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HOME & HEARTH 
& HALLOWED HALLS 

The stately three-story building with a slate roof and 
white limestone walls sits behind a row of oak trees) 
halfway between Memorial Union and Rollins Street 
on Hitt Streef s east side. Hundreds of students walk 
past McKee Gymnasium every day. Few know its story. 

BY ERIK POTTER+ MIZZOU MAGAZINE+ FALL 2016 

• 



t (Clockwise from top left) Mizzou 
football coach and athletic director 
Dan Devine, right, and Marge Meredith 
watch Beverly Bauer flip through the 
air on the trampoline. Gymnasts apply 
chalk to their hands from the chalk box 
Meredith made herself; from left to right 
are List, Nanson, coaches Meredith and 
Balke, and Cheryl Hill. List Kent holds up 
her so-year-old gymnastics jacket. List 
executes a vault during practice; looking 
on are Nanson, Meredith, Balke and Hill. 
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College campuses are a whirlwind of 
change around a few iconic buildings. 
At Mizzou, the Columns will always re
main, unchanged. Everything else must 
keep up with the times. Accordingly, 
several campus landmarks - Swallow 
Hall, Stewart Hall, Lafferre Hall - are 
undergoing major renovation. 

In February, the Board of Curators 
approved $1.2 million to hire Cannon 
Design Inc. to design a STEM-focused 
building that would take the place of 
McKee Gym . Those plans have been 
put on hold, however, because of a lack 
of funding. 

Nevertheless, the notion got us think
ing about McKee and the central role it 
played in the history of women's athletics. 

w 
Women's athletics at Mizzou started modestly, in 
1889, with the first physical education class for 
women. Each semester, 100 women performed 
calisthenics in Jesse Hall, carefully maneuvering 
around three posts that ran through the middle 
of a converted classroom. By the early 1920s, 650 
women per semester took turns jumping and 
stretching in the makeshift space. 

The men, meanwhile, had an entire gym
nasium to themselves. Rothwell Gym, built in 
1906, was off-limits to women except on Saturday 
mornings and two evening hours per week. Even 
then, women were not allowed to use the lockers 
or baths. 

Meanwhile, interest in women's sports started 
to kindle. The 1910s saw the start of field hockey, 
indoor baseball, and track-and-field clubs for 
women, though participation was low. Then, in 
1923, Mizzou women got a gym - the $150,000 
New Women's Gym. In the same year, MU hired 
the building's future eponym, Mary McKee, as 
professor of physical education and head ofphysi-

t Mary McKee, professor 
of physical education, 
paved the way for wom
en's athletics at Mizzou. 
The women's gym was 
named in her honor. 

McKEE GYMNASIUM 

cal education for women. Women's athletics be
gan to flourish. 

Equipped with a pool, a basketball court, dress
ing rooms, lockers and "subtle art deco style," the 
New Women's Gym was home to an upsurge in 
athletic activity. 

The Mermaids Club, a women's swim club, 
formed in 1926. They gave annual exhibitions with 
the men's swimming team that proved so popular 
that ticket sales from the inaugural event paid for 
a new set of bleachers in the gym. 

Women's sports continued to expand, and, by 
the early 1950s, included basketball, folk dance, 
modern dance, soccer, tennis, volleyball, table ten
nis and softball. 

It wasn't always easy, though. "Miss McKee," 
as she was known, oversaw and advocated for 
physical education for women for 35 years. In an 
interview during the late 1960s or early 1970s, she 
recounted difficulties women faced in gaining 
equal treatment. 

Male students would take over the women's 
tennis courts and athletic fields and refuse to 
leave. "The fraternities would come over, and they 
would tear down our archery targets and play 
baseball there. If we came out for [archery] class, 
they'd say, 'So what?' " McKee said. 

McKee Gym also helped precipitate the launch 
of Mizzou's gymnastics team. Early in her career, 
in the late 1950s, Marge Meredith, BS Ed '53, M Ed 
'59, assistant professor of physical education, inher
ited the duties of teaching "stunts and tumbling." 

"The first years we had gymnastics, I knew 
nothing about it," she says. But at a national physi
cal education conference in St. Louis in the early 
'6os, she was introduced to the uneven bars, bal
ance beam, vault, and other equipment of the sport. 

Meredith grew up in a do-it-yourself family, so 
when she got back to Columbia, she and a few stu
dents constructed their own balance beam. They 
thought it was fine, but "the first time schools 
came and competed in our gym and had to per
form on that beam, they just thought it was below 
par because it looked homemade," she says. They 
ordered a factory-made beam after that. 

The first official Mizzou gymnastics team 
formed in 1966. They competed as a club sport 
with no money for uniforms, travel, lodging or 
food. Consequently, they carpooled to competi
tions and slept on the floors of members' relatives 
whenever they could. 

One of the earliest gymnasts was Elaine List 
Kent, BS Ed '70, M Ed '96. She fell in love with 
gymnastics during her senior year at Columbia's 
Hickman High School, too late to be a top compet
itor herself. But she threw herself into the sport at 
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Mizzou, practicing five days a week, and attended 
workshops and summer camps at Meredith's urg
ing. Later, she made gymnastics the centerpiece 
of her physical education teaching career in Co
lumbia Public Schools. 

As a student, List Kent didn't live in the dorms 
and wasn't in a sorority. Her four years on campus 
centered on McKee Gym and the people there. It 
was her campus home. 

"It's a building worth remembering," she says. 
Today, Mizzou no longer segregates athletics 

facilities by gender, and McKee has been convert
ed into offices and a fine-arts stage. 

Meanwhile, decades of rising enrollment have 

Ifs been many 
years since McKee 
has been used as a 
gymnasium. The 
pool was drained in 
the '70s or 'Sos -
no one is quite sure 
when - and later 
covered. Losing 
the structure itself 
would mark its 
final chapter. 

put an ever-in
creasing demand 
on classroom 
space. That de
mand is especial
ly strong for lab 
space, accelerated 
by a national focus 
on science, technol
ogy, engineering 
and math (STEM) 
education. 

It's been many 
years since McKee 
has been used as a 
gymnasium. The 
pool was drained in 
the '70s or 'Sos -
no one is quite sure 
when - and later 

covered. Losing the structure itself would mark its 
final chapter. 

But even if that happens, McKee won't be for
gotten. A student named Rachel who took class
es in McKee was interviewed in 2011 as part of 
a campus project documenting the building. "I 
think it would be nice to have the history more 
widely known throughout campus," she said. 
"Jesse Hall and [Ellis] Library have a great histo
ry, and so does this building. I love to play softball, 
and I think it's pretty cool, as a girl, to know that I 
am in a building that started making girls' sports 
important." M 

-+Archery was one of the sports launched in 1923 with 
the opening of McKee Gym; female students had been 
interested in forming a team before but lacked the space 
to do so. Women's physical education classes met in the 
"gymnasium" room in Jesse Hall prior to the construc
tion of McKee. McKee Gym included a pool. 

30 MIZZOUMAGAZINE.COM 



'" w 
> 
I 
u 
er 
<: 

>
f-

> 
z 
:0 

0 
0 
~ 

~ 

<: 
I 

w 

"' "' w 

' 

I 
u 
er 
<: 

ro 
ro 

ro 

u 

"' w 
> 
I 
u 

"' ~ 

" w 
I 
u 

While replacement plans for McKee Gym have been put on 
hold, plenty of other projects have continued apace, including 
one important project: Shakespeare's Pizza. 

After a yearlong stint on Eighth Street, the iconic hangout 
has retaken its rightful place at Ninth and Elm in a brand new 
building. The floor plan is the same. The green-brick exterior 

SOFTBALL STADIUM 
Began: Spring 2016 

Scheduled completion: Spring 2017 

Estimated cost: $11 million 

Details: The new stadium will fea

ture about 1,800 seats and position 

Mizzou softball well in the ultra-com

petitive Southeastern Conference. 

LAFFERRE HALL 
Began: Summer 2015 

Scheduled completion: 
Winter 2016 

Estimated cost: $44.6 million 

Details: The project will replace 

the 1935 and 1944 additions, about 

69,000 square-feet of space. It will 

also reconfigure portions of the cur-

is the same. The biggest difference now is that every pizza 
comes topped with five stories of spiffy student apartments. 

On campus, health-care expansion, student housing im
provements and the constant need to update historic infra
structure are fueling a spate of other construction projects 
at Mizzou. 

Estimated cost: $40 million Scheduled completion: 

Details: A four-story addition will Spring 2017 

add nearly 90,000 square feet, Estimated cost: $42.5 million 

19 outpatient exam rooms, 22 in

patient rooms and as many as five 

operating rooms to the Missouri 

Orthopaedic Institute. The top 

floor, funded by a $3 million gift 

from Bill Thompson, BS CiE '68, 

and Nancy Thompson, HES '67, 

Details: The School of Medicine 

is adding a six-story, 99,000 

square-feet building connected 

to the existing School of Medi

cine and Lattes Health Sciences 

Library as part of its expanded 

enrollment and new Springfield 

will feature the Thompson Regen- clinical campus in partnership 

erative Orthopaedics Laboratory. with CoxHealth and Mercy 

VETERINARY MEDICINE 
AMBULATORY TEACHING 
FACILITY 
Began: Spring 2016 

Scheduled completion: Fall 2016 

Estimated cost: $2.8 million 

Details: The new two-level facil

ity along East Campus Drive, 

adjacent to Clydesdale Hall, will 

store large-animal ambulatory 

vehicles on the bottom level and 

health systems. 

rent structure to improve accessibil- offer classroom, presentation and 

STEWART HALL 
Begins: Summer 2016 

Scheduled completion: 

DOBBS GROUP REPLACEMENT 
PRO.SECT (PHASE 1) 
Began: Winter 2015 

Scheduled completion: Summer 2017 

Estimated cost: $11.2 million 

Details: Two new residence halls 

and a dining facility will be built 

where an outdoor basketball 

court, Jones Hall, and Dobbs 

Pavilion used to be. 

ity; increase space for instruction, office space on the second level. 

research and collaboration; and 

make the building easier to navigate. 

MISSOURI ORTHOPAEDIC 
INSTITUTE PATIENT•CENTERED CARE 

Began: Summer 2015 LEARNING CENTER 

Scheduled completion: Summer 2017 Began: Fall 2015 

Winter 2017 

Estimated cost: $18 million 

Details: The project will renovate 

Stewart Hall (44,582 square feet) to 

create a flexible STEM educational 

lab, increase the number of student 

stations available in the building, and 

eliminate $6.3 million in maintenance 

and improvement needs including to 

the fire suppression system; emer

gency exits; the heating, ventilation 

and air condition system; accessibil

ity; and the building envelope. 
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