An idaho legacy:

the P.E.O. Chapter house

By Madeline Buckendorf


If houses could talk, what stories the Idaho P.E.O. Chapter House would have to tell!  It has had three different lives—first as one of the finest mansions belonging to Idaho pioneers; second as a private hospital; and third, as a retirement home for senior members of P.E.O. The well-maintained building has stood for over 100 years. Idaho P.E.O. sisters and their families have financially supported the surrounding cottages and grounds for over 60 years. The Chapter House campus is a testament to P.E.O.'s legacy of providing gracious living for its senior members.  

Early History of Caldwell and the Mansion


The 1881-1884 construction of the Oregon Short Line Railroad instigated the development of many southwestern Idaho towns, including Caldwell.  The Oregon Short Line linked the transcontinental Union Pacific Railroad to the Pacific Northwest.  Robert Strahorn, who served as the Union Pacific's publicist, seized upon the opportunity to develop townsites along the new link. Agricultural settlement preceded the formal establishment of Caldwell in 1883, but the railroad brought an influx of small businesses and real estate promoters to develop the townsite.


Caldwell grew rapidly and became a supply center for surrounding agricultural settlements and regional mining camps.  When Canyon County was created in 1891, Caldwell became its county seat. The Wood River Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church also established Idaho's first college, The College of Idaho, that year.  In the early 1900s, the availability of public land and local large-scale irrigation projects caused Caldwell's population to boom.


Ambitious entrepreneurs helped promote Caldwell's growth in the early 20th century.  One such promoter was Henry Dorman, who came to Caldwell in 1885.  Dorman's personal history exemplifies the history of many ambitious emigrants who pioneered land development in Idaho.  In 1883, Dorman traveled from Illinois to Ketchum, Idaho, lured by the area's booming mining industry.  Two years later, he came to Caldwell and worked at a local mercantile, one of the first businesses in the town.  Dorman then returned to mining, operating the Ida and Lincoln Mines at nearby Pearl.  In 1893, he married Idaho "Ida" Frost of Caldwell, daughter of one Idaho's earliest pioneer families. Ida was one of nine children of former Oregon Trail wagon train master Elijah Frost and his wife, Matilda. The Frost family had traveled to Idaho in the 1860s, and eventually developed a large ranch near the old Oregon Trail in present-day Caldwell.  


In 1898, Henry and Ida Frost Dorman moved from Pearl to Caldwell, where they engaged in ranching, farming, and fruit growing.  Henry Dorman developed some of the first residential additions to Caldwell, including the lands surrounding his ranch home and orchards.  Horticulture became a major Idaho industry in the 1900s, and Dorman proved to be a successful fruit grower. Dorman built on his success as an orchardist to sell his land developments.  The October 1, 1909, Caldwell Weekly News carried an advertisement for the Dorman Land Company, picturing his "prize-winning orchard of national fame."  The advertisement went on to say:  "We have over 300 acres of orchard land located in the heart of Caldwell's apple belt, platted in five and ten acre tracts, in and near the City.  It is all accessible by [street] Car Line...Our Specialties--Suburban Homes and Fruit Lands." 


Henry Dorman was following a pattern similar to early rural suburban development surrounding Boise.  In 1907, The Boise Valley Traction Company, an interurban streetcar line, finished its "Loop" connection of several small communities to Boise, Idaho's capitol city.  Dorman owned the traction company's right-of-way through Caldwell, and was well aware of booming real estate development surrounding Boise.  Several local entrepreneurs and wealthy professional people who helped start the interurban line also owned property along its tracks. They subdivided the acreages into town lots, or into small acreages to be developed as "country homes." This pattern of development had already occurred in other late-19th and early 20th-century suburban areas of the United States.  The suburban design offered families a taste of "country life," with relatively easy access to urban work centers areas provided by streetcar systems.  


Henry Dorman succeeded in his various business ventures, and in 1910 he had a $10,000 mansion constructed on his former "ranch."  The property had been subdivided and platted by 1910, then incorporated into the city limits.  Dorman kept portions of his original ranch and orchard, and provided his previous home (adjacent to the new house) as a residence for his parents. Construction of Dorman's 10-room home began in June 1910.  The Caldwell Weekly News announced this event in its "Local Paragraphs" column:  "The house will be modern throughout, and it is safe to say will be one of the finest houses in the city when completed." When finished, it was described as a "fine, modern two-story house...with two bathrooms."  The names of its architect and building contractor were never mentioned in area newspapers, but a Frost family descendant identified local resident Lem Harding as the builder.  Harding was the building contractor for the first Canyon County Courthouse in 1893.


The Dorman home's Neo-Classical Revival architectural design, large lawn, and ornamental plantings reflected the influence of turn-of-the-century "City Beautiful" and "Country Beautiful" suburban planning.  City beautification was one of many Progressive-Era reform movements, and its ideals were reflected the 1893 Columbian Exposition held in Chicago.  Several of the country's leading architects specially built the so-called "White City," with a central courtyard, green strips, paved roads, and classically inspired buildings.  Their work so excited other architects and city planners that they began redesigning urban landscapes with city centers, parks and boulevards, and public transportation systems. The Neo-Classical Revival style of architecture also became popular, based on the classical colonnaded buildings designed for the Colombian Exposition's White City.  These designs spread to newly formed Midwestern and Western communities, though usually replicated on a more modest scale. 

The Caldwell Sanitarium


The Dormans lived in the house for almost nine years, and then moved to Idaho's nearby capitol, Boise.  In July 1919, the spacious home was purchased by three community physicians--Doctors Fern Cole, James A. Young, and Clifford Kaley. The doctors converted it into a small private hospital, called "The Caldwell Sanitarium."  They purposely retained much of its home-like atmosphere to help patients feel more comfortable.  The new sanitarium contained seven private rooms and two wards with four beds each.  Caldwell's Forward Club, a women's service club, furnished the women's ward.  An operating room, sterilization room, and sleeping porch for the nurses were located on the second floor.  For thirty years this private facility, along with another small hospital, served Caldwell until the community-owned Caldwell Memorial Hospital was built in 1949.


The P.E.O. Chapter House

The closing of Caldwell's Sanitarium coincided with a growing movement within an Idaho women's club--The Idaho Chapter of the P.E.O. Sisterhood.  Started in 1869, the P.E.O. sisterhood, like many other women's clubs and service organizations, took on the characteristics of several social reform movements in the late 19th century.  The club emphasized further educational and cultural opportunities for women, as well as a feeling of sisterhood and civic responsibility. 
In the 1920s, several Idaho P.E.O. chapters created special funds for members "in need."  After World War I, rural areas of the nation suffered from an agricultural depression, and Idaho was no exception.  The Welfare and Trust Fund was set up in 1925 under the motto:  "No P.E.O. Ever a Public Charge."  Part of each chapter's state dues went to this fund; over the years giving to the fund fluctuated between being voluntary and at times mandatory.

    
A similar though far more ambitious project was introduced to Idaho P.E.O.  chapters as early as the 1920s--a retirement home for senior members, especially for those with limited funds.  The P.E.O. leadership followed a pattern set by other social and fraternal organizations at the turn of the century.  These organizations were concerned over the safety and proper care of their aging members, since no Medicare or Social Security programs yet existed.


The first P.E.O. Chapter House (a retirement home for senior members) began in 1929 at the organization's birthplace--Mount Pleasant, Iowa.  Soon other chapter houses were established in Allhambra, California (1933), and Knoxville, Kansas (1937).  Idaho P.E.O. members discussed the possibility of a regional Chapter House as early as 1935.  Caldwell Chapter F (started in 1910, the 6th chapter formed in the state) became very enthusiastic about the idea. Chapter F member Love Miller Smith served on a committee that prepared a "memorial" (a petition) for the 1935 State P.E.O. convention.  The memorial proposed the establishment of an Idaho P.E.O. Home.  It stated: 

“It seems to us there could be no more worthy object for the P.E.O.'s than to assist our young people with their education, and to care for the aged of our own number."


A letter-writing campaign targeted other Idaho chapters, and the response was favorable.  In 1936, Mrs. Smith visited the Allhambra P.E.O. Home; soon after she offered $100 donation to begin an Idaho Chapter House fund.  Her contribution was accepted at the state P.E.O. convention.  Portions of local dues to the State Chapter were placed in the Chapter House Fund, and contributions helped it grow.


World War II interrupted plans for the Chapter House, as P.E.O. members worked on various war-related and post-war projects.  At the 1947 P.E.O. State Convention, members of Chapter F presented a 5-year plan for systematic giving to the Chapter House Fund, which was adopted.  By 1949, the Caldwell Sanitarium (formerly the Dorman mansion) had ceased being used as a hospital.  Love Miller Smith had previously worked as the sanitarium's secretary-treasurer, and knew its doctor-owners well. A longtime farmer, Charles Tobias of Nampa, bought out one doctor's interest in the sanitarium.  Two other doctors, Clifford Kaley and Fern Cole, were willing to donate the property. Former Caldwell lawyer and Secretary of the Interior Thomas E. Buckner gave a large cash contribution for future remodeling costs.  The wives of all four men were P.E.O. members.  The men stated: "We want this gift from the BIL's  [Brothers in Love] to express the great admiration the husbands, fathers and brother have for the outstanding women who make up the P.E.O. Chapters of out State."


In March 1950, the former Dorman acreage and the two houses standing on it, along with the large cash contribution, were donated to the Idaho P.E.O. Sisterhood.  There was a stipulation that the Sisterhood raise thousands of dollars to match those already in the Chapter House fund for remodeling costs.  The State P.E.O. Chapter agreed to the proposal, and in less than three months, the additional funds (again in the thousands of dollars) were collected.  Several Idaho P.E.O. members and their husbands made major financial contributions to the project.


In November 1950, the P.E.O. Chapter House Building Committee requested bids from various contractors. The specifications were drawn up by architect Andrew Bowles of Nampa.  Keys Construction Company of Caldwell received the contract. The contractor was instructed to match the lapped wood siding on the house's exterior walls and to renovate all existing doors and windows, excepting the front entry door.   New poured concrete walls and floors replaced old ones in the basement, and windows were added to the basement.  The extensive renovation project restored the mansion to its original glory.


Dedication ceremonies for the new P.E.O. Chapter House were held May 6, 1951.  Approximately 500 P.E.O. members came from around the state to the dedication.  Love Miller Smith became the first Superintendent of the Chapter House, and moved into the older, smaller house on the grounds (this house was eventually moved off the property).  P.E.O. members from various chapters donated furnishings and canned goods to the Chapter House.


In 1955, two cottages were built on property adjacent to the Chapter House--a one-bedroom brick cottage and a duplex faced with Owyhee rose stone. Two more brick cottages were built on adjacent property in 1958 and 1959. Another two-bedroom brick house was constructed from 1966 to 1968, and the last cottage was built in 1989.  All houses and associated property have been gift-deeded to the Idaho P.E.O. Sisterhood. 


Originally, only P.E.O. members who were single or widowed were allowed to reside in the Chapter House and associated cottages.  In 1979, the rules were changed to allow husbands of P.E.O.'s to be admitted as cottage residents, along with their wives. 


Over the years, Idaho's P.E.O. sisters and their family members have contributed to the maintenance and improvement of the Chapter House campus. In the 1980s, a covered patio was placed to the east of the Chapter House building, providing an outdoor gathering place for residents and visitors.  Open land to the west of the campus was developed into a public park with sidewalks, benches, and ornamental plantings in 1997. The Chapter House and cottages have been modernized and updated several times, but their historic character and charm have been maintained.  One major Chapter House project involved restoring all of its multi-paned windows from 2002 to 2007.  Funds donated by chapters and individuals from all around Idaho allowed the preservation of the windows' historic beveled glass panes and wood trim, while making the windows more energy-efficient.  The establishment of a well-managed endowment fund has provided interest earnings that have helped secure the future of the Chapter House. 


Since 1950, over 120 P.E.O. members and spouses have lived in the Idaho Chapter House and associated cottages.  They came from all regions of the state, as well as from California, Alaska, Oregon, Kansas, and Nebraska.  On the Chapter House's campus, a legacy of gracious living has served numerous residents over the years and will continue into the future. 
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