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The American Brake Company Building, 1920 N. Broadway, St. Louis, Missouri, is a 
three-story red brick industrial building constructed in three phases between 1901 -1 91 9. 
The building sits on the northwest corner of North Broadway and Tyler Street facing 
Broadway to the west with the Mississippi River two blocks to the east and Interstate 70 
two blocks to the west. It is composed of two contributing buildings and one non- 
contributing building. The American Brake Company Building is a good representative 
example of Romanesque Revival architecture in this predominantly industrial area of 
Old North St. Louis. Measuring approximately 55' x 125', the original brick building 
(designed by Weber and Groves) has a stone foundation with partial basement. The 
north elevation proudly displays intricately carved signage with "1901 American Brake 
Company 1901" in the frieze. A brick and concrete addition was constructed on the 
south elevation of the building in 191 0 and a rear addition was constructed in 191 9 
(designed by Eames & Young) adding an additional 24,000 square feet to the industrial 
facility. The additions maintain a level roofline, rectangular floor plan with less ornate 
architecture characterized by symmetrically spaced metal industrial windows in each 
bay, concrete rectangular sills and lintels, and a terra cotta coping. Except for some 
brick and glass block infill, the boarding up of a few window openings and interior 
updates, the American Brake Company Building retains the ability to convey a strong 
industrial presence in the North Broadway industrial area, is in excellent condition, and 
maintains integrity of workmanship, setting, association, materials, and design. 

Elaboration: 

Oriqinal 1901 Buildincl: 

Fagade: 
The original Romanesque Revival style office and warehouse of the American Brake 
Company Building was constructed in 1901 from designs by Weber and Grove. The 
symmetrical red brick building has a stone foundation, vermiculated brick exterior walls 
on the first floor and smooth red brick exterior walls on the second and third floors 
(Photo 1). 'The floors are defined by a white terra cotta belt course with decorative 
banded trim (Photo 2). A triangular projecting parapet centered on the facade is 
embellished with a terracotta roundel containing the letters "ABC and .terra cotta 
coping. The primary entrance is centered on the west fa~ade of the original building and 
contains a two-story terra cotta door surround flanked by brick pilasters, decorative 
terra cotta capitals and a semi-circular terra cotta pediment with exaggerated joint lines 
and brick and terra cotta detailing (Photo 1). The original entry door has been changed 
to a metal door with glass block sidelights and transom. (Photo 3) The window 
fenestration on the fa~ade contains a pair of one-over-one wood windows at ground 
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level on either side of the entrance. The second floor has a set of recessed arch wood 
one-over-one windows within a terra cotta and brick hood molding. Decorative wood 
columns define the window fenestration and a terra cotta roundel is centered in the 
molding. This window fenestration continues to the first bay of the north elevation. The 
third floor has a set of triple camber one-over-one wood windows with decorative brick 
hood moldings in the first and third bay of the fa~ade. The center bay has the same 
window fenestration as the second floor fa~ade. An ornate bracketed terra cotta frieze 
with dentil molding is located directly below the roofline on the fa~ade and continues 
around to the north elevation (Photo 4 &5). 

North Elevation: 
The symmetrical north elevation mimics the design elements found on the fa~ade. 
Recessed sash wood windows are nestled in the vermiculated first Floor, with a 
terracotta belt course on the first floor and below the second and third floor windows. 
-The first bay on either end of the second floor consists of double camber windows with 
terracotta roundels. The three central bays on both the second and third floor are 
banded sash wood windows with transoms, those on the third floor having blind arches 
(Photo 5). These are directly below a terracotta name plate reading "1 901 American 
Brake Company 1901" (Photo 6). The first bay on either end of the third floor consists of 
triple camber windows beneath a bracketed terracotta broken cornice. The roofline is 
level with a stepped parapet, capped with a terra cotta copirlg on the north elevation. A 
heavy bracketed terra cotta frieze is located directly below the roofline on the north 
elevation (Photos 5 & 6). 

191 0 Addition: 
The 191 0 addition was added to the south and east portions of the original building, 
wrapping around the elevations in an L shape (Figure 1). It compliments the design 
elements of the original building, maintaining the floor height and using concrete sills 
and lintels to reflect the terracotta ornament on the office building. Constructed of red . 
brick in a more industrial style, the west elevation consists of four square bays, with four 
window openings on each floor, with concrete sills and lintels. These bays have been 
bricked-in to protect against vandalism. Brick pilasters rise from the ground to the brick 
cornice just below the roofline, and a wall with recessed brick bays continues to the end 
of the property (Photo 1). 

South Elevation 
The south wall of the 191 0 addition is three-stories consisting of eight bays almost 
entirely filled with industrial metal windows, concrete lintels and sills divided by brick 
pilasters. The bays of the first level have been bricked in, with a rectangular single pane 
window near the top of each opening. The first bay of the second and third floor 
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consists of one rectangular fifteen-over-twelve metal industrial window and the 
remaining bays contain a combination of three banded metal sixteen-pane casement 
windows with three eight-pane metal industrial windows. Cloth awnings have been 
installed over the second floor windows of bays two, three, and four (Photo 7). 

North Elevation 
The north elevation is three-stories tall and two bays wide, located directly east of the 
original building. The bays of the first level are bricked and boarded. The second and 
third consist of four, four-over-four metal casement windows (replaced in 191 9) with 
concrete sills and lintels divided by brick pilasters. The roofline is level with a terracotta 
coping (Photo 5). 

191 9 Addition: 
'The 191 9 rectangular factory was constructed on ,the east end of the 191 0 addition, 
sharing a common wall andcontinuing to the edge of the property line. Though less 
ornate than the rest of the building, this portion maintains many of the design elements 
found on the 191 0 addition, including concrete sills and lintels, brick pilasters, and 
terracotta coping. 

South Elevation 
The south elevation consists of a four-story building with brick exterior walls three bays 
wide, and a three- story portion five bays wide. 'The second through sixth bays have an 
open concrete loading dock covered by a metal awning. A dock door and a pair of 
metal entry doors are located in the second and ,third bay and provide access into the 
manufacturing area. The remainder of the bays on all floors contain three banded 
industrial six- over-six windows, though the first bay on either end contains two four- 
over-four industrial windows, some of which have been bricked in filled. An elevator 
housing structure is located on the roof (Photos 8 & 9). 

East Elevation 
The east elevation is similar to the south with seven bays and the same window 
fenestration. The center bay has been entirely bricked in as have portions of the third 
and fifth bays. The roofline is stepped and the northeast corner has an additional two 
stories at the roofline containing the elevator housing (Photo 10 &I 1). 

North Elevation 
The north elevation is identical to the south, with exceptions includirlg the additional'two 
stories on the northeast corner that contain the elevator housing. An overhead door is 
located on the northeast corner (Photo 1 1 & 12). 
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The interior of the original building contains the original metal stairs with spiral wrought 
iron and wood railings that lead up to the second floor (Photo 13), which still maintains 
an open floor plan with the original concrete columns (Photo 14). The second floor 
contains an original concrete vault with large metal bookcases and hardwood floors. 
The third floor and ground floor have had partitions installed and are currently being 
used as commercial space (Photo 15). The additions continue to function in an 
industrial use and have changed very little since construction. The floor plans remain 
open with mushroom concrete support columns, full height ceilings, and wood flooring. 
The original Otis Elevator lifts are maintained and in use on the south side of the 
building (Photos 16, 17, 18, and 19). 

Outbuildinqs: 

West Outbuilding- 
There are two small outbuildings in the south parking lot of the site. The west 
outbuilding is of rectangular red brick construction located just south of main building. 
Constructed as a one room warehouse, the building has a stone foundation, garage 
door and three boarded bays on the south elevation. Two bays have also been bricked 
on the east elevation. The roofline is irregular. There are ventilation arid window 
openings on the eastern walls. (Photo 8)(C) 

East Outbuilding- 
The east outbuilding is of rectangular red brick construction and is located south of the 
main building. Constructed as a one room warehouse, the building has a stone 
foundation, single boarded door on the south elevation, and slanted roof. This building 
is non-contributing to the nomination due to modifications made in the 1970s which 
included changing the roofline and covering the west elevation in aluminum siding 
(Photo 9). (NC) 
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Figure 1- Site Plan 
Drawn by: TRI Architects 
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Summary: 

The American Brake Company Building, constructed in 1901, is locally significant under 
National Register CRITERION A in the category of INDUSTRY. The American Brake 
Company was a prominent contributor to the industrial and economic development of 
Old North St. Louis and was significant for its association and technological 
contributions to the local railroad industry in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. Founded and incorporated in St. Louis in 1880, the American Brake Company 
(ABC) was one of the earliest companies in St. Louis to manufacture a new design of 
automatic freight train brakes and tender power brakes that were more efficient in both 
design and cost. They provided their product to over 107 nationally located railroad 
lines and 10 major locomotive builders priniarily on the east coast and employed over 
1500 persons by 1904. At the National Railroad Exposition of 1883 in Chicago, the 
local company caught the eye of industry tycoon, George Westinghol~se. By 1890, 
Westinghouse had incorporated the growing company into his lucrative empire. Locally 
renowned architects, August Weber and Albert 6. Groves, were commissioned to 
construct the new office building in 1901. The company rapidly expanded its operations 
adding an addition to the east in 1910, constructed by Westinghouse, Church, Kerr, & 
Company, and another addition in 1919 constructed by Eames and Yoyng. The 1901- 
1941 period of significance represents the building's industrial significance from its 
construction until the date that the American Brake Company sold the facility. 

Elaboration: 

Industrial Siqnificance- 

The American Brake Company building is located in Old North St. Louis, just north of 
the Central Business District. The area is predominately industrial, as it has been since 
the mid-nineteenth century. In the 1 840s, manufacturing plants began invading the 
residential neighborhoods of the Near North Side, along the Mississippi River. Over the 
next thirty years, the riverfront and the blocks of Broadway as far north as Brooklyn 
Street were engulfed by new industries such as sugar refineries, grain elevators, lumber 
and boat yards, and other industrial corporations. Railroad development flourished in 
St. Louis by the 1870s, and three rail lines ran through the industrial segment to other 
parts of the city.' 

As early as 1835, Missourians were pushing for rail expansion across the state. The St. 
Louis county court appropriated $2,000 for the survey of two lines heading west out of 
the city. National interests saw a brighter future for St. Louis rail growth, and began 
pushing for a line that would run from the Mississippi River to the Pacific Ocean. 
Though other cities were considered, the Pacific Railroad settled its most eastern 
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terminal in St. Louis, breaking ground on July 4, 1851. With the completion of the Eads 
Bridge, and its formal opening on July 4, 1874, passage across the Mississippi River 
through St. Louis created transit from the Atlantic to the pacific.* The city prospered as 
transportation brought people and industry to the nation's fourth largest city. Almost 
1 1,000 St. Louisians were employed by transportation related venues in 1880, with 
3,211 employed by the rai~road.~ St. Louis became the second largest rail hub in the 
nation, following close behind Chicago, and the locomotive traffic enticed businesses to 
establish themselves in the city.4 Recognizing the opportunity for locomotive part 
production in a transportation nucleus, S. W. McMunn, D.S. Randolph, D.H. Chapman, 
Albert Blair, Charles N. Shamaw, N.W. Kitchell, and G. H. Chapman incorporated the 
American Brake Company on August 10,1880.~ The company produced automatic 
brakes for freight cars and power brakes for engines and tenders6 

Within three years the company established a 2 story brick machine shop on the west 
side of North 2nd Street on city block 322, a city block that they would occupy until 
1941 .' Using the new factory for immediate production, the company showcased an 
"automatic brake" at the National Railroad Exposition in 1883, where multiple 
companies demonstrated the different products they sold. American Brake Company 
made such an impact that writer D.H. O'Neale devoted a full page of his exposition 
coverage in Science to explaining the "automatic brake" that ABC produced. The brake 
was typical in its requirement for engineers to pull a hand lever which tightened the 
brake shoes around the wheels of a freight car. However, the American Brake 
Company created a more affordable version of the brake, which did not require a 
consistent brake line to be attached to each car in the train. By having discontinuous 
brake lines one could ensure that brake failure on one car would not result in failure of 
the whole train. O'Neale noted that the affordable price had made such a brake popular 
on many railroads, including the St. Louis and San Francisco lines. ' 
Also present at the Exposition was the east coast entrepreneur, George Westinghouse. 
After patentirrg the air brake in 1868, Westinghouse had opened the Westinghouse Air 
Brake Company in Pennsylvania in 1869. The company featured its automatic brake at 
the National Railroad Exposition as well, though Westinghouse received less attention 
for his standard braking system than did the American Brake Acting as the 
shrewd business man that he was, Westinghouse acquired the American Brake 
Compan~ by 1890" though the company retained its name and original St. Louis 
location. 

The American Brake Company also caught the attention of other inventors, especially 
those looking to sell their creations. In 1883, Australian born Granville T. Woods, ''the 
most prolific Negro inventor of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries," wrote 
to ABC in reference to his electro-magnetic brake. Living in Ohio, Woods had spent 
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much time working on the railroads through Missouri and Illinois, and recognized the 
need for safe travel. Though others had refused his previous inventions because of his 
race, the American Brake Company in St. Louis explained that it would be happy to 
investigate any inventions for which he had received patents.12 Working independently, 
Woods eventually invented the automatic air brake, and assigned the patent to the 
Westinghouse Air Brake Company in 1902. 

The production of automatic and power brakes was perfected by 1885, as far as the 
officers of ABC could determine. At this point the American Brake Company released a 
catalogue of their products, which included automatic freight car brakes, driver and 
tender brakes, and different variations with additional features. The company boasted 
that its products were made with the fewest number of parts possible. They also prided 
themselves on interchangeable parts, which made maintenance easier and less 
expensive. To be as competitive as possible in the market, the company offered its 
products as cheaply as was feasible, selling a complete set of automatic Freight car 
brakes for $1 5, and paying for transportation to ports and loading fees from St. Louis. 
ABC brakes found their way to over 2000 cars by 1885, and the company expanded to 
include production in New york.13 The St. Louis plant also grew, adding a warehouse, 
two blacksmith shops, and two sheds to the grounds by 1 890.14 The company 
demolished these earlier structures in 1901 and commissioned architects August 
Weber and Albert B. Groves, to design a building to house the maturing company. 

Mr. Alfred Grable started his architectural firm 
in St. Louis in 1849, after moving from 
Louisville, Kentucky. In 1881 August Weber 

~ I H I  ltr B (-,KO\ t 'i 
joined him, and together they produced many 

B ~ ~ ~ .  ?i homes in the Central West End. In 1895, Albert & ""1"";' 6. Groves joined the firm, and brought with him 
the skills he learned from Cornell University 

1 . ~ 7 1  + u ~ ~ J l . a a h  and his travels through ~ u r o ~ e ' ~ .  Within three 
H ,;c 8 . :%(I4 

years Weber and Groves bought out their 
associate, and continued producing 
exceptional work until Weber1s death in 1 90516. 

Many buildings designed by the firm are listed on the National Register of Historic 
Places, including Brown Shoe Company Homes-Take Factory (NR listed 1 0/20/80), 
Emerson Electric Company Building (NR listed 11/6/86), and the General American Life 
Insurance Buildings (NR listed 10/22/02)". The two architects worked with Murch 
Brothers General Contractors to create a three story Romanesque Revival office and 
warehouse at 1932 North Broadway. Situated on the northeast corner of City Block 322, 
the $42,000 terracotta and red brick building towered over the commercial and 
residential structures fronting toward Broadway (See Figures 2 & 3).18 - 
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Not long after the company settled into their new building, ABC began preparing for the 
1904 World's Fair. George Westinghouse presented films called "Westinghouse Works" 
which displayed the superiority of his companies' products and the innovative working 

19 conditions used in Westinghouse factories. Promoting the company in both film 
exhibits and employee attendance, 1,500 ABC workers were present for the 
Transportation Day Parade held in Forest park? Anticipating the attention the Worlds 
Fair had caused would promote St. Louis to an even greater production level, 
Westinghouse expanded operations and offices for the Westinghouse Air Brake 
Company and the Westinghouse Traction Brake Company to the ABC St. Louis plant2'. 

By this time North Broadway was recognized as an industrial center, with businesses 
such as the Hall & Brown Wood working Machine Company and Mid-West 
Manufacturing Company established across the street from A B C . ~  Hall & Brown's 
building was also constructed in the Romanesque Revival style, sharing the arched 
bays and an elaborate cornice as found on the ABC building? Other businesses had 
moved even further north, but most were commercial in nature. 

To make room for his expanding empire Westinghouse formed Westinghouse, Church, 
Kerr, and Company in 1891, an architectural and construction firm that produced 
railroad and factory buildings associated with the Westinghouse Companies in New 
York In 1910, the company was permitted to construct a three story addition 
within the American Brake Compan~~property for $100,000 on the east and south side 
of the office building already in use. Due to the panic of 1907, ~estinghouse'lost 
control of his companies by 191 1. However, many of his companies continued to 
flourish under other leadership. The ABC was one such company and production had 
expanded enough that in 191 9 another addition was constructed to the east of the 191 0 
addition. 

William Eames and Thomas C. Young were selected to design the new part of the 
factory. Eames had studied in Europe, became Deputy Commissioner of Public 
Buildings for St. Louis in 1882, started his private practice with Young in 1885. 
Hebecame president of the St. Louis chapter of the American Institute of Architects in 
1 9 0 4 . ~ ~  Young studied at Washington University and then traveled in Europe, before 
coming back to the United States and working for Van Brunt & Howe & E.M. 
Wheelwright in Boston until 1885. Working on an office building in St. Louis under 
Eames direction, the two decided to form a partner~hip.~~ Employing the relatively stark 
functiongism of modern architecture, decorative elements found on the original 
building were excluded on the new addition. 

Despite the Westinghouse's financial troubles in the early the early 1900s, ABC many 
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of its sister companies continued to operate in St. Louis. ABC shared production space 
with several of these compar~ies in the plant on North Broadway for decades to come. 
The American Brake Company continued production for the locomotive business, but 
also began production of automatic brakes for automobiles. It maintained production at 
the plant, but moved its offices to 1221 Locust in the 1920s. 'The Westinghouse Air 
Brake Company, and Bendix Westinghouse Automotive Air Brake Company (a 
company .formed by the merger of the Bendix Corporation and Westinghouse 
Automotive Air Brake Company in 1930) continued to thrive at the factory in St. Louis, 
also producing parts and brakes for automobiles." 

The increase in automobile production and decreasin train travel and transport had a 
significant impact on the American Brake Company.'Though ABC produced 
automobile brakes, competition in the automobile brake market in St. Louis was much 
greater than that for producing locomotive parts.3' In 1941, the company stopped 
production in the building it had owned for 40 years, and the building was sold to the 
General Iron and Steel company." The development of the interstate highway system 
resulted in less reliance on rail traffic,33 and in 1956 the American Brake Company was 
dissolved .'34 

The Koken Company bought the facility in 1 944, adjusted the factory to an adaptive 
reuse for the manufacturing and supply of its barber supply products. Koken maintained 
the building, renting space to other manufacturing companies through the 1970s. 
Today, the building retains its historic character and continues to function as a 
manufacturing plant. The building retains excellent integrity of location, setting, 
workmanship, materials, design, association, and feeling. 
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Figure 2 '"American BRAKE Company." St. Louis Todav. On file in the Missouri Historical 
Society Library. 

AMERICAb! BRAKE COMPA'U'I' 
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Figure 3. "Office Building American Brake Co. " 
Photograph on file at the St. Louis Public Library. 

American  rake' Company Oficcs, 19.32 N. Broadway 
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Verbal Boundarv Description: 
The American Brake Company Building is located at 1920 North Broadway on ,the 
northwest corner of City Block 322 as follows: 
at the intersection of Tyler Street and North Broadway proceed west on Tyler Street 
approximately 100 feet to the gravel alley; proceed south approximately 100 feet to 
fence line; travel west to North Broadway, proceed north to the intersection of North 
Broadway and Tyler Street, the point of origin. 

Boundarv Justification: 
The selected boundaries are those historically associated with the American Brake 
Company and including the building itself, two outbuildings, and the lot which encloses 
them. 
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Photoqraph Loq: 

The following information applies to all photographs: 

The American Brake Company Building 
St. Louis lndependent City, MO 
Photographer: Julie Wooldridge 
Date: 30 May 2006 
Negative Location: Lafser & Associates 

2285 County Road 31 6 
Jackson, MO 63755 

Photo 1 
Photo 2 
Photo 3 
Photo 4 
Photo 5 
Photo 6 
Photo 7 
Photo 8 
Photo 9 
Photo 10 
Photo 1 1 
Photo 12 
Photo 1 3 
Photo 14 
Photo 1 5 
Photo 16 
Photo 1 7 
Photo 18 

North and West Elevations from Broadway 
Corner of North and West Elevations 
Fa~ade: West Elevation main entrance 
Fa~ade: West Elevation 
North Elevation from Broadway 
North elevation from Tyler 
South Elevation from Broadway 
South Elevation from lot including west outbuilding 
South Elevation from lot including out buildings 
East Elevation from Tyler 
North Elevation from Tyler 
Interior: front entrance stairwell looking down from 2" floor 
Interior: 2nd floor original building 
Interior: 2nd floor original building 
Interior: Example of metal stairs 
Interior: 2"6 floor warehouse looking west 
Interior: 3" floor looking to elevator 
Interior: example of sliding metal doors 
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