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Architect Robert Traynham Coles stands behind a model of  his first project – the John F. Kennedy Recreation Center at Clinton 
and Hickory Streets – in the exhibition of  his work in the Buffalo & Erie County Historical Society Museum, May, 2002.

Photo: Ronald J. Colleran/The Buffalo News
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While Coles may not have 
thought of  it as work, es-

tablishing himself  as a respected 
architect was not without struggle. 
He and his twin brother were born 
in Buff alo in 1929 to George E. 
Coles and Helena Coles, who had 
both been born in Virginia. His 
parents had both been educated at 
 Hampton Institute (now Hampton 
University). His father was a postal 
worker in the railway mail service. 
Family tradition says that he was 
the fi rst person from Buff alo draft-
ed in World War I. His draft regis-
tration card, numbered 72, has the 
lower left corner torn off , indicating 
that he was to serve in a segregated, 
non-combat role. The family was the 
only African American family living 
in the predominately blue collar, 
German-Catholic neighborhood 
called Cold Springs. The four Coles 
brothers, George Jr., Thomas, Rob-

ert and William, lived on the same 
block as Public School 8, which they 
all attended, where they all got into 
mischief  and fi rst experienced rac-
ism.   In 2000, Coles refl ected on his 
experience at PS 8, recalling that in 
the fi rst grade his teacher cast him 
as the “Wild Man of  Borneo” in the 
school play. On hearing about this, 
his mother promptly marched over 
to the school and told the teacher 
that no son of  hers was going to 
play the “Wild Man of  Borneo.” It 
was an object lesson in standing up 
for his rights, and it eventually led 
him to early acts of  advocacy.†

Architecture and advocacy have 
been the twin hallmarks of  Robert 
Coles’ long career. His experience 
as an advocate actually predated 
his commitment to architecture. He 
relates the story of  going to Crys-
tal Beach, Ontario in 1940, where 

he was told to use the “Colored” 
changing room. Afterward he wrote 
to the Buff alo Evening News detail-
ing his experience, and urging the 
paper not to carry advertisements 
from the amusement park. Several 
weeks   later, he recalls, the newspa-
per wrote him back and told him he 
should try the beach again. It was 
 eleven year-old Coles’ fi rst act of  
advocacy.

After attending  Public School 
8, Coles enrolled at Buff alo’s  Tech-
nical High School, one of  a dozen 
Black students in a class of  over 
300. He originally wanted to study 
engineering, but was placed in a 
  building design course, intended to 
train students for jobs in the build-
ing trades rather than for profes-
sional positions. “I took to Building 
Design like a duck takes to water,” 
he told an audience in 2001, “and 
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† George, Jr. the eldest of  the Coles brothers, while still in Buff alo, enlisted in the Navy at the age of  17. Thomas followed him, 
joining the Army after he was graduated from Technical High School. Neither Robert nor William joined the armed forces. 
Thomas was killed in an automobile accident in 1951 while serving in Germany as an Army sergeant.  William, who retired 
as a juvenile corrections worker for the State of  Massachusetts, died of  cancer in 1984. George, retired from the Navy with 
the rank of  Lieutenant Commander. He died in 1997.

Robert Traynham Coles once told a reporter interviewing him about his career as 
an architect, “I go to play daily; it’s not work for me.” In over 50 years since Coles 

founded his fi rm in Buff alo, NY, his love for his chosen profession has helped shape his 
hometown’s built environment and that of  cities across the country, not to mention their 
social and cultural landscapes. Some of  Coles’ designs in Buff alo have been cited as gems 
of  the    Mid-Century Modern style. Moreover, Coles has won respect and recognition well 
beyond Buff alo’s borders, and has engaged with the profession in an ongoing dialogue to 
raise its commitment to inclusiveness and social justice. Fellow Buff alonian Dr. Richard 
  Dozier, Dean Emeritus of  the Robert Taylor School of  Architecture & Construction 
Sciences at Tuskegee University has recently said of  Coles, “few architects, period, have 
made the signifi cant contributions to the profession” that he has.
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Coles felt that the all-white fac-
ulty discriminated in grading. One 
incident, in particular, sticks out. 
After praising a design problem of  
Coles’, a professor asked who did it. 
“When I raised my hand,” he wrote 
later,  the professor “said, ‘oh,’ and 
then graded me so low that I could 
not graduate with honors.” Never-
theless, the friendships and associ-
ations he made at Minnesota were 
lasting influences on his career.

Noted architect, designer, and 
educator, Ralph Rapson, was an-
other important Minnesota contact. 
Rapson was teaching at MIT at 
the time, but became Dean of  the 
School of  Architecture and Land-
scape Design at Minnesota shortly 
after Coles was graduated. Rapson 
was born with a congenital deformi-
ty that required the amputation of  
his right arm below the elbow. His 
ability to conquer this handicap and 
still produce beautiful designs and 
drawings inspired the young archi-
tecture student to confront his own 
challenge of  racial discrimination.

Coles earned his Bachelor of  
Arts in 1951, followed by a Bachelor 
of  Architecture degree in 1953. His 
experience at Minnesota shaped 
much of  his subsequent career. He 
attended the university at the time 
that Whitney M. Young, Jr. was 
the director of  the St. Paul Urban 
League, and he became a student 
activist in response to incidents like 
a 1953 Minneapolis Police stop. 
While walking home one night he 
was stopped by a white officer. Coles 
believes the fact that he was carry-
ing his Eagle Scout badge saved him 
from being further harassed.

Coles organized a campus 
chapter of  the NAACP, and led the 
chapter’s successful campaign to 
have the university adopt a policy 
of  non-discrimination in housing. 
Prior to the NAACP’s campaign, 

when he was graduated, and using 
the proceeds to cover part of  the 
expenses, he followed his parents’ 
desire and enrolled at Hampton 
Institute. Coles did not feel suffi-
ciently challenged academically at 
Hampton. In addition, he bridled 
at southern discrimination forcing 
him to sit in the back of  the bus. He 
decided to transfer to the Universi-
ty of  Minnesota in 1949, after the 
Buffalo Foundation awarded him 
an Edward H. Moeller scholarship. 
In the school of  architecture he was 
the sole Black student in a class of  
65 and a student body of  250. 

While at Minnesota, he attend-
ed workshops led by R. Buckminster 
Fuller, noted for his futuristic geode-
sic domes. Encouraged by Fuller, 
he and other students, including 
R. Randall (Randy) Vosbeck, built 
their own geodesic dome over the 
course of  two months. He also met 
Louis Angelikis, another student 
from Minneapolis. Working for An-
gelikis’ father’s firm, the pair co-de-
signed the $350,000 Richfield State 
Bank in Richfield, Minnesota, com-
pleted in 1955. 

by the time I was a sophomore, I 
was leading my class and . . . decid-
ed that I wanted to be an architect.” 
John Brent, Buffalo’s first Black ar-
chitect, designed the Michigan Av-
enue YMCA, a social and cultural 
center for Buffalo’s Black communi-
ty. However, he never had the op-
portunity to develop his own prac-
tice. 

Coles found that the road-
blocks that stymied Brent were still 
in place, but he was determined to 
overcome them. Despite his aca-
demic achievement (he eventually 
finished 3rd out of  300 in Technical 
High School’s class of  1947), Coles 
was discouraged from pursuing his 
dream. He recalls that his teacher 
took him aside and told him “Bob, 
you’re wasting your time trying to 
be an architect. There are no op-
portunities for Negroes in that area. 
Why don’t you go to the Post Office, 
or become a social worker or a min-
ister.”

Many of  his contemporaries 
went to work in factories after high 
school. Coles, however, had won 
the Alfred Hurrell Design Award 

Richfield State Bank, Richfield, Minnesota, completed in 1955.      
Photographer unidentified
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born in 1954, had to battle racism 
and housing discrimination in Bos-
ton and Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
He recalls walking with Sylvia one 
afternoon in 1954, when they were 
threatened by sailors in a passing 
car, apparently outraged by the 
sight of  an interracial couple.

When they first moved to Bos-
ton, the Coles’ easily obtained an 
apartment in North Cambridge on 
Chilton Street in a predominantly 
Black neighborhood. Upon return-
ing from extended travel in Europe 
in 1956, however, their experience 
searching for housing was quite dif-
ferent. In a report titled “Housing 
Discrimination in the Boston Area: 

John Johansen, Minoru Yamasaki, 
Eduardo Catalando, and Paul Ru-
dolph each  came to MIT as a visit-
ing critic, making for what Coles re-
calls as “a great semester”. He also 
studied with Lawrence Anderson, 
head of  the graduate program, and 
an early proponent of  the Interna-
tional Style in the United States. 
Coles called Anderson “the most 
sensitive teacher” he ever had. He 
said that Anderson allowed him to 
freely express himself  as an archi-
tect as he developed his own interest 
in modern architecture.

While Coles pursued his mas-
ter’s degree, he and Sylvia, now 
the parents of  an infant son, Darcy, 

the university housing bureau had 
kept records of  off-campus land-
lords’ preferences regarding their 
willingness to rent to African Amer-
icans, Jews, Roman Catholics, and 
other groups. As a result of  the 
campaign, the university decided 
that such a policy condoned prej-
udice. It subsequently required all 
potential landlords registering with 
the bureau to agree to accept any 
registered student regardless of  race 
or religion. Those failing to comply 
were removed from the registry and 
forbidden to rent to students. 

Coles had already met Sylvia 
Meyn, the daughter of  a midwest-
ern Lutheran pastor and a school 
teacher, who was working in Min-
neapolis as a stenographer in 1952. 
The couple married in 1953, and 
Sylvia became Coles’ essential, al-
beit at times reluctant, partner in 
business and the struggle for social 
justice. The young, interracial cou-
ple had already found themselves 
the subject of  FBI surveillance, 
partly as a result of  Coles’ NAACP 
activity, an indicator of  how intense 
and stressful that struggle would be.

With his new bride, Coles went 
on to MIT to continue his studies 
with Fuller and others. Coles was 
one of  20 students admitted to the 
graduate program that year, in-
tending to “cap my education with 
a Master’s degree so that I could 
teach.” He has written that mid-
way through the first year, the entire 
group of  20 international students 
“got bored studying Frederick Law 
Olmsted’s Back Bay Fens.” They 
invited Dean Pietro Belluschi and 
Graduate School Chairman, Law-
rence Anderson, to a party, and  re-
quested that the school’s leadership 
pick six well-known architects from 
a list of  thirty and invite them each 
for a month’s criticism of  student 
work. Eero Saarinen, Louis Kahn, 

Robert Traynham Coles (center) greets Ralph Rapson (left) and Tom Fisher 
(right). After meeting in the mid 1950s, Coles and Rapson became friends, and in 
later years Coles occasionally attended affairs in Minneapolis honoring Rapson, 
including this “Breakfast with Ralph” celebration in Minnesota in 2004.

Photographer unidentified
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tions. In every case they had orig-
inally been told that children were 
acceptable, they regularly found the 
apartments re-advertised after hav-
ing been told that they were rented. 
They finally found an apartment in 
Cambridge.

The experience, the Coles’ 
wrote, left them frustrated at “how 
humiliating it is to be shunned as 
tenants by their own countrymen.” 
They found it ironic that they were 
denied freedom in choosing a place 
to live at the same time the State’s 
General Court (state legislature) was 
debating whether to add the slogan 
“Cradle of  Freedom” to Massachu-
setts’ license plates. The couple sub-
sequently took part in a class-action 
lawsuit to force the General Court 
to pass a non-discriminatory hous-
ing law. The law served as a model 
for other states. The experiences so-
lidified Coles’ commitment to social 
activism. 

Coles received his Master of  
Architecture degree in 1955. His 
master’s thesis, “Community Facil-
ities in a Redevelopment Area—A 
Study and Proposal for the Ellicott 
District in Buffalo, NY,” would later 
be crucial to launching his own firm 
in Buffalo and his life as an activist 
architect.

While studying at MIT, he 
entered a design competition for 
the Rotch Traveling Scholarship, 
sponsored by the Boston Society 
of  Architects. The scholarship was 
established in 1883 to allow archi-
tectural students to travel abroad 
to visit great buildings of  the past. 
Its goal is to stimulate the creative 
imagination of  young architects, 
and to enrich their cultural knowl-
edge. Scholarship juries are directed 
to “search for evidences of  imagina-
tive capacity” in the design projects 
submitted by competing students. 

away when landlords met them and 
saw that Coles was Black. Only one 
explicitly said she “did not rent to 
colored.” Most, instead said they 
would not rent to families with small 
children, or that the apartment had 
been rented to someone else in the 
interim between the Coles’ calling 
and coming to see the accommoda-

A personal report of  the experienc-
es of  Mr. and Mrs. Robert T. Coles, 
June-July, 1956,” they detailed their 
experience looking for apartments 
that had been advertised for rent 
in the Harvard University housing 
registry and local newspapers. They 
were repeatedly told that apart-
ments were available, then turned 

Robert and Syvia Coles, with their infant son, Darcy, in Ostia Lido, Italy, 1955.
Photo from the private collection of  Robert and Sylvia Coles

Coles station wagon at Palazzo Saviate (Casa del Tourista), Rome, Italy, 1955.
Photo from the private collection of  Robert and Sylvia Coles
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Many of  the United States’ most dis-
tinguished architects, including Lou-
is Skidmore, Edward Durrell Stone, 
and Gordon Bunschaft, have been 
recipients. 

Coles’ entry, “A National Chain 
Roadside Restaurant,” was the win-
ning design, and he was awarded the 
1955 scholarship. The $5,000 stipend 
allowed Coles to study architecture 
in Europe. He, Sylvia, and Darcy, 
traveled through ten countries, in-
cluding Italy, Spain and France be-
tween October 1955 and May 1956. 
Shortly after returning to the United 
States, Coles’ seven year old niece, 
Marion, whose father, Bob’s older 
brother Thomas, had been killed in 
an automobile accident in Germa-
ny, came to live with the family. The 
Coles later adopted her. 

The traveling experience gave 
Coles the opportunity to view first 
hand some of  the greatest of  Euro-
pean architecture, both historic and 
contemporary, at a time when Euro-
pean cities like Frankfurt, Hamburg 
and London were still rebuilding 
after the devastation of  World War 
II. Meeting Europeans, and witness-
ing how they made decisions about 
rebuilding cities to allow people to 
comfortably live, work, and navigate 
urban spaces that reflected their cul-
ture was yet another factor shaping 
the rest of  Coles’ career.

Upon returning from Europe, 
Coles served internships and held 
junior positions that allowed him to 
further refine his philosophy of  “civi-
lizing urban spaces.” He apprenticed 
first at the Boston firm of  Perry, Shaw, 
Hepburn and Dean (1956-1957), the 
firm that rebuilt Colonial Williams-
burg, and afterward at Boston’s She-
pley, Bulfinch, Richardson and Ab-
bott, successor to H. H. Richardson, 
working on university and municipal 
buildings and recreational facilities. 

Coles’ entry in the Final Competition for the 1955 Rotch Traveling 
Scholarship: “A National Chain Roadside Restaurant”.

Drawings by Robert T. Coles
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Homes (1959-1960). There he coor-
dinated all architectural activities for 
the manufacturer of  prefabricated 
components for Koch’s “Techbuilt 
House” and other Koch designs. 
Despite his professional position and 
leadership role, racial discrimination 
persisted. For example, Coles relates, 
“In 1960, stopping at a restaurant 
for lunch while driving across Penn-
sylvania, my wife and I waited over a 
half  hour to be served.”  

Nevertheless, as head of  
the Techbuilt architectural staff, 
Coles supervised the design and 
construction of  over 200 residences 
on the eastern seaboard. Coles, 
himself, designed a number of  
residences, including one in 
Marblehead, Massachusetts that was 
cantilevered over a rocky ledge and 
rushing mountain stream. Clients 
included some notable individuals. 
Among these were Howard Koch 
and his wife, Anne, of  Woodstock, 
NY. Koch  wrote the 1938 radio 
script for “The War of  the Worlds,” 
which caused widespread panic 
through the East Coast, with people 
believing they were being invaded by 
Martians. Another Coles-designed 
residence, in Sterling Forest, NY, 
received an Award from Homes for 
Better Living in 1960.

Even more important than the 
specific buildings he designed was 
Coles’ immersion in the Techbuilt 
system’s innovative efforts to devel-
op cost-effective technologies and 
designs providing affordable accom-

While at Perry, Shaw, Hepburn and 
Dean in 1957, Coles led a studio 
that included the Canadian-born 
architect, Frank Gehry. Gehry had 
taken the job in order to support his 
family while he was studying for an 
urban planning degree at Harvard, 
but decided to return to Los Ange-

les to join Victor Gruen’s firm there 
before completing the degree.†

In 1958 Coles joined the Cam-
bridge firm of  Carl Koch and 
Associates as an architect. The 
association eventually led to his 
becoming Architect and Custom 
Design Manager for Techbuilt 

This house, designed by Robert Coles, was built with Techbuilt components. The 
goal set for the designers by the developers, Sterling Forest Corporation, was a 
house that would fit its surroundings and the existing contours of  the land. The 
house was set 4 feet into the ground, so existing grades were barely disturbed. It 
has easy access to the outdoors from family and living areas, and it has plenty of  
glass to open it to views of  lakes and forests. The exterior materials had natural 
finishes.      Photo from the private collection of  Robert and Sylvia Coles

† Coles and Gehry stayed in touch for a time, and the Coles family briefly camped out on Gehry’s living room floor when they 
visited Los Angeles during a cross-country camping trip in 1964. Coles saw Gehry again some years later when they both 
attended the American Institute of  Architects (AIA) convention held in San Diego in 1977. He also recalls fondly Gehry’s 
waving to him from the podium and mentioning their earlier association during a speech at the AIA Convention in Dallas 
in 1999.

After Coles saw Gehry at a later AIA convention, he proposed collaborating in the design competition announced by The 
National Museum of  African American History and Culture in Washington in 2008. At first Gehry agreed, but had to bow 
out because he was caring for his daughter, Leslie, after she was stricken with the uterine cancer that claimed her life in De-
cember 2008. This was the last exchange between the two architects.
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to return to the hinterland and use 
it,” Coles accepted the offer. Three 
months became six, and eventually 
the firm hired Coles to head all of  
its architectural design operations at 
the Buffalo office.

At the beginning of  the project 
Coles commuted between Cam-
bridge and Buffalo, but after a year 
decided to move back to his home 
town. He revised the plans for the 
Cambridge house, building, instead, 
on a lot on Humboldt Parkway on 
Buffalo’s east side. The site was in 
the Black middle class Hamlin Park 
neighborhood, part of  Frederick 
Law Olmsted’s park and parkway 
system, which faced serious disrup-
tion at the time. The broad, park-
like median and gracious shade 
trees that had characterized the 
street were slated to be torn out to 

already designing a home for his 
family in Cambridge when in 1960 
a telephone call from Clinton B.F. 
Brill of  Buffalo changed his life. 
William L. Evans, Director of  the 
Buffalo Urban League, himself  
trained as an architect, had sug-
gested Coles’ thesis design to the 
Ellicott District Urban Renewal 
and Development Authority. The 
architectural and engineering firm 
of  DeLeuw, Cather and Brill re-
ceived the commission to build the 
Ellicott District Recreation Center, 
later renamed the John F. Kennedy 
Recreation Center, the subject of  
his Master’s thesis, and asked Coles 
to come to Buffalo for three months 
to help get the project underway. 
On the advice of  Lawrence Ander-
son, who told him that “the right to 
come to Cambridge to get an edu-
cation is coupled with the obligation 

modations in post-World War II 
America. Techbuilt systems con-
tributed significantly to what is now 
known as the Mid-Century Modern 
style. The style features structures 
with ample windows and open 
floor plans, and blurs the distinction 
between “outside” and “inside.” 
Moreover, its then-groundbreaking 
post and beam construction elim-
inated bulky support walls in favor 
of  walls that could be made largely 
of  glass, or be opaque when neces-
sary. The style’s flexibility, relative 
inexpensiveness, and efficiency fit 
perfectly with Coles’ evolving vision 
of  creating affordable, livable, func-
tional residential and public build-
ings in urban areas. It served him 
well for the rest of  his career. 

His future in the Boston area 
seemed secure in 1960. He was 

Robert and Sylvia Coles’ residence at 321 Humboldt Parkway in Buffalo, completed in 1961. Black & white sculpture on the 
right is by Jack Solomon. The home was placed on the National Register of  Historic Places, in 2011.   Photo: L. Kagelmacher
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be replaced by a multi-lane express-
way to facilitate automobile travel 
between downtown Buffalo and the 
suburbs. When completed, the proj-
ect slashed a quiet, charming resi-
dential neighborhood in two. 

Coles told a reporter in 2010 
that in his practice he specialized 
in projects that provided positive 
influences to a community. His own 
home was an early example. He set 
about designing a house and studio 
that would take advantage of  the 
expressway without sacrificing the 
opportunity for a quiet, comfort-
able, neighborhood lifestyle. When 
the house and studio complex was 
nominated to the National Register of  
Historic Places, the application cited 
the home’s orientation as one of  its 
most significant features. Unlike tra-
ditional buildings in the neighbor-
hood that face the street and feature 
large porches, the Coles house and 
studio turns its back on the street 
and expressway. The public space 
of  the studio, largely without win-
dows, fronts the street, while “the 
residence is oriented with its façade 
facing the quiet, tranquil rear court, 
where the din from the expressways 
is hardly heard.” 

It was an early demonstration 
of  how Coles’ architecture could 
create a positive urban experience, 
even in difficult circumstances. The 
home was completed in 1961, and 
Coles later told a reporter, “Frank-
ly, I think it is the best thing I ever 
did.” It was placed on the National 
Register of  Historic Places in 2011 as 
“an excellent example of  mid-twen-
tieth century Modern residential 
architecture that incorporated some 
pre-fabricated and pre-cut compo-
nents into its construction.” 

Coles’ own experience, crystal-
lized by his studies and European 
travel had already caused him to 

think about civilizing urban spaces. 
He has often articulated that goal, 
calling on architects to be “revolu-
tionaries who see their architecture 
as a broad movement to enhance 
the quality of  life of  urban people.” 
Many of  his ideas were given physi-
cal shape in the Kennedy Recreation 
Center, bounded by Clinton, Pine, 
Hickory and South Division Streets 
in Buffalo. Remembering how John 
Brent’s Michigan Avenue YMCA 
served Buffalo’s African American 
community as a cultural and artistic 
center as well as a recreational fa-
cility, Coles incorporated spaces in 
the new complex to support senior 
citizen activities, scout troops, and 
theatre and arts groups. A well-baby 
clinic was part of  the design, along 
with recreational facilities including 
children’s game rooms and a televi-
sion lounge. When completed, the 
building demonstrated Coles’ phi-
losophy, later articulated more fully 
in both writing and construction, 
that private spaces should become 
smaller in urban society as public 
spaces, facilitating interaction, be-
come larger.

Western New York Heritage maga-
zine included the John F. Kennedy 
Recreation Center in an article ti-
tled “Western New York’s Unsung 
Architectural Gems” in 2013. Buffa-
lo architect, Clinton Brown, FAIA, 
notes that the building has “stood 
the test of  time, both architectur-
ally and functionally.” The design, 
Brown wrote, “clearly and clean-
ly expresses characteristic modern 
structural, formal, functional and, 
yes, decorative features in cast-in-
place and pre-cast concrete, glass, 
glass block and stone, with nice-
ly balanced interplays of  straight 
and curved shapes and smooth and 
rough surfaces.” 

Brown also concludes that the 
building is clearly a product of  a 

particular time in American history, 
a time in which Americans believed 
that by “creating beautiful and or-
derly places,” the federal govern-
ment could help ameliorate the lives 
of  urban residents living in blighted 
neighborhoods, and give them hope 
for the future.
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321 Humboldt Parkway, upper floor plan

Coles’ 321 Humboldt Parkway home from the backyard              Photo: Gerard Myers

321 Humboldt Parkway, lower floor plan


