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James Stephen

1858 - 1938

James Stephen was born in Ontario, Canada on March 29, 1858 but grew up in Detroit,
Michigan. His father was a skilled cabinetmaker, and Stephen was also trained in his early
years as a cabinet and organ maker. He received his architectural training through a
correspondence course and began his practice in Hyde Park, Illinois around 1885. He moved
briefly to Pasadena, California before arriving in Seattle in June 1889, immediately after the
great fire had destroyed the business core of the pioneer town.

In 1894, Stephen joined Timotheus Josenhans in a short-lasting partnership. The firm
designed buildings on the Washington Agricultural College campus (now Washington State
University). As economic conditions declined in the late 1890s, Stephen fell back on his cabinetmaker’s skills, working for the
Moran Shipyards in Seattle and Alaska. Seattle School District No.1 hired him in 1899 to prepare plans and specifications for
several schools, which was adopted as the "Model School Plan" for later District elementary schools. Stephen became a
School District employee in 1901 and continued in this capacity as the Official School Architect until late 1910. During this
period, Stephen was responsible for the design of over 50 schools.

Stephen's model provided the basis for a flexible and economical approach to school construction. The wood construction
system and standard floor plan facilitated a phased construction process in which an eight-, twelve-, or 20-room school could
be constructed and later expanded. While standard floor plans and interior finish materials were used, the exterior
elevations and details of these schools varied greatly and exhibited wood detailing indicative of Stephen’s background as a

carpenter and cabinetmaker.

Extant schools in Seattle that follow the model plan, or variations on it, include the Allen School wooden building (1904, now
the Phinney Neighborhood Center), Interlake (1904, now the Wallingford Center), Summit (1905, now the Northwest School),
John Hay (1905), Seward (1905, now TOPS @ Seward), Stevens (1906), and Latona (1906, altered, now the John Stanford
International School).

In 1908, Stephen prepared a report on modern school design, construction, and equipment. This report directly led to the
creation and adoption of the second model plan that incorporated fireproof materials including concrete, masonry, and terra
cotta. These new school plans also incorporated modern lavatory equipment. They were often executed in late Gothic or
Jacobean style, then popular. Extant schools that followed the new model were: Emerson (1908-09), Colman (1909), and
Greenwood (1909). As District architect, Stephen also designed the original portions of two of Seattle's oldest extant high
schools: Lincoln (1906-7) and Queen Anne (1908-09, now condominiums).

Stephen continued in private practice during his tenure as School District architect. He designed numerous residential,
ecclesiastical, and commercial buildings, including the original portion of the downtown Seattle YMCA. He also designed
schools in Redmond, Hoquiam, Renton, Auburn, Olympia, Everett, Kirkland, and Bremerton. In 1908, he went into
partnership with his son

Erederick (/historic- rvation/r rch-and-technical-preservation-guidance/architect-biographies/fred-b-stephen) as
Stephen & Stephen. This partnership produced designs for numerous school buildings in cities throughout Washington
State, including Edmonds, Wenatchee, Cashmere, Richmond Beach, Vancouver, Ellensburg, Kirkland, Cle Elum, Chehalis, Fall
City, and Port Townsend. William G. Brust, a former classmate of Frederick’s, joined the partnership in 1917.

Stephen retired from practice in 1928 and died in Seattle on September 27, 1938, leaving a legacy of stylish school buildings
constructed in numerous school districts around the state.

Adapted from John B. Allen School NR nomination - by Sonja Sokol Furesz
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