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General view of the 0ld Post Office. Olive Street facade is
to the left, and the Eighth Street facade to the right. The
wall surfaces are highly articulated with recessed window and
door openings divided by pilasters and columms. The depressed
areaway or "moat" can be seen between the building and the

sidewalks. (Photo by Paul Piaget, 1965.)



INTRODUCTION

Declaring '"'that the spirit and direction of the Nation
are founded upon and reflected in its historic past,"
and realizing that the preservation of these tangible
reminders of the past should be encouraged by the
Federal Government, the 89th Congress, on October 15,
1966, passed Public Law 89-665, the National Historic
Preservation Act.

This law authorized the Secretary of the Interior, among
other things, ''to expand and maintain a national register
of districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects
significant in American history, architecture, archeology,
and culture,'" to be known as the National Register of
Historic Places.

The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation is also a
creation of Public Law 89-665. Among its several duties,
the Council is required to '"'advise the President and
Congress on matters relative to historic preservation."
One particular application of this duty is identified as
Section 106 of Public Law 89-665. It reads as follows:

The head of any Federal agency having direct

or indirect jurisdiction over a proposed

Federal or federally assisted undertaking in

any State and the head of any Federal depart-
ment or independent agency having authority to
license any undertaking shall, prior to the
approval of the expenditure of any Federal funds
on the undertaking or prior to the issuance of
any license, as the case may be, take into
account the effect of the undertaking on any
district, site, building, structure, or object
that is included in the National Register. The
head of any such Federal agency shall afford
the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation
established under title II of this Act a reason-
able opportunity to comment with regard to such
undertaking.



The 01d Post Office (originally known as the United States
Court House, Custom House, and Post Office) in St. Louis,
Missouri, was entered into the National Register on
November 22, 1968.

At present, custody and accountability for the structure
rests with the United States General Services Administration.
The General Services Administration plans to vacate the
building early in 1971, and has received a proposal to con-
vey the property to the city of St. Louis in exchange for a
city block adjacent to the present Federal Office Building
at 1520 Market Street, which block is to be developed as an
urgently needed parking facility adjacent to the Federal
Building. The Federal Property and Administrative Services
Act of 1949, as amended, and the Public Buildings Act of
1959 provide for land acquisition for such projects.
However, since funds are presently not available for the
purchase of this property, the General Services Administra-
tion is considering the exchange of properties as the means
to acquire a site for its parking facility. If such an
exchange is effected, the city may do with the 01d Post
Office as it wishes, which could mean its demolition and
sale of the land to a private developer to return the
property to the tax rolls.

In the event that the 0ld Post Office be declared surplus
property, it could be transferred, without monetary con-
sideration, to an eligible local governmental body for use
as a historic monument for the benefit of the public.

In light of these developments, and in compliance with the
aforementioned Section 106 of Public Law 89-665, the General
Services Administration has asked for comments from the
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation. Accordingly,
this report has been prepared to aid the Council in its
deliberations when it offers its comments at its quarterly
meeting on August 5-6, 1970.



HISTORY
1873-1935

St. Louis in 1870 was what might be termed a ''boom town."

In the decade from 1860-1870, the value of manufacturing

in the city increased 296 percent. Not only did St. Louis
escape damage during the Civil War, it prospered, as the
Chief Quartermaster spent $180,000,000 in the city during
the conflict. Orders for clothing and supplies for the
Union helped bring many of the city's industries to maturity.

Although the steamboat era, the basis for an earlier upsurge
in the city's economic and physical growth, had passed, it
was in 1870 that the famous New Orleans to St. Louis race
between the Natchez and the Robert E. Lee was held. Taking
the place of the steamboats and their north-south routes
were the railroads, which had begun playing their part in
shipping raw materials to the East and finished products to
the West. In 1870, the Eads Bridge, accommodating the rail-
road on its lower level, was being erected. A marvel of
construction, as it had the longest fixed-end metal arches
ever built, the bridge may be seen as symbolizing the
energy, growth, and expectation of the city at the time.
Unfortunately, the decade of the '70's was not to live up

The Bridge at St. Louis. Lithograph after a drawing by F. Welcker, 1874.
A contemporary view of St. Loutis in the '70s.(Courtesy Library of Congress.)



to expectations. The Bank Panic of 1873 and the subsequent
depression had a profound effect on the city. One result
was that a dramatic decline in construction occurred.

It was also in the early 1870's that the idea of a new
structure to house all Federal offices in the growing city
was first formulated. In 1859, only 11 years earlier, the
United States Government had completed an Italianate struc-
ture at 3rd and Olive Streets to house Federal offices in
the city. However, this structure, later known as the 01ld
Custom House, was now deemed too small to accommodate all
the offices it was called upon to house.

On December 13, 1871, George A. Halsey, Chairman of the
United States Committee of Public Buildings and Grounds,
wrote Secretary of the Treasury George S. Boutwell asking
the cost of a new building and the amount necessary for an
appropriation.

On June 4, 1872, the new Federal building project began in
earnest with the instituting of condemnation proceedings to
secure the block bordered by Olive, Locust, 8th, and 9th
Streets. On September 3 of the same year, a favorable decree
was rendered by the St. Louis County Circuit Court and the
property was acquired. The total cost paid to the several
owners of property in the block was §$368,882.65. This figure,
which at first glance may seem excessive, is accounted for by
the fact that the block was then solidly built up with resi-
dential structures, many of them quite substantial.

Actual planning of the structure seems to have begun prior to
the rendering of the decree. In a letter dated September 9,
1872, Thomas Walsh, Superintendent of Construction, gave advice
to Alfred B. Mullett, Supervising Architect of the Treasury
Department, the Federal agency then responsible for the erec-
tion of such buildings. Walsh offered two ideas relating to
the building: first, that the main facade be on Olive Street,
as it was the southern exposure, and second, that the building
house only the Post Office, as he felt the existing structure
was adequate for the Custom House and Subtreasury.

As designed, the Olive Street facade did become the principal

one, but Walsh's second idea was completely ignored. When com-
pleted in 1884, not only did the building serve as Post Office,
Custom House, Court House, and Subtreasury, it also housed the
Collector of Internal Revenue, lighthouse and steamboat inspectors,
and the U.S. Army Engineers. In its role as one of the three sub-
treasuries in the country, the building's sub-basement vaults
often housed as much as four or five million dollars in specie.



The first construction contract, for foundation work, was awarded
on September 2, 1873, in spite of the fact that several property
owners were still protesting the condemnation suit, which was

not resolved until May 23, 1874, with the State Supreme Court's
confirmation of the Circuit Court's decision.

Once the legal hurdles were overcome, other obstacles, of a phy-
sical nature, began to appear. The most dramatic of these
occurred during the course of excavation for the foundations,
when it was discovered that the block rested on a bed of quick-
sand. In 1876 William Conklin gave the following description of
the difficulty in his St. Louis Illustrated:

The weight of the neighboring buildings superincumbent
above a soil of such quality communicated a powerful
impulse to the movement: a force of eight hundred men,
toiling day and night, with not as much a pause allowed

in the work as Sunday church devotions consume, was power-
less to stay the stealthy tide. It was terrible as an army
with banners. Around the opening the earth was observed to
be rapidly sinking; on all sides the surface of the ground
showed great rents, as when an earthquake had riven the
land. Some of the streets tending thitherward dropped into
a nearly perpendicular line; Locust Street fell like a rope
suspended into an ellipse-end curve. Dr. Eliot's church
was likely to be swallowed up; the mischance had assumed
its most alarming features...A prompt remedy was demanded
to put an end to this undermining and obliteration. More
than forty feet intervened between the scene of labor and
the underlying. Sands were accumulating beyond all efforts
of removal; springs issuing suddenly if the stratum below
was penetrated, and on the borders swift demolition threatening.

: TUAREAES
Construction photograph of 1876 showing the tops of the wooden pilings
which were driven through quicksand to bedrock to support the building.
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The sequence of photographs on pages 6-7 shows the slow construction
progress between 1877 and 1880. (Courtesy Citizens' Old Post Office
Committee.)



To solve the problem, huge Missouri pine logs were driven down
to the bedrock. Some 500 bales of cotton were packed around
these piles, and then covered with a four-foot layer of con-
crete. This foundation has continued to serve the building
well, and even today there are no telltale cracks caused by
settling.

Even after this initial difficulty was surmounted, construction
proceeded very slowly, due in part to the extreme care which
went into the construction and details of the impressive and
impregnable structure. Sliding iron shutters had to be ordered,
produced, and fitted for every opening; granite for the upper
stories had to be ordered and shipped from Maine, and then pre-
cision cut and fitted. Pediments for the windows are reported
to have cost $400 each and the carved columns and capitals, with
which the building is amply supplied, $800 each, though several
accounts give the figures of $1,700 and $1,500 each.

This discrepancy in accounting for the costs of these elements
is indicative of another problem which plagued construction and
is partly responsible for the slow progress made. Much scandal
accompanied the construction, especially in connection with the
Maine granite, which was found to be of an inferior quality.
Eventually, Walsh and his assistant, as well as the building's
contractor, were indicted in a conspiracy to defraud the govern-
ment. Although the indictment failed, Walsh was forced to leave
the job.
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The building was finally completed and fully occupied in March
1884. While the original estimate for the purchase of the site
and construction had been in the neighborhood of $4,000,000,
the final tally of construction costs alone gave a figure of
$5,686,854.68. This made it the costliest building which had
been erected in St. Louis at that time.
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The completed Post Office as it appeared ca. 1890.
(Courtesy Missouri Historical Society.)

For those who equate value in buildings only with historical
and personal association, the 0ld Post Office has played a
substantial role in the judicial history of the City, State,
and Nation. It has been said, and with justification, that
there was "more history made in the Federal Courts located

on the third floor than in any other department of the build-
ing." Other spaces in the building served primarily to handle
the routine Federal business of a midwest metropolis.

When the first courts convened in the building in March 1884,
their work was largely the handling of civil cases, but begin-
ning in 1919 there was such a flood of criminal work in addi-
tion to the civil suits that the Federal District Court had
as much work as it could handle. The Railroad Reorganization



Act, patent suits, and the Volstead Act proliferated many
cases which were heard in these rooms.

At a meeting of the Bar Association of St. Louis on May 2,
1939, Judge Chester Davis, then on the Federal Bench, said
that the Federal judges who occupied the court rooms in the
building at Eighth and Olive over a period of 51 years were
probably the outstanding group of Federal District Judges in
the Country. Beginning with Judge Treat, there followed
Judge Ames Thayer, Judge Elmer Adams, Judge David Dyer, and
Judge Gustavus Finkelburg. Probably the one who handled more
work than any other during his time on the Federal Bench from
1919 to 1939 was Charles B. Faris. The Flood Control Act
brought an extensive land condemnation program presenting
novel questions of law. The Railroad Reorganization proceed-
ings, under a new law, were pending when Judge Faris was
promoted to the Court of Appeals by President Franklin D.
Roosevelt in February, 1935.

This court, organized before the year that Missouri entered
the Union (1821), has been notable in the Nation for the
quality of men who presided there. Judge Dyer gained national
fame in breaking up the whiskey ring of the Grant administra-
tion before he came to the Federal Bench; and then his years
from 1907, when he was appointed by President Theodore
Roosevelt, until his retirement mark a period of distinction
in the legal field, in which he played a large part.

However, it must be admitted that while judicial decisions
rendered in the building had an impact on the interpretation
of law, this is a characteristic shared by many other Federal
courthouses in America.

More important than the fact that some positive events of
historical consequence took place here is the abstract
historical sense the structure imparts. The Old Post Office
serves as the primary, and one of the few remaining, tangible
links with an important era in St. Louis' past. The city has
preserved its old Cathedral of St. Louis (1831-34) and the
01d Courthouse (1839-62), Classic Revival reminders of the
early 19th-century history of the city. The 0ld Post Office,
belonging to the period of pain and determination and then
confidence and exuberance following the Civil War, is equally
worthy of preservation.

The 01d Post Office is significant primarily as a visible link
with the City's and the Nation's past, and because of its
structural and architectural merit.






