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Mid-Century Modernist Mecca

by Justin Davidson

As soon as you cross the Flatrock River, turn onto Washington Street and navigate 

towards downtown and the tall, chimney-like tower of First Christian Church, you know 

there is something odd about Columbus, Indiana. What is a masterpiece by the Finn-

ish architect Eliel Saarinen doing in this small and tidy Midwestern city that bobs on a 

sea of corn? Drive around, and the puzzle acquires Easter Island proportions: here’s an 

octagonal spired church by Saarinen’s son Eero, there a glass-box newspaper office by 

Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill, evoking all the midcentury love of sleek, efficient beauty. 

A white-tiled school designed by Richard Meier is tucked against a hillside, slowly falling 

apart. A quirky fire station by Robert Venturi flaunts a comic-book tower, as if fire-

fighters had to scramble up into it in order to slide down the pole and into their suits. 

There’s more: an I. M. Pei library, a Kevin Roche post office, a Robert A. M. Stern hospi-

tal, and works of public art by Henry Moore, Dale Chihuly, and Jean Tinguely. Best of all, 

sitting demurely behind a box hedge on the fringe of downtown, is one of the country’s 

great works of modern residential architecture: Eero Saarinen’s Miller House. A major 

metropolis would covet such a picnic basket full of deluxe modern buildings, and yet 

here they are—enough to turn a southern Indiana city of 45,000 into a crucial stop on 

any American grand tour. 

 How Columbus turned itself into an anthology of twentieth century architecture 

has a lot to do with the endurance of an old technology, and with capitalist values so 

plain and old-fashioned that they hardly ever existed at all: make something, sell it, get 

bigger and richer, and make the company’s home base a better place to live so that 

capable people from all over the world will want to come work for you. 

 The story begins during the horse-and-buggy era, at 301 Washington Street, a 

corner storefront known around town simply “301.” Joseph Ireland Irwin opened a dry 

goods store there in 1874, and since he was the considered the trustworthiest man in 

town, other merchants stored their proceeds in his safe. The safe became an informal 

bank, which eventually developed into the Irwin Union Bank. A generation later, the 

banker’s son, William Irwin, took a shine to his chauffer and mechanic, a farmer’s son 

named Clessie Cummins, who even as a boy enjoyed building engines from scratch. In 

1919, Cummins won a license to manufacture a Dutch-made diesel engine in the United 

States. He founded a company named after himself, with William Irwin as the chief in-

vestor. 
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 Nearly a century later, somewhere on a construction site in India, a bright yellow 

Chinese-made steam shovel is scooping out a crater with the aid of a bellowing Cum-

mins engine. To Wall Street, Cummins, Inc., is a worldspanning engine manufacturer 

with revenue of $18 billion a year. To the people of Columbus, it’s an intensely local 

institution. Born in a tinkerer’s garage, funded by a local businessman and captained by 

another through most of the twentieth century, today the company is Columbus’s chief 

employer, custodian of its prosperity, shaper of its demographics, and gardener of its 

architectural culture.

 The man who most concerns us is not Clessie Cummins, but the corporate scion 

who inherited the business. Born in 1909, William’s great-nephew Joseph Irwin Miller 

became the family’s standard-bearer. He presided over Cummins for the second half 

of the twentieth century, and it was he who prodded Columbus’s public agencies into 

approaching world-class architects, and he who coaxed those designers to accept. In 

a sense, every building in the city that turned out better than it needed to be is a tacit 

monument to the self-effacing man that everyone still respectfully calls Mr. Miller, 

nearly a decade after his death. More about him later. In the late 1930s, the Irwins and 

the Millers (and their other relations, the Sweeneys) didn’t merely belong to First Chris-

tian Church: they practically operated it as the clan’s spiritual subsidiary. One family 

member was the pastor, two others donated the site for a new building, and several 

more participated in the hunt for an architect. J. I.’s mother had read that Finland’s 

preeminent architect was now living in the United States, and it didn’t take her long 

to track down Eliel Saarinen at the Cranbrook School in Michigan. The architect was 

doubtful, and so were First Christian’s congregants. Both initially felt that Columbus 

was too small, provincial, and traditional to appreciate the work of a multi-laureled 

Finnish modernist. Slowly, though, each side persuaded the other that they had plenty 

in common. When asked whether the city would not do better with a more familiar tem-

plate, Saarinen responded by commenting not on aesthetic trends but on the congre-

gation’s spiritual vitality: “We have been using the dead styles of alien culture...until the 

last drop of expressiveness has been squeezed out.” A historical knock-off, he implied, 

could only signify a cheap and empty faith. The building committee agreed, with a 

deeply Midwestern caveat: “It should be built to last a long time.” 

 Saarinen’s church is a marvel of massiveness, asymmetry, and crafted detail. The 

formidable bell tower stands alone, a stele of unbroken brick. At the base, a small 

wooden door seems to have drifted off to one side and near the top the numberless 

iron clock has scooted towards the other. These syncopations seem capricious at first, 

but they form a delicate equilibrium. Each detail functions like the incipit of a fugue: it 
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sings out alone, then multiplies, transforms, and combines with others. So, for instance, 

the bricks that grid limestone façade change direction wherever the axes cross. That’s 

echoed in the front door’s vertical and horizontal stacks of wooden slats, except that 

now the grid has become more irregular and complex. 

 Another off-kilter motif begins with the steel handles on those same front doors: 

one is an elongated backwards L, the other is flipped upside down and re-proportioned, 

creating a simple, stark interplay of short and long, of vertical versus horizontal, of 

industrial and hand-hewn, of cold steel against warm wood and rough brick. I dwell on 

these minutiae because it helps to see how relationships proliferate in exuberant coun-

terpoint: in the short-long rhythms of the chapel’s wooden screen, in the way a wooden 

banister in the balcony wraps like a fist around a light fixture’s steel pole, in the power-

ful, stubby columns that hold up the sanctuary’s high blank wall while on the other side 

tall windows create pillars of light. Moving through Saarinen’s church is like wander-

ing into a Bach cantata: it’s a dazzling work of sacred worldliness—spiritual, solid, and 

fantastically detailed. First Christian was also, as requested, built to last. Craig Lowry, 

the church’s custodian, directs my gaze down at the cork floors that have weathered 

decades’ worth of coffee spills and winter mud. “When people ask me whether cork 

is durable enough for a kitchen, I tell them to come here and look at our 70-year-old 

floors.” 

 In hiring Saarinen, Columbus had stumbled on an elite corps of American design-

ers who revolved around the Cranbrook Academy—especially Eliel’s students Charles 

Eames and Harry Weese, and his son and partner Eero. That tight web of connections 

must have pleased J. Irwin Miller, and he later saw to it that broadened to include archi-

tects associated with his— and Weese’s, and Eero Saarinen’s—alma mater: Yale. After he 

married Xenia Ruth Simons, in 1943, Miller determined that the couple should build a 

new house, and that the younger Saarinen should design it. Miller had grown up in the 

family’s ancestral home one block from First Christian—a vast gothic mansion bristling 

with dormers and chimneys, attached to a romantic garden (Today it’s a bed-and-

breakfast.). Saarinen built the polar opposite: a white-walled beam of light pillowed on 

a soft green lawn. 

 The Miller House—which was finished in 1957 and is now owned by the Indianapolis 

Museum of Art and visitable through the Columbus Visitor Center—is a work of under-

stated brilliance and austere luxury. The Alabama marble is so pale and pure that you 

could practically fashion a wedding gown out of it, but the white steel columns have 

a simple, naked toughness. The living space spreads out from the entrance like a river 

delta, eddying around the cylindrical fireplace and the sunken “conversation pit.” The 
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bedrooms at its edges are modestly scaled, as if to encourage family members to 

mingle rather than retreat. Sunshine showers down through frosted skylights, diffus-

ing into a milky glow. Disciplined nature lies just Miller House, beyond the threshold, 

in allées, boscs, hedges, and a plummeting grass slope all shaped by the landscape 

architect Dan Kiley. Tight corners and spare geometries give the house a look of decep-

tive simplicity: the thin, flat roof actually contains many individual units, separated by 

fragile channels of glass, which are a nightmare to maintain. 

 For all its formal innovations, the house served as a modest base for the city’s 

plainspoken, easily approachable, and emphatically unflamboyant first citizen. Ev-

eryone in town knew that Mr. Miller kept his office at “301,” the Washington Street 

storefront where J.I. Irwin had opened his dry goods store. Everyone also knew that if 

you wanted to call Mr. Miller at home, all you had to do was look up his number in the 

phone book. To help me understand the city, I pay a visit to Harry McCawley, the long-

time associate editor of The Republic and unofficial town historian, and he instructs me 

to have lunch at The Brick. My local companions greet the suggestion with a skeptical 

smile. “Your clothes will smell of grease and smoke,” I’m warned by a chorus of con-

cerned Columbians—although one allows that “they may have gotten a new ventilator 

sometime in the last decade.” Even so, we head south on Route 11, where the city ends 

abruptly, giving way to a Midwestern idyll of silos and farms and stubbled fields. The 

Brick turns out to be a boxy shack with a platoon of pickups out front. Inside, the scene 

can hardly have changed in sixty years. The floor is carpeted in peanut shells, the beer 

list starts and ends with Budweiser, and the burger is basically a meaty condiment for 

the mound of grill-fried onions piled on a roll. I understand why Harry sent me here. 

Even today, it’s easy to forget just how anomalous Columbus is in southern Indiana, 

and how much more unlikely was the procession of refined designers who paraded 

through half a century ago, making the city not just urban but urbane. Mr. Miller under-

stood that his Indiana had to harmonize with this one. According to a 1997 profile in the 

Indianapolis Star, one of his few weaknesses, along with chocolate chip cookies, was a 

greasy cheeseburger at The Brick. 

 Miller was neither a farmer nor a monk, however, and he was not embarrassed 

about being rich. A Matisse portrait, Bonnard’s Vue du Cannet, and works by Picasso, 

Kandinsky, and Pissarro buzzed brightly against the white walls. J.I.’s and Xenia’s prize 

Monet, Le bassin au nymphéas, sold for $80 million at auction in 2008, but for decades 

it hung in their fenceless house, within view of any inquisitive art-lover who pressed 

up against the floor-to-ceiling glass. The designer Alexander Girard, who struck up 

a friendship with Xenia Miller, loyally shipped boxes full of vases, carpets, china, and 
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knickknacks. Cummins gardeners kept a seasonally adjusted supply of indoor trees 

flourishing in polished brass planters. Miller was a plainspoken man with an exquisite 

education and expensive tastes. He attended Oxford University. He played the violin 

well enough to buy himself a Stradivarius—not just any Stradivarius, but the “Comtesse 

de Polignac,” dated 1699, which is now in the hands of the violin superstar Gil Shaham. 

When Miller paid for good architecture, he knew he was buying a one-of-a-kind luxury 

product. 

 In the 1960s, this white-haired Republican tycoon from a conservative, virtually 

all-white state held social views that would have done a hippie proud: He was a fierce 

champion of integration, civil rights, and labor unions, and he opposed the Vietnam 

War. Yet he saw social justice as a tool of enlightened capitalism and design as the 

mark of a gracious, economically thriving city. The civic monuments, golf courses, and 

well-lit schools he paid for—these were not just the fruits of do-gooder altruism, but 

tools with which to recruit the brightest talents to a quiet provincial town. In 1964, 

Miller articulated his ambitions for the city his company called home. Columbus, he 

said, should be the very best community of its size in the country. We would like to see 

it become the city in which the smartest, the ablest, the best young families anywhere 

would like to live . . . a community that is open in every single respect to persons of 

every race, color and opinion; that makes them feel welcome and at home. That speech 

strikes the ear as anodyne today, but at that time its subtext bordered on the radical. In 

an era when cities across the country were starting to hollow out and fall apart, rav-

aged by racial conflict, crime, and suburbanization, Miller envisioned an enlightened 

middle-class enclave, intolerant only of misery and slums. After World War II he had in-

tegrated Cummins. In the 1960s he urged other southern CEOs to do the same for their 

companies. Later, in the 1980s, he helped Indiana Senator Richard Lugar fight apartheid 

by organizing sanctions against South Africa. For Miller, public architecture was a part-

ner with social justice. 

 In First Christian and the Miller House, Columbus had a pair of extraordinary monu-

ments, and they remain far and away the best buildings in town (along with another 

Eero Saarinen church, North Christian). But Miller was just getting started. In 1957, when 

the city was working on plans for a new elementary school, he decided to forestall the 

usual brick box. He came up with an offer that was characteristically inventive and self-

evident at the same time: he would cover the architect’s fee if the school board would 

choose someone from his list. The job went to Harry Weese, Eliel Saarinen’s protégé, 

Eero’s friend, and a distinguished Chicago architect in his own right. Weese produced 
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the Lillian C. Schmitt Elementary School, a handsome chain of peak-roofed sheds with 

amply windowed walls that filled spacious classrooms with sunshine. 

 Eventually, that transaction evolved into a permanent arrangement between 

Columbus and its No. 1 citizen. Whenever a public agency needed a new building—a 

school, a firehouse, a municipal building, a library—it would ask Miller to recommend 

a few architects, interview everyone on the list, pick one name and then send the bill 

for the design fee to the Cummins Foundation. The result is a bold and eclectic col-

lection of public schools that for many years formed the cutting edge of educational 

design. In 1969, for instance, John Johansen designed the L. Francis Smith Elementary 

School, a compound of concrete pods linked by brightly colored tubes. The new school, 

a slightly more tame version of Johansen’s wild Mummer’s Theater in Oklahoma City, 

alarmed even the design-savvy parents of Columbus, who worried that their children 

would give up absorbing information and instead spend their days giddily stampeding 

down the angled ramps. Their fears about discipline were not totally unfounded. In the 

late sixties, educators, activists, and designers were conspiring to overhaul pedagogic 

norms, and Johansen was giving concrete form to the free-floating optimism of the age. 

The critic and architect Lebbeus Woods wrote that “Johansen’s design embodies a new 

paradigm of education: the asking of questions for which the answers are not known in 

advance.” 

 The Smith School looks a bit like a something assembled out Lego’s Duplo blocks, 

which launched in 1969, and pieces from Multiway Rollway, the marble-and-ramp toy 

created in 1968. Just as that era’s playthings were designed to train the constructive 

imagination, Johansen designed a school as toy, where learning could be an extension 

of play. The building received a memorable endorsement in the form of a letter to the 

editor of The Republic by a 10-year-old student who signed only “J. A.:” I am sick and 

tired of people condemning on our school… Not one child disagrees with the design...

The ramps are great, that is if you like the kids’ own opinions. We had a fire drill and got 

out two times faster than we would on stairs. We don’t feel like cattle or hogs! We feel 

safe because of we don’t fall when we are pushed.

 The Cummins Foundation helped fund only public buildings, but Miller’s influence 

did not end there. His executives belonged to various church committees, civic associa-

tions, and private entities, ensuring that the whole town followed Cummins’ architec-

tural lead. You can see it in Harry Weese’s First Baptist Church, from 1965. More than 

two decades earlier, at First Christian, Eliel Saarinen had tossed out historicist formulas 

and produced one of the country’s first unambiguously contemporary religious build-

ings. Now, Weese took an opposite, but equally radical approach of reincorporating the 
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past. He had emerged from a modern movement that aspired to scrub itself clean of 

sentimental memories and sprinkle the land with banks and offices that were formida-

bly abstract and sleekly unadorned. First Baptist’s inspiration is recognizably, blasphe-

mously Romanesque. An opaque brick exterior supports a peaked slate roof, and the 

low adjoining structure, with its clerestory windows, could almost a monastery wall. 

Tucked into an open knoll (Dan Kiley, again), it broods romantically in the landscape. 

But the church is not a slavish revival or a statement of neo-anything style; it’s a sly 

adaptation of ancient habits to a small Midwestern congregation. The roof’s vertiginous 

pitch and severe geometries—the triangular façade with a circular navel for the bell 

near its tip, for instance—give it all the no-nonsense modernity it needs. Just as Saarin-

en had been questioned about his rejection of the past, Weese was now challenged for 

embracing it. “We feel the whole gamut of architecture is our preserve, and we are not 

afraid to use forms that are outdated if they have any function. Faced with the choice, 

I would rather be right than contemporary.” He was both. By the mid-1960s, the most 

austere and abstract orthodoxies of modernism were beginning to absorb historical 

mannerisms, a trend that would eventually lead to the encyclopedic exuberance of 

postmodernism. 

 When Weese died in 1998, Miller remarked: “Anything Harry did was sympathetic to 

human beings. If he built a house it was a good place to live. If he built a factory, it was 

a nice place to work.” That may be the greatest compliment a Hoosier can pay to an ar-

chitect, and it summarizes the triumph of Columbus’s urban design. The city is not just 

a sop to connoisseurs, or a mere anthology of mid-century architectural innovations, or 

even simply a testament to enlightened corporate patronage. It achieves a much more 

slippery and crucial goal: it’s a place that’s sympathetic to human beings.


