
William Ward Watkin 
by Karen Hess Rogers 

To the Memory of William Ward Watkin, FA/A 

The Rice Institute that he helped Edgar Odell Lovett and 
Captain James A. Baker transform from a charter into 

reality now moves into a new century as a major university 
of high accomplishment, worldwide recognition, resplendent 

architecture, and unique potential 
L~ 

T 
hus reads the dedication in the book written by Patrick J. Nicholson, 
published in 1991: William Ward Watkin and the Rice Institute. This 
biography recounts the history of a 24-year-old architect who arrived in 

Houston in 1910 as the personal representative of the Boston architecture firm 
of Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson to oversee the construction of the first buildings 
of the new university. The book jacket says that "he fully intended to return to 
his home in Boston" upon the completion of the project, but "instead he stayed 
in Houston for the rest of his life and his personal history became tightly 
interwoven with the history of Rice University." 

William Ward Watkin's older daughter Annie Ray Watkin Hoagland (her 
name at the time of the book's publication) was the driving force behind the 
project, and her work 
preserving materials in the 
Watkin Collection in the 
Woodson Research Collection 
greatly aided Mr. Nicholson's 
research. Before her death on 
March 21, 2011, in 
anticipation of the Rice 
Centennial, she obtained 
permission from Mr. 
Nicholson's widow to have the 
book republished by the Rice 
Historical Society if the RHS 
considered it appropriate. Since 
the society already had plans to 

publish several other books for 
the Centennial and since there 
were still a number of the 
Watkin books in print, the 
RHS chose not to take on that 
responsibility, at that time. 

However, since Ray's death 
(she was Ray Strange by 2011), 
I have reread the biography and William Ward Watkin soon a~er arriving in Houston 
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chink chat there is a good bit of history in 
the book that will be of interest to our 
readers; so until the RHS is able to publish 
the whole text, chis article is my attempt to 

highlight some of the information in the 
book and include some images that were 
not in the original publication. For 
additional illustrations, see the RHS 
Summer 2014 reproduction of "The 
Brochure of the Work of William Ward 
Watkin Architect. " 

William Ward Watkin, the only child 
of Frederick and Mary Matilda Watkin, was 
born in Cambridge, Massachusetts on 
January 21 , 1886. His father, while 
pursuing a career in the lumber industry in 
Robinson Springs, Mississippi, died at the 
age of 28 in 1892. Young Will and his 
mother went to live with his mother's aunt 
Lucy Bright and her husband Dennis in William Ward Watkin, ca. two years of age 
Danville, Pennsylvania. 

The Brights had no children of their own and lived in a comfortable home 
overlooking the Susquehanna River. Dennis Bright was a wonderful substitute 
father for Will, leading him on outdoor excursions, exploring the river, and 
digging up arrowheads. Growing up in a household of adults, Will tended to be 
quiet and well-mannered. He was shy and probably self-conscious about his 
extraordinary height and chin frame. When he entered high school in 1899 he 
was four months from his fourteenth birthday but was near his adult height of 
six feet three inches and weighed barely 120 pounds. He would remain call and 
thin throughout his life. He was an excellent student and was involved with a 
variety of extracurricular activities in high school including the school yearbook 
and debate team. 

In the summer of 1901, he got a job in the office of J. H. Brugler, Danville's 
leading architect. He worked again the following summer for Mr. Brugler and 
for good measure enrolled in a correspondence course in architecture. Watkin 
felt that "architecture not only presents fascination and variety, but offers a 

Bright House, Danville, Pennsylvania 

broad field for individuality 
and advancement." Mr. 
Brugler had made him 
aware of the Department of 
Architecture at the 
University of Pennsylvania, 
and Will subsequently read 
in the newspaper that Paul 
Philippe Cret, a 26-year-old 
French architect with a 
developing international 
reputation, was coming to 

Penn in the fall of 1903 to 
head the department. 

Will graduated at the 
top of his high school class 
and was awarded a 



scholarship to attend Penn. As early as his sophomore year, 
he was working more and more under the direct 
supervision of Cree. Cree recommended that he meet 
Ralph Adams Cram of Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson, the 
Boston architecture firm that was emerging into national 
prominence, to get his advice about a subject for his thesis 
and a fifth year abroad. 

Instead, before starting his fourth year in the fall of 
1904, Will contracted a serious case of scarlet fever and 
spent the fall and winter at his uncle Dennis Bright's 
orange grove in Orange Springs, Florida. As soon as the 
1907-08 academic year started, Will went to Boston for 
the interview with Cram. He was offered a beginning 
position with the firm which was already in negotiations 
with the Rice Institute. After the interview, he left on a trip 
to England to see the cathedrals, churches, and monasteries 
recommended by Cram. 

Watkin the Architect 

In 1908 Watkin went to Boston and, almost immediately 
after his arrival at Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson, was put to 
work on a number of college commissions that followed 
Cram's work with the U.S. Military Academy at West 
Point. The various assignments included the University of 
Richmond, Williams College, Sweet Briar, West Point, and 
the new Sc. Thomas Church on New York's Fifth Avenue. 
Late in the summer of 1909, Cram assigned Watkin as the 
junior member of the team developing a master plan for 
the Rice Institute. The Boston and New York offices of the 
firm had the custom of having the two offices engage in an 
internal architectural competition among members "for the 
benefit of the client"' according to Watkin. 

There was some friction between the client (Rice) and 
the architects. Dr. Lovett, while considerate and 
gentlemanly, had definite ideas about academic 
architecture, and the senior partners at the firm were 
"sometimes temperamental ... neither Cram nor Goodhue 
was particularly known for being overly influenced by 
clients." There was also the underlying problem of poor 
communication at a time that had no air transportation or 
fax machines or internet. Travel between Boston and 
Houston involved a 56-hour train ride. 

Despite communication delays, the adoption of a 
general plan and design of the original buildings was 
largely reached in the final weeks of 1909. Watkin had by 
chis time been assigned full-time to the Rice commission. 
He helped with preliminary design sketches and drafted 
later variations and produced two alternative presentation 
plans with elaborate water washes. The plans were sent to 
Dr. Lovett on October 9, 1909. 

Watkin left for Texas in 1910 after a brief vacation 
with his mother and the Brights in Danville, arriving in 
Houston on August 17. He stayed at the old four-story 
Rice Hotel. Immediately he noticed enormous differences 
between Boston and Houston. His bed had mosquito 
netting draped over it to protect him from the late summer 
outbreaks of yellow fever, and he was surprised to see 
cockroaches scurry across the netting. The following 
morning Dr. Lovett, president of the Rice Institute, met 
him in the lobby and conveyed him by horse and buggy to 
the proposed site of the university three miles south of 
downtown. The last mile was a rough dirt road with deep 
ditches on either side. They had to open and close several 
gates and cross cattle guards on the way. At chis time Harris 
Gully on the west side of the campus was overflowing. 

Houston was experiencing enormous changes. The city 
was a combination of Old South and the bustling, brash, 
energetic West. It had already emerged as the major 
railroad center south of Saint Louis. Timber and cotton 
industries were giving way to petroleum, manufacturing, 
banking, and retail and the prospect of a deep-water port 
was just a few years away. The population would explode 
from 1910 to 1920 by 75.5 percent: from 78,790 
to 138,276. 

Watkin took accommodations at "The Gables," a 
rooming house located at 1218 McKinney near the corner 
of Caroline, eight blocks from his Rice office in the 
Scanlan Building at 405 Main. He remained at The Gables 
for almost four years. 

To assist Watkin as the personal representative of 
Ralph Adams Cram, Cram sent an experienced clerk of the 
works (overseer) Albert C. Perry. He stayed one year 
supervising the laborers and craftsmen, flow of materials, 
and quality of work. He was replaced by Joseph Northrup, 
a recent graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT). Watkin's duties included overseeing the 
clerk of the works and interacting with Dr. Lovett and 
Captain Baker, the chairman of the Rice board of trustees. 
After the contract was awarded for the Administration 
Building (in the amount of $319,471) Dr. Lovett turned 
more and more to Watkin in the adjoining office in the 
Scanlan Building. Watkin also found himself in a close 
relationship with Captain Baker and the five other trustees. 
Watkin was a reliable source of answers that were usually 
best explained on the construction site. He found himself 
spending a great deal of time on problems like the selection 
and timely delivery of specialized materials (brick, marble, 
limestone, and tile) and recruiting skilled artisans and 
craftsmen. There were also the problems of Harris Gully's 
flooding and overall drainage of the campus, not to 
mention the difficulties which arose when the general 
contractor, William Miller & Sons, turned part of the job 
over to a bonding company. 



Construction Complications 

In early 1911 , problems arose involving the quality and 
supply of the brick and marble. A delicate pink brick had 
been selected, but when the samples arrived just after New 
Year's Day they were "orange, not pink [and] soft as if they 
had been merely sunburned, not baked in a kiln. " Watkin 
found a local firm owned by Sherman Brady who was 
making a pink brick from a clay deposit on Brady's Island 
near the Ship Channel. This brick was "smooth and true" 
and blended perfectly with the gray mortar on the exterior 
of the Administration Building. 

A contract for construction of the po.wer 
house and mechanical laboratory was awarded 
September 29, 1910, to William Miller & Sons 
who had been the low bidder on the 
Administration Building. The amount for the 
new facility was $182,430. The availability of 
materials became even more important. Marble 
was needed in large quantities for the 
Administration Building and to some extent for 
the entire job. It had been arriving from a quarry 
in the Ozarks; the source was a seemingly 
inexhaustible deposit on the Arkansas and 
Missouri borders with Oklahoma. Problems 
involving quarrying and shipping soon 
developed. Miller & Sons, plagued by delays and 
complexities involving the marble, decided to 
give this aspect of the construction back to the 
bonding company. Watkin stepped in and 
journeyed to the Ozarks where he found a much 

Waldo's report to Dr. Lovett on drainage and flooding very 
timely. The flooding caused construction delays as many 
campus roads flooded and excavations for the tunnel 
system had to be pumped out frequently. The 1,600 feet 
of reinforced concrete tunnels were a vital link in the 
construction program since they furnished electricity, 
water, and steam from the power plant to the rest of the 
campus. 

The abnormally heavy spring rains actually helped 
Waldo arrive at a solution to lessen the flooding. He 
decided that the true source of the recurring drainage 
problems on the campus was a county road crossing Harris 

more dependable source of supply from another Harris Gully ~ooding. Looking south from Main Street 
quarry. Rice was forced to purchase the entire 
operation to expedite extraction and shipping. 

Plans for the first dormitory group had been 
rushed to completion in the summer of 1910, 
but it was late in October 1911 before bids were 
taken on a simplified complex (South Hall with 
a commons). Since classes could not start 
without living and dining facilities for out-of
town students, the opening of the institute had 
to be postponed to fall 1912. 

Meanwhile, heavy spring rains and periodic 
flooding from the Harris Gully made it doubtful 
for a while that classes could even begin in 1912. 
Wilmer Waldo, an engineer and member of a 
prominent Houston family, had been retained to 
prepare a topographical survey and report on 
drainage and flood conditions on the Rice 
campus. A graduate of Princeton, Waldo had 
established a successful consulting practice in 
Houston. The heavy rains, continuing from 
mid-April 1911 through much of May, made Construction of tunnels with Campanile in the background. 
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Bayou which was "acting as a dam which holds the water 
in flood on the property." Harris Gully, a channel of Harris 
Bayou (a tributary of Brays Bayou), came through the 
western portion of the campus. This flooding was 
aggravated by a new ditch along the west side of the 
streetcar track from Eagle south to the campus. Waldo 
recommended that Harris County be asked to widen and 
straighten the channel of Brays Bayou which would greatly 
increase its capacity. The problem was eventually solved 
but not before other property owners, including George 
Hermann, joined in a petition to Commissioners' Court. 
Flooding caused a major concern almost a year later when 
the institute had a deadline to open for classes and hold the 
opening ceremonies in October of 1912. Waldo relieved 
the most immediate problems by adding a drainage ditch 
along the northern perimeter of the campus. 

Waldo, also an expert on railroads, was invaluable as a 
consultant in the installation and continuing operation of a 
campus spur that during the construction brought heavy 
shipments of marble, brick, steel, concrete, lumber, tile, 
and other materials to a central receiving point at the 
power house. In an era when modern cranes, hoists, trucks, 
and other equipment were still unknown, the advantages of 

this rail line were obvious. Much of the power available in 
constructing the first buildings was mule power. 

Upon completion of the Administration Building, the 
William Miller & Sons construction firm retired from the 
Rice project. Ralph Adams Cram chose another firm, 

Excavating for the Administration Building using mules 



Rice campus, February I 9, I 9 I 3 

James Stewart & Company, a well-regarded family 
organization, to finish the remaining buildings. The 
company had been founded in Scotland in 1844 and was 
well-known in the United States as well as in the 
international community. They had pioneered new 
techniques involving construction of railroads, had built 
state capitols, and had been the contractor for New York's 
Grand Central Station. They had also constructed textile 
and paper mills, hydroelectric power plants, and grain 
elevators. They had been the successful bidder on Cram, 
Goodhue & Ferguson's major additions to West Point. 
Stewart was asked to bid on South Hall and the commons 
of the men's residential group at Rice and, although the 
project was smaller than most of their work, they won the 
job with a bid of $202.000. 

The deadlines for the three original buildings at 
Rice were finally met though finishing touches would 
be underway for months. Classes began on 
September 23, 1912. 

Watkin the Academic 

Early in 1912, Paul Cret wrote to William Ward Watkin 
advising him, should he wish to pursue a career in 
academia, there was a promising opening at the University 
of Illinois at Champaign. Although a native of 
Massachusetts and a product of Pennsylvania, Watkin had 
already decided to continue his new life in Texas. Houston 
was not only a prosperous and exciting city but also one of 
great friendliness and was poised for expansion and 

growth. He saw fine opportunities. 
There was also an increasingly strong 
friendship with Dr. Lovett and 
recognition of the excellent caliber of 
faculty he had recruited for the institute. 
Many of these men became Watkin's 
very close and lasting friends. 

When the Rice Institute opened in 
1912, Watkin already had strong 
community, professional, social, and 
religious links to Houston. Once the 
school opened he began to give 
occasional public lectures and he 
became involved with local city 
planning. Captain Baker sponsored him 
as a new member of the elite Houston 
Country Club and he greatly enjoyed a 
game of golf on the rare occasions when 
he could get away from work. He 
became active at Christ Church which 
was near his boarding house. And there 
was to be a new factor in his decision to 
make his life and career in Houston. 

Watkin had met Annie Ray Townsend at a social gathering 
in Houston. The daughter of a prominent lawyer and state 
senator, she was making her debut in San Antonio. As their 
courtship developed, Annie Ray told Watkin that she 
would never consider leaving Texas. This may have been 
the deciding factor in Watkin's willingness to stay in 
Houston. He had earlier asked President Lovett to permit 
him to establish a department of architecture at Rice. This 
would be a small but critical initial commitment to ensure 
that art would be included along with letters and science in 
the curriculum. Dr. Lovett enthusiastically agreed and 
Watkin soon started working on plans for the 1912-13 
academic years. Enrollment would expand the second year, 
and he would need to recruit additional faculty members. 
A fifth-year class would graduate in 1917. This was an 
extremely busy time for him. There were hundreds of 
details to be completed on the Administration Building, 
the Mechanical Engineering Building, and men's residential 
group. Planning was beginning for the Physics Building 
which would house physics, biology, and chemistry; this 
would be the final building designed before World War I 
under the supervision of Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson. 

As Dr. Lovett was preparing to begin the first academic 
year, he started forming various key committees. Watkin, 
after two years in Houston, had become a close friend and 
colleague and was a clear choice for committee 
assignments. First, he was named chairman of the 
Committee on Buildings and Grounds. Then he was 
named chairman of the Committee on Outdoor Sports. 
He would serve on the Committee on Buildings and 



Watkin children, ca. 1920 (Rosemary and Ray with Baby William 
Ward Watkin, Jr.) 

Grounds for the rest of his life and he would also see Rice 
through sixteen years of intercollegiate athletics. 

The James Stewart Company, successful in 
constructing the South Hall and Commons project on 
time, had also won the contract for the Physics Building 
for $285,903. They finished this job on schedule in 
September 1914, only to face delays in the delivery of lab 
equipment until December. The Stewart Company was 
also awarded a contract on East Hall, the second 
dormitory, for $103,800. This was completed in the 
summer of 1915. Cram and Ferguson started plans for 
West Hall, a third dormitory, as enrollment 
continued to grow in the fourth academic year 
( the name of the firm had changed in 1914 
when Goodhue had left to start his own firm). 

As was expected of Rice's high academic 
standards, the architectural training was to be 
thorough and demanding. It involved a full 
course extending over five years leading co a 
Bachelor of Arts degree at the end of the 
fourth year and co a degree of Bachelor of 
Science at the end of the fifth year. The first 
class consisted of six freshmen, and their 
requirements included Mach 100, English, 
French, physics, architecture, freehand 
drawing, and the first of two years of military 
training. The department was assigned space 
on the second floor of the mechanical 
laboratory. It included a large, well-lit drafting 
room plus a spacious studio for freehand 
drawing and watercolor. An adjoining library 
contained the start of what would become 

ocher publications plus art reproductions, photographs, 
and slides. 

As busy as he was with planning the Physics Building, 
Watkin found time for three ocher important areas of his 
life. One was his growing private architecture practice. The 
ocher involved significant responsibilities as head of the 
Architecture Department. And the third involved his 
personal life. 

Community and Family Life 

He continued to meet and interact with many leading 
Houstonians and was increasingly interested in city 
planning and the need for a Museum of Fine Arcs. He saw 
the need for a local chapter of the American Institute of 
Architects and was successful getting chis started with the 
help of Birdsall Briscoe and Olle J. Lorehn. In his personal 
life he continued his relationship with Annie Ray 
Townsend. Their courtship continued through 1912 and 
1913 with a constant scream ofleccers and frequent trips co 
San Antonio. The couple was married on June 1, 1914, in 
San Antonio. They spent their honeymoon in Asheville, 
North Carolina at the new Grove Park Inn and returned to 
their first home, an apartment on Main Street. Their first 
child Annie Ray was born May 11, 1915, j use after the 
Watkins moved into their new home at 5009 Caroline. It 
was located less than a mile from the Rice campus in the 
Souchmore subdivision. Another daughter, Rosemary, was 
born February 12, 1917, followed by a son, William Ward 
Watkin, Jr., born on October 27, 1919. 

a fine collection of books, periodicals, and Watkin's house at 5009 Caroline (before colonnade added at a later date) 



A number of the original Rice faculty and staff plus 
new additions arriving as early as 1913 lived in close 
proximity to the Watkins: John T. and Julia McCants, the 
Harold Wilsons, Albert Leon Guerard, Radoslav Tsanoff, 
Harry Boyd Weiser, Robert G. Caldwell, and Claude 
Heaps. Most of them had children who were and remained 
close friends of Ray, Rosemary and "Billy" Watkin. 

Annie Ray Townsend Watkin fitted well into her new 
life in the small but growing academic community at Rice 
and in the larger Houston community. A slender, vivacious 
woman with red hair, green eyes, and lovely skin, she had a 
warm, outgoing personality, a natural wit, and a contagious 
smile. For the Wat · ns, their first priority was the best 
possible education for their children. Annie Ray chose to 
teach her daughter Ray at home through the equivalent of 
the second grade. She then entered the third grade at the 
Kinkaid School on San Jacinto at Elgin. She was soon 
joined there by her sister and brother. 

Shortly after their wedding, the Watkins acquired a 
Model T Ford. When this car was later replaced in the 
early twenties with a Franklin, Watkin gave up driving, 
unable to master the advanced technology of the new 
automobile. 

As Watkin's private practice grew, the family was able 
to afford summer vacations away from Houston's heat and 
humidity. In the early twenties Annie Ray and the children 
were often vacationing in Asheville. After classes were out, 
their father would join them at a house adjoining the 
Grove Park Inn. 

Architecture Department Beginnings 

Watkin taught the first two architectural classes when Rice 
opened. Then he found himself busy with details for the 
Physics Building and 
needed additional faculty 
to plan the curriculum and 
teach, so he turned to his 
former mentor Paul 
Philippe Cret. He needed 
an instructor in drawing, 
watercolor, and painting. 
He himself had been able 
to teach the architectural 
drawing component of 
Architecture 100 as well as 
the fundamental courses in 
design and history. He 
found John Clark Tidden 
who was appointed for the 
1914-15 year and quickly 
became a valuable member James Chi/Iman soon a~er 
of the faculty. The arriving at Rice 

Student Army Training Corps, October I, 191 8 

enrollment within the department continued to grow and 
Watkin hired Francis Xavier Keally who came to Rice in 
the fall of 1915. He lived on campus in South Hall as did 
several of the other unmarried faculty in the early years and 
he decided to return north after one year. This vacancy led 
to the appointment of James Henry Chillman, Jr. , in 1916. 
He had earned his Master of Science degree in architecture 
under Cret at the University of Pennsylvania and had been 
named an instructor of freehand drawing at Penn in 1914. 
"Jimmy" Chillman had a long and distinguished career at 
Rice and in the Houston community. He remained a close 
personal friend and valued colleague of Watkin throughout 
the latter's life. 

War Years 

World War I had a tremendous impact on the new Rice 
Institute. Young men, including students, faculty, and staff 
were subject to draft registration depending on age, 
physical condition, marital status, number of dependents, 
and occupation. William Ward Watkin was serving in a 
critical position at the university and he was married with 
two young children, so he was exempt. He had new college 
responsibilities as well as filling in for faculty who had 
joined the conflict. 

Beginning in the 1917-18 academic year, all Rice 
students were required to wear military uniforms. President 
Lovett had applied to the War Department for a unit of 
Reserve Officers Training Corps, U.S. Army. On May 12, 
1917, the application for an ROTC unit on campus was 
approved. Major Joseph Frazier was ordered to report to 
Rice. The campus responded more and more to the reality 
of war. The school became something of a military 



installation. The men drilled twice a day. After a while, 
the students reacted to what many thought were 
unnecessary regulations and restrictions on campus. 
They requested and were granted a meeting with 
Chairman James A. Baker and President Lovett. At the 
meeting a spokesman explained that he and other 
students understood the need for significant changes 
while the nation remained at war, but they wanted to 
revert to the "Rice of old, with ROTC added because of 
necessity." The students received relief on several issues. 
Morning drill as well as the 5:30 reveille and various 
calls to quarters were abolished. There was to be no 
more guard duty or roll calls at meals. For women, 
military drill was replaced by physical training sessions 
once a week. The men had to accept some new 
regulations including wearing uniforms at all times. 
Special courses, including wireless telegraphy and the 
maintenance of army trucks, were added to the 
curriculum. 

Problems caused by the number of faculty in the 
armed forces or in government service became more and 
more significant. Watkin was confronted with shortages 
in attempting to keep the buildings and grounds 
maintained in decent condition. For a while, just before 
Armistice Day on November 18, 1918, it looked like 
Watkin might be the only member of the architectural 
faculty during the 1918-19 academic year. At the end of 
the summer, Dr. Lovett found it necessary to file a 
formal request for the deferment of James H. Chillman. 
The basis of the petition was that Chillman would be 
teaching enrollees in the Student Army Corps unit at 
Rice as one of the remaining members of a faculty 
decimated by the departure of 26 men on various 
military or government assignments. The request 
was granted. 

With Chillman back on campus, he and Watkin 
were able to cover the classes, studio work, and project 
assignments within the Architecture Department. 
Enrollment had dropped because of the war, but it was 
still a challenge to provide instruction ranging over a five
year curriculum. As the war ended and things began to 
return to normal, Chillman won a coveted fellowship at 
the prestigious American Academy in Rome. He would not 
return to Rice until December 1922. 

The Rice Architectural Society was organized in the 
fall of 1916 but soon became inactive because of the 
growing threat of war. It was reorganized in 1919. In the 
early twenties planning began for what would become an 
annual tradition for the Rice architects: the Archi-Arts Ball. 
The first one, "Baile Espanol," was held February 3, 1922, 
at Autry House, the new student center across Main Street. 
It was a huge success and strengthened a sense of 

Autry House decorated for "Baile Espanol," the first Archi-Arts event 

Aerial view of Autry House and Palmer Memorial Episcopal Church in 
the foreground with the Rice campus beyond, ca. I 9 2 7 

community among the students, faculty, and the small 
band of architectural alumni. 

Post-War Developments 

The cessation of building ori campus between 1916 
(completion ofWest Hall) and 1920 (the Field House) was 
important to Watkin. It signaled the end of almost a 
decade of Cram's association with Rice. Cram, Goodhue & 
Ferguson closed its Houston office in the Scanlan Building 
on November 15, 1919. This left Watkin free to at last 
concentrate more on his promising private practice which 



had begun as early as 1915 with the completion of the 
family home at 5009 Caroline and a rectory for St. Mark's 
Episcopal Church in Beaumont. 

Watkin also had more time to devote to his committee 
responsibilities at Rice. In 1912, President Lovett had 
appointed him as chair of the Committee on Buildings and 
Grounds which carried also duties as Curator of Grounds. 
As the number of buildings on campus increased, 
landscaping became more important. The number of trees 
in the architects' original plans increased dramatically. 
Plantings of rose bushes, Cape jasmine, hedges, and trees 
began to appear. The staff to maintain the grounds was 
expanded as was the budget for plants, fertilizers, tools, 
wages, and feed for the team of mules. 

Watkin had also been appointed in 1912 to head the 
Committee on Outdoor Sports. This job had expanded 
steadily. His first major move was one that bore dividends 
through the next decade. In 1912 he recruited Philip 
Arbuckle to be instructor in athletics and director of 
athletics and football coach. His first football team had 
only 14 men on the squad and they won four games and 
lost none. Arbuckle remained as football coach through 
1921. His overall record was 43 wins, ten losses, and six 
ties. Between 1921 and 1923 two promising men 
attempted to replace Arbuckle and the result was a 
succession of losing seasons. John Heisman joined the 
coaching staff in late summer of 1924 to great fanfare. By 
the end of the 1927 season his record in football was a 
disappointing 14 wins, 18 losses, three ties, and no 
conference championships. His resignation was accepted 
on December 1, 1927. As Heisman departed, Watkin 

Master gardener Tony Martino 
( on le~) with his brother 

realized that he had served 
a full 15 years as chair of 
the Committee on 
Outdoor Sports. He 
decided to resign and was 
gratified that Dr. Lovett 
accepted his resignation. 
Even before World War I 
there had been great 
interest at Rice in 
intercollegiate athletics. A 
Field House and improved 
playing fields became high 
priorities. The Southwest 
Conference had been 
organized in 1913-14 at 

which Watkin represented Rice during the complex 
negotiations. The interest in athletics at Rice was largely 
attributable to Watkin's success as chairman of the 
Committee on Outdoor Sports. By 1926 it was clear that 
he was doing an excellent job in an area far removed from 
his chosen career in architecture. He would have attributed 

the success to superior 
coaching, talented athletes, 
and support from Dr. 
Lovett. 

After a decade or so, 
Watkin began a campaign 
for relief from his 
responsibilities for buildings 
and grounds, but all to no 
avail. Dr. Lovett insisted 
that he continue as chair 
and refused to replace him 
for what was to become a 
record term of 40 years. 

The beauty of the 
landscaping was largely due 
to the dedicated care of the 
Institute's master gardener 
Salvatore (Tony) Martino, 

Watf<jn family, 1925 

William Ward Watf<jn (seated rear) 
in Granada, Spain, 1925 



who was a trained horticulturist as well as a fine and 
colorful person. In 1913, Rice "borrowed" Tony from 
Captain and Mrs. Baker to report on the small number of 
trees chat were on the campus and to make plans for new 
plantings. Tony was also skilled at laying down the gravel 
walks and drives planned by the architects. After several 
months, Watkin decided he wanted to have Tony on a 
permanent basis. The few trees chat were on campus were 
severely damaged during the hurricane in August of 1915. 
Tony proved his value by saving many of chem and he also 
extended and improved the campus walks and drives. Lace 
in 1916, Watkin received permission from Dr. Lovett co 
ask Captain Baker to release Tony so chat Rice could hire 
him on a full-time basis. Tony quickly became a favorite of 
the student body. Over the years, he became a universally 
beloved campus figure. His traditional appearances at pep 
rallies during the football season were a vital part of 
Rice spirit. 

Private Practice 

In the twenties Wackin's private practice grew rapidly. His 
commissions reflected his increasing stature as an architect. 
His participation in community organizations and his 
friendships with Houston's business and professional 
leaders were also factors. Due co his heavy workload in the 
early twenties, he was forced to postpone a long-planned 
family vacation in Europe during the summer of 1922, but 
the journey was finally possible in 1925. Unfortunately, 
Mrs. Watkin was unwell on the voyage from the U.S. and 
she became ill in Paris and had co 
remain in the American Hospital to 
recuperate while he cook some side 
trips including to Spain. She was 
lacer able to accompany her husband 
on a tour of Italy. 

Back in Houston in the fall of 
1925, Watkin was in the final stages 
of planning the Chemistry Building 
at Rice. This project, for which 
Cram and Ferguson acted as 
associated architects, can be 
regarded as one of Wackin's most 
significant commissions. He 
described the original concept 
dating back co the Cram, Goodhue 
& Ferguson master plan as a simple 
rectangular mass. More than an 
dozen years lacer, with planning 
advice from Harry Wieser, a chemist 
of international reputation, he could 
see chat a simple rectangular mass 
would not do. le was obvious chat Field House 

the emphasis had to be put on the specific number of 
laboratories required and the proper venting of fumes and 
gases generated in experiments. The building was finished 
in 1925. 

In 1915 Watkin had formed a partnership with George 
Endress of Austin. Their first commissions were 
remodeling projects in Beaumont, San Antonio, and 
Galveston. Then they received commissions for two new 
state colleges, West Texas State in Canyon and Sul Ross 
Junior College in Alpine, and Watkin began work on his 
first important church commission: Trinity Episcopal 
Church in Houston. The Cram & Ferguson office 
prepared the initial drawings with Cram as advisor, but 
Watkin was responsible for the finished product. This 
project brought favorable attention to him and led to a 
sizable number of residential commissions and civic 
projects in the early and mid-twenties. 

The fact chat Watkin was the principal architect for the 
new Trinity Church and parish house also had lasting 
effects in the relationship between Cram & Ferguson and 
Watkin. Cram & Ferguson had closed their Houston office 
in 1919. There was an understanding chat Watkin would 
fully share in the design and supervision of any future 
Houston commissions. Within months, Rice had Watkin 
under contract for the first post-war building on campus, 
the Field House. le was tucked away in a remote area near 
Harris Gully along Main Street. It contained offices, 
facilities for physical training and_a two-story basketball 
court and was intended co be temporary. 



Cohen House 

In 1917, Watkin received the first of many residential 
commissions from prominent Houstonians: a new home in 
Montrose Place for Howard R. Hughes, the founder of 
Hughes Tool Company. In 1919 he was commissioned to 
design a home for Harry C. Wiess at Two Sunset Boulevard 
in Shadyside (the current home of Rice's presidents). The 
second Shadyside residence he designed was next to the 
Wiess home for Mr. and Mrs. Frederick Heitmann at One 
Longfellow Lane. Ten years after Rice opened, he received a 
commission to lay out Southampton, a residential 
development north of the campus. 

In 1924-25, Watkin, as 
associate architect with Wyatt C. 
Hedrick of Fort Worth, received a 
major commission to design a new 
college, Texas Technological College 
in Lubbock. It allowed him to draw 
up a master plan for the campus and 
design the original buildings. The 
successful commissions at Texas 
Tech, Canyon, and Alpine were soon 
followed by another commission to 
design a large dormitory for the 
College of Industrial Arts in 
Denton. 

As early as 1921, Watkin was 
being recognized as a gifted architect 
in his own right. Two projects that 
were off of the Rice Campus but of 
great importance to the school were 
Autry House, which served as a 
student union for many years, and 

worked on Cohen House, the Rice faculty club 
which was the first building on campus for 
which he had sole responsibility. The Museum 
of Fine Arts was an outgrowth of the Houston 
Art League and was an important commission 
for Watkin. The League had been founded in 
1900 to encourage the appreciation of art in the 
public school system. In 1916, J. S. Cullinan 
gave the League a triangular parcel of land at 
the intersection of Main, Bissonnet, and 
Montrose. Watkin, as a frequent speaker at the 
popular Sunday afternoon lecture series at Rice, 
was a natural candidate to design the new 
museum. Four years after acquiring the site, the 
commission was awarded to Watkin with Cram 
as consulting architect. By 1921, it was 
apparent that the Art League's campaign goal of 
$200,000 to construct the building was not 
going to be reached. With about $70,000 in 
hand, the League made the decision to 

construct the project in stages. The initial phase was 
completed in 1924. With the opening of the museum 
came the announcement that James Henry Chillman, Jr. 
would be the new director. This was a part-time position. 
The newly promoted associate professor of architecture at 
Rice would meet with his classes in the morning and 
would direct the museum in the afternoon. 

By 1926, Watkin had completed almost two dozen 
homes, mostly in the exclusive areas encompassing 
Montrose, Shadyside, and the upper reaches of Bissonnet. 

Palmer Memorial Chapel. He also Museum of Fine Arts, I 9 2 4 



Fac;ade of old stadium a~er it was expanded 

He was interested in broadening the range of his civic 
activities including the arts, city planning, zoning, and the 
public school system. He designed the original Miller 
Outdoor Theater in Hermann Park, the Museum of Fine 
Arts, and the new Kinkaid School on Richmond at 
Graustark, and he supervised the architectural plans of nine 
new public schools. 

One of the more important contracts awarded Watkin 
during the twenties was the new Houston Public Library at 
Smith and McKinney, a commission shared with Ralph 
Adams Cram and Louis Glover, a project that gave them 
the opportunity to work in the Spanish Renaissance style. 
In 1927, Watkin began to clear his schedule for a 1928-29 
sabbatical in Europe. At that time he also began to raise the 
necessary funds for a traveling fellowship for advanced 
architectural students. 

By 1928, the months of preparation were finally at an 
end. Two young architects would be in charge ofWatkin's 
private practice and Jimmy Chillman had been approved as 
acting department chair. John T. McCants was the new 
head of the Committee on Outdoor Sports. The 

Committee on Buildings and Grounds, which Dr. Lovett 
had decided to keep under Watkin's care indefinitely, 
would operate under the supervision of other committee 
members until his return. 

Family Life 

The whole Watkin family departed for a year in Europe. 
They went directly to Paris and the children left for the 
summer in the French countryside. With the children 
safely ensconced in the village of Vieux Moulin, the parents 
had the summer and early fall to tour France and Italy. 
Mrs. Watkin became quite tired during the trip through 
France and was hospitalized. She died on March 2 from 
cancer of the pancreas. The family sailed from Le Havre, 
bringing Mrs. Watkin's body back with them. 

Watkin, heartbroken and exhausted, fell ill with 
pneumonia during the voyage and had to remain in New 
York when he arrived in the United States. Annie Ray 
Watkin's funeral in Houston was held March 16 without 
her husband or children in attendance. In mid-April 1929, 



Naval ROTC Building 

Watkin was finally able to return. His mother came to live 
with them at 5009 Caroline. 

By September, Watkin was back in his office in the 
Architecture Department. He now returned to teaching his 
fourth- and fifth-year students. As the department 
continued to mature, a record total of eleven were awarded 
the fifth-year degrees. He next became busy with the 
project to commission a statue of William Marsh Rice in a 
central location on campus. Ralph Adams Cram 
recommended the sculptor John Angel. It had been 
decided as early as 1922 that the ashes of the founder 
would be placed inside the memorial. The statue was 
dedicated on June 9, 1930. 

The Depression Years 

At the end of the academic year, 1929-30, Watkin had 
regained his health. Unfortunately, the unprecedented 
prosperity of the twenties began to fade. The historic crash 
of the New York Stock Exchange triggered the Great 
Depression. Enrollment in the 1929-30 class in 
architecture was smaller as a direct result of the economic 
downturn and marked reduction in new construction. The 
life-style changes due to the Great Depression at the 
Watkin home meant that there were no longer summer 
vacations in Vermont or North Carolina or Europe. Now 
Galveston or San Antonio had to do. During 1931 Watkin 

was able to move ahead on the book he had 
planned to write since his sabbatical year. The tide 
would be The Church of Tomorrow. The book 
covered more than 1,500 years of church 
architecture from the reign of Constantine the 
Great (312-337) through the modern era and on 
to a vision of the churches of the future. It was 
published in October 1936. 

In 1932, Watkin met a widow Josephine 
Cockrell Watkin (no relation) who would share 
the remainder of his life. They were married in 
Dallas on October 26, 1933. After Watkin's 
remarriage, his mother moved to New Orleans to 
live with her sister-in-law. 

The severe effects of the economic depression 
at Rice had begun to improve somewhat by 1936 
in spite of the fact that the face value of its 
financial portfolio had declined almost one 
million dollars. A reduction of faculty salaries 
definitely played a role in the loss of personnel. 
The traveling fellowship Watkin had established 
was suspended between 1933 and 1937 and again 
during World War II. However, the well
established tradition of personal and financial 
assistance to architecture students was vital during 
those years in helping to keep enrollment up. 

In 1928, before Watkin turned the chairmanship of 
the Committee on Outdoor Sports over to John T. 
McCants, he made the important decision to bring in the 
first business manager for Rice athletics: Gaylord Johnson, 
a Rice PhD in chemistry. He was the owner of The Gables, 
a popular drugstore and hangout for Rice students on 
Main Street at Rosalie. He was active in the new alumni 
association, well acquainted with the city, and keenly 
interested in the expanding field of intercollegiate athletics. 
Under Dr. Johnson's leadership, Rice enjoyed success in a 
remarkable series of conference championships and 
national or world records for athletes. These encompassed 
not only football, but also basketball, track and field, 
tennis, and golf 

In 1934 Rice won the Southwest Conference football 
championship. The football stadium, located on University 
would triple its capacity from 10,000 to 30,000 seats. 
Much of the necessary funds came from increased gate 
receipts. Watkin was pleased to be awarded the job to 
design the new brick and steel structure which opened in 
1938 only months after Rice had won a second SWC 
championship and had gone on to play in the Cotton Bowl 
for the first time. 

By 1938 Watkin received two new commissions: one 
was the restoration of Christ Church after a devastating fire 
and the other was a commission for a new St. Mark's 
Episcopal Church in Beaumont which provided him the 



means for turning some of the key recommendations in 
The Church of Tomorrow into reality. 

World War II 

Before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 
December 7, 1941, the earliest specific indication of World 
War II at Rice was the formal opening of a Naval Reserve 
Officers Training Corps unit in May 1941. Watkin had 
been assigned to be the faculty supervisor for many war
related affairs on campus. He was soon taking part in the 
discussions regarding the new Naval ROTC which 
involved Congressman Albe:t Thomas of the class of 1920. 
Congressman Thomas was on both the Appropriations and 
Military Affairs Committees and was able to expedite the 
establishment and funding of the NROTC branch at Rice. 
As classes began in mid-September of 1941, a small 
temporary building near Rice Boulevard was constructed. 

body by the year-round classes, shortages, absence of 
colleagues, personal difficulties, and other problems of war, 
gradually returned to normal. A decision was made to 

increase enrollment to 2,000 including many more 
graduate students. There had been no new construction at 
Rice during the war. It became apparent that the physical 
plant would have to be expanded as soon as possible to 
accommodate former students (returning after wartime 
service), the new enrollees, and postwar expansion of the 
student body. Fortunately, the financial health of the 
university had improved dramatically during the war, and 
the new surge of planning and construction included 
important new architecture consultancies for Watkin 
involving Anderson Hall (1947), Abercrombie Engineering 
Laboratory (1948), and the Fondren Library (1947-50). 
On all three projects, Watkin worked with the architects 
John Staub and John T. Rather, Jr. 

To enable students to complete their 
degrees more rapidly, the administration 
planned for year-round classes. In fact, 
some war-time years had more than one 
graduating class. Watkin was assigned 
many duties ranging from participation 
in providing facilities for a major U. S. 
Navy operation to administering the 
Civil Defense program on campus. 
Meanwhile, there were changes in the 
faculty of the Architecture Department 
as members of the teaching staff left for 
active duty in the military. Watkin and 
Jimmy Chillman were again left as the 
only members of the regular faculty 
confronting the additional challenge of 
year-round classes. 

In the months preceding the 
outbreak of World War II, there had 
been two major changes in the 
leadership at Rice. Edgar Odell Lovett 
had decided upon reaching his 
seventieth year to retire from the 
presidency although he offered to 

remain in office until a successor was 
named. Then, less than three months 
later, Captain James A. Baker died on 
August 2 at the age of 85. On the 
Sunday following the announcement of 
Dr. Lovett's decision to retire, Watkin 
wrote the note shown at right. 

In 1945 William Vermillion 
Houston was named president of Rice. 
The faculty and staff, worn in mind and 

My Dear President Lovett: 

Your decision announced today comes with 
intense regret to each of us, though with 
personal understanding that it is a privilege 
nobly earned. 

Out of the marsh and swamp of this campus you 
have brought beauty and fineness at every step 
along the way. Into its building you have 
woven your life with all its clearness and 
kindliness. All that we see about us is yours 
in every sense, creating, nurturing and 
fulfilling toward an enduring meaning. It 
will ever be yours in each step forward so long 
as you live. 

In retrospect you have the right to view with 
warmth and joy a noble work faithfully done. 
I pray that for years and into generations to 
come it may carry on toward the soundness and 
beauty which your vision for it holds. 

With cordial personal regards 

I am sincerely yours, 

Wm Ward Watkin 

It' 

I ' 



William Ward Watkin standing on colonnaded porch of his 
home with a bust sculpted by William McVey 

During the first postwar years, Watkin was busy adding to 
the faculty of the Architecture Department for the anticipated 
jump in enrollment. He also had been invited to join a long
range advisory committee in Houston charged with planning 
the location of hospitals and support facilities in the new Texas 
Medical Center, and he received a new church commission for 
the Central Church of Christ located in the 4200 block of 
Montrose. 

Watkin began working on a new book on modern church 
architecture. In the fall of 1951, F. W Dodge published his 
Planning and Building the Modern Church. In it Watkin 
examined the evolution of modern church planning from 1900 
to 1950. 

On January 21 , 1952, Watkin celebrated his sixty-sixth 
birthday and the beginning of a new year that marked four 
decades as the organizer and chairman of the Architecture 
Department at Rice. He was still carrying his full teaching and 
administrative responsibilities and looked forward to continue 
his private practice. Then, as the academic year came to an end, 
he suffered a painful but seemingly minor injury. On March 31 
he fell in a revolving door at the Shamrock Hotel and broke his 
kneecap. After having surgery he developed a virulent 
staphylococcus infection in his knee, leading to septicemia. He 
died on June 24. 

Annie Ray Strange (nee Watkin) who facilitated the publication of W illiam W ard W atkin and the Rice Institute. 
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