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Demolition of St. Bridget of Erin, one
of the oldest churches in St. Louis,
underway

Tim Bryant

4-5 minutes

Coming down is St. Bridget of Erin, a stately brick church whose

cornerstone was laid in 1859 and which for decades served St.

Louis’ Kerry Patch Irish Catholics.

Demolition of the church at the intersection of North Jefferson

Avenue and Carr Street began this week. The owner, De La Salle

Inc., is spending about $242,000 to have the church torn down as

part of an expansion of its La Salle Middle School.

La Salle, a charter school, plans to move in August to the North

Jefferson address from 4145 Kennerly Avenue, where it began in

2001 as part of a national effort by the Christian Brothers order to

improve educational prospects for the poor. De La Salle bought St.

Bridget and an adjoining school in October. The Archdiocese of St.

Louis closed St. Bridget in 2003, and in 2012 shut down the

school, built a century after the church.
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Louis, lamented St. Bridget’s demolition. He noted that the church

is in the 5th Ward, which lacks “preservation review” of building

demolition applications. As a result, the city was powerless to halt

St. Bridget’s demolition, Weil said.

“This demo would never be allowed in a preservation review ward,”

he said. “It is a real loss.”

St. Louis had citywide preservation review before 1999, when an

ordinance adopted then allowed aldermen to choose whether their

wards would be covered.

Betsy Bradley, the city’s cultural resources officer, said

preservation review was “a good tool” but did not presuppose

denial of demolition requests.

“Preservation review is important, but it can’t save all the buildings

in St. Louis,” she said.

Weil said he had been unable to persuade La Salle officials to

allow architectural historians inside St. Bridget for a few hours to

prepare what is known as an Historic American Buildings Survey to

document what remained.

Before demolition began, the church — among the city’s five oldest

— appeared solid, he said.

That was not the case, La Salle’s executive director, Melissa

Brickey, said Wednesday.

St. Bridget’s roof was deteriorated and, as a result, the interior had

experienced much water damage, she said. The cost to rehab and

maintain the church would have been excessively steep, said

Brickey, adding that little remained inside when De La Salle bought

the building.
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“It was totally stripped,” she said. “It was completely empty except

for a few old church pews.”

De La Salle is planning a $4 million renovation of the 1950s school

next door to accommodate La Salle’s growing enrollment. Also

planned is a $2 million activity center on the church site. Brickey

said La Salle’s current student count of 92 would grow to about

115 this fall and could eventually reach 300.

The school considered keeping St. Bridget but determined that

stabilizing the building could cost $1.3 million and renovating it for

school use could cost an additional $1.9 million. Operating costs

would be prohibitively expensive, La Salle officials concluded.

Fundraising is underway for the La Salle expansion projects. La

Salle plans to renovate most of the former Central Catholic St.

Nicholas School this year, then complete the renovation in spring

2017 when it also would open the new activity center.

According to the archdiocese, St. Bridget was built to serve an Irish

parish organized in 1853. A girls’ school run by the Sisters of St.

Joseph and a boys’ school run by the Christian Brothers began

there in 1871. From 1927 to 1936 it served Kenrick Prep Seminary

and High School.

Many years later, the school served children who lived at the now-

demolished Pruitt-Igoe housing complex a block away.

Brickey said workers had removed St. Bridget’s stained glass

windows, bells and other items for “repurposing” at La Salle’s new

campus. The church bells might become school bells, she said.
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