
  12 June 09  
 
 Via email Preservation Board of the City of St. Louis 

c/o Ms. Kathleen Shea, Director 
  Cultural Resources Office 
  1015 Locust Street, Suite 1200 

St. Louis, MO 63101 
 
 Re Proposed demolition of San Luis Apartments (Hotel DeVille)  
 
   
  Dear Members of the Board: 

 
As architects and urban planners involved in the continuing reconstruction of 
New Orleans, we constantly struggle to strike a balance among issues of 
renovation, sustainability, cultural preservation, and economic renewal within 
the context of the historic urban fabric that defines the image of our city.   
Like New Orleans, the city of St. Louis is richly imbued with an architectural 
heritage spanning five centuries that sometimes has been tarnished by the 
shortsighted actions of its government and citizenry.  The current condition 
has given many in the design community a heightened awareness of the work 
of our predecessors as we have seen much of it destroyed by natural and man-
made causes.  Among the many losses in New Orleans, we are faced with the 
threat of demolition of some of the best works of Charles R. Colbert, one of 
the most highly accomplished architects in Louisiana history.  We have been 
advised that one of Mr. Colbert’s buildings in St. Louis, the former Hotel 
DeVille, also has been proposed for demolition and are writing to express our 
concern. 
 
Born in Oklahoma in 1921, Charles Colbert graduated from the University of 
Texas before serving as a naval officer during WWII.  He earned an M. Arch. 
from Columbia University in New York, where in the early 1960’s he was the 
Dean of Architecture. In 1947 he settled in New Orleans and began an 
illustrious professional career that lasted for more than fifty years. In the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Mr. Colbert’s residence, a national award 
winning design, was flooded and demolished.  He relocated to Albuquerque, 
NM where he passed away in 2007. 
 
Mr. Colbert practiced nationally and internationally, specializing in education 
design, urban planning, and residential architecture.  He was recognized 
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especially for his innovative, award winning primary and secondary school 
designs. Like his colleague and contemporary Eero Saarinen, designer of the 
St. Louis Gateway Arch, he disdained signature stylism, choosing instead to 
tailor his approach to the demands of each individual project and client.  The 
emphasis on “green building” has brought a renewed appreciation of Mr. 
Colbert’s creations, many of which made use of passive climate control and 
daylighting techniques.  Mr. Colbert is celebrated as an educator and mentor 
to generations of architects who trained at Louisiana State University, Tulane 
University, Rice University, and Texas A&M.  An insightful theorist and 
critic, he lectured widely and wrote for many of the country’s prominent 
architectural journals.  He edited and co-authored several books, and three 
monographs of his work have been published containing writings, analysis, 
drawings and photography.  His brilliant architectural designs have received 
local, regional, and national acclaim. He was elected to the College of Fellows 
of the American Institute of Architects (AIA) at the age of forty and in 2006 
was awarded the Medal of Honor by AIA Louisiana in recognition of his 
career contributions to professional practice. 
 
In recent years St. Louis has established a national reputation for leadership in 
adaptive reuse of historic buildings based on several successful redevelopment 
projects in the downtown area. We challenge you to apply the lessons learned 
and look for opportunities in your city’s solidly constructed, rationally 
conceived buildings of the mid-twentieth century.  The most sustainable 
building, environmentally and economically, often is one that already exists.   

 
  Sincerely, 
 
   
  J. Tracy Lea, AIA, LEED AP 
 
  Board of Directors 

AIA Louisiana 
   
 
 
 Cc St. Louis Post-Dispatch 
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