ST. PETERSBURG CITY COUNCIL
Meeting of January 8, 2009

TO: The Honorable Chair, and Members of City Council

SUBJECT: Historic Landmark Designation of the Merhige Residence,
located at 404 Sunset Drive South (HPC Case No. 08-02)

RE: Administration recommends Council conduct the second
reading and quasi-judicial hearing, and approves the
proposed ordinance.

RECOMMENDATION

On November 21, 2008, the Community Preservation Commission (CPC) conducted a
public hearing on HPC Case No. 08-02, a city-initiated landmark designation request for
the Merhige Residence, located at 404 Sunset Drive South. The CPC recommended
APPROVAL of the application to designate the building as a local landmark by a vote of
710 0.

BACKGROUND

Constructed in 1925, the Merhige Residence meets five of the nine criteria necessary for
designating historic properties as listed in Section 16.30.070.2.5(D) of the City Code:

(1) Its value is a significant reminder of the cultural or archaeological
heritage of the City, state or nation.

(3) It is identified with a person or persons who significantly
contributed to the development of the City, state, or nation.

(4) TItis identified as the work of a master builder, designer, or architect
whose individual work has influenced the development of the City,
state, or nation.

(5)  Its value as a building is recognized for its quality of architecture,
and it retains sufficient elements showing its architectural
significance.

(6) It has distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style valuable
for the study of a period, method of construction, or use of
indigenous materials.

This property is significant at the local level in the areas of ARCHITECTURE, ETHNIC
HERITAGE, AND COMMUNITY PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT as a single-
family residence constructed during the Florida land boom as the home of Samuel and
Meta Merhige. The Merhige Residence is significant as evidence of the westward
expansion of the city and its overall pattern of growth. Although initially platted in the
1910s, few residences were built south of Central Avenue prior to the onset of the Florida
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land boom. The Merhige Residence was one of the first to front directly on Boca Ciega
Bay, incorporating a dock, and utilizing a different style. As such, it set a precedent in
the neighborhood and increased the appeal of the area which came to be known as
Pasadena.

The Merhiges, of Syrian descent, were one of the first ethnically diverse families to make
St. Petersburg their home. While maintaining their ethnic identity, they managed a
successful import business and cafeteria while contributing to the greater St. Petersburg
community. The family proved to be an inspiration by maintaining and educating others
about their heritage. The residence was designed by Samuel Merhige to meet the needs
of the family in maintaining their ethnic identity through its ability to host relatives
entering the country who followed them to St. Petersburg as well as house elderly family
members.

Significant as a design by Samuel Merhige, the building is also important as
representative work of contractor Charles DuBois. Following his arrival in St. Petersburg
in 1910, he built the Northern Hotel, Vogel Apartments, Jennie Barf Apartments, the
DeVoe Apartments, Ferris Apartments, the Elks Club, the Sunset Hotel, the municipal
power plant, the Orange Blossom Cafeteria, and a number of residences. Prior to his
death in 1940, he served as President of the St. Petersburg Association of General
Contractors, Chairman of the Port Committee, Exalted Ruler of the Elks Club, and a
member of the Board of Governors of the Chamber of Commerce, and the Independent
Order of Odd Fellows organization.

Finally, the Merhige Residence is an excellent example the Italian Renaissance Revival
style. Character defining elements include the terra cotta tile roof with wide overhanging
eaves, a hierarchy of windows, arched window and door openings, a symmetrical fagade,
light stucco exterior, classical columns, and a recessed entrance. The Merhige Residence
is the only known Italian Renaissance Revival style building in the area and is a fine
example of the style as it was applied to residential architecture.

PROPERTY OWNER CONSENT AND IMPACT OF DESIGNATION

The City initiated and acquired owner consent in the designation of the property. The
owners intend to utilize the ad valorem tax exemption in order to rehabilitate the
residence for use as their home.



ORDINANCE NO.

AN ORDINANCE OF THE CITY OF ST. PETERSBURG, FLORIDA,
DESIGNATING THE MERHIGE RESIDENCE (LOCATED AT 404 SUNSET
DRIVE SOUTH) AS A LOCAL LANDMARK AND ADDING THE PROPERTY
TO THE LOCAL REGISTER PURSUANT TO SECTION 16.30.070, CITY
CODE; AND PROVIDING AN EFFECTIVE DATE.

THE CITY OF ST. PETERSBURG DOES ORDAIN:
SECTION 1. The City Council finds that the Merhige Residence, which was constructed in 1925 meets five of

the nine criteria listed in Section 16.30.070.2.5.D, City Code, for designating historic properties. More specifically, the
property meets the following criteria:

1) Its value is a significant reminder of the cultural or archaeological heritage of the City, state
or nation.
3) It is identified with a person or persons who significantly contributed to the development of

the City, state, or nation.

) It is identified as the work of a master builder, designer, or architect whose individual work
has influenced the development of the City, state, or nation.

(5) Its value as a building is recognized for its quality of architecture, and it retains sufficient
elements showing its architectural significance.

(6) It has distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style valuable for the study of a period,
method of construction, or use of indigenous materials.

SECTION 2. The Merhige Residence, located upon the following described property, is hereby designated as a
local landmark and shall be added to the local register listing of designated landmarks, landmark sites, and historic and
thematic districts which is maintained in the office of the City Clerk:

Lot 10 and the North 5 feet of Lot 12, Block 55, REVISED MAP OF DAVISTA,
together with that portion of the strip of land designated as sea-wall, lying between
the Northerly line of Lot 10 and the Southerly line of the North 5 feet of Lot 12, if
said lines were extended to Boca Ciega Bay, according to the map or Plat thereof,
recorded in Plat Book 4, Page 24, of the Public Records of Pinellas County, Florida.

SECTION 3. In the event this ordinance is not vetoed by the Mayor in accordance with the City Charter, it shall
become effective upon the fifth business day after adoption unless the Mayor notifies the City Council through written
notice filed with the City Clerk that the Mayor will not veto the ordinance, in which case the ordinance shall take effect
immediately upon filing such written notice with the City Clerk. In the event this ordinance is vetoed by the Mayor in
accordance with the City Charter, it shall not become effective unless and until the City Council overrides the veto in
accordance with the City Charter, in which case it shall become effective immediately upon a successful vote to override
the veto.

Approved as to Form and Sybstance:

lH-20-0%
City Attorney (or Desig&e) ( 7 Date

QﬂvAMd&/— ”'IMDJ!DZ

Development Serx%ces Department
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City of St. Petersburg
Division of Urban Planning, Design,
and Historic Preservation

Local Landmark
Designation Application

Type of property nominated (for staff use only)
® byilding  Ostructyre - [ site {1 object
Dhistoric district - Omultiple resource -

historic name Merhige Residence

other names/site number 8PI341

address 404 Sunset Drive South

historic address 436 Sunset Drive South

name A. Matthew and Joanna Rosen

street and number 404 Sunset Drive South

city or town St. Petersburg state FL zip code 33707

phone number (h) 7273447174 (w) e-mail jojorosen@gmail.com
nameftitie Kimberly Hinder and Aimee Angel/Historic Preservation Planners
organization City of St. Petersburg, Development Services Department

street and number P.0O. Box 2842

city or town St. Petersburg  state FL zipcode  33731-2842
phone number (h) (W) 7278925451  e-mail  kimberly.hinder@stpete.org
date prepared 9/29/2008 signature <

BOL Y. DI o
Describe boundary line encompassing all man-made and natural resources to be included in designation (general
legal description or survey). Attach map delimiting proposed boundary. (Use continuation sheet if necessary)

See Continuation Sheet.

acreage of property  N/A

property identification
number 193116204840550100




Merhige Residence

Name of Property

Historic Functions Current Functions

Private Residence Private Residence

Architectural Classification Materials
(See Appendix A for list)

Italian Renaissance Revival stucco

Narrative Description

On one or more continuation sheets describe the historic and existing condition of the property use conveying the
following information: original location and setting; natural features; pre-historic man-made features; subdivision
design; description of surrounding buildings; major alterations and present appearance; interior appearance;

Contributing Noncontributing Resource Type Contributing resources previously listed on the
National Register or Local Register
2 Buildings
Sites
Structures
Objects Number of multiple property listings

2 0 Total




Merhige Residence

Name of Property

Criteria for Significance

{mark one or more boxes for the appropriate criteria)

X

g

O

Its value is a significant reminder of the cuitural
or archaeological heritage of the City, state, or
nation.

Its location is the site of a significant local, state,
or national event.

It is identified with a person or persons who
significantly contributed to the development of
the City, state, or nation.

It is identified as the work of a master builder,
designer, or architect whose work has influenced
the development of the City, state, or nation.

Its value as a building is recognized for the
quality of its architecture, and it retains sufficient
elements showing its architectural significance.

It has distinguishing characteristics of an
architectural style valuable for the study of a
period, method of construction, or use of
indigenous materials.

Its character is a geographically definable area
possessing a significant concentration, or
continuity or sites, buildings, objects or
structures united in past events or aesthetically
by plan or physical development.

lts character is an established and
geographically definable neighborhood, united in
culture, architectural style or physical plan and
development.

it has contributed, or is likely to contribute,
information important to the prehistory or history
of the City, state, or nation.

Narrative Statement of Significance

Areas of Significance

(see Attachment B for detailed list of categories)

Community Planning and Development

Ethnic Heritage

Architecture

Period of Significance
1925-1958

Significant Dates (date constructed & altered)
1925

Significant Person(s)

Merhige, Samuel

Cultural Affiliation/Historic Period

Builder
DuBois, Charles

Architect

(Explain the significance of the property as it relates to the above criteria and information on one or more
continuation sheets. Include biographical data on significant person(s), builder and architect, if known. Please use
parenthetical notations, footnotes or endnotes for citations of work used.)

Piease list bibliographical references.
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BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION AND JUSTIFICATION
Boundary Description

The boundary is defined as Parcel 19/31/16/20484/055/0100, described as Block
55, Lot 10 and North 5 ft of Lot 12 of the Revised Map of Davista, according to
the plat thereof, as recorded in Plat Book 4, Page 24 of the Public Records of
Pinellas County, Florida, together with the unsubdivided land to the west
between Sunset Drive and Boca Ciega Bay.

Boundary Justification

The boundary consists of the property historically associated with the Merhige
Residence.

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION
Summary

The Merhige Residence, located at 404 Sunset Drive South, was built in 1925 by
entrepreneur Samuel Merhige in conjunction with contractor Charles DuBois.
The character defining terra cotta tile roof with wide overhanging eaves, arched
window and door openings, symmetrical fagade, light stucco exterior, classical
columns, and recessed entrance define the two-story rectangular building as an
example of the Italian Renaissance Revival style. The building has served as a
private residence since it was constructed. Purchased by the current owners in
April 2008, they have undertaken rehabilitation and plan to use the property as
their residence.

Setting

Located on the west side of St. Petersburg at 404 Sunset Drive South, the
Merhige Residence is situated on Block 55 of the Revised Map of Davista. At the
time of its construction, the area was sparsely inhabited with a few scattered
residences. The property remains in a predominantly residential area with
commercial retail and office uses extending along Central Avenue to the north.

Physical Description

The Merhige House, located at 404 Sunset Drive South, was constructed in
1925. This Italian Renaissance Revival style residence maintains its rectangular
plan with a small one-story, square addition on the north elevation and a one-
story, semi-circular addition on the south elevation. The two-story building is set
upon a continuous foundation, clad with smooth stucco, and is topped with a hip
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roof featuring barrel tile. Additional significant features include a masonry
chimney located on the south elevation, widely overhanging eaves and a
recessed, arched entry.

The front (west) elevation
faces Sunset Drive and
Boca Ciega Bay. A two-
story porch with
checkerboard patterned tile
flooring extends across the
length of the building. The
first story porch is defined
by a masonry balustrade
topped with slender Doric
columns. Located within an
arched, recessed opening,
the main entry features a
metal gate providing
access to the 12-light
screened and French door.
Most of the French doors
on the building feature screened doors with divisions mimicking the design of the
French doors. The main entry also maintains an original metal light fixture
suspended from the ceiling and checkerboard patterned tile on the floor. Three
sets of 18-light French doors are set within the porch to the right of the main
entry. The one-story, square addition extends to the left of the main entry. The
addition features a hip roof with barrel tile and a pair of eight-light French doors
flanked by eight-light sidelights and topped with a wood canopy.

Figure 1. Merhige Residence, West (Front) Elevation, 2008.

The second story porch is delineated by an iron balustrade with a repeating
pattern. Two semicircular steps with tiled treads and stuccoed risers lead to a
central recessed alcove containing a 12-light screened door set in front of a pair
of ten-light French doors flanked with five-light sidelights. The tile work extends
up the wall to form a baseboard. Paired nine-over-one, double-hung sash, wood
windows flank the central alcove on both sides. The windows are further defined
by masonry sills set above masonry scrolls set into the wall plane. The windows
set left of the alcove also feature a shouldered blind arch that mimics the main
entrance below. Both sets of windows are topped with a wood canopy.

The south elevation features a semicircular, one-story addition with a glass block
panel and a ribbon of one-light metal windows which extends around the addition
and ends with a one-light door on the addition’s east elevation. The flat roof of
the addition provides additional balcony space that is delineated with an iron
balustrade similar to the one on the front elevation. Other fenestration on the
south elevation includes a one-light, fixed, wood window flanked by eight-light,
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wood casements windows and nine-over-one, double-hung sash wood windows
independently placed and paired. A secondary entrance is located on this
elevation and is comprised of multi-paned French doors with a divided, wood
screen door flanked by four-light sidelights.

Fenestration on the rear elevation is minimal and is comprised of a rear entrance
and a nine-over-one, double-hung sash, wood window. A mentioned above, the
north elevation features a square addition topped with a hip roof clad with barrel
tile. Fenestration on this elevation also includes nine-over-one, double-hung sash
wood windows independently placed and paired and a ribbon of four, twelve-
light, wood casement windows.

A detached garage is located behind
the residence. This accessory
building is clad with stucco and
features a gable roof with barrel tile
and exposed rafters. Replacement
windows include paired and ribbon,
two-light, vinyl casement windows
and two-light awning windows. A set
of two, paneled, garage doors face
the alley along with a nine-light, two
panel swing door.

Figure 2. Merhige Residence garage, Northeast

Integrity Elevation, 2008.

The evolution of the building resulted in several additions and a few minor
changes including the replacement of some original windows and doors. Major
alterations include a 1926 room addition on the north elevation and a 1953
circular room addition on the south, both of which are historic. The second floor
balcony areas on the west above the main entrance porch and south above the
circular room addition were also created in 1953 by the addition of metal
balustrades. A carport was also added to the garage during the same period.
Most of these alterations occurred during the historic period and have gained
significance in their own right. With the majority of its original appearance intact,
the building retains integrity of location, design, setting, feeling, materials,
workmanship, and association.

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
Summary

The Merhige Residence is significant at the local level in the areas of Community
Planning and Development, Ethnic Heritage, and Architecture and meets the
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following criteria for designation of a property found in the City Code, Section
16.30.070.2.5:

(1) Its value is a significant reminder of the cultural or
archaeological heritage of the City, state or nation.

(3) It is identified with a person or persons who significantly
contributed to the development of the City, state, or nation.

(4) It is identified as the work of a master builder, designer, or
architect whose individual work has influenced the
development of the City, state, or nation.

(5) Its value as a building is recognized for its quality of
architecture, and it retains sufficient elements showing its
architectural significance.

(6) It has distinguishing characteristics of an architectural style
valuable for the study of a period, method of construction, or
use of indigenous materials.

Originally constructed in 1925, the Merhige Residence is indicative of the
westward expansion of the city to the Davista area. The residence was designed
by the owner, area businessman Samuel Merhige, who hired noted contractor
Charles DuBois to build the residence. The property is significant, not only as an
excellent example of the Italian Renaissance Revival style, but due to its
association with the Merhige family, who played a significant role in the early
business development of the city and its ethnic heritage.

Historical Context

Initially surveyed in 1845 and 1848, the first tracts of land in present-day
downtown St. Petersburg were purchased from the State of Florida in 1860
(State of Florida, Plat Map 1845, 1848 and Tract Book Entries, 59-60). An
economic decline during and after the Civil War limited settlement in the area.
The arrival of Detroit native John C. Williams in 1875 and the Orange Belt
Railroad in 1888 served as the major impetus to the formation of a town.
Hamilton Disston, who owned and developed thousands of acres in Florida
during the 1880s, financed the construction of the Orange Belt Railway to the
sparsely settled Pinellas Peninsula under the assumption that the railroad would
terminate in his newest development, Disston City (now Gulfport). Instead,
Orange Belt owner, Peter Demens, built the narrow gauge railroad to land
situated northeast of Disston City owned by John C. Williams. The first train
arrived in June 1888 to a settlement with little more than a store and a few
residences. In return for Demens building the railroad to Williams’ land, Williams
deeded 250 acres to the Orange Belt Railway. The original city plat, prepared in
August 1888, was officially filed in April 1889 and revised in October 1889
(PCCCC, Plat Book H1, Pages 27 and 49). Demens and Williams collaborated
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in their plans to build a new community around the terminus of the railroad,
complete with a city park, depot, and hotel. In exchange for naming the city after
Demens’ birthplace, St. Petersburg, Russia, the hotel was named after Williams'’
hometown, Detroit, Michigan (Arsenault 1996, 64, 81-82; Grismer 1948, 68, 74,
271-72).

Although the Orange Belt Railway was completed, it was not successful. In an
effort to boost profits, the Railway started offering seaside excursions to St.
Petersburg in 1889. Promotional literature cited the 1885 annual convention of
the American Medical Association where Dr. Van Bibber endorsed the Pinellas
peninsula as the perfect location for a “Health City” (Arsenault 1996, 62). These
excursions were one of the first concentrated efforts by the community and the
development company to attract tourists (Grismer 1948, 70, 97, 111). In spite of
these efforts, the railroad could not pay its debts, and the syndicate of
Philadelphia financiers holding the debts took over the railroad and associated
development company (Grismer 1948, 70, 97, 111; “Heavy Real Estate Deal”
1906, 1).

Although the Orange Belt's advertising efforts failed to save the company, Frank
Davis, a prominent publisher from Philadelphia who arrived in Florida to alleviate
his own health problems, utilized Dr. Van Bibber's endorsement to heavily
promote the benefits of St. Petersburg. Davis, along with other new residents
including St. Petersburg Times editor William Straub and St. Petersburg Evening
Independent editor Lew Brown, tirelessly promoted the community during the late
1800s and early 1900s (Arsenault 1996, 82-85).

By 1890, the population grew from less than 50, prior to the arrival of the railroad,
to 273 residents. With two hotels, two ice plants, two churches, a school, a pier,
and a sawmill, the economy remained largely dependent on commercial fishing
(Arsenault 1996, 52-61). Incorporated in 1892, the town grew following a series
of severe freezes during the winter of 1894-95 which destroyed the citrus groves
throughout north and central Florida. Many property owners in these areas
relocated to coastal areas, such as St. Petersburg, which did not experience a
freeze as severe. By 1900, the community had received telephone, public water,
and electric service (Arsenault 1996, 64, 81-82).

During the early 1900s, the creation of St. Petersburg’'s waterfront park system,
the incorporation of a trolley system, and the construction of the Electric Pier
drew additional tourists and new residents to the area (Arsenault 1996, 87-89).
By 1905, the newspaper advertised nine hotels with a capacity for 675 guests in
the city, including the Detroit, the Manhattan, Colonial, Huntington, Wayne,
Chatuagua, Paxton House, Belmont, and Central Hotels (Grismer 1948, 124;
Miller [1965]).
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Largely through the efforts of city boosters to attract businesses and residents,
developers such as Frank A. Davis, H. Walter Fuller, Noel Mitchell, Charles Hall,
Charles Roser, and C. Perry Snell triggered the city’s first real estate land boom
from 1909 to the start of World War | (Arsenault 1996, 136). The resulting
development created a pattern for future growth. The companies formed by
Frank A. Davis played a significant role in the creation of this first real estate
boom and in the future development of the city. In 1902, Frank A. Davis formed
the St. Petersburg Investment Company, largely utilizing capital from former
associates in Philadelphia. The Investment Company served as the holding
company for both the city’s electric and streetcar companies. The first trolley line
was completed in 1904 and extended to present-day Gulfport the following year
(Grismer 1924, 67-79, 273; Grismer 1948, 119, 304-306).

Taking advantage of the local real estate boom starting in 1909, the St.
Petersburg Investment Company, led by general manager H. Walter Fuller,
acquired an option from Jacob Disston to purchase approximately 4,000 acres
west of the city. The
company  subdivided
several large tracts in
1911 and 1912 backing
a plan to extend
Central Avenue west to
Boca Ceiga Bay. One
of the subdivisions
platted in 1912 was
Davista, which was
named in honor of
Frank A. Davis.
Immediately north of
Davista, the St.
Petersburg Investment
Company opened the
Jungle Terrace
subdivision which
incorporated the Jungle
Country Club and Golf
Course, the city's first
golf course (Grismer
1924, 67-79, 273;
Grismer 1948, 119,
304-306; PCCCC Plat
Book 1, Pages 61-64
and Plat Book 4, Page
18).
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Figure 3. Map of Town of Davista, Pinellas County Clerk of
Circuit Court, Plat Book 3, Page 12.
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Figure 4. Sunset Park, ca. 1915. Fuller 1972, 138.

The original plat for Davista, completed in November 1912, depicted a park along
Boca Ciega Bay and the trolley line along Central Avenue and Park Street.
Sunset Drive was originally labeled Beach Drive. Block 55, on which the Merhige
Residence was later constructed, was subdivided into 14 lots. Incorporating
brick streets and paved sidewalks, lots were placed on the market during the
winter and spring of 1913. Advertisements for Davista, situated in an area now
known as Pasadena, proclaimed the development as “The Gem of All Florida
Developments.” The high-end residential neighborhood was supported by the
extension of the trolley line and the brick paving of the western end of Central
Avenue in 1913 and 1914. As part of the Davista development, the company
donated Sunset Park to the City of St. Petersburg in 1913. When constructed,
Central Avenue came to a dead end at the park, which was situated along the
shore of Boca Ciega Bay. Across from the park, on the northeast corner of

Figure 5. Sunset Apartment Hotel, under construction, ca. 1915. Fuller 1972, 139.
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Central Avenue and Park Street, the St. Petersburg Investment Company leased
land to a developer for the construction of the Sunset Hotel (Grismer 1924, 67-
79, 201, 273; Grismer 1948, 119, 304-306; PCCCC Plat Book 1, Pages 61-64,
Plat Book 3, Page 12, and Plat Book 4, Page 24).

The Sunset Hotel opened in 1916 as the first hotel built beyond walking distance
of downtown. Many residents doubted it would succeed, but the proximity of the
Jungle golf course and direct access from downtown via the trolley proved a
boom to the hotel. With 35 rooms, the building served as a promotional tool to
house prospective buyers interested in purchasing lots in the Davista and Jungle
subdivisions (Thorpe 1973; Fuller 1972, 138-40; Miller, 1991). It was one of
many efforts by developers to showcase the city and available real estate to
investors. Promotional efforts by the Atlantic Coast Line railroad (created in 1902
from the former Orange Belt Railroad and Henry Plant’'s South Florida Railroad)
brought organized tourist trains from New York in 1909 and from the Midwest in
1913. Many of these tourists continued to winter in the city with some even
relocating to St. Petersburg (Arsenault 1996, 135-37, 144-45).

One of these new residents, Nahoom Merhige, brought his wife, Minnie, and son,
Samuel, to St. Petersburg from New York in 1909. Nahoom, who was also listed
as Nadjim, appears to have immigrated to the United States in 1892 from
present-day Syria. He became a naturalized citizen while living in New York City
in 1899, the same year that his son was born (Ancestry.com, New York
Petitions). After he brought his family to St. Petersburg in 1909, he worked as a
traveling salesman throughout the region, selling Persian rugs, linens, laces, and
art from Europe and Asia to new residents and tourists. One of his most
profitable venues was the former Tampa Bay Hotel, now the University of
Tampa. Based on his success, the family soon opened St. Petersburg’s first
import shop in the Floronton Hotel. Known as Merhige’'s Bazaar, the company
advertised as “Importers of Kimonos and Dressing Sacques [sic], Laces, Art
Embroideries, Real Mexican Drawn, Arabian Cluny, Venetian and Duchess
Renaissance, French Novelties, Silk Shawls of Every Description.” When

G &

Figure 6. Advertisement, R.L. Polk’s St. Petersburg City Directory, 1916, 5.
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Nahoom died ca. 1916, his wife
and son, Samuel, kept the e
business open. By remaining in
the Floronton Hotel, situated
across from the Detroit Hotel on
2" Street North, Merhige’s
Bazaar continued to prosper
with the proximity to the train
station and the influx of tourists
visiting the surrounding hotels
(Polk 1908, 1912, 1914, 1915,
1916, 1918, 1920-21; Sanborn
Fire Insurance Maps 1913,
1918; Smith 1983; “Mrs. Minnie
Merhige, First Importer, Dies”
1952).

’
00

The  City's  administration
started to formally encourage
tourism with promotional campaigns following the election of Al Lang as mayor in
1916. Lang was elected after he arranged to bring the Philadelphia Phillies
baseball team to the city for spring training. Under his leadership, the City
publicly encouraged tourism and made efforts to improve the physical
appearance of the city. With approximately 83 real estate companies operating
in the city in 1914, the focus turned increasingly to winter residents with the local
population doubling during the season. These winter residents even formed
tourist societies organized by state or region of origin which acted as booster
clubs in their native states. With the growth of tourism and new seasonal and
permanent residents, the demand for new houses, rental units, and hotels
escalated (Arsenault 1996, 143-46).

Figure 7. Sanborn Map 1913, Sheet 18, Floronton Hotel.

With the outbreak of World War |, the real estate market slowed and depression
ensued. The St. Petersburg Investment Company had borrowed heavily in 1912
and 1913 to finance the installment of infrastructure in their developments. The
subsidiary which owned the inadequate and deteriorating electric plant also
borrowed to finance the construction of a new facility. As lots failed to sell during
the war, the company’s outstanding debts could not be paid. When F.A. Davis
died in January 1917, the companies that he had founded faitered and failed. In
October 1917, General Manager H. Walter Fuller resigned, and the Investment
Company, as well as the electric and trolley companies, entered receivership the
following year (Grismer 1924, 67-79; Grismer 1948, 132-33, 305-306). By
February 1918, lots on west Central Avenue and in Davista started selling at
public auction. The Davis companies completely collapsed over the following
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year with the City eventually acquiring the trolley line and investors forcing the
sale of the electric plant and the mortgaged lands (Grismer 1924, 67-79; Grismer
1948, 132-33, 305-306).

In spite of the fluctuations of the real estate market during the 1910s, the city’s
population grew from 4,127 in 1910 to 14,237 by 1920. Although the onset of
World War | limited tourism, St. Petersburg quickly rebounded following the war
with the winter season of 1918-1919 more profitable than before the war.
Thanks in part to the efforts of John Lodwick, publicity agent for the Chamber of
Commerce and the City of St. Petersburg, the hotels and boarding houses were
filled to capacity during the season (Arsenault 1996, 124, 186-190). At the onset
of this post-war boom in 1919, H. Walter Fuller, in partnership with his son,
Waiter P. Fuller, purchased most of the land once owned by the St. Petersburg
Investment Company utilizing a loan from a Philadelphia investor. Four years
later, H. Walter Fuller conveyed his portion of the St. Petersburg real estate
interests to his son, Walter P. Fuller. Fuller focused on expanding the Jungle
Terrace development north of Davista and sold most of the vacant land west of
64" Street between 5" Avenue North and 7" Avenue South to developer Jack
Taylor in 1922. Taylor opened Pasadena Estates, Inc. to develop and sell the
remaining vacant lots in the former Davista subdivision and Gulfport area.
Improvements to the area included the rejuvenation of Sunset Park, located at
the west end of Central Avenue, by Pasadena Estates, Inc. and the park board in
1923 (Grismer 1948, 305-306; Fuller, 1972, 172; Smith n.d.; Grismer 1924,
201).

The construction of a national, state, and local road system opened St.
Petersburg to an increasing number of middle-class vacationers and a new type
of vacationer known as “tin-can tourists.” This type of vacationer typically came
by car and generally favored inexpensive campgrounds to hotels. The city’s
shortage of hotel rooms led to the 1920 creation of Tent City, a municipal
campground for the “tin-can tourists.” This new type of tourist threatened the
city’s established hotel industry and was not the class of visitor the leaders of the
city were interested in attracting (Arsenault 1996, 186-189).

The lack of hotel space and the booming economy during the early 1920s
prompted the conversion of a number of private residences surrounding
downtown into boarding houses, apartment buildings, or small hotels. Many
owners recognized the inevitable growth of the central business district and built
new houses in the most fashionable residential section now known as the Old
Northeast. The opening of the Gandy Bridge to Tampa in 1924 further
encouraged widespread development and construction extending north of
downtown to the bridge (Arsenault 1996, 199-200). With only five major hotels
providing fewer than 500 hotel rooms at the start of the boom, city leaders were
encouraged by the construction of mid-sized hotels, such as the Alexander Hotel,
the Mari-Jean, and the Hotel Cordova, and several large hotels, including the



St. Petersburg Landmark Designation Application

Name of Property__Merhige Residence, 404 Sunset Drive South Page 11

Princess Martha, Pennsylvania Hotel, and Vinoy Park Hotel, during the boom
(Arsenault 1996, 201). Between 1924 and 1927, the number of hotels and
boarding houses in St. Petersburg rose from 77 to 123 (Polk 1924, 1927).

With the prosperity of the
Florida land boom, Samuel
Merhige left Merhige’'s Bazaar
to his mother's operation and
opened Merhige’s Oriental
Goods ca. 1921 at 326
Central Avenue. The company
later came to be known as
Merhige's Ready to Wear. In
1923, he married Meta Japour.
In 1925, Samuel Merhige
purchased a lot in the Davista

subdivision, designed a Figure 8. Merhige's Oriental Goods, 326 Central
residence, and hired contractor Avenue, 1925. St. Petersburg Museum of History,
Charles DuBois to construct it P03621.

in the area now considered Pasadena thanks to developer Jack Taylor." The
two-story tile residence and garage were both constructed in 1925 at an
estimated cost of $12,200. A one-story, one-room addition was built the
following year for $2,000. This addition, compatible with the original architecture,
was likely built to accommodate his mother who moved in with the couple in 1927
around the time that their first child was born. Samuel Merhige chose to design

his new home in the Italian

Renaissance Revival style, which was
a more refined selection than the
widely popular Mediterranean Revival
style. At the time, the neighborhood
was sparsely settled with only one
other house on the block under
construction (Polk 1918, 1920-21,
1922, 1924, 1925, 1926, 1927; St.
Petersburg Museum of History, 1925,
Photo P03621; “Merhige, Samuel N.”
1978; City of St. Petersburg Property

Card, 404 Sunset Drive South; Smith

Figure 9. Merhige’s Residence, 1951 Sanborn 1983).
Fire Insurance Map, Sheet 353.

! Originally noted as 436 Sunset Drive South, the address had changed to 404 Sunset Drive
South by 1929.
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