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PREFACE

Since its inception in 1981, the Department of Architecture at The Art Institute of Chicago
has engaged in presenting to the public and the profession diverse aspects of the history and
process of architecture, with a special concentration on Chicago. The department has
produced bold, innovative exhibitions, generated important scholarly publications, and
sponsored public programming of major importance, while concurrently increasing its
collection of holdings of architectural drawings and documentation. From the beginning, its
purpose has been to raise the level of awareness, understanding, and appreciation of the
built environment to an ever-widening audience.

In the same spirit of breaking new ground, an idea emerged from the department’s advisory
committee in 1983 to conduct an oral history project on Chicago architects. Until that time,
oral testimony had not been used frequently as a method of documentation in the field of
architecture. Innumerable questions were raised: was the method of gathering information
about the architect from the architect himself a reliable one? Although a vast amount of
unrecorded information was known to older architects, would they be willing to share it?
Would their stories have lasting research value to future scholars, or would they be trivial?
Was video-recording a viable option? How much would such a project cost? With a grant
from the Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts, we began a feasibility
study to answer these questions.

Our study focused on older personalities who had first-hand knowledge of the people and
events of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s—decades that have had little attention in the literature
of Chicago’s architectural history. For nine months in 1983, I contacted more than one
hundred architects in Chicago and suburbs and visited most of them. I learned not only that
they were ready, willing, and more than able to tell their stories, they were also impatient to
do so. Many thought such a program was long overdue.

For each visit, I was armed with a brief biographical sketch of the architect and a tape-
recorder with which I recorded our brief exchange. At that time, we considered these visits
to be only a prelude to a more comprehensive, in-depth interview. Regretfully, this vision
did not materialize because some narrators later became incapacitated or died before full
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funding was secured. Slowly, however, we did begin an oral history project and now, more
than twelve years later, our oral history collection has grown into a rich source of research
data that is unique among oral history programs worldwide. With the addition of these
interviews, our collection of memoirists now numbers more than fifty and the collection
continues to grow each year. This oral history text is available for study in the Ryerson and
Burnham Libraries at The Art Institute of Chicago.

This interview is one of several dozen short interviews that were recorded in 1983 during
the feasibility study. Surely each one of these narrators could have spoken in greater depth
and at greater length; each one deserves a full-scale oral history. Unfortunately, thirteen of
these twenty architects have already died, which makes these short interviews especially
valuable. These interviews were selected for transcription, despite their brevity, because
each narrator brings to light significant and diverse aspects of the practice of architecture in
Chicago. We were fortunate to receive an additional grant from the Graham Foundation for
Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts to process this group of interviews.

Thanks go to each interviewee and those families that provided releases for the recordings
to be made public documents. Thanks also go to Joan Cameron of TapeWriter for her usual
diligence and care in transcribing; to Robert V. Sharp of the Publications Department and
Maureen A. Lasko of the Ryerson and Burnham Libraries at The Art Institute of Chicago for
the helpful suggestions that shaped the final form of this document; and, once again, to the
Graham Foundation for Advanced Studies in the Fine Arts for its continuing support, with
special thanks to Carter Manny, its former director. Personally, I would like to thank John
Zukowsky, Curator of Architecture at The Art Institute of Chicago, for his courage in taking
a chance on me as an interviewer in 1983, when I was a complete novice in the craft of
interviewing. Since then, I have learned the art and the craft and, more importantly, I have
learned that each architect’s story has its own very interesting and unique configuration,
often filled with wonderful surprises. Each one reveals another essential strand in the dense
and interlocking web of Chicago’s architectural history.

Betty J. Blum
1995
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The above preface remains unchanged since it was written. However the intervening years
have brought change. Electronic communication has vastly increased in importance as a
method by which information is transmitted.  We are grateful to the Barker Trust for
support to scan, reformat, and make this entire text available on the Art Institute of
Chicago’s website, www.artic.edu. We are grateful for this opportunity to make Mr.
Wheeler's oral history accessible for research worldwide. Annemarie van Roessel deserves
our thanks for her skillful handling of the process.

Betty J. Blum
Director, CAOHP
November 2003
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would get ready for me instead of wasting my time when I got there, but on
the other hand, they would look down the list and see that maybe they
weren’t on the list that month.

Blum: Now, these were for projects in progress?

Wheeler: Yes. In those years I had somebody along with me usually. We had a San
Francisco office for a while, but that didn’t pay off. The point I’m making is
that as an architect I was doing more administration than I wanted to, but
that was necessary. And since I was the head guy of the hospital practice and
it became that important, I didn’t have any choice so I did it.

Blum: How much did you have to say when working with those who were the
design architects in these projects?

Wheeler: Not always. I had a little to say about the choice of firms but not an awful lot.
Usually I was called in after the architect had been decided, and sometimes
after he had been working for a while. In fact, one of our long-time
friendships grew out of a contact with Stanford University where Edward
Durell Stone was the architect on their medical school. I was called in, really,
as a hatchet man because the school budget was seven million dollars. At the
time I was called in the cost estimate was twenty-seven million dollars.
Through my efforts, of which I’m not too proud, but nonetheless I cut seven
million out of it and the thing was built for twenty million. And in the course
we got very friendly with the vice-president there—he was in fund-
raising—and we have remained good friends.

Blum: Do architects generally tend to stay within the budget they’re given, or do
they generally tend to run over budget?

Wheeler: Architects are almost invariably accused of exceeding the budget. In some
cases that’s a justified accusation. In most cases the owner has control, and if
a project goes over budget it goes over either with the consent of the owner
or because of the owner. Owners are no more self-disciplined than architects.
Owners always want more than they can afford, therefore budgets are
invariably what they can afford but less than they want. So the reconciliation
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of desires—first, the identification of the difference between desires and
needs is the first hard step to take, and the architect can be very useful there.
The difference between needs and budget, then, has to be spanned and made
up either by increasing the budget or postponing some of the needs. Either
process is hard. Therefore, almost invariably the budget increases some, but
in the case of Stanford, for instance, starting at seven million the desires
turned out to be twenty-seven million. Now, who was wrong? Who fixed the
seven million? It’s academic. You don’t decide who was wrong, but what can
you do? Well, we did what was possible, and we cut out certain things and
reduced certain sizes. It wasn’t as good as it would have been if they had
spent the twenty-seven million. It was a great deal more than the seven
million. It’s a fine building. And Edward Durell Stone... Well, that was
another chapter. Very interesting relationship there. Anyway, he accepted it
because he didn’t have any choice.

Blum: How did he feel about having a consultant brought in as a hatchet man?

Wheeler: He hated it. Oh, yes. Part of my problem was to get next to him.

Blum: And was that successful?

Wheeler: For that project it was, yes. He tried to hire me as a consultant on some other
projects during the time I was working on this one. He was cordial at the end.
I just laid it out with him and pointed out that if he wanted his building built,
there had to be something cut. That was the edict.

Blum: I’m sorry but the tape has almost run out. Thank you, Mr. Wheeler, for your
interesting recollections.
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E. Todd Wheeler

Born: 30 December 1906, Wilmette, Illinois
Died: 21 May 1987, Wilmette, Illinois

Education: University of Illinois, 1924-1929, B Arch Eng.
Travel in Europe, 1933

Work
Experience: Perkins, Fellow & Hamilton and other architectural offices, 1929-1930

Perkins, Chatten & Hamilton, 1930-1931
N. Max Dunning, 1931-1932
Companion to Dwight H. Perkins, 1933-
General Houses, 1935
Perkins, Wheeler & Will, 1936-1944
Consulting Architect, University of Illinois Medical Center, Chicago

Professional Colleges, Chicago, Illinois, 1941-1950
Director of Planning, West Side Medical Center Commission of Chicago,

Chicago, Illinois 1941-1950
Acting State Architect, Springfield, Illinois, 1950-1952
Assistant to Vice-President, University of Illinois, Chicago, Illinois, 1951-1952
E. Todd Wheeler and the Perkins & Will Partnership, 1957-1972

Honors: Fellow, American Institute of Architects, 1955
Francis J. Plym Traveling Scholarship, 1933

Service: Chicago Community Fund
Welfare Council of Metropolitan Chicago
Wilmette, Illinois Planning Board
Wilmette, Illinois Planning Commission
American Hospital Association
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