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INTRODUCTION

Playing Sherlock Holmes with Historic Buildings

OPEN THE DOORS

“There is one enormous source of artistic pleasure of which too few are as yet aware; there is one art whose works confront us wherever man lives, which all too many of us daily pass blindly by. That source is to be found in the buildings all around us; that art is the art of architecture.”

Talbot F. Hamlin. 1947



IN 1977 I MOVED TO ST. AUGUSTINE, FLORIDA, the nation’s oldest city, along with my wife and year-old daughter. I had in my bank account the savings from a decade of various jobs, and planned to write a book.

I thought it was all worked out, but had reckoned without inflation, so after nine months I was looking for a job.

As luck would have it, just at that time there was an advertisement in the newspaper saying that the Historic St. Augustine Preservation Board was looking for someone to work on a survey of old buildings.

Architecture and history have been my passions ever since childhood, so it seemed like a good match. I spent the next two years walking up and down every street of the Ancient City, stopping in front of almost every house and filling out a form listing everything from roof style to foundation material.

It caused me to look sharply at details as never before. To this day, I cannot pass an interesting building without making note of the style of its windows (speculating on whether or not they have been changed over the years), or its decorative elements, or other features that might previously have merged into one generalized, overall impression. I have learned the delight of details, as well as some of their meanings, and if this book can pass them on to you, then it will not have been a labor in vain.
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As I walked the streets, through hot summers and occasionally (despite the fact that this is Florida) brisk winters, getting soaked by flash showers, leaping out of the way of speeding automobiles, periodically being buzzed by yellow flies or attacked by mosquitoes, and putting holes through the soles of four pairs of shoes, I occupied my mind by endlessly asking the question “Why?” Why was this building in this particular location? Why did it look the way it did? What changes had been made to it over the years? I also asked—because I truly love and care about this historic place—what could be done now to bring out the best in it: the house, the neighborhood, and the city itself? I puzzled over the answers, street by street and house by house, from one end of town to the other.
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The answers, of course, did not just come out of my head. I ransacked libraries for books and publications on architecture and history. I cranked through miles of microfilm of old newspapers, letting out cheers when I would come across an article about the building of a house that I had just seen on the street, comfortably (or sometimes distressingly) settled into its sixth or seventh decade of existence.

We had a good set of maps from which we could date the houses within a range of years. Most useful were the Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps, produced for St. Augustine in 1884, 1888, 1893, 1899, 1904, 1910, 1917, 1924, and 1930. They showed the outline of every building, its construction materials, number of stories, and the like.

For buildings of the past century, you could take the maps in sequence and see where the site was once a vacant lot, then note when a structure first appeared, then follow through on later maps to see what enlargements had been made.
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The Sanborn mapmakers may have thought they were just doing something to benefit the insurance industry, but in fact their greatest contribution was to history—by providing the kind of details, not just for St. Augustine, but for towns and cities all over the country, that are nowhere else as immediately accessible. To anyone restoring or researching an old house, the Sanborn maps are a treasure trove of information. Woe be to the restorer who pounds the first nail or pries off the first board without carefully consulting them.

(This reminds me of a time when two entrepreneurs developing a fancy restaurant called me in to tell them something about their building. “The two most outstanding things, architecturally,” I told them, “are the front windows that run almost floor to ceiling, and the shutters that go with them.” Their faces dropped. “We just carted them to the dump,” they wailed. Let that be a warning!)

Not as frequent in their coverage over the years, but even more interesting for the art that went into them, were the bird’s-eye view maps of St. Augustine produced in 1885 and 1894. Bird’s-eyes were a popular 19th-century art form linked to the promotion of real estate. Itinerant mapmakers would travel the country, making grid plans of the town or city, then sketching in every single building as if seen from a low-flying plane—except that airplanes hadn’t been invented yet.

The ones done of St. Augustine are of amazingly high quality. If they show a building having two windows across the front, then that building had two windows. I know: I checked them more carefully than any but the most obsessed collector of bird’s-eyes possibly could. It’s no accident that our office periodically rang out with the shout, “Thank God for the bird’s-eyes!” We only wished there had been more of them.

They gave us the only pictorial record of most of our old buildings, since photographers, then and now, have a lamentable tendency to stick to the tourist route and give us thousands of pictures of the same handful of buildings.

That is not to say we did not also sing the praises of photographers past—both the professionals who came here during the Civil War and after, and the amateurs who captured their vacations or their family homes. Some of their work appears in this book to give a sense of how buildings have changed over the years.
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Postcards, too, yielded up their various views, and went into the mix that gave us a visual look at times gone by.

Some of the praise that went to the diligent makers of bird’s-eye and Sanborn maps should also go to the low-paid compilers of city directories. These volumes are another indispensable weapon in the arsenal of the old-house historian. They tell who lived in a building, along with their family status, race, and occupation. For a few hundred of the most interesting places, we traced the records back nearly a century. We sometimes found gems like 20 Valencia Street, which served as retirement home for not one, but two Union generals from the Civil War—in this very Southern town.

There were also legal records to go through at the county courthouse—a process made much easier when the local abstract company let us use their indexes. We frequently ran into that bane of researchers, the assertion that old records had disappeared. In some cases this was undoubtedly true, as I have occasionally seen old city and county records for sale at antique and junk shops. But there was also, inevitably, the feeling that some records deemed vanished were in fact stored up in the towers of the courthouse in an area inhabited by musty cartons and live pigeons—and the people of whom the request was made did not want to consider the hike and filth as falling within the purview of their job descriptions.
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Building permits in many cities are meticulously kept and a wonderful source of information about the age of buildings and the improvements made thereon. Alas, those too were among the records—at least of the vintage we sought—that were said to be “gone with the wind.”

Beyond the documentary records are the oral recollections of those who lived in particular buildings or neighborhoods. They are potentially the most fruitful source of information, though not without occasional pitfalls.

I ran into these in interesting ways. As I stopped in front of the houses, filling out forms, people naturally assumed I was the property appraiser, there to raise their taxes. They came charging out and cursed me accordingly.

Once their anger had been vented, I explained that I was not a property appraiser, but rather a house detective. I wondered if they could tell me anything about the history of their building. Then the stories started to pour forth. One woman recalled watching the huge 1913 funeral of Henry Flagler, the great Florida developer, from the very porch where we sat talking. And she told me how Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, the inventor of breakfast cereal and peanut butter, had rented a cottage in the backyard from her father. Others pointed out where buildings had been moved. One showed me where Al Capone stayed in St. Augustine. These were just some of the highlights that had never been recorded before. I have, ever since, pitied historians who don’t have time to talk to people.
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Of course, there are caveats: recollections of dates can be off by decades, and some tales can be stretched taller than the proverbial India-rubber man. The trick, as in any research, is to check and double check.

There is an additional hazard in a city like St. Augustine, where a building’s age has been so closely linked with its commercial and real estate value. It was not uncommon for a quick century to be added to the date of construction. Before our survey was done, no one had ever attempted to date the Ancient City’s buildings, except for a handful of colonial ones. After we finished, the results were not always wildly embraced, and some of the most outrageous tall tales continue to flourish.

I remember one woman who was opening a bed-and-breakfast inn and asked me to help her find out about the building it occupied. I launched her on a search through a long shelf of city directories and showed her how to trace the house and its residents. Five minutes later she came back in disgust.

“That’s too much work,” she said. “If I could just get a good ghost story to tell about the place…”
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So, welcome to St. Augustine, where history has been coined into gold and sometimes falsified accordingly. A few untruths have been around so long that they have acquired a distinction of their own as folklore. Others will, I hope, be corrected so that the twains of what is said and what actually happened may someday meet.

I also hope that those who live in the Ancient City, as well as those who visit here, will be enabled by this book to look with a more interested and informed eye on the architectural and historic treasures that line our streets.

Most of all, I hope that everyone will have the politeness of a junkyard dog the next time someone suggests demolishing yet another of our old buildings for a parking lot, gas station, or fast-food joint.

Gr-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r-r!!!
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CHAPTER ONE

The Colonial Period

MARINE STREET LOOKING SOUTH FROM BRIDGE STREET

The block-long section of Marine Street between Bridge and St. Francis Streets contains one of the finest collections of colonial buildings in the city. They were constructed before the seawall on the bayfront, and thus cling to the Marine Street rather than the Avenida Menendez side of their building lots. Buildings closer to the water tend to date from the Flagler era when the seawall was safely in place to protect them from periodic inundation. Several of the houses on Marine Street were occupied in early years by the black children of well-to-do white men.


MANY PLACES THAT CATER TO the tourist trade have their Olde-this or Olde-that, but in St. Augustine that antiquated spelling gives way to the more assertive “Oldest”—drawing on the city’s distinction as the oldest continuous European settlement in the continental United States. It dates its origin to 1565 and hails as its founder the Spanish conquistador Pedro Menéndez de Aviles.

The city’s survival is in many ways a miracle. It lacked the gold and silver that made other areas to the south crown jewels in the Spanish Empire. The justification for its continuance over the years was that as a military outpost it provided some protection to the treasure fleets bringing wealth from the other colonies to Spain.

The city lasted more than three centuries before a viable method was found of dealing with the dreaded yellow fever. Early colonial
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