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REPORT ON DESIGNATION
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Name and Address of Property: Douglass-Truth Library
2300 E. Yesler Way

Legal Description: Poncin Gamma Addition, Block 27 B, Lots 4,5 and 6

At the public meeting held on November 28, 2001, the City of Seattle's Landmarks Preservation

Board voted to approve dpsi gnation of the Douglass-Truth Library as a Scattle Landmark based upon
satisfaction of the following standards for designation of SMC 25. 12.350:

. It is associated in a significant way with a significant aspect of the cultural, political, or
economic heritage of the community, city, state or nation.

D. It embodies the distinctive visible characteristics of an architectural style, period, or of a
method of construction; and

E. It is an outstanding work of a designer or builder

F. Because of its prominence of spatial location, contrasts of siting, age or scale, it is an easily

identifiable feature of its neighborhood or the City and contributes to the distinctive quality
or identity of such neighborhood or the City

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Historic Overview of Seattle’s Public Library System

Seattle’s first Library Association was organized on August 7, 1868. The next year, a small loan
library opened in Yesler Hall on First and Cherry, with a collection of approximately one hundred

books. Little is known about that particular library, as it folded after a few years, with the collection
being sold to the Territorial University.

During the ensuing decade, the city spread northward along Elliot Bay during its early development.
Steep grades made the slopes above Front Street (First Avenue) unattractive to horse-drawn and
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water services under municipal control, while industrial relations and the fight for civil liberties
raised issues of life quality. Reform campaigns brought these issues to the fore of public discussion

City residents living in the neighborhoods received their first municipal library services through
stations, which were managed by a separate Branch Department. In 1908, the City received a
Carnegie grant of $105,000 for construction of three branches including Green Lake, West Seattle,
and the University Branch. A $70,000 Camegie Grant, in 1911, funded two additional branches ~
Columbia and Queen Anne. In 1917, the Carnegie Corporation promised $35,000 for a branch
library in Fremont. Halted by World War I, the commitment was honored and construction resumed
following the war, with the library’s completion in 1921. The Yesler Memorial Library, renamed

the Douglass-Truth Library in 1975, is of the Camnegie era, but was not built with the help of a
Carnegie grant.

By 1913, library patrons throughout Seattle were served from 495 distribution points: the Central

Library, six drugstore deposit-stations, seven branch libraries, six playgrounds, cight special deposit
stations, twenty-four fire engine houses, and 443 separate schoolrooms.

In 1910 the Library’s Schools Division was opened, under the supervision of the Children’s
Department. School children were served exclusively by SPL until 1927, when responsibility for

library service shifted, and the Library System and Seattle Public Schools created the first model
school library in Wallingford’s Hamilton Intermediate School.

In 1930, the Library published a “Ten Year Program,” which included studies of the population and

collection growth; library revenues and endowment funds; school, municipal reference and county
services; and expansion of the Central Library.

The 1920s saw a resurgence of old problems such as unemployment, and social and political unrest.
The move for municipal ownership dominated city politics, while funding was reduced or eliminated
for socially sensitive programs in schools. Circulation during the 1920s and early 1930s grew along
with the city’s literate population. By 1930, the SPL collection had grown to nearly 450,000
volumes, with over 100,000 borrowers. Nearly one-fourth of Seattle’s residents had library cards. A

large foreign section was in place, indicating the diversity of Seattle’s growing population.
Circulation reached a highpoint in 1932. :

In the 1930s, with the Hoover years and the Great Depression, Seattle experienced minimal physical
development and a continuation of unresolved social and political issues. The Depression and
cutbacks in municipal funds impacted public library services. Library staff, salaries, and benefits
were cut, and many services were curtailed for a full decade. Library hours were rest:détéd,
extension services eliminated, and in 1933, branch departments were abolished. All deposit stations
were closed and book mobile services ceased, and only ten branches remained active. In 1935,
workers organized the Seattle Public Library Staff Association, which led to their inclusion in the

city’s pension program and a return to pre-Depression salary levels. A forty-hour workweek was
also instituted.

The onset of World War II eased class tensions, but it also precipitated dramatic social changes. The
internment of thousands of Japanese Americans, along with an influx of large numbers of African
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eight-year period from 1999 to 2007. These plans include system upgrades and expanded service
and public program space in the Carnegie-era Libraries.

In addition to the public funding, the Seattle Public Library Foundation pledged to raise $40 million
from the private sector. This private investment will complete that vision and ensure funding for

high quality furnishings, works of art and new technology. In addition, it will build endowment
funds for books, materials, and programs.

The Central Area Neighborhood

Seattle’s Central Area was not established as an autonomous town, like Fremont, nor were its origins
part of a development, such as the University District. Rather the neighborhood’s character is a

product of its residents and its urban environment, both of which have continually changed
throughout the years.

The Central Area is that part of the city generally defined as north of Interstate 90, east of Broadway
south of Union Street and extending east to Lake Washington. Early development of this area ,
centered on logging. The logs were skid down Yesler Way (then Skid Road) to the Yesler sawmill
This activity left a large flat area, well suited for residential development. '

By 1884 a hack (wagon) line ran daily on Jackson Street to Lake Washington, providing
transportation between the nei ghborhood and downtown Seattle. By 1889, the city’s first cable car
line was set along Yesler Way to Lake Washington, returning back on Jackson Street. Development
in the 1800s was closely linked to the transportation provided by the hack line. The area rapidly

grew to a middle class residential neighborhood, with its own churches, synagogues, hospitals
schools, fire stations, and public library. ’

By 1910 streetcars ran throughout the Central Area, increasing in number and frequency as the years

progressed. By the mid-1900s, however, arterial traffic through the neighborhood and to suburbs
along Lake Washington, contributed to the area’s fragmentation. This situation was further
aggravated by the plans for the R. H. Thompson freeway to run through the Central Area; fortunately
these were terminated because of citizen opposition. ’

Census demographics as early as the 1890s, indicate the Central District has been a traditional home
to many racial and ethnic minorities. Numerous synagogues in the area attest to the large Jewish

population, especially in the blocks surrounding the Temple de Hirsch at East Pike Street and

Fifteenth Avenue. By the 1900s, the Judkins Neighborhood had become predominately German and

Ttalian. Between ca. 1916 to 1941, Japanese Americans and other Asian immigrants moved into the
area, and by 1940, the Central Area held Seattle’s most concentrated Russian population.

Early African American settlement is attributed to William Gross (1835 — 1898), who, after serving
with Commodore Perry in the Orient, came to Seattle in 1859 at the suggestion of Washington’s
territorial governor, to open a hotel. The hotel, called “Our House,” was at the time the second
largest in Seattle. An important landowner and a leader in the African American community, Gross
acquired a large tract of land between Twenty-First and Twenty-Third Avenues, near Madisc:n
Street, in payment for a debt. He then moved his residence to this area. Several other early African
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Current projects in the neighborhood include the rehabilitation of four, wood frame Victorian homes
at Twenty-Third Street South and Yesler Way, across from the Douglass-Truth Library, an ongoing
project by Historic Seattle. Other development efforts are underway to encourage a mixed-use,
pedestrian-oriented urban village along Jackson Street. The block, bordered by South Main Street,
Twenty-Third Street and Yesler Way and Twenty-Fourth Street, is zoned for increased commercial

use. An increase in residential density is also planned for the block between Twenty-Second and
Twenty-Third Streets and Yesler Way and Main Street to support.

A History of the Douglass-Truth Library

The Douglass-Truth Library, formerly the Henry L. Yesler Memorial Library, has served the Central
Area community for more than 80 years, during a time when the neighborhood experienced
sweeping economic and social changes, as well as shifting residential patterns.

A site for the Henry L. Yesler Library, at the corner of Twenty-Third Avenue East and East Yesler,
was purchased in 1912 for $17,566. The site was expanded in 1913, with the purchase of the
adjacent property at Twenty-Fourth Avenue East and East Yesler for $13,500. $40,000 of city funds

were made available to build the library as its construction was not supported by a Carnegie
Corporation grant.

The Henry L. Yesler Memorial Library opened in the present location on September 15, 1914, with a
ceremony and high neighborhood turnout. The Library, in addition to regular services, included the
use of an auditorium and a separate story hour room. Within four months, by the end of that year,
twenty-two groups had held meetings in the library auditorium, and the library circulation had
reached over 39,800 volumes (of this, sixty percent was for children).

Specific library services have been developed throughout its history in response to community
needs. According to Census data, many Jews lived in the Central Area prior to the 1920s. Thus the
Yesler Library held all Hebrew and Yiddish books in the Seattle Public Library System from 1916 to
the 1960s. The late 1920s saw an increase in foreign immigrants to the area. Beginning in 1919,

“ Americanization” classes were held in the library auditorium, and citizenship papers were prepared
on-site. Beginning in 1926, one week each year was set aside to focus on African American history
and literature.

The Depression in the 1930s saw an initial rise and then a drop in circulation at the Yesler Library,
as in libraries throughout the city. The 1940s and World War II brought what the librarians at the
time described as a change in attitude towards reading: every one was either too tired after work or
had too little time. In August of 1942, the library’s skylights were painted black, in accordance with
wartime dim-out regulations. The end of the war brought an additional influx in young readers.

By the 1960s, seventy percent of the Library’s users were African American. Racial tensions during
the late 1960s impacted library use, resulting both in decreased circulation. These conditions
strengthened the community’s resolve to claim the Library as their own. Seminars, lectures, and
readings—including presentations by the poet and playwright LeRoi Jones in 1966, and Grass Roots
Forums in 1965 — 1968 addressed social problems, and the issues of riots and the role of African
Americans in society. Children’s films were shown weekly from 1965 to 1967.
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The unique character of the Douglass-Truth Library is drawn from its neighborhood’s history.
Today its name, and its special African American Collection, represent close community
‘nvolvement and a proud community association with the Library.

The Architects, Somervell & Thomas

W. Marbury Somervell

Woodruff Marbury Somervell was born in Washington D.C. on May 3, 1872 to Augustus and Mary
Eliza (Somervell) Maccafferty. Through his architectural career, he was actively involved in civic

improvement efforts, as well as the design of public and commercial buildings in Seattle and
Vancouver, Canada.

Spmervell’s family name was changed by a Supreme Court decision, due to a clause in the will of
his maternal grandfather (Woodruff Marbury Somervell), in order to inherit certain properties. His
paternal grandfather, an Trish civil engineer, was associated with DeWitt Clinton in the Erie Canal

project, and later traveled to Cuba where he built the island’s first light house, railway and located
the first copper mines.

Somervell apparently inherited some of this restless nature. After graduating in 1892, with a degree
in Architecture from Cornell University, he left for the School of Fine Arts in Florence, Italy. He
moved to Paris in 1893 to be part of an American atelier. He later worked a year in Baltimore
before moving to New York in 1902. He stayed in New York, working for the firm of Heins &
LaFarge until he was sent to Seattle in 1904 to supervise construction of the Saint James Catholic

Cathedral (1903 — 1907; altered), on First Hill. During his work for the firm of Heins & LaFarge in
New York City, he met Joseph Cote.

Somervell formed a Seattle partnership with Coté for a four-year period before forming a sole
proprietorship in 1911. He opened a branch office in Vancouver, Canada, with John L Putnam
while retaining an independent office in Seattle. A large portion of Somervell & Putnam’s wor’k in

Vancouver included banks and office buildings, such as the Birks Building (1912; destroyed), which
was then the only terra cotta faced building in Vancouver. ’

Somervell’s independent Seattle practice built upon Beaux-Arts Classicism with adaptations
reflecting Pacific Northwest conditions. By 1912, he and architect Harlan Thomas, in a new
partnership, had secured commissions for the Queen Anne, Henry L. Yesler Memorial/Douglass-
Truth, and Columbia Libraries. The buildings were desi gned and constructed, respectively, in 1910
1914 and 1915. Each was designed utilizing the standard Carnegie plans, yet each retained, separate’
qualities, with exterior features and siting well matched to their sites and neighborhoods.

These commis's@ons for public buildings provided Somervell an opportunity to realize and refine his
thoughts on civic improvement, an important component of his professional writings. He had an

avid interest in civic art, which he defined as useful and communal art. This interest corresponded
well with the civic and community intent of Carnegie public libraries.
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ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION

Urban Context

The physical context of the Douglass-Truth Library, in the Central Area, has experienced constant
change over the years. In 1913, when the Henry L. Yesler Memorial Library was first constructed
the area surrounding it was residential, with a number of un-built lots, and several churches. In ,

1931, the Art Deco style Fire Station No. 6 was built on the corner of Twenty-Third Avenue and
Yesler Way, southwest across the intersection from the Library.

The Central Area’s environment is made up by its residential housing stock, community oriented and
small businesses, and public and non-profit community facilities, such as the Douglass-Truth
Library, Langston Hughes Cultural Arts Center, and Cherry Hill Neighborhood Facility. While some
open spaces and un-built lots remain, the neighborhood’s density has grown in the last several
decades with the increase of infill housing and new commerce. The neighborhood surrounding the
Douglass-Truth Library is characterized primarily by single family and townhouse development.

The Carnegie Building Type

Although the Douglass-Truth Library was not funded by a Carnegie grant, it nevertheless follows the
precedent of the Carnegie library building plan. Earlier local precedents for the building included the

Carnegie grant-funded University, Green Lake, and West Seattle Libraries (all dating from 1910), and
the Queen Anne Library (1913). ’

The Carnegie library plan of the early twentieth century was typically rectangular and featured bi-axial
symmetry and an open floor plan. Although variations emerged, its functions were proscribed, and the
building was divided into specific spaces — entry stairs, vestibule, central area and circulation desk, open
shelf area, reading rooms, work and staff rooms, and restrooms. Buildings typically featured a separate
children’s area, story hour room or alcove. A lecture or meeting room (auditorium), located at or
partially below grade, was another standard addition to the library program. Spatial volumes were tall
with the sills of perimeter windows located 6” above floors to accommodate book shelving. ,

The Original Site

The Douglass-Truth Library is located at 2300 East Yesler Way. The site, a 17,785 square foot
rectangular, through-block lot is situated at the northeast corner of the intersection and at block’s
south end. The main public entry and primary facade are oriented south, onto Yesler Way. The east
facade faces Twenty-Fourth Avenue, and the west facade faces Twenty-Third Avenue. The north
facade faces a loading and service area, accessed by a service driveway from both Twenty-Third and

Twenty-Fourth Avenues. The building is set back from the side streets, and from the front property
line approximately 35°.

A review of the original plans, dating from July 1913, provides a contemporary view of the building
and its site. The historic landscape design, according to these drawings, showed very few side or

Page 11



Foundation walls, footings, and outer walls were of reinforced concrete. Outer walls above grade
had a veneer of buff-colored tapestry brick, of local origin. (The original specifications called for

the same brick used on the Columbia Library, which was obtained from an eastern US company.
The library board voted for local materials.) :

The Original Interior

The library plan was partitioned originally according to its function, with specific rooms for staff
activities on the main floor in the staff room, kitchen, librarians’ room and workrooms. Two small
custodial closets, were located at the sides of the vestibule. Public space on the main floor included
the central circulation desk, adult and children’s reading rooms (on the east and west sides
respectively), and open shelf area. Originally there were no plan elements to distinguish adult or

children’s reading rooms, rather the size of furniture itself and the collections designated the patrons’
ages. '

Typical of a Canegie library plan, the interior arrangement of public space on the main floor
focused on the central circulation desk. Extending from it, and clearly visible to the seated librarian,
were the open shelf area and reading rooms. Partial-height, stained wood and glass partition walls
were placed between the central area and the side reading rooms, to reinforce the open plan. Spatial

qualities reinforced the importance of the public rooms, with their 16°-6” ceiling heights, in contrast
to the service spaces and offices with 10” ceilings.

Original finishes on the main floor were decorative yet simple. They included stained fir flooring,
plastered ceilings and walls, and stained wood baseboard in the staff room. The vestibule had a
decorative plaster ceiling, with marble cladding on the walls. The open shelf room had 6’ tall
shelves placed along the perimeter walls, just below the tall window sills. The windows appeared to
extend up to the ceiling cove molding, casting plentiful natural light into the interior.

An interior wood stairway between the main floor and basement was located off the open shelf
room, and the staff room. The basement landing opened onto a corridor, which led to the
auditorium. Other public space in the basement included the story hour room, corridor, and the

men’s bathroom. Service areas included the fuel room, boiler room, and the “unstacking room” (the
processing room). '

Finishes in the basement were primarily utilitarian. Floors were concrete. The corridor featured a wood
base, and plastered walls. The bathroom had plaster walls, with a Keene cement wainscot and wood
toilet stalls. Boiler, fuel, and unstacking room walls were finished with whitewash. The basement story
hour room was finished with painted plastered walls, wood baseboard and wood picture molding, and

contained a 3’ by 10’ slate blackboard on the west wall. Obscure glass formed the upper half of south
partition wall, between the story hour room and the corridor.

Decorative features of the main floor included the prominent plaster cornices in the reading room,
central area and open shelf rooms. Decorative pillars and engaged piers, with ornate modeled plaster
capitals are located between the central entry, the reading rooms, and the open shelf room. Doors
between interior spaces were stained oak with a large upper panel and a lower panel. In the
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light plinths to accommodate ramps on either side. The ramps extended out from the entry landing,
aligning with the outer corners of the south wall, before turning back to meet the sidewalk. A low,
concrete border wall, detailed to match original border walls, flanked the ramps and the inner wall and
met the existing outer border wall of the stairs. This plan retained the overall character and symmetry of

the original design. A new exterior stair was also added at this time on the northwest corner to access the
basement corridor. '

By 1968, the auditorium functions included storage of discarded books. This room was renovated that
year, after the “Black Friends of Yesler” initiated a project to create a public meeting space for the
community. The new meeting room was dedicated in 1968 as the Sam Smith Meeting Room, in honor of
Seattle’s first African American City Councilman. Plans dating from 1969 no longer show the original
partition wall between the basement corridor and the story hour room (presently a mecting room).

Renovations in 1969 included removal of the original linoleum and the addition of a drop ceiling in
the basement auditorium. A book drop was installed in the east room adjacent the vestibule during a
1984 renovation.

Changes in public access and interior rooms occurred in 1965, and again during the 1969, 1984
remodels and the 1987 rehabilitation. Existing public entries experienced renovations, but
maintained their original configuration. In 1987, a new exterior entry was provided to replace a ca.

1965-era aluminum entry with. Tt featured wood-framed transom windows and a pair of panel type
doors based on the original entry design.

New interior stairs and landings were installed in the basement in 1987, and a new carpet and
interior ramps were added in the west corridor. A new ceiling was installed in the meeting room,
and fixtures, and doors were also repaired, cleaned, and replaced as needed.

Publi¢ room arrangements and connections on the main floor have maintained their original
configuration and remain characteristic of the Carnegie library building type. The layout remains
symmetrical at the upper floor, and the central location of the circulation desk has been preserved.

However, the arrangement of features within the public spaces reflects ongoing adjustments to new
library service needs.

The original configuration of six desks in each reading room were changed to include new shelving
along north and south walls in 1987. Compartmentalized desks for computer use were added
between these, and north-south oriented, free-standing shelf units placed in the middle of both
reading rooms. Standing stack units were increased from three to four shelves in height, and another
unit placed at the north end. A new information and reference desk was added directly behind the
circulation desk, and the circulation desk casework redesigned to hold computer equipment and

other built-in components. The new casework features design elements reflecting the original
cabinetry and furniture.

In 1987, attic vents and insulation were added, and the original clay tile roof was removed and
salvaged, then reinstalled over a new plywood roof diaphragm. The original masonry chimney was
dismantled and reconstructed with reinforcing. The skylight was restored, and new, double-faced,
fiberglass core panels placed on new, sloped curbs were provided to protect the stained glass below.
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