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March 26, 2004

Mr. Charles E. Peterson, FAIA

332 Spruce Street

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19106

Dear Charles,

For your information, please find enclosed the obituary of Bates Lowry.

Did you ever work with him?  I only had one run in with him, it was shortly after I took over HABS/HAER in 1980 and he was Chief of the National Building Musueum.  He attempted to hijack the small HABS/HAER library.  It went something like this:


[Bates Lowry calls me down to his office in the National Building Museum, at the time the HABS/HAER offices were in the National Building Museum but rumor was that we were to be transferred out of the building to 1100 L Street, N.W.].

Bates:  “Well Bob, do you and your staff like working here in the Pension Building?”

Bob:  “Yes, It’s great!”

Bates: “Would you want to stay in the Pension Building?”

Bob: “Absolutely!”
Bate: “Well if there was a reason, a rationale, for HABS/HAER to stay in the building that would probably go a long way in justifying HABS/HAER to stay in the Pension Building.”
Bob: “Very definitely.  We would want to do exhibits with the National Building Museum staff, we would want to investigate the possibility of joint publications, we would …”
Bates (cutting me off):  “Well how about your library.  If you transferred your library to the National Building Museum then that would be a reason for you to stay, wouldn’t it?”
Bob: “Well the HABS/HAER library is really not a library, it really is a reference collection that the HABS/HAER staff uses in preparing HABS/HAER documentation for transmittal to the Library of Congress.  There is no way I could transfer that to the National Building Museum.”

Bates: “Then (ushering me out of the office) we have nothing left to talk about.”
      That was my one and only contact with Bates Lowry.  The whole meeting took only a couple of minutes.  In retrospect I did the right thing as if I had transferred the HABS/HAER library to the National Building Museum, HABS/HAER would have been moved out of the building anyway (without its reference library).  Looking back in hindsight, the small collection of reference books in HABS/HAER was hardly the Avery collection!  Apparently Lowry wanted it as a core of a library he wanted to develop at the National Building Museum.  He didn’t have any money to buy a collection of books and therefore wanted to transfer ours to his institution.
      Bates Lowry had great difficulties with the National Building Museum Board of Directors and was eventually forced out in 1987.  Bob Duemling, married to Pamela Copland’s daughter, then became director.   He was followed by Susan Henshaw Jones.  While at HABS/HAER I sponsored a number of exhibits at the National Building Museum, primarily working with Susan.  Contrary to the impression left in this article, it was Susan that developed the visitorship of the National Building Museum.

      Many strange things happened to me during the fifteen years I was Chief of HABS/HAER.  This was the only time that there was an attempted robbery of the HABS/HAER library!  

Best wishes.
