The Automobile Coachworks site (a.k.a. 980 Ellicott)
The Coachworks site, an assembled property now (2017) known as 980 Ellicott Street, qualiﬁes as a
City of Buﬀalo landmark for the following reasons, as enumerated in the Preservation Code:
(1) It has character, interest and value as part of the development and heritage of the city and nation. The site was a hotbed of automotive innovation and craftsmanship for the ﬁrst 50 years of the
automobile age. Its buildings illustrate how this industry grew and absorbed other buildings,
adapting them to its purposes, and other times building new. Green & Wicks designed three buildings of the complex.
(2) Its location is a site of at least two signiﬁcant events: the construction of the ﬁrst purpose-built
presidential automobile, which served presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman from 1939
to 1950. It is also the site of the construction of the world’s ﬁrst amphibious car, the Aqua-Cheetah.
(3) It exempliﬁes the historic and economic heritage of the city and nation. The development of
the automobile industry began as a series of small workshops, commercial buildings, and houses
that often agglomerated into complexes of multiple buildings. While the image of automobile manufacturing is often of mass-production plants of large corporations, signiﬁcant contributions to the
American automobile industry took place in the craft sector, in the smaller workshops of creative
and innovative entrepreneurs, such as are found at 980 Ellicott.
(4) The site is identiﬁed with Herman Brunn, a central ﬁgure in the aesthetics and functionality of
automobiles in the founding period of the industry; Roger Hofheins, Charles Taylor, and Norm
Richardson of the Amphibian Car Company, and their investors, who built the world’s ﬁrst amphibious car (Richardson lived in a small house designed by Green and Wicks on the site for many
years); Playboy Motor Car Company’s Lou Horwitz, Taylor, and Richardson; prominent citizens
Seymour Knox II was Vice President, and William Baird Secretary, of The Amphibian Car Company.
Further, scores of prominent automobile executives from around the nation made pilgrimages to
the site, as well as untold numbers of rich and celebrated clients.
(6) It is the work of a builders Henry Schaeﬀer’s Sons, Charles Berrick & Sons, and Green & Wicks,
prominent Buﬀalo builders and architects, whose work has inﬂuenced the development of the city
and state. Green & Wicks are recorded as the architects for the 1911 loft building once known as
982-984 Ellicott, the house next door once known as 986-988 Ellicott (destroyed June 2017), and
the industrial loft building once known as 988 1/2 Ellicott (destroyed June 2017).
(9) It is a unique location that was proximate to the early market for automobiles in Buﬀalo: adjacent to the Oakland-Delaware-Linwood corridor. It was part of an extraordinary ecosystem of automobile venture capitalists, builders, retailers, craftsmen, bodymakers, repairmen, carpenters,
metal fabricators, and more. The coachworks site embodies that social and economic era.

Built on Ellicott Street: Brunn & Company’s 1939 parade car for President Franklin Roosevelt

Herman Brunn and Brunn & Company
When Herman Brunn died in 1941, his death led the local news of all the Buﬀalo papers and his obituary appeared in the New York Times, and consequently was picked up by other papers nationally.
He was recognized as the premier luxury coach builder and automobile stylist in the nation. He designed and consulted for many manufacturers, most prominently Pierce-Arrow and Lincoln, and installed bodies on unnumbered chasses of various manufacturers.
Brunn clients included the United States Secret Service (on behalf of President Franklin Roosevelt),
the Prince of Wales, actors John Barrymore, Katharine Cornell, and Katherine Hepburn; composer
Irving Berlin; publishers Walter Annenberg (TV Guide, The Philadelphia Inquirer), Henry Luce (Time,
Life, Fortune), Ralph Pulitzer, and Edward Butler; banker Richard Mellon, drug maker Eli Lily, Carl
Lomb of Bosch & Lomb, Edsel Ford, General John Pershing, J.C. Penney, J.P Morgan, and fellow automaker Henry Kaiser.
One of the most interesting and demanding clients was motorcycle and aviation pioneer Glenn Curtiss, whose major factories were in Buﬀalo. Curtiss often dropped by to talk shop and check in on the
several cars ordered during the WW I years.
Brunn developed many reﬁnements to automobile bodies during the period when many basic
problems in the emerging industry had to be solved. For example, Brunn developed and
produced the ﬁrst four-door
sedan with ﬂush sides; all hingework was hidden inside the
doors. This required good engineering and door hanging skills,
Glenn Curtiss’s 1918 Brunn, built on a Pierce Arrow chassis

President Franklin Roosevelt in Brunn & Co.’s Sunshine Special, Charleston, WV, 1940
and Brunn set aside a sererate shop for his doorhangers. Brunn & Co. were recognized as “real pioneer
consulting body engineers” in the media.
“An early Brunn innovation was called the sheltered phaeton,” said Mark Theobald of
Coachbuilt.com. “At the time, many aﬄuent car owners had two bodies for each chassis, an open
tourer for warm weather motoring and a closed limousine for the winter. About 1910, Brunn designed
a body on a Reo chassis that could be easily converted from an open body to a closed body in less
than 15 minutes.“ This was the beginning of the convertible.
Victor A. Lang, according to Theobald, “ joined the company in 1912 as a woodworker and must be
credited for the quality and engineering innovation that was the backbone of Brunn’s coachwork
(Brunn was head of production for the Amphibian Car Company, successor to Brunn at the site).
Brunn bodies were ... screwed and glue-laminated ash frames reinforced by manganese bronze castings, rather than the cheap iron braces found on most other automobile bodies.” Together with the
neighboring Charles Berrick’s Sons woodworking shops, this corner of Buﬀalo was becoming a center
of crafting and ﬁnishing wood.
Brunn can be said to have saved the Lincoln marque. In 1921, he landed a contract to design 12 cars
for the style-challenged, foundering automaker. Herman C. Brunn stated that Brunn built the 12 sample bodies for the 1923 model year, while full-size draft plans were sent oﬀ to Lincoln’s production
body builders in Detroit. Through boardroom intrigue and debt, Lincoln went into receivership. Ford
bought the company at auction in 1922. Brunn already knew Henry Ford, and met Edsel after the
takeover. Brunn kept the Lincoln contract, and would continue to produce body designs and manufacture short-run custom designs for Lincoln through 1939.

President Truman (black hat, rear) in Brunn & Co.’s Sunshine Special, built at 980 Ellicott St.
“Edsel Ford eventually assigned to Brunn the task of designing and building Lincoln’s town car
and convertible body styles: soft-top broughams, cabriolets, victorias and dual-cowl phaetons.
The Lincoln town cars, in particular, spread the Brunn name,” Theobold states [the name Town
Car was resuscitated in the 1980’s for Lincoln’s premier car].
“Brunn's most notorious creation was a white Pierce-Arrow town car commissioned by the Riza
Khan, the Shah of Persia in 1929. This had 18-carat gold-plated interior ﬁxtures plus gold brocade
upholstery. All exterior trim was also gold-plated: the grille shell, hubcaps, headlight rims, windshield frame, door handles and bumpers.
“All exposed metal work and trim was heavily plated with gold. Gem-studded golden bas-reliefs
of the royal crown were aﬃxed on the rear doors. The champagne colored brocade was accented
by laurel leaf accents and surrounded by inlaid satinwood trim. A carpet of Russian wolf hound
covered the ﬂoor of the tonneau which was further embellished by a diamond studded cigarette
case and gold plated smoking accessories and hardware. The car also included non-shatterable,
Duplate windows furnished by the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company (PPG).
“Late in 1937, Ford was commissioned to build a Lincoln parade car for President Franklin D. Roosevelt...Brunn built the four-door convertible sedan on a heavy-duty 160” 1939 Lincoln Model K
commercial car chassis. Painted Presidential Blue, the car included forward-facing jump seats,
reinforced extra-depth runningboards and a couple of step-plates at the rear of the car. Another
stipulation was that the roof be extra-high so the crippled president could enter and exit the car
without diﬃculty. Although Brunn thought the car looked terrible, it was ﬁnished and sent to
Washington as ordered in late 1939.” —Mark Theobold, Coachbuilt.com

The Aqua-Cheetah, built at 980 Ellicott Street, during tests at Holabird Quartermaster base, Maryland, 1942.

Roger Hofheins
Roger W. Hofheins (1909-1975) was the son of prominent attorney Walter F. Hofheins (and one-time
president of the Automobile Club of Buﬀalo). He graduated from Dartmouth during the Depression
and set up shop in his father’s law oﬃces as a broker of marine insurance. Of the same social set and
age cohort as Seymour Knox II, William Baird, and George F. Goodyear, Hofheins was somewhat of a
dreamer and very good organizer. In 1940, with war in Europe, he reasoned that there might be call
for a scouting and reconnaissance car that could propel itself through water. With the funds, advice
and connections of his friends, Hofheins assembled a talented team of local engineers, designers,
and craftsmen and created the Amhibian Car Company, headquartered at 980 Ellicott Street, the
shops of Brunn & Co. Victor Lang, the master wood craftsman at Brunn, was head of production.
In February of 1941, Hofheins began construction of the “Aqua-Cheetah.” By May it was done, and
a spectacularly successful and widely reported launch occurred on May 29, 1941 at the South Grand
Island bridge. The ceremonies were conducted by Seymour Knox, who, as a surviving ﬁlm shows,
led a caravan of cars, a Niagara Frontier Transit bus, and the Aqua-Cheetah from Delaware Avenue
to the launch site. U.S. Army personnel were aboard. The army ordered 12 more of a new and improved Aqua-Cheetah.
Hofheins and his designers ﬁled for a patent on the amphibious car in December 1941, days before
Pearl Harbor. A ﬁlm of tests at Holabird Quartermaster base in Maryland can be viewed at
http://www.criticalpast.com/video/65675068957_aqua-cheetah_moves-in-water_moves-on-a-road_asea-jeep
Given the exigencies of war production, the Ford Motor Company and General Motors eventually
got production contracts for amphibious vehicles based on the principles of the Aqua-Cheetah. Unbowed, Hofheins designed a larger amphibian, the Water Buﬀalo, for which he saw civilian uses. Orders never materialized, and the company disappeared from the records in 1946.

William C. Baird
William C. Baird (1908-1987) was the secretary of the Amphibian Car Company and an investor. He
was son of industrialist Frank B. Baird (Tonawanda Iron and Steel, Hanna Furnace). In 1930 he joined
the family business, then known as Buﬀalo Pipe and Foundry, becoming president and then chairman
of the board. He served from 1939-1960 as Buﬀalo and Fort Erie Public Bridge Authority chairman.
Baird helped organize the Butler Mitchell Boys Club on the city’s West Side, and the clubhouse named
after him. He was awarded the Walter P. Cooke Award in 1967, awarded the University Chancellor's
Medal in 1978, and served on the University of Buﬀalo Council for almost forty years. Two UB sites
are named for him, Baird Point and the Center for Tomorrow. (Adapted from University at Buﬀalo)

Seymour Knox II
Seymour H. Knox (1898-1990) was Vice
President of Amphibian Car Company
and one of Buﬀalo’s most prominent
20th century citizens. He was chairman
of the Marine Midland Trust Company
of Western New York from 1943 to 1970
and was chairman emeritus at his
death. In addition, he was a director of
several, F. W. Woolworth Company, the
New York Central Railroad, the Penn
Central Railroad and the American
Steamship Company. He was a banker,
a philanthropist, internationally known
art patron, and subject of an Andy
Warhol painting.
Knox gave more than 700 works to the
Albright-Knox Art Gallery. His parents
were active in the Buﬀalo Fine Arts
Seymour Knox was Vice President of the Amphibian Car
Academy, as was neighbor Anson ConCorporation, 980 Ellicott Street. Logo, above.
ger Goodyear, who mentored Knox in
art and became a founder of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Knox joined the board at age
27 in 1925. Knox was the ﬁrst chairman of the New York State Council on the Arts from 1960 to 1975.

George F. Goodyear
George Forman Goodyear (1906-2002) patent attorney of Amphibian Car and probable investor. He
was the son of A. Conger Goodyear (mentor of Seymour Knox II in art) and grandson of Charles and
Ella Conger Goodyear. He was born in a Green & Wicks-designed house at 888 Delaware Avenue. Established WGR radio (the “GR” stands for Goodyear Radio) and television station which became
WGRZ. Longtime benefactor and boardmember Buﬀalo Museum of Science and the Albright-Knox
Art Gallery. He was the father-in-law, and later, step-father, of playwright A.R. Gurney.

Norm Richardson and
Charles Thomas
A duo of from Batavia, NY, Charles Thomas
and Norm Richardson, were hired by Roger
Hofheins for Amphibian in 1940. Thomas was
a graduate of the rigorous General Motors Institute in the early 1930’s. His thesis detailed a
car with many advancements, including suspended pedals (leaving the driver’s ﬂoor unobstructed) and a periscope to allow full vison
behind the car while backing up. After bouncing around a bit during the Depression, he returned to Batavia and decided to construct a
car embodying his ideas. He sought out the
best body man in Batavia, Norm Richardson,
and tasked him with building the car, which
was dubbed the “Rocket Car.”
The Rocket was completed in 1939 and
Thomas displayed it in western New York

Engineer Charles Thomas of Batavia designed this
“Rocket Car” based on his General Motors Institute
thesis. He had it built by the best body man he
could ﬁnd in his native Batavia: Norm Richardson.
Based on the reputation of this car, Roger Hofheins
hired both for the Amphibian Car Corporation

dealerships. He took it to Detroit, where
he tried to convince several manufacturers to produce it. When that did not pan
out, he returned to Batavia, where he
tooled around town in the car, once with
one wheel removed to demonstrate the
virtues of his unibody construction and
fully independent suspension. The car
was so balanced it could survive a tire
blowout without hazard to occupants.
Color glass-plate negatives where made
of the car at this time, and have aided in
the current restoration of the vehicle, recently rescued from a Lockport, NY, barn
where it had been kept for decades.
Thomas
came to the attention of Actor and comedian Lou Costello posing in Playboy car
Hofheins when the latter was staﬃng
Amphibian, and Thomas must have immediately recommended Richardson. Both men moved to the Buﬀalo area, Thomas to Kenmore, and
Richardson to Buﬀalo, where he soon moved into the small house designed by Green & Wicks and
long enveloped by the Brunn & Company shops. Richardson was put in charge of constructing the
hulls of the Aqua-Cheetah, while Thomas worked as an engineer in charge of design. Richardson and
his wife lived in the little brick house for the better part of a decade.
Richardson continued to work in the Brunn-Amphibian shops next to his home after the war, where
he built with a midget car. Thomas brieﬂy found work at American Machine and Foundry. Used auto
dealer Lou Horowitz, who sent cars to Richardson for body repairs, became captivated by the idea
of building a small, under-$1000 car for the post-war nation. He agreed to fund a new car company,
and Thomas was enlisted to design it. Together, Horwitz, Thomas, and Richardson established the
Playboy Motor Car Company at 980 Ellicott Street. Horwitz was president, Thomas vice-president,
and Richardson was treasurer. They built prototypes and a short run of cars at 980 Ellicott and more
at a former Chevrolet plant in Tonawanda they bought at auction in 1948.
The car was an innovative hardtop convertible and was pitched as fun, durable, dependable, and
easy to repair. Publicity photos of a woman jacking up the car on snowy Buﬀalo roadside were meant
to convey this, as were postcards of a woman in the car, top down, at Delaware Park Lake.
Horwitz and company unveiled the car at the Statler Hotel in
downtown Buﬀalo in 1947 to attract investors, and barnstormed
the country with the car to drum up orders (the cars were so small
they could ﬁt into that eras small aircraft). Despite enthusiastic reviews and celebrity endorsements, Playboy ran into a powerful
headwind created by an SEC investigation of the Tucker Motor Car
company at the same time. Tucker was accused (and later cleared)
of attempting to raise money with no intention of actually going
into production. Playboy gamely tried multiple rounds of investment, but came up short and ﬁnally called it quits in 1951.
Several years later, the nephew of a woman who had worked at
Playboy Motor Car suggested to a friend and bon vivant, who was
looking for a name for a new kind of men’s magazine he was
planning, that Playboy would ﬁt. Hugh Hefner agreed, and

The Playboy nameplate

launched Playboy magazine in 1955. Hefner has testiﬁed in writing that that was the origin of the
name.

Charles Berrick & Sons
Charles Berrick and Sons was both a contractor and developer with an associations with many of Buffalo’s leading architects of the late 1800’s and early 1900’s. The company built the iconic Larkin Soap
Company Powerhouse (granted landmark status in the face of a demolition threat in 2015), a row of
seven brick and stone houses on Florida Street by architect George Metzger, and commissioned Lansing & Beierl, H.H. Little, and Esenwein and Johnson for its own ventures. Plans were ﬁled for the
companies own complex of buildings stretching back from 1151 Main to 992 Ellicott Street. The surviving part of the complex, with a broad diapering pattern running along the parapet is the former
Berrick woodworking shop and lumber warehouse. It was expanded to the north in the mid-twentieth
century. The interior woodwork of unnumbered distinguished Buﬀalo buildings and houses emerged
from this site.

Henry Schaeﬀer’s Sons
Christian and Henry C. Schaeﬀer were contractors and masons who lived in large brick houses on
opposite sides of Oak Street between Carlton and High streets in The Hill (destroyed during the 1960’s
as part of a hospital expansion). Their oﬃces were on Elm street nearby.
Their company, Henry Schaeﬀer’s Sons, similar to Berrick, was engaged to build structures designed
by an eminent architectural ﬁrm, in this case, Green & Wicks. It also developed its own properties,
like 980 Ellicott. The company built the Albright Art Gallery, Buﬀalo Savings Bank, Fidelity Trust,
Gates Circle, and the Delaware Avenue homes of Charles Goodyear and George B. Matthews, all outstanding examples of design and construction. The company commissioned Green and Wicks for two
rounds of building at 980 Ellicott, the brick house and L-shaped factory loft in 1903, and a 1911 loft
building fronting on Ellicott south of the house. A third story was added to this building sometime
after 1914 and before 1951.

Green & Wicks
Green & Wicks is the most signiﬁcant Buﬀalo-based architectural ﬁrm in the city’s history.
Edward B. Green (1855-1950) and William S. Wicks (1854-1919) were natives of Central New York. Both
attended the architectural program at Cornell University during the 1870s, where Green graduated
in 1878; Wicks completed his ﬁnal two years at MIT, graduating in 1877. This advanced academic
preparation was new and relatively rare; most American architects up to then simply learned on-thejob. The partnership of Green & Wicks was formed in Auburn, NY, in 1880. Immediately the ﬁrm
began receiving a signiﬁcant amount of work in Buﬀalo (including the imposing James Adams house,
designed in1882 and extant) and relocated to Buﬀalo in 1881, launching an enterprise that would go
on to design over 300 buildings.
Green & Wicks began executing a stream of prominent buildings: the First Presbyterian Church (18891891), Market Arcade (1892), Dun Building (1893-1894), Twentieth Century Club (1895-1896), Buﬀalo
Savings Bank (1898-1901), and the Albright Art Gallery (1901-1905) in Buﬀalo.
!
Residential designs are also a major part of the Green & Wicks legacy. These include the mansions of
Buﬀalo’s industrial and commercial titans, townhouses, and upper-middle class houses. Unusual for
the large and distinguished ﬁrm such of Green & Wicks would have been the modest brick houses
such as that for Henry Schaeﬀer’s Sons on Ellicott Street east of Main, in the area then known as The
Hill. The industrial loft buildings designed for 980 Ellicott demonstrate the versatility and ecumenicalism of the ﬁrm: they would design mansions and temples of commerce, but they were not above

expending their talents on cottages and side-street factories.
Later Green and Wicks work included the Marine Bank Building in Buﬀalo, the State Agricultural College in Ithaca, and the State Fair Buildings at Syracuse, all c. 1910-1913. Wicks retired in 1917, whereupon the ﬁrm became Green & Sons. Green practiced, ﬁrst with his sons, then with other partners,
almost until his death in 1950.

Evolution of The Coachworks Site

2016. Site consolidated as “980 Ellicott.” In June
2017, two Green and Wicks-designed buildings
were destroyed. One remains, built as 980-984.

1889 (updated to 1914) Sanborn map. Schaeffer’s Sons erected two buildings (shown as 980986 and 986 1/2) for Brunn & Co. in 1903 and
1911, and smallest house ever designed by
Green & Wicks in 1903 (988).

1961. Osmose company has converted house to
oﬃces.

1889 (updated to 1900) Charles Berrick’s Sons
builders has erected a large brick woodworking
shop at 992 Ellicott, and joined it with the rear
portions 1151, 1159, and 1165 Main St.
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No fewer than 25 automobile retailers located proximate to the largest early
market for automobiles in Buﬀalo, the corridor between Linwood and Elmwood avenues, and North and Riley streets. A network of accessory manufacturers, designers, framers, ﬁnishers, repair shops, and investors in the
new companies came into being. Brunn & Company, at 980 Ellicott Street
brought all those elements together in one complex.

