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They All Fall Down: Richard Nickel's Soruggle to Save America’s Architecture
By RICHARD CaHaN, Washington, D.C.: Preservation Press, 1994. Pp. 261. $24.95.

In this volume, author Richard Cahan examines
the remarkable life of Richard Nickel
(1928-1972), architectural photographer, Louis
Sullivan scholar, and historic preservationist.
After two stints in the army, Nickel settled into
the study of photography at the Art Institute of
Chicago, receiving an M.A. in 1957

Nickel used his camera to photograph
Chicago’s tall buildings. Early on, his instructors
taught him to appreciate the beauty, art, and his-
toric significance of older commercial buildings.
He developed a particular interest in the archi-
tecture of Louis Sullivan, who designed some of
Chicago’s most technically advanced and artisti-
cally rendered skyscrapers.

Nickel became fascinated and then inspired by
Sullivan’s architecture. He studied i, learned
how to draw floor plans, and discovered the
ideas behind Sullivan's designs, which led him
not only to do his masters project on the man
but also to produce a book of photographs and
descriptions of Sullivan’s collected works. Nickel
became convinced that Sullivan was a genius and
that his ornamentation and articulation of build-
ing design and function were historically signifi-
cant. Nickel was certain that Sullivan’s work rep-
resented the wiumph of new ideas over radition-
al ways of building, and therefore, his work
should be saved,

Nickel's discovery of architectural treasures
coincided with a movement to tear down old
buildings in cities like Chicago. After 1955,
explosion of demdlition charges took down old,
neglected, derelict, and obsolete commercial and
residential siructures to make way for new high-
ways, office skyscrapers, and parking lots. One
after another, Sullivan’s buildings came down
because the land or a new building could make
more profit for the owners.

Nickel followed the destruction as he pho-
tographed and studied the Sullivan buildings.
When Sullivan and Dankmar Adler’s Garrick
Theater Building was designated to fall in 1960,
Nickel openly resisted. Early on, he waged a lone
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battle an behalf of the building. “Everybody, and
I only speak of people who should care, says ‘It’s
a matter of economics' (page 98}. He rallied
architects, newspaper reporters, academics, and
artists. Committees on preservation were
formed, and he took his fight directly to the
Chicago Landmarks Commission and to Mayor
Richard J. Daley. A Chicago judge ruled in favor
of a city decision to suspend a demolition per-
mit. The Garrick battle became a potent issue,
and Nickel was perceived as a hero. The owners
appealed, and when the ruling was overturned,
the Garrick came down to make way for a park-
ing lot.

That battle transformed Nickel from an archi-
tectural photographer into a serious and cffec-
tive leader in preserving Chicago’s important
architeccure, especially Sullivan’s buildings and
ornament. Nickel salvaged important pieces and
found homes for them in city and state muse-
ums. When Adler and Sullivan’s Chicago Stock
Exchange Building was marked for destruction
in 1968, Nickel again joined the battle. He lost
his life while collecting salvage in the building in
1972 when an upper floor collapsed. Nickel then
became a martyr as well as 2 hero to the cause of
historic preservation in Chicago.

Cahan’s study of Nickel's life is impressive.
The work is based on extensive use of Nickel’s
papers, interviews with his family, friends, and
associates, and on extended research in the fields
of photography, architecture, and histeric
preservation, especially in Chicago. The author’s
clear, lively writing engages the reader in
Nickel's personal and public struggles as he tries
to sort out what he wants in life and who he is.

Because the author organizes his material to
emphasize the drama and human interest in
Nickel's life, Cahan does not develop such
themes as the status of the American historic
preservation movement in the 1950s and 1960s,
which would have placed Nickel's lonely work in
context. The fight over the Chicago Stock
Exchange Building occurred after passage of the
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Historic Preservation Act of 1966. The United
States Congress of Mayors published a repoit on
historic preservation in cities that described the
public and private threats to architecture. The
taw, the report, and the work of the National
Trust for Historic Preservation are not men-
tioned.

The photographs from the Nickel Collection
doubly enrich the text with splendid examples of
photographic documentation of notable archi-
tectural structures. In addition, the reader can
peruse an annoctated listing of Adler and
Sullivan’s major buildings and a list of major
buildings designed by Sullivan. The list contains
the date of the building, its address and demoli-
tion status, and information on Nickel’s connec-
ticn to each one.

Nickel earned a deserved reputation as a
preservationist when progress first collided with
new ideas on the preservation of commercial and
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residential urban designs. Cahan makes the case
for Nickel with his writing and with Nickel’s pho-
tographs. He is less convincing on the matter of
Nickel's influence on the preservation move-
ment in other cities and states, as suggested by
the subtitle. Except for passing notices of
Nickel’s exposure in the national press, the mat-
ter of his influence on the national preservation
cause is not fully discussed. These secondary
issues aside, this book is definitive on Nickel's
life, exhaustive in its analysis of his thinking, and
very impressive in its presentation of architec-
ture. Sullivan was wrong when he wrote, “If you
live long enough, you’ll see all your buildings
destroved” (page 67). He did not anticipate the
work of Richard Nickel to save them or the high-
ly valuable work of Richard Cahan to explain to
us how he did it.
WILLIaM H. SILES
University of Hlinois at Springfield

By OLVIER Fravsst. Translated by Svivia NEeLY. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994. Pp, 249.

$29.95.

Olivier Frayssé, an associate professor of
American studies at the Université de Sorbonne
Nouvelle, first published this volume in French
in 1988. It was translated into English in 1994 by
Sylvia Neely, an associate professor of history at
Saint Louis University, Frayssé tock an active
part in the translation.

Although an enormous body of published
research has explored almost every aspect of
Abraham Lincoln’s life, this volume offers a
fresh and interesting assessment of Lincoln’s acti-
tudes towards the political aspects of land owner-
ship and labor issues in antebellum Illinois. As
Neely suggests in her Introduction, several cru-
cial consequences of the Lincoln Presidency,
including abolition and the concept of home-
steading, were shaped in part by Lincoln’s early
experiences.

Lincoln was the product of a rapidly growing
frontier society. Frayssé notes that while Lincoln
had a rural constituency and emphasized his
rural origins in shaping his political image, he
also quickly sought to escape the hardships of

pioneer agriculture. Lincoln praised scientific
improvements in farming precisely becavse they
would reduce those hardships. He did not partic-
ipate in many aspects of frontier life, including
hard drinking or evangelical religion, but he
accepted the sanctity of hard-earned private
property that was common to pioneers. In many
ways, Lincoln bridged the cultural and economic
differences between Illincis’ farmers and its new
elite. He courted ordinary voters and handled
their legal cases, but he spent much time work-
ing with the state’s economic and political lead-
ers.

Lincoln’s attitudes towards slavery and immi-
gration were shaped by his belief that laborers
had a right to keep the products of their work,
Frayssé ascribes those attitudes to Lincoln’s
childhood and adult experiences that involved
hard work. His family's background as smali
farmers in Kentucky gave Lincoln further rea-
sons to dislike the system of slavery. Lincoln
opposed the extension of slavery into new fron-
tiers and condemned nativism, but he was always
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reluctant to attack slavery where it existed, in
part because slaves were both laborers and a
form of property.

Frayssé traces Lincoln’s early political career
in some detail. During a period of political flux,
Lincoln moved from defending small-farm inter-
ests regarding fencing laws to supporting a state
bank, promoting higher taxes to maintain state
bond payments, and strongly advocating support
for canals and railroad construction. While he
did not frequently speculate in land, Lincoln
often worked on legal and other matters with
large land speculators, an association that Frayssé
finds distasteful. As a surveyor and lawyer,
Lincoln took a legalistic view of maost activities,
and he saw boundaries as nearly sacred, leading
him to condemn the Mexican War because the
conflict began in an area with a cloudy
American title. Frayssé finds Lincoln restlessly
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ambitious, emphasizes his ties to successful busi-
nessmen and landowners, and in a brief treat-
ment of the Civil War era attacks federal policies
towards Indians.

This book offers interesting ideas about ways
in which Lincoln’s ideas about land and labor
were shaped by his frontier experiences. Readers
will glean considerable information about the
economic activities that affected both Thomas
Lincoln's and Abraham Lincoln's lives. The book
includes some errors, including a reference to
William Henry Harnison as Benjamin Harrison
{page 86), and the sections discussing Lincoln
and Indians are generally weak. Despite these
matters, Frayssé's discussion of Lincoln’s
prepresidential life merits reading, and Sylvia
Neely's translation is eloguent.

JEFFREY P. BROWN
New Mexice State University

A New Life: Danish Emigration to North America as Described by the Emigrants Themselves in

Letters, 1842-1946

By NIFLS PETER STILLING and ANNE LI1SBETH OLSEN. Translated by KarReN VEIEN. Aalborg, Denmark:
Danes Worldwide Archives, in collaboration with the Danish Society for Emigration History, 1994,
Distributed by the Danish Immigrant Museum, EIk Horn, Iowa. Pp. 215. §15.

Between 1821 and 1990, approximately 375,000
Danes emigrated to the United States. Nearly
seven of every eight came between 1840 and
1930. If there ever was a “Danish decade,” it
would certainly have been the 1880s, when more
than 88,000 arrived. Yet, in comparison to
America’s largest ancestry groups in the 1990
census, the Danes, according 1o some observers,
are more “invisible.” Next to the 59 million
German Americans, the 39 million Irish
Americans, the 33 million English, the 14.7 mil-
lion Italian Americans, or even the 9.4 million
Poles, the Danish contingent would appear less
significant in some of the standard histories of
immigration and ethnicity, Even within the
Scandinavian triad, the Danish numbers pale
somewhat: 4.6 million Americans of Swedish
ancestry, 3.9 million of Norwegian ancestry, but
only 1.6 million of Danish ancestry. But quantita-
tive data should not be overemphasized; other
significant criteria should always be introduced,
as the authors of this fine work clearly indicate.
In the case of Danish immigrants, we witness a

prodigious and prolific group of letter writers.
Between 1875 and 1914, Danish postal records
reveal that more than sixteen million letters were
sent by Danish immigrants in America back to
the homeland. In the 18751885 period, the
average number of letters sent per year reached
238,200; and by the prewar decade, 1,253,000 let-
ters per year flooded the homeland, an average
of 7.1 letters per Dane each year. Out of that vast
quantity of valuable primary source materials,
the authors had the unenviable task of selecting
“letters written by 50 Danes who emigrated to
North America benween 1842 and 1946” (page
17).

Using a framework remarkably similar to
Oscar Handlin’s The Uprooted, Niels Peter Stilling
and Anne Lisbeth Olsen organize the letiers and
chapters around the Old World exodus, the
crossing, first impressions of the New World,
tarm life, town life, the immigrant family,
churches and fraternal organizations, and issues
pertaining to assimilation. Even though the
authors do not arrive at any concluding synthesis,






