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Lady of the Canyon: Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter,
Interior Designer, Architect, Collector
by Jeanne Schinto

I

didn’t expect to return from a trip to Grand Canyon of ours, as she felt her artistic temperament entitled her to
National Park with a story for M.A.D. readers, but be brutally frank whenever she felt like it, and although
while there I learned about an early interior designer, we were proud of her, we did not love her.”
architect, and collector, Mary Elizabeth Jane Colter
Nor would you want her as a house guest. She
(1869-1958), who deserves far more recognition than purportedly arrived “like a queen on her throne” in the
she has. A significant body of her work may still be seen back seat of her Buick, driven by her secretary. Used to
and enjoyed on the Canyon’s South Rim. She was also living in hotels, she expected a hotel kind of service from
responsible for a series of rustic, beautifully designed
log-and-stone cabins down at the bottom at Phantom
Ranch. Only a tiny percentage of the more than four
Grattan describes the perfectionist
million people who visit the Grand Canyon every year
Colter as “dogmatic” and
get to experience the ranch. It’s reachable only by means
of a raft trip down the Colorado River, on the back of a
“intractable.”
mule, or an arduous all-day hike. The trail is a circuitous
14 miles, a 5000' descent, from the Canyon’s North Rim
to get there. It’s about ten miles if you leave from the her hard-put hosts. Even the English language wasn’t
South Rim. Either way, it’s some 24 miles round trip. In spared her pomposity. In a letter quoted in the Grattan
early June I was one of those rim-to-rim hikers.
book, Colter used the word “acquired” twice, each time
Familiar with the canyons of New York City all my spelling it “accquired.” Her postscript says, “It takes 2 C’s
life, I had never been to the Grand Canyon nor heard to spell the word in my estimation and I insist on ‘em!”
a word about Colter, who was an anomaly for being a
Of course, the pricklier parts of Colter’s personality Mary Colter: Builder upon the Red Earth by Virginia L.
successful and innovative woman architect in the early to may not have been as notable had she not been a single, Grattan, first published by Northland Press, Flagstaff,
mid-20th century. What I learned is that, while working in professional woman pursuing a career in a field then Arizona, 1980; reissued by Grand Canyon Association,
the Grand Canyon and in Santa Fe, Albuquerque, Gallup, dominated by men. Her male colleagues with similar 1992, softbound, $11.95. To order, see the website (www.
and Lamy, New Mexico, and elsewhere in the Southwest or worse personal traits were doubtless given a pass. grandcanyon.org). Descriptions of Colter’s physical
appearance vary wildly, depending on the person doing the
and Midwest, she was among those who popularized Perhaps she even learned these ways from them.
the Spanish colonial hacienda and old-mission styles
Grattan’s book is entertaining, but my bunkmate and describing, their perceptions undoubtedly colored by their
memories of this formidable woman. Grattan writes that
and made ingenious use of the ancient aesthetics and I wished there were a bigger, more informative book to those who championed her she “was tall and stately, a
imagery of the Pueblos, Hopis, Zunis, and Navajos. about Colter. When I got home to Massachusetts, I wonderful woman, fun to talk to, a happy spirit interested
Together these influences resulted in interiors for hotels, located one, Mary Colter: Architect of the Southwest in everything that was going on.” Her critics, meanwhile,
restaurants, shops, railroad stations, and other structures, by Arnold Berke, published by Princeton Architectural remembered her “as a small woman with piercing violet
many of which are considered to be masterpieces of the Press in 2002. I recommend both volumes, Grattan’s for eyes and hair that was never combed.” Here she is seen in
American Arts and Crafts movement. She also executed its accessibility and because she was the first biographer a detail of a circa 1892 photograph, made when she was
several impressive and idiosyncratic architectural feats. of Colter, Berke’s for its erudition, scholarship, and age 23 and still a schoolteacher in St. Paul, Minnesota.
Perhaps most important, Colter took pains to meld her thoroughness and because it is illustrated with gorgeous
works with the landscape, materials, culture, and history color photos by Alexander Vertikoff along with wellof the past residents of her sites, and, as I would learn, produced vintage images of Colter and her projects. 14. After some family setbacks, she enrolled at age 20 in
she always strove to do it with wit and whimsy.
Each book in its own way tells the story of a remarkable the art school now named the San Francisco Art Institute.
Colter’s plans for the first phase of Phantom Ranch were woman of action with a unique artistic sensibility and the Upon graduation, she returned to St. Paul, where she
completed in 1922, but the place has a much older look ability (and opportunity) to exercise it.
taught at the Mechanic Arts High School and became a
and feel, as if those buildings had been there
leader of the Arts and Crafts movement
always or at least since pioneer days. Instead,
burgeoning in the Twin Cities and
by the time they went up, we as a country were
beyond. And she might have remained
well past the closing of the frontier. Authorin that respectable position, if not for a
explorer Lewis R. Freeman (1878-1960) was
fortuitous encounter with the Fred Harvey
a Colter fan. Writing in The Colorado River:
Company. Colter was destined to be
Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow (1923), he
associated with Fred Harvey’s enterprise
praised Phantom Ranch as “a microcosm of
for 46 years. According to the Grattan
what is to be striven for on a grand scale—
biography, while summer vacationing
something that fits as nearly as the wit and
in San Francisco, Colter visited a friend
imagination of man can devise into the great
who worked in a Fred Harvey gift shop;
scheme of Nature; something that ‘belongs.’”
that connection led the way. Berke cites
He added that, in his opinion, “Miss Colter
more recent research claiming that Colter
accomplished something” at Phantom Ranch
caught the attention of a Harvey family
that was rivaled in “its perfectness to its
member through art circles in St. Paul.
surroundings only by the mountain villages of
The legendary Fred Harvey, under an
Japan and the Himalayan frontiers of India.”
agreement with the Santa Fe Railway,
An iconoclast and perhaps a bit of a
had been building hotels, restaurants,
genius, Colter was also a chain-smoking
newsstands, and gift shops along the
pisser (or juggernaut, if you prefer), to
12,000-mile railroad line since 1876.
judge by the book Mary Colter: Builder
(For a complete history of the company’s
upon the Red Earth by Virginia L. Grattan,
namesake, London-born Frederick Henry
originally published by a small press in Hopi House. Colter’s re-creation, completed in 1905, was refurbished in 1995.
Harvey, and the firm he founded, see
1980 and reissued by the Grand Canyon
Stephen Fried’s Appetite for America:
Association in 1992. I borrowed a copy
How Visionary Businessman Fred Harvey
from a bookshelf in the Phantom Ranch cantina, where
The daughter of Irish immigrants, Colter was born in Built a Railroad Hospitality Empire That Civilized the
the traditional evening meal, served in two shifts at 5 and Pittsburgh two years after the centennial celebrations of Wild West, published in 2010.) In 1901 the company
6:30 p.m., is unwaveringly steak, stew, and chocolate 1876, while our country was still forming its ideas about began marketing Native Americana, having seen that the
cake, supplemented by slabs of cornbread and family- its Colonial past and this continent’s first residents. Southwest tribes were successfully selling their handmade
style helpings of salad and other vegetables. (And out of When she was a preteen, the family moved to St. Paul, wares to tourists and other travelers wherever the trains
necessity, all ingredients are brought down to the cooks Minnesota, where she first became aware of Native stopped. (These souvenirs have inevitably found their way
by mule.) I read the Grattan book while lying on my bed American life, perhaps because of the proximity of the into ethnographic sales of today.) Over that summer, Fred
in an air-conditioned, post-Colter, single-sex dorm one state’s large population of Oglala Sioux. From a family Harvey had commissioned Colter to design the interior of
afternoon when the temperature outside reached a typical, friend came a gift of some Native American items, the so-called Indian Building that was being built alongside
seasonal 109° F. A bunkmate was reading another copy, including a set of drawings by Sioux who had fought in the company’s new Alvarado Hotel in Albuquerque.
and we frequently exclaimed to each other over some of the Battle of the Little Bighorn. As both Grattan and Berke Intended to be equal parts museum exhibition, gift shop,
the gossipy details.
relate the story, when Colter’s mother learned that the and living history site (Native Americans were hired to
Grattan describes the perfectionist Colter as “dogmatic” items had been around victims of smallpox, she burned demonstrate the production of their arts and crafts), the
and “intractable.” Former employees interviewed by the all but the drawings. Colter had hidden them in her bed. Indian Building was completed in 1902, the same year as
author in the 1970s characterized their erstwhile boss She kept them her entire life. Years later she declared the hotel, which was touted in a Fred Harvey Company
as “not an easy person to get along with,” possessed them her “most priceless and precious possession” and promotional brochure as “the first building in New Mexico
of an “imperious manner,” and “cantankerous.” Never bequeathed them to the Custer Battlefield National to revive the Spanish tradition and thereby make the whole
married, she could be “impatient with young folk.” Monument (now known as the Little Bighorn Battlefield Southwest history-conscious.”
Indeed, she could be hard on people of all ages, not only National Monument) in Crow Agency, Montana.
A couple of years later, still teaching school in St. Paul,
her employees but close friends and relatives. Said one
Artistically talented, Colter hoped to pursue a career Colter landed her second freelance commission from
of those intimates, “Frankly, she wasn’t a favorite person in art after she graduated from high school in 1883, at age the Harvey Company, this time an architectural ☞
Maine Antique Digest, September 2017 7-B

8-B
- F E ATUR E -

The South Rim as seen from the North Rim. Phantom Ranch lies in between on the canyon’s
floor.

Reservations for lodging at a Phantom Ranch cabin like
this one or in one of the four dorms are extremely hard to
obtain, 13 months in advance, by calling a phone number
that is perpetually busy, I am told. (My own stay was
arranged by R.E.I. Adventures [www.rei.com].) There
are fewer than 100 spots. However, cancellations occur
and therefore last-minute beds become available. When I
was there, a 77-year-old woman named Erlinda, who had
hiked rim-to-rim three times in eight days, secured a bunk
in my dorm for one of the two nights I stayed there. The
14-acre ranch also has some campsites at the Bright Angel
Campground, as hard to reserve as the indoor lodging.

assignment. She was to design what became known as
Hopi House, across from a 100-room luxury resort-hotel
for tourists, El Tovar, being built on the Grand Canyon’s
South Rim. Completed by the Fred Harvey Company in
1905, El Tovar is still standing, an exquisite exemplar
of fusion architecture—a combination of Old Europe
and American late Victorian. Hopi House remains too—
literally and directly across from El Tovar. Colter’s
re-creation of a terraced, small-windowed Hopi dwelling
is made of stone and mud, adobe-like plaster interior
walls, and log-beam ceilings. Ladders lean fancifully
against its upper reaches leading to the roof.
And mind you, she did deservedly insist on the word
“re-creation” for everything she wrought, rather than
“replica,” “reproduction,” “restoration,” or “copy.”
Hopi House’s original purpose was to function as a gift
shop, which it still does, but equally important were its
museum components. On display were a combination of
Hopi items, such as baskets, blankets, and ceramics, as
well as Spanish antiques and artifacts, such as saddles,
spurs, old rifles, candlesticks, a leather chest, and a
sombrero. Hopis actually lived in Hopi House, where by
day they created their arts and crafts, just as other Native
Americans did in the Indian Building in Albuquerque. By
night they performed their traditional songs and dances
for tourist audiences.
We don’t get the Hopis’ point of view from the
Grattan book, only quotes from Fred Harvey Company’s
laudatory promotional materials. Berke’s book notes
the company’s cringe-producing attitudes reflective of
“then-prevalent public assumptions of racial inferiority.”
In its brochure The Great Southwest along the Santa Fe,
for example, the company states that the Hopis “cling
tenaciously to their crude way of living.” Colter, a woman
of her time, probably wasn’t entirely free of these same
pernicious attitudes; nonetheless, it’s clear that from
her girlhood onward, she revered Native American arts,
culture, and architecture. Indeed, she made a lifelong
study of them. The result was, for example, the uncanny
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This is the Phantom Ranch cantina with hikers resting on
a built-in bench. Like all the other Colter designs in this
deliciously remote locale, it is a frame structure reinforced
with stone gathered at the site. According to Virginia
Grattan’s book, when it was completed in 1922, Colter
made her 59-year-old sickly older sister ride a mule down
to witness its opening. Colter chose to name it after nearby
Phantom Creek.

aura of authenticity of Hopi House, which Colter based
on actual 12th-century pueblos in southwestern Arizona.
In 1910 the Fred Harvey Company hired Colter full
time as an interior designer and architect, although she
never actually earned a license for the latter—a not
uncommon situation for either men or women who were
practicing architects in her day. Leaving schoolteaching
behind for good, she was quickly put to work designing on a wall having our treats, a squirrel unzipped a fellow
the interior of a small hotel, El Ortiz, in the tiny village hiker’s backpack and took bites of an apple within. We
of Lamy, 18 miles south of Santa Fe; it was completed in were back to a kind of civilization that didn’t quite make
sense after our days in a bliss of remoteness.
1910 and razed in 1943.
We made plans to meet for dinner at El Tovar. The
Over the years she also designed the interior of La
Fonda hotel in Santa Fe itself (completed in 1925 and hotel was named for 16th-century Spanish explorer
still standing); El Navajo Hotel in Gallup (completed Don Pedro de Tovar, who was part of the Coronado
in 1923, razed in 1957); and the Painted Desert Inn in expedition. Neither de Tovar nor Coronado ever saw the
Petrified Forest National Park, Navajo County, Arizona. Grand Canyon himself, but under orders, members of
(Completed in 1937, that one did not get its Colter their scouting party were the first Europeans to see it and
interior design until ten years later.) She was architect report back about the wondrous sight they had beheld.
and designer of La Posada Hotel (completed in 1930) in Appropriately, the dining room has Spanish colonial
Winslow, Arizona. In addition, she designed the interiors elements. Before dinner, my husband and I showered
of the Fred Harvey Company shops and restaurants at away the red dust, then visited Hopi House, where I was
Union Station in Kansas City (1913), Chicago (1925), not above buying souvenir earrings. We also made a
St. Louis (1939), and Los Angeles (1939). Among her close inspection of Lookout Studio inside and out.
Colter put this amazing structure of craggy rough-cut
most original and enduring works, however, and the ones
focused on here, are those at the Grand Canyon. Besides stone at the mile-deep Grand Canyon’s edge, where it
Phantom Ranch and Hopi House, they are Lookout seems to have emerged from the landscape by means of
Studio (1914), the Watchtower (1932), and the Bright some unexplained geological phenomenon. It consists
of a rectangular viewing room with large windows and
Angel Lodge (1935).
When I and my seven fellow hikers made it to the a tower whose apparent conceit is that millennia and
South Rim, having left Phantom Ranch ten hours earlier, weather have lopped off its top, making a ruin of it.
after the 5 a.m. breakfast shift in the cantina (“late” Berke quotes from an early promotional brochure that
breakfast is 6:30), we took a triumphant group photo at describes the ambiance inside: “One may sit through the
the trail head. We also took stock of the crowds. One long, quiet, still days and rest and read and watch the
of our two rim-to-rim guides mentioned that the average changes caused by sun and shadows upon the panorama
tourist stays 19 minutes at the Grand Canyon. Many spread below.” Alas today the space, which Colter
were buying items in the shops that connect to the Bright decorated with Navajo rugs, topographical maps, and
Angel Lodge. More basic and affordable than El Tovar, easy chairs, nowhere in sight, is now standing-roomthe pitch-roofed, rustic hotel, reminiscent of a European only, and the main activity is shopping. But the hordes
ski lodge, was designed by Colter for the increasing could not diminish Lookout Studio’s grandeur for me,
numbers of people who began traveling by train to see especially its exterior elements, one of which is a series
the Grand Canyon after it was designated a national park of stone staircases leading to overlooks at the gorge’s
in 1919. She also designed its stand-alone cabins, each very precipice.
On the last day of our six-day trip, we made one final
one unique, some of which she matched to the stone-andlog main building, while others are clapboard and stucco. stop, about 25 miles east of El Tovar, Hopi House, et
Grattan’s book recounts the efforts Colter made to cetera, but still within Grand Canyon National Park.
realize her interior design for the main lodge—one of There we found Colter’s Watchtower—officially the
umpteen examples in the two biographies—and says: Watchtower at Desert View—a soaring, 70' seven-story
“Colter made every effort to find
pioneer furniture for the lodge.
She wanted old stools and chairs
that had been brought overland
in covered wagons. She searched
secondhand stores for kerosene
lamps with opaque glass shades and
bathtubs with legs, furniture which
she had copied and reproduced. She
found two enormous rocking chairs
for the lounge. Another treasure
was the crudely made hobbyhorse
that had once belonged to the first
pioneer child born in Arizona.
A great find was the Jenny Lind
wooden cigar-store figure, which
advertised a popular cigar. It was
one of only five in the United States
and was valued at five thousand
dollars.” (That’s about $90,000 in
today’s dollars.)
We went inside to have a look
around. I found no evidence of the
antiques. After standing in a long
line at an adjacent shop, we bought View from the Watchtower. On a clear day one can see 100 miles, including
ice cream and lemonade. As we sat the far-off Painted Desert extending toward Navajo and Hopi land.
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These are some of my fellow hikers, including husband, Bob Frishman (second from right), plus
one of our guides (far right), less than a mile from Phantom Ranch at the edge of the Colorado
River on Boat Beach. The water temperature averages 45° F.—too cold for anything but the
briefest swim, but perfect for an ice bath for sore muscles and joints. Some of us waded in up
to our hips. Black Bridge was completed in 1928. Part of the South Kaibab Trail, it is the river
crossing used by mules going to Phantom Ranch.

concrete-and-steel cylinder faced in local stone. Colter
spent six months studying actual centuries-old Native
American towers in Arizona, Colorado, and Utah in her
preparations before she sat down at the drafting table.
“The Watchtower was especially challenging to build,”
writes Berke, “given the intricacies of its stonework,
and therefore for her to supervise. But supervise she did
and with great presence. During construction she was
ubiquitous, ensuring the tower would turn out just the way
she designed it. Any element that did not measure up was
simply torn down and rebuilt, vexing her workmen and

Mary Colter: Architect of the Southwest by Arnold Berke, published by Princeton
Architectural Press, New York, 2002, hardbound (out of print) and softbound,
$35. To order, see the website (www.papress.com). Berke is the former executive
editor of Preservation, the magazine of the Washington, D.C.-based National Trust
for Historic Preservation, where he is now a contributing editor.

reinforcing her reputation as an exacting taskmaster.” On
May 11, 1933, two days before it opened to the public,
the Hopis held a dedication ceremony and, according to
one account, she was “the only White invited.”
That is not to say Native Americans were always
pleased by her work. When she incorporated a ceremonial
altar into Hopi House’s interior design, she sparked a
controversy. What she had done was more than mere
cultural appropriation, a term not yet invented; the real
problem was that such altars were sacred objects, not
meant for secular display much less for commercialism.
Likewise, when building the
Watchtower, she called for the
insertion of petroglyphs that
were taken from the vicinity of
Ash Fork, Arizona. They are
still in place, but the removal
of such artifacts has been
prohibited by Arizona state
law since 1927.

The Watchtower. Its main round observation room is modeled after a Native
American kiva. Unlike this one, kivas are usually underground or at least semisubterranean. In the Pueblo culture, they are meant to be used for religious rituals
and other kinds of meetings. Note the “ruin” on the left. Arnold Berke says of it in
Mary Colter: Architect of the Southwest: “Colter planted a ‘ruin’ directly next to the
tower, an unfinished roofless set of stone walls that looks as if it had been plundered
to build the Watchtower.”

As Colter neared her retirement in 1948, at age 79,
she began to consider her collections. Working for
the Fred Harvey Company, she purportedly “ravaged
antique shops and bid at auction from New York to
Mexico”—in the words of someone Berke quotes. She
also bought for herself, amassing over 500 pieces of
Native American jewelry and scores of pots, baskets, and
other artworks, artifacts, and books. Be aware, however,
that she did not want them to be called “collections.”
When she bequeathed them to the Mesa Verde Museum
in southwestern Colorado, she stipulated that they be
presented purely as cultural, historical, and aesthetic
objects, without the details of how she got them, where,
and from whom and thereby distracting anyone from the
pieces’ ability to edify, educate, even inspire.
Such an edict speaks of her unexpected modesty, but it
must have been a trait that became ingrained, considering
the decades she spent working in one of the world’s
seven natural wonders. No mere man-made or womanmade thing could possibly hope to measure up.

Lookout Studio.
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