NPS Form 10-500
382

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Inventory—Nomination Form

See instructions in How to Complete National Register Forms
Type all entries— complete applicable sections

"B No.1024~-0018
TN 10-31-84

For NPS uss caly

received
date entered

1. Name

historic

and/or common  Charles Sumner High School

2. Location

street & number 4248 West Cottage Avenue

____not for publication

— vicinity of

city, town St. Louis
state MC 63113 code 29 county City of St. Louis ceve 510
3. Classification
Category Ownership Status Present Use
- district —X_ public X occupied __ agriculture — museum
—X_building(s) . private — unoccupied — commergial — park
— Structure — both __._ work in progress X__ educational ___ private residenc>
— . site Public Acquisition - Accessible _____entertainment ____relilious
_ object ____in process X yes: restricted —— government — scleinfic
____ being considered ——_ yes: unrestricted e industrial — transpo tation
N/ A —no ____ military ___ other:
4. Owner of Property |
name Board of Education of the City of St. Louis
street & number 911 Locust
city, town St. Louis — vicinity of state MO  £2101

5. Location of Legal Description

courthouse, registry of deeds, etc. $t. Louis City Hall

street & number Market Street at Tucker Boulevard

city, town St. Louis ,

state MO 63103

6. Representation in Existing Surveys

.

1. Architectural Survey of The
titte yi1ie Neighbarhood, St. Louis, MO

S

has this property been determined eligible? ___yes .~ _no

date January 1984; revised May 1984 & Sept. 1986 ___ federal

____state ___ county . iocal

deposito;’yfgr survey records Landmarks ASSOCfat'I'Oﬂ Of St. LOUTS, InC'

917 Locust 7th Floor St. Louis

city, town

state MO 63 101
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7. Description

Condition Check one Check one

___excellent ___ deteriorated ._ unaltered _X__ original site
_X_ good ____ruins _ X altered ___moved date
. fair — unexposed

Describe the present and original {if known) physical appearance

Charles Sumner High School at 4248 West Cottage Avenue in the center of The Viile
neighborhood in northwest St. Louis was constructed in 1908-09 as a high school for Blacks.
Designed by nationally-known architect William B. Ittner, the three story (plus basement)
Georgian Revival building of reddish-brown brick mixed randomly with cuil brick and laid
in a Flemish garden wall bond is trimmed with terra cotta. The school has undergone very
little exterior alteration, with changes primarily confined to the conversion of flush
skylights in the wings to dormers. Modern additions to the east, south and west of the
original building do not obstruct the primary elevation, and the side and rear elevations
survive largely intact.

The building is composed of a dominant three and one-half story central block flanked
by two copper-roofed wings, each wing terminating in a block, all of which are three
stories high (Photo #1). Nearly rectangular in plan, the center block (Photo #2) features
a hipped roof topped with a copper-clad cupola. The center three bays of its five-bay
facade are surmounted by a pediment highlighted by gray terra cotta coping, cornice,
modillion blocks and wreath. The cornice and modillion blocks return and are present on
the full length of both sides. A terra cotta course at the attic tops the third story.
Engaged piers with lonic capitals separate the three large round-arched windows with
operable sash on the third story. At the second story, the three center windows have 48
panes and operable sash; these are flanked by smaller casement windows with round blind
arches. The entrance features an elliptical arch supported by fluted columns, a large
28-paned transom and surround, all of gray terra cotta. First floor windows are multi-
paned tripartite casements. A flight of steps Teads to the entrance from grade.

The flanking wings are each seven bays wide with paired multipaned tripartite sash
windows. Terra cotta keystones ornament the second-story windows. The seventh bays con-
tain secondary entrances with terra cotta pediments and surrounds. Palladian windows
with operable sash rise directly above the entrances. Original, small dormers with round-
arched windows remain over the secondary entrances.

Each wing is terminated by a rectangular block with a hipped roof which echoes the
larger center block (Photo #1 & Site Plan). Each four bays wide, the blocks project some
25 feet toward the street, giving a slightly enclosed effect to the facade. Tripartite
sash windows are duplicates of those in the wings. Terra cotia cornices above brick corbel-
ling complete these flanking blocks. The rear elevation features brick pilasters which
divide it into seven bays (Photo #3). Round-arched windows are located at either side;
remaining windows are the multi-paned sash type. Brick quoining appears at all corners of
the building and a terra cotta water table runs above the raised hasement. 7The building's
roof line is punctuated with nine brick chimneys .

Alterations: Flush skylights at the front and rear elevations of the wings (art rooms
and corridors on the Site Plan) flanking the central block have been replaced by shed
dormers. Shed dormers have also replaced original dormers with Palladian wincows on both
gymnasium pavilions. A few windows have been hlocked in on the rear elevation. Given the
strength and scale of the original design, these alterations do not substantially affect

the building's integrity.
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Additions: An addition from 1955 to the rear elevation (Photo #3) is joined to the
original building by two corridors. The 1968 addition to the east of the 1909 building
is separated from the original design by a second-story corridor set back from the ele-
vation (Photo #4). An addition from 1978 to the west {Photo #5) establishes a different
building line and height than the primary elevation. Although all additions are of red
brick, no attempt was made to mimic the original historic architecture. This fact, plus
the siting of the additions, allows the original building to be read as a property retaining
the essential physical features that made up its character during the period of significance.

Neighborhood Setting: Sumner High School is one of two monumental symbols of secular
Black history in a neighborhood characterized by modest one and two-story houses, vacant
Tots, a smattering of new housing and several active churches. The other symbol of The
Ville is Homer G. Phillips Hospital, listed on the National Register in 1982 and visible
in Photo #5.




8. Significance

Period Areas of Significance—Check and justify below

___prehistoric ___ archeology-prehistoric community planning ____ fandscape architecture___ religion

____ 1400-1499 ____ archeology-historic ____conservation e law — Science

. 1500-1599 ____ agriculture ____economics ____ literature .. Scuipture

. 1600-1699 _Y_ architecture —— education — military . social/

— 17001798 ____art —— engineering — music humanitarian

— 1800-1899 ___ commerce — exploration/settlement ___ philosophy —— theater

—X— 1900~ — communications — industry ___ politics/government  __ transportation
. invention _X_ other (specity)

Ethnic History: Black
Specific dates 19(9-1927 , Builder/Architect William B. Ittner

Statement of Significance {in one paragraph)

The Charles Sumner High School, 4248 West Cottage Avenue, js eligible for listing in the
National Register of Historic Places under Criteria A and C and is significant in the
following categories: ARCHITECTURE: Sumner High School was constructed in 1908-09 from
plans drawn by nationally-known St. Louis architect William B. Ittner. The restrained
Georgian Revival school is a good representative example of Ittner's work during his tenure
as Commissioner of Buildings for the St. Louis Board of Education. ETHNIC HISTORY: BLACK:
Sumner High School, located in the center of the black St. Louis community known as The
Ville, served for eighteen years as the sole source of secondary education for black St.
Louisans. The struggle to secure public education for Blacks in St. Louis, which began
before the Civil War, culminated in the establishment of the original Charles Sumner High
School in 1875. When the institution moved to its present site in 1909, it became an im-
portant source of Black pride and a symbol of achievement in the Negro community. Since its
inception, the Charles Sumner High School has been a key element in meeting the educational
and cultural needs of St. Louis' Black community.

BACKGROUND

Negro education in St. Louis during the post-Civil War years was somewhat_unstable.
Between 1860 and 1880, the City's black population rose from 3,927 to 22,256.1 The sheer
numbers presented difficult logistical problems for education; when combined with anti-
Negro politics, the task was almost impossible. The physical condition of most black
schools was substandard; the majority were rented or very old, inferior facilities abandoned
by white schools.2 Moved repeatedly in search of better conditions, black elementary
schools had constant difficulties with district boundaries, attendance and the new graded
curriculum system. That black schools were known by numbers (e.g., "Colored School No. 2")
rather than names was a source of black dissatisfaction as well. Blacks began to compiain
of this unfair treatment and to demand equal educational opportunities, including kinder-
gartens, high schools, teachers' training and evening schools. Nonetheless, education
continued in St. Louis without a high school for Negro students until 1875.

On March 17, 1875, the State's General Assemblyeacted to direct the St. Louis Board of
Education to provide a high school for "golored children."3  Blacks began to put pressure
on the Board for either a black high school or the admittance of Blacks into the white high
school. The veiled threat of integration was clearly understood by the Board, which im-
mediately began to take action. Thus, on September 14, 1875 the Board of Education desig-
nated the (formerly white elementary) Washingtor’ School (now demolished) at Eleventh and
Spruce as "The High School for Colored Children." This was changed on October 12 to the
Charles Sumner High School, named for the Massachusetts Senator (1811-74) whu was one of the
first to support laws concerning Negro rights. Naming the school, rather than numbering it,
was regarded by Blacks as a significant move toward equality.

) ATthugh Sumner High School was the first black high school west of the Mississippi
River,” it initially functioned more as a grade school; only 76 of its 411 students at one
point were working at a high school level.® Because monies were provided according
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to the level of education of each pupil, Sumner High School received substantiaily less
funding than its white counterpart in the early days, although there was never any
differentiation in pay rates between teachers in black and white schools. Teachers at
Sumner were all white until 1877, when a special effort was made at the request of Blacks
to recruit Negro teachers from eastern colleges. Even after black teachers began to
arrive, there was a shortage of Negro teachers at the high school (some white teachers
continued at Sumner as late as 1923°). The need, in fact, for Negro teachers at ail the
black schools was felt acutely, and a Normal School was established at Sumner in 1890

"for the purpose of giving Sumner High School graduates special preparation for the work
of teaching, and thus placing the schools for colored children on an equal standing with
the schools for white children so far as qualifications of teachers."/ Mr. Oscar Waring,
principal of Sumner High School, was given the responsibility for organizing the Normal
Department. At the end of the school year of 1890-91, fourteen women received the

Normal School diploma. The Normal course provided for one year of education beyond high
school (expanded to two years in 1920). This provided black teachers for the black schools,
a step much applauded by local black leaders as a source of great pride to their community.

With the increased function of the Normal School, Sumner was pressed for space as
never before; the schoo] moved to a building (now demolished) at Fifteenth an< Walnut in
1895. Because of the scattered nature of the City's black minority, determining the best
Jocation for the school was difficult; at the time of the move, there was a black settle-
ment near the school. The trend, however, was toward an out-migration of the general
population from the downtown area toward the west and northwest, and before long the neigh-
borhood of the school became nonresidential and unsavory. In 1906 a group petitioned the

Board, saying:

Firstly, the location and surroundings of the school are bad. There is no
approach to the school except along avenues lined with demoralizing establish-
ments. . .saloons and questionable houses. Being not far from Union Station,
there is within a radius of five or six blocks from the school a congesticn
of drinking places and pool rooms. Our daughters, as they go to and from
school, are exposed daily to the solicitations of the vile characters gathered
about these centers of vice. . . The Colored population, though widely scattered
throughout the city, is for the most part trending westward.

BLACK HISTORY

] The Board, now aware of the problem, finally decided to build an entirely new building
in which to house Charles Sumner High School. Again, locating the school proved to be

very troublesome. The location of the present building was chosen as a result of the
Board's meeting with Negro leaders, who brought a map locating the homes of the students.?
Much farther west than the Board anticipated, the site was in the heart of the residential
area known as The Ville. In the 1907-08 Annual Report, the Board said, "An ample site

was secured and the contract let for a new Sumner High School, which is to be a complete
and commodious manual training High and Normal School for the colored youth of the ﬁity."lo
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The Ville, formerly Elleardsville after white resident Charles M. Elleard, was once
an extensive rural area northwest of the City Timits.1ll During the 1870s, the area was
sparsely settled by both Caucasians and Negroes. Blacks who initially moved to The Ville
thought of themselves as socially superior to the poorer class of black workers who Tived
nearer to the downtown area. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, the possibility
of owning a home became a strong inducement to Blacks to move to this now semi-rural area.
Few proqgrty restrictions existed yet, and a home on a lot could be purchased for about
$2,000. Gradually, a solid middle and upper middle class group of Blacks began to estab-
1ish itself in The Ville, and it became known among the black community as a desirable

place to live.

As the number of black residents in The Ville increased, black-oriented services and
institutions began to flourish; a small but stable black community welcomed Sumner High
School in 1909. Sumner became the reason many black families moved to The Ville; as one
resident who did just that said, "I was interested in bringing children up in the best
environment that could be had. At that time, The Ville was the most outstanding neighbor-
‘hood in St. Louis, because in this vicinity is where all the teachers lived and where all
the better class of Negroes lived...." 3" Indeed, many of the Blacks living in The Ville,
‘particularly during the twenties and thirties, were professionals of high social standing
in the black community: physicians, educators and ministers in particular. Sumner early
attracted a number of instructors who were unusually well qualified to teach at the high
school level. Among these was Dr. Charles H. Turner, a noted biologist who taughy at
Sumner from 1908 until his death in 1923. Dr. Edward Alexander Bouchet, the first American
Negro to earn a doctorate from an American university, taught science at the high school
from 1902-03 before going on to hold a position with the Louisiana Purchase Exposition.

The new school offered a new curriculum, adding many subjects of both cultural and
practical value; students were allowed a certain latitude in their choices of courses.
University of Cincinnati graduate and Sumner Principal from 1908-29, Frank L. Williams
was particularly concerned with expanding the cultural horizons of his studenis. Under
his supervision, the school began to offer many extra-curricular clubs; these included
the German Club (1910), Literary Society (1911), Dramatic Club (1912), Glee Ciub (1912), -
Camera Club (1913), Debating Society (1914), Orchestra (1915), Commerce &lub (1915), Negro
History Club (1924) and Chapter 81 of the Natjonal Honor Society (1924). Williams
persuaded black dignitaries of many walks of 1ife to speak to Sumner High School students
as role models in an effort to encourage black pride and achievement. Williams also en-
couraged parent involvement, further connecting the school to the surrounding community.
For many people in The Ville, Sumner became the hub of cultural activity and the source
of a sense of solidarity for Blacks in St. Louis. Until the 1916 opening of the new Dun-
bar High School in Washgngton, D.C., Sumner was considered to be the finest black high
school in the country.1 Following a visit during World War I, noted black author/his-
torian Emmett J. Scott said of Sumner, "[it} is probabl{ the best housed, best equipped,
and best administered colored high school in the land." 6 The Tist of Sumner students
who have gone on to success professionally is impressive, and includes activist Dick Gregory.
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opera singers Grace Bumbry and Robert McFerrin (the first black singer at the
Metropolitan Opera), pop singers Chuck Berry and Tina Turner, tennis star Arthur Ashe,
and past NAACP President Margaret Bush Wilson, as well as a host of local successes,

The school, especially equipped for teaching manual training, was part of an
innovative experiment by School Board President Calvin Woodward designed to reverse the
exceptionally high drop-out rate in the public school system city-wide. In his 1900
Annual Report, Woodward stated, "...every year a vast army of public school boys and
girls...in the middle of the district course, for one reason_or another, stop going to
school. These facts have the nature of a public calamity."17 This was especially true
of the black schools, whose students desperately needed vocational training. As was
noted in an 1897 letter to St. Louis Superintendent of Schools F. Louis Soldan from black

educator 0. M. Wood,

Manual training appeals most directly to the needs of my race, my people...

unused, as a class, to anything save the roughest of field labor, opportunities there
were none save for the betterment of his condition in the province of mechanical
development....Thirty years have given wonderful results along the line «f industrial
training, and today, though denied admittance to many institutions where the highest
culture of mechanic art and science may be had, the progress made by tne negro may
well excite comment and compel reluctant praise.

Attempts were thus made to ready graduating Blacks for a variety of positions in a
world vastly different from that into which their parents had been born. As the
Superintendent's Annual Report of 1911 said,

The awakened interest of the colored people in the education of their children in the
high school is shown by the increased enrollment of this year, which is 549 as
against 447 last year, an increase of nearly 23%. Their pride in the school and
their appreciation of its place and influence promise for the future their active
cooperation in making it the very center of social and civic improvement for the race
it is intended to serve.

Sumner remained the only high school for Blacks in St. Louis until Vashon High School
opened in 1927. However, Vashon, a large and adequate building just east of Grand Avenue%>
near Delmar, never enjoyed Sumner's reputation for quality education or opportunities
through extracurricular activities due in part to the onset of the Depression.

ARCHITECTURE

In October of 1907, the Board had Commissioner of School Buildings William B. Tttner
draw up preliminary sketch plans for the new Colored High School.20 These wera
presented to and approved by the Board in January of 1908 and included shop rooms,
domestic science rooms, gymnasiums, an auditorium and a cafeteria, all for a cost of
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$350,000.21 The interior equipment and furniture were a source of some debate the
following year; on November 9 Ittner submitted a detailed list of everything needed and
the committee held two meetings to go over every item. They in turn presented a list of
everything they considered unnecessary, obviously in the interest of economy, trimming an
unnamed amount from the estimated $60,000 original 1ist.?2 It would appear that an
unusual amount of give-and-take went on regarding the building and furnishing of the
school. It is noted, however, throughout the School Board Proceedings that pains were
taken to make sure that the facility be made equal in every respect to those of the white

high scheool.

The building was one of the last designed by Ittner during his 1896-1910 tenure as
Cormissioner of School Buildings. Ittner, FAIA (1864~1936), designed many of the city's
distinctive school buildings and set the standards for those to come. (A 1987 survey of
St. Louis Ittner-designed schools recommends the listing of 47 school buildings,
including Sumner, to the National Register of Historic Places.) It was written of him in

1925:

The schools which Mr. Ittner has been building now for more than a quarter

of a century, recognized as of a high order of architectural design, are
universally referred to as standards, and as typifying the ultimate development
of the modern American school building. '

Tttner is credited with so much influence toward "modern," thoughtfully planned and
aesthetically pleasing school buildings that he brought about a "revolutjion" in school
planning and design, both in St. Louis and "over the country generally.”

During the early days of this "revolution," much debate was given to the plan of the
school - specifically, where to locate the auditorium and gymnasium(s). Ittner's plan
advocated the centralization of these two units wherever possible, a plan cited as one of

general practicability, economy and efficiency: "And so general has his judgement been
accepted as authoritative that the Ittner plan has become an accepted standard throughout
the country,” according to Architectural Record writer Guy Study in 1926. Sumner's

original long, very narrow lot (708 x 134'), however, necessitated more of a "sheoestring"
plan (see Site Plan). Ittner, therefore, adapted his central plan theory to the site by
placing the auditorium in the central block and the two gymnasiums in the terminal blocks
of the wings, all three in the third story (see Site Plan).

In addition to the careful planning Ittner gave to the interior aspects of his
schools, he gave full weight to the visual impact each would have. '"He conceived the
modern school as a splendid civic monument, to become a potent factor in the aesthetic
development of the community...."26 Typically working within the milieu of Revival
styles, Ittner chose Georgian Revival as the most effective presentation for the long,
necessarily narrow Sumner building. A large, pedimented center block dominates the site,
flanked by twin wings, Restrained use of quoining and Palladian and round-arched windows
further enhance the attractively articulated facade (Photo #1). The son of a prominent
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local brick manufacturer and builder, Ittner was thoroughly familiar with the many
variations of brick available; in this building, random culls were interspersed with the
reddish-brown brick to achieve the desired effect - an Ittner characteristic.

The building has undergone very little exterior alteration; major changes are
primarily confined to the conversion of flush, north-facing skylights in the wings to the
present dormers with operable sash windows. Modern additions to the east, south and west
of the original building (built as additional school grounds were acquired) do not
compromise the integrity of the original design of the school.
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10. Geographical Data

Acreage of nominated property @Pproximately 5.5 acres

Quadrangle name _Granite City, IL/MO Quadrangle scale 1:24 000
UTM References

ALl Pleglzagl liglgloonl L) Lol Ll ]

Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing -

cbo bbb b b baad X N T A O A A
N T e I O O R O A O A
Y I I T A O A e G I I T A O A A e

Verbal boundary description and justification 1€ Charles Sumner High School is located at 4248 West
Cottage Avenue in City Block 3687, St. Louis, MO. The property extends approximately 850" alor
the south line of Cottage Avenue, 280' along the west line of Good, 850' along the north line ¢
St. Ferdinand Avenue, and 280' along the east line of Pendieton, occupying the entire block.
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CHARLES SUMNER HIGH SCHOOL
4248 West Cottage Avenue
St. Louis, MO

#1 of 4S5
Photographer: Cynthia Longwisch
Date: April 1986

Negative: Landmarks Assn. of
St. Louis, Inc.

Camera facing southwest; primary
elevation.
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CHARLES SUMNER HIGH SCHOOL
4248 West Cottage Avenue
St. Louis, MO '

#2 of)l5’
~ Photographer: Cynthia Longwisch
Date: April 1986
Negative: Landmarks Assn. of
St. Louis, Inc.
Camera facing south; center block,
primary elevation.
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CHARLES SUMNER HIGH SCHOOL
4248 West Cottage Avenue
St. Louis, MO

#$30fT 48

Photographer: Cynthia Longwisch

Date: April 1986

Negative: Landmarks Assn. of
St. Louis, Inc.

Camera facing northwest; rear
elevation.
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CHARLES SUMNER HIGH SCHOOL
4248 West Cottage Avenue
St. Louis, MO

#4 of 9§
Photographer: Cynthia Longwisch
Date: January 1987

- Negative: Landmarks Assn. of

St. Louis, Inc. _
Camera facing south; primary

elevation showing east addi-

tion {con-contributing).
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~ CHARLES SUMNER HIGH SCHOOL

4248 West Cottage Avenue
St. Louis, MO

#5 of 5

Photographer: Carolyn Toft

Date: October 1987

Negative: Landmarks Association
of St. Louis, Inc.

Camera facing east/southeast; west
(side)} elevation
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