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Drivers along I-45 north of downtown may have noticed an old pale blue building 
perched on the north slope of White Oak Bayou just east of the freeway. This historic 
building is the former Robert E. Lee Elementary School, which opened in 1919 and 
served generations of Near Northside children.  Lee Elementary was designed by one of 
Houston’s most important architects, Alfred C. Finn, who designed the stucco one-story 
school building in a Spanish mission revival style.  Finn was the architect of many 
notable Houston landmarks, including downtown’s historic Gulf Building (JPMorgan 
Chase Building), the San Jacinto Monument, the Sam Houston Music Hall and Coliseum 
(now demolished), and the Ezekiel Cullen Building on the University of Houston 
campus.  Lee’s design was in keeping with the latest thinking of the time, that one-story 
school buildings provided more light and were healthier and safer for students than the 
older two-story model.   
 
HISD closed Lee Elementary in 2002 after Ketelsen Elementary opened nearby on 
Quitman Street.  Plans by Harris County to restore the former school as the Leonel 
Castillo Community Center are now on hold, with estimated restoration costs exceeding 
$5 million.  The Near Northside community has deep ties to this historic building, and 
hopes to see it preserved for future generations of Houstonians.   
 



Robert E Lee Elementary is located within the Near Northside National Register Historic 
District and is eligible for individual listing in the National Register based on its 
association with a significant local architect and for its role in community development 
and public education in the Near Northside. Listing in the National Register does not 
prevent demolition, however.   
 

 
1. HISD photo of Robert E Lee Elementary in the 1920s  (from ‘High Spots in Houston Public 
Schools’ issued by the Board of Education, 1927) 
 
 
 


