Posted on Wed, May 09, 2007

Historic Manatee buildings on endangered list

By CARL MARIO NUDI  
cnudi@bradenton.com 

MANATEE --

The grand old lady of Manatee Avenue West has been showing her age for some time, and the community may be needed to help restore her. 

The Manatee Women's Club building, 1705 Manatee Ave. W., built in 1922 as the meeting place for the growing civic organization, is one of 12 historic buildings listed as endangered of being lost to development or neglect.

"The purpose of the list is so we can be proactive," said Cathy Slusser, deputy director of the Historical Resources Department of the Manatee County Clerk of Circuit Court, which released the list Tuesday.

"So often we hear about a historic structure being in danger when the demolition order has been issued," Slusser said. "So we are trying to come up with a plan" to save some of the buildings.

The list was compiled to create community awareness of the threat to these buildings and the fact that May is National Preservation Month.

"It's very important for the community to be involved," Slusser said. "There's only so much government agencies can do."

The members of the Manatee Women's Club are working to raise funds to do the restoration and repair work on their building.

"We would like to see the community participate in the fundraising," said Janet Orr, former president of the organization.

Orr said several groups have already showed interest in helping, such as the Ware's Creek Neighborhood Association.

"They have offered to paint the building for us," she said. "But we have to repair the plaster soffits first."

High maintenance costs for older buildings are only one of the many factors confronting owners of historic property.

Sometimes, historic buildings are located on prime property and in the way of development.

Because the property is often worth more than the building, Slusser said, it sometimes makes more financial sense to remove the structure.

That's the situation facing the Courtney House, 337 Eighth Ave. W.

Known to many as the former Madam Joe's Restaurant, the imposing structure on Palmetto's main drag, just north of the Green Bridge, was built in 1923.

The house, which now houses a Chinese restaurant, has historical significance because of its association with the Courtney family, influential farmers and business owners in the early part of the 20th century, who built the building.

The land has been in the process of being approved for condominiums, and the developer offered it to anyone who would move it, according to Slusser.

The problem is the size and type of construction would make it difficult to relocate.

Unless a plan can be made to save it on its current location, it is highly likely that it will be torn down in the near future.

The fate of another house on the list, the Covington House, at 614 11th Ave. W. near downtown Bradenton, may be a little more secure.

Mike Kennedy, director of the Bradenton Downtown Development Agency, said he has had discussions with Rodney Jones, director of Bradenton Front Porch, about the two-story home, which dates to 1913.

Kennedy said they are aware of the significance the building has for the African-American community.

The home, which has nine rooms, pine floors and two fireplaces, was built by Charles and Mary Covington, who had 13 children.

Charles Covington was a farmer and carpenter who built many of the homes in Bradenton's black community.

Another home on the list, the Curry House, at 1219 Second Ave. E., in east Bradenton, was built in 1913 and housed a large family.

The Curry family owned about 30 acres in the Village of Manatee in the mid-1880s and built a wood home with enclosed porches as its homestead.

The land where the home sits is in the process of being approved for a major development, Riviera Southshore, which will reshape the character of the entire neighborhood.

A nearby building, the Cigar Factory and Paul Turberville Bakery, at 915 Manatee Ave. E., in the Village of Manatee, has a more certain future.

Jim Vett, president of Vanguard Advance Pharmacy Systems, said his company purchased the Cigar Factory and the building next door, the Vanguard Building, at 905 Manatee Ave. E., in 2001.

"Our intentions always were to restore the buildings," he said. When doing the Vanguard Building, "we worked with the Historical Society. It was a labor of love."

Vett said they heard a lot of stories about the previous occupants of the buildings through the years.

"We have a lot of pride in the history of this building and area," he said.
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View a slideshow of the historic buildings and tell us what other structures you think should be on the list. 

