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1SECTION ONE

INTRODUCTION
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Since the 1973 listing of the Matthew Rainey House (John Newton House) in the National Register of 
Historic Places — El Dorado’s first historic property designation — the El Dorado historic preservation 
program continues to enjoy broad-based stakeholder support, not only amongst a dedicated group of 
preservationists but also with elected officials, civic leaders, property and business owners, institutions and 
local residents.  Over the years, significant preservation achievements stand as testaments to that support: 
four neighborhoods and 20 individual properties listed in the National Register, a revitalized downtown 
made possible through El Dorado’s highly successful Main Street program, and the recently-established 
and thriving Murphy Arts District, transforming a once underutilized collection of historic downtown 
commercial buildings into a premier destination for performing arts in southern Arkansas. Today, the El 
Dorado community views historic preservation as essential to promoting local quality of life and livability, 
enhancing local design character, maintaining connections to El Dorado’s rich heritage and achieving long-
term community sustainability in the face of constant economic change.

In El Dorado, historic buildings provide windows into the community’s past.  For instance, the Union County 
Courthouse, the El Dorado Municipal Building and the residential development found in the Mahony and 
the Murphy-Hill historic districts are representative resources of El Dorado’s 1920s oil industry boom 
period.  Other El Dorado neighborhoods — even those constructed after World War II and distinguished 
by the ever-present Ranch home — retain significant character and integrity, contributing to the city’s 
established authenticity and sense of place.  These places, built with quality design and durable materials, 
may well constitute El Dorado’s future historic districts.  Above all, El Dorado’s historic resources tell the 
stories of the diverse peoples that settled and developed El Dorado, started its businesses, attended its 
churches, served as the city’s elected leaders, and participated in its cultural and civic life.

As noted, many El Dorado historic buildings are contributing resources to National Register Historic 
Districts; others, such as the Griffin Auto Company Building and the Masonic Temple, for instance, are 
listed individually in the National Register.  In addition to the National Register properties, Downtown El 
Dorado is the community’s only locally designated historic district, adopted by the El Dorado City Council in 
2004.  Other buildings and neighborhoods may also retain architectural and historical value and merit future 
evaluation and designation.  El Dorado stakeholders believe the recognition and designation of El Dorado’s 
historic resources is key to the long-term stewardship of El Dorado’s heritage.

Beyond El Dorado’s past preservation successes, there are ongoing challenges as well as new frontiers for 
preserving the past. While most El Dorado citizens value their historic landmarks and districts, with the 
exception of downtown, El Dorado’s neighborhood historic districts lack protection and are vulnerable to 
property alterations and demolitions, potentially diminishing their integrity and value as significant places 
over time.  Other citizens may lack awareness of the significance of their properties or the sufficient means 
to maintain them.  Initiatives that inform building owners on preservation’s benefits, with new public-private 
partnerships that support rehabilitation and revitalization activity in the downtown and neighborhoods, could 
comprise the basis for a more far-reaching and effective local historic preservation program.

Introduction
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1941

1963

1966

1969

1973

1975

1976

1977

1978

1980

1983

1983

1984

1988

1993

Arkansas Historical Association  
established in Little Rock

Arkansas Historic Districts Act enacted by 
the Arkansas General Assembly

The AHPP becomes a division of the 
Arkansas Department of Heritage

National Historic Preservation Act ratified 
by the U.S. Congress; establishes the 
National Register of Historic Places

Arkansas State Act 480 establishes the 
Arkansas Archaeological Survey and the 
State Review Board

Matthew Rainey House (Newton House 
Museum) purchased by the South Arkansas 
Historical Preservation Society

Amendments to the 1966 National Historic 
Preservation Act creating the Certified 
Local Government Program

El Dorado Municipal Building and Union 
County Courthouse listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places

Preserve Arkansas, the statewide non-profit 
historic preservation advocacy program 
established

El Dorado Historic District  
Commission created

Main Street El Dorado established

Arkansas Register of Historic Places 
established under Arkansas State Act 155

Arkansas Historic Preservation Program 
(AHPP) established by the Arkansas 
General Assembly

Matthew Rainey House (Newton House 
Museum) first El Dorado property listed in 
the National Register of Historic Places

South Arkansas Historical Preservation 
Society, Inc., organized, formerly the South 
Arkansas Historical Foundation, Inc.

Tax Reform Act passed by the U.S. Congress, establishes 
the Federal Historic Preservation Tax Credit Program

Bicentennial of the United States

Key Milestones in El Dorado  
Historic Preservation
The following is a general timeline of important milestones in El Dorado’s historic preservation movement in 
relation to national and Arkansas statewide efforts.
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2011

2017

Mahony Historic District listed in the 
National Register

El Dorado Festivals and Events Inc., 
established to develop the downtown Murphy 
Arts and Entertainment District

Henley-Riley Historic District, comprising 2523 
and 2525 Calion Road, listed in the National 
Register as part of the Arkansas designs of E. 
Fay Jones Multiple Property Listing

Opening of the Murphy Arts District

Matthew Rainey House dedicated as the 
Newton House Museum by the Historical 
Preservation Society

Main Street El Dorado recognized with the 
Great American Main Street Award

Arkansas Historic Rehabilitation State 
Income Tax Credit Program established by 
the Arkansas General Assembly

1997

2001

2006

2003

2007

2004

2007Statewide Historic Building Code authorized 
by the Arkansas General Assembly

El Dorado Historic District Commission 
expanded by municipal ordinance

Survey and inventory of Murphy-Hill 
residential neighborhood conducted

El Dorado Commercial Historic District 
listed in the National Register of Historic 
Places.

Murphy Hill Residential Historic District 
listed in the National Register

Historic Preservation Ordinance adopted 
by El Dorado City Council; Commercial 
Historic District adopted by the El Dorado 
City Council

2018
Administration Building at South Arkansas 
Regional Airport — Goodwin Field — listed 
in the National Register

Warner Brown Hospital, 460 West Oak Street
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Historic Preservation Defined
Historic preservation concerns the ongoing stewardship and conservation of buildings, sites and 
neighborhoods considered of architectural, historical and cultural value to local communities.  For many 
cities and towns, historic preservation involves the protection of important historic and cultural resources 
and their key design features from alteration and loss through landmark and historic district designations.  
In other cases, historic preservation takes place through active efforts to adapt buildings for new uses or to 
spur investment and regeneration in neighborhoods through appropriate housing rehabilitation.  Over time, 
historic preservation has come to mean more than just saving the iconic buildings in American architecture 
and history.  It also entails Americans’ attachment to place — the downtown districts, residential areas, parks, 
industrial districts, schools, religious buildings, bridges, cemeteries and other historic and cultural resources 
that shape our memories and consciousness.    

Historic Preservation Plan Organization
The El Dorado Historic Preservation Plan comprises five sections:   
 
Section 1: Introduction.  Section 1 provides an overview of the local historic preservation planning process, 
past El Dorado preservation successes and how El Dorado benefits from preservation, historic landmarks and 
districts. 

Section 2: El Dorado History and Heritage.  Section 2 describes the community’s significant historic and 
cultural resources — its buildings, structures, sites and landscapes — as well as El Dorado’s major periods of 
history and the economic, social and cultural forces that shaped the community’s physical development and 
growth over time.  

THE EL DORADO HISTORIC PRESERVATION PLAN — A GUIDE 
FOR LOCAL ACTION
El Dorado’s Historic Preservation Plan is the guiding document for local policies and initiatives that 
preserve historic buildings and districts into the future — it provides the vision, goals and strategic 
direction for local action.  The Preservation Plan also serves to strengthen the El Dorado historic 
preservation program by providing a clearer understanding of what existing buildings and historic 
resources are worthy of recognition and protection and by proposing new activities that integrate 
preservation more fully in community development efforts.  Most importantly, the Preservation 
Plan outlines partnership opportunities with existing organizations and entities, such as Main 
Street El Dorado and the South Arkansas Historical Preservation Society, for example, as critically 
important to building consensus, grass-roots support and a strong community preservation ethic.  
The City of El Dorado and preservation advocates should use the Preservation Plan to monitor 
implementation progress and to inform the broader public on why preserving historic and cultural 
resources advances the community’s long-term economic vitality. 
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Section 3: El Dorado Preservation Program.  Section 3 summarizes past and current community preservation 
efforts, including architectural surveys, landmark and district nominations and designations, advocacy and 
educational programs and preservation-based community development efforts, such as Main Street El 
Dorado and the Murphy Arts District.  

Section 4: Preservation Challenges and Opportunities.  Section 4 summarizes community outreach activities 
designed to garner input and feedback from the broader El Dorado community on local preservation issues 
and challenges.  

Section 5: Historic Preservation Plan (Phase 2).  Scheduled for delivery in Phase 2, Section 5 presents 
strategies and recommendations to enhance and strengthen the El Dorado historic preservation program. 

The Planning Process
The creation of the El Dorado Historic Preservation Plan followed a two-phase process between 2019 and 
2020.  Phase 1, the State of the City, included a review and assessment of the existing El Dorado historic 
preservation program, its past activities and successes, the current inventory of landmarks and districts, 
and existing and ongoing initiatives in preservation-based community development.  This State of the 
City Report is the result of the Phase 1 planning process.  Phase 2, Historic Preservation Plan, involved 
preservation strategy development in collaboration with El Dorado stakeholders and the preparation of the 
final Historic Preservation Plan document.

Community Engagement
Over the course of the planning process, the City of El Dorado and its Historic District Commission 
conducted various meetings and outreach efforts to help inform the creation of the Historic Preservation 
Plan.  These activities included:

• Project start meeting and focus group discussion with the Historic District Commission (July 2019)
• Focus group session with Historic Preservation Steering Committee (September 2019)
• Focus group sessions with City of El Dorado elected leaders, city departments, preservation advocates, property 

owners and merchants, Main Street representatives, and local residents (September 2019)
• Public open house (November 2019)
• Online community survey (November-December 2019) 

Section 4 of the State of the City report summarizes the results of Phase 1 community outreach activities.
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DOWNTOWN EL DORADO AND MAIN STREET REVITALIZATION
For El Dorado, downtown is the consummate preservation success story.  Since 1984, Main Street El 
Dorado, the non-profit downtown revitalization organization, has helped to facilitate small business 
start-ups and façade and building improvements totaling $7,637,380 in reinvestment activities.  Along 
with committed stakeholder involvement from the City of El Dorado, Union County, business and 
property owners, and developers and investors, Main Street’s work transformed downtown into a 
thriving mixed-use center, with restaurants, retail boutiques, upper-story living and lodging spaces and 
offices and other services, set within an intimate and walkable streetscape and pedestrian environment.

TAX CREDIT INVESTMENT AND ADAPTIVE USE 
Historic preservation tax credits are key incentives in catalyzing historic building adaptive use and 
rehabilitation.  The Federal Historic Preservation Credit program, initiated by the U.S. Congress 
under the Tax Reform Act of 1976, offers a 20 percent tax credit on qualified rehabilitation expenses 
for “certified” income-producing historic buildings — buildings considered contributing to a National 
Register Historic District or a Local Historic District certified by the U.S. Department of the Interior.  
Adopted in 2009, the State of Arkansas Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit program provides a 20 
percent tax credit for both income and residential projects.  

In El Dorado, seven projects have taken advantage of both tax credit programs amounting to 
$6.7 million and $700,000 in secured Federal and Arkansas tax credits respectively, leveraging 
approximately $34 million in total property reinvestment.  Rehabilitation tax credit projects, such 
as the Trimble Building, help to spur new business start-ups and the reuse of buildings that would 
otherwise sit vacant or underutilized.  Six additional tax credit projects are currently in various stages 
of planning and development in El Dorado and stand to contribute to the community’s economic 
diversity and sustainability.

DOWNTOWN EL DORADO AND MAIN STREET REVITALIZATION

TAX CREDIT INVESTMENT AND ADAPTIVE USE 

Historic Preservation in El Dorado - What Works?
Historic preservation already works for El Dorado on several levels — it contributes to a revitalized downtown, 
promotes heritage tourism and small business development, stabilizes and enhances property values in 
residential neighborhoods, and retains and attracts residents desiring a distinctive sense of place. 
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THE ARTS AND TOURISM
Opened in 2017, the Murphy Arts and Entertainment District provides new venues to experience and 
enjoy the visual and performing arts — venues located within re-purposed historic commercial and 
industrial buildings.  The Griffin Auto Company Building, rehabilitated through the use of the historic 
preservation tax credits, is now the centerpiece of the Murphy Arts and Entertainment District 
complex, home to its namesake restaurant and music cabaret space.  Additional phases of the Arts 
District’s development include the rehabilitation of the adjacent Rialto Theatre, with an expanded 
stagehouse to accommodate the South Arkansas Symphony Orchestra and other performance 
groups, and the McWilliams Building, once a furniture store and warehouse, now scheduled to be 
adapted as a center for visual arts and artists-in-residence and arts education programs.  Historic 
buildings and theaters make for the natural backdrop for arts activities — they provide character-rich 
spaces and environments that attract the creative industries, young households and professionals, and 
visitors and tourists seeking quality entertainment experiences.  Recent historic preservation economic 
impact studies show that historic districts attract arts and creative workers at a higher level than other 
places in a community (Twenty-Four Reasons Why Historic Preservation Is Good For A Community. 
PlaceEconomics, 2019, page 12).  With additional venues opening on the horizon, the Murphy 
Arts  District has the potential to position El Dorado and its downtown as a leading arts and culture 
destination in southern Arkansas and northern Louisiana.

THE ARTS AND TOURISM

HOUSING AND NEIGHBORHOODS
El Dorado’s historic neighborhoods offer a range of housing types, from Queen Anne cottages, Four-
unit Apartment Buildings, and Craftsmen Bungalows to stately Colonials and modern Ranches.  The 
diversity of housing types results in varied price points for homebuyers and renters looking to work 
and live in El Dorado. This also fosters housing opportunity along with social and economic diversity in 
the community.  El Dorado’s existing historic districts play a pivotal role in promoting the distinctive 
character, history and design quality of such neighborhoods, making them desirable places for those 
seeking authenticity, and walkability to downtown and other amenities such as parks and schools.  
Historic districts have also proven around the country to stabilize and enhance property values in all 
spectrums of neighborhoods.  Not all neighborhoods in El Dorado are historic districts but many do 
retain the kind of housing variety and integrity that would qualify them as such, providing attractive 
investment opportunities in their rehabilitation and preservation well into the future.

HOUSING AND NEIGHBORHOODS
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Key Preservation Definitions
HISTORIC OR CULTURAL RESOURCES  – A historic or cultural resource is any building, site, 
structure, object, district, place or landscape considered to have historical, architectural or cultural 
importance.

HISTORIC LANDMARK – A historic landmark is an individual historic resource considered significant for 
its architectural, historical or cultural merits, and worthy of recognition and preservation.

HISTORIC DISTRICT – A historic district is a portion of a community — a downtown or commercial 
district, residential neighborhood, industrial area or park, for instance — containing a coherent collection 
of significant historic resources which, as an ensemble, is worth preserving for their visual and architectural 
qualities and contributions toward understanding a community’s history.      

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES  – The National 
Register of Historic Places is this nation’s official list of historic 
resources worthy of recognition, including resources of local, state 
and national significance.  Managed by the National Park Service, 
in partnership with the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program 
(AHPP), otherwise known Arkansas State Historic Preservation 
Office (SHPO), National Register listing is honorary and does 
not restrict the use or disposition of a historic property.  Under 
most conditions, properties must be at least 50 years and meet 
several criteria to be eligible for listing.  Certain National Register 
properties also qualify for tax credits and other incentive programs 
to encourage their rehabilitation, adaptive use and preservation.

ARKANSAS STATE REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES  –  
Administered by AHPP, the Arkansas Register of Historic Places is the 
state’s official record of buildings, sites, structures and landscapes 
considered significant to Arkansas heritage and architecture.  
Historic resources must be 50 years and older and meet certain 
eligibility criteria.  Properties listed in the Arkansas State Register 
of Historic Places are not necessarily eligible for listing in the 
National Register of Historic Places.  Listing in the Arkansas 
State Register does not restrict the use, alteration, demolition or 
disposition of a historic property or resource.

EL DORADO LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICTS  – Designated by 
the El Dorado City Council and the Historic District Commission 
under the City’s Historic Preservation Ordinance, a Local Historic 
District seeks to protect and preserve local historic resources 
important to understanding the architecture, history and heritage 
of El Dorado.  Unlike National Register Districts, resources within 
El Dorado Historic Districts are subject to design review for 
alterations and demolitions by the Historic District Commission.  
Places can receive designations as both National Register and Local 
Historic Districts, as is currently the case for Downtown El Dorado.

Individual buildings 
listed in the Arkansas 

State Register of 
Historic Places 

Local Historic 
District 

designated

National Register 
Districts in El 

Dorado

2

1

4

Individual buildings 
listed in National 
Register Districts

22

13S TAT E  O F  T H E  C I T Y  R E P O R T



First Baptist Church, 200 West Main Street
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CHAPTER TWO

EL DORADO HISTORY 
AND HERITAGE

2
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Community heritage is the full range of a community’s monuments, architecture, traditions and culture.  
Understanding the significance of local heritage occurs through historic contexts — the broad patterns 
of historical, geographical, economic and social forces that shaped El Dorado’s growth and development.  
Historic contexts provide the framework for identifying important historic resources that may represent 
these patterns — whether commercial buildings, residences, churches and religious institutions, schools, 
parks and industrial structures.  In essence, historic contexts provide the foundation for effective 
preservation planning — they guide future survey and documentation projects and help to evaluate historic 
resources for landmark and district designation activities.  This section summarizes El Dorado’s major historic 
context periods identified in previous preservation planning activities as well as the community’s important 
architectural resources. 

Historic Context
In the 1840s, people of European and African descent settled the area that is now known as El Dorado. Over 
the succeeding decades the community developed as a center for agriculture and local timber harvesting.  
Following the arrival of the railroad in 1891, El Dorado developed at a steady rate.  With the discovery of 
oil in 1921, El Dorado boomed, reaching a population of 16,000 by 1930, a 322 percent increase from the 
previous decade.  Through the post-World War II period, El Dorado developed and expanded to much of its 
current urban form, seeing its population peak in 1960.  

1836 1844

1829

El Dorado History and Heritage

El Dorado Heritage Timeline

Union County 
was established

The United States 
purchases the 
Louisiana Territory 
from France.

1803

The politics of the Louisiana purchase, source: JSTOR Daily 

Arkansas 
admitted to the 

Union

Union County 
moves seat to  

El Dorado
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NATIVE AMERICANS AND EARLY SETTLEMENT
The earliest inhabitants of the pine forests around El Dorado were the Caddo Indians, whose agricultural 
way of life and material culture emerged by 900 A.D.  When members of Hernando de Soto’s expedition 
entered the region in 1542, thriving Caddo communities were distributed throughout the south, including 
along the Ouachita River in southern Arkansas.1 The Quapaw Indians also shared southern Arkansas with 
the Caddo, but generally lived further east.  However, along with the Osage Indians to the north, identifying 
exact boundaries of tribal areas is not possible as they were fluid and often shared territory. 

In the late 17th century, the French explored the Mississippi River and initiated an alliance with the local 
Quapaw tribes.  The French established the Arkansas Post – a trading post near the confluence of the 
Mississippi and Arkansas Rivers.  Further west, the Caddo tribes were also trading with the French.  In 1731, 
Arkansas, with the French firmly established in its trade routes, became an official French colony as part of 
French Louisiana.

The 1763 Treaty of Paris ended the French and Indian War between the colonies of British America and 
those of New France, and French imperialism in general in North America.  In the aftermath, Spain took 
control over French Louisiana, which included Arkansas, west of the Mississippi River, including the lands of 
the Quapaw.2 The Spanish controlled the Louisiana Territory until 1800, when they returned it to France 
following a negotiated treaty. The United States purchased the Louisiana Territory from France in 1803, and 
the area now known as Arkansas officially became part of the United States. 

1  Caddo Nation, Southern Plains Tribal Health Board, www.spthb.org/about-us/who-we-serve/caddo-nation/ (accessed December 16, 2019).
2 Toudji, Sonia. “French Explorers and Settlers.” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. https://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/french-

explorers-and-settlers-4974/ (accessed December 16, 2019).

1845 1846

1848

First post office 
opened

Second Union 
County 
Courthouse 
constructed

source: Florida Baptist Historical Society

source: Cheryl Osborn Riley

First Baptist 
Church organized

First 
Presbyterian 

Church founded

Presbyterian 
Cemetery 
established south 
of Courthouse 
Square
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In 1812 Louisiana became the 18th state in the United States, causing the remaining land in the Louisiana 
Territory to be reorganized as the Territory of Missouri, which included what is now Arkansas.  The U. S. 
Congress named Arkansas a territory in 1819, with Little Rock becoming the capital in 1821. Arkansas 
became the 25th state in the United States in 1836.  In 1829, Union County formed from portions of Clark 
and Hempstead counties with its final boundaries finalized in 1852.3  By 1800 the Caddo Nation, already 
weakened by European diseases and raids from the Osage Tribe, would move further south along the Red 
River. The Caddo Nation chiefs signed a treaty in 1835 with the State of Louisiana ceding all of their lands in 
the United States with the agreement that they never return. In the following years the Caddo would leave 
their lands on their journey towards Oklahoma where their seat of government is now located.

EL DORADO DEVELOPMENT (1840S TO 1890)
Established local tradition states that Matthew F. Rainey, a traveler from Virginia and considered El Dorado’s 
founder and first citizen, had a wagon that broke down in the area.  After selling all his goods and wagon 
parts to local farmers, he realized that the area lacked a general store, so he established one near what is now 
downtown El Dorado.  The store attracted other settlers to El Dorado in succeeding years.4   

In 1843, due to its central location and high ground, El Dorado was selected to be the new county seat.  
Matthew Rainey provided 160 acres for the town site and the new town of El Dorado was subsequently 
surveyed and platted.  The original plat was mainly for the commercial center consisting of 49 lots laid out 
in a grid pattern with a central town square.5 Immigrants from Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi spurred a 

3 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 1.

4 City of El Dorado, El Dorado Historic District Design Guidelines, p. 3.
5 National Register of Historic Places, Murphy-Hill Historic District, El Dorado, Union County Arkansas, National Register #07000974, p.2.

1851

City of  
El Dorado 

incorporated

1852

Matthew Rainey House (Newton 
House Museum) at 510 North 

Jackson constructed

1861

Arkansas 
secedes from  

the Union

1858
El Dorado 

Female Institute 
founded

1866
The Civil Rights Act 
provides citizenship and 
equal rights to African 
Americans

source: School History 
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rapid population growth in the 1840s, followed by a slower rise in the 1850s.6 In response to the growing 
population, a log cabin used as the county courthouse was replaced in 1848 with a more prominent brick 
structure. 

Local industry consisted primarily of agriculture, with cotton, corn, sweet potatoes and peanuts.  Following 
agriculture, timber was the second leading industry, taking advantage of the great expanse of hardwood 
forests in the region.  The nearby Ouachita River was used to ship crops to larger markets.  Local sawmills 
were constructed that only served small areas until the arrival of the Texas and St. Louis Railroad, later the 
St. Louis and Southwestern Railway, in 1891.  El Dorado remained a small trading post for the agricultural 
community through the end of the 19th century.

Organized religion was present from the beginning of El Dorado settlement, with the founding of First 
Baptist and First Presbyterian Churches in the mid-1840s.  These churches, along with the Methodist 
Episcopal Church, only served El Dorado’s white residents.  Following the Civil War and the freedom of 
enslaved African Americans, a First Baptist Church was organized in 1870 to serve El Dorado’s African 
American population. 

There was little formal education in El Dorado until the formation of a small private school in 1843 by 
Reverend William Lacy and his wife Lucy in their home.7 In 1858, they purchased land from Albert Rust to 
create the El Dorado Female Institute, a private school for girls.8 The El Dorado Public School District began 

6 Johnson, Ben. “Union County.” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. https://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/union-county-812/ 
(accessed January 2, 2020)

7 Ibid.
8 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Junior College Building, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 

#78000633, p. 1.

1870

1879First Baptist Church at Cordell 
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operating out of the building in the 1870s; a new public high school would not be built until 1895, with its first 
class graduating the following year.  By 1905, the school district had grown, and a new brick high school was 
constructed on the site. The first African American School was started in 1897 by John Dykes. 
 
Despite its small population by the turn of the century, El Dorado was the home of Union County’s first U. 
S. congressman, Albert Rust.  Rust was originally a plantation owner who opened a law office in El Dorado in 
the 1840s.  Serving in both the state legislature and Congress, Rust was a proponent of secession and also 
served in the Provisional Confederate House of Representatives, before becoming a brigadier general for the 
Confederate Army.9  Although Confederate troops trained near El Dorado, the closest battle during the Civil 
War was in nearby Camden.  During the war, some of the wealthy plantation owners of El Dorado fled Union 
occupation by moving westward to Texas with their slaves.  However, most remained and retained their land 
and position.10 Falling cotton prices throughout the late 19th and early 20th centuries would eventually see a 
decline of cotton production in the area.

During the latter half of the 19th century, El Dorado maintained slow and steady growth as the cultural and 
commercial center of the county and a second, larger brick courthouse was constructed in 1881. By 1900, 
the population of El Dorado was just over 1,000, with agriculture and timber remaining the leading industries.  
However, El Dorado experienced a significant increase in population at the beginning of the 20th century, 
reaching 4,200 by 1910.  This growth was the result of two main factors: increased timber production and 
the expansion of rail lines extending into the city.  Much of the downtown commercial core now consisted of 

9 Bridges, Kenneth. “Albert Rust.” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. https://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/albert-rust-2552/ 
(accessed December 2, 2020)

10 Johnson, Ben. “Union County.” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. https://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/union-county-812/ 
(accessed January 2, 2020)
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brick buildings, which surrounded the Union County Courthouse, including stores, a theater and the Citizens 
National Bank. Running water, electricity and sidewalks were introduced, and the city boasted new amenities 
such as a library, an auditorium and a new hospital.  Numerous wealthy families also constructed large homes 
and mansions near the downtown district.11 

THE 1920S: THE EL DORADO OIL BOOM
In January of 1921 oil was struck at the Busey No. 1 Well just west of El Dorado.  Although there had been 
some oil exploration activity in Union County since 1914, few were productive or cost-efficient.  Dr. Samuel 
T. Busey and his wife arrived in El Dorado in 1920 and purchased an abandoned well which he felt would 
bring forth oil.  Following a drilling effort to a depth of 2,233 feet, a black column of gas, oil and water shot 
out of the ground, drenching spectators and reaching as far as El Dorado.  Although this well would not 
immediately produce oil, it triggered an influx of fortune-seekers to the area, forever changing the fortunes 
of El Dorado.  By 1923, El Dorado boasted “fifty-nine oil contracting companies, thirteen oil distributors and 
refiners, and twenty-two oil production companies…,” among them oil promoters from Texas and Louisiana.12  
The arrival of the fortune-seekers spurred the opening of new restaurants, offices, hotels, and doctors and 
lawyers in an expanding downtown district.  

Apart from a prospering downtown, the rush of people to El Dorado by train – sometimes 22 trains per 
day – resulted in tent cities and rickety shacks raised around town since housing accommodations were 

11 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 3. 

12 Bridges, Kenneth. “El Dorado (Union County).” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. http://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/el-
dorado-999/ (accessed December 2, 2019).
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insufficient immediately following the discovery.  A not-so-reputable crowd also arrived in town – criminals 
and prostitutes, transforming the character of this once placid and moral community.  Described by one 
person, El Dorado was “…thronged with a seething mass of conglomerate humanity…diamonds and costly 
furs rubbed elbows with oil-spotted khaki.”13

El Dorado’s population rose to as high as 40,000 during the 1920s, but eventually settled to 16,000 by 
1930.  The increased population and wealth led to a significant building boom during the decade following the 
discovery of oil.  During the period, temporary structures of wood and metal construction in the downtown 
commercial district were replaced by grander edifices of brick and stone — the new homes of El Dorado’s 
prosperous banks, hotels, department stores and oil companies.  New buildings were also constructed to 
house the offices and facilities of the City, Union County and the federal government.  Shanties, saloons and 
brothels would locate in what became known as Hamburger Row on South Washington Avenue.

In addition to downtown, the 1920s saw tremendous growth in El Dorado’s residential neighborhoods.  
Blocks of one- and two-story frame and brick houses — many bungalows — were constructed to house 
workers, while many larger homes were built on the north side for the affluent merchant and managerial 
class.  Although the neighborhoods were largely segregated, housing construction boomed in other areas of 
the city.  In addition to single-family homes, apartment buildings, rooming and boarding houses were also 
constructed on the edges of downtown, though their numbers were small in comparison to the construction 

13 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 1.
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of detached single-family homes.

This period also saw the rise of the Charles H. Murphy, Sr. oil and banking empire with his ownership of the 
Citizens State Bank and the Marine Oil Company.  Later joined by his son Charles Murphy, Jr., the business 
empire would grow to become the Murphy Corporation in 1950.  The Murphy family would serve as leading 
citizens of El Dorado, constructing large homes and several office buildings downtown.  Another leading oil 
company in the city is Lion Oil, founded in 1922 by Colonel T. H. Barton.  Although the company grew and 
prospered, it was purchased several times by other entities, including Delek U.S. in 2011, which currently 
owns the company.  Lion Oil’s oil refinery remains in operation at the south edge of the city.

The El Dorado public schools – known as the Special School District #15 since its creation in 1875 – grew 
significantly during this period, with several new elementary schools used by El Dorado’s white citizens 
constructed in the south side Rock Island neighborhood (Southside Elementary School, 1926) and in the 
west side Yocum neighborhood (Yocum Elementary School, 1928). Expansion of the high school included 
a gymnasium, auditorium and additional classrooms, though everything but the administration building and 
gymnasium would later be demolished. The El Dorado Junior College, founded in 1925, would share the 
building with the high school until the college closed in 1937. A new high school was constructed in 1963-64 
and the building was used as the Junior High School until 1976. The building was rented by several regional 
colleges and is now used by the South Arkansas Community College, founded in 1992 by Union County 
voters merging Oil Belt Technical College and South Arkansas University – El Dorado.

The City of El Dorado’s rapid expansion and increased wealth was a major boon during the depression 
years of the 1930s.  While much of the nation suffered numerous hardships during this period, El Dorado’s 
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economy remained steady due to its oil wealth.

THE AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY IN EL DORADO
The earliest African Americans in El Dorado were slaves on farms and cotton plantations along the 
Ouachita River and in northern Louisiana.  More than half of the 12,288 residents in Union County in 1860 
were slaves, with a third of the county’s slaves laboring on larger farms.14  Following President Lincoln’s 
Emancipation Proclamation of 1863, African Americans became free citizens of the United States (though 
most did not see freedom until 1865), and those that remained in El Dorado largely worked in farming as 
wage laborers, tenant farmers or in domestic service.  Following Reconstruction, many African Americans 
faced discrimination and segregation in El Dorado, growing in intensity with the Jim Crow laws throughout 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries.  While the community remained small, their neighborhoods and 
businesses grew and thrived.

As Arkansas laws enforced racial segregation, El Dorado’s neighborhoods in turn developed as segregated 
places.  African Americans settled early in the St. Louis Addition, located northwest of downtown and 
centered around Liberty Street, which served mostly as an entertainment district, but also included cafes, 
grocers, stores, restaurants, a funeral home, a barber and a hotel.  The surrounding neighborhood included 
the First Baptist Church — the earliest black congregation in El Dorado, founded in 1870 — and Booker T. 
Washington High School, originally constructed in 1897.  The Moon Theater – the only African American 
theater in El Dorado - operated on North West and Grove until the 1960s.  The Fairview neighborhood 
southeast of downtown was the second center of the African American settlement in El Dorado where an 
elementary school, several churches, corner stores and the Masonic Lodge Number 151 were constructed.

14 Johnson, Ben. “Union County.” CALS Encyclopedia of Arkansas. https://www.encyclopediaofarkansas.net/entries/union-county-812/ 
(accessed January 2, 2020)
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Additional African American neighborhoods include Fordville, settled in the early 20th century, as well as 
Morning Star to the northwest.  The Douglas Addition to the east was first settled around 1893 by former 
slaves Tom and Sarah Douglas.  After moving to El Dorado in 1893, Douglas purchased 120 acres of land, 
which he eventually sold in smaller parcels.  The Douglases also donated land for a church.15  Morning Star 
and Douglas each had an elementary school.  The Rock Island neighborhood on the south side also had an 
elementary school and is the location of numerous churches, as well as the Lott Burgy Cemetery - the lone 
African American Cemetery in El Dorado.  

While St. Louis and Fairview served as the heart of the African American community, South Hill Street on 
the south end of downtown was the main African American business district in El Dorado.  It included barber 
shops, cafes, retail shops, a hotel and a funeral home.  In addition, there were several African American 
medical professionals in the community with offices on Hill Street.  Dr. Edward Lee Dunnings moved to El 
Dorado in 1918 and operated a successful medical practice from his office on Hill Street until his death in 
1966.16   

African Americans in El Dorado often had difficulty finding adequate housing and employment opportunities 
as many factories during this time were segregated and blue-collar positions were already taken by 
whites.  Employment often involved domestic positions as maids or cleaners, laborers and sharecropping; 
employment was denied in the oil fields.  High profile positions in the African American community were 
teachers at the local African American schools and ministers of the local churches.  All of the businesses 
located on Hill Street or in St. Louis were owned and operated by African Americans.  There were some 

15 Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-1938 Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 2, Library of Congress, 
interviews with Tom and Sarah Douglas.

16 Obituary: Dr. Edward Lee Dunnings, El Dorado Times, March 15, 1966, p. 13.
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industries that sought out African American workers, such as the Ozark Ordnance Plant, which operated 
from 1941 to 1943, and the Lion Oil Refinery, as well as the ConAgra/Pilgrim’s Pride poultry processing 
plant.  Though labor was intensive with low wages, these jobs were also high profile within the community.

While Presbyterian Cemetery in El Dorado was established in 1845, African Americans were not permitted 
to be buried there.  Many of the earliest African American graves are unmarked in El Dorado.  In the late 
19th century, local resident Lott Burgy purchased land from Austin Smith on the south end of El Dorado 
with the intention of creating a cemetery.17  Burgy would be the first person buried in his namesake 
cemetery.   Lott Burgy Cemetery remained the only African American cemetery in El Dorado until the 
1980s with the increasing use of Arlington Cemetery on the city’s east side as a preferred burial place, 
though Lott Burgy is still in use.

The first hospital serving African Americans was located on the second floor of St. Mary’s Hospital — now 
Young’s Funeral Directors at 508 Champagnolle Street.  The building was originally the home of Emon O. 
and Pattie Mahony, constructed in 1900.  In 1914, the home was converted into St. Mary’s Hospital by Dr. 
L. L. Purifoy with a nurse’s quarters behind it.  The hospital remained in use until 1932, when it became the 
Hall-McWilliams Funeral Home.  The house was remodeled in 1963 by Mr. Young from the Craftsman to 
the Colonial Revival’s style. The Colored Hospital, for which it was known, remained until its conversion to a 
funeral home.  The Warner Brown Hospital, constructed in 1921, also included a segregated ward for African 
Americans.

17 Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ Project, 1936-1938 Arkansas Narratives, Volume II, Part 6, Library of Congress, 
interview with Mattie Traylor Ross.
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Education has long been important within the African American community in El Dorado; the first African 
American school was started by John Dykes in 1897.  The two-story frame school was located on Columbia 
Avenue north of Grove Street (formerly Bell Street) in the St. Louis neighborhood. The school, which 
by 1908 was known as the Booker T. Washington Institute, was the only African American high school 
in El Dorado. A new high school – renamed Washington High School – was constructed in the Fairview 
neighborhood in 1949 and the original school demolished. Four elementary schools were later constructed 
in Fairview (1952), Rock Island and Morning Star (1959) and the Carver School (1959) next to the old high 
school in the St. Louis neighborhood. 

Despite the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision declaring school integration unconstitutional, 
El Dorado did not integrate its schools until 1969 as it was using a “freedom of choice” desegregation 
plan.  Following the desegregation of El Dorado schools, Washington High School became part of the El 
Dorado High School East Campus until 1976, when it became Rogers Junior High School (it was renamed 
Washington Middle School in 2002). The four African American elementary schools were also closed – 
Fairview, Morning Star, Rock Island and Fordville – of which the latter two have since been demolished.  
Carver School is now the Nile and Marzell Smith African American History Museum and Historical Society. 

Religion is an important aspect of African American life and culture.  The earliest African American church 
in El Dorado was the First Baptist Church congregation organized in 1870 and originally located at Cordell 
Avenue and Grove Street in the St. Louis neighborhood.  The New Bethel Baptist Church at 800 South 
Smith Avenue in the Fairview neighborhood was the first congregation to form out of First Baptist as 
Fairview residents desired their own neighborhood church.  Additional Baptist congregations continued to 
form around the city including a second church in Fairview, one in Morning Star and others in the Memphis 
Addition and Rock Island neighborhoods.  The New Olive Branch Baptist Church, with two congregations, 
has been present in the Fordville neighborhood since the church was founded in 1914.  Descendants of the 
original families still reside in the neighborhood.
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EUROPEAN SETTLEMENT IN EL DORADO
Following the time when Matthew Rainey’ established his local store in Union County, farmers from Georgia, 
Alabama, Mississippi and the Carolinas began moving west to Arkansas and El Dorado, mainly for cotton and 
other farming opportunities.18  Rainey, who was born in Virginia, lived for a time in Alabama and settled in El 
Dorado around 1830. He is commonly thought to be El Dorado’s founding citizen. Established in 1843, El 
Dorado remained a small agricultural community through the end of the 19th century with a population of 
around 1,000 in 1900.

El Dorado’s early settlers were for the most part not associated with one specific immigrant or ethnic group 
as was the case in many East Coast and Midwestern cities during the early decades of the 19th century.  One 
early settler group, the Scotch-Irish, played a significant role in El Dorado’s development. The Scotch-Irish were 
descendants of the Scots who settled the Ulster province in the northern part of Ireland in the 18th century. 
These Scots were Protestants of the Presbyterian faith who would eventually outnumber the Ulster Irish 
Catholics during this time period.  Prior to the American Revolution and following their religious persecution 
by the English Anglican church, the Scotch-Irish immigrated to America, mainly to the Carolinas and other 
parts of eastern seaboard.  In addition to the Scotch-Irish from Ulster, nearly one million Irish emigrated to the 
United States following the potato famine in Ireland in the 1840s.  Many Irish families would eventually settle in 
Arkansas.

With the growth of cotton farming in the southern states, the Scotch-Irish began moving westward. A group of 
Scotch-Irish settled in Union County in the 1840s and founded a Presbyterian church in 1843. One member of 
their congregation, Rev. William S. Lacy, organized the First Presbyterian Church in El Dorado in 1846.19  Lacy 
and his wife would also organize the El Dorado Female Institute in 1852, the city’s first private school.

18 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 2.

19 National Register of Historic Places, First Presbyterian Church, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register #91000579, p. 1.
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From the late 19th and into the early 20 century, many of El Dorado’s Scotch-Irish would become the 
leading entrepreneurs and businessmen of the day even as many others would settle in the city following 
establishment of railroad service, the expansion of the agriculture and timber industries and during El 
Dorado’s 1920s oil boom.  El Dorado’s diversifying economy would attract thousands of new residents to the 
city. 

Following the oil boom in 1921 the city was inundated with “oil promoters, lease hounds, swindlers, beggars, 
prostitutes, experienced oil workers, and young men and women looking for a new life off the farm.”20  Some 
of the city’s most prominent early citizens were Irish in descent, including the McWilliams, Murphy and 
Mahony families. Following the potato famine in Ireland in the 1840s, nearly one million Irish were displaced 
to the United States. Many of those would eventually settle in Arkansas. 

William F. McWilliams was born in El Dorado in 1880 and was an entrepreneur and director of the First 
National Bank and was part owner with his brother of the Mc Williams Auto Company and the Mc Williams 
Hardware and Furniture Company, housed in its namesake building built in 1928 at 215 South Washington 
Avenue.21  McWilliams and partner L. B. Clark, owners of the Clark-McWilliams Theatre Company, were 
responsible for bringing the Rialto Theatre to El Dorado in 1929, investing $250,000 in its design and 
construction (National Register of Historic Places, Rialto Theatre, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, 
National Register #86001888).

20 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 3.

21 National Register of Historic Places, W. F. and Estelle McWilliams House, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#13000791, p. 12
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In addition to McWilliams, the Mahony family has had a significant impact on the community’s commercial 
and physical development. Edmond Mahony, who worked as a tailor, emigrated from County Cork, Ireland, 
and settled in El Dorado following the Civil War.22 He married Mary Klopher, whose family originated in 
Sweden, and had five children, two of whom would themselves hold prominent positions in El Dorado. Emon 
O. Mahony, the oldest son of Edmond and Mary Mahony, would practice law, serve as a judge and U. S. 
District Attorney for western Arkansas.23  His home at 508 Champagnolle Road now serves as Young’s 
Funeral Directors. In 1908, Mahony platted a residential subdivision, now recognized as the Mahony 
Historic District (National Register of Historic Places, Mahony Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, 
Arkansas, National Register #11000899). His younger brother Fergus Mahony operated a medical practice 
in El Dorado and would serve as President of the Arkansas Board of Health. His house at 532 Champagnolle 
Road is also located within the Mahony Historic District. Judge Mahony’s grandson Jodie Mahony served in 
the Arkansas Senate and House of Representatives for 36 years.24 

Charles Haywood Murphy, Sr., arrived in El Dorado in 1904 to settle his uncle’s estate, which included a 
local bank. Over the next three years he expanded to include 13 small banks in the region before selling all 
but one of them in 1907, using the proceeds to invest in timberlands and land for future oil exploration. 
Following the discovery of oil in El Dorado in 1921, a second major oil field was discovered in nearby 
Smackover by the Marine Oil Company, of which Murphy, Sr. owned 22 percent.25  His son Charles H. 
Murphy, Jr., would later invest in oil exploration in the Shuler Oil Field, discovered in Union County in 1937. 
Continued success in the oil and gas business would result in the creation of the Murphy Oil Corporation in 
1950. The Murphy family remained in El Dorado as other companies left, and today Murphy Oil Company 
remains one of the largest employers and civic leaders in the city. 

22 National Register of Historic Places, Mahony Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register #11000899, p. 2.
23 Ibid., p. 3.
24 Ibid., p. 4.
25 A Century of Exploration: Murphy Oil Company, Our History, https://www.murphyoilcorp.com/About-Us/Our-History/
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EL DORADO POST WORLD WAR II
The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, known more familiarly as the G.I. Bill, was responsible for 
much of the housing boom nationwide following World War II, and El Dorado was no exception.  The bill 
provided low interest loans with zero down payment spurring a housing boom that required communities 
to open new land for housing construction.  After World War II, El Dorado expanded its land area to 
accommodate a growing population, mostly on its north and northwest sides.  Platted subdivisions of modern 
suburban-type homes – mainly the Ranch style house – soon replaced forest land.  The City’s population 
remained steady for much of the latter half of the 20th century.  The city saw an expansion of its industrial 
base during and following World War II, with the expansion of the Lion Oil refinery and the Root Petroleum 
refinery outside of town. The Murphy Corporation constructed its new headquarters in 1950, changing their 
name to Murphy Oil Corporation in 1964.26  Following a decline in its economy and population in the late 
20th century, the City has worked diligently to promote El Dorado as a center of commerce, industry and 
culture in the region.

26 National Register of Historic Places, El Dorado Commercial Historic District, El Dorado, Union County, Arkansas, National Register 
#03000773, p. 4.

Union County Courthouse
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Historic Resources
Historic resources are defined through the following categories:

• Buildings: examples include houses, garages, commercial buildings, theaters, and factory buildings;
• Structures: examples include water towers, bridges and brick streets;
• Sites: examples include parks, gardens, and cemeteries;
• Objects: examples include statues and monuments; and
• Districts: groups of buildings, structures, sites and/or objects within a defined boundary.

Historic resources are most often associated with a particular historic context that has been identified in 
National Register nominations or other survey and documentation projects.  For example, historic resources 
located within the Murphy-Hill Historic District are related to El Dorado ’s earliest residential development.  
In a different instance, a Classical Revival-styled commercial building constructed in Downtown El Dorado 
during the first decades of the 20th century is an example of a distinctive architectural style popular 
during that time period.  Other resources may share relationships with a significant person(s) or event(s) 
in El Dorado’s history.  The resource types found in El Dorado are summarized in this section and include 
information gathered from various National Register nominations and survey projects undertaken by the 
City and other organizations over the years. 

COMMERCIAL BUILDINGS
Downtown El Dorado, including the Courthouse and Square, contains the city’s most important 
concentration of historic commercial buildings.  Other historic 
commercial buildings of different time periods are scattered 
along the West Avenue and Hillsboro Street commercial 
corridors.  Downtown represents 150 years of El Dorado 
architectural history with the earliest commercial buildings 
facing the Courthouse Square. 

Like many communities around the country, El Dorado’s 
downtown has experienced different periods of growth and 
change since the 1840s when the community was first settled 
and the Square platted.  These growth periods are reflected in 
the different generations of building types and styles, including 
Downtown’s most recent developments.  As is often seen in early 
19th century development, the first generation of downtown 
buildings were constructed in wood, especially given the 
availability of local hardwood forests and a growing timber industry.  The first El Dorado County Courthouse 
was of log construction. 

Towards the latter decades of the 19th century, downtown construction increased with the arrival of the 
railroad in 1891 and expanding lumber industry in the County.  The earliest extant downtown buildings are 
the Reeves Store Building (1879, 116 North Washington Avenue) and the Citizens National Bank Building 

Murphy Oil Corporation, 200 North Jefferson Avenue

32 E L  D O R A D O  H I S TO R I C  P R E S E R VAT I O N  P L A N



(1896, 117 East Main Street), a one-story brick structure.  Both facades have been altered from their 
original design.  Early 20th century commercial buildings were often vernacular brick buildings with simple 
ornamentation such as corbeling and were typically one-story in scale.  Examples of these building types 
include 111 and 115 East Main Street, 104 East Elm Street and 111 North Jefferson Street.  Two-story brick 
examples include 117-119 North Jefferson Avenue and 114-116 East Elm Street.

Following the discovery of oil in 1921, downtown El Dorado grew 
significantly, solidifying its claim as the cultural, financial and 
commercial center of south Arkansas.  Construction of masonry 
buildings for banks, and other commercial and office buildings 
would change downtown’s scale from one- and two-story 
buildings to those ranging in height from five to nine stories.  A 
number of high-style buildings were constructed beginning with 
the Bank of Commerce (1919, 200 North Washington Avenue) 
in the Classical Revival style.  As the oil boom continued into the 
1920s, the Exchange Bank Building (Lion Oil) (1926, 214 North 
Washington Avenue) was constructed at nine stories.  With 
Venetian Gothic and Art Deco details, the building would be El 
Dorado’s tallest.  The Masonic Temple (1924, 106-108 North 
Washington Avenue) is considered one of the best examples 
of the Art Deco style in Arkansas.  Designed by architect 
Charles S. Watts of Little Rock, the building has Egyptian Revival stylistic features. Other buildings were not 
designed in any particular style but are representative of the more common early 20th-century commercial 
building – often referred to as a one-part or two-part commercial block – which consisted of one-story 
buildings comprised of storefronts and a parapet, or a building with up to four stories with storefronts on the 
first floor and residences or offices on the upper floors. The Goodwin Building (1926, 225 West Main Street) 
is a one-part commercial block. The one-story brick and limestone building originally housed retail and is now 
home to the youth ministry group of the First Baptist Church. A good example of a two-part commercial 
block is the Marks Building (1923, 201-203 West Main Street) with ground-level retail storefronts and 
offices on the second floor. The two floors on this brick facade are divided by a band of limestone.

Other building types of this period constructed downtown 
emphasized more specialized services yet are still reflective 
of high-style design tastes of a newly wealthy community.  
The Griffin Auto Company Building (1928, 117 East Locust 
Street) housed a utilitarian filling station and auto showroom 
but with a Mediterranean Revival brick and terra cotta façade.  
The brick and terra cotta Rumph Mortuary (1927, 312 West 
Oak Street) displays its Gothic Revival influences through its 
pointed arch windows and crenelated parapet.  A few vernacular 
brick buildings on the 100 block of North Jackson Avenue 
were constructed in the 1940s, while the one- and two-story 
buildings on the 300 block of East Main Street exhibit structural 
glass, black ceramic panels, metal panels and glass block design 
elements.

311-315 East Main Street

106 - 108 North W
ashington Ave.
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While the majority of commercial buildings are centered in and around downtown, the surrounding 
residential neighborhoods were home to a few commercial buildings, mainly at prominent intersections. A 
two-story brick building in the Fairview neighborhood (c. 1925, 900 East First Street) stands noticeably on 
its own at the intersection of East First Street and South Nelson Avenue. Originally a neighborhood store 
for the surrounding African American neighborhood, the building exhibits details such as raised brick header 
course patterns and arched openings. The one-story rusticated concrete block building (c. 1925, 103 South 
Parkway Avenue) at the entrance to the Parkway Subdivision highlights how the use of building materials can 
provide detail for a building with a more utilitarian use. Many of the individual commercial buildings found 
in outlying neighborhoods are simple vernacular brick buildings with little detail – often with alterations to 
the storefronts – that served local retail needs, such as the one-story brick building (c. 1910, 1015 South 
Washington Avenue) in the Rock Island neighborhood.

A second building boom occurred in the 1950s and 1960s as local industries grew and developed following 
World War II. One of the most prominent examples is the original headquarters for the Murphy Oil 
Corporation (1950-53, 200 North Jefferson Avenue) – now Murphy USA – a six-story brick building with 
limestone and granite cladding. The office building at 314 East Oak Street (c. 1955) exhibits the Colonial 
Revival style in full detail with symmetrical façade, front portico with gabled pediment, dentils, multi-
pane double-hung windows, dormers and cupola. This style was extremely popular well into the 1950s. The 
Petroleum Building (c. 1958, 315 East Oak Street) is an outstanding example of Mid-Century Modern 
design in El Dorado, with a stucco façade, blue metal panels and decorative entrance screen. An example 
of the International Style is the Harper Clinic medical office building (c. 1960, 425 West Oak Street) with 
a brick façade, curved metal entrance awning and vertical steel awning windows that wrap the building’s 
corners.

RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS
Constructed in the Greek Revival style, the Newton House, 
sometimes referred to as the Matthew Rainey House (c. 
1852, 510 North Jackson Avenue), is the only extant historic 
residential resource from El Dorado’s mid-19th century 
settlement period.  As the city grew in the late 19th century, 
some of the wealthier white citizens constructed larger frame 
homes outside of downtown.  A few of these earlier homes 
dating to the 1880s and 1890s remain as examples of the 
“plantation class” — residents who often lived in the city 
but owned and managed large estates outside of El Dorado.  
Examples include the two-story frame Queen Anne-style house 
(c. 1880, 326 Church Street) with a corner turret and multiple 
porches; the Emon Mahony House (1900, 508 Champagnolle 
Road), remodeled in 1963; the Robert Kitchen House (601 
Champagnolle Road), a two-story frame houses designed in the 
Folk Victorian style; and the grand 2.5-story brick Greek Revival-style house (c. 1900, Junction City Road) 
set on a hill with a two-story porch with brick posts and flanking end chimneys.

915 Maplewood Drive
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The years directly following the oil boom of 1921 was a major period of construction in the city. The north 
side of the city is where many of the larger homes and mansions are found along Calion Road and North 
Madison and Jefferson Avenues and in the Country Club Colony neighborhood. Most of these homes 
were designed in the popular Revival styles of the period.  Oakland (1939, 3800 Calion Road), designed in 
the Colonial Revival style by architect David F. Weaver, is a quintessential grand Southern mansion with a 
two-story front porch along the front of the house with large wood posts, large multi-paned windows and a 
Colonial-style front door surround. The Charles H. Murphy, Sr. House (1926, 900 North Madison Avenue) 
is a 2.5-story brick and stucco mansion with Tudor Revival and Craftsmen features including a large red-tile 
roof and prominent front chimney. The Henry Crawford McKinney House (1925, 510 East Faulkner Street), 
designed in the Classical Revival style, is a 2.5-story brick mansion with a two-story pedimented portico with 
stone columns. The house is now known as the Granite Club.  Construction of grand mansions continued 
into the 1950s alongside Stylized Ranch homes, as well as more modern International and Mid-Century 
residences, such as 123 Glen Ridge (1952) in the Country Club Colony neighborhood, a low one-story 
brick residence with a flat roof and low horizontal window bands. The Stylized Ranch house at 110 Shadyside 
exhibits elements of the Colonial Revival style.

The oil boom also resulted in the construction of a number of 
apartment buildings to house the growing population of workers 
in the oil industry. The El Dorado Apartments (1926, 420 Wilson 
Place) were designed as luxury apartments for more prominent 
businessmen by architect Cheshire Peyton. The building has 
a red brick façade with decorative limestone details and an 
elaborate cornice.  Two adjacent brick courtyard buildings on 
North Jefferson were also designed to serve a wealthier clientele. 
The two-story brick building at 715 North Jefferson Avenue was 
designed with Craftsman details such as stucco cladding in the 
front gables, half-timbering and brackets in the cornice. The 
Reeves Apartments at 701 North Jefferson Avenue, a two-
story brick building, were designed with Classical and Craftsman 
stylistic features including two-story porches with battered brick 
posts and wood columns.

The majority of the older housing stock in El Dorado consists mainly of one-story frame and brick cottages 
and bungalows, either vernacular in detail or often in the Craftsman style.  Good examples of this building 
type may be found in all areas of the city. The 1.5-story frame house at 417 West Cedar Street, which has 
a wide front porch and multiple gables, is one of several examples on the west side. Another is the 1.5-story 
brick Craftsman bungalow at 617 West Block Street, which has a porte cochere and exposed rafter tails. 
The one-story frame Craftsman bungalow at 901 West Faulkner Street has a recessed porch and eave 
brackets. The 1.5-story frame Craftsman bungalow at 1207 South Washington Avenue in the Rock Island 
neighborhood has brick porch posts and eave brackets. The Fairview neighborhood on the east side includes 
903 East First Street, a one-story frame bungalow with porte cochere and multiple gables, and 727 East 
Main Street, a one-story brick bungalow with wide front porch, brick posts and wood columns. Several 
homes in the Murphy-Hill and Mahony Historic Districts on the north side are designed in the Craftsman 
style, including 602 North Jackson Avenue, a 1.5-story frame house with a full-width front porch, side 
gable roof with deep eaves, brackets and exposed rafter ends.  Numerous duplex housing units were also 

701 North Jefferson Avenue
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constructed during this period as an efficient means to house a growing population.  Representative examples 
include the 1.5-story frame houses at 920-922, 1000-1002 and 1004-1006 West Elm Street. All were 
constructed following a pattern of central front gable with flanking columned porches for each unit.

Following World War II, El Dorado experienced a second housing boom, with multiple subdivisions 
constructed on the outskirts of the southeast, west and north sides.  The subdivision known as Parkway – 
designed in a curving loop along North and South Parkway Drive – is almost entirely comprised of Minimal 
Traditional cottages.  The Murmil Heights subdivision on the southeast side is a self-contained neighborhood 
of Ranch-style homes constructed in the 1950s and 1960s. Grander Stylized Ranch homes may be found in 
numerous areas on the north and northwest sides of El Dorado, such as on Millcreek Drive, in the Country 
Club Colony neighborhood and in the area surrounding the Racquet Club.  The area also contains several 
excellent examples of Mid-Century Modern Ranch homes at 1207 Brookwood Drive, 921 Kenwood Street, 
2306 North Gale Place, 906 Hazelhurst Street and 915 Maplewood Drive. These homes represent the style 
through characteristics such as low-rise front gabled roofs, often with triangular clerestory windows, porte 
cocheres, vertical siding and brick or stone cladding.

CIVIC AND GOVERNMENT BUILDINGS
El Dorado is the seat of county government for Union County 
with a courthouse gracing the central town square since as 
early as 1848.  The current Union County Courthouse is a 
four-story Neo-Classical edifice with a stone façade and two-
story colonnade, designed by the firm of Mann and Stern 
(1928, Courthouse Square).  The El Dorado Municipal Building 
(1927, 204 North West Avenue), designed in the popular 
Art Deco style of the 1920s and featuring a stone façade and 
central tower, was designed by architect Eugene John Stern 
with the firm of Mann and Stern.  As a regional population 
center, the Federal government chose to locate in El Dorado, 
and constructed the three-story U. S. Post Office and Federal 
Building in the Classical Revival style (1931, 101 South Jackson 
Avenue) designed by architect James A. Wetmore.

RELIGIOUS AND INSTITUTIONAL BUILDINGS
Many different religious denominations are represented in churches that range from large brick and stone 
edifices to small frame buildings.  While several congregations were formed here as early as the mid-19th 
century, most of the existing church buildings date from the 1920s through the 1960s.  The African 
American First Baptist Church (c. 1870, Cordell Avenue and Grove Street) may be the oldest building, 
though it has been significantly remodeled in the 20th century. The two-story brick church is representative 
of the Colonial Revival style, with a large pedimented portico with two-story columns.  The First Baptist 
Church (1922, 200 West Main Street) that served the white Baptist community is a grand brick edifice 
designed in the Classical Revival style, with a large temple front, two-story stone columns and a tile roof.  
The First United Methodist Church, originally the Methodist Episcopal Church (1927, 201 South Hill 

U. S. Post Office and Federal Building, 101 South Jackson Avenue
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Street), is similarly designed in brick, with a large temple front and two-story stone columns.  The First 
Presbyterian Church (1926, 300 East Main Street) was designed in the Collegiate Gothic Revival style by 
R. H. Hunt and Associates and is constructed of brick and terra cotta with a prominent corner bell tower.

St. Mary’s Episcopal Church (1950, 512 Champagnolle Road) is 
a two-story brick church with Gothic Revival influences designed 
by architects Frank Ginocchio and Edwin Cromwell.  The First 
Christian Church (1947, 420 North Madison Avenue) was also 
designed with Gothic Revival influences with a fieldstone facade.  
New Grace Fellowship of Jesus Christ (c. 1950, 1400 Trinity 
Street) is a one-story brick church with Mid-Century Modern 
design influences.  New Bethel Baptist Church (1952, 800 
South Smith Avenue) is a modern brick interpretation of the 
Gothic Revival style.  The Church of Love (c. 1960, 803 West 
Main Street) features Mid-Century Modern and Gothic Revival 
associations. Multiple brick and frame churches were designed 
in the Colonial Revival style, often with a front-facing gable and 
steeple, including Greater Paradise Baptist Church (c. 1965, 729 
Marsh Avenue). 

El Dorado’s health care institutions have made significant contributions to the community since the 
early 20th century.  Individual doctors practiced from home offices or in the downtown during the 19th 
century; by the 20th century hospitals were commonplace in most smaller cities, especially the wealthier 
communities such as El Dorado.  The Henry Rosamond Hospital (1917, 300 North Cordell Avenue) is a 
simple two-story brick building with Classical entry surround and tile roof which now serves as the Alma 
Apartments.  A block away the three-story brick Warner Brown Hospital (1921, 460 West Oak Street) was 
constructed in the International style with a contemporary wing added in the 1970s.

CULTURAL FACILITIES
The Rialto Theater (1929, 117 East Cedar Street) is a three-story 
brick and limestone building designed with Classical Revival 
details by the architectural firm of Kolben, Hunter and Boyd. 
The theater was built to meet the expanding cultural needs of a 
booming population.  The current theater, which is undergoing 
restoration as part of the Murphy Arts District, replaced an 
earlier theater of the same name.  The Municipal Auditorium 
(1957, 100 West Eighth Street) was constructed to house the 
South Arkansas Symphony Orchestra and is a brick structure 
designed in the Modern style.  The 6,000-seat Memorial 
Stadium (1946, North Arkansas Street) consists of two separate 
concrete seating structures flanking a football field and track, 
which is owned by the City of El Dorado and leased to the El Dorado School District.  The Barton Library 
(c. 1926, 200 East Fifth Street), part of the Union County Public Library system, is a one-story stone and 
stucco building with terra cotta ornament and tile roof designed in the Spanish Revival style.

New Grace Fellowship of Jesus Christ, 1400 Trinity Street
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Social clubs were also active in El Dorado, including the Boys and Girls Club (1201 North West Avenue) 
which was originally El Dorado Boys Club.  The original two-story brick building remains but has been 
remodeled.  The James Johnston Boys Club (c. 1960, Mattocks Park) served African American youth for 
many years.  Although currently vacant, the two-story brick and frame structure has a unique curved roof 
with buttress brackets along the side.

El Dorado was home to two Masonic Temples – one a three-story brick building with elaborate stone facade 
on the downtown square which served the white community and the other a simpler two-story concrete 
building in the Fairview neighborhood which served the African American community.  The Masonic Temple 
Lodge 13 (1924, 106-108 North Washington Avenue) was designed in the Art Deco style by architect 
Charles S. Watts and was inspired by Egyptian Revival architecture.  The Masonic Temple Lodge 151 (c. 1930, 
739 East Cook Street) is a two-story concrete block building with wide eaves and rafter tails.  This structure 
served the African American Masons as well as the Order of the Eastern Star.  The building is now owned by 
New Bethel Baptist Church.

CULTURAL LANDSCAPES
Beginning in the early 19th century, traditional church and family 
burial grounds were replaced by large landscaped cemeteries 
designed to meet the needs of a growing population.  Newly 
developed cemeteries were located on the perimeter of urban 
areas, providing suitable spaces for visitation, contemplation 
and the erection of related monuments.  Cemeteries are often 
used as public parks and represent important cultural landscapes.  
Presbyterian Cemetery (1845, South Washington Avenue and 
Pony Street) is the oldest and contains the graves of the city’s 
earliest white settlers.  Arlington Cemetery (North Mosby 
Avenue) is the largest and most active and is located on the 
east side of town.  Lott Burgy Cemetery (Short SW Avenue) 
was established in the late 19th century and is the only African 
American cemetery, located on the south end of town.

The city has several older city parks including Old City Park, Mattocks Park, Mellor Park and Mosby Park. 
Mattocks Park was created in 1953 when resident Cornelia Mattocks donated over 15 acres to the City of El 
Dorado to be used as a public park and playground for the African American community. Named after her 
husband P. R. Mattocks, the park is home to the city’s only public swimming pool and fishing pond.

Mosby Park began as the recreation area adjacent to a former schoolhouse, since demolished, and now hosts 
recreational softball in the city.

Mattocks Park
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Washington Institute, 1924 Sanborn M
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EDUCATIONAL BUILDINGS AND FACILITIES

Public education began in the 1870s with the creation of an El 
Dorado Public School District.  Prior to that, only two private 
schools existed and there were no educational facilities for 
African Americans.  Early school classes would be held in what 
was previously the El Dorado Female Institute on the site of the 
current Community College.  The first El Dorado High School 
(1905, 300 South West Avenue) was constructed on this site, 
which would eventually become the El Dorado Junior College 
and today is owned by the South Arkansas Community College.

The first African American school was constructed on North 
Columbia in 1897 by John Dykes, which by 1908 had become 
the Washington Institute.  By 1929 the Booker T. Washington 
High School had replaced the previously smaller school.  
(Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps, 1924-1929) A new Washington 
High School (1949, 601 Martin Luther King Boulevard) was constructed to replace the aging building and is 
currently in use as Washington Middle School. By the 1950s there were four elementary schools serving the 
African American community including the Fairview, Morning Star, Rock Island and Carver Schools. Carver 
School (1959, 700 Columbia Avenue) is a one-story brick building that now houses the Nile and Marzell 
Smith Museum of African American History. The one-story brick Morning Star School (1959, 2800 North 
College Avenue) is now home to a Head Start program.

The El Dorado Public School District currently has seven school facilities, with El Dorado High School (2011, 
2000 Wildcat Drive) being the only public high school within the city limits.  The school replaced the city’s 
previous high school (1963, 501 North Timberlane Drive) which is currently used as the El Dorado Education 
Complex. The remaining schools in the city include four elementary schools, a middle school and a junior 
high.  The oldest school still in use is Yocum Elementary School (1928, 308 South College Avenue), a three-
story brick building with Classical Revival stone details. The earlier Southside School (1926, South Jackson 
Avenue and Pecan Street) with similar design and details to Yocum School was demolished in 2016 after 
sitting vacant for 13 years. The former Murmil Heights Elementary School (1962, 2000 Ripley Street) was 
closed in 2007 and is now home to a Head Start program. With the exception of the high school and Yocum 
Elementary School, all of the remaining schools were designed in the Modern style during the mid-20th 
century.

• Washington Middle School (1949, 601 Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard)
• Barton Junior High School (1952, 400 West Faulkner Street)
• Northwest Elementary School (1953, 1600 North College Avenue)
• Retta Brown Elementary School (1953, 505 Dixie Drive)
• Hugh Goodwin Elementary School (1959, 201 East Fifth Street)
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TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES
Train service for the area began in 1891 with the arrival of 
the Texas and St. Louis Railroad (later the St. Louis and 
Southwestern).  Additional rail lines followed, including the 
Missouri Pacific and the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific.  The 
Missouri Pacific was a regional rail line that began in 1909 in 
Missouri, Kansas and Nebraska, arriving in El Dorado prior to 
1920.  The Missouri Pacific railroad station (425 East Cedar 
Street) is a one-story brick building with restrained classical 
details and is the only remaining station in El Dorado.

The Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific – commonly known as the 
Rock Island line – started in Chicago and the company gradually 
purchased lines towards the west and south, arriving in El Dorado 
around 1905 and running through 1979, though passenger 
service ended earlier.  The former Rock Island rail station – now 
demolished – was located at East Hillsboro Avenue.  Another former station, now demolished, was located 
near South Washington.  All three train stations were active in El Dorado during much of the 20th century.  
During the height of the oil boom there were 22 stops a day at these stations.

INDUSTRIAL BUILDINGS
El Dorado has an interesting and varied industrial heritage that includes larger resources associated with the 
timber industry, petrochemicals, bromine production, oil and gas and poultry, as well as smaller resources 
associated with more diverse uses.  A number of corporations and agencies have located their headquarters 
in El Dorado, including the Arkansas Oil and Gas Commission, the Murphy Oil Corporation, Murphy USA 
and a Delek US (Lion Oil) oil refinery. The southern operational headquarters of PotlatchDeltic is also in 
El Dorado. The one-story brick and stucco administration building for Lion Oil (c. 1947, 1000 McHenry), 
currently owned by Delek U.S., includes a tile roof and octagonal tower element.  The El Dorado Ice and 
Coal Company building (1907, 185 South Madison Avenue), better known as the Ice House, was a facility 
used to store harvested ice as it was shipped to customers. The brick building with metal roofs and wood 
doors is an excellent example of an early 20th century warehouse with close ties to the railroads.

The R. C. Cola Bottling Company building (1950, 201 South Madison Avenue) was designed by architect 
John Abbott in the International style and was the local offices for the Royal Crown Cola Bottling Company.  
The stone panels, curved awning and glass block windows create an excellent example of the style.  While 
timber and wood products have been an important industry in El Dorado since the 19th century, there are 
very few timber-related historic resources in the city.  One example of a timber-related historic resource 
is the former El Dorado Lumber Company building (c. 1940, 700 South Washington Avenue), a one-story 
vernacular frame structure with vertical wood siding, hipped roof, front and rear gabled dormers and a full-
width shed roof open porch.

Missouri Pacific Railroad Station, 425 East C
edar Street 
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Union Square Guest Quarters
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El Dorado Architectural Styles and  
Building Forms 
The following section highlights predominant architecture styles and building forms found in El Dorado.   
An architectural style describes the specific exterior decorative elements and features that define that style.  
A building form is the overall building shape, largely determined by the configuration of interior spaces, 
although they may exhibit some aspects and exterior features of architectural styles.  El Dorado’s historic 
architecture exhibits features characteristics of a number of architectural styles and building forms as tastes 
and preferences changed over time.

GREEK REVIVAL  (1825-1860)

The Greek Revival style was so popular around the country during the 
first half of the 19th century that it was referred to as the “National 
Style.” Many were turning their interest to classical buildings 
concentrated on Greece as the original architects.  The style is found 
mostly in the eastern half of the country with pockets on the west coast.  
The Newton House Museum is a good example of the style.

• Two to three stories
• Frame or brick
• Low-pitched gabled or hipped roof
• Wide trim band at cornice line
• Front porch – entry or full-width

18
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ARCHITECTURE STYLE BUILDING FORM

GOTHIC REVIVAL (1840-1930)

This style was not as popular as the competing Greek Revival or 
Italianate styles, but a few residential examples may be found 
throughout the country. The style was initially popularized through 
English country house design, which referenced buildings from 
the Medieval period. In the 20th century, the style was extremely 
popular for churches, educational and institutional buildings and 
there are several examples in the city.

• One to three stories
• Frame or brick
• Steeply pitched roof
• Decorative bargeboard in gables
• Pointed arch windows
• Parapets that are often castellated

18
40
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FOLK VICTORIAN (1870-1910)

QUEEN ANNE (1880-1910)

This style is reflective of houses constructed in simple folk housing 
types that include decorative details typical of the Victorian 
era.  The details are most often inspired by the Queen Anne 
or Italianate styles, and occasionally the Gothic Revival. Folk 
Victorian were common throughout the country following the 
construction of the railroads, though relatively few remain in El 
Dorado. Examples may be found in the Murphy-Hill and Mahony 
historic districts and in several locations throughout the City.

• One to two stories
• Asymmetrical facades and elevations
• Porches with spindlework detailing
• Decorative detail on the porch and cornice
• Lace-like spandrels
• Spindlework on porches

During this period the Queen Anne style was the most popular 
style in the country.  Asymmetrical surfaces, decorative patterns, 
projections, bays and towers were often the norm.  The south has 
some of the most elaborate examples. 

• One to three stories
• Asymmetrical facades and elevations
• Full-width or wrap-around porches
• Stained glass windows
• Square or rounded towers and bays
• Spindlework on porches

18
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NEO-CLASSICAL / CLASSICAL REVIVAL (1895-1955)

This style was popular throughout the early 20th century and 
combined various elements of the Early Classical Revival, Greek 
Revival, Georgian and Federal styles with a tendency towards more 
elaborate details.  There are a number of examples found in El 
Dorado.

• Typically two stories
• Frame or brick
• Full-height porch with Classical columns
• Symmetrical façade
• Decorative front door surrounds
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COLONIAL REVIVAL (1880-1955)

The Colonial Revival was the most popular style of the first half of 
the 20th century and is often referenced in new construction of 
today.  Examples may be found in all parts of the country.  In El 
Dorado it may be found in early 20th century frame houses and in 
many Ranch homes built during the 1950s and 60s.

• One to two stories
• Frame or brick
• Front entrance with slender porch columns and decorative pediment
• Overhead fanlights or sidelights
• Symmetrical front façade with center door
• Double-hung windows and multiple panes 
• Paired windows are common

TUDOR REVIVAL (1890-1940)

This style is based on early English building types including building 
characteristics from the Medieval and Early Renaissance periods.  
The style was extremely popular in the early 20th century and was 
second only to Colonial Revival.  Several examples of Tudor Revival 
are found in El Dorado following the oil boom of 1921.

• Steeply pitched roofs
• Side gabled or less frequently front gabled
• Multiple front-facing gables
• Tall, narrow windows, often in groups, with multiple panes
• Large chimneys and decorative half-timbering
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GEORGIAN REVIVAL (1900-1950)

As styles from the Colonial period became very popular in the 
United States in the early 20th century, housing design began 
to emulate Georgian architecture resulting in the Georgian 
Revival.  Georgian Revival architecture shared many of the traits 
of Georgian architecture but were updated for modern living in 
terms of size and design elements.  A few examples in this style 
may be found in the Country Club Colony neighborhood and on 
mid-century stylized ranches.

• Typically two stories
• Rectangular in shape
• Symmetrical facades
• Hipped roof with dormers
• Brick end chimneys
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CRAFTSMAN (1905-1930)

The style originated in California and spread throughout the 
country by means of pattern books.  Based on the English Arts 
and Crafts movement, it was a popular style for smaller houses.  
There are a few larger examples on the north side, but most 
examples in El Dorado are bungalows.

• One to one- and one-half stories
• Frame, brick or stucco
• Deep overhanging eaves
• Rafter tails and/or brackets
• Gabled roofs – front or side-facing
• Square porch supports

19
10

BUNGALOW (1910-1960)

The bungalow became the most popular small house type around 
the country in the early 20th century and was constructed in 
thousands of cities and suburbs.  The bungalow was not tied to 
one particular style and included examples of Colonial, Classical, 
Spanish and Shingle, but was most often tied to the Prairie School 
and Craftsman style.  There are many bungalows found in El 
Dorado’s neighborhoods which are closest to downtown.

• One to one- and one-half stories
• Frame, brick or stucco
• Deep overhanging eaves
• Open front porch

ENGLISH ARTS AND CRAFTS (1895-1915)

The term Arts and Crafts refers to a broad social and artistic 
movement that took shape in Great Britain and Europe in the 
middle of the 19th century and then gained acceptance in the 
United States at the turn of the 20th century.  It encompasses 
interior design, fine and decorative arts, jewelry, textiles and 
wallpaper, furniture and ceramics and architecture.  Generally it 
was a response to overly articulated facades and historical styles.  
There are only a couple of examples in El Dorado.

• Typically two stories
• Frame, stone, brick or stucco
• Simplicity in design
• Exposed beams, brackets, posts
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SPANISH REVIVAL (1915-1940)

The style was originally based on early Spanish missions but grew 
to encompass the varied architectural traditions of Spain. The 
style is found mainly in the Southwest but individual examples 
exist in many suburban areas around the country. There are several 
examples in the western sections of El Dorado.

• One to two stories
• Stucco wall surfaces
• Low-pitched tile roof, usually red
• Arched door or window openings

19
20

ART DECO (1920-1940)

Art Deco developed in the 1920s and is most common in 
commercial and public buildings in urban areas.  The style gained 
its name from the Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs 
et Industriels Modernes held in Paris in 1925.  There are a few 
commercial examples in downtown El Dorado.

• Stucco, brick or masonry
• One to two story residential, high rise commercial
• Geometric designs and decorative elements
• Vertical projections

INTERNATIONAL (1925-PRESENT)

Use of smooth surfaces and lack of ornamentation were hallmarks 
of the International style, which highlighted the volume of a 
building.  Asymmetrical facades were common early on adding to 
the sleek Modern look.  Buildings in the International style were 
often architect-designed and are rare in most cities, though they 
may be found more commonly in the Northeast.  In El Dorado a few 
examples may be found on the north side.

• Geometric-shaped, often with curved corners
• Flat roofs, often cantilevered, are common
• Windows may wrap around corners
• No ornamentation
• Horizontal openings

19
30
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RANCH (1935-1975)

The Ranch style originated in California but spread throughout 
the country after World War II. The floor plans and house size 
made it very popular and it may be found in postwar subdivisions 
around the country. A number of Ranch homes are found in 
western neighborhoods in the city.

• Rectangular or L-shaped
• One story frame or brick
• Low-pitched roof without dormers
• Off-center front door
• Picture window
• Attached garage

STYLED RANCH (1935-1985)

The Styled Ranch provides a more complete and unified set of 
stylistic details that reference a distinct style, such as French, 
Spanish, Neo-Classical, Tudor or Colonial Revival. A number of 
Stylized Ranch homes are found in northern neighborhoods in 
the city.

• Rectangular or L-shaped
• One story frame or brick
• Low-pitched roof without dormers
• Arched windows and/or openings
• Varied roof shapes and materials
• Porticos or recessed entries are common

MINIMAL TRADITIONAL (1935-1950)

This house type was a response to the Great Depression and 
represents the small house that is affordable and easy to mass 
produce. It was a popular choice for millions during and after 
World War II. A number of Minimal Traditional homes are found 
in western neighborhoods in the city.

• Rectangular in shape
• One story frame or brick
• Low- or intermediate-pitched roof often gabled
• Typically no dormers
• Minimal architectural detail
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TWO-PART COMMERCIAL BLOCK

The two-part commercial block is the most common 
commercial building form found in most traditional downtowns 
and commercial districts throughout the country. They are 
defined as two to four stories in height with the commercial 
storefront level considered as one zone and the upper floors 
as the second zone. The two parts are often separated by a 
storefront cornice or change in building material or façade 
fenestration.

• Examples are rectangular in form
• Mostly perpendicular to the street though sometimes parallel
• Well-defined separation between storefront level and upper 

façade with roof-line cornice
• Often characterized by a distinct architectural style.
• Recessed entries are common

ONE-PART COMMERCIAL BLOCK

The one-part commercial block is a common commercial 
building form found in most traditional downtowns and 
commercial districts throughout the country. They are defined 
as a one-story square or rectangular box adorned with ornament, 
features and fenestration of a particular architectural style or 
may be utilitarian in appearance with little or no ornament.

• 19th century examples often in box form
• 20th century examples often horizontal or rectangular
• Recessed storefront with large plate glass windows and transoms
• Generous upper façade below the parapet
• Most examples are vernacular in design with shaped parapets and 

stone coping 
• Minimal architectural detail

48 E L  D O R A D O  H I S TO R I C  P R E S E R VAT I O N  P L A N



Oil Derrick, Murphy Art District
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2115 Marilynn Street
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This section reviews planning policies and their relation to preservation planning activities in El Dorado, as 
well as the legal contexts that support historic preservation planning activities.  Various policy documents, 
and other planning programs, address the preservation of historic buildings, districts, sites, and other 
resources at the municipal level.  Comprehensive plans, subareas, and neighborhood plans are the means for 
establishing clear goals and policies for promoting and encouraging historic preservation at the local level.  A 
municipal historic preservation ordinance is also key to implementing local preservation policy and how the 
community preserves and manages important historic resources over time.  This section reviews the existing 
El Dorado Historic Preservation Ordinance in comparison to model legislation and best practices around the 
country with suggested changes and enhancements.  In addition, this section reviews and describes existing 
preservation financial incentive programs, heritage tourism assets, and important local and institutional 
partners. 

Federal and State Planning Context
THE NATIONAL HISTORIC PRESERVATION ACT OF 1966
Enacted by the U.S. Congress in 1966, the National Historic Preservation Act established several programs 
including the National Register of Historic Places, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, and 
the Section 106 review process for protecting historic and archaeological resources from impacts due to 
federally funded or licensed projects.  The National Register program, the nation’s official list of historic 
properties, is administered in Arkansas between the National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, 
the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program, and the City of El Dorado through its designation as a Certified 
Local Government.

CERTIFIED LOCAL GOVERNMENT (CLG) PROGRAM
In 1980, the National Historic Preservation Act was amended to implement the Certified Local Government 
(CLG) Program, which allows for local communities to participate in statewide preservation planning 
activities, including access to grants and resources allocated by the U.S. Congress.  The CLG Program is 
administered between the National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior, the Arkansas Historic 
Preservation Program, and the designated CLG’s – of which El Dorado is one – with the central purpose of 
developing a strong, effective historic preservation program at the local level.  To become a CLG in Arkansas, 
a local community must establish a Historic District Commission and adopt a historic preservation ordinance 

El Dorado Preservation 
Program
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designating one or more local historic districts, based on applicable state law.  Local CLGs also play a role in 
National Register nominations by reviewing and commenting on nominations before they are forwarded to 
the State Review Board and may be eligible to receive planning, survey and National Register grants.

THE ARKANSAS HISTORIC DISTRICTS ACT OF 1963 (A.C.A. §14-172-207 ET SEQ.)
The Arkansas Historic Districts Act of 1963 was enacted to promote the educational, cultural, economic and 
general welfare of the public through the preservation and protection of buildings, sites, places, and districts 
of historic interest, through the maintenance of such as landmarks in the history of architecture of the 
municipality, of the state and of the nation, and through the development of appropriate settings for such 
buildings, places and districts. The Act outlined procedures for creating a historic district at the local level 
and for the creation of Historic District Commissions.

ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION PROGRAM – POWERS AND DUTIES (A.C.A. §13-7-
106 ET SEQ.)
The Arkansas Historic Preservation Program (AHPP) is an agency of the Division of Arkansas Heritage, 
Department of Parks, Heritage and Tourism, created by the Arkansas General Assembly in 1969.  
The AHPP’s mission is to fulfill the objectives of the National Historic Preservation Act through the 
identification, registration, preservation and protection of Arkansas’ cultural, historic and architectural 
heritage.  

2010-2020 East Hickory Lane
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STATE PLANS

ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION PLAN 2018-2022
Every five years, the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program reviews their work over the previous five–year 
period, develops and examines information to assess current trends related to Arkansas’s historic and cultural 
properties, and works to develop goals and objectives to guide its efforts for the preservation of Arkansas’s 
cultural resources as it moves into the next five–year period.  The goals of the current plan include the 
following:

1. Educate Arkansans about the importance of preserving our heritage and our myriad historic resources;
2. Provide leadership, assistance, and guidance for Arkansans involved in historic preservation activities on all levels.
3. Support a variety of preservation approaches to enhance the lives of Arkansans.

High-priority survey and registration projects during the period will be residential historic districts, African 
American historic resources, cemeteries, Mid-Century Modern, World War II and Cold War resources, 
resources associated with the settlement of minority cultural and ethnic groups, historic commercial districts 
and resources associated with agricultural production.

LOCAL PLANS AND POLICIES

A COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING STUDY: CITY OF EL DORADO (2001)
This comprehensive planning study was prepared by the University of Arkansas Community Design Center 
to assist the City of El Dorado in developing a long-range comprehensive plan to help guide future growth 
and prosperity.  A citizen’s group was organized to represent the diverse interests of the community – the El 
Dorado Fifty for the Future non-profit organization was formed to provide leadership and direction to the 
Center’s work.  The plan identifies assets and challenges, and discusses topics such as abandoned buildings, 
neighborhood revitalization, affordable housing, residential infill development and urban design.  The plan also 
focuses on specific development sites, including adaptive use of the Mellor Park Mall and the Warner Brown 
Hospital Campus, as well as Historic Downtown infill development sites.

Recognizing that community character is important to neighborhood revitalization, the plan recommends 
forming neighborhood associations, cleaning up neighborhoods, repairing vacant and dilapidated properties 
through stricter enforcement and tougher laws, encouraging infill affordable housing development, and the 
rehabilitation and preservation of existing houses.

54 E L  D O R A D O  H I S TO R I C  P R E S E R VAT I O N  P L A N



HILLSBORO GATEWAY MASTER PLAN (2018)
The Hillsboro Gateway Master Plan is a study of Hillsboro Street (U.S. 82B), a major east-west corridor 
through the City of El Dorado.  The goals of the Master Plan were to create a unified transportation, land 
use, and urban design vision for the corridor.  Successful redevelopments within the corridor could address 
economic development, quality of life, transportation, recreation, wayfinding and community character.  The 
plan recommends changes to the streetscape and identifies underutilized sites, potential redevelopment 
catalyst sites, and seventeen (17) historic sites that may be eligible for listing in the National Register of 
Historic Places.

Zoning Ordinance
Like most municipal zoning ordinances, the El Dorado zoning ordinance regulates land use and development 
through base zoning districts and planned unit developments, among other zoning tools.  There are currently 
no historic preservation overlay districts, and no language or definitions in the ordinance in reference to 
local historic preservation districts.  Creating historic preservation overlay zones provides another tool for 
preserving historic districts and strengthens the existing preservation ordinance. 

CITY OF EL DORADO HISTORIC PRESERVATION ORDINANCE
All local historic district ordinances in Arkansas are based upon the requirements within the Arkansas 
Historic Districts Act. Certified Local Government communities are eligible for additional technical and 
financial assistance in carrying out the duties in their ordinance, provided they meet certain requirements, 
such as:

• Clearly defined historic district boundaries, 
• Definitions, 
• Commission membership and duties, 
• Mandatory design review, 
• Use of the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation or the creation of local guidelines, 
• Procedural due process, 
• Review process, and 
• Enforcement regulations.

A key element in any Arkansas municipal preservation program is the management of processes related to 
historic district designation and design review — both administered by the Historic District Commission.  
The City’s Historic Preservation Ordinance (no. 1685, approved in 2004) currently governs designation 
and design review processes.  Some refinement to certain sections of the Ordinance is suggested to provide 
clarity to processes and to integrate preservation best practices:

• Section 4.  Section 4 of the ordinance provides a list of definitions; however, the list should be expanded to add 
clarity to procedures and terms referred to in other ordinance provisions.
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• Section 6.  Section 6 of the ordinance outlines the criteria for the HDC to use in making Certificate of 
Appropriateness application decisions.  The ordinance should clarify that the HDC shall also use the Commercial 
Historic District Guidelines created by the City of El Dorado, which are an important resource and design 
review tool.

• Section 7.  Section 7 outlines the alternatives for the HDC to consider in making Certificate of Appropriateness 
decisions for demolitions.  Alternatives should be considered and included in the ordinance which address 
economic issues and demolition by neglect.

• Section 8.  Section 8 of the ordinance outlines the requirements obtaining Certificate of Appropriateness 
for Economic Hardship.  Adding specific criteria under which a property owner may demonstrate economic 
hardship would provide clarity to applicants and the HDC.

• Section 13.  Section 13 of the ordinance provides the City of El Dorado with the means for enforcing violations 
of a Certificate of Appropriateness.  Adding clarity to this section could involve incorporating new provisions 
such as: 

1. For properties that violate Certificate of Appropriateness applications through full or partial demolition 
of a historic property, consider adding provisions which allow the HDC and the City of El Dorado the 
discretion to require the restoration of the property to its appearance prior to the violation.

2. Consider reevaluating the penalty fees for violations of the ordinance to promote compliance.

Additional considerations regarding the Historic Preservation Ordinance include:

• The Arkansas Historic District Act provides guidance regarding the procedures for the designation of historic 
districts.  The ordinance provides the HDC with the authority granted it under the Act. Including the specific 
requirements for designating historic districts within the local ordinance would provide clarity and better inform 
local officials and citizens of the procedures.

• Inclusion of the criteria for designation of historic districts would also provide clarity. 

Design Review
Design review is the process in which both public and private projects are evaluated for their visual, aesthetic, 
architectural and urban design qualities, as well as their appropriateness and compatibility to the surrounding 
environment and setting.  In the context of this Historic Preservation Plan, design review is associated with 
the Historical District Commission’s administration of the Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) review 
process for properties located within the Commercial Historic District. 

Although many commissions generally follow the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 
to determine the appropriateness of any changes, alterations and additions to historic properties, the 
Historic District Commission currently uses the Historic District Design Guidelines, prepared by the City 
of El Dorado and the Commission, to regulate appropriateness of the use, construction, alteration, repair, 
improvement, alteration and demolition of buildings, structures, properties, and sites within the Commercial 
Historic District. 
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BUILDING AND FIRE CODES
The City of El Dorado has adopted the Arkansas Fire Prevention Code, 2012 Edition, which is based on 
the 2012 International Fire Code, International Building Code and International Residential Code.  The 
El Dorado Fire Department is responsible for approving commercial permits, compliance inspections, and 
issuing a Certificate of Occupancy once the project is completed. The El Dorado Public Works Department 
oversees all non-commercial building permits.

Listed and Designated Historic Resources
A significant number of historic resources in El Dorado are officially designated as local historic districts 
or are listed in the National Register of Historic Places, either individually or as part of district.  Several 
historic resource surveys and inventories have been undertaken over the last twenty years where properties 
and structures have been identified for future local designation and National Register listing.  Prioritizing 
future surveys and designations is discussed in a later section of the State of the City Report.  The types 
of designations include nomination in the National Register of Historic Places, the Arkansas Register of 
Historic Places and local historic districts (see Figure 1 on page 59).

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
The National Register of Historic Places is the nation’s official list of buildings, structures, sites and objects 
worthy of the preservation.  Authorized under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the National 
Register is a program of the National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior.  In Arkansas, the 
National Register is administered by the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program, an agency of the Division 
of Arkansas Heritage, Department of Parks, Heritage and Tourism, a state agency headquartered in Little 
Rock.  Listing in the National Register recognizes historic resources that are significant at the local, state 
or national level.  National Register designation is also honorary and imposes no restrictions on the use, 
alteration and disposition of property; however, National Register listing makes available significant financial 
benefits, including eligibility for the Federal and Arkansas State programs for homeowner and commercial 
rehabilitation tax credits. 

Properties may be listed individually in the National Register or be included as part of a district within 
defined geographic boundaries.  National Register Districts may also include accessory buildings, such as 
garages and coach houses; structures such as fences and bridges; objects such as monuments, fountains and 
statues; and, sites, including parks, cemeteries and designed landscapes. In most cases, properties must be 
formally nominated to the National Register and approved for listing by the Arkansas Historic Preservation 
Program State Review Board and the National Park Service.  Any person or organization can prepare and 
submit a National Register nomination. All properties listed in the National Register are automatically listed 
in the Arkansas Register.
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As of December 2019, there are twenty (20) properties that have been individually listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places within the City of El Dorado, including the city-owned airport located west of the 
city.  Addresses and National Register reference numbers are provided as follows (see Figure 1):

1. Bank of Commerce (1920, 200 North Washington Avenue, NRHP #82002145, listed 1982)
2. El Dorado Apartments (1926, 420 Wilson Place, NRHP #83003549, listed 1983)
3. El Dorado Confederate Monument (1910, Courthouse Lawn, NRHP #96000463, listed 1996) 
4. El Dorado Junior College (1905, 300 South West Avenue, NRHP #78000633, listed 1978)
5. Exchange Bank (1926, 214 North Washington Avenue, NRHP #86003304, listed 1986)
6. First Presbyterian Church (1926, 300 East Main Street, NRHP #91000579, listed 1991)
7. Goodwin Field Administration Building (1950, 418 Airport Drive, NRHP #100002479, listed 2018)
8. Griffin Auto Company Building (1924, 117 East Locust Street, NRHP #01000525, listed 2001)
9. Randolph James House (1927, 1212 North Madison Avenue, NRHP #12000277, listed 2012)
10. Masonic Temple (1924, 106-108 North Washington Avenue, NRHP #01000349, listed 2001) 
11. Henry Crawford McKinney House (1925, 510 East Faulkner Street, NRHP #83001157, listed 1983)
12. J. H. McWilliams House (1926, 323 West Oak Street, NRHP #02001044, listed 2002)
13. W. F. and Estelle McWilliams House (1922, 314 Summit Avenue, NRHP #13000791, listed 2013) 
14. Municipal Building (1927, 204 North West Avenue, NRHP #83001167, listed 1983)
15. Charles Murphy House, Sr. (1926, 900 North Madison Street, NRHP #83001168, listed 1983) 
16. Oakland (1939, 3800 Calion Road, NRHP #100003358, listed 2019)
17. Mathew Rainey House (Newton House Museum) (c. 1852, 510 North Jackson, NRHP #74000501,  

listed 1974)
18. Rialto Theatre (1929, 117 East Cedar Street, NRHP #86001888, listed 1986)
19. Rumph Mortuary (1927, 312 West Oak Street, NRHP #100001237, listed 2017)
20. Union County Courthouse (1928, Union Square, NRHP #83001169, listed 1983)

As of December 2019, there are four (4) historic districts that have been listed in the National Register 
of Historic Places within the City of El Dorado.  Addresses and National Register reference numbers are 
provided as follows:

1. El Dorado Commercial Historic District (Courthouse Square, portions of Main, Jefferson, Washington, Jackson, 
Cedar and Locust Streets, NRHP #03000773, listed 2003)

2. Henley-Riley Historic District (2523 and 2525 Calion Road, NRHP #100001235, listed 2017)
3. Mahony Historic District (Portions of Champagnolle Road, Madison, Lee and Euclid Avenues, and 5th Street, 

NRHP #11000899, listed 2011)
4. Murphy-Hill Historic District (Portions of 5th, Jefferson, Peach, Madison and Faulkner Streets, NRHP 

#07000974, listed 2007)
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El Dorado Commercial District

Described on the following pages are the architectural and historic resources found in each National 
Register Historic District:

EL DORADO COMMERCIAL HISTORIC DISTRICT (COURTHOUSE 
SQUARE, PORTIONS OF MAIN, JEFFERSON, WASHINGTON, 
JACKSON, CEDAR AND LOCUST STREETS, NRHP #03000773, 
LISTED 2003)
The El Dorado Commercial Historic District includes a major portion of downtown El Dorado 
including the Courthouse Square and the buildings which face it (see Figure 2). The Historic District 
consists of sixty-nine buildings and one monument situated on the principal streets and their arteries 
surrounding the four-story Classical Revival-style Union County Courthouse.  Of the 69 properties 
in the historic district, 67 percent contribute to the historic significance of the district.  Construction 
dates of the buildings in the district span the period from the late 19th century to the early 1950s. 
A majority of the buildings in the district were constructed in the 1920s, the period of El Dorado’s 
most prolific growth following the discovery of oil.  Six buildings and a monument in the proposed 
district are individually listed on the National Register of Historic Places: Union County Courthouse 
Confederate Monument (Union Square, listed 1983); the El Dorado Confederate Monument 
(Union Square, listed 1996); the Exchange Bank (214 North Washington Avenue, listed 1986); Bank 
of Commerce (200 North Washington Avenue, listed 1982); Masonic Temple (106-108 North 
Washington Avenue, listed 2001); the Griffin Auto Company Building (117 East Locust Street, listed 
2001); and the Rialto Theater (117 East Cedar Street, listed 1986).

HISTORIC DISTRICT INVENTORY
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HENLEY-RILEY HISTORIC DISTRICT (2523 AND 2525 CALION ROAD, 
NRHP #100001235, LISTED 2017)
The Henley-Riley Historic District is located along three acres of wooded land on Calion Road in 
the northern section of the City of El Dorado (see Figure 3). The district includes two single-family 
houses, two out-buildings and two objects designed by architect E. Fay Jones; the two houses and 
two objects are Contributing to the historic district.  Both houses were designed in the Modern 
style at the same time for Dr. Paul Henley and his brother-in-law, James Neal Riley, and were 
constructed from 1959-1961.  The properties have been divided and are individually owned.  The 
Henley House is one-story in a U-shape with a low-pitched gable roof and is covered with wood 
panels with wood battens; the interior walls of the U are largely composed of glass.  A wood light 
fixture at the entrance to the house and a metal sculpture in the courtyard were also designed by 
Jones.  The Riley House is located to the east of the Henley House.  It is a one-story T-shaped house 
covered with low-pitched gable rooflines.  Exterior walls are covered with wood panels with wood 
battens.  A T-shaped addition to the house was completed c. 2005.

HISTORIC DISTRICT INVENTORY

Contributing 4

Non-Contributing 2

Total 6

67%
CONTRIBUTING

Henley-Riley Historic District

Henley House

Riley House
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MAHONY HISTORIC DISTRICT (PORTIONS OF CHAMPAGNOLLE 
ROAD, MADISON, LEE AND EUCLID AVENUES, AND 5TH STREET, 
NRHP #11000899, LISTED 2011)
The neighborhood comprising the Mahony Historic District contains 163 buildings – of which 58 
percent are Contributing to the district – and is located northeast of downtown El Dorado (see 
Figure 4). The area is largely residential with one church and one funeral home.  Approximately 73 
percent of the properties in the neighborhood were constructed during the 1920s.  Another period 
of growth occurred in the 1940s and 50s.  The buildings in the Mahony Historic District represent 
varied residential architectural styles popular during the period l 900-1961 when all but five of 
the district’s buildings were constructed.  As an early 20th century working class neighborhood, 
the district’s architectural character is represented through modest frame and brick homes in the 
Colonial Revival, Craftsman/Bungalow, Minimal Traditional and early vernacular Ranch styles. 

HISTORIC DISTRICT INVENTORY

Contributing 94

Non-Contributing 69

Total 163

58%
CONTRIBUTING
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MURPHY-HILL HISTORIC DISTRICT (PORTIONS OF 5TH, 
JEFFERSON, PEACH, MADISON AND FAULKNER STREETS, NRHP 
#07000974, LISTED 2007)
Located immediately north of the central business district and the Union County Courthouse, the 
Murphy -Hill Historic District is one of the oldest residential areas in the city of El Dorado and 
includes a small number of commercial and multi-family structures and one church (see  
Figure 5).  The area was developed between 1880 and 1957.  What began as a low-density residential 
area in the latter half of the 19th century developed into a denser traditional neighborhood between 
1920 and 1940.  Approximately 76 percent of the buildings in the Historic District were constructed 
in the first half of the 20th century, while 42 of these buildings were built between 1920 and 
1940, the period corresponding with the exponential growth of El Dorado from a small agricultural 
community to Arkansas’s oil boom town. The district also represents a wide array of historic 
architectural styles ranging from the ornate Queen Anne to early Ranch structures.  A number of 
revival styles are represented, including Greek Revival, Classical Revival, Gothic Revival, Spanish 
Colonial Revival, and a number of Colonial Revival structures.  The largest percentage of properties 
represented are built in the Craftsman style.  There are three properties individually listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places located within the historic district: El Dorado Apartments (420 
Wilson Place, listed 1983); the Matthew Rainey House (424 N. Jackson Avenue, listed 1974); and 
the Charles H. Murphy, Sr,. House (900 N. Madison Avenue, listed 1983).

HISTORIC DISTRICT INVENTORY

Contributing 76

Non-Contributing 45

Total 121

63%
CONTRIBUTING

Murphy-Hill Historic District 
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ARKANSAS REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
The Arkansas Register is the state’s official record of properties, sites, structures, buildings, landscape areas 
and objects which are significant to the history, architecture, and culture of the State of Arkansas and its 
communities.  Listing in the Arkansas Register provides recognition of a property’s historic significance 
and in no way restricts the property owner from how it is used, modified or demolished, although Arkansas 
Register listing may qualify the property owner for certain grant funds as they are available. 

The Arkansas Register is administered by the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program (AHPP).  While 
the AHPP nominates properties for Arkansas Register listing, private individuals, organizations and local 
governments may also initiate the process and prepare the necessary documentation.  The State Review 
Board, consisting of eleven individuals appointed by the Governor of Arkansas, considers each property 
proposed for state listing and makes a recommendation on its eligibility. All properties listed in the National 
Register are automatically listed in the Arkansas Register.

As of December 2019, there are two (2) properties that have been individually listed in the Arkansas 
Register of Historic Places within the City of El Dorado (see Figure 1 on page 59):

1. American Legion Building /TAC House (1949, 1101 North West Avenue, listed 2017)
2. YWCA Building (1938, 118 West Peach Street, listed 1983)

YWCA Building, 118 West Peach Street
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LOCAL HISTORIC LANDMARKS AND DISTRICTS
As of December 2019, there is one (1) Local Historic District that has been designated by the City of  
El Dorado:

El Dorado Commercial Historic District (Courthouse Square, portions of Main, Jefferson, Washington, 
Jackson, Cedar and Locust Streets, designated 2004)

The El Dorado Commercial Historic District is also listed in the National Register of Historic Places and the 
boundaries of both districts are the same (see Figure 2 on page 61).  The district includes a major portion 
of Downtown El Dorado including the Courthouse Square and the buildings which face it.  The Historic 
District consists of sixty-nine buildings and one monument situated on the principal streets and their arteries 
surrounding the four-story Classical Revival-style Union County Courthouse.  Of the 69 properties in 
the historic district, 67 percent contribute to the historic significance of the district.  Construction dates 
of the buildings in the district span the period from the late 19th century to the early 1950s. A majority of 
the buildings in the district were constructed in the 1920s, the period of El Dorado's most prolific growth 
following the discovery of oil.

The Arkansas Historic Districts Act of 1963 does not enable municipalities to designate individual local 
landmarks; therefore, El Dorado currently does not have any locally designated landmark buildings or 
properties.

SURVEY AND DOCUMENTATION
As of December 2019, there are three existing historic resource surveys that have been completed within 
the City of El Dorado. All three surveys were conducted during the process of creating National Register 
historic districts and include properties within the El Dorado Commercial Historic District (survey conducted 
in 2002 and district listed in 2003), the Murphy-Hill Historic District (survey conducted in 2006 and district 
listed in 2007) and the Mahony Historic District (survey conducted in 2010 and district listed in 2011). There 
were no individual survey reports prepared for each survey as they were in preparation for the listing of the 
three National Register historic districts.

69S TAT E  O F  T H E  C I T Y  R E P O R T



Federal, State and Local Incentives
Summarized in this section are several financial incentive programs offered by the City of El Dorado and 
other state and federal agencies.

MAIN STREET EL DORADO MINI-GRANT PROGRAM

Main Street El Dorado provides mini grants to commercial properties within the downtown commercial 
district for building rehabilitation.  Funding for the mini-grant program comes from revenue that is 
generated by Main Street El Dorado events and promotions, and Main Street Downtown Revitalization 
grants from the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program.

ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION TAX CREDIT 
The rehabilitation tax credit program is based on the Federal Tax Credit and is administered by the Arkansas 
Historic Preservation Program.  The program offers owners of historic properties (commercial, industrial 
and residential) a state income tax credit equal to 25 percent of the rehabilitation costs.  To be eligible, 
properties must be listed in the National Register and the proposed work must meet the Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for the Treatment of Historic Properties. The required minimum investment for income-
producing properties is $25,000, and is $5,000 for non-income-producing properties.

ARKANSAS COUNTY COURTHOUSE GRANT PROGRAM
The Courthouse Grant program is funded through grants from the Arkansas Natural and Cultural Resources 
Council (ANCRC).  The AHPP must advocate for ANCRC funding each year and will continue to make the 
best case for this successful and popular program.

ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION RESTORATION GRANT PROGRAM
The Historic Preservation Restoration Grant program is funded by the AHPP’s dedicated funding from 
the Real Estate Transfer Tax. The program provides grants for three main projects types: for Arkansas 
Register listed properties and non-contributing properties within National Register historic districts to 
correct alterations that prevent them from being listed in the National Register of Historic Places; for 
general rehabilitation and restoration work available to properties owned by non–profits and local units 
of government; and for cemetery restoration work.  Properties must be listed in the National Register 
for certain types of funding. While Real Estate Transfer Tax funding is a dedicated income stream for the 
agency, it could be reallocated by the state legislature in the future.  The AHPP must advocate strongly for 
continued access to this important funding source.  These efforts must include communicating the benefit of 
these programs to decision makers and the general public.
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ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION EASEMENT PROGRAM
The Historic Preservation Easement Program is administered by the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program 
and offers individual property owners the opportunity to preserve the exterior facades of their historic 
buildings.  While the property owner would retain ownership, they would donate a preservation easement to 
the AHPP, which provides AHPP with the legal authority to review changes to the easement areas in order 
to maintain the historic character of the property.  Easements are granted in perpetuity which permanently 
preserve historic buildings and sites.  Federal tax benefits may be available for donations that qualify under 
the Internal Revenue Code.

FEDERAL HISTORIC PRESERVATION TAX CREDIT PROGRAM

Since 1976, the National Park Service, in partnership with the Internal Revenue Service and the Arkansas 
Historic Preservation Program, administers the Federal Historic Preservation Tax Credit Program to 
encourage rehabilitation and reinvestment in historic buildings.  A 20 percent tax credit is provided to 
owners and developers of income producing historic buildings who undertake a substantial rehabilitation 
project.  An eligible building must be a certified historic structure; a qualified building rehabilitation project 
must also meet the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.  Projects are reviewed by the 
AHPP and the National Park Service.

CERTIFIED LOCAL GOVERNMENT GRANT PROGRAM
As a Certified Local Government (CLG), El Dorado is eligible for pass-through grants from the federal 
Historic Preservation Fund. The Arkansas Historic Preservation Program must allocate at least 10 percent 
of its annual federal appropriation to CLGs each year. CLG pass-through grants can be used for a variety of 
local historic preservation projects, including architectural surveys of historic sites or districts, preparation 
of nominations for the National Register of Historic Places, development of educational materials for 
historic property owners, and rehabilitation of local historic structures. CLG grants are often used to provide 
training and support to local historic district commissions. The City of El Dorado has benefited from this 
grant program and should continue to apply for CLG grants annually to implement its historic preservation 
program.

UNDERREPRESENTED COMMUNITIES GRANT PROGRAM
The National Park Service’s Underrepresented Communities Grant Program (URC) works towards 
diversifying the nominations submitted to the National Register of Historic Places. URC grants are funded 
by the Historic Preservation Fund (HPF), and are administered by the National Park Service. Projects 
include surveys and inventories of historic properties associated with communities underrepresented in the 
National Register, as well as the development of nominations to the National Register for specific sites. 
Grants are awarded through a competitive process and do not require non-Federal match. As a Certified 
Local Government, the City of El Dorado is eligible to apply.
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PAUL BRUHN HISTORIC REVITALIZATION GRANTS PROGRAM
The Paul Bruhn Historic Revitalization Grants Program is a Historic Preservation Fund grant program 
created in 2018 that supports subgrant programs that enable the rehabilitation of historic properties 
and rehabilitate, protect, and foster economic development of rural communities. This program funds 
preservation projects for historic sites, including architectural and engineering services and physical 
building preservation through subgrants to rural communities. Eligible properties must be listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places or determined eligible for listing at the National, State, or local level of 
significance and located within rural (non-urban) communities with populations less than 50,000. Certified 
Local Governments, of which El Dorado is one, as well as non-profit organizations may apply for funding that 
will in turn be subgranted to projects in rural communities in their jurisdictions.

AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURAL HERITAGE ACTION FUND
Grants from the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s African American Cultural Heritage Action 
Fund are designed to advance ongoing preservation activities for historic places such as sites, museums, and 
landscapes representing African American cultural heritage.  The fund supports work in four primary areas: 
Capital Projects, Organizational Capacity Building, Project Planning, and Programming and Interpretation.

First Christian Church, North Madison Avenue and East Sheppard
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City Boards and Commissions
The following is a description of City commissions and boards that have specific roles in the management and 
administration of the City’s historic preservation program.  Other preservation partner organizations that 
have advocacy or community development roles within the preservation program are also described in this 
section.

CITY OF EL DORADO HISTORIC DISTRICT COMMISSION
The Historic District Commission was created in 1984 by City Ordinance No. 1391 to complete a subgrant 
from the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program.  At that time, it was comprised of five members and was 
given the authority to adopt rules and regulations.  Additional authority and duties were created by City 
Ordinance No. 1685 in 2004 which expanded the role of the Commission and created the Commercial 
Historic District.  The purpose of the Commission includes adopting Design Guidelines, conducting surveys 
of important neighborhoods and places, nominating properties to the National Register of Historic Places, 
recommending to the City Council designation of local historic districts, conducting COA review, promoting 
the education of El Dorado’s heritage, and maintaining the community’s CLG status. The Commission was 
expanded to seven members in 2001 and is staffed by the City of El Dorado.

CITY OF EL DORADO PLANNING AND ZONING COMMISSION
The mission of the Planning and Zoning Commission is to interpret and enforce the City of El Dorado 
Zoning Ordinance, update the Zoning Map and consider rezoning applications.

CITY OF EL DORADO ADVERTISING AND PROMOTION COMMISSION
The mission of the Advertising and Promotion Commission is to increase occupancy, revenues and visitation 
in area hotels, meeting facilities and attractions; provide superior customer service to all customers; enhance 
the cultural, recreational and economic environment of the community; stimulate the creation of more 
tourism-related jobs; and promote and advertise a positive image for El Dorado as an active, inclusive, 
friendly and prosperous city. The Commission oversees the funding of grants to projects that meet these 
objectives.
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“Preservation partners 
help make this Plan a 
reality.”

Preservation Partners  
and Advocates
ARKANSAS HISTORIC PRESERVATION 
PROGRAM
The Arkansas Historic Preservation Program (State Historic 
Preservation Office – SHPO) was created by the Arkansas 
General Assembly in 1969 and is the agency of the Division 
of Arkansas Heritage, Department of Parks, Heritage 
and Tourism, charged with preserving the buildings, sites, 
neighborhoods, and structures that constitute the state’s 
heritage.  The Arkansas Historic Preservation Program 
(AHPP) documents and registers the state’s cultural 
resources and provides grants, tax credits and technical 
assistance to property owners and local communities to 
help leverage investments in these resources.  The AHPP 
also oversees the Main Street Arkansas program and offers 
tours, workshops and publications documenting Arkansas 
history.

PRESERVE ARKANSAS
Founded in 1981, Preserve Arkansas is the only statewide 
non-profit organization focused on preserving Arkansas’s 
architectural and cultural resources.  They provide 
educational programs centered on architectural heritage, 
advocates for statewide and local preservation legislation, 
and assists owners of historic properties to in preserving and 
restoring historic structures.  Preserve Arkansas is funded 
through membership dues, contributions from individuals, 
foundations, and corporations, and annual fundraising 
events.

ARKANSAS HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION

Founded in 1941, the purpose of the Arkansas Historical 
Association is to promote interest in the history of 
Arkansas; to locate, collect, and preserve historical material; 
and to publish scarce and important source material, 
historical articles, news, and notes.  The Association holds 
an annual conference and published the Arkansas Historical 
Quarterly. The Association is a non-profit organization 
housed at the University of Arkansas, Fayetteville.
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SOUTH ARKANSAS HISTORICAL PRESERVATION SOCIETY
The South Arkansas Historical Preservation Society (formerly known as the South Arkansas Historical 
Foundation) was founded in the 1976 and is a non-profit organization that provides public education and 
study of the history of southern Arkansas, Union County and El Dorado.  The Preservation Society was 
created in 2009 to act as the Friends support organization for the South Arkansas Historical Preservation 
Society and its activities.  Several major projects completed by the SAHPS include the restoration of the 
Newton House and its operation as a museum, and the creation of an 1,100 square feet exhibition space 
within its administration building at 412 East Faulkner Street.

NILE AND MARZELL SMITH MUSEUM OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
HISTORY
Nile E. and Marzell Smith Museum of African American History is a non-profit organization founded in 
2003 for the collection, organization and dissemination of African American history in South Arkansas.  
The Museum endeavors to inform and educate the public about Black achievements in education, housing, 
religious life, civic organizations, employment, business and civil rights.  The Museum is located in the former 
Carver School at 700 North Columbia Avenue.

MAIN STREET EL DORADO
Main Street Arkansas, created in 1984, is an advocate and resource for Arkansas communities seeking 
to revitalize their downtown commercial districts.  It is the statewide representative of the national Main 
Street Program, created by the National Trust for Historic Preservation in 1980.  Main Street El Dorado 
was formed as a non-profit, membership-based organization to promote the revitalization of Downtown El 
Dorado through historic preservation-based economic development and is an accredited program of the 
National Main Street Center.

EL DORADO FIFTY FOR THE FUTURE
El Dorado – Fifty for the Future exists to promote city and county government for El Dorado and Union 
County, assist in voter education and promote the design, acceptance and implementation of a master 
city plan for El Dorado.  The organization encourages city growth, beautification and amenities that 
will encourage existing business and populations to remain in the area and promote new businesses and 
populations to locate in the area.

75S TAT E  O F  T H E  C I T Y  R E P O R T



El Dorado Ice and Coal Company Building, 185 South Madison Avenue
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STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS
More than 60 stakeholders participated in listening sessions and focus group discussions over the course of two 
days in September 2019.  Listening sessions were one hour in duration and covered topics related to historic 
preservation, economic development, incentives and educational initiatives. Stakeholders interviewed Include:

• Mayor of El Dorado and City Council Aldermen 
and Alderwomen

• Airport Commission
• Arkansas Welcome Center
• Corporations and Industries
• El Dorado Advertising and Promotion Commission
• El Dorado Chamber of Commerce
• El Dorado Fire Marshall
• El Dorado Public Works Department 
• Financial Institutions

• Historic Preservation Plan Steering Committee
• Historic District Commission
• Local Appraisers, Realtors and Developers
• Main Street El Dorado
• Murphy Arts District
• Planning and Zoning Commission
• Property Owners
• South Arkansas Community College
• South Arkansas Historical Foundation
• Union County

Section 4 summarizes key preservation planning issues determined through on-site field work, an analysis 
of existing plans and policies, and active engagement of El Dorado stakeholders through focus group and 
listening sessions, an open house and an online survey, and creation of a project website for posting draft 
planning documents and other materials for public access.

Preservation Challenges and 
Opportunities

STAKEHOLDER QUOTES

“We need to emphasize history from the minority perspective” 
“We want to see more residential units in upper floor downtown buildings.” 
“Forty houses were demolished in one year - we need more investment to preserve these properties.” 
“The City should create markers to identify the historic African American neighborhoods.”
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Big map exercise - source: The Lakota Group

COMMUNITY OPEN HOUSE #1
The City of El Dorado and the Historic District Commission 
hosted a community open house on Tuesday, November 
12, 2019 at the South Arkansas Library Auditorium.  The 
workshop presented an overview of El Dorado’s historic 
preservation program, including its National Register properties 
and districts, and a set of interactive exercises designed to 
gain feedback from workshop participants of key historic 
preservation issues.

ONLINE SURVEY #1
In November 2019, the City and the Historic District 
Commission launched an online survey posted on 
the El Dorado Historic Preservation Plan website: 
ElDoradoHistoricPreservationPlan.com  

The following summarizes the responses and results of both the 
community workshop and online survey:

“Preservation is an 
amazing opportunity 
for the El Dorado 
community to be 
engaged in decision-
making processes.”

- survey respondent

Warner Brown Hospital, 460 West Oak Street
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PEOPLE AND PLACES THAT MATTER
Preserving El Dorado’s heritage includes both places and people.  Open House attendees and survey 
participants responded to questions regarding what people, population groups and places should be subject to 
future documentation and preservation efforts.

Place of importance

 1. Warner Brown Hospital 
2. Barton Library 
3. South Arkansas Arboretum State Park
4. First United Methodist Church
5. First Baptist Cordell
6. BancorpSouth Building
7. St. Mary’s Episcopal
8. First Christian Church

9. Hillsboro Viaduct
10. Historic African American districts
11. South Arkansas College Area in downtown
12. North Calion Road
13. Mellor Park Area
14. Country Club Terrace
15. Parkway neighborhood
16. West Main Street
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People of Importance

E. FAY JONES CHARLES PORTIS RICHARD MASON

International architect American author born in El Dorado Real estate developer

DAISEY BATES DANIEL GAFFORD T. MURPHY NOLAN

Civil rights leader First NBA player from El Dorado Founding Board member of Preserve 
Arkansas

H.L. HUNT ALBERT RUST JODIE MAHONY

El Dorado oil baron Civil War era politician Elected to the Arkansas House of 
Representatives

KNOX WHITE CYNTHIA SCOTT T. H. BARTON

Athlete and adventurer who made a 
difference in education

Grammy-nominated jazz vocalist President of Lion Oil company and 
founder of the Arkansas State Fair

 source: Genealogy

source: Wikipedia

source: OnlyinArkansas

source: SHARE foundation

source: Alchetron

source: Wikipedia

source: ChicagoBulls

source: Encyclopedia of Arkansas

source: Pryor Center, University of Arkansas

source: NJBrewer

source: The Arkansas Democrat - Gazette

source: Sporting Life Arkansas

81S TAT E  O F  T H E  C I T Y  R E P O R T



Neighborhood 
Revitalization

Main Street 
Revitalization

Educational 
Initiatives

Additional Land-
marks & Districts41 %

24 %

19 %

16 %

PRIORITY PRESERVATION ACTIONS
El Dorado stakeholders were asked to provide feedback and rank the relative importance on potential 
preservation-based community development actions. The initiatives were refined to encourage people to 
take more drastic measures when allocating their money. The following initiatives were ranked from the most 
to least important.

Other potential initiatives cited by workshop attendees and survey respondents include:

• Beautification of other areas of the city — like entrances and streets — would really help in making our city 
more desirable

• Arts initiatives outside the realm of the Murphy Arts District promoting history and culture
• More emphasis on diversity and helping residents embrace change rather than fear it
• Tourism initiatives including El Dorado and Union County-wide tours

COMMUNITY QUALITY OF LIFE
Historic buildings and places play an integral role in shaping a community’s overall quality of life and 
livability.  Survey respondents and workshop attendees provided comments on what roles historic 
preservation should play in enhancing quality of life. Responses include:

• Attracts economic development
• Attains and preserves more green open spaces
• Supports walkability and biking initiatives
• Gives the community a chance to come together and celebrate their heritage and culture.
• Improves livability, attracts businesses, and retains residents
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BARRIERS TO HISTORIC PRESERVATION
Survey respondents and workshop attendees ranked, from most to least, what they believe to be the most 
significant barriers to historic preservation.

PRESERVATION ISSUES AND CONCERNS
Issues and general concerns expressed by attendees and respondents related to historic preservation in the 
City of El Dorado include:

• There are several organizations with similar interests, and they need to pool their resources together and focus 
on a community-based initiative. 

• Community understanding of and involvement in historic preservation.
• It is great to preserve our communities, but it should not be punitive or petty.
• Sometimes historic preservation can be a barrier to improvement or development.
• With a decreasing population, historic preservation is no longer the top priority.
• Residents are not involved in preservation

35%

23%
11%

10%

10%

8%

3% 1%

Lack of Knowledge and 
understanding of historic 
preservation

Lack of citizen interest 
and involvement

Lack of public-private partnership / 
organizational collaboration

Weak investor / developer 
interest in historic properties

No long-term vision for 
historic preservation in 

the City of El Dorado

Lack of ongoing, organized historic 
preservation advocacy groups

Lack of skilled preservation 
craftsman / tradesman / contractors

Lack of financial incentives
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90
PARTICIPANTS

18% 25%

DEMOGRAPHICS
The online survey garnered 70 responses with the majority of respondents from the City of El Dorado  
(80 percent), 25 percent of which own property in an El Dorado historic districts. The community open 
house hosted around 20 participants, all of which live in the City of El Dorado.

Age segmentation of survey respondents

non-caucasian residents own property in a  
Historic District

El Dorado residents
80% 
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Opportunities and Challenges

Stakeholder engagement conducted during the first phase of the planning process provided insights into key 
preservation issues and challenges, summarized in this section.

SURVEYS, DOCUMENTATION AND DESIGNATION 
Over the last 20 years, the City of El Dorado and the Historic District Commission have conducted three 
historic resource surveys of Downtown El Dorado, the Murphy-Hill and Mahony neighborhoods. Although 
these efforts did not result in formal survey reports, they led to the listing of the Commercial Historic 
District, the Murphy-Hill Historic District and the Mahony Historic District in the National Register of Historic 
Places. 

Surveys provide valuable information not only for the purpose of identifying potential historic districts 
and landmarks but also to inform building owners on the history, architecture and design features of their 
property.  Making survey information more accessible to building owners should be a key goal going forward 
for the Historic District Commission.  Apart from the issue of accessibility, the community should prioritize 
survey areas where potential districts may exist, including El Dorado’s post World War II neighborhoods, 
which contain highly intact Ranch home residential resources.

BARRIERS TO HISTORIC PRESERVATION
El Dorado stakeholders cited several barriers to advancing preservation and community revitalization —
the financial burden of meeting building code requirements in downtown rehabilitation and adaptive use 
projects, the high costs in construction labor and in obtaining appraisers, and the lack of skilled craftsmen 
and contractors in the area, among others.  In the case of downtown adaptive use projects, property owners 
and developers might not be aware of the Federal and Arkansas Historic Preservation Tax Credit programs 
that could potentially offset the costs of meeting local building code requirements.  

Active outreach and education efforts on the part of the Historic District Commission and Main Street 
El Dorado could help inform the El Dorado development community on how to access and use available 
incentive programs.  New incentive programs may also help developers and investors bridge financing gaps 
preventing projects from moving forward.  Formal local contractor and craftsmen training programs, as 
developed by several municipalities and non-profit preservation organizations around the country, some in 
partnership with local trade unions, could aid in building the knowledge base of local contractors to properly 
rehabilitate El Dorado’s historic homes.

SPECIAL AND DIVERSE PLACES IN EL DORADO
Liberty Street, Memphis Heights, and the Douglas and Rock Island neighborhoods are places associated 
with El Dorado’s African American community, with the St. Louis and Fairview neighborhoods considered 
the oldest African American settlements in El Dorado dating to the post-Civil War period.  Over time, 
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as occurred in many communities across the country, El Dorado’s African American neighborhoods and 
their commercial areas were subject to displacement due to redevelopment, some disappearing altogether 
from the physical landscape.  Demolition activity and desegregation — which enabled African Americans to 
travel beyond their own neighborhoods for goods and services — particularly affected the Memphis Heights 
neighborhood and the Hill Street commercial district during the 1950s and 60s.  

There is emerging interest among local preservation advocates to identify, commemorate, and preserve the 
remaining built resources of El Dorado’s African American community, as well as tell its stories through 
oral history and interpretive efforts.  Nationally, the African America experience is under-represented in 
National Register listings.  Perhaps additional survey, research and documentation efforts may identify 
African American related resources worthy of recognition and listing.

CULTURAL LANDSCAPES 
El Dorado has a number of parks and cemeteries of historic and cultural value worthy of additional 
documentation and potential preservation, such as Mattocks Park and Presbyterian Cemetery.  Several 
parks are undergoing planning for future improvements and enhancements to meet modern park and 
recreation needs.  A survey and documentation of the parks would help to identify any features worthy of 
preservation and reuse.  Likewise, such efforts for the community’s cemeteries could lead to stewardship and 
maintenance plans for their long-term preservation, as well as possible interpretive guides to tell the stories 
of the important El Dorado citizens laid to rest in them. 

ADVOCATING FOR HISTORIC PRESERVATION
El Dorado stakeholders identified education and outreach to the broader El Dorado community on historic 
preservation’s benefits as key to garnering support for new landmarks and districts and other preservation 
activities.  The City and the Historic District Commission are fortunate to have a successful Main Street 
revitalization program and an active South Arkansas Historical Preservation Society as partners in promoting 
El Dorado’s history.  Both entities can serve as active partners to the Commission on a variety of educational 
activities that build local appreciation of the community’s historic resources and their contribution to El 
Dorado’s economic potential and quality of life.  Educational efforts will also need to take new forms, using 
new digital technologies among them, to reach and inform all segments of the community.

HOUSING AND NEIGHBORHOOD REVITALIZATION
Bungalows, simple cottages, Ranch homes and Colonial mansions characterize the rich diversity of El 
Dorado’s historic housing stock, although their conditions and integrity vary from neighborhood to 
neighborhood, including the existing National Register Historic Districts.  Like many communities, El 
Dorado faces challenges in addressing deteriorating and vacant properties, absentee land ownership, 
perceptions of housing discrimination by local realtors and brokers, and the need for affordable housing 
where the majority of local residents spend close to 50 percent of household income alone on housing and 
transportation costs.  
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Local stakeholders agree that El Dorado has a solid housing 
stock but efforts to actively provide affordable housing through 
rehabilitation and new construction are currently nonexistent, 
due mainly to the lack of locally focused efforts.  There is also no 
non-profit community development housing entity operating 
in El Dorado and the south Arkansas region that could assist in 
local housing improvement efforts.  El Dorado preservationists 
believe there are opportunities to implement a preservation-
based neighborhood revitalization program, acknowledging that its 
funding, organization and support may require involvement from a 
broader base of stakeholders and institutions in the community.

LOCAL HISTORIC DISTRICTS
El Dorado currently has one Local Historic District, the downtown 
El Dorado Commercial District adopted by the City Council in 
2003.  Unlike the four National Register Historic Districts in El 
Dorado, the downtown Local Historic District requires review of 
exterior alterations and demolitions by the Historic Preservation 
Commission.  To most community stakeholders, the Local Historic 
District, alongside the availability of façade rehabilitation incentive 
programs offered through Main Street El Dorado and the City, 
has served as an effective tool in managing the downtown physical 
environment and the preservation of its important historic 
resources.  At present, the three other National Register Historic 
Districts lack Local Historic District designation, leaving El 
Dorado’s significant historic residential architecture vulnerable to 
inappropriate modifications or demolition.  

According to local stakeholders, consensus and support for 
designating the remaining National Register Districts among 
property owners remains uncertain if not lacking altogether.  
However, the Historic Preservation Commission has yet to pursue 
active efforts to work with property owners to designate the 
neighborhoods.  Most stakeholders agree that an organized effort 
to educate and inform property owners about the benefits of 
preservation must be the first course of action. 

“At present, three of 
the National Register 
historic districts lack 
Local Historic District 
designation”

504 North Madison Avenue
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LOCAL LANDMARKS
Unlike other states, Arkansas state preservation law does 
not permit local municipalities to designate individual 
landmarks, only Local Historic Districts, leaving individually 
listed National Register properties and other significant 
resources vulnerable to change or demolition.  While local 
landmark designation is not available as a preservation 
tool to the City and the Historic District Commission, 
conservation easements and land trusts could provide 
alternative means to protecting landmark buildings 
and sites long-term, although they often require the 
involvement of third parties.  The Arkansas Historic 
Preservation Program currently accepts conservation 
easements, which is a voluntary transfer of rights over 
some aspect of a building — usually the exterior facade — 
while the owner retains use and possession of the interior 
and rest of the property.  In turn, the easement grants 
authority to the AHPP to review proposed changes or 
alterations to the exterior.  While commonly used for 
protecting open space and wilderness areas, land trusts 
are non-profit local organizations that can also purchase 
properties for preservation and rehabilitation purposes 
or receive easements.  Currently, there are 22 National 
Register-listed properties that could benefit from some 
form of protection.   

HISTORIC PRESERVATION  
AND THE ARTS
While still in development, the Murphy Arts District 
offers much promise in promoting El Dorado as a prime 
destination for arts and culture in the southern Arkansas 
region.  With the Rialto Theatre and McWilliams Building 
coming online in the years ahead as additional performance 
and artist live-work and creative spaces, the Arts District 
should also contribute to downtown’s ongoing revitalization 
by fostering the startup of other arts-related businesses.  

While the success of the Arts District itself should remain 
a key priority and objective going forward, the City, Main 
Street El Dorado and other downtown stakeholders should 
explore incentives and programs that encourage other 
creative industries to locate in downtown, in its storefronts, 

Griffin Auto Company Building, 117 East Locust Street
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upper-floors and other vacant and underutilized buildings. Such incentives may include the combination 
of historic preservation tax credits, small grants and local venture funds to facilitate adaptation of existing 
buildings for creative space use and new business start-ups.  A historic preservation-based creative industry 
development strategy would serve to complement other Main Street economic development initiatives.

DIVERSITY AND THE NEXT PRESERVATION LEADERS
Like many communities, El Dorado’s success in historic preservation is largely due to the persistent work 
of a dedicated group of advocates and civic leaders who believed in preservation’s power to transform the 
community and enhance its quality of life — starting first in the downtown district in the 1980s with the 
founding of the El Dorado Main Street program and later with the nomination of neighborhood historic 
districts in the 2000s. Historic preservation continues to enjoy support and participation by a cross section 
of the El Dorado community from young and old to elected officials, residents, and local businesses, 
industries and institutions.  That support also extends to the community’s diverse populations, including 
African Americans who view preservation as critical to telling the full narrative of El Dorado’s history — a 
narrative that has not always been explored and considered – the contributions of African Americans to the 
city’s development and cultural life.  

Going forward, local preservationists should aim to enlist and develop as future preservation leaders, a 
community of committed individuals who are representative of all age and population groups in El Dorado.  
This in turn will aid in continuing the momentum of preservation successes into the future with a new 
generation of dedicated preservation advocates.

103 Parkway Drive North
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Masonic Temple Lodge 151, 739 East Cook Street
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Appendix 1:  
The National Register Criteria for Evaluation
This appendix is adapted from Section 2 of National Register Bulletin 15: How to Apply the National 
Register Criteria for Evaluation, National Park Service, U.S. Department of the Interior. 

CRITERIA FOR EVALUATION 
The quality of significance in American history, architecture, archeology, engineering, and culture is 
present in districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects that possess integrity of location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association, and: 

a. That are associated with events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history; or 
b. That are associated with the lives of significant persons in our past; or, 
c. That embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction, or that represent the 

work of a master, or that possess high artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity 
whose components may lack individual distinction; or, 

d. That have yielded or may be likely to yield, information important in history or prehistory. 

CRITERIA CONSIDERATIONS 
Ordinarily cemeteries, birthplaces, graves of historical figures, properties owned by religious institutions or 
used for religious purposes, structures that have been moved from their original locations, reconstructed 
historic buildings, properties primarily commemorative in nature, and properties that have achieved 
significance within the past 50 years shall not be considered eligible for the National Register.  However, 
such properties will qualify if they are integral parts of districts that do meet the criteria or if they fall within 
the following categories: 

a. A religious property deriving primary significance from architectural or artistic distinction or historical 
importance; or, 

b. A building or structure removed from its original location, but which is primarily significant for architectural 
value, or which is the surviving structure most importantly associated with a historic person or event; or, 

c. A birthplace or grave of a historical figure of outstanding importance if there is no appropriate site or building 
associated with his or her productive life; or 

d. A cemetery that derives its primary importance from graves of persons of transcendent importance, from age, 
from distinctive design features, or from association with historic events; or, 

e. A reconstructed building when accurately executed in a suitable environment and presented in a dignified 
manner as part of a restoration master plan, and when no other building or structure with the same association 
has survived; or, 

f. A property primarily commemorative in intent if design, age, tradition, or symbolic value has invested it with its 
own exceptional significance; or, 

g. A property achieving significance within the past 50 years if it is of exceptional importance.
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Appendix 2:  
The Arkansas Register Criteria for Evaluation
The following criteria have been adopted by the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program (AHPP) for 
the inclusion of properties in the Arkansas Register of Historic Places, the state’s official record of those 
properties, sites, structures, buildings, landscapes areas and objects significant in the history, architecture, 
and culture of the state of Arkansas and its communities. Listing in the Arkansas Register provides 
recognition of a property’s historic significance and does not restrict an owner’s right to use, modify or 
dispose of the property. Listing in the Arkansas Register may qualify the property owner for certain grant 
funds as they are available. The Arkansas Register is administered by the AHPP. While the AHPP nominates 
properties for Arkansas Register listing, private individuals and organizations and local governments often 
initiate the process and prepare the necessary documentation. The Arkansas State Review Board, consisting 
of eleven individuals appointed by the Governor of Arkansas, considers each property proposed for state 
listing and makes a recommendation on its eligibility.

PROPERTY LISTING ELIGIBILITY
Properties deemed eligible for inclusion in the Arkansas Register generally must be 50 years old or older, 
shall possess integrity of design materials, workmanship, feeling, and association and meet at least one of the 
following criteria:

• Association with events of state or local historical significance; or
• Association with the lives of persons of significance in the history of the state or locality; or
• Represent a type, style or period of architecture; or
• Association with important elements of Arkansas’s history or pre-history

Unlike the National Register, the Arkansas Register does not specifically preclude the nomination of 
commemorative properties, structures that have been moved from their original locations, and reconstructed 
buildings, nor does the inclusion require that eligible properties retain 51% of the historic integrity. 
Properties that fall into one or more of these categories may qualify for the Arkansas Register providing 
they meet at least one of the four criteria for evaluation. Buildings with non-historic synthetic siding may 
be deemed eligible for inclusion in the Arkansas Register providing that National Register criteria A, B, or 
C requirements can be satisfied. All historic places within the state listed in or nominated to the National 
Register will automatically be placed in the Arkansas Register.
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Appendix 3: Definitions 
ADAPTIVE USE: Rehabilitation of a historic structure for use other than its original use such as a residence 
converted into offices. 

ADDITION: New construction added to an existing building or structure. 

ALTERATION: Any project involving change of or addition to an existing building. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL RESOURCE: Any material remains or physical evidence of past human life or 
activities that are of archeological interest, including the record of the effects of human activities on the 
environment. An archeological resource is capable of revealing scientific or humanistic information through 
archeological research. 

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE: Any archaeological site on, or eligible for inclusion on, the National Register 
of Historic Places, or any site that contains archaeological objects and the contextual associations of the 
archaeological objects, located on land, including, but not limited to, submerged and submersible lands, 
and the bed of any river, creek, or streamlet within the City’s jurisdiction. Examples of archaeological sites 
include, but are not limited to: lithic quarries, camps, burial sites, lithic scatters, fortifications, house sites, 
and road beds.

AREA OF INFLUENCE: The affected area to be notified for a public hearing as determined by a specific 
type of construction, alteration, restoration, moving or demolition as described in the individual categories 
found in the guidelines for review adopted by the Historic District Commission.

BUILDING: Any structure having a roof supported by columns or walls for the housing or enclosure of 
persons, animals or chattels. 

CERTIFICATE OF APPROPRIATENESS: A document awarded by the Historic District Commission 
allowing an applicant to proceed with a proposed rehabilitation, renovation, preservation, alteration, 
demolition, or new construction in a designated area or site, following a determination of the proposal’s 
suitability according to applicable criteria. 

CERTIFICATE OF ECONOMIC HARDSHIP: A certificate issued by the Historic District Commission 
waiving the requirement for a Certificate of Appropriateness due to significant financial constraints of the 
property owner.

CERTIFIED LOCAL GOVERNMENT: A program that certifies communities that have met certain 
requirements in establishing local historic preservation programs. Once certified, communities gain access 
to grants and technical assistance to implement their local preservation programs. The Certified Local 
Government program is jointly administered by the National Park Service (NPS) and the Arkansas Historic 
Preservation Program.
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CHARACTER: The qualities and attributes of any structure, site, street or district. 

CONTEMPORARY: Reflecting characteristics of the current period. Contemporary denotes 
characteristics, which illustrate that a building, structure or detail was constructed in the present or recent 
past rather than being imitative or reflective of a historic design. 

COMMISSION: The El Dorado Historic District Commission established by the City of El Dorado.

CONTRIBUTING RESOURCE: Contributing resources are the buildings, objects, sites, and structures 
that contribute to understanding the architectural and historical development within a National Register or 
Local Historic District. The contributing resource usually retains a high level of integrity. 

DETAILING: Architectural aspects that, due to particular treatment, draw attention to certain parts or 
features of a building. 

DEMOLITION: Any act which destroys in whole or in part a building or structure. 

DEMOLITION BY NEGLECT: The destruction of a building or structure through abandonment or lack of 
maintenance. 

DESIGN GUIDELINES: Criteria developed by preservation commissions to identify design concerns in an 
area and to help property owners ensure that rehabilitation and new construction respect the character of 
designated buildings and districts. 

DESIGN REVIEW: Design review is the formal process of reviewing proposed projects seeking a Certificate 
of Appropriateness from the Historic District Commission. 

ELEMENT: A material part or detail of a site, structure, street, or district.

ENTRANCE AREA: The area of access to the interior of the building including the design, location, and 
materials of all porches, stairs, doors, transoms, and sidelights. 

EXTERIOR ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES: The architectural style, design and general arrangement of 
the exterior of a structure, including the kind and texture of the building material and the type and style of 
all windows, doors, light fixtures, signs and other appurtenant fixtures. 

FAÇADE: A face of a building. 

HEIGHT: The vertical distance as measured through the central axis of the building from the elevation of the 
lowest finished floor level to the highest point of the building. 

HISTORIC CONTEXT: Research for planning purposes that groups information about historic properties 
based on a shared theme, specific time period and geographical area.
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HISTORIC DISTRICT: A geographically definable area with a significant concentration of buildings, 
structures, sites, spaces, or objects unified by past events, physical development, design, setting, materials, 
workmanship, sense of cohesiveness or related historical and aesthetic associations. The significance of a 
district may be recognized through listing in a local, state, or national register and may be protected legally 
through enactment of a local historic district ordinance administered by a historic district commission. 

HISTORIC INTEGRITY: The retention of sufficient aspects of location, design, setting, workmanship, 
materials, feeling or association for a property to convey its historic significance.

HISTORIC RESOURCE: A historic resource is an aspect of a cultural system that is valued by or 
significantly representative of a culture, or that contains significant information about a culture. A historic 
resource is considered important if it is greater than 50 years of age. Historic resources are categorized as 
districts, sites, buildings, structures, and objects for the National Register of Historic Places. Archaeological 
sites are also considered historic resources. 

HISTORIC RESOURCES SURVEY: A study designed to identify and evaluate properties in a community, 
district or area to determine whether they may be of historic, architectural, archeological, engineering 
or cultural significance and the resulting list of evaluated properties that may be consulted for future 
designation. All surveys shall be conducted in accordance with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and 
Guidelines for Identification and Evaluation, as may be amended.

HISTORIC STRUCTURE: Any structure that is: 

1. Listed individually in the National Register of Historic Places (a listing maintained by the Department of the 
Interior) or preliminarily determined by the Secretary of the Interior as meeting the requirements for individual 
listing in the National Register; 

2. Certified or preliminarily determined by the Secretary of the Interior as contributing to the historical 
significance of a registered historic district or a district preliminarily determined by the Secretary to qualify as a 
registered historic district; 

3. Individually listed on a state inventory of historic places in states with historic preservation programs that have 
been approved by the Secretary of the Interior; or 

4. Individually listed on a local inventory of historic places in communities with historic preservation programs 
that have been certified either by an approved state program as determined by the Secretary of the Interior, or 
directly by the Secretary of the Interior in states without approved programs 

INVENTORY: A listing of properties evaluated as contributing or noncontributing to a historic district or 
potentially eligible for local landmark designation or for listing in the National Register of Historic Places. 
Inventories are derived from field surveys. 

LANDMARK: A building, structure, object or site, which is identified as a historic resource of particular 
significance. 

MASSING: Volume, magnitude or overall size of a building.

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES (NRHP): The official inventory of the nation’s historic 
properties, districts, sites, districts, structures, objects and landmarks which are significant in American 
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history, architecture, archaeology, and culture, maintained by the Secretary of the Interior under the 
authority of the Historic Sites Act of 1935 and the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (54 USC 
100101 et seq., 36 CFR Sections 60, 63, as may be amended). 

NON-CONTRIBUTING RESOURCE: A feature, addition, building, object, site, and structure that 
does not contribute to the historic character, authenticity or evolution of an historic resource or landmark 
or where the location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, history, and/or association of the feature, 
addition or building, structure, object or site has been so altered or deteriorated that the overall integrity of 
that historic resource or landmark has been irretrievably lost. 

OBJECT: The term “object” is used to distinguish from buildings and structures those constructions that are 
primarily artistic in nature or are relatively small in scale. Objects may include a boundary marker, fountain, 
monument, sculpture, or statuary. 

ORDINARY MAINTENANCE: Those improvements which do not change but simply upgrade a structure. 

OWNER OF RECORD: The person, corporation, or other legal entity listed as owner in the records of 
Union County, Arkansas. 

PRESERVATION: The maintenance of a property without significant alteration to its current condition. 

PROPORTION: Relationship of height to width of the building outline as well as individual components. 

PUBLIC NOTICE: The classified advertisement of an event, such as a historic district commission meeting, 
that is published in the local newspaper and posted in the city government building in order to notify the 
general public of the upcoming event. 

REHABILITATION: The process of returning a property to a state of utility, through repair or alteration, 
which makes possible an efficient contemporary use while preserving those portions and features of the 
property which are significant to its historic, architectural, and cultural values.

RESTORATION: The process of returning a building to its condition at a specific time period, often to its 
original condition. 

RHYTHM: A harmonious or orderly recurrence of compositional elements at regular intervals, including 
the location of doors and the placement of windows, symmetrically or asymmetrically and their relative 
proportion.

ROOF AREA: The outside covering of a building or structure extending above the vertical walls including 
the form, material, and texture of the roof, including the slope, pitch, and spacing of roof covering. Roof area 
also includes but is not limited to size, design, number, and location of dormers; the design and placement of 
cornices; and the size, design, material, and location of chimneys. 

SCALE: The relative dimension, size, degree or proportion of parts of a building to one another or a group of 
buildings. 
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SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR THE TREATMENT OF HISTORIC 
PROPERTIES: Principles developed by the National Park Service (36 CFR 68.3, as may be amended) to 
help protect historic properties by promoting consistent preservation practices and providing guidance to 
historic building owners and building managers, preservation consultants, architects, contractors, and project 
reviewers on how to approach the treatment of historic properties. The Secretary of the Interior Standards 
for the Treatment of Historic Properties may also be referred to in this local law as “Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards.”

SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR’S STANDARDS FOR REHABILITATION: The Secretary of the 
Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation outlines preservation standards for rehabilitation projects and are 
sometime used as the base set of standards for COA reviews by historic district commissions. Rehabilitation 
standards acknowledge the need to alter or add to a property to meet continuing or new uses while retaining 
the property’s historic character. 

SITE: The location of a significant event, a prehistoric or historic occupation or activity, or a building 
or structure, whether standing, ruined or vanished, where the location itself maintains historical or 
archaeological value regardless of the value of any existing buildings, structures or other objects. Examples of 
sites include parks, designed landscapes and natural features.

SITING: Location of a building in relationship to the legal boundaries and setbacks, adjacent properties, and 
the natural conditions of the site. 

STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE (SHPO): State Historic Preservation Offices are state 
agencies that manage and administer statewide preservation planning and cultural resource management 
programs, including the National Register of Historic Places and the Certified Local Government program. 
In Arkansas, the SHPO is the Arkansas Historic Preservation Program. 

STRUCTURE: Any improvement on the land that extends above ground level. 

TEXTURE: The visual or tactile surface characteristics created by shape, arrangement and distribution of the 
component materials. 

VACANT: A building, building portion, or property that is unoccupied and left unsecure, not in use, is in 
temporary use, or lacks permanent improvement.

WALL AREAS: The vertical architectural member used to define and divide space. This includes but is not 
limited to kind, texture, and exposure of wall sidings and trims and the location, number, and design of all 
window and door openings.
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Armstrong Building, 106 West Main Street

99S TAT E  O F  T H E  C I T Y  R E P O R T




