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INTRODUCTION TO THE GUIDELINES

Purpose
Enabling Legislation
History

"The Design Guidelines for the Downtown
Historic District are a set of
recommendations for the rehabilitation
and/or new construction of structures
throughout the Downtown Historic District,
but should not be construed as to preclude
growth and flexibility. The Historic
Landmark Commission has a duty to
consider all request for exceptions based
upon not only historical significance, but
also the economic significance to the
Downtown Historic District and the City of
El Paso and the economic impact that each
property will encounter in meeting the
suggested guidelines.

Generally, design guidelines serve to
improve the quality of physical change,
protect investments, protect existing
architectural characteristics, and prevent
incompatible new construction. Specifi-
cally, these guidelines have been
established to preserve the unique charac-
ter an identity of Downtown historic
landmarks and their environments. They
are also intended to serve as an outline
for new construction, so that future
development will harmonize and support
existing structures.

Design Guidelines for the Downtown
Historic District are meant to be utilized
not only by professional, but by property
owners who aspire to participate in the
revitalization of their community.



PURPOSE

The purposes of the ordinance are:

To protect, enhance and perpetuate
historic landmarks which represent
of reflect distinctive an
important elements for the city’s,
state’s, or nation’s architectural,
archaeological, cultural, social,
economic, ethnic and political
history and to develop appropriate
settings for such places;

To safeguard the city’s historic and
cultural heritage, as embodied and
reflected in such historic
landmarks by appropriate
regulations;

To stabilize and improve property
values in such locations;

To foster civic pride in the beauty
and accomplishments of the past;

To protect and enhance the city’s
attractions to tourists and visitors
and provide incidental support and
stimulus to business and industry;

To strengthen the economy of the
city;

To promote the use of historic
landmarks for the culture,
prosperity, education and general
welfare of the people of the city
and visitors to the city.

ENABLING LEGISLATION

The City of El Paso made a commitment to
historic preservation in 1978, when City
Council passed the El Paso Landmark
Preservation Ordinance Number 6243. City
Council found and declared that as a matter
of public policy:

The protection, enhancement,
preservation and use of historic
landmarks is a public necessity and
is required in the interest of the
culture, prosperity, education

and general welfare of the people.



HISTORY

In 1854, El Paso (then called Franklin) was
a small village of adobe houses. They were
scattered along an old trail called the
Alameda, stretching from the plaza to the
river crossing, a segment of the ancient
Camino Real highway from Mexico City to
Santa Fe. Acequias (irrigation ditches) ran
along the dirt streets beside cottonwoods to
fields and orchards of grapes, peaches, and
apricots.

The Mexican side of the Rio Grande
(Ciudad Juarez) had an estimated population
of 10,000 people. There was active
commerce between the two communities by
ferry.

In 1858 the Butterfield Overland Mail
service arrived in El Paso. Four times a
week the sound of the conductor’s horn
announced the arrival of the mail and up to
nine passengers. The Overland Stage used
the corner of Overland and S. El Paso
streets for its corrals and offices.

Anson Mills came to El Paso before the
Civil War, and platted, in June of 1859,
what is now the downtown area.

The El Paso City Government was
established in 1873. During the same time
frame, Pioneer Plaza was considered the
center of town. Nearby, a bar owned by El
Paso’s future first mayor, Ben Dowell,
served as the town’s social center. An
acequia ran just below San Francisco Street
and cut across the front of Pioneer Plaza
where the Mills Building currently stands.
On the north bank of the acequia (on South
El Paso Street) there were several
cottonwood trees, one of which was used as
a "newspaper tree" -- residents posted
notices on a board nailed to it.

In 1880 Fisher Satterthwaite began the
landscaping of San Jacinto Plaza. It was he
who also built the fountain and put alligators
in it. The Southern Pacific railroad arrived
in El Paso May 26, 1881 bringing with it
developers and capitalists.  Construction
materials changed from adobe to wood and
brick as downtown tried its best to look
Eastern instead of like an old pueblo.

The original downtown commercial district
in 1885 began at Second Street (Paisano)
and extended north on El Paso Street to
Pioneer Plaza. By 1990, this business core
began to migrate north and east, around San
Jacinto Plaza and on to San Antonio, Texas,
and Mills streets. The 1910s, 20s, and 30s
were the decades of constructing major
buildings which are still part of the El Paso
skyline.

Through World War II and into the 50s,
downtown remained secure as El Paso’s
business and financial center.

After the war several factors contributed to
the decline of downtown. The city limits
greatly expanded to keep up with the
doubling of the population. In the 1960s
construction of Interstate 10 began together
with the rapid growth of the city away from
downtown. The new bridges built as a
result of the Chamizal treaty, the
termination of the international streetcar
service and the peso devaluation of the 70s
all contributed to the shrinking of the retail
market.

In a move to strengthen downtown’s hold as
a financial and governmental center, new
buildings were erected during the 60s and
70s. New bank high rises were constructed
at the corner of Main and Mesa, and Mills,



Stanton, and Texas. A new City Hall and
Civic Center took several blocks between
W. Missouri, Santa Fe, Durango, and San
Antonio streets. An 18 story office building
was erected in the half-block between
Stanton, Kansas and Myrtle streets. A new
Federal building, a County Jail, and current
construction on the County building, all on
east San Antonio Street, complete this
building phase. Although these buildings
were designed in the architectural idiom of
their time, none are compatible with their
neighbors of the last part of the 19th and
early 20th century. These buildings stand in
isolation to each other and to the historic
downtown core.

In the 1980s several historic landmarks were
restored or rehabilitated. Taking advantage
of liberal Federal tax credits and UDAG
grants, the El Paso del Norte Hotel, the
Cortez Hotel, the old White House
department store, the State National Bank,
the W.S. Hills building, the Singer Sewing
Machine building, the U.S. Post Office, the
Robert Banner building, and the First
National Bank building, were restored.

The Palace Theatre, the El Paso National
Bank building, the Mills building and the
Popular Dry Goods Company were SO
altered as to have lost a signifcant level of
architectural integrity.

Other important historic landmarks remain
to be restored, including the Bassett Tower,
the Kress building, the former Hilton Hotel,
the St. Charles Hotel, the Robert Banner
building, the Plaza Theatre, and the Star
Jewelry building.

’



THE DOWNTOWN HISTORIC DISTRICT

Downtown Historic District Map
Landmarks
Zones of Development

In an effort to protect and preserve El Paso’s
most important historic landmarks and, with
them, an urban environment, the Historic
Landmark Commission and the City Plan
Commission both recommend the creation of
a Downtown Historic District. These Design
Guidelines are intended to be part of this
Downtown Historic District.
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- Westin Paso del Norte *® + 13. Labor Temple

2. Palace Theatre *® 14. White House *®

3. Dave's Loan 15. Plaza Theatre (H)+

4. St. Charles Hotel 16. Star Jewelry

5. Popular Dept. Store *® 17. State National Bank *® +
6. Abdou Bldg. *® 18. W.S. Hills Bldg. *®

7. Kress Bldg. 19, J.J. Newberry Bldg. *®
8. Robert Banner Bldg. *® 20. Martin Bldg. *

9. Cortez Bldg. *®+ 21. Singer Sewing Machine Bldg. *®
10. 1 Texas Tower *® 22. Bassett Tower *® +

11. Plaza Hotel *® 23. U.S. Post Office *+

12. Mills Bldg. ® 24. Caples Bldg. ®

¥ National Register of Historic Places + Significant Interiors
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LANDMARKS

El Paso grew in spurts during different time
periods. Consequently, there exists a wide variety
of architectural styles within the downtown district.
Since South El Paso Street was the beginning of
downtown, here are found the wooden ’false front’
facades, ornamented Victorian Queen Anne, and the
Beaux Arts styles that reflect the 1880s and the gay
90s. The turn of the century saw the emergence of
the Chicago School of architecture represented by
mid-rise concrete office buildings, department
stores, and hotels. The 1930s introduced the first
skyscrapers to El Paso. These structures were
supported by reinforced concrete or steel frames
with exteriors decorated with Art Deco accents.
What follows is a brief discussion of these distinct
architectural styles present within the district.

ART DECO

Art Deco emerged as a new architectural style
during the late 1920s. It is marked by linear, hard
edged, or angular geometric forms, and by the use
of setbacks in the building facade. Art Deco
buildings were ornamented with stylized decoration
in the same material as the building itself or in
metals, colored glass, or decorative ceramic tiles.
Art Deco tends to dramatize rather than actually
reflect the structure beneath.

In the Downtown Historic District there are three
Art Deco landmarks.
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Kress Building

The Kress Building was designed by Edward
Sibbert in 1937. It has three street elevations:
Mesa, Mills and Oregon. It also has an eighty foot
tower on the corner that faces San Jacinto Plaza.
The Kress Building is a dramatic display of terra-
cotta in oyster white with red, blue, green and gold
ornamentation. Design is generally Moorish with
Spanish touches in the wrought iron balconies. The
Kress Building was added to the El Paso Historic
Sites Inventory in 1978.

O.T. Bassett Tower

The Bassett Tower was built by Charles N. Bassett
in honor of his father, O.T. Bassett, a prominent El
Pasoan who was also one of the founders of the
State National Bank.

Bassett Tower was once the tallest building in El
Paso, rising 15 stories. There is a basement and
mechanical rooms are located in the tower.
Ornamentation is limited to the ground and
uppermost level. The building’s entrance is an
elaborate display of Art Deco design elements and
is the focal point of the southeast facade of the
ground floor. Included in the composition are
facial expressions, one of which is believed to be a
likeness of Henry Trost. Terra-cotta, art stone,
marble and granite ornamentation are found on the
first uppermost floors. Ten eagle sentries guard the
15th floor and the tower is topped with a steep
copper hip roof.

Plaza Hotel

The Plaza Hotel is significant for it is one of
El Paso’s early steel frame, high-rise structures
built and designed by Trost & Trost. The building
was the eighth Hilton Hotel constructed in the U.S.
in 1930 for Conrad Hilton. Elizabeth Taylor briefly
lived in the penthouse of the hotel after she married
Conrad’s son Nickey.



The Plaza Hotel is composed of a two story
"trapezoidal" base supporting a rectangular fifteen
story tower. Construction is of red brick and
vertical and horizontal concrete bands create
contrast.  Ornamentation extending around the
entire building is limited to the first two floors
consisting of simple pilaster, geometric Art Deco
spandrels and multicolored roundels. The finishing
touch is the green terra-cotta tile roof on the tower.

SECOND EMPIRE

The Second Empire style was borrowed from
France, and became popular in the U.S. during
1860-70s. The main characteristic of this style is
the mansard roof which can be described as a
steeply-pitched roof which serves as the walls of the
top floor. The mansard roof is pierced with
dormers in order to provide light. Besides the
shape of the roof, coloring became an important
part of the ornamentation. Mansard roofs were
covered with multicolored slates or pressed tin
plates.  Ornamentation of the Second Empire
includes quoins and cornices. Other characteristics
of this style are columns and pedimented windows.

First National Bank (Star Jewelry)

The First National Bank building was constructed in
1882-83 for Joshua Raynolds, then president of the
First National Bank in Las Vegas, New Mexico.
The upper floors of the structure were originally
leased for professional offices. The first National
vacated the property when it merged with the
American National Bank in 1914. Since that time,
the property has exchanged hands at least six times,
and today it houses Star Jewelry.

Originally constructed as a two-story Italianate
structure, a mansard was added during 1884-88,
transforming the building into the Second Empire
style. Three stories high, the building is of
masonry construction and has a modern storefront.
Original double hung windows have since been
blocked in, but semi-circular arches and decorative
tin hood molds (on the second story) still exist.
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The dormers of the mansard roof are pedimented
and once contained semi-circular arched windows.
An oval-shaped cupola rests on the mansard at the
northwest corner of the building and a tin cornice
with medallions overhangs below the mansard.

MEDITERRANEAN

Mediterranean architecture developed during the
1600s through the 1840s.  Traditionally, the
Mediterranean style structure was a one or two-
story building with a covered porch extending along
the facade. Walls were originally built of stone or
brick with a white lime or plaster finish, and the
roofs are covered with red clay tile. Other
traditional  structural characteristics include:
exposed roof beams, patios/porches, corbels,
columns and pilasters. Windows covered with
ornamental wrought iron were introduced later.

The Singer Building is the only existing structure in
the Downtown Historic District that illustrates
Mediterranean architectural features.

Singer Building

The Singer Sewing Company occupied the Trost &
Trost building from 1928 until 1980. The building
contributes to the architectural diversity of
downtown El Paso for it is a handsome example of
the Mediterranean style. The ground floor was
used for display and sales, while the second floor
serviced a sewing school and a manufacturing trade
department. The building was approved for listing
on the National Register of Historic Places.

The Singer Building is a two story, rectangular
structure. The building is constructed of poured
concrete with a plaster finish, and it shares a
common wall with the J.J. Newberry department
store. The storefront is divided into two bays of
different sizes, one of which takes on a tower like
appearance and is topped with a red-tiled, pyramidal
roof. A broad arched opening, balconies, grillwork
and concrete quoins further carry the Mediterranean
theme. The Singer crest is implanted in the upper
level of the structure.
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