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He won a contest.  Harrisburg became Pennsylvania’s 
capital city in 1812, and the state held three architectural 
contests to select the designers for its capitol buildings.  
The first Capitol, known as the Hills Capitol, burned down 
in 1897 while the General Assembly was in Session.  No 
one was injured, but the building was a complete loss.  
The second building was erected on the same site and 
was a plain brick building criticized by many, including its 
designer, Henry Ives Cobb, for its ugliness.  The building 
was such an embarrassment to the distinguished business 
conducted within it that the government decided it needed 
another Capitol, and it quickly called for another contest 
to find an architect who would “finish” the building.

In 1901, Governor William A. Stone appointed a 
commission to judge a statewide architectural competition.  
Strict budget restrictions had forced Cobb to compromise 

The Archives needs your help to 
identify the person in this mystery 
photo. We have approximately 
100,000 images, and most are 
partially identifi ed, though we still 
need help with names, events, and, 
occasionally, setting. This photograph came from the collection of Fred Prouser, former 
House photographer, and we can’t make it available for research until we know who is 
in it. If you have any clues, just give us a call!
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A Closer Look at Our House History….
How did the General Assembly choose Philadelphia architect Joseph M. Huston to design the current Capitol Building?

his vision and produce an inferior product, so other 
architects were wary of entering the 1901 competition.  
The American Institute of Architects actually went so far as 
to urge all architects to shun the hastily constructed, vague 
contest because entering would be “unprofessional.”  
There were very few guidelines, unlike the other contests.   
The commission stipulated only that the building was to 
be made of granite, based upon the Congressional Library 
in Washington, cost not more than four million dollars 
to build, and be completed by January 1, 1906.  In all, 
there were only nine submissions, and Huston’s design 
was chosen as the most cost effective and aesthetically 
pleasing.  The new Capitol was built using the outer 
walls of the Cobb Capitol, and through the years it has 
remained, as Huston intended, a “Palace of Art.”commission to judge a statewide architectural competition.  

Strict budget restrictions had forced Cobb to compromise 
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 Most of us have heard at least a variation of that saying before, but 
when asked for examples, we generally shake our heads in bewilderment, 
wondering how we could know what we never had the opportunity to learn.  
Dr. Carter G. Woodson, Harvard University’s second African-American Ph.D., 
dedicated his life to making sure at least one group had their stories in history 
books.
 While a student, Dr. Woodson was alarmed to discover that history books 
generally ignored African-American contributions to American history or 
portrayed them in inferior social positions.  To remedy this, he founded several 
historical journals and the Association for the Study of Afro-American Life 
and History in 1915, the group that first launched Black History Month.  The 
original purpose of commemorating that month was bringing the historical 
marginalization of African-American voices to the awareness of the public.  Dr. 
Woodson observed, “Those who have no record of what their forebears have 
accomplished lose the inspiration which comes from the teaching of biography 
and history.”
 Dr. Woodson’s goal was for Black History Month to someday be 
unnecessary.  He hoped there would come a day when African-Americans’ 
history would no longer be marginalized, a day in which Americans would 
be written into history books based upon their actions and not upon their 
skin color.  As Representative Thaddeus Kirkland, chair of the Pennsylvania 
Legislative Black Caucus, said, “Allowing February to be [designated] Black 
History Month is a nice gesture.  However, Black History is a year long and a 
life long endeavor.”

“The history of a nation is, unfortunately, too easily written as the 
history of its dominant class.”  

– Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972), former president of Ghana

Dr. Woodson chose the month of 
February for Black History Month 
because it is full of historic milestones 
in the fight for racial equality.

February 12, 1809:   

Abraham Lincoln’s birthday

February 1818:  

Frederick Douglass’s birthday

February 23, 1868:  

W.E.B. DuBois, civil rights leader and 
co-founder of the NAACP (National 
Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People), was born.

February 3, 1870:

Congress passed the 15th 
Amendment, which gave African-
American men the right to vote.

February 25, 1870:

Hiram R. Revels, the first African-
American U.S. Senator, took his oath 
of office.

February 12, 1909:

A group of concerned multiracial 
people formed the NAACP.

February 4, 1913:

Rosa Parks’s birthday

February 1, 1960:

A group of African-American college 
students from Greensboro, NC began 
a sit-in at a segregated lunch counter

February 21, 1965:

Malcolm X, a leader of the Black 
Nationalism movement, was shot and 
killed by three Muslims.

The first African-American man to serve in the Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives was Harry W. Bass of Philadelphia, 1911-1914, and the 
first African-American woman to serve in the Pennsylvania House of 
Representatives was Crystal Bird Fauset, 1939-1940, also of Philadelphia.  
Currently in the House, there are seventeen African-American Members, 
and there have been approximately one hundred African-American House 
Members to date, eleven of whom were women.  Since 1921, there has 
been at least one African-American Member of the House in each Session.
In 1970, K. Leroy Irvis, the first African-American Speaker in the country, 
founded the Pennsylvania Legislative Black Caucus to advance the issues 
of minority citizens of the Commonwealth and to educate the population 
about problems facing those citizens.  Ever since that time, the Caucus 
has sponsored many events to promote the importance of learning about 
African-American history, and though the struggle for complete equality is 
still ongoing, the efforts of people like Dr. Woodson and the Pennsylvania 
Legislative Black Caucus bring us ever closer to that goal.
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Since 2002, the House Archives has collected personal papers 
from over forty-five people, including former Members of the 
House of Representatives, their families, and staff.  Personal 
papers are important to collect for many reasons.  Our collection 
of personal papers expands and explains the information 
provided by Members’ office papers and committee reports.  
Personal papers are sometimes the only link we have to the past, 
as the House Rule requiring committees to submit their files to 
the Chief Clerk’s Office was not enacted before 1980.  As a result, 
our collections predating that House Rule are incomplete, so 
the personal papers serve as vital documentation to fill in gaps.  
In some cases, personal papers provide detailed information 
about the Representative’s career and thus yield a great deal 
of biographical information especially useful to descendents 
compiling family genealogies.

The Historical Papers Collections span more than half a century, 
beginning with the papers of Herb Fineman (1955-1977), 
the earliest collection from a Member, and continuing with 
numerous collections from the 2006 election.  The collections 
may contain scrapbooks, photographs, prime sponsored bill files, 
correspondence, campaign memorabilia, books, district project 
files, videos, and memorabilia/ephemera.  

Some of our collections are made up of items provided by staff.  
Mike McCue, a staff person interested in history, gave a great 
deal of items he collected, as well as the ephemera of his father, 
former Representative John B. McCue.  Marian Mills’s collection is 
interesting because it contains a caricature of Carmel Sirianni and 
a 1969 book of cartoons created by legislative assistants.

The result of this project is a wonderful collection of historic 
papers and memorabilia which better document the people 
and legislation of the House of Representatives.   In addition, 
Representatives such as K. Leroy Irvis, John Pittenger, and 
Margaret George are published authors, and their books provide 
in-depth views into their political and social positions over the 
years.  

These papers allow researchers to study and form their 
own interpretations of the activities that have shaped this 
Commonwealth.  The House Archives welcomes any additional 
collections that are relevant to the history of the House of 
Representatives.  Contact Heidi Mays to add your story to our 
collections.

Speaker John Perzel

sPEAKER Herbert Fineman, Robert 
Strauss, and President Jimmy Carter

Speaker Robert O’Donnell 
and constituents

Since 2002, the House Archives has collected personal papers 
from over forty-five people, including former Members of the 
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