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This form is for use in nominating individual properties and districts.  The format is similar to the National Register of Historic Places form.  See instructions in How to 
Complete the National Register of Historic Places Registration Form (National Register Bulletin 16A). Complete each item by marking "x" in the appropriate box or by 
entering the information requested. If an item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable." For functions, architectural 
classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the instructions.  Place additional entries and narrative items on 
continuation sheets. Use a typewriter, word processor, or computer, to complete all items.   
 
 
 

1.  Name of Property 

historic name  W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works 

other names/site number  Khri 173-10976 

 

2.  Location 

street & number  215-219 N. St. Francis Avenue   not for publication 

city or town  Wichita   vicinity 

state Kansas code KS county Sedgwick code 173 zip code 67202 

 

3-4. Certification  
 

I hereby certify that this property is listed in the Register of Historic Kansas Places. 

  
 
SEE FILE                                   ____________________________________ 
Signature of certifying official                                                                         Date 
 
                   _____________________________________ 
Title                                                                                                                                        State or Federal agency/bureau or Tribal Government 

 

 

 
 
5.  Classification  
 
Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply) 

Category of Property 
(Check only one box) 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 
 

    Contributing Noncontributing  

x private x building(s) 1 0 buildings 

 public - Local  district   district 

 public - State  site   site 

 public - Federal  structure   structure 

   object   object 

               1              0 Total 
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Name of related multiple property listing 
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing)            

Number of contributing resources previously 
listed in the State Register 
 

NA  0 
                         
                     

6. Function or Use                                                                      

Historic Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions)  

Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

COMMERCE/TRADE:  specialty store  VACANT 

   

   

   

   

   

   
 
   

7. Description 

Architectural Classification 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

 Materials 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

LATE 19th AND EARLY 20th CENTURY 

AMERICAN MOVEMENTS:  Commercial Style  foundation: Concrete 

  walls: Brick 

    

  roof: Asphalt 

  other:  

    
 

Narrative Description 

(Describe the current physical appearance of the property. )  
 
Summary Paragraph  (Briefly describe the overall characteristics of the property and its location, setting, and size.)   
 
W.H. Gaiser moved his carriage business to 217-219 N. St. Francis in 1910 to a new two-story building he had built to 
accommodate his growing business.1  In the next decade the business continued to grow and Gaiser expanded his 
building with a one-story addition on the south.  He renamed the business W.H. Gaiser Automobile Works.  The Gaiser 
building is distinguished by corbelled detailing on the brick facade and a ghost sign “W.H. AUTOMOBILE WORKS” above 
the garage bays.  A typical representative of “One-Part, and Two-Part Commercial Block” buildings, the W.H. Carriage 
Works is classified as a Progressive-era “Commercial Style” building.  It embodies the characteristics of a traditional 
historic commercial building with “storefronts” on the ground floor and regularly-spaced windows on the second floor.  The 
Gaiser building features garage bays in lieu of storefronts and is defined by its utilitarian form and finishes.  Of the four 
bays along the street front, three were originally garage bays with additional garage bays on the south and west 
secondary facades.  Interior finishes were generally exposed brick walls and concrete floors with exposed structural 
elements including roof trusses in the one-story addition and columns and beams throughout the two-story building. 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

                         
1 Employed by J.M. Washburn in his carriage business at 114-116 N. St. Francis Avenue for seventeen years, Gaiser became a partner 
in the firm and succeeded Washburn in that location upon his death.   
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Elaboration  (Provide a detailed description of the building’s exterior, interior, and any associated buildings on the 
property. Note any historic features, materials, and changes to the building/property.)  
 
Site 
The W. H. Gaiser Carriage Works is located in the 200 block of North St. Francis Avenue one and a half blocks north of 
Douglas Avenue and one block west of Santa Fe – the elevated railroad tracks.  The Warehouse and Jobbers Historic 
District, better known as Old Town, is a thriving retail and entertainment district located east of the elevated tracks 
between Douglas Avenue and 2nd Street.  Demolition of Coleman Plants A & B on the east side St. Francis Ave. in 2011 
and construction of a new surface parking lot in 2012 have drastically changed the face of the 200 block of N. St. Francis.  
One cluster of buildings remains at the southeast corner of 1st and St. Francis, southeast of the Gaiser building.   
 
The west side of the 200 block is a collection of one- and two-story buildings generally reflecting a forty-year period of 
development that spanned from Gaiser’s two-story building in 1910 to the Coleman buildings near the north end of the 
block, built in the 1940s.  Although the west side of the street is a traditional commercial setting with angled street parking 
and public sidewalk along the front facades of building, the typical pattern of a common setback is disrupted at multiple 
locations in the block.  In its heyday (1920s-1940s), there were filling stations at each end of the block with buildings 
recessed at the corner locations.  The north station has been demolished and is now a vacant lot; the south station is 
extant, now combined with the building adjacent on the north.  Other contemporary alterations in the block include 
demolition of the building at 209-213, immediately south of the Gaiser building, which is now a paved parking lot.  The 
building immediately north of the Gaiser building, at 225 N. St. Francis, is contemporary construction, setback from the 
street facade of adjacent buildings. 
 
The W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works building is comprised of two sections – the original two-story building constructed in 
1910 at 217-219 N. St. Francis and the one-story addition, constructed ten years later on the south side of the original 
building at 215 N. St. Francis.  The legal parcel with the Gaiser building now includes the adjacent south parking lot at 
209-213 N. St. Francis, however; the nominated resource is the lots on which the building is located and does not include 
the adjacent parking lot.  The buildings are rectangular in form spanning 125’ deep, occupying the majority of the lot.  A 
small patio is enclosed by a metal fence at the rear of the property, between the rear facade and the alley. 
 
Exterior 
The original building is the two-story section on the north, constructed in 1910.  Rectangular in plan form, the building has 
a tapered roof obscured by a stepped parapet.  The brick facade is detailed with corbelled columns dividing the first floor 
into two bays and pilasters dividing the upper facade into four bays.  A cornice band features a row of small recessed 
squares below a corbelled transition to a simple flush parapet.  A single window, defined by a concrete sill and lintel, is set 
into a flush brick surround within each bay on the upper facade.  Freestanding when it was constructed in 1910, the brick 
detailing on the front facade wraps around the south facade the width of two bays.  The balance of the south facade and 
the entire north facade was finished with a plain red brick with integral steel sills and lintels at window openings along 
each floor, the entire length of the building.  The parapet steps down from the east to west, along the north and south 
sides of the building and is pierced by multiple small square brick chimneys.  The rear facade originally featured two over-
sized bays on the first floor, defined by steel lintels but now infilled with brick.  A single door is extant in the south bay for 
rear access.  It appears that there were likely four upper windows on the rear facade, two of which remain on the south 
half of the two-story building. 
 
The one-story section of the building was added in 1920 and constructed to match the original building in detailing.  The 
one-story building has a simple facade with corbelled columns dividing it into two bays with a simple flush brick upper 
facade, above the “storefront” bays.  Stucco panels have been installed on the exterior of the south facade but the original 
pattern of brick pilasters is evident; the brick wall is exposed on the interior of the south wall.  There are no openings on 
the south wall of the one-story addition and a single door provides access at the rear.  The addition has a tapered roof 
obscured by a stepped parapet.  Although infilled and modified over the years, the south wall of the two-story building 
(originally, an exterior wall, has clear evidence of numerous original door and window openings, two of which are currently 
used for access between the two sections of the building.  The upper windows on the south facade of the two story 
building have formerly been infilled, except two windows at the east end.  The upper windows openings remain on the 
north wall while the first-floor openings have formerly been infilled. 
 
No records have been found illustrating the design of the original 1910 building.  The earliest available view is a 1920s 
photograph taken after completion of the one-story addition.  This photo illustrates two garage bays on the two-story 
building, each with a pair of four-light over one-panel wood bi-fold doors with an eight-light transom spanning each bay.  
The one-story addition also featured two “storefront” bays, the south bay being another garage door and the north bay 
being the storefront entry.  The north bay appears to have had a brick bulkhead and ten-light (5/5) display window with 
seven-light transom.  A single-light wood door was located at the north end of the bay.  The upper windows in the two-
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story building were 3/3 double-hung wood units, the style consistent on the front and sides of the building.  A photo in the 
1957 newspaper article announcing the sale of the building closely resembles the earlier photo illustrating few physical 
changes in its first fifty years. 
 
The existing windows and storefronts date to a contemporary remodeling c.1990s but maintain the original masonry 
openings.  The upper windows are single-light fixed units with anodized frames.  The storefronts are anodized aluminum-
frames, recessed from the building facade.  The transom area has been infilled and has a textured stucco surface 
covered by a canvas awning.  The steel storefront lintels are extant and visible beneath the awnings.  The band of brick 
between the storefront and upper windows originally featured a painted sign “W.H. GAISER AUTOMOBILE WORKS” 
which remains faintly visible today.    
 
Interior 
Little documentation has been found on the original interior configuration or finishes.  A 1910 publication described the 
new business plant as “the most modern to be found in the Southwest.”2  The description noted that the shops were filled 
with all the equipment required in the carriage business…”for the building and repair of all kinds of vehicles, from a 
wheelbarrow to an automobile.  The floors are concrete, there is an elevator for the transport of vehicles from one floor to 
another, while the paint and varnish rooms, carriage top, repair department, and a modern forge, all go to make up a new 
and twentieth century equipment.”3  Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps illustrate the presence of an elevator centrally located 
approximately one-third of the way from the front of the building. 
 
The existing interior configuration and finishes generally date to a c.1990s remodeling in which the building was converted 
to commercial offices with suspended acoustical tile ceilings and sheetrock wall furring and interior partitions.  The office 
partitions have been removed in the south one-story bay that was most recently used as a church.  Partial removal of 
these non-historic finishes for investigation has revealed some extant original features and finishes.  Brick walls are 
generally exposed in the one-story bay on the south.  Although sheetrock has been installed between ceiling beams, the 
beams are exposed and visible.  The beams are a unique configuration of wood beams/trusses with an inverted bow truss 
extending beneath each wood beam.  As noted above, the south wall of the original two-story building became an interior 
wall with the one-story south addition in 1920.  A majority of former doors and windows have formerly been infilled with 
brick or CMU; some are defined by the presence of steel lintels similar to those on the front and rear facades.  There are 
currently two openings that allow interior access between the one- and two-story spaces.  Floor finishes include carpet 
and tile, presumable over the original concrete floor. 
 
Although the original configuration is unknown, the building was clearly constructed to work originally on carriages and 
automobiles, and likely had an open floor plan with areas partitioned for specific functions such as paint, upholstery, etc.  
The one-story south addition is currently a large open space with a small reception area partitioned inside of the storefront 
entry and a rear service core.  The rear rooms include restrooms, mechanical room, and storage room accessed from a 
corridor along the north wall that leads to the rear door. 
 
The two-story building is generally configured around a central corridor that runs between front and rear entrances with 
stairways inside each entry.  A contemporary stair has been installed at the east and west ends, in the south half of the 
two-story building.  The front stair is an open metal stairway; the rear stair is an enclosed stair tower.  The elevator, 
originally located NW of the existing front stair, has formerly been removed.  On the first floor, the corridor is slightly off-
center with the north wall of the corridor aligning with the row of columns.  On the second floor, the columns are 
freestanding in the middle of a wide corridor.  The north storefront bay has a large open space on the eastern-third of the 
first floor.  Street access occurs in the south bay of the two-story building with the open stairway located inside the entry.  
A large open room is located west of the stairway with smaller rooms/offices partitioned in the rear two-thirds of the floor 
on the north and south.  On the second floor, there is a small open atrium at the front stair (SE corner) with offices along 
the double-loaded corridor on the balance of the floor. Restrooms are located near the rear stair on the south side of the 
building on each floor. 
 
The two-story building has non-historic finishes throughout.  Perimeter walls have been furred with 2x4 studs with a 
painted sheetrock finish.  However, in most locations the furring does not extend above the former suspended ceiling.  
Brick walls are visible above the furring.  The brick appears to have been painted in most locations, likely indicating that 
the exposed brick was the original finish.  A row of wood columns, also formerly furred with sheetrock, is in place down 
the center of the building on each floor.  The columns are Y-shaped comprised of multiple 2x boards.  The columns run 
on a grid along a wood beam than spans E/W the full length of the building.  The wood columns and beams have a 
painted finish and are visible above the former suspended ceiling.  Ceiling joists rests on the wood beam.  There are two 
sets of joists – ceiling joists and roof joists.  The tapered roof slopes from the front/east to the west.  The void between the 

                         
2 O.H. Bentley, ed., History of Wichita and Sedgwick County, Kansas, volume 2 (Chicago:  C.F. Cooper Co., 1910), 207. 
3 Ibid. 
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two sets of joists decreases from approximately two feet at the front of the building to a few inches at the rear.  The 
presence of the ceiling joists suggests a former finished ceiling but physical evidence does not indicate the former ceiling 
material.  Floor finishes are generally contemporary carpet over concrete on the first floor and over wood on the second 
floor. 
 
Despite the alterations, the exterior of the building retains a fair degree of integrity including the overall building form and 
massing, the original brick facade and detailing, the pattern and proportions of original masonry openings, and the ghost 
sign of W. H. Gaiser Automobile Works.  The interior of the building currently reflects the contemporary remodeling but 
original finishes including brick walls and concrete floors, and structural elements including wood columns, beams and 
ceilings joists and trusses can be exposed by removal of former finishes. 
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8. Statement of Significance 

Applicable Criteria  
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property 
for State Register listing) 

 

x 
A Property is associated with events that have made a 

significant contribution to the broad patterns of our 
history.  

 
B Property is associated with the lives of persons 

significant in our past. 
  

   

 
C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics  

of a type, period, or method of construction or 
represents the work of a master, or possesses high 
artistic values, or represents a significant 
and distinguishable entity whose components lack 
individual distinction.  

   

 D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history. 

 

 
  

 
 
 

Criteria Considerations  
(Mark "x" in all the boxes that apply) 
 
Property is: 

 
 

A 

 
Owned by a religious institution or used for religious 
purposes.  

 
 

B 
 
removed from its original location. 

 
 

C 
 
a birthplace or grave. 

 
 

D 
 
a cemetery. 

 
 

E 
 
a reconstructed building, object, or structure. 

 
 

F 
 
a commemorative property. 

 
 

G 
 
less than 50 years old or achieving significance 

  within the past 50 years. 

Areas of Significance 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

Commerce 

  

 

 

 

 
 
Period of Significance  

1910 - 1957 

 

 
Significant Dates 

1910, 1920 

 

 
 
Significant Person 
(Complete only if Criterion B is marked above) 

 

 

Cultural Affiliation 

 

 

 

Architect/Builder 

unknown 

 

 

 

 
 
Period of Significance (justification) 
The period of significance begins in 1910 when W.H. Gaiser constructed the two-story building (north half of existing 
building) to house his carriage business.  The period of significance spans until 1957 when the building was sold to Martin 
Tool Works bringing an end to the forty-seven year history of Gaiser Carriage/Automobile Works at this site. 
 
 
Criteria Considerations (explanation, if necessary) 
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Narrative Statement of Significance 

 
  
Summary Paragraph (Provide a summary paragraph that notes under what criteria the property is nominated.)  
 
The W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works building is nominated to the Register of Historic Kansas Places under 
Criterion A for its association with the early commercial development of Wichita.  The building was constructed 
in 1910 as the new home for Gaiser’s carriage business and expanded with a one-story addition in 1920 to 
accommodate the shifting focus to horseless-carriages - the automobile.  The property is nominated as an 
innovative business grown by Wichita pioneer W.H. Gaiser.  Gaiser came to Wichita and refined his trade as a 
carriage maker, partnered with an established local carriage company which Gaiser continued following the 
death of its founder J.M. Washburn.  Built to house his growing business and burgeoning automotive market, 
the W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works is a rare example of a wagon and carriage business that adapted to changing 
technology and successfully transitioned to the customization and repair of automobiles.  The building served 
as W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works and W. H. Gaiser Automobile Works for nearly fifty years.  The period of 
significance for the property begins with the construction of the building in 1910 and spans to 1957 when the 
Gaiser family sold the building to Martin Tool Co. 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Elaboration (Provide a brief history of the property and justify why this property is locally significant.)   
 
Wichita, from Horsedrawn- to Horseless-Carriages 
Incorporated as a city in 1870, Wichita was a thriving cowtown and well on its way to becoming a center of 
trade two years later when it welcomed its first railroad.  When Wichita was incorporated as a city of the 
second-class in 1872, it was positioned for rapid growth resulting from the cattle and grain industries.  The 
railroads not only served the agricultural industry but brought new residents and development of the 
warehouse and jobbers industry.  Within ten years, the city was in the throes of the nationwide real estate 
boom.  By 1886, when Wichita was incorporated as a city of the first class, it was well ensconced as the 
region’s principal trade center.   
 
The intersection of Douglas Avenue and Main Street was the focus of early commercial development and prior 
to 1900, development had generally grown along East Douglas Avenue.  Wichita experienced major 
development booms in the 1880s and again in the 1910s and 1920s.  The warehouse and jobbers district, now 
known as Old Town, followed the Santa Fe, Frisco, and Rock Island tracks south from Central Avenue, across 
Douglas to their passenger and freight depots, and from there farther south to Kellogg Avenue.  The new 
Union Station was constructed in 1914 and the tracks were elevated eliminating the need to have rail traffic 
crossing Douglas Avenue. 4   By the second decade of the twentieth century, rapid growth, prosperity, and the 
National City Beautiful Movement focused local efforts on beautification. Harland Bartholomew’s 1923 City 
Plan for Wichita reaffirmed Douglas Avenue, one of the widest streets in town, as one of the city’s major 
thoroughfares.5  Washington Avenue serves as the eastern border of the central business district.  It was along 
East Douglas Avenue, east of the downtown area, that Wichita’s “Auto Row” developed, concurrent with the 
rising popularity of the automobile.    
 
Motor cars were being manufactured and sold by a variety of companies by the first decade of the twentieth-
century but the cars were not widely available or affordable to the masses.   “Henry Ford’s introduction of the 
mass-produced Model T in 1913 signaled the transformation of the automobile from a rich person’s toy into a 
dominant form of transportation that would shape American society.  With a price tag of $528, the Model T was 

                         
4 Dr. Pamela Kingsbury, “Wichita Historic Warehouse and Jobbers District” National Register of Historic Places nomination 
(Washington, DC: National Park Service, 2003), section 8- page 4. 
5 Deon Wolfenbarger, “East Douglas Avenue Historic District” National Register of Historic Places nomination (Washington, DC: 
National Park Service, 2003), section 8- page 36. 
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a vehicle built for ‘Everyman’.”6  The Roadside Kansas National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property 
Documentation Form discusses the emergence of the automobile and its impact on cities and the state.  The 
period 1900-1917 is deemed the pioneering automobile period, during which Kansas roads remained primitive 
(mostly dirt) and not conducive to motor vehicle transportation.  During this time, car ownership in Kansas grew 
at a rapid pace.  After a brief delay during World War I, road improvements, auto transportation, and tourism 
took off in Kansas during the period from 1918 to 1929.  The Depression slowed but did not stop Kansas from 
adopting the automobile as the primary mode of individual transportation. 7   
 
The rising popularity of the automobile impacted not only the economy, but the physical appearance of our 
cities and towns.  Although initially, autos were sold and serviced by existing businesses such as livery stables 
and carriage shops, the popularity of the automobile resulted in a new trend of purpose-built auto dealerships.8  
As motor vehicles became more common, traffic congestion became a local concern within business districts.  
Downtowns became a less than ideal location for dealerships and a new type of commercial district – 
“automobile row” gained favor in cities in the late 1920s and 1930s.  Following setbacks due to the Great 
Depression and World War II, auto production resumed after the war and prospered as they responded to a 
great surge in demand from American consumers.9 
 
The development trends resulting from the rise of the automobile did not escape Wichita.  In the East Douglas 
Avenue Historic District nomination, author Deon Wolfenbarger notes that like the rest of the country, Wichita 
tried to accommodate the automobile.  Between 1910 and 1912, the city spent over one million dollars on 
street paving, and this expense increased annually.  Due to its width, Douglas Avenue was better able to 
handle the traffic and parking problems associated with the increase in automobile usage. 10   By the early to 
mid-1920s, auto-related businesses were established on the outskirts of the core business district, including 
Douglas Avenue east of Washington Avenue.  By the 1930s, the area of East Douglas from the 1000 to 1900 
blocks, was locally known as “Auto Row” and maintained a concentration of auto dealerships and related 
businesses into the 1970s.  Auto-related businesses flourished with the rising popularity of the automobile.  
These businesses included new entities such as filling stations, public garages, and battery and tire shops but 
many auto-related businesses grew out of early blacksmith, wagon, and carriage businesses.  These 
businesses located near commercial areas and the auto dealerships but tended toward the outskirts of these 
areas rather than on main thoroughfares.  St. Francis Avenue is located north of Douglas Avenue and west of 
Old Town, the one and two hundred blocks of North St. Francis were slower to experience commercial and 
industrial development than the two adjacent “districts.”   
 
Early Wichita provided opportunities for blacksmiths and those experienced in the trade of wagon or carriage 
making.  The 1870 Wichita City Directory listed two local wagon makers and by 1885, Wichita Carriage Factory 
employed more than ten men including W.H. Gaiser, in addition to six other independent carriage makers.  
Although the area was largely residential, a blacksmith and wagon shop was located at 122 N. St. Francis on 
the 1887 Sanborn Map.  By 1892, there were two blacksmith and wagon shops and J.M. Washburn’s Carriage 
Co. adjacent at 114 – 122 N. St. Francis, immediately north of Douglas Avenue.   
 
W. H. Gaiser began his career in Wichita with local wagon maker, J. M McKenzie and at Wichita Carriage Co.  
Gaiser later spent nearly twenty years in the employ and later partnering with J. M. Washburn.  Washburn’s 
company - Washburn Carriage Works, Washburn & Tuller Carriage Co., and ultimately Washburn & Gaiser 
Carriage Works, was located on the east side of the street in the 100 block of N. St. Francis, just north of 
Douglas Avenue.  By the turn of the century, the Washburn & Tuller Carriage Co. was located at 114-116 N. 
St. Francis.  Other businesses in the 100 block included Butts Bros. Lumber Co., Wichita Paint and Color, an 
auditorium, and a feed store and yard.  In 1903 there were five single-family residences in the 100 block but 
                         
6 James J. Flink, America Adopts the Automobile, 1895-1910 (Cambridge, MA:  MIT Press, 1970), 50.  Ford Motor Company, “The 
Model T Put the World on Wheels,” as cited in Roadside Kansas Multiple Property Nomination. 
7 Elizabeth Rosin and Dale Nimz, Roadside Kansas National Register Multiple Property Documentation Form  (Washington, DC: 
National Park Service, 2009), E12. 
8 Ibid, 19. 
9 Rosin and Nimz, E20-21. 
10 Wolfenbarger, 41. 
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the 200 block remained predominantly residential with 17 homes extant.  The only non-residential buildings in 
the 200 block were United Sash and Door Co. (Western Planing Mill Co.), the R.C. Protestant Cathedral, a 
livery and two small commercial businesses.11    
 
An article in the Wichita Beacon November 16, 1909 made known that three new brick buildings were to be 
constructed in the 200 block of N. St. Francis.12  Western Planing Mill announced plans to build a new 16’ x 
100’ building on the SE corner of 200 block, north of its current office and the construction of the new two-story 
75’ x 140’ Hydro-Carbon Light Company (which later became the Coleman Lamp Co.) was nearing completion.  
Mr. Gaiser announced plans for his new two-story brick building to be 42’ x 125’, constructed at a cost of 
$12,000.  His carriage business had outgrown its current location in the 100 block of N. St. Francis, a location 
he maintained following the death of his partner J.M. Washburn.  These three buildings were the first major 
development of the 200 block of N. St. Francis.  Even in 1914, the 200 block was largely residential with the 
exception of these three new buildings.  By 1935, the complexion of the block had changed with numerous 
auto-related businesses taking the place of former homes.  Filling stations had been constructed at the SW 
and NW corners and the White Star Co. (makers of Jittney busses) built and expanded at 209-215 N. St. 
Francis immediately south of Gaiser’s building.  In 1920, Gaiser expanded his building to meet the growing 
demands of his businesses.  With the popularity of the automobile, Gaiser needed additional space to develop 
his business and focus on automobiles. 

 

The transition from horsedrawn- to horseless-carriages was logical and actually fostered by the automobile 
manufacturers.  Ford's Model T forever altered society by providing affordable transportation to the masses.  
Millions of the cars were sold and the design of the car remained virtually unchanged for two decades.  First 
introduced in 1908, sales of the Model T steadily rose.  Nearly 200,000 Ford Model Ts were built and sold in 
1913.  By the end of 1913, Henry Ford had established his renowned moving assembly line which drastically 
enhanced the rate at which cars could be assembled thereby increasing production.  Ford recognized the need 
to build commercial vehicles and consequently produced a delivery van in 1912.  The new van proved to be 
unsuccessful however, as commercial vehicle purchasers wanted vehicles that were designed to suit their 
particular needs.  Ford discontinued the delivery truck for 1913, but offered the Model T chassis without a body 
to customers who wanted to build their own bodies or to purchase a body from an aftermarket body company. 
The chassis were sold complete with fenders, radiators, hoods and dashboards.  Ford continued to sell a bare 
Model T chassis even after they began producing their own trucks in 1917.13 

 

Nationally many well-known carriage companies such as J.T. Cantrell in Huntington, New York. transitioned 
from carriages to automobiles during the 1910s.  Cantrell built custom wood cabs known as the “depot wagon” 
(later nicknamed “woodies”) which are said to have been the first station wagon.  These custom wagons were 
built on Model T and Dodge chassis into the 1940s.14  The York-Hoover Body, Co. located in York, 
Pennsylvania, was another leading company known as a prolific supplier of wooden station wagon bodies for 
the Ford Model T.  George W. Hoover, a local carriage maker and partner in York-Hoover, also successfully 
transitioned from carriages to automobiles.  Hoover made an early funeral coach on a model T chassis and 
later specialized in custom delivery and ambulance wagons on heavy-duty chassis from manufacturers like 
Cadillac, Dodge, and Reo.  Hoover even fitted a van body to a truck chassis for the U.S. Post office to use for 
mail delivery.15 

W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works in Wichita, Kansas was referenced in a 1913 issue of the national publication, 
“The Carriage Monthly.”  The article noted that the company had been in business more than twenty years and 
                         
11 1903 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map, Sheets 28 & 34. 
12 “Brick Buildings,” Wichita Beacon, November 19, 1909, page 5. 
13 Daniel Vaughan “Ford Model T News”, Accessed online at concertpcarz – from concept to production website, 
http://www.conceptcarz.com/vehicle/z6736/Ford-Model-T.aspx , 28 August, 2013.   
14 “Woodie Builders,” Accessed online at Old Woodies: For Enthusiasts of Wood-bodied Cars & Trucks website 
<http://www.oldwoodies.com/feature-build-cantrell.htm>, 28 August 2013. Article originally published in the November/December issue 
of Antique Automobile magazine.  
15 “York Wagon Gear Company, 1892-1917; York Body Corporation, 1917-1928; York, Pennsylvania” Accessed online at Coachbuilt 
website <http://www.coachbuilt.com/bui/y/york/york.htm>, 28 August2013. 
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was known for its quality work.  Automobile repair had become a principal part of the company’s business 
noting that, “during last winter - the busy season for repairing automobiles, as many as 20 cars stood on the 
floor at one time in the process of repairing, painting, or reupholstering.”16  The two surviving historical 
references to specific works by Gaiser illustrate his ingenuity and his creative approach to customizing 
automobiles (detailed below).  By the 1920s, Gaiser had changed the name of his business to W.H. Gaiser 
Automobile Works.  Gaiser, like many early Wichita pioneers prospered through the city’s early booms and 
busts in part, by embracing emerging inventions and changing technologies.  Just as Wichita transitioned from 
a cowtown to a regional trade center and aviation hub, W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works became W.H. Gaiser 
Automobile Works, adapting in an ever-evolving business climate. 

 

W.H. Gaiser - Gaiser Carriage Works & W.H. Gaiser Automobile Works 

William Henry Gaiser was born in Alton, Illinois in 1862.  He was the son of John and Celia Gaiser.  John had 
come to the United States with his family from Germany as a young boy.  William H. Gaiser attended public 
schools in Illinois and learned the trade of carriage making as a boy.  In the 1885 Wichita City Directory, W.H. 
Gaiser was listed as a blacksmith, employed at the Wichita Carriage Factory.  According to another source, he 
came to Wichita in 1887 and was first employed in the carriage making business by J. M McKenzie.  Gaiser 
married Julia Doyle of Missouri in 1887 and the couple had three sons:  George, Harry M., and Paul.  Gaiser 
later joined J.M. Washburn and took over the business upon Washburn’s death.17  Gaiser established W. H. 
Gaiser Wagon and Carriage Works at 114-116 N. St. Francis in 1897 and moved to the new building at 219 St. 
Francis in 1910.18  The fact that W.H. Gaiser obtained a building permit in 1909 to build a new building for his 
carriage business was documented in local newspapers and national trade publications, and recorded in 
building permit files and local history books.19  Gaiser’s business flourished in its new location and in 1920 he 
expanded with a one-story addition on his 1910 building. 

 

Gaiser specialized in custom work on any type of vehicle, originally focused on wagons and carriages and later 
on automobiles originally called the horseless carriage.  Two examples of this custom work were 
commissioned by local businesses.  In 1908 Washburn & Gaiser Carriage Works fitted a custom body on a 
Buick automobile for a delivery vehicle for Rorabaugh Dry Goods, the first local business to offer delivery by 
automobile.  Designed to replace their horse-drawn delivery wagons, the new automobile utilized a Buick 
chassis purchased from J.H. Butts & Son with the custom cab by Washburn & Gaiser.20  In the late 1920s, 
Busch’s Shoe Repair hired Gaiser to make a custom car that looked like a shoe as an innovative way to 
advertise their business (See Figure 1 on page 11).   

 

William Henry Gaiser’s obituary in the Wichita Eagle-Beacon was titled “Wichita Pioneer Dies” and W.H. 
Gaiser was just that – a pioneer who came to Wichita during the booming 1880s, refined his trade and 
advanced into a partnership with J.M. Washburn in the Washburn & Gaiser Carriage Works.  After taking over 
the business following Washburn’s death, Gaiser invested in his future and the future of a growing city.  Having 
embraced the new horseless-carriage as an important part of his growing business, Gaiser built the new 
building in the 200 block of North St. Francis to accommodate the modern machinery necessary to work on 
carriages and automobiles alike.  W.H. Gaiser continued his custom automotive business until his death in 
November 1947, sixty years after arriving in Wichita.  After their father’s death, Gaiser’s three sons operated 
the business for ten years.   

 
Figure 1 – Custom “Shoe” Car for Busch’s Shoe Repair Company located at 120 South Topeka Avenue in Wichita; the body of the car was made by 
W.H. Gaiser at Gaiser Automobile Works on North St. Francis using a Ford Motel-T chassis.  Source:  Craig Miner’s book Wichita:  The Magic City, 
An Illustrated History, 1988. 
                         
16 “Motor Body Paint and Trim,” The Carriage Monthly, Volume 49, No. 5, August 1913, page 52. 
17 Bentley, 207. 
18 “Wichita Pioneer Dies,” Wichita Eagle-Beacon, November 28, 1947, page 5. 
19 O.H. Bentley, ed., History of Wichita and Sedgwick County, Kansas, volume 1 (Chicago:  C.F. Cooper Co., 1910),  310; and “The 
Automobile Manufacturer,” The Hub, volume 51 (New York: Trades News Publishing Co.,  April 1909), 334. 
20 “Automobile Delivery for Rorabaugh Company,” Wichita Beacon, December 3, 1908, page 5. 
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The W. H. Gaiser Carriage Works 
building at 215-219 N. St. Francis was 
sold to Russell Martin of the Martin Tool 
Co. in 1957.  The article reporting the 
sale of the building stated that the boys 
(Gaiser’s sons) would continue to 
repair, rebuild, and paint automobiles 
and household appliances in a new 
location.  The 1957 Wichita City 
Directory listed Gaiser Automobile 
Works at 619 N. Santa Fe but no future 
listings were found.  Listings for ‘Gaiser’ 
in the early 1960s City Directories 
referenced appliance repair so it 
appears that the family’s auto business 
ended shortly after selling the St. 
Francis building.  Additionally, no reference has been found that Martin Tool Co. opened in the 215-219 N. St. 
Francis location.  Martin had two established locations at the time they purchased the Gaiser building.  The St. 
Francis building remained vacant in the 1963 City Directory. 

 
Summary 
The W. H. Gaiser Automobile Works building is significant for its association with the early commercial 
development of Wichita during the transition from horsedrawn-, to horseless-carriages.  The year 1910 saw a 
city-wide financial and building boom.  Much of the expansion was fueled by more efficient and comfortable 
options for transport throughout the city and surrounding areas.  While the automobile was not in widespread 
use, it had begun produced by Oldsmobile in 1902 and embraced in affluent society.  When Ford Motor 
Company began the assembly line production of the Model T in 1913, the automobile transitioned from a 
novelty for the wealthy to an attainable, viable means of transport for the average middle class American.  
Over the next decade it would forever alter the way people traveled and erase the distance limitations.  W.H. 
Gaiser, who had practiced the carriage trade since he was a boy and had been employed in the carriage 
business since his move to Wichita in the mid-1880s, recognized the impending impact of the automobile and 
the need for a first class facility to outfit this new mode of transportation.  With that in mind, in 1910 he moved 
his operation from his old, outdated facility down the street into the facility he built at 219 St Francis.  The new 
building was purpose-built to be a modern, top-of-the-line facility to outfit and repair these new vehicles, in 
addition to traditional carriages.  The widespread adoption of the automobile was one of the most 
transformative events of the 20th century and the W.H. Gaiser’s building was one of the first and finest facilities 
in the area to be built to accommodate this transformation.21 
 

                         
21 Summary is taken from Preliminary Site Information Questionnaire submittal:   
Jeremy Woolever, KSHS Preliminary Site Investigation Questionnaire for W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works, July 25, 2013. 
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10.  Geographical Data                                                               
 
Acreage of Property  Less than 1 
(Do not include previously listed resource acreage) 
 
UTM References 
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

 
1  14  647092  4172585  3         
 Zone 

 
Easting 
 

Northing Zone 
 

Easting 
 

Northing 
 

2          4         
 Zone 

 
Easting 
 

Northing 
 

 Zone 
 

Easting 
 

Northing 
 

 
Verbal Boundary Description (describe the boundaries of the property) 
North 22’ Lot 26 and Lot 28, J. R. Mead’s Addition, City of Wichita, Sedgwick County, Kansas. 
 
    
Boundary Justification (explain why the boundaries were selected) 
The boundary reflects the parcel on which the building is located, less the parking lot adjacent on the south. 
 
 
 

11. Form Prepared By  

name/title  Brenda R. Spencer 

organization Spencer Preservation date  29 August, 2013 

street & number  10150 Onaga Road telephone 785-456-9857 

city or town   Wamego state KS zip 66547   

e-mail spencer@wamego.net 

 
 
 

 Property Owner:  

(complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO)  

name Jeffrey Jones, LBHC, LLC 

street & number  1204 N. Shackleford Road telephone 501-256-7718 

city or town   Little Rock state AR zip 72211   

 

Additional Documentation 

Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 

 Maps:   A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location.    
       

A Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.  Key all 
photographs to this map. 

 
 Continuation Sheets 

 
 Additional items:  (Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 



W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works  Sedgwick County, KS 
Name of Property                   County and State 
 

14 
 

 

Photographs:  

Please check with SHPO staff before completing photographs.  
 

Name of Property: W.H. Gaiser 
City or Vicinity: Wichita 
County:  Sedgwick    
State:   Kansas 
Photographer:  Brenda R. Spencer 
Date Photographed: 23 August, 2013 
 
# Description of Photograph(s) and number 
1  Front/east and north facades of building, looking SW 
2 Sidewalk along front/east side of building, from NW corner 
3 Rear/west facade with steel lintels designating original garage bays, looking SE 
4 Rear/west facade with small patio between building and alley, looking N 
5 South facade – one-story building has stucco panels (former parting wall); two-story building has  
 original brick 
6 Front/east facade – two-story section on right is original 1910 construction; one-story is 1920 addition 
7 Detail of contemporary recessed storefronts, typical at east storefront bays; original steel lintels extant  
 but transoms infilled 
8 Looking east toward front/storefront in one-story/south addition 
9 Detail of inverted bow truss with wood beams typical at ceiling in one-story south addition 
10 Looking north inside storefront in one-story south addition with former openings in south wall of  
 original/two-story building 
11 Contemporary stairway inside storefront on south half of two-story/original building, looking east 
12 Looking west toward rear of building in south half of original/two-story building with non-historic wall  
 partitions 
13 Non-historic wall partitions do not extend to ceiling structure and sheetrock furring at original wood  
 columns, looking NW near center of 1st floor 
14 Looking east at storefront in north half of original building 
15 Looking NW in 1st floor on north half of original building; contemporary partition walls and furring with  
 original brick walls beneath 
16 Looking S at SE corner of 2nd floor with contemporary open stairway 
17 Looking W down central corridor on 2nd floor with non-historic sheetrock partitions and wall furring and  
 exposed brick walls and wood ceiling structure above 
18 Detail of wood beams and columns in center of 2nd floor (typical) 
19 Detail of exposed brick wall above furring on south wall of 2nd floor; brick was formerly painted below  
 ceiling structure suggesting exposed brick walls and some form of finished ceiling 
20 Looking W near center of 2nd floor with contemporary wall partitions and furring and exposed columns,  
 beams, and ceiling structure above former suspended ceiling 
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ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION 
 
Figure 2 – Sanborn Fire Insurance Company Maps for Wichita, Sedgwick County, Kansas 

Sheet 40, 1914 Sanborn Map illustrating two-story building extant at 217-219 N. St. Francis labeled W.H. Gaiser Carriage Works 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sheet 36, 1935 Sanborn Map illustrating one-story addition extant on south side of original building   
at 215-219 N. St. Francis labeled “Auto Body Works” 
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Figure 3 –Site Plan/Aerial Image 
 

 
Downloaded at GoogleMaps, August 26, 2013 © 2013 Google Maps. 
Note demolition on east side of St. Francis that was in progress at the time of this image has been completed and a paved parking lot is 
now  in place. 
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Figure 4 - Historic Views of building  

 
View of building shortly after construction of one-story addition in 1920.  Photograph was labeled John C. Gaiser, “Grandfather’s 
Business” early 1920s.  Courtesy of Gaiser family. 
 

 
Image printed in Wichita Beacon, August 25, 1957 article announcing sale of building by Gaiser family to Martin Tool Co. 
Photo printed from microfilm at Wichita-Sedgwick County Library. 


