fields and forests out of reach of much of the

population, "and confined it more and more to the ruling
classes."'y

the 19 century, the rise in industrialization and the rapid growth of the city

created an unprecedented need for the suburb. Cities such as London became choked

'ewis Mumford, The Citv in Historv: Its Origins. Its Transformations. and Its Prosoects (New York:

Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1961),483.

13



with smog, and in Europe and America the increasing density of housing for workers and

immigrants combined with the lack of sanitation made city life almost unbearable. New

towns, free from the choking environment grew outside of the congested areas and the

few that could afford a horse and buggy moved out to them. But over the next century

and a half, a transportation revolution occurred, and the suburb came within reach of all

but the most unfortunate.

Mumford, however, derided the rise of the modern suburb, which not only

brought with it many of the problems of the city, but also isolated suburban families from

each other. The automobile allowed this freedom of movement, and new technology

such as television and modern appliances offered unprecedented self-sufficiency. Left in

the wake of this exodus is the destroyed city itself. He concluded, "What is left, if no

counter-movement takes place, will not be worth saving. For when the container changes

as rapidly as its contents nothing in fact can be
saved."'n

Streetcar Suburbs, Sam B.Warner, Jr. describes the progressive steps that
t

caused a complete upheaval of Boston's center city in the nineteenth and early twentieth

century outlining patterns that impacted cities nationwide. In the period between 1850

and 1900 the city of Boston increased five times in population, growing from 200,000 to

over 1,000,000 persons. The American city before 1850 had downtown businessmen,

shopkeepers, craftsmen, civil service employees, and laborers within walking distance

from their homes to their places of business. The wealthiest lived on the most expensive

land, that closest to the city center, but everyone lived among the downtown business and

'bid,513.

14



in the immediately surrounding area. The horses necessary for transportation in the

country were a luxury in the city, and few could afford the expense or own enough land

to keep them on the compact city lots. It was a walking town, constrained to the distance

a person could walk in an hour, or about a two miles, that formed a circle centered on city

hall. Without phones, business was done in person or by couriers. Men walked home for

lunch, women shopped in the corner grocery, and children ambled to nearby schools —if

they attended school at all. Rich families may have owned country estates, but they

could only enjoy them on weekends or for summer vacations when they had time to

travel. During this era, however, the center city changed into a work zone, the beginning

of a trend that eventually left center cities across the nation virtual ghost towns after the

ofhce worker locked his door behind him and left for the night.

What began the change in the social structure of the city was public

transportation. At first, trains that interconnected cities began to increase their levels of

service. Although these trains were relatively expensive to ride, wealthy businessmen

could afford to commute in and out of the city each day, starting bedroom communities

five or ten miles from the city center. With the loss of the higher income residents, the

average salary of the city dweller began to drop. The railroads were followed by lower

cost public transportation. Streetcars began to ply the arteries, at first drawn along rails

by horses, and later by internal combustion engines and ultimately, electric motors. The

middle class could afford this mode of travel, and the city became a series of concentric

rings. The downtown remained the core of business. The homes within walking distance

became concentrated with low income laborers. The next ring contained the middle class

15



neighborhoods, which extended as far as the steadily lengthening streetcar lines extended.

And finally, the wealthy lived in the outer ring, turning farmland into country estates.

By the 1900s, cityscapes of the nation were stratified into socio-economically

segregated rings, rather than by economically integrated but ethnically divided

neighborhoods. Newly arrived immigrants, the lowest of all on the economic scale, had

only one place to go. They crowded into the center of the city or into the shadow of any

industry that would hire the cheap and desperate labor force. To handle the pressure,

larger center city homes abandoned by the upper class residents were divided up into

tenements, where groups of families could live in a home originally designed for one.

These and other inexpensive housing alternatives thrown up for the poor became slums,

affordable, but soon dilapidated and barely suitable for human inhabitation. As the

immigrants crowded into the middle, the lower classes pushed out, the middle class

neighborhoods formed an expanding ring around them as the streetcars continued to

extend, and the rich simply moved further out into the country, their old country estates

subdivided into lots for middle class homes.

The subdivision of homes into tenements and the development of high-density

slums in major Eastern cities was less prevalent in. the American West in general. In

Wichita conditions instead produced dilapidated and substandard housing north of the

business district, or duplexes in neighborhoods such as Midtown. At the same time,

neighborhoods such as College Hill and Eastborough represented new developments of

upper class homes.

Once the city structure was redefined during the latter half of the nineteenth

century, the arrival of the automobile and other issues caused further changes to the
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American city. The automobile weakened the trend toward rigid class segregation. Once

the machines became affordable by virtue of the mass-produced Ford Model T and the

later Model A, persons rich or poor could travel practically anywhere in the city without a

significant economic disadvantage. Because commuting distances were no longer

critical, home lots could grow expand. Increasing lot sizes decreased the density of urban

housing, causing neighborhoods to sprawl across the landscape. In addition, social

reforms and unionization helped spread industrial wealth to the working classes, all while

construction techniques, home styles, and modern mortgage structures made housing

more affordable. Building in neighborhoods such as Riverside focused on the bungalow,

a small, compact home that was designed for low cost maintenance, in contrast to the

earlier Victorian era home.

Streetcar suburbs required businesses to concentrate downtown, with rail lines

emanating outward like spokes toward the countryside. However, the automobile

allowed traffic and workers to flow in any direction, encouraging businesses and

industries themselves to decentralize, building sprawling factories in the near

countryside, or office complexes in the suburbs themselves. The downtown simply was

no longer vital to business and services, and people were less and less dependent on

close-in dwellings. Like any living organism, the center-city lost its vitality and began to

rot.

The city, concluded Warner, was left with two lasting problems. The first was

that many of the remaining residents near the downtown area lived in unsatisfactory

conditions, unhealthy and unattractive. The second is that the city was left fragmented, a

group of weak, disjointed groups of sub municipalities, each centered by its own
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shopping center or mall, such as Lincoln Heights or Parklane in Wichita. The downtown

was left worse off than just empty. Its lone inhabitants were people that were not part of

the civic structure at all, they had been removed &om civic relevance by their isolation

and their poverty.

Kenneth Jackson's Crabgrass Frontier, describes the center city's loss of vitality

in much the same way as Streetcar Suburbs, a trend made possible by changing modes of

transportation. However, Jackson considers many other contributing factors, some more

pertinent to the West and Midwest than Warner's Boston. Value measured by land was a

European concept imported to the New World, continuing on as the American rural-

agrarian ideal. By the end of World War II the idea had evolved into middle class

expectation of a detached house in the suburbs surrounded by a yard and garden,

represented in Wichita by Crown Heights and Indian Hills. In the West, the idea was

further cemented by the establishment of factories on the outskirts of town, and

commuting to downtown was no longer a factor. Housing starts after the war grew

tremendously. The Depression and the war, combined with unprecedented number of

marriages and the subsequent baby boom caused a serious housing shortage. Nationwide,

housing starts grew by a factor of about 15 between 1945 and 1950. Americans were

willing to pay a premium for newness, and older homes became inhabited by a sequence

of poorer and poorer owners. Jackson identifies two conditions for decentralization: the

suburban ideal and population growth, and lists two primary causes: racial prejudice and

cheap housing.

In addition to the demand for new housing, the federal government also

contributed to suburbanization and decentralization. In order to promote housing starts
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and the accompanying employment during the 1930s, the government started several

programs designed to promote construction. The Home Owners Loan Corporation

(HOLC) standardized the appraisal system allowing homes to be assigned a value based

not only on the size and condition of the structure, but the quality of the neighborhood

and its inhabitants. Older neighborhoods and those with minority residents were

downgraded, making it more difficult to obtain a mortgage for those homes and

encouraging the outward migration of white and economically advantaged families. As a

result, loan programs in place by the end of World War II, the Federal Housing

Administration (FHA) and the Veteran's Administration (VA), strongly favored white

suburban building trends. In addition, zoning allowed areas to exclude less prestigious

businesses and services &om entering the suburbs, and the city became more and more

isolated and defined by its urban problems.

Western cities such as Wichita had some advantages over Eastern cities in regard

to the complete segregation between a city and its suburbs. Western towns had few

suburbs that established their own municipalities and their own services. Eastern cities

such as New York, Boston, Detroit, and Philadelphia had not annexed new land or

neighborhoods since the 1800s. Instead, they grew out to meet a ring of unfriendly

suburban municipalities that were wealthy and determined enough to fend off annexation,

which in turn meant that problems tended to remain bottled up within the old city limits.

Some Western towns, however, annexed undeveloped land, which allowed the &ee

expansion of suburbs still within the city limits. Los Angeles annexed the San Fernando

Valley. Houston, Dallas, and Oklahoma City, annexed many square miles of farmland to

grow into.
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Cities such as Wichita in the 1950s and 1960s were not hemmed in, and continued 

to annex new developments as they went up. Annexing new and prosperous housing 

developments allowed the city to maintain a more balanced overall economy although the 

center-city continued its downward trend. The city of Wichita is bounded on the East and 

the West by middle and upper middle class neighborhoods that are within the city limits, 

a trend that continues to the present day with neighborhoods such as Vickridge, 

Lakepoint, and Tallgrass. During this era the downtown areas were not improved or 

upgraded to help meet housing demands. Instead they were tom down, their residents 

displaced, and new facilities with new uses were constructed in their place, a trend fueled 

by the implementation of the federal Urban Renewal program. 

2.2 Downtown Rejuvenation 

The history of city planning, as described in Peter Hall's Cities of Tomorrow, 

began in the late 19th century. This concept was a reaction against trends stemming from 

the earlier part of the century when European and American immigrants from the 

countryside packed the great industrial centers to work in factories. Several issues 

contributed to these trends. The increased mechanization of agriculture pushed people 

from the countryside toward the city by making small farms less profitable than large 

ones and increasing the population growth of urban areas. The city pulled those people 

from the countryside, where the rise in industrialism promised steady wages. By the 

thousands and millions Europeans left for industrial centers such as London, Paris, and 

Berlin or immigrated to Eastern American cities such as New York. This movement was 

not organized, and resulted in millions of workers trapped in Victorian era slums. In 

London, Hall contends that the best paying job in these depressed areas was often crime; 
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young women were drawn to prostitution and young men to gangs. It was the reaction to

these slums that spawned the idea of urban planning.

It was in London where some of the first concepts of city planning were put into

practice. In an attempt to build suburban working towns around the city, government

agencies built garden communities with covenants that did not permit subletting or

subdividing of houses. Artisans were relocated from the inner city to these new

developments. In 1908 London passed zoning restrictions to regulate the development of

the city, a fundamental shift in the idea that land use should be solely under the control of

the owner.

In the US, the growth of city planning had the distinct flavor of the Progressive

Era. New York, for instance, imposed the will of the government for the greater good of

society by making and enforcing city codes to standardize requirements for space, fire

protection, and plumbing. In Chicago, Jane Addams founded Hull House, staffed by

religious and educated young women to provide social services for the poor and

immigrant women with the expressed goal of assimilation and heightened morality.

Zoning, a fundamental tool of city planning, was firmly established in the US when the

Supreme Court upheld its constitutionality in 1926.

The idea of specifically targeting the downtown areas for city planning in the US

was fomented by Daniel Burnham and John Root in Chicago, where they redesigned the

downtown by adding waterfront parks dotted with museums and fountains. They hoped

to attract wealthy Midwesterners who would bring their fortunes and spend their

retirement years in the urban paradise.
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Unlike Wichita, Burnham and Root never completed their centerpiece civic

center. However, much as Wichita suffered criticism &om some of its own populace

during the 1960s downtown redevelopment, Lewis Mumford criticized Chicago for

ignoring the fundamental needs of its people: housing, schools, and sanitation.

In Cities ofTomorrow, Hall maintains that the idea of city planning peaked in

1955, when it became embedded as a legitimate function of city government.

Universities established city planning curricula, beginning with Harvard in 1909. Before

the 1950s, city planners used the methods of survey, analysis, and design in making and

enforcing codes, and in planning land use and development. Planners had the luxury of a

slow moving economy and population, and were free &om political interference. All

that changed in the 1950s. The population boomed and brought an instant need for

hospitals, homes, industrial development, schools, and playgrounds that overwhelmed the

planners. By the 1960s the idealized world of the city planner was upended, overcome

by populist ideas which in turn influenced the politicians. Partly a reaction to the

Vietnam War and the city riots that proved that city planning had not solved urban

problems, planners were redirected to work from the ground up, cooperating with grass

roots organizations, instead of from the ivory tower. In Wichita, the planning of the civic

center was done while the planners were near their peak, but the construction phase

occurred during the idealist's fall from grace.

2.3 Civic Center Development

The term "Civic Center" has several definitions. Labeling Century II a civic

center captures the idea of a municipally owned and operated building, centrally located,

and utilized for a broad range of civic gatherings, from community events, business

22



meetings, and political rallies, as well as a venue for arts and entertainment. In a broader

sense, however, the term civic center encompasses a wider range of civic functions to

include services such as the police force, courts, and civil government, as well as

providing a place for people to gather and meet. It is an egalitarian concept that intends

to provide the best in service and accessibility to all citizens regardless of class or place

of residence. The 1950s brought about a recommitment to updating these facilities. In an

advisory circular published by the American Society of Planning Officials in 1956, the

group explained the growing trend:

It is no accident that local government buildings have become obsolete during a
period when urban housing has also been deficient in quality and supply. Nor is it
only coincidence that building activity in both fields has increased greatly in
recent years. Both types of construction have been influenced in like manner by
depression, war, and prosperity. On the one hand, we have government buildings
so overcrowded and underserviced that the temptation to compare them to slums
is hard to resist. But along with a growing awareness of decrepit structures,
overcrowded offices, and inadequate parking, the last few years have seen marked
activity in civic center planning. Cities in all population groups, large and small,
and in all parts of the country have been spending money on public buildings
groups or intend to do so in the near future. In some cases the expenditures are
for additions to an existing civic center. In other cases a civic center is being
planned from the ground up. And in a surprising number of cases the
contemplated additions to an existing center are so extensive that they require
thorough planning before

construction.'he

report stated that the assumption in the past was that all civic functions

needed to be included in a single facility, or a group of facilities. During the time since

World War II city planners reconsidered that assumption, instead preferring to separate

government and art facilities:

'merican Society of Planning Officials, Civic Center Planning. Information Renort No. 83 (Clncago:
American Society of Planning Officials, 1956), 1-2.
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Within the last decade a new functional approach to civic center planning has
appeared on the scene. In following it, the belief that opera houses and public
libraries belong with city halls and police stations is questioned. The manner of
conducting city business is analyzed for its effects on the choice and placing of
buildings. An architecturally inspiring building group remains as one of many
goals in civic center planning, but it no longer is the main

determinant.'s

an example of modern planning ideas, where administrative centers are

separated from the center for arts, the report cited 8'ichita 's Pattern for Public Building

published by the Wichita Planning Commission in 1955. In this report planners proposed

that the civic buildings be separated into two groups, the administrative center and the

cultural center. These groups were to be joined by an interconnecting plaza, and both

were to be placed on the edge of the central business district so that the growing business

district could utilize the center's parking facilities.

2.4 Urban Renewal

The federal government recognized the downward spiral of American inner cities

and the crucial need for post war housing when it started the federal urban renewal

program in 1949.Urban renewal provided millions of dollars to a variety of construction

programs in cities across the nation, and backed up the program with the authority of the

federal government and the power of eminent domain. Without these dollars and these

powers, many of the projects would never have been planned or carried out. The

partnership between the federal government and local authorities with private enterprise

became necessary when it was recognized that American cities of any size had

deteriorated areas and slums, and that private enterprise could not take on projects that

'merican Society of Planning Officials, Civic Center Plannina, 3.
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would not result in profit to the company. Without the backing of lawmaking bodies,

private enterprise could not take on urban renewal projects, regardless of the benefit to

the community as a whole. Carl Lindbloom, in The Citizen 's Guide to Urban Renewal

stated,

Government can provide the power of eminent domain so that an entire area can
be purchased, improved and resold under an overall plan. Government can
provide the necessary public improvements such as new streets, parking areas,
utilities, and parks. Since there is usually a net cost in urban renewal activity, it
can be made up by a governmental subsidy which is in effect a public investment.
Because the government is prepared to accept this cost, urban renewal becomes
feasible on a broader scale than would ever be possible through private enterprise
alone

'imited federal participation in providing adequate housing for the American

population began as early as I S92 and continued through World War II for the purposes

of slum clearance, relief from the Depression, housing for defense workers, and housing

for war veterans. The Housing Act of 1934 created the Federal Housing Administration

(FHA) which changed home financing by providing government backing and making

possible lower interest rates and longer amortization periods. The Housing Act of 1937

provided the means for developing decent housing for lower income families. Most

importantly, the Housing Act of 1949 changed the role of government by establishing a

single, all encompassing program that:

1. Recognized slums as a national problem.
2. Enabled local public agencies to carry out slum clearance programs.
3. Required participating communities to have general development plans for the

community as a whole.
4. Required modernization of buildings, health, safety and other codes, and of

land use regulations (zoning and subdivision regulations).

'6 Carl Lindbloom, The Citizens Guide to Urban Renewal, (West Trenton, NJ: Chandler Davis Publishing

Co., 1968), 11-12.
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5. Required the community to provide relocation housing for persons displaced
by governmental

action.'ater

legislation, the Housing Act of 1954 and the Housing Act of 1959,

recognized the greater need to prevent slum development and assist communities in

developing comprehensive community planning rather than attacking blight project by

project through the Community Renewal Program (CRP). The CRP would:

1. Measure existing deterioration.
2. Identify areas of physical and functional obsolescence.
3. Examine public and private resources for treatment of these areas.
4. Prepare a long range program for treatment of areas that are physically and

functionally obsolete.
5. Prepare methods and techniques by which the Renewal Plan could be

continuously maintained and periodically
updated.'he

Federal Urban Renewal program was important for a number of reasons.

Urban blight lowered property values, curtailed proper industrial and commercial

development, created traffic congestion, and increased the cost of municipal services

such as fire and police protection, health costs, and utility costs, while providing a less

than equitable tax base. In contrast, Urban Renewal spurred the local economy through

retail sales of building supplies, construction jobs, real estate transactions, etc. Families

saddled with unsaleable properties would be &ee of their encumbrance and able to

relocate to a better area, and thereby raising their social position and standard of living.

Urban renewal provided a way for municipalities to increase their tax base and improve

the living conditions of its population without additional burden on property taxes, the

main source of revenue for the local government, through direct grants from the federal

'ichita-Sedgwick County Metropolitan Area Planning Department. Basis and Plan for the Pattern of
Residential Growth, April 1965, 102-104.

'ichita-Sedgwick County, The Citizens Guide to Urban Renewal, 105.
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government. The government matched local funding - two dollars to every one spent.

The requirements for these funds were usually met through the improvements and

additions to local services such as schools, fire stations, sewers, and water lines.

A typical program progressed through several phases. First was to generate local

interest in an urban renewal program. Then, the city filed an application with the federal

government to fund a feasibility study. If the study proved practical, the city proceeded

to apply for a federal loan and grant. Once the approvals were made and the funding

arranged, the land was acquired, residents and businesses relocated, the site cleared, and

then improved with services such as water, sewers, and roads. Once the site was

prepared, the urban renewal agency turned the land over to a developer to build housing,

commercial, or municipal facilities.

Martin Anderson's The Federal Bulldozer, published in 1964, provided a deeply

critical analysis of the federal urban renewal program. His work was completed as a

Research Fellow at the Joint Center for Urban Studies of the Massachusetts Institute of

Technology and Harvard. In the book Anderson explained the basic principals of urban

renewal:

1. Eliminate substandard and other inadequate housing through clearance of
slums and blighted areas.

2. Stimulate housing production and community development suf5cient to
remedy the housing shortage.

3. Realize the goal of a decent home and suitable living environment for every
American family. '

Martin Anderson, The Federal Bulldozer: A Critical Analvsis of Urban Renewal 1949-1962
(Cambridge, MA: The M.I.T. Press, 1964), 4.
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The primary purpose of urban renewal was to upgrade housing. However, Anderson

argued that the poor who lived in the substandard units could not afford to move into the

new buildings, which would not be ready for several years in any case. They were

simply relocated to other poor areas, and probably had to pay higher rents in the bargain.

Instead of increasing housing, urban renewal actually decreased it. It took typically

twelve years to complete a project, and in the meantime neither the old or new housing

was available for occupancy. As urban renewal programs expanded to include larger and

larger portions of the community more and more housing was lost. The program could

not ever catch up until it stopped. In addition, Anderson saw the programs as racist,

seeking to relocate African Americans and Puerto Ricans from downtown areas, calling it

a "Negro Removal Program," and concluded, "But after they move, they still have the

same incomes, the same social characteristics, and the same skin color. The only basic

change is that they are now living in some other part of the city."

There had been tremendous improvements in housing conditions since the end of

World War II. In 1940, 51%of housing was "standard;" it had indoor plumbing and was

not dilapidated. By 1960 the figure had improved to 81%,and almost all of the

improvement was due to private enterprise, and very little of it to urban renewal

programs that in 1962 had removed far more buildings than it had replaced.

'notherargument for urban renewal was that it would improve the city's tax

base. Anderson, however, pointed out several negating factors. Since renewal programs

take so long, many areas had no revenue at all for five or ten years between the time that

~0 Ibid., 9."Ibid., 197.
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the old residents were removed and businesses closed, and when new residents moved in

and businesses reopened. It took many years to break even. Since the process served

only to relocate people within the city without improving anyone's standard of living,

there was no net increase in the cumulative economic status of the people involved and

therefore no overall economic gain. Tax money was just gathered from different people

in different parts of the city. Private developers would have recognized any actual need

for new housing or development and profitable new buildings would have been

constructed in areas less expensive to obtain and without disrupting families. Like

housing, the tax benefits could never be realized until the program came to a halt.

Anderson perceived that the impetus for urban renewal came from the wealthy

and the intellectual elite who had strong ties to the downtown districts and who "are in a

position to attempt to maintain these attachments despite the desires and wishes of the

nonelite." He included in this group: "financial institutions, newspapers, department

stores, owners of downtown real estate, academic intellectuals, city planners, city

politicians, and other who have strong stake in the maintenance and improvement of the

city as they see it today." The Federal Bulldozer called for the immediate repeal of the

Act, recommended that no new projects should be approved, and urged the ongoing

projects be completed as soon as possible. Anderson concluded, "The federal urban

renewal program conceived in 1949 had admirable goals. Unfortunately it has not

achieved them in the past and cannot achieve them in the future. Only &ee enterprise

&523

Ibid., 218-219.
Ibid., 230.
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In The Death and Life ofGreat American Cities, Jane Jacobs joins Anderson's

condemnation of urban renewal, and further offers warnings about civic and cultural

center development. The plan was to invest hundreds of billions of dollars toward

rebuilding cities, "But look what we have done with the first several billion:... Cultural

centers that are unable to support a good bookstore. Civic centers that are avoided by

everyone but burns, who have fewer choices of loitering place than others.... This is

not the rebuilding of cities. This is the sacking of cities." Jacobs'oncern was that

rather than uplifting a downtown district, civic centers tended to become surrounded by

"an incongruous rim of ratty tattoo parlors and second-hand-clothing stores, or else just

nondescript, dispirited decay." Another key problem with civic centers identified by

Jacobs was that the centers tended to isolate functions, and draw to itself the business,

particularly night business, that other parts of the city needed to survive. Rather than

mixing the economic benefit into the existing urban community, civic centers tended to

isolate them from it. Centers drew business away from these other venues rather than

con~buting to a shared revitalization.

A reaction to Urban Renewal was the idea of historic preservation that gained its

own federal support in the 1960s as the destructive program waned. It grew out of the

notion that the bulldozer was destroying cities when it should have been rebuilding them.

8'ith Heritage So Rich, published by the National Trust for Historic Preservation,

compares the destruction of the Parthenon through bombing by the Venetians and the use

of the structure as a powder magazine by the Turks to the destruction of America'

Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities (New York: Vintage Books, 1961),4.
25 ibid., 25.
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downtown areas in the 1960s. "We do not use bombs and powder kegs to destroy

irreplaceable structures related to the story of America's civilization. We use the

corrosion of neglect or the thrust of bulldozers." In the 1960s a better way was

conceived, and as Lady Bird Johnson penned in the book's foreword:

It means retaining the culturally valuable structures as useful objects: a home in
which human beings live, a building in the service of some commercial or
community purpose. Such preservation insures structural inte~ty, relates the
preserved object to the life of the people around it, and, not least, it makes
preservation a source of positive financial gain rather than another expense.

Albert Rains and Laurance G. Henderson, preface to With Heritage So Rich by National Trust for

Historic Preservation (1966; reprint, USA, 1966), 19.
Lady Bird Johnson, forward to With Heritaae So Rich, 17.
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CHAPTER 3

HISTORY OF WICHITA AND THE DOWNTOWN MUNICIPAL FACILITIES

3.1 Wichita's Business Roots

The City of Wichita has sustained an image as a business-minded town &om its

earliest existence. The town site was first settled during the homestead boom following

the Civil War. The location, at the confluence of the Little and Big Arkansas Rivers, was

where the joined waterways could be easily forded. The absence of buffalo and Indians

by the end of the period attracted ranchers and farmers to the surrounding area. William

Greiffenstein and D. S. Munger filed plats on March 25, 1870 which were subsequently

joined the following July when together they were incorporated as the City of Wichita.

Three years earlier US government land surveyors laid out grid lines ruruiing on ordinal

directions, and the new community established its roads using the same north-south and

east-west pattern. The city's growth accelerated when, in 1872, the Wichita and

Southwestern branch of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad laid its last rail into

town. Wichita became a cowtown, the end of the trail for Texas cattle that boarded train

cars at its stockyards headed for Eastern markets.

The constant challenge of creating both the civic center and a community center

for the city of Wichita was that the town grew without ever having either one. During its

early years, the city developed three centers. Although Douglas Avenue eventually

became the city's main street, legitimate business formed along two competing routes,

one on Douglas, and the other on Main. During the city's cowtown days less reputable
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businesses such as houses of prostitution were largely segregated to the west of the

Arkansas River in the Delano district.

A flurry of disorganized growth occurred in Wichita between 1885 and 1887

when boosters sowed overblown prospects to investors around the country, creating a

land speculation boom. Farms were hastily subdivided without regard to lot size or

intended use. In 1887, however, the boom collapsed, leaving investors with unimproved

lots as worthless as the paper the titles were printed on. By 1890 the city had regained its

equilibrium, although for a few years the population declined and businesses collapsed.

By the 1920s, however, the city stood on solid ground. Streets were paved, brick

buildings lined the business district, and streetcar tracks radiated outward &om the city

center. Steadied by the business of oil and agriculture, and soon to become a leader in

the manufacture of aircraft, the city was poised for the next phase of its development.

Without a town square or a central city park, public space in downtown Wichita

consisted of the corner of Douglas and Main. Wichita's first major community building

was built on the same real estate once owned by city founder William Greiffenstein.

Construction of the Forum was completed in 1910at the corner of English and Water

Streets after a bond issue of $150,000 was approved on April 6, 1909. The edifice was

not one structure, but several joined facilities that gained further additions during the

ensuing years. About ten years after the construction of th'e Forum auditorium, the

Arcadia Theater, with a seating capacity of 1,911,and the Rose Room were added. The

areas between the buildings served as a farmer's market until, in 1926, it was closed in to

provide more exhibition space. The total cost of the building was approximately

$650,000, and it sheltered about 125,000 square feet of floor space.
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Along with the rise in city planning that came about in Europe and Eastern US

cities since the late 1900s, and fueled by Progressive Era reforms, the concern over

Wichita's disorganized growth became a concern to city leaders during the early part of

the twentieth century. The City Beautiful Association began in Wichita in the early

1900s with an eye towards city improvements. In 1917,Wichita's Rotary Club chartered

a City Planning Committee, which was to study the need to develop a city plan. Delayed

by the US entry into World War I, the Club waited until the fall of 1919to present their

idea to the city Board of Commerce. Agreeing with the need for a comprehensive city

plan, the Board appointed a committee with Walter P. Innes as chair and included

Richard Gray, A. A. Hyde, Walter Vincent, Gifford Booth, W. E. Holmes, and Harrie S.

Mueller. For the study, the group retained city planning engineering consultant Harland

Bartholomew of St. Louis.

In support of Wichita's efforts and parallel efforts by several other Kansas cities

the state legislature passed two bills. The first bill went into effect March 31, 1921,

"Providing for the Establishment and Maintenance of City Planning Commissions in

Cities of the First Class of over 20,000 population." The second bill went into effect May

25 of the same year, "Authorizing certain Cities of the First Class to Provide for the

Establishment of Districts or Zones, and to Regulate the Uses of Property and the

Construction of Buildings therein." Based on these state laws, on April 6, 1921, the

City of Wichita passed Ordinance Number 7292, "Providing for the Establishment and

Maintenance of a City Planning Commission.'hree days later, Mayor John L. Powell

'arland Bartholomew, A Comnrehensive Citv Plan for Wichita. Kansas (Wichita, KS: City Plan
Commission, 1923), 5.

Ibid., 6.
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appointed a City Planning Commission to take over the work of the Board of Commerce.

Innes and Mueller continued on the city commission and were joined by Paul L.

Brockway, C. H. Smyth, Alton H. Smith, Frank L. Dunn, C. M. Jackman, H. V. Wheeler,

Earle W. Evans, A. G. McCormick, and Lorentz Schmidt.

The goal of the City Planning Commission was to organize Wichita's growth and

to correct the results of years of unbridled building and development. Wichita had thus

far grown haphazardly and without any thought of how its elements might be organized

for the greater good. As stated in Bartholomew's report,

While this effort [ofbuilding up the city] is collective in effect it is nevertheless
individual in origin. Every street, every pavement, every carline, every railroad,
every industry, store or home that is built comes into being not as a conscious
contribution to the spreading city but as a means of satisfying the needs or desires
of one person or a small group of persons. A great diversity of interests enter into
the building of the city and a vast number of individuals participate, all increasing
the complexity of city growth. Considering the great variety of city building
forces at work, is it any wonder that duplication, haphazardness, waste and
ugliness result? The fundamental purpose of a city plan is to give intelligent
direction to these forces. Wichita has come through the first half century of its
existence without careful and constructive guidance. It has simply gown and
spread. There has been no central agency to harmonize and co-ordinate activities
affecting city growth. Continuance of this planless method will multiply the
social and economic evils which follow a mounting population.

Based on the recommendations of Bartholomew, which arrived in several

installments during 1921 and 1922, and after holding public hearings on the findings, the

commission passed a zoning ordinance effective on March 20, 1922. The plan submitted

by the consultant studied several aspects of city growth. It recommended zoning laws

that provided for standards of land use as well as building set-back guidelines. The street

'bid., 13.
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plan controlled right-of-way widths making room for electric streetcars, planning for

expansion by incorporating tree rows and sidewalks, and preventing unaligned

intersections. Not yet entirely cognizant of the emerging importance of the automobile, it

recommended that streetcar lines continue to serve the populace while improving their

organization and the efficiency of service. The usefulness of street trolleys was at it

national peak in the early 1920s, and as the report stated,

Though the number of automobiles has increased tremendously within recent
years, this has not lessened the usefulness of the transit system. The prophecy has
been made that the automobile would seriously impair the usefulness of the street
railway and eventually supplant it, but this forecast is not being substantiated by
actual experience. The use of the street railway facilities has persisted and there
is no conclusive evidence at this time that they will not continue as the chief
agency for urban travel for many years to come.

'nterregionaltransportation links were also considered as pivotal for Wichita, which the

study recognized as a natural distribution center. The elimination of at-grade railroad

crossings, the rearrangement of freight and passenger services for the multiple railroad

companies that serviced the area, and the establishment of industrial zones were proposed

to better facilitate the movement of people and goods.

The study proposed more than just improvements to Wichita's infrastructure. It

also recommended additions to its recreational facilities, which were considered a

necessity for a "progressive" city. It recommended an average of one acre of public')932

space per hundred persons, evenly distributed throughout the city. Wichita had, at that

time, 436 acres of park land for its 72,000 residents, less than half the requirement for its

projected 100,000 inhabitants. In addition, 343 of those acres were concentrated in Sim

'bid., 35."Ibid., 59.
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and Riverside Parks, both of which were located near the confluence of the rivers. The

study also recommended that playgrounds and play fields be greatly expanded, preferably

placed near schools, and encompassing entire blocks, if possible.

In the 1920s there were no parks at all in the downtown area. Bartholomew's

concern for downtown open spaces was primarily on behalf of the traveler staying in

downtown hotels. The study reported,

No one, for instance, can spend a midsummer weekend in one of the downtown
hotels without becoming thoroughly disgusted with the city because it has
permitted hot buildings to fill every block in the congested section. There is no
relief from the oppression of brick and stone walls. There is no open space within
walking distance of the hotels, no small square with trees and fountains and birds
wherein one may seek a breath of fresher air and rest on public property.

A key proposal made by Bartholomew, and one that the city would keep in the forefront

for many years, involved a civic center, a central park anchored by existing buildings,

"four splendid buildings already so placed as to lend themselves to a more harmonious

and satisfactory grouping." The Forum buildings formed one side of the envisioned

center, with the city building and library forming the other. In the intervening space,

bounded by Main, English, William, and Water Streets, the plan proposed a city park,

with lawns and trees, and centered by a fountain. A second proposal recommended an

improvement to the riverfront.

The Arkansas should be a scenic asset instead of a liability. Its present deplorable
state is due partly to the river itself and low water stage is anything but attractive,
with rubbish and barren sand exposed and no surface for the reflection of bridges
and distant views. To lessen interest in the river, dumps and shabby structures
intrude themselves along the banks.

"Ibid., 96.
"ibid.
"ibid.
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The study proposed that a dam be put into place across the river to sustain a more

attractive water depth, and that a waterside park be developed, with tree-lined walkways

to screen out objectionable views. "[Visitors] would proclaim the beauties of the Peerless

Princess where today they can only smile at her sorry river spectacle."

Over the next 20 years the plans for a riverfront park were not fully realized,

however, the city did get control over much of the banks of the Little and Big Arkansas

Rivers, and a parkway was established on the west bank of the Little Arkansas through

Riverside. An eighteen-hole golf course was built in Sim Park. W.P.A. funding put

concrete and stone rip-rap into place on the riverbanks to prevent erosion and to better

define the river channel. In addition, the city followed the Bartholomew recommendation

to locate an art museum in the Riverside Park area.

Meanwhile, the hub of local business started to move to the city edges. Of all the

business products that caused Wichita to grow, none compares with aircraft. But it was

Kansas'il that made it possible. Oil was first discovered in Kansas in the 1870s, before
1

the demand for the viscous black liquid soared with the development of the internal

combustion engine. By 1915,at a time when oil had become an important source of fuel,

El Dorado entered the boom after oil was located on the farm of John Stapleton. Jake

Moellendick, considered the father of Wichita aviation, made a fortune in the oil

business. He then invested, and eventually lost it all building aircraft, but not before he

set into motion a chain of events that would change Wichita's industry forever.

Legendary aircraft pioneer Clyde Cessna built and produced a small number of

planes prior to World War I. The war failed to bring contracts to Cessna, and so he left

"Ibid.
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the business and returned to farming during those years. After the war, however, Jake

Moellendick brought to Wichita a young Chicago airplane designer named Matty Laird

who was soon followed by the others who would play a major role in Wichita aircraft,

Lloyd Stearman and Walter Beech. Cessna later reentered the business during the 1920s,

and by the end of the decade there were dozens of aircraft companies, parts

manufacturers, and training facilities in town. Only some survived the Depression.

Travel Air and Swift did not. The few that did included Stearman, Beech, and Cessna.

Each of these three companies developed classic aircraft that sustained the businesses

during the 1930s.

The Depression realigned and refined these companies, and prepared them for the

coming aircraft boom. As they developed they changed the city itself, relocating to its

extremities and expanding its boundaries, and shifting the focus of the population and

business toward the city's edges. The trend to develop neighborhoods away from the city

center predated the Bartholomew study, but the idea of zoning promoted in the 1920s

encouraged the development of separate neighborhood units. Neighborhoods such as

College Hill and Riverside continued to grow, and were joined by other outlying

developments such as Sleepy Hollow and Eastborough.

3.2 The Impact of World War II on Wichita's Population and Economy

As the storm clouds of World War II gathered in Europe, the US and Europe

discovered that Germany and Japan had large industries capable of producing thousands

of aircraft. In 1940 President Roosevelt made an unprecedented order for 50,000

airplanes, more than all the airplanes produced in the United States up to that time.

Kansas, and in particular, Wichita, was ready with its existing factories, skills, and
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infrastructure in place. Kansas was isolated &om the exposed coasts, had a

predominately white workforce, an asset in the still segregated 1940s, and was populated

by skilled laborers with a strong farm work ethic. In 1940 alone Wichita companies

received $20 million in government contracts. Aircraft employment climbed quickly to

13,000 and topped out at 60,000 by the end of the war. At Stearman, now part of the

Boeing Company, the number of workers swelled from 766 to 30,000. Production rates

ratcheted up to 4.2 B-29's and 9 Kaydets per day, making a war end total of 1,644 B-29's

and about 10,000 Kaydets. In addition, Cessna built over 6,000 aircraft, and Beech

7,400.

This enormous boom not only impacted the aircraft factories, but the entire city of

Wichita and state of Kansas. Government funded housing developments such as

Planeview, Beechwood, and Hilltop Manor were hastily erected to shelter workers.

Training classes prepared thousands of aircraft mechanics, women joined the workforce

in tremendous numbers, and businesses produced busy day and night. Around the state

smaller companies provided aircraft subcomponents. Concrete runways constructed near

small towns became training centers for many of the 430,000 pilots trained during the

conflict.

When the war boom ended, manufacturing in the city cooled even more quickly

than it had heated up. Companies destroyed unfinished aircraft right in place on the

production line rather than spend another dollar towards their completion, and thousands

of workers were laid off on a single day. However, once again Wichita had changed,

taking a small but strong aircraft industry and converting it into one with enormous



capacity and a city full of skilled workers. With these assets in place the city would be

ready to respond again when the need arose.

The war did not deter Wichita's desire to improve itself. A report published by

the city planning commission in 1943, It 's Your City Plan!, outlined the community

developments since the 1923 report, and again hired city planning consultant Harland

Bartholomew to begin a new series of studies. In the intervening years, the automobile

had become the primary mode of transportation. The population had grown from 72,227

in 1920, to 111,110in 1930, and 114,966 in 1940. However, the population explosion

brought on by the war industries increased the population to an estimated 218,236

residents (based on sugar ration totals ) by 1942 making Wichita the largest city in

Kansas.

The city's disorganized growth patterns saw some improvement over the years

through the oversight of the city planning commission which had some success in

curbing sprawl by encouraging building in intervening open areas. Sewer lines and

1'avedstreets reached into more neighborhoods. Zoning, which had been attacked at a

1921 public hearing as a "newfangled socialistic trend which would not permit a person

unlimited use of his land" had indeed improved the city's efficiency by separating areas

of commercial and residential uses. Wichita had also improved its parks, adding 185

acres to the total. Rights-of-way had been acquired along the rivers and better and newer

buildings had replaced some of the outdated ones. There were several aspects of the

1921 plan that had not been carried out. While the community-use land acreage had

"Harland Bartholomew, A Preliminarv Renort unon Your Citv and Plannina (Wichita, KS: City
Planning Commission, 1943), 5.
'bid., 19.
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increased substantially, it had not kept pace with the burgeoning population. Also, there

remained a complete lack of downtown parks. As the 1943 report stated, "the Civic

Center plan for grouping all public buildings around a central mall between the Forum

and the City Building was given a decided setback when the new Federal Building was

located so far north of Third Street."

Bartholomew's second city planning study was completed in 1946. It

acknowledged some problem areas. The city's population had shifted towards the

suburbs and the housing in many central areas, although not old, and although the

population density never caused tenement or slum conditions, had become dilapidated.

Buildings around the central business district were particularly a problem. Wichita, never

large or dense enough to become a "walking city," had developed mostly single family

residences. As the population grew, streetcar suburbs kept pace until the automobile

completely removed barriers to growth. Also, the aircraft industry that fueled the boom

developed on the outskirts of town. To make matters worse, the federal government

assisted temporary housing for aircraft workers was almost immediately considered

blight. The report stated that 17%of Wichita housing was in bad condition, requiring

"that they should be demolished or that they require major repairs." In addition, "13%

have no toilet and 10%have no running water."

A unique feature of this planning commission study was that it assumed that

Wichita's post-war population numbers would actually decrease. The growth it had

experienced during the war years went against the general trend in Kansas, which had

'bid., 23.
Jeanne Brooks and Julia Emery. Plannina for Wichita's Future: A Summarv of the Wichita

Comnrehensive Plan, (Wichita, KS: 1946), 11.



seen a drop in population over the preceding ten years. Where estimates of Wichita

population hovered around 200,000, the report forecasted that the 1970 population would

be between 173,200 and 185,300. It went on to explain, "Students of population trends

agree that due to limitation on immigration and a declining birth rate the US as a whole is

approaching a stabilized population.' The goal of the commission was to remove the

war housing and to encourage building compactly, without spreading any more than

necessary.

While retaining the yet unfulfilled vision of a downtown civic center comprised of

a centralized grouping of municipal buildings surrounding a plaza resplendent with trees

and fountains, the planners realized the inadequacy of existing municipal facilities.

A survey of the existing public facilities in relation to the cities needs shows that
several of the structures are out of date, inconvenient, and inadequate for today'
requirements. The present City Building and County Court House are very old
buildings without adequate space and sufficient modern facilities for present
needs. The Public Library also needs additional floor space for enlargement. The
municipally owned Forum has long been unsatisfactory for several of the many
uses to which it is put. A single building could hardly be expected to handle
satisfactorily everything from livestock shows to symphony orchestra

42performances and the Forum is no exception.

The study considered a number of alternate building arrangements. It first took issue

with the decision to build the post office further north, on Third between Main and

Market, when it would have made an attractive addition to the proposed civic center.

This created two municipal zones for consideration, the one near the Forum, and the other

surrounding the county courthouse and post office, separated by several blocks of

"Brooks and Emery, Plannina for Wichita's Future, 15.
42 +id., 26.
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commercial businesses. The plans, "Scheme A," "Scheme B,"and "Scheme C," each

considered variations on the destruction of some existing buildings, the reuse of others,

and the construction of new ones. It was "Scheme D," however, that was chosen, which

"from the standpoint of accessibility, convenience, and attractive setting, is far more

desirable than any of the other groupings proposed as the location for future buildings in

Wichita.'cheme

D, the adopted plan, called for some new buildings to supplement the

existing ones. The city building and police station was to house the historical museum.

A new City-County building was planned in the block bounded by Main and Market,

English and Waterman. The library was to add on an expansion to the south along Main,

and a new YMCA was to be located on Main south of Waterman. It was further

proposed that the Forum be supplemented by a new auditorium, located to the south

across English Street with a seating capacity of 6,000 in a large venue, and 2,500 in a

smaller one. The report summarized the need for the new facility, and retaining the old,

[The] Forum was originally designed primarily to handle stock shows, tractor
shows, 4-H conventions and the like. Since a new Auditorium would not be
intended for such purposes, it is thought well to leave the Forum in its present
location. Although many people consider it a very unattractive building, it does
meet this important need in community life.

According to the report, the architects for the new auditorium had already been selected,

and the building would hopefully be ready within five or six years.

There were predictions that the aircrait industry would be sustained by returning

military pilots and others who would require thousands of private aircraft, but an initial

'arland Bartholomew, Comprehensive Plan. Citv of Wichita (Wichita, KS: City Planning

Commission, 1946), Part VI, 16.
Ibid., 28.

44



post-war spike in sales did not last long. However, the factories were still in place, and

many of the people who moved to Wichita from the farm during the war decided to stay.

Overseas sales picked up some, and aircraft companies began to build other products to

fill in the gaps. Kansas aircraft plants produced furniture, vending machines, pie pans,

corn pickers, and bicycles. Several other items were proposed but never went into

production such as automobiles and even Buckminster Fuller's Dymaxion, a metal, self-

sustained "Dwelling Machine."

None of these products became long term moneymakers. As they did during the

Depression, Cessna and Beech used the downturn to develop new and important airer&.

Cessna designed the series of light aircraft seen everywhere today. Starting with the

fabric 120 they quickly developed the all-metal aircraft with nearly a dozen model

numbers ranging from 150 through 310. Beech developed the Bonanza, and both Cessna

and Beech produced thousands of military versions of their planes as well as the

commercial ones. Cessna and Beech together accounted for about three fourths of all

small aircraft built during that era. Boeing had dropped the bi-wing Kaydet, thus ending

its run of small planes. The jet age made thousands of World War II propeller-driven

planes instantly obsolete. At Boeing, the B-47 and later the B-52 brought full-scale

production back to the facility on South Oliver. The Korean War followed by the Cold

War fed the demand for these aircraft. By the mid 1950s Wichita's aircraft employment

nearly equaled the boom years of World War II. In addition, the 1946 planning

commission report had been wrong; soon after the war ended the baby boom was in full

swing and Wichita's population continued to climb.
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3.3 The Boom: Improvements to Wichita's In&astructure

In addition to the misguided population forecast, or most likely because of it, the

1946 planning commission report failed to realize the need to make large scale changes to

Wichita's infrastructure. Over the course of the next 20 years the city added

tremendously to its water supply, damming the Ninnescah River west of town and

creating Lake Cheney Reservoir with the help of federal funds. Another infusion of

federal tax dollars built McConnell Air Force Base that enveloped the municipal airport

southeast of town. The city then developed modern Midcontinent Airport in the

southwest quadrant. The city-operated Wichita University became part of the state

university system, but before the merger, University President Harry Corbin Jr. made

many improvements to the campus adding new facilities such as a sports arena, an

expanded student activity center, a library, and a Frank Lloyd Wright-designed education

center. Additional changes brought limited access highways through and around town to

improve the mobility of the expanding population. In the process, nearly every municipal

building was replaced or underwent a change of occupancy. During the 1960s the city

council and the Federal Urban Renewal Agency redefined much of the downtown area.

3.4 The Conception: 1944 —1960

The 1946 City Planning Commission reported that a new civic auditorium was

practically in the works. The Wichita Chamber of Commerce also promoted the need for

a new hall with an emphasis on the requirement for a business convention center, or as

they would later state, "for the maintenance of Wichita's position as a leading convention



center of the Southwest." 'heir summary of objectives in 1946 included an item to:

"Expand convention activities in every way necessary to assure the desired volume of

convention business and to increase Wichita's advantages as a foremost convention

center."

A second goal was to "aggressively promote the completion of definite plans for

construction, as early as possible, of a city auditorium and civic center, fully adequate to

meet Wichita's requirements as the chief metropolis of Kansas and this region."

Meeting minutes of the board of directors later that year recommended the appointment

of a "five-man special committee to work on the city auditorium and civic center project,

...which was originally proposed by the City Beautification Committee of the Chamber

in 1944.' few weeks later, Sam P. Wallingford was appointed as the chairman of that

committee which included members C. J. Chandler, Roy L. Wood, Conlee Smith, and

John Ebinger. In September the committee recommended that the property diagonally

southeast from the Forum be purchased for the new auditorium. It further recommended

that

the new auditorium be a theatre type structure to supplement the Forum, that the
Forum should be reconstructed and enlarged to a sports type arena, that the Rose
Room be converted to a facility which would lend itself to use as a banquet room.
The committee recommends that the seating capacity of the new city auditorium
not exceed 6,000 seats and a small theatre with a maximum of 2,500 seats be
included; that smaller meeting rooms, facilities for television broadcasts,

"Board of Directors Minutes, October 22, 1946, Archives of the Wichita Area Chamber of Commerce,
Wichita State University Library Special Collections, Box 6, FF1. [Hereafter Wichita Area Chamber of
Commerce Collection]

Proposed 1946 Works Program, Wichita Area Chamber of Commerce Collection, Box 6, FF1."Minutes of the Meeting of the Wichita Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors, March 12, 1946.
Wichita Area Chamber of Commerce Collection, Box 6, FF1.



acoustical features, stage appointments, etc., be in keeping with the latest
refinements in a structure of this kind.

The Chamber of Commerce, however, acted only as an advisory board to the city

commission, and the commission was not yet ready to settle on the location of the

auditorium. The Chamber, having established its position, could only continue to

encourage the city to act on the plan, but they would continue to press the issue. The

convention business began to heat up because of the recent lifting of travel restrictions

that were put into place during the war and it was reported that there were so many

conventions in Wichita that promotional activities had ceased because the city could not

accommodate more. The Forum and other convention venues around town easily

attracted in-state conventions and even regional events, but national meetings were more

difficult to obtain and at the same time were the most beneficial for providing publicity

for the town.

The role of the Chamber of Commerce as a booster organization encompassed

more than just attracting conventions and promoting its own businesses. They were also

concerned about sustaining and even increasing the population. A rising population

increased the market for goods and the size of the labor force. Attracting convention

business brought several benefits as well. First, conventioneers spent money for hotels,

transportation, restaurants, and recreation. Second, the Chamber sought national

prominence as business center, hoping to attract not only new markets but to make the

city a center for regional distribution, and attracting warehouse and transport businesses.

~ Minutes of the Wichita Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors, September 3, 1946. Wichita Area
Chamber of Commerce Collection, Box 6, FF1.



The Chamber was aware of the 1946 planning report predicting that the city

population would drop based on the assumed continuation of the pre-war stagnation of

population growth and immigration. However, the burgeoning business indicators gave

them reason to disagree with the study. The 1948 general manager's report noted that the

previous year had been a promising one. Postal receipts were up 6%, bank debits 17%,

residential building permits were up 27%, and retail sales 19%. The report considered

the Chamber's efforts to be pivotal, stating that through their efforts, "vigorously and

everlastingly done, it is altogether probable that this city would not enjoy that reasonable

ambition of 300,000 population but would actually decline as much as twenty-five per

cent in the decade ahead.'he group considered the fate of Wichita's prosperity to rest

primarily in their own hands, and continued to use their influence to improve highways,

attract conventions, flight prejudicial f'reight rates and to provide the best possible

business climate. The convention business also continued its upward trend, bringing an

estimated $1,500,000 to Wichita during the previous year. The report reaffirmed the

need for a new facility stating that "Our ability to attract more of the large conventions is

limited by the lack of an adequate, modern convention hall. Our Conventions Committee

is keeping the public advised of this need."

In the following decade, despite reports of ever increasing convention business

and the unrelenting encouragement of the Chamber of Commerce, the center stayed in the

concept phase. The Chamber was right, however, in predicting the steady growth of

population and business. The 1960 census revealed a city population of 254,698 and an

'ichita Chamber of Commerce Annual Report (1947), February 2,1948, Wichita Area Chamber of
Commerce Collection, Box 30, FF1.

Ibid., 7.



overall county population of 343,231. Although never meeting the expectations of the

most optimistic civic boosters, studies indicated that the population would grow at a

continued steady pace.

The city commission did not take any immediate steps towards building a new

civic center because it had bigger issues to deal with regarding the population growth and

the need for significant improvements to the municipal infrastructure. The public did not

appear ready to support a new center either, having turned down referendums to build a

new auditorium in 1946 and 1949.The center was left in the planning stages at a time

when the city was changing rapidly, and the requirements for the new center were

changing along with it. In the city commission's 1955 report Pattern for Public

Buildings: Administrative and Cultural Centers the city acknowledged the need to

produce a coordinated plan that would encompass all public buildings. The report

summarized the current state of downtown development:

For many years Wichitans have dreamed and discussed the possibility of
developing [a] centralized public buildings area. Such discussions have failed for
many reasons to materialize into a definite plan of action on which the entire
community could concentrate and use as a guide for future development. The
buildings now in use were constructed:

Court House 1888
City Building 1892
Main Library 1913
Municipal Forum 1911

Since most of these facilities were built, the community has grown from a
population of 24,000 in 1900 to approximately 275,000 presently in the urban
area.

'he

report went on to say that the center city area had evolved in a manner similar to that

of most American cities, with the business core forming a central nucleus surrounded by

'attern for Public Buildings: Administrative and Cultural Centers, (Wichita, KS: 1955), I.
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a mixture of older development, including light industry, warehousing, and residences.

The new trend was to locate businesses and housing developments on the outskirts of

town where they could build and operate more efficiently. The buildings surrounding the

business district were "in a state of transition, with many of the structures poorly

maintained." The 1950 census reported that downtown residential areas were

debilitated, ranging from 40 to 90 percent on a block by block basis.

The Pattern for Public Building recommended the establishment of two

concentrations of buildings on the periphery of the central business district, with

convenient access to hotels and transportation, with parking facilities that would also

enhance the downtown business accessibility, and in a manner that would "eliminate

certain undesirable conditions." The administrative center was to be located in an area

bounded by Central, Main, Murdock, and Waco. The cultural center was to lie west of

Water Street, north of Kellogg, and south of William. Both centers would benefit from

the scenery provided by the passing Big and Little Arkansas Rivers. In addition, the

report envisioned an open mall running north and south between the two centers. While

developing the civic center the city dreamed of, the plan also effectively eliminated the

worst of the blighted downtown residential areas. Also, the report assumed that the new

cultural center building would be designed in conjunction with the continued use of the

Forum. It concluded: "Regardless of the uses which may be determined at the present

time, changing conditions in the future may indicate that the public will demand building

facilities for uses beyond the wildest present dreams."

Ibid.
'bid.,3.

Ibid., 7.



In a speech given to the Wichita Kiwanis Club at the Lassen Hotel in 1958, local

television executive Martin Umansky, vice-president and general manager of KAKE-TV,

provided one of the clearest views of Wichita's future. Part of a series of speeches titled

"Wichita Looks Ahead," Umansky's talk made several notable prognostications, for

instance, that Wichitans would soon be flying all around the country in their Wichita built

aircraft and enjoying a 5,000 seat outdoor facility to rival Kansas City's Starlight Theater.

Umansky also predicted projection TV, a Ninnescah River Reservoir (Lake Cheney), and

a full time public education television station. He also observed that, in order to grow

successfully, Wichita would have to develop the entertainment and cultural facilities

needed by a successful and sophisticated citizenry. In regards to the needs for a cultural

center, he predicted,

Long before 1975 we will have a giant air-conditioned civic center near the
downtown business area. It will have a municipal auditorium with combined
facilities to handle up to 10,000 people for a convention or a major entertainment
spectacle. A separate concert hall will seat an audience of 3,000, and a smaller
more flexible auditorium will have 1,000 seats for theater and dance
presentations."

In May 1959 the Wichita Arts Council met to discuss the "Cultural Requirements

of Wichita's Proposed arts Center." Henry Peltier, manager of the Wichita Symphony

served as the moderator, and the panel consisted of T. H. McNary Jr., Boeing engineer,

Mary Jane Teall, director of the Community Theater, Richard Grove, director of the art

museum, and former Wichita mayor James Gardner. According to an article published in

the Wichita Eagle, "Panelists agreed that art groups in Wichita are struggling along with

'artin Umansky, Quoted in "TV Executive Predicts City to Become Entertainment Center for Broad
Area," Wichita Maaazine 35, no. 40 (1958): 1.



facilities designed for a city of only 47,000" and passed a resolution offering their

services in assisting the city and the Chamber in obtaining a survey on city cultural needs.

The Chamber of Commerce continued to promote a new facility. President

Wesley Sowers, in a speech to the Rotary Club in March 1959 outlined a program using

the acrostic "FIT,"encouraging greater investments in Wichita to bring growth and

prosperity. He elaborated the three goals on which the city needed to focus:

F is for Forum, I is for Industry, and T is for taxes. This is a fit program for
Wichita, one that fits our needs and fits our goals. This F —I —T program is an
over-simplification of three things that I think can and should be implemented
immediately toward improving our city. The F is for Forum, or the equivalent
thereof, which will provide our city with an appropriate meeting place of which
we can be proud and which would be suitable for conventions, musical and
dramatic events, and other such attractions.

A month later Forum manager Cedric Johnson gave tours of the facility to officials

representing the Chamber, the city commission, and other interested parties.

Representing the Chamber were Wayne McVay, Frank Kessler, Clarence Vollmer,

Robert J. Schaefer, Glenn Millburn, and Mingo Lamberti. The city commissioners were

John Madden, John Stevens, Justus Fugate, Levi Rymph, and Herb Lindsley. Also along

for the review of the facility was city manager Frank Backstrom. Other interested parties

along on the tour included Harry Peebles, a local show promoter, and members of the

Community Arts Council. After the tour, the group agreed to promote a plan to include a

new auditorium facility along with another to renovate the existing Forum building. At

the meetings that followed during 1959, the Chamber reiterated their recommendation to

determine how to best use the Forum and to hire architects to assist in the evaluation and

"Arts Council Panel Discusses Center," Wichita Eagle, May 30, 1959."Wesley Sowers, Quoted in "Sowers Spotlights Three Immediate Goals —Forum, Industries, Tax
Study," Wichita Maaazine 36, no. 10 (1959):1.



the development of an auditorium. In addition, since no community funds were available

to renovate the Forum, they proposed the sale of $200,000 in bonds, to be issued without

a vote by the electorate. It was also about this time, in February 1960, that the Chamber

of Commerce welcomed a new member: John M. Hickman, Architect.

3.5 Urban Renewal in Wichita

On July 3, 1956 the City Commission declared that a need existed for Urban
Renewal for certain parts of the city, and, in accordance with state law, passed a
resolution finding that one or more slum or 'blighted'reas existed and ought to
be rehabilitated, conserved or redeveloped in the interest of the public health,
safety and welfare of the city's residents."

In 1958, the Urban Renewal Agency (URA) of Wichita, Kansas, Metropolitan

Area was formed under the authority of the city commission to "improve the quality of

life for all Wichitans." Five board members were named: Chairman Don Aldritt;

president of Mid-Continent Mortgage Company, Eugene G. Coombs; attorney with

Coombs and McCarthy, Rev. George Ogden Kirk; minister at Plymouth Congregational

Church, Dr. John K. Fulton; medical doctor at Wichita Clinic, and Claude Van Doren;

architect with Thomas, Harris, Calvin, and Associates. Their responsibility was to plan,

develop, and execute all of Wichita's Urban Renewal programs. Their 1958 report, This

Too —Is Wichita, initially identified large sections of the city to be studied. These areas

included the entire downtown, south to Pawnee, north to North 37 Street, east to

Hydraulic, and west to the Arkansas River. Other areas'ncluded the three temporary

aircraft industry housing facilities, Planeview, Hilltop Manor, and Beechwood, as well as

""Urban Renewal —What Can It Mean to Wichita," Wichita Eaale, August 5, 1958.
Oblinger-Smith Corporation. Preservina the Past —Buildina the Future. A Reoort on Proaress and a

Plan for the Next Six Years, (Wichita, KS: Oblinger-Smith Corporation, 1974), 2.



Orient Shops and Orienta Park southwest of downtown, and Hoover's Orchard lying east

of the Big Ditch, the canal constructed to carry Arkansas floodwaters around the

downtown area built in 1950. Four projects were proposed for immediate action, two in

Orienta Park, one in Orient Shops, and the Administration Center, which was considered

to be the "number one priority." The Administrative Center was a seven-block area

bounded by Main, Waco, Elm, and Murdock, with a single block south of Elm between

Waco and Wichita Streets. All of the existing buildings were to be removed and replaced

with public buildings and parking lots.

In 1959 the blighted area proposed for the Administrative Center project

expanded &om 35 to 138 acres and became known as Park Plaza, which extended east

past Market, south to Second, and west to the Little and Big Arkansas Rivers. In addition

to the public buildings, Park Plaza included apartments, commercial zones, and the right-

of-way for an "inner loop arterial." The proposed road was to join to the Canal Route

north of Central, proceed west, then southwest to cross the Arkansas south of the

confluence with the Little Arkansas, and then turn south to connect with Kellogg. During

the previous year the city authorized the hiring of a full time director along with two

planners, two planning aides, and one clerk. In March 1959 the city commission

approved Robert Des Marteau, who had previously served as the assistant executive

director of the Redevelopment Authority in Kansas City, Missouri, to that post.

In 1960, the city commission identified a one-half block area bounded by Main

and Water, and lying directly south of First for renewal. The area contained cleared sites

Jerrold A. Moore, This Too is Wichita, (Wichita, KS: The Wichita Metropolitan Area Planning
Department, 1958), 8.
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used as parking lots as well as nine buildings including some of Wichita's oldest. Known

as Skyline, the planned called for the land to be transformed into retail businesses and

offices centered by a high-rise luxury apartment building. In 1961,another downtown

urban renewal area was identified for study after the citizens of Wichita approved a $15

million bond issue for a new civic and cultural center as well as a new library facility.

The URA determined that all of the proposed sites appeared to be eligible for the federal

urban renewal program. Later in the year after the site selection was made, the URA

narrowed down the zone south to Waterman, north to First, east to Main, and west to the

river, which included the Skyline project area. The plans for a high rise apartment had

been dropped, however, the area was still identified as blighted and eligible for clearance.

In 1962, the Skyline project's housing complex reemerged as a "20-story semi-

luxury apartment building of extremely modern architectural design, together with a 250-

car parking garage, a 6-story office building, commercial shops and appropriate

landscaping and open areas." 'he first part of the Park Plaza development, known as

Park Plaza "A"planned for 1,200 apartment units with nine swimming pools, a shopping

center, and a marina near the Murdock River bridge. The development was separated

from Park Plaza "B"to the south by the proposed inner loop. The 1962 Annual Report

included a photograph of the model for the new civic center. The area was approved for

a survey of the 29-acre site for the new library and civic center. The report stated that,

Were it not for the availability of urban renewal, it would not have been possible
for the cultural center to be located in the area currently proposed in view of what
would have been prohibitive land costs. The Agency will make the raw land

'rban Renewal Agency, Annual Renort, (Wichita,KS: Urban Renewal Agency, 1962), 3.



available to the City at a net cost of less than $3 million, thus leaving a balance of
$12 million available for actual building construction and improvements.

Also included in the civic center site was an area north of Douglas lying between the First

National Bank on Main and the Broadview Hotel on Waco which was to be sold to a

private developer.

Over the next few years, significant progress was made in the Park Plaza "A" and

Civic Center areas. By end of 1965, 241 properties had been purchased out of 310 in 80-

acre Park Plaza. 85 out of 100 parcels had been purchased in the Civic Center area, and

demolition was in full progress at both sites. Eight of twelve Skyline properties had been

purchased and demolition along Main Street was complete. In addition, United Savings

and Loan Association, which was displaced from the library site, had purchased 75 feet

of frontage along Main and was in the process of building a new facility. As the URA's

1965 Annual Report stated, "This action is significant in that it constitutes the first

commercial redevelopment on urban renewal land in
Wichita.'rogress

on the Civic Center project, Park Plaza, and Skyline continued through

the rest of the decade. Buildings were removed and the land was turned over to the city

or to private developers. By 1970, the work was complete on the library and the

auditorium on the civic center site. Parks were established along the riverside. The small

parcel north of Douglas contained two new Garvey office buildings, the Kiva Shopping

Center, and a high-rise Holiday Inn hotel. Skyline never got its high-rise apartment

complex, but the Farm Credit Bank office building joined the United Savings & Loan on

"Ibid., 8.
'rban Renewal Agency, Annual Report, (Wichita,KS: Urban Renewal Agency, 1965), 6.
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the land. Park Plaza "A"was fully developed with apartment complexes and a pedestrian

walkway along the river, and Park Plaza "C"had a new fire station and a parking lot.

The inner loop freeway was never built. The only addition to the downtown plan was the

Administration Center project. Originally a part of the Park Plaza area, new studies

located it further south and closer to the civic center to include two blocks between Main

and Water, Central and Third. Urban renewal programs gradually diminished during the

1970s and by 1981 the agency closed shop in Wichita. However, the millions in federal

funds that poured into the city during those two decades allowed the downtown to

undergo a radical change in its appearance and a great expansion of public facilities.
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CHAPTER 4

CENTURY II: THE DEVELOPMENT OF A NEW CIVIC CENTER

4.1 Development and Planning 1961-1965

During the late 1950s the city and the commission struggled with the issues of

growth, annexation, and internal improvement, and the bellicose meetings of the divided

commission gained national notoriety as the "Tuesday night fights." The 1957

commission election put commissioners in control that stalemated city growth. The

reaction to this election caused the formation of a new political party that changed the

course of city politics within a few years. In "Critical Development Decisions in Postwar

Wichita," Ed Flentje describes the movement in detail. "Out of a perceived sense of

urgency a civic political party, Civic Progress, Inc. (CPI) emerged from the business and

professional community." CPI was a small group of well-educated professionals and

business people, conservative, but desiring to build a better community. In 1959,CPI

slated three candidates in the commission elections, Justus Fugate, Herbert Lindsley, and

Levi Rymph. All three candidates won, and CPI took control of the commission. In

1961, two more CPI candidates, Carl Bell, Jr. and Gerald Byrd joined the first three,

further solidifying CPI's hold on the commission, and the new city civic center was ready

to move forward.

H. Edward Flentje, "Critical Development in Downtown Wichita," Communitv Decision Making,

edited by Joe P. Piscotte, Wichita, KS: Wichita State University, 1991,96.
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4.1.1The Center City Plan

In 1961 the Wichita Metropolitan Area Planning Department published the Center

City Study. The document was a joint effort between the Sedgwick County commission,

the Wichita city commission, and the Wichita-Sedgwick County Metropolitan Area

Planning Commission. Vernon Reed of the county commission chaired the committee,

which included Herbert Lindsley and Carl Bell from the city commission and Erie

Jennings Rom the planning commission. The committee's objective was to "Strengthen

the Center as the business, administrative, cultural and entertainment heart of

metropolitan Wichita —focal point of the community", and to "Protect the investment

made by both private enterprise and the public in the center."

The study concluded that, like most US cities, the core area had suffered, citing

the effects of growth,'changes in the local economy, technology, and the opening of

shopping centers in outlying areas. Much of the center city was left with a residue of

blighted and obsolete structures further burdened by poor traffic and pedestrian

circulation. It was, according to the study, "apicture of stagnation and decline rather

than vitality and growth... a serious economic decline is being experienced."

The study categorically evaluated every issue facing the downtown, but focused

mainly on the civic center. First, it listed all the organizations that planned to use the

facility, such as the Wichita Symphony, and analyzed each of their needs. Second were

theatrical groups such as the Wichita Community Theatre. The report also considered

community organizations and public institutions such as art associations, the public

"The Wichita Metropolitan Area Planning Department, Center Citv Studv, (Wichita, KS: The Wichita
Metropolitan Area Planning Department, 1961),"Center City Prospectus," l.

Ibid, "Cultural and Convention Needs Study," 3.



library, the Historical Museum, and a variety of other programs. It also analyzed the

convention business. During the prior three years the number of conventions in Wichita

increased from 91 to 128, nearly doubling the number of delegates. The revenue from

these conventions climbed from $2.5 million to $5 million during those years, and the

number of scheduled conventions for 1961 was twice the number of the preceding year.

The study analyzed the existing Forum, noting the challenges facing a renovation

of the building, including the need to add air conditioning, better seats, the elimination of

interior support posts, and a number of other facility upgrades that would be required.

The analysis of the cultural and convention center portion of the center city study handed

down a death sentence for the Forum. Even if the facility were modernized it still would

be too small and inadequate. The evaluation of the Forum concluded, "Only a minimum

amount of money should be expended on maintenance of the present structure. As soon

as a replacement facility is completed, the present municipal Forum building should be

razed, and the land retained by the city for future civic development."

Although the Center City Study analyzed the population trends of the downtown

area in great depth, note must be taken of the change that had occurred to these trends in

Wichita and around the US. The post-war studies predicted a significant drop in Kansas

and Wichita population, a trend that the ever-optimistic Chamber of Commerce hoped to

reverse. By 1960 the population boom seemed to be in full swing. An article in the

8'ichita Beacon led off "Population bombs may 'explode'ere, too!" Citing a study by

population researcher Jerome P. Pickard and a publication of the Urban Land Institute,

"Ibid, "Conlcusions of the Forum Rehabilitation Study," 2.
"Wichitans May Number 694,000 by 1980,"Wichita Beacon, February 3, 1960.



the paper reported projections of 690,000 by 1980 and 1,008,000 by 2000 in the greater

Wichita area. The estimate was based on then current population trends. However, the

baby boom was at its peak at the time of the study, and national population growth in the

following decades would not keep pace with the 1950s, and Wichita's population

increases would not keep pace with national trends.

4.1.2The Bond Issue and the selection of the Phase I architect

The results of the Center City Study Plan were presented to the city commission

in March 1961. The commission wasted no time in moving forward with the proposal.

At a meeting on April 18, 1961,with Commissioners Carl Bell Jr., Gerald Byrd, Justus

Fugate, and Levi Rymph, with Mayor Herbert Lindsley absent, they received a

preliminary estimate for the cost of building an entirely new civic facility. Including the

cost of acquiring the s'ite, and constructing, furnishing, and equipping the facility, the

group estimated the cost of the auditorium to be $12.6 million. The motion to accept the

estimate carried unanimously. The next step was to call for a special election to approve

the sale of city bonds. First a public proclamation was placed in the Eagle and Beacon

newspapers, which published notices on April 27, May 4, and May 11. The

proclamation, which also included a proposed bond issue of $2.4 million for a new public

library, read in part:

Proclamation and Notice of Citv Bond Election

Notice is hereby given that a special election has been and is hereby called by the
Mayor and Board of Commissioners of the City of Wichita, Kansas, to be held on
May 23, 1961, in the City of Wichita, Kansas. That the polls will open from 6:00
o'lock a.m. to 7:00o'lock p.m. on said day at one polling place in each precinct
to be designated by the Commissioner of Elections pursuant to G.S. 1949, 13-
1704, such polling places to be the same polling places as are used for the conduct
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of regular city elections and there shall be submitted to the qualified electors of
said city at said special election the following propositions, to wit:

Proposition No. 1

Shall the Following be adopted?

Shall the City of Wichita, Kansas, issue General Obligation Bonds of the City of
Wichita, Kansas, under the provisions of G. S. 1959, Supp. 12-1736 and 12-1737
in the aggregate principal amount not exceeding $12,600,000.00 for the purpose
of constructing, furnishing and equipping an auditorium and also for the purpose
of procuring a necessary site therefor by gift, purchase or condemnation?

Along with the proclamation, the Public Relations Society of Wichita prepared a

fact sheet anticipating community concerns and questions. The first question was: "If

these bonds are authorized, will this raise our taxes?" The answer was no, the bonds

would be issued as the project progressed, and would supplant other active bonds as they

retired. The second question was: "Why can't we renovate the Forum or use the old

Courthouse as a library?" The answer was that it would cost $9.1 million to renovate the

1910Forum and that it would still be inadequate, and also that the courthouse, built in

1888, would also be inadequate as a library. The third question was "What benefits can

we really expect this to bring to Wichita?" The answer was: "economic growth, cultural

advancement, improved entertainment and sports, increased civic pride —the list can go

on and on." The fourth question was "Who is behind this drive for a new auditorium and

library?" The response was a long list of Wichita organizations such as the Chamber of

Commerce, the Wichita Symphony, the P.T.A., the Greater Downtown Wichita

Association, the Kiwanis Club, and the Area Retail Committee.

"Proclamation and Notice of City Bond Election," Hickman/Varenhorst Collection.
Ibid.
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A second question and answer fact sheet summarized other aspects of the project.

The plan called for the auditorium to contain a music hall to seat "about 3,000",a

convention hall to seat "8,000-10,000,a theater to seat "about 1,000, as well as 85,000

square feet of exposition space." The planned library had the capacity to hold a "half a

million volumes... and provide seating for 500 persons, instead of present capacity of

130." 'he facility was to be built downtown, and construction could begin as early as

1962.

Not surprisingly, the Chamber of Commerce was solidly behind the proposal. It

put into place a steering committee to promote the passage of the bond election chaired

by local auto dealer Will Price and co-chaired by school board member Dorothy

Goodpasture. On May 23, 1963, the citizens of Wichita voted, backing the new civic

center by a tally of 18;084 to 13,135and the new library by a vote of 19,934 to 11,531.

The next issue that the commission had to settle was the selection of an architect

for Phase I, the initial planning portion of the civic center project, which included both

the cultural center and the library. After considering the matter for several months, the

commission made its decision on August 8, 1961. The minutes of that meeting record the

results of their deliberation:

Mayor Lindsley stated that the Commissioners have spent a great many hours in

studying this matter and in interviewing all of the architects in the City of Wichita
who wished to be heard. The Commission has been very conscious of the
tremendous opportunity available to this community to, in a sense, start &om
scratch with the planning and the orientation of the construction of several
municipal buildings. This is an opportunity that is less than one in a lifetime, and

probably one in several lifetimes, and they have given very serious consideration
to this matter. Mayor Lindsley stated that it was with a great deal of pleasure that

"lhid.
Mary Kay Peltzer, Commissioner of Elections, to whom it may concern, May 26, 1961.

Hickman/V arenhorst Collection.
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he announce the selection of Mr. John M. Hickman as the Project Arichtect for
Phase I of the Civic Center Project and also the selection of Mr. William Wesley
Peters, of the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation as consultant to Mr. Hickman.

After moving for the appointment of Hickman as Project Architect, the motion carried

unanimously.

4.1.3Hickman and Varenhorst: the influences of Frank Lloyd Wright.

From the discussions recorded in their meeting minutes, it is apparent that the city

commission intended to select local architects for the buildings. Yet the new Civic

Center was not to be an ordinary project. Instead it had to have national prominence

attached to it, and the best way to achieve that prominence was to associate the project

with America's foremost architect, Frank Lloyd Wright. His stature as a unique and

innovative architect in the US and around the world was unquestionable. Like a famous

film director whose name appears before title of his work, Wright's buildings were and

are known as his creation first, and by their owners or own appelations second. Buildings

that were in any way associated with him, no matter how tenuous the tie, claimed

significance based on that relationship.

In the introduction to The Architecture ofFrank Lloyd 8'ri ght, Neil Levine writes,

"There was a time when no discussion of modern architecture could take place without

including Frank Lloyd Wright. The open plan, &agmented volumes, dynamic space,

natural materials, and integral structure of his buildings helped establish the basic terms

of the discourse." Wright was as prolific as he was important during the span of his

professional career, beginning well before the turn of the century and continuing until his

Wichita City Commissioners Meeting Minutes, August 8, 1961: Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
'eil Levine, The Architecture of Frank Llovd Wriaht (Hong Kong: Princeton University Press, 1996),
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death in 1959. He was both worshiped and hated by his contemporaries, loved for the

originality and beauty of his uncompromising designs, and hated for his individualism,

disdain for architectural schools and organizations, and arrogance. Levine provided the

following illustration of Wright's personality:

By the 1950s, when Wright was in his eighties, his preference for "honest
arrogance" over what he called "hypocritical humility" had reached legendary
proportions. A story in Look magazine in 1957, two years before he died,
reported that he "agreed on the witness stand that he was the world's greatest
living architect." When his wife protested, saying, "Frank, you should be more
modest," Wright replied: "You forget, Olgivanna, I was under oath."

Near the end of his career Wright was considered by his contemporaries as a

"somewhat annoying —yet vaguely threatening —superannuated folk hero, living out a

mythic existence in a world of his own devising in rural Wisconsin and Arizona." But

for many he was the great master, and rather than contributing to an established school of

architecture, he created his own. His school would live on past his own existence as the

Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation. Students of architecture, such as John Hickman and

Roy Varenhorst, considered the several years of study under Wright's direction to be a

rare privilege, as well as the most important influence on their careers and their designs.

In addition to Frank Lloyd Wright's renowned homes, his public buildings are

equally important, and can be described as functional art. Many of these civic places

display the influences on Wichita's Century II. Structural efficiency was important in

Wright's designs, and the civic center of Wichita contains two of these key structural

forms: the eternal balance and stability of the unbroken circle and the natural load bearing

Ibid., xiv.
"ibid.
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capability of the arched dome. Although not always the most practical shape for human

habitation, the circular building, combined with an arched roof are ideal for performance

space. These structural forms, &ee of interior supports or columns, allow unobstructed

sight and sound lines and also provides the architect with the freedom to divide the

interior space into the most practical proportions using non-load bearing partitions.

Wright's early fascination with the circle also included the idea of natural materials,

stemming from his study of the southwestern Indian Kiva and Indian and Asian

earthenware pots and natural fiber baskets. His first circular building concept was the

Automobile Objective and Planetarium, designed in 1924-1925 but never built. The

travel destination was to be built several hours drive from Washington D.C. as a

destination for leisure minded automobile tourists, an emerging form of entertainment in

the 1920s. The building was to contain a planetarium encased in a ziggurat-shaped

edifice, topped by a spiraling ramp for cars to climb, offering a constantly changing view

of the surrounding Maryland's Blue Ridge mountains.

The circular form found its way into many of Frank Lloyd Wright's designs,

including the penthouse of the Johnson Wax Administration Building, the Jester House

project, and the Guggenheim Museum. Madison Wisconsin's Monona Terrace, is a

Wright design that was first conceived in 1938, and was not completed until the 1990s.

The building was initially was to contain government of5ces, but eventually became

devoted to cultural facilities, housing theaters, art galleries, and exhibition halls.

Wright's influence in the design of Century II can particularly be seen in the Marin

County Civic Center and the Milwaukee Greek Orthodox Church with their shallow

domed roofs and scalloped detailing around the outside.



Wichita's association with Frank Lloyd Wright started with the completion of the

Wright designed Henry Allen house in 1917. The 1950s began a new Wright connection

to the city. John Hickman brought Wright influence to several homes he designed in the

Spring Lake addition, including his own, as well as his other commercial and civic

buildings. Also, Wichita University President Harry Corbin and Dean of Education

Jackson Powell influenced the board of regents to contract Wright for the new education

center on the campus. Wright designed the building, although he passed away before the

building construction began. The design was described as "the architect's attempt to join

the building in spirit with both the earth and the sky, to give it the purity and dignity of

the American idea," and "a memorial to Wright's lifelong struggle to have architecture

lead in developing a truly American culture." The design was also "among the last of the

769 buildings Wright conceived in his prolific career." The two square structures that

were completed are the professor's building and the student's building, surrounded by

terraces, walkways, and pools of water. A third building, designed but never

constructed, was to have been a round shaped teaching laboratory school.

Wright did more than design buildings for wealthy clients. One of his housing

concepts was the Usonian house, which was described by Meryle Secrest in Frank Lloyd

Wright: 2 Biography as "an attempt to bring designs of beauty and humanity within the

range of ordinary people." Unlike most of his designs, the Usonian house would use

standard and readily available materials, while keeping the lateral lines of the Prairie

house and a symbiotic relationship with the building site. The designs were simple, but

The Kansas Teacher, "Built for the Centuries: The New Wichita Education Center Designed by Frank
Lloyd Wright" (The Kansas Teacher 73, no. 2 (1964):22.

'eryle Secrest, Frank Llovd Wright: A Biomanhv (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992, 448.

68



offered a change in lifestyle with the kitchen placed at the heart of the home, and doing

away with servants quarters, attics, and basements. He was also a visionary of suburban

planning. His Broadacre City concept had a social structure similar to the English garden

city. In this village a group of homes on acre-sized lots would be built around a center

that included a place for the arts, worship, and education. The town would be self-

sufficient and connected to other towns by highways or railroads.

In their search for a project architect for the civic center, the city did not solicit

design proposals. Instead they interviewed about 20 architects for the job to find the one

with the best qualifications. It was clear from the onset that they intended for a local

architect to head up the project while soliciting help from outside consultants, and

therefore establish a tie to a prominent architect such as Wright. With Wright recently

deceased in 1959, the best way to establish that relationship was to hire the Frank Lloyd

Wright Foundation to design or consult on a building project, or to hire one of Wright's

disciples as architect. The commission chose both, selecting Wichita architect John

Hickman to head the project, and William Wesley Peters of the Frank Lloyd Wright

Foundation as a consultant to further cement the relationship. In the bargain, the city

secured another of Wright's protege's, Hickman's partner Roy Varenhorst.

John M. Hickman was not a native Kansan; He was born in Amarillo, Texas on

May 28, 1925 and moved with his family to Wichita in the 1930s where he attended

Robinson Intermediate and East High schools. He was an artist that worked illustrating

manuals at a local manufacturing company before leaving for California in 1942 during

his senior year, where he did illustration work for Lockheed. He entered the Army Air

Corps and earned his wings as a fighter pilot just as the war ended. He then attended theP,.'9
IL,



University of Illinois earning a degree in architecture. He also spent one year studying

with Frank Lloyd Wright at both the Wisconsin and Arizona Taliesin studios.

In 1952, Hickman returned to Wichita and entered a partnership with A. T.

Woodman called Architectural Associates, located at 2314 E. Central. By 1961,while

still a young man, Hickman had become an accomplished architect, having designed

several of Wichita's landmark buildings, such as Henry's Suburban on the southeast

corner of Douglas and Oliver, a "store on stilts" with a second floor that carried out over

the entrance. His works included a number of other schools, service stations, once

buildings, and doctor's facilities. He also had the contract for the Rea Woodman

Elementary School located at Glenn and Pawnee, which was part of the Glenn Village
I

urban renewal project. And at the University of Wichita he was slated to design and

build the original Albah Library, and served as a local consultant for the Frank Lloyd

Wright-designed University of Wichita Education Center, which was later named the

1

Corbin Center. Hickman described his approach to architectural style: "Like an airplane,

it is best not when there is nothing left to add but when there is nothing left to take

away." Like Wright, his designs were modern, yet well suited to the site and carefully

arranged to solve design problems. For instance, the Henry's store was situated at a busy

intersection where parking space was at a premium, and so putting the store on stilts

allowed cars to pull in under the store where attendants would take the cars and park

them. Despite the practical approach, the appearance of Hickman's buildings was hardly

utilitarian or commonplace. The Woodman school is another example of a practical but

"Architect Gains Philosophy Of Profession fiom Mentor," Wichita Eaale, June 6, 1961.

I1



unique design. The eye-catching building is laid out like the spokes of a wheel radiating

out from the common administrative center, isolating the different grades into their own

wings. Like the civic center design, the Woodman school was both practical and unique.

John Varenhorst's formative years closely paralleled Hickman's. He was born on

September 15, 1928 in Conway Springs, Kansas and attended Milton High School. He

spent his senior year at Conway Springs High School, graduating in 1946. He attended

Kansas State University, earning a degree in architecture in 1950 before enrolling at the

University of California to study for a master's in architecture and city planning. In

1952, before he could finish his thesis and degrees, he was drafted and entered the US

Navy. He was trained as a fighter pilot and served in Korea where he was awarded the

Air Medal for Meritorious Achievement. He received an honorable discharge in May,

1955. He then studied under Frank Lloyd Wright for two years, which added to another

year spent with Wright before his military service. In 1958, after earning a certificate for

his apprenticeship at Taliesin, he joined the Wichita firm of Architects Associated along

with Hickman and Woodman. He was associated with several of Hickman's projects

including the Ablah Library and Rea Woodman Elementary School. In 1960, Hickman

and Varenhorst became partners, with Hickman the majority owner, and the name of the

firm became John M. Hickman and Associates.

Hickman was not an obscure architect, and he did not shy away from the project.

In the few months between the bond issue vote and the award of the Phase I contract,

Hickman was prominent in the Wichita papers. Beacon columnist Ed Andreopoulos

published a column entitled "An Architect Idealist" devoted to his architectural

di,



philosophies. The conclusion of the piece offers a glimpse into Hickman's personality.

The writer concludes,

The architect idealist believes that unless people begin to form an appreciation for
buildings there will be little hope for architecture. "The architect," he said, "given
an opportunity by the public could probably bring some of the fond hopes of our
civilization and community into reality."

Hickman and Varenhorst also did some work to express their thoughts about the

project in a paper titled "Preliminary concepts and thoughts about The Wichita Civic and

Cultural Center," which was dated June 23, 1961. This paper explained both the

philosophies and the functional aspects of the civic center as well as the necessary steps

towards achieving them. It started with a gentle praise for the prairie town, with its

"better than good climate, a central location in the nation, and the genuine claim to being

friendly, hospitable and charming." It perceived the civic center as a place of constant

activity, the living room of the community where guests are warmly welcomed, made

comfortable, and well served, giving them reason to return or recommend Wichita to

their friends. The building itself should be genuine and without pretension, "the attempt

to deceive in a building is soon discovered and becomes thereafter a source of

embarrassment," and should display "broad, light, clean surfaces... and present the eye

with inviting contrast to the center of the city." To achieve such a balance of beauty and

functionality three steps were outlined. First, during the preliminary design phase, the

architect should listen to all the potential users of the facility and prepare a proposal that

balances needs and costs. Second, the individual pieces of the project, the theater,

auditorium, convention hall, and music hall should be designed to relate well to each

!'An Architect Idealist," Wichita Beacon, June 17, 1961.
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other and to the surrounding site selected. Third, the values of quantity and quality must

be balanced using the criteria of courtesy, hospitality, comfort, and convenience. These

criteria could not be met if the patron was uncomfortable or had difficulty seeing or

hearing a performance. "Efficiency or Economy and Beauty are not at war with each

other in a truly well designed environment, they are one and the same thing and serve

equally the same central idea and purpose." Finally, "when the design is organized, the

critique is completed, one step remains which is essential as all those steps to date —to

commit the design faithfully to reality."

'fter

articles in the Wichita papers broke about the Pickard population studies

that projected a tremendous rise in Wichita's population, the local press consulted John

Hickman, a "disciple" and "a former student of the late Frank Lloyd Wright." Hickman

stated that Wichita had several distinct advantages in accommodating this growth. First,

there was plenty of land to grow into. Unlike many Eastern cities Wichita was not

constrained by other suburbs or municipalities, or natural barriers such as oceans or

mountains. Another advantage that Hickman saw was that the city had not yet taken

steps to modernize the town and had the whole project before it. The freeways were not

in place, flood control had not been reckoned with, and the downtown had not been

redesigned. He felt that a progressive city government, "a strong, flexible, fast-moving ..
. one that can accommodate itself for vast, explosive changes as the population bomb

explodes will be a prime community need.„s2

"John M. Hickman and Roy K. Varenhorst, "Preliminary concepts and thoughts about The Wichita
Civic and Cultural Center," 1961,Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.

'Wichitans May Number 694000 by 1980,"Wichita Beacon, February 3, 1960.
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4.1.4Initial Civic Reaction to the selection of Hickman and Peters

The purpose of Phase I was to work with the city planning department and the

Urban Renewal Agency (URA) to determine the best possible location for the civic

center. The study would determine a site for the auditorium, library, and city buildings

based on land values, traf5c access, and adequacy for future expansion. In addition, the

architect was to evaluate the space utilization for the different portions of the facility

based on user requirements and to prepare sketches depicting a proposed building form

and landscaping. The architect was to prepare a cost estimate for the project and a

written summary explaining the choices made.

As soon as the architects were selected, at least one citizen of Wichita wasted no

time in second-guessing the commission. In a letter to the editor appearing in the August

15 Eagle and Beacon, the Reverend Robert Youngs of the First Presbyterian Church

took issue with the involvement of the Wright Foundation. Youngs had no particular

problem with the appointment of John Hickman, but objected to hiring William Wesley

Peters. The Reverend concluded that if the best the city commission could do was to hire

Hickman and an outside consultant, it inferred that there were no architects in the city

capable of doing the job themselves. Youngs was no fan of Wright:

The Arizona architect who has lived in the shadow of Frank Lloyd Wright and
been associated with him in some of his extravaganzas is undoubtedly an able
architect. This Mr. Peters can probably visualize in Wichita something as
fantastic, controversial and expensive as Frank Lloyd Wright has created in
several other places that I have read about.... As far as my observations are
concerned, there is only one area in which our local architects may be less than

equal to the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation. That is in the matter of cost. Mark

my words! Wait! Watch! See! AFrank Lloyd Wright visionwill committhis
city to a program that will exceed by at least one million dollars the bond issue ..



. the local taxpayers will be footing the bill for the "Wright" luxuries and

fantasies.'ommission

president Carl Bell defended the use of the consultant in the paper a few

days later. Although he did not address the issue of Wright's costly influences, he

explained that using an outside consultant on a project such as this was a normal practice,

and that most of the other potential architects had also planned to use outside experts.

Reverend Youngs later responded to Bell, once again challenging the commission's

choice, asserting that Hickman and Peters had been chosen simply for their association

with Wright.

I still have great faith in the basic good sense of our Commissioners. I believe
that Commissioners will come down out of the architectural clouds into which
they were suddenly blown by some strange windy fancy, and that they will get
their economical feet back on solid ground for the remaining phases of this
project.

Meanwhile, other letters from inside and outside the community defended the

commission's actions. Competing architect James Safely backed the city's decision and

the fairness by which the selection had been made. He also called for unity as the city

proceeded through the project, and stated that before the work was done many local

architects would be involved. More than just defending the city, however, many letters

made it clear that citizens hoped that the project would transcend the idea of a building

designed strictly along functional and economic lines, that instead it would somehow

transform the city. Letter writer Ken Joslin chided Youngs; "Perhaps it would be a

service to Wichita to have a structure 'fantastic and controversial.'t least, if this were

""Minister Protests Use of 'Outside'rchitects," Wichita Evening Eagle and Beacon, August 15, 1961.
~ Robert Youngs, Letter to the Editor, Wichita Evening Erie and Beacon, August 25, 1961
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to happen, other sections of the United States would know that Wichita holds more than

just the 'cow town'mage that it portrays on television." Concerning Wright, Joslin

continued,

The other impression Mr. Youngs'etter invoked was that there was something
wrong with the design created by Frank Lloyd Wright. Wright will forever
remain in the history of architecture, not only because he as an individual was
controversial, but because his works have the quality of greatness, are ageless,
and are not mediocre.

Another supportive writer noted that Wichita had no identifying structure, such as Athens

its Parthenon, and hoped that Wichita could "shake off its provincialism." Still another

observer, although not a fan of Wright, praised the talent of Hickman and Peters, "Let no

philistinism &om the pulpit confuse this issue. Now Wichita has a chance for something

unique and fitted to its particular personality, and achievement which can make it known

and admired far and wide."

4.1.5Phase I: The Mayor's Advisory Committee

The Phase I study included a ninety-day contract with John Hickman. During this

phase the Mayor's Advisory Committee was formed to solicit public comment and

review the reports that Hickman submitted during the preliminary design effort. The

committee also decided to contract the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) of Menlo Park,

California to conduct additional studies. C. Merritt Winaby chaired the advisory group,

assisted by co-chair Mrs. Sam Ostertag and secretary Mrs. Dorothy Goodpasture. There

were a total of 57 members on the board, which was broken down into subcommittees to

focus on individual issues: finance, site selection, facilities, and community research.

Ken Joslin, Letter to the Editor, Wichita Evening Eagle and Beacon, August 19, 1961."Gladwin Chaffin, Letter to the Editor, Wichita Evenina Eagle and Beacon, August 22, 1961."Clark Thomas, Letter to the Editor, Wichita Evening Eagle and Beacon, August 24, 1961



While the committees met among themselves and with the public, the SRI

representatives traveled to Wichita to collect data. The findings included in their forty-

two page report considered the foreseeable cultural, social, entertainment and convention

needs of Wichita and took into account the experiences of other cities of similar size.

The Stanford study made the following determinations concerning the capacity of the

facility:

l. Exhibit space amounting to no less than 100,000 sq. ft.
2, About one-half of the above exhibit space to be convertible into an arena-type

facility, seating 4,500 to 6,500 persons, depending upon the arrangement of
temporary seating.

3. A music hall seating 2,500.
4. A little theater seating 750-1,000.
5. Meeting room space amounting to 15-18,000 sq ft.
6. Office space for rental on a permanent or temporary basis to organizations

connected with the production of events at the new facility.
7. Adequate parking.

The study also made recommendations on the requirements of the facility, probable

occupancy, and the need for promotion, community support, and competent

management. An economic analysis indicated that the facility would operate at a loss.

The Forum had operated at a profit until the University of Wichita Roundhouse was

I

completed and took away business. The highest loss reported was $16,518 in 1960, but

was followed by a smaller loss of $3,729 the following year. The annual operating

deficit predicted by the Stanford Report for the new facility was $41,000.
I

John Hickman and William Wesley Peters also submitted their findings to the

city. With only minor variations, Hickman's recommendations were the same as SRI's.

"Ely M. Brandes, Auditorium Facilities for Wichita Kansas, (Menlo Park, CA: Stanford Research
Institute, 1962), 5. Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
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They did, however, provide more recommendations on issues such as the size and shape

of the open space surrounding the buildings. Of primary importance was the location

for the center. Four areas were considered, areas A and D east of the Arkansas River,

and areas B and C to the west of the river. In general, Area A lay between Waterman

and Douglas, Main and the river. Area B was between Lewis and Douglas, Seneca and

Sycamore. Area C was situated between Douglas and Second, Osage and the river.

Area D sat between Douglas and Central, and Main and the river. The study also

proposed an inner loop freeway that started north from Kellogg, a block west of Osage

and turning east as it crossed the river between Second and Third. The report

recommended Area A, primarily because of its proximity to the river and the potential

for park development, and also because of the negligible residential occupancy. In

addition, it recommended the rezoning of the entire area south to Kellogg and adjoining

blocks to control future use of these properties, and that no thoroughfare split the

facilities.

As recommended by the architects, Area A received the consensus approval of

the site selection committee. A preliminary report was made to the city commission on

December 5 that accepted the report and recommended that it be reviewed by the

Mayor's Advisory Committee and the city planning department. On February 27, 1962

the commission tentatively approved Site A, with the stipulation that the area be eligible

for urban renewal funds, and that the acquisition of the property not exceed a cost of $3

million. On June 19, city manager Frank Backstrom reported to the commission that

the preliminary appraisal by the URA was complete and the cost target had been met,

and the commission unanimously approved Site A with the remaining stipulation being
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the participation of the URA. A formal resolution was prepared and approved the

following week. At the commission meeting held on August 14, 1962, more. than one

year from the start of the ninety-day Phase I contract, Backstrom gave his opinion that

Hickman had satisfactorily fulfilled the requirements of that contract. He further

recommended that the process begin immediately for the selection of an architect for

Phase II, in which the design of the building would be completed. With the unanimous

approval of the commission, Phase I of the Civic and Cultural Center project came to a

close.

4.1.6Phase II

City commission discussions concerning Phase II began immediately after the

closing of Phase I. On September 11, 1962 the committee took a straw poll among

themselves to determine their preferences for the architect to continue with the work.

John Hickman received the nod, and Frank Backstrom was given the direction to begin

)

negotiations with the architect for overall responsibility of the project. In the ensuing

months several relationships were established. The city selected John Hickman and

Associates to be the project architect for the cultural center. The firm of Schaefer,

Schirmer and Eflin, Architects, received the contract for the public library. The URA

took responsibility for both obtaining and clearing the land. The commission completed

)
the process of selecting the architects for the most part without public comment. One

local architect, Wendell Parks, requested that the commissioners be more transparent in

their decision making and also that they publish the details of a Phase II contract three

weeks prior to signing to give the architectural community time for a review. Mayor Bell

responded that the commission had been hard at work on the issues for a long time, that
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they were the elected representatives of the citizens, and that there was no time for delay.

In further discussion Park questioned what he felt was a higher than standard

architectural fee awarded to Hickman, to which the Mayor explained that such a project

commanded higher fees, and that seven and a half percent was, in this case, reasonable.

Starting in early 1963 activity focused on the business of designing the facility,

utilizing consultants, selecting contractors, and working out financial details. It would be

three more years before the first buildings were razed at the site. At the meeting of

February 19, 1963 Hickman formally proposed that the center's facilities be integrated

into one building rather than being divided into several smaller ones. One structure, he

felt, would be more attractive, have better parking, cost less to maintain, and have the

advantage of a common core of stages for the different venues. The commissioners

asked a number of questions about the proposal. They were concerned about sound

bleeding through from one hall to the next through the walls, or through the common

stage area. Another concern over a single building was that the Forum would have to be

tom down completely before the new buildings could start because they occupied the

same space, whereas with separate buildings, one could be completed before the Forum

was razed. A single building meant that the city would be without an auditorium or

theater for three or four years. Commissioner Rymph wondered if they shouldn't have

chosen Site D across the river so they could use the Forum throughout construction.

There were also concerns about the power conversion unit, traffic, and landscaping, but at

the end of the meeting Commissioner Lindsley moved that the commission accept

Hickman's compact plan, and the circular form of the Wichita civic center was cast.
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As the details were worked out, the public previewed the plans, and the

constituency of the commission changed over the years, a series of difficult issues arose.

The city commission, which was elected annually and selected the mayor from among its

ranks changed slowly over time as new members replaced old ones. In the spring of

1963 the face of the city commission changed significantly. The group of Bell, Byrd,

Fugate, Rymph, and Lindsley, had been in power since before the bond issue vote. Frank

Backstrom had been the city manager. While Bell and Byrd remained on the commission

after the election, Vincent Bogart, John Stevens, and William Tarrant replaced the others.

About the same time, Russell McClure replaced Backstrom as the city manager.

The transcripts of the commission minutes reveal a distinct difference in the

relationship between this newer governing body and the architect, compared with the old.

The new commission took on a much more adversarial role. They also made many

criticisms and appeared to be intent on reopening every issue. During the meeting held

on April 29, 1963, Tarrant questioned the need for two separate architects on the two

projects, especially in light of the architectural fees involved. The group addressed

"allegations" that the architect would receive an additional fee of 15% for interior

decorating work. Commissioner Tarrant asked for a review of the negotiations that led to

the establishment of the architect fees. In response to another inquiry about his fees,

Hickman explained to Stevens that if the project were brought in under budget his fees

would be reduced proportionally. He also was asked to explain the limits of his

responsibilities concerning the library site, and explained the need for special consultants

to help with technical issues such as acoustics, and stage lighting. Commissioner Stevens

asked for a review of the studies that led to the establishment of site A. He also
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questioned the decision to hire the SRI to study facility requirements when the University

of Wichita could have done it at a much lower cost, and further inquired about the

ramifications of rethinking the selection of site A.

For months the city commission focused on the nature of Hickman's contract and

the requirement for technical consultants. The ultimate responsibility for the project was

discussed with the Assistant City Attorney Eugene Pirtle to establish exactly who would

be at fault if there were to be a problem with the design, Hickman or the consultant, and

how contracts would protect the city. Eventually, contracts were signed with D. Dana

Price, consultant for energy conversion equipment (power, heating, and air conditioning)

work, Vern Knudsen, for acoustical analysis and design, and George Izenhour for stage

lighting and equipment.

In September 1963,a petition was circulated among the citizens of Wichita

protesting the civic center program. The petition, which carried 479 signatures, read:

To the City Commission: The bond issue for the civic Cultural Center and Library
was voted on and passed in May, 1961 under the assumption there would be no
increase in taxes. We, the undersigned, hereby protest an increase for this
purpose. We hereby respectfully request a hearing before the City Commission
relative to the matter September 17, 1963.

After the petition was presented to the commission during their meeting on the 17th,

Commissioner Stevens was quick to establish that, "for the benefit of the press, he would

like to point out that he had in no way instigated this public hearing." Commissioner

Tarrant's prepared statement was also entered into the record:

Wichita will move ahead. This Commission will prove it was constituted to
build. It was the Wichitans themselves who through their vote said, "There will
be a civic center." "There will be a new library." This Commission has as its
singular function the responsibility to put rivits (sic) into the citizens'reams.
This will be done. Individual Commissioners will maintain and voice individual



thoughts regarding this or any other municipal project. Thank God for this
diversity of opinion... for it is the basis and exercise of democracy. But, we
agree to a man (or let that man say so now) that the new civic center and the new
library will become reality. There will be belt tightening. But, the people made
this decision. And, to assume the people acted without wisdom is to cast a
dispersion upon the entire democratic process. I personally know that the people
cannot be bamboozled. There'l be a trickster arise from time to time... and
there'l be a slick deal pulled off here and there. But over the long haul, there's no
one who can get up early enough, or talk fast enough, or think cagey enough to
direct people down paths they don't wish to travel.

After the floor was opened for public comment, Mrs. Herbert Young spoke in

support of the petition. She objected that her neighborhood had been annexed into

Wichita since the time of the vote and now was expected to pay for the project. She

questioned the integrity of the two commissioners who served at the time of the bond

vote (Byrd and Bell) who "allowed their elections to be turned into a farce." She

asserted that bond issue had been sold on the basis that no tax increase would ensue, and

requested that public hearings into the matter be conducted. Commissioner Tarrant

explained that many hours had been expended in examining the cost and the location of

the project, which resulted from the city referendum, and several commissioners stated

that new public hearings would be counterproductive. John Stevens, however, moved

that the petition be recognized and a public hearing scheduled. The rest of the board did

not agree. Bogart asked that Mrs. Young submit in writing the questions that she and

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

other interested parties would like answered before a public hearing was agreed to. The

motion carried four to one, with Stevens dissenting. A Beacon editorial backed up the

board, stating that 13,000 had voted against the project in the first place and so it was no

"Wichita City Commisioners Meeting Minutes, September 17, 1963.
Ibid.



surprise that 500 could be found to sign the petition. The article continued that the

project was too far underway, and to change plans now would be "thwarting the people'

will."'ollowing
the assassination of the president on November 22, 1963 the

commission decided to dedicate the plaza to John F. Kennedy. At the commission

meeting four days after the tragic event:

Commissioner Bell moved that, in respect to the memory of President John F.
Kennedy and the principle for which he lived and died, that area heretofor
established as the site for the Civic Cultural Center and the Library and any future
additions which may be made thereto be henceforth known as and named as the
"John Fitzgerald Kennedy Memorial Mall" and that there be erected thereon at an
appropriate time a suitable edifice in memorium and dedication to him.

The longest running disagreement between the architects and the community

concerned the number of seats in the music hall. The SRI study as well as Hickman's

original proposal recommended that the hall seat 2,500 patrons. Later the capacity

recommendation was changed to read "not to exceed a maximum of 2,500 seats." In

Hickman's progress report dated May 2, 1963, after the services of acoustics expert Dr.

Knudsen were obtained, the recommendation was noted as a range, from 2,000 to 2,500

seats. The acoustics consultant considered about 2,000 seats to be the right number of

seat given the volume of the hall. The September 17 report stated, "Since any seating

arrangement above 2,000 which includes safe exits requires an increasing sacrifice in

acoustic quality and an attendant increase in required building volume, the schematic

""Need for Cultural Center Still as Valid as Ever," Wichita Beacon, September 19, 1963."Wichita City Commissioners Meeting Minutes, November 26, 1963, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
'Civic Cultural Center for the City of Wichita, Kansas Progress Report, September 17, 1963,"

Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
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plans have indicated about 2,100 seats." In October 1963 the Eagle-Beacon columnist

Ted Hammer published a piece that discussed the seating with Mayor's Advisory Council

chairman C. Merritt Winsby that criticized the departure from the SRI recommendation

and the lack of discussion with facility users. In a subsequent letter to Hammer, Hickman

defended the process by which the changes were made, discussing each decision with the

city commission, who were responsible for representing the needs of the community, and

that presentations had been made to "over 35 groups on 52 occasions." The issue was the

overall budget for the project, as the letter also stated, "The architect's job, under the

circumstances, is to endeavor to accommodate all the requirements of seeing, hearing,

sitting and standing, music, drama, exhibition and meeting... within the stipulated

funds."'ome

in the community wanted more seats, but none was more vocal than was

Harry Peebles, a local promoter that brought entertaimnent to Wichita's stages. In

January 1962 Peebles sent a letter to city manager Backstrom stating that the hall needed

to have at least 3,000 or 3,500 seats. Otherwise the big touring events would not stop in

Wichita, or the seat cost would price most citizens out of the market. After the Eagle-

Beacon editorial appeared, Peebles wrote to Hammer concerning the size of the hall:

I have just returned to my office from a big midwestern show tour and I read your
column regarding the Civic Center facilities and it's seating arrangements. I want

you to know that I —too —am deeply disturbed in the thinking of John Hickman-
the architect —and just where he is getting his ideas and whether or not it is
coming from some minority group here in Wichita that is advising him to go
against the wishes of the mayor's advisory committee —to which I was a member
—in the size of the structures. If this is his thinking and if this policy is continued
we might just as well scrap the new Civic Center idea and continue with the

~ Ibid.
'etter Irom John Hickman to Robert Nelson, October 31, 1963, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
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Forum and the Arcadia since the Arcadia seats 2000 people and we can make the
best of it and save the public a good many millions of dollars.

Peebles continued a barrage of letters over the ensuing months, spaced just days

apart in many cases. In a letter dated February 8, 1964, Peebles wrote, "Ihate to keep

harping on this situation but I feel as if I am the only one that is taking an active interest

in the size of the building... I just hope Wichita doesn't get a white elephant." A few

weeks later Peebles forwarded the plans for the Kennedy Center that would seat 2,750 in

the music hall. Another letter summarized a meeting between John Hickman and Henry

Guettel, the New York producer of a touring presentation of Camelot, in which Guettel

recommended a minimum capacity of 2,800. Peebles again urged McClure to work with

Hickman on the issue.

At the February 11 commission meeting Hickman presented the proposal for

2,200 seats in the music hall. Peebles appeared at the meeting and again requested that

I
the plan be reconsidered, and restated that the cost of theater tickets would be exorbitant

and that the big shows would bypass Wichita. Hickman reiterated his conclusions that

I acoustics, viewing, and, budget limitations would not allow more seating. In another

letter addressed to Wichita Director of Administration Terry Scanlan on April 22 Peebles

reiterated his concern, "Unless we definitely come up with an (sic) minimum of 2,500

seats in the Music Hall then Wichita is definitely going to have a tragic auditorium. I am

sure that you will agree with this and I am sure that all sensible reports are to this

effect." The city commission began to push Hickman on the size of the auditorium. In

Harry Peebles to Ted Hammer, October 24, 2004, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection."
Harry Peebles to Russell McClure, February 8, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
Harry Peebles to Terry Scanlan, April 22, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection
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a letter dated Monday, April 20, Terry Scanlon requested that Hickman evaluate four

alternatives proposed during a previous meeting with the architects. In a letter from Roy

Varenhorst, his partner apologized for a delay in responding because Hickman was out of

town for a rest.

Then, on Thursday, April 24, 1964, thirty-eight year old John Hickman

succumbed to the pressure and committed suicide, leaving behind a wife and four

daughters. He was found dead in his car at his home with a garden hose running from the

exhaust pipe to the &ont window. The of5cial cause of death, according to Clint

Edwards, county coroner, was "self inflected carbon monoxide poisoning." After the

incident, Varenhorst made the following statement:

Surely, there is a lesson to be learned, from this tragedy. A tragedy not only to
the family,.but to this entire community. For this was a man that had a great deal
to give and he gave it. One of great talent, passion, integrity and love of his
fellow man and community. Surely, we all have a responsibility in what has take
n place, so let us be wiser, more considerate to each other and less abusive, selfish
and unkind. Let us put aside petty differences, the course has been charted, let us
proceed without bickering, discourse and meaningless nothing. If we are to be
what we want to be, then let us commence

now.'t

the following commission meeting a resolution was presented and passed:

WHEREAS, the recent death of John M. Hickman has left his many
acquaintances, friends, family and indeed this city with a deep sense of loss, and

WHEREAS, his professional attributes a'nd abilities had been wholeheartedly

applied towards the fruition of a beautiful dream held by the great majority of his
fellow citizens, and

WHEREAS, that dream will some day be a reality as once stated by John
Hickman "Beauty pasted or tacked, or painted on as a disguise for a badly
conceived inefficient structures. Efficiency or economy and beauty are not at war

"Hickman Services Saturday Afternoon," Wichita Eaale, April 24, 1964.
'~ Roy K. Varenhorst, statement concerning the death of John Hickman, April 24, 1964, Hickman-

Varenhorst Collection
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with each other in a truly well designed building, they are one and the same thing
and serve equally the same CENTRAL IDEA and purpose." And,

WHEREAS, the Civic and Cultural Center will stand as testimony to his unique
contribution and long after his fellow citizens have died, John M. Hickman will
continue to live,

BE IT THEREFORE RESOLVED by the Board of City Commissioners of the
City of Wichita, that this Commission pause for a moment in its deliberations to
mourn the passing of John M. Hickman.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the City Manager have spread a copy of this
Resolution n the permanent records of the City of Wichita and as an expression of
sympathy that a copy hereof be given to the members of his immediate family.

Commissioner Bell also presented a statement, addressed to the Mayor:

In the death of John Hickman, there has occurred a tragedy too enormous to
comprehend. His wife and four daughters have lost a devoted and loving young
husband and father. His parents have lost a son whose life was the fulfillment of
their dreams and plans. Is friends have lost a wise and constant companion,
whose sensitive concern of others and zest for the challenges of life made
association with him a rewarding experience. And even though the Civic Center
has proceeded to the point where it bears the imprint of his design, his great talent
for that which was beautiful and artful has been taken from a community which
desperately needs beauty and art.
John Hickman gave too much to his project. Let us be sure. Mr. Mavor. that all
others aive enough. Let us be sure that this work proceeds with all of the
dedication, all of the vision, all of the beauty, all of the technical skill and... yes...all of the uncompromising insistence for perfection that John poured into it in
such measure that this tragedy occurred.'

With the passing of John Hickman, his partner, Roy Varenhorst, took center stage

on the project. In a status report dated April 27, he reassured the council of his ability to

carry on with the project. He noted that the project was on schedule, that he had been

involved throughout the entire project, and had participated in all decisions. Varenhorst

emphasized the capability of himself and his staff to continue the work; "John's loss

' Wichita City Commission Meeting Minutes, April 28, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
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should not be minimized, but this project has advanced to the point where his unique

contribution has been made."'ith a unanimous decision, the commission expressed

their confidence in Varenhorst.

Hickman's death, however, breathed new life into Harry Peebles. On the day of

the tragedy, Peebles sent another letter to Scanlon stating,

I was shocked to hear the news by radio today of the suicide of John Hickman-
project engineer —for the new Civic Center. I know that there are an awful lot of
problems connected with the Civic Center and I am sure that all of the problems
that we have thrown at him during the past couple of weeks may have some effect
—I do not know. However, now is the time to re-appraise this entire conception to
see if it is the right

thing.'ore

letters followed in May, one referencing a telegram with Camelot producer Henry

Guettle that read, "Shocked to hear about John Hickman. Please do not let his successor

plan for less than [2,500] seats in the new auditorium. Capacity absolutely necessary for

touring musicals."'ollowing letters used phrases such as "definitely concerned,"

"white elephant," "the most foolish thing that could happen," "desperate need for a larger

auditorium," "never be used," "absolute folly," "a very bad situation," "glaring flaw,"

and threatened to "explode an advertising campaign to try to force the issue."'eebles

questioned nearly everything about the facility, sending a three-page listing of complaints

concerning dressing rooms, footlights, equipment, seating, sound, office space, truck

access, stage exits, rest rooms, and concession stands. He recommended a redesign of the

Roy K. Varenhorst, Civic Cultural Center for the City of Wichita, Kansas Progress Report April 27,
1963, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.

' Harry Peebles to Terry Scanlon, April 22, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.
Telegram, Henry Guettel to Harry Peebles, May 11, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection.'"
Harry Peebles, miscellaneous letters to Terry Scanlon, April, May, and June 1964, Hickman-

Varenhorst Collection
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facility and to "eliminate the consultants" and offered to "meet with anyone willing to

n106

Roy Varenhorst gave the city commission confidence that the civic center

program was on track and in good hands. He took full control of the firm, eventually

buying his former partner's portion of the business from the Hickman estate, and the firm

became known as Roy K. Varenhorst, Architects. The subject of Harry Peebles'laims

was addressed at a May commission meeting. Varenhorst recommended that the music

hall move ahead as planned. Adding room for two hundred persons by making the seats

smaller would compromise both comfort and acoustics, adding the need for amplification

for some programs. Adding three hundred seats would require a redesign of the complex,

$500,000 additional cost, and a six month delay. He suggested that productions requiring

more seats simply be moved to one of the larger halls. Commissioner Stevens agreed,

stating that the best possible consultants had been used for the design and that the project

should move ahead as previously approved. Merrit Winsby, past president of the

Mayor's Advisory Committee, appeared before the commission and agreed that the

current design was the best compromise between quality and budget constraints. Frank

Kessler, President of the Wichita Symphony Society also spoke, agreeing that the seating

was acceptable and recommending that acoustics should not be compromised at any

price. Adding seats in a way that would require amplification was inconceivable.

Finally, Harry Peebles presented his case once again to the commission, recommending a

minimum of 2,500 seats, or as a compromise, the 2,400-seat plan. After discussion on

Harry Peebles, Suggestions —Comments —Information f'rom "Hap" Peebles regarding Civic and

Cultural Center, received by Hickman and Associates on June 23, 1964. Hickman-Varenhorst Collection
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the matter Commissioner Bell moved that the project move ahead with the 2,200 seat

music hall. The motion was seconded by Stevens, and carried unanimously.

Once the building plan was completed and agreed upon, attention turned to the

land surrounding the building. The URA was actively buying up properties. The first

inquiries as to the involvement of the URA on the civic center project came as early as

1961. In a letter to John Hickman on September 14 of that year, director Robert

DesMarteau explained that under the guidance of the Urban Renewal program, the

"downtown and its surrounding area will fall within the scope of the legal definition of a

'blighted area.'"'he broad definition under the Kansas Urban Renewal Law included

the presence of deteriorated structures, inadequate streets, unsanitary or unsafe

conditions, "or any combination of such factors, substantially impairs or arrests the sound

growth of a municipality... or constitutes an economic or social liability."'rom this

time on, the URA was a key participant in the Civic Center project.

There were, however, several businesses that provided problems for the URA and

the city. The planning department recommended a plan that included a road that cut

between the auditorium and the river, but there were several properties that interfered

with its placement. One problem was with the Koch building, located on Douglas west

of the civic center site near the river. The building site was located within the designated

urban renew@ area, but specifically excluded because the price was too high to fit within

the budget. With the addition of the river road in the project the council was faced with

the choice of either spending the additional money to purchase the site or working around

Robert C. DesMarteau to John Hickman, letter dated September 14, 1961,Hickman-Varenhorst
Collection.

'Ibid.



it. The second contentious matter involved the Southwest Grease Company, which was

located directly south of the center across English, which had been left out of the renewal

zone. However, some proposed plans interfered with at least parts of their operations. A

third issue was the inclusion of the area north of the civic center site across Douglas. The

area was not part of the civic center land, yet it was part of the designated urban renewal

area that ended up being included as part of the civic center package.

The problem with the Koch building was that it was directly in line with Waco

Street, which began at Douglas and extended north. The river drive would ideally line up

with Waco and curve around the west side of the civic center and then connect to Water

Street at Waterman. With the Koch building in place there was no way to align the

Waco-Douglas-river road intersection. Moving the intersection east encroached on the

center, and moving it west put the intersection close to the Douglas Street bridge, and in

neither case would the road have a well designed intersection or connect properly to the

existing grid system. Commissioner Tarrant even proposed that the road split, with

northbound traffic skirting the property to the east, and southbound traffic going to the

west, resulting in an even more unworkable intersection. The commission meeting on

June 23, 1964 brought little consensus, with separate factions pushing the east location,

some the west, some the Y, and some wanting to remove the Koch building and align

with Waco. Others, including Varenhorst, preferred no river road at all. If there was to

be a road, some wanted it to contribute to the city traffic system, and some wanted it to be

for local access to the center and riverfront only. Motion after motion failed for want of a

second. Commissioner Stevens moved that the general plan be approved with the

exception that the location of the river road as it approached Douglas be left unsettled
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until the feasibility of acquiring the Koch building could be determined. The motion

passed three to two.

At the commission meeting held on August 10, another problem with the river

road came to a head when Robert Martin, legal counsel for Southwest Grease Company,

appeared before the council. The contentious battle with Southwest Grease began earlier

in the year when they threatened to move their business out of town if the URA or the

city interfered with their operations. Company officials contended that routing cars along

a river road west of the civic center and the Southwest property, with much of it diverted

along Waterman, would disrupt the plant's ef5ciency among its various manufacturing

and warehouse buildings that were scattered over several blocks. The URA wanted to

put the business's property under their authority without any specific plans to utilize it,

but Southwest stated that they could not continue operations under threat of

condemnation. Martin maintained that they had reached a previous agreement that the

business would not be touched, but newspaper coverage of new proposals for the river

road indicated that the URA was going to renege. Martin stated that the URA's new

position was that there were still no plans to impact Southwest's operations, but that there

had never been any assurance that none of their land would be in designated areas. The

business was willing to negotiate a land trade to permit the river drive to pass north of

their property, essentially turning east into English Street, but the latest plans had the

drive turning south again and connecting with Water at Waterman. In order to shuttle

plant equipment between the buildings the company made heavy use of Waterman. The

turn would not only require more of their land, but the traf5c would interfere with their

operations. According to DesMarteau, this alignment would require the acquisition of
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more right-of-way, including more of Southwest's land. As was the case with the land

surrounding the Koch building, certain minimum roadway standards had to be maintained

in order to obtain federal funds. Otherwise, the city would have to pay all costs for

substandard roads. Ralph Wurz, director of public works for the city, reminded the

commission that the original plan was for the river road to run north and south,

connecting to Maple instead of turning past Southwest Grease. Mayor Bogart moved that

the issue be passed to Varenhorst, Wulz, and DesMarteau, who were to report back

within 30 days. The motion carried unanimously.

The belligerents turned to the newspaper for the next few days. Martin vowed

that Southwest Grease intended to fight the URA with all its power, and again stated his

objections. "Our facility is not a blighted area. It is an industrial area. It should not be

classed with the rest of the buildings there. I can't see why anybody would want to put a

perimeter drive through the middle of a grease plant."'esMarteau explained that the

review would delay the project for 30 days, and if a proposal came back from the

committee that differed from what had already been submitted to the federal Urban

Revewal Agency, there would be a two to three month delay. Commissioner John

Stevens blasted DesMarteau, blaming him for ignoring a promise to keep Southwest

Grease out of the district, and for submitting a plan that they had not approved to the

federal agency. The change had been deliberate, charged Stevens, who went on to say,

He's deceitful in his presentation for reason[s] I don't know. I won't tolerate it
and I don't think the commission should tolerate it. Either DesMarteau starts

being absolutely truthful in dealing with
people

or I'm going to suggest from the
Commission bench that he be replaced."

"Opponents Threaten to Stop Civic Center," Wichita Beacon, August 11, 1964." "Renewal Director Blamed for Tangle," Wichita Beacon, August 12, 1964.



DesMarteau acknowledged that he should take some of the blame, but explained that he

was only carrying out what the commission had asked him to do. Concerning

Stevens'ccusations,

DesMarteau said, "I'e been slandered to say the least.""'ther

commissioners spoke out against John Stevens'hreats. Commissioner Byrd called it a

"blatant show of irresponsibility." Mayor Bogart defended the URA director's actions as

simply following out the Commission's direction. Commissioner Bell said,

"Commissioner Stevens'atred for urban renewal and for everyone and everything

connected with it, is not new; so I am not surprised at his statement. To question the

integrity of a public servant of the high moral character of Bob DesMarteau serves no

commendable cause." The Beacon made a case for a cooler approach to the issues,n112

The controversy over the Civic Cultural Center urban renewal project needs
cooling down. Hot tempers and hard feelings won't help get the Center built. If
anyone deserves to get mad, it's the citizens of Wichita. They have waited
patiently three years for a start on the Center, and now another delay is
threatening. But let's face it - delays are not uncommon on a project of this
magnitude. Two or three months is minor compared to the probable 50-year life
of the Center. Yet any delay will be frustrating to the community. The thing that
is likely to exhaust Wichitans'atience quickest is needless bickering."

On August 13 a group that represented the interests of the city, the URA,

Southwest Grease, and Varenhorst came to an agreement that it would be best to revert to

the original plan, and to extend the river drive directly south to Maple, completely

eliminating Southwest Grease &om the renewal zone. The cost to the city for the new

"'bid." "3 Commissioners, Mayor Defend Action of Urban Renewal Director," Wichita Eaale, August 13,
1964.'" "Bickering Won't Help," Wichita Beacon, August 13, 1964.
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plan was $60,000 because the south part of the road would not be included in the URA

district.

A perimeter drive could circumscribe the site without diverting traffic to

Waterman or Water. At the commission meeting held on August 18, City Manager

Russell McClure reported the results. Then, attention was turned back to the issue of the

Koch building. Varenhorst read a statement into the record that urged the Commission to

obtain and raze the interfering structure. Although he was against the road, he felt that

this would be the best solution under the circumstances. Stevens questioned the need for

the route, as did Bell. Byrd also questioned the road on the basis that it would limit

parking facilities for the center. Tarrant said that he would propose a completely

different route, paving a six-lane drive west of the river, and missing the civic center site

altogether. The city manager expressed hope that the Commission would accept the

proposal at hand, and decide on the Koch building issue to avoid further delays. After a

lengthy discussion over the options presented by Varenhorst, and a series of lost motions,

the commission decided, by a vote of four to one, to accept the recommendation of the

committee. The road alignment would now bypass Southwest Grease on the west side,

and also intersect Douglas west of the Koch building.

Immediately after the apparent settlement of the river road issue, the council

brought up a concern over the area north of Douglas included in the civic center URA

zone. This area was slated for private development unrelated to the center. The issue had

been raised several times before, but with no other issues at hand it moved to the

forefront. Always chafing against the URA, Commissioner Stevens asked for a

clarification at the August 25 meeting of why and when the area had been included in the
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parcel, and what law allowed the URA to condemn parking lots as blighted or

substandard. Trying to divert Stevens line of questioning, Bell stated that questions of

the legality of urban renewal activity should be settled in court and not in commission

meetings.

At a public hearing on September 8, James Gardner, Chairman of the URA for

Wichita, spoke to the issue of the area north of Douglas. He stated that the plans for

private development of the area had existed since the adoption of the plan on January 2,

1962. Reasons for the inclusion of the property were so that the surrounding area would

be compatible with the center, and that it had been a recommendation of the Mayor'

Advisory Committee. Also, the city would not have been able to procure the land on its

own due to its limited power of eminent domain. In addition, affected businesses would

be eligible for moving expenses up to $25,000 paid by federal funds. Stevens asked what

would happen if the area was excluded. Gardner responded that the city would be liable

for $261,000 because of businesses that had already been purchased, and that it would

constitute a major change to the program and cause a considerable delay.

Robert Nelson, attorney for the Reiz Stove Company that was located in the area

in question, stated his concern that the newspaper announced the sale of their land to First

National Bank at a price that they thought was considerably below value. He further

stated that the URA had not contacted them about being resituated. They were willing to

be relocated, but wanted just compensation.

William P. Higgins, attorney for Brick's Menswear, located on the south side of

Douglas at Water Street also spoke in opposition to the URA plan. He stated that Brick's

business was seriously depreciated because of the URA designation, and that the plan
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was "incomplete, arbitrary, and inconsistent, and that any property not necessary for the

civic center itself, should be removed from the site [the URA plan]."" The business had

recently lost a district court case seeking an injunction against the city to stall the project.

However, they had subsequently filed an appeal with the Kansas Supreme Court and their

case was still pending. The local court ruled that it could not "question the city's wisdom

in selecting an urban renewal project, only whether it did so legally.""

Miss Mabel Forney appeared and "stated her objection to the taking of property

from the original property owner for resale to private developers;"" Mrs. Emma

Farmer, owner of several lots at the northwest corner of Douglas and Water, questioned

why her land, "which was not a slum," had been condemned. Robert Cowdry stated that

if Mrs. Forney's land could be condemned, "any property in the city could be taken," "
and that the city commission should take the north of Douglas parcel out of the plan.

After closing the public hearing Commissioner Stevens moved that the north area

be removed &om the plan, but the motion did not receive a second. Mayor Bogart agreed

that the land should not have been included, but that he was concerned about further

project delays. Gardner stated that if the parcels were separated the south portion might

not be approved and the city would lose funding for the entire civic center project.

Stevens thought the citizens of Wichita would be willing to carry the burden of the

project without urban renewal funding. Tarrant disagreed, stating that the city was

" Wichita City Commission Public Hearing, September 8, 1964, Hickman-Varenhorst Collection." "Legal Move to Tie Up Renewal Project Fails," Wichita Beacon, September 4, 1964.'"Wichita City Commission Public Hearing, September 8, 1964." Ibid.
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already foregoing many capitol improvements to carry the cost of the center and that the

loss of funding would make the project an impossibility. In response, Stevens argued,

that he personally felt now was the time for the people to realize what their
Constitution contains, and they should net be willing to sacrifice their
constitutional right for a few Federal dollars. He further stated that people were
rejecting Urban Renewal all over the United States and in his opinion would do so
in Wichita if affoided the opportunity.

The motion for delaying further action for one week carried unanimously. Meanwhile,

Gardner requested an opinion from the URA's regional office at Fort Worth concerning

the change of plans, and anticipated a six-month delay. Again, the commissioners

berated the URA for the lack of communication, but the Beacon spoke up for the URA,

and reported that the information had been presented to the same commission 16 months

before. When the URA did not receive any negative comments, they went ahead with the

plan." In an editorial on September 11,the Beacon laid out a challenge to the

commission,

We think it would be a mistake for the City Commission to back away now and
revise the urban renewal plan drastically to eliminate the two-block area north of
Douglas. It would not only delay the center further and possibly place it in
jeopardy, but also would cast a blot on the city's integrity. It is time for an end to
vacillation. Let's proceed with urban renewal as planned and get the center
built

't

the commission meeting of September 15 several city organizations also

submitted letters in support of the existing plan. Greater Downtown Wichita, Inc.

pleaded for the council to expedite the project by avoiding a change. They also felt that

the property owners in the district north of Douglas would not improve the land on their

" Ibid." "Civic Center Plans Await U.S. Ruling," Wichita Beacon, September 9, 1964.'" "Revising Renewal Project Will Endanger Civic Center," Wichita Beacon, September 11, 1964.
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own because of their diverse interests and financial situations. Also, there was little

objection by the owners to being displaced, only in the compensation to be received,

In review of the action of the present owners it is not a question of their reluctance
to have their property acquired for the project but rather the concern for the price
they may receive for the property. Their rights to full value for their property are
assured and protected by present laws.... [T]he area north of Douglas Ave. in
Project Kansas R-19 (Civic Center) should not be left to "chance

redevelopment'nd

long term land speculation, the result of which will create further
deterioration and a slum type area adjacent to the expensive capital improvement
investment of the citizens of Wichita. As an organization interested in the cultural
and economic growth of Wichita, we urge that you take no actions that. will
change the present boundaries of the Civic Project area and that you move
forward in such a manner to assure the early completion of the project.'

Another letter from R. C. McCormick representing the Metropolitan Wichita Council

asked the council to move forward without delay:

True, the immediate situation in Urban Renewal has its discouraging aspects. But,
as one citizen vitally concerned, I do urge you to go ahead and clean up the
current situation. Otherwise, the position becomes messy and impossible. For
example, Wichita wants the River Boulevard. The Garveys and ourselves want an
outstanding merchandising area on the north side of Douglas Avenue facing the
Civic Center. Both of us are working toward that end. As I have said to you
before, if the financial integrity of an Urban Renewal project is to be maintained,
private enterprise must maintain it by some vision and a willingness to invest in it.
Believe me, we are steadily working on such a program now. True, we may fall
flat on our faces, but we are going to give it our best "old school try".

'ommissionerStevens, the most vocal proponent for deleting the area, was not present

for this meeting. Commissioner Tarrant moved that the decision be delayed until his

return, but Mayor Bogart stated that he had discussed the matter with Stevens and that he

would vote in the negative in any case, and so there was no reason to defer the matter

again. Tarrant read a statement lamenting the decisions leading up to the present center

' Greater Downtown Wichita Inc. to Wichita Council, September 14, 1964. City Commission Minutes

of September 15, 1964, Wichita City Clerk File 7.3.
'22 Ibid
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design and the influence of urban renewal, preferring that these matters be left to local

funds and local control,

But, to alter this policy or change this philosophy from this bench as a
Commissioner is as untenable as rendering an elephant docile with a willow
switch. [T]his present Commission inherited the great problems with which it has
dealt regarding this project. This Commission did not select the site, it did not
select the architect, it did not apply for urban renewal participation, it did not
approve early land acquisition... all these things preceded the present
composition of this Commission. These facts are not recited as excuses for any
delays which some may feel have been realized in the early construction of the
facility ...they are merely realities with which this Commission has had to deal.
However, with these decisions, this Commission also inherited a
RESPONSIBILITY that there must be faith, integrity, and continuity linking each
governmental body to the one before and the one which will follow. And,
whether I like it or not, my best judgment is that the civic center must be
culminated as rapidly and economically as possible and that we have gone beyond
the point of no return in all our planning

stages.'ommissioner

Bell and Mayor Bogart agreed with Tarrant's assessment. Commissioner

Byrd moved for the acceptance of the proposed plan without modification, and the

commission, showing their unwillingness to further delay the project, voted four to none

in support of Byrd's motion. With that action, an official resolution was adopted

authorizing the city to enter into a cooperative agreement with the Urban Renewal

Agency that included a detailed description of the boundaries of Project No. KANS. R-

19. The description included the area north of Douglas, and excluded the Koch building

and the Central Building that was located on the southwest corner of Douglas and Main.

In November the civic center project received the approval of the Fort Worth Urban

'" Ibid.
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Renewal Agency and in February, 1965 oAicial approval committing $4.5 million in

funding, enabling the project to move ahead.

4.2 Urban Renewal

By the beginning of 1965 the URA's acquisition of property in the civic center

area was well underway. Demolition began at the site of the new library, which was

scheduled to begin a year in advance of the auditorium complex. The clearance of the

library site would be followed by the auditorium site and completed by the removal of

buildings on the peripheral lots. The Topeka firm of George W. Champney Co. won the

contract with a bid of $136,580.37.

On Tuesday, March 9, 1965, the wrecking ball swung for the first time, bringing

down the Bauman's Inc. building at 115 W. William. Bishop Carrol's Honor Guard and

Drill Team performed at the ceremonial first blow and a bottle of champagne, hung from

the roof of the building, provided a target for the 2,500 lb. steel ball. Marjorie Taylor,

chairman of the Wichita Library Board, took control of the crane for the first swing,

unfortunately missing the bottle and instead taking out a window.

The stirrings of nostalgia were reserved for the destruction of the old civic center.

The Forum served Wichita's needs for over fifty-six years. One of its opening attractions

was the Cincinnati Symphony accompanying the 500 voice "Children's Crusade." A

performance of "Ben-Hur" attracted 16,000 over a run of four days. The production

featured a moveable stage so that the horses could really run during the famous chariot

race scene. Entertainers such as Al Jolson and Lilly Pons sang on its stage. Nelson Eddy

and Jeanette MacDonald performed there. "Kingfish" Huey Long, US senator from

Louisiana once gave a speech. John Phillip Sousa himself led his band through his
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famous marches in its confines. The Wichita chord society gave annual performances of

Handel's "The Messiah," and Van Cliburn played his piano there. Circus animals

performed. It held wheat shows, high school graduations, 4H competitions, and horse

shows, farm machinery demonstrations, and automobile shows. Wichita University

played their intercollegiate basketball games in the facility before the school built their

own field house in the 1950s, and the semi-pro Wichita Henrys played their games there

during the 1930s.One of the original tennis professionals, Bill Tilden, played an

exhibition match on the arena floor. Shriners often used the facilities to hold their

conventions. It had also served the community in more utilitarian ways, such as

providing shelter to people driven &om their homes during Arkansas River floods.

On Saturday, April 3, 1965 the Forum hosted its last patrons when an over-

capacity crowd of 4,500 attended the Grand Ole Opry, brought to town by promoter

Harry Peebles. Harry Martin, the Forum's 79-year-old stage manager had worked at the

facility &om the day it opened in 1910,starting as a stagehand. In a Wichita Eagle

article, Martin reminisced about the facility, the shows, the farmer's market, and the

celebrities that once preformed there. He remembered that the basement was once full of

confiscated whiskey, "The manager we had then got drunk on the stuff, grabbed a gun

and shot hell out of the place. I suppose you could find some of the bullet holes." He

added, "I'm, 79, so I suppose I'l go out with the Forum. Maybe that's the way it should

be because I remember too many really great people who were in here. But I sure hate to

see that curtain close for the last time."'he Wichita Eagle and Beacon later recalled,

" "Forum Facing Destruction Haven of Stage Memories," Wichita Eagle, April 4, 1965.

103



"The Forum never was a thing of beauty, but it was big at the time it was built and

constructed so strongly the wrecker's ball almost could not do the
job.'n

April 16 the process of salvaging reusable fixtures in the building began and

in early May the first hole was broken through an exterior wall to provide ventilation for

the workers. It would take months to complete the demise of the multi-functional

structure, but the building came down wall by wall, starting with the Forum and

proceeding south to the Arcadia.

The taking of properties in the civic center area did not always proceed smoothly.

There was some resistance to the URA, mostly over price offered for the land. When no

agreement could be reached, the URA went to court to force condemnation. The judge

ordered independent appraisers to help in making a more objective decision. The most

active litigant was Brick's Menswear, located on the south side of Douglas. As

mentioned previously, Brick's took their case to stop the city and the URA to the Kansas

Supreme Court after the district court ruled that the clothing store had no case for a trial.

The Supreme Court, however, overturned the district judge's decision. To escalate the

issue Brick's acquired an af5davit from a former city inspector that said he was told to

find Brick's structure and other buildings blighted without regard for their actual

condition. As reported in the Beacon, "he was ordered by superintendent of inspection

Glenn Lytle and URA director Robert DesMarteau to make 'a 'sham'nspection ...to
be made for the purpose of designating the particular area... as being a slum, blighted,

and deteriorating for qualification under urban renewal standards.'"'he issue was

'" "Old Forum Building Site of Countless Thrills," Wichita Eaale and Beacon, January 5, 1969.
"Civic Center Building Exam Called 'Sham,"'ichita Beacon, April 22, 1965.
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soon resolved, however, because Brick's was leasing the building that they occupied, and

in the meantime the URA acquired the property making them landlord of the business.

By August, with only a few isolated buildings still standing on West Douglas between

Main and the river, Brick's moved a few blocks away to 321 East Douglas.

In August 1965, the city was ready to request bids for the construction of the

auditorium. Bid documents prepared by the architect were presented to the commission

on August 10, and then sent to the city inspection division to find compliance with city

building codes. The plan allowed only six weeks for bids to be submitted because of a

delay in the preparation of the specifications, for which the commission and the architect

blamed each other. The city wanted the documents ready by the end of May and bids

submitted by the end of August. Varenhorst accused the commission for entertaining

multiple design changes for the architect to evaluate after the design had already been

approved putting the project two months behind schedule. An editorial in the Beacon

asked once again for cooler heads, citing difficulties due to the death of Hickman and

disputes over seating capacities. The column asked for peace and progress, "The best

thing for city officials and the architect to do now would be to avoid any bickering over

who's to blame for planning delays and make every effort to get an early start on

construction."~~127

There was, however, ample opportunity for further quibbling. There was the

issue concerning the number of bid documents to be provided to the city by the architect.

The architect was contractually committed to provide ten, but the city wanted 50, which

"No Profit in Bickering," Wichita Beacon. August 4, 1965.
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would have resulted in an additional $10,000 printing fee. Commissioner Vollmer

requested a further delay to allow an independent group of building contractors to review

the documents before bids were formally advertised. Varenhorst objected to this review.

However, Vollmer checked out copies of the documents and gave them to Martin K. Eby

Construction Company and Dondlinger Construction Company, both of whom were

expected to bid on the project, which according to Varenhorst, could result in their

disqualification &om the bidding process. There was also friction generated because of

Varenhorst's request for additional compensation due to what he considered to be extra

work on redesign issues. At the commission meeting on August 31, however, all was

settled when the commission approved, with a few amendments, the bid documents.

The bids were divided into separate categories for specialty items such as

elevators, mechanical systems, electrical, energy plant, and fire protection as well as the

general construction contract. Only two bids were submitted for the general contractor

work. The Martin K. Eby Construction Company of Wichita made the lowest and

winning bid, of $8,445,270. The bids were opened on November 12, and later that month

Varenhorst reported to the commission that Eby's bid met the project requirements,

although over the budget by more than $300,000, and recommended that a contract be

executed as soon as possible. On December 7, four-and-a-half years after the voters

approved the center, the contract was approved. On January 25 of the new year, as snow

fell on a shivering audience and the North High School Pep Band added music to the

frigid festivities, Mayor William Tarrant stood before a plunger rigged to several sticks of

dynamite. Tarrant remarked, "We'e often talked of building here and now we talk no
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more."'efore setting off the explosion, however, he added, "I'e been told that I'm to

shout three times, 'Fire in the hole.' do this for the profession of detonators. And it is

in no way a comment on how the Lord and the Devil look upon this project."'

'Big Bang Sets Off Civic Center," Wichita Beacon, January 25, 1966.

Ibid.
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CHAPTER 5

CONSTRUCTION

In many ways the challenging part of constructing the new civic auditorium was

over. The project was taken from the hands of the city commission and put into the

hands of architects, engineers, and construction workers. Within days of the

groundbreaking ceremony the Eby Construction Company began to excavate the hole for

the foundation and the basement marking the beginning the scheduled 1,000 days of

construction. Greater Downtown Wichita, Inc. constructed a 40-foot wide sign on

Douglas Avenue to explain to visitors that the hole was the "Site of the Civic Cultural

Center: another of the many good things in Downtown Wichita." By-mid summer

columns and walls with long reinforcing bars reaching up into the air formed anxious

tendrils waiting to grip the next course as concrete began to fill the hole.

In August of 1966 the city commission finally decided to purchase and raze the

Koch Building. With the removal of that structure, Douglas Avenue would run entirely

within the civic center land all the way to the river, except for the Central Building at the

corner of Douglas and Main. The Eagle reported that the "five story, red brick Koch

Building was considered an eyesore that would clash with the modern architecture of the

Civic Center Auditorium and library."'n addition, the removal would open up the

path for the river boulevard. At the same time, the city commissioners made a series of

dollar-stretching decisions. They disapproved $1,000 to plan the redevelopment of an

alley behind the Central Building. They opted to pave parking lots with asphalt rather
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than concrete saving $10,000 and an additional $8,262 more by turning down

Varenhorst's recommendation for aesthetically appealing exposed concrete sidewalks.

They also deleted from the 1967 budget $10,000 that was to be used for civic center

promotion. One of these proposals, the redesign of the Central Building site, was soon

overturned, and the commission did approve $174,185 make architectural improvements

proposed by the architect to use better and more decorative materials in the building.

By late 1966 local citizens were discussing the question of naming the facility.

Immediately following the assassination of John. F. Kennedy it was decided to name the

center grounds after the fallen president. John Stevens, now mayor of Wichita, said that

he had received many letters suggesting that the facility be named after Korean War hero

and Wichita native James Jabara, who died the previous year in an auto accident. An

editorial in the 8'ichita Beacon stated that center would forever be known by the name

that had already taken hold by Wichitans, the Civic Center. The writer also thought that

by naming the building after a person, it would

lose that valuable identification in the minds of the people all over the country
whom will be soliciting to book events into the Civic Center. Let it, then, be
known as the Wichita Civic Center. And lets make sure than anyone who hears
the name of the Center will have no doubt where it is located.'

By the end of 1966 the URA provided status on their part of the project. 100'/o of

the land had been procured and 95'/o of the buildings demolished, with 11 parcels of land

waiting for the completion of condemnation actions. It also gave notice to the city that it

"'Koch Site Added To Civic Center," Wichita Eagle, August 12, 1966.
"'Let it Be the Wichita Civic Center," Wichita Beacon, December 20, 1966.
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was prepared to accept a redevelopment plan submitted for the Garvey Center on the land

north of Douglas.

In January 1967 the 100-foot high center stage house took shape at the center of

the site. The outer walls of the stage house allowed the 15-ton steel trusses that would

support the concrete roof to be set into place by a giant crane with a 225-foot boom, and

the center began to take on its distinctive domed look. By the end of the year the

concrete roof was poured and from the outside the building looked more or less complete.

Inside the plastering of the interior was nearly done.

With the construction of the center moving along well on schedule, the city

commission dealt with a number of issues that appeared minor at a distance, but

significant to at least a few vocal citizens. The proposed fee schedule brought criticism

by prospective users that claimed that the rates were too high. Trade show promoters

wanted gas and electrical outlets on the floor of the convention center for use by vendor

displays. Some promoters questioned the live load capability designed into the floors,

which limited the weight of the exhibits and displays and people that occupied the

building during events. The board had difficulty deciding whether the center should be

managed by a separate autonomous board, or by the city manager.

The promotion of the center was an issue for those that wanted the city to fund a

campaign to attract conventions needing to be booked years in advance. The projected

operating deficit was much greater than that of the Forum, and ways to make up the

difference such as levying an occupancy tax on hotel rooms was proposed.

Several issues brought back to light some of, the animosity between the

commission and the architect. Varenhorst was not a&aid of staking his claim, and the
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new mayor, Clarence Vollmer, did not hesitate to take umbrage at his requests. The first

issue that arose in the middle of 1967 was that of the architect's fee. The initial fee based

on 7.5%of the construction costs was interpreted to be a fixed fee based on the initial

cost basis of the facility. However, Varenhorst assumed that the contract should be

interpreted literally, that it was a strict percentage of the actual cost. Since the first cost

targets were established the price had increased due to changes to the original plan, and

Varenhorst felt that he was entitled to an additional $65,000 based on the percentage, and

other additional fees that amounted to another $50,000. At the commission meeting held

on October 31, Ralph Wulz provided a statement on behalf of the city staff. He

concluded that taped commission meeting conversations with John Hickman clearly

indicated that the contract could be less, but never more than the original $685,165.95

unless the responsibilities of the architect changed. Records of later conversations with

Roy Varenhorst gave the same impression. The only change that necessitated additional

fees occurred when the power plant for the library was added to Varenhorst's design

responsibilities. At that time an additional fee was added bringing the total to $694,731.

City attorney Eugene Pirtle, who had been party to preparing the original agreements,

provided his opinion that the contract was for a fixed fee based on 7.5%of the original

estimate, and that any ambiguities in the contract were settled by Hickman's oral

statements. The former commission members were asked to offer their thoughts

concerning the intent of the contract. Each of them declined to attend in person, but in a

letter dated October 26 they backed the claim of the architect. The letter stated

that it was the intent of the City of Wichita that such agreement provided for a
percentage fee to be paid for the architectural services therein provided, based

ill
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upon all budget allocations for the Category I items approved or to be approved
by the city of

Wichita.'ayor

Vollmer made a statement that supported the fixed cost interpretation, while

stipulating that the contract was vague, and that Varenhorst's oral statements were

evasive on the issue. Commissioner Keeler, however, in a prepared statement concluded

that the city had requested so many changes which required the architect to rework the

original plans to accommodate them within the approved budget that he deserved the

extra funds, and also that the project could not be allowed to fail. Keeler then moved that

the architect fee basis be clearly defined as based on 7.5'lo of the total cost, and the

council voted four to one in favor of approving the additional sum. Mayor Vollmer cast

the dissenting vote.

Only a few weeks later another battle erupted between Varenhorst and Vollmer

concerning the proposed realignment of Douglas Avenue. Douglas was laid out due west

from Main, and then angled slightly south as it crossed the river. The direction change

formed at Waco, the last street before the bridge. The city planners, however, wanted to

round the kink out, and move it further east, which would cut into the civic center

grounds and the Kennedy Memorial Plaza.

Varenhorst criticized the city and its citizens in the papers. The Beacon quoted

Varenhorst as saying, "What a lack of understanding and vision. It would greatly reduce

the aesthetic value and function of the Kennedy Memorial Plaza. But then aesthetics and

beauty are not recognized as an essential thing in this town."'

Carl Bell, Gerald Nyrd, Justus Fugate, Herbert Lindsley, and Levi Rymph to the Board of City
Commissioners, October 26, 1967, Wichita City Clerk files, 7.3 Century II, 1966-1967.'" "Architect Upset by Plans To Reduce Kennedy Plaza," Wichita Beacon, November 24, 1967.
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III'arenhorst
felt that the grounds around the center were being lost, first for the

river road, and now for the Douglas realignment. The rail spur that cut through the same

area servicing Southwest Grease added to the clutter between the center and the river. At

the same time, the lubricant manufacturer was again fighting the location of the river

boulevard because the route passed through land that it leased, even though the current

road plan was a compromise reached due to their objections to an earlier plan. A Beacon

editorial agreed with Varenhorst, and berated the commission for agreeing to the Douglas

change in a non-public meeting.

Mayor Vollmer responded with a bitter, personal rebuttal, "We do not relish the

idea of the hired help attacking us in the newspaper. The policy decisions are ours to be

made and ours alone." He continued, "aesthetics have a part in this building but the

function also has to be considered," and accused Varenhorst of "poor planning"'f

traftic concerns.

Charles McAfee, local architect and a director of the Chamber of Commerce

aligned himself with Varenhorst, and raised the stakes by bringing up the issue of the

river boulevard once again. He said, "This could be an exciting area. This area is the

place we would want to develop if it weren't already covered by
concrete,"'ther

ideas surfaced, such as one to build a tunnel for the road to travel beneath

the plaza. However, drainage of the depressed roadway so close to the river was an issue.

A tree-lined boulevard was proposed instead of the planned utilitarian traffic corridor. In

April, Commissioner Walt Keeler introduced another redesign of the road, proposing that

" "Civic Cultural Center Architect Attacked Bitterly by Vollmer," Wichita Beacon, December 4, 1967.
"'U.S.Grant To Aid River Boulevard," Wichita Beacon, January 11, 1968.
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it circle around the center and then turn south on the east side of Southwest Grease, a plan

very similar to ones previously debated an discarded. The controversy of the road layout

around the center was to continue through the year, with the commission and the URA

flipping back and forth on the issue. The controversy carried past the facility's grand

opening, and became one of the hottest political issues of 1969 involving the

commission, Southwest Grease, the URA, Varenhorst, the Wichita newspapers, and a

number of citizen activist groups.

The road issue slid temporarily from the spotlight when a series of three arson

fires were set at both the civic center and Southwest Grease. First, on Saturday, February

17, 1968 was a fire set in the civic center. The fire did little damage. The following day

an explosive fire fueled by stored oil and solvents destroyed a half-block long warehouse

I

and an office building at the lubricant company. The fire was set on the second floor of

the storage facility among a stack of cardboard boxes, and the flames rose to an estimated

100 feet before the fire department contained the blaze after about three hours. It was the

second fire to destroy a part of the business since 1961. A Beacon editorial a few days

(

later suggested that it was time for the company to relocate further from downtown, away

from the new facilities and people.

On the following Sunday, two more fires were set in the civic center. One of the

fires was set in the 42-year-old organ that was being stored in the basement of the facility
1

waiting to be installed. The organ was one of prominence, having originally served at

New York's Paramount Theater &om its opening in 1928. The two console instrument

was a "36 rank" "Crawford Special" Wurlitzer Theater Pipe Organ, having around 2,700

individual pipes. Wichita Theater Organ, Inc., a group organized for the expressed
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purpose of obtaining the organ and moving it to the civic center, managed to secure the

unit. The organ had been moved to Los Angeles after the Paramount closed in 1964, but

the plans for its use fell through and it became available to the Wichita group. Although

the fire caused considerable damage to the consoles, the mechanical works of the organ

were not damaged, and the instrument was eventually repaired and installed.

Little attention was paid to the first fire at the civic center, which was set on the

first floor of the facility, until a pattern was exposed after the other fires were set.

Another editorial in the Beacon illuminated the tense atmosphere in the city during those

days:

Is some sick mind trying to destroy the Civic Center? There is a lot of hate talk
floating around Wichita. It doesn't come Rom just one group, but from more than
one. There is hate of federal government, hate of city offiCialSs, hate of Urban
Renewal, hate of people of other races. Some people seem to hate the poor, and
the poor to return the hatred. The jobless hate those with jobs, and the working
people despise those who they say are too lazy to work. This creates an unsettling
atmosphere, which even the most stable persons find disturbing. Everyone should
be careful not to get carried away in expressing their views, to the point of using
intemperate language which could encourage someone of criminal or unstable
tendencies to try such outrageous actions as this apparent arson. 136

With the much-anticipated grand opening only months away, the building itself

once again became the center of attention during the later half of 1968. The interior

began to take on a finished look as paint, flooring, lights, seats, doors, tiles, and plumbing

fixtures were applied and installed at their appointed places. The 1969Home Show

became the first event to sign up to use the facility, paying a deposit towards the total fee

of $5,885 for the five-day display. By July, 40 events had been planned during the first

" "The Organ Fire," Wichita Beacon, February 27, 1968.
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six months of business. In August the building added its blue cap, when layers of

pigmented, rubberized paint were laid over the concrete and black primer.

The last step taken in the long and tempestuous creation of Wichita's civic

auditorium took place when a group of consultants met to discuss the name for the

facility. After considering more than 150 prospective appellations, the group chose

"Century II." Mayor Anderson stated that the renaming marked the "end of the first

century of Wichita's history and the beginning of the second century of Wichita's great

future," and that it took into consideration "the contemporary architecture, interior and

exterior"'f the building. At the same time, the commission considered renaming

Douglas Avenue to Century Avenue, an idea that met with resounding disapproval by the

local papers and citizens. The road name change was stopped, but despite the Beacon's

prediction that the center would always be known as the Civic Center, the name Century

II became the official designation as well as the popular local reference to the building.

On Monday, December 16, 1968 the city commission made a walk-through inspection of

the facility. After nearly eight years of painful gestation, the group took possession of the

building, although withholding the final payment to the Eby Construction Company until

a few last details could be completed. On December 17, 1968 Century II became the

property of the City of Wichita, and the building and the town was ready for the grand

opening celebrations only a few weeks away.

The opening ceremonies that began when Mayor Anderson cut the ribbon across

the entrance to the center were a celebration of arts and entertainment that included the

'" "Our Civic Center Named 'Century II,'" Wichita Beacon, October 10, 1968.
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entire community. After the opening words and speeches, the citizens were treated to a

tour of the facility. The Wichita school science and art fair filled Exhibition Hall and

"Holiday on Ice" entertained crowds in the Convention Hall. The Wichita Symphony

gave its first performance in the Concert Hall, and Wichita Community Theatre staged

the production of the "Royal Hunt of the Sun.*'t the peak of the festivities was the

inauguration of Governor Robert Docking, followed by the inauguration ball. Opening

events filled the hall for nine days before settling into the pattern of convention and

performing arts events that would draw participants to the center for years to come.
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CHAPTER 6

RESOLUTION

When the fanfare surrounding the opening ceremonies died down, Century II

settled down to the task of hosting the business and arts events of the city. There were,

however, a number of issues that had to be settled over the following months and years.

The latest road conception that was proposed by Commissioner Walt Keeler and

approved by the commission by a vote of three to two the previous spring received the

derogatory label "Keeler's Curve" when foes of the proposal banded together to fight it.

The road, which was to connect with Waco at Douglas and then curve close in around the

building on the west and south sides, was projected to carry 14,500 cars per day over its

four lanes by 1985 when the "downtown loop" was completed. The loop was to bring

traffic from the Canal Route into the downtown area before connecting up with the new

link.

The opposition fought the curve because of the loss of parking and park space,

and the noise that passing traffic produced, distracting performances in the center. Vern

Knudsen, the acoustics consultant for the center, projected that the noise level in the

auditorium would rise, and additional noise insulation should have been included in the

building. The road would also directly cut off the facility from the riverside park and

other projects already being conceived such as a planetarium, historical museum, art

museum, aquarium, and agricultural hall, and eliminate more parking, which was already

only about half the original recommendation for the site. Commissioner A. Price
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Woodard considered the road to be "asinine and illogical,"'nd a group of prominent

Wichita women led by Mrs. Mary Ellen Barrier, wife of a prominent Wichita jeweler,

met with the commission on February 6 to protest the plan. In the meeting the women

were joined by two local architects and representatives of Greater Downtown Wichita,

Inc. and Garvey Enterprises. The Chamber of Commerce board of directors and Eagle

and Beacon editorials added their voices to the chorus of critics.

Continuing and further organizing their protest, Mrs. Barrier's group, which

gained strength to include about 30 civic-minded women, formed the "Citizens for

Promotion of the Civic and Cultural Center." The group, according to Barrier, had been

in existence since the previous October but had only recently received publicity. The

group's goals were to assist the city in finding a better plan. As quoted in the Beacon,

Mrs. Barrier stated, "Ifwe claim the right to dissent we have the equal responsibility to

positively and actively help in the further development of this area....We stand ready to

lend our efforts in any way to advance the proper use of this (civic) center." Soon the

city engineers were backing away from the project. Justifying the need for the roadway

Commissioner Don Enoch stated, "It's awfully hard to oppose a professional engineering

department." However, when questioned by the Eagle, City Engineer Bill Smith said,

"We were not asked for a recommendation.... We were told to draw up plans for the

road." Metropolitan Area Planning Commission director Bickley Foster had the same

comment, and City Traffic Engineer Paul Graves, who had been defending the plan up to

'" "Why Oppose Costly Curve? Nearly Everyone Does," Wichita Eagle, February 21, 1969.'""Women Demand Century II Area Be For Use of People and Not Tragic," Wichita Beacon, February
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that time added, "Nor were we." 'll claimed that their opinions were not solicited by

the commission, only the direction to make plans for the road.

Keeler continued to defend the plan. He stated that "you don't have to be a traffic

expert to know that the core area's already congested." Regarding the opinion of the

acoustics expert, he said that it "will not have any adverse effect on the civic center as far

as acoustics are concerned." He continued that he would "'defy'ny acoustics expert

hired by the consultants to the Century II project architect to prove that construction of a

curved road will have any adverse effect on sound quality in Century II."He insisted that

the persons opposing the road were in the minority and that the commission could not

"'acquiesce'o minority demands." '

Meanwhile, the Citizens for the Promotion of the Civic and Cultural Center

started a petition drive, and the local media began to poll the population. The road took

on other names, such as Costly Curve, or Keeler's Kostly Curve, and it seemed that the

entire city was coming out against the plan. Hickman's original opposition to the road

was revisited, and Varenhorst continued his criticism. A KAKE-TV poll found that 82%

of the Wichita population was against the road. A Wichita Eagle and Beacon poll came

to a similar conclusion, with 79% in opposition. Barrier's group collected 8,469

signatures in nine days, more than half of what was required for a referendum, but was

blocked in their attempt to present the petitions to the commission. Only Commissioner

Price Woodard supported their request to make a presentation. They promised to make

the curve a campaign issue in the upcoming elections. Just before the vote, all three

'"
Why Oppose Costly Curve? Professionals Never Wanted It," Wichita Eaale, February 20, 1969.

"'Keeler Defends Century II Site Roadway," Wichita Beacon, February 20, 1969.
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candidates for the two openings on the city council, including former commissioner and

mayor John Stevens, went on record as opposing the curve, and promised to vote against

it and to work out a solution with Southwest Grease.

Following the April 1, 1969 election, John Stevens and Jack Greene replaced

William Anderson and Clarence Vollmer on the commission, and immediately the new

board agreed to hear Barrier's petition. At the meeting on April 15, Barrier challenged,

"Why build a road now that starts nowhere, goes nowhere and connects to
nothing?"'he

question spurred a three-hour debate culminated by a unanimous vote by the

commission to delay action on the road for 90 days. Southwest Grease attorney Robert

Martin reminded the commission of the agreement they had with the company. Stevens

suggested that appraisers be appointed to determine the value of the company, and

Southwest stated that it had always been willing to be moved if the city could offer them

adequate compensation. In the interim, a 25-member committee was appointed to study

the situation and make a recommendation to the city.

In June the Mayor's Advisory Committee reported that there was no immediate

need for the curved road, or any river road, and that any changes to traf5c routes be

delayed until the proposed "inner loop" was completed in the future. The proposed inner
I

loop was to combine with an "outer loop" to control traffic around and into the city. In

addition, they recommended that no road construction interfere with Southwest Grease
I

operations. On July 23 the commission voted four to one against the road, with

Commissioner Greene in opposition. Within months the plans for the arterial were

' "Road Delayed; Grease Firm Eyed," Wichita Beacon, April 15, 1969.
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replaced with plans to landscape the area between the center and the river with

walkways, waterfalls, pools, and green lawns. Neither the river road nor the inner loop

was ever built.

Before the construction of the new civic center was even begun, the city evaluated

the center and brought out the needs for other buildings to complement the facility. One

type of event held &equently in the Forum was the livestock show. The Stanford

Research Institute study recognized the need for the shows, and planned for them to be

held in the arena or exhibit hall, as did the early Hickman Associates studies. However,

when the Forum came down, and requests began to be made to schedule the shows in the

new facility, the city commission decided that Century II would not stage horse and cattle

show events. The Kansas National Junior Livestock Show and Sale had been held in the

Forum for 30 years, and planned to temporarily house their show in buildings around the

stockyards. However, the commission informed them that their show would not be

scheduled in the civic center after its completion. After receiving a request to house the

1968 show, city manager Russell McClure explained that the "'sealed
air-conditioned'uilding

just wouldn't be compatible."'he immediate reaction to this ruling was a

call for an additional facility to house stock shows. Chamber member Frank Hoover

explained to the Beacon:

Wichita could attract national horse shows, indoor rodeos, indoor polo games,
farm equipment exhibits, dairy shows, and other events that would draw
thousands of people and millions of dollars into Wichita.... Since there

apparently is no place for such events in the new Civic Center, the city should
cooperate in erecting a building that would house them.... Many people, far

' "No Room in the Center," Wichita Beacon, September 20, 1965.
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&om objecting to the smell of stock shows, consider them perfume with the sweet
odor of vitality and cash money. Let's provide a place for them in

Wichita.'ther

venues, not part of the civic center design, were discussed as the center was

being planned. In 1966 Commissioner John Stevens suggested that the city build a

40,000-seat stadium, "something like Houston's Astrodome"'o house sports and

agricultural shows. Another request was for an ice skating rink to be used for public free

skating and ice hockey, and the group envisioned a location that would share parking

facilities with Lawrence (later Lawrence-Dumont) Stadium on the west bank of the river.

The Wichita Art Museum was also seeking to expand, and in 1968 the museum

board requested that the city build a new $2 million facility for their use in the civic

center complex to replace the building on Stackman Drive. The new museum was to

have been located southwest of the library.

Most of these facilities were eventually built in or near the city. The need for a

livestock hall resulted in the Kansas Coliseum, a $10.3million facility that opened in

August 1978 north of Wichita. The facility hosts professional hockey and arena football,

concerts, and other events. The city built an ice skating rink in 1996 adjacent to

Lawrence-Dumont Stadium. The Wichita Art Museum stayed on Stackman Drive, but

has expanded several times including a major renovation completed in 2003.

The civic center itself has grown with the addition of Expo Hall, opening on

I

January 11, 1986. The $12.5 million addition provided 200,000 square feet of multi-use
)

space including a kitchen for catering meals throughout the facility. The grand opening of

Ibid.'""Applause for Stevens," Wichita Beacon, January 22, 1966.



the Hyatt Regency took place on October 18, 1997, adding a 303-guestroom hotel facility

as well as additional convention and meeting rooms to the complex. The river&ont

continues to improve around the facility, adding more public space, walkways, and bike

paths.

Roy Varenhorst's later relationship with the facility was not a warm one. He

criticized changes made by center management, such as artwork added to walls and

signboards installed outside the complex. Even so, he remained in Wichita, and designed

projects around the country, was active in the Wichita Society of Architects and

Affiliates, and served as an advisor to the State Board of Registration. In an interview

published in 1986, Varenhorst explained his philosophy of architecture.

Architecture should be the enrichment of life....A building is not architecture.
A building is someplace where you go to eat, sleep, and take our shoes off.
Architecture, on the other hand, is the business of creating an environment, an
atmosphere... one that will appeal to all five senses.... Beauty in its true form
must be functional; economical, not

wasteful.'oncerning

the design of Century II, he commented, "The circle is such a strong

geometry; it has such efficiency. Very few people really know how to handle it. We

wanted to provide something contemporary, something for today and
tomorrow."'oy

Varenhorst passed away on April 24, 1997 at the age of 68. The obituary

published in the Wichita Eagle revealed some of the complexity of the man and the

I

impact the design and construction of the civic center had on his life. His brother, Harold
)

Varenhorst, commented, "Iknow he went through quite a bit of what I call 'hell'ith the

"An Architect's Tips for Improving a Home," Wichita Eaale-Beacon, September 3, 1986.
Ibid.
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city, with everybody bitching about this and that." James Grier, construction manager for

the Century II project, said, "In my honest opinion, certainly the city of Wichita got a real

bargain on that thing. They did it at the right time. I think it's holding up pretty well in

terms of what was put into it." A Wichita doctor, Michael Varenhorst, an unrelated

fiend of the architect commented, "He was an artist. He was quite proud of what he had

accomplished." Concerning his personal life, he paper observed, "Mr. Varenhorst kept to

himself, those that worked with him said." His brother concurred, "Ihardly knew the

»148

' "Hickman Services Saturday Afternoon," Wichita Eaafe, May 3, 1997.
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CONCLUSION

As Century II settled into place as Wichita's center for culture and the performing

arts, and as the city prepared for its Centennial celebration, the struggle over the

community's cultural identity continued. It was a contest between the 19 century image

of the rustic cowtown, the 20 century image as a modern maker of aircraft, and the

overriding image as a regional business and cultural center. Wichita could also adopt an

image as an "All America" city after being so honored by Look magazine in 1962.'n a

1969poll conducted by KAKE-TV residents stated their preference for a community

image, with 79% of the respondents preferring that the city be known as the "Air Capital"

rather than "Center City, USA." "Cowtown" was not an option in the poll. In some of

the issues related to Wichita's quest for cultural identity and national credibility the

Century II center served as a bellwether for community image and standards. While

convention business, trade shows, and musical art forms such as opera, music theater, and

orchestra thrived in the new center, less mainstream cultural events experienced a more

difficult relationship with the city.

The emphasis for Century II to be an untarnished center of culture quickly

became an issue after it opened. The Hamid-Morton International Circus, which came to

the center in March, 1969, complained of rude treatment from the center management.

They were prevented from bringing their trucks into the basement to unload animals, and

charged extra fees for the parking of trailers for circus animals and performers near the

"All America Cities'" Look, April 10, 1962.
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facility. Other limitations resulted in the curtailment of some of the elephant acts and

aerial acts. During that same month center manager James Clancy informed show

promoter Harry Peebles that they would not book any more country and western shows.

Fans attending shows headlining Hank Williams Jr. and Hank Thompson broke the rules

by smoking and drinking in the facility. Peebles countered that there had been smoking

and drinking during the Broadway shows as well, and threatened to pull all of his

considerable business out of the center, including proposed bookings of the decidedly un-

country performers Liberace and Victor Borge.

Harry Peebles continued to probe the limits of the city commission's toleration

and patience by attempting to stage a touring production of "Hair" into the facility, the
I

controversial anti-war message, drug-use promoting, and nudity-infused hit Broadway

musical. The commission turned him down once in January 1971,and further blocked

him Rom booking the musical into the Henry Levitt Arena at Wichita State University,

citing the city's anti-obscenity laws. The city found itself a national laughingstock for its

provincial views. In May the commission turned down the request once again.

Commissioner Stevens called the play a "travesty of the arts. I don't think Wichita has

gotten to the place where it needs to dig into the cesspool for revenue."'n June, the

commission voted three to two to allow the production, while "not giving clearance to

violating the law."' The production finally played to sold out audiences later that year,

and would play in the city several times during the following years. The controversy

over the play did not end there, however; a 1991 production of the play resulted in

" "Wichita Clips Hair Once More," Wichita Beacon, May 18, 1971.
"''Hair'estored by 3-2 Massage," Wichita Erie, June 2, 1971.
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citations as a result of on-stage nudity, but this time the actions of the police were forced

by local bar operators who protested the unequal enforcement of Wichita obscenity laws.

Wichita's identity crisis has not abated. Since the construction of Century II the

city has embarked on a number of building projects that would help it to achieve a higher

level of recognition, although the lack of a cohesive plan has thwarted its efforts. Old

Town successfully renovated a disheveled warehouse district, bringing in a hotel, shops,

restaurants, and later a museum. Old Town has made at least an effort to bring nightlife

to the downtown area, but still struggles to maintain a constant level of activity and stable

business operations.

The city still seems at odds with its own heritage. Cowtown continues to

improve, although it does not attract great crowds except during special events. The "Air

Capital of the World" does not have a world class aircraft museum, and the museum it

does have, the Wichita Aviation Museum, struggles for funding and suffers political

abuse while the role of aviation heritage in the city remains uncertain. The Kansas

African-American Museum struggles for respect and support in a state that was born in

the nation's violent turmoil over slavery and that once played an important role as the

promised land for post-Reconstruction Exodusters. Exploration Place, the city's striking

new riverfront science museum designed by internationally renowned Moshie Safdie

continues to operate at a loss, failing to cash in on the city's high tech image and lacking

sufficient attendance. Wichita has not been successful in building its way to national

prominence. The latest plans are for a water-walk, to perhaps turn the city into another

San Antonio. Others support a new downtown arena to improve the quality of acts
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playing in the city and perhaps turn the city into another Green Bay. The success of these

projects remains to be seen.

In some ways Century II also failed. The lack of public space and the collapse of

downtown retail and entertainment businesses does not bring crowds of casual visitors as

do places such as the Seattle Center, the Baltimore Inner Harbor, the San Antonio

Riverwalk, or Fort Worth's Stockyard District. It has, however, remained relevant as the

center for the performing arts and as the prime convention center for the city. It is still an

attractive and prominent building and suffers not at all for its Frank Lloyd Wright

influences. Although it does not draw people to the downtown as part of an overall city

experience, it still brings crowds to its own events. At the time of its construction, the

building's life expectancy was considered to be 50 years, but as the building approaches

its 40 anniversary it shows little sign of aging, and there is no clamor for its

replacement. In that, the building and those responsible for its creation succeeded.

Century II, championed by a business community that sought a higher plane for

Wichita's national business profile, fought for by a city council that withstood the many

pressures and challenges of decision making, voted for by a citizenry that continued to

stand behind it, and designed by visionary and unswayable architects has met the goals

set for it, and will continue to do so into the foreseeable future.

Several conclusions may be drawn from studying the Century II project. The first

is that it is difficult for a city to alter its reputation through construction. Wichita's

identity consisted of a variety of images as an agricultural center, a Great Plains city, an

I
aircraft producer, and a cowtown. Ifa city does not embrace its established image it is

I

dificult to create another. Developments intended to enhance an image that cannot be

l
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economically or socially justified tend to become an underutilized burden to the

community. Second, even a successful building such as Century II cannot by itself stop a

trend such as the one that caused the general abandonment of the city center and then

bring back the retail shops or crowds of pedestrians.

Most importantly, a project of the scope of the Wichita civic center offers a lesson

in community leadership. It may be relatively easy to rally the community behind the

general idea of a large-scale community project. However, such a project requires a great

deal of detailed planning. In the case of Century II, it was during the design phase that

individuals became personally and intimately involved, often regarding the fate of their

business. As the project unfolded and the details became transparent and open to

examination, the critics began to pick away at the design. In this case the city

commission failed in their leadership role: to establish a design, plan for a period of

public comment, resolve the issues, turn off public comment, and take responsibility for

their actions. They also failed to isolate the architects, who were constrained by the

budget, schedule, and design requirements and subject to the authority of the

commission, from the pressure of divergent public interests. It is during this phase that

the role of the leaders becomes the most critical. In this, Century II serves to both

demonstrate how a successful building is created, and how the next building might be

done better.

!
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Fig. 1:Forum complex, circa 1950

Source: Archives of the Wichita Area Chamber of Commerce, Wichita State

University Libraries, Department of Special Collections
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Fig. 2: Proposed Ctvtc Center, 1922
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Fig. 4: Roy Varenhorst, circa 1953

Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,

Department of Special Collections
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Fig. 8: Civic Center model, Phase II
Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,

Department of Special Collections
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Department of Special Collections
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Fig. 12: Sketch of Civic Center site, 1964. The proposed river road is shown in the

foreground passing to the west of the Koch Building (located directly northeast of the

auditorium.)
Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,

Department of Special Collections
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Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,
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Fig. 17:Demolition of the Forum complex and the beginning of excavation.

Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,
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Fig. 19:Mayor Willliam Anderson, Jr. opening Century II, January 11, 1969.
Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,

Department of Special Collections
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Fig. 20: Mayor William Anderson, Jr. and Governor Robert Docking unveiling a

plaque honoring President John F. Kennedy.
Source: Hickman and Varenhorst Collection, Wichita State University Libraries,

Department of Special Collections
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