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Survey and Research Report 

On The Wilmore Elementary School 

 

 
 

 

1.  Name And Location Of The Property.  The Wilmore Elementary School 

is located at 428 West Boulevard, Charlotte, N.C. 

 

2. Name And Address Of The Present Owner Of The Property. 

 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education 

Post Office Box 30035 

Charlotte, N.C. 28230 

      3.  Representative  Photographs Of The Property.  The report contains 

representative photographs of the property. 
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  4.  Map Depicting The Location Of The Property. 

  

 
 

 

5.  Current Deed Book Reference To The Property.  The property was 

acquired in several stages and is recorded in multiple deeds. The tax parcel 

number of the property is 11907801. 

6.  A Brief Historic Sketch Of The Property.  The report contains a brief 

historical sketch of the property prepared by Dr. Dan L. Morrill.   

7.  A Brief Physical Description Of The Property.  The report contains a brief 

physical description of the property prepared by Susan Mayer. 

8.  Documentation Of Why And In What Ways The Property Meets The 

Criteria For Designation Set Forth In N.C.G.S. 160A-400.5.   

a.  Special Significance In Terms Of Its History, Architecture, And/Or 

Cultural Importance. The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks 

Commission judges  that the Wilmore Elementary School possesses special 

significance in terms of Charlotte-Mecklenburg.  The Commission bases its 

judgment on the following considerations: 

0 0.0 0.00.01 Mil
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1) The Wilmore Elementary School is the only school that was erected in 

Wilmore, a working class suburb established in 1906 by the Suburban 

Realty Company. 

2)  The architect of the original section of Wilmore Elementary School was 

Louis H. Asbury, Sr., the first native North Carolinian to belong to the 

American Institute of Architects and an architect of local and regional 

importance.  The architects of additions to the school were Martin E. Boyer, 

Jr. and Tebee Hawkins.  Both were architects of local note. 

3) Louis Asbury designed four schools for the Charlotte Board of School 

Commissioners.  The plans were reviewed by Dr. N. L. Engelhardt, a 

nationally known educator.  The original plans for these schools illustrate 

the design philosophy that influenced school plans in the 1920s. One 

school designed by Asbury does not remain  -- Seversville. Two that 

survive, Morgan School and Park Hutchinson School, are local historic 

landmarks.  The fourth, Wilmore Elementary School, has not been 

designated as a  historic landmark.  It should become a local historic 

landmark to give recognition and protection to all of the extant school 

designs in Charlotte by Asbury in the 1920s.  Adding to the importance of 

Wilmore Elementary School is the fact that its original design was identical 

to that of Seversville Elementary School. 

4) The Wilmore Elmentary School documents the evolution of the Wilmore 

neighborhood from an all-white suburb of the early 1900s, to a 

neighborhood desegregating in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, to a 

neighborhood experiencing revitalization today.  

b.  Integrity Of Design, Setting, Workmanship, Materials, Feeling, And/Or 

Association.  The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Historic Landmarks Commission 

judges that the physical description included in this report demonstrates 

that the Wilmore Elementary School meets this criterion. 

9.  Ad Valorem Tax Appraisal.  The Commission is aware that designation 

would allow the owner to apply for an automatic deferral of 50% of the Ad 

Valorem taxes on all or any portion of the property that becomes a 

designated “historic landmark.”  The current appraised value of the 3.28- 

acre parcel on which the Wilmore Elementary School is located is  

$3,341,600.  The property is exempt from the payment of Ad Valorem 

Taxes. The property is zoned R-8. 

Date Of The Preparation Of This Report:  November 1, 2017   

Prepared By:  Dan L. Morrill and Susan Mayer 
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A Brief History Of The 

 Wilmore Elementary School 

 

Dr. Dan L. Morrill 

November 1, 2017 

 
The Wilmore Elementary School 

Picture Taken October 1, 2017 

 

The history of Wilmore Elementary School must be considered within the 

context of the creation and the development through time of the Wilmore 

neighborhood, one of several streetcar suburbs that arose in Charlotte in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.1   Wilmore Elementary School 

and its immediate community have been inextricably bound together from 

the school’s opening in 1925, until students stopped attending in 1978, and 

until today.2  In short, what has happened at Wilmore Elementary School 

cannot be separated from what has occurred in the surrounding Wilmore 

neighborhood and even in Charlotte as a whole. 

The Establishment Of Wilmore. 

In his book, Sorting Out The New South City.  Race, Class And Urban 

Development In Charlotte 1875-1975, Thomas W. Hanchett describes the 

myriad factors that transformed Charlotte from a city where in the 1870s 

businessmen and “hired hands, manual laborers and white-collared clerks, 

and black people and white people all lived side by side” into a city of 

“neighborhoods arranged in sectors demarcated by race and class,” a 

process Hanchett calls “sorting out.”3 Hanchett continues: 
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By the end of the 1920s, Charlotteans had undergone a conceptual shift in 

their definition of a desirable urban landscape.  Only a generation earlier, 

citizens of every kind had lived intermingled like salt-and-pepper on a grid 

of streets planned by the city fathers.  Now Charlotteans resided in a patch 

work pattern of self-contained neighborhoods, each distinct in its developer-

devised street system and each largely homogenous in its racial and 

economic makeup.4 

 Wilmore was an archetypal paradigm of a neighborhood defined by race and 

class, especially in its early years.   Established in 1906 by the Suburban 

Real Estate Company, Wilmore was marketed as a convenient and affordable 

place exclusively for whites.  F C. Abbott (1862-1959), president of 

Suburban Real Estate, had used restrictive deed covenants to exclude blacks 

in other suburban Charlotte neighborhoods, such 

as Piedmont Park and Colonial Heights.  He 

employed the same legal device to keep African 

Americans from renting or owning property in 

Wilmore.5  Abbott even went so far as to remove 

African American inhabitants from Wilmore to 

assure that no blacks would reside in his new  

working class suburb.  The Charlotte Daily 

Observer of December 15, 1912, reported: 

“After two years of negotiation, the Suburban 

Realty Company through its agent, F. C. Abbott, 

has acquired title to all the negro property on the 

west side of South Tryon street which has stood 

in the way of the best development of the 

Wilmoore property.  Within 30 days about a 

dozen negro homes will be torn down or moved 

away . . . .”6 

The first streets laid out in Wilmore were West Boulevard and West Park 

Avenue, where by 1910 modest Craftsman style bungalows began to 

appear.7  F. C. Abbott advertised his development as a blue collar 

neighborhood. “Wilmoore,” his company declared, “is within five minutes’ 

walk of a dozen manufacturing plants, so it is an ideal location for men 

employed in these factories.”8  Wilmore was also marketed as a particularly 

affordable place to buy a lot and build a home.  “. . . we offer large lots  50 

by 200 ft. for the multitude and at the lowest price of any equal location in 

Charlotte,” declared Suburban Real Estate.9 

 

 F. C. Abbott 1862-1959 

1959 
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Wilmore developed rapidly. “Much interest is 

being manifested in the sale of Wilmoore 

lots,” reported the Charlotte Observer on 

October 31, 1916.10  In November 1916, the 

newspaper noted that “some 40 houses have 

been completed, or are under construction, in 

the Wilmoore subdivision.”11  Churches 

appeared.  Dedicatory services were held at 

“Wilmoore Presbyterian Church,” a mainstay 

of the neighborhood, in October 1913.12  It 

was only a matter of time until Wilmore 

needed a school. 

Architects Of Wilmore Elementary 

School. 

In April 1924, the Charlotte Board of School Commissioners listed the 

improvements that would be funded if voters approved school bonds in a 

vote scheduled for May 6th.  Among them was the “purchase of a site and 

the erection of the first unit of a Grammar school in Wilmore.”13  The voters 

supported the bonds by “nearly 3 to 1.”14  The City acquired the school site 

in Wilmore at West Boulevard and South Mint Street from the Suburban 

Realty Company on September 26, 1924.  The price was $10,000.15    

Six public schools were erected in Charlotte in the mid-1920s.  Louis H. 

Asbury, Sr. (1877-1975) was the architect of four.  In addition to the 

Wilmore Elementary School, he designed 

the Seversville School (destroyed), the 

Morgan School, and the Parks Hutchinson 

School.16  A native of Charlotte, Asbury  had 

helped his father build houses as a lad. He 

graduated from Trinity College, now Duke 

University, in 1900 and received his 

architectural training at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, completing his 

studies in 1903. After working as a 

draftsman in New York City, Asbury moved 

back to Charlotte in 1908.  He  established 

an architectural firm and remained 

professionally active in Charlotte and the 

Piedmont until his retirement in 1956.17 

Asbury made major contributions to the 

professional standing of architects in North 

Carolina. He was the first native North 

Carolinian to be elected to the American 

 West Park Ave. Bungalow 

  Louis H. Asbury, Sr. 1877-1975 
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Institute of Architects. Asbury was one of the founders of the North Carolina 

chapter of the A.I.A. and was among the initial group of architects licensed 

to practice in North Carolina, receiving license #4.18 Asbury designed an 

impressive array of structures in Charlotte and its environs. The Charlotte 

Observer editorially called Louis Asbury the “Builder Of A City.”19  

  

Morgan School Parks Hutchinson School 

 
Wilmore Elementary School 
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Asbury’s designs for the Morgan School, the Parks Hutchinson School, the 

Seversville School, and the Wilmore School were similar in form, materials 

and massing.  This likeness was partly due to the fact that the Charlotte 

Board of School Commissioners required that all school plans be reviewed 

by Dr. N. L. Engelhardt (1882-1960) of Columbia University.20  Engelhardt 

believed that it was essential “to study every detail of construction and 

equipment in the light of standards which are (sic.) commonly being 

accepted to-day (sic.)  in the construction of school buildings.”21 Engelhardt 

used a scorecard to measure the quality of architectural plans for schools.  

He scrutinized the size of the playgrounds, the number of classrooms, the 

type of support facilities, plus many other features.22  This oversight tended 

to produce greater conformity in school design. 

The Southeastern Construction Company received the building permit in 

December 1924 to start erecting the Wilmore Elementary School.23 The first 

students arrived at the beginning of classes in the fall of 1925.  Mrs. Ellie 

Blankenship was the first principal.24 “We are trying to take care of our nice 

new building,” said 5th grade teacher Juanita Helms.  “We hope not to find a 

single mark on the building.”25 

 
Miss Kabrich’s 5th Grade Class, 1950 

Only White Children Attended Wilmore School Until The 1960s 
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Two additions were made to Wilmore Elementary School after it was built.  

In March 1948, construction began on a major expansion at the eastern end 

of the building that included a cafeteria, an auditorium, one classroom, and 

a nurses’ room.  The architect was Martin E. Boyer, Jr (1893-1970).26   Born 

in Glen Wilton, Virginia and reared in Charlotte, Boyer was trained in the 

Beaux Arts tradition at Carnegie Tech (now Carnegie-Mellon University) in 

Pittsburgh.  Boyer was among the most prominent architects in Charlotte in 

the middle decades of the twentieth century.  He is best remembered for the 

large homes he designed for Charlotte’s elite, in neighborhoods like 

Eastover, Myers Park, and Dilworth.  Also noteworthy was his 

superintending the relocation and reconstruction of the former U. S. Mint as 

the Mint Museum of Art.27  

The final addition to the school occurred in 1970  -- a rectangular wing 

projecting awkwardly from the eastern front of the building. It contained a 

new library, a workroom, a lounge, a classroom, administrative spaces, and 

two conference rooms.28  The architect was Tebee P. Hawkins & 

Associates.29  Tebee P. Hawkins (1917-2011), a native of Atlanta, Ga., 

graduated with a Degree in Architecture from Clemson University in 1940. 

He served in the military during World War Two and moved to Charlotte soon 

thereafter.30 Until 1964, Hawkins partnered with Charlotte architect M. R. 

Marsh.31  Hawkins was responsible for designing many notable local 

structures, mostly traditionalist in design.  These included Myers Park 

Baptist Church, Providence Baptist Church, Providence Methodist Church, 

the Myers Park Branch Library, Independence High School, and East 

Mecklenburg High School.32 

  
Martin E. Boyer, Jr. (1893-1970) Tebee Hawkins (1917-2011) 
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Life At Wilmore School And In Wilmore. 

Wilmore Elementary School was a cultural and social centerpiece of the 

Wilmore community. It’s where people went to vote.33  It’s where 

neighborhood children gathered to play after school and during the summer.  

The grassy front yard at Wilmore was used for informal football games, and 

the playground behind the school had a baseball diamond.  Doug Smith 

(1944-Present), a retired Charlotte Observer journalist, attended Wilmore 

for three years, beginning in 1954.  “The teachers,” he remembers, “were 

really friendly and open and invested in your education.”  As for Ellen Brice, 

the longtime principal, she had a “fiery temper.”  “I have heard her during 

my time there scream at teachers for not doing something right and scream 

at kids for not doing something right.”  “I didn’t see much misbehaving,” 

says Smith, “or lack of discipline in the school, because she ran a ‘tight 

ship.’”34  

Sally Holbrook Gamble (1939-Present), was a student at Wilmore from 1945 

until 1951.  “We had a good time playing and being at school.”  But she too 

was wary of Ellen Brice.  “She scared the starch out of me.”  “I loved my 

teachers,” says Gamble.  “They were either old, and old maids, . . . or else 

they were young.”  Wilmore school had a lasting impact on Sally Gamble.  “I 

started making friends in the first grade, some of whom I still have.”35  

“Wilmore School was the glue that held the neighborhood together,” says 

Doug Smith.36 

  
Miss Renfrow’s 3rd Grade Class  

1948 

Miss Sandifer’s 2nd Grade Class 

1947 

 

Doug Smith and Sally Holbrook Gamble have fond memories of growing up 

in Wilmore.  They characterize the Wilmore of their youth as a homogenous 

place where neighbors felt connected to one another and where children 

could roam freely about with no sense of fear or apprehension.  “We thought 

we had the best neighborhood ever,” Smith explains, “because we had so 
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much freedom to play and roam.”  “We never heard about crime. In general 

it was an idyllic place to live.”37 Gamble agrees.  “I was completely free to 

roam all over that neighborhood.” But roaming had its limits.  Gamble 

described the racial boundaries that existed for black children who lived in 

a nearby African American enclave.  “They did not come into our 

neighborhood although they were just three blocks away.”38  Smith also 

describes the racial separation that existed in Charlotte during his 

childhood.  “We were instructed you don’t associate with anybody of color.  

Colored people and white people just don’t associate.”39   

 
 

Doug Smith (On Left) Attended 
Wilmore 1954-1956 

Sally Holbrook Gamble Attended 
Wilmore 1945-1951 
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The nature of Wilmore today bears little resemblance to what the 

neighborhood was like before 1960.  Doug Smith and Sally Holbrook Gamble 

grew up in an all-white, stable, 

seemingly unchanging working class 

community, where the boundaries of 

accepted behavior were understood 

and obeyed.  The last half century has 

been very different.  It has produced 

profound change in Wilmore, not the 

least being the closing of Wilmore 

Elementary School. 

A photograph of   Wilmore students 

taken on May 20, 1975, demonstrates 

that the number of blacks living in Wilmore was on the upswing by the mid-

1970s.  Many of the children cheering and waving American flags in the 

picture are African American.  The reasons for the demographic 

transformation of Wilmore were multiple.  Federal officials advised banks to 

deny loans to residents of what Washington judged to be marginal older 

neighborhoods, like Wilmore.  There was little Federal mortgage insurance 

offered to prospective home buyers in Wilmore.  Federal urban renewal 

grants displaced African Americans living in center city Charlotte.  This 

forced substantial numbers of blacks to look for other places to live.40  

Finally, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 eliminated legal discrimination based on 

race, thereby making protective deed covenants of this type 

unconstitutional.  

Doug Smith remembers how unscrupulous real estate agents sought to 

exploit the growing apprehension felt by some longtime white homeowners 

in Wilmore. 

These guys would come through the neighborhood.  They were called 

“blockbusters.”  They were real estate agents who would come through and 

knock on your door and say they wanted to make an offer on your house.  I 

remember I was in the living room and this guy came to the door, and my 

dad said we were not interested in selling.  And this guy said if you don’t sell 

you’re going to have a black person as a neighbor and then your property 

value will be zero.41 

During the 1960s and 1970s the amount of rental housing in Wilmore rose 

steadily.  Families who had lived in the neighborhood for decades sold their 

homes and moved elsewhere.  Doug Smith’s mother sold her house in 1985.  

“She was afraid to live there by herself,” explains Doug Smith.  “She felt 

vulnerable because of the crime that was occurring.” “The neighborhood 

was rough, and crime was becoming a problem.  It was sad. . . .”42  According 

to Smith, it was the surging influx of large numbers of renters into the 
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neighborhood, not their racial composition, that destabilized Wilmore. The 

area was still roughly half white in the mid-1980s. 

Wilmore Elementary School Closes. 

It was the racial composition of the student body of Wilmore Elementary 

School that caused the school to be closed.  On April 23, 1969, Federal 

District Judge James B. McMillan (1916-1995) issued his opinion in the 

Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education case. McMillan directed 

the school board to fashion an assignment plan that would eliminate all 

racially identifiable schools.  On February 5, 1970, McMillan told the school 

board how it must proceed.  The judge ordered the implementation of a plan 

that would desegregate the entire system by means of extensive busing and 

pairing of elementary schools.   

Wilmore School was evidencing signs of distress in the late 1970s.  The 

percentage of African American students rose rapidly after 1974.43   

Covenant Presbyterian Church “adopted” the school and instituted a 

tutoring program at Wilmore in 1977.  “We’re trying to show our love and 

concern for other people,” declared Covenant member Barbara Forester.44  

School Superintendent Jay Robinson (1928-2000) proposed in January 1978 

that Wilmore School  be shut down and that the students be reassigned to 

Dilworth Elementary School or Sedgefield Elementary School.45  The School 

Board approved Robinson’s plan, and Wilmore Elementary ended classes in 

June 1978.46  Julius L. Chambers (1936-2013), the lead lawyer for the 

plaintiffs in the Swann case, was not supportive of this action.   The Charlotte 

Observer reported that Chambers “said the closing of mostly black Wilmore 

Elementary School last year showed officials aren’t willing to bus young 

white students to black communities.”47  The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 

did continue to use the Wilmore School as a Staff Development Center. 

Wilmore Today. 

Wilmore is no longer a distressed neighborhood.  Between 2003 and 2011 

the sale prices of homes over their assessed tax values increased by the 

highest percentage there than anywhere in Charlotte.48  In May 2010, urban 

pioneers living in Wilmore succeeded in securing local historic district 

designation for the neighborhood, thereby encouraging its gentrification.49  

What was happening in Wilmore in the 1960s and 1970s is now moving in 

the opposite direction. Renters are moving out and homeowners are moving 

in. This process has its critics.  ‘Craftsman-style homes selling for $700,000 

or more are replacing smaller homes occupied by renters,” commented the 

Charlotte Observer in October 2016.   “While some homeowners can sell and 

make a profit, in other cases longtime tenants are pushed out, forced to 

move farther out to find any comparable properties to rent.”50  
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One consequence of the upsurge of property values in Wilmore is that it has 

put the Wilmore School property under greater developmental pressure.  

The current tax value of the Wilmore 3.28-acre site is $3,431,600.  A charter 

school attempted to lease the property in 2013.  This effort was 

unsuccessful.51  The Charlotte-Mecklenburg Public Schools has declared the 

Wilmore School site “surplus property” and is seeking to identify a buyer.52   

 

Asbury’s Plan For Wilmore And Seversville Schools 
 

 

Boyer’s Plan For Wilmore School Addition 
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Hawkins’s Plan For Addition To Wilmore School 

 

 

 

 
Abbott Park, Named For F. C. Abbott Wilmore Streetscape In October 2017 
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Wilmore Students Dressed For A Tom Thumb Wedding 1932 

 

 

` 

 
Boyer’s Plan For Auditorium Entrance 
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1929 Sanborn Insurance Map, Volume One, Page 46. 
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1 The neighborhood was named for the two families (Wilson and Moore) who sold 335 acres in 1906 to the 
Suburban Real Estate Company for suburban development.  The Charlotte News stated that the name should 
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