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The Rockhill Neighborhood is a residential area; no commercial or industrial

uses are included in the district. The area represents the most intact portion
of the old Rockhill district surviving from the period of its development by
William Rockhill Nelson. Originally, the neighborhood encompassed many blocks
surrounding the nominated district, but expansion of the University of Missouri-
Kansas City campus, construction of the Nelson Art Gallery and Volker Park, and
commercial intrusions on Troost Avenue have seriously altered the character of
the surrounding neighborhood. The blocks placed in nomination to the National
Register of Historic Places constitute the nucleus of the surviving Rockhill dis-
trict. > ‘

In addition to the significant number of Nelson houses remaining in the Rockhill
Neighborhood, the boulevards which Nelson inspired and promoted are also evident

in the district. Rockhill Road, a divided, four-lane thoroughfare, which at one
time provided a major access to the district, survives in a form reminiscent of
Nelson's original plan. Although the roadway has received a more modern concrete
surface, its width, contour, and plantings constructed according to Neison's

design have not been altered. Therefore, this nomination inciudes a portion of
Rockhill Road from 47th Street to Pierce Street in order to emphasize that Nelson's
conception of neighborhood planning transcended the architecture of the houses.

District houses characteristically are of two basic materials: frame with clap-
board or shingle siding or rock. Limestone is also prolifically used to embel-
Tish the frame houses. At the time Nelson was developing his neighborhood, a
Timestone quarry was functioning near the southern perimeter of his holdings and
undoubtedly was the source of much of the stone., A1l houses are situated on
solid stone foundations, several feet thick, providing a substantial support for
the dwellings. The avajlability of quarried stone also accounts for the numerous
rock walls which occur throughout the district.

Dwellings in the Rockhill Neighborhood were planned to be of identical or similar
fabrication and design within each block, but with each block of a different
design. Significantly, houses on 47th Terrace and Harrison and Pierce streets
occur only on one side of the street, allowing each residence an open view. Only
on the major street of the district, 47th Street, are significant variations in
house plan to be found; this is also the only street where dwellings occur on
both sides of the road.

There are essentially five residential types in the Rockhiil Neighborhood, each
occurring in a different section of the district:

1) rock, single-family dwellings (south side of 47th Street between
Holmes and Campbell streets?

2) rock and frame, single-family dwellings (Pierce Street)

3) frame, single-family dwellings (47th Terrace)
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4) Tlarge, frame dwellings (47th Street, south side between Locust Street
and Rogkhi]] Road and north side between Rockhill Road and Charlotte
Street

~5) frame dwellings (east side of Harrison Street).

1) The two-story, rock homes on the south side of 47th Street occur essentially in
two contiguous blocks.~ There are eight identical structures in this group: 703 to
815 47th Street. These dwellings are constructed of random, mortared rubblestone in
a rectangular plan. Each house is situated about 100 feet from the sidewalk behind a
rock wall with iron gate, dating from the time of construction. The main entrance in
each dwelling is provided by a doorway at the east end of the main (north) facade. A
stone portico with shingled, pedimented roof shelters this entranceway. Fenestration
includes square-plan, eight-over-eight Tight, double-hung sash windows. A rock pro-
Jjection centered across the first story, main facade, provides additional Tiving space
on that level. A large rock chimney occurs at the north end of the west facade; a
smaller utility chimney (rock) is appended to the center of the east wall. The shin-
gled roof is of a lTow-pitched gable design.

2) The dwellings on Pierce Street include eight, rectangular-plan, two-story struc-
tures situated on the north side of the street (512 to 540 Pierce Street), These
identical homes, the smallest in the district, are three bays wide and are of rock
and frame construction. Random, mortared rubblestone and clapboard face the east and
west and north and south facades respectively. A one-story, frame portico runs the
width of the primary (south) facade and is supported by three Timestone columns.
Fenestration on the main facade includes eight-over-eight 1ight, double~hung sash
windows; the side facades are devoid of windows. The main entrance is provided by a
doorway at the west end of the south facade. A single, stone chimney is attached to
the west facade. A rock wall runs along the curb, the length of the street.

A1l residences are turrently owned by the University of Missouri-Kansas City and are
used as faculty housing and office space. The University is maintaining the houses
in an admirable state of repair with respect for the original design.

3) The frame, single-family dwellings on 47th Terrace are relatively modest size
structures, but are more architecturally refined than the previously mentioned groups.
These houses are square-plan, two-story buildings situated on the north side of the
street. There are four residences in this group. Each has a gambrel roof with two
large pedimented dormers occurring at roof level on the front facade, The roof and
dormers were originally fin{shed in wooden shingles, although these have been replaced
in many instances by asphalt shingles. The end (east and west) facades are of clap-
board. Four, rectangular-plan, double-hung sash windows occur on each side elevation,
two to each story. The main facade (first story) is recessed, and the overhanging
second story is supported by three 1imestone columns. Fenestration on the first story
of the main (south) facade includes a doorway and a window at the east and west ends
respectively.



Form No. 10-300a
(Rav. 10-74)

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR FOR NPE USE ONLY
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE : .

RECEIVED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES

INVENTORY -- NOMINATION FORM DATE ENTERED

ROCKHILL NEIGHBORHOOD

CONTINUATION SHEET ITEM NUMBER 7 PAGE 2

Although some houses in this group have been subjected to later modifications, an espe-
cially intact structure remains at 612 47th Terrace. This residence is essentially un-
medified from the time of Nelson's development of the Rockhill Neighborhood.

4) The houses on 47th Street and Rockhill Road (47th Terrace to 47th Street) include
13 residential buildings. They exhibit the greatest architectural diversity of the
district. One dwelling, 515 47th Street (southeast corner of 47th and Locust streets),
was built for Nelson's daughter, Laura Nelson Kirkwood, and family. This house,
currently a University of Missouri-Kansas City administrative facility, is a large,
three-story, square-plan, frame building sheathed in clapboard siding.

Another significant structure is the "“Rockhill Clubhouse" located at 610 47th Street
(northeast corner of 47th Street and Rockhill Road). This "clubhouse" is a two-story,
rectangular-plan, frame building with an enclosed gallery across the entire second
story of the primary (south} facade. The gallery is projected from the main facade;
it is sheltered by the overhanging low-pitched gable roof and supported by four stone
c$1umns. Five pedimented dormers occur at regular intervals along the roof's southern
slope.

The use of stone walls, a characteristic feature of the district, is again evident on
47th Street; partial stone facades and porch columns occur frequently.

A small, red brick, one-story cottage, located at the northwest corner of 47th

Terrace and Rockhill Road, is beljeved to be the first dwelling constructed in the
Rockhill Neighborhood and furnished quarters for Nelson's grounds-keeper. Built in
1904, this house was one of the several structures built to service the Nelson estate
(located on the site of the Nelson Art Gallery). This caretaker's residence is of a
design unusual to the district since it is of brick construction and a single story in
height. The characteristic rock wall does, however, occur near the sidewalk.

5) ‘The residences on the east side of Harrison Street, between 47th Street and Brush
Creek Boulevard, are approximately a block removed from the contiguous portions of the
district, which centers on Rockhill Road and 47th Street. The twelve, frame houses

are two stories in height, have rectangular plans, and are covered by steeply pitched
gable roofs. There are two basic plans which occur alternately in this group: one
type utilizes an east-west oriented roof 1ine, the other, a north-south roof. In
addition, rock chimneys are locatad at the south end of the main (west) facade in

the second dwelling plan. Both house types include an entrance porch positioned at the
north end of the west facade. Characteristically, these porches are supported by col-
umns of Timestone. A rock wall runs along the entire length of the block.

CONDITION

The general appearance of the Rockhill Neighborhood indicates that the houses have
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been maintained in an excellent state of repair.
PRESENT STATUS

Expansion of the University of Missouri-Kansas City with the construction of a Music
Conservatory and Performing Arts Center poses a threat to the homes on Pierce Street.
To make way for this new building, all residences must be either demolished or re-
located., Long-term dialogues between local tenants and owners of the district,
historic preservation groups in Kansas City, and University officials are only now
producing possible alternatives to demolition.

The current proposal would have the University retain three residences for its use
and donate the remaining five to the Historic Kansas City Foundation with the guar-
antee that the Foundation would move all structures. Relocation sites being con-
sidered include the west side of Harrison Street in the block immediately north of
47th Street or several vacant lots along 47th Street. (A1l proposed new locations
are within the district.) The Historic Kansas City Foundation is also studying the
advantages of later selling the houses to sympathetic owners to generate funds for
other preservation emergencies.

The final decision on the fate of the houses must be reached before August, 1975.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Rockhill Neighborhood is a residential district on the south side of Kansas City,
The district was built by William Rockhill Nelson, publisher of the Kansas

Missouri.
City [Missouri] Star and Times between about 1904 and 1910.1

Certain properties in the

Rockhill area were built to be sold, but others, notably the smaller frame and rock
structures, were retained in Nelson's ownership for lease, especially to his employees.
Nelson was one of the most influential proponents of the famous park and boulevard
system adopted by Kansas City in 1893, and the design for the Rockhill district was a

physical expression of his concept of the "city beautiful.”

The design and contour of

Rockhill Road running through the district, for example, is suggestive of Nelson's pref-
erence for thoroughfares which would correspond to natural topography and provide re-

In addition, the architecture of the
Rockhill Neighborhood and the repetition of house plans within each given block reflects
Nelson's desire for order, symmetry, and harmony in city planning.

lief from the prevailing monotonous grid pattern.

William Rockhill Nelson was born in Indiana in 1841 and was educated at Notre Dame
Upon graduation, Nelson practiced law in several midwestern towns before

College.
becoming a building contractor in Indiana.
business providing wooden paving blocks to various cities.

By 1874 Nelson had built a flourishing
In 1878 he became part

owner of the Fort Wayne [Indiana] Sentinel, and in 1880 he moved, with his partner, to
Kansas City to_start a daily newspaper in the booming western town.
City [Missouri] Evening Star commenced publication in 1880 and within three years had

attained a circulation of over 10,000.

Nelson's Kansas

By 1901 Nelson had acquired the Times, a morn-

ing paper, and by 1911 the papers had a circulation of about 300,000 daiTy.Z2

Nelson's journalism is best remembered for fts political "muckraking," especfally a-

. gainst bossism and municipal corruption in Kansas City.
marily for reform in city government, the publisher was a
proponents of the city's park
velop Kansas City real estate.

Although Nelson crusaded pri-
Iso very influential in unifying
gnd boulevard system and in influencing investors to de-

Kansas City's newspapers began to lobby for park and boulevard improvement and the de-

velopment of the south side during the early 1870's.
fluential in popularizing these ideas,

Although Nelson was extremely in-
real estate speculators had previously been in-

- vesting in south side property and were demanding tasteful boulevards to be built in the
area. Boulevards were considered essentfal to link the proposed system of municipal
parks wb1gh were to be built in outlying districts in anticipation of later growth,
Nelson joined in favoring parks, boulevards, and investment in south side property in a
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Star editorial on May 19, 1881. He attempted to demonstrate that the city must pur-
chase parkland in peripheral districts before the property became too valuable. Kansas
City in 1880 was still a frontier "boom-town," and Nelson's editorializing on parks,
boulevards, and the "city beautiful" represented the beginnings of an awareness among
Kansas Citians that their city was becoming a metropolis and must be planned for future
growth. This realization eventually resulted in the formation of a city Board of Park
Commissioners in 1893.%4 Although Nelson was not a city planner, his plan for the Rock-
hill area is nevertheless an expression of his ideal concept of metropolitan growth, and,
because Nelson's newspapers were so widely read, the plan affected subsequent residen-
tial development in Kansas City.

The Rockhill Neighborhood was developed on property Nelson acquired about 1890.% The
district surrounded his estate, Oak Hill, situated on a site now occupied by the Nelson
Art Gallery. 1In September, 1904, the first of many "Nelson houses" was ready for occu-
pancy.6 It is probable that Nelson designed the houses himself; his previous experience
in residential contracting in Indiana suggests that he could have possessed sufficient
skill to draw his own plans. (To date, however, no surviving house plans have been
located.) Nelson, of course, realized that the Rockhill district would never become
populated without boulevards to provide easy access to the downtown area. But more
significantly, the publisher conceived of the Rockhill area as a laboratory in which he
could demonstrate the practicality and feasibility of contoured boulevards and modest,
but tasteful homes, as aspects of proper urban residential design. Between 1900 and
1901, Nelson built Rockhill Road at his own expense. This bouievard was a wide,
divided artery with a treebelt between traffic lanes. A street car line, flanked by
pedestrian sidewalks, was included in the center of the treebeit., A similar proposal
was subsequently adopted for Kansas City's famous "Paseo," and possibly this later
boulevard was influenced by Nelson's Rockhill Road. It is known that Nelson's plan

for Rockhill inspired J.C. Nichols' "Country Club District” in the middle 1920's.

Certain larger houses in the Rockhill Neighborhood were buiit for speculation, but the
majority of smaller dwellings were rental properties. It is believed that the larger
homes, especially on the north side of 47th Street, were principaily for resale, but
the rock and frame structures on Harrison and Pierce streets, 47th Terrace, and on the
south side of 47th Street were retained by Neison as rentals. In a city growing as
rapidly as Kansas City fn 1900, 1t would have been very profitable for Nelson to have
constructed substandard housing designed for immediate and transitory occupancy. In-
stead, Nelson ordered his rental homes buiit slowly and carefully, using quality lumber
and 1imestone. He rejected the idea of a uniform house plan throughout the Rockhill
area, discreetly varying the designs block by block. In a city where real estate
values were at a premium, Nelson preferred to build only on one side of most streets
to provide a certain amount of light and privacy for his tenants. In addition, he
built low Timestone walls around all dwellings. It may be inferred from Nelson's
residential architecture and rejection of the gridded streets that he was attempting
to express his vision of Kansas City as an urbane community.
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Nowhere did his acceptance of urban life and his
"belief in its perfectability show more clearly than
in his hopes for a Kansas City composed of tree-
lined streets flanked by rows of neat houses . . .
and graceful parks and bouTevards.’

William Rockhill Nelson*died in 1914, and his widow, Ida H. Nelson, inherited the Star
and Times, the Rockhill area rental properties, and several other real estate ho1d1ngs
Upon the death of Mrs. Nelson in 1921, the estate became the property of Nelson's
daughter, Laura Nelson Kirkwood. Her husband, Irwin Kirkwood, editor of the Star,
controlled the estate in the name of his wife until her death in 1926. As stipulated by
Nelson's will, the estate was then placed in trust, to be administered for the public
benefit of Kansas City.8 The Star was ordered to be sold within two years after the
probate of Nelson's will, and accordingly was auctioned in 1926 to a corporation headed
by Irwin Kirkwood.9

Proceeds from the sale of the newspapers were to be used to construct the Nelson Art
Gallery on the site of Oak Hill. Nelson's will did not demand the disposal of his
real estate, but the Nelson Trust, administrators of the estate, began selling
Rockhill Neighborhood homes almost immediately. Much property was held by the Trust
as rentals until the 1950's, but today all houses and lots in the Rockhill area have
passed from ownership by the Nelson Trust.

FOOTNOTES

1. Rockhill: William R. Nelson Estate (ca. 1915), passim.

2. William Rockhill Nelson: The Story of a Man, a Newspaper and a City (Cambridge:
Riverside Press, 1915}, passim. '

3, William H. Wilson, The City Beautiful Movement in Kansas City (Columbia, Missouri:
The University of Missourt Press, 1964}, p

4, Parks and Boulevards Charter Amendment of Kansas City, Missouri (Kansas City,
Missouri: Lawton and Burnap, 1893}, passim; and Board of Park Commissioners
of Kansas City, Park System of Kansas City (Kansas City, Missouri: n. pub., 1914),
passim.

5. Wilson, pp. 18-19.
6. Kansas City [Missouri] Star, July 6, 1969, p. 1E.
7. MWilson, p. 20,
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The Last Wills of William Rockhill Nelson, Mrs. Ida H. Nelson, Mrs. Laura Nelson

Kirkwood (Kansas City, Missouri: New England National Bank and Trust Company,
1926}, pp. 4-7.

9. Kansas City [Missouri] Times, July 13, 1926, p. 1.

b

The survey of Missouri's historic sites is based on the selection of sites as they re-
Tate to theme studies in Missouri history as outlined in the "Missouri State Historic
Preservation Plan." The Rockhill Neighborhood is, therefore, being nominated to the

National Register of Historic Places as an example of the themes of "Architecture,"
"Technology," and "Urban Design."
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3. Donohue, James. Greater Kansas City Official Yearbook: T1904-1905. Kansas City,
Missouri: n. pub., 1905.

4, Fowler, Henry C., and Henry C. Haskell, Jr. City of the Future: A Narrative
History of Kansas City (1850-1950). Kansas City, Missouri: Frank Gienn, T1950.

5. Johnson, Icie F. William Rockhill Nelson and the Kansas City Star: Their
Relation to the Development of the Beauty and Culture of Kansas City and the
Middle West. Kansas City, Missouri: Burton Publishing Co., 1935.

6. Kansas City [Missouri] Journal-Post, June 27, 1926,

7. Kansas City [Missouri] Star, February 28, 1926.

8. , March 3, 1926.

9. » December 21, 1926.

10. » July 6, 1969,

11. , September 23, 1972,

12, Kansas City [Missouri] Times, July 13, 1926.

13. » dJanuary 18, 1949,

14, » June 10, 1972,

15. The Last Wills of William Rockhill Nelson, Mrs. Ida H. Nelson, Mrs. Laura Nelson
Kirkwood. Kansas City, Missouri: New England Bank and Trust Company, 1926.

16. Nelson, William R., Trust. Minutes of the Board of Trustees. Vol. I. (In
possession of the William R, Nelson Trust, 1174 Bryant Building, Kansas City,
Missouri.)

17. Parks and Boulevards Charter Amendment of Kansas City, Missouri. Kansas City,
Missouri: Lawton and Burnap, 1893.

18. Rockhill Subdivision Plat Book. {In possession of the William R, Nelson Trust,

1714 Bryant Building, Kansas City, Missouri.)
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19. Rockhill Subdivision Property Book. (In possession of the William R. Nelson
Trust, 1114 Bryant Building, Kansas City, Missouri.)

20. Rockhill: William R. Nelson Estate. ca. 1915,

21. Studebaker Brothers Manufacturing Co. ODrives In and About Kansas City.
Kansas City, Missouri: n., pub., 1905.

22. Weirick, Ray F. "The Park and Boulevard System of Kansas City, Missouri,"
American City, Vol. III (1910), pp. 211-218.

23. Whitney, Carrie. Kansas City: Its History and Its People. Vol. III.
Chicago: S.J. Clarke Publishing Co., 1908, pp. 275-276.

24. William Rockhill Nelson: The Story of a Man, a Newspaper, and a City.
Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1915.

25, Wilson, William H. The City Beautiful Movement in Kansas City. Columbia,
Missouri: The University of Missouri Press, 1964.
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property lines of houses Tocated on the south side of 47th Street to the rear property
lines of houses on the east side of Harrison Street forms the southern boundary. The
eastern boundary coincides with the rear property lines of houses on the east side of
Harrison Street between Brush Creek Boulevard and the point where it intersects the
previously described southern boundary. The north boundary runs along Brush Creek
BouTevard between the eastern boundary of the district and Harrison Street, thence
southward along Harrison Street to a point where a line coinciding with the rear
property lines of houses on the north side of 47th Street intersects Harrison Street,
west along the rear property lines of houses on the north side of 47th Street between
Harrison Street and Rockhill Road, southeast along Rockhill Road to 47th Street, and
finally west along 47th Street to Locust Street {see Site Plan Map).
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2. Stephen J. Raiche, Research Associate
Department of Natural Resources, State Historical
Survey and Planning Office
P.0. Box 176
Jefferson City, Missouri 65101

~
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Photo Log:

Name of Property: Rockhill Neighborhood

City or Vicinity: Kansas City

County: Jackson County State: MO
Photographer: SJ Raiche

Date

Photographed: Sept. 1972

Description of Photograph(s) and number, include description of view indicating direction of camera:

1 of 7. Rockhill Neighborhood.

1 of 7. Rockhill Blvd, looking N toward 47" St. The width, plan, and curvature of the blvd reflect
Nelson’s attitude toward urban planning and represents one of several Nelson unspired street plans
in Kansas City.

2 of 7. 600 47" Terrace: a single-family dwelling type which occurs in Rockhill, especially on 47"
Terrace. S to N. Note use of characteristic dormers and rock porch supports.

3 of 7. 612 47" Street: a larger frame house, made available to Nelson’s senior or higher-ranking
employees, S to N.

4 of 7. Northside, 47" Terrace, view from Rockhill Road (looking W).

5 of 7. 610 47" Street: the clubhouse (now private residence) for Rockhill residents. Note dormers
and rock porch supports, a characteristic of Nelson’s domestic designs.

6 of 7. 803 47" Street: a rock single-family dwelling indicative of a style used in Rockhill, especially on
the south side of 47" Street, Nto S.


























