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Union Hill – Buyers discover pleasant surprise 
By Karen Massman VanAsdale – Real Estate Editor 
 
 
In the midst of an urban area struggling 
to maintain a residential quality, a 
pocket of redevelopment stands out.  
Continued efforts from property owners, 
developers and the city have brought a 
new face and new attitude to Union Hill, 
a posh residential area in the late 
1800s. 
 
The general boundaries of the area are 
from Gillham Road to Main Street and 
from 31st Street to 28th Street. 
 
New brick markers, curbs, sidewalks 
and antique lighting (paid by the city and 
residents) welcome visitors as they 
enter the Union Hill area.  Almost 
entirely residential, the community is a 
blend of primarily Victorian rehabilitated 
and new townhouses and single family 
homes.  It is at times difficult to 
distinguish between the old and new.  
Despite the tremendous redevelopment 
progress that has been made in recent 
years, however, several properties 
remain to be updated. 
 
“I think it’s the hottest market in town,” 
said Maggie Miller, sales associate with 
J.D. Reece Realtors.  “I’ve made a 
career of it.” 
 
Most new visitors to Union Hill express 
an element of surprise that such an area 
even exists in Kansas City. “Unless you 
know its here you just sort of wash it in 
with other areas around here,” said Jim 
Hunter, the area’s newest resident. 
 

The residents who are attracted to 
Union Hill are overall a vibrant, active 
crowd who enjoy an urban setting.  
Many who are attracted to the 
redeveloped section are professionals 
who work between Downtown and the 
Plaza, although a few owners work in 
the College Boulevard area. Other 
residents who travel enjoy being close 
to the airport. 
 
“It used to be primarily singles and 
professional people.  The appeal to 
families has taken a turn,”  said Bob 
Myers, resident and real estate agent 
with Eugene D. Brown Realtors.  The 
majority of families live in the southern 
area of Union Hill. 
 
“I think the wonderful thing is the age 
variance,” said seven year resident 
Charline Schmelzer.  “They’re all alive.  
They’re all busy.” 
 
“It’s an eclectic group.  It’s a real mix of 
people,” Miller said .  “I think of them as 
modern day pioneers.” 
 
“Some might say we’re adventurous; I 
just say we know a good thing when we 
see it,”  Schmelzer said.  She moved to 
the area with her husband after living at 
Weatherby Lake for 15 years.  They 
wanted to move to the city and felt that 
after living on the lake they needed a 
view more dramatic than a neighbor’s 
house. 
 



“We just fell in love with the view, it’s 
perfectly marvelous,”  Schmelzer said. 
 
It is the view from Union Hill that 
ultimately is the deciding factor for many 
homeowners. 
 
“We laid out the entire hill for elevations 
so everyone would get a view,” said Bob 
Frye, president of Phoenix 
Redevelopment.  In addition, most 
floorplans have living space – such as 
kitchens and living rooms or master 
bedrooms on the second floor in order 
to take advantage of the view. 
 
“At night you just have a gorgeous view 
of Downtown.  The view is really the 
main reason for being here,” Hunter 
said. 
 
Like many residents of Union Hill, 
Hunter was accustomed to living in an 
urban setting in another city before 
building his house in the area.  He 
previously lived in the Georgetown 
community of Washington, D.C.  While 
he wasn’t trying to find another 
Georgetown, he said, he was trying to 
find a pocket. 
 
“I didn’t want to live in the suburbs.  I 
wanted an urban setting,” he said.  “I 
don’t know where you’d get more 
urban.” 
 
Residents are also close to retail shops 
and services located along Main St., 
Downtown, Crown Center and the 
Plaza.  They also enjoy the many 
nearby restaurants and do their grocery 
shopping primarily at markets near 39th 
Street and Broadway and at Westport 
Road and Southwest Trafficway. 
 

“It is the hub of the city,”  Schmelzer 
said, adding that the area is close to the 
interstate highway.  “It’s just a great 
place.  It’s always growing more and 
more.” 
 
Union Hill Redevelopment  
 
Union Hill Redevelopment Corporation 
held its groundbreaking ceremonies on 
April 30th 1983 and construction began 
on the first phase.  In 1987, Phoenix 
Redevelopment Corp. took control of the 
Union Hill project.  The corporation is 
owned by Union Hill Acquisition, whose 
stockholders include Hallmark and DST 
Systems Inc. 
 
To date there are 85 residential units in 
the project.  Development is now about 
a third finished, said Frye.  When 
completed there will be about 500 units, 
half of which will be single-family 
houses.  Prices in the project range from 
less than $50,000 for a one bedroom 
row house to more than $400,000 for a 
single family house. 
 
Owners of units involved in the 
redevelopment project are members of 
the Union Hill Homes Association.  For a 
monthly fee that is based on the owner’s 
square footage, the association provides 
snow removal, lawn care, a monthly 
newsletter and periodic activities. 
 
A design review committee studies new 
construction and rehab projects for the 
area.  Because it is a designated historic 
area, design must be in keeping with the 
period of the late 1800s. 
 
Commercial development continues 
around the perimeters of the area.  
Phoenix Redevelopment owns three 
major pieces of property primarily at the 



corner of 31st  and Main Streets, in the 
3000 block of Gillham Road and the 
land near the residential redevelopment. 
 
“Our approach to the program was to 
purchase properties that were the worst, 
blighted properties that surrounded the 
perimeters,” Frye said.  “We cleaned up 
the borders first and are now cleaning 
up the residential. 
 
“Our approach is to create confidence in 
the community.”  he said. 
 
Statute 353  
 
One of the added bonuses of being a 
homeowner in Union Hill is the tax 
abatement provided by the Urban 
Redevelopment Corporation Law, State 
Statute 353.  It established incentives to 
stimulate private investment and 
redevelopment of blighted areas in the 
city. 
 
The 353 incentives include 25 years of 
tax abatement and the granting of the 
State’s power of eminent domain to the 
developer to acquire the approved 
development site. 
 
The 25-year tax abatement on the value 
added by the site’s redevelopment is 
divided into two stages.  For the first 10 
years the tax abatement rate is 100 
percent.  The taxes are on the assessed 
value of the land only.  For the following 
15 years, real estate taxes are paid on 
only 50 percent of the property’s 
reassessed value.  The tax abatement 
period begins when the redevelopment 
corporation takes title to the property. 
 
The second incentive, the granting of 
the state’s right of eminent domain, 
enables the developer to condemn and 

buy properties at the fair market price 
that he cannot acquire through normal 
negotiation. 
 
The goal of the program is to make 
inner city sites competitive with the 
suburbs for development. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This two-bedroom house, located at 3021 
Grand, is listed at $99,500.  Features include 1 
¼ bathrooms, balcony, brick patio, antique 
stained-glass windows.  Listing agent:  George 
Fakoury, J.D. Reece Realtors 
 
Longfellow  
 
The Union Hill neighborhood is under 
the umbrella of the Longfellow 
Community Association.   The 
association meets monthly and 
distributes a monthly newsletter to 
residents. 
 
“The two neighborhoods (Union Hill and 
Longfellow) are somewhat different.  We 
share some of the same problems,” said 
Jeanette Van Vickle, president of the 
Longfellow Community Association. 
 
“Most of our common concerns right 
now involve crime and security,”  she 
said.  Members of the association have 
raised funds to hire a private security 
service to patrol the neighborhoods, and 



crime and safety seminars are 
presented. 
 
Another major thrust of the association 
is beautification and maintenance, Van 
Vickle said.  A committee is now in the 
process of planning a beautification 
project for common areas such as 
islands. 
 
“I think we’re starting to see in our three 
years of working on it, there’s definitely 
been a turn,”  Frye said.   “It’s been 
subtle.  It hasn’t been overnight.” 
 
“It is a marvelous neighborhood and 
everybody’s looking out for everybody 
else,”  Schmelzer said.  “I don’t see 
anything but pluses down here myself.”” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This three-bedroom house, located at 3014 Oak, 
is listed at $88,000.  Features include two 
bathrooms, whirlpool bath, skylights, porch off 
master bedroom, hardwood floors.  Owner: 
Janet Cruciani. 
 
 
 
Union Hill Cemetery  
 
High on a hill with sweeping views of the 
Kansas City skyline, Union Cemetery 
links the historic past of the Union Hill 
area with the future. 
 

James M. Hunter divided 49 acres for 
the Union Cemetery on May 19, 1857 
and it was incorporated under state law.  
As the oldest burying ground still in 
existence in Kansas City, the varying 
monuments mark the graves of the 
famous and little known. 
 
The list runs from George Caleb 
Bingham, a celebrated painter and 
statesman to Tillman Crabtree, the first 
policeman.  Others of note include 
Alexander Majors, a co-founder of the 
Pony Express; John Campbell, a co-
founder of Westport, but best 
remembered as the donor of the city’s 
first fire engine;  Dr Johnston Lykins, the 
first Mayor of Kansas City;  William 
Chick, Kansas City’s first Postmaster.  It 
is estimated that 55,000 people have 
been buried in the cemetery. 
 
A common misconception is that the 
cemetery its name from the fact that 
many Union soldiers are buries within its 
confines.  Actually, the name was 
derived from the site of the cemetery, 
halfway between the city of Kansas City 
and Westport township. 
 
It was meant to be a ‘union’ between the 
two communities to serve them “for all 
time.”  The boundaries of Union 
Cemetery have changed from time to 
time as acreage was added and then 
parts sold for commercial development.  
Over the years, the cemetery suffered 
neglect due to lack of funds. 
 
In 1932, the Native Sons of Kansas City 
was organized with its primary objective 
being the restoration and preservation of 
Union Cemetery.  In 1937, the city 
council voted to accept the cemetery on 
behalf of the city and agreed to maintain 
it. 



 
The Native Sons fenced the property 
and commissioned architect Edward 
Delk to design the new entrance.  It was 
built primarily with funds supplied by the 
city and dedicated in 1957. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photographs may vary from the original photographs 
in the article. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
This three-bedroom house, located at 200 E. 
30th St is listed at $475,000.  Features include 
four bathrooms, two fireplaces, marble entry, 
two decks, marble bathrooms, crown molding, 
sprinkler system, built-in closets, commercial 
stove and patio with fountain.  Listing agent:  Jim 
Hense, J.D. Reece Realtors. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


