
The Lanier Family and The Lanier Home 
By BLANCHE GOODE GARBER, Madison 

One hundred years ago, lacking just thirteen days, a 
stranger came to Madison whose earthly possessions consisted 
only of a wealth of kin and a surname, which surname was 
Lanier. To it was prefixed that of his grandfather, recently 
deceased, Alexander Chalmers. 

Alexander Lanier, the elder, was a son of James Lanier, 
who appears in family records as a planter, well educated, a 
cultivated gentleman, energetic and public spirited ; a captain 
in Col. William Washington’s regiment of light cavalry; also 
a captain in General Wayne’s expedition against the Indians 
of the Northwest. 

Alexander, the grandfather, was born in Virginia in mid- 
revolutionary times, January, 1778 ; was married to Drusilla 
Cleaves Doughty, and died in Lexington, Ky., in March, 1820 ; 
their son James Franklin Doughty Lanier, was born in North 
Carolina, but his home from childhood was in Kentucky until 
1817, when his parents moved to Madison, Ind. 

In 1819 he married Miss Elizabeth Gardiner. of Augusta 
county, Virginia, later of Lexington, Ky., and at the time of 
her marriage, of Madison, Ind. Alexander Chalmers Lanier, 
the younger, was their eldest child, but just where their early 
home was is uncertain so the house where he was born cannot 
be located, if it is still standing. It is both asserted and denied 
that the present Colonial Inn was at  one time their home. 
When it first became the William McKee Dunn home is not 
clear, but such it was for years and from it they moved when 
they went from Madison to locate in Washington City. 

It is said that here Elizabeth Lanier, the oldest daughter, 
was married to William McKee Dunn, and it is certain that 
here Drusilla, the second daughter, was married to John R. 
Cravens. The inference is that it must have been the family 
home. 
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The story of the building of this house is unusual. A man 
came to town one day, with so much of value in stocks, bonds, 
etc., in a tin box, that he dared not retain it in his own keep- 
ing over night, so went to the bank direct from the boat, 
carrying the box himself, for safety and deposited it un- 
opened. 

He lived the life of a gentleman of wealth and leisure, bor- 
rowed on the credit of the deposit, and spent lavishly, having 
won the confidence of the monied men of the town. Such an 
advent was not so remarkable then as it would be now. 

He at last announced that he was going to build a home 
and was welcomed as a permanent resident. The reputation 
established by his reckless spending and his strong box made 
easy borrowing money on these and the house, which was a 
pleasing one to the new town. 

The memory of after years was that he never occupied it, 
no family materialized, that it was all a piece of bravado re- 
quired by his rather original get-rich-quick scheme. When it 
was completed, or  perhaps before, he vanished into the no- 
where whence he came, leaving his “strong box” and his abun- 
dant debts. His creditors at last opened the box and found in 
i t  absolutely nothing of value. The house went for his debts 
and it was remembered, but has not been so proven, that J. F. 
D. Lanier owned it, either by purchase or took it in payment 
of debt. 

The family home, beyond question, was on the north-east 
corner of the present Museum grounds, while this house was 
being built. The house they occupied was a two storied brick, 
built on the then approved model, room after room, with a 
long hall at the side, with second story and attic. It was later 
removed, probably in the sixties, when the graperies were 
built on this location. 

It must have been but a tarrying place for convenience in 
superintending the construction of the new one, for the latter, 
as the newel-plates tell us, was in 1844, the year of the Cra- 
vens wedding in the Colonial Inn of today. 

To the new house, the fulfilment of cherished dream, the 
builders came with five of their eight children. The two old- 
est daughters had then homes of their own, and the second 
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soh had been drowned in the Ohio. But the dream was brief 
as fair, for the Reaper we call Death claimed the wife and 
mother, and her home cares devolved on Margaret, the eldest 
daughter at home. 

The following years were devoted to the education of the 
young people. Madison social and educational advantages 
were then excelled nowhere and here they spent the early 
years of school life; later all completed their studies in the 
east, at New Haven Schools, and the sons at Yale. Alex, at 
least, was graduated from Yale in 1846. While there, he was 
a member of the famed “Skull and Bones” society. 

One vivid recollection of New Haven school life was the 
squirming shower of caterpillars shed from the avenue of elm 
trees which led to the church, and of this each one had a story 
to tell. Mrs. Cravens could never forget her class of girls, 
with empty bottles to receive the caterpillars they picked from 
their clothes during service each Sunday. 

In 1848, J. F. D. Lanier relinquished Madison banking to 
take up banking in New York. On leaving here, he married 
Miss Mary McClure, and the family, consisting of Alex, Mary, 
Louisa and Charles, became the household in this home, all 
dividing their time between it and the New York home ex- 
cept Alex, who accepted the responsibility imposed by the law 
of primogeniture, the head of the household, and fulfilled the 
wish of his father by keeping it still as the “old home“ of the 
family. Thus the original plan for the house he had builded, 
Mr. Lanier did not abandon when he left it himself; he en- 
dowed it liberally, and added a sufficient annual bequest to  his 
successor who was to carry out his purpose to enable him 
to maintain it as a veritable “Sans Souci”, which he did 
until his death. 

On the marriage of Mary to Mr. Stone of New York, and 
her removal to that city, the younger children made their 
homes with their father and sisters, and Mr. Alex became sole 
permanent proprietor. His reduced household he augmented 
by invitations, and when he could, claimed as co-residents his 
unmarried nephews. Robert and Will Cravens made their 
home with him at different times; also Mrs. Stone, in her 
widowhood, with her young daughters, Lizzie and Minnie, and 
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a charming French companion, Fannie Polet. The latter was 
a woman of rare refinement, address, and well educated, from 
Lausanne, Switzerland, speaking her native tongue with a 
charm possessed by few, musically and correctly. She is now 
in the home for aged French women in New York, conducted 
by the French Women’s Christian Society, and now as then 
beloved by all who know her. 

Architecture, like statuary, is a mute language to convey 
the unutterable impulses of thought to other minds, present 
and to come. This message the builders of this home have 
bequeathed to us. The material gift by which we are enriched 
is that of the youngest son, Charles, now the last of the family 
of five sisters and three sons, but the life fragrance which em- 
balms it with happy memories is that of the eldest son, Mr. 
Alex Lanier. To call him by any other form of his name would 
seem unnatural to any of his contemporaries now living, ex- 
cept the few who adopted the “Uncle Alex” of near friendship. 

In such an environment, and relieved of all financial care, 
his life flowed on as a song. One remarkable fact is, that 
though for the greater part of a century this home housed a 
family, and successive branches of it, with guests innumer- 
able, it has never harbored the extremes of youth or age. It 
is the birth place of no one, and while the hush of death has 
reigned often within its sheltering walls, it has witnessed the 
passing of but two, Mr. Alex Lanier and his mother. But one 
marriage illumines its records, and of that a true tale should 
be told. 

The bride was Margaret, the fourth child, and third daugh- 
ter of the house, at the time filling the place made vacant by 
the death of the mother. On the morning of the wedding day, 
a bridal cake, such as only a bride-to-be would order, was 
sent from the confectioner’s by a boy half grown. Margaret 
herself answered the knock at the north door of the breakfast 
room, and perhaps dazzled the messenger with her comeliness, 
for he dropped the cake from the glass stand enthroning it, 
and with all its bridal adornment it lay in fragments at their 
feet. A wave of horror swept over the boy, but the amiable 
Miss Lanier-Mrs. Winslow of after years-said : “Never 
mind, here’s the money, run back quick and have another made 
just like it. I won’t tell anybody and don’t you.” 



Garber: The Lanier Home 281 

To his dying day, the boy, grown to manhood and age, told 
this as the greatest glory of the Lanier name, and so it was, 
the expression of a kindly spirit that could put itself in the 
place of others. This it was in her brother which made the 
bachelor’s hall of many decades the delight it was to Madi- 
sonians. No one ever said of it : “Bachelor’s Hall. Oh! what 
a queer place it is”, for its genial welcome was the same for 
all and always the same. 

Endowed by nature with a rare social nature, and this 
birthright symmetrically developed by a liberal education and 
cultured surroundings, Mr. Lanier fitted well the part he was 
called to fill in the life of his period in Madison. 

In 1858 he became a member of the Second Presbyterian 
church, to which his parents, sister and brother belonged. 
During the remainder of his life he was a devoted church 
worker in all the activities of this church. His doors were al- 
ways thrown open for church purposes, socials, deservedly 
popular. It was his delight to entertain. He was for many 
years a faithful teacher in the Sunday School, his class of boys 
loyal and true to him as boys only can be, though he did hon- 
estly confess that while his class was a promising one, it was 
not much of a performing one. He was a deacon, and though 
elected a ruling elder, declined the office for conscientious rea- 
sons, because the rule laid down in the Bible was that a Bishop 
(which in the Presblyterian Church is an Elder) must be the 
husband of one wife and he had none. Friends suggested that 
it meant but one wife, but he could not be convinced. 

Mr. Lanier’s home was not alone a center for the social 
life of his church, but for his circle of friends; brilliant scenes 
of gay assemblies are recalled by many. 

The interior fell to him complete, and he kept it so. The 
grounds were his creation. The deer-like cows of his pasture 
grazed or rested contentedly under the lone monarchs of the 
forest the axe-men had spared, and came lowing to their shel- 
tering roof on the western border of the garden as the shades 
of evening fell. Then, too, to well appointed and picturesque 
kennels the group of blooded and pedigreed, combed and cur- 
ried hunting dogs sauntered for their suppers and slumbers. 
The garden lay between the homes of the canines and the kine. 
Here dwarf fruit trees of choicest varieties, berries and good 
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things less poetic abounded ; wire frames draped with vari- 
colored sweet-peas screened the homelier but more necessary 
food patches ; holly, red with berries in their season, hydran- 
geas, wisterias, clematis, syringas and spireas, flowers of each 
season in its turn, kept a ceaseless successing of bloom. 

On the north-east stood the graperies, glass houses of 
shapeliest design, through which peeped the luscious f ru i t .  
purple grapes, red grapes and white ones. 

Touch not, handle not, was the unspoken rule of these 
grounds for their quality commanded respect, but by the invi- 
tation of the host, all who came tasted, and those who could 
not come, for beautiful fruit-laden baskets from here sought 
the shut-ins from the wealth of luxury these grounds supplied. 
For it was his pleasure to share with his friends his best. He 
delighted in hunting and game of rare kinds he divided with 
the sick and those he held dear. 

He was a student of floriculture and of horticulture and 
active as a member of the State Horticulture society ; its presi- 
dent at one time, and one of its founders it is said, but facts 
on these points have not been obtainable. 

Beautiful as was his life, it was not all unshadowed. He 
was with his brother John when he was drowned, and the 
grief that he could not save him bore heavily on him to the 
end of his days. He spoke often of it, but never with dry eyes. 

It was in 1836 when he was sixteen and John nine. They 
went to the river in the family carriage to swell the wheels 
and to water the horses, for the city had no water system at 
that time. 

The driver, a young colored man, drove into the river at 
the foot of Mulberry Street and struck the quick sand there, 
which takes toll of human life almost annually. Alex, tram- 
meled by water-soaked garments, was unable to do more than 
reach the shore, and his brother, the driver, and the horses 
and the carriage were all swallowed by the quicksand, washed 
later down the river and found far to the westward. 

Another sorrow he buried down deep in his heart for many 
a long year, but which in these latter days may be told as a 
romance in real life. When he left for Yale, he bore with him 
a consuming but unspoken devotion to the reigning beauty of 
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Madison. He had but one thought, to claim her as his own 
when the fulness of time should come, which in those days 
of discreetness, was when one’s school days were ended. He 
came back to find her betrothed to an unsuspected rival and 
with dutiful fidelity to her youthful vow, she fulfilled her 
plighted troth, and became the bride of the fortunate kival. 
Mr. Lanier accepted the role of bachelor friend of both, and 
from the hanging of the crane on the new hearthstone till near 
half a century later, when death severed the bond, no one 
mourned more than he did the parting with his successful 
rival, he was an almost daily visitor in their home, biding 
his time. 

November 21, 1889, the marriage of the patient lover and 
the still radiantly beautiful widow, Mrs. Stella Godman Ser- 
ing: was solemnized in Indianapolis, at  the home of her daugh- 
ter, Mrs. Charles Walcott. 

To this date, J. F. D. Lanier had held the title to the prop- 
erty in his own name as the family home still. Now the status 
was changed and the title passed to Mr. Alex in his own right. 

An outline of the title has been asked and by courtesy of 
Mr. Fred Watson, Recorder, secured, and with the consent of 
the family who have always held the deed, herewith given. 
The items in the abstract read : 

PATENT: James Madison to John Paul, Lewis Davis and Jona- 
than Lyon, August 13, 1812. 

ADMINISTRATORS’ DEED: John P. Paul (son of John Paul), 
William Hendricks, Administrators of John Paul, Dec’d, to J. F. D. La- 
nier, Oct. 6, 1831. 

DEED: James F. D. Lanier and Mary McClure, his wife, to Alex- 
ander C. Lanier, his heirs and assigns, November 18, 1889. 

WILL. Alexander C. Lanier to Stella L. Lanier, December 10, 1889. 
DEED: Stella L. Lanier to Elizabeth G. Davidson, May 26, 1898. 
DEED: Elizabeth G. Davidson to Drusilla L. Cravens, May 9,1902. 
DEED: Drusilla L. Cravens to Charles Lanier, April 26, 1917. 
DEED: Charles Lanier to Jefferson County Historical Society, 

April 30, 1917. 

In the last there is a reversionary clause by which provi- 
sion is made for the return of the property to Drusilla L. Cra- 
vens if it should ever be abandoned as a museum. 

Having held the home in trust for the family from 1848 to 
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1889, the forty-one years of hopefulness, scarcely of expect- 
ancy, culminated in the realization of his life dream, and as 
Benedict and Lord Proprietor of the home which had become 
a part of himself, Mr. Lanier basked in condensed sunshine, 
taking no note of time while six swift years sped by, and at 
their close, as at the end of a perfect day, he passed from fields 
Elysian here to  fields Elysian there. 

After a sojourn of weeks in Indianapolis under the care of 
specialists, he fell on slumber in his own loved home, as the 
autumn sun was sinking to its temporary rest and the after- 
noon shadows were beginning to lengthen among his surround- 
ing treasures October 11,1895. 

As the heavy message spread from one to another, Madi- 
son bowed her head in sorrow, and beyond her borders, Madi- 
sonians everywhere shared the grief as a personal loss. 

The burial was in Springdale Cemetery, Monday, October 
14th, from the home, the services being conducted by his pas- 
tor and friend, the Rev. Joseph H. Barnard of the Second 
Presbyterian church, and the Rev. W. S. Barnes, of Trinity 
Methodist church, a personal friend. An obituary in the In- 
dianapolis Journal said of him : 

The death of Mr. A. C. Lanier, of Madison, removes the last male 
representative of the name in the state, of a family whose connections 
with the commercial and social life of Indiana for threequarters of a 
century has been conspicuously honorable. 

These facts are but a thread on which to crystallize memo- 
ries so abundant that time will fail to tell us even a small part 
of them; but if they in any way or measure serve to re-ani- 
mate a vanishing past too full of charm and inspiration to be 
willingly lost, it will not have been in vain. 

If we could but restore the material beauty of this place, so 
if, as an unseen presence Mr. Lanier could be with us still, he 
would be satisfied, what a glory it would be! 

BLANCHE GOODE GARBER. 
Read at a monthly meeting of the Jefferson Historical Society in the 

Museum, Thursday, September 23, 1920. 


