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Building the Faith and Preserving the Neighborhood: 

The Conflict in the Truman Neighborhood 
 

By Brent Schondelmeyer 

 

The New York Times journalist wrote to his frail father-in-law in 1971 in a matter-of-

fact fashion asking for a decision on a matter that first had been broached seven years 

earlier. 

He politely referred to his in-law as “Grandpa,” though to the world at large he was 

better known as Harry Truman – the Man from Independence. 

Son-in-law Clifton Daniel, at the urging of National Park Service officials, wrote to 

Truman at his Independence home seeking his personal approval for the creation of a 

National Historic Landmark District that would include the quiet residential 

neighborhood around the former president’s home at 219 N. Delaware. 

“The Park Service has the authority to register the Delaware Street area without 

approval of anyone,” Daniel wrote his father-in-law. “but it does not wish to do so 

without your approval. It is that approval that (the Park Service) now seeks.”1 

Truman, in earlier years, had been less than enthusiastic about the idea. In 1965 the 

former president informed the then Secretary of Interior: “I must say to you, that in the 

past I have been reluctant to contribute to any effort designed to commemorate my 

Presidency.”2 

But for Truman, who had been an occupant in his wife’s Delaware Street home for 

more than 50 years, responded to his son-in-law’s urging by giving his personal consent 

to the creation of the federally-designated Harry S. Truman National Historic Landmark 

District. The 12-block area was formally established in November 1971. 

By 1984, in the midst of community and centennial celebration of Truman’s birth, the 

quiet character of the Independence neighborhood had been transformed into a pitched 

political fight that extended far beyond the district boundaries and the 115,000 residents 

of Truman’s hometown. 

The dispute was a direct result of the plans of the First Baptist Church in 

Independence – located a half-block east of the presidential home – to add a $1.5 million 

                                                 
1 Letter from Clifton Daniel to Harry S. Truman; August 12, 1971; See pgs. 243-245, Presidential Sites: An 

Inventory of Historic Build ings, Sites and  Memorials Associated  with Former Presidents of the United  

States; National Park Service, 1982, Washington, D.C. 
2  Letter from Harry S. Truman to Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall; Ibid . 
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1,100 seat auditorium that would necessitate the demolition of church-owned structures 

in the Truman neighborhood. 

As the result of neighborhood opposition, court suits, aggressive newspaper coverage 

and editorial opposition, the church’s expansion plans become the source of continuing 

controversy and something of a cause celebre to historic preservationists throughout the 

country. 

The dispute covered a range of democratic ideas and values that resulted in a sharp 

and strident conflict: religious freedom, property rights, historic preservation and local 

versus larger public interests. The arenas of the conflict shifted from the editorial pages, 

to city hall, to the courts and across back fences in the neighborhood. 

The Rev. John Hughes, pastor of the First Baptist Church, viewed the dispute this 

way: “Our mission is to multiply, and this requires adequate meeting space. Our goal is 

not to destroy as many homes as we can. We also want to work with our neighbors to 

preserve property in this historic district. But we believe that Bible puts a priority on 

people as more important than property, if there is a conflict.”3 

It was an ill-timed expansion plan by the congregation which identifies itself as “A 

Historic Church Ministering to Contemporary Needs.” Though the project had been 

discussed for years, the church undertook the project just as the Truman Home was being 

opened to the public and interest in Truman was heightened by the centennial celebration. 

The Truman Home had been left of the federal government in the will of Bess 

Wallace Truman who had died in October 1982. The National Park Service which took 

possession of the Truman Home that December decided on an ambitious plan to open the 

Victorian structure for public tours in May 1984 to coincide with Mr. Truman’s May 8th 

birthday. 

The “property-people” conflict had been present long before the church’s most recent 

expansion plans. First Baptist Church regularly acquired adjoining properties over a 20-

year period, beginning in the early 1960s, to provide needed land for future church 

growth. Some homes on those properties were demolished as the building programs were 

undertaken. The other houses on church-owned property have been used as classrooms 

for a growing Sunday school program or rented out as apartments. 

The First Baptist Church was founded in 1845 with 12 members and has steadily 

grown through the years into a prosperous prominent city-center church of 1,500 

                                                 
3 Written interview with the Rev. John Hughes, First Baptist Church of Independence, January 1984.  
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members. Church leaders recoiled at any suggestion that the church should relocate to a 

suburban location where land would be available without demolishing additional homes. 

“Black Americans were once told that they had the right to ride the bus, but only in 

the back,” the Rev. Hughes said. “Does anyone suggest that the Baptists have the right to 

worship, but only on the backside of town, or only outside the Truman District. We hope 

this attitude is held by only a few bigots who do not realize our need for adequate space to 

conduct our worship and teaching services.”4 

In the summer of 1945, Life Magazine dispatched the nationally-known photographer 

Alfred Eisenstaedt to capture the character of Harry Truman’s hometown and state. 

Eisenstaedt trained his camera lens down Pleasant Street – the first street west of the 

Baptist Church. The photo caption read: “It is a handsome, historic, prosperous little city 

of 16,000 people with many beautiful streets …lined with shade trees and moderate-sized 

homes.”5 

Three of the homes in the photograph were acquired by the church and demolished 

during expansion plans that included construction of an educational building in 1968 and 

parking lots. 

Those building programs have helped change the character of the existing 

neighborhood when Truman was president. As a boy, Truman lived from 1896 to 1902 in 

a house in the same neighborhood on Waldo Avenue. He returned to the neighborhood in 

1919 when he married Bess Wallace and moved into her family home at 219 N. Delaware 

Street. It was his permanent residence until his death in December 1972. 

During his retirement Truman used the neighborhood for his fast-paced early morning 

walks that were a trademark of his presidency. During a 1948 Christmas Eve radio 

broadcast from his Independence home, the president shared these thoughts with the 

nation: 

 

“As I came up the street in the gathering dusk, I saw a hundred commonplace things 

that are hallowed to me on this Christmas Eve – hallowed because of their 

associations with the sanctuary of the home. 

 

“I saw the lighted windows in the homes of my neighbors, the gaily decked Christmas 

trees and the friendly lawns and gardens. The branches of the trees were bare and 

stark but somehow they looked familiar and friendly.”6 

 

                                                 
4  Ibid . 
5 “Harry Truman’s Missouri: It is country rich in border history,” Life Magazine; June 25, 1945. 
6 Public Papers of the President, Harry S. Truman (1948), p . 967. 
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The larger neighborhood underwent major changes after Harry and Bess returned to 

their Independence home in 1953. During urban renewal in the 1960s, the sub-standard 

housing of a predominately Black neighborhood within the Truman neighborhood was 

demolished and cleared for a city park. 

Other churches in the Truman neighborhood had also demolished several homes 

during their expansion programs. But no other major property holder – private, church, 

residential or business – was situated in such close proximity and in direct view from the 

Truman Home as the First Baptist Church. By the 1970s, the First Baptist Church was the 

largest property owner within the immediate two-block vicinity of the Truman Home. 

Harry Truman, though reluctant to have a landmark district established, in 1967 

signed along with his wife a protest petition opposing a rezoning needed to construct a 

30-unit townhouse on a 75,000-square-foot lot just north of the Truman Home on 

Delaware Street. That request was denied by the city Planning Commission. 

“Everyone is cognizant of the increasing number of visitors to Independence who 

travel these particular streets and it would seem that the need to maintain the traditional 

nature of this neighborhood should not only be readily apparent but a matter of civic 

pride,” a staff report stated.7 

The growing interest in preservation of the Truman neighborhood – in part 

precipitated by designation of the federal landmark district – resulted in the 1974 

adoption of a city ordinance making the federally designated landmark area also a city 

heritage district with congruent boundaries. 

The stated purpose of the ordinance was to maintain the Truman neighborhood as a 

“turn-of-the century Midwestern residential community of spacious, free-standing homes 

and residentially related institutions …”8 A related ordinance established a seven-member 

citizen commission, known as the Heritage Commission, that would review construction 

plans, alterations or demolitions to any building within the city historic district. The 

property owner could appeal any decision of the commission directly to the city council. 

However, the adopted ordinance specifically exempted any established churches within 

the district from all of the preservation provisions that were obligatory for all other 

property owners. 

Heritage Commission members strongly opposed the exemption which was not in the 

original ordinance they had helped draft. Allowing special consideration for certain 

                                                 
7 City Manager’s Memo, Planning Commission Case #67-29, Sept. 26, 1967. 
8 “An Ordinance Establishing the Standards Within the Harry S. Truman Heritage District,” Ord inance 

#3407; Jan. 21, 1974. 
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organizations, commission chairman Edgar Hinde said, “would not be fair and equitable 

to others within the district.”9 

A homeowner within the historic district had to adhere to detailed requirement 

concerning landscaping, remodeling, the amount of paving permitted on the lot and other 

provisions. Changes to their building were subject to review by the Heritage Commission. 

However, churches could demolish homes, no questions asked. 

The exemption was put into the preservation ordinance following strong lobbying of 

the city council by members of the First Baptist Church, who said they were planning a 

building program. It was the same program which the church actually would begin a 

decade later. 

When the city council decided in 1979 to expand the historic district to include a 22-

block-area, the church exemption clause was retained. Baptist churches and other 

denominations lobbied strongly for continuation of the exemption. “Exemptions for 

religious groups are commonplace and a proper way for government to express the 

priority value our society places on the religious life of our people,” Rev. Hughes said in 

defense of the church exemption in 1984.10 Not all clergy members whose churches were 

within the historic district agreed. “There does need to be separation of church and state, 

but that shouldn’t involve the separation of church and responsibility,” said the Rev. 

Thomas Melton, minister of the First Presbyterian Church and an original member of the 

Heritage Commission.11 

Many neighbors viewed the constitutional arguments as specious reasons offered by 

religious officials, of whatever denomination, to justify their plans regardless of their 

impact on the neighborhood. Officials of the First Baptist Church, in originally discussing 

the building plans, said the expansion project might require the demolition of as many as 

six church-owned homes, mostly to make land for additional parking. Several neighbors 

who opposed the church’s building program had helped restore older homes in the 

neighborhood and were also active in preservation and historical groups. The church 

plans, if followed through, would destroy the integrity of an important streetscape on 

Spring Street that include a house listed on the National Register of Historic Places. Other 

property owners were concerned that the asphalt parking lots would compound water 

drainage problems in the neighborhood, increase traffic congestion and adversely affect 

residential property values. 

                                                 
9 “Church Plea Out for the HST District,” The Independence Examiner, Dec. 8, 1973, page 1.  
10 Hughes interview, January 1984. 
11 “Church projects prompt debate over historic d istrict,” the Kansas City Star, Aug. 22, 1983, page 1. 
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Rather than merely objecting to the expansion plans, several neighbors joined 

together and filed suit in September 1984 challenging the constitutionality of the 

exemption clause in the city preservation ordinance. The court suit argued that the 

exemption violated the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment. As its remedy, 

the suit sought an injunction preventing the demolition of any of the six church-owned 

properties. It named both the church and the city as defendants.12 

The First Baptist Church immediately moved for dismissal of the suit. Their attorney, 

Michael Whitehead, in a written brief argued: “It is apparent that the grievance here is not 

a crass dollars-and-cents matter to these Plaintiffs, but it is almost a religious difference, 

because the Plaintiffs espouse the historic preservation values almost religiously.”13 

By this time, some of the most enthusiastic evangelists of the preservation faith – the 

National Park Service employees – had arrived in Independence. Not only did the Park 

Service have the faith, but they also had a major investment. They were concerned about 

protecting in perpetuity the Truman Home, 334th unit of the national park system, which 

about 80,000 visitors would tour annually. (In its first two years of operation, the Park 

Service has put more than a million dollars in capital improvements, planning, 

interpretation and preservation efforts at the Truman Home). 

In an internal memo, the then acting regional director of the Park Service in 

September 1983 expressed his concerns about what was happening in the Truman 

neighborhood. “We strongly urge everyone who holds responsibility for maintaining the 

(Truman) Historic District to act with utmost discretion, and particularly within an 

approximate three-block area surrounding the home to carefully avoid changing the 

character of the neighborhood contemporary from that existing during Mr. and Mrs. 

Truman’s lives.” 

The memo cautioned: “We intend to request no ‘veto’ power over neighborhood 

decisions, not we seek to ‘control’ the future of the area. This is now, and should remain, 

the collective responsibility of the community.”14 

Park Service officials opposed the church expansion and gave quiet moral support and 

encouragement to the neighbors opposed to the building program. Though keenly 

interested in preserving the neighborhood, the Park Service’s legal authority extended no 

further than the house sitting on their .77 acre site at 219 N. Delaware. 

                                                 
12 Old  Independence, Inc. vs. Board  of Deacons of First Baptist Church of Independence; Case No. 83-1042-

CV-W-9; U.S. District Court for the Western District of Missouri. 
13 Ibid . 
14Memo dated  Sept. 20, 1983 from Randall Pope, Acting Regional Director, Midwest Region, National Park 

Service to Ranger-in-Charge of the Truman Home. 
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The national landmark district, though it is a program administered by the National 

Park Service, is largely an honorific designation that provides no real regulatory power 

other than restricting the use of federal funds for projects that might adversely affect the 

designated area. Sites, districts and buildings are selected because they are “our nation’s 

most important historic and cultural resources,” according to the National Park Service.15 

However, city officials as of April 1985 have consciously chosen not to erect a 35-pound 

bronze plaque that the federal government had cast in 1978 to mark the district’s 

designation.16 

If good fences, as Robert Frost wrote, make for good neighbors, church parking lots 

make for bitter enemies. It also made for serious politics. The city council had jumped 

into the dispute. It decided, amidst much attention and heavy lobbying, to reduce the size 

of the 22-block city historic district by about two-thirds and also to eliminate the church 

exemption. Neighbors opposed to the First Baptist Church building program were 

opposed because churches who felt the exemption clause was needed were 

gerrymandered out of the district. 

Specifically they pointed out that the new boundary followed the property lines of 

parcels owned by the First Baptist Church – property that was needed for the expansion 

and additional parking lots. The smaller boundaries, moreover, did not include all of the 

original national historic landmark district. The one-block area left out was a portion of 

Pleasant that included those same parcels owned by the First Baptist Church. 

Outside the district, it made no matter whether the city preservation ordinance 

contained a church exemption clause or not. The only church still left in the smaller 

district was First Presbyterian Church – a congregation which had not publicly sought or 

favored the church exemption clause in the original ordinance. Also, if the First Baptist 

Church were outside the historic district, the lawsuit by the neighbors would be moot 

since the church was no longer within the district and subject to the ordinance. (The suit 

was later dropped by the plaintiffs for that reason.) 

City council member John Carnes, who offered the plan, said his proposal represented 

a compromise and that is adoption would make for “a strong district and a strong 

foundation.”17 The city council, on a 5-2 vote, reduced the city historic district against the 

advice of National Park Service Director Russell Dickenson, the wishes of the Truman’s 

                                                 
15 1984 Report on Damaged  and  Threatened  National Historic Landmarks and  National Natural 

Landmarks; U.S. Department of Interior; Washington, D.C., p . H-3. 
16 “Plaque marking the Truman area not yet erected ,” Feb. 8, 1984 and  “Controversy continues in Truman 

area,” Jan. 25, 1984. Both in the Central and  North Jackson Star, a weekly supplement of the Kansas City Star. 
17 “Decision nearing on Truman area,” the Kansas City Star, Feb. 3, 1984, page 1. 
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daughter Margaret and more than 30 property owners who objected to being “drawn out 

of the district.” The vote occurred days before a city primary election in which some 

council members faced opposition. (Three months earlier five out of the seven city 

council members said they favored keeping the boundaries of the 22-block historic site 

intact after the district was the subject of a planning commission public hearing.)18 

Council Member Bill Snyder, who opposed the reduction, said the move to reducing the 

district’s size was “retribution plain and simple. You’re punishing the people in the 

(Truman) Heritage District because they are arguing with the church.”19 

The editorial writers for The Kansas City Star, commenting on the council action, 

said: “It is ironic that the plan to preserve the lovely old Victorian neighborhood Harry S. 

Truman put on the world map should stir one of the ugliest episodes Independence has 

experienced.”20 (This was one of nine editorials that appeared in either the morning or 

afternoon paper of The Kansas City Star during a six-month period that opposed the 

church’s expansion plans or changes in the district boundary.)21 

Failing on the political front, the homeowners in the former 22-block larger district 

formed a Truman Neighborhood Homes Association with the intention of achieving 

through private action a long-term solution to neighborhood preservation. “We felt like 

the Truman District needed protecting and we weren’t satisfied at all that the city would 

help,” said Ken Thornton, an association leader.22 More than 30 property owners, by the 

spring of 1985, had agreed to put deed restrictions on their property to prevent demolition 

of their homes or paving of significant portions of the property. The effort was supported 

by many key property owners whose homes adjoin the First Baptist Church thereby 

serving as a barrier against further expansion to the north by the church. 

But the prospect of further residential demolitions by First Baptist Church prompted 

the National Park Service to take the extraordinary step of listing the Harry S. Truman 

Historic District on its 1984 annual report to Congress of “damaged and threatened” sites. 

The boundaries of the new smaller city historic district dropped out a one-block area that 

is within the original 1971 12-block national historic landmark district. Those properties 

– about half which are owned by the church – are not covered by the city preservation 

                                                 
18 “Truman d istrict has council support,” the Kansas City Times, Oct. 20, 1983, page B-2. 
19 “Decision nearing on Truman area,” the Kansas City Star, Feb. 3, 1984, page 1. 
20 “Muffing the Big Chance,” the Kansas City Times, Feb. 8, 1984.  
21 Dates of the ed itorials are: the Kansas City Star – Oct. 11, 1983; Nov. 27, 1983; Feb. 24, 1984, Dec. 18, 1984; 

the Kansas City Times – Sept. 6, 1983; Oct. 20, 1983; Jan. 16, 1984; Feb. 6, 1984; Feb. 15, 1984. 
22 Interview with author. 
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ordinance. That move means that the city no longer provides any protection to that block 

area which the federal government considers to be of national historic significance. 

Only 50 of the 1,609 National Historic Landmarks were listed on the report. Of those 

the Truman district was one of only three landmarks listed under the category “potential 

damage” – the highest ranking.23 The report states: “The extensive damages and threats 

(National Historic Landmarks) must exhibit to warrant listing in the report generally 

require remedial action that is to costly correct by private owners alone.”24 

Protecting the view from the Truman’s back porch which looks out towards the First 

Baptist Church expansion and new parking lots is what has Park Service officials most 

worried. “We realize there’s been some changes since President Truman’s death and even 

since Mrs. Truman’s death,” said Norm Reigle, park superintendent of the Harry S 

Truman National Historic Site. “We feel if this process continues, sooner or later, the area 

will be unrecognizable.”25 In April 1984, the Park Service published for public comment 

a planning document outlining various alternatives for the long-term management of the 

Truman Home. The alternatives for protecting the historical site included acquiring 

additional property in the vicinity of the Truman Home or acquiring facade easements. 

A full year later, a draft management plan based on the alternatives was still being 

discussed and debated by Park Service officials in Washington, D.C., according to agency 

officials. Any recommendation to expand the park boundaries would require 

congressional approval. The basic philosophy of the Reagan Administration has been to 

oppose expanding the national park system either by adding new parks or adding land to 

exiting ones. If the Park Service does not expand its boundaries, it will be up to the city 

and private efforts of property owners to protect and preserve the neighborhood. 

 

If Harry Were Here 

 

The neighborhood conflict had many of the attributes of a typical land use/zoning 

dispute: neighborhood opposition; project proponents appealing to political bodies to 

support “progress”; parties involved resorting to legal action and both proponents and 

opponents seeking to build public support for their positions. 

                                                 
23 1984 Report on Damaged  and  Threatened  National Historic Landmarks and  National Natural 

Landmarks, U.S. Department of Interior; Washington, D.C., p . H -13. 
24 Ibid , page H-9. 
25 “Federal official say Truman area is Independence’s responsibility,” the  Kansas City Star, Oct. 12, 1983. 
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Both sides were aggressive in making their views known. First Baptist Church leaders 

organized letter writing campaigns within their denomination while neighborhood 

residents circulated petitions, held a midnight vigil in front of the Truman Home and 

hung black banners on their homes after the city council voted to reduce the size of the 

city heritage district. 

What made the Independence dispute so bitter and intense was that it pitted a strong 

group of preservationists – committed to preserving the historic neighborhood – against 

an equally committed church membership intent on growing larger without relocating. 

The Truman centennial only heightened the conflict which drew national attention. In 

the year of recalling Truman’s life and accomplishments, both sides speculated frequently 

on what Truman’s own opinions would have been. The preservationists pointed out that 

Truman had spearheaded the effort to reconstruct the structurally unsound White House. 

During the $6 million project between 1949-52, the Truman family lied in nearby Blair 

House. They also pointed to the Truman’s 1967 opposition to the townhouse project just 

north of their home and his concurrence to the creation of the national historic landmark 

district. 

Repeated references by the preservationists to the Truman’s memory annoyed the 

Baptist. The Kansas City area association of Southern Baptists, consisting of 126 area 

Missouri churches with 77,000 members, at their October 1983 annual meeting adopted a 

resolution that, in part, stated: 

 

“We deplore and condemn the use of the name of President Harry S. Truman to 

restrict the healthy growth of any church and to prevent it from using property it 

owns for the missionary purposes for which it was secured.” 

 

The resolution also took aim at the preservationists. 

 

“We deplore and condemn and philosophy which worships history instead of the Lord 

of history, which exalts the creations of the creature over the Creator of heaven and 

earth.”26 

 

The Baptists pointed out that Truman was an ardent supporter of religious freedom 

and a Baptist himself. The resolution noted that Truman, while president, had contributed 

$25,000 to a major building campaign for the First Baptist Church of Grandview. Truman 

                                                 
26 “Religious Liberty’s Precedence Over Historic Preservation,” Blue River -Kansas City Association of 

Baptists, Oct. 3, 1983. 
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had joined the church during the period between 1906 to 1917 he spent working on the 

Grandview family farm. 

Truman’s gift, actually $20,000, allowed the Grandview church to relocate the church 

in 1949-50 to a site several blocks away from the original site. Rev. Welbern Bowman, 

the Grandview minister at the time, said in a 1981 oral history: “(Mr. Truman) wasn’t in 

favor of the (Grandview) church being built where the old one was because he knew that 

the situation was such that it couldn’t expand there.”27 The reason was the church would 

have to demolish several homes to provide room for a parking lot. A situation quite 

similar to the choice facing the First Baptist Church of Independence. 

Then there was the opinion of Margaret Truman Daniel, the Truman’s daughter and 

sole living person to have resided at 219 N. Delaware St. She opposed both the changing 

of the city historic district and also the specific building plans of the First Baptist Church 

which she had seen. “It doesn’t add anything to the neighborhood,” she said. “It would be 

a shame to tear down houses to put that up. But the Baptists won’t be happy about that.”28 

That later point is what seemed to escape most the participants in the neighborhood 

dispute. The church, from the beginning, was free to do what it had always planned to do: 

build an addition to its church. It owned the property and was exempt from the 

preservation ordinance. All that was needed was the necessary city building permits. 

An editorial writer for the Kansas City Star, early in the dispute, commented: “The 

puzzle is why this controversy has erupted; churches are exempt from rules that govern 

the district. Surely in a matter of this magnitude cool heads can prevail.”29 Truman, the 

politician, often advised: “If you can’t stand the heat get out of the kitchen.” In the heated 

First Baptist Church controversy many directly involved got “burned” in one way or 

another. 

The church received an enormous amount of unfavorable publicity. Substantial ill-

will within the community grew out of the conflict. The city historic district was reduced 

by approximately two-thirds. The Harry S. Truman National Historic Landmark District 

is presently listed in a report to Congress as “damaged and threatened.” 

There were enough hollow victories and disappointments to share for years and 

possibly generations to come. 

 

                                                 
27 “Group may seek to abolish Truman d istrict,” the Kansas City Star, Oct. 6, 1983, page 4. 
28 “Truman daughter favors leaving d istrict as is,” the Kansas City Times, Jan. 18, 1984. 
29 “The Truman d istrict in Independence,” the Kansas City Star, Oct. 11, 1983. 
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