CE-1438
Donaldson Brown Center, University of Maryland, (Mt. Ararat
II)
Architectural Survey File
This is the architectural survey file for this MIHP record. The survey file is organized reversechronological (that is, with the latest material on top). It contains all MIHP inventory forms, National
Register nomination forms, determinations of eligibility (DOE) forms, and accompanying documentation
such as photographs and maps.
Users should be aware that additional undigitized material about this property may be found in on-site
architectural reports, copies of HABS/HAER or other documentation, drawings, and the “vertical files” at
the MHT Library in Crownsville. The vertical files may include newspaper clippings, field notes, draft
versions of forms and architectural reports, photographs, maps, and drawings. Researchers who need a
thorough understanding of this property should plan to visit the MHT Library as part of their research
project; look at the MHT web site (mht.maryland.gov) for details about how to make an appointment.
All material is property of the Maryland Historical Trust.
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Statement of Significance
TThe University of Maryland, Baltimore (UMB) Donaldson Brown Center is an early twentiethngentury dwelling designed in
the Colonial Revival style. Constructed in 1938, the dwelling adheres to the design and vision of the American Country House
movement, a subset of the Colonial Revival style associated with elaborate county estates and distinguished by monumental
dwellings sited within landscaped grounds. The Donaldson Brown Center was constructed by financial executive and corporate
director Frank Donaldson Brown. Donaldson Brown worked both with Dupont and General Motors Corporation (GMC).
During his career, he originated the Dc4Po;7/ cz;'!cz/ysis, which is a widely used return on investment (ROI) technique in finance.
Donaldson Brown set his new dwelling on the north edge of the scenic Susquehanna River. The Georgian Revival dwelling
largely follows the classic Palladian plan, which often is commonly referenced as the Maryland five-part plan: a two-story,
five-bay, hipped-roof center block flanked by two-bay, gable-roofed wings with connecting hyphens. Building materials and
ornamentation also reflects the Colonial Revival style and include Flemish bond brickwork, molded water table and elal>orate
entries, cornices with full entablature and monumental portico. The dwelling, outbuildings, and roughly 22 surrounding acres
were bequeathed to the University of Maryland in 1966 and subsequently named the `Donaldson Brown Center" after the
original property owner. The estate primarily serves as the UMB headquarters for student retreats and small conference groups.
The Donaldson Brown Center is a pristine example of the Georgian Revival style and American Country House movement.
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Further, the dwelling is one of few historic dwellings in Cecil County which exemplify the grandeur, architectural detail, and
scale associated with the architectural movement.
Prooertv DescriDtion

The Donaldson Brown Center is a domestic complex consisting of the main dwelling with partially detached garage, a stable, a
greenhouse, and a springhouse. Sited on roughly 22-acres, the curated landscape includes the following design features: a
fountain, tennis court, and pool. The complex is accessed through a narrow gravel road, Mt. Ararat Farm Road, which extends
south from Bainbridge Road, a primary thoroughfare. The surrounding landscapes primarily are dense wooden trees and active
finnland. A farm complex, Mt. Ararat Farms, is located just northeast of the complex and historically was associated with the
property.
Main Itwelling ( 19 3 8)

The mansion at the Donaldson Brown Center is a twentieth-century Georgian Revival dwelling designed in the classic
Maryland five-part plan. The monumental dwelling is two-stories in height with a central block terminating in a hipped roof.
Extending from the north and south elevations are gambrel-roofed one-androne-half story hyphens, which connect the central
block to east and west two-story wings terminating in front gchle-roofs. The dwelling is concrete clad in brick laid a Flemish
bond pattern and includes decorative detailing such as a molded water table and cornice moldings beneath the rooflines.
Concrete intentionally was selected for the struetural system for its fire proof qualifies. All roofug is sheathed in flat clay tile
shingle, imitating a wood shingle, and an internal gutter system runs within the interior with exterior downspouts emptying to
subterranean drains. The south elevation of the south wing has a high-style portico. The elevation is defined by a raised, brick

®

porch with simple Doric columns and a flat roof. Curved, brick stairs access the portico to the east and west. Historically, this
elevation appears to have accessed the side garden southeast of the dwelling. These designed landscapes and built elements
include a decorative fountain, tennis court, and pool. Stone pavers providing foot access to the pool are extant among heavy
vegetation. In contrast to the formal south portico, the north end of the dwelling extends to an additional hyphen and functional
service wing. This service wing continues design elements extant on the main block: two-stories in height, Flemish bond
masonry pattern, and a molded water tat)le. The cornice detailing beneath the roofline, however, is not as elaborate and lacks
the dentil ornamentation found elsewhere. Beyond the service wing is a one-story garage building that terminates in a flat roof.
The garage includes seven bays marked by wooden garage doors. A porch offers covered access between the service wing and

garage. The rear of the dwelling faces the Susqueharma River and includes paved brick patios with wooden trellises covered in
Wisteria. Door openings on the facade and elevations prinarily are limited to single-leaf, wooden doors with double-leaf doors
and decorative pediment millwork at primary entrances. A variety of window openings are present on the dwelling, but
generally, window openings are either ninerover-nine or six-over-six double-hung wood units. In most cases, window units are
flanked by wooden, decorative shutters.
Stable (1938)

The stable building is a one-and-a-half story U-shaped building with a central rear ell. The main block of the building is clad in
brick while the rear ell is clad in vinyl siding. The brick is laid in Flemish bond. Window openings generally are sixrover-six or
four-over-four, double-hung wood units, though smaller fixed units are found on the rear elevation. The main block terminates
in a side-gable roof, while the ell and wings terminate in front gable roofs. All roofs are sheathed in wood shingle except the
rear ell, which is sheathed in asphalt shingle. Due to the use of modem, costreffective materials, the rear ell likely is a later
addition.
Greenhouse (1938)

The greenhouse building is a one-story building composed of a main block and glassrenclosed room for plantings. The main
block occupies a rectangular footprint, is clad in brick, and teminates in a flat roof. Window units are sixrover-six, doublehung wood units. A single-bay garage door provides vehicular access on the north elevation. The enclosed-glass room occupies
about two-thirds of the facade of the greenhouse and has a central double-leaf, glass door for exterior-interior access.
Springhouse (1938)

A single-story, rubble stone and vertical wood clad spring house is located southeast of the main dwelling. The building
terminates in a shed roof sheathed in asphalt shingles. One wooden door opening is located on the south facade of the building.
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Designed Landscape
The designed landscape of the Donaldson Brown Center consists of rubble stone retaining walls, a fountain, a tennis court, and
a pool. Rubble stone retaining walls are located throughout the property and are an aesthetic and functional engineering
component to grade different levels of the designed landscape. A hardcourt tennis court is located just northeast of the main
dwelling and partially is bound by a chain link fence. The court has several surface cracks. The pool is located southeast of the
main dwelling and south of the spring house. Remnants of curated pathways accessing the pool are visible in the dense woods
and vegetation, but no longer function. The pool is heavily surrounded by dense vegetation and only was visible from a
distance during field investigations.

Historic Context: Earlv- Twentieth Centurv Cecil Countv
At the turn of the twentieth century, Cecil County was a region of small family fams and industries settled within primarily
nml landscapes. The greater part of Cecil County society during the early twentieth century was composed of an array of class
statuses: the diversified farmer, the small-scale industrialist, the well{onnected merchant, the skilled contractor, the doctor,
and the lawyer. The county had viable transportation routes to major cities in the Mid-Atlantic region: the railroad passing
through Port Deposit and other county hubs comected to the markets of Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, and Harrisburg,
and light-draft vessels tied up at the town wharf provided shipment to points as far away as Richmond. The forested sections of
Cecil County, one of the best wooded counties in the state during the early twentieth century, gave rise to a series of pulp and

paper mills and Port Deposit was home to a sizable quarry industry. Agriculturally, wheat and dairy products were popular
exports to nearby Baltimore and Philadelphia @lumgart 1996: 136).
Following World War I, Cecil County experienced a population decline as many laborers left for higher wages afforded by city
industries in nearby Baltimore and Philadelphia, which were experiencing an increase in industrial manufacturing. It was
during this period that nation-wide the collective city-based population eclipsed the rural-based population (U.S. Census
Bureau 1920). The increased density of urban dwellers in turn increased demand for agricultural products of nearby farms.
Cecil County experienced a modernization of agricultural methods during this period as labor was scarce and demand was
high. Horse and plows in the county quickly were replaced with gasoline tractors and gang plows. New sanitary regulations
changed the design and methods of county dairy farms @1umgart 1996: 141-142).
The availalDility of electricity also began to impact Cecil County during the 1920s. Cecil County industry modemized when the
Philadelphia Electric Company built the Conowingo dam between 1926 and 1928 (IIay 1991:332). The modernization of
industry offered a slight population of increase of nine per-cent by the 1930 U.S. Census. Following the stock market crash,
agricultural and commodity prices in the county eventually plunged by the early 1930s. Business and trade also declined
throughout the county. As tenant houses were abandoned and fields left untended, nearly 200 finiily fanns were lost to hard
times. Many Cecil County residents who had remained following World War I left for Baltimore in hopes of finding
employment and better financial stal)ility. Ultimately, Cecil County went on to benefit from several New Deal programs. The
National Recovery Act (NRA) road funds brought about the construction of Route 40 and a new Susquehanna bridge. The
Rural Electrification Administration, created in 1935 to provide low{ost loans to cover the costs of constructing power lines
and other facilities, brought central station service from the Conowingo plant to farmers throughout the county. The Public
Works money released into the state finally brought Elkton its new courthouse, high, and post office. Public Works funds also
were used to widen, straighten, and deepened the C & D canal @lumgart 1996: 145-147).

As the United States entered World War H, many industries returned to the Cecil County landscape as production and
mrnanufacturing swelled during the war period. Population in the county grew exponentially. In some places, such as Elkton, the
population grew to six-times that of the pre-war population @lumgart 1996: 159). The industrial renaissance was short-lived,
however, and many left during the Post-War era and late twentieth-century. Also during this period, farins began to decline and
suburdan developments began to spring up in their place. Due to the primarily industrial and agricultural demographics of
Cecil County, little history or arehival information was available detailing the existence or culture of mral estate houses in the
county during the twentieth century.

®

Historic Context: Frank Donaldson Brown (1885-1965`

Frank Donaldson Brown is best known as the developer of the Return on Investment (ROI) method of financial analysis, often
coined the ``father of ROI", though he also was the architect of the decentralized system of financial control at both Dupont and
General Motors. Donaldson Brown was born in 1885 to Scotch-Irish descendants in Baltimore, Maryland. Much of his early
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life was spent in Baltimore and West Virginia. Donaldson Brown studied electrical engineering at Virginia Polytechnic
Institute (Virginia Tech), and later went to Comell (Glesher and Previts 2013:79). His career began as a sales manager for a
General Electric (GE) subsidiary, covering two states. Donaldson Brown had been recommended for the job by the Baltimore
General Electric (BGE), having won an electrical application prize from the company during his teenage years. Following a
brief attempt at running his own business, Donaldson Brown was hired as a contractor's salesmen at the Dupont Company.
Hamilton MCFarland Barksdale, Dupont General Manager, invited Donaldson Brown to join the general office staff to "attend
to analytical matters." (Glesher and Previts 2013 :82)

In 1914, Donaldson Brown was promoted to the financial department as an assistant treasurer by Coleman Dupont, then

president of the company, after devising the ROI formula. The Dupont Company made ROI their primary performance
measure for all of its operating departments. The past performance of successful businesses was used to create ROI targets for
new products and ventures undertaken at the company. In this time, an ROI "forecast" was required for all capital
appropriations and projects submitted for approval to Dupont's senior management. During hi.s tenure at Dupont, Donaldson
Brown was close to Treasurer John J. Raskob, and operated as a prot6gde. In 1918, he had helped Raskob execute Dupont's
heavy investment in General Motors stock and, when Donaldson Brown took over the role as treasurer in the same year, he
hired a team of economists and stadsticians, which was rare at the time. Brown joined the Executive Committee in 1920
(Glesherandprevits2013:83-85).

By 1921 Dupont had gained a controlling interest in General Motors Corporation (GMC) and Pierre du Pont made Donaldson
Brown GM's vice president of finance. IIis work in the role helped bring about GMC's financial recovery and in 1923 he
developed the mechanisms that allowed Dupont to retain the GMC investment. Brown was appointed to GM's Executive
Committee in 1924, and working with President Alfred P. Sloan, he refined the cost accounting techniques that he had been
developing at Dupont. The principles of return on investment, return on equity, forecasting, and flexible budgeting
subsequently were widely adopted in corporate America. By the mid-1930s, Donaldson Brown began planning his American
country house estate in Cecil County, near his childhood upbringing in Baltimore, Maryland. The mansion had been intended
to be his `Torever home" and was completed in 1938, boasting more than 20 bedrooms. Donaldson Brown later retired as an
active executive of GM in 1946. Despite his retirement, he remained on the boards of both GMC and Dupont for more than a
decade (Glesher and previts 2013 :92-102).

Historic Context: Architecture
The Donaldson Brown Center is a ca. 1938 American country house designed in the Georgian Revival style. The dwelling rests
upon over twenty acres on an elevated mound on the north shore of the Susquehanna River. The house was designed by
architect James C. Mackenzie, Jr., a New York City-based architect, while an unknown landscape architect designed the
curated grounds. Mackenzie was educated at Columbia University and the Ecole de Beaux Arts. He began his career as a
draftsman for the prestigious architectural fim MCKim, Mead, and White, before establishing his own firm in 1919 (Kocher
1927:434435). Some of Mackenzie's most noteworthy designs include the nco-Georgian corporate headquarters of the
Reader's Digest in Chappaqua, New York (1937) and the Harlem Branch of the YMCA (1932). Further, Mackenzie was well
known for his residential designs, designing several large- and small-scale houses.

The Colonial Revival architectural style was one of the most popular domestic styles during the early- to mid-twentieth
century. From 1910 to 1930, the Colonial Revival movement grew with al]out 40 per-cent of U.S. dwellings built during this
period adhering to the style (MCAlester 2015:414). The most dominant influences in the Colonial Revival style in the midAtlantic region were Georgian and Federal architecture (MCAlester 2015:413). In the book 477terz.ccz77 ,4rcfez.fec/wre.. 4#

Illustrated Encyclopedia Cyirl M. Harris riotes..
"Colonial Revival houses are usually the result of a rather free intexpretation of their prototypes; they tend to be langer,

may differ significantly from the houses they seek to emulate, and often exaggerate architectural details."

®

DDuring the 1930s, the functional needs of the period influenced the methods of construction, suitable materials and parts, and
the aesthetic sensibility of image toward these modem influences. A focus on the design and ideals of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries were promoted by building catalogues and even the Works Progress Administration's (WPA) American
Guide series, which included guides to the "Colonial East," through their texts, guide sections, and photographic inustratious
(Gebhard 1987: 112). The intersection of classic coustructious from earlier colonial times and efficient modem designs gave
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rise to the American Country House movement. The American Country House was a product of the Colonial Revival
architectural style and opulent country estates which sprung up around the nation during the early- to mid-twentieth centny
(Gebhard 1987: 114).

During the early twentieth century, generally only wealthy Americans could afford to leave the city to enjoy the bucolic
attributes of rural, estate living. While these houses first sprang up across the country during the end of the nineteenth century,
they became a popular fixture of rural communities by the early- to mid-twentieth century. The American country house was
not just a house. Rather, wealthy citizens built all-encompassing country estates complete with a variety of other structures
including garages, stables, landscaped gardens, tennis courts, pools, and gazebos. These country houses were situated on large
plots of land where they could hunt, ride, play polo, croquet, and a variety of other sports (Gebhard 1987: 114-115).

Evaluation
Tbe Donaldson Brown Center is a pristine example of the American country house: an opulent rural estate constructed in the
Georgian Revival style. The estate retains a high degree of design integrity. Further, the scale and grandeur of the 1930s
dwelling and surrounding grounds are a rarity in Cecil County, which spent much of the twentieth century reeling from the loss
of once prominent rural and industrial trades due to the decline of rail and water-based trade in the county. The house was
designed by notable New York City architect James C. Mackenzie, Jr., and the quality of the landscape design suggests that the
grounds formally were designed by a landscape architect, on bebalf of Frank Donaldson Brown. Originally from Baltimore,
Donaldson Brown and his family relocated from rural New York to Cecil County upon completion of the house in 1938.
Donaldson Brown was a notable business and statistician both before and after the construction of the Donaldson Brown
Center, having discovered the standard ROI fomula used by businesses today.
The Donaldson Brown Center was surveyed in August 2020 and subsequently evaluated using the National Register Criteria
for Evaluation (36 CFR 60.4 [a-d]). The Donaldson Brown Center is not associated with any historic trends or themes
significant to Cecil County during the twentieth century (Criterion A). Frank Donaldson Brown is a significant figure in history
due to his invention of the ROI formula, which has become a standard formula used in business practice (Criterion 8). The
Donaldson Brown Center is a significant example of Georgian Revival architecture and of the American Country House
movement popular during the early- to mid-twentieth century. The Frank Donaldson Brown Center was not evaluated under
Criterion D. Field survey and investigations yield recommendations of eligibility under Criteria 8 and C.
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Capsule Summary
The University of Maryland, Baltimore (UMB) Donaldson Brown Center is an early twentieth-century
dwelling designed in the Colonial Revival style. Constructed in 1938, the dwelling adheres to the design
and vision of the American Country House movement, a subset of the Colonial Revival style associated
with elaborate county estates and distinguished by monumental dwellings sited within landscaped grounds.
The roughly 23-acre property includes greenhouse, stable, and springhouse outbuildings in addition to
designed landscape components including a tennis court, pool, and fountain. The Donaldson Brown Center
was constructed by financial executive and corporate director Frank Donaldson Brown. Donaldson Brown
worked both with Dupont and General Motors Corporation (GMC). During his career, he originated the
Dupont analysis, which is a widely used return on investment (ROD technique in finance.
C.\o,i,-\
The Donaldson Brown Center is a significant example of Georgian Revival architecture and of the
American Country House movement popular during the early- to mid-twentieth century. Further, Frank
Donaldson Brown is a significant figure in history due to his invention of the ROI formula, which has
become a standard formula used in business practice.
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Twentieth century
Publi c
I
A

With an unrivaled view of the Susquehanna River, Mt. Ararat was b u i l t
on a scale v i r t u a l l y unequalled by any other house in Cecil County.

The form

i s along the l i n e s of the c l a s s i c Maryland five-part plan, with a two-story,
five-bay, hipped-roof center section flanked by .two-bay gable-roofed wings and
connecting hyphens.

The brickwork i s also t y p i c a l of the Colonial Revival

period, and features the use of Flemish bond, a ::oidea water t a b l e and rubbed
b^rick p i l a s t e r s .

One e c l e c t i c note i s the two-story p o r t i c o on the east end

with curved stairway leading t o the sunken garden.
rich in c l a s s i c a l d e t a i l and features

Tne i n t e r i o r i s s i m i l a r l y

fully panelled walls and a d e n t i l led

cornice in several of the rooms, along with carved decoration over the itantel
in the manner of the seventeenth century English master Grinling Gibbons.
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