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  CHAPTER ONE




  
“I JOSH AND I PAINT”





  On a gray day, late in the afternoon of February 9, 1933, hundreds of people were making their way to Worth Avenue in Palm Beach to honor the life of a dear friend who had passed away only four days earlier. The rain that washed over the resort city would generally be interpreted as an appropriate symbol for a day of mourning; however, this memorial service that attracted so many people could only be a celebration. Unacquainted with sentimentality, Addison Mizner had specified in his will that there be no funeral service, that his ashes be buried without fanfare in California. Aware of Addison Mizner’s wishes, his friends still insisted on a secular service to honor their special companion, always an indefatigable source of warmth and wit and forever the inimitable author of architectural beauty.




  [image: Addison Mizner was known as a society architect who adapted the Mediterranean Revival style to the climate and topography of South Florida. By designing houses to accommodate the social requirements of his clientele, he transformed the Palm Beach lifestyle from one of regulated activity centered around Henry Flagler’s hotels to a more relaxed, informal manner of living focused on personal entertaining. His architecture still defines Palm Beach]
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  Courtesy of Historical Society of Palm Beach County.




  Many visitors that day were already familiar with their destination; those who had never been inside the Villa Mizner would happily find a home that reflected with absolute fidelity the nature and interests of the man they had come to commemorate. The living room, although very large, was insufficient to accommodate the throng of guests, necessitating many to gather in the vaulted foyer and on the tiled steps leading to the main floor. The remarkable feature of this congregation was its diversity, from friends and clients of high social station to laborers and artisans of the working class. Addison Mizner knew well the difference between the two but possessed the gift of sincerely liking both. His attraction to a person was governed less by social position and more by individual character and skill, a point of view that created disparate associations throughout his colorful life. In this setting, people who would ordinarily not share the same space were united in admiration and appreciation for a remarkable friend.




  Addison’s living room was a window into his capacious mind. Spanish furniture and carvings from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, large tapestries, and a collection of crucifixes that had been displayed at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts blended with terra cotta floor tiles, wrought iron chandeliers, and a dramatic beamed ceiling to reflect his powerful affinity for the noble charm of Old Spain and its colonies. These personal objects were outlined on the rainy afternoon by a soft, pale light diffused through the stained glass of three Moorish windows. The dim glow that washed over the room created an effect redolent of the Old World, of a distant time that was so familiar to Addison Mizner. The guests were witnessing the material biography of the home’s owner.




  The living room and foyer were also filled with the fragrance of hundreds of flowers, gifts from tradesmen as well as the social elite. One leader of Palm Beach sending flowers was his friend and client Mrs. Edward “Eva” Stotesbury. So congested was Villa Mizner that “Queen Eva,” as Addison playfully called her as a result of her social prominence, had to stand with her husband in the foyer outside the crowded living room. She recognized early Addison’s towering talent and was the first to offer him a residential commission in Palm Beach in 1919. Excusing herself to push into the great room, she wanted to verify that her orange blossoms were resting on Addison’s favorite chair.




  Although the service was devotional and not religious, Addison’s good friend, the Reverend Nathaniel Seymour Thomas, opened with a prayer. He then read passages of poetry from the Romantics who, like Addison himself, created expressive works through richness of imagery and description. Each selection of verse spoke to a prominent attribute of the architect. In reading from Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Adonaïs, the poignant lament composed for the dead John Keats, Thomas suggested the timelessness of Addison’s architectural legacy:




  [image: Living Room, Villa Mizner, 1924. The gathering place for Addison’s memorial service, the large living room featured the Spanish furniture, tapestries, and antiquities that so captivated the architect. The stained glass, wrought iron chandeliers, terra cotta floor tiles, and architectural stonework were all made in the workshops of Mizner Industries, a collection of artisanal manufactories begun by Mizner]
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  Photograph by Frank E. Geisler reproduced by Craig Kuhner.




  Forget the Past, his fate and fame shall be




  An echo and a light unto eternity!1




  He also read from Shelley’s Prometheus Unbound, likening the creative architect to the mythical figure who gave humanity fire, the symbol representing the imaginative powers of thought. Finally, he read from Alfred Lord Tennyson’s Crossing the Bar in which the poet reminds friends to have a placid attitude toward death and not to lament his passing. This was a reminder to all present that Addison Mizner reveled in life, even in its darkest moments, and wished his friends to celebrate him, not to mourn his passing.




  While the literary references employed to memorialize Addison would have been familiar to him, it was the simple story that he considered the most powerful form of expression. Addison Mizner had always possessed the capacity to tell a story that allowed him to captivate and enchant. Mizner was an alchemist for whom words, reality, and imagination were transmuted into fascinating mixtures. It would have pleased Mizner greatly to know that, at his memorial service, many people told funny anecdotes about him while others read aloud complimentary telegrams and letters.




  If relating stories of individuals prolongs their life, Mizner survives today, for he enjoyed an adventurous, creative, and picaresque life. His was an unconfined existence that gave birth to unforgettable tales, some authentic and some apocryphal. What is unmistakable and unambiguous is his astonishing architectural vision that transformed Palm Beach into a vaunted, picturesque resort community. For this raconteur, each villa that he designed told a personal story about its owner and, in a broader sense, conveyed a vivid sense of history. Just like the stories he loved to tell, his architectural narratives are rich, evocative, and timeless.
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  Posterity remembers Addison Mizner as an architect. Like most simple attributions, “architect” fails to convey the nuanced contours of a complex man who was the rare synthesis of pioneer stock, ancient taste, and innovative vision. Addison Mizner was a bold and robust character, the descendent of pioneer families who, in their pursuit of a better life, consistently overcame challenge and adversity to settle in California before 1850. The personal qualities that allowed Mizner to thrive and persevere in his adventurous life were a by-product of this frontier spirit. The itinerant, unpredictable journey of becoming one of America’s most innovative architects in the early twentieth century would have been impossible for an individual deficient in enterprise and courage. Unfamiliar with idleness and uncomfortable in repose, Mizner was a spirited seeker.




  As a young man, Mizner roamed the world. His early years were filled with the kind of exotic escapades that could only be found in adventure novels. He was born in 1872 and grew up in a pioneer family in Benicia, California, a small town just north of San Francisco. As the second youngest of eight children, he quickly learned the art of survival and developed the ability to think quickly, well, and creatively. At the age of sixteen, he traveled all over Central America during the time his father held an ambassadorial post in Guatemala and, three years later, went to Spain with the intention of pursuing university studies. In the last five years of the century, he practiced architecture in San Francisco, contributed to an avant-garde periodical, and successfully prospected for gold in the Yukon. Before turning thirty-one in 1903, he had traveled throughout Hawaii, Samoa, Australia, and China cleverly supporting himself variously as an art restorer, writer of epigrams, boxer, and artist, none of which he could have claimed to practice professionally before the voyage.




  [image: Drawing by Addison Mizner. At the age of fifteen, Mizner moved to Guatemala after his father had been appointed ambassador by President Benjamin Harrison. There, he lived an adventurous life, became fluent in Spanish, and cultivated a love of Hispanic architecture. Throughout his life, he drew interesting details of furniture and architecture that he would later incorporate into his designs. Of interest to him here was the pairing of a low roof line with a carved stone entrance facade of important scale. Drawing courtesy of the Society of the Four Arts. Photograph by Craig Kuhner.]
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  Drawing courtesy of the Society of the Four Arts. Photograph by Craig Kuhner.




  Just as America had defined its continental frontiers during the forty years between the Mizners’ arrival in California and Addison’s travels in the Pacific, the future architect had clearly developed his own boundaries that enclosed a wellspring of qualities essential to his future success. Frontiersmen, continuously challenged by harsh conditions and deprivation, were forced to sharpen their wits and instincts merely to survive. Like his forebears, Mizner consistently used an elastic mind to devise solutions through tenacity and resourcefulness, characteristics that largely defined his life.




  Addison Mizner was indefatigable and happiest when in motion. Setting out in late 1897 to join three of his brothers in a quest for gold, Mizner continually bore the brunt of physical labor that exhausted his siblings, causing them to retire from the demanding venture. Finding other partners, he led them in a sustained effort in harsh conditions that resulted in a discovery of the precious metal. In the course of this undertaking, he single-handedly put down a rebellion of his partners, designed and built a cabin, and handled the lion’s share of the mining work. In 1925, while in the process of developing his grand vision for the “perfect city” of Boca Raton, he suddenly found himself in severe financial difficulty due to a real estate bubble. While other developers in similar circumstances had ceased fulfilling their construction obligations, Mizner persevered. Ignoring declining market conditions, he not only designed complete plans for a city of sixteen hundred acres but also completed construction of various buildings including a luxury hotel, two administration buildings, a city hall, and many smaller houses, all in a little more than a year.2 It was Mizner’s lifelong habit to follow conception with furious, focused activity.




  Another feature of the pioneer spirit that greatly benefitted Addison Mizner was his resourcefulness. He simply refused to allow challenges to stand in his way. This outlook animated a protean individual, one who was able to identify possibilities and to re-invent himself to conform to whatever mold was required. This is aptly illustrated by his manifold vocations. Among the occupations attributed to him in his early adult life were traveler, wit, bon vivant, bohemian, prospector, capitalist, and promoter; later, he was professionally recognized as an architect, artist, landscape architect, builder, interior designer, and connoisseur. Within his great frame resided the wherewithal to do many things well, not because he had received formal training in them but because his agile mind provided ready analysis and comprehension.




  While Addison Mizner is remembered primarily as a creator, he was also an entrepreneur and skilled developer of artisans. Creativity and logic do not usually reside in equal measure in the same individual, but their coexistence in Mizner allowed him to conceive grand architectural schemes and simultaneously manage the myriad business processes necessary to realize them: creating materials and finishes, overseeing construction, furnishing the interiors, and landscaping the grounds. Efficiency was essential considering that there were many projects of grand scale underway at the same time and each project had to be completed within the condensed period of time between Palm Beach winter seasons. Beyond the exigencies of design, construction, and logistics, Mizner also had to manage client relations and develop new business.




  [image: Arthur D. Claflin House, 1923. Addison Mizner designed large architectural projects and simultaneously managed every facet of the construction and installation process, from creating building materials to furnishing the interiors and landscaping the grounds. Mizner was also highly skilled in his use of color. The blues and greens of nature contrast well with the subtle pastels of the exterior and the variegated reds of the roof tiles]
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  Photograph by Craig Kuhner.




  Due to national and regional circumstances when he began his Palm Beach career in 1918, Mizner was forced to overcome a dearth of human and material resources in the construction business. With the United States still involved in World War I, construction materials were restricted and residential building materials were virtually nonexistent. South Florida was also deficient in skilled labor because of the sparse population, the absence of regional residential construction, and the military necessity for able men to serve in the armed forces. To meet the phenomenal demands of his architectural practice, Mizner was forced to develop his own skilled artisans and to start various businesses to produce sophisticated building materials and furnishings. Considering the conditions, all of this would have been a daunting task for anyone, much less for a novice entrepreneur whose primary business was his architectural practice.




  Among Addison Mizner’s greatest gifts that fed into his success as an innovative architect were a burning curiosity, highly refined visual acuity, and generative imagination. This trinity of attributes was especially useful for an individual who, by temperament and circumstance, was not meant to have a conventional education. Mizner experienced a varied and disjointed brush with formal education that produced little satisfaction; however, he thrived outside the groves of academe as a result of a mind that was highly receptive to artistic conception. Enraptured by Hispanic culture, he benefitted from passion and curiosity to attain a high level of expertise and connoisseurship.




  Mizner’s spirit of inquiry was catholic. Not confining himself solely to the pursuit of artistic ideas, he also developed a profound appreciation for materials and an expert comprehension of the building trades. At the age of twenty-one, he began an almost three-year association with Willis Jefferson Polk, a noted San Francisco architect, first serving as an apprentice and then as a partner. Not only did Mizner learn the principles and practice of architecture but, due to Polk’s comprehensive understanding of all facets of building, he became a master who could lay brick, pour concrete, and glaze windows. As a result of this artisanal knowledge, Mizner was more than an architect; he became a master builder, a designation used in the Middle Ages to describe the immensely talented individual charged with the responsibility of both designing and building imposing cathedrals and palaces.




  Reinforcing his intellectual curiosity was a keen ability to perceive and analyze aesthetic ideas and concepts. Many become technically proficient in the arts through patient study; however, few possess the capacity to see. Such a remarkable keenness was an innate gift that readily allowed him to apprehend with clarity what remained obscure to others. With a photographic memory that absorbed everything from fine detail to spatial relationships, he was able to process logically both the concrete and abstract. While appreciating the beauty of a building, he could naturally perceive the relationship between various parts and the whole as well as the correlation between the whole and its surroundings. Not surprisingly, he was captivated not only by architecture but by the attendant disciplines of interior design and landscape architecture. These three specialties, harmoniously aligned, informed the holistic approach to design that characterized his work.




  Throughout his professional life, he collected postcards and photographs of the places he saw—castles, palaces, churches, fountains, furniture, sculpture, moldings, gardens, landscapes, and cityscapes—and glued them into scrapbooks. This trove of visual reference filled twenty-five volumes that served as a personal canon of architecture, landscape, and decorative arts. Over the years, colleagues were continuously amazed at his power of recall: a detail on a Spanish building long ago discovered or a piece of furniture fleetingly appreciated on a buying trip. All of these ideas in his mind were appropriately synthesized and projected through a rich imagination to produce dramatic architectural statements for his clients.




  Addison Mizner had always possessed a strong imagination, a quality that more than compensated for a dearth of formal schooling. It was this creative innovation that Mizner brilliantly utilized in his Palm Beach houses, projects that, because of their sheer size, demanded creative solutions. His first commission after completing the Everglades Club in 1919 was from Mr. and Mrs. Edward T. Stotesbury, whose home in the Philadelphia suburbs was Whitemarsh Hall, a palatial residence with 147 rooms designed by Horace Trumbauer. For a couple accustomed to grandeur, Mizner designed El Mirasol, a villa situated on forty acres of land that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to Lake Worth and one of the grandest homes ever built in Palm Beach. The ground floor alone was approximately thirty-five thousand square feet and its features included an auditorium, a forty-car garage, a teahouse, and a private zoo. Remarkably, this house was not the largest of Mizner’s commissions.




  Mizner’s houses were imagined as stories. Rather than copying prevailing styles, the architect sought to “make a building look traditional and as though it had fought its way from a small, unimportant structure to a great, rambling house.” He elaborated: “I sometimes start a house with a Romanesque corner, pretend that it has fallen into disrepair and been added to in the Gothic spirit, when suddenly the great wealth of the New World has poured in and the owner had added a very rich Renaissance addition.”3 Also informing his creative approach was the sensibility of the female clients who would occupy the houses. Each of his creations was effectively a stage setting appropriate for the role that he thought each wife should play. Bearing in mind that he completed over thirty-five houses in Palm Beach between 1919 and 1925, such imagining was necessary to avoid duplication.




  [image: El Mirasol, 1928. Prominent Philadelphians Ned and Eva Stotesbury gave Addison Mizner one of his first residential commissions in Palm Beach after the opening of the Everglades Club in February 1919. “Queen Eva” was recognized as the social leader of Palm Beach, a position that was emphasized with the grandeur of El Mirasol, one of the largest projects ever undertaken by Addison Mizner]
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  Courtesy of Historical Society of Palm Beach County.




  Addison Mizner was one of the global leaders in Mediterranean and Spanish Revival architecture, the latter a style that was related to the Spanish missions of his native California. The Spanish period in California lasted from 1769 to 1821, succeeded by the Mexican period from 1821 to 1848. The customs and architecture of Mizner’s California youth were certainly more Hispanic than American, so it is not surprising that he began to take notice of the Mission style as a young man and came to a fuller appreciation of it in the architectural office of Polk, who was fascinated by the Hispanic period as well. Certainly, the unpretentious and welcoming style resonated early, as it was sympathetic to the land and culture of California that he loved and a material reflection of his own distinctive character. This restrained and quietly noble architecture, such a familiar and meaningful part of his early life, would contribute to his affinity for the Spanish culture that would inform the dominant expression of the architect’s mature years in Palm Beach.




  Beginning at the age of fifteen, Addison Mizner developed an abiding passion for Hispanic culture at roughly the same time that he began to cultivate his artistic abilities. As a result of an accident to his leg that left him bedridden for a year at the age of fifteen, he began to draw and paint. Before his leg had fully healed, he departed for Guatemala where his father was to assume a diplomatic post. While living in Central America, he not only became fluent in the Spanish language but coincidentally discovered the beauty of Spanish Colonial architecture, an awakening that motivated him forever after. This revelation later inspired him to spend several months studying at the University of Salamanca, one of Europe’s oldest universities and the site of majestic Renaissance and baroque plazas, palaces, and churches. The profound Moorish influence in Granada and other southern Spanish cities would inform his mature architecture. This cultural understanding, developed over a period of many years, would eventually make possible his great architectural achievement. He had identified his aesthetic archetypes and, in Palm Beach, he would discover how to employ them.




  [image: Addison Mizner in Guatemala. Mizner was a large man and, with his wit and personality, was a recognizable presence wherever he went. His knowledge of Spanish, developed in formal classes as well as on the streets of Guatemala, was so extensive that he could tell bawdy jokes to workers or listen to academic lectures. In 1893, three years after having returned from living in Guatemala, he attended the University of Salamanca, one of Spain’s oldest and most respected universities]
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  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  Addison Mizner was a colossal figure whose imposing presence was keenly felt wherever he happened to be. Physically large at 6'2" and 250 pounds, his personality and capacity for friendship were more than the equal of his bodily magnitude. His friend, the author Arthur Somers Roche, described him aptly: “He is large, of brain and heart as well of body, and every ounce of him is concocted of roguery and gayety and mischief and laughter. It needs a great frame to contain tremendous mirth.”4 Early exposure to extreme wealth and power and, importantly, poverty and powerlessness, provided Mizner the confidence and empathy to move among people of every level of society and to understand what resonated with each. Earthy and ebullient, he had friendships that reflected the gamut of society: from royals and industrialists to hustlers and tradesmen. He truly enjoyed the various threads that made up the broad tapestry of humanity.




  Addison Mizner’s easy and familiar relationship with the elite prompted his professional ascent to society architect. In fact, his life was a crescendo of creating important relationships that began in childhood as a result of parents who were well positioned in California society. Arriving in New York in 1904, he found an ambitious city whose society was ruled at the apex by Caroline Astor and her elite coterie of friends. Provided entree by socially prominent San Francisco friends then living in New York, he was able to be accepted into the world of Fifth Avenue, Newport, and Long Island. Addison’s new friends in many cases became clients for his newly established architectural practice.




  On arriving in Palm Beach in 1918, Addison Mizner quickly befriended the leading figures in society and established a very successful architectural office catering to them. By 1925, he had charmed and delighted all with his personality, humor, and imaginative brilliance. After having decided to develop the ideal city of Boca Raton in 1925, he formed a corporation for the purpose and counted among the syndicate of investors such prominent names as Rodman Wanamaker, Paris Singer, Irving Berlin, William Kissam Vanderbilt II, Elizabeth Arden, and T. Coleman du Pont. It was in Palm Beach that his relentless ascendance to the summit of society reached its peak.




  Although Addison Mizner was widely known as a society architect, he held other meaningful and perhaps more important distinctions for those who knew him. In the many obituaries and articles that appeared after his death, he was universally recognized for his humanity and loyalty. These are prominent among the reasons why such a varied throng turned out on an unpleasant day to attend his memorial service. An anonymous reviewer of his autobiography stated that Addison was “the kindest of men, a splendid son, a good brother, a loyal and generous friend, and a hard worker. Addison Mizner was one of those simple souls who believed it best to trust all and be deceived than to doubt one worthy soul.”5 There are numerous additional sentiments expressing the same generosity of spirit from a broad range of the social spectrum.




  [image: Stair and cloister at Villa Flora, 1923. One of Mizner’s six major houses of 1923, the Venetian fantasy of Villa Flora faces the Atlantic Ocean on North Ocean Boulevard. The interior stair connecting the cloister with the bedrooms above illustrates Mizner’s effective board-form concrete, freestanding stair that he employed in many of his houses. Many cloisters in surviving Mizner houses have been glazed for year-round use. This photograph illustrates Mizner’s original airy intent]
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  Photograph by Frank E. Geisler reproduced by Craig Kuhner.




  Another reason that Mizner was admired by so many was his utter lack of pretense. He detested falseness, especially hypocrisy and self-inflation. At his memorial service, Bishop Thomas said, “He hated sham, hypocrisy, unreality, untruth.”6 Rather than inflate his accomplishments, he was known for jocular self-deprecation. Architecture is a cerebral discipline and is generally treated as such by it practitioners. Frank Lloyd Wright referred to architecture as “sublimated mathematics” and Le Corbusier said it was “intellectual speculation”.7 When asked what his profession was, Mizner responded offhandedly “I josh and I paint.”8 It was not that Mizner was demeaning either the practice of architecture or his own abilities; he simply never felt the need for pomposity or intellectual posturing. Perhaps an awareness of his large size or absence of formal education might have shaded the human inclination for self-promotion. Most likely, his behavior, influenced by a youth on the frontier and an adolescence of adventurous travel, produced a natural self-deprecation that disdained bombast.




  Known for his humanity, Addison Mizner was also human. He was composed of contrary elements that concurrently furnished the potential for strength and accomplishment as well as weakness and failure. Throughout the Palm Beach years, he had consistently demonstrated a high level of competence and a flair for innovation; at the height of his creative powers in 1925, he embarked on a venture that would illustrate the capacity for folly. It is a natural human instinct to want to soar, especially for an artistic temperament who had already tasted inordinate success. Inspired by the well-urban design that he had closely studied in various European cities and in Chicago at the World’s Columbian Exposition, he yearned for the opportunity not just to build individual houses but to design an entire community of his own. Based on his knowledge of the luxury market, it was a sound idea; however, what he did not foresee was the ever-changing nature of the Florida real estate market. It was timing, not necessarily the idea, that cast a long shadow on his life.




  [image: Sketch of proposed Addison Station, 1925. Addison Mizner planned an entire community in Boca Raton that was to include the new railway terminal seen here. With its tall tower, this depot would have had a commanding presence in a landscape that was conceived to be “The First Tailor-Made City in All The World.” This concept had its origin in the City Beautiful Movement greatly influenced by the Chicago World’s Fair that Mizner visited in 1893]
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  Courtesy of Boca Ration Historical Society.




  The grand scheme for the development of Boca Raton would exercise an inexorable force that pulled the architect down to a level of disgrace and financial ruin that he never fathomed possible. The harmonious convergence of positive conditions that greeted Mizner in 1918 had surreptitiously changed seven years later. The appeal of Florida as a resort destination and the subsequent demand for property created a real estate bubble that ultimately sabotaged the architect’s dream and consumed his personal investment funds. Always a man of boundless energy and ingenuity, Mizner struggled mightily to avert the calamity, but ultimately to no avail. The harmful effects of speculators, easy credit, and depreciating property values were insuperable forces. This fall represented the nadir of his life.




  At this point, Mizner appears to have been the victim of bad timing due to an unforeseeable shift in market conditions. There have been many critics who have produced a more severe assessment of the architect and his actions. Historian George B. Tindall refers to Mizner as “one of the great charlatan-geniuses of the 20th century.”9 Other authors have detailed the intricate web that connected the architect and his development company with Florida banks and identified the banks’ owners and directors as stockholders of Mizner’s business. This opaque network resulted in a situation in which conservative depositors became unwitting investors in speculative real estate ventures, subsequently losing their savings. To what degree Addison was actually driven by dishonesty is impossible to assess; to what extent he was involved in actual business operations is impossible to know. What is unmistakable is that he was guilty of bad judgment. By placing irresponsible people in the critical positions of sales, promotion, and finance, he made decisions that would have detrimental consequences. Although responsible for operations, Addison Mizner was consumed, for the most part, by the ardent passion of an artist to realize what he considered to be his crowning achievement.




  While such criticism speaks to his ethics, there are other detractors who questioned his credentials to practice architecture. After Mizner’s death in 1933, there was a tendency to deprecate both his architectural style and his qualifications as an architect. Because he lived such a fascinating life, it was tempting for writers to publish myths and exaggerations to embellish their stories. Over time, legend became fact. Tales abound about plans hastily drawn in sand on the beach, staircases forgotten and belatedly added to the exterior of a house, and commissions received as a result of charm instead of professional competence. Such oversights would have been highly unusual in an office that employed at least twenty architects and draftsmen in the 1920s. Moreover, Mizner was very well qualified by the standards of the time and was actually licensed to practice architecture.




  Charm was certainly part of Mizner’s nature, and it constituted a necessary and discernible component in developing commissions for his practice. His great personal appeal was a combination of knowledge and bawdiness. Although by nature a casual man, he understood the necessity of attending parties where he could step “with all my might on the charm peddle” to cultivate business.10 One evening, dressed in a tuxedo, Mizner was confronted by one of his contractors who asked why he was dressed so elegantly. Mizner replied that he was in his “fishing clothes,” intending to land a commission at a party he was attending.11 Regardless of circumstances, earthy words and phrases were part of his lexicon. A salutation preceded by “you son of a bitch” or “you old bastard” was not unusual. Remarkably, his language never offended, and the only effect of such unconventional behavior was to make him more enticing.




  Deemed attractive by so many, Mizner never married but enjoyed the romantic company of both men and women. There were various women that he found attractive and professed to have loved, and there was even one to whom he considered himself informally engaged. In his later years, Mizner was known to have had brief relationships with men; however, from what is known of his private life, it appears that his sexual needs were not consuming. What can be reliably stated is that he was emotionally private and, until his later years, mostly discreet. The animating force in his life seemed to derive from the overarching desire to conceive beauty and from the satisfaction of bringing his ideas to fruition. In the end, it is not known what effect the lack of a satisfying personal relationship might have had on Mizner.




  Throughout his life, when confronted with disappointment, Addison Mizner was able to rely on humor as an antidote. Humor and wit, greatly prized and highly refined by all Mizners, were necessary weapons employed during Addison’s youth to triumph over older and more experienced siblings and to sustain himself with a more mature audience during family dinners. Also present at the Mizner dining table was a younger sibling who dedicated himself to the art of conversation and consequently became a master of repartee and a virtuoso hustler. Wilson Mizner, four years Addison’s junior, was closely and, by many accounts, inextricably connected to Addison his entire life. Wilson spent his life chasing opportunity after opportunity and, since Addison’s adult life was spent in the company of the wealthy and notable, Wilson frequently sought out his brother for ready access to financial enhancement.
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  Courtesy of Historical Society of Palm Beach County.




  Described as a man who “sparkled with larceny,” Wilson Mizner was clever, louche, and trenchantly witty.12 Referring to his success as a playwright and con man in New York, Damon Runyon called him “the greatest man-about-town that any town ever had.”13 For Wilson, anything that remotely glittered invited temptation. Just as Addison’s humanity was democratic, so too was Wilson’s venality. His victims constituted a spectrum of society: from grandes dames and captains of industry to hookers and less gifted swindlers. For Addison, a scheme was an artistic composition in which constituent parts were aligned; for Wilson, it was an artful deception in which the unsuspecting were fleeced. Wilson, both a source of entertainment and embarrassment to his brother, appeared episodically yet at critical times in the life of Addison Mizner. Each the other’s best friend, the brothers died within two months of one another in 1933; Wilson in Hollywood and Addison in Palm Beach.




  Addison Mizner spent his last days at his beloved Villa Mizner where he fittingly enjoyed a panoramic view of Palm Beach, the city that he worked heroically to beautify. The cityscape he surveyed in his last days told a story of the architect’s extraordinary life. His existence and achievement were a reflection of ancestors who persevered as a result of boldness and cleverness. Like Addison, they were intrepid pathfinders who faced incalculable risk in the quest of realizing their dreams. It was this inheritance that gave Addison Mizner the wherewithal to walk alone on an unconventional road to realize a level of accomplishment known to few.
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  CHAPTER TWO




  CALIFORNIA PIONEERS




  Like so many American families, Addison Mizner’s antecedents turned their backs on old Europe for a continent of new cities and vast, unexplored wilderness. If there was to be advantage and privilege in this new land, it would derive not from birthright but from achievement. Addison Mizner’s forebears proved to be men and women of adventure and accomplishment. From them, Mizner inherited courage, tenacity, and resourcefulness, characteristics that would serve him well in his remarkable and animated life. Just as he consistently embraced challenge and welcomed innovation, his ancestors were pioneers not easily daunted nor reluctant to explore opportunity.




  The Mizners, distinguished and well connected, were among the first families of California. Lansing Bond Mizner, Addison’s father, arrived in 1849 and was a member of the Society of California Pioneers, an organization established by settlers who arrived in the state before 1850.1 Like other pioneer families in California, the Mizners came from somewhere else. The family originated in Germany, went to England in the sixteenth century, and finally immigrated to New Jersey in the eighteenth century before settling in Illinois. Charles Mizner served as a tax collector in the reign of Henry VIII and his descendants became very prosperous.2 At the time of their arrival in America, the Mizners appeared to be financially comfortable as Addison relates in his memoirs that his great-grandfather, Lawrence Mizner, left his grandfather an estate worth $300,000.3




  Lansing Mizner’s father was Henry Caldwell Mizner, a prominent lawyer whose two brothers were generals in the US Army.4 Lansing’s mother was Mary Stevenson Cairns, daughter of Dr. Caldwell Cairns, a member of the first Continental Convention of Illinois and the niece of Shadrack Bond, a congressional representative from the Illinois Territory who later became the first governor of the State of Illinois in 1818.5 Although there is no substantiation, Mizner lore claimed that a family member gave Abraham Lincoln his first political appointment. This information comes from an autobiography by Alex Waugh, an employee and good friend of Addison and his family, who would have heard this story several times during his association with the family in the early 1920s. If this is not true, there was a certain connection between Lincoln and Addison Mizner’s step-grandfather.
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  Lawrence Mizner by an unknown artist, circa 1790. Mizner settled in New Jersey and became prosperous as a merchant and financier. When Mizner died in 1795, he left an estate worth $300,000 according to Addison’s biography. When Addison’s father died in 1893, he left the family an estate valued only at $25,000, mostly in small lots of real estate. This lack of inheritance contributed to Addison’s pursuit of architecture as a profession.




  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  Lansing Mizner, born in 1825, had the misfortune of losing his father at the age of four. Four years later, his mother married James Semple, a general in the Illinois militia who later became a US senator from Illinois.6 In 1834, Semple became speaker of the Illinois House of Representatives where he became a personal friend of Abraham Lincoln and, eight years later, served as an Illinois Supreme Court judge where he heard seven cases argued by Lincoln.7 In 1837, he was appointed by President Martin Van Buren as chargé d’affaires to the Republic of New Grenada, at that time a Central American state consisting of Colombia and Panama. With this appointment, General Semple moved his new family to Bogota, Colombia, where they lived for three years. When Lansing Mizner returned to Illinois in 1843, he was fluent in Spanish, a skill that would have significant implications for him, his family, and especially for his son, Addison.




  After the US annexation of Texas in 1845, war broke out between the United States and Mexico. At this point, Lansing Mizner left Shurtleff College in Alton, Illinois, and joined the Illinois volunteers regiment in which he carried messages through enemy territory and eventually rose to the rank of captain.8 Due to his knowledge of Spanish, he served as an interpreter and may have been involved in translating documents relating the Mexican surrender at the end of the battle of Buena Vista in February 1847.9 When the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed in 1848, the United States was granted control not only of Texas but also the territory that today represents the American Southwest.




  After returning to Illinois, Lansing Mizner received a letter from his stepfather’s brother, Robert Baylor Semple, imploring him to come to California. As a lieutenant in the California Battalion, Semple befriended influential Mexican general Mariano Vallejo, who helped bring about the transition of California from a province of Mexico to a state of the United States. In 1846, the two men agreed to found a town on the Strait of Carquinez, thirty miles north of what would soon become San Francisco. Semple was given a half-interest from Vallejo in return for agreeing to name the town after Vallejo’s wife. The town became Benicia, the birthplace of Addison Mizner.




  In the letter, Semple told Lansing Mizner about his connections with wealthy and influential Californians and elaborated on his friendship with General Vallejo. He made an enticing proposal that induced Lansing to move west: “Now, my dear boy, if you have finished your studies and can get to this country, with a small library and your knowledge of the Spanish language, and my influence, you can make ten thousand dollars a year at the practice of law.”10 Semple’s fortunate circumstances, confirmed in the letter, were proof of the bounty that northern California offered: “My property is worth two hundred thousand dollars, and popularity enough to get into any office in the gift of the people.”11
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  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  In May 1849, Lansing arrived in California by way of New Orleans and Panama and immediately found a destination of opportunity. Gold had been discovered just the year before in Sutter’s Mill, and many men in Benicia had departed to prospect for gold. Having completed his law studies, Mizner was admitted to the California bar in 1850 and then served admirably as private secretary for Governor John Bigler from 1852 to 1855.12 During this time, Mizner began to create a financial interest in various enterprises. He invested in a general merchandise company, bought land in partnership with his prominent uncle, and, recognizing the need for transportation in a rapidly growing region, started a stage line operating between Benicia and Sacramento.13 His growing importance and stature were confirmed when he was appointed collector of customs for Northern California and subsequently elected to the State Senate in 1865.14
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  Right: Oil portrait of John Smiley Watson by William J. Wilgus, circa 1850. John Watson, the maternal grandfather of Addison Mizner, shared a remarkable physical resemblance with his grandson including the fair complexion and sandy hair.




  Courtesy of Historical Society of Palm Beach County (photo); courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California (painting).




  Addison Mizner’s mother was born Elmira Watson in 1836 in Armstrong County, Pennsylvania, and was known as Ella. Her forebears arrived from the ports of a troubled Ireland and settled in Pennsylvania in the middle of the eighteenth century. Her parents, Mary Reynolds and John Watson, produced eight children, three of whom died in infancy. The family history included a distant relationship through Ella’s mother to Sir Joshua Reynolds, one of England’s greatest painters as well as the first president of the Royal Academy of Arts in 1768.




  The pioneer spirit, evident in the family of Addison Mizner’s father, was present in equal measure in that of his mother. According to Addison, one of his mother’s earliest memories was of gunfire directed at Indians near the Mississippi River. She also vividly recalled traveling down the Mississippi in a boat, accompanied only by her mother, brother and sisters, all of whom were trying to join her father who had preceded the family to establish a new home in St. Louis in 1838.15 Seeking the economic opportunities offered by a growing and prosperous northern California, John Watson decided to move his family there in January 1853.




  As transcontinental trains were not completed until 1869, the journey from the East Coast of America to the West was fraught with inconvenience and peril. One option was an ocean voyage of fifteen thousand nautical miles from the East Coast around the southern tip of South America to San Francisco, a voyage that took from five to eight months. Alternatively, John Watson chose the shorter “isthmus” route that took his family by ship to Central America, where they then traversed Nicaragua to San Juan del Sur on the Pacific coast. There they boarded the steamship Independence, a vessel belonging to the Accessory Trading Company, owned in part by Cornelius Vanderbilt, whose destination was San Francisco.16 The shorter route chosen by John Watson was intended to save valuable time but, ultimately, it would prove physically difficult and heartrending in personal terms.




  Early in the morning of February 16, 1853, the captain of the Independence mistook huge rocks just south of Margarita Island in Baja California for whales. The ship struck a rock in very rough seas and began taking on water.17 Although Ella managed to escape, she was left with searing images of suffering and pain. Not only was she forced to endure the gruesome sight of watching one of her friends burn to death while hanging from the side of the ship, she also tragically learned that her only brother, Asa, was among the 150 casualties of the disaster.18




  The sinking of the Independence was a harrowing and tragic experience, borne out in a grieving letter from Mary Watson to her brother: “I was on shore and knew that my husband and child were struggling for life and I could give them no assistance. Oh! How I screamed and begged and prayed for the sailors to take back the boat, but they would not do it.”19 These words were the lamentation of a heartbroken and suffering mother, powerless to offer assistance to those she loved. The impact on seventeen-year-old Ella had to have been no less affecting.
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  Courtesy of The Library of Congress.




  After being stranded for three days, the remaining 250 passengers were taken to San Francisco on the whaling ship Meteor, another arduous voyage that lasted an additional four weeks.20 Beset by personal tragedy, the family stayed in San Francisco until the death of John Watson four years later in 1857. Seeking a land of promise and the prospect of happiness, the Watsons encountered misfortune, an emotional loss for which there was no compensation. Without her husband and devoid of opportunity, Mary Watson returned with two daughters to Armstrong County, Pennsylvania. Only Ella remained.




  After arriving in San Francisco, Ella Watson met Lansing Mizner. Lansing was smitten with Ella as evidenced by a letter he wrote after she had given him encouragement about their relationship: “I am getting to be a perfect child about you, can’t stay 3 or 4 days without getting into a stew and neglecting important business.”21 In another letter, he had become much more demonstrative: “The first night here, I dreamed, of you; oh, that it may not be all a dream.”22 On May 26, 1856, they were married at Grace Church in San Francisco. Although no record of his reaction exists, one could imagine that the marriage of his daughter to a prosperous and well-established Lansing Mizner would have brought pleasure to John Watson, a small recompense for the tragedy that befell his family only three years earlier.




  Newly married, Ella and Lansing Mizner settled in Benicia. At the time of its founding, Benicia appeared destined to become a city of consequence. Although San Francisco was important, it was lawless and rowdy as a result of the influx of fortune seekers. Following the discovery of gold in 1848, northern California was growing rapidly and, two years later, California became the thirty-first state in the Union. Benicia, the first city in California to be incorporated, became the seat of Solano County. In 1853, it received the crowning accolade of being named the state capital; however, this exalted designation proved transitory as Sacramento was selected only a year later.
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  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  Despite the reversal of political fortune, Benicia was an active town. It benefitted from the presence of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, which had been awarded a contract to transport mail from the United States to the Isthmus of Panama. With a large workforce, it established a major shipyard that included a foundry, machine shops, and docks. Industrial activity was complemented by the arrival of many schools so that Benicia became known as “The Athens of California.”23 In 1851 the US Army established the Benicia Arsenal, the first ordnance supply depot in the West. From 1860 until 1886 the arsenal was commanded by Julian McAllister, the son of Matthew Hall McAllister, a distinguished lawyer and judge in San Francisco, and the brother of Ward McAllister, a prominent New York social arbiter and intimate friend of Mrs. William B. Astor Jr.24 Among the soldiers stationed there were future generals Joseph Hooker and Ulysses S. Grant. The sight of young soldiers, magnificently attired in dress uniforms with badges and ribbons, had to be an exciting and inspiring spectacle to the youthful eyes of the Mizner children.




  Later in life, Addison Mizner would humorously belittle his place of birth. Commenting on his father’s decision to raise the family in Benicia, he said, “Papa Mizner was the best wrong guesser the world had probably ever produced, and when he moved from San Francisco to Benicia, he crowned his misjudgment with mud to the ears.”25 After listening to Addison’s response to the question “Where were you born?” a friend uncomprehendingly replied, “For God’s sake, where was your mother going?”26 Although already insignificant in the mind of Addison’s friend, Benicia was a more than satisfactory place for Ella and Lansing Mizner to raise eight children, all but one very active and mischievous boys.




  CHAPTER THREE




  
“THE GREATEST DAY OF MY LIFE”





  Addison Mizner grew up in a family of seven boys. This was an aggressive and sometimes combative environment that demanded keen survival skills to avoid being overwhelmed by siblings. Such a competitive existence either diminishes self-confidence or engenders boldness and resourcefulness. Owing to his childhood experience, Addison Mizner was well armed with confidence. He also had a caring spirit that made him a wonderful friend to many. Compassion was an inheritance from his mother, whose well-being he sought to ensure his entire life.
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  Courtesy of The Library of Congress.




  Ella Mizner would play a central role in the life of her son Addison. By all accounts, she was a beautiful young lady and a kind, loving, and understanding mother. After marriage, her husband recognized that a growing family would need a larger home than the one it currently occupied. Lansing Mizner bought three prefabricated houses in Boston and had them shipped around Cape Horn to Benicia, where they were reassembled. One of these was sited in the center of town and became the Mizner home. As the family grew, Lansing Mizner would enlarge the home by adding rooms in such a manner that would later inspire Addison to observe, “from the air it must have looked like a telescope, with the smaller end toward the street.”1




  [image: The Mizner home in Benicia, California, circa 1878. Lansing Mizner shipped the core of this prefabricated house from Boston to Benicia around Cape Horn. As the family grew, the house was continually enlarged. This was a rather modest house for one of the city’s most prominent citizens, but it did have the city’s first flush toilet]
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  Courtesy of Benicia Historical Museum.




  The Mizner home, considering it belonged to one of the town’s most prominent citizens, was relatively modest, although it was the first home in Benicia to have a flush toilet. By contrast, there was Daniel Hastings’s spectacular home which had three and a half stories, forty rooms including a billiard room, marble floors, and onyx and marble mantels. Immensely expensive at the time, it cost over $85,000 to construct and another $265,000 to furnish.2 Hastings’s apparent reason for building such a home was to upstage Lansing Mizner, with whom he had had a dispute. The castle became known as “Hastings’ Folly,” a luxury that had consumed his fortune. This compulsion on the part of an obsessed Hastings to eclipse Lansing Mizner spoke indirectly to the importance and distinction Mizner enjoyed in Benicia. The local press confirmed the Mizners’ prominence, commenting on “their antiquity and elegant ways, particularly their habit of taking tea in the afternoon.”3




  Lansing and Ella Mizner had their first child in 1857. Addison Cairns Mizner was born fifteen years later on December 12, 1872, the seventh child in a family that, at that point, included six boys and a girl. One last son, Wilson, would be born four years later. This meant that there was a span of nineteen years that separated the oldest Mizner from the youngest. With such a large household, those children close in age naturally tended to form bonds and play together. Since Addison and Wilson were the youngest, they would be connected not only in childhood but throughout their entire lives.




  Lansing Mizner’s many business interests and political responsibilities frequently required him to be separated from his family. His absence meant that Ella Mizner, known as “Mama” Mizner, had the loving yet onerous task of raising a very active and frequently misbehaving brood of children. Both by temperament and experience she was suited to manage her challenging household. Mama Mizner’s good nature and sense of humor served her well in dealing with troublesome and naughty sons. At the age of sixteen, Wilson decided to run away from home and, in need of funds, sent a telegram to his mother requesting $50. She replied, “Sorry did not receive your telegram.”4 Ella surely inherited cleverness and composure from her own mother. While visiting her daughter in Benicia, Mary Watson caught a pair of burglars in the Mizner house and, armed with a rifle, turned them in. In congratulating her, the sheriff said it was fortunate that she did not have to shoot them. She replied, “I could not—the gun wasn’t loaded.”5




  By the time their last child was born, Lansing Mizner was forty-seven years old and Ella Mizner thirty-six. As Addison and Wilson grew up, the discipline familiar to the other children not surprisingly became less rigorous. As Wilson was her last child, Mama Mizner assumed a more protective attitude toward him. Addison was aware of this sentiment early and always did his best to support his younger brother and to protect Wilson’s image in the eyes of their mother. Throughout his life, Addison had witnessed this maternal dispensation and, though it might have been frustrating at times, he endured it without acrimony or animosity. Until her death, his mother remained the most important person in Addison’s life. It was her unexcitable and adoring attitude, maintained even in the face of perpetual calamity, that Addison adored: “Her placidity was never ruffled for long, for behind it was the most divine sense of humor that I have ever known.”6




  [image: St. Mary’s of the Pacific, Benicia, California, circa 1878. This was where several of the Mizner children went to school in Benicia. St. Mary’s, a school that primarily served girls, was the sister school of St. Augustine College that taught boys. Interestingly, the Mizner children attended St. Mary’s as their father, a prominent member of the community, was on the board of the school. The mischievous and rambunctious Mizner boys must have been a bracing addition to a mostly female student body]
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  Courtesy of Benicia Historical Museum.




  Childhood for Addison Mizner and his siblings was at once rough-and-tumble and cultivated. Many influential and distinguished individuals spent time at the Mizner home. such a prominent household, it was expected that the children would enter appropriate professions. Lansing would become a lawyer, William a physician, Henry an Episcopal clergyman, and Edgar a mining engineer. The eldest son, Murray, died at the age of seventeen and the only daughter, Minnie, married Horace Chase, the founder and owner of Stag’s Leap Vineyard. This left the youngest, Addison and Wilson.




  Mama Mizner naturally held grand expectations for Addison and Wilson, hoping that they might become “bishops or ambassadors”; however, confronted with unfolding reality, she lightheartedly concluded by stating that “the only ambition I have for you is to keep you out of State prison.”7 Addison took a long, circuitous path to architecture and Wilson, the most pampered of the brood, succeeded in avoiding regular work for most of his life. He was an artful rogue whose embarrassing antics constantly interfered with the life of his brother Addison. Reminiscing in his memoirs about the troubled life of Wilson, Addison humorously remarked: “When Wilson was born the doctor congratulated Papa Mizner. I wondered then, and we have wondered ever since, why he congratulated my father.”8




  While the Mizner children came to occupy respectable positions, none of the boys, with the exception of Wilson and Addison, distinguished themselves. All of the boys were highly competitive, energetic, and pugnacious in youth. The only sibling to defy such categorization was Henry, whose piety guided him to the ministry. The words of Lansing Jr. describe his odd brother and also provide revealing commentary on the other boys: “Poor Henry, from the beginning, seemed to be one apart. He was serious, studious, and kind, to a fault. These three qualities made him the question mark in the family, and laid him open to all the annoyances that could be applied to one we did not understand.”9 Apart from the two youngest Mizners, none was galvanized by a strong desire to succeed. Addison and Wilson, the exceptions, would both excel: one as a transformative architect, the other as an unapologetic grifter.




  The Mizner boys were not only spirited, but creative and enterprising. Based on the behavior of both Addison and Wilson, it is not surprising to find that there was a thespian inclination in these early years. All of the boys enjoyed performing and created an “opera house” in a neighbor’s barn where they staged theatricals and circuses and actually charged for admission. Their creativity was not always directed toward productive ends. As a gesture of gratitude, a house guest of the Mizners presented the family with a silver tureen for their generous hospitality. The clever boys, oblivious to the fact that this fine object was intended to magnify the importance of their mother’s dining room table, filled it with gunpowder and managed to blow it up.




  The inventiveness of the Mizner boys also extended to martial skills. All of the boys became proficient with their fists, a competence that would later serve Addison and Wilson well, the two brothers who frequently made a living from their wits. With seven potential combatants in the household and many more in the neighborhood, the probability of fisticuffs was high. When altercations turned into fights, the boys involved were sent by Mama Mizner to an outbuilding called “the tank house” to settle their disputes. Addison noted that he fought a lot as a boy and, during the two or three years spent at public school, he had a black eye the entire time. Although the mischievous and spirited boys were frequently in trouble, they were exempt for the most part from severe punishment. Wilson stated that his father never administered anything more than a verbal rebuke and that his kind mother was incapable of inflicting harsh penalty.10 Any leniency displayed by the boys appeared to be directed to their attractive sister, Min, who had begun to attract the attention of young men.




  It was in the family dining room that the children received a significant part of their education. Not just a relaxed place of daily congregation, the dining table provided an important focus for development. Lansing Mizner was a sophisticated man of affairs and presided over a meal like a skilled master guiding apprentices. Betraying great respect for his father, Addison said he “was considered one of the greatest extemporaneous speakers of the day. He taught us the value of words of one syllable; the colorfulness of similes.”11 Having so many children at one table created a very competitive atmosphere where inserting oneself into a dialogue to make a point was a formidable challenge. It was in this environment that Addison sharpened his mind, refined his conversational skills, and cultivated a keen wit. He would later comment that “these gatherings did more to make or break character and destiny than I can explain.”12
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  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  The years 1888 and 1889 would have a profound effect on the ultimate direction of Addison Mizner’s life. Two events would serve to awaken in Addison an appreciation of beauty and to animate his artistic sensibility, both prerequisites for the successful practice of architecture. The first event occurred two weeks before his sister’s marriage. On July 18, 1888, Addison Mizner’s only sister, Minnie, married Horace Chase, the founder of Stag’s Leap Vineyard and a descendent of a prominent Chicago family involved in real estate. On July 4, Addison’s parents hosted a holiday party for fifty neighborhood children. Everyone ate holiday food and then enjoyed a display of fireworks. The traditional conclusion to this celebration was for the children to jump over the fire. In the process of leaping, Addison caught his foot in a rut and fell down with a twisted ankle. All the boys who followed fell on top of him, causing a sprain. When the injury failed to heal and became infected three weeks later, a San Francisco doctor advised amputation. At this point, his older brother William, a medical student in San Francisco, intervened and introduced Addison to his teacher, who performed an operation that saved the leg.




  [image: Addison Mizner and friends, circa 1888. Addison Mizner (third from the left, back row) is seen on a picnic with friends of his sister, Minnie (second from left, front row), and her fiancé, Horace Chase (fourth from the left, back row). Importantly, “Tessie” Fair, the daughter of Silver King, James Graham Fair, is along (far left, front row). She would become very prominent in New York society and facilitate Addison’s entry among the elite when he moved there in 1904]
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  Courtesy of The Oakland Museum of California.




  Very happy to have retained his leg, Addison was now upset at having to remain bedridden, an ordeal that would last almost a year. For an active young man of fifteen, this was the devastating equivalent of incarceration. The sedentary and solitary existence forced him to find entertainment in activities that had previously been completely foreign to him. It was at this time that Addison acquired the lifelong habit of reading. For an individual whose gifts included a vivid imagination, books introduced him to spectacular experiences and images that stirred his creativity. Speaking about a book by Charles Dickens that refined his power of observation and study of character, he remarked, “I think what I learned from that book has been more of value to me, and more fun, than anything in my life.”13




  Another benefit of his enforced immobility was the cultivation of the ability to draw and paint. It was during convalescence that his brother Henry gave him a set of watercolors and, with nothing but time on his hands, Addison painted everything. This represented an informal first step in training his eye to appreciate the compositional components of proportion, balance, and the harmony of parts. In a practical sense, he would always sketch furniture and buildings during his travels and frequently did watercolors to present architectural ideas to clients. In an artistic sense, he benefitted from the ability to analyze and synthesize component parts. After finally dedicating himself to architecture, he would design not just buildings, but coherent compositions of structure, landscape, and environment.




  The second event that had a pronounced impact on his life occurred the next year. On March 30, 1889, the Senate of the United States confirmed Lansing Mizner as envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to Central America. The purview of this appointment included five Central American nations: Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. Lansing Mizner had been involved in Republican politics for quite some time and had been an ardent supporter in California of Benjamin Harrison, the newly elected president. When Harrison was inaugurated, Ella and Lansing Mizner attended the festivities in Washington. Acknowledging his political support, legal competence, and fluency in Spanish, the new president made Mizner America’s highest-ranking diplomat in Central America.




  On May 12, 1889, ten months after Addison’s accident, the family departed for Guatemala City where they would live. As the older children were either married, studying, or practicing vocations, the parents chose to be accompanied by three sons: Addison, Wilson, and Edgar. Edgar at this time was twenty-six years old and would serve as his father’s secretary. At sixteen years of age, Addison probably would have stayed in San Francisco to attend school; however, due to the fact that his injury had not yet healed, it was thought prudent that he should remain with his parents. This fortuitous circumstance resulted in an epiphany for the young man: He would be introduced to the Spanish culture that would later define his perspective on architecture. Befitting a respected family, the Mizner departure from San Francisco was accompanied by speeches and a marching band.




  Addison Mizner spent over a year in Central America before returning to San Francisco. His aesthetic stimulation began immediately. On the steamship that took the family to Mexico, he met Ellen “Bay” Emmet, a young lady two years his junior who taught him about watercolor and drawing. At the time Addison met her, she had already been studying art formally at the Cowels Art School in Boston. Known today as Ellen Rand, she later became a successful portrait artist who studied with William Merritt Chase and completed many important commissions during her career, including ones for President Franklin D. Roosevelt and her cousin, Henry James.14 It was not only the art lessons that stimulated Addison: “I fell desperately in love with her.”15




  [image: Antigua, Guatemala, circa 1890. Addison Mizner was immediately enthralled with the culture and architecture of Guatemala when he moved there with his parents in 1889. His initial impressions of Mexico and Guatemala were an epiphany that immediately inspired his imagination and later served to inform his architectural ideas. The silhouettes of noble buildings such as this and their details would be recorded in the many drawings he did during subsequent visits]
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