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1. Name of Property 

historic name San Antonio U.S. Post OFTice and Cotiithou.se 
other names/site number San Antonio Federal Building 

2. Location 

street & number 615 E. Hou.ston Street 
city or town San Antonio 
state Texas code TX 

^not for publication 
I Ivicinity 

county Bexar code 209-

cy r, 
zip code 78205 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, I hereby certify that this 0nomination Qrequest for 
determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the NationaJ^egister of Historic Places and meets the 
procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property 0tneets Qdoes not meet the National Register 
criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant Qnationally | [statewide 0locally. (QSee continuation sheet for additional 
comments.) 

SignatuKJof certifying official 

State or I'ederal agency and bureau 

I )atc 

In my opinion, the pn t the National Register criteria. (QSee continuation sheet for additional comments.) 

Signature of commenting or other official 

Texas Historical Commission 

Date 

State or Federal agency and bureau 

4. National Park Service Certification 

y certify that this property is: 

nlered in the National Register 
QSee continuation sheet. 

Q determined eligible for the National Register 
^See continuation sheet 

detennined not eligible for the National Register 
removed from the National Register 
other, (explain:) 



San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse 
Name of Property 

Bexar County. Texas 
County and State 

5. Classirication 

Ownership of Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply) 

private 
public-local 
public-State 

X public-Federal 

Category of Properfy 
(Check only one box) 

building(s) 
district 
site 
.structure 
object 

Number of Resources within Property 
(Do not include previously listed resources in the count.) 

Contributing 
1 

Noncontributing 
0 buildings 

sites 
structures 

0 obj ects 
0 Total 

Name of related multiple properfy listing 
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing) 

Number of contributing resources previously listed 
in the National Register 

N/A 0 

6. Function or Use 

Historic Functions 
(Enter categories from instmctions) 

Cat: 
GOVERNMENT 
GOVERNMENT 
GOVERNMENT 

Sub: 
Post Office 
Courthouse 
Government offices 

Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

Cat: 
GOVERNMENT 
GOVERNMENT 
GOVERNMENT 

Sub:  
Post Office 
Courthouse 
Government offices 

7. Description 

Architectural Classification 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

Late 19th and 20'h Century Revivals: Beaux-Arts 

Materials 

(Enter categories from instructions) 

foundation STONE: Granite walls STONE: Limestone 

roof CERAMIC TILE 
other 

Narrative Description 
(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 

See Continuation Sheets pp. 5-10. 
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Narrative Description 

Constructed in 1936 and dedicated in 1937, the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse is an impressive structure 
both in its location and design. Situated across the street from the Alamo, the building holds a prominent position in Alamo 
Plaza, one of San Antonio's three major plazas. The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse was considered a non-
contributing resource in the Alamo Plaza Historic District Nomination (NR 1977) at the time the district was listed. Other 
nearby buildings include the former Medical Arts Building (ca. 1926), the old Woolworth's department store building (ca. 
1920s), and the Gibbs Building (ca. 1912). Well-known local architect Ralph Cameron, in association with renowned 
Philadelphia architect Paul Philippe Cret, designed the building under the supervision of the Office of the Supervising 
Architect of the U.S. Treasury Department. Prominent artist Howard Cook painted a 16-panel fresco mural in the entry 
lobby to the post office. 

From a design perspective, the Beaux-Arts architecture of the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse closely follows 
the principles of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. The symmetry and composition—with emphasis placed on the central portion of 
the main fa9ade—as well as the rusticated base, monumental columns, and classical details of the building are all elements 
of this school of architecture. Additional features of this style were incorporated into the design of the interior, particularly 
the grand entry and postal lobbies. Original features such as marble floors, plaster moldings, suspended light fixtures, and 
postal stations continue to grace the lobby. The ceremonial courtroom retains its wooden wainscot and plaster walls, 
ornamental plaster entablatures (at the ceiling), suspended chandeliers, tall vertical windows, and buih-in wooden furniture. 

Overall, the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse retains a high degree of integrity in its setting location, design, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. While modifications have occurred, they have not impacted the building's ability 
to conv^ its historic significance as a federal building nor its architectural significance as an excellent example of a Beaux-Arts-
style public building. The building remains an important landmark in downtown San Antonio and a symbol of the continued 
federal presence in Bexar County. The unique historic flagpoles at front entry to the building are considered contributing 
objects. 

Exterior 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse is a six-story, polygonal plan, steel and concrete structure with 
basement. An open, central, light-court is located above the first floor. The raised foundation and entry steps are of Texas 
Pink granite. The first floor forms a rusticated plinth that is composed of Texas Cream limestone. The second- through 
fifth-floor walls are also clad in Texas Cream limestone, laid in a running bond pattern. A dentiled cornice separates the 
fourth and fifth floors. The sixth floor is set under the mansard roof, which is covered with red Ludowici tiles. 
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Narrative Description (continued) 

The building's monumental character is communicated on the primary (south) fa9ade by six massive Ionic columns that 
rise above the plinth to support a dentiled cornice and parapeted entablature with six large limestone finials. The columns 
are set within a pavilion that occupies the central five bays of the elevation. A stone balustrade spans the base of the 
columns. Four-over-four-light, double-hung, paired, steel windows penetrate the rear wall of the pavilion behind the 
balustrade. A row of two-story casement window units is located at the third and fourth floors, above the smaller 
windows. Engraved in the frieze below the dentiled cornice are the words: 

UNITED STATES POST OFFICE AND COURT HOUSE 

Pilasters support the finials that extend above the fifth floor. Four-over-four-light, double-hung, paired, steel window 
units separate these pilasters. Pilasters also rise on both sides of the outer two window bays from the top of the plinth to 
the architrave. The second-, third-, and fourth-floor windows on these bays are four-over-four-light, double-hung, paired, 
steel units; while the outer fifth-floor windows are four-over-four-light, double-hung, single, steel units. Ornamental 
metal spandrels separate the third- and fourth-floor windows. Windows on the second and fifth floors are set within a 
decorative limestone surround. 

The rusticated plinth on the first floor of the south fa9ade is penetrated by three arched openings that serve as the main 
entrances into the building. Recessed windows and decorative metal grilles surround the replacement revolving bronze 
doors at the main entries. A lantern is suspended from each entry's keystone. Rectangular windows with decorative 
grilles alternate with the arched entries. 

The west elevation is 12 bays in length and faces North Alamo Avenue, a prominent thoroughfare. Entrances, similar in 
design to those on the main (south fa9ade), are located on the north and south ends of this building face. The design 
elements include the arched surround, suspended lantern, windows, and metal grilles. At the second-floor level above 
each entry is a metal balconet. Pilasters extend from the balconet to the fourth floor. Four-over-four-light, double-hung, 
paired, metal windows separate these pilasters. Cast-iron spandrels divide the third- and fourth-floor windows. This 
design feature is repeated on the remaining third- and fourth-floor windows on this elevation. Another metal balconet is 
situated just above the pilasters at the juncture of the fourth and fifth floors. An additional pair of pilasters begins at the 
second balconet, rising from the cornice to a dormer with a quatrefoil window set in an elaborate limestone surround. 
Combined, these features add a Mission flavor to the design of the building. Four additional balconets are symmetrically 
placed at the second-floor level between the two balconets at the north and south ends of the fa9ade. An underground 
garage opening is located at the northern end of this elevation. 

The rear (north) elevation is where the polygonal shape of the building is truly expressed. The two outer facets of the 
fa9ade are eight bays in length, while the middle facet consists of only five bays. Less prominent than the south and west 
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Narrative Description (continued) 

fa9ades, the rear elevation is not a focal point of design features. Single, centrally placed, metal balconets appear at the 
second floor of each facet. Cast-iron spandrels separate the third- and fourth-floor windows. Finally, a small entry is 
situated on the northeast corner of the fa9ade. This entry has a square door surround, two wall-mounted lantern-style 
light fixtures, a metal grille and muhilight transom, and steps of Texas Pink granite. 

The east fa9ade is the longest elevation, occupying 16 bays. Its design complements that of the other elevations, 
particularly the north building face. Metal balconets appear at the fifth, ninth, and thirteenth window bays on the second 
floor, and cast-iron spandrels divide all third- and fourth-floor windows. An entrance, identical to that on the north 
fa9ade, is situated at the southern end of the elevation. 

Green spaces, sidewalks, and other landscape features characterize the site vicinity immediately surrounding the building. 
A narrow lawn area with small trees and plantings borders the north elevation. Two original flagpoles with ornamental 
cast-bronze bases and gilt finials flank the south entry steps. Several light standards—designed to appear historic—are 
situated between the street and the south entry steps. Each standard has a concrete base and scored shaft with five frosted 
globes on curved-arm frames. 

Interior 

The interior of the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse consists of three major historic spaces—the entry lobby, 
the postal lobby, and the ceremonial courtroom. The remaining space is dedicated to offices, several smaller courtrooms, 
corridors, storage and work areas, restrooms, and a light corridor. The postal and entry lobbies are the most heavily 
trafficked of these spaces. The postal lobby has an L-shaped floor plan. The "L" spans the southern end of the first floor 
and then continues north along the west wing of the building. The entry lobby separates the postal lobby from the Alamo 
Plaza entrance. Additional entrances are located at both ends of the west wing, through doorways on the east and west 
fa9ades. An elevator lobby with a stairhall is situated just west of the entry lobby. 

The entry lobby is rich in architectural detail and ornamentation. Upon entering through revolving bronze doors, visitors 
are struck by the grandeur of the space. The walls of the room are distinguished by a series of arched openings separated 
by engaged columns. The engaged columns and the walls are clad in St. Genevieve light-colored marble wainscot that 
has a dark cedar-colored marble base. The marble wainscot rises up to the spandrels. The marble arches on the south, 
east, and west walls are enriched by an egg-and-dart surround and a marble roundel in the tympanum. The arches on the 
north wall are identical except for the composition of the tympanum, which is either plaster or a fanlight window. The 
egg-and-dart molding is repeated in the cornice above the engaged columns. Scrolled brackets are visible under each 
archway, along the inside of the engaged columns. 
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Narrative Description (continued) 

Spandrels between the arches around the perimeter of the entry lobby served as the canvas for the 16-panel fresco mural 
painted by nationally known artist Howard Cook. The mural depicts key events in Texas history, including the arrival of 
the first Conquistadors, the signing of the Texas Declaration of Independence, and the arrival of the first railroad. Titled 
"San Antonio's Importance in Texas History," the colorful mural panels were completed in 1939. 

Attractive suspended bronze light fixtures hang from the plaster ceiling. A cornice with a dentil band divides the ceiling 
from the mural and arches. The floor in the entry lobby is of Tennessee Golden Veined Pink marble. 

The postal lobby still serves as an active post office. Sales windows and postal office doors—set in marble 
surrounds—are situated on the north wall of the south section of the lobby. Additional sales windows and bronze postal 
boxes are located in the western section of the lobby's east and west walls. The original bronze and glass-topped postal 
tables remain in this area. The lobby floors are Tennessee Golden Veined Pink marble; the plaster walls have dark cedar-
colored marble bases and St. Genevieve light-colored marble wainscot. Forty-one St. Genevieve light-colored marble 
pilasters with Doric-style capitals visually divide postal bays and sections ofwall space. A painted plaster cornice with 
dentils separates the plaster ceiling from the walls. A decorative band of fretwork extends around the lobby at a height of 
six and one-half feet. 

Original light fixtures grace the main postal lobby. The fixtures are suspended bronze pendants designed in varying 
styles; several have a frosted glazed core with a flared bottom skirt depicting eagles and shields. 

Almost equal attention to design was paid to the small elevator lobby located near the entry and postal lobbies. Walls in 
this space are clad in St. Genevieve light-colored marble with a dark cedar-colored marble base. A marble staircase rises 
along the south wall. Bronze handrails with ornate spindle balustrades form the open side of the handrail, while the wall 
side of the rail is relatively simple. A bronze door with decorative detailing is tucked under the staircase in the southwest 
corner of the room. The door features octagonal shapes in its design. Two elevator bays with embellished surrounds 
penetrate the north wall. A pendant-type, eight-point star, light fixture is suspended from the plaster ceiling. 

The ceremonial courtroom is located in the south wing of the third floor. It is entered through leather-covered, double, 
wooden doors on the west wall of the courtroom. A shouldered wood surround with a pediment frames the doorway; a 
bronze clock is centered above the pediment. The walls are of wood wainscot (rising four feet in height) and painted 
plaster. Four doubled-height windows interrupt the wainscot and plaster on the south wall. Painted plaster pilasters with 
dentiled capitals extend from the wainscot to an entablature on the east and west walls. The ceiling is clad in acoustical 
panels glued to the original plaster. Denticulated crown moldings enhance the appearance of the ceiling area, as do six 
suspended, ornamental bronze light fixtures. Recessed can lights also illuminate the courtroom. The floors are carpeted; 
wood tiles are likely intact, however, underneath. 
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The judge's bench is set on the east wall of the room on a raised platform in front of a recessed arch. The arch is enriched with 
pilasters, a dentiled entablature, gilding an egg-and-dart band, and a carved plaster seashell. The judge's bench, witness stand, 
clerk's desk, and reporter's desk appear to be original to the room. These pieces are enriched with inlaid designs that 
contribute to the impressive character of the room. 

The judge's office, located next to the ceremonial courtroom, also displays a number of original features; wall paneling, 
doors and trim, hardware, and ornamental bronze light fixtures have been retained. 

An original auxiliary courtroom is located on the fifth floor. This courtroom is smaller and less adorned than the 
ceremonial courtroom. The room has wood wainscot and plaster walls. Lighting consists of contemporary fluorescent 
fixtures attached to a dropped ceiling. Room fiimishings, including the recorder's desk and the judge's rostrum, appear to 
be original. The carpeted floors are not original. 

The corridors, particularly those on the third through fifth floors, are the most historically intact of the remaining interior 
spaces. These corridors generally retain brown terrazzo floors with cedar-colored marble borders, plaster walls, wood-and-
glass doors, and original steel windows (facing the light-court). New gypsum ceilings and historically compatible light 
fixtures have been added. 

Alterations 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse has been modified over the years to accommodate changes in the usage 
of space and for various building improvements and upgrades. While modifications have occurred, the building continues 
to exhibit many of the elements that have made it an impressive landmark addition to San Antonio since its completion in 
1937. The continued use as a post office and courthouse is largely responsible for the building's high degree of 
architectural and functional integrity. While downtown San Antonio has changed over the years, the retention of historic 
resources within the Alamo Plaza area has contributed to the continued prominence of the federal building. 

Alterations to the interior of the building have primarily impacted tenant offices. The entire second floor has been 
significantly remodeled to accommodate Federal Bureau of Investigation offices. Changes have included the installation of 
new gypsumboard walls and glass security walls, carpeting, and suspended dropped acoustical tile ceilings with florescent 
lighting; however, the original single-light, wcxxl-paneled doors as well as door hardware have been retained. In other 
tenant spaces on the third through fifth floors, lowered ceilings have been added. In addition to tenant space alterations, 
substantial changes have occurred in the first floor postal workrcx)m. New partitions, lighting, and contemporary 
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Narrative Description (continued) 

finishes have been installed. The use of the space has also been reconfigured to accommodate the need for additional 
office space. 

The entry lobby has not been altered, with the exception of the replacement entry doors which were designed to be 
compatible with the original. In 1999, the 16-panel fresco mural was restored to its former grandeur. Security metal 
detection equipment has been added to the juncture of the two section of the L-shaped postal lobby. The addition of this 
equipment has not significantly affected the volume and character of the space. The historic finishes remain intact. 

Changes to the exterior of the building have been minimal. A handicap access ramp and automatic door were added to 
the southwest side of the structure in 1983. No additions have been made, and the exterior is in its original condition. 

10 
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8. Statement of Significance 

Applicable National Register Criteria 
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for 
National Register listing.) 

x A Property is associated with events that have made a 
significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history. 

B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in 
our past. 

x C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, 
period, or method of construction or represents the work of a 
master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a 
significant and distinguishable entify whose components lack 
individual distinction. 

D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history. 

Criteria Considerations 
(Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.) 

Property is: 

A owned by a religious institution or used for religious 

purposes. 

B removed from its original location. 

C a birthplace or a grave. 

D a cemetery. 

E a reconstructed building, object or structure. 

F a commemorative property. 

G less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the 
past 50 years. 

Narrative Statement of Significance 
(Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 

Areas of Significance 
(Enter categories from instructions) 

Politics/Government 
Architecture 
Art 

Period of Significance 
1937-1950 

Significant Dates 
1937 and 1939 

Significant Person 
(Complete if Criterion B is marked above) 

N/A 

Cultural Affiliation 
N/A 

Architect/Builder 
Simon. Louis A.—Supervising Architect, U.S. Treasury Department 
Cameron. Ralph—Architect 
Cret. Paul—Consulting Architect 
Crew. Louis—Government Construction Engineer 
Schriber. Floyd—Construction Superintendent 
A.W. Kutshce—Construction Contractor 
Cook, Howard—Artist 

See Continuation Sheets pp. 11-17. 

9. Major Bibliographical References 

Bibliography 
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) See Continuation Sheets pp. 18—19. 

Previous documentation on file (NPS): 
preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) 

has been requested 
previously listed in the National Register 
previously determined eligible by the National Register 
designated a National Historic Landmark 
recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey 

# 
recorded by Historic American Engineering Record 

A ' 

Primary location of additional data: 
State Historic Preservation Office 
Other State agency 

x Federal agency 
Local government 
University 

x Other 
Name of repository: 

(icncrul Scr\iccs .Admini.stration. Greater Southwest Rcaion. Fort Worth. T.X 
San Antonio Conservation Society, San Antonio, TX 
Alexander Architectural Archive, University of Texas at Austin 
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Narrative Statement of Significance 

Summary 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse is eligible for inclusion in the National Register of Historic Places under 
Criterion A for its association with federal construction and arts programs designed to relieve the economic Depression of the 
1930s. Subsequent to its dedication in 1937 and through 1950, the building provided a federal presence in San Antonio as well as 
many federal services, including postal and legal. Like other public buildings built in the 1930s, the design and construction of 
the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse were also part of the federal construction programs enacted to reduce 
unemployment during the Depression. It is also eligible under Criterion C as an excellent example of Beaux-Arts architecture. 
The Howard Cook mural is eligible as well under Criterion C as an integral part of a building that represents a significant 
type, period, and style of artistic expression. Additionally, the mural panels were completed under federal arts programs 
created to beautify public buildings and to develop American art, while, at the same time, building community pride by 
representing regionally significant themes. Architecturally, the Beaux-Arts design of the San Antonio federal building 
reflects the government's use of restrained classical architectural styles to evoke an appropriate image of the federal 
government. 

Historical Significance 

Background 

Although San Antonio's first federally-owned post office was not built until 1890, the city's postal history began much 
earlier. The first San Antonio post office was located in a small abode building owTied by James Bowen, who is believed to 
have operated the post office there prior to the Texas Revolution. He served as its postmaster, without pay, well into the 
days of the Republic of Texas and is considered to be the first postmaster in the state of Texas to operate and distribute the 
mail in an orderly fashion. Later, mid-nineteenth-century postal offices are thought to have been in buildings located on the 
southwest comer of Main Plaza (ca. I857-I86I), the comer of Main Plaza and Dolorosa (1861-1865), Soledad Street (ca. 
1865-1869), and West Commerce and Soledad streets (1869-1877).' Ahhough it is not clear, these early post offices are 
thought to have occupied rented space in buildings housing other businesses. 

' "Dedication of the United States Post Office and Court House, San Antonio, Texas, 24 March 1937." Unpublished pamphlet on 
file at the San Antonio Conservation Society. 

11 
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Following the restoration of the Alamo, commercial activities in San Antonio moved from Main and Military plazas to 
Alamo Plaza. In 1877, the post office followed, moving into the Gallager Building at the corner of Alamo Plaza and Blum 
Street. The Gallager Building, named for the wealthy rock mason who constructed it, housed offices and a bank as well. Its 
Italianate architecture featured a heavily bracketed roof cornice. Today, it is the site of Dillard's department store: 

In 1890, a large Romanesque-style federal post office was constructed at the northwest corner of Alamo Plaza. This 
asymmetrical structure of gray-stone had an impressive tower and rusticated arches. Designed by architect James R. Gordon, 
who worked in the Office of the Supervising Architect, U.S. Treasury Department, the building remained in use for almost 
50 years. 

A fire in the building in 1927 or 1928, combined with San Antonio's rapid population growth, brought about the need for the 
current San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse. Public support for a new federal building was widespread, and by the 
1930s the employment potential of a large-scale federal construction project was very attractive. Public enthusiasm, a 
progressive New Deal administration, and some political wrangling led to the initiation of construction in 1935/1936. Early 
plans called for the new facility to be large enough to house all federal agencies and to streamline the city's quickly 
expanding postal needs. 

Appropriations for the new federal building had been requested in February 1931, and by June of the same year the 
federal government had selected the building site—which would encompass one city block—as the location of the 1890 
post office and several nearby buildings. The building would face Alamo State Park (so named by proponents of state 
management of the site). Some opposition was voiced to the expense of tearing down the old post office and placing the 
new building on the full block.̂  Federal plans, however, prevailed, and the Congress had appropriated $1,525,000 by 
1932 for the building's construction. These funds fell short of the projected construction costs, but actions to secure 
architects for the full-scale project proceeded." The additional funds of $745,000 were finally secured by June 1935, after 
intensive lobbying by Congressman Maury Maverick. The old federal building was razed in August 1935, and 
construction was underway by December of the same year. 

Construction of the building ran relatively smoothly, taking less than two years. Groundbreaking ceremonies at the site 
took place on September 14, 1935. and the first concrete was poured a month later.'̂  The steel framework was completed 
in April 1936, and within two months, on June 15, the cornerstone was laid. Like the groundbreaking, the placing of the 

• Milstead, Eva. "History of Postoffices Parallels City's Growth," October 1992. Article on file at the San Antonio Conservation 
Society. 
^ San Antonio Express, 29 November 1933. 
•* San Antonio Express, 30 September 1934. 
' San Antonio Express, 10 October 1937. 
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cornerstone by Congressman Maury Maverick was accompanied by a ceremony that included various patriotic, civic, 
military, and religious organizations, as well as a crowd of over 2,000 people.*" 

Stonework up to the fourth floor of the six-story building was finished and the large columns on the front elevation were 
in place by September. Roof work began in October, and the entire exterior of the building was largely complete by the 
end of 1936. Although some interior work still had to be finished, the building was dedicated on March 23, 1937, but it 
was not ready for final inspection until September.' The dedication ceremony drew a large crowd. Public officials from 
Washington, D.C, were among the people in attendance. Postmaster General James A. Farley formally accepted the 
building and gave the dedicatory address.* According to news story carried the day the building was dedicated, the new 
facility was the first air-conditioned post office in the United States and the first federal building in San Antonio to house 
all federal agencies under one roof 

Several state agencies began moving into the new building the week of October 3, 1937, but the official day of occupation 
was Saturday, October 9.'' Selection of an artist to produce a mural for the lobby was the final step toward completion and 
was underway shortly after the dedication. Howard Cook was chosen in May 1937 to be the mural artist; he completed 
the mural in 1939. 

From a local perspective, construction of the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse during the Depression era 
provided a positive indication of better times to come. Economically, the new federal building provided much-needed 
efficiency in handling the ever-growing volume of mail in San Antonio and facilitated business growth at the local level. 
Its construction also created employment opportunities during economic hardships, and, as a federal undertaking, it 
further served as a powerful symbol of United States permanency and security. 

Mural 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse was constructed at the end of the Depression years and benefited from 
other federal programs designed to renew national optimism and to provide jobs for the unemployed. The development of 
murals that were inspired by regional history and culture and were to be displayed in public places was one such program. 
Murals were introduced in the U.S. in 1876 but were primarily utilized on the East Coast until the WPA began promoting 
them in the 1930s. The first federal New Deal arts program was the Public Works of Art Project (PWAP); 

^ San Antonio News, 16 June 1936. 
'' San Antonio Liglit, 24 March 1937, 31 August 1937. 
* San Antonio Light, 24 March 1937. 
San Antonio Express, 10 October 1937. 
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the PWAP, however, was intended to provide only short-term relief to unemployed artists. It ended in June 1934 but was 
replaced in 1935 by the Treasury Relief Art Project (TRAP) and the Federal Art Project (FAP). The latter program 
operated under the Works Progress Administration (WPA) and was the largest of the new government programs, 
providing art to state and municipal institutions and governments. Although funded by the WPA, TRAP operated under 
the Treasury Department and employed artists to decorate federal buildings built and administrated by that department. 
Under this program, artists completed 89 murals, 65 sculptures, and 10,000 easel paintings.'" 

A year before TRAP, the Treasury Department had a non-relief arts program known as the Section of Painting and 
Sculpture. This program later evolved into the Section for Fine Arts. The new section was the program primarily 
responsible for the murals and sculpture found in post offices throughout the country and was often known simply as the 
"Section." Its intent was to create art that reflected the themes and style of the American scene. Buildings selected for art 
were chosen by the Section staff, who conferred with the project's architect, and then submitted proposals to the 
procurement division. Since about one percent of construction monies would be used to fund a building's art, those 
projects near or at construction budget were not candidates. Commissions were awarded through regional competitions in 
which artists submitted anonymous sketches. 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse mural was created by Howard Cook, an eminent printmaker and 
muralist of the 1930s. Cook was selected among 185 artists on May 25, 1937, in a national competition conducted by the 
Section." He was awarded a commission of $12,000 over the course of two years and completed the 16-panel mural in 
1939.'- By design, the Section of Fine Arts program of mural painting inside federal buildings was created to expose 
people to artistic quality not readily accessible and to generate pride through inspirational depictions of American ideals 
and regional history while, at the same time, employing many out-of-work artists. Howard Cook's mural and design 
approach exemplified the goals of the mural program and played an important role in generating community pride in the 
new federal building. 

The mural itself is a fresco, a technique which requires paint to be applied over wet plaster, and is one of the largest in the 
nation, covering 750 square feet. Cook interacted with the local people about the content of his mural, discussing San 
Antonio and Texas history and continually accommodating local input on the accuracy to his working designs.'̂  Cook 
returned to his home in Taos, New Mexico, where he worked on full-scale sketch designs. During the two years it took 

° Christ, Mark. Ar/cansas Post Offices with Section Art. National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property Documentation 
Form, 1998. 
" San Antonio Light, 25 May 1937. 

San Antonio Light, 23 November 1978. 
Paris!, Phil. "Post Office Murals: A Chance To Repaint Hard Times" The Medallion, July 1989. 
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to complete the mural, only the last six months were spent in the actual painting. Because Cook did not consider the 
original plaster in the building to be suitable for the fresco, he directed that the plaster be reapplied. Titled "San 
Antonio's Importance in Texas History," the mural portrays San Antonio and Texas history from the time of Spanish 
colonization and missionization to the twentieth century. The expense of the mural's commission was cause for some 
opposition, but Cook generally enjoyed wide public support, and his 16-panel mural is highly regarded as one of the 
showpieces of the federal mural program. 

Post-Construction 

Dan Quill, a prominent citizen in San Antonio history, was instrumental in gaining San Antonio its new federal building. 
He served as postmaster from 1934 to 1971, during most of the period in which the building functioned as the central post 
office. Quill was well-liked and carried some political weight, maintaining friendships with President Franklin Roosevelt, 
who first appointed Quill as Postmaster, and with President Lyndon Johnson and Lady Bird Johnson'̂  President Johnson 
even waived the postmaster age limit of 70 years for Quill specifically, whose 36-year stint aspostmaster ended when he 
reached the age of 73. 

The function of the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse today remains much the same as that of 1937. The 
primary change has been reclassification of postal activities in 1979, resulting in the relocation of central postal activities 
to the newly constructed General Mail Facility in northern San Antonio. This move was necessary because of a need to 
increase available space in the federal building to accommodate the growth and diversity of other federal agencies housed 
there, as well as the expansion of San Antonio away from the downtown area and the need to incorporate new mail 
technology. The 1937 San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse continues to house the downtown-area post office. 

Architectural Significance 

The San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse was one of the many public buildings designed under the guidance of 
the Office of the Supervising Architect of the Treasury Department. For more than 75 years (1850s-1939), this office was 
responsible for the design and construction of such public buildings as custom houses, post offices, and courthouses. 

San Anlonio Express-News, 11 November 1984. 
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The buildings it created were not only designed to serve a federal function but to express the permanence and presence of 
the federal government in the cities and communities in which the buildings were located. Early in its history, the Office 
of the Supervising Architect employed a variety of architectural styles to convey this presence. At the turn of the century, 
however, classically inspired styles such Classical Revival and Beaux-Arts began to predominate. These styles were 
thought to express democratic values. Additionally, they reflected the government's assertion that "government buildings 
should be monumental and beautiful, and should represent the ideals of democracy and high standards of architectural 
sophistication in their communities."" 

While these ideals continued to be applied for many years, the expense of constructing "monumental and beautiful" 
buildings became a concern. In 1913, federal construction policy measured the cost of constructing post offices against 
the city or community's postal receipts and the value of the real estate where the building was to be built. The evaluation 
of the cost of erecting public buildings coincided with a new architectural movement that promoted modernism. Both had 
similar effects on federal architecture—a "starved" classicism. Starved classical designs still employed many of the 
classical elements that defined styles of architecture such as Beaux-Arts, but the expression and amount of ornamentation 
were restrained. Fa9ades became more simplified, focusing more on balance and proportion than ornamentation. For 
example, classical elements were angular and faded into the building faces. In the 1920s and 1930s, starved versions of 
Beaux-Arts and other classical styles of architecture were employed rather than their more elaborate predecessors. While 
architects in the Office of the Supervising Architect resisted moving in the direction of totally modern designs, the starved 
classical approach was adopted because it still incorporated the classical elements that were thought to express the federal 
presence. 

Architect Paul Philippe Cret (1876-1945), who, with San Antonio architect Ralph Cameron (1892-1970), designed the 
San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse, was very much a part of the starved classical movement. He steadfastly 
believed in "the creative possibilities of designing within traditionally set limits and took issue with what he felt to be the 
modernists' insistence on newness for its own sake.""" His work, which reflected this sentiment, served as the standard 
and trendsetter for "starved classicism" across the country. Cret was born in Lyons, France, and studied architecture at 
the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Lyons and the Ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris, where he graduated in 1903. In 1903 he was 
invited to teach architecture at the University of Pennsylvania, where he remained until his retirement in 1937. During his 
long tenure at Penn, Cret was recognized as one of the foremost practitioners of the Beaux-Arts style. By the late 1920s, 
however, he began to experiment with a new, radically stripped-down classicism. In 1930 the regents of the University of 
Texas hired Cret as the university's supervising architect and commissioned him to draw up a general development plan 

Boland, Beth. How !o Apply the National Register Criteria to Post Offices. National Register Bulletin. Washington, D.C: U.S. 
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Interagency Resources Division, 1994. 
" Craig, Lois, ed., and the staff of the Federal Architecture Project. The Federal Presence: Architecture, Politics, and Symbols in 
United States Government Building. Cambridge, Massachusetts: M. I.T. Press, 1979. 
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for the campus. Between 1930 and the early 1940s Cret, working in association with the firm of Greene, LaRoche, and 
Dahl and Robert Leon White, designed 19 buildings for the campus. Cret's 1931 Main Library, featuring a great tower, 
remains the centerpiece of the university's campus." 

Ralph Haywood Cameron was born in San Antonio. He attended public school and subsequently worked as an 
architectural draftsman for architect Alfred Giles and the firm of Adams and Adams. In 1912 he went to Kingsville to 
supervise construction of the new main house on the King Ranch, designed by Adams and Adams for Robert J. Kleberg. 
While working for the firm, Cameron also designed the Dewitt County Courthouse in Cuero and remodeled the Gonzales 
County Courthouse. In August 1914 he opened his own architectural office in San Antonio, and designed numerous 
houses and small buildings in South Texas. He entered the US Army in 1917 and saw combat in France. He was gassed 
on the last day of the war and hospitalized for a time in Paris. While there, he used the opportunity to study architecture 
briefly at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. After the war, Cameron returned to San Antonio and reopened his architectural 
practice. During the 1920s and 1930s he emerged as one of the leading Beaux-Arts-influenced architects in South Texas.'* 

All of these elements strongly influenced the design of the San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse. While Beaux-
Arts in design, the federal building's exterior is at the more subdued end of the spectrum of the style. Its symmetry and 
composition—with emphasis placed on the central portion of the main fa9ade—as well as its rusticated base, monumental 
columns, and classical details are important elements of this style of architecture. The interior of the building, however, 
provided the canvas and palette for full expression of Beaux-Arts ideals. The arcade, pilasters, marble finishes, and classical 
entablatures of the entry and postal lobbies are elements that Cret and Cameron used to create a majestic public space that 
adhered to the Beaux-Arts tradition of grand entrances and circulation areas. 

" Long, Chris. "Cret, Paul Philippe" in The New Handbook of Texas, Ron Tyler, ed. (Austin: Texas State Historical Association), 
1996. p 403. 

'* Long, Chris. "Cameron, Ralph H." in The New Handbook of Texas, Ron Tyler, ed. (Austin: Texas State Historical Association), 
1996. p 916. 
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San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse Bexar County, Texas 
Name of Property County and State 

10. Geographical Data 

Acreage of Property 1.35 acres 

UTM References 
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 

Zone Easting Northing  
1 14 34986 0 3255200 

Verbal Boundary Description 

(Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.) See Continuation Sheet p. 20. 

Boundary Justification 

(Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) See Continuation Sheet p. 20. 

11. Form Prepared By 

name/title Victoria Green Clow, Cultural Resources Project Manager, and Daron Duke. Archivist/Historian 

organization Geo-Marine, Inc. date March 29, 2000 

street & number 550 East Fifteenth St. telephone (972) 423-5480 

city or town Piano state TX zip code 75074 
Additional Documentation 

Submit the following items w ith the completed form: 

Continuation Sheets 
Maps 

A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 
A Sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources. 

Photographs 

Representative black and white photographs of the property. 

Additional items 

(Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items.) 

Property Owner 

(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 

name General Services Administration, Greater Southwest Region 

street & number Fritz G. Lanham Federal Building, 819 Taylor Street telephone (817) 978-4229 

city or town Fort Worth state TX zip code 76102 
Papenvork Reduction Act Statement: This infonnation is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate properties for listing or detennine eligibility for 
lisling. to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a benefit in accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C. 
470 et seq.). 

Estimated Burden Statement; Public reporting burden for this fonn is estimated to average 18.1 hours per response including the time for reviewing instructions, gadiering and maintaining data, 
and completing and reviewing the fonn. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of this fonn to the Chief Administrative Services Division, National Park Service, P.O. 
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Verbal Boundary Description 

The San Antonio U S. Post Office and Courthouse legal property description is as follows: New City Block 425, Block 
23: Lots 7, 9, 11, 13, 15, 16, and south irregular part of 5. 

Boundary Justification 

All property lines are as they existed at the time of the building's construction. 
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Photographs 

1. San Antonio U.S. Post Office and Courthouse 
2. San Antonio, Texas 
3. Victoria Clow 
4. November 12, 1999 
5. Geo-Marine, Inc. 
6. South (front) elevation 
7. Photo 1 

Item numbers 1-5 are the same for all photographs. Item numbers 6 and 7 are listed below for each photograph. 

6. South (front) and west (side) elevation 
7. Photo 2 

6. Entry, south elevation 
7. Photo 3 

6. Flagpole, south elevation 
7. Photo 4 

6. North (rear) elevation 
7. Photo 5 

6. West (side) elevation 
7. Photo 6 

6. Entry lobby, looking west 
7. Photo 7 

6. Entry lobby, north wall 
7. Photo 8 

6. Mural, north wall, entry lobby 
7. Photo 9 
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Photographs (continued) 

6. Mural, entry lobby 
7. Photo 10 

6. Mural, entry lobby 
7. Photo 11 

6. South wing, postal lobby 
7. Photo 12 

6. East entry, postal lobby 
7. Photon 

6. First floor elevator lobby 
7. Photo 14 

6. Stairwell, first floor elevator lobby 
7. Photo 15 

6. Judge's bench, main courtroom 
7. Photo 16 

6. West wall, main courtroom 
7. Photo 17 

6. Ceiling detail, main courtroom 
7. Photo 18 
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