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ABSTRACT 

 

THESIS: Politics and Patriotism: The Creation and Evolution of the Indiana World War   

           Memorial Plaza 

 

STUDENT: Lucas R. Cauley 

DEGREE: Master of Arts 

COLLEGE: Science and Humanities 

DATE: July 2021 

PAGES: 87 

 This thesis analyzes the creation, original meaning, and reinterpretation of the Indiana 

World War Memorial Plaza in downtown Indianapolis as they relate to national commemorative 

trends. Built in the wake of the First World War, the Plaza was intended to serve a greater 

purpose than simply honor Indiana’s veterans. Evidence suggests that the state’s citizenry had 

commemorative expectations in the post-war years that stemmed from Indianapolis’s past 

memorial endeavors. Monument building had come to define Indiana’s identity, and a majority 

of its residents were in favor of constructing some type of memorial that would garner national 

attention. Issues regarding architectural character, the use of urban space, financial burden and 

responsibility, and the appropriate roles of local governments in commemorative projects each 

contributed to the contentious nature of the War Memorial Plaza’s story. These factors, along 

with the overshadowing of the site’s significance by the Great Depression and Second World 

War, each illustrate the greater controversies that surround World War I remembrance. In this 

context the Plaza’s history serves as a local study for the ways in which national commemorative 

trends were influential in post-First World War Indianapolis. 
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Introduction 

  

 On July 4th, 1927 a large crowd gathered in downtown Indianapolis to witness the city’s 

annual Independence Day Parade. Flags were waved by witnesses as active-duty soldiers and 

veterans marched with their usual fanfare. Children sat perched on their parent’s shoulders, 

listening to marching bands play and watching the procession roll forward. By taking a brief 

historical glance there is little that can be considered unusual in this spectacle. Similar 

celebrations took place in small towns and large cities throughout the United States, bolstering 

existing patriotic sentiments that had swept across the nation following the First World War.  

 However, this was no ordinary Fourth of July in Indianapolis. Leading the parade’s 

procession was General John J. Pershing, former commander of the American Expeditionary 

Forces (AEF) on the Western Front. Those in charge of organizing the festivities originally asked 

President Calvin Coolidge to participate, but both he and Vice-President Charles Dawes 

respectfully declined, making General Pershing the next-best candidate.1 Pershing, who had left 

his son and two sisters in Maine in order to attend the ceremonies, was something of a celebrity 

in the eyes of Americans during the interwar years.2 Although the First World War had been 

over for the better part of a decade by the time of this event, the conflict was still fresh in the 

minds of many Americans, who revered Pershing for commanding the Allies to victory in 1918. 

In addition to his role of leading the AEF during the war, Pershing remained active in diplomatic 

and veterans’ organization affairs during the post-war years. Serving as chair of the American 

Battle Monuments Commission, formed by the federal government in 1923 to oversee the 

                                                           
1 Notes of the Indiana World War Memorial Board of Trustees, March 22, 1927, Manuscript Collections,  

1923-1948, War Memorials Commission, Indiana, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis. 
2 “Plaza Exercises to be Held Today,” The Indianapolis Star, July 4, 1927, accessed June 11, 2021,  

Newspapers.com. 
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construction of overseas memorials, required a great deal of the general’s time and energy.3 All 

of this led to a rather demanding schedule for the aging commander, who was nearly sixty-seven 

years old by the summer of 1927. Regardless of his prior commitments and valuable time, 

General Pershing arrived in Indianapolis on the morning of Independence Day to lay the 

cornerstone of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza’s central shrine (Figure 1).4  

 The cornerstone laying ceremony, although marking the official beginning of the 

memorial building’s construction, was a turning point in a larger civic project that had been in 

the planning stage for years. Prior to 1927, the Memorial Plaza was a point of contention 

between political figures in Indianapolis and the greater government of Indiana. As an unofficial 

idea that emerged in the Hoosier state less than a month after the First World War ended in 

November of 1918, the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza (IWWMP) was conceived during a 

rather tumultuous time of “peace” in the U.S. and around the world. The United States was 

grappling with its newfound status of global super power following its temporary abandonment 

of isolationist principles in 1917. Returning veterans, who had spent their war years overseas 

experiencing other cultures, had witnessed the seemingly destructive power of “radicalism,” and 

feared that similar ideals would covertly seep into the fabric of American society. The 

introduction of foreign ideologies into the U.S. also frightened members of the public, who felt 

that any deviation from traditional American values would threaten the democracy for which the 

First World War had just been fought. Emerging veterans’ organizations who sought a 

nationalistic and unified America, such as the American Legion, made it their mission to destroy 

radicalism by disseminating their ideological agenda to a national audience.5 These 

                                                           
3 G. Kurt Piehler, Remembering War the American Way (Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institutional Press,  

1995), 98. 
4 “Plaza Exercises to be Held Today.” 
5 Piehler, Remembering War the American Way, 112-3. 



Cauley 7 
 

“Americanist” ideals proved to be influential in United States foreign and domestic policies for 

decades following the First World War.  

 In addition to impacting the trajectory of U.S. political decisions on a global scale, 

Americanist thinking played a significant role in remembrances of World War I as they emerged 

in individual states. Following the war, Indiana residents embraced the nationalist rhetoric of the 

American Legion and expected that their civic leaders would construct a grand monument to the 

First World War to project to the rest of the nation that Indianapolis was a modern center of 

Americanism. Similar attitudes had led to the dedication of the Soldiers and Sailors Monument 

in 1902 (Figure 2), and Indianapolis civic leaders believed that further military commemoration 

would elevate their city to a more contemporary place among the nation’s urban areas. An 

additional incentive came when the American Legion voted at their First National Convention in 

1919 to establish their national headquarters in Indianapolis, with the understanding that the 

Hoosier state would build a commemorative monument to house the organization. The Legion 

saw potential in the centrally positioned, railroad-accessible city, and understood that placing 

their operation in Indiana would be more financially feasible than if they chose another location. 

Indianapolis political officials were receptive to the Legion’s proposal, and looked to capitalize 

on the growing patriotic fervor within their city and state by building the Indiana World War 

Memorial Plaza.  

 Following its announcement in November of 1919, the idea to construct the IWWMP was 

endorsed by a variety of powerful Indiana political figures and veterans’ organizations. However, 

not everyone was in favor of the proposed project, making it difficult for proponents to pass 

immediate memorial legislation. Opponents argued that the Plaza’s suggested location in 

downtown Indianapolis, bounded by St. Clair, Pennsylvania, Vermont, and Meridian Streets 
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(Figure 3), was too valuable as commercial property to be handed over for First World War 

commemoration. Others believed that the neoclassical design of the memorial’s main shrine 

would clash with existing architecture in the surrounding area. Authorities quickly overruled 

arguments of the opposition that found issue with the project’s funding and the use of space, 

dismissing them due to the fact that they went against the prevailing Americanist values of the 

state’s residents. Proponents of the memorial countered their opponents’ concerns by stating that 

the sacrifice and valor displayed by Indiana’s First World War heroes were invaluable, 

effectively silencing anyone who disagreed with the Plaza’s proposed cost. Here one can see the 

influential impact that Americanism had on the former home front. Patriotic sentiments in favor 

of a united national identity trumped any and all attempts made by IWWMP opponents to 

question the validity of the project. While this suggests that a majority of the public supported 

creating the World War Memorial Plaza, various groups continued to raise concerns.  

 Commemorative stakeholders were in favor of memorializing the state’s First World War 

veterans. However, some members of the public objected to the removal of the First Baptist and 

the Second Presbyterian churches. Both religious institutions had existed in Indianapolis for 

decades and were located in what is now the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza. As planning 

for the memorial project continued, it was assumed by civic leaders and architects that the 

churches would sell their properties to either Indianapolis or Marion County and relocate to other 

locations within the city. Issues arose when the two churches declared that they had been led to 

believe that their buildings would be incorporated into the design of the Plaza and allowed to 

stay on the site. The use of space in urban areas was a contentious topic at this time and few 

things were considered to be more important to Progressive Americans than beautifying the 

nation’s cities. Many Indianapolis residents initially sided with the churches, expressing that the 
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misunderstanding was yet another example of government inefficiency. Eventually, after a series 

of debates and negotiations, the 1925 State Legislature decided that the churches could remain in 

place for at least 25 years, and that the memorial shrine would be constructed around them as 

planned. The issue of church removal would not be resolved until decades later, long after 

Indiana’s Americanist fervor had faded.  

 The creation of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza is representative of larger 

commemorative projects that took place throughout the interwar years. As the First World War 

ended, a wave of nationalistic sentiments swept over the United States. As a result, Americans 

became heavily invested in the remembrance of the country’s recent veterans and deceased 

soldiers. The federal government, determined to spread American ideals throughout the world, 

began construction on American military monuments and national cemeteries overseas. 

Additionally, all levels of government attempted to “quell dissent” on the home front by 

spreading a message of national unity through commemorative endeavors.6 The public took 

interest in these projects, and displayed their Americanist sentiments by petitioning their local 

officials for memorialization. Despite these collective efforts, “controversies developed over 

what types of monuments should be built.”7 Military remembrance had changed since the 

commemorative projects of the nineteenth century, and the U.S. was no longer content with 

erecting static statues of uniform-clad soldiers in their towns and cities. These traditional 

monuments were outdated and looked upon harshly by those who had a stake in First World War 

commemoration. Instead, Americans preferred the construction of “living” memorials, such as 

dedicated fountains, libraries, and meeting spaces that could honor the dead while 

                                                           
6 Piehler, Remembering War the American Way, 93. 
7 Ibid, 94. 
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simultaneously being utilitarian.8 Americanism also shaped these memorials by insisting that 

they “celebrate and define the nation.”9 Individual states sought to project similar attitudes of 

patriotic superiority and competed with one another to build grand commemorative monuments. 

 The Indiana World War Memorial Plaza was a product of these Americanist displays. 

Designed in 1923 by Cleveland architects Frank B. Walker and Harry E. Weeks, the plaza hosts 

a variety of neoclassical architecture aimed towards the betterment and beautification of 

Indianapolis (Figure 4).10 This design style was popular during the City Beautiful Movement, an 

early twentieth century architectural trend that emerged after the 1893 Columbian Exposition in 

Chicago.11 In addition to the numerous examples of turn of the century artistic expression, the 

Plaza demonstrates the stylistic preferences of urban planners during the post-war years and the 

relationship between symbolic art and military remembrance.12 Indiana’s citizenry valued 

commemoration so long as it demonstrated architectural character and practicality, and only the 

most attractive and useful monuments would be constructed to honor those who had fallen in the 

“Great War.”  

 Although Americanist principles were prominent in Indiana during the early interwar 

years, the nationalistic ideals that gave rise to the IWWMP began to fade by the 1930s and 40s. 

Less than two decades after the first commemorative proposals were suggested by state officials, 

the country was stricken by an economic depression. Shortly thereafter the Second World War 

                                                           
8 G. Kurt Piehler, “Remembering the War to End All Wars,” in Unknown Soldiers: The American  

Expeditionary Forces in Memory and Remembrance, ed. Mark A. Snell (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 

2008), 41. 
9 Piehler, Remembering War the American Way, 105. 
10 U.S.  Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register of Historic Places,  

National Historic Landmark Nomination: Indiana World War Memorial Plaza Historic District, by Suzanne T. 

Rollins, Katherine Martin, Lawrence Downey, and Bruce E. Goetzman, edited by James H. Charleton, July 1994, 

21. 
11 Ibid., 23. 
12 Ibid., 27. 
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erupted in Europe, eventually luring the U.S. out of its interwar isolation in 1941. Calls for the 

Plaza’s expansion in the wake of these events, in order to accommodate additional memorials 

and buildings, were made in the mid-1940s by the War Memorial Commission, as a new 

generation of veterans returned from the battlefields of Europe and East Asia. As a result, 

Indiana’s focus on First World War remembrance was pushed aside, and the original 

commemorative vision imbued upon the IWWMP was replaced by desires to memorialize later 

twentieth-century conflicts. This is representative of national attitudes held by Americans, who 

no longer saw a need to pursue First World War commemoration in the wake of additional 

tragedies.  

 In the face of a changing and turbulent post-war society, Indianapolis was no exception to 

the larger national trends of commemorative opposition and reinterpretation. Americanist values, 

interest groups’ memorial expectations, and civic leaders’ desires for national recognition all 

fueled efforts to approve and construct the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza. However, 

contentious debates surrounding the project reflect the uncertainty and contrasting ideals of 

American commemoration following the First World War. As time progressed, Indianapolis 

would once again prove itself to be a case study for the nation as the intensity of the collective 

memory embedded in the IWWMP diminished over time. 

 

Historiography of World War One Commemoration and Memory 

The memory of the war lived on in the hearts and minds of its veterans, many of whom 

had “come home forever changed by battles won and friends lost.”13 Prominent authors, 

primarily heralding from Britain, wrote stories of the horrors they had witnessed, or wished they 

                                                           
13 Patrick K. O’Donnell, The Unknowns: The Untold Story of America’s Unknown Soldier and WW1’s Most  

Decorated Heroes Who Brought Him Home (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 2018), xix. 
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had, in the Great War. The “Lost Generation,” as these writers came to be known, was a 

generational cohort that saw their developmental years clouded by World War I. Caught up in 

turbulent global politics and stripped of their youth, individuals of this generation encountered 

societal changes that greatly contrasted the world as they knew it during their upbringing around 

the turn of the century. Traditionally scholars have asserted that this “Lost Generation” was 

inspired by their traumatic experiences during the war. However, more recent analyses of these 

authors’ works contend that they were more likely to write about horrors that they had not seen, 

but rather wished they had.14 Steven Trout argues that this combat-envy was a result of the glory 

and honor imbued upon returning combat veterans following the war.15 Regardless of their 

motivations, “Lost Generation” literature sold well, and readers still pick up classic novels 

written by First World War veterans every year. Published works focused on the war were 

intended for a broad public audience, and the tales told within their pages served as a factual 

reference to those who had not witnessed the carnage firsthand. These portrayals led the 

American public astray as they painted a picture of the First World War that differed greatly 

from its reality.16 

Scholars generally agree that the chain of geopolitical events that occurred after the First 

World War reduced the conflict to a meaningless struggle. U.S. veterans of the war returned to a 

country that was becoming increasingly fractured by social and political turmoil. Racial tensions 

and labor strikes in the wake of the November, 1918 Armistice caused many Americans to 

reevaluate the First World War’s meaning and justification. G. Kurt Piehler states that although 

the Allies had “crushed” Germany in 1918, “many Americans remained uncertain over what the 

                                                           
14 Steven Trout, On the Battlefield of Memory: The First World War and American Remembrance, 1919- 

1941 (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 2010), 3. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid, xxiii. 
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war had accomplished.”17 These sentiments also stemmed from ongoing political turbulence in 

Europe, as boundaries were redrawn and radicalism spread throughout the continent. All of this, 

in addition to the devastation of the Spanish-Flu Epidemic and the economic slump caused by 

post-war industrial decline, instilled fear into Americans who worried that their weakened nation 

could be influenced by radical ideologies. Concerned that the revolutionary activity in Russia 

was a glimpse into their own future, Americans sought solutions that would protect their 

traditional values from ideological attack. As a result, citizens turned to commemoration as a 

means to solidify national unity. On a local level, Indianapolis residents felt that monument-

building would elevate the status of their city, justifying the conflict and the post-war 

complexities that came with it. 

Historians argue that these protective ideals of Americanism faded away in the wake of 

additional national tragedies. Paul Fussell and Richard Rubin argue that the conflict earned a 

mythic status as a result of the Great Depression, World War II, and the Cold War, all of which 

occupied the minds of Americans throughout the remaining century.18 A little more than twenty 

years after the Allies had emerged victorious from the trenches of Western Europe, the world 

was once again dealing with global conflict and devastation that arose from the reign of 

totalitarian regimes. Prior to the Second World War, veterans of the preceding conflict were 

forced to face economic hardship throughout the Great Depression, a traumatic event that would 

end with the former “Doughboys” (infantrymen) watching their own children march off to war, 

war that they had been led to believe would never happen again. This overshadowing of the First 

World War by additional historical events, scholars contend, led to the “forgotten” nature of the 

conflict and impacted the reinterpretation of commemorative monuments years after their 

                                                           
17 Piehler, Remembering War the American Way, 93. 
18 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (London: Oxford University Press, 1975), ix. 
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dedication.19 Changing popular interpretations of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza 

illustrate these national trends, as its meaning and significance were altered by members of the 

public in order to incorporate the fallen of later wars. 

Later in the century public curiosity regarding the First World War was renewed by 

historians following the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union. 20 David 

Reynolds argues that the resurgence in First World War interest resulted from similar patterns of 

global politics that were taking place in the 1990s, resembling those of the interwar years. For 

example, the fall of the Soviet Union led to the redrawing of Europe’s geography, just as had 

been done after 1918. The fracturing of such a powerful imperial empire left many former 

protectorates clamoring for national recognition and unity.21 This dynamic was reminiscent of 

the collapse of the Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and German empires, which allowed for many 

new nations to emerge out of the war’s rubble. Outside of this imperialistic context, collective 

memory of the First World War in the U.S. has rebounded in the last thirty years. As a result, 

interest in the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza has increased among Hoosiers and scholars. 

One such historian, Lisa Budreau, summarized the Plaza in a 2010 publication by saying that it 

portrayed a “united city steeped in emotional patriotism and loyalty to the nation.”22 

Additionally, the resurgence of interest in the global events of the early twentieth century has led 

to greater memorialization of the men and women who participated in the First World War. Long 

overdue, late twentieth and early twenty-first century World War I memorial efforts followed an 

absence in large-scale commemorative discussion of the conflict that spanned decades.  

                                                           
19 Richard Rubin, The Last of the Doughboys: The Forgotten Generation and Their Forgotten World War,  

(Boston, MA: Mariner Books, 2013), 4. 
20 David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Legacies of the Great War in the Twentieth 

 Century (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2014), 377-8. 
21 Ibid, 379. 
22 Lisa M. Budreau, Bodies of War: World War I and the Politics of Commemoration in America, 1919- 

1933 (New York: New York University Press, 2010), 146. 
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Lisa Budreau points out that the U.S. joined other allied nations in commemorating the 

war soon after its conclusion, arguing that the returning of America’s dead from their temporary 

resting places in Europe after 1920 was the “catalyst that drove American First World War 

commemoration.”23 It was the federal government’s intention to inter every recovered American 

body in local cemeteries or national sites constructed overseas. Intricate burial practices served 

as the earliest types of military commemoration promoted by the United States and gained in 

popularity following the Civil War. Following the First World War, the U.S. War Department 

sent out questionnaires to the next of kin of deceased soldiers, asking them what was to be done 

with their loved one’s remains.24 These forms gave four choices; remains could be returned to 

the United States for burial in Arlington National Cemetery, returned to the United States with 

shipment to a personal home address, returned to the U.S. and be buried in another national 

cemetery, other than Arlington, or remain in Europe for burial in a permanent American 

cemetery.25 This undertaking proved to be quite challenging for the U.S. government and 

military, who were stretched thin and busy trying to accommodate the wishes of commemorative 

interest groups. However, the daunting task of repatriation continued to fuel early forms of 

memorialization since relatives whose loved ones were buried abroad desired a sacred space at 

which to mourn. As the remains of soldiers were returned to their hometowns and cities across 

the country, it became popular for local monuments to be erected in their honor. Other national 

forms of commemoration also emerged around this time such as the 1921 internment of the 

Unknown Soldier in Arlington National Cemetery (Figure 5).26 Efforts made to bury the dead in 

                                                           
23 Budreau, Bodies of War, 242. 
24 Lisa M. Budreau, “The Politics of Remembrance: The Gold Star Mothers’ Pilgrimage and  

America’s Fading Memory of the Great War,” The Journal of Military History 72, no. 2 (April 2008): 377. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Douglas Craig, “Commemoration in the United States: ‘The reason for fighting I never got  

Straight,’” Australian Journal of Political Science 50, no. 3 (2015): 569. 
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intricate, symbolic fashions ensured that the “deceased were imbued with a unique purpose 

beyond that which their sacrifice had served.”27 This purpose fit the agenda of the “cult of the 

fallen soldier,” an ideology made by those in charge of commemoration to emphasize fighting 

and sacrifice over all else in order to justify the actions of the nation.28 Budreau asserts that 

commemorative stakeholders such as widows, mothers, fathers, and veterans bought into the 

message of this Americanist “cult,” leading to a strong public voice in memorialization projects. 

In Indianapolis, the implementation of these ideals was overshadowed by local politics and the 

evolution of the IWWMP’s meaning. Furthermore, desires to commemorate the actions of loved 

ones by relatives and returning soldiers led to the creation of veterans’ organizations, many of 

which remain prominent today, such as the American Legion. Several of these civilian-led 

groups survived the changing social mindset of the following decades, reviving their messages 

and agendas during succeeding wars, while others diminished in popularity. The Legion went on 

to play a crucial role in the creation of the IWWMP and other commemorative endeavors such as 

Armistice Day, now known as Memorial Day, a holiday dedicated to “peace among nations” and 

at home.29 

This thesis aims to complement existing scholarly research, which has few local studies 

on First World War commemoration. An analysis of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza’s 

creation during the interwar years and its reinterpretation during and after the Second World War 

serves as a case study for national commemorative trends that were popular during the era. The 

citizens of Indianapolis, much like residents of other U.S. cities, sought to display their national 

                                                           
27 Budreau, Bodies of War, 4. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Steven Trout, “Commemoration and Remembrance (USA),” International Encyclopedia of the First  

World War (June 2017): 5, accessed June 14, 2021, https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-

online.net/article/commemoration_and_remembrance_usa. 



Cauley 17 
 

pride through the construction of a grand First World War memorial. By embracing Americanist 

ideals and promoting a message of national unity, Hoosiers succeeded in establishing themselves 

as a patriotic people. However, this collective understanding did not last, and the conclusion of 

later global conflicts such as the Second World War, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War 

brought about alterations to the memory of World War I in Indiana and the interpretation of the 

IWWMP, just as they did on a national scale. 

 

Primary Sources and Methodology 

 The first chapter of this thesis will set the stage for the Indiana World War Memorial 

Plaza idea. Indiana’s commemorative past, the resurgence of Americanism, the emergence of the 

American Legion, and changes to traditional forms of military commemoration all played a part 

in the Plaza’s creation. The second chapter will discuss early legislative actions taken to 

construct the IWWMP as well as the arguments made by proponents and opponents of the 

proposed project. Stakeholders who were in favor of the Plaza eventually won the debate after 

dismissing oppositional arguments on the grounds that they were un-patriotic and inconsistent 

with the Americanist sentiments of the state. The third and final chapter will discuss issues that 

arose with the project after construction began on the IWWMP. Two churches, two local parks, 

and an institution devoted to the blind existed on the property when the plaza was proposed, and 

debates ensued as to whether they should remain on the site or be relocated in order to 

accommodate the designers’ plans. Additionally, the third chapter will outline the changes that 

were made to the IWWMP following the Second World War and the ways that public 

interpretations of the site shifted over time. The Plaza’s central shrine still stands as a testament 
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to Indiana’s First World War veterans, but its contents serve an updated purpose outside of 

honoring the war dead from 1917 to 1918. 

 The research performed in order to construct the argument of this thesis included a 

review of digital and hard copy sources from the Indiana Historical Society (IHS) and the 

Indiana State Archives in Indianapolis. Primary sources include newspaper articles copied from 

Newspapers.com, mainly from the digital collections of The Indianapolis News and The 

Indianapolis Star. The Indiana Historical Society collections contained a report titled “History of 

Indiana World War Memorial Plaza,” which was presumably published by the Indiana World 

War Memorial Study Commission in the early 1950s.30 An additional report from 1954, also 

found at the IHS, provided insight into the relationship between the War Memorial Commission, 

the First Baptist Church, and the Second Presbyterian Church of Indianapolis. Several booklets 

printed by the American Legion and the War Memorial Commission in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s 

shed light on the plaza’s interpretation by civic leaders and the general public after the main 

shrine was completed. Additionally, Governor James P. Goodrich’s papers as well as the Walker 

and Weeks collection held at the Indiana State Archives provided information regarding the 

Indiana World War Memorial Plaza’s origins and the opinions of the public. These sources serve 

as valuable research tools and account for the perspectives of local and state residents. 

Furthermore, articles written about the American Legion and other veterans’ organizations show 

the impact that civic groups had on the creation of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza and 

also demonstrate the politically charged rhetoric that was used to promote these groups’ patriotic 

beliefs. 

                                                           
30 History of Indiana World War Memorial Plaza, report, Indiana World War Memorial clipping file,  

Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis. 
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 Another source that was crucial to this research was the Plaza’s National Historic 

Landmark Nomination report, created for the National Park Service’s National Register of 

Historic Places in 1994.31 This document provided detailed information on the history, 

symbolism, and significance of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza Historic District and was 

invaluable to the understanding of the site’s prominence. The report often expanded on and 

complimented information that the state government has made publicly available regarding 

Indiana’s war memorials online.32 The existence of the IWWMP on the National Register of 

Historic Places illustrates that Indianapolis civic leaders were somewhat successful in achieving 

national recognition for their commemorative idea.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
31 U.S.  Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register of Historic Places, National  

Historic Landmark Nomination: Indiana World War Memorial Plaza Historic District, by Suzanne T. Rollins, 

Katherine Martin, Lawrence Downey, and Bruce E. Goetzman, edited by James H. Charleton, July 1994. 
32 “Indiana War Memorials,” Indiana, last modified 2021, accessed June 9, 2021, in.gov/iwm/. 
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Chapter I:  

Post-War Americanism in Indiana and the Rise of the American Legion 

 

Introduction 

 Prior to the First World War, Indianapolis’s history of military commemoration served as 

a source of pride among the residents of the state. One memorial, the Soldiers and Sailors 

Monument in downtown Indianapolis, proudly stood above the rest. Dedicated in 1902 as a 

memorial to Hoosier veterans of eighteenth and nineteenth-century conflicts, the structure gained 

national attention in the early twentieth-century as a grand endeavor for military remembrance. 

Additionally, the Indianapolis Public Library (1917), the Benjamin Harrison Statue (1908), and 

the Schuyler Colfax Statue (1887), all located downtown, illustrated the city’s continued 

dedication to its past.33 With existing memorials influencing their decisions, Hoosiers expected 

that their state and local governments would honor American veterans following the First World 

War. As a result of these expectations, Indianapolis civic leaders were willing and open to 

accommodate their constituents through the adoption of a commemorative monument.  

 The desires of Indiana’s citizenry to commemorate the First World War were not the only 

influences that Indianapolis leaders took into consideration when deciding whether they would 

endorse a memorial-building project. Civic officials sought to elevate their city on a national 

level by embracing the post-war enthusiasm for nationalism and creating a monument dedicated 

to those sentiments. By bolstering the patriotic climate of Indiana in the late 1910s and early 

1920s, pro-memorial interest groups attempted to attract prominent veterans’ organizations to 

their city, a goal that was shared by many urban areas throughout the country. The efforts of 

early proponents paid off in 1919 when the emerging American Legion voted to build their 
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national headquarters in Indianapolis. In order to accommodate the Legion’s request, prominent 

officials from the city, county, and state suggested that a utilitarian memorial be built to house 

the organization and commemorate the war. 

 Prominent veterans’ organizations, such as the Legion, were born out of the fears and 

uncertainty of global politics that followed the First World War. Many returning soldiers and 

politicians felt threatened by the radical ideals spreading throughout Europe, believing that 

foreign ideologies conflicted with traditional American values. Furthermore, radicalism was 

considered to be responsible for the Bolshevik Revolution that took place in Eastern Europe 

during the war, an uprising that had eliminated Russia as an ally of the United States and placed 

extra unwanted German pressure on the Western Front. In order to ensure the safety of the 

nation, the “citizen-veterans” of the Legion prioritized the spread of Americanist values. The 

agendas of veterans’ organizations, the expectations of Hoosiers who felt that it was their state’s 

destiny to construct a war memorial, and the desires of Indianapolis civic leaders to capture a 

share of the national spotlight led to the creation of the IWWMP plan. 

 

Indianapolis’s Commemorative Past 

 Indiana residents understood rather quickly after the Armistice of November 1918 that 

the recently concluded conflict would remain significant. Following the cease-fire, an article 

published in The Indianapolis News outlined the desires of interest groups to honor Indiana’s 

commitment to the First World War. The article states that “a great wave of patriotic sentiment” 

was “sweeping over the country, seeking to adequately memorialize the deeds of the boys who 

were ‘over there.’”34 Additional columns published during the era show the increased 
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involvement of veterans and women in the commemorative process, who became vocal in order 

to ensure that elected officials understood their expectations and took action. Loved ones of 

Hoosier First World War soldiers shared their pro-memorial sentiments in dozens of publications 

throughout Indianapolis and the rest of the state. Even after the Indiana State Legislature passed 

a memorial bill in 1920, the public continued to play a role in the decisions made by their state 

and local leaders. This was representative of national trends, as commemorative stakeholders 

such as “veterans and mothers (and widows), kept patriotism and past memories alive by 

forming organized collectives with others with whom they shared a common bond.”35 

Furthermore, the people of Indiana, and more specifically Indianapolis, felt an obligation to 

commemorate the First World War, and embraced nationalist ideals to a point where they 

believed military remembrance was part of their civic identity. 

 Many newspaper articles from the post-war years show that Indiana’s patriotic sentiments 

were influenced by Indianapolis’s Soldiers and Sailors Monument. As a memorial to Hoosiers 

who served in the Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the Mexican-American War, the Civil 

War, wars on the frontier, and the Spanish-American War, the monument inspired a sense of 

national solidarity among those who visited.36 Almost immediately after its completion, the 

monument came to symbolize the city of Indianapolis as well as the state of Indiana. Hoosiers 

took pride in this grand act of commemoration, to a point when the monument was described in 

almost religious terms. Publishing the day after the monument’s dedication on May 15th, 1902, 

one article stated that the memorial was “turned over to the people of the state by those who have 

with care and painstaking watched its growth till it towers nearer to heaven than any shaft ever 
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raised to pay tribute to heroic dead.”37 Less than two decades after its completion, popular 

interpretations of the Soldiers and Sailors Monument remained largely unchanged, and it was the 

opinion of many that the memorial had maintained “her pledge to her sons who died in the 

country’s service that their lives were not given in vain.”38 The Soldiers and Sailors Monument 

was one of the first in a series of commemorative efforts that has made Indianapolis the leading 

U.S. city in acreage devoted to honoring fallen soldiers. The tradition of civic commemoration 

that was started by this memorial in 1902 has served as a source of pride for Indiana residents 

ever since. As a result, Indianapolis is now second only to Washington D.C. in regards to the 

number of war memorials that the city contains.39 

 Newspapers from the period demonstrated that post-war military commemoration was an 

expectation of the people of Indiana, and early calls for monuments made it clear that the 

Hoosier state would not settle for anything less than a grand act of patriotic memorialization. As 

nationalist sentiments filled newspaper columns, Indianapolis residents looked to their 

commemorative past in order to plan for the monument-building of the future. A letter to the 

editor of The Indianapolis News, published on December 2nd, 1918, cited the city’s existing 

monument as precedent for a new memorial: 

The triumph of allied arms and the splendid part Indiana’s sons have played in the great 

world war, have thrilled the public mind. Bounding hearts express our gratitude and pride 

in the great achievement. With one mind and one heart we firmly resolve upon some 

fitting memorial which will measure up to the great deed performed. Similar impulse 

inspired Hoosier citizenship to memorialize the heroes of the civil war [sic], in the 

magnificent monument of which all Indiana is proud.40 
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The letter continues by arguing that the creation of a “great memorial” in Indianapolis was 

“natural and inevitable.”41 Although approximately 3,000 of the 116,516 total U.S. fatalities in 

World War I, less than three percent, came from Indiana, many Hoosiers believed that their state 

was more suited to memorialize the conflict than other areas due to its commemorative history 

and patriotic involvement in the war.42 For example, a major source of Indiana’s pride came 

from the death of Corporal James B. Gresham, an Evansville native who was one of the first 

American soldiers to perish in the war on November 3rd, 1917.43 Following his death, Gresham 

was honored at Evansville’s Soldiers and Sailors Memorial Coliseum, an event that was attended 

by between 4,000 and 5,000 people, and his former residence was commemorated as the 

“Gresham Memorial Home.”44 Several years later the War Memorial Commission pursued the 

acquisition of Corporal Gresham’s body for burial in the IWWMP’s central shrine in order to 

further symbolize Indiana’s sacrifice during the First World War. The request from Indianapolis 

received criticism from civic leaders in Evansville, who sought the construction of a separate 

memorial to Gresham in their city.45 Eventually, the ex-serviceman’s family rejected the 

Commission’s request, choosing instead to maintain a local grave, and a memorial plaque was 

placed in the IWWMP in place of Gresham’s remains.46 
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 In addition to the memorialization of Gresham, some believed that Indiana was more 

deserving of First World War commemoration due to the state’s involvement in the American 

Civil War. Quoting the manager of the Indiana State Chamber of Commerce, B. R. Inman, who 

felt that Indiana should build a monument to honor the First World War, one Indianapolis News 

article wrote that the “patriotism of the people of Indiana is known in every state and in every 

nation. During the crucial days of the [1860s], through the undaunted courage and unswerving 

loyalty of the immortal [Oliver] Morton, Indiana’s great war Governor, a type of devotion to 

country was established which has ever since characterized the spiritual life of the people of our 

state.”47 Regardless of whether or not their commemorative desires originated from the events of 

the First World War or the Civil War, Hoosiers felt that their state was worthy of additional 

military monuments and memorials, and expected that their civic leaders would take the 

necessary actions required to remember the latest conflict. 

 

Post-War Americanism  

 G. Kurt Piehler argues that “[n]ational leaders wanted desperately to define an American 

identity that supplanted class, ethnic, and sectional loyalties,” as well as portray America’s 

intervention in the European war as “an idealistic struggle for liberty and democracy waged by a 

united people.”48 This “Americanism” gave rise to nationalist and patriotic attitudes in 

Indianapolis and the surrounding state, and fed demands for First World War commemoration 

during the interwar years. Civic organizations, whose membership roles were filled with veterans 

and relatives of those who perished during the war, embraced the ideology of Americanism and 
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sought to memorialize these unifying ideals.49 Inspired by their fear of radicalism and the 

abandonment of traditional American values, Hoosiers, much like residents of other states, 

attempted to preserve their preferred way of life by building monuments to reflect their vision of 

the United States. Americanist principles spread by the American Legion served to justify 

America’s involvement in the First World War and ensured that soldiers had not died in vain on 

foreign soil. Post-war sentiments in Indianapolis illustrate pride in the country’s military heritage 

and the sacrifices that its citizens made to spread American values around the world. 

 Robert Simmons, an American Legion historian from Nebraska, presented Americanism 

in the 1920s as “something akin to the Hegelian Spirit, moving through the centuries to realize 

an idea of freedom where nation and citizen perfected each other.”50 Although many veterans’ 

organizations embraced these ideals in the wake of the First World War, they were not the first to 

use nationalist values as a means to promote their agenda. Scholars have traced Americanism 

back to the Colonial Era and argued its existence in the commemorative processes of the 

seventeenth-century and the American Revolution.51 In his history of the American Legion, 

William Pencak argues that the group’s version of Americanism originated with the Puritans’ 

vision of New England as “a city on a hill,” and the idea that America was destined to be a moral 

beacon towards which the rest of the world could look for guidance.52 This idea, the Legion 

claimed, permeated the minds of Americans, and altered the development of the United States. 

Early Americanism bolstered the country’s collective ego, and led to notions of American 
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excellence.53 United States’ superiority, as it related to Americanism, would become a staple in 

the teachings of the Legion. 

 The Legion’s Americanism can also be understood as a response to uncertainty over the 

country’s international influence. The conclusion of the First World War left many Americans 

wondering what role their nation would continue to play on the international stage. Although 

their enemies had been defeated, Americans felt uncertain as to what the war had 

accomplished.54 With the seemingly unresolved tensions of war still looming over Europe after 

the signing of the Armistice, there was little certainty as to which path the United States would 

take during the post-war years. In many ways the war was successful in opening America up to 

the outside world, if only for a brief time, and the end of the European conflict would not halt the 

influence of the United States overseas. 

 Questions of commemoration arose in this context. With tens of thousands of American 

soldiers buried in make-shift cemeteries throughout the former Western Front, the U.S. had an 

opportunity during the post-war years to “leave its footprint of national might” abroad.55 This 

commemoration was accomplished through the creation of national cemeteries in Europe and a 

vast network of war memorials came to dominate that continent’s war-torn landscape. The 

American funeral industry and newly formed public organizations, such as the Bring Home the 

Soldier Dead League, contested these arrangements, arguing that deceased U.S. soldiers should 

be returned home for proper burial.56 However, the U.S. government and the general public 

largely supported international commemoration. Conflicting attitudes towards World War I 
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remembrance became commonplace in the U.S. despite the post-war call for national unity. 

Contention and debate complicated international memorial building efforts as well as attempts to 

commemorate the war at home. 

 Aside from international diplomacy, newsreels, films, newspapers, and literature gave 

Americans on the home front the impression that the war was a glorious and honorable endeavor. 

Media portrayals of the conflict painted a picture of the American Expeditionary Forces as 

leading the Allies to victory, ignoring the casualty statistics and logistical errors that preceded a 

majority of successful operations. Additionally, literature published during and after the war 

often attributed AEF success to the natural “fighting spirit” of Americans, rather than crediting 

the detailed planning of military leaders and Allied collaboration. This resulted in propaganda 

being presented to the American public by the government media during and after the First 

World War.57 These false demonstrations of American superiority heavily impacted the 

country’s nationalist ideology and pressured citizens to unite under a “militarized nationalism.”58 

However, this unity was not all-inclusive, and often excluded African-Americans and 

immigrants. Non-white citizens and veterans were viewed under a lens of suspicion by those 

who feared radicalism in the U.S. and many were prohibited from joining civic organizations 

such as the American Legion.59 Regardless of Americanism’s misleading democratic values, 

mothers, veterans, and political stakeholders embraced its patriotic rhetoric, and used it to fuel 

commemorative efforts in cities and towns across the nation.  

 With Americanist images of strong, red-blooded U.S. soldiers marching off to war 

clouding their judgement, few who remained stateside could imagine the carnage and widespread 
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devastation that their loved ones had witnessed “over there.” External forces shaped the popular 

memory of the First World War, even prior to the conflict’s conclusion, and the impact on 

American nationalism was substantial. The global war brought about the emergence of new 

patriotic organizations, and the strengthening of existing ones, across the United States. Women 

and returning veterans became “especially vocal” in the immediate post-war years in their efforts 

to promote a unified American identity and First World War commemoration.60 Groups such as 

the American War Mothers, the American Legion, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars earned 

prominence as powerful political and social forces as veterans returned home from the 

battlefields of Europe. These organizations spent the interwar years petitioning governments for 

increased veteran benefits, sponsoring commemorative monuments, both stateside and overseas, 

and constructing a collective memory of World War I that strayed from reality. Much of this 

inspiration came from the Progressivism of Theodore Roosevelt, who “sought to rally all classes 

behind a government acting energetically for the public good.61 As a result, a renewed wave of 

nationalist and patriotic sentiments spread across the United States. Following the First World 

War, these ideals merged with the “cult of the fallen soldier,” a belief that promoted the 

remembrance of sacrifice and the glory of war, often ignoring the destructiveness and violence of 

armed conflict.62 

 Hoosiers embraced the ideals of Americanism in a variety of ways. Vocal members of the 

public argued that patriotic sentiments and loyalty to the U.S. government were some of the most 

important virtues that a person could display. In a religious context, some Indianapolis 

clergymen related the selfless and protective nature of Christianity, labeled as the “Americanism 
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of Jesus,” to the qualities of great leaders such as Theodore Roosevelt and Abraham Lincoln.63 

This shows the dominance of Americanism in the everyday lives of U.S. citizens. Post-war 

attitudes in Indiana demonstrate that Hoosiers believed that traditional American values were 

righteous. If the state did not use Americanist fervor to memorialize the country’s commitment 

to the First World War, their inaction would have been looked upon with shame and disgrace on 

a local and national level. 

 

The Emergence of the American Legion 

  Arguably the most influential and powerful institution to arise in the U.S. following the 

First World War was the American Legion. Now a massive and politically active veterans’ 

organization, the Legion was founded in 1919 by a group of U.S. military officers who gathered 

in Paris to discuss ways in which army morale could be improved after the Armistice.64 Legion 

historian Richard Seelye Jones stated in 1946 that “[n]o individual invented the idea that became 

the American Legion,” yet, Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., son of the former 

President, played a pivotal role in the fraternal organization’s formation.65 The day after the 

initial meeting, Roosevelt invited the morale conferees to dinner, proposing to them the idea of 

forming an “association of American veterans of the World War,” similar to popular groups that 

had formed following the Civil War and the Spanish-American War such as the Grand Army of 

the Republic and the United Spanish War Veterans.66 Following the First World War America 

was flush with “citizen-veterans,” and an organization whose membership was comprised of this 
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demographic was sure to succeed in enacting political and social change as a result of its vast 

network.67 Recognizing the potential for power early on, the American Legion set about 

spreading Americanist values in hopes that the patriotic pleas would broaden their membership. 

Some of the organization’s first actions focused on stopping the spread of foreign ideologies 

from entering the U.S., as the group had believed that it had become easier for outside ideas to 

enter the country after the war. The Bolshevik Revolution instilled fear into the “citizen-

veterans” of the Legion, who viewed American tolerance of the Communist takeover of Russia 

as the “desertion of an ally under fire.”68 Legion leaders meticulously tracked uprisings and 

strikes as they appeared around the world, attributing them to the spread of radical ideals that 

threatened American democracy. This fear was present at the first unofficial meeting of 

Legionnaires in February of 1919 and led to a series of ideas about how a veterans’ organization 

could go about ensuring the country’s ideological protection in the face of a growing enemy. 

Each officer at Roosevelt’s dinner had their own vision as to the direction that the Legion would 

take, and the goals that would be pursued. These ambitions included the strengthening of 

national defense, the preparation of America’s military for future conflicts, and the modification 

of army organization to better accommodate citizen-soldiers.69 These goals illustrated 

Americanist leanings and were quickly embraced by the Legion. By the 1930s Americanism had 

become an undefined “tradition” and “a way of life” to Legionnaires who used its ideals to 

petition for supportive veteran legislation and expel suspected radicals from the country.70  

 Official formation of the American Legion progressed rapidly, and the organization’s 

first National Convention was held in Minneapolis, Minnesota from November 10th to the 12th of 
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1919.71 Between the first meeting of U.S. army officers in February and the National Convention 

in November, a great deal of planning and organization took place in the United States and 

overseas. The Legion wanted to gather interest from American soldiers who were sent to Europe 

and those who remained stateside in order to solidify their future membership. The question of 

the location of its principle offices also arose. 

 Prior to the convention, some discussions had taken place between Legionnaires and 

Indiana civic leaders regarding the establishment of the Legion’s national headquarters in 

Indianapolis.72 Once it was decided that the Legion was in need of a permanent residence, three 

Indiana veterans, Walter Myers, Dr. T. Victor Keene, and Robert L. Moorhead, speaking on 

behalf of civic leaders, spearheaded an effort to build the headquarters in Indianapolis.73 This 

was not the first time that Indiana found itself involved in the Legion’s affairs, as Legionnaires 

had suggested Indianapolis as a possible location for the National Convention. While the city did 

not end up hosting the organization’s meeting in November, its role in their history was not yet 

complete. At the convention, several cities were offered as possibilities for housing the Legion. 

In addition to Indianapolis, Washington D.C. and Kansas City, Missouri were in the running 

when a series of votes took place. The first vote showed two clear frontrunners, D.C. with 282 

votes, and Indianapolis with 226.74 A runoff then took place, resulting in Indianapolis being 

chosen as the proposed location for the Legion’s national headquarters after winning 361 of the 

684 total votes.75 Indianapolis’s victory over D.C. and Kansas City was attributed to its central 
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location in the country and its history as a rail center, which allowed visitors to more easily 

access the city.76  

 The Legion’s Americanism emphasized that personal freedoms required community 

loyalty.77 While they supported national unity and devotion to the United States, the group’s 

conservative values meant that their commemorative support was primarily restricted to the local 

and state levels. Some historians believe that the Legion chose Indianapolis to house their 

operation as a result of the organization’s ongoing disagreement over federal oversight and their 

emphasis on governmental power being enforced by state and local powers.78 Lisa Budreau 

argues that the Legion chose Indianapolis due to its central location in the nation and the fact that 

any proposed monument that was built to house the organization would not be overshadowed by 

federal structures as it would be in the nation’s capital. Thomas Rumer, an American Legion 

historian, expands on this idea, writing that the organization decided upon the Indianapolis 

location since setting up its national operation in the city would be financially feasible. Rumer 

also shares Budreau’s beliefs that the decision reflected the Legion’s feeling that “there was 

nothing else in the Hoosier capital that would attract more attention.”79 Surprisingly, this insult to 

the beauty and supposed superiority of Indianapolis’s architecture received no objection from 

Indiana natives.80 The Legion’s concerns regarding architectural context and federal oversight, as 

well as keeping costs low, were the primary reasons why Indianapolis was chosen as the 

organization’s home.  
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The Changing Landscape of Commemoration and the War Memorial Idea 

 The issue of body repatriation following the First World War created a dilemma for 

policy makers and the public. Some felt it would be best to leave the remains of U.S. servicemen 

in France as a reminder that the country had secured victory for the Allied cause, while others 

believed that America’s soldiers should be returned home and interred in their native soil, far 

away from the conflict and violence that led to their deaths. Despite the public’s lack of regard 

for overseas diplomacy following the war, Americans remained invested in the remembrance of 

U.S. soldiers abroad. Their interest stemmed from the lack of human remains. United States’ 

citizens could not rely on returned soldiers’ bodies to serve as unspoken memorials to the war as 

they had following other conflicts. Without physical remains, Americans were forced to look 

elsewhere for commemorative ideas. Lisa Budreau states that interest groups sought greater 

participation and representation within federal agencies that focused on memorialization in order 

to gain some sort of control over the commemorative process. Speaking to this point, the Graves 

Registration Service (GRS) was overwhelmed with correspondence from American families 

throughout the early 1920s, leading the federal government to try and ease the anxieties and 

accommodate the desires of the American public.81 Much like Britain, the U.S. government 

wanted to unite its people behind a message of patriotism and national pride. This would have, in 

theory, justified the conflict and its casualties regardless of the tumultuous state of global affairs. 

In reality, “attempts to construct an image of national cohesion abroad faltered” as the American 

public and politicians became divided on the issue of World War I commemoration.82 

 Although the question of overseas memorialization created a rift in the collective unity of 

the nation, monument-building at home was a resounding success during the interwar years due 
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to the increased participation of interest groups. Veterans’ organizations and local governments 

supported the construction of statues and memorials around the nation, while Gold Star mothers, 

or parents who had lost at least one child in the service of the United States military, became 

involved in the commemorative process as a result of their personal connection to the fallen. In 

Indiana, calls for state-organized commemoration gained traction in the months after the 

Armistice as a result of these new unions. Stakeholders’ embracement of patriotic ideals, coupled 

with the presence of existing war memorials, fueled commemorative efforts during and after the 

First World War, making the memorialization of America’s latest conflict an expectation. 

Indianapolis residents clung to the sense of national unity that surrounded Americanist thinking. 

Hoosiers elsewhere in the state were no exception to this trend of nationalist enthusiasm and 

gladly welcomed veterans’ organizations into their towns and cities.  

 After the American Legion voted to pursue Indianapolis as the home of their national 

headquarters, government officials from around the state began voicing their support for the 

project. In an article published on November 18th, 1919, it was announced that Indiana Governor 

James P. Goodrich, Indianapolis Mayor Charles Jewett, and other prominent politicians, had 

suggested that the state begin planning to accommodate the Legion’s request.83 The Legion’s 

decision to operate out of Indiana, which came the week before the November 18th 

announcement, was viewed as a significant opportunity by those in positions of power. Not only 

would a prestigious veterans’ organization claim Indianapolis as their home, but the 

establishment of the Legion’s headquarters would place the city in the national spotlight. 

Furthermore, it gave Indianapolis the chance to construct a World War memorial that would 

house the Legion, fulfilling the commemorative expectations of both the organization and the 
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citizens of Indiana. It was immediately assumed that the proposed memorial would be 

constructed as a joint project by the state and city of Indianapolis and would be as “nationally 

significant as the Soldiers and Sailors Monument.”84 Although it is likely that some sort of First 

World War memorial would have been built in Indianapolis even if the Legion had not voted to 

operate out of Indiana, their desire to build a national headquarters greatly impacted the size of 

the project as well as the national attention that it received. 

 Indianapolis’s commemorative past and expectations of World War I remembrance 

following the war ultimately won over the Legion’s delegates in 1919. Had Indiana not 

suggested the creation of a war memorial in their capital’s downtown the veterans’ organization 

would have, most likely, chosen another city to serve as their base of operations. Kansas City, for 

example, was in the running to house the Legion for similar reasons. Missouri residents had also 

expressed their desire for a large-scale monument and the city had already raised "two and a half 

million dollars to construct a building in honor of the war dead.”85 Additionally, Kansas City was 

centrally located, an argument that Indianapolis supporters used to push their own agenda. 

Ultimately, it is clear that the decision was based on the Americanist fervor, commemorative 

expectations, history of war-related memorial-building, and pro-monument sentiments displayed 

by Indiana’s citizenry and Indianapolis’s civic leaders. 

 The announcement that state and Indianapolis civic leaders were pursuing the creation of 

a war memorial was just the beginning of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza project. Since 

it was assumed that the structure would be grand enough to gain national attention, a great deal 

of planning and political action was necessary for construction to begin. Furthermore, the 

project’s proponents needed the public’s support in order to fund an operation of this magnitude. 
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It is also important to note that no legislation had yet been enacted by the State of Indiana when 

the American Legion voted to build their national headquarters in Indianapolis. With the 

Legion’s membership and political influence growing exponentially by the end of 1919, 

advocates of the Indiana memorial needed to organize their efforts quickly and efficiently. The 

American Legion’s vote to operate out of Indianapolis was nearly split, and any delay in the 

construction of the proposed IWWMP could prove to be costly if the organization’s delegates 

reevaluated their choice in favor of another city. Indiana nearly did lose the opportunity to house 

the Legion due to memorial opposition and a lack of support within the state and local 

governments. While the initial announcement to build the War Memorial Plaza was well 

received by both the American Legion and the public, few could imagine the contentious debates 

that would emerge during the following years regarding its creation.  
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Chapter II: 

Debates Over Approval and Opposition of the IWWMP 

 

Introduction  

 Following public suggestions for a First World War memorial in Indianapolis in 

December of 1918, several ideas began circulating as to how the state would approach 

commemoration. In early 1919, the city and state began planning monuments to honor returning 

veterans, but the American Legion was still organizing and not yet influential in Indianapolis’s 

decision-making process. Paul Cret, a prominent Philadelphia architect who went on to design 

some of the most famous war memorials in Europe, offered his opinion on the matter.86 He 

suggested that memorials dedicated to the army and navy could be placed on the pylons of the 

Indianapolis Public Library (Figure 6), a building that he designed.87 Cret was aware of the 

importance of urban beautification as it related to memorials, and believed that obtaining a 

proper setting for commemoration could be a difficult problem to solve.88 Despite Cret’s 

concerns, several civic organizations supported his idea. Members of the Indianapolis Chamber 

of Commerce and the Indianapolis School Board favored the suggestion, stating that the Public 

Library had been “pronounced by leading architects to be one of the finest examples of classic 

architecture in the country.”89 

 Cret’s suggestion to commemorate the First World War at the Indianapolis Public Library 

was well received by members of the public and Indianapolis civic leaders. However, opposition 

did arise among those who felt that the city should support a grander design. Indianapolis Mayor 
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Charles Jewett, quoted in The Indianapolis News, argued that “[t]he city is big enough to do 

bigger things than that in the way of a memorial.”90 Jewett continued by arguing that it was “a 

mistake to be always changing the landmarks of history.”91 The Public Library was originally 

dedicated to Indiana native James Whitcomb Riley, and opponents to Cret’s suggestion did not 

want to see that legacy overshadowed by adding war commemoration. Ironically, Indianapolis 

would later prove to be more flexible, permitting additional monuments to be built within the 

Indiana World War Memorial Plaza, a project that had not yet been conceived when Paul Cret 

offered his opinion.  

 While it is not in reference to the IWWMP, the brief debate surrounding the proposed 

army and navy memorials on the pylons of the Indianapolis Public Library reflects the 

contentious nature of First World War commemoration in Indiana. Architectural beauty and 

symbolic displays of remembrance were important to the state’s residents, who wanted the nation 

to admire Indiana’s immortalization of its military heroes.92 In February of 1919 Senator Walter 

McConaha of Wayne County introduced a bill to the Indiana General Assembly that would 

“provide for a state commission of five members to supervise the construction of war memorials 

in public places in Indiana.”93 This legislation was intended to “prevent the construction of 

memorials at public expense” that had “no artistic merit.”94 Indiana residents, who were 

conscious of their state’s national image, did not want to tarnish the “memory of the men who 

fought to make the world safe for democracy” by constructing unattractive monuments.95  
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 The desire of Indiana citizens to build celebratory memorials to the First World War was 

representative of national trends during the interwar years. Americans believed that modern 

society was more adept at memorial design than previous generations.96 Madam Luella Varney 

Serrao of Cleveland expressed this sentiment by criticizing the artistic merit of Civil War 

monuments, saying that they “were in many cases little better than elaborations of the tombstone 

school of sculptors with the addition of a few pyramids of cannon balls.”97 Many Americans 

shared a similar attitude, insisting “that efforts to remember the Civil War had left a dubious 

legacy in the form of useless and horrendous statues.”98 Interest groups in Indiana were 

determined that the nation’s past commemorative mistakes would not be repeated following the 

First World War. In order to ensure the continued beautification and betterment of urban areas, 

reformers suggested that Americans create sacred spaces of remembrance in which people could 

coexist with commemoration. These “living” memorials, such as parks, fountains, libraries, and 

community centers, would serve to memorialize individuals and events while simultaneously 

benefiting the community.99 Progressive reformers believed that the abandonment of traditional 

statuary would “contribute to the reconstruction of American society and meet the needs of 

communities.”100 These ideals would come to impact the creation of the Indiana World War 

Memorial Plaza, as proponents and the opposition debated the proper ways to commemorate the 

state’s recent military history.  

 The financial burden of building a grand commemorative monument also gave rise to 

contention among state, county, and city representatives. Civic leaders from Marion County and 
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Indianapolis had difficulty agreeing on who should foot the bill for the proposed plaza and 

memorial building. Increased frustration over the project’s delay caused some Indiana citizens to 

speak up in favor of the plaza, urging action in order to ensure that the American Legion would 

maintain their commitment to Indianapolis. In July of 1920 The Indianapolis Star argued that the 

“large majority of taxpayers and voters of Indiana are not going to begrudge the expenditure of 

$10,000,000 for a permanent war memorial.”101 Another resident, attorney Maurice G. Tennant, 

took a harsher approach to anti-memorial arguments by claiming that the “opposition of certain 

selfish interests to the proposed war memorial plaza in Indianapolis is a direct slap in the face of 

ex-service men of this city, who went to France in 1917 to fight for the cause of humanity.”102 

This shows that the prevailing attitude in Indiana favored the IWWMP, and led to the silencing 

of oppositional sentiments by pro-memorial interest groups toting Americanist rhetoric. Many 

who raised concerns about the Plaza’s location and cost were branded as disloyal to the nation 

and to the veterans of the First World War.103 By discrediting any and all opposition to the 

IWWMP, proponents were able to secure victory and construct a site of remembrance. 

 Memorial proponents used Americanist arguments and Indianapolis’s enthusiasm for 

grand First World War commemoration as weapons against memorial opponents. Interest groups 

envisioned the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza as a sacred space in which honor in the wake 

of tragedy would be remembered for decades. Determined to make their vision a reality, pro-

memorial civic leaders clashed with oppositional forces who sought to imbue First World War 

memorialization with alternate meanings. The post-war commemorative process was contentious 

and complex. While Americans largely supported memorial-building endeavors, there was 
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disagreement as to how the public’s expectations would be met. In Indianapolis, decisions to 

commemorate the war were based on practicality, financial means, and architectural significance. 

IWWMP proponents chose to build a grand monument in order to nationally promote 

Indianapolis. Their victory came at a price, and veterans in need of government assistance were 

ignored by civic leaders who felt that commemoration was the most effective way to honor 

veterans’ sacrifices. 

 

Veterans’ Organizations and First Legislation 

 Initially, the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza idea received very little opposition, and 

a large majority of vocal interest groups expressed excitement when the American Legion voted 

to pursue the construction of their national headquarters in Indianapolis. Following the 

announcement in November of 1919, a citizen’s planning committee in Indiana suggested that 

two city blocks be purchased for a memorial building that would house the Legion and honor the 

state’s commitment to veterans of the First World War.104 This recommendation led to the 

passing of the Indiana World War Memorial Bill in July of 1920 by the Indiana House of 

Representatives.105 The House’s vote in favor of the bill was unanimous and appropriated 

$2,000,000 in state funds to the construction of a memorial and plaza at the site of St. Clair Park 

and the Institution of the Blind.106 While civic leaders who opposed this legislation were not 

vocal prior to its passing, veterans’ organization proponents of the IWWMP were influential in 

its adoption.  

                                                           
104 U.S.  Department of the Interior, National Park Service, National Register of Historic Places, National  

Historic Landmark Nomination: Indiana World War Memorial Plaza Historic District, 21. 
105 Ibid. 
106 “House Passes Bill For War Memorial,” The Daily Reporter (Greenfield, IN), July 23, 1920, accessed  

June 14, 2021, Newspapers.com. 



Cauley 43 
 

 The American Legion had a vested interest in the construction of the IWWMP from its 

inception, and one month after Indianapolis civic leaders announced that their state would house 

the veterans’ organization, Legionnaires decided to install a national war museum and library in 

the central structure of the Plaza.107 Despite the Legion’s plans, Indiana’s government was slow 

to move on legislative action in favor of a memorial. This resulted in increased demands by 

veterans’ organizations for a bill that would ensure construction of the Legion’s headquarters. 

The Legion threatened the state with a reevaluation of the national headquarters’ issue, and 

failure to pass legislation would result in Indiana losing the opportunity to house the group 

altogether. Frank McHale, Hoosier vice-chairman of the State Legislature Committee of the 

American Legion, stressed the urgency of the World War Memorial Bill, stating in 1920: 

The location of the national headquarters of the American Legion in Indiana is a credit to 

the entire state, and we Legion men know that unless a definite, positive program 

providing for adequate quarters for the national headquarters of the Legion is specifically 

in hand before the next convention of the Legion, which will be held in September of this 

year, Indiana will probably lose these headquarters.108 

 

It is unclear whether or not these were empty threats by the Legion since the passage of the 

World War Memorial Bill a few weeks later ensured that the organization’s headquarters would 

be built in Indianapolis.  

 The Legion was not the only entity to attach itself to the IWWMP idea, and other 

patriotic organizations sought to have a voice in its creation. One such group, the American War 

Mothers, aligned themselves with the Legion’s Americanism, and petitioned Indiana civic 

leaders for commemorative legislation. Founded in 1917 by Indiana native Alice M. French, the 

group’s membership was composed of women whose children had fought in the First World 
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War.109 The Indiana Chapter of the American War Mothers was organized in May of 1918 and 

the first National Convention of the group was held in Indianapolis later that year.110 Following 

the IWWMP debate, the War Mothers went on to be incorporated by an act of Congress in 

1925.111 

 A month prior to the passage of the Indiana World War Memorial Bill, the American War 

Mothers sent a letter to Governor James Goodrich urging the State Legislature to move forward 

with the proposed plaza plan.112 The correspondence was published in The Indianapolis Star and 

read as follows: 

We, the Marion county [sic] chapter of American War Mothers, in regular meeting 

assembled, do hereby urge you, with all our heart and soul, to recommend the passage of 

a bill at the special session of the Indiana Legislature, soon to convene, which will 

provide for the erection of a memorial building to honor our sons who fought and died for 

their country. A building to house the national headquarters of the American Legion, a 

body of loyal American citizens, who gave their best in time of war and who now stand 

for Americanism, and who are banded together to crush radicalism and annihilate 

everything un-American: this building also to serve as a meeting place for all patriotic 

organizations. We urge this upon you as a solemn duty which you can not [sic] evade.113 

 

The charged language used by the War Mothers expressed their Americanist ideals and 

demonstrated their affinity for the American Legion. Although the letter illustrated the patriotic 

sentiments of the organization, it also reflected their desire to use the Plaza’s main memorial for 

their own operation. Further actions taken by the group led to the drafting of a resolution that 

they presented to the floor leaders of the Indiana Senate and House of Representatives.114 The 
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War Mothers continued to follow the Legion’s lead by requesting that a bill be passed quickly, 

presumably to ensure that the Legionnaires would not abandon their deal with Indianapolis.115  

 Following the passage of the Memorial Bill, the War Mothers countered arguments 

against the plaza by urging Indianapolis and Marion County to participate in the project, in 

addition to the state of Indiana. The Hilton U. Brown, Jr. Post No. 85 of the American Legion 

also joined in this effort by stating: “Whereas, It [sic] is our opinion that the construction of a 

joint world war [sic] memorial would be of a most appropriate expression by the people of our 

state, county and city of their complete understanding of the gratitude for the sacrifice of our 

dead comrades and a substantial provision for carrying on the cause for which they died.”116 In 

an early reference to their future support of the joint project, Alice French stated in August 1920 

that her organization was pleased with the legislative efforts, but believed that they did “not go 

far enough.”117 Two years later the War Mothers achieved their goal, and were promised “the 

first good vacancy” in the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza to house their organization.118 

 Pleas by the American Legion and the American War Mothers for the passage of the 

Indiana World War Memorial Bill in 1920 demonstrate that their organizations’ intentions were 

not purely patriotic. Both sought space in the proposed plaza for their own headquarters, and 

used Americanism as a tool to fulfil the needs of their agendas. Their persistence did pay off, and 

Indiana was one step closer to starting the IWWMP project. However, in the wake of the State 

Legislature’s decision, opposition arose against the Plaza, suggesting that Indianapolis’s 
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downtown property was too valuable to be used for commemoration and that the financial 

burden of the plan was more than taxpayers were willing to accommodate. 

 

Opposition and Approval 

 The Indiana World War Memorial Bill allowed the state of Indiana to provide funds for 

the construction of the IWWMP. This measure noticeably left Indianapolis and Marion County 

out of a project that was originally supposed to be their responsibility. Many civic leaders in 

these local governments were pleased with the change since the financial burden associated with 

the plan would no longer fall on their constituents. However, some feared that the relatively 

small amount of funds appropriated by the state would not be enough to cover such a grand 

commemorative endeavor. As a result, city and county representatives were urged by members 

of the public and veterans’ organizations to make the Memorial Plaza a joint project between all 

three entities. Opposition arose, claiming that the citizens of Marion County and Indianapolis did 

not wish to be included in the project, although they did support the creation of a memorial. 

Additionally, prominent Indianapolis politicians, such as Mayor-Elect Samuel Lewis “Lew” 

Shank, took issue with the plaza’s downtown location, arguing that a memorial should be built 

farther away from the proposed site in order to lower costs.119 Shank was no stranger to local 

politics and had dealt with labor strikes and police mutinies during his first term as Indianapolis 

Mayor from 1910 to 1913.120 In 1921, shortly before he took office a second time, Shank 

proposed an alternative plan for the city to remember the war, one that would benefit those who 

fought overseas while simultaneously allowing the public to honor the fallen. By decreasing the 

                                                           
119 “Shank On Record As Opposing Plaza Now,” The Indianapolis News, November 17, 1921, accessed  

June 14, 2021, Newspapers.com. 
120 David J. Bodenhamer, Robert G. Barrows, and David G. Vanderstel, eds., The Encyclopedia of  

Indianapolis (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1994), 1254. 



Cauley 47 
 

project’s budget, the Mayor-Elect hoped to use the funds to build a memorial hospital that would 

support disabled veterans of the First World War. Lew Shank, more so than any other anti-

memorial activist, stood up against the agendas of the American Legion and Indiana civic leaders 

to argue that material assistance should take precedence over the glorification of the dead. 

 Following the memorial legislation of July 1920, interest groups began voicing concerns 

that the state-allocated $2,000,000 was not enough for an “adequate” monument to be built.121 In 

order to ensure that the public’s grand commemorative expectations could be met, it was 

necessary for the city of Indianapolis and Marion County to join in the endeavor. Persistent pleas 

by commemorative stakeholders such as the Indiana War Mothers and the general public led to 

the further political action, and in 1921 the Indiana General Assembly “enacted a law providing 

that two blocks of the designated five-block Plaza should be acquired by Indianapolis and 

Marion county (sic).”122 Indianapolis civic leaders also pursued legislation on the matter and 

adopted an ordinance on October 3rd, 1921 that allocated $1,600,000 for the purchase of Plaza 

Block 5.123 Marion County, on the other hand, struggled to keep up with the city and state 

governments due to oppositional arguments against the joint project. County representatives 

feared that their government’s involvement would force Indianapolis residents to be taxed twice 

for the IWWMP; once by the City, and again by the County.124 As a result, legislative action by 

Marion County was delayed until 1922, when it adopted its own ordinance, and was tasked with 

purchasing the disputed property of Block 16 (Figure 7).125 
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 Both prior to and after the passage of Indianapolis’s ordinance in October 1921, plaza 

opponents fought the joint IWWMP project. Charges made against the plan prior to the city’s 

legislation stressed the importance of financial responsibility, arguing that the Memorial Plaza’s 

construction would burden the taxpayers of Indianapolis. Proponents countered these claims by 

citing Americanist ideals and claiming that the enemies of the proposal were un-American. 

American Legion representatives, speaking for members of the public, stated: 

We feel the stand that the opposition is taking, in stating that they are not in favor of a 

war memorial plaza because it will unduly increase taxation, is mere subterfuge. We feel 

that it is a cloak to cover up an expression of the same spirit of disloyalty which evidently 

rankled in their breasts through the months of conflict when they were afraid to open 

their mouths.126 

 

This accusatory statement was published in response to an oppositional remonstrance that was 

presented to the City Council earlier in the year. Furious with the refusal of some civic leaders to 

accept the necessity of a joint city, county, and state plaza project, and appalled by the 

opposition’s apparent lack of Americanism, the Legion’s War Memorial Campaign Committee 

launched an investigation into the validity of the document. In an article published in The 

Indianapolis Star on July 18th, 1921, the Legion attacked the Plaza’s enemies who had drafted 

the remonstrance, stating that the petition contained forged signatures.127 Apparently, some 

individuals who had signed the document were led to believe that they were supporting a bonus 

for First World War veterans.128 Many members of the public shared the attitudes of the Legion 

regarding oppositional petitions, viewing them as “furtive” and “sinister.”129 In the months that 
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followed the forgery revelation the Legion continually used their discovered evidence to 

discredit opponents of the plaza plan. 

 Later in 1921, after Indianapolis had adopted its ordinance to support the joint 

commemorative project, the Plaza’s opposition took a new approach to their arguments against 

the plan. These efforts were led by Indianapolis Mayor-Elect Lew Shank, who adamantly 

disagreed with the IWWMP proposal. Shank succeeded Charles Jewett, a vocal proponent of the 

Memorial Plaza, and did not attempt to hide his differing opinions from his predecessor. During 

one interaction between the two civic leaders, Shank was said to have told Jewett that he “had 

better hurry up and get that project through in the next six weeks because I am against it.”130 The 

Mayor-Elect opposed the IWWMP due to its proposed location in the city. Valuable commercial 

property was held in high regard, and Shank could not justify taking that away for an expensive 

commemorative project.131 It is important to note that Shank was not against the creation of a 

war memorial, he simply disagreed with the details of the Plaza. In order to compromise with 

fellow civic leaders, he suggested that the Memorial be built farther away from the heart of the 

city. “[L]et’s go out to Thirty-eighth and Meridian, where the property is not built up into 

valuable and useful buildings,” argued Shank, “I am against doing away with downtown 

buildings for a memorial” (Figure 8).132 Shank’s comments illustrate the oppositions’ concerns 

over the use of space in urban areas. Commercial property served a greater purpose in the 

betterment of Indianapolis, and critics did not wish to see it disposed of for a commemorative 

venture that would bring in little revenue. 
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 Lew Shank was aware of the attacks that his fellow opponents had been subject to by the 

Plaza’s proponents, and acted quickly to preserve his political standing. In defense of his 

statements the Mayor-Elect attempted to appeal to Indiana’s veterans and civic organizations by 

stating: 

Why should we go and spend $10,000,000 or $12,000,000 for a plaza at this time? It is 

shameful the way disabled veterans of the war are being treated. I want to see every 

disabled service man in a first class memorial hospital. Then it will be time enough to 

think about something else to spend our money for. And when this is done then the 

veterans of the war should be given a bonus. Then when we do get ready to build a 

memorial let’s go out to Thirty-eighth and Meridian and not put it down in a business 

block among the dirty streets, lunch counters, boarding houses and surroundings such as 

should not be near such a building.133 

 

While this quote raises poses several new ideas for the memorial project, it also contradicts the 

Mayor-Elect’s previous assertion that the IWWMP needed to be relocated in order to protect 

commercial property. Instead, Shank suggests that the Plaza would not be appropriate in this area 

of the city due to the location’s unsatisfactory environment. Nonetheless, Shank’s attitudes 

reflect those of the nation in regards to living memorials. His suggestion that a memorial hospital 

be built in Indianapolis prior to the War Memorial Plaza shows the importance of structures that 

would serve to improve the lives of citizens. It also illustrates that there was an alternative route 

to remembering the war, one that would not attempt to erase the uncertainty surrounding its 

purpose and results. Additionally, Shank’s references to bonuses reflects the public’s concerns 

regarding the wellbeing of the country’s veterans. National legislative action on the allocation of 

veteran bonuses was nearly nonexistent in the 1920s despite persistent pleas by former 

servicemen to the federal government urging action on the subject. This debate would come to a 

boiling point during the Great Depression, when a large crowd of struggling veterans descended 

                                                           
133 “Shank On Record As Opposing Plaza Now.” 



Cauley 51 
 

on Washington D.C. demanding action.134 Much like the efforts of Lew Shank in Indianapolis, 

the Bonus Army, as the protesting veterans came to be known, failed to achieve its mission, and 

thousands were pushed out of the nation’s capital by an armed force tasked with ending the 

protest.135  

 Shank’s bold opposition to the War Memorial Plaza and his willingness to vocalize his 

criticisms sparked outrage among members of the public. In late November 1921 an 

“organization committee, composed of representatives of civic and patriotic organizations” made 

plans for a protest that would be held against Shank and the opposition.136 Over 15,000 Marion 

County veterans, Gold Star mothers, War Mothers, and disabled veterans were invited to attend 

the protest meeting and once again called upon Marion County to join their cause.137 This event 

was planned in response to an “anti-plaza session,” held by supporters of Lew Shank, at which 

opposition leaders petitioned the Marion County Commissioners to join their cause against the 

IWWMP and prevent the local government from taking legislative action.138 Despite his well-

organized protests and fearless oppositional attitude, Shank’s efforts ended in failure. 

Preliminary work on the Plaza had begun early in 1921, and by March of the following year 

Marion County had approved their ordinance to aid the city and state in the joint memorial 

project.139 There was little hope left for the opposition, and construction on the IWWMP 

progressed as planned. 
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Conclusion 

 The changing nature of American commemoration following the First World War from 

traditional statues to living memorials impacted the creation of the Indiana World War Memorial 

Plaza. Hoosiers sought the beautification of their capital city and expected that a monument 

would be built there in order to be “accessible to the greatest number of people of the state.”140 

As a result, early proposals for the Memorial Plaza were met with excitement by members of the 

public and veterans’ organizations. In order to ensure that the grandest monument would be built 

to honor Indiana’s veterans, the American Legion and the American War Mothers each 

petitioned the city, county, and state governments for legislative action that would allow each 

entity to participate in the IWWMP project. These efforts were not entirely based on the 

principles of Americanism that called for honorable recognition of the nation’s military heroes, 

but they used that framework to advance their arguments. Both the War Mothers and the Legion 

viewed the Plaza as a way to achieve upward mobility through the establishment of national 

headquarters. Local newspaper articles emphasized the importance of interest groups seeking 

space within the central shrine, even as they proclaimed Americanist sentiments about honor and 

sacrifice towards veterans. 

 Following the passage of the Indiana World War Memorial Bill in 1920, opposition arose 

against the IWWMP’s proposed joint venture. Critics raised concerns over the project’s cost as 

well as its impact on the downtown area. Civic leaders, such as Lew Shank, voiced their 

disapproval, arguing that the funds allocated for the creation of the Plaza would be better suited 

elsewhere.141 Shank wanted the state to build a memorial hospital that would care for the 

disabled veterans of Indiana, a demographic who he viewed as needing assistance more than 
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others at the time.142 Additionally, Shank sought the passage of a bonus bill, a desire that was 

shared by thousands of veterans and civic organizations around the country.143 Similar 

sentiments were shared by the Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW), who chose to remain neutral on 

the issue of the IWWMP in order to pursue veterans’ bonus ventures.144 Indiana, much like the 

nation, was torn between building physical commemoration to memorialize the First World War 

and allocating funds to care for veterans. 

 Arguments of the Plaza’s opposition were overshadowed and silenced by the Americanist 

rhetoric of the project’s proponents, and those who continued to delay or stop the 

commemorative endeavor were branded as un-American and disloyal to the nation.145 Interest 

groups who were in favor of the IWWMP eventually succeeded by using discrediting attacks on 

their enemies, who were perceived as “sinister” and sneaky.146 Furthermore, commemoration had 

emerged victorious over veteran care, and disabled veterans would remain nearly unassisted by 

the state and federal governments for decades. This issue, along with contention surrounding the 

use of urban space, the importance of architectural beauty, and the problems of financial 

responsibility placed upon the state and local governments that were tasked with building the 

monument, made Indianapolis a microcosm of the national commemorative debate. Regardless 

of its representative nature, breaking ground on the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza did not 

bring about an end to the project’s problems, and additional dilemmas would complicate and 

delay the site’s original plan for four more decades. Over this time, as the mood and outlook of 
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the country shifted towards the remembrance of succeeding conflicts, the meanings and 

significance embedded in the memorial changed as well. 
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Chapter III: 

Plaza Completion and Post-Second World War Interpretations  

 

Introduction 

 Contention surrounding the aesthetic character, architectural style, and usage of the 

Indiana World War Memorial remained despite the project’s authorization by a special session of 

the Indiana General Assembly in 1920. As the Plaza’s construction began, two churches, the 

First Baptist Church and the Second Presbyterian Church, remained at the site (Figure 9). 

Leaders of both institutions came to believe, through an “unwritten, unofficial gentleman’s 

agreement,” that they would be allowed to coexist with the Plaza’s main shrine.147 During the 

early stages of planning, the churches were assured that their buildings would be incorporated 

into the overall character of the IWWMP. To appease the institutions’ leadership, designers 

asserted that the War Memorial shrine would be built in a different block. However, later in the 

decade, after construction began, members of these churches’ clergy argued that the Plaza’s 

architects, Frank Walker and Harry Weeks, had “completely disregarded the unwritten 

agreement and convinced the Memorial Trustees that the main Memorial structure should be 

located in the same block occupied by the churches.”148 This posed a problem for those who 

were concerned with the architectural character of the area, since the large and imposing 

memorial shrine was of a neoclassical design, conflicting with the existing style of the churches. 

 Marion County sought to purchase Block 16 of the IWWMP in 1922, the block that 

contained the two churches and the planned main shrine.149 As a result, the burden of negotiating 

with the religious institutions fell to the county. This proved challenging, since the churches were 
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adamant that their buildings should remain on the property. Additionally, government legislation 

complicated the county’s ability to purchase Block 16 by enacting a law in 1925 that protected 

the churches from eviction for 25 years.150 Such a long delay meant that the Plaza’s central 

building would remain incomplete until at least the 1950s. Throughout the next three decades the 

county attempted to negotiate with the churches for property rights numerous times. Each 

attempt failed, as world events altered the financial abilities and priorities of Indianapolis, 

Marion County, and the State of Indiana. The Great Depression of the 1930s and the U.S. entry 

into the Second World War delayed the removal of the churches. These setbacks were 

representative of national commemorative trends that witnessed the overshadowing of First 

World War remembrances by pressing global affairs.  

 Following the Second World War, Americans prioritized the commemoration of later 

twentieth-century events over remembrance of World War I. In 1944, less than a decade after the 

main shrine was dedicated, a committee was created in order to “contemplate the further needs of 

the Memorial Plaza to honor returning Indiana veterans of World War Two (sic).”151 The “War 

to End All Wars” had, in fact, sparked greater conflict throughout the world, and Indiana’s grand 

memorial to the fallen of the First World War was reinterpreted by civic leaders and the public to 

include succeeding global events. Examples of this can be found in IWWMP brochures from the 

late 1940s and early 1950s, which indicate that Second World War artifacts and exhibits were 

curated in the main shrine’s museum, shifting the public’s focus away from the significance of 

World War I.152 The site now houses multiple plazas, including the Veterans Memorial Plaza and 

the American Legion Mall, as well as a variety of memorials that commemorate the Second 
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World War, Korea, and Vietnam.153 With the additions of monuments to other twentieth century 

conflicts, the title of “Indiana War Memorial Plaza” is now used interchangeably with the 

“Indiana World War Memorial Plaza.” Over time, the meanings associated with this memorial 

space changed as local and national concerns evolved. 

 

The Removal of Existing Structures 

 Issues surrounding the removal of the First Baptist Church and the Second Presbyterian 

Church from the grounds of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza reflect a reversal of 

Indiana’s civic leaders’ commitment to create a “structure of national importance” without delay 

or hindrance.154 Following the 1920 authorization by the Indiana General Assembly to construct 

the IWWMP in downtown Indianapolis, the War Memorial Commission moved swiftly to 

contract an architectural firm and begin construction. More than two-dozen submissions were 

made by designers to the War Memorial Board, and in 1923, two years after preliminary work 

had begun on the Plaza, Frank B. Walker and Harry E. Weeks of Cleveland were chosen as the 

project’s architects.155 At this time it was “generally agreed upon” that the two churches would 

remain in the War Memorial area and incorporated into its design.156 However, Walker and 

Weeks had different plans, and sought to emphasize the style of two existing structures that were 

to remain on the site; the Indianapolis Public Library to the north and the Federal Building to the 
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south.157 Both served as influential examples of neoclassical architecture and the main shrine was 

based on their designs.158 

 As the design team set about organizing the plan for the Plaza, they decided that the most 

effective location for the main shrine was in the same city block as the First Baptist and the 

Second Presbyterian churches. This threatened both organizations and church leadership feared 

that they would soon be forced to move away from the commemorative site. However, both 

institutions were prepared to resist any and all efforts made by the War Memorial Commission to 

forcibly remove them. As a result, the Board of County Commissioners met with representatives 

of the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian churches on February 26th, 1924 in order to mediate 

the conflict. The Commissioners assured the institutions that they could remain in the Plaza and 

that no harm would come to their structures, although there were fears that the War Memorial 

Commission would overturn this ruling and demand that the churches be removed.159 The public 

generally supported the county commissioners’ decision, arguing that both churches were 

“[h]istoric [t]raditions” in Indianapolis due to their longevity and good standing in the 

community.160 Indianapolis residents supported these sentiments in statements that urged the 

War Memorial Commission to allow the institutions to remain.161 Furthermore, arguments were 

made in newspaper articles that the Second Presbyterian Church had existed on Pennsylvania 

and Vermont Streets for nearly ninety years, and that its building displayed some of the “most 

beautiful church architecture in the United States” (Figure 10).162 While members of the public 
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were previously in favor of the IWWMP regardless of its cost or impact on the surrounding area, 

attitudes shifted as historic sites around the Plaza became endangered. Interest groups feared that 

aspects of their city’s history would be erased if the memorial shrine was completed as planned. 

 After receiving pro-church pleas from the public and concerned letters from the clergy of 

the First Baptist Church, the War Memorial Commission asked Walker and Weeks to reconsider 

their design and seek out another location for the shrine on the Plaza site.163 After deliberation, 

the architects reached the “conclusion that the central shrine must be constructed in that 

particular block in order to harmonize” the “whole concept of the memorial.”164 A report done by 

the Indiana World War Memorial Study Commission in 1954 argues that this decision reflected a 

conscious effort by Walker and Weeks’ team to make the established location of the churches 

“entirely illogical.”165 Regardless, the War Memorial Commission approved the designers’ idea, 

and allowed work to begin on the shrine around the existing structures. Despite Walker and 

Weeks’ apparent victory as to the location of the Memorial’s main building, both religious 

institutions were once again assured, this time by the Memorial Commission, that they could 

remain in place.166 Due to previous misunderstandings, church leadership looked upon this 

promise with skepticism.167 

 As construction began on the site it became obvious to many that the churches obscured 

the shrine’s structure and would eventually prevent it from being completed.168 Walker and 

Weeks, still determined to achieve their stylistic goals, called for the work to continue despite 
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persistent objections by local clergy and church members.169 In order to appease both parties, the 

War Memorial Commission maintained that the churches could remain and construction on the 

Memorial would continue as planned. Additionally, the Board sought legislative action in order 

to hinder future conflict. A law enacted by the Legislature in 1925 sided with the institutions, 

asserting that “the two churches were to be allowed to remain on Block 16 for twenty-five years 

after authorities made their first move to buy the properties, provided no such move was 

launched prior to January 1, 1926.”170 During the interwar years Indianapolis had become the site 

of a battle between traditional buildings and modern commemoration. Although the residents of 

the city favored First World War remembrance in the immediate post-war years, their sentiments 

shifted as these examples of traditional architectural styles became threatened by the new 

neoclassical memorial. This dissatisfaction may have arisen from criticisms that levelled against 

the City Beautiful Movement in the 1930s and 40s, which asserted that neoclassicism was 

outdated and no longer reflected the architectural preferences of American cities.171 

 Following the legislative action, the “matter of acquiring the church properties” was still 

“quite alive.”172 Between 1925 and 1930 the priorities of the First Baptist and Second 

Presbyterian churches had changed, and by February of 1929 both institutions indicated that they 

were willing to enter into negotiations with Marion County.173 After this announcement, legal 

permission was granted to the county in 1930 to proceed with the purchase of the church 

properties. This led Marion County to hire three “leading citizens of Indianapolis” to act as 

official appraisers, an effort that would prove worthless, as the county officers announced in 
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September of the same year that no deal would be made due to the financial depression.174 The 

Great Depression effectively halted attempts to acquire the churches until the end of the Second 

World War. Although it was not yet completed, and with both churches still located adjacent to 

the structure, the central shrine was dedicated in 1936. By this time the building’s design was 

nearly outdated, and the entire conception of the memorial became “one of the last in which 

patriotic and spiritual symbolism were derived from the style and forms of classical 

architecture.”175 With the financial means necessary for the purchase of the two properties 

unavailable to Marion County, the national distraction of World War II in full effect, and the 

antiquated nature of the memorial’s design, little attention was given to the IWWMP until 

Indianapolis civic leaders called for its completion and reinterpretation in the mid-1940s. 

 

Post-World War II Alterations and the Completion of the Shrine 

 Towards the end of the Second World War, “representatives of the statewide patriotic 

bodies, the community and the churches,” recognized that the time had come to reopen the issue 

of completing the main shrine of the IWWMP as well as the possibility of constructing new 

buildings at the site.176 At a Memorial Trustee meeting held on November 9th, 1943, the 

commission’s secretary suggested that the group consider expanding the Plaza in order to 

accommodate returning veterans of the Second World War, who were sure to be cared for by the 

American Legion.177 It was argued that four more buildings could be erected in the same city 

block as the Legion’s headquarters to serve this purpose. In 1945 the General Assembly 
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recognized that another office building was needed on the Plaza’s grounds as well as an enlarged 

national headquarters for the Legionnaires.178 At the same time as this proposed expansion, the 

Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce formed a committee that would look into the issue of the 

churches. Calls for additional structures in the IWWMP following World War II are similar to 

those made in the wake of its predecessor, with veterans and their organizations as the focus. 

While the First World War had not been consciously forgotten by Indianapolis civic leaders, the 

War Memorial Commission’s attention had shifted towards the returning veterans of the 1940s. 

With the Plaza still technically under construction after the Second World War, it was possible 

for the city to incorporate commemorative structures to other conflicts on the same site as its 

monument to the First World War. 

 After their willingness to negotiate with Marion County, the two churches that stood 

adjacent to the central shrine spent the 1930s and early 1940s preparing to move. By 1944 the 

First Baptist Church had purchased additional real estate within the city and the Second 

Presbyterian Church was considering following suit.179 While everything appeared to be in order 

for Marion County to purchase the two properties, financial problems arose that further delayed 

the already behind-schedule project. When the first proposals were created to suggest that the 

churches would be removed from their original locations, it was understood that Marion County 

would foot the bill for both properties. A War Memorial Commission Board of Trustees meeting 

in 1944 determined that this was a “misunderstanding,” and that the state would be responsible 

for the church removals, should the matter ever be settled.180 As had been the case for over two 
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decades, the churches would remain in their original locations until the city, county, and state 

organized their financial obligations to the Plaza. 

 It was the main goal of the post-World War II War Memorial Commission to expand the 

IWWMP through a revitalization program.181 While the removal of the churches and the 

completion of the main memorial building was the group’s primary focus prior to the Great 

Depression, plans had changed. In order to achieve their updated agenda, the Commission had to 

ensure that the central shrine was completed.182 As a result, the Commission’s revitalization plan 

was presented to Governor Ralph Gates for review in 1946. Gates supported the project, but the 

issue of financial burden arose once again after both churches offered their properties to the state 

for more than double their appraised values. The First Baptist Church offered its property, 

estimated to be worth $360,700, to the State of Indiana at the price of $810,585. The Second 

Presbyterian Church had a value of $318,098, far below their asking price of $685,280. The state 

was not willing to pay these prices without the assistance of Marion County, and it was thought 

at the time that both properties would only be acquired through condemnation due to the lack of 

agreement between the two governments.183 

 In order to solve this financial problem and finally settle the issues posed by church 

removal, the Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce designated a committee to arrange a deal 

between the state and Marion County. Once again, these efforts proved to be worthless, as two 

bills introduced in 1946 State Legislature that would have allowed Marion County to assist in the 

purchasing of the church properties failed to pass.184 The completion of the Plaza was at a 

standstill again and veterans’ organizations stepped up to voice their disapproval of the delay just 
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as they had in the early interwar years. In order to move forward, the War Memorial Commission 

sought the help of the American Legion to gain public support for the proposed expansion of the 

Plaza and completion of the central shrine. The Legion accepted the Commission’s request and 

adopted a resolution to support the removal of the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian 

churches at their 1948 state convention.185  

 Aside from their desires to see the Plaza completed, the Legion had an institutional stake 

in the proposed expansion, just as they had in 1919. Their original headquarters had been 

dedicated at the northwest corner of the IWWMP in 1925, and was built with a neoclassical 

design, similar to other buildings at the site.186 However, by the late 1940s the organization had 

outgrown this space and sought the construction of a larger headquarters nearby. This 

organizational expansion was due to the Legion’s increased membership following the Second 

World War and demonstrates how later twentieth century conflicts altered the IWWMP. The 

original Legion headquarters is now known as the American Legion Auxiliary Building and 

houses the American Legion National Auxiliary, the Indiana Department of the American 

Legion and its State Auxiliary, and the National Forty and Eight (an affiliate organization to the 

Legion).187 In many ways the Legion’s need for a larger national headquarters is representative 

of the ways that Indiana had outgrown the IWWMP following the Second World War. 

Expansion was necessary to incorporate increased activity by veterans’ organizations and to 

accommodate altered public interpretations of the Plaza. When the War Memorial Commission 
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broke ground on the new Legion headquarters Indianapolis residents were reminded of Marion 

County’s failure to act on the removal of the churches and the completion of the central shrine.188 

 The Commission completed the new National Headquarters of the American Legion in 

1950, but it would take another ten years for the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian churches 

to be removed.189 Bills urging action to be taken towards the purchase of the church properties 

passed through many sessions of the State Legislature throughout the early 1950s and were shut 

down until 1955 when the War Memorial Commission was finally able to secure the necessary 

funds.190 After three decades of waiting, the churches were to be demolished, but the structures 

were not torn down until 1960.191 Even then the project was not finished, and further delays 

postponed the completion of the central shrine for years. Newspaper articles from the 1960s 

reflect the public’s disheartened attitudes towards the monument, and state that the Plaza’s story 

was familiar to “old-timers, but probably little understood, or not at all, by later generations.”192 

Many of these sentiments were published in the “Opinion” sections of Indianapolis newspapers, 

suggesting that the ongoing IWWMP project was not conventionally newsworthy by the 1960s. 

The war had been over for nearly forty years, and many First World War veterans had already 

passed away. Additionally, Indiana had since sent soldiers off to fight in other wars throughout 

Europe and Asia. The U.S. was deeply involved in the Cold War by this point, and would shortly 

be involved in yet another conflict overseas in Vietnam. As a result, the public showed little 
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interest in the poorly-maintained Memorial shrine that had been dedicated two generations 

earlier, to a war that was far removed from the minds of America’s citizens. 

 

Conclusion 

 The Indiana World War Memorial Plaza idea was embraced in the early interwar years as 

a symbol of Americanist values, Indiana’s devotion to its military history, and the sacrifices 

made during the First World War. After legislation was passed in 1920 that allowed for the Plaza 

to be created, opposition to the memorial itself fell by the wayside, the arguments against it 

dismissed as un-American and dishonorable to those who perished on the Western Front. The 

public largely supported the commemorative endeavor, and rejoiced when the project’s plans 

were put into motion. This enthusiastic outlook did not last forever. As the slow movement of 

government bureaucracy bogged down the IWWMP plans, some Indianapolis residents became 

disheartened. 

 Unofficial agreements made with institutions that existed on the Plaza site and a lack of 

clear financial responsibility to the memorial by the city, county, and state proved to be 

disastrous to the collective memory with which the public had initially imbued the IWWMP. By 

the time that the central shrine of the Plaza was completed in 1965 the First World War was little 

more than a distant memory to the American public. Richard Rubin writes that by the mid-1970s, 

just a decade after the completion of the shrine, the war and its commemorative monuments 

seemed as if they were “relegated to an era of black-and-white and silence.”193 It was difficult for 

Americans to imagine a time when their allies were “a King, a Crown Prince, and a Czar,” and 
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their enemies were “a Kaiser, an Emperor, and a Sultan.”194 The wave of patriotic sentiments that 

had swept across the nation following the Great War had long since dissipated by 1965, and the 

War Memorial’s main shrine was viewed more as a crumbling historic structure than as a grand 

act of Americanist commemoration. Some members of the public went so far as to call it a 

“disgrace to the state” due to its deteriorating condition.195 

 Although the shrine was officially dedicated in 1936, the public was well aware that the 

building was not complete due to the presence of the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian 

churches adjacent to the structure. The project’s finalization was considered to be “long overdue” 

and was completed just before Indiana observed its sesquicentennial in 1966.196 Some celebrated 

this milestone, while others remembered that it was supposed to be finished thirty years prior. 

The original vision of the IWWMP as a celebratory monument dedicated to the ideals of 

Americanism and military sacrifice had largely faded by the 1930s and 40s. As its meaning 

changed in an altered social context, so too had the collective understanding that had originally 

defined the site. The nation no longer sought to construct grand commemorative structures to 

honor interwar nationalism, and it is ironic that a memorial designed to remember these ideals 

was finally completed during a time when anti-war movements were being organized nationwide 

to protest U.S. involvement in Vietnam. 

 Upon the finalization of its construction in the mid-1960s, the Indiana World War 

Memorial Plaza was no longer simply a First World War commemoration. Re-designated in the 

1990s as the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza Historic District, the area now houses a 

multitude of structures and monuments that honor prominent Hoosiers, later twentieth century 
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conflicts, and veterans’ organizations.197 The altered interpretations of the site that led to its 

present organization may be attributed to a variety of political and social factors. The public 

slowly lost interest in the Plaza over time, as more pressing events such as the Great Depression 

and the Second World War overshadowed the importance of First World War remembrance. 

Additionally, issues surrounding the removal of the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian 

churches caused Indianapolis residents to question the central shrine’s placement, further altering 

the original attitudes displayed towards the IWWMP. As civic leaders focused more on 

expansion and financial responsibility, the main memorial structure fell into disrepair, 

undercutting its value in the eyes of the public.198 Towards the end of its construction, veterans 

of the First World War had little to say regarding its completion. In reality, veterans of the 

Second World War were the most vocal of stakeholders who sought the renovation of the shrine. 

Furthermore, it was this demographic that called for recognition of the Korean Conflict on the 

Plaza’s grounds, illustrating the impact that the lengthy passage of time had on those who 

influenced Indiana’s commemorative endeavors.199 William H. Book, former Secretary of the 

Indianapolis Chamber of Commerce, effectively summarized the Indiana World War Memorial 

Plaza’s construction, saying that “[t]he wheels of our governmental process sometimes move 

very slowly, indeed.”200 
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Conclusion 

  

 Commemoration and collective memory are indelibly connected. The symbolism and 

interpreted meanings attached to sites of remembrance impact the way people understand the 

past, and change over time as societies transition from one era to the next. In the context of 

armed conflict, these traditions of memorialization are not new. Americans have sought 

commemoration following every war in which their nation has participated. With each passing 

conflict, remembrance of the previous event changed, and collective interpretations of sacred 

sites shifted to fit the present needs of society. The Indiana World War Memorial Plaza’s story is 

representative of these trends. When faced with an altered post-war society, one that was 

threatened by upheaval and dissent, Americans constructed a unifying message of national 

superiority in order to justify the meaning of the First World War and its tumultuous aftermath. 

Americanism gave rise to new veterans’ organizations and commemorative projects across the 

nation. Throughout its long construction, the IWWMP’s original Americanist meaning, as 

outlined by advocates and interest groups in the early 1920s, constantly shifted as the memorial 

was modified over time. Changing local and national circumstances altered the meanings 

associated with the Plaza, illustrating that memorialization is subject to change. 

 After the Civil War, Americans who had remained on the home front wished to dedicate 

memorials in honor of the duty and sacrifice that war inspired. Returning veterans, disheartened 

by years of fighting and continued regional division, were less enthused by the public’s desire to 

commemorate their actions. Increasingly tired of their contemporaries’ glorification of the 

conflict, and finding it difficult to cope with civilian life, Union veterans felt that they were the 

true representatives of the conflict. Disabled from battle and telling stories of hardship and 

bloodshed, many were looked upon with disgust by their peers. Americans did not want 
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reminders of the carnage that their Civil War had created. Instead they sought a more black and 

white interpretation of the tragedy by arguing that the Union’s victory justified the losses. 

Veterans who spoke out against commemorative endeavors that portrayed these ideals were 

dismissed, being “part of a past that Americans preferred only to forget.”201 In Indianapolis, 

remembrances of the war were sanitized, and Hoosiers celebrated the Union’s victory by 

constructed monuments in its honor. One such project was the Soldiers and Sailors Monument in 

downtown Indianapolis. Serving as the city’s focal point, the monument would come to inspire 

pro-memorial advocates in the wake of the First World War. As time progressed, changing 

attitudes towards commemoration ensured that World War I memorialization would be both 

similar and different during the interwar years. While the nation maintained its desires to 

prioritize military glory and sacrifice, contention would arise regarding the artistic merit of 

commemorative monuments. Americans sought to build grand memorials that honored the 

version of the war that they had been presented at home. This differed from the gruesome reality 

of the conflict, which Americans chose to ignore. 

 Following the First World War, Americans navigated the complexities of global 

diplomacy while simultaneously commemorating the fallen. As the U.S. faced the challenges of 

radicalism and political upheaval at home and abroad, citizens sought isolationism from the rest 

of the world and national unity as a solution to their problems. These reforms required the 

adoption of a common ideology, one that would distill messages of patriotism to a wide 

audience. Many Americans embraced these ideals, which were reflected in the symbolism of 

First World War memorials during the interwar years.202 Additionally, Americans embraced 
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industrialization and the productive boom that came along with militarization. Following the 

Allied victory in 1918, a large influx of former soldiers returned to the American workforce, 

causing an economic decline. Additionally, returning veterans brought with them the deadly 

Spanish Influenza, a virus that tore through the continent, claiming countless lives. These events, 

coupled with the tumultuous state of global politics following the war, led Americans to question 

why they had gotten involved “over there.”203 National discontent made it necessary to justify 

the tremendous loss of life that had taken place during the First World War. In order to do this 

the conflict’s complicated meaning had to be unraveled by interest groups. By promoting the 

unifying ideals of Americanism, newly formed veterans’ and civic organizations were able to 

validate national concerns and influence the collective remembrance of the war. Successful 

efforts to promote nationalist agendas gave rise to a wave of patriotic sentiment that blanketed 

the country, resulting in First World War commemoration throughout the United States.204 When 

the patriotic movement reached Indianapolis, interest groups expected that their civic leaders 

would propose a commemorative plan worthy of garnering national attention.  

 The Hoosier state’s capital had a rich commemorative history prior to the First World 

War. The Soldiers and Sailors Monument, the city’s most popular attraction, acted as a symbol 

of Indiana’s devotion to military remembrance.205 After the Armistice of 1918, Indiana residents 

expected that their civic leaders would develop a plan to memorialize America’s latest victory.206 

As the American Legion emerged as a prominent veterans’ organization with a patriotic agenda, 

Indianapolis vied for its attention. Similar to other metropolitan areas around the country, 
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Indiana civic leaders sought to attract the Legion to their home state by bolstering the 

emphasizing fervor of its residents. By winning over the American Legion it was possible that 

the organization would establish its national headquarters in Indiana. Politicians and members of 

the public viewed this as an opportunity to promote Indianapolis, and believed that their 

association with the Legion would place the city in the national spotlight.207  

 Indianapolis appealed to the American Legion due to its central and rail-accessible 

location, and it was decided in November of 1919 that the organization would establish its 

headquarters in the Hoosier state.208 Shortly thereafter, prominent residents such as Governor 

James P. Goodrich, proposed a plan to build a memorial plaza that would house the Legion and 

honor Indiana’s involvement in the First World War.209 Most members of the public received the 

plan positively, yet contention arose when civic leaders suggested that the plaza be built in 

downtown Indianapolis. Oppositional leaders, including Lew Shank, argued that the commercial 

property surrounding the proposed site was too valuable to be handed over for an unprofitable 

commemorative venture.210 Others raised concerns over the project’s cost, stating that funds 

could be used in other ways to better Indianapolis and Marion County.211 Proponents of the 

memorial plaza countered these arguments by questioning their opponents’ dedication to 

Americanism. Using an arsenal of patriotic and nationalistic rhetoric, commemorative 

stakeholders claimed that opposing the creation of the future Indiana World War Memorial Plaza 

was un-American and dishonored those who died in the trenches of Europe. 

 Oppositional arguments made by Lew Shank and his affiliates show the importance of 
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urban space and utility. Architectural trends from the time accommodated beauty over 

practicality, and criticisms based on these values were frequently thrown at the City Beautiful 

Movement.212 Shank and the IWWMP opponents did wish to see the First World War 

commemorated in Indianapolis, their arguments only differed from the proponents as to how that 

would be accomplished. In favor of a more useful monument, Shank pushed for the creation of a 

memorial hospital that would care for the war’s disabled veterans.213 Although it was often 

portrayed in newspapers as a fight between “good” and “evil,” the existence of plaza opposition 

eludes to the alternative paths that could have been taken to commemorate the war. Americanism 

supported grand and imposing memorial designs, associated them with the beacon of moral light 

that the nation was trying to be. As a result, alternative viewpoints on the IWWMP were silenced 

by the patriotic sentiments of its advocates.  

 After the victory of the Plaza’s proponents, civic leaders attempted to take legislative 

action multiple times to approve the IWWMP between 1920 and 1922. Despite this progress, the 

succeeding decades proved to be just as turbulent as the early interwar years for the Memorial 

Plaza. Religious institutions that existed on the plaza grounds were led to believe that they could 

remain on the property and that their buildings would be incorporated into the memorial’s 

design.214 Construction of the plaza’s main shrine proved these assurances to be false, and clergy 

from the First Baptist and Second Presbyterian churches presented a case to the Board of County 

Commissioners against the construction of the central structure adjacent to their properties.215 In 

a reversal of their previous sentiments towards unhindered commemoration, many members of 

the public sided with the churches, suggesting that modern memorialization was supported so 
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long as it did not threaten traditional institutions and architecture. 

  The issue of church removal was not resolved for decades due to nationally-traumatic 

events such as the Great Depression and the Second World War. These global developments 

overshadowed remembrances of the First World War and concerns regarding the religious 

institutions’ presence in the plaza did not resurface until new veterans began returning home in 

the 1940s.216 At that time the main memorial building remained incomplete, and the War 

Memorial Commission appeared content to leave it that way until it became necessary to expand 

the IWWMP. Growing veterans’ organizations and memorials to other twentieth century wars 

required accommodation from the Commission. As a result, a revitalization plan was instituted 

by the Board of Trustees that allowed for the construction of new buildings in the plaza.217 

Indianapolis civic leaders were aware that public support for the expansion would not be 

guaranteed if the central shrine remained unfinished, and plans were put forth to purchase the 

two churches and complete the structure. 

 Despite persistent calls for government action by the American Legion and the War 

Memorial Commission, every bill that was written in favor of the churches’ removal failed to 

pass in the State Legislature until 1955. Even after this success it took an additional ten years to 

complete the central shrine of the IWWMP. By the mid-1960s, when the project was finalized, 

the First World War had become a distant memory, clouded by the Second World War, the Cold 

War, Korea, and Vietnam. Many Hoosiers were glad to see the structure completed, yet very few 

had a vested interest in its original meaning.218 This illustrates the tendency of Americans to 

“forget” the First World War later in the century. The rise of the Atomic Age in 1945 made prior 
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conflicts seem irrelevant, and the Americanist spirit of interwar commemoration had lost its hold 

on the United States. As a result, the public altered the collective memory expressed in the 

IWWMP to accommodate additional memorials into its design. The main monument and the 

museum that it contains now honor all of Indiana’s military history, dating back to the Colonial 

Era. It no longer stands as a memorial to the First World War, but rather exists as physical 

remembrance of Hoosier veterans. 

 The Indiana World War Memorial Plaza was built as a reminder to the state’s residents 

that their loved ones’ military valor and patriotic endeavors would not be forgotten. Its creators 

intended that mothers, fathers, spouses, and children would look upon the massive stone 

monument and recognize the sacrifices of First World War veterans who gave their lives 

overseas. While it remains in the heart of downtown Indianapolis, its presence often goes 

unnoticed by visitors of the historic district. Standing 210 feet above street level, the main 

building of the plaza consumes most of a city block, and the grounds around it occupies more 

land than any other commemorative area in the city.219 Patrons can visit the central shrine’s 

museum and encounter exhibits devoted to every conflict in which Hoosiers have participated, or 

they can choose to see the American Legion’s National Headquarters, located nearby, which still 

houses the most influential veterans’ organization in the U.S. The Legion’s role in the 

construction and preserved memory of the War Memorial Plaza is unmatched, making their 

headquarters equally as important to the understanding of the First World War’s impact on 

Indianapolis as the central shrine.  

 The influence of civic leaders, veterans’ organizations, and the public of Indiana made 

the origin story of the IWWMP complicated and contentious. Interest groups allowed national 
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commemorative trends to play out in Indianapolis that hindered every attempt by political and 

social elites to “foster an official and consensual memory of the war.”220 Early twentieth-century 

changes to American commemorative ideals gave rise to the Plaza’s design, and the continued 

evolution of these values led to its erasure from Indiana’s collective memory. Upon its 

completion, the central shrine was far from being the “temple of patriotism” that was envisioned 

in the 1920s.221 America had moved on from its obsessive focus on national unity in the wake of 

the First World War and slowly “forgot” about its meaning and significance. Indianapolis 

followed suit, making the city a representative case study on the national post-World War II 

commemorative shift towards erasure and overshadowing. Perhaps the most fitting quote to 

conclude the story of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza comes from Bob Dylan, who sang: 

“Oh the First World War, boys/ It closed out its fate/ The reason for fighting/ I never got straight/ 

But I learned to accept it/ Accept it with pride/ For you don’t count the dead/ When God’s on 

your side.”222 
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Appendix: Figures 

 

 

Figure 1: General John J. Pershing lays the cornerstone of the Indiana World War Memorial     

Plaza’s central shrine, July 4th, 1927. 

 

W. H. Bass Photo Company, “Indiana World War Memorial, cornerstone laying, with General 

John Pershing,” July 4, 1927, photograph, W. H. Bass Photo Company Collection, Indiana 

Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, accessed June 22, 2021, https://images.ind 

ianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc012/id/10481/rec/6. 
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Figure 2: Dedication of the Soldiers and Sailors Monument in downtown Indianapolis, May 15th, 

1902. 

 

The Indianapolis News, “Crowds on Monument Circle at Dedication Ceremonies for the Indiana 

Soldiers and Sailors Monument,” May 15, 1902, photograph, Assorted Images from IHS 

Collections, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, accessed June 22, 2021, 

https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/V0002/id/387/rec/3. 
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Figure 3: Map of downtown Indianapolis showing the area that would become the Indiana World 

War Memorial Plaza. 

 

G. Wm. Baist, Wm. E. Baist, and H. V. Baist, Baist’s Real Estate Atlas of Surveys of 

Indianapolis and Vicinity, Indiana: Complete in One Volume: Compiled and Published from 

Official Records, Private Plans, and Actual Surveys (Philadelphia: G. Wm. Baist, c.1916), 5, 

accessed June 22, 2021, https://www.loc.gov/resource/g4094im.gct00194/?sp=9&r=-0.173,-

0.039,1.303,0.774,0. 
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Figure 4: An example of neoclassical architecture as displayed by the Indiana World War 

Memorial building, 1956. 

 

Carolyn Elliot McManaman, “World War Memorial,” 1956, photograph, Carolyn Marie (Elliot) 

McManaman Slides, Circa 1950-1991, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, 

accessed June 22, 2021, https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll 

54/id/191/rec/6. 
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Figure 5: Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington, Virginia. 

 

“Tomb of the Unknown Soldier,” Arlington National Cemetery, accessed June 22, 2021, 

https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Explore/Tomb-of-the-Unknown-Soldier. 

 

 
 

Figure 6: The Indianapolis-Marion County Public Library, designed by Paul Cret, 1925. 

 

W. H. Bass Photo Company, “Indianapolis Marion County Public Library,” 1925, photograph, 

W. H. Bass Photo Company Collection, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, 

accessed June 22, 2021, https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc012/id/13 

744/rec/57. 
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Block 16 

 
 

Figure 7: Block 16 of the Indiana World War Memorial Plaza. 

 

McGuire Studios Inc., “Indiana World War Memorial Plaza,” c.1982-1984, photograph, Joseph 

and Georgia McGuire Photographs Collection, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, 

accessed June 22, 2021, https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll57/id/26 

/rec/16. 
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IWWMP 

 
 

Figure 8: Map of central Indianapolis, showing Lew Shank’s suggested Indiana World War 

Memorial Plaza site in relation to its present location. 

 

Google Maps, 2021. 
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Figure 9: The First Baptist (Left) and Second Presbyterian (Right) churches adjacent to the 

Indiana World War Memorial Plaza’s main building. 

 

W. H. Bass Photo Company, “Indiana World War Memorial, Vermont Street,” 1932, 

photograph, W. H. Bass Photo Company Collection, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, 

Indiana, accessed June 22, 2021, https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/dc012/id 

/11547/rec/139. 

 

 
 

Figure 10: The Second Presbyterian Church of Indianapolis. 

 

“Second Presbyterian Church in Indianapolis, Indiana,” 1946, photograph, General Picture 

Collection, Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis, Indiana, accessed June 22, 2021, 

https://images.indianahistory.org/digital/collection/p16797coll28/id/143/rec/9. 
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