
Small but  
POWERFUL

By Gordon H. Bock

Advertising is fond of the phrase 
“Looks small, thinks big” as a tag-
line for high-tech products that are 
as powerful as they are compact, 
but it might apply equally well to 

philanthropic organizations like the Jeffris Family 
Foundation of Janesville, WI. Though overshadowed 
by the Goliaths of the giving world, and with a tightly 
focused mandate, it nonetheless stands tall in support-
ing historic preservation projects that are under-the-
radar, but with outsized impact. 

As Thomas M. Jeffris, President, explains, the 
Foundation was established in 1979 by his parents, 
Bruce and Eleanor, and Jeffris himself with some 
down-home goals. “The family felt that it wanted to 
improve the quality of life of the people of Wisconsin, 
and through preservation projects in smaller commu-
nities because, obviously, these don’t have the financial 
means of the big communities.” 

The Jeffris family immigrated from Scotland to 
Wisconsin in the 1840s, he says, and has always had a 
strong Wisconsin commitment. In fact, Bruce Jeffris 
built a highly successful business career in the state, 
joining the Parker Pen Company of Janesville after 
World War I, then rising through the ranks of one of 
the world’s largest makers of high-end writing instru-
ments to retire as Chairman of the Board in 1960. 

Should the very mention of a foundation conjure 
up an organization with global numbers and reach, 
the truth is much more earthbound. “We’re not a 
big, huge foundation—no comparison with the likes 
of Gates or Rockefeller,” says Jeffris. “In reality, we’re 
very small, with just one, full-time staffer—me!” He 
adds that the Foundation has two directors which, 
with Jeffris, makes a board of three persons. “We’ve 
been told that we’re the only foundation of our size 
and focus in the nation.” 

Jeffris says that when they hired a consultant to 

help with management issues, he reported back he 
couldn’t find any comparable organizations on which 
to base recommendations. With classic Midwestern 
geniality, Jeffris responded, “Well, do what you can.”

As he explains, “We just focus on doing a very 
few projects, but with relatively sizable grants, so we 
give away two or three large grants a year.” He says 
their largest grant to date—for $1 million, which 
approaches the amount they give for an entire year—
went to the Cyrus Yawkey House in Wausau, WI, and 
helped the local historical society finish a $3-million 
restoration.

While some philanthropic organizations are a 
response to a crisis, such as a war or natural disaster—
think Hurricane Harvey—the inspiration behind the 
Jeffris Foundation is much more low-key and local. 
“The money was gifted for the benefit of the people 
of Wisconsin and small towns,” says Jeffris, “and the 
preservation aspect just sort of evolved from there.”  

[PROFILE: JEFFRIS FOUNDATION]
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As happens with many organizations, there was 
a natural tendency for the Foundation to follow the 
interests of its leaders, and Jeffris, one of the founders, 
had deep interests in historic preservation. After being 
appointed five times to the State Historical Society 
Board by Tommy Thompson, Governor of Wisconsin 
from 1987 to 2001, as well as being chairman of 
the local landmarks commission reviewing permits 
for historic properties, he says historic preservation 
“gradually became something about which I felt very 
strongly.” 

In contrast to some architecturally oriented foun-
dations that fund a wide range of project types across 
the country, the Jeffris Foundation keeps a tight rein 
on its largess. “Though in the past we have occasion-
ally underwritten books and workshops related to 
historic preservation, we generally support just build-
ings, and those of regional or national significance,” 
says Jeffris. 

That being said, in 2009 the Foundation expand-
ed its scope beyond Wisconsin to Illinois, Indiana, 
Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri and Ohio, “but 
we stick to just this Midwest, eight-state region.”  

Of course, grants don’t grow on trees, and at the 
Jeffris Foundation a grant is a two-way street that 
must be earned. “Applicants have to do a Historic 
Structures Report (HSR),” advises Jeffris, “and it has 
to be an excellent one.” 

He says the most important criterion is that the 
Foundation fund projects with a comprehensive 
HSR that documents the history and condition of 
the property and recommends appropriate treatment 
of the building’s significant elements. “An HSR is 
the best means to prepare for and support quality 
restoration and rehabilitation efforts, including a path 
to restoration.” Separately, the Foundation looks for a 
detailed construction document itemizing window 
costs, roof repairs, and so forth. 

The other quid pro quo at Jeffris is that appli-
cants must fulfill challenge grants, a popular fund-
raising mechanism for foundations and non-profits. 
Here, the grantor stipulates that before the applicant 
can receive any grant funds it has to raise a certain 
amount of funds on its own as described in the chal-
lenge—commonly in ratios of 2:1 ($1 donated for 
every $2 raised by the applicant), 1:1, or 1:2. 

Challenge grants typically stipulate that matching 
funds must be raised within a specified timeframe 
and with periodic updates. The main advantage of 
challenge grants, of course, is that they bring in addi-
tional funds, potentially doubling or even tripling 
the amount of money raised, but they also increase 
participation and publicity at many levels.

The Jeffris Foundation limits funding to docu-
mented 501(c)(3) 509 (a) (1) or (2) non-profit orga-
nizations. As outlined in the grant criteria, it does not 
fund privately owned sites, endowments to support 

RIGHT: The Keokuk Union Depot 
as it appeared in 2015 before the 

roof was restored. Photo: Neal 
Vogel, Restoric LLC

BELOW: Historic photo from the 
Library of Congress shows the 
original Keokuk Union Depot.
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HERE & ABOVE: The Keokuk Union Depot Foundation 
received a grant from the Jeffris Foundation to help restore 

the roof. The 50-year-old leaky asphalt roof was replaced 
with a new roof following the original Burnham and Root 

design. This included raising the central tower to its original 
height and design with turrets and dormers, and using red 

clay tiles made by the successor to the company that made 
the original 1891 tiles. Photos: Neal Vogel, Restoric LLC

BELOW: A grant from the Foundation made pos-
sible the publication of the book Wisconsin’s Own, 
published by the Wisconsin Historical Society Press. 
Written by M. Caren Connolly and Louis Wasserman 
with photographs by Zane Williams, it presents 20 
historic homes and “is dedicated to the preservation 
of the Midwest’s architectural heritage for future 
generations.”

specific properties or operations, maintenance or 
stabilization projects, acquisitions, debt reduction, 
or operating budgets. Most potential projects come 
though the Foundation’s own field staff, not unsolic-
ited applications. 

Given the generous figures of Jeffris Foundation 
grants, the bar for matching funds can, at first, be 
quite daunting for modest communities, but the 
results are nonetheless remarkable. “What I find 
absolutely unbelievable is how these people just rise 
to the occasion,” says Jeffris with evident pride. He 
notes that there have been some failures, which is to 
be expected, “but by in large these small Midwestern 
communities really come through, and about 90 per-
cent of our challenge grants have succeeded.” 

A case in point he says is the Keokuk Union 
Depot in Keokuk, IA. Designed by the famed 
Chicago architectural firm of Burnham and Root 
and erected in 1891, the Depot served all five rail-
roads in this commercial crossroads for some time. 
Because of consolidations, mergers and bankruptcies 
over the years, by the 1960s it served only the CB&Q 
line. 

In 2012, the non-profit Keokuk Union Depot 
Foundation was established to help restore the 178-ft. 
Romanesque Revival building, including its massive 
tile roof. “It was a $1-million project, and we gave a 
challenge grant of $330,000,” recalls Jeffris, “so they 
ended up raising some $700,000 in a town of 10,000 
people! We find this kind of interest throughout the 
Midwest.”

Adds Janet M. Smith, president of the Depot 
Foundation, “The matching grant inspired the hope, 
now nearly fully realized, of actually being able to 
restore the roof to the highest historic preservation 
standards, including raising the central tower to its 
original height and using red clay tiles made by 
the successor maker of the 1891 tiles. This would 
not have been possible without The Jeffris Family 
Foundation.”  
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