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Centennial Hall survives as the eldest buildinjg on the campus of 
Edward Waters College. It was completed in 191.6 and was designed by 
the firm of Howells and Stokes, Seattle, Washington. The three-story 
brick building presents a classic appearance, being completely 
symmetrical and perfectly balanced on all elevations. The main facade 
faces south and the building occupies a prominent position amidst a 
large open green space with regularly arranged walkways. Entry to the 
building on the south side is gained via double wooden doors set into 
the base of a central two-story pavilion. The pavilion is defined by 
paired engaged columns sharing common capitals which rise on either 
side of the entrance to an entablature located at the level of second 
floor window lintels. The entrance is further defined by framing 
pilasters and entablature set within the aforementioned pavilion. 
Above the entrance is a grouping of three double-hung sash windows 
grouped into a common surround.

Fenestration is regular on all elevations, all windows being 
double-hung sash with stone sills and lintels. Due to the multi­ 
plicity of windows on the south elevation, there being forty on this 
side alone, there is very little expanse of brick wall visible. The 
building terminates in a plain entablature and boxed cornice beneath 
a hipped roof. At the midpoint of the roof ridge is a small octagonal 
cupola with glazed sides and a conical roof with slightly flared eaves 
This cupola is of diminished size and is the only component on the 
exterior of the building which is completely out of scale.

The exterior of Centennial Hall remains completely unaltered. 
All alterations have been limited to the interior of the structure 
and have been kept to a minimum as building use has changed through 
the years. The structure is in a good state of repair and is in 
constant use.
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The history of Edward Waters College is closely tied to the 
history of the African Methodist Episcopal Church in Florida. in 
1866, the Elder Charles Pearce (the spelling appears in a number of 
documents as Pierce) came to Florida and soon became involved in 
the development of the A.M.E. Church in Florida (Long, p. 83). He 
soon began to work towards the formation of a school which was to 
"better the condition of the newly emancipated people, and to prepare 
young men to preach the word of God with intelligent minds" (Long, 
p. 83). During a session of the Florida Conference of the A.M.E. 
Church held in Quincy in 1870, a resolution was adopted to found a 
school. At the invitation of Governor Harrison Reed, the conference 
adjourned to Tallahassee to discuss with the Governor the possibility 
of establishing such an institution. An excerpt from Governor 
Reed's letter to Bishop Brown reads as follows:

I should be glad to meet the representative men of a Church 
to which perhaps more than any other is committed the 
responsibility of shaping the character and destiny; and 
controlling the interest of a race so long held in bondage, 
and so recently admitted to the rights and privileges of 
freemen, and clothed with the responsibility of citizen­ 
ship (Long, p. 80).

An Act to Incorporate Brown's Theological Institute passed the 
Florida Legislature in January of 1872 (Acts of Florida, Fifth 
Session, 1872, pp. 68-69). Section two of this charter states the 
purpose of the institute:

The design of this institution shall be to teach theology
and the classics, without excluding such studies as tend
to promote a liberal and complete education of the students.

Brown Theological Institute had its name changed in 1873 to 
Brown University. Live Oak, Florida was selected as the site 
for the school due to its location in north Florida between 
Jacksonville and Pensacola. By 1873 construction was underway;
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however, owing to the dishonesty of the individual superintending 
the project, the building was never brought to completion. After 
the confiscation of building funds, carpenters working on the project 
brought suit against the Trustees of the A.M.E. Church and the land 
and materials were sold to the highest bidder (Long, p. 84). Thus 
ended the brief history of Brown Theological Institute and Brown 
University.

From 1874 to 1883, there was no institute of higher learning 
for blacks in Florida. Finally, in 1883, through the efforts of 
Rev. W. W. Sampson, a small school was established in Jacksonville and 
it was known as the East Florida Conference High School (Long, p. 85). 
The new school expanded rapidly and in 1885 its name was changed to 
Florida Normal and Divinity School. On March 12, 1892, a resolution 
renaming the school "Edward Waters College" (after the third bishop 
of the A-M.E. Church) was filed in the office of the Secretary of 
State of Florida (Long, p. 91).

Work on the new college progressed rapidly during the last 
decade of the nineteenth century. The college was housed in a 
single three-story building located on East Beaver Street, and its 
enrollment continued to increase. All of this, however, was to be 
brought to an abrupt halt by the disastrous fire of May, 1901, which 
destroyed nearly all of the city of Jacksonville. After a three 
year period of using rented buildings, the General Conference of 
1904 voted to purchase the Kings Road property in Jacksonville where 
the college stands today. Although construction of the first 
building, Salter Hall, began as early as 1908, the earliest remaining 
structure is Centennial Hall, built in 1916 and named to commemorate 
the 100th anniversary of the A.M.E. Church. Gradually other buildings 
were added to the nearly twenty acre complex and in 1925 the 
B. F. Lee Theological Seminary was constructed at a cost of two 
hundred thousand dollars (Long, p. 98).

Edward Waters College, as it exists today, is the culmination 
of a long history of educational work which was begun in earnest 
at the close of the Civil War. Centennial Hall was- selected for 
nomination to the National Register of Historic Places because it 
survives as the oldest of the campus buildings and is in itself a 
fine piece of architecture. More important, however, is the fact 
that it represents a long and important effort within the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church to establish themselves as an independent
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body capable of insuring quality higher education within the black 
community. The history of Edward Waters College is interwoven with 
the history of Jacksonville — through its years of development into 
an important East Florida city, through its rebuilding after the 
1901 fire, and finally, through its most recent periods of growth 
and prosperity.
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