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This form 1s for use in nominating or requestng determinations of eligibility for indvidual properties or districts  See Instructions in Guidelines for
Completing National Register Forms (National Register Bulletin 18) Complete each itemn by marking "x™ in the appropriate box or by entering the
requested information  If an item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A® for "not applicable * For functions, styles,
matenals, and areas of significance, enter only the categories and subcategornies histed in the Instructions For additional space use continuation
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1 Name of Property
historic name Seais, Roebuck Department Store
other names/site number Comstock Library

2 Location

street & number W 802 Mam Ave [ not for publication
city, town Spokane . O vieinity
state  Washington code WA county Spokane code (63 zIp code 00201
3. Classification
Ownership of Property Category of Property Number of Resources within Property
(] pnvate X bullding(s) Contributing Noncontribuling
[X public-local [ district 1 ___ buldings
{1 public-State 1 ste . _ sites
O public-Federal 1 structure . __ structures

] object _ . objects

a1 . Total
Name of related multiple property hsting Number of contributing resources previously
N/A listed In the National Register

4 State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, | hereby certify that this
[& nomination [] request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the
National Register of Historic Places dhd meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60 In

my oplnlor‘)Z;:roperty [X] meets does not meet the National Register criteriz [ ] See continuation sheet
- "
- L

S naturejcerﬂfyﬁlg\ﬁvﬂlc:al — Da

ffice/ of Archeology and Historic Preservation
qute or Ij{ederal agency and bureau
-

In my opimion, the properly [[1 meets [] does not meet the National Register critera  [] See continuation sheet

Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal agency and bureau

5 Natlonal Park Service Cenrtification

[, hereby, certify that this property 1s

[J entered in the National Register
[ see continuation sheet

[7] determined eligible for the National -
Register [[] See continuation sheet

[] determined not eligible for the
National Register

] removed from the National Register
O other, (explain)

Signature of the Keeper Date of Action




6 Function or Use 4””
Historic Functions (enter categories fro tructions) Current Functions {(enter categories from Instructions)
Commerce department store Education Tibrary -

7 Description

Architectural Classification Materials (enter categeries frem instiuctions)
(enter categories from instructions)

foundation CQNCIEtE

Art Deco walls rick
root buwilt-up tat
other

DCescribe present and historic physical appearance

The Sears, Roebuck Department Store 1s a square three-story Art Deco style buillding with a five-story
towe) projecting from the main facade The building, completed 1n 1930, boasts a stiuctinial system of
remnforced concrete The foundation 1s suppotted by 940 cedar pilings diiven to depths of 15 to 30 feet

The exterior of the building 1s clad with blonde biick, while pre-cast Art Deco detailing embellishes the
facade, mcluding the roof line, window and door surrounds, and other accent points A multiple Deco
stinngcourse enhances the roof line, pilasters embellish the door and display window openings  The east
side stieet-level 1s the most alteied facade on the building Although the south side entiance has been
altered by the inclusion of automatic doors, the north side entrance retams its ongmal wooden doois
Light panels mm and above these entry doois aie also still intact  Pre-cast diamonds 1n relief are spaced
just above and outside the coiners of the display windows Due to interior alterations, the tiansom panels
above the display windows have been painted over, however, the or1ginal window configuiation 1s intact

The windows on the second and thud floors are the onginal, metal sash, one-over-one double-hung untts
The east and west side windows are mn 1ows of 16 acioss, while the windows on each floor are set within
vertical 1ecessed panels Window suitounds ale pie-cast conciete. the ship sills are biick, and the thud
floor window header 1s a pre-cast Deco stungcoutse which wiaps aiound the entue buitding and extends
to the 100f Ine Windows on the front (south) facade share the same treatment, except theie are 12
pans--six on each side of the tower

The central tower which dommates the south side 1s the most striking feature of the building  Its vertical
lines ate accentuated by pie-cast pilasters which border both the main doois and display windows Foui
double-hung windows 1un, 1n a 1ecessed vertical stiip, up the center of the tower and aie boirdered with
decotative brickwork Pie-cast diamond patteins embellish the panels of the veitical stnip of windows
The tower 1s capped with geometric Art Deco detailing, which 1s even more elaboiate than the details
found on the rest of the building

Like other “A” stores acioss the country, when this Sears “A” stoie was first constiucted m Spokane
unde: the supervision of the airchitectural firm of Nimmons, Carr and Wiight, 1ts primary function was
to display merchandise To accomplish this goal, the building’s mterior floor plan consisted primanly of
open 1etail space, with imited intertuption to the eye Massive 10und pillars supported ceilings and
floois to ehminate the need for load-bearing walls Even the basement was used fo1 1etail space and
shaied the same floor plan Offices were confined to the noithwest corner of the building on the thud
floos

[Hsee continuation sheet
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The interior of the building has since been altered to some degree 1n order to accommodate the hibrary
Storage and archives rooms have been mcorporated into the floor plan through the use of partition walls
on all floors Additional interior alterations mmclude dropped cetlings on all levels, which have reduced
the onginal window height The transom panels on the first floor south wall are also lndden Although
the library conveys an open feeling, the existing open space represents a slight reduction 1 companson
to the original Sears floor plan



8. Statement of Significance ’ j

Certilying official has considered the signilicance of this proElerty In relation to other properties
nationally - statewide Htocally

Applicable National Register Crtera [(JA [Os XNc [ObD

Crnteria Considerations (Exceptions) Oa Os Oc Op Oe biF Lo

Areas of Significance (enter categories from instructions) Period of Significance Significant Dates
Architecture 1930 N/A
Cultural Affiation
N/A
?\l?nmcant Person Architect/Builder
A Nimmons, Can & Wrnight

State significance of property, and justify critena, criteria considerations, and areas and periods of significance noted above

Although Spokane has ietained an impiressive atiay of Art Deco buildings within its city center, the
ongmal Sears buillding 1etams a higher degtee of architectural integuity then comparable 1etail buildimgs
fiom the period A pume example of Sears’ top-of-the-line 1etail cham stores, tlus facility offered
affordable merchandise to a diveise clientele for over 30 years As one of the woild’s largest 1etail and
catalog stoie chamns, the meirchandising effoits of Sears, Roebuck and Company have ranged from selling
discount watches at the turn of the century to selling pre-fabricated homes by catalog The Spokane store
ietains sufficient mtegrity to convey 1ts significant character as an example of a large-scale depaitment
store fiom the period, and an impressive, example of the Art Deco style in Spokane It 1s the best
preserved example of an Art Deco Sears store in Washington State and, as such, 1s an impoitant example
of a nationally promulgated design

Historical Backgiound Richard W Seais began the company which bears his name 1n 1886 As a young
tatlioad agent in Redwood, Mimnesota, Sears came across a shipment of watches a jeweler refused to
accept Knowing the demand for watches among 1ailroad workers, Seais contacted the watch company
and obtained the watches at a considerable discount He then proceeded to write his fellow woikeis
describing the watches and offering them at an exceptional price  Sears soon sold out of his stock,
realizing a good profit In hopes of continued success, Sears quit his job as a 1ailroad agent and started
selling watches by catalog

By 1887 Seais’ giowing bustness requued that he hne a watch repanman He placed an ad 1n a local
Minnesota newspaper and eventually hnied Alvah Curtis Roebuck Roebuck later became a paitner
the fum, and by the tuin of the century, Sears, Roebuck and Company had expanded 1ts catalog selection
to include everything from watches and clothing, to furmture and faim equipment Seais catered n
particulai to the needs of rural populations

In 1924 Robert Wood, an ex-army general, was hired by Sears to develop the company’s retail chamn
stores These were classified mto thiee types of stores The “A” Stoie, the grandest of all the Sears
buildings, contamed almost all of the 1items featured 1n the catalog

The next class was the “B” Store Duiing the late 1920s and early 30s, Sears was in fierce competition
with Montgomery Ward and J C Penney’s for strategic locations fo1 their stoies Sears would often rent
a building for a * B” stoie and later construct a laiger building  Although the “B” stoie offeied a laige
selection of catalog items, the 1educed store size somewhat lunited the amount of merchandise m stock

(X see continuation sheet
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The “C” store, mm turn, featured only hardware and household items, neglecting clothes and furniture
The “C” stores were usually located out 1n the suburbs or in small towns

Situated 1n the mudst of a vast rural/agricultural alea, Spokane proved an ideal location for a Sears
venture of some magnitude The Sears store erected on February 27, 1930 1n Spokane was a class “A”
store The cost of construction was $500,000, an additional $250,000 was invested in merchandise for the
faciity The Spokane Seais store was the 72nd class “A” store constructed 1n the United States Located
on the corner of Main and Lincoln, 1t stood only a block away from Montgomery Ward’s new building,
completed 1n 1929 .

This was, in fact, a period of fierce competition among department stoies, shop owneis and other
meichants for retail doJlais 1n Spokane From the 1900s to the 1950s, most Spokane merchants located
their buswmesses downtown, and shoppess fulfilled their needs within the confines of the city center

Local businesses ke Davenport’s and Haddad's specialized in merchandise and appaiel aimed at an
upper-end market The locally owned Crescent and Palace department stores concentrated on upscale
clothing and home furnmishings In contrast, the Seais and Montgomery Waid chain stores offered a wide
range of affordable meichandise which appealed to a broad chentele and satisfied many needs

Of the locally-owned department store type operations, the ornginal site of the Crescent has been
demolished, and the Palace now houses Nordstrom The latter building was constiucted 1n 1909 and does
not 1etain the same degiee of integrity as the Sears Building, having been substantiaily updated by
Nordstiom The second Crescent store, located at Wall and Riverside, was erected 1n 1919 The
architect was L L Rand, who designed an impressive Neoclassical building elegantly clad with terra cotia
detall Now the site of Frederick and Nelson’s, the 1919 Crescent stoie 1etains much of its original
mtegrity of design When compared to the Sears facility, the decade which separates these two buildings
in time--and the differences 1n then audiences--becomes immediately appaient Again, it 1s Montgomery
Ward which most closely approximates Sears in design and intent

Nevertheless, despite the obvious similaiities between the Sears Building and that of its chief competitor,
the facility at Mam and Lincoln has maintained the gieater degree of architectural mtegnty While the
Montgomery Ward Building has been marred by the addition of a thud floor skywalk into the primary
facade and the replacement of 1ts original windows, the Seais building has expenienced a fauly smooth
transition to a new use

Despite munor alterations the Sears building 1emains today a fine example of the Art Deco style, and an
itegral pait of Spokane’s impressive collection of A1t Deco buildings Other Ait Deco contempoiaties
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m Spokane include the City Ramp, the Rookery Building and the Fox Theater, as well as the
Montgomery Ward Building, “home” of Sears’ major competitor

The City Ramp, completed in 1927, was the City’s first parking garage The reinforced concrete structure
has an ornate exterior, embellbshed with stucco piers extending to the roof lime and culminating m
decorated finials The spandrels are clad with textured brick, accented with polychrome tile and terra
cotta

The Montgomery Ward Building, now City Hall, was completed 1n 1929 Rising seven stoites 10 height
and constructed of 1einforced concrete, this burlding 1s greatly enhanced by Art Deco designs 1 a stylized
floral motif Like the Seais Building, Montgomery Waid's cannot nival the elegance of design and styling
evident 1n the City Ramp gaiage Neveltheless, both these buildings have utilized modest versions of a
fashionable style of the 1920s and 1930s to attract a specific element of the Spokane market The
Montgomery Ward Building was hsted n the State Register of Historic Places m 1980 Despite a
monochromatic colo1 scheme which fails to enhance i1ts Deco details, the Sears Building certainly nivals
the Montgomery Ward Buwilding 1n integrity of design, and architectural quality Indeed, the Seats chain
helped populaiize the Art Deco style nationally, the Spokane store 1s the finest extant example of the
company’s designs 1n the state of Washington

In 1961, Sears decided to 1elocate to the Northtown Shopping Mall Sears sold the downtown building
to the Comstock Foundation to be used as Spokane’s new library A $300,000 bond 1ssue was appioved
for refurbishing the Sears store, and converting 1t into the new hbrary

By July of 1962, aichitect Cail W Vantyne had been commissioned to oveisee the remodeling of the
libtary As many as fifteen bids were submtted for the project, and on October 4, 1962, the Gus J
Burton Construction Company was selected to undertake the job On Saturday, April 21, 1963, the new
library opened 1ts doois

Since 1963, the Comstock Library has operated in this location, expanding 1ts collection of books and
tesearch matenals, but never expanding the floor plan Deemed nadequate to serve piesent needs, the
oniginal Sears Building 1s curtently scheduled for replacement with a new hbrary facihty on the same site
A local bond 1ssue approved by Spokane voters in 1990 will finance the construction project



9. Major Bibliographical Referenc. t

The Spokesman-Review, February 27, 1930

Hyslop, Robert Spokane’s Buillding Blocks Standard Blueprint Co, August 1983
Polk’s Spokane City Directories--1929, 1930.

Department of Public Woiks, City of Spokane

Telephone mterview with Ron Smith, Brand master, Sears, Roebuck & Co

[[1 see continuation sheet
Previous documentation on file (NPS)

{1 prefiminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) Primary location of additional data
has been requested [] state histortc preservation office
[l previously listed in the National Regster [] Other State agency
(] previously determined eligible by the Nationai Register [] Federal agency
{] designated a National Historic Landmark []Local government
[l recorded by Historic Amencan Buildings L] University
Survey # [Jother
[(J recorded by Historic American Engineering Specify repository
Record #

10 Geographical Data
Acreage of property less than one

UTM References

A 11 468140 5278330 B

Zone  Easting Northing Zone  Eashng Northing
C C

Zone  Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing

[[] see continuation sheet

Verbal Boundary Description
Beginning at the intersection of the Noith Iine of Mam Avenue with the West line of Lincoln Street,

thence northerly along the West Iine of Lincoln Street a distance of 300 feet, thence due west along the
extended southerly line of Trent Avenue a distance of 81 feet, thence south 66° 23" west a distance of 26
feet, thence south 43° 37" west a distance of 115 feet, thence south 73° 2314’ west a distance of 68 64 feet,
thence south 86° 3¢” west a distance of 76 25 feet, more or less, to a point on the East line of Monroe

Kl See continuation sheet

Boundary Justification
The nominated piroperty includes the entire patcel historically associated with the Seais building

[ see continuation sheet

11. Form Prepared By

Name/title

organization Spokane City/County Hist Pies Office date Febiuary 1991

street & number W 808 Spokane Falls Blvc telephone  (509) 456-4340

city or town Spokane state Washington zip code 99201

“U S GPC 1968 0-223 018
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Street which 1s 182 feet north of the North line of Main Avenue, thence southerly along the East line
of Monroe Street a distance of 67 15 feet, thence easterly at night angles to the East hine of Monroe
Street a distance of 141 75 feet, thence southerly parallel with the East ine of Monroe Stieet a distance
of 114 85 feet to the North ine of Main Avenue, thence easterly along the North line of Main Avenue
a distance of 183 48 feet, more or less, to the point of beginning
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-~ OPINION

FRIDAY, FEB. 22, 1991

PAGE B6

THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW
Spokane Chronicle

Christopher Peck, Managing Editor
Shaun Higgins, Marketing Director

William H. Cowles, 3rd, Publlsher_
G. Douglas Floyd, Editorial Page Editor
Robert D. Falrchild, Business Manager

EDITORIALS

:Library would make
hysterical landmark

Members of Spokane's Historic Land-
: marks Commission said they wanted to
.scnd a message when they nominated the

i city library's downtown building to the

: National Register of Historic Places.
1 _ The nomination sends a message, all
_right — a message about the commission’s
judgment.
_ To call that faded, sagging, leaky, ugly
old bunker a historic and architectural
treasure makes a mockery of the commis-
sion’s important calling.
i .Spokane does “boast some structures
with a historic past as well as some hand-
some architectural specimens. The library
building isn’t one of them. If it were, the
commission could have nominated it
months or years ago when talk of library
improvements began; but it didn’t. Neither
did the City Council, which declined last
week to give the bu:ldmg a historic desig-
_ngtion.
‘And no wonder. The boxy edifice with
its squat tower and feeble attempts at art
deco gingerbread opened in 1930 as a
Sears & Roebuck store, patterned accord-
ing to a utilitarian, cookie-cutter design
the chain planted along main streets from
one end of the country to the other.
- . If the building’s commercial past gives
it historicity, the commission also ought to
start nominating the vacant, outdated
supermarket buildings whose kitschy,
‘boarded-up false fronts line forgotten
Strips of the city's secondary arterials.

_ If the building's past as a library makes

it a monument, then it would suffice to
save one of its bricks and call it a monu-
ment to mediocrity. Spokane has neglected
its libraries for long enough. If the voters
get their way, and they ought to get their
way, libraries in this town have occupied
recycled department stores and other sec-
ond-hand, jury-rigged quarters for the last
time.

When the voters approved a $28.9 mil-
lion bond issue by a resounding, record-
setting margin last fall, they paid tribute
to a well-crafted plan to put updated li-
brary materials in. a set of brand-new
buildings designed from scratch to func-
tion as libraries, not as department stores.

During the last few weeks the library
has been urged to take the public’s money,
now that the money is in hand, and spend
it differently than the public expected. The
proposals would serve assorted develop-
ment interests that have nothing to do with
quality libraries.

The preservationists had their chance

.months ago when the library’s New York

consulting firm — which has designed li-
braries in restored buildings elsewhere
around the country — studied the old

" Sears building, concluded it wasn't worth
rehabilitating and recommended its demo-

lition.

Library officials ought to stick with
their mandate from the voters. The land-
marks commission ought to limit its senti-
mental protectionism to buildings that
clearly deserve it.

ATTACHMENT B
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" "THE SPOKESMAN-REVIEW -
o Spokhne Ehvonicle

Christopher Peck, Managing Editor

Shaun Higgins, Markating Dicector

willlam H Cowles, 3rd, Publisher
G Douglas Floyd, Editonal Page Editer

Robert D Fairchlld, Busingss Manager

EDITORIALS

City voters have right
to library they chose

Last fall, Spokane volers embraced a
$28 9 million program to improve Spokanc
libraries The 65 percent approval margin
was the largest in state hstory for a h-

brary bond 1ssue

Plasnly, the voters liked the proposal

But that, alas, has not prevented John-
ny-come-lately proposals to go back and
change the program, a tactic guarantesd
tp afflict long-awaied hbrary upgrades
with the delays and studies and indecision
1n which too many other local civic 1nitia-
tives have bogged down

Banker Pau] Kennedy wants 10 hitch the
so-far successful Library project to his un-
tested notions for revising a couple of less
successful projects a new arena and a
transit center He suggests combining 2l
three 1n a massive complex south of the
Opera House

Bill Gray, dean of Washington State
University's Spokane branch, suggests the
new city library be located 1n or close to
Riverpoint where 1t somehow mght en-
hange the library services of higher educa-
tion facilities that someday wall nise there

Architect Ron Wells, Spokane County
Treasurer Skip Chilberg and other fans of
histonc structures argue the library should
preserve 1ts main building instead of re-
placing 1t

Taking the proposals 1n reverse order,
the buitding may be old but that doesn't
make 1t architecturally attractive, or his-
tong, or capabie of mecting the lhibrary’s
long-term needs Hawving studied and ruled
out other available downtown sites, library
planners considered, and rejected, the cur-
rent building’s suitability for renovation

Library officials also studied and reject-
ed the notion Gray revived Certainly, the
higher education park at Riverpoint ranks
among the city’s top prionties but the sort
of hbrary it will require differs markedly
from the sort of library every healthy com-
munity needs o its downtown core, Uni-
versity research, graduate studies and up-
per-division  classes require  specialized
library service with hnks to the curncu-
lum, umversity hibraries are a job for um-
versiies  Gonzaga Umversity  already

plans a high-tech laboratory that promises
to meet at least some of the higher educa-
Lion park’s needs

Further, a lbrary close cnough to
Riverpoint to do it any good would be too
far from the core to deliver the services the
general public and the downtown business
community have come to expect therc
Durning its planning, the hbrary board con-
cluded that if it bmlt 2 facility at River-
point 1t stll would need another facility mn
the downtown core, meamng higher capi-
tal costs and much higher long-term oper-
aling costs

Kennedy's proposal contamns too many
unknowns and improbabiliies The transit
center still may be constructed at a sile
purchased for that purpose at Riverside
and Wall, and the planning behind that
location should not be thrown out the win-
dow for something more speculative The
arena project hkewise has undergone ex-
haustive planning in which site questions
received much attention The chosen arena
site 1s supenor Lo the one Kennedy pro-
poses, for several reasons including both
an arena's and the Opera House's need for
ample, low-cost parking

As with Riverpoint, the area south of
the Opera House was evaluated by city b-
brary planners, who conctuded 1t would
not {it the hbrary's needs, particularly 15
Iimited budget

Spokane's Main Library ought to re-
main 1n the downtown core, as the voters
expected and intended

Downtown's future 15 at a critical junc-
ture, and the hibrary program volers ap-
proved can play an important role The
planned facility would preserve foot traffic
significant to downtown vitality

The lbrary board agreed to wait 60
days for the latecomers to submit plans
However, there 15 no reason for them to
expect & more lavorable outcome now than
thear concepts received previously

The voters, on the other hand, have a
nght to expect that after the 60 days have
passed, the library system they voted for -
will be the onc they get Anything else
would be a double-cross

ATTACHMENT C
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