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Winterlights at the Purcell-Cutts House 

 Welcome to “Winterlights at the Purcell-Cutts House!”  This short guide has been 

prepared to familiarize you with the way the Purcells, an upper-middle-class American family, 

might have celebrated Christmas in 1915.  You will notice that many of the traditions discussed 

here are very old and have survived to the present day, so it is suggested that you consult the 

Holiday Traditions in the Period Rooms Docent Guide in addition to this guide for the origins of 

such traditions. 

During “Winterlights at the Purcell-Cutts House” we will examine holiday social 

traditions, food, and gifts in the Purcell family while focusing on the individual perspectives of 

each member of the household during the holiday season.  In doing so we hope to help our 

visitors better understand the period while enjoying the beauty of Christmas in 1915. 

General Background 

 William Gray Purcell, his wife Edna and their adopted son James moved into the house 

on Lake Place shortly before the Christmas of 1913.  For our interpretation of “Winterlights at 

the Purcell-Cutts House” we have chosen to move forward to observe the Christmas of 1915 with 

the Purcell family.   

 This was to be a particularly joyful Christmas for the Purcells because of the addition of 

their newly adopted son Douglas.  Douglas would have been about 10 months and James would 

have been about 4 ½ years old.  Catherine Gray, William Gray Purcell’s maternal grandmother, 

lived only a short distance away at 2409 E. Lake of the Isles Parkway (Catherine Gray House, 

designed by Purcell, 1907), and probably would have participated in the family celebration as 

well.  Another, often overlooked, member of the household was Edna Purcell’s maid.  Even 

though she lived with the Purcells, she probably would not have participated in the family’s 
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Christmas celebration, though she would have played an integral behind-the-scenes role in 

preparations for the holiday. 

 The Purcells would have been considered an upper-middle-class family in 1915.  William 

Gray Purcell was a partner in a relatively successful architectural practice.   Purcell’s father 

Charles, a self-made millionaire in the Chicago grain trading business, left his son a substantial 

sum of money to get started in life.  In addition, Edna Purcell came from a wealthy, well-

connected Chicago family (her father owned a music publishing business) and had a substantial 

income of her own.  Domestic labor was still very affordable and the Purcells, as an upper-

middle-class family, could afford a live-in maid.  The house on Lake Place had cost 

approximately $14,000 to build in 1913, while the average new home cost under $3,000.  

Keeping this in mind, we can see that while the Purcells were not rich, they were certainly 

comfortable in the years preceding America’s entry into World War I. 

Social Traditions 

 Victorian Christmas celebrations in America were a blend of German and English 

traditions passed down from generation to generation.  (For more information on Victorian 

Christmas traditions see the Holiday Traditions in the Period Rooms Docent Guide.)  As a 

Prairie School, or as it was referred to at that time, a “Progressive” architect espousing a modern 

outlook, Purcell valued simplicity, function and the organic relationship of man and nature.  He 

was determined to abandon outdated Victorian notions both in his architecture and his lifestyle.  

However, the Purcells probably combined elements from their modern lifestyle and beliefs with 

more characteristically Victorian Christmas traditions, much the same way many of us do today.  

A photo taken at the Catherine Gray House while the family was decorating for Christmas 

gives us insight into how the Purcells might have decorated their own home in 1915. (Fig. 1)  
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The photo shows Edna Purcell, Catherine Gray, and probably Annie Ziegler, Catherine Gray’s 

live-in companion, in front of the hearth, with Edna and Annie actively engaged in Christmas 

preparations.  William and Edna were married December 29, 1908 and lived in the Catherine 

Gray House for a few months afterwards. This photo may have been taken around that time or 

perhaps at a subsequent Christmas celebrated at Catherine Gray’s home.  William Purcell may 

have been the photographer.  The hearth is decorated with pine garlands, wreaths, and collapsible 

tissue-paper bells.  Annie is gingerly hanging the last of four long stockings from hooks.  The 

many presents lying in front of the hearth are wrapped in plain paper (only one has patterned 

paper) and tied with string or twine. Unfortunately, in black and white it is difficult to tell 

whether the paper is plain brown “butcher paper” or whether some may have been colored.  A 

copy of this photo will be placed in the Purcell-Cutts House for the holiday tours. 

Religious Services 

 While there is no evidence that the Purcells were overtly religious, Dr. William 

Cunningham Gray, Purcell’s maternal grandfather, was an important figure in the Presbyterian 

community as well as an important influence on Purcell.  Purcell was involved in the Church of 

Christian Science as an adult.  He wrote articles for the Christian Science Monitor and even 

submitted a design for the new Third Church of Christian Science in Minneapolis.  We have no 

information on Edna’s religious affiliation.  We do not know whether the Purcells attended any 

type of church services on Christmas, so we will concentrate primarily on secular traditions. 

Gift Giving   

 Magazine advertisements and short stories of the day indicate that many people suffered 

from anxiety when trying to choose just the right Christmas gift to match their relationship with 

the recipient.  Up until about 1880, Christmas gifts had primarily been hand-made.  Parents made 



 5 

wooden toys for boys or dolls for girls.  Women made clothes for their husbands and gave baked 

goods or needlework to their extended family and neighbors.  Between 1880 and 1920 rapid 

industrialization and expansion of the transportation system resulted in a gradual but dramatic 

shift toward manufactured items that were inexpensive and widely available.   

 Around the turn of the twentieth century it became traditional to give a gift to nearly all 

friends and acquaintances.  It also became almost a requirement to give your supervisor a 

Christmas gift, especially for those working in the retail business.  This brought about the rise of 

mass-produced, poor-quality knickknacks known as “gimcracks” (JIM-cracks) to fulfill the 

demand for inexpensive gifts to give at Christmas.  These gifts consisted of items like gaudy 

figurines, cheap paintings, or poor quality jewelry, and were characterized by low cost, cheap 

construction, and lack of any practical function.  (Fig. 1a) 

 The backlash against America’s increasing industrialization was reflected in various 

Christmas reform movements, discouraging shoppers from purchasing useless Victorian 

gimcracks in favor of useful gifts that reflected modern aesthetic values of simplicity and 

function.  Magazine articles and advertisements of the period abound with suggestions for gifts 

that are “useful and wanted.”  “The Christmas Present Problem,” an article in The Craftsman, a 

contemporary periodical of the Arts and Crafts Movement published by Gustav Stickley, 

illustrates this trend.  The article’s author states the reformed gift giver’s goal:  “We want to give 

something that is distinctly individualistic, something that carries an especially intimate 

recognition and understanding with it, something that is so intrinsically beautiful it will always 

remain an object of value to the friend.”  

The Society for the Prevention of Useless Giving (SPUG) was a progressive group 

formed in 1912 to eliminate the compulsory and useless gift giving that they considered a 
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throwback to Victorian times.  Adherents to this philosophy on gift giving were referred to as 

“SPUGs.”  Related to SPUG was the Shop Early Campaign, which encouraged shoppers to buy 

early and only during regular shopping hours, thus discouraging the practice of extended holiday 

hours that ruined the holiday season for retail clerks, shoppers, and their families. 

 Appliances were the most popular gifts for middle-class women between 1910 and 1930 

because many middle-class women could not afford the rising cost of domestic help as working-

class women left for higher paying factory jobs.  (Fig. 2)  Although gifts like electric vacuum 

cleaners and “fireless cookers” were becoming more popular, it was nevertheless thought that 

handmade gifts at Christmas were superior because they reflected the skill and sentiment of the 

giver and were thought to be free from the impersonal values of the marketplace.   

 In view of the positive social attitude toward hand-made gifts, some manufacturers 

produced items that were only partially finished so that the gift giver could supply the 

traditionally desirable “hand-finished” touch.  Historian William Waits calls these “halfway” 

items and gives examples like furniture kits, pictures outlined for coloring, blank Christmas cards 

ready for hand decoration, blank china for hand-painting, and pre-drawn embroidery patterns like 

the one on the purse donated for display in the House.  (Fig. 3)  These types of kits were popular 

with many working Americans because they took less time to complete.  They were equally 

appealing to ladies of the middle and upper classes (like Edna Purcell) because by giving a gift 

that appeared to be hand-made they demonstrated their leisurely lifestyle and social status.  In 

spite of the fact that most people thought hand-made gifts to be superior, shoppers increasingly 

favored manufactured or “store bought” items as time went on.  After 1920 these halfway items 

fell out of favor and nearly all gifts were manufactured items. 
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 A photograph taken at the Catherine Gray House, probably of William and Edna Purcell’s 

wedding gifts circa December 1908, provides insight into the type of gifts given in Progressive 

circles in the early 1900s.  (Fig. 3a)  There are several items of clothing, including a waistcoat 

and tie for William, and nightgowns, embroidered bags and purses, and stockings for Edna (some 

of these may have been “half-ways”.)  There are also several books, at least two 78-rpm records, 

some jewelry, and a scattering of knickknacks.  This photo will be on view at the Purcell-Cutts 

House during holiday tours. 

William Gray Purcell was an important part of the Progressive movement both as an 

architect and a writer on Progressive ideas.  He was no doubt aware of the various social reform 

movements surrounding the holidays and would have probably given gifts that adhered to the 

ideals of beauty and function that they espoused, thus setting the example for his entire family.  

Purcell was a very busy man, but would nonetheless have been responsible for buying a gift for 

his wife, toys for the boys, and probably a gift for his grandmother Catherine.   

 Purcell’s most difficult choice in Christmas shopping might have been a gift for his wife, 

Edna.  Because Edna had a full-time maid, she probably would not have received the modern, 

laborsaving devices many housewives received from their husbands for Christmas in the 1910s.  

Instead, Mr. Purcell may have selected gifts such as beautifully designed Arts and Crafts jewelry, 

perhaps by Liberty & Co. of England, a Japanese silk kimono for use as a robe, piano music, 

books on poetry or travel, or an outfitted traveling case.  Closer to home, there was Handicraft 

Guild of Minneapolis metalwork (there is a Handicraft Guild ceramic candlestick in the house), 

leatherwork, jewelry, embroidery or pottery.  (Figs. 4 and 4a) 

 Because of Mr. Purcell’s close relationship with his grandmother Catherine Gray, we may 

assume that he would have taken it upon himself to select her Christmas gift.  Appropriate gifts 
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might have included books on poetry or romance novels, an amethyst or pearl brooch, or a fine 

lace collar. 

 Christmas was seen as primarily a time for children, so Mr. Purcell’s selection of toys for 

his two young sons would have been of paramount importance to him.  Children’s toys were to 

some degree excused from the requirement of functionality.  Children traditionally received 

hand-made toys fashioned of wood, such as a model of Noah’s Ark complete with pairs of 

wooden animals or animal shaped pull-toys mounted on wheels.  Noah’s Ark evolved as a 

“Sunday Toy” designed to teach a biblical story through play.  A reproduction Noah’s Ark is on 

loan for our display.  Such arks remained popular as traditional Christmas gifts through the early 

twentieth century.   

Mechanical tin toys, often imported from Germany until World War I, were also very 

popular and represented various modes of transportation or animal forms.  Children’s toys were 

another gift item that evolved from simple, hand-made objects into a hugely successful industry.  

Toys cut out and put together on an assembly line replaced handmade wooden toys.  Tin toys, 

popular since the mid-nineteenth century, were becoming more affordable and available through 

industrialization.  These were often mechanized and formed in the shapes of vehicles or animals, 

such as the mechanical tin kitten on display.  Other popular gifts for boys included sleds, wooden 

blocks (Frank Lloyd Wright was given Froebel blocks as a boy), books, erector sets, bicycles and 

scooters.  Gifts with transportation and building themes were abundant in this era of rapid 

industrialization.  Examples of this can be seen in the toy wheelbarrow and wooden automobile 

pull-toy on display.  (Fig. 5) 

A photograph probably taken at William Purcell’s father’s house (the Charles Purcell 

residence in River Forest, Illinois, designed by Purcell, 1909) shows several examples of the 
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types of Christmas presents children were given in the early 1900s.  (Fig. 5a)  The photo shows a 

young, unidentified girl in the foreground surrounded with toys, including a small iron stove, a 

toy ironing board, a metal doll’s bed, a toy squirrel or chipmunk (which may have been 

mechanical), and what appears to be a toy loom.  The lower left of the photo shows a small 

wooden rocking horse chair and a small wooden wagon.  Finally, items on the table include a 

stuffed toy cat and some sort of mechanical toy in the form of a man.  The wagon and rocking 

horse are probably the same types of items the Purcells would have purchased for their two 

young boys.  This photo will be displayed in the Purcell-Cutts House during the holiday tours. 

 Finally, in agreement with George Grant Elmslie, Mr. Purcell would probably not have 

overlooked some sort of Christmas gift for the team assembled at the architectural firm of Purcell 

and Elmslie.  They might have given each member of the firm a holiday turkey (which was very 

expensive in 1915) in addition to some sort of cash bonus. 

 Although Mrs. Purcell was considered a woman of leisure, she was responsible for 

running the household.  She would also have been responsible for much of the Christmas 

shopping for friends and family as well as for Mr. Purcell.  Mrs. Purcell might have given her 

husband books on travel or history, a warm-wool scarf (possibly one she made herself), a 

fountain pen, a watch, a desk set, or possibly a camera like the one on display in the house (Figs. 

6 & 7) 

 Edna would also have been responsible for purchasing or making gifts for other family 

and friends, or for sending Christmas cards if the Purcells chose to follow the SPUG guidelines.  

(Fig. 8)  She would also have purchased a gift for the family’s live-in maid, which might have 

consisted of a silk scarf, a pair of gloves, a book, or perhaps a small cash bonus.   
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 While Mr. Purcell would have purchased toys for the boys, Mrs. Purcell might have 

purchased clothing or other more practical gifts.  As seen from the family photograph on display 

in the house (probably taken around 1916 or 1917), sailor suits for little boys were very popular. 

 James was quite young, but may have had some help (from the maid or from their 

grandmother) in making small gifts for his parents.  These gifts may have been such items as 

bookmarks, paperweights, hand-decorated Christmas cards or Japanese-style origami figures. 

 The Purcell’s maid may have found Christmas shopping season a less than happy time.  

As a live-in maid she may have earned as little as $4-5 for a five and one-half day workweek in 

addition to her room and board.  Many young, working-class women were encouraged to join 

Christmas savings clubs through local banks or with women’s magazines such as the “Ladies 

Home Companion.”  These Christmas clubs guaranteed the diligent saver a certain amount at the 

end of the year for Christmas shopping, though most paid no interest.  Unfortunately, we know 

little about the maid or her family or where she would have spent her hard earned wages if she 

had anything left over for Christmas, which is rather typical - neither were any photos taken of 

the maid’s quarters during the Purcell’s stay in the house. 

The Tree 

 The Christmas tree tradition developed in Germany around the sixteenth century.  Queen 

Victoria’s German-born husband, Prince Albert, is credited with spreading the tradition to 

England after the birth of their first son in 1841.  Christmas trees became popularized in America 

around 1850.  In 1900 only about one American family in five had their own Christmas tree.  In 

the first years of the twentieth century the custom grew until by 1910 in most parts of the 

country, nearly every family had a tree at home. 



 11 

 We can only speculate about what type of tree the Purcell family might have had.  Mr. 

Purcell would probably have chosen the tree in the few days leading up to Christmas Eve.  It 

might have been a large tree to challenge the high ceilings of the living room.  He would have 

tried to hide the tree from the children, outdoors if possible, because it was tradition that, 

although the parents kept the Christmas ornaments stored throughout the year, it was Santa Claus 

who actually brought the tree on Christmas Eve.  On Christmas Eve, the boys would have been 

allowed to place their stockings on the hearth, then would have been safely tucked into bed.  

Their parents would spring into a flurry of activity to bring in the tree, decorate it and distribute 

the presents beneath its boughs.   

 Interestingly, Christmas tree decorations did not differ very much from those we know 

today.  Many of the decorations for the tree would have been homemade, both those that had 

been handed down through the family, and those made recently made in the evenings leading up 

to Christmas.  Hand-made decorations might have included cookie cutouts, paper chains, 

popcorn and cranberries on a string, and various edible candies or nuts covered in gold leaf.  

Most Christmas ornaments available through retail outlets were handmade and imported from 

Germany. 

 Prior to World War I glass balls and figurative ornaments imported from Germany were 

very popular in America.  The balls were hand-blown in a free-form manner, then silvered and 

lacquered by hand.  The figurative ornaments, often in the form of Santa or various animals or 

fruits, were hand-blown into a mold.  The characteristic wire hook for hanging ornaments dates 

from before 1892.  Icicles were also produced in Germany as early as 1878.  Made of very thin 

strips of silver foil, these were immediately popular in the United States.  By 1915 the outbreak 
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of World War I made it difficult to purchase German ornaments and by 1916 they were non-

existent.   

 From the 1890s on, many American cities had stores that sold inexpensive gifts and 

decorations imported from Japan, including tiny collapsible Japanese lanterns, miniature fans and 

brightly colored parasols.  It seems likely that Mr. Purcell would have tried to purchase some of 

these types of tree decorations given his interest in Japanese style.  Mr. Purcell might also have 

acquired some imported Japanese decorations from John Bradstreet’s Craftshouse. 

 Lights for the Christmas tree are a matter for speculation.  In 1915 many households were 

still using the traditional candles to light the tree.  This was usually done after dark on Christmas 

night by the man of the house.  The father would close off the room where the tree was located 

and light all of the candles while the family waited in anticipation.  When it was time, the family 

would come into the room to bask in the beauty of the lighted tree while the father stood 

nervously by with a bucket of water.  This usually lasted for about two minutes, then the candles 

would be immediately extinguished to avoid a conflagration.   

 Sometimes candles on the tree brought about heartbreaking results.  The day after 

Christmas one could usually find a newspaper story about a tragic Christmas fire caused by 

candles used on the tree.  By the early 1900s many people were sufficiently frightened to give up 

using candles on the tree, turning to a new innovation - strings of electric lights.  A mere three 

years after the introduction of the light bulb, Edward Johnson, a colleague of Thomas Alva 

Edison, introduced the first electrically lighted Christmas tree.  The year was 1882.  The bulbs 

were hand-blown, miniature versions of the original light bulb colored red, white and blue, and 

were wired directly to the tree.  The tree was placed on an electric turntable and the lights blinked 

on and off as the tree turned around. 
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 By 1903 the Ever Ready Company of New York began marketing strings of lights called 

“festoons” or “outfits.”  General Electric produced the bulbs for these strings of sockets and sold 

them in strings of 28 for twelve dollars, an average man’s weekly wage.  In about 1910 GE 

changed its miniature bulbs to a ball shape measuring one inch in diameter.  The bulbs were 

dipped in a transparent lacquer in various jewel tones.   

It was quickly discovered that there were nearly as many dangers associated with faulty 

electrical wiring as with candles.  However, Underwriter’s Laboratories (UL) would not establish 

safety requirements for Christmas tree lights until 1921.  Given Mr. Purcell’s insistence on 

providing modern lighting fixtures for his home, he might have been very interested in 

purchasing the most modern technology in Christmas tree lighting, or he may have mixed 

traditional candles with electric lights.  Which ever method he chose, a letter to Purcell’s 

insurance agent on January 4th, 1915 reveals that the family narrowly escaped tragedy when they 

had a Christmas tree fire in the same location where the tree now stands for Holiday Traditions.  

(see Appendix A). 

Christmas Dinner  

 Christmas dinner was usually served after all the presents were opened on Christmas 

morning.  The main course was usually turkey or goose, both of which were very expensive in 

1915.  Fortunate working-class families received a bird from their employers as part of their 

Christmas bonus.  The less fortunate settled for beef stew or other such mundane fare.  The 

Purcells were in a position to have a wonderful dinner, complete with tantalizing deserts.   

(see Appendix B)  The maid probably would have arisen very early on Christmas morning to 

prepare the meal, then taken the rest of the day off to enjoy Christmas with her family or attend 

church.  
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 Some additional information about the maid’s role in the household seems appropriate at 

this point.  As previously mentioned, we know almost nothing about Mrs. Purcell’s maid other 

than that she lived in the house with the family.  The entrance to her small room, complete with 

sink, is on the landing of the stairs leading to the family’s sleeping area.  Her bathroom, with tub 

but no shower, and a small window, was located in the basement of the house next to the laundry 

area.  The front entrance to the kitchen is at the base of the stairs leading up to the second floor 

(with her room off the first floor landing) and the kitchen’s rear entrance leads to the stairs down 

to the basement.  The kitchen door could be opened and closed with a specially designed foot 

pedal, while the phone closet and entrance to the basement stairs could also be closed off.  This 

entire arrangement allowed for the maid’s areas to be closed off from the family’s main living 

areas, even in such a comparatively small house (approximately 3,200 sq. ft.)   

 Statistics from the period indicate that the Purcell’s maid was very likely a white, 

working-class woman or a white immigrant of Irish, German or Scandinavian origin.  Many 

immigrant women entered domestic service upon their arrival to the United States because they 

spoke little English.  This position gave them a safe place to stay and did not require complicated 

language skills for instructions as factory jobs often did.  After 1900 the use of very young girls 

(under the age of 16) as domestics was uncommon due to newly instated labor laws.  It was hard 

to find servants and very hard to keep good ones.  The constant shortage of good, experienced 

household servants was constantly referred to in women’s literature of the time as “the servant 

problem.”  The shortage was caused by several factors.  First, immigration to the U.S. began to 

slow, reducing the supply of young, unmarried women needing positions.  Middle class 

households began to aspire to the leisured lifestyles of the upper-classes, so that most middle-

class housewives had at least one maid, stretching the already short supply over a greater number 
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of American households.  Factory work, though difficult and dangerous, began to pay higher 

wages than many domestic positions.  Finally, experienced maids were difficult to keep as they 

usually stopped working when they married.   

As the Purcell’s maid was the only domestic in the house, her duties would probably have 

been very broad.  Mrs. Purcell would have probably prepared detailed instructions on her daily, 

weekly and seasonal duties.  A typical day might have included rising before the family to be 

sure the coal-fired furnace was working properly (though the responsibility for keeping the 

furnace stoked after Purcell left for work was often left to a “colored man” he describes in his 

notes regarding the house).  She would then commence with her personal hygiene and breakfast.  

She would prepare and serve breakfast for the family, then proceed upstairs to air out the 

bedding, sweep the floors and clean the bathroom.  Depending on her agreement with her 

employers, she might have cared for the children.  She also would have done laundry, though the 

Purcells might have hired a professional laundress to come in once a week.  They might have had 

an electric washing machine and wringer system, as these were fairly common at the time, 

though the laundry room sink does have a built-in washboard.  The room at the back of the 

basement was used for clothes drying.  The electric buzzer system rang in the kitchen and kept 

the maid apprised of the family’s needs with buttons located in the Purcell’s bedroom, the dining 

room, the living room and the back porch.  In the evening she would prepare and serve supper, 

then clean up afterwards.  Finally, she would retire to her small room off the staircase to do 

darning, needlework, etc. - the lighting in her room was particularly good for doing close work. 

 As previously mentioned the maid probably worked five and one-half days per week with 

Saturday and one-half day on Sunday off.  If the Purcells needed the maid to prepare and serve 

for a Saturday dinner party, she would probably have received all day Sunday off.  During her 
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free time the maid might have shopped, taken walks, attended plays or gone to dances. The 

employer/employee relationship was often similar to that of parent/child.  Some maids were 

allowed visitors to the home if they secured permission from their employer first. Of course, 

male visitors to her room were prohibited.  Servants usually were subject to a curfew.  If she 

became ill, it was the employer’s responsibility to provide medical attention. Employers provided 

uniforms if they wanted a specific mode of dress.  Oftentimes the maid wore a standard three-

quarter-sleeve, ankle-length dress of dark fabric and the employers provided the standard white 

collar and cuffs.  It was up to the maid to see that these were kept clean and presentable. (Fig. 9) 

These almost parental restrictions on the maid’s behavior and freedom probably contributed to 

the “servant problem.”  

 While the maid was kept busy on a regular basis throughout the year, the holidays 

probably presented a particular challenge.  Increased visitor and delivery traffic, parties, well-

wisher’s phone calls and the increased cooking and baking workload combined with her own 

holiday worries probably made the holidays an extremely stressful time for the maid. 

Christmas Day 

 On Christmas morning the boys would have awakened to find that Santa had brought 

them a wonderful, giant Christmas tree and had beautifully decorated it just for them.  They 

would have found a myriad of wonderful presents under the tree, including a small, boy-sized 

wooden wheelbarrow, tin and wooden toys, books and several beautifully wrapped boxes with 

other gifts concealed inside.  

 After they sat down to a wonderful meal of turkey and dressing, their mother might play 

Christmas music on her piano while they sat in front of the fire with Father and Grandmother 
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Catherine.  Later on, guests would arrive bearing gifts of food or bottles of wine to wish their 

family a merry Christmas.   

Conclusion  

 Evening brings the Purcell’s Christmas of 1915 to a close. This was one of the family’s 

few Christmases in the house on Lake Place.  Architectural commissions were waning, and 

William Purcell was already in negotiation with Charles O. Alexander about doing advertising 

work for his industrial leather belting firm in Philadelphia.  By now it was evident to most 

Americans that it would only be a matter of time before America entered World War I.  In 1916 

Purcell began commuting to his new job in Philadelphia while maintaining a presence in 

Minneapolis with Purcell and Elmslie Architects.  By 1918 the entire family had moved and the 

house was put on the market.  In 1919 Anson B. Cutts purchased the property for $15,000, 

ushering in 66 years of Christmas for the Cutts family at Lake Place. 

 

 

Updated by Jennifer Komar Olivarez, 2010
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(From Waits, The Modern Christmas in America) 
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Popular Gifts for Wives 
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(Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1915) 

 
 

 
 

“Halfways” 
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Gifts for Women 
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Handicraft Guild Objects 
(Minnesota 1900:  Art and Life on the Upper 

Mississippi, 1890-1915) 
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Toys for Boys 
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(Woman’s Home Companion, Dec. 1915) 
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“Store Bought” Gifts for Men 

(From Waits, The Modern Christmas in America) 
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(From Waits, The Modern Christmas in America) 
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Mrs. Purcell might have given her maid 
fabric to make an apron.  (left)  The maid 
probably used tools such as these in her 
daily work.  (above) 
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