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SUMMARY:

Constructed in 1937, the B'Nai Israel Synagogue is a stuccoed brick, one-story,
Spanish Colonial Revival style building with isiamic influences. It is located at 126 S.
Main Street in Cape Girardeau, Missouri. The white-finished building sits at the south
end of the downtown business district and faces Main Street to the east. The floor plan
is square, measuring 40 feet x 40 feet. The main entrance is within a stuccoed portico
centered in the primary fagade. The portico itself is entered through pointed horseshoe
arches on three sides. The fagade also features corner buttresses topped with red
mission tiles. The synagogue has a flat sloping roofline with red tiles along the parapet.
South of the synagogue and flush with the east fagade, a set of wrought iron gates is
flanked by square brick piers. The Star of David is molded into the wrought iron and
centered on each of the gates. A painted brick chimney is at the southwest corner. A
small brick building, originally a carriage house, sits directly at the northwest corner of
the synagogue. Although the two buildings are on separate property tracts, with vertical
metal flashing between them, from a distance they appear to be attached. The
synagogue is in very good condition and has had very little alteration since its
construction in 1937.

ELABORATION:

The B'Nai Israel Synagogue occupies one and a half lots in the downtown business
district of Cape Girardeau. The landscape is level with a few cedar trees on the south
side of the building. To the south of the synagogue is St. Vincent de Paul Catholic
Church (NR April 12, 1982) and to the west are residential homes and small
commercial business. The Mississippi River is one biock to the east. Regional history
murals that have been hand-painted on the city’s flood wall can be seen from the front
steps of the synagogue.

The building has been articulated in a simple Spanish Colonial Revival design but also
reflects an Islamic influence in some of the architectural details. The focal point of the
east facade s a stuccoed portico with battered sides and a dome. Measuring 7 feet by
8 feet, the portico provides primary access to the synagogue (see Photo 1). The dome
is constructed of red painted sheet metai squares and is topped with a wrought iron
finial. Decorative ceramic mosaic tiles form a symmetrical band at the base of the
dpme. lf!ecessed Islamic pointed horseshoe arches provide openings on all three
§zdes. Qzamond pane casement windows with Islamic detail are symmetrically arranged
in the side elevations of the portico. A red brick walkway is laid from the sidewalk to the
front steps of the synagogue in a basket-weave pattern. There are four brick steps with
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iron handrails on each side of the entrance. The main entry door is constructed of
cypress wood divided into two panels with raised diamond patterns, painted with a red
finish and adorned with an iron door knocker. Colorful ceramic tiles frame the top and
sides of the entry door and an iron light fixture with frosted giass panes hangs from the
center of the portico (see Photo 6).

The front fagade has a series of four window openings with iron lintels centered on
each side of the portico. Each opening is recessed into the exterior wall in the shape of
an Islamic pointed horseshoe arch. The two outer openings contain diamond pane
casement windows with red, green, yellow and blue stained glass. The inner openings
are blind Islamic pointed horseshoz arches. The comers of the front fagade are
supported by angle buttresses (see Photo 2). Extending from the south corner of the
front fagade is a pair of wrought Iron gates, each approximately 7 feet high and 8 feet
wide. The Star of David is molded into the wrought iron and centered on each gate.
Brick and stucco piers flank either side of the gates (see Photos 3, 5 and 7).

The south and north elevations contain four 10-foot bays and are identical with the
exception of the fourth bay. A double casement window (each unit in the shape of an
Islamic pointed horseshoe arch) is centered in the first bay (see Photos 4 and 7). They are
constructed of red painted, metal frames and lintels with diamond pane stained glass.
Bays are divided by approximately 6-foot pilasters topped with red tiles. The second
bay consists of two square iron casement windows with 16 panes of clear glass, iron
mullions and iron lintels. The third bay has one square iron casement

window and a painted wood half-light door with a shed awning with red tiles. The fourth
bay of the south elevation has one red wood half-light door and a brick chimney that
extends about one foot above the parapet at the southwest corner. A low concrete
porch with iron rails, a handicapped ramp and a set of three steps is located between
the third and fourth bay. The fourth bay of the north elevation has two square iron
casement windows instead of the door and the rooftine is level to the back of the
building (see Photos 3 and 4).

The west elevation is very plain with asymmetrical metal casement windows and white
stuccoed walls. The roofline is level with no parapet wall. The electric utilities are
mounted on the south end of this elevation (see Photo 5). On the northwest corner, a
small vernacular brick building sits almost touching the synagogue. This building was a
carriage house to a residence circa 1880 that was on the lot directly west of the
synagogue (See 1893 Sanborn map). Between 1893 and 1900, the residence burned.
Ruins of the home remained until 1915 but the carriage house has been kept on the
prop'emt{ since its construction. It is located on a different tract and is not included in the
nomination.
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Interior:

From the entry door, facing west the synagogue opens into a small vestibule area, with
a large classroom to the north. This classroom was used for teaching. The vestibule
opens into a large hall where banquets and social gatherings occurred. This hall
converges into the sanctuary in the shape of an L. A small kitchen, two bathrooms and
a boiler room are along the west side of the building. The sanctuary in the south
portion of the building measures apprommately 15 feet by 30 feet (see floor plan

sketch). .

Rows of red oak pews occupy the sanctuary and face a bimah (podium) that is used for
reading the Torah scrolls or leading services. Between the stained glass windows on
the inside of the front facade is an important feature of the sanctuary, the Ark of the
Covenant (see Photo 8). The Ark, a cabinet or recession in the wall, holds the Torah
scrolls which consists of the first five books of the Bible and constitute the Jewish laws,
constitution and teachings. In front of and slightly above the Ark is the ner tamid, or
Eternal Lamp. This lamp symbolizes the commandment to keep a light burning in the
synagogue. Above the lamp, the Ark is adorned with David’s crown and the lions of
Judea (see Photo 8). To each side of it are menorah (candelabras). An American flag
stands to the left corner of the Ark and a blue and white Israeli flag is to the right. The
area directly above the bfmah has a red oak plank ceiling with projecting beams resting
on decorative bearing plates.’ The large hall and classroom have white plaster walls
and ceilings. Floors are red oak. The interior of the synagogue contains all of its
original wood trim, floors and ceiling rafters. The plaster walls have some water
damage around a few windows but are largely intact. All the window frames, exterior
wood doors and stained glass are well preserved. The ceilings are piaster and wood
and contain the original light and cailing fixtures which are still functional. The décor
retains high integrity and reflects the local Jewish cuiture of Cape Girardeau.

The B'Nai Israel Synagogue is architecturally unique in Cape Girardeau and is
representative of the local experience of a prominent ethnic group in the city.
Historically, it stands as a symbol of local Jewish culture not only in Cape Girardeau but
Southeast Missouri, and architecturally it remains much as it did in 1937 when it was

completed.

' Judaism 101: Synmagogues, Shuls and Temples. http://www.Jjewfaq.org.




I U
NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approval No. 1024-0018 {8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

Section number _7 Page _ 4 B'Nai Israel Synagogue

Cape Girardeau County, MO

Floor Plan
40'-Q"
—
HVAC Kitchen Bathrooms
Large Hall
°
_I
Q
Sanctuary
Class Room

8'-0"




e e, ]

NPS Form 10-800-a OMB Approval No. T026-0018 (8-85)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service
National Register of Historic Places

Continuation Sheet
B'Nai Israel Synagogue

—L__ Page
~ Cape Girardeau County, MO

5

Section number

Sanborn Map (Revised 1931-1950)
Ll e I by e LT f
: . Tax. :
lO PRENOY L S MERRIWETHER €222+ 'ﬁ f ]. |
o ~ s} ) ]
] @ 4 — I O y— = r'”' hi o=
‘ SR ¢ & i [
g == ) r; ; 5? | e % g
: 'k | . "; 4- :
[j 'E' - : 'f—g % .
g O e
f ﬁ a ':,r,_’_'k "
H ilTe e |}
- = R
oy T ) Y ®
{7 Tt | R
B PO el 1 3 R
» ' .‘ m’} \ /&'g : §
"7 : o ) sl I wlw
i . a— [ w
dl =t 1EEE
: |k 3N E55 :
o.n v d ¢ Ll
| - e il v | = N
@ i Bl @ = @ o E
i n ——rin N WILLIAM e »
ar '.. -
— . @ j,.: :;_ 7 Covmret Cozz ¢ cam Sowcenr
- ’ E ’ 4 "‘Hl -Tm'“TH‘; ::
;_:,B !E i - ;

)

-

15

T

o
L2 it S
i

—
ye
]
71
{ }
l"'F..
1
s B
Fn
S
:
' !
— '
et o H B
lis.s o= [ o
e -
I =

—a

.

=
r——
s Sars Aceckr Sypias & Seaprod
-
H




M

OMB Approval No. 1024-0018(8-83)
B'Nai Israel Synagogue

Cape Girardeau Cou

6

Page

7

National Register of Historic Places

United States Department of the Interior
Continuation Sheet

National Park Service

NPS Form 10-800-a
Section number

“_,____. ﬂ_____%_

__2.
w“u ___:__.w______r_n

J3AT0
_ -ln..l-.l o vy A - f)

T

- ”
1 i8E
iy ), ]S
g =
.uw mm_mﬂ.m . .
m =
—_ m. : {uﬁl\mg r———L oy IE \HL
........ @.-,., - - .ﬁt.tﬂzs_w:--.-.-.----.........-ﬁ-nm.--..---....--...------..-.#-.

¢
S ot

n%an | ‘wn.w_u |

[ {

EE

0]
4

INDEPENDENCE

Lawwdarr &H-] L

= [

[

Yo
i
N

WImEI“ - mﬁﬂ Fd

T
]
-
N
N
]

K} Eiﬁiﬂiriﬁtﬂ
I T
u\.a . N g n-wpf‘_. m LE
¥ 1" | g Ik . 3
Jo ! BRI - O b
— Yo m__ o mMWu-n JWJ ﬁmwu ﬂl—? ﬂ m
T .w@

Sanborn Map- 1200




NPS Form 10-500-a OMB Approval No. 1024-0018 (8-56)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

B'Nai israel Synagogue

Section number __8 Page _7
Cape Girardeau County, MO
SUMMARY:

The B'Nai Israel Synagogue in Cape Girardeau, Cape Girardeau County, Missouri, is
eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A in the
area of ETHNIC HERITAGE: EUROPEAN and Criterion C in the area of
ARCHITECTURE. The building is locally significant for its association with the
establishment and growth of the local Jewish community, symbolizing its determination
to retain traditional identity while achieving inclusion in the larger community.
Completed in 1937, it was jointly erected by members of Cape Girardeau’s Jewish
community, private citizens and loca! business owners solidifying a bond and
acceptance between the community and one of its contributing ethnic groups.
Architecturally, the B'Nai Israe! Synagogue is significant as the only representative
Spanish Colonial Revival style building with Islamic details in Cape Girardeau. The
exterior of the synagogue remains unchanged with no alterations, additions or
renovations since its construction in 1937, The interior retains remarkable integrity with
the authentic Jewish sanctuary and original structural and decorative elements intact,
thereby strongly conveying the building’s past traditions. The period of significance is
from the time of its completion in 1937 until 1954, the arbitrary cut-off date for the
National Register of Historic places. The B'Nai Israel Synagogue functioned as a
Jewish house of worship continuously until about 1999.

ELABORATION:

Prior_to construction of the B'Nai Israel Synagogue, the congregation met in various
locations throughout Cape Girardeau such as the Elks Lodge, the Presbyterian Church
and the Community Building in Fairground Park. After fire destroyed the Community
Building in 1937, the small congregation buiit its own house of worship. Since its
construction, the synagogue has been used as a gathering place for Jewish religious
and social life. Over the years it has conveyed the group’s sense of tradition and
contributed to its growth of the local Jewish community.

in the ear}y 1700s, America’s small Jewish community contributed to the prosperity of
the colonial states by providing traders, merchants, and shopkeepers. Like other
pioneers in Amenca. the Jews sought economic, financial and religious freedom. Many
were fluent in several languages and had foreign contacts for overseas trading, an
obvious advantage in the world of commerce. Jews became known for skills such as
appraising jewels and obtaining special commodities. In early America many Jewish
citizens were allowed to vote and hold office, own large plantations and deal in the
slave trade. After the Revolutionary War, many took full advantage of the country’s
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economic indepgndence and prospered greatly.2 With all of these opportunities, the
Jewish community established itself as an integral part of the new nation.

Due to the growing number of immigrants from Germany, Poland and Eastern Europe,
the Jewish population in the United States which had grown to nearly 300,000 by the
mid-1800s rose to approximately 4,500,000 in 1925. As a result of this influx, Jewish
settlers traveled across the United States and developed flourishing communities on
the banks of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. In 1877, Missouri's population included
approximately 7,380 Jewish persons who were mainly concentrated around the St.
Louis and Kansas City areas. The Jewish community was instrumental in the industrial
and commercial development of St. Louis.? Seeking to build a sense of their traditional
heritage, the Jewish community began to organize and create associations for worship
and familiar social traditions. In 1836, the first Jewish public service in Missouri
occurred on the top floor of a St. Louis grocery store. St. Louis’ first synagogue,
theTemple of B'nai-El, was constructed in 1855.*

Louis Hecht, whose family came to America from Poland in the mid-1800s, was of
particular importance to Cape Girardeau. The Jacob Hecht family came to St. Louis
where Jacob met his future wife, Anna. She had migrated from Germany with her
parents at about the same time that Jacob escaped from Poland. They soon married in
St. Louiss, where they operated a small retail clothing store prior to moving to Poplar Bluff
in 1900.” The Hechts owned and operated two successful retail stores in Poplar Bluff,
providing high quality items such as sitk and wool dresses, hats, lingerie, corsets,
Georgette coats and fine crepe waist jackets. For men and boys, Hecht's carried
specialty suits, shirts and caps. Hecht's established a fine reputation of serving their
community with dedication. Jacob's ten chiidren followed in his retail footsteps and
opened numerous successful stores throughout Missouri. Jacob’s son, Louis,
visualized a store along the Mississippi River in the thriving town of Cape Girardeau. In
1917, the local newspapers announced his arrival:

The Poplar Bluff Republican pays a nice compiiment to Louis Hecht, who is preparing to

2 » - . »
Fishman, Priscilla, The Jews of the United States, New York: Library of

Jewish Knowledge, 1973, pp. 45-49.

3 . . .
Dershowitz, Alan, leahmwmman_m, New York: Little, Brown and

Company. 1997, pp. 162-163.

4 . v )
Wiernik, Peter, Historv of Jews in America. New York: Hermon Press, 1972,

pp.122-127.

® Southeast Missourian, October 22, 1988,
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open a new store in Cape Girardeau. Louis Hecht, one of the most aggressive young
business men. Will open a dry goods business in Cape in the next two weeks. He has for
numerous Years been active here in connection with his father and has had a number of
years experience in the mercantile business. The Hecht family is prominent in the merchant

business in this part of the country.®

Section number _8 Page

Shortly after arriving in Cape Girardeau, Louis Hecht became known as a loyal
businessman and dedicated, patriotic citizen serving his community and country proudly
and fairly. An example both of his clever business tactics and dedication came about
when he was called to serve in World War { less than a year after he established his
new business. Instead of selling his goods to a broker, he decided to place an ad in the
paper, mark down all of the merchandise and sell it at low prices to the people of Cape
Girardeau and the focal community.

“I AM CALLED TO THE COLORS?”--Louis Hecht

Withi_n a few weeks I expect to become a member of the National Army, and
Anticipatory of my military service, I must dispose of the business I have
Built up in Cape Girardeau.

[ have had two alternatives presented to me in this emergency. Either I could “lump”
My entire store off 10 a single purchaser— sacrifice to one man, or I could “sacrifice”
My stock to the people of Cape Girardeau.

T'owe my success in the last year to the people of Cape Girardeau.
I'am going to sell my stock to the people.’

Upon returning from the war, Louis Hecht reopened his business with even more
success and acceptance from the local community. Soon his sons joined him in the
family business and they expanded operations with several other locations. Hecht's
retail stores continue to serve Cape Girardeau, providing the same high quality and
dedication to the people.

In addition to its economic contributions to the business district of Cape Girardeau, the
Hecht family was also known for dedication to its ethnic heritage and religion. The size
of the local Jewish community was small in the early 1800s but its commitment was
strong. In 1918, they congregated to worship for the High Holiday service in the local

® Ibid., March 13, 1917.

" Dailvy Republican, March 13, 1917,
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Elks Club building. In 1921, local Jewish leaders and businessmen David Minnen, Louis
Hecht and Jake I;’ollack organized efforts to form a charter of the B’Nai B'Rith lodge in
Cape Girardeau.” Thase men became instrumental in ieading the Jewish congregation
in its search for stability, acceptance and a sense of place within the community.

From 1921-1938, the Jewish community worshipped and socialized in various locations
such as, the Sturdivant Bank, the Presbyterian Church and the Community Building in
Fairground Park. Then tragedy struck on February 27, 1937 when the Community
Building burned to the ground. The Southeast Missourian reported that the
congregation not only lost its place of worship in the blaze but its sacred Hebrew scrolls

as well.

FIRE DESTROYS PARK CLUBHOUSE
Comrpumty Buiiding in Fairground park Wiped Out:
Jewish people in community say Jewish scroll lost.’

With _undaunted faith, the congregation purchased property on Main Street next to the
St Vmcen;rODe Paul Catholic Church and began preparation for a new synagogue in
July 1937.™ The congregation commissioned T. P. Barnett of the prominent St. Louis
architectural firm Barnett, Haynes, and Barnett to design a traditional Jewish
synagogue. The firm had designed other prominent structures in Cape Girardeau
such as Hecht's Store (NR 7/20/00 Cape Girardeau Commercial Historic District) and
the Hlm_melberger and Harrison Building (NR 7/1 7/03). Tom Barnett, the youngest
brother in Barnett, Haynes, and Bamett, had traveled throughout Europe as an artist
and designer. Because of his fine reputation and renowned sense of style, Barnett had
been hired to design many of Cape Girardeau’s other prominent buildings.

Cape Girardeau boomed during the steamboat years but business slowed after the Civil
W‘ar until tl_1e railroad arrived. Louis Houck was particularly instrumental in obtaining a
ralquad, w_lthout which Cape Girardeau might never have thrived. In 1900, Houck was
credited with successfully connecting all of the small surrounding railroads and linking

] ’ : : .
Hechts’s Store Business clippings collection, Special Collections and
Archives, Southeast Missouri State University.

' Ibid.,February 11, 1937.
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Images of the Past In the City of Roses, C d i '
- - ’ ape ’ -
Southeast Missourian, 1993, page 93, pe Girardeas, Missourd

u :F i i £ g 3
- - ] i . T.P.
Barnett Company, Architect. St. Louis, MO




NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approvel No. 1024-G0 1,

United States Department of the interior

National Park Service
National Register of Historic Places

Continuation Sheet

Section number _8 Page _ 11 B'Nai lsrael Synagogue
Cape Girardeau Countv, MO

them to Cape Girardeau.

Hquck also loyed his.tory and possessed a deep sense of the area’s heritage. This was
evident with his publication, The Spanish Regime in Missour, in 1909. The book heiped
br;ng the S|gn]1‘]cance of the area’s heritage into the public eye."2 Many of Cape
Glrardegu’s citizens already felt a rich connection with its Spanish heritage. This
connection was reflected through the use of Spanish style architecture in many of the
prominent cqmmer_c:al structures such as the Marquette Hotel (NR 4/11/02), the
Southeast Missourian Newspaper Building, Hecht's Store (Commercial Historic District,
N_Fl 7/_20/0_0).. the Surety Insurance Building (Broadway and North Fountain Street
Historic I_:):stnct, lei Ia 7/03) and Lueders Studios. One of the most unique, however,
was the incorporation of this heritage by the local Jewish community with the
construction of the B'Nai Israel Synagogue.

The synagogue featured a modest Spanish Coloniai Revival design, a prominent style
fron_1 about 1915-_1 940. Algng with Mission, Mediterranean agd S;anish EcleZic
designs, the Spanish Cofonial Revival style evolved from Hispanic roots and Spanish
Colonial architecture in particular. Spanish Colonial Revival architecture became
popular in thforma in the 18995 and migrated eastward. Railroads used this style in
the construction of grand terminals in the Southwest, and by the 1920s picturesque
Spanish motifs had become Popular in hotels and commercial structures throughout
America. The Spanish Colonial Revival style was popuiar in America until about the

time of World War ll.

The design of the B'Nai Israel Synagogue reflects such features of Spanish Colonial
Revival and Spanish Eclectic styles as stucco walls with pilasters, a low-pitched red tile
roof, parapet walls, a simple square floor plan and a symmetrical fagade. An identifying
featu_re. of Spanish Eclectic is the use of decorative details from Byzantine, Moorish, or
Gothic influences, and the B'Nai Israel Synagogue is a unique building in Cape
Girardeau because of the additional presence of such details.” The synagogue’s
architect reflected the congregation’s ethnic heritage by incorporating such Islamic
elements as horseshoe shaped arches, stained glass windows, the dome on the front
fagade and colorful glazed ceramic wall tiles. ’

2
Stephens, Jane and Bonnie St an . an
_ ! _ epenoff, *Styil i i
Reviv e ax .
al in Cape Girardeau 1924-1937. 7 Missouri Valfigxgﬁghggﬁaégalégigr

Vol.IV, Number 3, 1998.

i1
McAlester, Virginia and Lee, A Fie : .
Knopf, Inc.. 2000, pages 129 ang 417%d Guide to American Houses, New York:
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The style in which the synagogue was constructed portrays Cape Girardeau’s Spanish
heritage and a refationship to the Spanish colonists who blended the adobe building
traditions of the N_atlve Americans with similar building techniques from Spain while
reflecting the trac_htipnai pulture of the Jewish congregation. The B'Nai Israel Synagogue
continues to retain its original 1937 setting, materials, workmanship, association and

location.
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Verbal Boundary Description:

The boundary of the nominated property is indicated by the dashed line on the accompanying Cape
Girardeau City Plat Map (1978).

Boundary Justification:

The boundary encompasses all of the land historically associated with the B'Nai Israel Synagogue.

Photographs:

The following information is the same for all photographs:
B'Nai Israel Synagogue, 126 S. Main Street, Cape Girardeau, Cape Girardeau County, Missouri

Photographer: Melinda Winchester
Location of negatives: Melinda Winchester, 2285 County Rd. 316, Cape Girardeau, MO 63755

Date: January 2004

1. East (primary) elevation, facing west.

2. East and north elevations, facing southwest.
3. South elevation, facing north.

4. North elevation, facing south.

5. West and south elevations, facing northeast.
6. Entrance detail, facing west.

7. Detail of southeast corner, facing north.

8. interior of sanctuary, facing east.
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STATE OF MISSOURI

DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL RESOURCES

wiww.dnr.mo.gov

Bob Holden, Governor » Stephen M. Mahtood. Direcror

May 17, 2004

Merriwether Investments
20 N. Spanish

Cape Girardeau, MO 63701

Re: B’Nai Israel Synagogue, 126 S. Main, Cape Girardeau, Cape Girardeau County

Dear Sir of Madam:

| am pleased to inform you that the B'Nai Israel Synagogue, 126 S. Main, Cape Girardeau, Cape
Girardeau County, Missouri was listed in the National Register of Historic Places on May 5, 2004,

Enciosed is a copy of the official National Register listing from the National Park Service.
A certificate in recognition of this honor will be prepared and forwarded to you in the near future. If

you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact us at the State Historic Preservation
Office, P.O. Box 176, Jefferson City, Missouri 65102 or at 573/751-7858.

Sincerely,
STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE

Gk O TP

Maric A. Miles
Director and Deputy State
Historic Preservation Officer

MAM/ct
Enclosure: as stated
c Mayor Jay Knudtson, City of Cape Girardeau

Mr. Kent Bratton, Historic Preservation Comm.
Ms. Melinda. Winchester, preparer
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