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The i larvey P. Sutton house is located on a corner 1ot just up Lhe h111
fronr downtor,rn MeCook on the ci tyts main business street.  Designed from
1905-1907 by Frank Lloyd Wright,  construct ion began in 1907 and ruas com-
pleted in 1908 under the supervision of Mrs. Sutton.

As originally planned by the Suttons, the house would have been an
expansion and reroodel of their earlier house on the site. At least
two and possibly a th-ird prelimi.nary scherae was submitted which incor-
porated sone of the older house but none of these were accepted by the
$utt .ons.r  Both sehemes hrere cross-axial  in plan, the f i rst  being a single
atory solut ion with a gable roof;  the second, a two story house with low-
pitched hipped roof, was a fu11y devel-oped prairire style solution.

The Wright design which was built was a two story frame and stucco
prair ie style house rsi t t r-  raised basement.  Arranged in a modif ied cross-
axial p1an, the house had a massive central chimrrey rqhich opened into
the l iv ing room on the south. A large recept ion room on the east and
a dining room on the r,rest occupied the trso wings of the house while
the ki tchen was located behind the f i replace to the north. The plan
becarne sornewhat complicated in the northeast part of the house in
order to accomodate an extra ( in this case, servantfs) bedroom. En-
trance was gained to the reception room by a doorway cut. through the
south wal l  at  grade l-evel and up f ive r isers to the f i rst  f loor.  A
broad, lor^r-walled veranda opened off of the living room. The veranda
was part ial ly sheltered by a low cant i levered roof.

The second f loor provided space for f ive bedrooms, a ha11rray,
bath and an exter ior balcony over the servants bedroou below. Two
bedrooms occupied the space over the l iv ing room, one bedroom each in
the wings oyer the dining and reception rooms and a bedroom and bath
over t?rc kitchen. The basement space was used primarily for the furnace
and coal rooms, as wel l  as laundry and other service funct ions-

Formal ly the house is a simple two story rectangular mass which only
hints at the modif ied crucj- form plan of the inter ior.  The sl ight Pro-
ject ion of the l iv ing room wing to the souEh is covered by the pronounced

overhang of the long, lorv hipped roof of the dining room-recept ion room

wings. The central chinney mass and the cantilevered veranda roof which
visual ly extends the space of the l iv ing room sug€iests the plan relat ion-
ships of rhe inter ior.  The lorv-pi tched hipped roof of the ki tchen wing to

the north completes the overal l  tee-shaped or constr icted cross-axial  forrn
o f  the  house.

1.  The p lanning derai ls  as revealed by the correspondence between Wrightrs

office and the Suttons are r,rell d.ocumented in Don L. Iulorgan, "A tr^lright

House  on  the  P ra i r i e "  i n  P ra i r i e  Schoo l  Rev ie rv ,  I I : 3  (1965 ) '  pages  5 -19 .

The text ,  pre l iminary p lans and sketches and the f ina l  work ing drawings

presented in  th is  ar t ic le  forrn the basis  for  much of  the in format ion Pre-

sented in  th is  nominat ion.
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The external  appearance,  l ike the in ter ior ,  is  a much s impl i f ied
interpretat ion of  I ' l r ight ts  character is t ic  decorat ive vocabulary.
Budget  l imi tat ions ( the house cost  910,000 to complete which was

$5,000 over  \^rhat  the Sut tons had wanted to spend) requi red the s in-
p l i f i ca t i on .  A  s t rong  ho r i zon ta l i t y  pe rs i s t s  i n  sp i t e  o f  t he  box -
l ike two story mass of  the rvhole.  This is  accentuated by the

l ines of  the roof ,  the r ibbons of  casement  windorvs at  the ends of

each wing and by the dark painted r.rooden rqindor'r heads and sil1s.
The cap of  the veranda wal l  ( rvh ich former ly)  prov ided sPace for

bui l t - in  p lanters)  and the t r in- l ine just  above the concrete r fater

tab le  re in fo rce  the  ho r i zon ta l i t y .  O the r  deco ra t i ve  f ea tu res

were l imi ted to the leaded g lass casements and the s imple rectan-
gular  panels on the symmerr ica l  south wal ls  of  the east  and r^ /est

w ings .
The  i n t , e r i o r  r e f l ec ted  budge t  l im i t a t i ons  as  we1 l .  S imp le ,

I , I r ight-designed wal l  and cei l ing l ights enhanced most  of  the major

rooms  o f  t he  f i r s t  f l oo r .  The  p ressed  b r i ck  f i r ep lace  o f  t he

l iv ing room, the cabinet  in  the d in ing room'  and the board t r im

of  the h igh rvainscot  and cei l ing panels complete the t r ' I r ight ian
mo t i f s  o f  t he  i n te r i o r .

The  p resen t  cond i t i on  o f  t he  Su t ton  house  re f l ec t s  subs tan t i a l
a l terat ions over  the years.  In  1932 a f i re  of  unknovm or ig in '

destroyed the cant i levered veranda roof  and caused other  damage.

Local  bui lders purpor tedly  could not  f igure out  hor ' r  to  rebui ld

the roof  so large columns tsere bui l t  to  suPport  the weight  at

t he  ve randa  ra i l i ng .  The  p ropo r t i ons  and  l oca t i on  o f  t he  ve randa

roo f  we re  a l so  changed  s l i gh t l y  a t  t h i s  t ime . r  O the r  a l t e ra t i ons

r , rere made dur ing t r r lor ld  l , lar  I I  when the second f loor  was converted

to  apa r tmen ts .

Ma jo r  changes  were  made  to  t he  s t ruc tu re  a f t e r  D r .  J .  H .

Dona ldson ,  J r .  pu rchased  the  p rope r t y  i n  1960 .  The  house  r vas

converted for  use as a d iagnost ic  c l i -n ic  and laborator ies -vrh ich

resu l t ed  i n  ma jo r  spa t i - a l  changes .  Numerous  r va l l s  and  pa r t i t i ons

were  e rec ted  wh ich  has  des t royed  the  open '  f l o l v i ng  spaces  o f  t he

o r i g i na l  p l an  ( see  pho tocopy  i i  7 ) .  A  sma l l  b r i ck  add i t i on  r vas  made

to  t he  rea r  (no r th )  o f  t he  P rope r t y  and  the  o r i g i na l  f r on t  en t rance

r , /as removed to enter  in to the l i r , ' ing room f rom the veranda.  The

o r i g ina l  r oo f  has  a l so  been  rep laced  r v i t h  aspha l t  sh ing les .

2.  c f  .  Iu lorgan

3 .  c f .  p h o t o s

( 1 9 6 5 ) ,  p a S e  1 8 ;  D o n a l d s o n  ( 1 9 6 5 ) ,  p a g e  2 6

i n  M o r g a n  ( f 9 6 5 ) ,  P a g e  5 ,  1 8 .
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Tn L962 a decorative concreEe block wall r^ras erecEed around
the ent ire property.  This wal l  (photos / i l ,  2) which const i tutes
a major intrusion to the property,  incorporates several  f ish
ponds, l i ly pools and fountains (cherubs pouring ldater from vases,
etc.) .  Whi le i t  is not certain whether the inter ior al terat ions
are irreversable, the block wal-1 could be removed without damage
to histor ic fabr ic.
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S P E C I F I C  D A T E S BIJ].IO.E8/ARCH ITECT Frank Lloyd l{right
190s-1908

STATEM ENT OF SI GN I FICANCE

McCook at the turn of ttr.e century "... was a growing western
torsn 275 miles southwest of Omaha, the result of the railroadsr
need for terminals and stations. At the time the Sutton house
was bui l t ,  McCook had a populat ion of about 21500 with homes and
business bui ldings spread along the rai l road from east to west.
The Sutton property was seven blocks north of the railroad r,rittr-
only a ferv houses nearby. It dominated the townrs main street
being located on a hi l l  overlooking the ci ty,  just two bl-ocks south
of the corn, wheat and grazing lands of the natural prairie. Mr.
Sutton was the owner of the only jervelry store in McCook, an active
man in corununity affairs and director of the C. B. & Q. Railroad
Concert Band knor,rn throughout the state. Mrs. Sutton was an ar-
t iculaEe, versat i le rroman who also took an act ive interest in
community matters. She understood much about houses and tlreir
consLruct ion and later served as general  contractor for her house
designed by Mr. Wright.

"Frank L1-oyd Wrightrs inf luence in archi tecture was just
beginning to gain nat ional at tent ion in the early 1900rs. The
Architectural- Review had published 'The I'lork of Frank Lloyd Wrightr
by R. C. Spencer,  Jr.  in June of 1900 and during the same year
Wright r\ras approached by Edward Bok to subrnit plans for publication
in The Ladies Home Journal.  The trvo designs submit. ted were pub-
1is@ Ju1y, 1901 issues of the magazine, and
the commission to design the Sutton house was an indirect result
o f  th is  venture .  I t  was  no t  Wr igh t ' s  f i r s t  des ign  fo r  a  McCook
cl ient.  Previously he had designed a house for the Charles W.
Barnes fani ly and i t  is presuned that Mr. and I Irs.  Barnesf f i rst
contact with a Wright designed bui lding was through The Ladies_
Home Journal_. However, both the Barnes and t.he Suttons were close
fr iends with Mrs. W. S. Marlan lyho rvas reared in Richl-and Center,
Wisconsin, and had known Wright for rnany years. It was through
Mrs. I ' lar lan,thaL the Suttonsr f i rst  contact r . ras made with the
arch i tec t .  t t+

4 .  M o r g a n  ( 1 9 6 5 ) ,  p a g e s  5 ,  6 .  I n  a  l e t t e r
January  19 ,  1907,  Mrs .  Sut ton  ind ica ted
dec ided no t  to  bu i ld  (page t5 ) .

to Mr. Wright dated
that the Barnes had
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The Sut ton res idence design comes in the middle of  rvhat  Manson
has  desc r i bed  as  Wr igh t r s  f i r s t  go lden  age ,  t ha t  o f  t he  P ra i r i e  house ,

and should be considered among the f i rs t  o f  a ser ies of  houses that

represent ,  the heyday of  the Prai r ie  house in Wright 's  career .  Not
considered one of  t r^ l r ight ts  more d is t inguished rvorks,  the Sut ton house
none*the- less embodies the pr inc ip les,  a l though not  the deta i led
execut ion,  of  Pra i r ie  house design.  The f lowing,  in terconnected

spaces of  the p lan,  c lear ly  ar t icu lated in  the external  massing;
the st rong hor izonta l i ty  of  the form, re inforced by the lorv p i tched

roof ,  generous overhangs,  hor izonta l  s t r ips of  casement  windows and

the r , rood t r im on the stucco wal ls ;  even the p ier- l ike features which

frame the ends of  the wings of  the house:  a l l  o f  these are charac-
ter is t ic  of  the developed Prai r j -e  house of  Frank L loyd Wright .

I t  is  parL icular ly  in terest . ing to note the p lan- form s i rn i lar i t ies
of  the Sut ton house wiEh t r ' / r ight ts  f i rs t  Ladies Home Journal  design.

The arrangement of  the major  l iv ing areas and the four  bedrooms above
show remarkable s i -mi lar i t ies.  Both shorv the tee-shaped or  constr ic ted
cruci form plan wi th the ruajor  l iv ing spaces of  the ground f loor

f lowing f reely  in to each other  creat ing what ,  is  essent ia l ly  one

large room only ar t icu lated in to smal l  spaces.  The rear  wings
(k i tchen) of  the t rvo designs,  holuever ,  are qui te d i f ferent  as is  the

or ientat ion of  the house on the s i te  and the locat ion of  the entry .
But  both have the s l ight ly  pro ject ing pavi l ion of  the l iv ing room

rvi th i ts  associated veranda roof .  The Sut ton house sholvs a more

literal syruletry in the ttvo tvings of the house (a syinrnetry lvhich

r , ras la tent  in  the f i rs t  Ladies Horne Journal  design)  than does the

reknovrned I , l i l l i ts  house rvhich in  p lan so resembles Ehe second Journal

des ign .  I n  e i t he r  case ,  t he  comp le ted  t r l i l l i t s  and  Su t ton  res idences

share a design vocabulary unl ike e i ther  the f i rs t  or  seeond Journal

des ign ;  a  vocabu la ry  more  cha rac te r i s t i c  o f  t he  ma tu re  P ra i r i e  house

than the ear l ier  exper iments.
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tr{r ight fel t  suff ic ient ly pleased with the project to have i t
exhibi ted with 34 other-projects at the 1907 Chlcago Architectural
Club Annual Exhibition.) t,Ihile the center of the Prairie School
movement was in the prairie states of the Araerican middle r,Iest '
the SuLton house represents the earliest of a very smal1 group of
Wright buil-dings in the Great Plains and is the on1-y Prairie house
designed by l , I r ight j .n the region.6 thu H. P. SutEon house is the
only known (probably only) Wright house constructed in Nebraska.

5. Manson (1958),  Appendix D, page 216.
6. Storrerts maps indicate that less than ten tr l r ight bui ldings were

constructed in the Great Plains region; see Storrex (L974),

maps on un-numbered pages.
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Photo 1 of 6 – general view looking northwest showing the intrusive block wall and one of the fountains 
Photo by David Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/29:18) 
 
 



 
Photo 2 of 6 – general view looking north-northeast showing intrusive wall & driveway 
Photo by D. Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/29:11) 



 
Photo 3 of 6 – view showing the south and west facades, looking northeast 
Photo by D. Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/29:9) 



 
Photo 4 of 6 – view of the south and east facades, looking northwest 
Photo by D. Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/29:24) 



 
Photo 5 of 6 – view of the east façade showing the major additions and alterations on the north wing, looking west 
Photo by D. Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/29:21) 



 
Photo 6 of 6 – general view of the living room looking southeast from the fireplace toward the veranda 
Photo by D. Murphy, 1977, NSHS (7707/28:34a) 
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